
        
            
                
            
        

    
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Books by this author

   Dedication

   Prologue

   Chapter 1

   Chapter 2

   Chapter 3

   Chapter 4

   Chapter 5

   Chapter 6

   Chapter 7

   Chapter 8

   Chapter 9

   Chapter 10

   Chapter 11

   Chapter 12

   Chapter 13

   Chapter 14

   Chapter 15

   Chapter 16

   Chapter 17

   Chapter 18

   Chapter 19

   Chapter 20

   Chapter 21

   Chapter 22

   Chapter 23

   Chapter 24

   Chapter 25

   Chapter 26

   Chapter 27

   Chapter 28

   Chapter 29

   Chapter 30

   Chapter 31

   Chapter 32

   Chapter 33

   Chapter 34

   Chapter 35

   Chapter 36

   Chapter 37

   Chapter 38

   Acknowledgements


The Eternity Throne

Book one: Kingdom of Keys and Curses

Tayla Jean Grossberg


Books in the Eternity Throne Trilogy: 

1) Kingdom of Keys and Curses

2) Kingdom of Blood and Betrayal

3) Kingdom of Kingdom of Swords and Shadows

 


Other books by this author:

 

1) I Don’t Belong Here.

2) Bittersweet (something like a Nicholas Sparks love story)

3) Men of Treachery

 

The Silver Kingdom:

1) Lone Wolf

2) Cry of the Shifters

3) Secret of the Castle

4) King of the Witches

 

Clepsydra Society Duology:

1) Lapidary

2) Saliency

 

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to:

Malgorzata Siwecka and Kealyn (Geertruida) Rijnhout, my two bookish friends who are always there to proofread and help. This one is for you!

Prologue 


“Watch out!” Violet cried.

Zoey heeded her younger sister’s warning and dodged the arrow that flew toward her. She gripped her sword hilt valiantly and looked in the direction from which the arrow came.

“It’s a goblin!” Zoey cried, although her sister already knew that.

The goblin observed her with cat-like eyes and a challenging smirk. Zoey smiled back – she had fought and won this fight many times. It was always the same – any moment now, the goblin would swing from the tree, like a monkey, and attempt to take Violet and hold her as leverage against Zoey. But sometimes, like now, Violet felt extra imaginative and added something new to the story. Violet dropped her sword and screamed, “One of the Fata has betrayed us!”

Zoey spun around, sword at the ready. “Drop your weapon,” she told the Fata, who was pressing his dagger against Violet’s throat. Violet looked at Zoey with wide eyes, like those of a deer before a hunter pulls his rifle’s trigger.

“He is going to kill me,” Violet said.

“Not if I can help it,” Zoey responded, like the brave warrior she was.

She stepped closer, swung her sword at him and beheaded him without even grazing her sister. They exchanged a smile – but the battle for the throne was not done yet.

The goblin was on the ground, already baring his knife-like teeth at them. This was going to be a dangerous, exhilarating, bloody fight and – 

“Zoey! Violet!” Marcia, their mother, called from the kitchen window. “It is time for dinner!”

Both girls groaned simultaneously. “Just a little while longer!” Violet pleaded. “Zoey still has to slay the goblin and sit on the throne.”

“Hurry up!” Marcia said. “Your fish fingers and fries are getting cold.”

Fish fingers were Zoey’s favorite food, and she was tempted to drop her stick and run to the kitchen. They had been playing in the garden all afternoon, and she had not realized how hungry she was. She turned toward the trees, where the imaginary goblin was waiting to fight her, and flung her stick-sword at him.

“Your sword sank into his chest!” Violet exclaimed. “Good throw!”

Fighting to sit on the throne was one of the sisters’ favorite games. They loved pretending to live among the faeries, where they were heroes.

In their eyes, the throne was big, covered in jewels, and the most expensive thing in the world. In reality, it was the remains of a tree that had been chopped down long ago.

Before heading into the house for dinner, little Zoey sat down elegantly on the tree stump and announced to the world that she was royalty.

Chapter 1


Ten years later

 

“There is nothing more we can do for her,” Doctor William Johnson said solemnly. “I am sorry.”

Zoey looked down at the floor, as if it was the solution to all her problems. She did not speak, and her cheeks began to ache as she clenched her teeth. She could feel the doctor’s eyes burning into her, like spotlights. Had he meant it when he said he was sorry? He had, after all, been treating her little sister for months now.

A year ago, Violet had started to complain about joint pain. She had been constantly fatigued and tired, but until recently, Zoey’s parents had not thought much of it. They had assumed that their fourteen-year-old daughter was simply having growing pains and that she was tired because of her poor diet. They had encouraged her to eat healthy food, instead of the junk food she loved so much, and to exercise.

Despite her fatty diet, Violet had quickly started losing weight. She had complained about joint pain daily, and her parents had finally decided to take her to the doctor. The news had come as a shock to all of them – Violet Wright had leukemia.

The doctors had immediately started treatment, and Zoey blamed herself for not taking Violet to the doctors sooner. Although Zoey was the eldest sister, and not a parent, she felt she was responsible for Violet. Her family did not have much money and thus they did not go see doctors when an illness wasn’t serious. None of them had thought that Violet was this ill.

Zoey had stayed by her sister’s side for months and watched her grow weaker and weaker. She had watched her lose weight until Violet resembled a stick figure whose eyes had sunk deeper and deeper into her face. Zoey kept telling herself that her sister would get better, that the doctors would save her.

Doctor William, standing in front of her, had crushed all her hope so easily, as if it were a bug beneath his shoe. Was he sorry? Maybe. But he had no idea what Zoey was going through. He could not feel her pain. He could not feel her heart breaking inside her chest like a glass vase. It felt as if the glass was cutting her apart from the inside, and it made her wonder if Violet hurt as much as she did. Zoey clenched her fists and decided her sister’s pain was far worse.

“Should I tell Violet?” the doctor asked.

Zoey appreciated this question. He had probably told many people that they were going to die. He must know how to do it – how to give them the news gently. Zoey was the first one he had informed, and her parents were already on their way to the hospital to meet with him.

“No,” Zoey found herself saying. “I’ll do it.”

She turned away from the doctor and trudged along the hospital’s white halls. She hated this place. She hated being surrounded by the sick and the weak. She hated knowing her sister was among them.

Zoey paused in front of an open door, where Violet was lying in bed with her head turned toward the window. Zoey knocked, diverting Violet’s gaze from the outside world, and turning the corners of her sister’s mouth upward. How could she smile, given the circumstances?

Zoey entered the room, wanting to force herself to mimic her sister’s smile, but she could not muster the energy. Her heart felt so heavy, like an anchor dropped into a shallow ocean.

“You’re here!” Violet said cheerfully. There were dark circles under her eyes, her lips were cracked like dry mud, and her arms were skinny twigs. She pointed to the window with her bony finger. “Look.”

Two doves were perched on the windowsill. It was amazing that her sister could always find something beautiful in the world. Then the birds unexpectedly took off, making Violet’s face fall.

“Zoey.”

Violet’s small voice sent shivers down Zoey’s spine, and she tried to keep her face neutral. She could not cry, although her throat felt as tight as her heart. She could not be weak. She had to be strong, for Violet’s sake.

“Am I getting my angel wings soon?”

Zoey’s heart broke a little more, and the glass shards cut and cut her apart. That was Violet’s way of asking if she would pass away soon. Violet believed in a higher power, in Heaven and Hell. She believed that she would be welcomed into Heaven as an angel once her earthly life came to an end.

Zoey was not sure if she believed in Heaven, and she had no idea what happened when people died, but if there was a Heaven, her sister should go there – she was such a good girl. Zoey’s heart ached, the glass cutting deeper. She’d never thought she’d be wishing her sister into Heaven. She was doing what desperate people did – finding faith.

“No,” she finally said. “Those angel wings can wait.”

Why had she said that? The doctor had just said her sister was going to die. If Zoey did not tell Violet the truth, her parents would. But Zoey could not get the words out. If she said Violet was going to die, it would only make it more real. If only this was a horrible dream, and she would wake soon.

But it was not a dream.

Zoey sat in the creaky chair next to her sister’s bed and observed her now-bald head, all traces of the blond beauty gone, and her tired but hopeful eyes. Zoey reached for sister’s pale hand, and Violet let her take it in her tanned ones. She was a lifeline to Violet, and she couldn’t help but wonder how long before Violet let go.

They looked so different – Violet with her fair features, and Zoey with her tanned ones. Had Violet ever figured out they were adopted? Marcia and Rudolf couldn’t have kids. Probably not – or she would have said something. Their parents had only recently told Zoey, and none of them had the heart to tell Violet, given her circumstances.

“How’s Eric?” Violet asked, innocently.

To Zoey’s relief, she had changed the subject. Her chest felt like it might burst from forcing her emotions to remain hidden. Talking about Eric wasn’t one of her favorite topics, but it beat talking about Violet dying.

“He is coming to visit you later today,” Zoey said.

Violet rolled her eyes, and Zoey wondered how she had enough energy to fuel her attitude. “We both know he comes here for you.”

“That’s not true,” Zoey said, too quickly.

Violet gave her a look that suggested otherwise – twisting her lip and raising one eyebrow. Eric’s dad was best friends with Zoey’s dad, and thus she and Eric had grown up together. There had been a time when they had been best friends. Zoey’s mother, Marcia, used to joke and say that they were ‘glued’ together.

Their tight friendship had made Violet the third wheel. When they were younger, they used to hide from Violet and deliberately excluded her because she was an annoying kid who didn’t want to leave them alone. Now, Zoey regretted every mean thing she had ever done to her sister.

Zoey had always thought the ‘glue’ keeping her and Eric together would get thicker over the years, but as they grew older, he had started pulling away. Zoey assumed it was because of her crush on him, and he knew but did not feel the same way.

They had started hanging out less and less as their laughter turned into shallow conversations. Their play dates turned into missed calls, making Zoey wonder at what point their friendship had fallen apart. What had she done to deserve this?

Then Violet had become ill, and Eric came to visit more often. He was supportive and kind, and she enjoyed having him around again. She also felt guilty for finding happiness while her little sister was dying. It was as if she should be unhappy every moment of every day.

“Why would he come to the hospital to visit me?” Zoey asked Violet.

“Because he is in love with you.” Her answer was unexpected, surprising, and sent shock waves through Zoey’s whole body. “Oh, don’t act like you didn’t know!”

Zoey was not acting; she truly did not know. If Eric was in love with her, surely he would have asked her out on a date by now. Instead, he was asking other girls out. She had watched him do it.

“How do you know he is in love with me?” Zoey felt somewhat guilty for making everything about her, but her curiosity made her shove aside the guilt and listen to her sister.

“I’ve seen the way he looks at you,” she said.

“You’re wrong. We grew up together; we are practically family. He loves me like a sister.”

“He loves me like a sister,” Violet corrected.

Zoey shook her head, and the motion made her dark brown hair sway like branches in the wind, tickling the side of her face. “He has had eighteen years to ask me out.”

“Maybe he doesn’t know how,” Violet said. “It’s not like he has a mom to help him with these things.”

Eric’s mother had died, when they were two years old, and Zoey could not remember anything about her. Thus, Eric lived with his father, Donny, who had never fully moved on from his wife’s passing. Zoey’s dad, Rudolf, had tried to set Donny up with many beautiful women over the years, but Donny always found an excuse to avoid meeting them.

Marcia had taken care of Eric as if he were her son. She loved him, and sometimes he would stay in their house for days. Zoey loved having him around, and it had been years since they had a sleepover. He had disappeared and reappeared when her life got hard. And that’s what true friends did, right? They stuck with you during the tough times. Eric was a true friend.

“You are thinking about him now, aren’t you?” Violet smiled.

“You’ve got me.” Zoey’s cheeks grew warm. “But you’re wrong about his feelings for me.”

Eric was not awkward, and he knew how to ask girls out. If he wanted to go on a date with her, he would have. The situation was simple: he was not in love with her.

“Zoey, you are so beautiful and strong. What’s not to love about you?”

Zoey did not answer the question. She was her sister’s hero – not Eric’s. Her sister was the only person in the world who looked up to her and admired her. Zoey used to find it annoying, then flattering, and now it made her feel guilty. Zoey was not a hero, not worthy of admiration. If she was, she would’ve found a way to save little Violet’s life.

Violet closed her eyes, and Zoey sat with her until she fell asleep. She watched her sister’s chest move with every breath and tensed – as if any moment Violet would draw her last breath.

“She won’t live much longer,” a woman said.

Zoey dropped her sister’s hand and jumped up from the chair. A woman was standing at the door. Zoey would have scolded her if her attire wasn’t so damn distracting, involving a yellow, high-waisted skirt that fell to her thighs, with a green blouse buttoned up to her neck. She wore ridiculous, knee-high orange socks and flat shoes that hid her toes. Her red hair swayed around her face like a cloud, and her freckles stood out like dirt stains on white fabric.

Zoey wanted to ask who this strange woman was but could not find the words. She stared at her as if she was a rare piece of art. The woman approached her with cheer in her step. How could she look so happy after saying such dreary words?

“What if I told you that there was a way to save her?”

Zoey went from staring at the woman’s clothes to making eye contact. She couldn’t help but give in to the bit of hope that question gave her. But then her heart tightened as she recalled, “The doctors can’t save her.”

“But you can,” the red-haired woman said, which captured Zoey’s attention all over again.

“How?” Zoey asked.

“There is a flower that has healing properties. It can cure anything.”

“That sounds like an old wives’ tale,” Zoey retorted.

“I’ve seen it work with my own two eyes,” the lady said.

A part of Zoey wanted to tell the woman to leave. She looked like a clown, and maybe she was crazy. No sane person could possibly believe that a flower could cure leukemia. Zoey glanced at her sleeping sister, and her chest tightened a bit more, before she focused on the woman again.

To her surprise, Zoey found herself asking, “What is this flower called?”

“Fluver-luzile,” the woman said and came closer.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“You wouldn’t have.” The lady reached into her shirt’s pocket and pulled out a piece of paper which she handed to Zoey, who hesitantly accepted it.

Zoey unfolded the paper carefully, because it was old and fragile, and studied the drawing of a beautiful flower with a purple center and plenty of bright pink leaves. Zoey did not know much about flowers, but she had never seen anything like it. It almost looked as if it was not from this world, or as if the person who drew it had been on drugs.

“Where do I find this flower?” she asked as she looked up from the paper.

“It’s deep within the Wandering Woods,” the woman responded, calm as a millpond.

Zoey felt lightheaded and resisted the urge to sit down. This woman was mad! The Wandering Woods were said to be cursed, a place for suicides, and few people who entered came out. It was where Eric’s mother had killed herself.

“You can’t seriously be telling me to go into cursed woods.”

“The woods aren’t cursed!” The woman laughed. “It’s the home of the Fata.”

Zoey had heard plenty of stories about the Fata during her folklore class at school. Fata were faeries that came from another world and, from what Zoey understood, they were magical, deadly, and manipulative creatures. Someone had once told her they could bend humans to their will whenever and however they wanted. The Wandering Woods sounded like a fitting home for such creatures.

Zoey didn’t believe that faeries dwelled in the woods, but she did not want to wander there anyway. She could get lost or attacked by a wild animal, shredded to bits. But she was desperate to save her sister, no matter the cost. A small voice in her mind told her she was being naïve, and another voice whispered to give it a try.

“Are you sure this will work?” Her words were barely audible, and she hated how desperate she sounded. She must be crazy to consider going into the woods to search for a flower, but what else could she do? This was the only hope she had left.

“Yes, it will heal her.”

The lady sounded self-assured, but Zoey shook her head, as if she just come to her senses. Why was she listening to a crazy woman whom she did not know? Why would this woman even help her? Where did the woman come from?

Zoey looked at Violet. Her chest rose and fell, and her eyes fluttered.

“Who are you?” When there was no reply, Zoey looked away from her sister, toward the door. The red-haired lady had vanished. 


Chapter 2


Zoey crumbled the flower drawing into a ball, but instead of throwing it away, she stuck it into her pocket. Her mind was racing as she paced around the room and was glad she didn’t accidently wake her sister. Moments ago, she had run into the hallway, hoping to catch the red-haired woman, but unfortunately, the woman had vanished without a trace.

Zoey was angry at herself for being so desperate to save her sister that she was willing to take advice from a stranger. She was even angrier at herself that she was considering going into the Wandering Woods. Zoey stopped pacing when she heard footsteps and looked at the door, where Eric now stood.

“Hi.” Her greeting was breathy.

He approached her and wrapped her into a big hug that did not last nearly as long as she wanted it to. He smelled like a forest – trees, grass, and fresh water. When he pulled away, Zoey couldn’t help but wipe the dirt from his cheek. He must have been outside because his nails were also dirty and his hair a mess with twigs in. Zoey stopped herself before she reached for his hair.

“Hi.” He looked over at Violet. “How is she?”

Zoey shrugged and decided it was best not to answer because she feared that if she did, she’d begin to cry. When they were kids, she had cried in front of Eric all the time, but now she couldn’t even bear the thought of doing so. She’d cried when she scraped her knees, she’d cried when they had a fight, cried when they had to say goodbye. When had it become so hard to show weakness in front of him?

She realized Eric was still waiting for an answer. “Have you been hunting?”

“Yes.” He self-consciously ran his dirty fingers through his hair and pulled out a twig. Eric studied it in surprise, his cheeks red, then he dropped the twig to the floor. “I came here directly from the woods – I was setting up bear traps. I didn’t have time to shower – if I did, I would have missed visiting hours.”

The hospital had strict visiting hours, but given Violet’s condition and private room, Zoey and her parents were allowed to stay with her as long as they liked. Eric respected the rules and only ever came when allowed. Zoey was glad he was here and couldn’t help but take note of how cute his embarrassment was. She reached up, but not by much, and pulled the other twigs from his brown hair.

“I don’t mind,” she said honestly. How could she care if he was a little bit dirty when, as kids, they used to play in the mud together?

He smiled sweetly, and she stopped herself from stepping even closer to him. She frowned when she recalled that he said he had been in the woods.

“In what woods were you?”

“The Wandering Woods.” He cocked his head.

“Isn’t it dangerous to go in there?” she asked.

He laughed. “Don’t tell me you believe all the stories about the Fata.”

Her face grew warm, and she turned away to try to hide her embarrassment. “No,” she growled. “I meant: aren’t there many dangerous animals?”

“Hunting dangerous animals is what my father and I do for sport,” Eric reminded her.

The Phillips house was filled with animal trophies and hunting photos. They had a basement filled with traps, knives, and guns. Donny always told her to stay out of there because it was “no place for a girl.” But Eric loved spending time down there, and she loved spending time with Eric. As kids they had played there all the time, and as they grew older, Eric had taught her the basics – how to fire a gun, how to set and release a bear trap, how to use a knife.

If Eric went into the Wandering Woods, surely it could not be that bad or scary. For a moment, Zoey considered telling him about the flower but then she realized how stupid she would sound. How would she explain that she wanted to go into the Wandering Woods to search for a mystical flower with healing properties, to save her sister’s life, because a stranger told her it would work? Eric would laugh at her, and she would not be able to handle that.

“What’s on your mind?” Eric asked.

They had been standing in silence for too long.

“Just Violet. She’s not doing well.”

His chocolaty eyes saddened like those of a puppy. Zoey expected him to hug her again, and she was truly disappointed when he did not. She drew a deep breath and realized she did not know what else there was to say. When had it become so hard to talk to him?

Falling in love made her stupid. It made her heart beat so loudly she couldn’t focus on what he said. It made her palms sweat which resulted in her feeling self-conscious and awkward. Falling in love made her act like a moron.

“Zoey and Eric,” her mother, Marcia, said as she entered the room. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, and Zoey knew what the doctors had told her. Marcia pulled Zoey into a hug before hugging Eric. Rudolf followed her into the room with his head hanging and his shoulders rounded. He put a gentle hand on Zoey’s shoulder and nodded a silent greeting to Eric. He was clearly also torn up.

“Hi everyone,” Violet said sleepily.

“Hi, Baby,” Marcia said and went to grasp Violet’s hand tightly, as if she could keep her there with her forever. “How are you feeling?”

“Excellent,” Violet said, although it was an obvious lie.

Rudolf sat down in the chair next to the bed, while Eric and Zoey approached Violet. They gathered around her like grieving family members would around a coffin.

“Just tell me,” Violet groaned. “What did the doctor say?”

Zoey’s heart started beating faster as she realized what Marcia was about to tell her. She wanted to tell her mother to stop. She wanted to tell everyone that the doctors were wrong, but before she could speak up, her mother said in a gentle, angelic voice, “There is nothing more the doctors can do.”

You’re going to die. The unsaid words hung heavily in the air. They were choking Zoey. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

She met her sister’s glazed eyes and took a step backward. Violet started crying, and their parents reached to comfort her. Zoey knew she was supposed to hug her sister and accept her fate.

But she could not.

The moment was overwhelming, and Zoey took off, running out of the room and down the long hospital halls. If they called after her, she did not hear. She almost collided with a nurse but managed to swing out of her way in time. The nurse cursed, but Zoey did not care. She flung open the hospital doors and rushed outside, where she was greeted by a parking lot, busy street, and lively breeze.

It was an early spring afternoon in Columbus, Ohio. Beautiful flowers were blooming everywhere, and their delicious scent filled Zoey’s nose, but all they made her think of were funeral flowers.

Zoey did not stop running, and she didn’t think ahead which path she should follow. Any path that took her away from the hospital, away from her pain, would do. She ran until her legs hurt, and then she ran some more. When she stopped, she was out of breath and her legs were burning. Yet, the pain in her heart was still there, and she realized she was unable to escape it.

She flicked the hair out of her eyes and focused on what was in front of her. Tall, thick trees reached into the sky. They were intimidating, like giants, but not as fascinating as the line of toadstools that grew around the forest. According to legend, this was the border between the human and the Fata lands.

Zoey almost laughed and reminded herself there was no such thing as faeries. She straightened before stepping over the border – into the Wandering Woods. For a moment, she simply stood there – as if she was expecting something to happen.

She had been holding her breath and released it just before the wind picked up, dancing between the flowers and making it sound as if the woods were whispering.

Zoey looked back, to the road home, to the road back to familiarity. She was all too aware of the crumpled flower drawing in her pocket. She had not planned to come to the woods, so she was unprepared. She did not have food, a warm jacket or water. The logical thing to do was turn around.

Zoey shook off the haunting feeling in her heart and entered the woods as if she owned the place.


 

Chapter 3


Zoey dawdled through the Wandering Woods and admired the place’s beauty. The sunlight shone through the leaves and cast their shadows onto the grass like temporary paintings. The thick, lush and deep-green grass tickled Zoey’s bare legs. Flowers and mushrooms grew on and around the trees, while ferns and moss covered the earth in beautiful natural patterns. Zoey followed a footpath, but she did not notice any man-made signs to guide her on different routes.

This forest was eerie and seemed to be alive. Birds were singing in the trees while squirrels chased each other playfully in the bushes. The fresh air cleared her worried mind, and for once she felt truly alive. What was it about this place that made her feel so…free?

She headed deeper and deeper into the woods and further away from society and her problems. Zoey had no idea how long she had been walking before she finally stopped to think. Where was she heading? How would she get home?

Zoey spun around to face the way she had come. She peered around frantically as she realized that everything looked the same, and she had no clue where to go. She had strayed from the footpath, and now she was lost.

Zoey drew a deep breath and told herself not to panic, but it was hard to remain calm when the sun was setting. It would be dark soon, and she couldn’t help but wonder what sort of predators came out at night.

Zoey touched her pocket that held the picture of the flower. She had left her handbag, with her cell phone inside, at the hospital, and she had no way of contacting anyone. She considered crying out for help but doing so would be futile. There was nothing to do but continue going. As she hiked, she tried to recall how big the forest was. Surely, they would have taught her this in school… But with her sister being ill, she had not been focused on her schoolwork at all.

How often did Eric enter the woods? She could only assume he hunted bears, boars, and foxes here. Thinking about those animals made her shiver. If they were to attack her, how would she defend herself? She was no fighter. Maybe she was being paranoid – wild animals didn’t just attack humans. They would be more scared of her than she was of them, or so she hoped.

The sun filled the sky with beautiful orange, red, and yellow hues as it set. Zoey was growing more nervous. Why had she been so stupid to come into the woods in the first place? She had seen plenty of flowers, and none of them even remotely resembled the one she needed.

Zoey cursed at herself for getting distracted by nature and straying from the footpath. Maybe she could find it again, and it would lead her home…

Zoey’s stomach rumbled, and her hopelessness grew. When she heard the rushing of water, she headed toward a small river where she wanted to throw herself on the ground and start crying. She tamped down her emotions, as she had for years. She was too strong to cry.

Two figures, their backs turned to her, appeared in the distance by the river. Two men! The one was bending down to drink water, while the other stood next to him. She assumed they were hikers and would be able to help her get home.

“Hey!” she shouted excitedly and ran toward them.

Both turned around, clearly caught off guard. When Zoey was close enough to get a good view, she stopped in her tracks. Her smile disappeared from her face as quickly as it had come. She felt her jaw drop and her hands shake.

They weren’t human.

The first one, who had been drinking water moments before, turned hateful predatory eyes toward her. His pupils dilated like those of a hungry lion. His hair was the color of a sandstorm, and his eyes were the darkest blue she had ever seen. His eyes were slits, like those of a cat, and two fangs poked out beneath his lips. His ears were long and pointy, devil-like.

The one standing had piercing, light-blue eyes and hair as white as snow that stood up like dangerously sharp ice crystals from his head. They had no bags with them – to carry food or water bottles – and they weren’t dressed like hikers, either. They each wore long pants that hugged their muscular thighs but flared out from the knees down. The one by the water’s shirt was un-tucked and the other was wearing a black shirt that contrasted his snowy hair.

Zoey’s eyes went to the white-haired one’s mouth and she almost cried out. His lips were slightly parted, and they revealed two needle-like canines. Something told her he could rip out her throat if he wanted to.

They were Fata, the creatures she had heard about. They were the center of all stories told about this forest, and she was trespassing on their lands.

Zoey took a wary step backward and realized they looked as surprised to see her as she was to see them. There was no way she was staying to ask for directions. Legend had it that Fata were fast, much faster than humans, and she would not be able to outrun them. But she was going to try.

The white-haired Fata stormed toward her, so Zoey turned around and sprinted away. She was like a weak, helpless deer running from a snow leopard. Then she heard a clasping sound, followed by a loud cry and a thump.

“Rane!” he cried out in pain.

Zoey stopped and turned around to see what had happened. She had put some distance between them, but still felt scared and vulnerable. The white-haired Fata had fallen and remained on the ground as his left foot was caught in a bear trap. The trap was made of iron – which, according to folklore, was deadly to his kind. A burning smell reached Zoey, which made her wonder if it was his leg.

Rane, the Fata with the sandstorm hair, was kneeling at his friend’s side. He reached for the trap but the moment he touched it, his skin burned – as if he was touching a fire. He yanked away his hands, and the wind carried the burnt scent all the way to Zoey.

“Don’t touch it again,” the snowy Fata said.

This was the perfect moment to run because it was clear that Rane was not going to leave his friend. His friend would also not be able to escape, and Zoey could not help but wonder if he would die there. She did not care about him – she did not even know him – but she could not help but feel Rane’s pain. He looked so hopeless and sad – just like she was when it came to saving her sister.

Zoey drew a deep breath and cautiously approached them. Both watched her as she drew near, and their eyes made her want to flee like a skittish gazelle.

“If you move away, I will help him.” She found the courage to look into Rane’s eyes. She did not want him close enough to touch her. For a moment, she thought he would refuse, but then he took a few steps backward.

“Further away,” she said.

He cocked his head and pressed his lips together. He was clearly displeased, but also desperate for her help. He walked backward, and when he stopped, Zoey decided there was enough distance between them. A glance didn’t reveal any weapons on them, but their nails were so sharp, she doubted they needed any knives.

The one who was caught in the bear trap could also hurt her or even kill her with his bare hands.

She looked back, considering running away after all. Rane took a step forward as if he knew what she was thinking and was planning on stopping her.

“Don’t come closer,” she said, proud that her voice didn’t shake.

He raised an eyebrow and stepped back again.

Zoey drew a shaky breath and approached the trapped Fata. She trod carefully on the grass, as if she were walking on ice. When she was close to him, he moved his arm, and she jumped backward. Her heart beat frantically in her ears.

Run, run, run, a small voice in the back of her mind said.

His piercing blue eyes met hers in a silent plea for help. There was no going back now, she decided as she bent down. The bear trap’s iron teeth were deep in his leg and there was so much blood Zoey wondered if the bone was broken. She reached for the trap, and the Fata made no attempt to touch her. He was as still as the moon.

Eric had taught her that bear traps had two springs, one on each side. To release the trap, all she had to do was push those springs down. Zoey put her hands on the springs and pushed. As the trap opened, her hand slipped, and the trap’s jaws clasped around his leg again.

The white-haired Fata groaned, and Rane took a worried step forward. His skin sizzled from the iron, and she wondered if he would cry out in pain after she set him free. Maybe he bottled up his pain, like she did.

She bit her lip and tried again. Opening the trap required physical strength, and it made her realize just how weak, just how human she was. When she opened the trap, he reached for his leg, and she almost fell over thanks to the unexpected movement.

As he moved his leg away, Rane quickly closed the distance between them. He had moved unnaturally fast and was right in front of Zoey. She shot to her feet and started running again. 

“Leave her,” the white-haired Fata commanded.


 

Chapter 4


Caynin’s eyes lingered on the trees where the human girl had disappeared. She had shown up so unexpectedly, and he had not meant to startle her. He had been as surprised as she was. But she was not just startled, she was scared. He had heard the racing of her heart and seen the terror in her eyes. He could practically smell her fear in the air. She had known what he and Rane were – Fata. They were deadly, and it was smart of her to run away. Caynin could not help but be amazed at her courage to turn back and help him. She owed him nothing, and she was clearly terrified that he would hurt her, yet she had been willing to come to his aid and receive nothing in return. She had helped him out of the goodness of her heart.

Caynin was not sure how he felt about that. He was not used to people saving him – he had Rane, his Waerie, to watch his back. But there was nothing Rane could do about the iron bear trap that the damn Slaeries had set. The only reason Rane had taken commands from a human was because he had been desperate. His friend’s rage, from being forced to listen to a human, was a red-hot coal bouncing off him.

“I can kill her quickly,” Rane said.

“You’re not going to kill her,” Caynin said clearly. “She saved me.”

His words sounded ridiculous to his own ears, and if this story was to be told, many Fata wouldn’t believe it. Humans were weak, selfish, and wouldn’t dare come close to a Fata, unless of course they were Slaeries. He hated those humans who knew that the Fata existed and made it their life’s mission to hunt and kill them.

“Saved you? It is her kind that planted that trap in the first place!” Rane said.

“Enough, Rane.”

Rane knew better than to argue with him so, instead of talking, he bent down by Caynin’s side and studied his wounded leg. Fata healed fast – but the iron made it difficult. Rane tore a piece of his shirt off to bandage the wound, and Caynin knew he blamed himself.

“Do you know that you are not responsible for everything that happens to me?”

“I’m responsible for taking care of you,” Rane reminded him. “As your Waerie, it is both my duty and my honor.”

Caynin wrapped his arm around Rane’s shoulders so he could help him up. Red hot pain shot through Caynin’s leg, and if it weren’t for Rane steadying him, he would have fallen over.

“We can sit a little longer if you need more time to heal,” Rane said.

Rane was the one Fata Caynin could fully trust. There was no need for him to hide his pain or pretend to be stronger than he was. Yet, he found himself straightening and slowly putting weight on his foot.

“We should keep moving,” he said as he caught Rane looking back to where the girl had disappeared. “Let her go.”

“She has Light Eyes,” he growled.

“Just because she can see us does not mean she will start hunting us,” Caynin said.

“She is most likely part of a Slaerie family!” Rane clearly struggled to control his temper. “When she is older, they will tell her about us, and she can hunt us with them! That’s the way it works, and you know it.”

“She did not have a mean bone in her body,” Caynin objected.

He thought about the frail human with her long, dark hair and shaky hands. If it had not been for the iron weakening him, he would have been able to compel her to do his bidding. He could have compelled her to stay, dance in circles or kill herself.

Rane, like most Fata, did not fancy the humans. They were the weaker species, and Fata were naturally dominant. Faeries weren’t the beautiful, good creatures human children read about in story books. They were territorial, manipulative, and strong. Most looked down on humans and played with their minds out of boredom. Humans could only see Fata if they wanted to be seen, or if they had Light Eyes.

“The human will live.”

“Not for long in these woods,” Rane said, and Caynin gave him a look that suggested they drop the conversation. “What? It’s clear that she is lost, and something is going to eat her.”

“Not if I can help it,” Caynin said.

He closed his eyes and used his magic to summon help. A nearby flower opened to reveal a faerie, no bigger than Caynin’s thumb. The faerie flapped her butterfly wings and hovered at eye level with Caynin. She bowed her head politely, and Caynin decided that a human would easily mistake her for a firefly, when she was glowing at night. This Twixie was not harmless or innocent like a firefly…

“There’s someone I need you to find,” Caynin said.


***


Zoey tripped over a tree root, fell, and the breath was knocked from her lungs. She rolled onto her back, looked up into the trees, and saw a star between the branches. Crap. It was night. She closed her eyes for a minute and welcomed the darkness.

She lay there, waiting for the Fata to show up and rip her to pieces for trespassing. This was so much to process. How were they real? Rane, with his dark-blue eyes and sandstorm hair, without a doubt wanted to kill her. Wow, she had run straight toward them, thinking they were hikers. She could have run toward her own death.

The other one, whose name she did not know, had looked at her as if she was a helpless little mouse. Who would have thought that he’d be the one to get caught in a trap? He had such fine features… a jawline sharp enough to cut her fingers if she touched it. She could still feel his icy breath on her skin, from standing too close. She shivered now, wondering how his breath had been cold. Was he a cold, heartless monster? He could have killed her once the trap was off.

Zoey shook from the cold and panic. Was she going crazy? She could not tell anyone about this because they would not believe her. She dropped her head into her hands.

She was lost, and she was never going to make it home. What she thought was a mosquito buzzed near her head, so she swatted at it. Then something light landed on her knee, and she lifted her head so she could see what it was. It was a tiny fairy – no bigger than her thumb. The Twixie was glowing, like a firefly, and she wore a small dress. Her wings were transparent, like glass, with circles and butterfly-like patterns. The Twixie smiled and took off again.

When Zoey looked around, it was only to realize that many Twixies were flying around her. They were not scary – like the Fata she had seen earlier. These were so small, what could they possibly do to hurt her?

“Hi…” Zoey said as another Twixie landed on her knee.

The Twixie smiled and motioned for her to follow. Zoey watched the Twixie take off like a helicopter, then she rose. She didn’t know if following the Twixies was wise, but she didn’t want to be alone either.

She didn’t find them intimidating in the slightest. They were entertaining to watch as they chased each other, played, and laughed. Their voices were soft and high pitched, and she could not discern what they were saying.

“Where are you taking me?”

She was not surprised that they did not answer. Rane and his friend had not talked much either. In fact, the only thing the snowy one had said was that Rane should let her go. She shook her head and corrected herself; he had not said it, he had commanded it. He must be very powerful if he could give other Fata orders.

Were the Twixies taking her deeper into the woods? Fata were said to be manipulative, so were they deceiving her in some way? But their faces were so playful, she decided they posed no threat. Their beautiful lights illuminated the woods like shooting stars. One of them landed against a tree, and she blinked to make sure her eyes were not misleading her.

“You don’t have a shadow,” she realized.

The Twixie blinked at her, as if she understood, before she took off from the tree. They were making high-pitched sounds which Zoey assumed was singing. She followed them for a long time and studied their moves. They were energetic and made her laugh when they tried to include her in their dancing and flying. Suddenly, they hovered in place, and Zoey realized where she was.

“You brought me back to the border! Thank you.”

She was not sure if they understood. They started flying around again – as if putting up a show could convince her to stay.

“I have to go.”

All at once, the Twixies said, “Awww.” They stretched the word so that she could understand that they were sad and did not want her leave.

“My parents must be worried sick,” she said. “I really have to go, but I won’t forget what you did for me.”

Zoey stepped across the border onto the tar road. The Twixies’s voices faded as they drifted back into the woods. She started walking until she found a road sign illuminated by a streetlight. Then she cursed. She was on the other side of town and far from home.


 

Chapter 5


Zoey wrapped her arms around herself as if they were a jacket. The wind played with her hair, and the streetlights cast her long shadow on the road. She missed the Twixies. Although she had not understood what they had been saying, their energy had been uplifting. Zoey looked up and only saw two stars above the city. Yes, she missed the Twixies’s lights.

Zoey headed to the nearest house, hoping to find help. It was in the middle of the night, and it would take her a long time to walk home. Had her parents called the police yet? They were usually quick to overreact.

She braced herself before knocking on the old door with the rusty hinges. Moments later, a lady with curlers in her gray hair and who wore a long, blue nightgown, opened the door.

“Dear child!” she exclaimed.

“Hi,” Zoey said awkwardly. “May I please borrow your phone?”

“Certainly.”

Zoey waited patiently outside as the old lady went into her house to get the phone. She did not want to barge into a stranger’s home, especially not after she had woken her so late.

“I’m Bree,” the old lady said as she returned.

“Zoey.” Zoey accepted the phone and hesitated before dialing. She would not call the police to come get her, and she did not know either of her parents’ numbers by heart. The only number she knew was Eric’s … it was the number he had when he got his first phone. Both had got phones that same year, and they had memorized each other’s numbers.

Surely, five years later, Eric would have a different number. Zoey took a chance and dialed, and surprisingly, the phone rang several times before a groggy “Hello” came.

“Eric!” she screeched. “Hi!”

“It’s in the middle of the night. Is everything okay?” He suddenly sounded wide awake and ready for anything. One of the things she loved about Eric was that he would always be there when she needed him. It didn’t matter what day or time she called him, if she needed help, he would give it.

“I need you to come get me.” She gave him the address.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He hung up without asking further questions.

“Come inside,” Bree offered.

Zoey had goose bumps on her arms and thighs from the cold. She stepped into the house, with its warm, welcoming air. After she closed the door behind her, she followed the lady, wrinkling her nose at the house’s distinctive old-person smell. The corners of the living room were dusty, and the furniture was antique. Bree stopped in the kitchen, where Zoey half expected a dozen cats to jump out, demanding food.

Zoey sat down on one of the white, plastic kitchen chairs, and it creaked beneath her weight, while Bree switched on the kettle and took two cups, with pink flowers printed on, from the cupboard. Soon, a steaming cup of tea was placed in front of Zoey.

The old lady watched cautiously as Zoey took a sip. She watched her like a teacher would a student who was expected to fail.

“Hmm,” Zoey said. “It’s good.”

Bree smiled as if Zoey had just gotten an A. “Good. That’s good!”

Zoey smiled awkwardly and waited for Bree to start asking questions, but Bree was not nosy. She sat there, sipping her tea, and observed Zoey with bright eyes. Zoey noticed the big ring on the old lady’s bony fingers. The silence was weighing down on her, so she said, “That is a beautiful ring.”

“It’s my wedding ring,” Bree said. “I never take it off. Although it’s been twenty years since my dear Alfred—”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Zoey managed to say. Plenty of photos of Bree and her husband, when they were much younger, adorned the walls and counters. There were also photos of them with a young girl, whom Zoey thought might be their grandchild.

“Oh, no! He is not dead.” Bree looked down into her tea dramatically. “But if I tell you what happened to him, you won’t believe it.”

“Try me,” Zoey said.

She had had such a long, crazy day. After everything she had seen, she doubted anything could still come as a surprise.

“Well, my husband and I moved here many years ago. We moved here because it is such a nice, quiet location. We chose this house because we only have to cross the road and then we are in the woods – both my husband and I love being in nature.”

Zoey thought about how quickly she had walked from the edge woods to this house. It had not even taken five minutes and was the ideal location for nature-lovers to live. She sipped her tea, enjoying it warming her body, and listened to the old lady tell her tale.

“My husband used to go to the woods – fishing and hiking. He always went in the daylight, until one night when we were sitting on the porch when he spotted a tiny light floating around in the forest. I thought it was a firefly, but he said it was too big and shone too bright.”

Zoey immediately thought about the glowing Twixies and the energy they carried with them. Was it possible that Alfred had seen the Twixies?

“I told him not to go into the woods…but he did.” She paused as if the story was hard to tell. “He came back hours later, intoxicated. He did not carry wine into the woods, and as far as I know, he could not purchase it there either. I asked him where he had gotten it and his answer was one I did not see coming: Fata. He said he got it from the faeries.” She clicked her tongue as if this memory annoyed her. “I remember laughing about it and telling him that he was drunk and talking nonsense. But, as it turns out, he was telling me the truth.”

Zoey listened attentively because she wanted to understand every detail of this story. A day ago, she would have accused the woman of lying, but after seeing two Fata herself, she knew Bree was telling the truth.

“What did they do to him?” Zoey asked.

“Well, this kind of Fata is called the Enerly. They can choose to make themselves visible or invisible to the human eye. Most of the time, they are invisible to humans, and we simply pass through them. This is how we live in harmony.

“Anyway, the Enerly are very powerful Fata and have the ability to compel humans’ thoughts. They can control what you are thinking or make you see things that aren’t there. They can make you do anything by simply telling you to do so.”

“They sound horrible.” Zoey thought about the two males she had encountered. If she had not helped them, would they have taken her hostage and toyed with her mind? She had been a fool to go back and help.

“Oh, they are, but they are such beautiful, magical, and majestic creatures that the illusion they hold can easily fool an innocent human. One of the Enerly offered Alfred a drink – and he accepted. If only he had known the consequences.”

Zoey took another sip of her tea and studied the old lady’s wrinkled face. She had sad eyes, and her teeth were so white they had to be fake. It was clear that she was healthy and taking good care of herself; maybe she wanted to live long enough to see if her husband would return.

“You see, the wine he drank was not meant to be drunk by humans. He became addicted to it. Without this wine, his body would shake and convulse – like those of a drug addict who was having withdrawal symptoms. He simply could not live without it. Human food did nothing for him. He found no flavor in tea, and our food didn’t nourish his body the way it used to.”

Zoey bit her lip. “What did he do?”

“What could he do? He went back to the woods and found the Enerly. He made a deal with them – he would work for them, in their castle, in exchange for wine. He had been tricked into slavery. The Enerly do not have a lot of respect for human life. Most of them believe we should spend our lives worshiping them. And I guess that is exactly what Alfred does.”

“So, you never saw him again?” Zoey breathed.

“Not in twenty years.” Bree touched her wedding ring absentmindedly. “But I keep this on because I hope he will one day break his curse and come home.”

Zoey shivered, and it was not because she was cold. She had come so close to these creatures today. She had saved one of these beings who saw humans as nothing more than slaves. This day could have turned out so much worse. What if Rane and his white-haired friend had forced wine down her throat? She was a fool for going back to help him. She was a fool for pitying Rane. She was a fool for being swayed by their beauty and grace.

But what about the drawing of the beautiful purple-and-pink flower and how it might just be her sister’s last hope? If faeries were real, then this flower could also be real. Bree was certainly one person who might know about it. She pulled the drawing from her pants pocket and handed it to Bree.

“Have you ever seen this before?”

“Fluver-luzile,” Bree responded. “It’s a healing flower.”

“It’s real!” Zoey exclaimed. “Can it cure leukemia?”

When Bree did not answer immediately, Zoey realized what had been going through her head. When Zoey had shown up by Bree’s front door, in the middle of the night, close to the forest, Bree had assumed the Fata had tricked her to enter the woods (like they had tricked Alfred). She had been studying Zoey when she was drinking her tea, to see if she would react the way Alfred had to normal food and drink. If she had it would have meant she was also addicted to Fata wine. Bree had been pleased when Zoey liked the tea because that meant she had not drunk any cursed wine.

“It’s better to die from leukemia than to die the slave of a Fata,” Bree said.

“It’s not for me,” Zoey said. “It’s for my sister.”

“They will use her as a weakness against you.” Bree gazed at Zoey with such intensity Zoey almost fell off her chair. Before Zoey could say more, a knock sounded on the door, and she rose to answer it. But Bree snaked out her hand to grip her arm, forcing her to stop.

“Listen to me, child, whatever you do, do not go back into those woods.”



Chapter 6


Zoey opened the door for Eric, but he did not enter. There was no more talking about Fata or flowers once he arrived. His eyes searched her head to toe before he said anything.

“I’m fine,” Zoey said by way of greeting.

“You should go home right away,” Bree said from behind her and offered Eric a smile. Eric nodded, evidently unaware that the old lady feared Zoey would return to the woods to search for the Fluver-luzile.

Zoey turned to Bree. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Of course. You’re welcome anytime,” she said in a lonely, little voice.

They left the house, and Bree softly closed the door behind them. Eric had parked his father’s old pickup truck on the side of the street under one of the streetlights. As they headed to the car, he handed Zoey his jacket, which suggested that he’d noticed her shivering. She accepted it and got into the truck. It was so old she couldn’t recall Donny ever driving anything else. It was rusty, and something rattled when they drove. The leather seats were worn and peeling, and the air conditioner was broken.

Eric’s gaze was fixed on the road, but Zoey knew he was not focused on driving. He was waiting for her to explain, so she did, “I did not mean to stay out this late.”

“I bet,” he responded calmly, “but I get it. You’re going through a lot. You needed space.”

He knew her so well. How could he not? He had known her his whole life. “My parents must be worried sick. I am going to be in so much trouble.”

Eric gave her a sympathetic look. “Let’s tell them you stayed with me for the night, and I forgot to tell them in advance.”

She smiled at Eric and took a moment to appreciate that he was still looking out for her. Would he always be around? Things had changed so much as they got older, and she assumed it would change even more.

“We have not had a sleepover in a long time.” She tried to keep the sadness from her voice, but when Eric glanced at her, she knew she’d failed.

It took them thirty minutes to reach Eric’s wooden house and untrimmed garden. He parked the truck in the weapons-filled garage, and they entered the house through the back door. His home looked just like she remembered it. It was not fancy or decorated beautifully, nor was it very tidy. Plenty of canned and microwave food indicated that the residents did not enjoy cooking. The laundry room, which was next to the kitchen, had clothes all over the floor. It was obvious there was no woman in the house, as there were no dresses or female underwear among the laundry.

Zoey made her way to the living room while Eric fetched blankets and a pillow. The living room had two small couches and one big one. When they had been younger, they used to play video games and fall asleep, next to each other, in front of the TV.

“You can sleep in my room,” Eric said, which reminded her how many things had changed.

She shook her head and told herself that they were eighteen years old, not dating, and it would be inappropriate for her to sleep next to him. But if she did, would it lead to cuddling? Or maybe a bit more than innocent cuddles?

“Are you tired already?” she asked, although it was way past midnight.

“Would you like some hot chocolate first?”

“Yes! It is my favorite.” She watched him go to the kitchen but did not join him because she didn’t want to appear needy or as if she was following him everywhere.

She found the television remote between the couch cushions and switched it on. Zoey flipped through the channels, unsurprised that nothing entertaining was broadcast at this hour. Eric returned and handed her the cup of hot chocolate. She took a sip, and when she stopped drinking, Eric smiled widely at her.

“What is it?” His smile was contagious.

“You have a moustache.” Eric leaned closer and ran his finger over her top lip. Would he lick it off afterward? He didn’t. For a moment, he was so close, but then he pulled away, and Zoey’s heart fell.

An awkward silence stretched between them, and desperate to break it, Zoey said the first thing that came into her mind. “I hiked through the Wandering Woods today.”

“You did what?” Eric asked loudly, all awkwardness and tension instantly gone. Zoey would prefer the awkwardness above this fear and disappointment Eric now expressed.

“It’s not a big deal.”

“Zoey, you could get lost in those woods!”

And she had gotten lost, but she was not going to tell him that. She rolled her eyes at him. “You are overreacting.”

“I’m not. I’ve seen things in those woods.”

“What things?” she asked curiously, as her thought drifted to the Fata.

“Bears and snakes.”

She almost laughed but managed to stop herself. Eric was scared she would run into a bear or a snake? If only he knew about the Fata she had encountered.

“Seriously, calm down. You go into the woods all the time.”

“I can protect myself,” he said. “I know I’ll walk out of the woods.”

“I will also walk out, just fine.”

“I’m sure my mom thought the same thing.”

There. That was it. That was what this was about. Eric connected those woods to his mother because that was where she had gone to commit suicide. If it was so painful, why would he venture into them? Maybe it made him feel more connected to her.

Eric reached out to touch her arm, and her gaze went from his hand to his serious eyes. “Promise me you won’t go back there.”

His chocolate eyes held her gaze, and she was glad he couldn’t hear her heart beating. Eric was asking her so nicely, and he never asked her for anything. She did not want to disappoint or anger him.

But she had to get that flower for her sister. If the Fata were real, then the flower was real, and it could save Violet’s life. She had no choice but to go back, but next time she would be better prepared.

“I promise,” Zoey said.


***


Zoey woke up on the couch with a blanket over her. She had fallen asleep there, despite Eric offering her his bed. She stretched, got up, and looked around the house but did not see Eric. She had a good idea where he was and went to the garage. Once she was inside, Eric looked up from the hunting rifle he was cleaning. His hands were dirty like the table in front of him, and he hadn’t changed his clothes.

“Good morning,” he said.

“What time is it?”

He checked his waterproof watch. “Eleven.”

“Eleven? How could you let me sleep this late? My parents—”

“Relax, I already told them you are here.” He ran his fingers through his hair, and Zoey couldn’t help but wonder if it was soft, like fur, or rough, like bushes.

Zoey sighed in relief after letting Eric’s words sink in; her parents knew she was here. She was not going to be in trouble.

She took in Eric’s wrinkled clothes. “Was it uncomfortable sleeping on the couch?”

“Not as uncomfortable as sleeping on the floor – like when we were kids.”

Zoey smiled at the memory but also because he had fallen asleep next to her last night. One moment they had been watching the television and the next she had fallen asleep. She had a feeling that he had still been awake, and could have gone to his own bed, but had chosen to stay. Her chest felt oddly warm, although there had been no cuddling.

“Can I help you?” She gestured to the guns.

“If you don’t mind getting your hands dirty.”

She helped him clean the guns by following his instructions. For once, things weren’t awkward, and it almost felt as if they were best friends again. Eric told her multiple hunting stories, and she listened attentively.

