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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I want you to enjoy this book with every cell inside of your body. I want you to escape to a magical
villain fairy land full of fun, but not at the expense of your health and well being.

Please be aware this story contains content that might be troubling to some readers, including,
but not limited to violence, abuse (physical, mental, emotional, verbal), kidnapping, death or
dying, gore, mental illness, bones, hospitalization, profanity, snakes, sex, poisoning. If you
decide to proceed (cracks knuckles and turns to face you in a large, ominous desk chair) then

please enjoy book one of the infatuated fae series.

Jeneane O’Riley



To you. My hope is not that you finish this book, but that this book finishes you.
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by Jeneane O'Riley



Chapter 1



T

The Beginning of the End

Callie

he damp floor of the dungeon made it hard to keep the tiny cuts of cheese on my mini charcuterie
board. I suppose it was less of a board and more of a loose brick from the back wall, but the rat

that visited this cell wouldn’t mind.
I laughed out loud at how cute it looked with the little bits of cracker and honey saved from my

meal yesterday. My muscles froze. I immediately berated myself for the laughter that had slipped out.
They didn’t like when I made noises. When I made noises, they woke up. They had told me they

would hurt me again if I made any more noise. I pressed my body into the faulty shelter of the
dungeon’s shadows.

My finger’s poked the open, bloodied wound on my head as a firm reminder of its horrible
capabilities.

A deep inhale stretched my sinewy ribs as I imprinted my finger nail sharply into the wound. I bit
the iron cuffs around my wrist to muffle my cries as the metal tang of blood swirled with the bite of
iron in my mouth.

Good, I still felt something. My taut muscles relaxed the faintest amount.
The iron chain between my cuffs clanged loudly against itself with my slight movement.
Blackness immediately consumed me as my eyes shut so tightly that tiny flecks of light speckled

the back of my eyelids. The hard stone wall dug into my flesh. I pressed harder, willing it to swallow
me up so I would no longer be inside the fear-laced cell of this dungeon.

Had I caused it to wake?
A few stray tears escaped my eyes as my body trembled.
Fuck. Fuck.
I shook so hard I threatened to wake him with the rattle of my bones.
Be quiet or it will wake and hurt you again.
I wish I could have known more details about all of this. I was beginning to question who I really

was anymore. It was like ten versions of myself were shoved into this body, and I grew more
confused about who I was with every day that passed.

I just wanted to be myself for a while. I had forgotten what that felt like.
A moment of stillness passed. I filled myself with a silent lungful of relief and returned to my mini

charcuterie board.
I could wait and see if they gave me more bread tonight, but I doubt they would.
Holding my breath, I stepped over the rusted chain that connected my cuffs and pulled my hands



wide on either side of my body. The thick iron chain pulled tightly around my lower back, silencing
any metal clangs as I moved the brick of food back toward the cell wall where I had removed the
brick from originally. I sat in front of the large gap and waited patiently for the only thing that kept me
sane . The only thing I looked forward to anymore.

Within a few moments, the grungy brown rat came.
“I’m so glad you made it back,” I mouthed excitedly, the smacks of my lips the only sound I dared

to make.
The large brown rat turned its beady black eyes both ways before bypassing the food and running

into my lap. He looked bigger today. His dark fur, slick with greasy patches, seemed more filled out
than usual. Was