It was around noon when she decided to leave. She wanted to stay with him, but Violet needed her more. Eric was kind enough to drop her off at the hospital, where she hugged him goodbye. Violet was asleep in her bed, so Zoey sat down on the chair, relieved to find her handbag on the bedside table where she had left it. She took her phone so that she could Google the Fata.

She read one article after the next, but all had different takes. In the end, Zoey decided that humans did not know much about them, and the only thing all these articles agreed on was that the Fata were deadly.

Violet woke, and Zoey spent some time with her. Marcia and Rudolf came to the hospital after work, and the three of them left together. That night, Zoey went to bed early, having planned her next trip to the forest.

When she woke, she tied her hair into a ponytail, put on a long camouflage pants with hiking boots and a black spaghetti-strap shirt. She filled her backpack with a water bottle, sandwich, and an apple.

“You look cheerful,” Marcia pointed out when she and Rudolf came into the kitchen.

“Of course she does,” Rudolf said. “Violet is coming home today.”

He said that as if it was a good thing, although she was only coming home because the doctors could not help her. They were sending her home to die.

Rudolf kissed Zoey on the cheek and looked at her outfit. “You look like you are going on an adventure.”

“Every day is an adventure, Dad.”

She had decided she was skipping school today – but she was not going to tell her parents that. They always told her how important good grades were, but there were more important things to do – like save Violet.

Zoey did not have a car, and her mother dropped her off at school every day on her way to work. Zoey waved her off then headed toward the forest. It was a long walk, but Zoey was fit, healthy, and determined.

Once she reached the woods, Zoey stepped across the line of toadstools. She looked around, hoping to see a Twixie, but all she saw were ferns, trees, and flowers. Maybe the Twixies were easier to see in the dark because of their lights?

She entered the woods, and this time, she had a map – she had found it on the internet and printed it first thing when she woke. She would remain on the footpaths this time to avoid getting lost again.

Zoey walked on, and after a while, she found the river and was relieved when no Fata were drinking from it. She approached the water cautiously, as if expecting them to appear at any moment. Between the grasses lay the bear trap, clamped shut around a broken stick. The Fata must have pushed a stick in there to close it, to prevent others from stepping in it.

Zoey stood by the edge of crystal-clear water and watched the river flow from a pond at the base of a waterfall. She approached the powerful waterfall and admired its beauty, noticing the rocks at the base of the waterfall that formed a natural wall.

Zoey was about to turn around and leave when she heard soft whispering. She looked around, thinking that some magical being was going to appear, but nothing did. Then it was quiet, and the silence made her think that she was imagining things. But when the whispering started again, she knew it was real. She could not make out what the voices were saying, but her gut told her they were calling to her.

“Hello?” She looked around to find the source.

Her eyes came to a rest of the rock wall behind the waterfall. It can’t be. She stepped into the water and ignored the cold. Then she waded through the pond, the water up to her knees. Her wet pants clung to her legs, and she almost slipped on a slimy rock. She stepped into the waterfall and allowed the water to wash over her.

She touched the solid rock wall then put her ear against it. Despite the rushing of the water, she could hear the whispering. Was it possible that someone was stuck behind the rocks? The rocks were big and heavy, and it would be impossible for her to move.

She put both hands against the wall and tried to make out what the voices were saying. As she leaned forward, she placed her body’s weight on the wall. Slowly it started moving. It was so unexpected she got a fright and stepped backward, slipping on the wet rocks, and tumbling into the pond. Since the water was shallow, she sat up and coughed. The rock wall had moved ever so slightly inward, and the corner was open like a door by an inch. Zoey couldn’t see inside, but she guessed it led to a cave. The cave would be dark, and she did not have a flashlight. There was no point in exploring in there because she was looking for a flower, and most flowers couldn’t grow without sunlight.

She didn’t push the rock wall any further. The little bit she had hardly made a difference. One would have to study the wall in detail to notice the tiny crack.

Zoey checked the time and decided she needed to go home. She wanted to go to the hospital with her parents to collect Violet, and she could spend more time in the forest tomorrow.


 

Chapter 7


Zoey could not sleep that night in her queen-sized bed with Violet next to her. Her sister lay unmoving, her eyes closed. Every so often, Zoey would hold her finger under his sister’s nose to check that she was still breathing.

It was horrible, lying next to someone and thinking any breath they took would be their last. Zoey could not live like this – the stress was eating away at her, piece by piece. She was glad to have her sister home, and just like everyone else, she was trying to make Violet feel loved and welcome. They tried to act normal, because that was easier than accepting that Violet would pass away soon.

Zoey shook her head. If she could help it, her sister was not going to die. She got out of bed to fetch the map she had left on her desk to dry. She climbed back into bed and unfolded it. She had a pen with her so that she could tick off areas where she had already searched for the Fluver-luzile.

Zoey sat up straight as she trailed the footpath she’d walked today on the map with her finger. She frowned and stopped moving her hand at the spot where the waterfall and river was. How come there was no waterfall or river on the map?

The logical explanation was that the map was outdated, so she switched on her computer and searched for a new one. All the maps she found of the Wandering Woods were similar, and none of them featured the river or waterfall.

The next day, Zoey went to the forest again and passed the river and the waterfall. It had been warm when she left her house, so she had dressed in shorts. But the deeper she ventured, the colder it got. Zoey took another step, and a chill shiver went through her body. She widened her eyes and looked around in disbelief – snow lay everywhere. The trees had no leaves, and snow rested on the branches. The plants were frozen, and the ground was covered in white, the wetness soaking into Zoey’s shoes. This was not possible. It was spring, and the edge of the forest was covered in flowers, but here it was winter. This part of the forest did not appear on the map. Within minutes, she was shaking, so she returned home to get warm.

The next few days, Zoey went to the forest again and again, wearing winter attire. She drew the waterfall on the map, where it should be. The more she explored, the more she realized the map had multiple flaws. The forest was much bigger than the map said it was, and there were more hills and frozen rivers which did not appear on paper.

Zoey enjoyed her time in the forest, but she was growing impatient. She was no closer to finding the flower than she had been the first time when she had ventured into the forest. Luckily, she did not find any dangerous animals or Fata either. There was one day she thought she saw a Twixie, but the tiny light disappeared quickly, and she assumed it had been a quirk in her vision.

Zoey explored this snow and marveled at its existence. Maybe she was crazy, but the only logical explanation for this was magic.


***


“That human is wandering around in our forest again.” Rane did not try to hide his annoyance. He drummed the hilt of his sword with his fingers, and his lips were pressed into a pencil-thin line.

Caynin was sitting on his icy throne, which didn’t crumble beneath his weight. His throne was made of ice crystals that never melted. It was big and stood out in the large blue throne room. Caynin almost melted away in the throne, with his white hair and cream-colored clothes – or so he’d been told.

The room itself was built from ice, as if it were an igloo – just much bigger, grander. The windows admitted no sunlight to illuminate Caynin’s white hair and sharp fangs. He turned to his side and threw his legs over the arm of the throne before giving his attention to Rane.

“Who told you?”

“The Twixies.” Rane snapped his fingers, and the torches at the base of the throne caught fire. “I’m surprised that they have not tried any of their tricks on her.”

Caynin clicked his tongue. “They won’t – not after I ordered them to show her the way out of the woods.”

Caynin was in the throne room so that he could listen to his faeries’ complaints. Whatever they were unhappy about, he would try to fix. Overall, the Fata, more specifically the Enerly, were happy and had few worries.

“Prince, let me kill her,” Rane said. “She’s asking for it by returning.”

Why had the girl come back? It was obvious that she was terrified of them, and the rational thing for her to do would be to stay away. He could not help but be intrigued by her.

“She doesn’t want to die,” Caynin countered.

“Then she is naïve to come here,” Rane said.

The human was very young, and Caynin certainly thought her naïve – weak, despite her courage. She looked well fed and her clothes were as nice as human clothes could be, which suggested that she had lived a safe, reserved life. She had no reason to be distrusting or on her guard. Caynin looked at his friend, whose lip still twisted, and understood his hateful, vengeful feelings toward humans.

“This is not a personal matter.”

“My Prince—”

“Where is she now?” Caynin asked.

“She is at the foot of the Echo Mountain,” Rane said.

Caynin was eager to see her again, so he swung his legs off the throne and stood up. He flashed his teeth at Rane as he said, “I’ll go pay her a visit.”

“Let me come with you.”

“No,” Caynin said. If Rane joined him, he might have to stop his friend from taking off the girl’s head. Caynin was not fond of humans, but he did not hate them the way Rane did.

“Don’t let her small figure, thin arms, and gentle smile fool you,” Rane warned. “Humans are vicious creatures.”

He walked away without begging to tag along. Was this because he was frustrated enough, and there was no need for him to embarrass himself by nagging? Caynin had made up his mind, and there was no changing it. But now that Rane had not got his way, there was nothing stopping him from stomping away and moping.

Caynin left the throne room and headed toward a small row of Fata who were patiently waiting to talk to them. He informed them that he would hear their complaints tomorrow, and then he descended the stairs away from the throne room.

His palace was beautiful and big, and passing through it gave him a sense of pride. The walls were clad in ice crystals, like frozen waterfalls. Trees were covered in white snow, while torches and candles illuminated the palace. It had many frozen pools, ponds, and fountains, as well as white gardens. White archways and silver bridges, which no human was capable of building, graced the structure.

In the human lands it was spring, but in Caynin’s kingdom it was an everlasting winter. Caynin breathed in the fresh coldness as he followed the corridors. He wore a long-sleeved shirt, but not a coat, as the cold didn’t bother him – or any of the faeries.

Plenty of Fata were walking around, busy with their daily chores. Caynin knew most of them by name because he took interest in his Fata and their well-being.

Some of the castle walls were built out of growing trees, their branches intertwined to form strong walls. Their leaves and flowers made the walls seem thick and opaque. And, of course, they were frozen solid.

Some female Fata smiled at Caynin as he passed them. The smile he returned was not as warm or interested as theirs.

The castle did not have a wall or a moat around it. The Fata were at the top of the food chain. What did they have to fear? Besides, no Slaerie would be dumb enough to venture into their palace.

Caynin headed to the back of the castle, where the winged leopards were lying around. Chet, his personal favorite, spotted him immediately and grinned a toothy smile that would send any human running. The leopard was as white as the snow lying around him, with black spots covering his fur. He had big, round eyes, almost as blue as Caynin’s. His tail swished impatiently as he waited for Caynin to approach. His large wings were folded around his body, and once Caynin was close enough, he stretched out his hand. A rough, pink tongue licked him once, before Caynin moved his hand upward to the leopard’s curly horns. These were slim and curled outwards, away from his ears, and they were covered in beautiful chains and jewels. A chain held a big, blue jewel, with two small silver circles dangling below it, in the center of Chet’s forehead.

“Time to go.” Caynin mounted the gigantic animal.

Chet got to his feet, and when the cat was standing, Caynin’s feet couldn’t reach the ground. The leopard stretched before he began running, flapping his mighty wings, and taking flight. They flew higher and higher until they were above the tallest tower of the castle and soaring in the wintery sky. In the distance, Caynin could see green – marking the human lands.

Chet swooped toward Echo Mountain, making one or two playful loops in the sky as he went. Caynin was a good rider and knew he wouldn’t fall. His predatory eyes detected small animals below him. It didn’t take long before he saw the girl and asked Chet to land nearby, but out of sight. Surely, if she saw the winged leopard, she would be terrified and unable to talk to him.

“Go home.” Caynin touched Chet lovingly.

He wore a ring on his finger with the same blue jewel as Chet wore on his head. It was a way to communicate with Chet – when he wore it, Chet could find him anywhere.

Chet obeyed and flew back to the castle, leaving Caynin to go past the trees toward the girl. His feet didn’t sink into the snow, like a human’s would. He walked on top of it.

She was halfway up the mountain and smiling widely. In her hands she had a drawing – from the distance Caynin could see that it was a flower with pink petals and a purple center – a Fluver-luzile, a flower with healing properties. Now he knew why she kept returning to the woods. He studied her – she was clearly healthy and did not need healing. Caynin’s fists balled as he realized she was no doubt stealing the flower so that she could sell it. He did not like thieves.

On the cliffs above her grew the Fluver-luzile. Caynin could easily reach them, but a human would struggle. There was no clear path, and this part of the mountain was steep and dangerous. She could slip on the ice, and those thick gloves and boots were certainly not made for climbing. Humans were so sensitive to the cold.

Caynin stood there, as silent as a lion stalking its prey. The girl had proven to be courageous, and Caynin expected nothing less than for her to start climbing. She didn’t have any mountain climbing gear with her and was taking a big risk. If she fell, he’d be able to catch her, if he wanted to. She intrigued him – that didn’t mean he cared whether she got hurt.

She put her gloved fingers into the cracks of the cliff, pulled herself up, then found a ledge to place her left foot. She was climbing as if she was a wannabe rock climber who lacked experience and skill.

Caynin leaned lazily against the tree and watched as she tried to find another crack or ledge for her left hand. She attempted to reach for a hold on a rock higher up but could not close the gap. Her breathing grew ragged, and her arms were shaking from strain. Caynin was growing impatient. Humans were so slow, and if she had paid attention to her surroundings, she would have noticed a rock to her left that was in reach.

“Go for the rock on your left,” he told her.


 

Chapter 8


Zoey almost lost her grip and fell when she heard that icy voice. She found the courage to look over her shoulder to see who the voice belonged to although, in her heart, she already knew. The white-haired fata was standing with his arms folded and his fangs out. There was nothing humorous in that smile. She had two options: drop to the ground and run or climb further and hope he did not follow.

Zoey focused on the healing flowers again. She could not run away now. What if she ran away and she could not find them again? She had to think of Violet, who needed that flower.

Zoey was scared as she looked back at the Fata male, who offered no indication that he was going to pounce. Indeed, to her left was the rock he had told her to go for. She reached for it and pulled herself up, ignoring the ache in her arms and back.

“Good human,” he cooed. “Now, use your right foot. There is a place you can put it in the cracks just above your left foot.”

Once again, Zoey did as he commanded. His voice was calm, but that was not enough to make her relax. She was not sure why he was helping her, but she would not think about that right now. She had to focus on climbing, otherwise she would fall and get hurt.

He kept giving her instructions, and she kept doing what he said until she was able to pull herself onto the big cliff where the flowers grew. Once she was on top, her fingers were aching and legs shaking from the strain. From the cliff she had a good view – she could see the river from here. Here, she also realized she was trapped – the cliffs around this one created a wall, and there was no way she could climb further. There was only one way to go – down – to him. She exhaled a small cloud and rubbed her wet nose.

He stood there, looking up at her with a patronizing grin, which made her wonder if he was expecting her to fail despite his help. Would he gain enjoyment from it? His white hair made him blend in, as if he was a part of this place, and she could feel his piercing blue eyes on her. He must have excellent vision, since he was able to spot cracks in the rocks so she could climb. She was so much weaker than him and hated the vulnerability.

She turned to the flowers that were identical to the drawing the weirdly dressed woman had given her. This was what she had been searching for. She almost cried out in delight as she saw how many there were. She just needed one and reached out for the nearest flower, picked it, and stuffed it into her backpack.

Then Zoey looked down, and her stomach turned as she realized how high she had climbed. It was a long way down. The Fata was still leaning against the tree, as still as if he were dead. He was not shivering or wearing a coat, despite the cold. He also stood on top of the snow.

He cocked his head and spoke calmly, as if he didn’t need to raise his voice to be heard. “What’s the matter? Scared you might fall for me?”

“You’re not my type,” she snapped. “Arrogant floating douchebag.”

The truth was that she feared him, but he didn’t need to know that. He’d see her fear as a weakness and find a way to take advantage of that.

At Zoey’s words, the white-haired Fata’s jaw dropped, revealing his sharp canines. Its surprise made her think that no one ever dared talk to him like that and maybe he now thought her a fool. But then he sniffed the air, picking up her scent, which reminded her that he could smell her fear, although she tried to hide it with a placid facial expression.

There was no point in trying to out-wait him. She’d be cold and hungry, and he would still be chilling there like a tombstone. She’d get down and make a run for it. But if he was as fast as Rane….

Zoey didn’t think about it anymore. She started climbing down the ledges despite her shaking – which was a result of being scared instead of being cold. She could feel him watching her step onto a rock and slip on the ice. She cried out as she fell to the ground, fast as lightning. She fell hard onto her ankle and heard a loud crack.

Her backpack had fallen from her shoulders, but instead of reaching for it, she reached for her left ankle – pain shot through it, and it was bent in an unnatural angle. She had broken it! She clutched her leg, desperate to make the pain stop.

But the Fata male was still there, so she tightened her grip with the realization that she could not run from him. She was a rabbit caught in a snare, and the hunter was approaching. He drew near, and she crawled backward until her back pressed against the rocks. He stopped and towered over her. She hated every second of being at his mercy.

“You humans are so clumsy,” he said as he looked at her leg. There was no sympathy in that beautiful face, only boredom, and maybe a little bit of satisfaction. “And breakable.”

“Go away,” she told him.

The corners of his mouth twisted up in amusement. “Most humans wouldn’t dare speak to me that way.”

She was not sure if he was threatening her so she would use the only weapon she had, the past. “Most humans would not have saved your life.”

“That’s a bit dramatic,” he said, “but fair enough. You helped me. I’ll help you.”

He bent down, and she flattened herself against the rocks.

“You’re a liar. You don’t want to help me.” Rane had moved quickly to his friend once she had released the trap. He had been there in a heartbeat which meant that the Fata were abnormally fast. “If you really wanted to help, you would have caught me before I hit the ground.”

“Dramatic, but smart,” he said in his calm, mystical voice. He didn’t hide that he could have caught her, which made Zoey wonder if he was maybe an honest faerie. Maybe he wasn’t violent either, as he had told Rane to let her go the first time. He made no sudden movements or indicated that he was going to hurt her, but she was still scared and uncomfortable. Lambs shouldn’t play with lions.

His eyes went to her foot. “I can heal that for you.”

“No,” she said, still doubting whether to trust him.

He looked into her eyes, intently, and she noticed that his pupils were oval-shaped, like those of a cat. It reminded her that he was a predator and not a friend. He held her gaze, with an intensity she had never experienced before.

“Calm down and let me help you.” His voice was haunting, and he looked directly at her, as if she were the only girl in the world. His stare was so intent she feared nothing could distract him.

“You can’t seriously expect me to follow your orders.”

The Fata blinked and looked truly confused. Well, what did he expect? That she was going to obey him like a dog? He leaned back on his haunches.

“You know stealing from me is punishable by death,” he pointed out.

“So that’s how this works? You threaten me every time I don’t listen?” She gripped her leg tightly and tried to ignore the pain.

“I’m not threatening,” he said. “I’m bargaining.”

Zoey felt like she’d be bargaining with the Devil if she decided to play along, but what other choice did she have?

“I’m listening.”

“I’ll let you keep the flower,” he said, “and in return, you keep me company until twelve o’clock tonight.”

She considered this. “That’s it? And I get to go home afterward?”

He nodded. His lips were slightly parted, and she found it hard to look away from his canines. But she sought his intense blue gaze, and she nodded.

“Excellent.” He grinned like a spoiled kid who got everything he ever wanted.

Then, he unexpectedly reached for her, and she pulled away. He held his hands up in surrender before making eye contact and speaking in that trancelike voice again. “Stop being scared.”

But she couldn’t stop. He terrified her. Her body was shaking and telling her to run as fast and far away as she possibly could. He looked intrigued when she did not stop shaking, and for a moment, they merely stared at each other.

“Just let me help you,” he asked rather than commanded.

“How do I know you won’t rip my throat out?” she whispered.

“You don’t,” he said.

Zoey watched the Fata sit on his haunches as if he were on rock, not snow. The pain in her leg was so bad, she bit back her tears. She wouldn’t show weakness in front of him. It was so silent Zoey could hear herself breathing.

“I expect you to keep your end of the bargain,” he said. “Talk.”

Zoey’s mind went blank, as if she were a baby who was just learning to speak. What could she say to a Fata that he would find interesting?

“What do you want to know?” she asked softly.

“What’s your name?”

That was an easy, common question. “Zoey Wright.”

“Nice to meet you, Zoey, I’m Caynin Quicksilver, Prince of the Everwhite Kingdom.”

Zoey had never heard of the Everwhite Kingdom before. From what she had learnt at school, an Enerly prince, such as Caynin, was one of the most powerful Fata – that would explain why Rane had obeyed him.

Had Caynin expected her to do what he said because he was a prince? But he was not her prince, and she certainly was not going to obey. She’d go along with this bargain, until she had a moment to get away. Escaping from this gorgeous, deadly creature would be hard. His teeth were white as snow and his skin was flawless. His hair was white, but not the same dull-frail white of old people’s hair. His was thick, healthy, and shining. His teeth were sharp, which made her wonder how he did not cut his lips on them.

“You’re staring,” Caynin said, and she immediately looked away, her cheeks burning.

“Don’t be embarrassed,” he said, which didn’t help at all. “It’s nice to be admired.”

“I’m not admiring you,” she said quickly.

“No, you’re stealing from me,” he said with bitterness that made her nervous. He was capricious, and that made her even more cautious. “Were you intending to sell the Fluver-luzile?”

“No,” she said. “I’m going to use it to save my sister – she is ill and dying.”

Zoey had told him something personal and immediately regretted it because Bree had told her the Fata would use this weakness against her. What had she been thinking?

“I’m sorry about your sister,” he said, making Zoey gape at him. Was that sympathy? Was he capable of human feelings?

“Uh, thanks.”

The sun was shining through the trees, and Zoey looked down at the ground where she could see the trees’ shadows. She could also see her shadow, and then she blinked to make sure her eyes were not deceiving her.

“Just like the small faeries, you have no shadow.”

“Of course not,” he said. “Fatas have lots of magic. Magic is energy, just like a flame. And a flame has no shadow.”

Was he made from energy? Zoey couldn’t help but wonder what he felt like. She retracted one hand from her ankle and slowly reached toward Caynin, as if he were a wild animal. He eyed her hand but made no attempt to pull away. She touched his shirt, which was soft, before sliding her hand into the buttons and feeling a solid warm chest.

“I half expected your heart to be made of ice,” she whispered.

“I don’t have a heart,” Caynin said. She felt a slight beating and realized he was talking figuratively. “Did the Twixies escort you out of the woods?”

“Yes, how did you know?” she wondered and then answered her own question, “You sent them! Why?”

“It’s not safe for a human in these woods.”

She was not going to be fooled into thinking that he cared about her. Maybe he had sent the Twixies because he felt he owed her after she had helped him. Did he expect her to thank him? If he did, he was going to be disappointed.

Her fingers were still in Caynin’s shirt, so she slowly pulled them back. For a moment, they just stared at each other, before Caynin reached for her backpack.

“Give that back!” she yelled.

“You are so feisty.” He opened the bag and reached for the flower inside. Zoey was panicking. She needed that flower more than anything in the world.

“I swear, if you throw that flower away, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” His blue eyes were fixed on her, and she knew it would be unwise to threaten him. He was a prince, used to being obeyed, not threatened.

“I’ll rip your teeth out,” she whispered. This was maybe not the best threat, as she doubted she could do anything to physically hurt him. But if he threw away the flower, which she so desperately needed, she’d find some way to punish him.

“Nah, you’ll miss my winning smile too much.” He crushed the flower in his hands.


 

Chapter 9


“No!” Zoey cried. “You manipulative bastard!”

“Careful now, human,” he said tersely.

He reached into the backpack, pulled out her water bottle, and turned his palms upward so that the crushed flower pieces could mix with the frozen water. He wrapped his hands around the bottle and heated it up, until the ice was melted and mixed with the flower. He then handed the bottle to Zoey.

“Drink,” he commanded. “It’s quicker than chewing.”

Zoey hesitantly took a sip of the water and found it sweet, like sugar, and it melted on her tongue like candy floss. She took a few sips then felt her leg heat up and tingle. It was healing! Her eyes widened as she touched the spot where her bone had broken. She pulled up her pants leg so that she could see her skin. Perfect, cream-colored skin without any bruises or bones bent in strange angles.

“Amazing,” she whispered.

She instantly stuck the water bottle back into her backpack. Violet! She had to get to her sister and give this to her.

But first, she had to keep her end of the bargain or find a way to escape. Caynin was still observing her, which made her wonder if he expected her to thank him. She was not going to thank him. She had retrieved the flower herself, and if he had not scared her, she would not have fallen and been hurt in the first place. If anyone was going to say thank you, it should be him. She had got him out of the bear trap, and now she was keeping him company.

Caynin was still on his haunches, and his muscles showed no sign of strain. He must be incredibly strong…

She looked around her at the cliffs and snow, desperate not to stare at him. Her throat felt dry, and she needed to say something, thus she decided to educate herself. “How come these cliffs don’t show up on my map?”

From the way he frowned, she could tell the question had caught Caynin off guard. “There is a lot that does not appear on your human maps. You see, these woods are enchanted. Humans can’t see most of it, like they can’t see us. Most humans would pass right through the waterfall and mountain as if this was a ghostly place. That is how we live in harmony.”

“But some humans can see it,” Zoey said.

“Yes, humans with Light Eyes. Some of them pretend that they don’t see us and choose to live normal lives. Others become Slaerie – faerie hunters.”

“Why would anyone be dumb enough to hunt you?” She eyed those canines and claws.

Caynin got to his feet and extended his hand. Was this a peace offering? Slowly, Zoey let him help her up, and once she was standing, she realized how much taller and stronger he was. Caynin was at least a head taller than her, and his arms were twice the size of hers.

“Why would anyone be dumb enough to call a Fata prince a ‘manipulative bastard’?”

She swallowed hard. “I thought you were going to get rid of my flower.”

“Hmm,” he said. “You’re not very good at apologies.”

But he didn’t look angry, which made her wonder if he perhaps liked her fiery spirit and courage. She stood up tall and brave instead of fleeing like, she thought, most humans would. Surely, not many people would be brave enough to have a conversation with him, let alone call him names.

“What is the Everwhite Kingdom?” Zoey asked.

“This,” he gestured around himself to the snowy forest, “is the Everwhite Kingdom. There are four Fata kingdoms on earth, most of which can’t be seen by the human eye. There are the Everwhite, Evergreen, Everblossom, and Everfall kingdoms. Three of them are ruled by an Enerly prince, such as me. The fourth does not have a prince, only a ruler. Together they make up the Eternity Kingdom. Queen Valeska Pearlson, rules over us all.”

Zoey looked around the place she had known all her life as the Wandering Woods. “It’s a winter paradise.”

Caylin laughed.

“What?” she asked.

“I just told you there are four hidden kingdoms on Earth, and all that you comment on is that my kingdom is a winter paradise?” His smile was not mocking, only humored.

Would he tire of answering her questions? After all, she was supposed to keep him company. “How long have you been here?”

“On Earth? We have been visiting for centuries,” he said, “but we only moved here permanently seventeen years ago.”

“And most people have no idea…” She felt like a kid again in an imaginary secret world which she created with her sister. Only, this was real, and her sister was dying. The backpack seemed to get heavier.

“We do our best to keep a low profile,” he told her.

“Where are you from?”

He hesitated before answering, as if contemplating whether he should tell her. “We are from another world called Erken. Or as we now call it – The Forsaken World.”

“What happened there?” she asked.

“We were exploring doorways to other worlds,” Caynin said. “At first, everything went well. Sometimes, we would even travel to these worlds and explore – we traveled to Earth. Then, one day, we opened the wrong door and we let the Prenumbras in. Prenumbras are parasites, and their bodies don’t generate energy. Like a reptile needs energy from the sun, they also need energy from a source, and there is no better source than the Fata, because our magic basically makes us a walking energy source. They’d steal our energy – drain us like a battery, until we die. In rare cases, they could even possess us. The only way you can tell if a Fata is possessed is by looking if he has a shadow. If he has a shadow, it indicates that there is a Prenumbra inside of him, stealing his magic.

“Never before did we have an enemy, as we are stronger than most creatures in the universe. We had no way of fighting them, so we did the only thing we could, we fled to Earth. But the Prenumbras found us. The Egress Key was used to open a portal, and they entered the Everblossom Kingdom. Prince Calico and his wife Harmonia LeVane fought hard, but the Prenumbras ripped them apart and stole their one-year-old daughter back to Erken. Luckily, Tarragon, Calico’s Waerie, managed to lock the door before multiple Prenumbras could enter. Unfortunately, he broke the key when he locked the door. The broken key is kept in a museum now. Without its power, we have no way to leave Earth.”

It was a lot of information to take in, but Zoey paid attention and was a quick learner. “You said there are four kingdoms but only three princes…”

“Yes, that’s because seventeen years ago, Prince Calico died. After Tarragon’s bravery, we let him rule the Everblossom Kingdom, although he does not have royal blood.”

Zoey’s mind was so busy she almost forgot about the prince who was standing way too close. He had given her so much information, and she assumed he had done so because he did not consider her a threat. Who would believe her if she told them about other worlds, faeries, and Prenumbras? People would think she was loony.

“Are you overwhelmed, little human?” He stepped closer.

Instinctively, she stepped back and noticed how his eyes darkened. Fata liked strength and respected people who did not show fear or weakness. Had he mistaken her retreat as weakness? Zoey stuck out her chin. “I’m not overwhelmed. And my name is Zoey.”

“Whatever you say, little human,” he teased. “Now, what are we going to do for the rest of the day?”

“You can always let me go.” She instantly regretted her words.

He cocked his head. “I’m not forcing you to stay. We made a deal.”

“I know.”

“Since you’ve been asking so many questions about my world, I’ll show you around.”

Rane disliked her intensely. If he disliked her, surely other Fata felt the same way. Why was Caynin being nice, and what were his hidden intentions?

“I don’t think your friends would approve.” It was a cheap shot to try to get out of the situation.

Caynin said, “I’ll protect you.”

“Your friend wanted to take my head off,” she reminded him.

“Rane is my Waerie – which means he has dedicated his life to protect me. Rane is,” he searched for the word “Sensitive.”

“And do you enjoy spending your time around sensitive, temperamental Fata?”

“Not nearly as much as I enjoy spending time with you.” His eyes were so deep, she almost wanted to believe him. Although intimidating, he was the most gorgeous thing she had ever seen. She couldn’t find a single flaw – his teeth were straight and perfect, his skin firm and strong…

“You’re staring again,” he said, and she looked away. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re falling in love.”

That was ridiculous! Yes, she thought he was gorgeous. That did not mean she was falling in love with the arrogant bastard. Besides, she hardly knew anything about him, and he scared her. She was glad for the snow, as he now could mistake her shivering for cold instead of fear.

“Clearly, you don’t know what it feels like to be in love.”

“I don’t,” he answered abruptly, which made her wonder if whatever feelings he had in the past toward females had been short lived. The idea of him never having been in love seemed ridiculous. If he had been around for centuries, surely he would have fallen in love with a female Fata at some point. She expected him to say something more, but he did not elaborate.

“Let’s walk.”

He made no attempt to touch her and maintained a comfortable distance between them. Zoey was taking a huge risk, walking through the woods with a Fata prince by her side. She maintained her guard, but after a while realized she enjoyed his company. He was not self-absorbed and directed the conversation to her and her life.

She had shared too many personal things already when she told him about Violet. Thus, she answered his questions vaguely.

They hiked through the white woods for a long time, and his breath did not plume as a cloud, like hers did. Her feet sank into the deep snow, making her walk slowly. Was Caynin frustrated at the slower pace while he elegantly glided on the ice? If he was, he didn’t show it. If anything, he looked playful, as if this was just one big game, and he was waiting for the right moment to end it.

“Do your hands always shake from fear when you’re walking?” Caynin asked.

“I’m not scared,” Zoey said.

“Then why are your hands shaking in those thick gloves?”

“Cos I’m trying to stop them from slapping you in the face, dimwit.”

Zoey wasn’t a rude person, but his games were irritating her. Were her misspoken words a fatal mistake? For a moment, Caynin simply stared at her, and then he barked laughter. Zoey shivered next to him, but she wasn’t that scared anymore. He wasn’t going to hurt her.

“Talk like that requires a glass of wine,” Caynin purred. “Actually, there is a really nice wine market nearby which we should visit.”

Zoey tried her best to keep her expression blank as she recalled how Bree had warned her about the wine. It was as clear as daylight. Caynin wanted her to drink the cursed wine. He might not want to hurt her, but he certainly planned to trick her.


 

Chapter 10


Why had the thought of safety never crossed her mind? She was a stupid, innocent, and naïve girl. He was a sly monster who was planning to take advantage of her. She must not let down her guard again, no matter how friendly he was. She would not get lost in those ocean eyes, because if she did, he’d drown her. He was a deceptive, manipulative thing.

She would accompany him to the market, but she would not eat or drink anything. She would stay by his side until midnight, as she had agreed, then she would get out of the woods as quickly as possible.

“What is bothering you?” he asked, and she realized they had been walking in silence for a few minutes.

“Nothing,” she said quickly and swallowed nervously.

“Don’t lie to me,” he said in a low growl that made her think he was good at punishing liars.

She mastered her fear. “Then don’t try to deceive me.”

“Deceive you?” He sounded so innocent, she almost believed him.

“Drinking faerie wine will curse me.” She met his gaze and was relieved when he was the first to look away.

“I was not going to force it down your throat.” As if that would fix the situation.

Maybe not, but he was also not going to warn her about the consequences of drinking the wine, which meant he was not a good male.

“I’m not drinking it.” She hoped he would keep his word and not force it down her throat.

How many Fata were at the market, and would they try to hurt her? She didn’t want to go, but it was too late to chicken out now. She didn’t have any iron, but even if she did, she was not a good fighter.

“Fata can be very persuasive,” Caynin warned her.

Zoey wasn’t weak minded, and she certainly didn’t cave under pressure. There was no way any of them would convince her to drink the wine.

“Then how come you suck at it?” she snapped back.

He looked her up and down before answering, “I don’t know.” He sounded sincere and mysterious. He was like a maze; she didn’t know how to approach him or which way to go. Around every turn was a surprise, something she didn’t expect. His moods were mercurial, which made him unpredictable.

He stepped around her, and she found herself following him as if she were his apprentice. The sun was setting, and she looked up at the sky’s beautiful colors. If most of the Everwhite Kingdom did not show up on her map, how was she going to find her way home?

“Don’t look so worried,” Caynin said. “If I wanted to hurt you, I would have done so already.”

Caynin was a temperamental creature. He had no intentions of hurting her now, but what would happen if she angered him? She wanted to stay on his good side, but she also didn’t want him to know just how scared she really was. That was the reason behind her quirky comebacks – she wanted to appear fearless.

“Why did you want my company?”

“I find you fascinating,” he said.

She couldn’t understand his answer. He was this incredibly fast, incredibly powerful Fata prince. Why would he find a weak, boring human fascinating? As far as Zoey knew, there was nothing special about her.

Caynin moved with the silent grace of a predator, while Zoey felt like a klutz when she stumbled over a branch. Caynin didn’t pay her stumbling much attention, he didn’t bother asking her if she was okay, either.

The sun had set, and the woods were dark, spooky, and even colder than before. The moon hung in the night like a giant orb. The branches rattled in the wind like a prisoner trying to break out of his cage. Zoey wrapped her arms around herself as mice crawled out of their holes, and owls hooted in the trees. The deadliest predator of them all was walking next to her.

“You’re cold,” Caynin pointed out.

“Are you not?” She glanced at his unshaking, solid figure.

“Fata doesn’t really feel the cold,” he said. “Or the heat.”

“What do you feel?” she asked him.

“Physically? We can feel pain.”

When that iron bear trap had closed around his leg, and his flesh had sizzled and burned, his expression had not betrayed that he felt any pain, which meant he was good at hiding weakness.

“And pleasure,” he added.

For a moment, Zoey wondered what it would be like to roll around in sheets with him and then pushed away the thoughts. She was scared of him, which made her heart beat faster, as if she were in love. But she could never love such a creature.

“And emotionally?” she wondered.

“I have…feelings,” he confessed.

“Like what? What makes you happy?” she pried.

“Winning fights against Fata that challenge me.”

He liked fighting and was a violent creature, despite his calm exterior. “What makes you angry?”

“Liars.” He clenched his fist.

From what she gathered, he experienced emotions the way humans did but didn’t show them as easily. She treaded carefully with her next question. “What do you love?”

“Love?” His hands were now slack at his sides.

“Love.” Did he see love as a weakness because he dodged her question and changed the subject?

“We are here.”

She looked away from him – toward the rows and rows of tents. They did not have electric lights to illuminate the market, but little fires burned here and there. Had they been made by humans Zoey would have feared that they’d burn down the forest. But these fires were clearly not from this world – they burnt pink, indigo, turquoise, maroon, and yellow.

The tents consisted of frozen vines and ice, and were unlike anything Zoey had ever seen before. The plants grew out of the ground, in the shape of tents, tables, and baskets. Wine was displayed on ice stands on different shelves with various-colored candles.

“When they pack up the market, the plants go back into the ground. They reverse grow until they are nothing more than seeds. The Fata then take the seeds with them and plant them at their next stop.”

“It is incredible.” Zoey gaped, momentarily forgetting that her face was freezing.

Her sixth sense told her that she did not belong here and that it was time to go home, but her curiosity got the best of her, and she ventured into the market.

All of the Fata were beautiful. Was this perhaps some kind of an illusion? Surely, there had to be someone ugly? The faeries were tall and slender, their skin so pale it suggested they might never have felt the sun. Some had blue hair while others wore dresses that were glowing as if they were made from stars. None of them apparently minded the cold, as not many of them wore jackets. The ones who wore long, jeweled jackets, most likely did it for the style. Several of them greeted the prince and offered him free wine, which he politely declined, and they ignored Zoey.

“Would your blood slave like some?” a brown-horned Fata asked Prince Caynin as he gestured at Zoey.

“No,” Caynin declined.

Before Zoey had time to ask Caynin what a blood slave was, a Fata female rushed toward them. Her hair was light pink, like the blossoms, and blowing in the wind like wildflowers. Her elegant, V-necked dress flowed around her slim figure, making Zoey envy her beauty.

“My prince.” She bowed low.

“Dear Inga.”

Caynin’s shoulder tensed slightly. The female Fata, Inga, did not pay Zoey any attention, and that left her feeling as if she was a tree. She did not speak up; instead, she listened.

“Did you find her? My sister, Nyla…”

“No, we searched for her.”

Inga’s face fell. She had clearly hoped for better news. What had happened to Nyla? Caynin had made it perfectly clear that they, the Fata, were on top of the food chain.

“I won’t stop searching,” Caynin assured her, but that didn’t seem to change Inga’s dire mood.

Zoey’s heart went out to her because she understood how horrible it was to worry about a sister. She worried about Violet every day, thus when she looked at Inga, she saw a reflection of herself.

“I’m really sorry,” Zoey said.

For the first time, Inga looked at her, and Zoey realized she had spoken out of turn. She could feel Caynin tense, even more, beside her.

“You really mean that.” Inga’s face softened, and then she gave her a weak smile before walking away.

“What?” Zoey asked Caynin, once Inga was out of sight. His silence pressed down on her like a mountain of snow.

He shrugged. “I don’t often see anyone being compassionate.”

She didn’t know how to respond, so instead she looked at the market. “I’m going to walk through.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you didn’t want to come.”

“I didn’t, but now that I am here, I am going to make the best of it.” Zoey was not going to show the Fata how much they intimidated her, so she moved through the rows and rows of wine. Many Fata smiled at her, and some gestured for her to approach, but she didn’t. Samples of wine in crystal glasses were displayed on icy tables which looked tempting, but she did not dare try anything. She was so consumed by the market’s beauty and strangeness that she did not realize Caynin had stopped to study a bottle of wine.

“Try the wine, my dear,” a Fata said.

It took a moment for Zoey to realize this slim-faced, wide-jawed faerie was talking to her. She glanced behind her, as if to make sure that he wasn’t speaking to someone else, before returning to his big, alluring eyes. He looked at her, almost as intently as Caynin had. He spoke as if he expected her to do every little thing he said – even if that meant drinking cursed wine.

“No thank you,” she responded politely.

The Fata looked baffled – as if no one had ever been able to resist. Zoey turned to go when, like a snake, he shot out his hand and closed it around her wrist. He yanked her back. “I’m afraid I must insist.”

“Let go!” she said as firmly as possible.

His grip was steel, and she quickly realized she would not be able to break free. With his free hand, he reached for a nearby bottle, no doubt with the intention of forcing the wine down her throat. Then she would be a slave for the rest of her mortal life, and she would not be able to take the Fluver-luzile to Violet.

“Stop it!” Her cry was high pitched and panicked.

Instantly, a stronger hand ripped his arm away. She heard bones breaking, and the Fata was thrown to the ground, where he whimpered. Caynin was standing before her like a bodyguard, glaring at the Fata without any forgiveness in his eyes.

“Please! Forgive me! I did not know she belonged to you!” he cried, from the ground, lowering his head in submission and gripping the wrist of his broken hand. “She doesn’t have bite marks, and she isn’t covered in your scent!”

Zoey didn’t understand what he meant by bite marks, but she did know that she didn’t belong to Caynin – or anyone. Yet, here he was defending her, as if he did not want any other Fata to touch her. His blue eyes flared with danger. Was angering a Fata prince punishable by death? Caynin’s mouth was open, and he stepped closer to the Fata, who now held his hands up in front of himself.

“Caynin.” Zoey closed her hands around his bicep. “I’m okay. It’s okay.”

There was a moment when she thought he would ignore her, but then he glanced at her hand and stepped away from the Fata. Zoey didn’t wish pain or death on anyone, even if they had wronged her. She tugged on Caynin’s arm, and his focus remained on the kneeling faerie a moment longer before he let her lead him past the tents and into the snow-covered trees. The Fata did not dare stare at them – they went back to minding their own business.

“It’s almost midnight,” Caynin said.

Which meant their deal would end, and Zoey would be free to go – if Caynin was a Fata of his word. “I don’t know how to get home.”

“And you trust me to point you in the right direction?”

She shrugged. “Well, you did just save me. I figured if you wanted me hurt, you’d just have left me back there in the clutches of that Fata.”

He did not say anything to that. Maybe he regretted bringing her to the market.

They walked in silence, and the snow turned to grass as they ventured further from the center of the kingdom. Zoey’s human ears could only hear the wind and her feet in the snow. But Caynin’s ears could hear so much more – according to the books she read.

“Your heart is not hammering like it did earlier.”

Zoey touched her coat, right above her heart, as she realized how good his hearing truly was. This must mean he had known she was scared all along. And she was still scared, but not terrified like she had been at first.

“I figured if you were going to kill me you would already have done it.”

He turned around in his tracks, towering over her, and met her gaze. She resisted the urge to break eye contact and stood strong.

“I still could.” His voice had become quieter.

“Why are you saying that?” Zoey took a step backward and almost cursed herself out loud. A smile played on Caynin’s lips. Were they back to playing games?

“Because you’ve ventured into a world where you don’t belong.”

That was the truth. Zoey’s fingers brushed against a tree behind her, and Caynin stepped forward. This time, she refused to back up, partly because of the tree and because she didn’t want to make the same mistake again. Caynin, with his piercing gaze, was close enough that she could feel the heat from his body, the warmth of his breath.

“You’re trying to scare me away.” She tilted her head upward and clenched her hands.

Caynin suddenly stepped back, looked down, and cocked his. Zoey wondered what he heard.

“Don’t come back here,” he mumbled.

A twig snapped, and she glanced in the direction from which the sound had come. When she looked back, Caynin was gone.

“Hello?” she said to the darkness.

“Zoey!”

Zoey almost bolted when she heard her name, but then she recognized the voice. “Eric?”

He appeared behind the tree, like a bandit, with a bow and arrows slung across his back and hunting knives in his boots. He was not wearing winter clothes, which made her think he did not know about the Everwhite Kingdom. He saw her and rushed to her before wrapping her into a big hug.

“I’ve been so worried,” he said as she melted into his arms. Then he pulled away and ruined the moment, “We have to get out of here. These woods are not safe.”

He took her hand and led her out of the woods without telling her what he was so afraid of.

Chapter 11


Once Zoey stepped over the toadstools, Eric forgot that he had been scared only moments ago. He turned angry eyes on her.

“You promised me you wouldn’t go back,” he scolded.

“I know,” she said as guilt washed over her like a cold shower. “But I had to. This was important—”

“Nothing is more important than your life!”

But Violet’s life was much more important than Zoey’s. She didn’t expect Eric to understand, as he was an only child. What would he know about sibling love or being responsible for someone?

“I had to lie for you, again,” he said.

He was talking about lying to her parents about her whereabouts. They must have called him to ask if she was there, he had said yes, and had then gone looking for her. He must have known she was in the forest because that was where she had been last time she was missing.

“I didn’t ask you to lie, nor did I ask you to search for me.”

“You could have been in danger!”

“I was not.” Was this true? Caynin had protected her, but she still did not trust him. He had told her she shouldn’t come back. Was that a threat or a warning?

“My mother died in there,” Eric reminded her.

“That was sixteen years ago! It’s time to move on,” Zoey snapped, and then bit her lip as she had not meant for it to come out that harsh. Eric’s mouth twisted – she had hurt his feelings. “Eric, I’m not suicidal, and I’m not going to leave you.”

The anger drained from Eric’s face, and he looked tired and much older than eighteen. “Okay,” he mumbled by way of ending the fight.

The world’s silence seemed to swallow them whole and spit them out again. Together, they headed down the quiet street, and when Zoey saw a road sign she realized that they were far away from Bree’s house and closer to their own. Eric lived two streets away from Zoey.

“Are you sleeping over tonight?” Eric asked.

Usually, Zoey’s heart would race, and she’d jump at an invitation like this. But after their screaming match, she didn’t feel like hanging out with Eric. “I want to be with Violet.”

Eric accompanied her to her house in silence, which gave her plenty of time to observe him. His face was a bit too hollow, his hair was dull – from not eating all the necessary nutrients. He really was not that pretty. He couldn’t be compared to Caynin. But as Zoey thought this, she felt oddly guilty and pushed the picture of the Everwhite prince aside.

Once they reached Zoey’s house, Eric did not hug her, and strangely she didn’t feel disappointed by their lack of physical contact.

“Goodnight,” Eric mumbled as he departed.

Zoey didn’t bother replying or staring after him as he left. She sneaked in by the front door and went to her room, where Violet was sleeping. She rushed to her sister’s side and took her hand.

“Violet, wake up,” she said. “Violet, wake up.”

Her sister opened her eyes and groaned. “It’s dark outside…”

“Sit up, now.” Zoey put a pillow behind Violet, to support her back, before helping her sit up as she rubbed her eyes and yawned.

“What’s going on?”

Zoey pulled the bottle from her backpack and dropped the backpack to the floor. “Drink this.”

“What is it?” Violet frowned as Zoey pushed the bottle to her lips.

“Just drink.” 

Violet took a few sips. “It’s sweet.”

“Drink all of it,” Zoey told her. She was not sure how much Violet needed, as only a few drops had been enough to cure Zoey’s broken ankle. Leukemia was, of course, much more serious than broken bones, and Zoey was not going to take any chances.

Violet emptied the bottle before lying back down. “Did you seriously wake me up so I could have a drink?”

“You have to stay hydrated.” Zoey crawled into bed next to her sister.

Moments afterward, Violet was asleep again. Zoey swore she would not drift into dreamland before she knew if the flower had worked. But she had a long, stressful day, and the adrenalin was replaced by exhaustion. Her eyes began to close….


***


Zoey woke, realized her sister was not in bed, and jumped up, thinking the worst. She rushed downstairs, bumped her small toe against the skirting boards and cursed like a sailor.

“Mom! Dad!” she cried out, desperate for help.

She rushed into the kitchen which was redolent with the smell of waffles. She froze in her tracks and needed a moment to process what she was seeing. Marcia and Rudolf were sitting by the kitchen table. Rudolf cradled a cup of coffee, and the newspaper, which he usually read, lay folded on the table in front of him. Marcia held her knife and fork – she had cut into a delicious waffle and stuffed her mouth.

Syrup and strawberries had been placed on the table along with the plates.

“Why don’t you take a seat?” Violet was standing in front of the stove, wearing an apron over her pajamas. She was heating up frozen waffles, but that did not make any sense. Violet was too sick to stand. She spent her days lying, dying, in bed.

“Violet?” Zoey blinked as if her eyes were deceiving her. “Is this real?”

Violet shrugged. “I don’t know what is going on, but I am feeling much better today.”

Zoey slowly approached her sister and stopped when they were inches apart. Then she felt her lips twisting upward, and she pulled her sister into a long hug. Violet laughed and hugged her back, before abruptly pulling away.

“You made me burn your waffle!” 

“I don’t care about the waffle,” Zoey said, blinking away potential tears. She would not cry.

Violet removed the pan, containing a black waffle, from the stove and tipped it so that the waffle slid into a clean plate. She reached for the box to take a new one, but Zoey took the plate and placed it on the table.

“We are going to the doctor after breakfast,” Rudolf said.

They ate their breakfast, and everyone kept their eyes on Violet, as if she was an illusion that would fade any second. Zoey ate her burnt waffle in two bites, without tasting anything, and then ran upstairs to get dressed. Violet was on her heels, laughing as Zoey bumped her toe for a second time that morning.

Afterward, the Wright family got into their car and drove to the hospital. For once, the atmosphere wasn’t dire, they were talking and playing lively music. As if the day couldn’t get any better, Rudolf found a parking space by the hospital’s front door, in the usually full parking lot.

They got out of the car together and entered the hospital, which now didn’t seem so sad anymore. Once inside, Violet was taken into a separate room so that the doctors could examine her.

When Violet returned, Doctor William Johnson was by her side, pale faced and white eyed. Violet was smiling and playing with her skirt when her mother took her hand in the same caring, worried way she had when Doctor William had told her that Violet had leukemia.

“How is she?” Rudolf asked.

“She”—the doctor paused—“she does not have leukemia. There are no signs that she ever had it.”

Zoey couldn’t believe what she had just heard, and her face broke into the widest smile she had ever worn. The Fluver-luzile elixir had worked! She had managed to save her sister’s life by venturing into the Wandering Woods. Just like the flower had healed her broken leg, it had cured leukemia.

“She is perfectly healthy,” Doctor Williams continued.

Zoey couldn’t help but think of all the good things that could come from the Fluver-luzile flower. This flower could cure cancer – it could save so many lives. But then again, it only grew in the Fata lands. Caynin had accused her of stealing, and it would be unwise to go back for more flowers.

“It is a miracle,” Doctor Williams said.

Zoey understood why the doctor thought it’s a miracle. He was a well-educated man who believed in science and medicine, and not magic. But it was not a miracle that had saved Violet. It was Zoey, the flower, and also Caynin, who had helped her return home from the woods, twice. She might have ended up dead without his protection.

Zoey had never even thanked Caynin; she had been too busy insulting him and trying to be tough. In this moment, Zoey was overwhelmed with happiness, and despite her fear, she would go back into the woods to thank him.


 

Chapter 12


Zoey cherished every moment she had with her little sister. Violet was laughing again – really laughing. She was not pretending to be all right to make her family feel better. She was playful and spontaneous, and the Wright family ended up spending the day together.

Violet never asked about the elixir Zoey had made her drink. She had been half asleep when Zoey had given it to her; maybe she thought it had been a dream. Either way, Zoey was glad they did not talk about it, because she didn’t want to tell her sister about traveling into Wandering Woods and finding the Fata.

She had hoped Eric would come by so that she could tell him the good news in person. She did not call him – she didn’t even look at her phone once that day. How could she? All her attention was on her healthy sister.

That night, Zoey was too happy to sleep. Energy flowed through her whole body like blood through her veins. She tossed and turned and feared that she would wake Violet, who used to sleep in her own room, until she got sick. When she had needed love, comfort, and support, she used to sneak into Zoey’s room. Zoey did not mind. Now that Violet was healthy, there was no reason for her to be in Zoey’s bed, but she slept there none the less.

Zoey shoved off the covers and got up. She went to her closet and put on sweatpants, snow boots, a long-sleeved red shirt with a V-neck, and carried a winter jacket over her arm. She did not take a backpack because she was not planning to stay out long.

She tiptoed out of her room and closed the door behind her, without waking Violet. Zoey couldn’t help but smile at the thought that when Violet woke, she would still be happy and healthy.

As Zoey left the house, the cool night air welcomed her, and she was filled with a sense of adventure. Any other sane person would have told her she was crazy for wanting to go back into the woods. There was nothing for her there. Yet would Caynin be displeased or happy to see her? Why had he taken such interest in her anyway?

She was also interested in him, drawn to him by an invisible string of attraction and adventure. He had told her so much about his kind, but she knew very few personal things about him, which made her curious and hope that her curiosity wouldn’t get the better of her.

She headed to the forest through the empty streets. Her father always told her that only drunks and troublemakers were awake at this time of night. The row of streetlights led her past many houses – some had porch lights on while others were dark. It was a quiet night, and the stars smiled mischievously down at her.

She reached the forest and did not hesitate to step over the border. The woods were dark and eerie, but she was not scared when she entered. She had been there many times before and had a good idea where what was, and she doubted she would get lost again.

But everything was different at night. The trees appeared foreign, the blossoms unfamiliar, and after she’d been walking a while, the air got colder, too. As she went deeper, the plants turned white, and the flowers disappeared. The branches, high in the trees, swayed in the wind – like claws. They dripped snow from the sky, like blood, and a shiver traveled down her spine. Some of the trees had thorns as long as her arms.

Zoey stopped dead still, holding her breath. Every bush looked the same, the trees were twins, the ice was unchanging. What had she been thinking to come back in the first place? It had been a stupid decision.

A twig snapped, and Zoey spun around, only to look into two big, yellow eyes. The moonlight shone down on the creature, so she could see its long white fangs. Its mouth was open, and saliva dripped from it.

Zoey moved backward, and the creature stepped out from behind the bushes and into the moonlight. It was a snow-white leopard, with paws the size of Zoey’s head, feathered wings, and curly horns. It was as big as a polar bear, and much, much scarier. A small sound escaped Zoey’s lips, and she lifted her hands, as if they could shield her from an attack.

Zoey inched backward slowly, averting her gaze from his yellow eyes while trying to get her legs to stop shaking. Hadn’t Eric told her that there were dangerous creatures in the woods? She had thought the worst thing she could run into was a Fata – then she might be able to talk her way out of the situation. With this winged leopard there was no way she could.

Zoey had to think quickly, and her first instinct was not to fight. She was a poor fighter, and her bare hands wouldn’t do anything to the leopard. Standing still wasn’t an option, as the leopard slowly crept closer, tail swishing. Without warning, she spun and began running. To her amazement, the leopard paused before it pounced after her.

She looked to her left and noticed another winged leopard running. If it weren’t for the black spots, covering his fur and feathers, he would have been camouflaged in the snow, like the first, spotless leopard. He was clearly much faster than she was, but he did not cut her off immediately. That was when Zoey realized they were playing with her; they were enjoying the hunt before they would devour her.

Zoey’s terror grew, and her heart felt like it might explode. She was trying not to cry, trying to escape, trying to live. She was so focused on the leopard to her left that she did not look where she was running. Her foot got caught in the root of a tree, which had been obscured in snow, and she stumbled and fell. She tumbled down a small hill and rolled until she came to a stop at the bottom. The fall did not hurt, but it had cost her precious time.

Zoey looked up from where she had fallen, expecting to see teeth inches away from her face. Instead, she saw both winged leopards standing at the top of the hill, gazing down on her with narrowed eyes. She struggled to see their camouflaged figures in the night, but she could clearly see their glowing yellow eyes and teeth. What were they waiting for?

Someone was running, and moments later, two Fata males appeared next to the leopards.

With a shock, she realized they were hunters, and the leopards were essentially their hunting dogs, but she was not going to be an easy prey. Zoey jumped to her feet and began running again. She wanted to cry out for help, but who would come?

Zoey could feel the leopards gaining, could hear the thump-thump of their paws. One was on her heels! She felt his hot breath on her back moments before he opened his mouth to bite. Instead of trying to outrun him, she fell to her knees. The leopard knocked her over as it passed her. She jumped to her feet again, ignoring the disorientated leopard, and started sprinting. She looked up at the second leopard flying and realized the trees didn’t give him enough space for his wings. She battled in the snow and ran beneath low-hanging branches, where he couldn’t reach her from the sky. Zoey turned sharply right, and in the distance, saw something glowing, as if she were a ship in a storm drawn to a lighthouse. She ran toward it, only to find out that it was not a lighthouse, but a glowing tree.

Zoey stopped and tried to catch her breath. She was sweating in her jacket, and she had lost both her gloves during her flight. She turned around to check on the winged leopards – they kept their distance from the tree but watched her intently. The Fata were not with the predators, but they would likely show up shortly.

She turned back to the tree and studied it. It had an otherworldly appearance, like the Fluver-luzile. It was not brown, like most trees, and it did not have any flowers, leaves, or snow. It was a glowing gold, and as she stepped closer to it, she could feel an electric energy in the air. It was almost as if she was standing in front of a heater.

It was as if the tree was calling to her. She was drawn to it in a way she had never been to anything before. Slowly, she reached out and touched the tree, and her hand was suffused with an intense heat that quickly traveled up her arm. The Fata cried out, and she quickly retracted her hand.

“Get away from that!”

Both Fata males were standing next to their leopards on the small hill. Instantly, one of them was behind her, and she tried to bolt, but he grabbed her arm and mercilessly threw her to the snowy ground. When she looked up, she saw the boots of the other Fata male.

“Shall we kill her, Bane?” the Fata in front of her asked.

Zoey was not ready to die, and she was not going to give up without a fight. She did not have any iron, and she doubted one of these Fata was about to step into a bear trap. A long, silver knife hung from Bane’s belt.

“No, Lore.” Bane shook his head, and his green hair hung over his ears like a hat. “She touched the Globetrot-tree.”

“And survived,” Lore added.

Zoey looked back to the Globetrot-tree. What did it do? Maybe she was imagining things, but she could have sworn she saw waves of energy bounce off it. What had she done to herself by touching it?

“This is a matter for the prince,” Bane decided.

He grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled Zoey to her feet. Her attempts to pry his fingers away were futile, and she couldn’t help but scream. Her fear resulted in Bane laughing. Laughing! Her fear turned to boiling anger, and she tried to strike the faerie, who caught her hand then forced both behind her back. He pulled thin vines from his coat pocket which he used to bind her hands together. Her bonds were flexible, strong, and held fast – something told Zoey they were magical.

“If you try to run,” Bane warned her. “Our leopards will eat you.”

She took one look at the horned leopards. She was not going to run again. It was obvious she could not outrun them with her human legs.

“Walk,” Lore ordered.

She did not want to take orders from him but did not have a choice. The two leopards took the lead – they were well trained and did not run around sniffing trees or marking their territory like dogs would. They were terrifying, majestic, and beautiful creatures, and Zoey didn’t dare take her eyes off them.

The two Fata males walked behind Zoey, and this added to her nervousness. They were unpredictable creatures, and she couldn’t see what they were doing. Would one of them stab a silver knife into her back? Zoey quickly decided they would not. They had, after all, said they were taking her to the prince. But which prince were they talking about? Caynin had said there were two others.

They walked for miles and miles, and Zoey lost all sense of direction. Everything looked different at night, and no map could help her find her way back. Her plan was to escape the Fata and rush home and never return again. She had learnt her lesson.

Bane and Lore did not speak to her or each other which suggested they had been friends for a long time and were comfortable in each other’s silence. They didn’t always keep their eyes on her, and she concluded that they knew running away would be useless. It was as if she was a part of a marching band as they headed toward the castle.

Their destination was visible in the distance due to multi-colored fires. They emerged from the woods onto a footpath that led into the castle. Surprisingly, the structure was not surrounded by a wall, only a small, frozen river. They crossed a bridge with a large archway that had ice crystals dangling from it, and entered the castle.

The place was breathtaking, its beautiful gardens filled with ice sculptures of centaurs, sprites, and chimeras. Twixies danced between blossoms like fireflies, and the walls were covered in ice patterns such as Zoey had never seen before. It looked like someone had spent years carving them. Other walls featured frozen water dripping off them, like waterfalls. Small fires burnt everywhere, and yet they did not melt the ice. The castle was uniquely beautiful, and Zoey could not help but gaze about her as if she were touring a museum. Her guides, Lore and Bane, did not share any interesting facts or stories about the castle, so she used this as an opportunity to study the Enerly, who were dressed in fine clothes and observed her with judging faces. They turned their predatory eyes to watch Zoey’s progress, making her feel unwelcome. She refused to show any fear and stared back at anyone and everyone who stared at her.

Fata would stop speaking when she passed, and none of them tried to talk to her. They deemed her inferior, and she was not going to make friends here. She had to leave.

They passed through the garden and headed deeper into the castle. Zoey tried to ignore the cold but couldn’t stop shivering. Lore and Bane led her up the stairs to big, open doors. The leopards stopped on either side and sat down.

Zoey was the first to enter the throne room; she’d rather go on her own than have Bane and Lore throw her inside. Ice carvings of Fata adorned the walls, and in front of Zoey stood a throne made from ice crystals. Seated upon it, where he belonged, was Caynin. Gone was the curious, playful faerie who had taken her to the wine market. Sitting in front of her was a powerful, intimidating prince who did not object when Bane forced her onto her knees.

Zoey almost did not recognize him. 


Chapter 13


She was a fool. Why had she ever thought coming here was a good idea? She and Caynin weren’t friends, and starting a friendship with him was unlikely. She had trespassed on his lands, again, after he had warned her to stay away. It took all of Zoey’s courage to look into his eyes and not crumple at his feet. If they were going to kill her – she would not die crying.

Next to the throne was Rane, glaring at her with that familiar hatred. What had she ever done to him that made him hate her? If it was up to him, she would already be dead.

“Your majesty,” Bane said, then he and Lore bowed simultaneously. “We went hunting and were lucky enough to find a human. Unfortunately, she stumbled upon our Globetrot-tree.”

Rane’s spine stiffened, and he narrowed his eyes skeptically. Caynin did not show any emotion, and Zoey wondered what he was feeling.

“She touched the Globetrot-tree,” Lore said, more clearly.

Zoey did not understand what the big deal was. She had touched the tree – she hadn’t chopped it down – and no damage had been done.

“Thank you for bringing her here,” Caynin said. “Rane will see to it that you are rewarded.”

Rane’s mouth twisted, but he did not object as he left Caynin’s side, accepting his dismissal. He passed Zoey, fists at his sides, and she thought he might punch her in the stomach. Bane and Lore smiled, pleased as they followed him out of the throne room. Without Bane holding her down, Zoey got to her feet, knees cramping and wrists hurting.

Caynin put his head in his hand as if he was an old man giving up on life. What was going through his mind? When he looked at her again, his expression changed, and he appeared playful and gave her a naughty smile. He flicked his wrist, and the doors to the throne room swung closed, trapping them in the center of the coldness. Then, with predatory grace, he rose from his throne and approached her. Once he was close, Zoey was reminded how much taller he was then she, and she suddenly hated it. She stuck her chin out, gazed up at him, and reminded herself that he could hear the frantic beating of her human heart.

He was the first to speak, “Well, human, you really should have listened to me.”

“I came back to thank you,” she found herself blurting out. She bit her tongue when she realized how pathetic she sounded.

“Well, you can spend the rest of your life thanking me.” Humor tainted his perfect voice.

“What?”

“The tree you touched is one of four Globetrot-trees, which were created after the Prenumbras attacked us. We poured some of our magic into these trees so that Enerly who were low on magic could draw energy from it. These trees aren’t close to each other, but they are connected by their roots. If a Prenumbra were to try and draw energy from it, it would simply shut down and transfer its energy, through the roots, to the next tree.”

“And if a human were to touch it?” Zoey’s eyes widened slightly.

“If a human were to touch it, they’d be cursed.”

Zoey shivered as he studied her with cold eyes. His words settled over her like a worn-out blanket. Cursed? She did not feel any different and didn’t know much about curses.

“And what does this curse entail?”

“If you leave the Eternity Kingdoms, you will die,” he told her.

Zoey studied his expression carefully, but his eyes remained on her, his voice was level, and his hands were relaxed at his sides. If he was lying, he did it brilliantly, though he had years to practice. But there was absolutely no reason for him to lie, no reason for him to keep her in a place where she was unwanted. She suddenly felt dizzy, as she realized he was telling the truth.

He stepped closer to her so that she could feel his breath, the only warm thing in this room, on her face. He twisted his arms around her, and for a moment she thought he would hug her, then she heard a snap and felt the vines release her hands. He stepped backward, and she could breathe again.

She rubbed her wrists. “I can’t stay here.”

“You don’t have a choice.” He shook his head. “I warned you not to come back.”

And now she wished she had listened. “Is there no way to break the curse?”

“No.” His voice was ice cold. “I’ll let you stay in the castle.”

“Now why would you do that?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you find it hard to believe that I’m also capable of kindness?”

She did not answer his question. After all, he hadn’t caught her when she had fallen down the cliff.

After a while, he stopped waiting for her to answer and made to leave. “Come on, before I change my mind.”

That was enough to make Zoey rush after him. They left the throne room together, and she was glad they did not run into Rane. Enerly turned their judging eyes on her, and a female hissed, like a snake, as she passed. She couldn’t help but wonder if the female was jealous, but she shrugged off the idea. If anything, the female was no doubt revolted that the prince was walking around his castle with a human. This beautiful, dangerous female could kill her easily if she wanted to. It was obvious that Zoey was unwelcome in this foreign place.

“I won’t survive a day,” she realized. Her heart beat wilder, and she could have sworn Caynin tilted his pointy ears toward her.

“They won’t hurt you,” Caynin told her. It took Zoey a moment to realize that he was giving her his protection, and she decided to wear it like amour. If he commanded the Fata to not hurt her, they would not disobey.

“Why are you helping me?” Zoey asked as they headed to the other side of the castle.

Caynin hesitated. “Why did you run back to release the bear trap? You could easily have run away.”

Zoey looked away from him and into the gardens at the ice sculptures of winged creatures. Did he think that saving him was personal?

“I looked at Rane,” she confessed, “and how helpless he was when trying to save you. It was the same helplessness I felt when it came to saving my sister. I could take away his suffering, so I did.”

“Rane would never see it that way,” Caynin warned her, making Zoey realize her innate empathy would make her life difficult among the selfish Fata.

Zoey did not want to think about Rane or how much he scared her. She looked around her at the beautiful, magical palace. It was still dark outside, and she guessed it was around 2 AM, yet there were many faeries in the gardens.

“Why are there so many Fata outside?”

“We have a lot of energy,” Caynin said. “We don’t need a much sleep.”

What it was like to have that much energy? None of the Enerly around her looked tired which only served as a reminder that she was the weakest link in the kingdom.

“We are here,” Caynin said.

Zoey stopped in front of a wooden door covered in ice which was carved into beautiful flower patterns. Caynin opened the door, stepped inside, and she followed.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Your room,” he said.

Her room was spacious and fit for royalty. A king-size bed was covered in soft, cream-colored, silky sheets that matched the curtains. The big windows overlooked the gardens, and attached to the room was a bathroom filled with mirrors. It was much nicer than her room at home. Did all the Fata enjoy so much luxury? It was beautiful, but as cold as the arctic.

“Is it not to your liking?” Caynin raised an eyebrow.

“It’s gorgeous,” she said quickly. “Just cold.”

Something in Caynin’s eyes softened, and he raised one hand. The ice on the walls turned into water, which dripped off the walls and flowed out of the room, where it turned into snow. Now, the walls were made of stone and a fireplace had been revealed. The door was made of wood, all traces of ice gone, and the floor as well.

Zoey marveled at her surroundings and Caynin’s magic, as he clicked his fingers and the logs in the fireplace caught flame. Zoey wanted to ask Caynin why he was being so good to her. She had stupidly wandered into the woods and got herself cursed. It was not his fault or his responsibility. Yet, he had been right there to help her and take care of her. Zoey bit her lip. She must not let her guard down around him. He was still lethal.

“I’ll send a servant to bring you soaps and ointments. Your body must be sore,” he said.

Zoey saw her reflection in the mirror and immediately felt self-conscious. Her hair looked as if she had stuck it into the tumble drier. Not to mention that she was covered in sweat and assumed Caynin could smell it. Zoey turned away from the mirror and looked at Caynin who was now lazily leaning against her door. Did he enjoy having her here? Was she a guest or a prisoner?

“Join me for breakfast tomorrow,” he said, to her surprise.

It could only be an order and not a request. Her night had been exhausting, and she did not feel like fighting, arguing, or turning down the one faerie who was kind to her. She nodded in agreement and watched him leave without saying another word. For a moment, she stood there, with no idea what to do, and then she closed her room’s door. She was dirty, and did not want to ruin the sheets, so she started pacing. How had her life changed so suddenly?

Ten minutes passed before her room door swung open. The Enerly who entered wore a black hat tilted to the side and a black dress with a white belt. In her arms were bottles and clothes, which suggested that she was the servant whom Caynin said he would send.

“Hi, I’m Zoey,” she said.

“I know who you are,” the servant snapped. She strode over to the bed and dropped the bottles and clothes there before turning back to Zoey and looking at her with her lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed.

“Do you have a name?” Zoey asked her.

“Of course I do.” She picked up one of the transparent bottles and held it up so Zoey could see green liquid slosh around inside of it. “Bath in this.” Then she reached for the other bottle that was filled with white cream. “Apply this afterward.” She dropped the bottles back onto the bed. “And I trust you know what to do with the clothes.”

Zoey was not sure how to respond to the Fata’s rudeness. “What did I do to make you act this way?”

“You walked into this castle like you own the place,” she sneered.

Zoey disagreed with that statement – she had been brought to the castle like a prisoner.

“And now you are treated like you are one of us! You get to live in this big room, wear these nice clothes, and you get to dine with the prince! It is outrageous! You’re nothing but a mortal, and you don’t belong here.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” Zoey explained. “I touched a cursed tree, and now I am forced to stay.”

For a moment, the servant looked as if she was going to say something, but she decided against it. She stormed out of the room, slammed the door, and left Zoey alone with her thoughts.


 

Chapter 14


After Caynin left Zoey in her room, he went to the kitchens where he found Fleur. She was a cheerful servant who spent her life trying to please Caynin almost as much as she tried to capture his attention. She never quite fit in the Eternity Kingdoms, because of her past. She was cleaning the kitchen counters, moving candles as she did so, and smiled when she saw him.

“My prince!” she exclaimed and curtsied.

“Hello, Fleur.” Saying her name made her feel important. “I have something to ask of you.”

“Anything, my prince,” she said eagerly. Her dark brown eyes reflected the candlelight.

“I have a human living in one of our spare rooms by the gardens,” he said, and watched her brows rise and lips part slightly. “She is injured. I need you to take medicine to her as well as clothes. Bring her something nice – that she can wear to breakfast tomorrow. See to it that she is comfortable.”

Fleur opened her mouth wider but then closed it again without saying anything. It was not her place to question the prince, and Caynin certainly didn’t have to explain his actions and choices to her.

“Yes, my prince,” she said, with a smile much tighter than the first, and bustled off.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Rane said from the door that led to the hallway. Caynin turned around to face him, and admired Rane’s ability to sneak up on him. “You’re sending a Fata to tend to a human! It should be the other way around.”

Few Fata would talk to him like that, but Rane was his best friend, and he often took his advice. “Rane…”

“What are you going to do with her?” Rane asked, irritated. He entered the kitchen – which was room temperature so that the food kept inside didn’t freeze.

“I’m going to study her,” Caynin said. “There is something different about her.”

“Do you care to elaborate?” Rane asked.

“When I found her in the woods, for a second time, I tried to compel her.”

“Humans are weak minded, and it’s easy to control their minds,” Rane said, and then realized what Caynin was saying. “What do you mean by ‘tried’?”

“I mean my compulsion did not work on her. My mind control had absolutely no effect.” He had told her to stop being scared, but she had not calmed – she had remained terrified.

Calm down and let me help you.

Stop being scared.

No matter how much weight and magic he had put into those words, they had no effect. Caynin was not used to being powerless against a human.

“You’re one of the strongest Fata alive,” Rane pointed out. “If you can’t compel her—”

“The others can’t either,” Caynin said. “One of the Fata at the wine market tried to compel her to drink his wine. It did not work either – not even almost.”

“Was she wearing iron? You know if she was, compulsion would not work.”

“She wasn’t wearing iron.”

Rane thought about this. “I can see why you find her interesting, but that doesn’t mean she deserves the royal treatment.”

“There is something special about her, and I intend to find out what it is.” Caynin drummed his fingers, with the blue-stone ring, on the onyx kitchen counter. He did like her – he’d never thought he’d like a human. He liked her enough to tell her that she was cursed after touching the globetrot tree and had to stay.

“Can’t you focus on more important things?” Rane asked. “The Red Festival is two full moons away.”

Caynin had hosted the festival before, and with experience on his side he wasn’t losing any sleep over it. “Don’t worry, the festival is a success each year. I know it’s an honor to host it, and I do look forward to seeing the others. But for now, I have a human to focus on.”

Rane groaned and stalked away, but not before he said, “The Fata will never accept her – not unless she passes the three trials.”

“I’m not going to put her life on the line just so that others can approve of her,” Caynin said. She was here as his guest and not for the faeries’ entertainment.

Rane responded, “She touched the Globetrot-tree and survived.”

Caynin watched his friend leave and did not say anything else. He had stopped drumming with his fingers.


***


Zoey woke the next morning, warm and comfortable between the silk sheets. She sat up and looked to her right, realizing she had been so tired the previous night that she had forgotten to close the curtains. The sky outside was a dark grey, and snow was falling while the faeries strolled in the gardens. With her curtains open, everyone who was walking around in the garden could see her.

Her cheeks warm, she jumped out of bed and saw two females staring at her as if she was an animal in a zoo. She strode over to the windows and closed the curtains abruptly. The room wasn’t much darker, as the fireplace was the main source of light. The logs hadn’t burnt up, and that there weren’t any spare logs. No doubt the fire would burn non-stop.

She wore the blue satin nightgown the servant had brought, that hung over her feet. It was plain, but beautiful, soft, and unlike anything she had ever slept in. At first, she had been reluctant to put it on but now that she found females staring in by her window, she was glad she had. She’d rather be seen in a silky night gown than naked.

Zoey then put on the other dress and thought about how amazing the herbs had worked. She didn’t have any aches or pains, as if she had spent a full day being massaged at the spa. Once she was clothed, she studied herself in the mirror. Her dress was a beautiful purple, long-sleeved garment with bare shoulders and a halter top. It looked more like an evening dress than something to wear around the castle. Zoey considered wearing her clothes from yesterday but decided against it as she did not want to insult Caynin’s kindness.

Zoey slipped on the purple moccasins the servant had brought, which fit perfectly and matched the dress. She did not have a watch, so had no way to tell the time. Had she missed breakfast? Where must she go?

Even while she wondered if the dress had been enchanted to keep her warm, the cold hit her like an avalanche the moment she opened the door. It was certainly not enchanted. She closed the door and put on her coat. Perhaps the dining hall would be warm, and she’d be able to remove it. Zoey left the room again, missing her gloves and considering putting on her snow boots, although they did not match the dress. She would stick with the moccasins, though after walking in the garden her feet turned pink, and she regretted her decision.

“Excuse me,” she said, teeth chattering, to a passing Fata who gave her one look and walked away. Baffled, Zoey continued through the garden. If she was not so cold, she would have taken the time to admire the ice sculptures, but with the cold creeping up her bare legs, she hurried to ask for directions. Plenty of Fata were strolling around, so she approached the closest one, who was trimming the hedges. He wore a black shirt made of material that resembled crow feathers, with lime green pants.

“Excuse me.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Can you tell me where I can find the prince?”

He stopped cutting and studied her dress, which stuck out at the bottom of her coat. “You have some nerve dressing in purple, human. What do you think you are? Royalty?”

Zoey was not going to explain herself to some judgmental Fata, so she decided not to argue with him and walked away. The faeries in the gardens ignored her, and she turned around, toward the closest female. “Excuse me—”

Before she could say more, the female hissed at her. Zoey stood there, dumbfounded. This female and her friend were the two who had been staring into her room. She wasn’t used to such feral behavior, and she was not sure how to react.

“Maybe you shouldn’t scare the prince’s pet, Kismet,” said the female who had not hissed.

“Oh, Delia,” Kismet responded, “he said we weren’t allowed to kill her. He never said we had to be nice.”

Kismet had full lips, narrow hips, and round breasts that were pushed up by her corset. Her clothing made Zoey feel underdressed, and she was jealous that the faeries didn’t feel frozen. The material was unlike anything Zoey had ever seen before; it was as if the garment was made from water – flowing around the faerie’s slim figure. There was no doubt about it – the Fata was beautiful.

They were not going to help her, and Zoey did not want to get into a fight on her first day either, so she walked away for a second time. As she went, Kismet whispered something to Delia, and they both started laughing. Zoey tried her best to ignore them.

She wandered through the gardens while trying not to look as lost as she felt. The cold had crept up to her knees, and the bottom part of her dress was wet. Her shoes were soaked, and her toes had gone numb.

Most of the Fata ignored her, and no one offered to help her. A flock of Twixies was dancing on the blossoms of a nearby tree as if they were bumblebees. She liked the Twixies – they had helped her home once before; maybe they could help again.

She approached them and spoke, although she was not sure if they understood. “Hi.”

They burst into cheerful conversation she could not follow but made her feel as if they were glad to see her.

“I have a favor to ask. I need to find the prince. I am joining him for breakfast, but I don’t know where.”

The Twixies started flying away from the iced tree, and she trailed after them. They pushed and chased each other, as if they were children, and led her past the throne room into a hall which led to the dining room. A long, oval-shaped dining table carved from wood stood in the center of the room, with multiple chairs around it. On the table were delicious foods that included bacon, cheese, eggs, ham, yogurt, and fruit. There was plenty to drink as well – both Caynin and Rane had full wine goblets and glasses of water. The food didn’t retain her attention as her eyes came to rest on Caynin, who was sitting at the head of the table with a dirty plate in front of him. He had already finished eating. Crap. To his right sat Rane, glaring at her.

“Thanks,” she mumbled to the Twixies. They clearly liked being appreciated and began flying in a whirlwind around her legs. Moments later, her clothes had dried, and her feet had warmed.

“You’re brilliant!” she exclaimed, clasping her hands together. Cheerfully, the Twixies left the dining room, and she was left with much poorer company.

“You are late,” Rane snarled.

“I didn’t know where to go,” she said calmly as she approached the table and sat at Caynin’s left.

His eyes were all over her. “That’s a bold choice.” He gestured to her purple dress.

“It’s arrogant,” Rane objected. “So what? Do you think because the prince invited you to breakfast you are suddenly worthy of royalty?”

“I did not choose the dress,” Zoey said. “The servant Fata gave it to me.”

“The servant has a name,” Rane said, and she realized that whatever she said would displease him.

“A name I don’t know since she was so rude.” Zoey regretted her words. She remembered how Caynin had reacted when the Fata at the market had tried to make her drink cursed wine. She didn’t like the servant but didn’t want her harmed either.

“Fleur has every right to dislike you,” Rane said.

Zoey glared at him because his intense dislike for her was becoming really irritating. “I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here,” she said.

“Then leave!”

“You know if I leave, I’ll die!”

“Stop it,” Caynin ordered.

Rane sat back in his chair but still glared at her.

“Eat something.”

Zoey looked at all the delicious food, and her stomach rumbled. Humans could not eat Fata food. She could be poisoned, enchanted, or become addicted to it.

“I can’t eat Fata food.”

Rane laughed at her mockingly. “Do you think the prince brought you here only to poison you?”

The truth was she did not know what she thought. She wanted to trust Caynin, but a small voice in her head told her she would be a fool to do so.

“Caynin has the power to let you stay here, like the freeloader you are,” Rane pressed. “Just like he has the power to ensure that our food will not harm you. But he does not have the power to make me or the other Fata respect you. I wouldn’t even respect you if you passed the Three Trials.”

Zoey had had enough. Who did this guy think he was to bully her like this? She had never done a single thing to wrong him, yet he was treating her as if she was the worst person on the planet. She had walked away from two fights already, one with Fleur and one with Kismet, and she was tired of walking.

“If you don’t respect me, I will not respect you.” She reached over the table for his glass and flicked her wrist so that the water splashed onto his face.

Rane was outraged – as if she had thrown oil onto him and was about to set him on fire. He shot to his feet and knocked over his chair in the process. His canines showed as he hissed at her. She was on her feet as well now, glaring a challenge into his eyes, despite her frantic pulse.

“Bitch!” Rane cursed and then glanced at Caynin, who was clearly not coming to his aid, before he stormed out of the room. Zoey had a feeling that if Caynin had not been there, Rane would have ripped out her throat. Literally.

Zoey looked at Caynin, expecting him to be angry for her insult to his Waerie, but he was leaning back in his chair, comfortably, and held his wine goblet in his right hand.

“Good human,” he purred. “You’re finally standing up for yourself in the castle.”




Chapter 15


Picking a fight with any Fata was foolish, but then again, Rane had started the fight, and she had finished it. Not only that, but standing up for herself did feel good.

Caynin downed his wine as if it were fruit juice. Zoey thought it was somewhat early to drink but said nothing.

“You really should eat,” he encouraged.

She sat down again, and the sight of the food made her mouth water. She was going to live here for the rest of her life, wasn’t she? If so, she needed nutrition, but when she noticed the bacon, eggs, and toast – normal food, not some fancy faerie stuff – she frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Caynin asked.

“I just didn’t expect Fata food to be so…human.”

Caynin sipped his wine. “We fled Erken. There wasn’t exactly time to pack a picnic basket. We adapted our lifestyle once we moved here.”

Hesitantly, she reached for one of the apples and bit into its sweet flesh. Caynin watched curiously with his beautiful blue eyes.

“What?” she asked.

“Fata taste earthly things differently than humans do,” he explained – a reminder that they were also not sensitive to weather.

“What do apples taste like to you?” She took another bite.

He smiled gently. “I’m sure they taste much better when you eat them.”

She wanted to ask him what he meant by that but then a servant Fata entered the room carrying a tray with glasses and a flask of water. As she approached, she slipped and fell. The glasses shattered, and the water spilled over the floor.

Zoey was on her feet in a moment and made her way over to the female. She reached out so that she could help the female up. The servant took one look at her hand and hissed defiantly. Zoey dropped her hand to her side and looked at Caynin. He made no indication to help either of them. Instead of returning to the table, Zoey headed for the door.

“Zoey, come back,” he said.

She had a feeling any of his Fata would have listened, but she was not his property, and she was not going to do everything he said. She left, feeling his eyes on her. She headed down the halls, into the frozen gardens, and once she left the castle, she noticed Caynin trailing her. He made no attempt to hide himself or speak.

With the cold threatening to freeze her, she kept her hands in her pockets, but there was nothing she could do about her cold legs and feet. She walked and walked and walked, until the snow turned to flowers, and only stopped when she stood in front of the row of mushrooms. The border.

Caynin stopped behind her. “I wish I could tell what you are thinking.”

She kept her back turned to him and looked straight ahead of her, at the road and the houses across. “I’m thinking of going home.”

“You’ll die,” he reminded her.

“I’m going to die here in the Everwhite Kingdom anyway,” she said.

He opened his mouth as if to remind her that he said he’d protect her, but she beat him to it. “You can keep me physically safe, but mentally I’d go insane. Everyone in the castle hates me – no one respects me. I’d be so miserable if I stayed.”

Zoey had lived a happy, comfortable life with her parents. The most horrifying thing that ever happened was, by far, Violet getting sick. She’d been raised too gentle, too safe, too trusting for this violent, deceptive, brutal Fata world.

Caynin drew a deep breath, and she lifted her foot to cross the border. He snaked out his hand, closed it around her wrist, and pulled her back. There was a moment where she thought he would forcefully drag her back to the castle with him, but then he released her.

“There is something else about the curse that you need to know,” he said.

“What is it?’

“If you cross the border line, your family will share your curse.”

“What?”

“It won’t be long until it kills all of you.”

Zoey gaped at him. His voice was calm, and he looked into her eyes as he spoke. He had no reason to lie to her. She almost started crying but managed to pull herself together.

“I really can’t go back,” she realized.

“I am sorry.” There was something, soft as a snowflake, in his eyes.

“My family,” she said. “They are going to want to know what happened to me. They are going to start searching. I’m going to put them through hell!”

“I can fix that,” Caynin said.

“How?”

He reached out to gently touch her cheek, and she let him. “Just trust me.”

He was asking a lot, but what other choice did she have?


***


They were returning to the castle when a thought struck Zoey. “Caynin, what did Rane mean when he said he would not respect me even if I passed the Three Trials?”

Caynin hesitated in a way that suggested that he did not want to answer her. “Most Fata look down on humans. They don’t respect them because they’re seen as weak and inferior. If a human wants to be respected and granted one wish, he or she can volunteer for the Worthy Trials. The Worthy Trials are three tasks which can be given to the human anytime, anywhere, with or without the human’s knowledge. If the human survives and passes the trials, they have earned the Fata’s respect and will be granted a single wish.”

“Has anyone ever completed the trials?” Zoey asked.

“Yes, but the last one who survived them was more than a decade ago,” Caynin answered.

“I want to do them.”

“I was afraid that you’ll say that,” he responded.

He was walking behind Zoey, and when she stopped, he bumped into her. Zoey knew that it was deliberate. As a Fata he had super-fast reflexes and would have been able to stop before bumping against her.

“Oops,” he said as she turned around to face him. He was smiling at her again.

“I’m serious,” she said.

He rolled his eyes, and his smile disappeared. “Did you not pay attention? Most humans don’t survive the trials.”

“But if I do, I will have the Fata’s respect. Then living here would not be that hard.”

“You can live a luxurious life here,” Caynin told her. “I’ll give you whatever you want.”

“You can’t give me respect or friends.” She wiped at her freezing legs and noticed how low Caynin’s eyes dipped.

“I’ll think about it.” He pushed past her.

Zoey knew her next words were risky. “If you won’t help me, I’ll tell Rane I want to do the trials.”

Rane, who so desperately wanted her dead, would surely help her do these dangerous trials. When Caynin turned around, there was no trace of humor on his face.

“You and your threats,” he said coldly.

“Try to see this from my point of view,” she urged him. His moods changed dangerously quick, making him an extremist. One minute he was hot, the next cold.

Caynin sniffed the air, and she could tell he was no longer focused on their conversation.

“What is it?”

His eyes met hers intently as he said, “Death.”

He changed course, and Zoey followed him like a puppy despite her growing terror. Caynin did not look scared – and that reassured her that everything was going to be alright. But Caynin was powerful and capable of protecting himself. Zoey wasn’t. If danger struck, would he keep his word and protect her?

The flowers had turned to ice again as they neared the castle. Caynin stopped, and Zoey clumsily walked into him. She was about to mutter an apology when she saw the corpse and clasped her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream. A female Fata lay in the grass, her dress torn, and her skin a pale gray and cracked like an old wall. Her eyes were wide open but sunk into her skull. Her lips were parted as if she wanted to scream. Her body looked unnaturally frail and thin and was partially covered by snow.

“She is Nyla,” Zoey realized as she recalled Inga, the Fata at the wine market, asking about her sister. “The Enerly you’ve been looking for, isn’t she?”

Caynin nodded solemnly, and he went closer to the body. Zoey assumed it was not the first dead Fata he had seen in his lifetime. He had been alive a long time – what terrible things had he endured? He examined the Fata, unalarmed and calm. What had he survived to react that way?

“What happened to her?” Zoey felt uneasy. Her stomach turned, and she hoped she would not throw up.

“It must have been the Slaerie.”

Zoey understood that they did not have any enemies here other than the Slaerie. She could not understand why humans would want to kill the Fata. Clearly, the Fata lived peacefully, away from the humans, and minded their own business.

“Why is her skin so gray?” she wondered as she observed the body. The body was gray, like a stormy sky. Her hair was white and her skin wrinkled. She looked so old…

Caynin crouched so that he could have a better look. A worried frown wrinkled his forehead. “She died, and the energy, magic, left her body,” he explained. “This is what is remains afterward.”

Sadness was evident in his eyes. Had he known Nyla personally? Had he cared about her? She stepped closer to him and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. She squeezed gently, to let him know she was there if he needed her. He turned his shoulder so he could see her, and for a moment she thought he was going to push her away. Was he not used to comfort?

“I’ll take her home.” He scooped Nyla into his arms as if she were a doll.

Zoey kept beside him, and they walked the rest of the way in silence. They arrived at the castle, and Fata turned to look at the corpse he was carrying. Caynin was clearly desperate to get Nyla out of sight, so he laid her body in one of the nearby vacant rooms. Fata were immortal, and thus they did not have a morgue.

Zoey stayed close to him, although the Fata did not pay her much attention. Once he and Zoey were out of the room, he said, “I have to find Rane.”

“Rane can wait,” said a woman with a cunning voice.

Zoey looked to her left to see a gorgeous woman standing between the ice-sculpted flowers in the gardens. A smile played on her silver-painted lips, her eyes were purple and matched her elegant dress. Her black hair reached her knees, and there was something about her presence that made Zoey want to fade away into nothing.

Caynin’s spine stiffened, and he said, “Hello, Queen Valeska.”


 

Chapter 16


“At least pretend like you are happy to see me,” the queen said playfully as she approached Caynin. She stopped when she was almost on top of him, and he did not move away.

“I’m just surprised,” Caynin said. “The Red Festival is two full moons away. I was only expecting you to arrive then.”

“I decided to come by for the feast, before the festival.”

She was the queen, and she did not need an invitation to show up. Her presence made Zoey feel small and wished she could disappear into the gardens. The queen did not acknowledge her, and for once she did not mind, because she didn’t want to talk to the most powerful Fata in the kingdoms. Zoey turned to go.

“And who are you?” The queen’s firm voice forced Zoey to turn around and gaze into her royal, purple eyes. Caynin did not speak for her, although she wished he had as he would have known what to say.

“I’m Zoey,” she said lamely.

“You’re not a blood slave,” the queen pointed out.

Zoey wanted to ask what that meant, but Caynin spoke. “Zoey is here to complete the three Worthy Trials.”

Only a few hours ago he had not wanted her to do the trials because they were dangerous. Why had he undergone this sudden change of heart? Maybe the queen would disapprove if she knew he had given a human food and shelter after she got herself cursed.

The queen smiled, the meanness behind her white teeth obvious. “Good, this way we will have some entertainment.”

“Zoey, eat your dinner in the kitchen tonight,” Caynin told her. Valeska would no doubt keep him company.

Caynin extended his arm, and the queen took it. “Walk with me?”

The two of them strolled away as if they were madly in love. They left Zoey alone, and she did not mind one bit. The last thing she wanted was to say something wrong that would anger the queen.

Zoey wandered through the gardens until she reached her room. When she entered, she instantly closed the door and rushed to the fireplace, where she stood with her eyes closed for a few moments. When she opened them, she realized her bed had been made and the room cleaned. Her bathroom was filled with lotions, oils, clean towels, and a sweet-smelling herb was burning in a bowl on her bedside table. Zoey then went to her closet and opened it to find it was filled with stylish clothes of high quality. Everything was her size, and these included dresses, long and short, fit for every occasion. She had warm, woolly jackets, shirts, pants, socks, and too many shoes. Scarfs, mittens, and beanies would keep her warm. She had more belongings here then she did back home, and something suited for every occasion.

She could not help but smile and would thank Caynin later. It was considerate and kind of him to give her all these things. Was he this kind to everyone or was she the exception? A small part of her heart softened for him, but she shouldn’t simply trust a faerie because he was nice to her.

Caynin was more than nice. He was caring, protective, and unlike anyone she’d ever had in her life. Nice wasn’t a good enough word for him. Nice was the word she’d use to describe Eric.

Zoey immediately took off her purple dress and replaced it with soft pants and a white shirt. She put on thick, warm socks, boots, and a long coat with a scarf, hat, and gloves. She felt more comfortable in these clothes and would be less judged than when she was wearing purple.

It was already late in the day because she and Caynin had spent most of it walking to the border. She was not going to spend the final hours of daylight inside her room. Zoey could use this time to explore the castle – her new home. She familiarized herself with the palace by wandering through the gardens and hallways. She found the armory and was not surprised when none of the weapons contained iron. There were plenty of daggers and swords made of metal.

She did not take much interest in the armory, and after a while found the library. The doors were open, revealing rows and rows of books. Zoey wanted to enter, but when she saw Kismet and Delia inside, she changed her course. She would avoid confrontation by returning to the library later.

Zoey found herself in the gardens again, between plenty of rooms close to hers. One of these had Fluver-luzile growing in a pot on the windowsill. Why would the Fata need the healing plant if they were so strong? Maybe they injured each other when practicing sword fighting? Fluver-luzile was not the only flower growing there. Plenty of foreign flowers did, but one stood out. It was black as midnight and had a rose-like shape.

Zoey only studied the flowers a short while as she wanted to get out of the cold, although she was dressed warmly. Her stomach rumbled which reminded her she had only eaten an apple that day. She headed toward the kitchen, where the smell of food made her mouth water. Zoey poked her head in by the door to see Fata cooking.

“Dinner is not ready yet,” one snapped at her.

Zoey left, and as she headed down the hallway, she heard a loud bang. It came from the dining room, where she had eaten this morning. The dining room’s door was slightly open, and she peeked inside in time to see Rane remove his fist from the table. Caynin stood in front of him with a placid expression.

“You have to be here for dinner,” Rane insisted. “The queen will be upset if you’re not. Send another Fata to take care of your business.”

“I can’t risk that they are not strong enough and fail,” Caynin said. “I suggest you entertain the queen.”

Rane glared at him. “Someone is murdering us. You need to get your priorities straight.”

“It’s not your place to tell me what to do,” Caynin growled.

“It is my place to look out for you,” Rane said.

Caynin looked past him, and Zoey immediately ducked behind the wall. Had he seen her? Although their conversation did not make much sense to her, it was clearly meant to be private. She waited for Caynin to appear and scold her, but when he didn’t, she returned to her room.

What business did Caynin have that was more important than dining with the queen? If Caynin was not joining her for dinner, maybe that’s why he had told Zoey to eat in the kitchens. He didn’t want her to dine with Rane and Valeska without him there to keep an eye on her. Zoey realized, once again, just how little she knew about Caynin and his life. Rane had also said someone was murdering Fata, and obviously he expected Caynin to do something about it.

Zoey stayed in her room, staring at the fire for at least an hour before she headed back to the kitchen. She passed the dining room again, but this time the door was closed. Was Rane dining with the queen?

In the kitchens, the Fata had placed a plate filled with delicious chicken, vegetables, and rice on one of the counters. Zoey was the only one there to eat – the rest were cooks, servants, or cleaners.

These Fata clearly only cooked for Caynin and whoever dined with him. The rest of the Fata were responsible for preparing their own meals. If Caynin’s cooks were cooking for her, had he planned to dine with her before the queen showed up so unexpectedly?

There were chairs behind certain counters, and Zoey quickly ate her food. She felt unwelcome in the kitchen and wished to get out of there as soon as possible. After eating, she thanked the Fata for the meal and was ignored. Then she headed back toward her room.

On her way there, she saw Kismet and Delia. Was it possible for one to go somewhere without the other? Why did she keep running into them? Kismet opened a door and entered the room without noticing Zoey.

Zoey went to her own room, closed the door, and climbed into a warm bath where she soaked and thought about her family. Had they called the police yet? Were they searching for her?

If only she’d had a chance to say goodbye to them and explain that she was all right. She missed them so much, and the pain in her heart was making her miserable.

She fit in with her family and never had to prove herself to get their respect. Now, she faced three trials that could happen at any time, just so that the Fata could treat her decently. She feared the unknown. If these trials killed her, her family would never know what had happened to her. Would they spend the rest of their lives searching?

The bed felt too big without Violet lying next to her. Zoey pulled a pillow to her chest and fell asleep while cuddling it as if it could take away her loneliness. She awoke when her bedroom door swung open. Caynin was in the doorway – covered in blood.



Chapter 17


Zoey stopped herself from screaming and jumped out of bed. He had a coat around himself – but it was open at the front – so she could see the gashes in his flesh. He sank to his knees before falling forward, onto his chest and face. Instantly, Zoey was by his side, and she put her arms on his left shoulder. He groaned but turned when she tugged. Had he not decided to turn by himself she would not have been able to move him.

“Caynin…” She soaked her hands in blood as she touched his chest. His wounds were burn marks. Iron burnt Fata, but no iron lay around in the castle…

Where had he gone?

She rushed to her bathtub and poured cold water over her towels before putting them onto his chest to absorb the heat. Caynin’s breath was shallow, his face sweaty. What could Zoey do? It was Rane’s job to look out for Caynin... Rane’s…

“Where is Rane?”

“You can’t fetch Rane.” Caynin’s voice was barely audible. “He will kill them for doing this to me.”

“Kill who?” she asked, but Caynin did not answer. His eyes were closing, and Zoey shook his shoulders frantically. “Don’t sleep!”

He could not die; she would not let him. Zoey tried to calm down and think. She did not know if they had doctors around here, and she couldn’t think of anyone else to help. Yet there had been that Fluver-luzile in the windowsill earlier that day.

“I’ll be back,” she told Caynin, who did not respond. She rushed through the garden toward that room and was glad that she did not struggle to find it. The window could not be opened from the outside, thus without thinking, she slammed her fist into the glass. The glass broke, and she cut her hand on it when she plucked a flower. She did not focus on the pain as she ran back to her room.

Once inside, she emptied a body lotion bottle, washed it, and refilled it with water. She crushed the flower then added it to the water. She shook the mixture before returning to Caynin. She placed his head in her lap, so that it was slightly lifted, before she brought the bottle to his lips.

“Drink,” she ordered.

He drank the first few sips slowly then closed his hands around the bottle and gulped all of it down. When he was done, he threw the bottle aside and kept his eyes closed. His breathing was deeper now, and Zoey removed one towel from his chest to look at his wounds. They were slowly closing.

She gently touched his cheek, and his eyes snapped open. His cat-like pupils focused on her hand, and he sniffed the air.

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

She removed her hand from his cheek but left a bloody handprint behind. She turned her palm upward to inspect the wound. “I cut myself on some glass. It’s not serious.” She wiped her hand on her blue night gown.

Slowly, Caynin sat up, and the towels fell off his chest. The flower was working quickly, and Zoey stared at him like she had stared at Violet once she was healed.

“Fluver-luzile,” Caynin said. “That was some quick thinking.”

“Don’t you ever scare me like that again!” Zoey realized she was shaking. He touched his cheek, where her blood was, and that made her reach for the wet towel.

“Here, let me.” She wiped away the blood. His canines were so close to her throat he could rip it out in a second if he wanted to. Zoey gently reached for his torn shirt and opened it. Caynin’s wounds were healed but he was covered in blood. She started wiping it away – and he let her.

Caynin watched her clean off his blood. Did he think that she cared about him? Did she? They hadn’t known each other long, but Zoey’s feelings were human and intense. He made her nervous, and from the way his eyes twinkled, she could tell he knew it and liked having that effect on her. Whatever she was feeling for him now was better than the terror she had in the beginning.

Caynin kept still as the towel rubbed over his body. Did he notice how soft her hands were? His eyes darkened every time she paused, suggesting he longed for her touch every time she stopped. Once she was done, she dropped her hands into her lap, unsure what to do with them. He watched her every move but did not say anything.

They sat in silence until Zoey finally asked, “What happened?”

“I was caught off guard by some Slaerie,” he said. “I couldn’t go to my chambers, because then I’d pass the queen’s bedroom and risk being seen. I can’t let her see me as weak.”

Zoey’s chest tightened because he’d come to her when he needed someone. He’d trusted her to keep what had happened to him, to herself. “Did any other Fata see you?”

“Yes, but I hid my wounds with my coat, and I managed to walk up straight, until I reached your room. No one will suspect anything.”

There was more to the story than he was telling her. He had argued with Rane because he was going somewhere that night instead of dining with the queen. Where had he been?

“I don’t ever know what you are thinking,” Caynin mumbled.

Zoey ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “I just want to know what’s going on.”

“I can’t tell you everything.” He studied her seriously.

Her gut twisted, and she hated his words. He’d trusted her to save his life, and now he was keeping secrets. Maybe, just like the other Fata, he did not trust her because she was human. Or was he withholding information because he didn’t respect her enough to tell her?

“Will you tell me everything after I have completed the Three Trials?” she asked, bitterly.

“I don’t think you should do the trials.”

His muscles, which were sculpted more perfectly than the ice in the garden, were visible through his torn shirt. She tried to focus on the conversation, instead of his body and the heat between her thighs.

“Because you think I’d fail?”

“Because I can’t protect you during the trials. I can’t interfere.

“Careful, Prince,” she sneered. “You’ll make me think you actually care about me.”

She got up from the ground and her satin dress fell around her body. She was not wearing a bra and felt self-conscious when Caynin’s gaze lingered on her chest. He got up as well and towered over her. He was standing close to her, and she refused to back up and rather embraced the suffocating feeling.

He touched her cheek lightly. “Is it that hard to believe that I care about you?”

Zoey almost believed him, but he was still a Fata. He and his kind looked down on humans. He did not care about her; he saw her as nothing more than a toy. Whatever game he was playing, she was not going to participate.

She pulled her face away from his touch and shoved him backward – out the door. As he stumbled outside, he gaped at her, and for once, she knew she had caught him by surprise.

“Yes.” She closed the door in his face.


***


The next morning, Zoey chose to wear a tank top and jeans with knee-high boots. These clothes seemed too mundane for the Everwhite Kingdom, but she felt more comfortable in them than in the fancy dresses. Of course, she also wrapped herself in a scarf, pulled on gloves, and finished the ensemble with a vest and jacket.

She opened her door to find Delia there with her hand raised, ready to knock. Delia dropped her hand to her side and looked into Zoey’s eyes, unflinching.

“The prince is waiting for you near the big trees at the back of the castle.” She then walked away.

Zoey watched her go without saying anything. Delia did not like her, and it was slightly weird that she had been sent to deliver the message.

“You humans sleep forever,” Fleur complained as she approached from the direction in which Delia had disappeared. Fleur wore her maid outfit and carried a bucket of what Zoey assumed was cleaning supplies.

“I am sorry,” Zoey responded sarcastically. “Were you in a hurry to clean my room?”

From the look in Fleur’s eyes Zoey could tell she should have kept her mouth shut, but she was so tired of being bullied.

“Watch it,” Fleur said, “with a tongue like that, you might not wake up one of these days.”

“Are you threatening me?” Zoey asked without a hint of fear.

“I don’t need to threaten you. If Delia is showing up at your door, you are in enough trouble already.” With that, Fleur pushed past her, into her room.

Zoey marched off, not wanting to spend another moment in Fleur’s company. She headed to the back of the castle where it was quiet. Caynin was not by the big frozen trees.

“Caynin!” she called.

“No, just us.”

Zoey spun around to face Kismet and Delia. Kismet had a satisfied grin as she said, “Did you really think the Fata prince had summoned you here? Do you seriously think you are that important?”

“Stupid human,” Delia added.

They had lured her into a trap, and foolishly she had fallen for it. Why had she been dumb enough to trust what they had said? They were alone, and even if there were other Fata, she doubted they would come to her aid.

“You’re not allowed to hurt me,” she reminded them. She hated using Caynin’s protection as a weapon, but she did not have anything else. She was vulnerable. “The prince forbade it.”

“What the prince doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” Delia said.

“What did I ever do to you?” Zoey asked.

“Last night you stole from me,” Kismet responded angrily.

Zoey recalled seeing her and Delia going into the room that had the Fluver-luzile in the windowsill. She had stolen a flower, but it had been an emergency. She couldn’t tell Kismet she had stolen it to help Caynin. Even if she did, she doubted it would change Kismet’s feelings toward her. Clearly, she wanted revenge.

“You’re a thief,” she said. “Do you know what happens to thieves around here?”

“They say they’re sorry and then everyone forgives and forgets?” Zoey tried.

“They are fed to the leopards,” Delia corrected.

Zoey opened her mouth to scream for help, but Kismet clasped her hand over her lips to stifle her scream. She struggled against the Fata, but to no avail. She was dragged past the big trees, thrown into the ice, and felt something hard poking into her side. When she looked up, six winged leopards were watching her. The hard object she had fallen on was a bone, they were everywhere, and she was the leopards’ next meal.

Kismet slammed her fist into Zoey’s mouth, splitting her lip. Zoey opened her mouth and the blood dripped to the ground as Delia and Kismet ran away before the leopards could attack them. Zoey wiped her mouth and stared down five hungry leopards. They were drawing closer. Zoey could not fight them with her bare hands, and even if she had a weapon, her chances of survival were slim. She was shaking uncontrollably.

The leopard closest to her hand a blue jewel hanging from his horns – the same blue jewel Caynin wore as a ring. The beast approached, baring his teeth, and stopped a few inches from Zoey’s face. He sniffed her and covered his teeth with his lips before he licked Zoey’s cheek with a rough tongue. She opened her eyes as the leopard lay down next to her and turned onto his back so that she could scratch his chin.

“Did you smell Caynin’s scent on me?” Zoey wondered. After all, Caynin had been in her room last night when she had healed him…

The other leopards kept their distance, swishing their tails, and Zoey scratched the one who had helped her. He purred, and she couldn’t help but smile. If the other leopards were staying away from him, it must mean that he was the alpha.

“You must be crazy,” Lore said.

Zoey hadn’t even heard him and Bane approach and looked away from the purring snow leopard.

“Chet doesn’t let just anyone pet him.” Bane frowned.

Zoey didn’t mention Caynin’s scent on her. “Do the others have names?”

“Ray, Blaze, Knight, Frost, Fang,” Lore answered after a short pause.

The leopards didn’t react when their names were spoken, but then again, they weren’t dogs. Lore and Bane looked at the leopards as if they expected them to do more than just lie there in the snow.

“I guess the leopards won’t dare to eat the prince’s pet,” Bane said.

“Not before she has tried to pass the Worthy Trials,” Lore added.

“If she can’t even fight off the leopards, she won’t survive the trials,” Bane said.

“I’m right here,” she reminded them.

They turned their eyes toward her as she got up. Chet groaned, and she jumped slightly.

“Who threw you to the leopards?” Lore asked.

“What makes you think I did not wander here on my own?”

“Your bleeding lip,” Bane said. “Someone clearly dislikes you.”

“Everyone here dislikes me,” she told him. He didn’t need to know about Kismet and Delia.

Lore smiled. “You’re not telling?”

If she told on Kismet and Delia, she would appear whiny and weak. Besides, it was not like Lore or Bane were going to defend her.

“I like you,” Bane decided. “You are tougher than Caynin’s previous pets.”

That captured her full attention. “Excuse me?”

Lore raised his eyebrows. “Didn’t you know?”

Bane laughed. “Did you seriously think you were the first human Caynin accepted into the castle?”

Zoey decided to walk away and not answer them. Neither attempted to stop her as she went. She had not thought about Caynin accepting other humans into the castle before. Why did it bother her? Maybe it made her feel less special.

As Zoey walked, she could not help but wonder: if Caynin had accepted other humans into the castle, where were they now?


 

Chapter 18


Zoey passed her room, went through the gardens, and headed to the kitchen. She was not all that hungry, but she didn’t want to go to her room and find Fleur there. She had had enough of bitchy females for one day. Her mood worsened when she bumped into Rane. She could only assume he was on his way to the dining hall which made her wonder if that was where she was supposed to eat today. He took one look at her lip and smirked. She wanted nothing more than to slap his face.

“Did that silver tongue get you into trouble?”

“Go away, Rane.”

“I’d say the same to you, but…” He shrugged.

Subtly reminding her she was cursed and couldn’t return home made her furious. Then again, Rane did want to get rid of her. Feeding her to the leopards would be simple enough.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were in on it,” she said.

“In on what?” Caynin appeared behind them.

“Nothing.” Zoey turned away her face, but it was too late.

Caynin reached for her chin and made her look at him.

“Who did this to you?” The anger flared up in his eyes like a snowstorm.

“No one,” she said.

“Why won’t you tell me?” he growled. His grip tightened and brought with it the realization that when he asked a question, he was used to being answered. “Do you think I don’t care enough to do something about it?”

“Actually, I know you’d do something about it.” She pulled away from his touch. “And I don’t want you to. I can’t have you defending me all the time. It makes me look weak.”

Something softened in Rane’s eyes, but returned to normal so quickly, Zoey wondered if she had imagined it.

Caynin appeared to consider her words. “Then you better find a way to start defending yourself.”

Rane laughed bitterly, and she knew he had no faith in her. They saw her as weak, vulnerable, fragile, and mortal. Her stomach turned because they were right.

Caynin went to the dining room, and they followed him inside. The table was neatly set with silverware, food, and wine goblets.

“Are you going to join us for breakfast on a daily basis?” Rane asked.

“Yes,” Caynin answered for her. “She’ll be joining for dinner as well.”

“What will the queen say?” Rane asked.

“As for now, the queen has gone hunting,” Caynin said. “She has asked for some space and will be dining alone most, if not all, of the time.”

What did the Fata hunt? Deer? Rabbits? She recalled how the winged leopards had hunted her and then brushed aside the thought. They weren’t hunting humans, were they?

“But she won’t be hunting tomorrow morning. And what if she changes her mind and decides to join us?” Rane asked. “She won’t be pleased to have a human dining with her, and you know it.”

“This is my kingdom, my rules.” The muscle in Caynin’s jaw jumped.

“She can overrule you, and you know it,” Rane reminded him. “The one with the most power, makes the rules.”

Zoey was not going to let Rane scare her away, so she sat down in the same seat she had before. Rane glared at her. “If she’s staying, I’m leaving.”

“Suit yourself.” Caynin watched Rane leave without eating anything. He sat down next to Zoey, and she touched her broken lip, aware of his eyes that strayed to her mouth. She was going to have a hard time eating with her broken lip. Caynin must have shared her thoughts because he reached over, and Zoey did not pull away from his gentle touch. He sent a warm, tingling feeling through her lip, and when he pulled away, she realized she had been healed. He then reached for her hand, which she had cut on the glass the previous night, and healed that, too.

She licked her lip, touched it, felt it, and then she observed her hand which was perfectly healed. She couldn’t help but gape at him. “You have the power to heal me?”

“Of course,” he said, as if she should have known. “You look displeased.”

“When I fell and broke my leg, you could have healed me right then and there! But you chose to prolong my pain.” You forced me to stay in your company, she almost added.

Caynin did not hesitate to respond. “You wanted to take that flower to your sister, and you needed to see that it worked.”

“Don’t lie to me,” she said. He had ulterior motives from the start…

“Fine.” He groaned. “You were terrified, and I had to find a way to win your trust. My giving you the flower allowed you time to realize that I meant you no harm.”

“You didn’t gift it, you traded it. A flower in exchange for my time.”

“You make that sound so dirty.” He winked.

Zoey almost cursed at him and then at herself when her stomach flipped at those words. He was a manipulative, arrogant bastard who had toyed with her. He had taken advantage of her broken leg, her vulnerability.

“Don’t be crude.”

“Your mouth says one thing, but your scent says another.”

“My scent?” She exhaled, aware of her heart beating faster, her cheeks growing warm, and the heat between her thighs. Could he smell her desire for him like he smelled her fear?

“Your scent.” His voice dropped, and he leaned closer. Yes, he could certainly smell her desire, and he reciprocated it. He was leaning in, his lips inches away from hers. For a moment, Zoey almost let him kiss her, wanting to know what his lips tasted like. But then she regained self-control; making out with the Everwhite prince was foolish.

“There must be something wrong with your sense of smell.” She turned away her head.

Caynin leaned back in his chair, the hungry look in his eyes replaced by exhaustion. He had, after all, been seriously injured the previous night and was still recovering.

“You are so hard to please, Zoey Wright,” he said softly, but not seductively.

Was that what he was trying to do? Please her? He had given her a luxurious room, a place to live, enough delicious food, and beautiful clothes. But why?

“You’re too good to be true.” She had finally confessed what had been bothering her.

Was that why she kept looking for flaws? Was that why she kept waiting for him to make a mistake? She was waiting for everything to fall apart, and when it didn’t, she got skeptical.

Things with Eric had been too good to be true, once upon a time, and then it had fallen apart. But what she had with Eric could never be compared to Caynin, who made her forget that Eric, and all other weak human boys existed.

“I’m not good at all,” Caynin told her without any humor. She was about to respond when Rane stormed into the room.

“Did you miss me so much you came back?” she asked him, and he ignored her.

Rane’s eyes were as wide as crystal balls, his arms twitching at his sides, as he spoke to Caynin. “I just found another Enerly.”

“The castle is filled with them, if you haven’t noticed,” Zoey said.

“She’s dead.”

Rane’s eyes remained fixed on Caynin, and Zoey instantly regretted her snarky remark. Death was nothing to joke about. Caynin got to his feet, and Zoey pushed her chair back so that she could follow.

“Stay here and eat, human.” At least Rane was acknowledging her now.

Zoey looked to Caynin, as if he could help her, but the warmth had disappeared from him as if he had been doused in cold water.

“This does not concern you,” Caynin told her with cold authority. Done was the flirting, back were the commands.

She watched the two of them leave the room. Caynin’s words were a reminder that she did not belong there. She was not a part of this – she was not a part of anything. The room was uncomfortably quiet when they left.

She helped herself to the food and after a while realized they weren’t going to return. She took some of the fruit, so that she would have something to eat during the day, before leaving so that the servants could clean up.

Back in her room, Zoey put the fruit on her bedside counter. She did not see Caynin or Rane for the rest of the day, and a part of her hoped that Caynin would come to her room again. He did not.

She spent the day enjoying the library, which was big and had too many books to count. Two spiral staircases led to the second floor where even more books were kept. She scanned the titles and was surprised to find novels written by authors she knew – human authors. Plenty of books were about the Fata and Erken, too. She spent most of the day reading there then carried a few books to her room when it got dark. She went to have dinner and ended up eating alone. She still did not know where Caynin or Rane were.

After eating, she thanked the cooks, who pretended as if she was not there. She then went to her room, closed the door, took a bath, and got dressed in a different night gown. (The blue one had Caynin’s blood on as well as the towel that Zoey had used to clean. Fleur must have taken both these Items from her room for cleaning. Fortunately, she hadn’t asked any questions.

When Zoey made to get into bed by pulling off the blanket, an object that had been placed under her pillow fell to the floor. Confused and curious, Zoey bent down to pick it up. She had no idea who had left it in her room and held it up to study it better.

It was an iron knife – a weapon that could kill Fata.


 

Chapter 19


The next morning, Zoey couldn’t summon the will to get out of bed. It was too cold outside and there were too many rude Fata. She missed breakfast and lay in the sheets until her head felt foggy. After lunch, her door opened and she instantly sat up, ready for an ambush, but it was only Caynin. Would she ever let her guard down in this place?

“Is everything all right?” His tone of voice suggested he really cared.

She nodded before lying down again, momentarily closing her eyes. She opened them when she felt the mattress sink beneath Caynin’s weight. A chilly wind gusted into the room, and she pulled the blankets up to cover herself.

“What can I do to make your stay more pleasant?” Caynin asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “I’m just so cold all the time.”

Caynin seemed to think about this for a minute, before scooping her into his arms and carrying her outside. She squealed.

“This is making it worse!”

“Then why are you laughing?”

He put her down in the snow, and she instantly tossed a snowball at him. It didn’t have any effect, and she quickly began to shiver.

“I usually keep the kingdom this cold – it is, after all, the Everwhite Kingdom. But for you, I’ll make an exception.”

Caynin held his hands in front of him and closed his eyes. Zoey could feel his magic, his energy, in the air. The ice began melting from the walls, until the stones remained, and the gray sky became lighter. The snow wasn’t as dense anymore, and many of the fountains weren’t frozen. It was still winter, but now Zoey didn’t feel as if she could freeze to death.

Zoey couldn’t believe Caynin had modified the castle’s appearance just for her. This changed things between them. She didn’t have any reason to fear him when he was clearly making an effort for her.

“Why are you smiling?” he asked.

“You’re not so scary after all.”

He returned her smile.


***


The next few weeks went by quickly. Zoey spent most of her time by herself in the library as she was unsuccessful at making friends. Fleur came to clean her room daily, and she was mean every time. She made a point of telling Zoey to leave and to get far away from the kingdom as fast as she possibly could.

After a while, Zoey knew Fleur’s schedule and made sure that when she came to clean her room she was not there. Zoey also saw Kismet and Delia in the gardens, and they saw her, too. They must have been surprised that she was still alive, and that made Zoey gloat. Neither tried to attack her again. Was it because if they wanted to hurt her, they’d have to go somewhere where no one would see?

Caynin did not share information regarding the death of the second Fata. Whenever he and Rane left the castle, she assumed they were out looking for Slaerie. She thought it was stupid of them not to take her along. Since iron was not harmful to her, she could be of assistance – maybe one of them might step into a bear trap again. Once she’d asked Caynin if she could join, but he’d dismissed the idea and told her she would slow them down and be the weakest link.

He was right, but she suspected he left her behind because it pleased Rane, who had not warmed up to her at all. She joined Caynin for breakfast and dinner every day, and after a while Rane stopped showing up all together. She preferred it if he was not there. This way, Caynin was not playing the role of the peacekeeper, and they could have a normal conversation. She learnt that, despite his seriousness and intensity, he had a great sense of humor.

She used one of these dinners as an opportunity to ask Caynin about the Worthy Trials. She had lived here for weeks now and hadn’t been tested. He told her to be patient and that the first trial was well on its way. However, he did not tell her when or what it was, and she couldn’t help but be anxious.

Waiting was the worst. If only she could just do the stupid trial and get it over with. She looked forward to a day where the Fata here would at least speak to her.

Zoey hardly ever saw the queen, and after a while, she forgot that she was here. When she did see her, she headed the other way, and luckily, the queen took no interest in her.

On Zoey’s fourth week, something began to happen. It was early morning, and she opened her curtains to see the Fata carrying stone tables outside, into the gardens. Rows and rows of tables and chairs and fireplaces had been placed everywhere.

She was already dressed and almost ready to leave her room before Fleur showed up. Zoey opened her bedside cabinet’s drawer and removed the iron knife. She always kept it with her, although she hadn’t needed it. She kept its existence secret – even from Caynin – and tucked it into her pocket just before the door opened. It was Fleur. Zoey silently cursed. Fleur was earlier than usual, carried her cleaning supplies inside, and didn’t close the door behind her.

“What’s happening?” Zoey asked her.

Unlike most Fata, Fleur did not ignore her, she was just always rude. It came as a surprise when she answered Zoey’s question. “Tonight is the feast before the Red Festival.”

“What is the Red Festival?”

“You should know these things if you want to be part of our world,” Fleur sneered.

Zoey did not remind her that she was forced to be a part of their world because of her curse.

“The Red Festival is held once a year. All three princes, the ruler and queen meet in one kingdom to celebrate living on this planet and making the most of what it has to offer. This year we, the Everwhite Kingdom, are hosting the festival. It is a great honor and privilege. A month before the Red Festival we have a feast – to get everyone excited and prepared.”

“What should I wear?” Zoey asked, as if Fleur was her friend.

“Not that.” Fleur gestured to her jeans and T-shirt. “You shouldn’t be focusing on clothes. Focus on what you’re going to eat.”

Zoey wanted to ask her what she meant by that but decided to cut the conversation short and leave instead. Fleur was being, well, less horrible than usual, and she wanted to get out of there before Fleur got mean again. Zoey had been eating the Fata food for weeks now, and it had not affected her. Maybe that was because it was just regular human food and not enchanted.

She put on her coat and wandered through the gardens. Most of the snow had melted, and she heard the rushing of the fountains before she reached the hallway that led to the dining room. As always, the table had been set, and the food was already there. Caynin was late. Should she wait for him before she started eating?

He showed up after twenty minutes and gave her a smile. “I thought you’d be gone by now.”

“I decided to wait for you,” she said as he sat down at the head of the table. “Were you making arrangements for the feast?”

“You know about the feast?”

“The tables outside make it obvious.” She’d keep Fleur’s name out of the conversation.

“It’s going to be one big party.”

Zoey cringed at that idea. She was already the odd one out and was not in the mood to hang around, alone, at the festival. She was not a party animal and would be more comfortable in her room.

“Do I have to be there?”

“Of course,” he said as he popped a few berries into his mouth. “You look displeased.”

“I’m not exactly Miss Popular around here.” She put down her fork.

“After tonight you will be.” Then as if he had said something wrong, he added, “You can hang out with me.”

She was grateful for the offer but also ashamed that she needed it. “I don’t want to go.”

“Then I got you a dress for nothing.” Caynin overdramatically tilted the corners of his mouth downward, pretending to be sad.

“You got me a dress?” She gaped.

Suddenly the iron knife felt heavy in her pocket. If she wore a dress, where would she put it? Zoey would strap it to her thigh, where a dress would obscure it.

“It’s already in your room,” he told her.

“You shouldn’t have.” It was a waste. She was not attending the feast, but her heart beat faster from excitement at the romantic gesture.

He rolled his eyes. “Tell you what, if you like the dress, you have to wear it to the party.”

“And if I don’t like it?”

“Then you can stay in your room.”

“Deal,” she said quickly.

“Can I trust you to be honest?” Caynin’s eyes turned a shade darker.

“That’s for you to decide,” she replied calmly as she picked up her fork again.

She had seen plenty of too-extravagant dresses around the castle. The chances were excellent that she would not like the dress Caynin had got her and that she could stay in her room. It was only after breakfast that she started wondering why Caynin wanted her to attend. It was a Fata feast – surely there was no place for a human?

Caynin left the breakfast table first, and she returned to her room. She opened her door, thankful that Fleur was gone, and immediately saw the brown box on her bed. She made her way over to it and removed the lid. She gasped when she pulled the dress out of the box. The garment had long sleeves and reached her neck with a mermaid skirt and an open back. It was made from silver jewels and chains that shimmered in the light. She had never seen anything like it before. Caynin had won – she would attend the feast. She went to the mirror and held the dress against her body so that she could envision how it would look on her.

Only then did she notice the basket of food placed next to her mirror. Had Caynin also sent it? He never sent food to her room.

Then her thoughts went back to her conversation with Caynin: “I’m not exactly Miss Popular around here,” she had said.

“After tonight you will be,” he had said.

Zoey realized with a jolt there was only one event that could make her Miss Popular, and that was the first trial. It had to be tonight. That was why he needed her to attend. At first, Caynin had not wanted her to undergo the trials, but now he seemed eager. That meant he knew what the first trial was, and he thought she was going to pass.




Chapter 20


The tables had been placed in a half-moon, overlooking the dance floor with its bonfire center. The tables were covered in rich, mouth-watering food – whole chickens, all sorts of vegetables, beef, stuffed turkey, wine, and desserts. The middle table was elevated on a small stage made from ice on which any human would slip, where Caynin, Valeska, and Rane sat.

Valeska wore a purple dress that contrasted with her long, black hair. It plunged low at the front in a V-shape and the back mirrored it. The material was woven out of millions of small purple flowers with diamond centers.

Rane was dressed in a tuxedo, with pointy shoes, and his hair gelled back to emphasize his long ears. His bowtie was decorated with non-melting snowflakes.

Caynin wore an all-white suit that looked as if it was part of his hair. The collar was high, covering his neck, and a rose peeked out of a pocket on his chest. There was nothing boyish about him, and if it weren’t for the pointy ears, canines, and predatory eyes, he could be mistaken for a wealthy businessman.

A Fata band stood at the edge of the dance floor in the little patch of snow that hadn’t melted. They played the cello, flute, and violin for the crowd. At first, the music was gentle and mesmerizing, and some females were already on the dance floor, moving their bodies with the rhythm. They batted their eyelashes at Caynin and motioned for him to dance with them, but he turned his head the other way.

“Just go dance,” Rane told him.

“You go dance,” Caynin responded.

“You know I can’t dance with them,” Rane said.

“You’re being dramatic. You’re not allowed to mate with one of them. As a Waerie, all of your focus should be on me, but there is no rule against you dancing.”

Rane’s eyes were fixed on the females as he said, “If I dance with that, I’ll lose all focus.”

The queen was unusually silent, and Caynin was about to make conversation when his eyes found Zoey. She had not seen him yet, as she wandered through the crowds. Her long hair was curled, and she wore it over her right shoulder, so that one could see her open back. The dress clung to her like a second skin and looked even better than Caynin had imagined. The silver chains jingled, soft and sweet like a lullaby, and Caynin imagined laying her down on bed and—

“Snap out of it, Caynin,” Rane growled. “She’s human.”

Caynin ignored his friend and did not take his eyes off her. She walked so elegantly, with her head held high and her lips pressed together. He had considered her weak when he had first met her, but he had also seen her courage. He was drawn to it, despite trying so hard not to be.

Valeska rose and cleared her throat, and the music instantly died. Everyone looked at her. Beholding the faeries, with their pointy ears of every size, eyes of every color and skin of different textures, was a marvelous sight. Of course, it wasn’t just the faeries at the feast – the winged leopards were lying down by the bridge, toads as big as hands were swimming in the ponds, sphinxes had come out of the woods, and small griffins from the skies.

“Welcome, brothers and sisters, at the feast before the Red Festival!” The Fata applauded loudly as their queen spoke. “Tonight, we are here to celebrate and prepare for the biggest night of the year. I wish you all a pleasant evening – filled with food, dancing, and entertainment. Which reminds me”—she turned her purple eyes to Zoey—“I’m sure many of you have heard about the human who has been living in the castle. Zoey, step forward.”


***


Zoey hated being the center of attention, but she obeyed the queen and made her way toward the stage where everyone could have a good look at her.

“This human wishes to complete the three Worthy Trials. Should she succeed, she will have our respect and be granted one wish.” The queen’s eyes focused only on Zoey as she spoke. “Well, tonight is her first trial.”

An excited murmur rippled through the crowd, and Zoey’s gut told her the faeries expected her to fail. Their lack of faith only motivated her to succeed. Whatever this trial was, she would do it.

“As you all know, Fata have the ability to control humans’ minds with a form of magic called compulsion. Only humans with the strongest minds can resist. It is Zoey’s first trial to resist compulsion. Should she fail, she will not be able to continue to the second trial. Let the feast begin.” She raised her arms to the sky, and lively music started.

Zoey felt like she was a sheep who had just been thrown to the leopards. As she focused on the trial, she forgot to be scared and wished she had a friend to talk to. Mind control was the first trial, the same mind control Caynin had tried to use on her. Her stomach turned at the thought. How dare he! He had no right, no one had, to poke around in her head.

Zoey looked past the queen to where Caynin was sitting, blue eyes fixed on her. Her stomach flipped, and all resentment faded. She was drawn to his beauty, like an artist to a painting. She also wasn’t cold, despite the snow and her dress’s open back, and knew Caynin had changed the weather for her.

“Care to dance?”

To her right was a male with orange eyes and a toothy grin. She did not know him, and she didn’t want to, either. None of these faeries had bothered to acknowledge her these past weeks, and she was certainly not going to keep them company now.

“No,” she said.

“I’m afraid I must insist.” He stood so close, his body stiller than a human’s could ever be, and his unblinking eyes were growing darker. Was he trying to compel her? If so, he was not doing a very good job.

“No,” she said flatly and turned away from him.

She tried to look like she knew where to go and then laughed at herself. What was the point of trying to blend in? Everyone knew she didn’t belong, that she wasn’t welcome, and only kept alive because of Caynin.

“Zoey, dear,” said a woman with a familiar voice. Someone took her arm. Although the touch was gentle, she recoiled from it.

“Kismet.” Zoey turned to face the Fata and was unsurprised to find Delia next to her. Kismet did not release her arm, but she opened her hand to reveal one of the pink cupcakes – from the table.

“Eat it.” A dangerous glint played in her eyes, although her voice was sweet as honey, and a grin on her lips.

Zoey slapped away her hand, as if she had smacked the grin off her face, and the cupcake fell to the ground. “Leave me alone.”

Kismet and Delia gaped at her as she turned and walked away, without bothering to look back at them. The queen had made it sound as if Fata were good at using mind control on humans. Ever since she had come to the castle, all she had heard was that humans were weak and had fragile minds. She had expected this trial to be challenging and couldn’t help but wonder if there was a catch to it.

Zoey looked at the queen, who was talking to Caynin, and her stomach turned. How could anyone talk to Caynin and manage to keep their hands off him? The queen’s hand rested on the table, close to Caynin but not touching.

Zoey had the urge to go to the table and sit down with Caynin – he was the only Fata here who would talk to her. But Caynin was not allowed to interfere with the trials, and she didn’t want to cause trouble for him, or be in the queen’s presence.

Caynin looked past the queen, to Zoey, and back to the queen again. He laughed at something she said, and when he looked at Zoey again, he was still smiling. He sipped his wine then ran his wet tongue slowly over his lips. Zoey looked away.

Kismet was gazing toward the elevated table where Caynin was sitting. Kismet had a thing for Caynin. How couldn’t she? He was a powerful, beautiful, and intelligent prince. Maybe she had been picking on Zoey, not just because she was human, but because she was jealous that Caynin had spent so much time with her. Zoey scoffed at the thought. She, a human, and Caynin, a faerie prince, would never be...anything.

Once again, Zoey wondered if her attraction was one sided, but when she looked at Caynin, who was watching her again, she decided it wasn’t. She couldn’t gawk at him all night, he’d never let her hear the end of it, so she tried to find something else to focus on. She enjoyed the magical creatures and tried to pet a griffin, but when it growled at her, she decided to stay away.

The temperature had risen significantly since her arrival. Her goosebumps had disappeared, and the fire was burning brighter. Caynin had done this for her. Who knew an arrogant bastard could be so considerate?

Zoey felt awkward and uncomfortable standing between the faeries with no one to talk to. They were keen to stare at her, which made her feel even more like an outsider. But luckily, she wasn’t scared anymore. She instead focused on the dance floor, where the Fata were dancing vigorously. Enough was enough. She was at a party, and parties were supposed to be fun.

She strode over until she was in the middle of the dance floor then started swaying her body. She was not used to dancing to classical music but after a while she enjoyed it. She moved freely and elegantly like a ballerina, although she did not possess the Fata grace. Several other Fata tried to dance with her, but she turned all of them down. They had been mean to her before. Why should she dance with them now?

“Focus on what you’re going to eat,” Fleur’s words replayed in her mind. So, Fleur felt she was not good enough to eat their food. All around the tables Fata were stuffing their mouths with delicious bites and snacks. Zoey left the dance floor and approached the tables, where she reached for a pink cupcake with lots of frosting. She had eaten most of the food that had been left in her room, thus she was not hungry. She bit into the cupcake and savored its sweetness by chewing slowly and enjoying every bite. She could feel eyes on her, but she ignored them. She had as much right to eat as anyone else. When she finished the cupcake, she headed to a table filled with wine glasses. These were already filled with wine, and she took one. As she brought it to her lips a big hand closed around the glass and pulled it away. She was about to yell at the faerie, but then she realized who it was – Caynin.

“You don’t want to drink that,” he said with a smile. Was he testing her?

“Why not?” she asked. “Is it enchanted or something?”

“Something like that.”

She raised an eyebrow and waited until he gave her an explanation.

“It amplifies your feelings.”

“So, if I was angry, and I drank it, I’d be even angrier?”

“Angry enough that you might try and kill someone.”

She didn’t bother to hide her shock. “Then why would you have that wine at a feast?”

“Because not all emotions are negative,” Caynin explained. “It could deepen your deepest desires, make you happier than you have ever been or make you relaxed. It’s like a drug – it will put you on a high, and you won’t want to come down.”

“And you don’t want me to experience that?” She reached for the wine glass, but he moved his hand away. She stepped closer to him, still reaching for the wine, so that their bodies almost touched. She gazed into his baby blue eyes, and he smiled at her playfully. If he wasn’t so much taller than her, she’d have been able to reach the glass.

“It doesn’t work on humans,” he said and downed the glass in one big gulp. He put it down on the table before taking Zoey’s hand and tugging her toward the dance floor.

“I didn’t say you could have this dance,” she pointed out.

“I wasn’t asking.” His feral response made Zoey’s toes curl.

Caynin pulled her into his arms, and before she knew what was happening, they were soaring through the crowds. Caynin was light on his feet, and he guided her where he wanted to go. The world seemed to blur together and fade away, until it was just the two of them breathing and moving as one. He turned her and twirled her until she was dizzy, then he would sweep her up in the dance again. He dipped her and lifted her easily, and that the smile on her face was contagious.

“You’re high of Fata wine, aren’t you?” It was more a statement than a question.

His hand was wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her closer. He pressed his lips against her ear, and she swore he tightened his grip. “Maybe.”

She could feel his breath on her cheek until he spun her outward again, only to pull her back. They danced together until early morning, when Zoey’s feet could no longer take the strain. She stopped dancing, so that she could remove her heels. The Fata were slowly returning to their rooms. A sudden realization struck her that it was not just her and Caynin in the Everwhite Kingdom. The table where the queen had been sitting was empty. Rane and Valeska might have left hours ago without her noticing.

Caynin lifted an empty wine goblet from the table, and it instantly filled with water. He handed it to Zoey, who gulped it down greedily, without pausing to breathe.

“I should probably go back to my room,” she said breathlessly and put down the goblet.

“I’ll walk you there.”

They walked side by side, their fingertips almost brushing. Zoey resisted the urge to take his hand and tried to ignore the electric feeling in her chest. Did he feel it, too? She glanced at his placid features and wondered how he managed to stay so calm.

A low meow made them both turn around to face Chet, who had left his pack and approached them. Caynin held out his arms, clearly expecting his pet to come to him, but Chet swished his tail and sauntered to Zoey, and butted his head against her. She laughed and hugged him, before scratching his wings.

For a moment, all Caynin did was stare.

“Cat got your tongue?” she asked.

“He usually doesn’t let anyone pet him,” Caynin responded.

“What can I say? I’m charming.” She winked.

They left Chet behind and in silence headed through the gardens to her room. She pushed open the door and turned to face him. It felt as if they hadn’t spoken in forever, and she could not help but linger in the doorway.

“Well, goodnight,” she managed to say.

Caynin looked her up and down, and she was surprised when he said, “Goodnight.”

Her heart dropped, and she turned away, only to be pulled back by strong arms. It happened so quickly –one moment she was standing in the doorway, the next Caynin was pushing his tongue down her throat. And she liked it.

She reached for his hair, pulling, begging for more. He wrapped his arms around her waist, making her feel delicate in his embrace. Caynin pushed her into the room and kicked the door shut behind him, without letting her go. She was backing up while he was advancing, until he shoved her roughly onto the bed. She met his hungry eyes then took in his gorgeous, ripped figure before he lowered himself on top of her. She sank her nails into his back as he ran his hands over her body, electrifying her soul with their touch. Caynin trailed his fingers up her thigh, under her dress and then…

Caynin hissed and was off her in a flash. She sat up, about to ask what had happened.

“Iron,” he growled, and she realized he had accidently touched the knife strapped to her thigh. “You brought iron into my kingdom?”

The hurt and betrayal in his eyes made her flinch. She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly feeling weak and vulnerable.

“I needed to have a way to protect myself.” She would not tell him that someone had left the knife in her room.

“Is my protection not good enough then?”

“This isn’t personal,” she told him. Surely, he had to know that the other Fata would kill her if he allowed them. And they’d enjoy it. He had told her to find a way to defend herself, and she had. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

From the way he was looking at her, she gained the impression that if she had been anyone else, she would be dead. But Caynin would not hurt her.

It was the look of betrayal, that cut deeper than any words could, that made her say, “I’m sorry.”

Caynin did not respond. Instead, he left the room and slammed the door.


 

Chapter 21


Zoey hadn’t realized how much the dancing had exhausted her. Once Caynin was gone, he had taken all the thrill with him, and she quickly fell asleep. She woke at noon but could not summon the motivation to get out of bed – the weight of Caynin’s hurt still lay heavily on her shoulders. She lay there for another hour and tried not to think about the previous night. Yet, the more she tried not to think about it, the more she thought about it. She had said she was sorry, but she was certainly not going to beg for his forgiveness.

Zoey sat upright as she realized she had been so carried away with Caynin she had forgotten about the trial. Abruptly, Zoey sat up in bed and wondered if she had passed. No one had said anything about it. She must get up, get dressed, and go ask…someone.

Once she was in the gardens, she decided she was not going to find Caynin to ask him. If he was still angry, she did not want to be around him. Because she had slept so late, she had missed breakfast. Rane might be happy about that.

If she had failed the trial, Rane would be one of the first to know, to gloat. She sought him in the kitchen but found it vacant, so she helped herself to bread. She ate as she walked and found Rane sitting on the edge of a fountain, apparently deep in thought.

“Rane,” she said.

He snapped to the present and got to his feet so that she had to look up at him. “Are you here to gloat? To demand respect?”

Zoey smiled as she realized what he meant. “I passed?”

“With flying colors,” he said through clenched teeth.

She almost hugged him out of happiness but then remembered he hated her. He looked tired, his hair was messy, although he had not been dancing all night. Had he reprimanded Caynin for dancing with her?

“Oh, what’s the matter?” she asked him. “Are you really this upset that I passed?”

“I don’t have to be upset. I know you’ll fail next time.”

She shouldn’t indulge in this petty conversation, but she could not stop herself. “Yeah? And why’s that?”

“Because you’re arrogant.”

She snorted. She wasn’t arrogant, she was constantly scared, and she tried to hide her fear by coming across as fearless, confident, and self-assured. “Arrogant?”

“Yes, after resisting compulsion from multiple Fata, you just had to eat one of the enchanted cupcakes. You might have a very strong will, and last night you were able to resist, but your arrogance will get the better of you.”

Zoey had not realized the cupcakes had been enchanted, yet Kismet had tried to make her eat one. She hadn’t thought it was about the cupcake but had assumed Kismet had merely been trying to compel her so that she would do what she was told and fail the trial.

She had eaten a cupcake, without being compelled, and from where she had been standing Caynin had a clear view of her. He had not tried to stop her, although he could have, which made her wonder if he had wanted to see what effects the cupcake would have. Yet, he had stopped her from drinking the enchanted wine. Why?

“Are you just going to stand there to annoy me?” Rane’s voice returned her to reality.

She took in his angry frown. “You better get used to it because I’m staying here for the rest of my life.”

She turned around and started to leave when he said, “Then it’s a good thing you won’t have a very long life.”

His words chilled her. He could be referring to her mortal lifespan, or he could be threatening to kill her, despite Caynin’s orders. She stopped and made sure her face was impassive before she turned around and said in a low voice, “My life will be a whole lot longer than yours if you don’t start treating me better.”

His shock was unmistakable, and he didn’t say a single word. As she walked away, Zoey could feel his eyes on her back, like a laser. Many of the Fata were staring at her. Was this because they had heard how she had threatened Rane or because they knew she had passed the first trial? She really was Miss Popular, and she hated it. It didn’t feel like she was a cheerleader at school, but rather as if she was the school’s freak.

She would leave the castle and go for a long walk in the Wandering Woods. Zoey needed to clear her mind, and she wanted to escape all the curious eyes. She hadn’t gone far when she saw a kitsune – a small white fox with three tails. The beautiful animal ran away quickly, as if she were a dangerous predator. As she went further and further, she heard strange, high-pitched cries. What kind of birds could it be? After a while, she realized they weren’t birds, but harpies – small blue faeries with wings instead of arms. They were flying around the edge of the Everwhite Kingdom, in the snow, before the flowers and heat of the human lands resumed. Zoey stepped out of the snow and studied them.

She was mesmerized and didn’t pay attention to where she was placing her feet. It came as a huge surprise when she took a step, heard a click, and then felt an iron chain close around her ankle and yank her into the air, upside down.

She hung there like a bat and tried to process what happened. She had clearly stepped into a well-hidden trap. Oops. Judging by the iron chain, it was meant for a Fata. She wiggled and squirmed but could not break free. Blood was rushing to her head. How long was she going to hang there? 

“Stop squirming.” Now that was a familiar voice.

She twisted her neck so that she could look at Eric, and he lowered his bow and arrow when he recognized her. They said each other’s names at the same time.

Eric immediately released the trap, and she fell to the ground. Her landing wasn’t hard, and when she sat up, he was by her side and embraced her. She wrapped her arms around him as well and breathed in his familiar scent of wood, forest, and grass.

“I can’t believe I found you,” Eric whispered.

Those words meant he had been looking for her. All this time, he had been searching. When the hug ended, they remained sitting, close enough to kiss. Zoey almost thought there were tears in Eric’s chocolaty eyes but, then again, her vision was blurry from the tears that had formed against her will.

“Zoey, what happened to you?” He wiped at her cheek, although it was dry. His hands were so much rougher than Caynin’s – ironic, since Caynin was much deadlier.

Zoey wanted to tell him her whole story but couldn’t find a place to begin. She wanted to confide in him, and she wanted him to tell her everything was okay. But then she focused on his arrow which made her think of all the weapons he and his father had. She had assumed he was merely a normal hunter, yet he had obviously set this trap with iron, deadly to Fata, instead of rope. His arrow was iron tipped, and she glimpsed an iron necklace through his shirt. This couldn’t be a coincidence.

“You’re a Slaerie,” she whispered.

Eric was clearly surprised that she knew that word. There was no point in denying it. “Yes.”

He was one of the deadly humans Caynin had told her about – one of the humans who had murdered two faeries. Zoey instantly pulled away from him and ran a hand through her hair. “And your father is one, too?”

“Of course.” He spoke so calmly she could only wonder if he spoke to the faeries like that before he murdered him. How had she ever befriended this killer? How had she ever thought she’d be able to date him?

“For how long have you been hunting the Fata?”

“A long time.”

This was not really an answer, and Zoey’s throat felt tight. “Why?”

“They killed my mother.” This must be Eric’s deepest, darkest secret. “She never committed suicide – that was just the cover-up. She didn’t want to die; she didn’t want to leave me.”

Zoey saw the pain on his face and reached for his arm, despite what he was, despite what he’d done. He did not shy away from her touch. The Fata didn’t travel to the human lands which meant Eric’s mother must have been trespassing on their – a crime punishable by death.

“I didn’t know about the Fata for many years. My father kept me in the dark, to protect me, until I was old enough to learn the truth. He told me about the Fata a few years ago, and I decided to follow in his footsteps,” Eric continued.

A few years ago was when Eric became distant and when their friendship had started falling apart. All the time Zoey had thought it was because she had developed feelings he did not share. In truth, his focus was elsewhere. To a degree, she resented him for not telling her when she used to tell him everything.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” She retracted her hand, not bothering to hide her pained expression.

“I didn’t want you to get caught up in this world.” There was no guilt or regret in his voice, and she wished she had never trusted him.

“Too late now.” She laughed bitterly. This time, he was the one reaching for her, but she drew no comfort in his touch.

“Tell me what happened to you.” His voice was a whisper, as if he was asking her to spill her most closely held secrets.

Zoey did. She told him how she had looked for the Fluver-luzile and found it. She told him how she had been foolish enough to return to the forest and touch the Globetrot-tree, thereby cursing herself in the process. She told him about Rane and the intense dislike he and the Fata had for her. She told him about Caynin but purposefully omitted the kisses they had shared. When she was done, Eric was staring at the ground as if in shock. His hand on her arm was so light the wind might blow it away. “Eric, please say something.”

“You’ve been missing for weeks now. I’ve been so worried.” He looked away from the ground, into her eyes. “Does this Caynin have distinctive white hair?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

Eric inhaled deeply, as if he had a hard time talking. “Shortly after you disappeared, he came to my house. Back then, I did not know what he wanted from us. He did not know we were Slaerie; he did not know he could defend ourselves. We caught him by surprise when he came into our house, and we did not give him time to explain himself. We attacked him with iron and injured him badly. He ran off before we could kill him.”

Caynin was powerful and not just anyone would be able to hurt him. He had been furious was when he had found her iron knife. Surely, he had been as angry when Eric and his father attacked him. She felt that he could have killed them and liked to think that he had held back because he didn’t want to hurt her. He knew she and Eric were friends, because he had seen Eric when he was walking her home that day.

Caynin had come to her room, bleeding and weak. He had told her not to fetch Rane, because Rane would “kill them” for hurting his prince. If Rane killed Eric, it would break her heart, thus Caynin was protecting her. Zoey had helped him, but he had refused to tell her what had happened or where he had been. Now she knew he had been at Eric’s house, but what had he wanted to do there?

“I didn’t know what he wanted at first,” Eric said. “After you went missing, your parents were frantic. They were looking for you everywhere. But after that night, they calmed down and told me that you were visiting your uncle in London. They said you liked it so much there that you might move permanently. None of them were sad or heartbroken, not even Violet. It was not a normal reaction, and I knew their minds had been tampered with by the Fata. I knew that white-haired freak had come to my house to alter my memories so that I would not come looking for you.”

Zoey squeezed his arm, thankful that he had not given up on her. It was nice to know that there was one person out there who hadn’t forgotten her, although he hadn’t always been honest.

“My dad knows they have you,” Eric said. “He has called all of his friends. They’ve been staying with us, searching for you.”

“You’ve been searching for nothing,” she said. “I’m cursed.”

Eric’s face fell, and for a moment she thought he was going to give up on saving her, but then he said, “Curses have loopholes. There are ways out and around them. I don’t know much about Globetrot-trees, but I am going to look into it. I am going to help you.”

She smiled at Eric. “It’s okay if it does not work. I am doing the Three Trials so that I can live as normal a life here as possible.”

“The Three Trials?”

She explained to him everything she knew about the trials. When she stopped talking, he looked sick. “You’re trying to be a part of their world?”

“I’m trying to make the best of a bad situation.”

“You’re being fooled!” Eric’s voice was high pitched. “They are compelling you! You have no idea what they’ve done to you and made you forget. These things aren’t human; they are monsters who have no respect for human life. You say this Caynin is kind. I beg to differ.”

“Is that why you’ve been killing them?” Zoey asked, coldly. She thought of Nyla’s death. 

Eric looked baffled. “I’ve not killed anyone. We mainly set traps close to the borders to try and stop the Fata from coming this way. We use bear traps and chains.” Zoey cringed at the idea that Eric had set the trap that Caynin had stepped in. “We don’t travel too deep into the woods, into their lands, because it is too dangerous. I’m not even sure where their castle is located.”

“Are you sure you’ve not killed anyone?”

“Absolutely sure.” Eric’s voice had an edge to it, but he had lied and kept secrets before…

“What do you do to the Fata you do catch?”

“I’ve never caught one before,” he said honestly.

“And your father.”

“He kills them,” Eric said.

Yet Nyla’s corpse hadn’t had any wounds caused by iron. If the Slaerie had not killed her, who had? She had to tell Caynin.

“What is it?” Eric asked her.

She shook her head and decided not to tell him that she was going to talk to Caynin. He wouldn’t approve anyway. “I have to start going back.”

“I wish I could take you home with me,” Eric said.

“I know.” She smiled sadly at him.

“Zoey, just don’t forget that the Fata can’t be trusted. No matter how kind or friendly they are. They are self-serving, deceitful things. Don’t be naïve.” Zoey studied the iron chain he wore around his neck – to resist compulsion. She nodded, as if she believed him. She didn’t believe all the faeries were as Eric claimed. Caynin wasn’t like that.

“Can you meet me here again?” Eric asked her.

“It’s risky.” Someone could follow her and then attack Eric. Obviously, no Fata would pass up the chance to kill a hunter.

“Please,” Eric said, and she could not muster the courage to say no.

“I’ll meet you here in three weeks,” she decided. “By then you would hopefully have learned something about my curse.”

Eric got to his feet, helped her up, and pulled her into a long hug. He held her as if to make sure that she was truly there, that he had really found her. When the hug ended, Zoey started back to the castle, but what Eric said next stopped her.

“Zoey…”

“Yes?” She looked back.

“I love you.” His voice was so calm, his eyes sincere.

Zoey had always loved Eric, but he wasn’t making her stomach flip like he used to. Their relationship had changed, as had her feelings.

“I love you, too,” she replied honestly and wondered if he knew his words carried more weight than hers.


 

Chapter 22


Her mind racing, Zoey returned to the castle. Eric had told her not to trust Caynin, but she was going to give him the benefit of the doubt. In the beginning, she had certainly not trusted Caynin – she had been terrified of him. But she was not terrified anymore, and he was slowly gaining her trust. She couldn’t let Eric, who had hidden the truth about what he was and his mother’s death, ruin that. Thus far, Caynin had been good to her, and the least she could do was tell him that it was not the Slaerie killing his Fata.

She went to the dining room and was disappointed when she did not find him there. She had not seen him in the gardens, on her way there, either. She left the building and tried to think where else he could be. Zoey had slept most of the morning, and the rest of it she had hiked through the woods and then spoken to Eric. It was too early to sleep, but perhaps Caynin might be in his chambers.

His room was far from hers, but she did not mind the walk. After living and exploring here for weeks, she knew where what was. She knew the queen’s room when she passed the closed door with a crown carved in the ice. She stopped when she reached Caynin’s door, which was ajar, pushed it, and stepped inside.

Although the door had ice on the outside, it was solid wood on the inside, like the floor. The room was enormous, five times the size of hers. The bed was big and covered in white sheets that looked so soft she was tempted to fall on them. The room was painted a light blue and an entire wall was made up of big windows. There was an en-suite bathroom, but she found Caynin sitting in the living room. He looked up from behind his desk and put down the book he had been reading. This seemed like such a normal activity, not something she expected an Eternity Prince to spend his time doing. But then again, he had all the time in the world, so he could spend it on a good book.

“Hi.” She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. She didn’t bother asking if she could come in; she didn’t want to give Caynin the opportunity to say no. His wary gaze was on her, but he did not return her greeting. Tension hung between them like mist in the air. Okay, so he was still pissed. She was not going to let that scare her off.

“I have to tell you something.” Zoey sat down in one of the chairs, leaving space between them.

“Are you here to apologize?”

She didn’t need to apologize again. She had all the right to have extra protection but would not get into it with him. She forced down the anger. “It’s not the Slaerie who are killing the Fata.”

He closed his book and focused all his attention on her. “Why do you say that?”

There was no way that she was going to tell him about her talk with Eric. “Nyla’s body had no traces of iron. If she were killed by the Slaerie, they would have used iron. Did the second body have wounds inflicted by iron?”

“No,” Caynin said with an amused smile.

Zoey suspected he had considered her weak because of her lack of physical strength, but had he ever taken into account how strong minded she was? She was certainly strong, just in a different way. Intelligence was power.

“You don’t miss a thing, do you?” Admiration tinted his voice.

“You’re not surprised by this news,” she realized. “That means you already knew the Slaerie aren’t behind these killings.”

“I knew.”

She struggled to read his expression, and her frustration built inside her. “Then why are you telling everyone that the Slaerie are murdering you?”

“Because they’ll believe it,” Caynin told her. “If these killings weren’t done by the Slaerie, then they were done by one of us.”

“Do you mean to tell me there is a Fata serial killer on the loose?”

“That is exactly what I am telling you. For one of us to go around murdering the rest is a serious crime. We are also more scared of our own than of the Slaerie. I blamed the deaths on the Slaerie so that I could avoid making everyone panic.”

He had lied, but he had good reason to. She wasn’t angry with him, like she was with Eric. Maybe that was because he made her feel hot and cold at the same time. Maybe it was because his icy voice made her toes curl in their shoes. Maybe it was because when she looked into his eyes, she felt like melting. Damn. These feelings were turning her into an idiot.

“Do you have any idea who the real killer is?” She was grateful Caynin couldn’t read her mind.

“No,” he said, “but the queen, Rane, and I are trying to find out. We are the only ones who know the truth. I didn’t want you to know because I thought you might say something to someone.”

That was the wrong thing to say. All this time she had been wondering if she could trust him; not once had it occurred to her that maybe he didn’t trust her. His accusation was ridiculous. “Because I have so many friends to talk to around here.”

“Zoey—”

“You know what? If you are so scared that I will open my big mouth, why don’t you just compel me not to? Hmm? Why don’t you just control my mind and make me do whatever you wish?”

Somehow, she had risen and drawn nearer to him. He remained in his chair, and for once looked up at her. Her threatening stance didn’t intimidate him. If anything, he appeared amused. That made her even angrier.

“Have you not figured it out yet, dear Zoey?”

When had he started calling her by her name? When had he stopped calling her ‘human’? She had wanted him to call her by her name, but now that he was, it was antagonizing. “Figured what out?”

“That you can’t be compelled.” He watched her face contort with confusion. “I tried to compel you to calm down in those woods when we just met – but it didn’t work.”

Calm down and let me help you.

Stop being scared.

“At the feast, several Fata tried to compel you to dance, but it didn’t work,” Caynin continued.

“Kismet tried to compel me to eat a cupcake—”

“—an enchanted cupcake that was supposed to have severe effects on you. When you later ate a cupcake, by your own free will, that didn’t have any effect on you either. I knew the first trial was to resist compulsion – and I knew you would pass. And you did pass so well.”

“This is why you’ve taken such interest in me,” she realized. “Compulsion does not work on me.”

“Indeed,” he said. “In all my years, I’ve never seen anyone, or anything, resist it the way you do.”

“Why am I this way?” She relaxed her shoulders and hands but stayed close to him.

“I have no idea,” Caynin said. The not knowing was clearly bothering him.

“Is this why Rane hates me so much? Because he can’t control me?”

“Rane hates all humans,” Caynin said. “Don’t take it personally.”

Zoey straightened as she thought about something else. “That night Rane was angry because you were supposed to dine with the queen, but you didn’t. You went somewhere else – to my family. You compelled them to think that everything is alright!”

Caynin raised his eyebrows, clearly not sure how she had figured that out. “I didn’t know if compulsion would work – I didn’t know if they were resistant, like you. I’m stronger than everyone here, and I couldn’t risk sending a weaker Fata to do the job. I couldn’t risk it failing.”

“You controlled their minds.” Disgusted, she stepped away from him.

“I told you I would fix the situation. I helped them.”

“That isn’t helping!”

He got to his feet, towering over her. “Would you rather have them suffer? Would you have them waiting for you, although you’d never return?”

She swallowed. He had a point, but she still hated that he had messed with their minds. It wasn’t right to control people like that. He had bent her family to his will, and that made her sick. What was even worse was that he tried to do it to her, as well.

“You went to Eric’s house,” she added.

“They boy who found you in the woods,” Caynin said, the bitterness in the words apparent. “That one caught me by surprise.”

“He hurt you.” The image of a bleeding Caynin appearing in her doorway was burnt into her mind, and every time she recalled it, she flinched. His face had softened. Was he thinking back to how she had wiped away his blood?

“I didn’t compel him or his father,” Caynin said.

Neither of them had used the word Slaerie, and Zoey decided she wasn’t going to tell him that more hunters were in town – looking for her. She was too scared that if he knew, he would go to fight them, kill them.

“You didn’t kill them either,” Zoey said. “And you withheld what happened to you from Rane, so that he wouldn’t kill them.”

Caynin regarded her gently. “I didn’t want to hurt you through Eric. I know he means a lot to you.”

“Eric and I have been friends ever since we were babies.” That was not the sort of reply a love-struck eighteen-year-old girl would have given him. She was not love-struck. Not for Eric.

“Do you enjoy having dangerous friends?” Was Caynin referring to Eric or himself?

She met his gaze. “Are you my friend?”

“I can be whatever you want me to be.” The corners of his mouth tilted upward naughtily. His seriousness and anger gone, Caynin was back to flirting. But she wasn’t having it. His moods might flip like a coin, but hers didn’t.

“I want you to be my mentor.”

“Mentor?” His eyes darkened, and a smile played on his lips.

“I want you to teach me how to fight.”

His smile faded.

“If I’m going to live in this brutal, violent kingdom, I need to know how to fight.”

Zoey had been so helpless when Kismet had thrown her to the winged leopards. The Fata here were stronger and faster than she was, and she couldn’t rely on Caynin’s protection forever. What if someone murdered her and made it look like an accident?

“I thought you’d feel more comfortable staying in the Everwhite Kingdom after winning the first trial,” he said. “Do you think you will fail the next?”

“No.” She tried to sound more confident than she felt. “Do you remember that Rane said he wasn’t going to respect me, even if I win? I’m sure there are others who feel the same way. I want to be prepared for whatever may come.”

Caynin’s smile was back. “With a will like that, I almost mistook you for one of us.”

She shoved him playfully. “So, is that a yes? Will you teach me?”

Caynin grinned again. “Yes.”


 

Chapter 23


An arena built for sword fighting was situated close to the armory. Inside the arena were dummies and targets, for archery and knife-throwing practice. The arena was unfenced but surrounded by big, snow-covered trees and was filled with sand, not snow. Several faeries were practicing inside, Zoey and Caynin among them.

She was sweating, gritting her teeth, as she swung her sword. It collided with Caynin’s with a loud clang. She used all her strength and gripped her weapon with both hands, yet the full force of her blow was not enough to knock Caynin back even a little. She swung twice more, and Caynin easily blocked her blows. He was making her angry because he was so good at this without even trying. He stood there, holding his sword in one hand, his expression one of studied boredom. He was not sweating, panting, or even grunting.

He dodged her next blow, grabbed her wrist, and sent her sprawling to the ground. She fell, spat out sand, and when she looked up, he was aiming his sword at her heart.

She cursed. Caynin’s laugh only stoked her fury. He lowered his sword, and she got back onto her feet.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he said. “I’ve been fighting for centuries. Most of us learn how to wield a sword when we are still children.”

That did not make her feel better and only reminded her how weak and vulnerable she was here. Was she practicing for nothing? Would the Fata still be able to kill her easily?

“You’re doing fine,” Caynin said.

She abruptly swung her sword, hoping to catch him by surprise. He deflected her blow, and she kicked the ground.

“Do you have a special enchanted sword or something that makes you unable to lose a fight?” Her breath was short.

He frowned, evidently not understanding her sarcasm. “We don’t have any special swords. Most of them stayed behind on Erken, except for the No-Name Sword.”

“The No-Name Sword?”

“It’s the sword of Ruler Tarragon,” Caynin explained. “He is a warlord who once dueled with an Elvish prince and won. He spared the elf prince’s life, and in return, he received the sword as a token of the elf-prince’s gratitude.”

“What makes this sword special?” Zoey asked between breaths.

“It can kill anything.” Caynin dodged her blow.

She swung again, missed again, and tried to avoid her frustration.

“After Tarragon kills someone with it, that someone’s name appears on the blade.”

“So, he can keep a list of the people he murdered?” Zoey said. “That’s sick.”

“For a warlord it is a sign of his strength and skills. He carried it around like a trophy.”

“Carried? Past tense?” she wondered.

Caynin swung toward her, and the force of his blow knocked her backward.

“Do you remember I told you that years ago the Prenumbras entered through the Everblossom Kingdom? And that they killed Queen Harmonia and King Calico?”

“Yes, and they stole the princess back to Erken,” Zoey recalled. “And Tarragon broke the Egress Key when closing the door.”

“He also lost his sword,” Caynin said. “It fell through the door, to Erken. I was not there, so I am not sure how it happened, but I do know it angered Tarragon immensely. That sword was irreplaceable to him.”

“Poor guy,” Zoey said sarcastically. She punched Caynin, who caught her wrist, flipped her over his hip and threw her to the ground again. The worst part about getting her ass kicked was that Caynin was holding back. He extended his hand to her, and she resisted the urge to slap it away. She let him help her up and wiped the sweat off her brow.

“That’s enough for today,” Caynin said. “Tomorrow, we practice knife fighting.”

“Knife fighting?”

“There’s no point in carrying around an iron knife if you don’t know how to use it.”

Zoey followed Caynin’s gaze to where her iron knife had fallen out of her pocket when he had thrown her to the ground. She picked it up and ignored the bitterness in Caynin’s voice. He had not tried to take the knife from her, but he did hold a strong grudge. Did he think she would use it against him? She would never. Caynin has been so good to her, and she’d never hurt him. She only kept the knife because she was surrounded by Fata who posed a threat.

“Are you two done playing?” A grim-faced Rane approached them. Was he even capable of smiling? He carried a sword by his side, and his light-brown shirt matched his hair. Zoey’s mood grew even worse at the sight of him.

“We’re busy,” she sneered and hoped he would leave. But, of course, she was not going to get lucky.

“You look like shit.” Rane sniffed the air.

She wiped sweat from her brow.

“You smell like it, too.”

“Come here and say that.” Zoey gripped her sword tighter.

She disliked Rane, but even more than that, she feared him. But there was no way she would ever show her fear. She straightened her back and held up her sword, ready to fight. Rane stepped toward her, but Caynin blocked his way.

“Why have you come here?” Caynin asked.

It was somewhat strange that he had come to the fighting arena since Rane would want to stay as far away from Zoey as possible. If he was here, it meant he had something to tell them.

Rane glared passed Caynin, at Zoey. His canines were bared, like those of a rabid dog. He did not push past his prince. Instead, he said, “I have news that Ruler Tarragon will be arriving early for the Red Festival.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

“Then we had best prepare everything for his arrival.” Caynin looked back at Zoey. “We are done practicing for the day.”

“Okay.” She was too pissed to muster a thank you.

Kismet stood in the distance, looking her way, and Zoey gripped her sword tighter. Had Kismet seen Caynin kick her ass? Had she enjoyed it? Kismet noticed her staring and glanced away. Kismet must be jealous that Caynin was teaching her. She was spying like the insecure, pathetic Fata she was. She was not worth Zoey’s time.

Caynin and Rane left without a backward glance or noticing Kismet’s stares. Zoey was tired and sweaty, but she was not done yet. She practiced sword fighting, by herself, for a long time after Caynin left.


***


Zoey’s body cooled quickly as she returned to her room. In fact, she was shivering, and her muscles were aching by the time she pushed open the door. She yearned for a long hot bath in which she could close her eyes and relax. On her way to the bathroom, she stopped next to the bedside cabinet and was surprised to find a single flower. It was black like charcoal and unlike anything she had ever seen in the human world. Next to it was a small note with elegant handwriting that read: May this flower bring joy and laughter to the kingdom.

Zoey was not sure what the note meant, but it was a thoughtful suggestion. She did not have any friends, other than Caynin. He must have sent it. Her heart beat like a drum as she picked up the flower and brought it to her nose. She closed her eyes as she inhaled the scent, then her face twisted in disgust. The flower was beautiful, but it smelled horrible! It was musty and made her think of rotten meat.

She put it down on the cabinet, went to her bathroom, plugged the bath, and opened the faucets before she slipped out of her sweaty clothes. She admired her black, lacy bra and matching panties in the mirror and noticed that her body had become leaner these past few weeks. She was about to remove her underwear when movement in the water caught her eye. She closed the faucets and leaned over the bath to try to see what it was.

Slowly, someone’s reflection was forming. She looked behind her quickly, but there was no one, then she looked back to the water. This Fata male had a thick, dark beard and wild, shoulder-length frizzy hair. He had dark, crazy murderous eyes that frightened Zoey. What was happening?

The reflection reached for her, and his hand broke the surface to reveal real flesh and bone. Zoey cried out and fell backward before leaping to her feet. She could not believe her eyes as the reflection climbed out of the bathtub holding a silver-hilted sword. No water dripped off him – it was as if he had never been in a full bathtub. His sword was long, and the blade boasted a detailed inscription.

“Who are you?” she cried and retreated to her room.

A baby started wailing, and when she looked to her left, a crib had appeared. She didn’t have time to wonder how a child had materialized; her only thought was that of protecting the child. She rushed toward the crib and pulled away the blankets, only to find it empty.

Zoey barely had any time to process what was happening before two Fata, one male and one female, were standing in front of the crib. Neither had any weapons, but they stood as if on guard. Their shadows danced on the walls as if they were death angels.

The mad swordsman was approaching with a murderous expression. The two Fata attacked him, their teeth bared, while snarling like wild animals. He ran the female through first then pulled his sword from her stomach. She dropped, her blood pooling around her on the ground like bath water.

The swordsman then sank his sword to the Fata male’s heart. He did not pull it out immediately but sank to the ground with the man and held him as he died.

“I’m sorry,” the mad male said.

Then he looked up with murderous eyes, toward Zoey, and a small sound escaped her lips. She stepped away from the empty crib as he pulled the sword from the man’s chest. He began to approach her, and she clasped her hands in front of her mouth. She now regretted having left her sword at the armory. Her iron knife was in her pants pocket, in the bathroom, where she had undressed. She was not going to push past the crazy male to get it.

She ran out of her room into the gardens to get help. She was running around in her underwear, but given the circumstances, she did not think it would matter. When she saw Rane, she rushed to him.

“Rane!” she cried. “There is a mad male in my room! He killed two Fata.”

Rane would not be eager to help her, but he wouldn’t let a murderer get away, either. She looked back to see if the male had followed her. As she did so, Rane slammed his first into her jaw. She fell to the ground in a big heap of sweat and dirt. Before she could rise, Rane had his boot on her face, pushing her deeper into the snow.

“That’s where you belong,” Rane told her. “Beneath my feet.”

“Caynin is going to kill you for this!” His foot was like a ten-ton brick wall on her face.

“Caynin gave me permission to kill you,” Rane said, and she heard him drawing his sword.

That could not be right! Caynin would never let him hurt her. But if Zoey did not act now, she was going to die. She grabbed Rane’s ankle with both hands and twisted. He cried out, dropped his sword, and she squirmed out from under him. She got up and shoved him as hard as she could, into the snow, before she started running. Zoey’s bare skin was turning pink from the cold, but she couldn’t focus on anything other than Rane.

When she looked back, Rane was getting up, then she ran into someone. She cursed as she fell onto the snow again, and cold traveled through her body. The impact hurt but did not stop her from regaining her feet. She was about to run again but then she realized who she had knocked over.

“Eric!” she cried and swooped in to hug him.

“Get away!” he cried angrily as he got to his feet and brushed the snow off himself.

She had no idea how he was here or why, but she was glad to see him. Surely he would calm down once he understood that it was she who had knocked him over and not a Fata.

“It’s me,” she said.

He looked right at her face. “I know.” He got to his feet. “You’re pathetic. Why are you always following me? Why are you so obsessed with me?”

“What?” Zoey let the full impact of his words wash over her.

“All I want is for you to leave me alone. Haven’t I made it perfectly clear that I don’t want you in my life? It’s why I’ve been staying away these past few years. But you keep looking for excuses to see me. You even used your dying sister as manipulation to get me to come visit you at the hospital.”

Zoey stepped back. She had never intended to use Violet to see Eric, but when she had received the news that her sister was sick, Eric had been the first person she’d told. He had held her on the school grounds as she buried her face in his jacket and let herself cry softly. She hadn’t meant, or tried to, manipulate him to become a big part of her life again.

“I didn’t mean to…”

How was this even happening? She wanted it to stop. She wanted Eric to make it better – like he always did.

“I thought you loved me.” Her words were so soft a mouse could barely hear it.

“I don’t love you!” He laughed. “And the only person who did is dead.”

Zoey wanted to ask who he was talking about. He looked to her left, and she followed his gaze, where a small body lay. Zoey shook her head as tears welled up in her eyes.

“No! Violet no!” She rushed away from Eric and threw herself to the ground, next to the body.

Violet’s lifeless eyes were staring into the gray sky where griffins were flying around. Her corpse was frozen solid. She had died. The leukemia had killed her, and there was nothing Zoey could have done to stop it.

Zoey started crying hysterically as she touched her sister’s corpse. “No, no, no, no! This can’t be! You can’t be dead!”

The pain in her chest was unlike anything she had ever felt before. It was like every single one of her ribs had broken, and the splinters were jabbing into her heart. She thought it might kill her. She squeezed her eyes shut as she wailed and gripped Violet’s small hands. When she opened her eyes again, her sister’s body had vanished.

“What?” she mumbled with the rivers of tears flowing down her cheeks.

She blinked, trying to make sense of what was happening. Someone was laughing. Everyone was laughing. Around her a small crowd of Fata had gathered, and they were pointing at her and laughing. A Fata on a unicorn was approaching. When he was close enough, Zoey recognized him as the male who had murdered the two Fata in her room. She cried out and got to her feet.

“You murderer!” she cried. “Get away from me!”

The male looked down at her from where he sat on his pink unicorn. She could not tell if he was confused or bored. Maybe both. He did not draw his sword, nor did he attempt to hurt her. Then a strong hand closed on her arm, and she cried out as if it was hurting her.

“Zoey! Zoey calm down,” Caynin ordered.

She struggled against his grip, but to no avail; he easily held her.

“Get away! You told Rane he could kill me!”

Rane was standing behind Caynin, and she swore he looked surprised. Moments ago, he had stepped on her face. She had to get away from him.

“Rane, please welcome Ruler Tarragon,” Caynin said. “I need to get her out of here.”

Rane went over to the male on the unicorn. “This way,” he said, and the male followed him.

“Get out of here,” Caynin growled, and the Fata around him obeyed.

Zoey was not calming down, and Caynin was not releasing his grip. She was frantic, like a mouse caught in a trap. He was holding her left arm, yet her right hand was free. She swung it toward his chest but did no damage. When she hit him again, he grabbed her arm then picked her up, threw her over his shoulder, and carried her away.


 

Chapter 24 


Zoey was shaking in Caynin’s arms, burrowing her head in his chest. When she pulled away from him slightly, his shirt was wet from her tears, and she tried to remember when she had started crying. She blinked and studied her surroundings. She was in the small, private courtyard outside Caynin’s room, he was sitting on a stone bench, holding her, and ice walls surrounded them. Zoey was thankful for the walls because this way no Fata could see her this weak. They had laughed at her, and all the horrible things she had seen and endured returned to her.

“Caynin, what’s going on?” she finally asked. She could not look into his eyes and hid her face in his chest.

“Welcome back,” Caynin said. “I brought you here where we waited for the magic to wear off.”

“Magic?”

“Whatever magic it was that made you hallucinate,” he said.

She realized what he was saying and pulled away from his chest to look into his eyes. “Hallucinate? Does that mean Violet is alive?”

“She is alive,” Caynin said.

Zoey sighed with relief then looked down at herself. She was in her underwear and wrapped in a soft blanket. Suddenly, she felt humiliated. Faeries were not conservative, but she was. Her body was so cold, she feared that if it weren’t for Caynin’s body heat she would have frozen to death.

As if he knew what she was thinking, Caynin said, “I offered you a robe, but you refused it.”

That robe lay on the floor, and she knew he was telling the truth. “I thought you told Rane he could kill me.” She could still feel Rane’s foot on her face.

“I did not.” Caynin put his hand on her cheek so that he could make her look at him. “I would never.”

Zoey didn’t want to cry, but she had endured so much. The aftereffects were lingering; the things she had seen did not want to go away. She wanted to stop crying but couldn’t. Caynin’s arms were around her for support. He was strong so that she didn’t have to be.

Zoey considered the black flower she had found in her room, the one she had thought was from Caynin. The note had read: May this flower bring joy and laughter to the kingdom.

“Did you leave a black flower in my room?” she asked, although she already knew the answer.

“No.” Caynin’s embrace tightened slightly. “What did it look like?”

“It’s the blackest flower I have ever seen, and it’s shaped almost like a rose. And it stinks.”

Caynin hesitated before answering. “It’s called Black Illusion. When this flower’s scent is inhaled, it affects you by making you hallucinate your worst fears. It can make you relive terrible moments or show you things hidden in your subconscious and conscious mind.”

Zoey inhaled shakily. “It all seemed so real.”

“The flower is strong; it even works on us – the Enerly. We can use it to control the minds of our enemies by giving the enemy a gift with a hidden flower petal in and keeping the stem of the flower ourselves. You don’t have to inhale the scent of the flower for it to work. In this case, you only need to touch the petal while the controller touches the stem. This way you are linked, and the controller can make you see whatever they want.”

Zoey shook her head, and more tears leaked from her eyes. But Caynin didn’t look down on her for showing weakness. He comforted her, and that made her feel safe enough to express her emotions. “It was terrible! Everything I feared came true. Rane tried to kill me. Eric doesn’t love me. Violet died.”

Her voice broke, and Caynin held her a little bit tighter. He was the one solid thing in her world that hadn’t crumbled.

“None of those things were real.”

“They felt real.”

She thought about the man climbing out of the bath with his sword. She had watched him murder two Fata! That had been part of the hallucinations, but when she had seen him on the unicorn, that had really happened. She had called him a murderer.

“Did I yell at someone on a unicorn?” The man on the unicorn had looked so evil, and it had felt wrong to see him on the back of such a pure creature.

“Yes.” There was no anger in Caynin’s voice. “That was Ruler Tarragon.”

“Tarragon.” No wonder he looked wrong on the unicorn – he was never supposed to rule the kingdom, Calico was. He was a big, bear-like male, and the unicorn seemed too gentle to be his steed. How had he ended up in her hallucination when she did not know him and had never seen him before? Yet in her hallucination, he had appeared identical to how he did in real life. “Damn.”

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Caynin said. “None of this is your fault.”

But she was embarrassed. She had been running around the castle half naked, screaming and crying over things that weren’t there. Surely everyone thought her a fool.

May this flower bring joy and laughter to the kingdom.

“Do you have any idea who gave you the flower?” he wondered.

Zoey had seen the Black Illusion flower in Kismet’s windowsill along with the Fluver-luzile. Kismet disliked her – enough to try to feed her to the leopards. She was constantly watching Zoey, even when Zoey was sword fighting with Caynin. She was a nasty, jealous female who’d had it in for Zoey since day one. There was no doubt in Zoey’s mind that she had left the flower there.

But Zoey had no proof.

If she told Caynin it was Kismet, and he decided to step in, it would look like she couldn’t fight her own battles. Besides, if Caynin punished Kismet without having proof that she was guilty, it would make him look bad.

“I don’t know who gave me the flower.” She pressed her face into Caynin’s chest so that he could not read her expression and tell that she was lying.

“This should never have happened,” Caynin growled, sounding tired.

He had given his protection to her, yet this has happened. “You feel guilty.”

“I knew the Eternity Kingdoms weren’t safe for humans.”

She hugged him tightly, wishing they’d never separate. “It’s not your fault I got myself cursed. You’ve only ever been good to me.”

Caynin’s arms around her slackened, and he did not reply. They sat in each other’s embrace for a long time.


***


Caynin had walked Zoey, still wrapped in the blanket, to her room. He took the Black Illusion and the note with when he left. Once he was gone, Zoey dropped the blanket to the floor and tried not to think how everyone had stared at her, despite Caynin being at her side. Had Caynin not been there, she might have sunk to the ground, in a tiny heap, and cried again. She drew herself a warm bath and watched her own reflection cautiously before getting in.

She let the warm water calm her mind and soothe her sore body. Her eyes hurt from the crying, and her chest still felt tight, as she thought how Caynin had held her, soothed her. She washed herself and tried to clear her mind.

By the time she got out of the bath, it was late, and she wanted nothing more than to sleep. She wanted to crawl under her blankets and never emerge. But if she did that, Kismet would win. Kismet wanted to humiliate her, and she had. She wanted Zoey to give up, to stay away. Zoey would never give her the satisfaction.

She opened her closet and found a long-sleeved, peach-colored dress. It fit tightly around her waist and flared around her hips. The dress was elegant, like something she would wear if she were going to watch ballet. She put stockings on under the long skirt, boots, and a fluffy white coat.

Zoey left her room with her head held high and walked confidently while hiding every bit of her humiliation. She deliberately chose a route past Kismet’s room – hoping the female would see her. This way, Kismet would think her little trick hadn’t done any long-term damage. Zoey made her way to the hall that led into the dining room, and she did not ask to be invited inside. She strolled in, with her heart hammering, and a fake smile on her face. Caynin was seated at the head of the table, with Rane and Tarragon on either side.

Seeing Tarragon sent chills down her spine. He had not really killed two Fata in her room – it had been a hallucination. He looked surprised to see her, almost as surprised as Rane. Surely after the scene she had made earlier, Rane knew that she feared him. She deliberately went closer and sat down next to him.

“I am sorry I’m late,” she said politely and crossed one leg over the other.

“Do you dine here often, human?” Tarragon did not bother to hide his surprise.

“I do,” she told him as she looked into his dark eyes. “And my name is Zoey.”

Tarragon smiled. Did her bravery impress or anger him? From where he sat, Caynin was grinning, and she knew he was enjoying every second of this. Did he entertain petty games to distract himself from all the stress and responsibilities he had as a prince? From what she could tell, he took good care of his faeries – they were all healthy, happy, and safe.

“What does the queen think of being kept company by a human?” Tarragon asked Caynin.

“She has not joined us for dinner in a long time.” Caynin sipped his wine.

Rane was tense next to Zoey, like a ticking time-bomb. She did not have a plate in front of her which meant they had not expected her to join them for dinner, but Caynin was not telling her to leave either.

Tarragon gazed at Zoey. “I have not dined with a human, well, ever.”

“That’s a shame. I’m much better company than these two,” she said sweetly.

Rane snorted, and Caynin tipped his wine glass toward her.

“You don’t even have a plate.” Tarragon clearly knew she was not meant to be there.

Caynin was about to say something, but Zoey spoke first, “Great personality.”

“What?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought we were naming things the other doesn’t have.”

Tarragon leaned closer to her, across the table. He had one arm on either side of his plate as he said, “Go dine with the street rats, where you belong.”

“Dining with one street-rat is more than enough,” she hissed back.

Rane choked on his wine. Maybe he was right after all – she was arrogant. She was using this arrogance to mask her fear, insulting Tarragon to show him she would not back away or cower. Caynin’s grin had vanished, and he was gaping at her. It was nice to know she could still surprise him, although she doubted she’d ever be as unpredictable as he was.

Then Tarragon laughed and sat back in his chair. “I have never seen a human resist compulsion like that before.” Only then did she realize he had been compelling her to ‘dine with the street rats’. “You must be the girl everyone is talking about. The one who volunteered for the Three Trials.”

“The one and only.” Had the ice had been broken?

Rane was as quiet as the grave, and Caynin looked like he was watching a comedy. He leaned back, relaxed in his chair, and did not intervene in their conversation.

“Bella!” Tarragon called as he kept his eyes on Zoey.

Bella appeared in the doorway, moments later, and Zoey had to fight to keep her face placid. Bella had crazy red hair that hung around her face. She had too many freckles to count, and she wore a servant’s uniform like Fleur’s.

Bella was the weirdly dressed woman who had appeared in the hospital to tell Zoey about the Fluver-luzile.


 

Chapter 25


Zoey tried to put the pieces together. Bella was clearly a servant Fata of the EverBlossom Kingdom. When she traveled to the human world, she must have randomly chosen clothes, to try to blend in. Obviously, she did not understand mortal fashion or trends and ended up looking ridiculous and not blending in at all. She must have used glamour to hide her cat-like eyes, predatory canines, and pointy ears. But why would she do that? Why would she show up, out of nowhere, to help Zoey save her sister?

“Do I know you?” Zoey blurted.

“I’m afraid not, m’lady.”

“Do get Zoey a plate,” Tarragon said, and Bella obeyed.

Zoey diverted her eyes when Bella returned with her plate, knife, and fork. She placed it on the table then left, and Zoey resisted the urge to follow her.

“Bella used to work for the royal family,” Tarragon said. “Before the Prenumbras murdered them.”

He was a direct, insensitive man. He was rational, not emotional. His arms were covered in scars, and he had rough hands. A war lord, Caynin had called him. He certainly looked the part.

Although Zoey was curious about Bella, she redirected the conversation. She did not want to get the servant Fata into any trouble. From the way Tarragon spoke to her it was clear that he did not have much respect for her.

“Tell me about your scars.” This had been the right thing to ask.

Tarragon’s eyes lit up at the opportunity to talk about all his battles. “Most of these I got in Erken. I fought a lot of monsters and dueled with plenty of creatures.”

Caynin had told her that Tarragon had dueled with an elf-prince and won. Tarragon told war story after war story, and after a while, Rane and Caynin joined in the conversation. At first, they were so quiet Zoey almost forgot they were there.

“Now, I mainly hunt other magical creatures that came through the door from Erken to Earth,” Tarragon said.

“Other creatures?” Zoey shuddered.

“Of course. Did you think we were the only monsters who came here?” Tarragon laughed and sipped his wine.

Zoey had seen some magical creatures, such as the winged leopards, kitsune, griffins, and sphinxes. She could only imagine what else existed.

Zoey filled her plate with food and began to eat. Occasionally, she felt Caynin’s eyes on her, but she did not look at him unless he was speaking. She kept her attention on Tarragon, as if he was the most important person in the room. She wanted to learn as much as possible about him so that she could figure out why she had seen him in her hallucinations.

As he told more war stories, he inspired Rane to share a few of his own. Rane spoke about how proud he was to be a Waerie and how he had protected Caynin back on Erken.

“Oh, how I miss being a Waerie,” Tarragon said, unexpectedly sad, and Zoey wondered if the wine had gone to his head.

“You were a Waerie?” Zoey asked.

“Oh yes,” he told her. “I was Prince Calico’s Waerie.”

Did Tarragon feel like a failure? His prince was dead – murdered by the Prenumbras. But then again Tarragon was the one sitting on the throne now.

“Of course, not being a Waerie anymore has its advantages,” he continued, the sadness suddenly gone. “Like females.”

“Females?” Zoey asked.

“As a Waerie, your job is to protect your prince, no matter what. He has to be your number-one priority. All of your focus should be on him. Females are simply distractions.”

“What were to happen if a Waerie were to date a female?” Zoey wondered. Maybe she imagined it, but Rane stiffened beside her.

“The female will be killed, and the Waerie will be exiled,” Tarragon told her.

“Let’s not talk about such dire things,” Rane said.

“Oh, come on!” Tarragon said. “Death does not bother you!”

It was rather odd that Rane did not want to talk about this, right after they had discussed war.

Caynin, obviously sensing his friend’s discomfort, said, “Prince Dagan Greenfield, of the Evergreen Kingdom will also be arriving soon.”

Tarragon’s good mood immediately disappeared in a way that suggested more war stories couldn’t even cheer him up. They finished the rest of their meal without speaking much.

“Thank you for the meal, Prince Quicksilver,” Tarragon said to Caynin. He got up and looked at Rane, “Thank you for the entertaining stories.”

“Thank you,” Rane responded.

Tarragon came around the table and took Zoey’s delicate hand into his murderous ones. “Goodnight, sweet Zoey.” He gave her a kiss.

Was Zoey imagining it or did Caynin’s chair just move a bit? Caynin made no motion to draw closer or to shove Tarragon away. Tarragon left the dining hall for his chambers – he had traveled long and far and was surely tired. Once Rane was alone with Zoey and Caynin, he did not hesitate to get up and leave as well.

“Goodnight, my prince,” he said as he left.

“Dream of me,” Zoey called after him.

“You never cease to surprise me,” Caynin told her when everyone was gone.

Zoey had trembled when she was newly arrived in the castle, and now she was cheeky and confident. But Caynin could still hear her heart beating wildly around other Fata, betraying that she was still scared of them. But she was not scared of him, not anymore.

“Is that a good thing?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said matter-of-factly. He sipped his wine and his gaze raced over her, making her blush.

“It’s rude to stare,” she told him. Had it become hotter in here?

“I’m just admiring you,” he told her.

Was he lying? Zoey had never thought about herself as ugly. She was pretty – in a mundane way – but her prettiness was nothing compared to the gorgeous Fata.

Caynin had a wine glass right in front of him. Instead of reaching for her own, Zoey leaned over the table, exposing her cleavage, and reached for his glass. Caynin’s eyes were not on his glass, but he pulled it out of her reach anyway.

“That’s not for you.”

Zoey felt warm and happy and pressed her legs together as she thought about Caynin’s kisses. She lifted herself out of her seat and leaned forward, her hand at the base of the glass.

“Share with me,” she told him.

“I don’t share,” he responded, and she suspected he was not only referring to the wine.

He drank the last sip before getting to his feet. “I’ll walk you to your room.” What hidden intentions did he have?

Zoey got up and turned around so that Caynin could watch her walk to the door. Once she was there, she forgot about her flirting and looked around for Bella. She wanted a chance to talk to her.

“What is it?” Caynin asked, taking her arm.

“Nothing,” she said quickly and let him escort her down the hallway.

It had been an interesting evening, and Zoey was proud that she kept her head held high. She mulled over the conversations they had at dinner.

“Caynin, does Tarragon not like Prince Dagan?”

“What makes you say that?” Caynin led her into the gardens.

“He was tense when you mentioned the prince is coming sooner.”

“You’re observant. Prince Dagan and Prince Calico have always struggled to get along, and it was causing a lot of tension between the kingdoms. To bring the Everblossom and Evergreen kingdoms closer, Princess Celine was promised to Dagan.”

Zoey did not like that a baby was promised to be wed to a Fata once she came of age. She understood it was to keep the peace, but it was still unfair toward Celine. What if she never fell in love with Prince Dagan?

“Tarragon’s job as a Waerie was to protect the royal family, mainly to protect Calico. He failed, although I don’t blame him. I don’t even know how to kill a Prenumbra. None of us do. That’s why we fled Erken instead of staying to fight. Anyway, the Prenumbras killed Calico and Harmonia, and stole Celine back to Erken. Dagan blames it on Tarragon.”

“Surely Tarragon did everything in his power to help?”

“I’m sure he did,” Caynin said, “and I’m sure he hates himself for failing. The queen and the three remaining princes had a vote, and we decided to put him on the throne. The only one who voted against this was Prince Dagan.”

“What do you believe?”

“I believe Dagan is selfish, power hungry, and wants the throne for himself. I think it’s good that Tarragon is ruling the kingdom – he is tactical and intelligent. Unfortunately, there is still a lot of tension between the two kingdoms.”

War might be a possibility. Surely Tarragon, with his martial skills, would win. She hoped it never came to that. Something about Tarragon unnerved her, but she could not figure out what it was.

“Have I ever told you about the five Eternity crowns?” Caynin wondered.

“No,” she said.

“We forged the crowns once we moved here from Erken. There is one for each prince and then one for the queen. These crowns have been enchanted so that they can only be touched by those who have royal blood. Each of us will be wearing our crowns at the Red Festival.”

“What happens when someone that does not have royal blood touches an Eternity Crown?” she asked.

“It will burn them – like iron.”

“So, does Tarragon wear a crown?”

“No, he can’t, as he does not have royal blood. But he brings Calico’s crown with him to the festival, to honor his deceased prince. He also brings the Egress Key to remind us where we come from.”

As they meandered through the gardens, Zoey held Caynin’s arm tightly. It felt good to have him so close. She almost forgot about all the Fata staring at her.

As she looked around, something caught her attention. She stopped and watched four people being escorted from the kitchen. They walked together, but something was not right. From a distance, she could not tell what it was. They were escorted by one Fata, and they weren’t talking. They were… zombie-like.

“Are those humans?”

“Yes,” Caynin said, tightly.

“I didn’t know there were other humans in the Everwhite Kingdom.”

“We have a few,” Caynin said. “Not as many as in the Everblossom Kingdom.”

“What do they do here?” Zoey was all too aware of how tense Caynin had become.

“Clean, work, help us,” he mumbled.

She turned her eyes to him and thought about the story Bree had told her about her husband, that he was a slave. Zoey could not help but wonder if that was what these humans were. She let go of Caynin’s arm, and despite Caynin’s objections, she marched toward the humans.

“Hi!” she said to them, but she was ignored. “Excuse me.”

She touched one man’s arm and pulled him so that he would face her. But his eyes were doll-like, unregistering. All these people were in a trance-like state. Zoey moved around and between them, trying to get a reaction. Caynin was slowly approaching her. The Fata escorting the humans would have chased Zoey away if it hadn’t been for him.

“What’s wrong with you?” Zoey asked even as realization dawned. “They’ve been compelled!”

Caynin stopped once he reached them. The four humans stood still, unblinking, unwavering. Zoey turned to him. “Caynin! These humans have been compelled.”

He was not in the slightest surprised.

“You knew about this?”

“Of course, I knew about this,” he snapped. He drew a deep breath, as if he was debating with himself whether he should tell her more. “Twixies often lure people into these woods. They drink our wine or eat our food and are forced to stay. We feed them, in exchange for their services.”

“They are slaves!”

“They don’t even know what’s happening,” Caynin told her. “They’ve been compelled to do what we say.”

“That’s so cruel.” The way she looked at Caynin made him take a step back. Caynin might be one of the Fata, but she had never thought of him as cruel. “What do they do around the castle?”

“Whatever we want them to do – clean, cook, garden…”

“But you have servants for that!”

“There aren’t many Fata servants,” he mumbled.

“If these humans have been here all along, how come I only see them now?” Zoey asked.

Caynin clenched his jaw, and she realized he was not going to answer.

Then she answered her own question, “You compelled them to stay away from me.”

“Yes,” he confessed. “I didn’t want to upset you. I knew it was a big adjustment to move to the castle, and I was trying to make it easier for you.”

“Liar!” she spat. “You were scared of how I would react!”

Caynin’s face was expressionless. He had hidden things from her. He was no better than Eric! And she was beginning to trust him, to think highly of him.

“And they are hurt!” She grabbed the nearest woman’s arm and shoved up her coat sleeve. “Look at the cut marks on their wrists! Who did that?”

He replied, “They were compelled not to feel any pain.”

“And do you think that makes it better?”

Zoey stepped away from the humans, and Caynin motioned for the impatient Fata male to take them away. Like sheep, the humans followed him, and Zoey could do nothing but stare after them. She was powerless. Weak. Human.

All this time, she had thought if she passed the three trials, she would finally have earned some respect. And maybe she would. But how was she going to live in a kingdom where humans were treated like this?

She looked at Caynin, disgusted. He had offered her a place in his castle and had taken exceptionally good care of her. She thought so highly of him.

You’re too good to be true.

Now her beliefs had been shattered, and she was trying not to cry. Would he also have turned her into a slave if she could not resist compulsion? The thought made her shudder. She had come to believe that she was special to him.

I’m not good at all. His words replayed in her mind.

As Zoey stood in front of him, in the moonlight, she asked softly, “How can you do this?”

“You always knew what I am.” His blue eyes were icy.

She looked to the ground and nodded before she returned to her room. Alone. 


Chapter 26


That night, Zoey could not sleep because she kept thinking about the world in which she now lived, where humans were considered nothing. Their thoughts and feelings did not matter and were erased as easily as writing on a chalkboard. It was as if they were puppets, and the Fata were pulling their strings. She could not understand how the Fata didn’t feel guilty for abusing these humans and keeping them here. Surely, these were all people who had families who missed them, like Bree, and how she longed for her long-lost husband to come home.

Zoey doubted the Fata put in the effort to go to the families and compel them to forget their loved ones. Caynin had only done that for Zoey because she was worried about her family and because of their connection, friendship. Although she did not like compulsion, she was grateful her family did not miss her or worry about her.

But she missed them. She missed the smell of waffles in their kitchen, although the food here was much better. She missed sleeping next to her sister. She missed laughing with her dad and having long talks with her mom. She would never have any of those things again.

And she had only herself to blame. She should not have returned to the forest. She should never have touched that stupid tree. Her life would have been so different if she had listened to Caynin and stayed away.

Zoey could not help but hope for a way around the curse. Eric had promised he would investigate, and she looked forward to meeting with him again. She dreaded that he would tell her he could not help, that the curse was unbreakable. If so, she would cut ties with him. He couldn’t keep returning to the forest; it was too dangerous. Yes, he was a Slaerie, and could fight, but she would never be able to forgive herself if something bad happened to him.

Then there were the hallucinations she had seen thanks to the Black Illusion – how much it had hurt when Eric had told her that he did not love her. He had said the exact opposite in reality – he had told her he loved her. And she loved him…like a brother. She loved him like a brother.

She hadn’t realized that until she had met Caynin. Eric didn’t intrigue her the way Caynin did. She didn’t stare at him, mesmerized, like she stared at Caynin. She didn’t crave Eric the way she did Caynin. Her fantasies about Eric had involved kissing and cuddling, they were innocent, and couldn’t be compared to the hot, breathless fantasies she had about Caynin.

Maybe Zoey was a fool after all, to want something so dangerous. But it was thrilling to want someone so deadly, so different, and know that he wanted her, too. So many gorgeous Fata females inhabited the castle, and yet Caynin liked her.

Despite the obvious lust, Zoey also liked him. His moods made him unpredictable which kept things exciting. But he also seemed to really care about her and try to make her life here more comfortable. So, how could he, such a good prince, enslave humans?

Zoey finally fell asleep, but she did not sleep peacefully. She woke several times from dreams in which Tarragon tried to kill her. Zoey got up early and went to the arena to practice sword fighting; after a while, Caynin joined her, and they did not discuss the previous night.

Every morning, before breakfast, she and Caynin would train. She was getting stronger and more agile, but she was still no match for the prince. She never would be.

The queen kept to herself, and Zoey hardly ever saw her. Tarragon occasionally enjoyed dinner with them and told one war story after the other. Zoey pretended to listen, but most of the time, she got lost inside her own head. She was never fully comfortable around Tarragon; being in his presence made her nervous. He would not harm her while she was under Caynin’s protection, but still.

As the days went by, Zoey searched for Bella to no avail and could only conclude that Bella did not want to be found. Maybe Tarragon would punish her if he knew she traveled to the human lands.

One of the many reasons why she disliked Tarragon was the way he disrespected his servants. He yelled at them, cursed at them, and Zoey even saw him hitting one once. She felt as if this ticking time bomb was going to explode any day and kill as many living things as he possibly could.

Tarragon had plenty of human slaves – all of them compelled to do his bidding. After Zoey figured out that Caynin also had slaves, he did not bother hiding them from her anymore. Zombie-like humans scrubbed the halls, polished armor, and cooked. Did these people ever sleep or get tired? She tried talking to them several times, but they never responded or listened to her. It was as if they did not know she was there.

Luckily, Caynin never sent them to clean her room. Fleur came every day, and Zoey appreciated it. To avoid arguments, she still left her room when Fleur was there.

“This is so horrible,” Zoey mumbled one day when a human was scrubbing the floor by her room. The human’s coat was dirty, and her hands were red and dry. Her eyes were bloodshot, her lips cracked. Yet, she cleaned the place as if she had too much energy. She must have had no idea that she was exhausted. Under the compulsion, she would work and work until she dropped dead.

Fleur was inside her room and must have heard her speak. “Do you still want to be a part of this world?”

Zoey left without answering the question. The Everwhite Kingdom was beautiful, magical, and mysterious. It had so many wonderful things, and its beauty was otherworldly, but only the strong survived here. A good future for humans did not exist.

Zoey could not help but feel guilty about her love for the kingdom. She should hate it, and she should hate what the Fata did to humans. She should despise these creatures, but she did not. And above all, she tried her best to hate Caynin. He had hidden the slaves from her. He was dishonest and dangerous. So why did she laugh at his jokes? Why did she always sit next to him at the table? Why did she feel so safe in his presence?

Zoey tried her best not to think about Caynin, his soft pink lips that hadn’t brushed against hers since the night of the feast. She tried not to think about his crystal blue eyes that could almost see through her. She tried not to think about his hands, and how alive she felt when they had been on her.

It was when Zoey was alone in her bed, with nothing to do, that her thoughts drifted to Caynin. It was on one of these nights that a brutal scream interrupted her daydreaming. Zoey had lived here for a little over a month now, and she had never heard anyone scream before. The kingdom was safe, mostly.

Zoey did not bother putting on proper clothes; she rushed out of her room in her nightgown. Zoey didn’t think of herself as a hero, but she rushed in the direction of the scream anyway.

Zoey slowed her pace when she realized the scream had come from the room next to Kismet’s. The door was already open, so she entered, slowly and carefully, as if she was expecting someone to attack her. No one did. She stopped when she saw Delia on the ground, lying on her back with her eyes sunk into her skull and her hair gray. Whatever magic had kept her young was gone. Her skin was dull, cracked, and wrinkly like cement. Zoey shuddered. Delia was dead.

It was Kismet who had screamed. She was on her knees, sitting next to her friend. She must have thought that Delia would be by her side forever. No one would have been able to guess that Delia would be murdered in her own room, in the Everwhite Castle. Who could have done this?

Zoey spun around when she heard someone behind her. She was expecting to find a bloodthirsty Fata, but instead she looked into familiar blue eyes. Caynin must have heard the screams and come to help. Behind him was Rane, his face grim.

She moved out of the way so that they could see Delia’s body. Caynin knelt next to her, emotionless. Delia’s corpse looked like Nyla’s had, and Zoey assumed the other had been the same. That suggested the Fata who had killed Nyla was the same one who had killed Delia.

“Rane, get her out of here,” Caynin said without looking away from Delia.

Zoey expected Rane to take her arm and escort her out, but instead he went for Kismet, who hesitantly followed him outside. Zoey despised Kismet, and she would never forgive her for leaving the Black Illusion in her room and making her look like a fool. Still, Zoey took no pleasure from seeing Kismet suffer such a loss. When Kismet and Rane were out of the room, Zoey put a gentle hand on Caynin’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

He stood there, tense, with eyes that seemed to have aged twenty years, and she was glad he did not push her away. She knew how much this bothered him. Did he feel powerless? This was the third body they had found, and he was no closer to catching the killer.

Caynin looked toward the door and withdrew from her touch, and Zoey knew he had heard something that she could not. Moments later, Tarragon appeared. Wordlessly, he entered the room, his sword at his side. He looked at Delia but didn’t seem horrified – a reminder that he had seen much death in his life.

“Do you know what did this?” he asked Caynin.

Caynin shook his head. “The other bodies looked the same – as if the life was sucked out of them.”

“That’s because it was,” Tarragon said.

Zoey gaped at him. “Are you saying you know who did this?”

Tarragon ignored her and looked at Caynin. “This was done by a Prenumbra.”

For a moment, Zoey wondered if she had heard him right. Surely, he was mistaken. There were no Prenumbras on Earth, only on Erken. Tarragon had seen to that when he closed the door seventeen years ago.

“I’ve seen Fata who were killed by Prenumbras,” Caynin reminded him. “Their bodies looked much worse.”

“That is because those Prenumbras took all of their energy,” Tarragon explained. “In this case, the Prenumbra only took most of it. He left enough magic in her so that her corpse would look relatively normal.”

“Why would he do that?” Caynin asked.

“To cover his tracks,” Zoey realized. “This way, he was hoping that you wouldn’t suspect him of murder. You would think the murder is a Slaerie or fellow Fata.”

Tarragon gaped at her in astonishment. She was all too aware that he looked down on her and considered her less intelligent.

“But this does not make sense,” Caynin said. “We shut the door. For seventeen years there haven’t been any Prenumbras.”

Tarragon studied the body. “We should dispose of her before anyone else sees.”

Zoey hated the way he spoke. ‘Dispose of’ – it sounded so crude. Delia’s body should be buried and treated with respect. Tarragon did not respect the living. She doubted he respected the dead.

“We will not tell anyone about the Prenumbras,” Caynin said. “There is no need to make everyone panic.”

But there was reason to panic. If the Prenumbras had found another portal, that meant more would be coming soon. The Egress Key was broken, so they had no way of closing the portal. They also didn’t have a way to fight or kill the Prenumbras – which was why they had fled to Earth instead of fighting on Erken.

“You should leave,” Caynin told her. “You don’t want to watch us remove the body.”

She nodded. Seeing a Fata dead still turned her stomach, and Caynin did not need to ask her twice. She left without a backward glance, but instead of returning to her room, she went to Caynin’s. She would wait for him there. He did not show it, but he would need some comfort.

As she walked, she passed the queen’s room and wondered what the queen would do about the Prenumbras. What could she do?

Zoey reached Caynin’s room’s door, and from here she had a view of Rane’s. She watched as the door opened and Kismet emerged, her face grim. Before she could leave, a hand closed around her arm and gently pulled her back.

Quietly, Zoey went closer. Surely, Rane had brought her to his room for comfort, and there was nothing wrong with that. After all, her best friend had just died. But as Zoey looked from Rane to Kismet, she decided his expression was not that of a worried friend. He took a step backward, and she followed him into the room, where they thought no one would see them.

Zoey watched as Rane and Kismet started kissing each other passionately.


 

Chapter 27


Zoey could not help but gape. She should leave; she was invading their privacy. But she could not tear her eyes away from this scandal unfolding before her.

Rane cupped Kismet’s cheeks with both hands and pulled her into him. Her hands were tangled in his shirt, and a soft moan escaped her lips. Rane opened his eyes and reached for the door, with the intention of closing it, but he saw Zoey. The color drained from his face, replaced by a look of horror Zoey had never seen before.

“What is it?” Kismet asked and then turned around. Once she saw Zoey, she clasped her hands over her mouth and jumped away from Rane. Zoey turned around and left quickly. All this time, Zoey had thought Kismet had a crush on Caynin. When Zoey and Caynin had been practicing sword fighting, Kismet had stared at them, and Zoey had thought she was jealous. But she had been watching Rane, who had shown up to talk to Caynin. At the feast, Zoey had caught Kismet staring at the elevated table. She had thought Kismet was staring at Caynin, while she had been staring at Rane, who had been seated next to Caynin. Also, Rane had left the feast early. Now that Zoey thought about it, she hadn’t seen Kismet after she tried to give Zoey the cupcake. Maybe they had left the feast together? They were having a secret affair.

Fata were territorial and valued their partners’ feelings. Rane hated Zoey and would love it if something bad happened to her. That was why Kismet had thrown her to the leopards and left the Black Illusion in her room. She had done it to please Rane.

Had the two of them laughed together after she had run through the castle, half naked? Had her humiliation brought them joy and laughter? At first, she had been furious with Kismet, and she had been powerless. She did not have any proof that Kismet had left the flower in her room, and she had nothing to hold over Kismet’s head. But now she did.

Oh, it truly was scandalous! Rane was a Waerie – it was his duty to protect Caynin. It was forbidden for him to have a female. He had not danced with anyone at the feast, and she had thought it because he was too focused on Caynin, when it was because he was loyal to Kismet and dancing with another would make her jealous.

“Zoey! Zoey! Wait!” Rane called.

She did not look at him and continued walking. Almost instantly, he was in front of her, leaving Kismet alone in his room.

“Zoey, listen…”

She could not stop herself from grinning. All this time he had treated her so poorly, and now she had all this power over him. How the tables had turned.

His eyes were worried as he grasped her shoulders. For a moment, she thought he would shake her, but he couldn’t hurt her. Caynin would be upset if he did.

“Don’t touch me.” Her command was powerful, unwavering.

Hesitantly, he removed his hands from her shoulders. She enjoyed telling him what to do and that he obeyed. Rane had the same desperate expression he had the day when Caynin’s leg had been stuck in the bear trap.

“You can’t tell him,” Rane said, desperately. “You’re not a killer.”

At dinner, Tarragon had explained that if a Waerie were to mate with a female, she would be executed, and he would be exiled.

“I am not going to kill her,” Zoey said.

“But if you tell Caynin, he will have her killed, and her blood will be on your hands.”

The way he was twisting the situation angered her. She had not done anything wrong, nor was she responsible for Kismet’s actions. “If you two weren’t sneaking around, she’d never be in danger. Don’t try and blame your shitty choices on me.”

Rane said, “I’ll stop being mean to you.”

“It’s a bit late for that, don’t you think?”

“What do you want then?”

This was her chance to ask for anything she wanted. She could ask Rane for protection – she could never have too much of that. She could ask him to help her find a way out of the curse. She could tell him she would ask something of him in the future. She could blackmail him. But Zoey could still feel his boot on her face. She could still feel that fear and embarrassment.

“I don’t want anything from you,” she said.

“Then I’ll have to kill you,” Rane said.

Unexpectedly, he slammed her against the wall. He had one hand on her jaw, and he could snap her neck like a twig.

“Caynin will know!” Zoey said, instead of screaming. She doubted anyone would come to her aid. Rane held her but was hesitating in killing her. How would he cover up her death? Was he willing to lie to Caynin?

His hesitation gave Zoey the time she needed to stick her hand into her pocket and pull out the iron knife. She slammed it into Rane’s shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain. He released her, stepped back, and clasped both hands over his sizzling shoulder while he cursed.

Two Fata appeared around the corner, wide eyed and curious. Zoey pulled the knife free, bolted past them, and dashed into the gardens. Rane did not follow. There was no way he would kill her out in the open.

Zoey stopped and tried to catch her breath. She touched her jaw, where Rane’s hand had been, and shuddered. She still clutched the knife in her other hand and put it back into her pocket.

She wanted nothing more than to tell Caynin about Rane’s secret. If Rane was exiled, it would surely make her life easier. Also, if Kismet died, she was not going to miss her.

Zoey headed toward her own room, and when she pushed open the door, she was surprised to find Caynin sitting on her bed. Her first instinct was to tell him what had happened, but she stopped herself when she saw how sad he looked. She closed the door behind her and sat down next to him on the bed.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

He reached for her hand and took it in his. He must have much on his mind – there was a Prenumbra on the loose, killing his Fata. She had been so self-absorbed, thinking about petty things such as Rane and Kismet, when he was dealing with an actual crisis.

“There’s not much to say,” Caynin said. If he had not come here to vent, was he here for comfort? He sniffed the air. “Is that blood I smell?”

There was no point in hiding it. She took the iron knife from her pocket. It was covered in Rane’s blood. Caynin looked at it but did not jump away like he had the first time. Had he predicted that she’d eventually stab someone?

“Yes.” She drew a deep breath. If she wasn’t going to tell him, Rane surely would. “I stabbed Rane.”

Caynin gaped at her. “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” she said placidly.

He was astonished. She expected him to be furious and to punish or threaten her. To her amazement, he started laughing.

“You never cease to surprise me.”

“Likewise,” she said as she watched him laughing. “Aren’t you angry?”

Caynin shook his head. “He had it coming.”

Zoey was not angry anymore, and she was thinking clearly. Rane had been scared when he spoke to her. He had manipulated, pleaded, and bargained to make her keep his secret. His last resort had been violence, and yet she had still escaped. He must be so embarrassed.

There were more important things to do than to ruin someone’s love affair. Maybe she should have made a deal with Rane, now that she had decided not to rat him out, and make Caynin punish him. Rane being bested by a human was punishment enough.


***


Caynin stayed in her room for a long while to take his mind off his worries. Zoey helped him do just that by telling him about her childhood. She told him stories about her and Violet building castles out of pillows and blankets while pretending to be princesses. She told him about her friendship with Eric and how they used to stay up to watch scary movies together.

“You must miss them a lot,” Caynin observed.

She nodded, suddenly looking away from him. She had told him these personal things with the intention of lifting the mood. Yet, she was now overwhelmed by sadness.

“I do,” she said. “I’m sorry I was so angry at you for compelling them.”

“No one likes to be controlled,” Caynin said. “I understand why you were angry.”

“You were only trying to help,” she said.

A moment of silence stretched between them before Caynin said, “You’ve not told me much about your parents.”

Caynin had shown her his stress, his fear, his vulnerability. He had placed his trust in her, and she had decided to do the same thing. So, she told him about her father and mother, that her mother liked painting and gardening and did not have anything in common with Zoey. Zoey looked nothing like her dad, with his pale skin and green eyes. She told him about her family vacations and how her parents always made her feel loved and wanted.

Now Caynin was sad.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I told you, you could never go back.”

Yes, she could never return to the human lands. She could never again hug her mother or kiss her father goodnight. She would never again drive a car or watch a movie.

“It’s okay,” she said. This conversation had become so personal, and Zoey surprised herself by how much she trusted Caynin. She had told him so much and did not see the point in stopping now. “I’m adopted.”

“Excuse me?” Caynin said, surprised.

She bit her lip. “My parents can’t have kids. They adopted me when I was a baby, and later, they adopted my sister. My parents told me I was adopted last year, and we decided to tell Violet when she was older. I’ve never looked into my real parents. I have no idea who they are.”

When her parents had told her the truth, it had come as a big shock. But, after a while, she had calmed down and realized she didn’t feel abandoned, lost, or lonely. She had two loving parents who had cared for her, her whole life. They would always be her parents. It did not matter to her that they weren’t blood related.

“What about your parents?” she asked Caynin.

“They died on Erken,” he said.

Zoey imagined Caynin’s  parents to have been extremely wealthy and have high expectations of him. They must have taught him how to be a prince, how he was expected to walk, talk, and act. When she considered him, she could only conclude that, if they were still alive, they’d be extremely proud of him.

Caynin rose, and she realized the conversation was done and it was time for dinner. Caynin helped her off the bed and together they went to the dining room where Tarragon was already waiting for them. He greeted them warmly, and Zoey thought she could be roasted by the heat that his greeting generated. She would never be comfortable with the male and had a feeling he was only tolerating her because he was a guest in Caynin’s castle.

Caynin sat at the head of the table, and Zoey sat down next to him. As always, the table was set with beautiful silverware, and the food was ready and mouthwatering. Caynin and Tarragon started talking about the preparations for the Red Festival that would soon take place.

“It’s not the only big thing that will happen soon,” Caynin told her.

Her heart did a little dance. “Are you saying I will have my second trial any day now?”

“I’m saying it might come unexpectedly,” he warned.

She was unsure what he meant by that. She couldn’t help but be scared because she did not know what the trial would entail. Would it be as easy as last time? She wanted to ask Caynin more, but he was not allowed to tell her anything.

It took Zoey a moment to realize someone was missing. Where was Rane? Since Tarragon’s arrival, he had started joining them for dinner again. Had he and Kismet run away as a romantic gesture? She brushed aside the thought. Rane was too realistic for that.

Zoey was halfway through her meal when Rane entered the dining room. He wore a new shirt, and she assumed he had disposed of the blood-stained shirt. She could not see his wound. Had it already healed? As he approached the table, he glanced warily from Zoey to Caynin. Did anyone else notice how stiffly he walked?

“Rane!” Caynin said enthusiastically. “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to join.”

“I thought so, too.” Rane took a seat next to Tarragon.

Rane’s nerves must be eating him up. Zoey smiled as she pictured him afraid, like she had been, wondering if she was going to tell Caynin about his lover. Was he relieved or waiting in anticipation?

Rane was tense at first, but he relaxed after a while. They all made small talk, and for once Rane listened when she spoke. If he was not interested in what she was saying, he was doing an excellent job at pretending to be.

When they were done eating, Zoey left the table first. As she was the only human, she was the only one who was tired. After excusing herself, she headed down the long hallway. She stepped into the gardens when she heard Rane call her name. She stopped and waited for him to join her.

He stopped in front of her and looked her in the eye. “Thank you.”

His sincerity was genuine, the intensity in his gaze obvious. He meant those words with all his heart. She smiled back and watched him return to the dining hall.

He must have accepted that she was not going to tell Caynin. Rane was one of the more powerful Fata in the kingdom; it couldn’t hurt to have him on her side. They were still far from being friends, but at least he did not hate her anymore.


 

Chapter 28


The next morning, Zoey woke feeling energized. She didn’t have any friends, but she had one fewer enemy, and that was something to be happy about. She dressed in tight black, faux-leather pants, an orange shirt that had a band around her neck and showed some cleavage, black boots, and wore her hair loose. She looked and felt stylish as she observed herself in the mirror.

Before she left her room, she put on a scarf, hat, and gloves. Once outside, she noticed that most Fata had gathered at the outskirts of the garden by the iced archway. If the castle had a wall around it, that was where the gate would be. Who were they were waiting for? Several faeries were approaching in the distance.

In the lead was a piatek, a wingless griffin. He had a lion’s body, golden eyes, and an eagle’s head. His paws were bigger than Zoey’s face and appeared out of proportion with his body. On his back was a faerie male who could only be Prince Dagan Greenfield.

The piatek stopped in the archway, and Dagan slid off his back to greet Caynin and Rane. Tarragon bobbed his head politely in greeting.

Zoey observed the Evergreen prince from a distance. Like most Fata, he was tall and lean. He had wavy black hair with a dark green sheen. She had never seen hair like that before and figured it would make even the most prestigious hairdressers jealous. He had thin lips, cheekbones sharp enough to cut fingers, and emerald-green eyes.

He was undeniably gorgeous.

As the Fata and their piateks from the Evergreen Kingdom were invited into the castle, Zoey felt awkward and out of place. The queen, Tarragon, Rane, and Caynin stood together, talking with another Fata male. He had arrived with Prince Dagan, but Zoey did not know who he was.

“That’s Flint Infante – Prince Dagan’s Waerie,” Kismet said from behind Zoey.

Zoey had not realized she was there and turned slightly so she could keep the female in view. Without Delia at her side, Kismet looked out of place, too. There was something different about the way she looked at Zoey, something softer, kinder.

The royals and their Waeries started walking, and Zoey didn’t plan on joining them because she didn’t have any place there.

“You are welcome to have breakfast with me,” Kismet said.

“What?” Zoey gaped.

Before she could give an answer, Caynin parted from the group and strode over to her. “I’m going to have to deprive you of Zoey’s company,” Caynin told Kismet. “She’s going to have breakfast with us.”

“Of course, my prince.” Kismet bowed and walked away.

“Are you sure that is a good idea?” Zoey whispered, although the Fata could certainly hear her.

“It’s a wonderful idea,” Prince Dagan said as he drew closer, his piatek on his heels. He extended his hand, and Zoey hesitantly let him kiss it. “You must be the lovely Zoey.”

Zoey instantly liked him because he treated her like she was a person with feelings and needs. He spoke kindly and looked into her eyes when he talked. Would he have treated her with such respect if she wasn’t here under Caynin’s protection?

“You know who I am?” Zoey slowly pulled away her hand. Most Fata did not know who she was, and she did not matter to them. Yet, the prince of the Evergreen Kingdom looked at her with a smile and cat-like curiosity. He was certainly charming.

“Of course,” he said. “Word about a human who can’t be compelled travels fast.” He looked at Caynin. “I can’t help but wonder if you knew she could resist compulsion when you gave her the first trial.”

Of course, Caynin knew Zoey couldn’t be compelled, and that was why he had chosen the first trial so that she could win.

“Worry about the trial you are choosing instead,” Caynin responded coolly.

“You’re choosing the second trial?” Zoey asked Prince Dagan.

“Yes. Did you really think Caynin could have all the fun?”

It did make sense if more than one Fata were to create a trial. She and Caynin were close, and he could possibly help her cheat by telling her what the next trial was or give her tips on how to pass it.

Knowing Caynin was not going to choose her second trial also made her uneasy. She had got to know him and had a good idea what he was capable of. Dagan was unfamiliar, and she didn’t know what to expect from him.

“Do you kiss the hands of all the humans you intend to kill with these trials or am I the lucky one?” she asked Dagan, trying to get a better feel for him.

He was not her friend, and if she passed his trial, it meant he had failed to prove that humans weren’t good enough to be treated as equals. She was not going to let his charming smile fool her into trusting him.

“I only kiss the hands of the beautiful ones,” he said.

This caught her by surprise, and despite feeling flattered, she told herself he was lying. She lived among the Fata – the most beautiful creatures on the planet. Her beauty was nothing compared to theirs.

Dagan smiled when she did not respond. “You don’t trust easily. Maybe you were meant to live here after all.”

Caynin took her arm, reminding her that he was there, and she looked at him abruptly. Dagan was intoxicating. Speaking to him was like falling into a fairy tale and getting lost in the pages.

She turned her back on Dagan – something she would not have done if Caynin had not been by her side. They headed through the gardens, passed the ice sculptures, and reached the dining room. The chair at the head of the table was vacant, to its right were Rane and Flint, and to its left were the queen and Tarragon. Caynin subtly squeezed her arm, and she knew he could hear her pulse racing. He sat down at the head of the table, and Dagan sat next to Rane. Zoey could choose if she wanted to sit next to Tarragon or Dagan. It was an easy choice to take the seat next to Dagan.

Caynin was only three seats away, but she felt as if he was miles distant. If Tarragon attacked her, like he had in her dreams, would Caynin be fast enough to stop him from where he sat?

“Did you travel swiftly, Prince Dagan?” the queen asked.

She did not speak often, thus when she did, her words carried more weight. When she spoke, no one dared to interrupt her or speak over her. Zoey listened to her attentively, even if she wasn’t saying anything of interest. She had the most powerful position in the Eternity Kingdoms, and that demanded respect. Zoey swore that one day she would also earn such respect.

“Very swiftly,” Prince Dagan responded. “Using the Globetrot-tree as a means of transportation has proven to be immensely useful.”

“The Globetrot-tree?” Zoey blurted out, causing everyone to look at her. Her palms felt sweaty, and she wished she had been quiet.

Instead of belittling her, like most Fata would, Dagan said. “The Globetrot-tree is made out of different Fata magic. It can be used to draw energy from”—Caynin had told her that, too—“or to teleport us. This comes in useful when we need to travel quickly from kingdom to kingdom.”

“How come the tree isn’t on the castle grounds then?” Zoey wondered. When she had touched the tree, she still had to walk far to get to the castle.

“If the trees were in the castle, and an enemy were to use it, they would appear right here,” he said. “Which gives us a big disadvantage.”

“That way we won’t be prepared, and they’ll be attacking us from the inside,” Caynin elaborated further.

“But what enemies do you have?” Besides the Prenumbras.

She was not surprised when Tarragon answered her. “Sometimes we are each other’s worst enemies.”

His dark eyes darted to Prince Dagan as he spoke, recalling the conflict between them. Was the only reason they weren’t fighting because they were in the queen’s presence? Who would win during one-on-one combat? Tarragon was strong and violent, and Zoey was not sure what characteristics Dagan possessed other than his charm. She wasn’t going to let him fool her into thinking he was harmless.

“I almost forgot,” Flint spoke unexpectedly. “I brought you a present, Rane.”

“Oh yeah?”

Flint had a knife wrapped in soft cloth and tied with strings strapped to his belt. Rane moved his plate so that Flint could place it on the table in front of him, before eagerly untying it. It was a dagger, as long as Zoey’s forearm, with a black hilt decorated with painted-on black flower petals. Rane touched the long, sleek, and deadly blade.

“It’s magnificent!” Rane exclaimed. “Thank you. What did I do to deserve this gift?”

“It’s about time I gave you something to show my appreciation,” Flint said. “It was, after all, you who taught me how to be a good Waerie. You taught me so many fighting skills.”

“Maybe you can teach the mortal a few fighting skills,” Tarragon said. “Caynin has been kicking her ass during training.”

“I’d kick your ass, too. Just say when,” Caynin challenged before Zoey could respond. He had her back, and Zoey felt a familiar warmth in her heart.

“After breakfast,” Tarragon responded.

“That sounds like a brilliant idea,” Dagan said. “Why don’t we all go to the fighting ring together?”

Everyone nodded in agreement, and Zoey hoped she was not expected to fight. She did not stand a chance against any of them. Caynin would not hurt her, but what if one of the others hurt her during a duel and said it was an accident? Her face, or heartbeat, must have betrayed her fear because Caynin gave her a comforting look.

It will be okay, those blue eyes seem to say. I’ll always protect you.

Zoey looked down with a smile because she knew it was true. The queen excused herself, momentarily distracting Zoey from the connection she and Caynin shared. It was not long before they left the table, talking. Zoey wanted to walk next to Caynin, who was speaking to Tarragon, but before she could go to him, she felt a hand on her arm and faced Dagan.

“Are you nervous?”

“No,” she said.

He looked into her eyes and smiled. “You’re lying.”

She pulled her arm free. “No one is going to kill me before my second trial.”

“So confident,” he teased, “but maybe you need something for good luck.”

A human servant in the gardens was holding a wooden chest. She stood there, like a mannequin, until Dagan told her to approach. Zoey tried not to flinch or curse at Dagan for compelling her. She was in the Fata world and had to play by their rules.

Dagan opened the chest to reveal rows and rows of jewels, including necklaces, watches, bracelets, earrings, and rings. She assumed they were worth a lot and kept her fingers away from the chest. It did not take long for Dagan to find what he was looking for – a silver chain with an emerald hanging from it.

“May I?” he asked.

She gave a slight nod, waited for him to move around her, and ignored the uneasy feeling in her heart. He moved her hair out of the way and brushed his fingers against her neck in the process. Dagan tied the chain around her neck then stepped back. She turned around and touched the jewel with one hand, only relaxing her shoulders when she could look at his face.

“Beautiful,” Dagan said, and she was not sure if he was referring to her or the necklace.

She did not understand why he would give her a gift either, but she suspected he had not done so out of the goodness of his heart. She couldn’t trust him to give her something out of the kindness, he wasn’t Caynin. The emerald was cold against her skin, made her feel like a dog wearing a collar, and she resisted the urge to rip it off. She didn’t want to be disrespectful or impolite, especially when Dagan had only been friendly from the start.

“May it bring you luck in your future battles,” he said.

Zoey didn’t believe in luck. One’s choices and actions were the cause of what happened to a person. But maybe something like a spell existed to make a necklace lucky.

“Is it enchanted?”

“Very much so,” he said mischievously.

Zoey wanted to ask more, but Caynin interrupted, his eyes on the necklace. “Are you two coming?”

His eyes lingered on the emerald. Was he jealous? As childish as it was, she liked the idea of him being jealous over her because it told her that he reciprocated her feelings.

“Yes,” Dagan said, and they started walking.

Caynin fell into step besides Zoey, and she sensed his discomfort. He clenched his jaw, making the muscle jump, and his shoulders were tense. Fata were territorial, but still, he was overreacting – which was expected from Caynin. She wanted to reassure him that everything was okay, and he shouldn’t worry because it was not like she was going to fall in love with Dagan. But, Caynin had never been romantic or affectionate toward her in front of the Fata, so she kept her mouth shut.

Rane and Flint walked ahead of the group, while Dagan, Caynin, and Zoey took the rear. Tarragon was in the middle, alone, and Zoey realized he was the odd one out. He was not a Waerie anymore – like Rane and Flint. He was also not a prince – like Caynin and Dagan. Usually, Zoey was the odd one out, but Dagan made her feel like she was part of the group by taking interest in her.

Zoey could feel the tension in the air as they walked. Fata were competitive, and she knew they were going to fight to win. It was not just a battle of swords and skills; it was a battle of masculinity and dominance. It could get ugly. They collected weapons at the armory and headed to the arena. Zoey tried to ignore her stiff fingers. Her nose was runny in the cold, and she sniffed, which made Tarragon glance her way. She felt embarrassed over something so small and normal, because sniffing was gross and none of the Fata ever had to do it since the cold didn’t affect them.

“Who’s first?” Tarragon asked keenly.

“I was hoping Rane could test out his new dagger,” Flint said with enthusiasm.

Dagan stepped forward, and Zoey thought he was going to volunteer to fight. But he said, “Let Zoey fight! Since she has been training.”

Zoey suddenly had the urge to slap Dagan’s pretty face. All this time he had been nice to her, and now he was throwing her to the wolves. She silently hoped Caynin, who was tense next to her, would object, but he didn’t. She swallowed hard and tried to calm the frantic beating of her mortal heart. She had just been challenged to fight a Fata! A Waerie. Of course, she could not win.

“I’d rather not,” Zoey mumbled. The moment she said the words, she realized they were a big mistake because backing down was seen as weakness in faerie eyes.

“I thought so,” Tarragon sounded way too happy, as if he could have predicted this, as if he had told everyone she was a worthless, weak human and had just been proven right.

She would have to change her attitude. “Hand me a dagger, to match Rane’s.”

Caynin handed her a dagger after she removed her gloves. The gloves made her hands slip and would certainly cost her the fight. She was better without them, even if it meant her fingers would feel like icicles.

Zoey tried to keep her face placid and appear strong, fearless. Her life had turned into a masked ball – she would never truly be able to show who she was or what she was feeling. She didn’t look toward Caynin for help because something inside her would fracture if he refused. She didn’t want the trust, the connection they had, to break.


Chapter 29


Rane faced her, and the others stepped away, giving them enough room to move. She hadn’t told anyone Rane’s secret. He owed her… Or he could kill her now, and then she would never be able to tell anyone.

She studied his face, but he looked as if he didn’t have any worries. He obviously did not see her as a threat. She was human; he was Fata. She could barely wield a dagger, while he had been trained to use the weapon since he was a child.

Zoey did not dare glance at Dagan, for getting her into this mess, but knew he was standing under a big tree with the rest of them. If Zoey looked at him, she would be distracted, and give Rane the perfect opportunity to strike. The two of them circled each other, crossing one leg over the other as they did so.

“Come on,” Rane said.

She took the bait and slashed at him, but he caught her wrist and twisted. She cried out and let him force her to her knees, where he kicked her in the chest. She fell backward, humiliated. Rane took a few steps backward so that she could get up again.

Why did they want her to fight? Did they enjoy humiliating her? Did they want to remind her how weak she was? Zoey’s anger flared. If Rane knocked her down seven times, she would get up eight times.

She slashed toward Rane again and missed entirely. He ducked, and she tried to kick him, but that failed, too. He was dancing around her like a ballerina. He was a stupid, pathetic dancer.

Zoey hit him.

Her fist collided with his nose, and moments later, blood spurted from it. Rane stepped backward and touched his face as his blood dripped into his mouth and down his chin. Zoey swallowed hard as she realized he was done holding back. This was it. She was going to lose.

Then Caynin cried out, causing both to look in his direction. He was on his knees, and his head was hanging. They forgot about their duel and rushed over to him. Zoey’s heart rushed and her brows pinched together.

“What’s wrong?” Zoey asked and then she saw the iron cuffs around his wrists. They were burning his flesh, making it sizzle. The handcuffs were connected to chains that were tied to the ground and around the tree. There was no way Caynin could break free. Iron nails had been hammered into his body as if he were a wooden log, and there was so much blood. How had this happened? One moment they had been dueling and the next—

“Caynin!” Zoey cried out and sank to her knees.

“Who did this to you? How?” Rane brought his hand close enough to the iron to feel the heat. He quickly accepted he was powerless and did not touch it. He was relying on Zoey to help, and she didn’t hesitate to dig her nails into Caynin’s flesh and pull out the iron. It was wet and squishy, and every time she did it, Caynin flinched from the pain. How was he not crying?

He was almost too exhausted to speak. He managed the words: “It’s a trap.”

At that moment, an iron net fell out of the tree – onto her and Rane. It had big, heavy iron balls on its edges that kept it anchored to the ground. Rane cried out, and she could smell his flesh burn. Zoey kicked against the trap, but it did not help. She looked toward Caynin, as he was the leader, but his head was hanging as if he had given up. She had never seen him like this before.

Rane was frantic, hissing and kicking and snarling as the iron burnt him. He kicked her, too, accidently, and she cried out in pain.

Three men stood around the trap. Slaerie.

“Look what we caught,” one man said. “One of them and one of us.”

Us. They saw Zoey as one of them because she was human. He brutally slammed the iron spear he held down, right through Rane’s thigh, impaling him. Rane cried out and touched the iron spear, but his hands burned, forcing him to let go.

Zoey didn’t have time to think where they had come from, how they had caught Caynin, or what had happened to the other faeries. The men lifted the net, and one of them grabbed Zoey’s arm and dragged her out from under it. She let him pull her to her feet but did not let go of her dagger.

“It’s okay, miss,” he said. “We have caught the monsters now.”

“No need to worry,” the other added.

“And there is no need for that weapon,” the third said.

The third man was the one who had used his spear against Rane. He stepped forward with his hand outstretched, so that he could take the dagger from Zoey. These men expected her to co-operate. Why wouldn’t she? They were the same species, and they had just saved her life.

Zoey had a choice to make: humans or faeries?

Caynin’s eyes were closed. If it were not for the slow rise and fall of his chest, she would have feared him dead. Rane was whimpering from the pain, but still clutching his dagger. He would fight until he was dead, for his prince, for his home.

Caynin had only ever been good to her, and it would be wrong to betray them. They were friends, after all. She was not fond of Rane but didn’t want to see him brutally murdered.

But what could she do to help them against three, well-trained Slaerie men? Caynin had taught her how to fight, and she was no match for the faeries, but would she be able to beat not one, but three, humans?

“Come on girl.” The man still held out his hand.

Zoey dropped her hand, still clutching the dagger, to her side and approached him. He smiled, satisfied, as she lifted the dagger. But instead of giving it to him she slammed it into his outstretched hand. He cried out as she retracted the dagger, blood spraying. Quickly, she yanked the net off Rane, finding it much lighter than expected. She reached for the spear but was unable to because one of the men slammed his body into her. She fell to the ground, with him on top. She had lost her grip on her dagger and only had her hands as weapons. The man wrapped his hands around her throat and started squeezing. She desperately tried to pull his hands away but could not. She tried to breathe, but it was impossible. Her dagger was nearby, she reached for it, and the tip of her finger brushed against the hilt.

Her vision was going dark.

Somewhere deep inside of her, Zoey found the will to live. She reached out and wrapped her hands around the man’s head and sank her thumbs into his eyes. He released his grip, and she gasped for breath. Zoey shoved him off and reached for her dagger. He grabbed her ankle and yanked her back, but she had her weapon. She twisted and plunged it into his stomach. His mouth opened in a wide ‘O’, and she yanked the dagger free. He fell sideways, off her in a big heap. He did not move. She had killed him.

There was no time to think about what she had done because the other two men were still trying to kill her. The one had a disadvantage because of his hand, but he was not going to let that stop him from fighting. He and his friend both had swords now. Where had they got the swords?

This was not making sense.

She had a dagger which was no match for their weapons, but then again, she and Caynin had trained with daggers, and he had taught her how to throw one. She spun around and threw the dagger toward the man with the uninjured hands. The dagger came to a stop, embedded in his forehead.

Before she had time to retrieve the dagger, his friend rushed her, swinging his sword like an unskilled madman. She ducked and instead used her fists. Her first punch collided with his jaw, and it no doubt hurt her as much as it hurt him.

She had struck his right hand with the dagger earlier, thus he held his sword in his left. From his poor fighting skills, she guessed he had never fought left-handed before. She kicked his wrist, and he lost the sword. Then he struck her, and the force of his blow knocked her to the ground. He tried to force himself on top of her to hit her, but she twisted away.

“Zoey!” Rane tossed his dagger to her. She caught it and immediately rammed the blade into the man’s chest. Blood spouted from his mouth, and as he fell over, Zoey held the blade. Slowly, she got to her feet and looked at what she had done. Single handedly, she had murdered three men. She was a killer.

When she had seen her first corpse, Nyla, she had been horrified. When she had seen her second, Delia, she had felt sick. But now she was shaking from adrenaline and felt no remorse. They had tried to harm her friends, and she had protected them.

Caynin’s body was limp, and Rane looked around as if he could not believe what he was seeing. None of them spoke. Zoey dropped the dagger and went to Rane first – intending to pull out the spear.

“Leave him,” Dagan said, unexpectedly.

“Where did you come from?” Zoey asked.

Behind him were Flint and Tarragon.

Dagan said, “More Slaerie are on their way. There is no point in trying to save Rane or Caynin – we don’t have time.”

Zoey looked at Rane. He did not beg her to stay, nor had she expected him to. He was so proud and couldn’t admit when he needed help.

“Come on, Zoey,” Dagan said. “If we stay, we will die.”

This was the second choice she had to make: Save her friends or save herself.

She looked at Dagan. “Then go, but I’m not leaving them.”

She went over to Rane and pulled the spear from his leg. Had he been human, this would have killed him. But as a Fata, his body could heal, even wounds inflicted by iron – although they took significantly longer.

When she looked toward Caynin, he was gone. Then she heard Fata applauding and turned around to see Flint, Dagan, Tarragon, and a completely uninjured Caynin. Rane was sitting on the ground, but there was no trace of the spear wound. The dead bodies had disappeared, too.

“Congratulations,” Dagan said. “You just passed the second trial.”


 

Chapter 30


“What?” Zoey gaped.

Caynin approached her and pulled the emerald from her neck. He flipped it over for Zoey to see the reverse – which boasted a beautiful black flower petal on. It was the same as the petals that decorated Rane’s dagger. Zoey had mistaken it as a drawing when it really was Black Illusion.

“The flower is so strong, it even works on us – the Enerly. We can use it to control the minds of our enemies by giving the enemy a gift with a hidden flower petal in and keeping the stem of the flower ourselves. You don’t have to inhale the scent of the flower for it to work. In this case, you only need to touch the petal while the controller touches the stem. This way you are linked, and the controller can make you see whatever they want.” Caynin had told her.

Zoey looked over to Dagan, who held the stem. Smiling, he approached her, and she resisted the urge to slap him. He had used the Black Illusion to make both her and Rane hallucinate – and that was why Caynin had been on edge. He had known that the second trial was going to take place, so he had worried for her. Zoey had mistaken that worry for jealousy over Dagan. She hadn’t seen this coming because of her trusting, innocent nature. Fool. Judging by Rane’s pale face, he had no idea what was going to happen when Flint gave him the dagger. It made her feel slightly less foolish.

Everyone had known except for Zoey and Rane. For once, both had been left out of the loop, which made Zoey feel oddly close to Rane. Rane got to his feet and rubbed his thigh where, only moments ago, he had thought he’d been impaled on a spear.

“When did your illusion wear off?” Zoey asked him.

“When I tossed the dagger to you,” he said.

“I do hope you are not too angry with me.” There was no trace of remorse in Dagan’s beautiful, perfect face.

“The first trial was to resist compulsion,” Zoey said. “What was this? What were you testing?”

“I was testing your loyalty,” Dagan said. “If you want to live among us, like one of us, you have to be able to choose us over your own kind.”

“If I had left Rane and Caynin,” she realized. “I would have failed.”

Caynin held the emerald necklace by its chain when Zoey took it from him and stuck it into her pocket. She was not going to let Dagan use it against anyone else.

“You were so willing to accept my gift,” Dagan told Zoey. He made no indication that he wanted it back.

“I was being polite,” she said. When really, she was being naïve. She should stop trusting the faeries when they were kind to her.

“You’re in the wrong world for that.” His gaze was so intense, she felt as if she had enemies all around, people who had it in for her.

She swallowed.

Rane glared at Flint. “You set me up.”

Flint raised his hands, as if surrendering. “I was following orders.”

“We are going to fight this out,” Rane growled.

Zoey understood his anger. He had accepted a gift from a friend, and that gift had been used to control his mind. Why had they needed Rane? Couldn’t they only have used the Black Illusion on her? She figured now that she had passed the trial she would have more of Rane’s respect. If she had failed, would he have killed her for abandoning him?

“I thought you were going to run away, human,” Tarragon said. Did this mean he approved of her living here, among them? She did not need his approval. She wanted nothing from him.

Caynin grinned, clearly pleased. “That’s not an apology.”

Caynin met Tarragon’s eyes, and she realized the two of them must have discussed the second trial. “You said she’d lose. I said she’d win,” Caynin continued. “We agreed if I was right, you’d apologize to her.”

Zoey couldn’t help but feel flattered. Caynin had her back, and he was helping her find her place in the Everwhite Kingdom. He was helping her gain the respect of the most powerful Fata. He was worthy of her trust.

Tarragon looked at her with his dark eyes and said in his most sincere voice, “I am sorry for doubting you.”

She nodded but didn’t reply. She was never going to like him, and no matter how sincere he sounded, she knew he was never going to like her either.


***


When Zoey left her room, so that she could join the Fata for dinner, she saw a grim-faced Rane leaving Kismet’s room.

“Rane!” she called.

She did not expect him to approach her, but he did. He came to her room and stopped in front of the door, looking sad and tired.

“Is everything okay?”

“It’s been a long day.” He sighed. “I told Kismet it is over.”

Zoey was surprised to hear that. She tried placing herself in Rane’s shoes. It must be so hard not to be allowed to be with someone he loved.

“I am sorry.”

He gave her a weak smile. “I should never have let things go this far in the first place. It was stupid, selfish, and I placed her life in danger.”

Zoey almost touched his arm but then reminded herself who he was. Only days ago, she had stabbed him in self-defense. They were still far from friends, but something had changed. He was not as angry around her as he used to be, nor was he throwing insults her way or telling her how pathetic she was. It was because she hadn’t betrayed him and because she hadn’t abandoned him in the fighting ring.

“Thank you for not leaving me today,” Rane said.

“Of course.”

His intense, dark-blue eyes fell onto her like a wave of cold water. “If the situation had been reversed, I would have left you.”

“I know.” She swallowed then willed herself to ask the question she had been wanting to for so long. “Rane, why do you hate me?”

“I hate all humans.” She knew he would not open up to her easily because all his life he had trained himself to be invulnerable. But she had to know.

“That’s not a reason,” she pressed. “What did I ever do to you?”

“Nothing,” he said after a short pause. “You did nothing. But your kind…”

“Yes?”

“Years ago, when we fled to Earth, I brought my parents with me. It was hard to save them, and many Fata were left behind on Erken. I don’t have any siblings, and I am not allowed to love any females. I will watch over Caynin for eternity. All I had was my parents. As immortals, we don’t expect to watch each other die.” He drew a deep breath. “I brought my parents here so that they could be safe from the Prenumbras. One day, they went exploring in the woods…they went so close to the border.”

Eric had told her the Slaerie placed many traps close to the border in an attempt to keep the Fata on their own land.

“My parents fell into their traps, and by the time I got there, it was too late. They were murdered.”

Rane’s voice broke at the end, and he cleared his throat. Zoey shuddered as she saw things from his point of view. He had fled his home planet with the two Fata he had loved most. He had brought them here to be safe, but they had been murdered. Rane couldn’t protect them. He had not saved them. He blamed all of it on the humans.

“Just because there are a few bad humans who kill, does not mean all of us are bad.”

Rane studied her, and she wished she knew what he was thinking. Surely, he had killed, too. Surely, he had murdered innocents. He was also guilty of horrible things.

“My parents weren’t evil,” he whispered. “They never hurt anyone.” He swallowed. “They were nothing like me.”

Zoey hadn’t considered that Rane thought so little of himself. Her heart caved. “You’re not that bad,” Zoey mumbled and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

Rane tensed, and for a moment she thought he was going to push her away. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and welcomed the comfort like a warm blanket.

That was when Zoey knew things were going to be different from then on.


***


That night, Zoey found herself laughing at the dinner table with the others. Rane effortlessly brought her into the conversations and chose topics on which she could also speak. She was seated next to Caynin, where she felt most comfortable.

The table was set beautifully, with a cloth that fell to the ground. This gave Caynin the perfect opportunity to sneak his hand onto Zoey’s thigh. She jumped slightly because it was so unexpected. Caynin spoke to everyone at the table as he did this, and it made Zoey feel alive and exhilarated doing something they weren’t supposed to, without anyone knowing.

Dagan was charming as ever, but Zoey had not quite forgiven him. Every time he spoke, she pictured the emerald necklace he had given her and told her it would bring her luck. But, like a Trojan horse, it had concealed the Black Illusion. It didn’t matter how nice Dagan was to her, he was not her friend.

He was not Rane’s friend, either. No friend would have made Rane hallucinate about Slaerie, not after they had killed his parents. Was Dagan heartless or did he not know about Rane’s parents? There was something sinister about the Evergreen Kingdom’s prince. A power-hungry glint was lodged in his eye, and Zoey felt as if he always had an ulterior motive. He and Tarragon hated each other, and Caynin had told her that the baby princess Celine had been promised to Dagan. If she had grown up, and he had married her, would he also have had control over the whole Everblossom Kingdom?

After dinner, Zoey did not go to her room. Three weeks ago, she had promised Eric she would meet him, and that time had come. She left the castle alone, wearing a thick winter coat. She was not stopped nor followed, as she was not a prisoner.

As she hiked through the woods she thought about Rane and Kismet. It was not safe for them to see each other, just like it was not safe for her to see Eric. He should not be in these woods alone, especially at night. But she was not as selfless as Rane; she could not tell Eric goodbye. She walked for a long time and then wondered if she was going to be able to find the same spot where they had previously met. Luckily, she saw him.

“Zoey!” He was leaning against a tree and came to her. He wrapped her into a warm hug, and she closed her eyes.

“I missed you,” he told her.

“I missed you, too,” she said automatically, but realized she didn’t mean it, and ended the hug. She had hardly thought about him at all these past few weeks. “How are you?”

“I’m good,” Eric said. “Everyone is good. I visited your family, and they are happy and healthy. They don’t find it strange that neither you nor your uncle in London ever call.”

Zoey felt guilty that Caynin tampered with their minds, but it was better if they weren’t worried about her. Caynin was her friend, and he had done it to help her because he cared about her happiness and what was best for her.

“How are you?” Eric asked. The answer required more information than a simple, ‘I’m okay.’

“I’ve finished two trials,” she told him. “I passed both.”

Eric nodded but did not congratulate her. She wished he would be proud of her for trying to fit in and be respected. It was not easy living in the Everwhite Kingdom, yet she was doing it. She was not just surviving, but she was also making friends and not falling into depression. Something told her that most people couldn’t do what she did.

“When is the third trial?” Eric asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered.

He did not ask for any more details on the first two trials, and she figured he did not know what she had done. She was glad he did not want to know. He would not react well if he discovered that she had killed Slaerie in her hallucination. Although it was not real, it had proved that she was willing to choose Fata over her own kind.

“I’ve been doing my research on Globetrot-trees and curses,” he said, “but I need more time. I’ve not found anything on your curse or how to break it – yet.”

He sounded hopeful and positive, but Zoey’s heart fell. “Maybe you should stop looking and just accept that my curse can’t be broken.”

“Don’t say that.” He grasped her arm gently. “I’m not going to give up.”

“Why not?” The harshness in her voice made him release her arm. “These past few years we hardly saw each other. We never spend time together.”

“That’s not your fault,” Eric said. “It was because I was told about the Fata and the Slaerie. My priorities changed.”

“Yes, and I was no longer a priority,” she said bitterly.

Eric glanced at the ground. “I was wrong. I just didn’t want you to be a part of this world. I would never forgive myself if something bad happened to you.”

“You’re not responsible for me,” she said, “but I needed you. I needed you to stick around. I needed you to be my friend, or maybe more…”

He stepped closer to her so that she could feel his breath on her face.

“Did you know I was in love with you?”

“Yes,” Eric confessed, “and I should have done this sooner.”

Then he kissed her. He pulled her into a warm, messy kiss that she had craved for so long. But now that the moment was finally there, Zoey just wanted it to end. What had changed?

Did you know I was in love with you? WAS. That was past tense. Her feelings had changed.

She pulled away. “Stop.”

He gently drew her back. “Zoey—”

The next moment, someone grabbed Eric by the shoulders and effortlessly ripped him away from Zoey and threw him to the ground.

“Caynin! Stop!” Zoey cried.

Caynin’s teeth were bared, and his hands resembled claws. For a moment, she thought he was going to ignore her, but then he stopped and looked down at Eric, who gaped at him. Eric had seen Fata before, but she doubted he had ever seen one as terrifying as the Everwhite prince. The previous time he had seen the prince he had hurt him, and the anger now showed in Caynin’s eyes. Eric reached for his iron knife, and Zoey immediately stepped in front of Caynin to protect him. She stood between them, like a wall – a flimsy wall made of paper.

“Neither of you get to hurt each other,” she told them in the firmest voice she could muster.

“You told him to stop,” Caynin growled. “He didn’t listen. I was defending you.”

Zoey was not sure how much of the conversation Caynin had heard. She could talk to him about eavesdropping and invading her privacy later. Right now, she had to keep the peace.

“I could handle that myself,” she told him.

“Listen to this thing, Zoey.” Eric got to his feet and held out the knife. “He speaks about you as if you belong to him.”

“She doesn’t belong to you,” Caynin countered.

“Eric, I need you to leave,” Zoey said desperately. “Please leave.”

“So, you are his possession,” Eric said, clearly intending to hurt her.

“Just go.” She was relieved when he did as she asked. If he stayed, she feared for his life. Of course, if Caynin hurt him, she would never forgive him. She turned around to face Caynin, who looked like a rabid animal with his fangs out.

“Are you stalking me now?” Eric was gone, and her fear of him getting ripped to shreds had been replaced by anger.

“After dinner, I went to your room,” he said, and she remembered his hand on her thigh. “You weren’t there, so I went looking for you. It was easy to follow your scent.”

When he said that, it made him sound even more wild and predatory. No human would be able to track another human simply by smell.

“How long before you found me?”

“Not long.” He glanced over her shoulder to see if Eric had reappeared, but he had not.

“Then you followed me here and eavesdropped?”

Zoey was not sure whether Caynin understood that he was in the wrong, or if he did not care. He seemed angry with her. How could he be? She hadn’t done anything that she wasn’t supposed to. She was allowed to meet up with her friend. Whether he liked her friend was irrelevant.

“I just wanted to know that you were okay,” Caynin said gently.

His sudden mildness was not enough to calm her.

She jabbed a threatening finger against his chest. “You had no right to do that. I’m not your slave.”

Lore and Bane had told her she was not the first human Caynin had accepted into the castle. She was willing to bet her life that the previous humans he had accepted had been slaves – blood slaves.

Caynin looked at her finger but did not attempt to push her away. Had she been anyone else, she would no doubt have lost her finger. Caynin stepped closer to her, forcing her to retract her finger and place her hand against his chest.

“Zoey, I already told you, I don’t share.” His voice was low, and she struggled to think clearly.

I don’t share.

“You might not like Eric,” she told Caynin, “but he is right. I am not your possession.”

With that said, she walked away and did not look back.


 

Chapter 31 



A few days after Prince Dagan Greenfield arrived at the castle, Prince Bolt Leatum, of the Everfall Kingdom, joined them. He rode on a brown-scaled wyvern, with several pointy horns and a sharp-tipped tail. The wyverns walked around the castle with the other mystical creatures without causing any trouble.

On his first night, Bolt was introduced to Zoey. His eyes were different shades of brown, like autumn leaves, and his skin was dark like tree bark, and his hair was curly. His Waerie had remained behind in the Everfall Kingdom for reasons unknown to Zoey.

Prince Bolt was not nearly as charming or as talkative as Prince Dagan. He dined with them, and Zoey purposefully sat at the table next to Prince Dagan, instead of Caynin. She was still angry and realized she was as good at holding grudges as Caynin was. She was not his possession, and she did not need to sit next to him all the time. She was not glued to him.

Her pettiness did not seem to have any effect on Caynin. He spoke with Bolt as if he wasn’t even the slightest bit bothered by Zoey’s distant behavior. It was the first time in weeks that she did not sit next to him.

“Have you given the third trial any thought?” Caynin asked Bolt.

“Third trial?” Zoey immediately asked then realized that she had stepped into Caynin’s trap. He wanted her to talk to him, and this was his way of getting a reaction. He was incredibly clever and had a way of manipulating situations to his advantage.

“You know I can’t tell you that with the human listening.” Bolt kept his eyes on Caynin.

“I’m sure she’d pass regardless of what you tell her,” Rane mumbled.

Rane had been mean when Zoey first joined them for dinner. The queen had stopped attending dinner altogether. Tarragon had made it perfectly clear that he did not want to dine with a human. Dagan was the only one who was nice about it. Bolt, on the other hand, was somewhat awkward. Zoey felt he didn’t speak to her because he did not know what to say, not because he deliberately tried to exclude her.

“So, you are planning my final trial?” Zoey asked him.

“Yes,” he said. “Each prince plans one trial for you, so that each prince is responsible for granting you your wish – should you pass the trials.”

“Have you thought about your wish yet?” Caynin asked her.

These Fata weren’t her faerie godfathers. She wasn’t completing the trials to obtain a free wish; she was undergoing them to earn respect. However, she was not going to throw away her free wish. She would find something to use it on.

“No, I have not.”

What good thing could she wish for? She could wish to see her family one last time, but that would only confuse them. Could the princes turn her into Fata, so that she would not be considered weak anymore? She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be one of them. Yes, they were gorgeous and strong, but they had such different morals.

“Where is the queen?” Bolt asked.

“She hasn’t been joining us for dinner lately,” Tarragon said.

“Are you feeling neglected?” Dagan asked.

“Don’t take it personally,” Caynin spoke over him. “The queen’s focus is on catching the Prenumbra. She’s trying to figure out how it opened a door to Earth and where this door is.”

Zoey could only imagine how hard that must be. She was trying to find an enemy she could not kill. What would she do if she found the Prenumbra? And if there was an open door to Erken, she had no way to close it. The only faeries, including the queen and Zoey, who knew about the Prenumbra’s return were sitting around this dinner table.

“We should not talk about such dire things,” Flint said. “The Red Festival is only days away.”

“You diverted the conversation so quickly, I almost thought you were scared,” Tarragon said.

“Of course not,” Flint said.

“We can spend this time better by talking about something exciting.” Dagan had his Waerie’s back, and he was not lying when he said he was big on loyalty.

“You’re good at running away from fights. Even if they’re verbal,” Tarragon said.

“Like you ran away when the Prenumbras slaughtered Prince Calico and Princess Harmonia?” Dagan spat.

“We both know you didn’t care for them,” Tarragon sneered. “You only cared for what the baby could give you.”

“Watch your tongue,” Dagan said.

“Or what? Will you cut it out?”

“I just might,” Dagan said.

Zoey resisted the urge to get up and leave the table. If a fight was going to break out, she did not want to be a part of it. Neither Rane, Flint, nor Cayin interrupted the argument. They all sat there as if they were watching a movie.

“Should I bring you four some popcorn or are you going to join in with the argument?” she asked them.

“Are you feeling a little bit left out, human?” Tarragon asked. “If you want to fight, you need only ask. I’m sure Dagan will be keen to fight you – since you are the only one, at this table, whom he can beat.”

Unexpectedly, Dagan swung his fist toward Tarragon and knocked him backward. Tarragon was instantly back on his feet, teeth bared. Tarragon overturned the table, and it would have struck Zoey had Caynin not been by her side so quickly to block it. Caynin pulled her off her chair and pushed her behind him. He shielded her with his body as he said, “You two better take this outside.”

“Do it the right way,” Rane said. “Fight in the arena.”

“Done,” Dagan and Tarragon said simultaneously.

Everyone followed the Evergreen prince and Everblossom ruler to the armory. Dagan went to the door first and marched ahead to the wall where he chose a sword. Tarragon did the same. Zoey studied the swords and reached for one with a beautiful hilt.

“This is a one-on-one fight,” Dagan told her as she drew the sword.

“I don’t mind it if the human fights on your side.” Tarragon then looked at Caynin. “I promise I won’t kill her.” He hadn’t said he wouldn’t hurt her.

Zoey looked at Caynin. She felt like she had to explain herself to him after he had so valiantly protected her. “I’m just taking it with for in case they come too close. I can’t be using you as a shield the whole time.”

“We’ll stand under the trees and watch,” Caynin told her. “They won’t come close.”

Zoey brought the sword anyway as holding it gave her a feeling of safety. She stood under the tree with Caynin, Bolt, Rane, and Flint. Dagan and Tarragon faced each other in the arena. Their swords were in their sheaths as Tarragon balled his left hand into a fist.

“On the count of three you may draw your swords,” Caynin spoke loudly. “One, two—”

Tarragon had been holding sand in his left hand. On the count of two, he threw the sand into Dagan’s eyes. Caught by surprise, Dagan reached for his eyes with both hands.

“Three.”

Tarragon drew his sword and swung it toward Dagan’s chest. If it were a fight to the death, he would have struck it through Dagan’s stomach. As it was, he left a big cut that began bleeding immediately, and Dagan stumbled backward. He was rubbing his eyes and clearly unable to see as his shirt turned red. Tarragon took advantage of his blindness by kicking him to the ground. Desperate to see, Dagan blinked, and then Tarragon kicked him in the nose. Zoey touched her nose as if the pain were her own. Dagan could see even less now.

“He cheated!” Zoey cried. “Cheater!”

“He did not cheat,” Rane told her. “We said they were only allowed to draw their swords after the count of three. He did just that.”

“But by throwing the sand on the count of two he bent the rules!”

“We don’t punish anyone for bending the rules,” Bolt said.

Dagan still hadn’t managed to draw his sword. He was on the ground taking kick after kick as if he were a soccer ball.

“This isn’t right!” Zoey said. Without thinking, she drew her sword and pushed past Caynin. She rushed toward Tarragon and swung her sword. He saw her just in time to lean backward, and the sword scraped his cheek and drew blood. She swung again, and he blocked with his own sword.

She had surprised him but didn’t linger on the small victory. She swung several times, and he blocked each blow with perfect accuracy. Even as she wondered whether he was holding back, he kicked her in the stomach. The breath left her lungs, and she stumbled back. Breathing hurt. She glimpsed Caynin, whose arms were being held by Flint and Rane. Bolt stood there and did nothing because he didn’t care whether she lived or died.

“He said he won’t kill her,” Rane reminded Caynin.

“Don’t interrupt this fight,” Flint insisted.

As Zoey tried to catch her breath, Tarragon punched her so hard her neck snapped backward, and she fell. The word was turning, and she had lost her grip on the sword.

She had created a diversion by throwing herself into the swordfight which had given Dagan enough time to get the sand out of his eyes and draw his sword. Before Tarragon could hurt her any further, Dagan was between them.

He swung, and their swords collided. They pushed against each other, blade against blade. Then Dagan pushed his sword downward toward Tarragon’s hilt. The quick motion made his blade skid over the hilt and onto Tarragon’s fingers.

Tarragon cried out and let go of his blade while Dagan slammed his head into his nose. Tarragon fell onto his back. When he looked up, Dagan held his sword to his chest. The fight was over. But for a moment, Zoey feared Dagan would shove his sword into Tarragon’s chest. He didn’t – avoiding a potential war.

Caynin rushed over to Zoey and helped her to her feet. He put his gentle hands on her head and took away the pain. She was glad she was not crying.

“Thank you,” she said and then looked over to Tarragon. Rane wanted to help him up, but Tarragon pushed him away.

“I can’t decide if you are brave or stupid,” Tarragon said to Zoey.

“You bent the rules.” Zoey met his eyes, challengingly. She would not have been so brave had Caynin not been by her side.

“No one ever won from fighting fair,” Tarragon told her.

The conversation was over. Tarragon glared at Dagan but did not attack him again. He departed without picking up the sword. His ego had been crushed, and he was going to hold this against her. She would have to keep up her guard.

Dagan observed her with emerald-green eyes. “I owe you.”

Those weren’t words she had ever expected a Fata, let alone a prince, to say. “I’m glad you won,” she responded.

They shared a smile before Caynin took her arm and led her away. He instantly touched her wounds with his surprisingly soft hands and healed them until only dry blood remained on her skin. He looked her over to make sure that he hadn’t missed any injuries, and her chest tightened because he cared so much about her.

Once he was sure that she was healed, and they were out of earshot, she asked. “Why didn’t you go to his aid?”

Caynin was not a coward, and he was not scared of fighting. He could rip almost anyone to shreds – with his soft hands. Was it because he was jealous over the way Dagan had treated her and enjoyed seeing him get hurt? She didn’t know whether Caynin was that petty, but his mind, moods, and feelings were mercurial.

“Because it was a one-on-one fight,” Caynin answered. “It wouldn’t be right of me to join.”

If he had joined the fight, he would only have caused more conflict. Him standing aside had nothing to do with jealousy but had everything to do with what was right. Caynin looked out for the needs of others and the peace in his kingdom.

“But I did join.” Had she caused more trouble than she had meant to?

“You were allowed to. Tarragon said so himself – although he didn’t think you’d fight.”

The human can join.

“Did you think I’d join?” she asked Caynin.

“I think you have bigger balls than any of us,” he said. “Excluding me.”

She shoved him playfully as they wandered through the gardens instead of going to her room. Zoey admired the beautiful  new ice sculptures of wyverns and piateks.

“What are you daydreaming about?” Caynin asked.

“I’m thinking about my dress for the Red Festival,” she said.

Caynin’s shoulders tensed. “So, you plan on attending?”

“Am I not allowed to?”

“Of course, you are,” he said.

“Then what is it?”

They stopped and faced each other. “There are certain things you won’t like.”

“I live here now,” she reminded him. “I know I won’t like everything.”

Caynin was quiet awhile. “What dress were you planning on wearing?”

“I have a beautiful red one with—”

“Not red,” he said. “Don’t wear red.”

“Why?” she asked. “It is called the Red Festival.”

“Red isn’t suited for you, not on that night,” he said.

She had no idea what he meant.

Before she could ask, he said, “I will send a dress to your room. I know you liked the previous one.”

“Careful, Caynin,” she said. “I might turn into a spoilt brat.”

“I think I have a better chance in turning you into my date, than a brat.”

Zoey was polite, friendly, and grateful, which were without a doubt manners she had learnt in the human lands. Those things didn’t necessarily apply in the Eternity Kingdom, but maybe Caynin found it interesting. She was also adapting quickly, realizing that she would have to be meaner here if she wanted to survive. She could have a sharp tongue if people got on her wrong side, and Caynin liked that strength – she could tell from the grins he gave her when she spoke her mind.

“Date?” she asked.

He opened his hand, and she watched as the snowflakes flew into his hand, swirled together, and turned into a frozen rose. Her jaw dropped, and Caynin’s satisfied smile flashed onto his lips.

“Zoey Wright, will you do me the honor of accompanying me to the Red Festival?”

She smiled and accepted the rose, despite the cold. “Yes.”

Zoey tried to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. Falling in love with an immortal was doomed to end badly. She would grow old and ugly, and he would be young and beautiful forever. He was beautiful. His skin was like pearls. His hair was like ice crystals. His eyes were the color of a crystal-clear ocean. His lips were soft and pink.

Zoey knew she was staring at him. She should stop. But as her eye lingered on his lips, he stepped closer to her, and she couldn’t breathe.

Then he kissed her, in the gardens, where everyone could see.

Chapter 32


Zoey was excited to find a gift box on her bed with roses on the day of the Red Festival. She immediately knew it was the dress Caynin had promised her and rushed to look at it. It was strapless, covered in snowflakes, with long, transparent, sleeves that fell to the ground. Fine white pearls were braided over her breasts. The rest of the garment was light silver that suggested the moon. Caynin liked choosing dresses that were white or silver. Since this dress did not have an open back, she decided to wear her hair down. The dress came with white, pearled shoes.

Caynin had explained to her that he was required to sit on his throne, side by side with the other princes and Tarragon, while the queen spoke. He would join her afterward. She entered the throne room where lively music played. Fata were everywhere, garbed in beautiful ball gowns and elegant suits. They stared at her when she passed, and she did not know if it was because she had succeeded at the two trials, or it was because of her dress.

The ice inside the throne room was gone, and several fires were burning to keep the room warm. Had Caynin done that for her? A red carpet led into the throne room, all the way up to the dais in the back, made from iced vines that had not been there before. One big throne stood in the middle of the stage, flanked by two smaller ones.

To the left was Bolt, wearing a crown of fall leaves, just like his throne. The leaves were brown, yellow, and orange, shaped as if made from papier-mâché. Next to him sat Caynin, his crown made of ice crystals. His throne was made of the same crystals that looked dangerously sharp. Then it was the Eternity Throne – Valeska Pearlson’s – which incorporated all the materials used in the other thrones. The brown leaves, ice crystals, blossoms, and green leaves blurred together in colorful beauty. A box rested on a small stand near this throne. This box no doubt contained the broken Egress Key. To the right of the Eternity Throne sat Tarragon, upon a throne of blossoms. Next to him, on a small stand, was the Everblossom Crown Prince Calico used to wear. As Tarragon was not a prince, he did not wear a crown – Caynin had mentioned that only someone with royal blood could wear an Eternity Crown. If Tarragon were to put it on his head, he would burn. Next to him was Dagan, crowned with bright green leaves, just like his throne.

It was a breathtaking sight.

Caynin’s beauty was mesmerizing. Once again, he wore a white suit, but this one had a long coat that split, like a snake’s tongue in the back. He was talking to Bolt before he noticed her. She did not know what he was saying, but she was pretty sure he stopped talking mid-sentence when he saw her. She smiled at him as he gaped at her.

Then the music stopped, and the Fata gathered around the red carpet. Moments later, the queen took long, confident strides into the throne room. She wore a silky, purple gown and, after a glance around the room, Zoey realized that she was the only one wearing purple. On her head was the Eternity Crown – similar to the Eternity Throne.

She ascended the dais and looked at her Fata. “Brothers and sisters, I welcome you to the Red Festival!” The crowd cheered, and she started talking after they quieted down. “Seventeen years ago, we had to flee Erken in order to survive. Seventeen years ago, we found a new home on Earth. Tonight, the four Eternity Kingdoms are united to celebrate survival and enjoy everything this new world has to offer us.”

Someone appeared in the doorway, making heads turn. It was a small woman, dressed in a loose red gown, despite the cold outside. She looked as if she was in a trance as she walked down the carpet, toward the queen. Her cheeks were red from the cold, and her nose was runny.

“We know it is tradition for the queen to have the first drink of the evening,” Valeska said. “Afterward, you may all have as much blood as your hearts desire.”

Zoey was confused. Blood? She watched as the woman climbed onto the dais, halted in front of the queen, and held out her wrist. Like a vampire, the queen sank her canines into the woman’s wrist and started to drink her blood. Zoey almost cried out in horror.

There are certain things you won’t like.

Caynin had known this would happen. He hadn’t wanted her to attend because he knew she would not approve. Zoey suddenly had the urge to run to the girl and shake her shoulders until she snapped out of the compulsion. Then she wanted her to run away. But Zoey couldn’t do that. All she could do was watch.

The queen drank her blood, and when she stopped, two red streams dripped from the corners of her mouth. She closed her eyes as if she experienced pure bliss before she licked at her lips and went to stand next to the Eternity Throne. She picked up the little box and displayed it for the crowd to see.

“As all of you know, this box contains the Egress Key,” she said. “With this key broken, the Prenumbras have no way of opening a doorway and finding us.” She was not going to tell them about the Prenumbra among them that was responsible for the death of multiple Fata. “With this key broken, we have no way of leaving this planet. We will stay on Earth forever.” They did not want to leave. Even if there weren’t Prenumbras on Erken, they would not want to go back. They liked Earth better.

Valeska opened the box, clearly intending to remove the key and hold it up for all to see. But when she opened the box, her smile disappeared. She turned around and looked at Tarragon as she said, “It’s empty.”

Tarragon went pale, and a murmur rippled through the crowd. Valeska dipped the box upside down to prove that it was empty.

“Fear not,” Tarragon said loudly. “It must be in my room somewhere. I’ll go get it.”

Valeska glared at him, clearly displeased. He must have been embarrassed when he got to his feet, although he hid it well, and left. Zoey enjoyed every second of his discomfort.

“Let the festival begin,” Valeska announced.

And it did. More humans were brought in – all of them wearing red. Some were in trance-like states when Fata sank their teeth into their necks and wrists. Zoey couldn’t tear her eyes away and tried not to puke.

“Zoey,” Caynin said from behind her.

She couldn’t bring herself to look at him as her stomach twisted and turned. She felt worse than she had when she had seen the corpses, worse than she had when she thought she had killed the Slaerie.

“What is this?” she mumbled. She watched as a girl approached a Fata and extended her wrist. “How could they compel her to do that?”

“She’s not compelled,” Caynin said. “That one is a willing blood slave.”

There was that term again. “Define that.”

“A willing blood slave is someone who willingly gives their blood for us to drink. Some of them are compelled anyway, but others are not.”

“Why would anyone do that?”

“It is usually done by humans who worship us – they see us as gods.”

“You aren’t gods,” Zoey spat. She turned around and faced Caynin. “But not every human here is a willing blood slave, right? Most are compelled to do this – which just makes them normal blood slaves.”

“Most are compelled,” Caynin repeated.

She was glad he did not try to justify this by telling her that the humans were compelled and would not remember a thing. Everything about this was wrong.

“You know this is wrong,” she told Caynin.

“It’s not wrong. We are predators. Would you hate a lion for eating a gazelle? It’s only his nature.”

“If you didn’t think this was wrong, why didn’t you let me wear red tonight?”

“I have a beautiful red one with—”

“Not red,” he interrupted. “Don’t wear red.”

“Why?” she asked. “It is called the Red Festival.”

“Red isn’t suited for you, not on that night.”

Wearing red meant you were here as a drink, as a blood slave. Brutal bite marks bloomed on human necks. They didn’t act like it hurt. They were compelled to think it didn’t.

“I won’t let them do this to you,” Caynin said, keeping his distance.

So, you are his possession

She looked into his blue eyes. “Promise me you will never do this to me.”

“I promise I will never drink your blood against your will.”

She grunted. “You think I’d willingly let you do that to me?”

“You don’t understand it…” Caynin said.

“I’m disgusted by it,” she said. “Do you do this, too? Drink human blood?”

Zoey watched Fata cut humans wrists and let their blood drip into wine goblets. The first time she had seen humans in the castle they had cut marks on their wrists. Back then she had not understood, but now she knew the Fata were taking their blood. She shuddered as she recalled that at breakfast Caynin used to take away his wine glass before she could have some. He told her that the wine was not for humans. At the feast before the festival, he had also taken away the wine glass before she could drink anything. It had never been wine in the glass but blood. Human blood.

“Why would you drink that?” Caynin had told her the wine, the blood, could intensify emotions.

“Do you remember I told you that Fata experience things different than humans?” Caynin asked. “We don’t feel wind, rain, cold or heat like you do.”

“But if you drink the blood, you do?”

He nodded. “If we drink your blood, we also get to experience sensations and emotions more intensely. Happy emotions.”

She shook her head as she realized human blood was a drug to faeries. To Caynin. He had claimed he would protect her, but he had never said he would protect other humans. He was the farmer, and they were the cows.

“Fata occasionally drink each other’s blood,” he said as if that would make this whole situation better. “So that we can share magic. But the effects wear off.”

“Is that supposed to make this better?” she asked. “You drink human blood to get high on emotions and sensations.” She shook her head. “Do you kill them?”

“Mostly we do not… We…re-use them.”

“How can you not see that this is wrong?” she asked in a tiny voice. When Caynin did not answer, she asked, “Where do all these humans come from?”

“The Twixies lure them into the woods,” he responded.

All this time, Zoey had loved the Twixies. They were her favorites, and she saw them as a light in the darkness. She had thought they were something good between all this bad, that they were sweet, harmless Fata, but they were just as bad as the rest of them.

“I knew you’d take the news badly,” Caynin said.

“You should have told me sooner.” She glared at him.

“Would that really have made a difference?” he asked.

She met his gaze but did not answer. It didn’t matter when she found out, she would never have approved. Suddenly the room felt too small, and she had the urge to get out. She wanted to get away from all of them.

“I have to go,” she said.

“I’ll go with you.”

“I don’t want to be around you right now,” she snapped.

“You need time to cool down.” He did not show any hurt.

She turned away from him. It felt as if she wasn’t going to cool down, even if she had all the time in the world. She walked on the red carpet, out of the throne room. She hated herself for loving this place. Now, with all the decorations, the throne room was more beautiful than ever. The Fata danced and partied with an otherworldly energy. The dresses were twirling and shimmering, and they looked as if they were made in Heaven.

Zoey entered the gardens, where she sat down on the edge of a fountain, letting the cold punish her for being so naïve. In the middle of the fountain a Fata statue danced, with water flowing out of her head as if it were hair. Zoey gazed at her reflection in the water, but she almost didn’t recognize herself. The dress made her look like a goddess, and she felt much older than eighteen. All that was missing in her reflection was a smile. She couldn’t muster one.

That night Eric had hurt Caynin, and Caynin showed up to her room for aid, she had cut her hand when breaking Kismet’s window to steal the Fluver-luzile. She had got some of her blood on his cheek and that made him more aware of his surroundings. He had smelled her blood and wanted to drink it. She felt sick.

“Are you all right?” Rane asked unexpectedly.

She didn’t turn to face him, and he slowly sat down next to her. She didn’t have to look at him to know he wore a tux in which he looked fabulous.

“I didn’t like that humans were being compelled to be slaves,” she said, “but now I’ve found out you drink their blood, too.”

“I don’t drink their blood,” Rane said quickly.

Now she could look at him. “Because it’s sickening?”

“It is,” he agreed, “but also because my family was murdered by humans. I want nothing from them.”

She laughed. “So, you have never ever drunk human blood, because you think you are so much better than us?”

He nodded. “Not even one drop.”

She felt closer to Rane then she ever had before and realized she might like him after all.

“You don’t drink blood,” she said. “How very humanly of you.”

He flicked his wrist so that tiny drops of water jumped out of the fountain, onto her. She couldn’t help but shriek and then laugh.

“You know, Rane, you really surprised me,” she said. “I like you more than I thought I would.”

“Likewise, human.” He winked.

Zoey looked past Rane, to where Tarragon was. He had emerged from his room and was heading toward the throne room, while he spoke angrily to one of his Fata.

“I’m telling you, someone stole the Egress Key from my room. When I find out who it is, he will wish he was never born.”

Caynin had told her the Egress Key was broken and that it was used as an artifact in a museum. Why would anyone steal it?

“Rane, does the Egress Key hold any value?” she asked.

“Only sentimental value,” he said, “but if Tarragon lost it, he is going to be in a lot of trouble.”

“Lost it? He said it was stolen.”

Rane turned his gaze on her. “That’s ridiculous. There would be no point in stealing a key which doesn’t work. I think he lost it and is too embarrassed to confess.”

Tarragon disappeared from sight, and then Zoey saw Dagan talking to some Fata while he held the wrist of an old man. He didn’t look like he was drinking, but as if he was going to give the man to the females.

Why did he look so familiar? Then, with a shock, she realized he was Bree’s long-lost husband who had become addicted to Fata wine – actual wine and not blood. She recognized him from the photos in Bree’s house, although he was older.

Zoey got up, but before she could march over there, Rane said, “Zoey, don’t interfere with Fata and their blood slaves. They won’t take that lightly.”

She ignored Rane and approached the Evergreen Prince. “Dagan.” She did not bother to hide the edge in her voice.

“Excuse me, ladies.” He turned away from them. They took one look at Zoey, pulled up their perfect noses, and left. “My dear Zoey, I am delighted to see you,” he said with so much charm.

“I wish I could say the same,” she responded and looked at Alfred. The man stood there, not compelled, and would let Dagan do whatever he wanted.

Dagan looked from her to the blood slave. “You don’t approve.”

“Of course not,” she said.

Dagan dropped Alfred’s wrist and smiled at Zoey. “Why are you here, Zoey?”

“You owe me,” she reminded him, capturing his full attention.

“You only get your wish after you complete the third trial,” he reminded her.

“I’m not here about the wish,” she told him. “I had your back when you and Tarragon dueled. You owe me.”

“And I assume you are here to collect,” he said. “What is it that you want?”

“I want you to free this man from his curse, and have someone escort him to the border,” she said firmly without thoroughly considering her request.

Dagan must have been surprised that she knew about Alfred’s curse. “He does not belong to me. He is the property of some other Fata.”

“You are a prince,” she reminded him. “Don’t tell me you can’t do it.”

Dagan smiled humorlessly at her. Zoey could not save all the humans, but she could save this one and send him home to Bree. She could make a big difference in his life. Alfred gaped at Zoey as if she were his guardian angel, but he did not dare to speak out of turn.

“Okay,” Dagan said simply.

Zoey reached out and grabbed his arm. “Promise me.”

He looked from her arm to her eyes. “I promise to have his curse lifted and send him home alive.”

She let go of his arm. “Thank you.”

Dagan motioned for another Fata to come over, told him to lift the curse, and take Alfred home. The Fata must have been displeased that he had to leave the feast early, but he didn’t dare defy the prince. He left, and as he led Alfred away, the old man mouthed ‘thank you’. Zoey smiled at him.

“You really are a do-gooder,” Dagan told her.

She wanted to turn away, but this time he reached for her arm. His grip was firm, but not threatening. “Will you dance with me?”

She pulled free. “Why don’t you go drink some human blood instead?”

“Are you offering?” he teased and stepped forward. She knew she shouldn’t look weak but stepped backward instantly. If he wanted to bite her, there was nothing she could do to stop him.

His smile disappeared, and he withdrew. “You really take this seriously, don’t you?”

She glared at him.

“Does it make a difference if I told you we don’t hurt the humans? We feed them and clothe them…”

“And keep them like cows—”

“For milking,” he said instead of ‘slaughtering’. “If you’re going to live here, Zoey, these are the kinds of things you are going to have to accept.”

He was right. She couldn’t change this world, no matter how badly she wanted to.

“Why don’t you dance with me?” the prince asked. “It will take your mind off things.”

No one else would reject him – he was a Fata prince. Dancing with him was an honor, but Zoey was still upset, even after he’d freed Alfred. He smiled at her, and treated her kindly, but what was stopping him from sinking those canines into her neck?

“Go to hell,” she told him and enjoyed his obvious surprise. She knew he was staring after her as she left. She walked as if she had a purpose, but she didn’t even have a destination. She just wanted to get away from him. She saw Caynin in the crowd but didn’t go to him either. She was done with this festival. She was going to go to her room, slam the door, and try to sleep.

As she pushed past Fata in the gardens, someone screamed. It was a human scream, and the Fata didn’t pay her much attention. It was a girl who looked about Zoey’s age, and she was clearly not compelled. She wore the same red dress all the other humans here did. Tarragon was standing in front of her, gripping her wrist. She was screaming and kicking, while he pulled her around as if she were a toy. He was enjoying it. Sadistic, sick, prick.

He hadn’t compelled her because he liked scaring her. He must still be angry about the key he had lost, and now he was talking it out on this innocent girl. She was crying and begging him to let her go. The poor thing. Why was no one helping her?

Zoey had enough. She didn’t have any weapons with her, and her bare hands wouldn’t do her much good. She looked around the garden but couldn’t find anything that would help.

Tarragon was going to bite the girl. He grabbed her shoulders and pulled her to him. Zoey took off both of her heeled shoes, aimed and threw one. It struck Tarragon on his nose. He closed his mouth and let go of the girl, who started running. Then Tarragon’s eyes found Zoey, and almost instantly he was in front of her, his teeth bared. She held up her other shoe as if it were a dagger.

Zoey, don’t interfere with Fata and their blood slaves. They won’t take that lightly.

Rane had warned her, and now she had angered one of the most powerful Fata. She was not going to back down, although her legs were shaking from terror. “Get away from me.”

“You lost me my drink,” he said. “You’ll have to replace her.”

Tarragon grabbed her arm, and she swung her shoe toward his face. Unfortunately, he caught her wrist, twisted, and she dropped the shoe. Then he sank his teeth into her neck. Zoey screamed.


 

Chapter 33




Zoey expected Tarragon to drink her dry, but after one sip he stopped. He let her go and stepped back with a look of horror. It was as if he only just realized what he had done and that Caynin would punish him for it. Zoey clutched her neck as the blood dripped from it and stained her dress.

Then Caynin was on top of him – Zoey wasn’t even sure where he had come from. He was snarling, scratching, and biting like a wild animal. She was not sure if Tarragon was simply no match for Caynin or if he was not trying to fight back. Caynin was not stopping, and Zoey feared he would kill him. She would not object to that.

Then Prince Bolt and Rane grabbed Caynin’s arms and yanked him off Tarragon, who lay on the grass, covered in blood and coughing.

“Caynin, that’s enough,” Rane said. “If you kill him, you will start a war between the Everblossom and Everwhite kingdoms.”

“Do you want war?” Bolt asked.

Caynin pulled his arms free, but he did not attack Tarragon again. “If you so much as look at her again, I’ll kill you.”

Tarragon wisely stayed where he was, on the grass. He looked up at Caynin and had listened while he spoke. He did not look at Zoey.

The girl Zoey had tried to save was caught by another Fata who compelled her to calm down. She couldn’t help her and had somehow made the situation worse. Her impulsive actions could have pushed Caynin to start a war. She had to get him away from Tarragon…

Zoey reached for Caynin, and he did not push her away. “We should get out of here.”

Hesitantly, Caynin walked with her. She thought it was smart of Tarragon to stay down until Caynin was out of sight. Zoey remained next to Caynin but didn’t touch him again. He had just been in a fight, but he was not bloody or hurt. His clothes were dirty, but other than that, he looked perfect.

“Caynin, I’m okay,” she told him.

He couldn’t meet her gaze. “I told you I would protect you.” He felt guilty again.

“You can’t follow me around like a guard dog.”

“But I could have gotten you a guard,” he said.

“Having someone follow me around would drive me crazy.”

Caynin finally looked at her neck. “Seeing you hurt drives me crazy.”

They headed to his chambers, where it was quiet, and they could have privacy. He opened the door for her to let her inside, and with a flick of his wrist, all the candles in the room started burning. Their light created a romantic ambiance in his chambers.

He closed the door behind him, and she wondered how she had landed herself into this situation in the first place. She had one hand on her neck, although the bleeding had stopped. The blood had dried on her skin and her dress, and it made her feel dirty.

Caynin appeared to feel the same way about his dirty clothes. He removed his shirt to reveal his fine, sculpted body. Zoey tried not to stare.

“I need a new shirt,” he said.

“No, you don’t,” she told him and bit her lip. “And I, uh, need to shower.”

“You know where the shower is,” he said.

She entered his big bathroom and drew the curtains. The shower was spacious. There was a sink, with a long counter and plenty of mirrors. She did not close the door when she shrugged off her dress. She opened the faucets, and warm water rushed over her. She closed her eyes for a moment and waited for Caynin to appear. He did not. Did he not want her anymore since Tarragon had bitten her?

So, you are his possession.

Had she somehow lost her worth? Was she a broken toy? Zoey washed the blood from her neck and then stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her. She did not have any other clothes to wear.

She went to the bedroom where Caynin was lying on the bed, shirtless. He turned his blue eyes to her, and when he saw the towel, he sat up, and grinned. She dismissed the silly idea that she was only a toy.

She went to the bed and sat next to him. “Caynin, I have a favor to ask.”

“Are you going to ask me to ravish you?” He leaned closer but kept his hands to himself.

As tempting as that sounded, she was going to ask for something far worse. Tarragon had tasted something in her blood, hadn’t he? She’d seen the shock and horror on his face and it had made her wonder what was different about her blood compared to other humans’. Maybe Caynin would be able to figure it out.

“I’m going to ask you to drink my blood.” Her words clearly surprised him, for his smile faltered. “Tarragon bit me, but instead of drinking me dry, he let me go. He tasted something in my blood.”

Caynin rolled his eyes. “There is nothing wrong with your blood. He bit you and knew I would hurt him for it. He let you go because he came to his senses.”

“We can’t be sure until you bite me and taste,” she said.

She wasn’t sure what it was that she thought was wrong, but it bothered her. She was also not going to ask Tarragon what he had tasted in her blood. She didn’t like the idea of being bitten and shivered when Caynin leaned closer. She tilted her head back, exposing her throat. His breath tickled her neck and goose bumps appeared. Then she felt his lips and then his tongue.

He did not bite; he simply kissed her. Zoey went for his hair, and he wrapped his arms around her body to pull her closer. It was weird to think that two months ago, Zoey had been terrified of him. Now she trusted him, she wanted to be around him. She wanted him.

Caynin pulled her onto his lap, and the towel threatened to fall. Zoey’s eyes were closed as the kisses deepened. Kissing him was not like kissing Eric. Eric was a child. There was nothing boyish about Caynin. He was strong, he knew what he wanted, and understood exactly what to do to make her feel good.

“Zoey, I have to tell you something.” He drew away a little.

“It can wait.” She pulled him back.

“But—”

“It can wait.” She shoved her tongue in his mouth.

“It’s about your curse,” he whispered but evidently couldn’t summon the will to stop the kisses.

Zoey figured her curse was going to be there for the rest of her life. There would be plenty of time to talk about it, and now was not the time.

Caynin cupped her cheek and pulled her hair. “I’m going to hate myself in the morning, if I don’t tell you now what I should’ve told you a long time ago—”

“Shh.”

Lust triumphed over logic. Caynin’s hands rushed over her body, and when the towel came undone, there was no stopping.


***


The next morning, Zoey woke in Caynin’s arms. She was warm against his skin and ran a hand over his chest. Caynin was looking up at the ceiling, then smiled at her when he realized she was awake.

“Good morning.” He took her hand in his.

“Didn’t you sleep?” she asked.

“I slept a little bit,” he told her, “but I don’t need much sleep.”

“Why didn’t you get out of bed?” she asked.

“You looked so peaceful.” He planted a kiss on her forehead. “I didn’t want to disturb you.”

She cuddled up against him and breathed him in. He smelled clean, cold, and fresh like snow. She could lie like that forever, but it was probably time to get up. Caynin must be bored after so much inactivity.

She stretched and sat up, only to realize she didn’t have any clothes to wear. Her dress was still covered in blood and lying on the bathroom floor, and she didn’t want to put it on again. She touched her neck, where the two canine marks were, to remind herself what Tarragon had done. Instantly, her good mood was spoiled.

Caynin leaned forward and placed his hand on her neck. A tingling sensation followed, which meant he had healed her. Her gut told her that he didn’t want to see those marks on her either.

“I don’t have any clothes,” she told him.

“Good,” he said, kissing her neck.

She pushed him away but couldn’t stop from smiling. “Caynin, I can’t walk to my room naked.”

“Absolutely not,” he agreed. “Just stay.”

He neared her again, and she laughed as she shoved him away. He pouted but got out of bed, stepped into pants, then went into the hall to no doubt find a servant. Zoey wrapped the sheets around her and waited for him to return. She bit her lip and smiled to herself as she recalled the passionate night they had shared.

She was not sure where she stood with him. Were they dating now? Was she his girlfriend or were things going to go back to the way they were? They could always pretend this hadn’t happened. No long-term future existed for them, but she still didn’t want this to stop. She held on to the little bit of naïve hope that things between them could work out.

Caynin returned with clothes for Zoey. He gave her a silky, long-sleeved black shirt and long green pants with black shoes. She got dressed in front of him, and he watched her.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said.

“Not compared to you.” She didn’t say it with any bitterness; she was just being honest. She was not beautiful when compared to the Fata.

“Don’t compare yourself to me or any Fata,” he said. “You’re so much better than we are.”

She finished tying her shoelace and smiled at him. She could tell from the honesty in his eyes that he meant it.

“I’m hungry,” she told him.

“Breakfast should be ready,” he told her.

They left his room together but did not hold hands. Zoey was surprised by how normal things were between them. What had she thought would change so drastically?

They passed the throne room, where several humans were cleaning up. The place was a mess. Zoey glanced through the open doors to see that each throne had its matching crown on, for display. The empty box was still on its stand next to the Eternity Throne.

“When will the other princes leave?” Zoey asked.

She did not mind if Bolt and Dagan stayed here because they did not bother her. She also didn’t mind the queen, as she hardly ever saw her. She just wanted Tarragon gone. A part of her wished that Caynin had killed him last night.

“They are welcome to stay as long as they want,” Caynin said, “but I doubt it will be longer than two weeks.”

Two weeks was a long time to have Tarragon around. She couldn’t wait to get rid of him. He was cruel and delighted in tormenting vulnerable human girls.

“Is Tarragon going to be at breakfast?”

“I don’t know.” The tension in his voice suggested that he didn’t want Tarragon present during breakfast any more than she did.

Rane, Flint, Bolt, and Dagan were already seated when Zoey and Caynin reached the dining room. Zoey sighed in relief when she realized Tarragon was absent. Maybe he was too humiliated to show his face. Would he pick a fight with Caynin out of revenge? If he did, she hoped Rane would be there to have Caynin’s back.

“Did you decide to sleep in?” Dagan asked curiously, sniffing the air. Zoey was not sure if he asked her, Caynin or them both.

Of course, Fata never slept in – that was a human need. Was he fishing to find out if they had spent the night together? What they did really was none of his business. She had rejected him last night when she refused to dance with him. Was his ego hurt?

“Of course, I did,” Zoey said.

“I’m sure you needed some rest after picking a fight with Tarragon,” Flint told her.

At first, she thought he was angry that she had the guts to take on a Fata. Then she realized he despised Tarragon as much as Dagan did. He pulled out the chair next to him and motioned for her to sit. “I want to sit next to the human who was crazy enough to take on Ruler Tarragon. Twice.”

She smiled and took her seat. For the first time, she felt as if she belonged. She was a part of something here.

Caynin sat at the head of the table, between Rane and Bolt. Dagan sat across from Zoey, his eyes skimming her neck curiously. He was not going to find any bite marks.

“I have decided what your third trial is,” Bolt said.

Zoey looked at him immediately. She was curious and nervous. With everything that had been going on last night, she had forgotten that one trial remained.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I’m sure you know we are not the only creatures that came through the door from Erken.”

She nodded.

“I want you to find one of the other creatures that did and bring me its head. No one may help you kill it.”

Zoey didn’t know much about the creatures from Erken, but she had no desire to kill them. None of the creatures in the palace had ever tried to harm her, and she couldn’t picture herself harming them. Maybe there were some evil creatures out there? She would have to go to the library and find out.

“Do I have a deadline?” she asked.

“No,” he said, “but do hurry it up, as I doubt that I’ll be staying here for much longer.”

The Red Festival was over, and it was time for the princes to go home. There was nothing more for them here. If Bolt went home, to the Everfall Kingdom, must she bring him the head of a magical creature? How would she reach him? Could she use the Globetrot-tree to teleport? She was already cursed. What more harm could be done if she touched the tree again?

“Don’t look so worried,” Rane told her, and she was surprised by his support. “Your other two trials were far worse. You can do this one.”

She gave him a smile which he returned. He believed in her, just like Caynin did. Now she just had to believe in herself. Bolt had said no one was allowed to help her kill the creature. He hadn’t said that no one was allowed to educate her. She would ask Caynin about different types of creatures, where she could find one, and how she could kill it.

She was not cheating, just bending the rules – like Tarragon had when he dueled with Dagan. Comparing herself to Tarragon made her shiver. She didn’t want to be like that Fata.

Caynin had chosen that she had to resist compulsion for the first trial. If she wanted to live among the Fata, she needed a strong mind and a strong will. Dagan had chosen a test of loyalty for the second. If she was going to live here, she had to be loyal to the Fata. Bolt’s trial involved taking another life, to get what she wanted. He was smart to choose this. He had seen her fighting for the innocent girl from whom Tarragon had wanted to drink. This trial was difficult because Zoey was not a killer. In her hallucination, during the second trial, she had killed the hunters in self-defense. But hunting a creature who had never wronged her before and taking its life was murder.

“If you want to live here, you have to be strong enough to go after what you want,” Bolt told her. “No matter what it does to others.”

Truthfully, she didn’t want to kill anything. She did not want her hands stained with blood. She looked around the table and realized she was eating breakfast with murderers. Death was nothing new to them. And she wanted to be able to survive around them. The only way to survive was to be like them – to be strong, to fight, manipulate, and deceive.

That morning, Caynin had told her she was better than they were. She wasn’t sure he was right.


 

Chapter 34


Zoey spent the day in the library studying creatures from Erken. Some looked dangerous, and she had no desire to kill them. Others were peaceful and didn’t bother anyone – she didn’t want to kill them either.

Zoey didn’t like this trial  and having time to prepare for it gave her time to overthink it. What if she killed a creature and its friends came after her to get revenge? What if she couldn’t kill the creature, and it killed her? If she failed the third trial, would she lose everyone’s respect that she had worked so hard to gain?

Zoey sat in front of a book at a small desk in the library, staring at the pages without retaining anything. She had liked the other two trials more because they had appeared so unexpectedly. She was making this one worse than it was.

By the time the sun set, Zoey was frustrated and felt as if she was getting nowhere. She was not hungry and decided to skip dinner. Maybe Tarragon was over his tantrum and had decided to join everyone at the table. She didn’t want to see his stupid face.

Zoey chose more books from the shelf and slammed them down on the table. She opened the first one, started reading, and tried to force herself to pay attention to the words. She could find something in there that would help her with the final trial.

Thoughts of Eric surfaced as Zoey stared at the book. They hadn’t decided when they would meet each other again, and three weeks had passed since she had last seen him. If they had scheduled another meeting, she was sure it would have been tonight.

She had lost him, but it was for the best. Her life had changed drastically, and he was never going to accept that. He would exhaust himself trying to find a way to break the curse. If there was a way to break it, Caynin would have helped her do so by now.

Zoey did have faith in Caynin. He protected her and took good care of her. He gave her everything she needed and wanted. If there was something he could do to help, he would.

Eric also tried his best, but what could he do that Caynin couldn’t do ten times better? She would not search for Eric in the woods again. It was foolish and reckless. She had to be selfless – like Rane was with Kismet. Meeting Eric again and again would only give him hope that one day things would return to the way they had been.

Zoey was never going to live a normal human life again. Her family was in her past, and while she did miss them, she couldn’t let them near her. Being close to her meant being close to the Fata, and after attending the Red Festival, she didn’t trust the Fata around humans.

Zoey’s eyes were drooping, and she rested her head on her books. She would close her eyes, only for a minute, but then she fell asleep. When she awoke, it was early in the morning. She rubbed her eyes, stretched, and forced herself to rise. Sleeping on the table had been uncomfortable, and she must have been exhausted to sleep there that long.

She yawned and left the library. There wasn’t much crime among the Enerly, so the doors were unlocked. Zoey shivered and looked up at the millions of stars in the clear night sky. She reached Kismet’s room in time to see the door swing open. Kismet rushed out and saw her, “Zoey, are you also going to see him?”

“See who?”

Kismet frowned. “Haven’t you heard? They caught the Slaerie responsible for killing Delia and the others.”

Suddenly, Zoey was wide awake. That couldn’t be right because the Slaerie weren’t behind the murders – a Prenumbra was.

“I’m going with you,” Zoey decided.

She and Kismet headed toward the castle gates where a crowd had already gathered. Zoey pushed through them to see what was happening. A grinning Tarragon faced everyone, and at his feet was a human bound and gagged with vines. The human lay in a fetal position so that no one could see his face.

“I wandered through the woods to clear my mind,” Tarragon said, “when I found another dead Enerly. This Slaerie was standing over her, with weapons on him. Brothers and sisters, I give you the human behind the murders.”

Tarragon reached down and grabbed a handful of hair. He pulled the boy up to reveal his face. Zoey gasped when she saw it was Eric.

“This is wrong,” she told Kismet, but kept her eyes on her friend. “They have the wrong person.”

Tarragon did not know about her friendship with Eric, so he was not doing this to hurt her. What had Eric been doing in the woods, and why had he been caught with a deceased Fata? He was wide eyed, and drool dripped from his chin as the vines that gagged him forced his mouth open. The vines around his wrists were too tight, cutting off the blood flow. Seeing him like this broke Zoey’s heart. She should have told him to never return. She should have chased him away. She could have prevented this from happening.

Tarragon knew a Prenumbra was killing his kind, but he wanted someone to take his anger out on. He wanted someone to punish, and the crowd needed someone to blame. Zoey was not going to let him use Eric. She would die before she allowed him to hurt Eric any more then he already had.

Zoey looked to her right, where Dagan and Caynin stood. Caynin said something to Dagan and glanced at Zoey. They had better not try to stop her. Zoey started pushing through the crowd. She shoved Fata out of the way and didn’t care whom she angered. She was going to reach Eric, no matter what.

Then someone grabbed her arm and pulled her back. She was about to curse when she realized it was Dagan. His emerald eyes held her gaze.

“Let me go.”

“You can’t march up there and make Tarragon look like a fool again,” Dagan warned her.

“You can’t stop me.”

But the sad truth was, he could. Dagan yanked her back forcefully, and if she screamed, no one would help her. She kicked him, to no effect. She reached into her pocket to pull out her iron knife, knowing this was an unwise move. Caynin had been furious when he found out she had the knife, and Dagan would react similarly.

As Zoey shoved her hands in her pockets, she realized she did not have the knife with her. These were the clothes Caynin had given her that morning. Her knife was in her room – she had forgotten to strap it to her thigh under her dress for the Red Festival. She had become way too comfortable in the Everwhite Kingdom.

“Dagan, that boy is innocent.” She regarded him with fierce determination. “I have to help him.”

“I can’t let you do that,” Dagan said.

His hand was on her left arm, and he pulled her closer to him. Her right arm was free. She was so angry and scared for Eric she was not thinking clearly. Zoey slapped him in the face. She slapped him so hard that his face tilted sideways. Slowly, he turned back toward her, and his eyes made her shiver. She feared he was going to hit her back, but instead he threw her over his shoulder like she weighed no more than a feather. There was nothing she could do as he carried her away.

“We should not kill him like this,” Caynin told Tarragon. He was standing in front of the crowd, too, now. “We should do it in two days’ time in front of everyone. He should have a proper execution.”

“For once we agree on something,” Tarragon said. “We’ll take him to the dungeons.”

Dagan carried her around a corner and to the castle’s rear, and she did not dare hit him again. He finally put her down, and she tucked strands of hair behind her ears before she could look at Dagan.

“You should be thanking me,” Dagan told her. “If I’d let you go up there, you and that boy would both be dead.”

“He is innocent,” she told Dagan. “You know it is a Prenumbra behind the killings.”

“You can’t save everyone,” Dagan told her.

Clearly, he did not care if one more human died. He did not care if they were going to torture Eric for a crime he had not committed.

“We have been friends since we were babies,” she said.

His face softened a little, but not enough to make her think he would help her save Eric. “He shouldn’t have come here.”

Zoey wished she hadn’t asked Dagan to free Alfred. If she hadn’t done that, he would still have owed her, and she could have asked him to help.

“You can’t just barge in there and save him,” Dagan told her. “You don’t stand a chance.”

“If I finish the third trial soon, I can use my wish to set him free,” she realized.

Dagan shook his head. “The three princes gave you trials and are responsible for making your wish come true. Tarragon is a ruler, and he has no part in the trials or your wish. Eric is his prisoner.”

“I can wish that the three princes help me free Eric,” she said.

Dagan looked at her. “You can, but that will result in even more bloodshed. Tarragon won’t give him up without a fight.”

“Then we fight,” she said.

“Think of the consequences,” Dagan warned. “If one of the princes or Tarragon dies, it will result in a war. Is that boy really worth it? I think you could spend your wish much better.”

“I can’t abandon him,” she told Dagan.

He regarded her with his forest eyes. “Then find another way to save him.”

“How?”

“I can see why Caynin is in love with you,” Dagan said. “You’re fierce, loyal, and strong willed.”

She was not swayed by his charm. Also, he was not going to tell her how to save Eric. He probably did not know how to, either.

“I want to talk to Eric,” she said.

“The dungeons will be guarded,” he said.

“Can you make the guards disappear?”

He gave her a naughty smile. “Of course I can.”

She sighed. “But, let me guess, you’re not going to do it for free.”

“Nope,” he said.

“What do you want?” Bargaining with him was unwise.

“I want you to owe me one.”

“Fine,” she said. This was a scary bargain because she did not know when or what he would collect.

“When do you want them gone?” he asked her.

“Tonight,” she said.

“Consider it done.” Dagan started walking away. “And Zoey, it will be most unwise to try and break him out. You’ll be caught.”

“I don’t know what I am going to do,” she replied.

“That’s what makes this fun,” he said before he left.


***


Zoey had the whole day to think of what she was going to do, but she could not come up with a plan. No matter how much she paced in her room, nothing came to mind. She was sleep deprived, and that only added to her frustration. After a while, she did the only thing she could do – she went to Caynin. She was glad to find him in his chambers, alone.

He smiled when he saw her. “I wanted to come to you, but I didn’t want you to feel suffocated,” he said quickly. It reminded her how she had reacted badly when he followed her into the woods with Eric. Maybe he did not want to make the same mistake again – thus he had waited for her to approach him.

“You did the right thing,” Zoey said, realizing how well he had come to understand her.

Had he predicted that she would run to him in her desperate state? She was not going to tell him about the deal she had made with Dagan. Caynin held much power – there must be some way he could help her. He was her protector, and she trusted him. She tried not to think about Dagan saying Caynin was in love with her.

“You know why I am here,” Zoey said.

“The boy.” Caynin ran a hand through his hair. “You want me to free him.”

“Please.” She hated how desperate and weak she sounded.

“Zoey, all three princes and Tarragon have equal power. I can’t overrule him.”

The only person who could overrule him was the queen, and Zoey didn’t have any relationship with her, which meant she couldn’t ask for favors. She didn’t have anything to offer the queen to set Eric free. She couldn’t think of a bargain, and the queen would not appreciate her begging.

“He is going to be executed for something he didn’t do. Killing him won’t solve your Prenumbra problem,” she said.

“I know that,” Caynin said, which confirmed that they still had no idea where the Prenumbra was or how to stop it. “I asked to delay the execution because I didn’t want you to watch him die, on the ground by Tarragon’s feet.”

“He is going to die brutally tomorrow night,” she told him.

“But you won’t be there to watch it,” Caynin said. “I can take you away from the castle for a while.”

“I’m not running away, and I am not abandoning my friend,” Zoey said. “If Tarragon wanted to execute me in front of everyone, would you let him?”

“Of course not.”

“So why are things not the same with Eric?”

“I don’t feel the same way about Eric that I do about you,” Caynin said.

“You’re a selfish bastard,” she told him.

She had enough of this conversation. Caynin was not going to help her because he only ever did something if he could benefit from it. He was arrogant to think his life and feelings mattered more than those of others. She was glad he did not stop her when she stalked away.


***


Zoey was lying on her bed, facing the ceiling, exhausted from the lack of sleep and stress. She’d had hours and hours to come up with a rescue plan, yet she had nothing. She went to the dungeons – they were far from the armory. No Fata tried to stop her or talk to her. None of them even knew she and Eric were friends.

The dungeons had a big entrance, and the walls here were rough, with sharp ice crystals growing from them like thorns. They were gray and cold, and the entrance formed a gaping black mouth with stairs which led down into the darkness.

When Zoey arrived, there were no guards. Dagan had kept his word, and she shuddered to imagine what he would ask for in return. She tried not to dwell on it and focused on the matter at hand. She was going to see Eric.

She descended slowly and gave her eyes time to adjust to the dark. The dungeons were cold, dreary, and wet. Water dripped somewhere, and moss covered the walls. The place smelled musty, and Zoey assumed servants never ventured down here to clean. The stairs were slippery, so she proceeded slowly until she reached the bottom. The cells were next to each other, most of them empty, and the temperature had dropped several degrees. As Zoey walked, she realized the place was big, and she didn’t know where Eric was.

“Eric!” she called.

“Zoey! Is that you?”

“Yes!” she cried out. “Eric, talk to me so I can find you.”

“I’m right here,” he said it repeatedly, so that she could follow his voice. She found him, sitting on the ground in a cell, gripping the bars.

“Eric!” She sank to her knees.

He looked bad – dirty, bruised – his clothes were torn, and his cheeks were pale. His iron necklace was still around his neck which meant he was protected against compulsion, but not physical pain. He had been down there all day, and it didn’t look like anyone was taking care of him. Zoey immediately regretted not bringing him food and a blanket.

“What have they done to you?”

“Nothing yet,” he said.

But he would be executed the following night. She touched his hands to comfort them both.

“What happened?”

“I was looking for you,” he said. “I tried to find you, but I couldn’t. Then I found a dead Fata. It looked like someone had sucked the life out of her.”

The Prenumbra had killed her, and Eric was taking the fall for it. She did not interrupt him.

“Then this crazy big Fata found me. He knew I didn’t do it! Yet, he dragged me to the castle and blamed it on me.”

“That’s Tarragon,” she said bitterly. “He is the Ruler of the Everblossom Kingdom.”

“I don’t know how you live among them,” Eric said.

“I’m fine here,” she told him. “You shouldn’t have gone looking for me.”

“I should have. I just wished I found you before I got caught.”

She shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

“No, you don’t understand,” he said. “I had to find you, because I desperately had to tell you something.”

“Tell me what?”

Eric drew a deep breath. “These past weeks all I have done was research on The Globetrot-tree and your curse and how to break it.”

“Let me guess,” Zoey said. “You can’t break it.”

“I can’t break it, because there is no curse.”


 

Chapter 35


“What?”

“I swear it,” Eric assured her. “I did my research. I double checked everything. There is no way anyone or anything can be cursed from touching the Globetrot-tree.”

“You must be making a mistake.” She did not want to believe him. “Because if you’re telling the truth, that meant Caynin…”

“Lied,” Eric said firmly. “Caynin lied to you.”

It did not make sense. Why would Caynin do that? She would have to confront him about it. Eric must have made a mistake; he was only human, after all. She would speak to Caynin and clear up everything.

“There is something else you should know,” Eric said.

“Yes?”

“If a human touches the Globetrot-tree, the amount of energy, magic, flowing through it should kill the human.”

“I’m not dead.” Now she was even more convinced that Eric was mistaken about the whole situation. She had touched the tree and been cursed. The end.

“I don’t know why,” Eric said. “I’ve not had time to figure that out.”

And he was never going to have time to figure that out because he was going to die tomorrow. She hadn’t come up with a plan to save him. She didn’t know what to do.

“Don’t look so sad,” Eric said. “Caynin is what he is. At least you can go home now.”

Zoey still did not want to believe Eric that there was no curse. If there was no curse, it meant Caynin was not as good as she had believed he was.

“I’m not sad about that,” she said. “I just don’t know how to get you out of here.”

“But I do.”

Zoey turned around abruptly and faced Fleur, the servant Fata who had been cleaning Zoey’s room for months. She wore her servant clothes, and there was dirt on them. In her one hand she held a duffle bag. Zoey had no idea why she was down here or why she would want to help. She had only ever been nasty to Zoey.

Fleur stared at Eric, her expression soft, and one hand slightly extended toward him, as if she wanted to touch him. Eric had a look of horror on his face.

“Mom?” He jumped to his feet.

“You know who I am?” Tears welled up in her eyes.

“I recognize you from photos that Dad showed me,” Eric said. “But how? You were human… The Fata killed you in the Wandering Woods…”

“Caynin told me that the last person who did the Worthy Trials, and survived, was over a decade ago. That’s when you ‘died’,” Zoey realized.

“You are frightfully intelligent,” Fleur told her. “I knew about the Fata ever since I was a little girl. I used to admire them, and I wanted nothing more than to be like them. For a long time, I was a blood slave, but they still saw me as less than them. After a while, I went back to the human world, fell in love with Donny, got married, and had you, Eric, but I missed the Eternity Kingdoms and their magic. I couldn’t help myself but go back. Then I finally learned about the Worthy Trials, and I realized I could use my wish to get the three princes to turn me into a Fata.”

“You passed all three trials,” Zoey said.

“But Dad found your corpse in the woods,” Eric said.

Fleur looked at the ground in shame. “My last trial was to use the Black Illusion to make your father hallucinate my death. If I wanted to live here, I had to be willing to give up my old life.”

“And you did give it up,” Eric realized. “You gave me up.”

For a moment, Zoey thought she would cry, but she didn’t. “I’m so sorry. There is not a day that goes by that I don’t regret it.”

“But you got what you wanted,” Eric said. “You are one of them.”

“I’m a servant,” she said harshly. “Once I turned, I didn’t have any friends. They never made me a part of them. They gave me a job, and I could never go home. They manipulate. They made my wish come true in the cruelest of ways.”

Zoey had no idea what to say. Eric was shaking in his cell, and she could understand his pain. All his life he had believed the Fata had murdered his mother. She was willing to bet that he wished they had murdered her because that was better than this. That was better than knowing that his own mother had abandoned him to become a monster.

“And why are you here now?” Eric asked.

“I want to help,” she said.

“You’ve never helped with anything,” Zoey told her.

“That’s not true,” she said. “By being horrible to you, I’ve been trying to tell you that you will never fit in here. You are wasting your time trying to earn their respect through these trials. It can’t end well. I’ve helped you in more ways than you know.”

Fleur had seen Delia at her door the day when Delia had shown up by her room to trick her into going to the back of the castle, where they had thrown her to the leopards.

I don’t need to threaten you. If Delia is showing up at your door, you are in enough trouble already.

Fleur had tried to warn her not to listen to Delia. She hadn’t wanted Delia and Kismet to harm Zoey.

“You told me not to listen to Delia,” Zoey said.

“I couldn’t have told you directly,” she said. “If everyone knew I was on your side, they would only have made life harder for the both of us. But after they tricked you, I knew you needed extra protection.”

“So, you left the iron knife in my room!” Zoey realized.

“The knife was mine. I carried it with me when I was human. When I changed, I kept it, to remind me who I once was. And then you came along. I figured you could put it to better use.”

“You wanted me to leave, for my own good,” Zoey said.

“I didn’t want you to make the same mistakes that I made,” Fleur said.

Zoey had never planned on using her wish to turn her Fata. She still wasn’t sure what she wanted to use it on. That feast before the festival and her first trial – that was the first time Fleur had spoken to her without being mean.

You shouldn’t be focusing on clothes, focus on what you’re going to eat.

“You warned me about the enchanted food at the festival,” Zoey said.

“I had no idea that you were immune to it or to compulsion,” Fleur confessed. “I’ve never heard of a human being immune.”

“You left extra food in my room so that I wouldn’t get hungry and eat at the festival.”

“But you still ate a cupcake,” Fleur said. “I really did try to help you.”

Zoey’s entire perception of Fleur shifted. She had believed Fleur looked down on her, like all the other Fata, that Fleur was cruel and demeaning. Now she saw Fleur as a woman who had fallen in love with the wonders of the Eternity Kingdoms. Zoey could not blame her; she felt the same way. She understood why Fleur wanted to remain here forever. She was aware that giving Eric up had been selfish. She had missed out on his life, but she was here now, and that was what mattered.

Eric clearly didn’t feel the same way. His fists were balled at his sides, and his bottom lip was quivering. He was trying hard not to cry.

“Dad became a hunter because of you,” Eric said. “I became a hunter because of you.”

“Eric, I am so sorry.”

“How could you do this to us?”

Zoey was not as emotionally involved as the two of them, which meant she could think clearly and notice that Fleur hadn’t come from the direction of the entrance.

“Fleur, how did you get in here?”

“Years ago, a famous Fata was kept in these cells. His name was Ravon, and he was a mass murderer. One day, when the guards came to his cell, he was gone. He had dug his way out of here, and I came in through that tunnel.”

Zoey shook her head. If she had known about that, she would never have made a deal with Dagan. How foolish! If Ravon was famous, then Dagan surely knew of him and his tunnel. Yet, he had chosen not to tell Zoey and take advantage of the situation.

“And you?” Fleur asked.

“I walked through the front door.” Zoey sighed. “The guards won’t be back for a while.”

“How do you know?” Fleur asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Zoey said.

She didn’t want to tell them about her deal with Dagan because she didn’t want them to reprimand her. She had made a foolish mistake, and one day she was going to pay the price.

“You made a deal with someone,” Eric realized.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.

“It won’t end well,” Fleur warned her.

“Then don’t think about it,” she snapped. “How do we get him out of here?”

Fleur dropped her duffle bag and opened it to reveal a red velvet cape with a hood.

“As a servant, I know when and where the blood slaves are. Tarragon has ordered a group of them be sent to his room tonight, and they pass the dungeons on their way there. The plan is to disguise Eric as one of them, let him join the group, and then I’ll escort them. When we are close to the room, at the outskirts of the castle, Eric will break free, leave his red cape, and make a run for it.”

“If he goes into the woods alone something else might kill him,” Zoey said.

“If he stays here, he will most certainly die. It’s better to take a chance in the woods.”

It was not a brilliant plan, but it was better than nothing.

“I don’t have any other ideas,” she told Eric, confirming she was on board with Fleur’s plan.

“Then let’s do it,” he said. “Zoey, I want you to leave with me.”

He could be making a mistake. She didn’t want to leave with him and risk cursing her family. “We should just get you out of here,” she said.

Zoey stepped aside and Fleur kicked the cell door with inhuman strength that sent it flying off its hinges. The doors were enchanted to keep prisoners inside, but not to protect from the outside. Fleur handed Eric the red cape which he accepted hesitantly. There was no trust in his eyes, and Zoey didn’t blame him for being angry with his mother. Fleur had no reason to betray them now. She was sticking her own neck out, trying to save him.

They headed toward the big entrance where Zoey stepped cautiously on the ice. Both Fleur and Eric were tense and skeptical about no guards being present. They relaxed somewhat once they reached the unguarded entrance. Dagan would keep his word because he wanted her to be in debt.

Eric put his hood over his head, thereby obscuring his face. If he were recognized, they would be caught, and they would never escape.

“Hide behind this wall,” Fleur said.

Zoey and Eric did just that, silently, in the dark. They waited for what felt like an eternity. Zoey was shaking from the anticipation and couldn’t stop herself from peeking around the wall when she heard approaching footsteps. A Fata, dressed in servant clothes, came toward Fleur. Behind her were three beautiful human girls, compelled to follow her. They wore red hoods, like Eric’s, but their hoods were down to show their faces. Zoey could see their pale skin in the moonlight and imagined Tarragon sinking his teeth into them. She absentmindedly touched her own neck, where Tarragon had bitten her.

Caynin was not going to save these girls. He would not help them the way he had helped her. Zoey’s heart went out to them and their families. She wished she could save everyone, but she couldn’t. She had to first focus on saving Eric. But silently, she promised she would try everything in her power to free them.

“I’ll take them from here,” Fleur told the servant.

“Okay,” the servant said.

She turned around and went back in the direction from which she’d come while the three girls stood still in their trance-like state. Death was better than this.

“Come on,” Fleur said. Eric joined the group, but he was the odd one out. “Don’t speak, and don’t look around.”

Zoey walked next to Fleur and realized she might look suspicious. By trying to help the girl at the Red Festival she had made it obvious that she did not approve of Fata drinking human blood. The area around the dungeons was quiet, but there were plenty of Fata as they passed through the gardens. Zoey looked around, nervously. She expected someone to call them out, but no one did. No one paid them any attention. It was normal for a servant to escort blood slaves.

Zoey found Rane the same time he saw her, and almost got a heart attack. He knew something was wrong when he saw her walking with the group of humans. She looked away, but it was too late. He came to her and grabbed her arm. Fleur was tense but continued walking when Rane did not tell her to stop. She did not have any choice but to leave Zoey.

“What are you doing?” Rane whispered.

“Nothing,” Zoey said.

His grip tightened on her arm. “Don’t lie to me.”

She bit her lip because she could never tell him the truth. But Rane was intelligent and didn’t need to hear the truth from her lips to figure it out. He looked at the three girls and then the fourth human with the hood up.

“You’re breaking him out.”

“Please, don’t stop me,” she whispered.

“It’s not going to work,” Rane told her.

“It is working. He is almost out.”

Rane looked at her and she returned that look with the same desperation he had when he’d asked her not to tell about him and Kismet. He released her arm.

“Kismet is with Tarragon, to applaud him for catching the Slaerie responsible for killing Delia.”

If Kismet didn’t know that a Prenumbra was behind the murders, then maybe she and Rane hadn’t told her – which meant they weren’t as close as Zoey had thought, or Rane’s loyalty to Caynin ran deeper than his love for Kismet.

“She knows what Eric looks like.” Zoey rushed back to Fleur, and Rane didn’t stop her.

“Is everything all right?” Fleur asked tensely.

“Kismet is by Tarragon. She knows what Eric looks like,” Zoey said.

“We are going to walk through some thick bushes that will provide cover,” Fleur said. “Eric is going to shrug off his hood, get off the footpath, and go when I tell him to. There won’t be a lot of time.”

They reached the footpath bordered with tall, snow-covered bushes on either side. Past the bushes was the beginning of the woods, where the winged leopards were lounging in the trees. Eric’s spine stiffened when he saw Chet, before glancing at Tarragon’s room.

When they reached the middle, Fleur said, “Now, Eric.”

Eric jumped into the bushes and shrugged of his hood. Its tip stuck out from under the branches. The three girls continued to follow Fleur, who didn’t dare stop to say goodbye.

“Zoey, come with me,” Eric said.

“I can’t,” she responded.

Speaking to him sent waves of panic through her. They did not have any time to waste. He should run away immediately.

“Zoey, come on!” Eric pleaded.

She stepped aside so that the three girls passed her. “Eric, I’m staying. Get out of here.”

“Not without you,” he said.

She almost cursed at him for being so loyal. She was about to step into the woods when Tarragon’s door suddenly opened, and Kismet emerged.

“Zoey?”

Zoey turned toward her and tried to appear as relaxed as possible. She could not get caught now. Anyone who knew her would realize she had no business near Tarragon’s room. To make matters worse, Tarragon appeared behind Kismet. Zoey would have to lie her way out of this.

“Have you come to steal any of my drinks?” Tarragon asked.

Zoey straightened and passed Fleur and the girls, who were standing still in front of his door. She stopped when she was in front of Tarragon, where she could look into his eyes.

“I am here to apologize,” she said.

Tarragon burst out laughing, and it took him a while to stop and stare at her. “Wait… Are you serious?”

She nodded and tried to be as convincing as possible. “I shouldn’t have disrespected you like that, and I am sorry.”

He nodded but she was not convinced she had been forgiven. Apologizing to him made her sick, but she couldn’t think of a better lie as to why she was there. They were just words, and she didn’t have to mean them.

“Good night.” She hoped she could run away now, and Eric was long gone.

“Stay,” Tarragon said.

Zoey had to quickly come up with an excuse to avoid entering his room. “I should be going to Caynin. He is waiting for me.”

“Did he tell you to come here?” Tarragon asked.

“I came of my own accord.” She needed him to believe that her apology was sincere and that she wanted to apologize. She was not going to drag Caynin into this.

“Well, I have to get home.” Kismet looked at Tarragon one last time and gave him a warm, grateful smile that turned Zoey’s stomach. Zoey had told Kismet that Eric was innocent, but Kismet hadn’t believed her. She desperately needed someone to blame for Delia’s murder. And here she was, kissing a liar’s ass.

She passed Zoey and Fleur when she stared into the gardens. What did she see? She bent down and pulled Eric’s hood out of the bushes, making Zoey’s stomach drop. Then she looked into the bushes – with her Fata sight she could see well in the dark.

She screamed. “It’s him! The Slaerie!”

Zoey was terrified and furious that Eric hadn’t run and had chosen to wait for her. Tarragon attempted to push past her, but she tripped him. He hadn’t expected it and fell hard. Zoey hoped that had bought Eric time to run. The bushes rattled as he crashed through them.

Tarragon immediately called out, and moments later, his Fata were there. Two of them seized Fleur and another two went for Zoey. She punched, but the faerie quickly moved out of the way. Another grabbed Zoey’s arm and twisted it behind her back. She cried out as she was forced to her knees.

Then a vicious growl filled the air. Before she realized what was happening, Chet pounced on the faerie. He let go of Zoey and fell to the ground with Chet on him, a paw on either side of his face.

Zoey got to her feet and put a hand on Chet’s shoulder. The leopard slowly backed off, still showing teeth, and none of the faeries dared to come close to Zoey again.

Moments later, a Fata dragged Eric back to them, and at the sight of Chet so close, Zoey thought Eric might faint. Zoey almost cried. They had come so close to getting him out. She had been so certain they were going to pull this off. She glanced at Fleur – all emotion had drained away from her face. She had given up.

“You say you’ve come here to apologize,” Tarragon growled as he came to Zoey. “You came here to steal from me.”

Chet stepped in front of Zoey, horns lowered and tail swishing.

“I can’t steal something that does not belong to you.” She doubted her voice would have sounded so steady if Chet hadn’t been there to protect her.

For a moment, Zoey thought Tarragon was going to draw closer and hit her, but his eyes went to Chet. Tarragon stayed put but spat on the ground next to her like a savage.

“Take them to the dungeons,” Tarragon said.

Zoey considered trying to fight, but there was no point. Even if Eric did manage to get away, he was slow, and the faeries would catch him. Although Chet was on their side, they were greatly outnumbered. As Fleur and Eric were dragged away from Tarragon’s room, Zoey turned to follow. Chet followed her until they reached the ice sculptures in the gardens. There she stopped and hugged him.

“Thank you.”

He licked her face, as if he sensed that the danger had passed, and returned to his pack. Dagan was leaning against a wall, making no attempt to help her. He shook his head in disapproval when she met his gaze.

And Zoey, it will be most unwise to try and break him out. You’ll be caught.

He had warned her, and she had not listened. Ashamed, Zoey looked away from him. She had failed, and she had no idea what was going to happen next.


 

Chapter 36


Eric was leaning against the bars of his cell with a downcast expression. He was exhausted and stressed out, and from the way he rubbed his arms, Zoey thought he was either cold or sore. He must be hungry, too, but no one was going to feed him.

In the cell next to Eric was Fleur; her cell bars were enchanted from the inside so that she could not break through them. She had not said a single word since they had been thrown in there. With the two of them next to each other, Zoey could see the similarities. They both had the same chocolaty eyes and thin noses. Now that Fleur was Fata, her skin had a stronger glow to it, and her hair was shinier and softer. Eric’s face was pink from the cold, and his hair needed to be washed.

Zoey finally fell asleep against the bars of her own cell – she had followed Tarragon’s guards down there and they had locked her up. It was not a comfortable sleeping position, and she woke up stiff when loud voices and footsteps approached.

“She is mine. You had no right to throw her in here,” Caynin growled. He spoke with such dominance that if he had been speaking to anyone else, they would not have responded.

“She tried to steal from me!” Tarragon said. “That can’t go unpunished.”

It was not stealing. It was rescuing. Anyway, she hadn’t rescued Eric, she’d failed, as he was back in his cell. The way she saw it, Tarragon had nothing to complain about. Yet, he was not going to let this slide. She had defied him too many times.

“It’s my responsibility to punish her, not yours,” Caynin growled.

“If you don’t punish her, you’d be showing the whole kingdom that it is all right to steal from me,” Tarragon said.

The two came into view, and Zoey didn’t bother rising. She regarded them with a bored expression, knowing that Caynin wouldn’t let Tarragon hurt her.

“You don’t get to tell me how I should do things in my own kingdom,” Caynin said. “If you don’t like it, leave.”

Zoey smiled at Caynin’s dominance and really hoped Tarragon would leave. Leave the dungeon. Leave the kingdom. She never ever wanted to see his stupid face again.

“I will,” Tarragon said, “after I execute the boy and the servant tonight.”

Zoey realized with a shudder that Fleur had tried to save Eric, at the cost of her life. Mother and son would die together. Fleur worked for Caynin, and Zoey assumed Caynin had given her to Tarragon to keep the peace.

“You should let me kill your pet, too.” Tarragon’s dark eyes found Zoey.

Caynin spun around and bared his teeth. “If you ever say something like that again, I’ll kill you.”

His threat was sincere, and Tarragon stepped backward. He knew there was no further reasoning with Caynin, and it was time for him to walk away.

Just before he left, he said, “You don’t know what she is.”

Zoey was not sure what he meant by that. She was human. Everyone knew she was human.

As Tarragon’s footsteps faded, she forced herself to look up at Caynin as he opened her cell door. It must be some form of magic because he did not use a key. He simply grabbed the bars, pulled, and the door opened.

“Come on,” Caynin said. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

She slowly got to her feet and pushed past him, not because she was obedient but because she needed to talk to him in private. Caynin was confused by her behavior, but he followed her. She headed deeper into the dungeons until she found a place where she couldn’t see any prisoners. There, she halted, facing the darkness, with her back turned to Caynin. She drew a deep breath before she said, “There is no curse, is there?”

The silence was deafening until Caynin finally said, “No.”

Zoey squeezed her eyes shut before she could muster the courage to turn around and face him. “You lied to me.”

“Yes.”

She nodded and bit back tears. “Why?”

“I met you and you couldn’t be compelled. That fascinated me,” Caynin confessed. “I didn’t understand it. I still don’t understand it. I told you to not come back to the forest, because if you came back, I knew I’d be tempted to make you stay so that I could study you.”

She shook her head. Study her? As if she was nothing more than a lab rat.

“When Lore and Bane brought you to me, they told me you touched the Globetrot-tree. A Globetrot-tree has so much energy that if a human touches it, they should die immediately. Human bodies cannot handle that much magic. Yet, you survived. You weren’t even injured. It’s unheard of.”

“Then you lied to me and told me I was cursed, and I had to stay. But I was going to leave anyway. You lied further when you told me the curse would spread to my family if I crossed the border. You manipulated me into staying. All for what? Your own amusement?”

At the beginning, Caynin probably hadn’t cared about what he had done. But as their connection had grown, he must have started to feel guilty.

I told you, you could never go back.

When he had said this, Zoey had thought he felt bad for her because she could not go home when in reality, he felt bad for lying. Good. That showed he was capable of feeling emotions.

“I wanted to tell you,” he said.

“Right before we made love,” Zoey realized.

He had told her that he wanted to tell her something, but she had been caught up in their moment of passion and had not been in the mood for talking.

“I was going to tell you the truth,” Caynin said.

“You should never have lied in the first place!” Zoey cried. Her heart dropped. “Do all the Fata know I am not cursed?”

“Yes.”

Zoey almost cried out in anger and betrayal. She had thought Rane was her friend. Yet, he had also been lying to her all that time. “Rane never told me.”

“Rane’s loyalty to me comes first,” Caynin said. “You can’t blame him. I also told the others not to tell you the truth.”

Zoey couldn’t believe it. After all this time with Caynin, she had trusted him. Maybe she was as naïve as Eric had accused her of being. After all this time she’d fallen in love with Caynin, and believed he felt the same. She had been played for a fool. “Shame on you.”

Caynin said nothing, and he made no attempt to touch her. Zoey did not know why she couldn’t be compelled or why she had survived touching the Globetrot-tree. She did not know what Tarragon had tasted in her blood.

You don’t know what she is.

Did that mean Tarragon knew something about her that she didn’t? Even if he did, she would never ask him. She didn’t ever want to see him again.

You are his possession.

Zoey glared at Caynin. “Are you going to force me to stay?”

“You are free to go,” he told her. “No one will stop you.”

She nodded and passed him. Instead of leaving the prison, she returned to Eric and Fleur and sat down in her own cell. Caynin lingered in the darkness before he left.

Whatever was between them was broken. Everything they had was built on lies, secrets, and betrayal. He had never done what was best for Zoey. He had only ever done what he wanted to get what he desired.

Zoey pulled her knees to her chest and hid her face so that Eric and Fleur could not see her tears.


***


Footsteps approached, and Zoey couldn’t summon the will to lift her head from her knees. Her head felt thick and heavy, and her cheeks were wet from crying. She had failed. She couldn’t save Eric or Fleur. They were both going to be executed in a few hours.

“Go away, Caynin,” she said.

“I’m not the Everwhite Prince,” a female said.

Zoey looked up. “Bella.”

She had been searching for Bella for weeks. She had so many questions to ask the servant Fata who had told her about the Fluver-luzile.

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to give you a way to save your friends.” She gestured to Fleur and Eric, who hadn’t spoken a word.

“You always show up when I need help the most,” Zoey said, “but why do you always help me?”

Bella said, “There is only one way to stop Tarragon from executing Fleur and Eric tonight.”

“How?” Zoey asked eagerly.

Zoey had been in a similar situation when Violet had been dying, and Bella had offered her hope by telling her about the Fluver-luzile. Now, when there seemed to be no hope for Eric and Fleur, Bella was once again offering her a lifeline.

“The only way to stop the execution is by taking Tarragon off the throne. We have to make him lose the title of ruler.”

“How would we do that?” Zoey asked.

“We have to prove to the Fata that he is not fit to be a ruler. We have to find dirt on him.”

“Finding something on him could take a long time. We don’t have time,” Zoey argued.

Bella smiled mischievously. “Did you know I worked for Prince Calico and Princess Harmonia, and I babysat their daughter Princess Celine?”

“Tarragon said you worked for the royal family,” Zoey recalled.

“What Tarragon does not know is that I was there the night they died. I was hiding by the door, and I saw all of it happen.”

“You saw the Prenumbras kill them?” 

Bella shook her head. “I saw Tarragon kill them.”

Her words chilled Zoey. “What?”

“The door to Erken was opened in Princess Celine’s room. I heard Harmonia scream, and I rushed to the baby’s room. I saw a Prenumbra, by the crib, draining the baby’s magic. I was too scared to do anything – I’m a servant, not a fighter! I hid by the door, while watching. I thought everything was going to be alright because Tarragon was there. He was Calico’s Waerie, and he was supposed to protect them. But instead of protecting them, he murdered them. He killed Harmonia first, then Calico, and then he walked to the crib and fought the Prenumbra. He managed to shove the Prenumbra through the door and lock it – but he broke the key.”

“And Princess Celine?”

“He walked to the crib, and I thought he would kill her, too. But he did not. I figured he felt too guilty for betraying her parents. He sent her away to a place where she would never know her real identity and told everyone that the Prenumbra had stolen her back to Erken.

“He lied more and told everyone that the Prenumbras had killed Calico and Harmonia. If he told Fata that he did it, he would be executed, if not imprisoned for the rest of his life. Instead, he pretended to be the hero, and he was rewarded. They gave him the title of ruler! I couldn’t say anything. Who would believe me? I have been waiting for years and years to get justice. That time has come.”

“But we don’t have any proof that he did it,” Zoey said.

“Have you ever heard of the No-Name sword?” Bella asked.

“Yes. Tarragon got this sword from the Elves after winning a duel.” Caynin had told her this.

“And the sword keeps the names of every life it took.”

“But I heard that Tarragon lost the swords in the battle with the Prenumbra,” Zoey said.

Bella shook her head. “That’s a lie. He used the sword to kill Harmonia and Calico. If anyone ever saw the sword, they would know what he had done. So, he threw the sword into The Lake of Lost.”

“If we find the sword, we prove he murdered the royal family, and we get him removed from the throne.”

“We don’t have much time,” Bella told her.

“You don’t have enough time,” Eric finally said. His shoulders slumped, his eyes dull and hopeless.

“Then let’s go!” Zoey followed Bella out of the dungeons. “Where is the Lake of Lost?”

“In the Everblossom Kingdom,” Bella replied. “We will have to use the Globetrot-tree for teleportation.”

“I’m human – the tree won’t work on me.”

“Trust me, it will work,” Bella said.

As they went, Zoey had an idea. “I think I can buy us time.”

“How?” Bella asked.

“I need to find Prince Dagan,” she responded.

But first she went to her own room to get her iron knife. There was nothing wrong in having additional protection. The blade lay on her bedside table – next to the emerald necklace Dagan had given her. She took both items and stuck them into her pockets.

She didn’t ask Fleur for permission and rushed to Dagan’s room. She flung open the door, causing the prince to look up from the book he was reading. For a moment, he looked just like Caynin had, when she walked into his room and found him stuck in a book. But then she decided he couldn’t be compared to Caynin – there was no way he was that horrible. Zoey knew she was filthy, panting, and not supposed to be barging into his room.

“This is pleasantly unexpected.” Dagan closed his book and grinned at her.

Zoey stepped into the big, luxurious room while Bella waited outside, out of sight. Dagan looked at Zoey as if he were a cat, eagerly awaiting a backrub.

“I need your help,” Zoey said.

Dagan smiled even wider. “What can I do for you?”

“I need you to delay the execution,” she told him. “I need you to buy me time.”

His green eyes shimmered. “And why would I do that?”

She sighed. “Because I have a way of getting Tarragon dethroned.”

Dagan’s smile disappeared, and he gaped at her. “Tell me what you have over him.”

“I will, but not now. I don’t have enough time,” she said.

Dagan hated Tarragon, and she could use this to her advantage. He used to think he would marry Celine and have a certain amount of power over the Everblossom Kingdom. Tarragon had taken that away from him, and Dagan would do anything to get him off the throne.

“Delaying the execution is in your best interest,” Zoey pushed.

“How do I know your plan will work?” Dagan asked.

He was no doubt recalling the previous night and how she had miserably failed to free Eric. “You don’t. But you also have nothing to lose and everything to gain by trusting me.”

“Trust you?” he asked.

“Do you have a hard time trusting people, because you are not trustworthy?” she asked him.

“Excuse me?”

“You knew about Ravon’s tunnel in the dungeons. Yet, you let me make a deal with you so that I would be in debt.”

Dagan laughed. “You failed to do your homework on the dungeons. That’s not my problem. Besides, I kept up my end of the bargain.”

He would come and collect one day. She wished she knew what he would want in return but reminded herself they were not friends, and he was almost as self-serving as Caynin.

“Can you buy me time or not?”

“Yes,” Dagan said. “Then you’ll owe me even more.”

Now it was her turn to laugh. He would want something. This was why she had taken the emerald necklace from her room. She had hoped she could trade it for his help, but now she decided she could convince him that helping her was in his best interest. “I won’t owe you a damn thing for your help,” she said. “If I get Tarragon off the throne, you will owe me.”

Dagan appeared to give this some consideration. “Consider it done.”


 

Chapter 37


She didn’t thank Dagan as she rushed out without closing the door. Every second counted, and she was not going to be in his room any longer than she needed to. Bella was by her side immediately and the two of them started running toward the stables.

It had taken Zoey, the leopards, Bane, and Lore a long time to walk from the Globetrot-tree to the castle. She did not have that much time and needed extra help. Zoey tired much sooner than Bella, but she was motivated to keep running. Bella wasn’t one for workouts, but she could outrun any human any day.

Zoey saw the leopards and was glad she had found them this quickly. Often, they wandered the castle instead of lazing about the stables. Bella stopped and kept her distance.

“The leopards won’t listen to us,” Bella told Zoey. They were not trainers, owners, or royalty.

“Chet will,” Zoey argued.

She approached him, and he got to his feet as she approached. Chet had smelled Caynin’s scent on her the first time they met, he had befriended her, and protected her. She could rely on him.

“Chet, I need you,” Zoey said.

Chet looked at her with intelligent eyes and turned sideways, motioning for her to mount. She jumped but didn’t make it the first time. He swished his tail to show his irritation. Zoey leapt again and managed to pull herself onto his back. It was higher than she thought it would be, and she wasn’t sure where to put her hands. As if he read her mind, he approached Bella. Zoey placed her hands on his neck, feeling unstable as he moved.

Chet stopped in front of Bella. Zoey noticed Bella’s chest rise and fall with each breath.

“Come on.” She leaned forward and extended her hand. Bella took it, and she pulled her onto Chet’s back.

Chet immediately began sprinting, and a small cry escaped Bella’s lips right before she wrapped her arms around Zoey. Chet opened his wings, began flapping, and then they took off. Zoey’s stomach dived as they went up and up. Finally, Chet reached the altitude he wanted, and levelled out.

“Does he know where we are going?” Bella asked.

“Uh… Chet, we are going to the Globetrot-tree,” Zoey tried.

Chet instantly banked hard left, and Zoey grabbed onto his neck. He growled, and she softened her hold. He turned around and flew in the other direction, wind whipping Zoey’s hair as Bella buried her face in her back.

Chet started his descent and landed in front of the Globetrot-tree that was as beautiful as Zoey remembered it, with its golden branches reaching into the sky as if they were skyscrapers. Zoey could feel the energy bouncing off it. Bella touched the tree and her hand glowed with golden energy.

“To the Everblossom Kingdom,” she said.

The world started spinning, and Zoey didn’t know what was up or down. Everything blurred together in a whirlwind of color. It felt as if she had drunk a whole bottle of tequila by herself. She had no control, which scared her. She gripped Chet’s fur tightly for support. When everything stopped spinning, the drunk feeling went away, and Zoey could observe her surroundings.

They were standing by the Globetrot-tree, and Bella removed her hand from its bark. This Globetrot-tree was identical to the one in the Everwhite Kingdom. If their surroundings hadn’t changed so drastically, Zoey would have thought the teleportation had failed. The blossoms here were as big as houses and made Zoey feel as if she were an ant. They were white, pink, and some yellow. Patches of flowers grew in the green grass, the air was clean and fresh, and there was no pollution anywhere.

“We need to go right.” Bella’s work in the Everblossom Kingdom meant she knew her way around. There was no time to stand around and admire the kingdom’s beauty when they had a purpose to fulfil.

“Right, Chet,” Zoey said. He had heard Bella, understood her, but had awaited Zoey’s command. She patted his neck.

As he walked through the forest, Zoey couldn’t help but wonder what hidden intentions Bella had. It seemed as if all the Fata were tricksters. Caynin had tricked her into thinking she was cursed, so that she would stay where he could study her. Dagan had tricked her into thinking that the entrance was the only way into the dungeons, so that she would owe him one. Rane had tricked her into believing that they were friends, but if he were her friend, he would have told her there was no curse. Fleur had tricked her into believing she despised her when she merely hadn’t wanted Zoey to complete the trials. Zoey was not going to believe that Bella was helping her out of the goodness of her heart. She was done being naïve. She was done trusting Fata.

Back when Bella had come to the hospital, dressed in those ridiculous clothes, she had given Zoey information that had saved Violet’s life. Yet, she hadn’t told Zoey that Zoey owed her anything for it. Now, she was helping Zoey save her friend and his mother. What could she stand to gain?

Yes, she had reason to hate Tarragon for murdering the royals, under whom she had served loyally for years. Bella had known where the sword was for years, and it could be used to dethrone Tarragon. Why had she never fetched it and told someone?

“Why haven’t you tried to overthrow Tarragon before?”

“Because there was no one to take his place,” Bella said. “Besides, I’m not brave enough to venture into the Lake of Lost.”

“What else is in the lake?” Zoey expected Bella to say something like crocodile or leeches.

“The Beast.” Bella moved aside a branch so that she could walk. “The Beast takes possession of everything that’s thrown into the lake. She won’t want you to take the sword.”

Zoey asked the question that had been on her mind. “Why did you tell me about the Fluver-luzile?”

“It was time for you to come home.”

Before Zoey could ask her what she meant by that, they reached the lake. It was exceptionally beautiful, with gigantic waterlilies and leaves. No photo or painting could do it justice. Behind the lake, in the distance, were mountains. Around the lake were trees, and their blossoms reflected into the crystal-clear water. The water was still – too still. Zoey didn’t see any fish or ducks.

“Animals tend to stay away,” Bella explained. “They can sense the Beast.”

Zoey didn’t dare ask what the Beast ate if there weren’t any animals. This place looked so peaceful it was difficult to consider that a dangerous beast hid in the water.

“How do I get the sword?” Zoey asked as she dismounted.

“You ask for it,” Bella said. “After you walk into the lake.”

Zoey stepped into the cold water, shivered, and then walked further into the lake. The water only reached her ankles. She stepped onto one of the giant lily pads, pleased that it held her weight. She made her way to the middle of the lake, on the lily pads, where she looked around, but didn’t see a Beast or any swords. Bella dismounted, while Chet fixed his attention on her.

“I’m Zoey Wright,” she said to no one. “I am searching for the No-Name sword.”

She felt like an idiot, standing there talking to herself. She didn’t expect anything to happen. Was coming here a waste of time? She looked around, desperate for something to happen. Then she looked at her feet where a sword was shimmering in the water. It had appeared out of nowhere.

“No way.” She was about to stick her head under the water and reach for it when someone with a snake-like voice spoke.

“That’s mine.”

That could only be the Beast. Zoey didn’t reach for the sword but looked in the direction from which the voice sounded. Zoey was scared as the Beast slowly emerged from the water. She had a long, snake-like body covered in scales. She had gills, but as she kept her head above water she could possibly breathe air, too. Her eyes were big but not as big as her mouth, and she had rows and rows of teeth. It would only require one bite to swallow Zoey whole. She didn’t have arms or legs, and her flat face suggested that of an eel. As she emerged, she created waves that made the lily pads bob.

“I do not mean to steal from you,” Zoey said. After living with the Fata, she had become skilled at hiding her fear. She was not trembling, and her voice didn’t shake. She looked into the beast’s eyes, as if she were its equal. “I do need this sword.”

“It was gifted to me many years ago,” the Beast hissed.

Zoey could picture Tarragon standing at the edge of the lake, throwing the sword into the water. He had thought he would never see it again. She could already picture his horror once she brought it to the Fata. She must not be too excited – she had not retrieved the sword yet.

“So I’ve heard,” Zoey said.

“If you want it, what do I get in return?” the Beast hissed.

Zoey did not want to bargain with this creature. She did not want to fight it either, but if that was what it took to get the sword, she would do it.

“What do you want?” Zoey asked.

“The sword is valuable to me,” the Beast told her. “I’ll exchange it for something that’s valuable to you.”

Zoey stuck her hand into her pocket and pulled out the emerald necklace and the iron knife. Iron was dangerous to all magical creatures, not just the Fata. She hoped the knife would scare the beast into thinking Zoey could defend herself.

“I have this emerald necklace.” Zoey did not tell the Beast about the Black Illusion flower on the reverse. The necklace meant nothing to her, and she wouldn’t mind getting rid of it, but the beast didn’t need to know that. “It is valuable.”

“You want to trade an emerald for a sword made of silver?” the Beast asked. “That hardly seems fair.”

Zoey had hoped that the Beast did not know how special the sword was because she had nothing of equal value to trade for it. The Beast thought the No-Name sword was valuable because its hilt was made of silver. If she knew the Elves had forged it, she did not say so.

“You have no use for the sword,” Zoey said. Then again, the Beast didn’t have any use for the necklace either.

The Beast said, “I’ll trade you the sword for the necklace. Throw it into the water.”

Zoey did as she was told and tossed the necklace as far as she could. It fell into the water with a splash. She looked at the Beast. “I kept up my end of the bargain. I’ll take the sword now.”

“Not yet,” she objected. “I want your iron knife, too.”

“That was not our deal,” Zoey said.

Zoey hadn’t expected the Beast to make an honest deal. Of course, the Beast was not trustworthy. The Beast likely thought the sword was just a normal weapon that could not harm her – she had never mentioned its name or its creators. The iron knife could harm her, and Zoey was reluctant to give it up. The Beast wanted to make sure Zoey didn’t have a weapon to fight her.

“Okay,” Zoey said. “You can have my iron knife.”

Yet, if she gave up her knife, there was nothing to stop the Beast from going back on her word and killing her. Zoey took the knife from her pocket and held it up so the creature could see it.

No one ever won from fighting fair.

Zoey did not like Tarragon, but for once she was going to take his advice. She pulled her arm back so that she could throw the knife, but instead of throwing it into the lake, she aimed it at the Beast’s eye. It was a good throw; Caynin would have been proud that his fighting lessons were paying off.

The Beast shrieked and shook her head from side to side but could not dislodge the knife. Blood dripped from her eye into the water. Zoey looked down – the lake had become significantly deeper – she wouldn’t just be able to reach down to take the sword. This was her chance, and she dived into the water, where she was at a disadvantage compared to the Beast. The sword was sinking into the depths. She could not lose it!

She swam after the sword as fast as she could. The Beast gave up trying to shake loose the knife and dived after Zoey. She opened her mouth with the intention of gobbling up Zoey, but Zoey closed her hand around the sword’s hilt. She twisted in the water and slashed the sword toward the Beast’s face. The water slowed down her momentum, but as the sword cut, it drew blood. The Beast immediately knew that it had been fooled into thinking that the iron knife was the only weapon around that could kill it.

The Beast screamed in failure. Instead of fighting, she swam away into the depths of the lake. Zoey’s lungs were burning. As she started making for the surface, the level decreased. By the time she inhaled fresh air, the water reached her waist again.

She gripped the sword tightly as she crawled onto the lily pad and ran back to Bella. Zoey looked around, but the Beast was nowhere in sight. Had she given up? The knife was lodged deep in her eye. Zoey had blinded her, and she did not feel bad about it. The Beast had intended to trick her, and Zoey had been tricked enough times. She had become too smart to let it happen again.

As Zoey neared the edge of the lake, Bella smiled and waved her arms in the air. “You did it!”

Then the Beast suddenly reappeared besides Zoey. Her head popped out of the water, but Zoey had kept up her guard. She swung the sword and raked it across the Beast’s face. This time, the cut was deep and painful. The Beast hissed and withdrew her head. Zoey ran for the shore, but the Beast followed.

Then Chet was there, swooping down. Zoey jumped onto his back, and the Beast tried to bite them. Chet flew higher, and slowly the Beast submerged. After the ripples disappeared, there was no trace that she had ever been there.

Bella was pale faced and shaking, as if she had fought the Beast and not Zoey. “Are you all right?” she asked once Chet landed next to her.

Zoey looked down at the sword and the list of names embedded on its blade. She had found what they were looking for.

“Yes,” Zoey said. “Let’s go back. We don’t have much time.”


 

Chapter 38


Dagan was stalling the execution.

Everyone had gathered in the throne room, and the doors were shut. The queen sat on her throne with both hands on her lap and her purple dress pooled to the floor in silky elegance. Her purple eyes scanned the room as Dagan spoke.

Caynin and Bolt sat on their thrones with their crowns on their heads. Neither interrupted Dagan’s speech but Bolt couldn’t resist yawning. His legs were sore from sitting still, and he stretched them.

Tarragon sat on his throne, with the Everblossom crown next to it. He looked frustrated and sat with his arm on the armrest and his chin in his hand. In his other hand was his sword with the tip pointing to the ground. Dagan had been speaking for ages now.

Dagan spoke about Slaerie and how horrible they were. He spoke about the pain and suffering they caused and how they deserved to be punished. Then he changed topics and spoke about the four Eternity Kingdoms. He spoke about how wonderful they and the three princes were. He spoke about life on Erken, and how much better things were on Earth. He spoke about anything and everything.

Just below the stage, Rane stood with Flint on the other side. Both appeared bored and no doubt wished they had chairs.

Eric and Fleur stood by the edge of the stage where the crowd had a good view of them. Vines bound Fleur, to prevent her from running away. They tied her down as if she were a mare who had not been tamed yet. She didn’t fight the bonds. Even if she managed to break free, there was no way she could push past the crowd to escape. Fleur had lived in regret for so long it was hard to remember why she ever wanted to be a part of his brutal world. She looked at her son.

Eric’s iron necklace had been ripped from his neck. He had been compelled to stand still and wait to die. They hadn’t compelled him to not be scared. His eyes were wide, and if he hadn’t been compelled, he would be shaking. He was only eighteen! He was supposed to have his whole life ahead of him.

Caynin sat on his throne and didn’t show any emotions. If he felt guilty for not objecting to the execution, he did not show it. He had searched the castle grounds for Zoey. When he couldn’t find her, he had assumed that she had returned to the human world.

“You’ve spoken long enough,” Tarragon growled and got to his feet.

He clearly did not care that he’d so rudely interrupted Dagan, who was wasting time and taking all the fun out of the execution. Even the audience was bored. The royals were yawning and dozing off. He pushed past Dagan and spoke to the crowd. Their energy immediately lifted.

“I, Tarragon Leed, ruler of the Everblossom Kingdom, sentence you, Eric Phillips, to die for murdering multiple Fata. And I sentence you, Fleur Phillips, to die for aiding in an attempt to rescue Eric.”

The Fata listened eagerly and waited for their blood to be spilled. Tarragon lifted his sword, intending to decapitate them. That was when the throne room doors swung open, causing all heads to turn.

“I object!” Zoey cried.


***


“On what grounds?” the queen asked placidly. She had remained seated on the throne and regarded Zoey lazily. She didn’t appear to be delighted at the prospect of an execution. She looked as if she didn’t want to be there.

The Fata moved aside as Zoey strode into the throne room. Bella lingered by the door. She had not been exaggerating when she said she was scared. She was not brave enough to speak up for what she believed in. She seemed to melt into the wall and disappear. Zoey didn’t look back at her; she accepted that from here on she was alone.

Zoey focused her eyes on the queen, the most powerful Fata in the kingdom. Valeska was the only one who could strip Tarragon of his title, and Zoey was going to convince her to do it.

“My queen, you have been lied to,” Zoey said purposefully. “You gave Tarragon the title of ruler when you believed that he fought valiantly against the Prenumbras and locked the door to Erken when trying to protect Prince Calico and Princess Harmonia.”

“Is that not what happened?” Although the queen’s eyes were fixed on Zoey, she appeared disinterested.

“No.” Zoey pointed at Tarragon. “He murdered them!”

The crowd gasped.

Murderer. That was what Zoey had called him when she had seen him the first time. She had not been wrong.

Zoey held up the sword for everyone to see. “This is the No-Name sword. It was forged by the Elves and gifted to Tarragon. As most of you know, it keeps the names of the Fata it killed embedded in the blade.” She shook her head and rephrased that. “It keeps the names of Fata whom Tarragon killed.”

Zoey looked toward Rane, who was standing by the edge of the stage. She approached him, and he straightened. “Rane, can you read these two names out loud?”

She pointed to two of the many names embedded in the blade.

“Harmonia LeVane. Calico LeVane,” Rane read.

The crowd gasped again. Someone cried out in horror. Some bared their teeth to show that they felt betrayed and angry, while others covered their mouths to prevent themselves from screaming.

Zoey looked toward Dagan, who was standing on the stage. It was clearly the happiest, most satisfying day of his life. He was smiling at her in astonishment and admiration. She couldn’t help but quickly return his smile. Then she focused her attention on Tarragon.

“You murdered the royal family!” Zoey cried. “You murdered them so that you could take their lands and rule their people! You were never loyal! You were never worthy of being a Waerie! You only ever betrayed and took what you wanted!”

“You’re not innocent either,” Tarragon snapped. She was surprised that he had decided to speak up after being quiet for so long. Maybe he had enough of her.

In confusion, she considered his words. The only thing she was guilty of was revealing the truth.

“Don’t tell me you’ve not figured it out yet,” Tarragon spoke down to her.

“Figured what out?” she asked.

“You are the one who opened the door for the Prenumbras to return to earth. You’re the only one who can do it.”

“Don’t be absurd,” she said.

“I am sorry,” he said. Was she mistaking his guilt for sincerity? He did sound sorry, but it disappeared within seconds, replaced by determination. “You’re too dangerous to be kept alive.”

Instantly, he leapt from the stage with his sword pointing at Zoey’s heart. He was going to kill her. With her human reflexes there was no way she would be able to dodge him.

That was when Rane cast himself between the blade and Zoey. It sank through his shoulder, and he cried out in pain. All the royals, except the queen, were on their feet.

Before Tarragon could attack her again, Dagan and Caynin were at his sides. They ripped his sword away and forced him to the ground. It required much strength to hold him in place. Caynin’s teeth were bared, and saliva dripped from his mouth. Zoey thought he was going to kill Tarragon right then and there.

“Shit!” Bolt cried with fear in his voice. “The queen has a shadow.”

Zoey looked to the stage where the queen had finally risen to her feet. She smiled maliciously. Her sharp canines dug into her lips, and her eyes glinted with malice.

Bolt was not lying. She had a shadow, a Prenumbra inside her.

“How did this happen?” Zoey gaped.

“After I came through the crack in the wall,” the Prenumbra spoke through the queen’s mouth. “I decided to possess the most powerful Fata in the kingdom. Unfortunately, I drained her magic rather quickly – I’d kill her if it continued. Thus, I fed off other Fata.”

This Prenumbra, hiding inside the queen’s body, was responsible for killing Nyla, Delia, and two others.

“I had to recharge the queen’s magic by stealing theirs, and in the process killed them. Lucky for me, their deaths were blamed on the Slaerie. Once I had absorbed enough energy from other Fata, I could hide the shadow.” The queen looked at her shadow and shrugged. “I haven’t killed in a while. I’m low on energy, and that’s why the shadow is back.”

The queen had not been showing up for dinner or breakfast, and Zoey had believed it was because she didn’t want to dine with her or because she was hunting the Prenumbras. She had also not been seen around the castle often, and Zoey now knew it was because the Prenumbra inside didn’t want to risk anyone discovering it.

“You stole the Egress Key!” Tarragon realized.

“I was hoping to use it to open a door big enough for all the Prenumbras to come through. But it does not work, and now I know why.” She fixed her eyes on Zoey.

Immediately, she was by Zoey’s side, grabbed one of Zoey’s hands, and aimed it at the ground. She muttered something in a foreign language, and Zoey could feel magic sizzling through her veins. She looked to the ground where a black hole was forming. It started out small and spiraled bigger and bigger. Somehow, the queen was using her to open a portal.

Zoey slammed her elbow into the queen’s nose, and the black hole disappeared once she released her. Before the queen could attack again, Zoey swung the sword upward and cut off her head.

It can kill anything.

Zoey had learnt this from Caynin when he had told her about the No-Name sword. He had been right. All those years the Fata had been fighting the Prenumbras, they had feared they did not have a way to kill them. Ironically, the weapon that could kill the Prenumbra belonged to their warlord.

Zoey looked from the sword to Valeska. Her purple eyes were open. Blood pooled on the floor. Had Zoey grown accustomed to death? Her stomach was not turning. She had killed someone. She was a murderer, yet she did not feel bad.

Everyone was staring.

Zoey started putting pieces together of everything she knew. The crowd was quiet, as if no one knew how to take the lead. The silence gave Zoey the opportunity to think clearly.

“After I killed the king and queen of the Everblossom Kingdom,” Tarragon said to her. “I walked to the crib, expecting to find Princess Celine dead. She was supposed to be dead after the Prenumbra had fed on her. The Prenumbra had drained her magic – in the process turning her into a human. She died.”

Caynin’s grip was as hard and painful as Dagan’s.

Tarragon didn’t try to break free. He just kept his eyes on Zoey as he spoke. “When I closed the door and the Egress Key broke, its magic needed somewhere to go. Energy does not just disappear, it only changes form. As a Fata, I had too much magic already so it could not latch onto me. So, the key’s magic latched onto the only mundane thing it could – Celine. Its magic brought Celine back to life. She was a human, with all the Egress Key’s power.”

Zoey thought about the waterfall and the voices coming from behind it. She had pushed the wall and opened a door to Erken. At the time, she hadn’t even realized what she had done She had let the Prenumbra in. Moments ago, the possessed queen had wanted to use her powers to open another door.

“I sent Celine away from this world to the mortals, where she could find a new home. I hoped she would never know about magic,” Tarragon continued.

He sent her away to a place where she would never know her real identity and told everyone that the Prenumbra had stolen her back to Erken.

Bella had told Zoey this. Zoey had been adopted – she had told Caynin so herself, that she didn’t know who her real parents were.

“Why did you tell me about the Fluver-luzile?”

“It was time for you to come home.”

Bella, who had worked for Prince Calico and Princess Harmonia, had known Zoey’s identity all along. She knew Zoey belonged in the Everblossom Kingdom – her ulterior motive, her reason for helping Zoey, was because she wanted the rightful princess back on the throne.

“Why haven’t you tried to overthrow Tarragon before?” Zoey asked.

“Because there was no one to take his place,” Fleur said.

Zoey had grown up in the mortal word and thus she could not take back her crown. She hadn’t even known it belonged to her. Fleur had waited for seventeen years before finding a way to bring Zoey back. If Zoey had returned here when she was younger, it would have been harder for her to survive.

When Zoey had completed the second trial, she had hallucinated her worst fears. During this time, Rane had tried to kill her. Eric had told her he did not love her, and Violet had died. The only hallucination she could not make sense of was Tarragon, who had killed two Fata and then walked to an empty crib. Now, Zoey realized that as a baby she had watched him murder her parents, and it was stuck in her subconscious. In the hallucination, she had once again watched him murder her mother, Harmonia, and her father, Calico. Then he had gone to the crib but there had been no baby. Because Zoey was the baby.

Fata could compel humans but not each other. Zoey could not be compelled. Zoey could also eat Fata food, like the cupcake at the feast, without suffering consequences like other humans would. If a human touched the Globetrot-tree, they were supposed to die, but Zoey had not. When Tarragon had bitten her, he had let her go instead of killing her. He had tasted the royalty in her blood.

You don’t know what she is.

Tarragon had figured out that she was the key. She could open doorways to other worlds, and she could let the Prenumbras in. He had left her in the mortal world and hoped she would never learn about her power. But now it was too late. He felt he had to kill her before she put everyone else in jeopardy.

Zoey bent down and picked up the queen’s severed head. She got onto the stage and tossed it toward Bolt. She was not just a weak human; she was a princess with power!

“I have killed a Prenumbra, a magical creature from Erken, without any help. I have completed the third trial.” She looked at the crowd. “I have earned your respect and my wish.”

“What is it you want?” Bolt kept his eyes on Valeska’s head. He did not touch it.

“I wish that four Eternity Kingdoms will set every single one of their humans free,” she said. “Their memories of this place will be wiped, and they will be sent home, alive.”

“Tarragon does not have to oblige,” Caynin reminded her.

“No, but Tarragon is no longer Ruler of the Everblossom Kingdom.” Although Valeska had not officially stripped him of the title, it was obvious that no one was going to support him as ruler. “I know a princess of the Everblossom Kingdom has the power to release its human slaves.”

“Who do you think you are to demand such things?” Prince Bolt finally drew his gaze from Valeska’s severed head.

Zoey dropped the No-Name sword and made her way over to the Everblossom throne. She lifted the Everblossom Crown, which only one with royal blood could touch without burning. Dagan’s eyes widened as he looked upon the woman who had been promised to be wed to him when she was just a baby.

Zoey put the crown on her head before she turned around to face the crowd. Then she sat down on her throne, leaned back, and crossed one leg over the other.

“My name is Celine Levane, princess of the Everblossom Kingdom.”
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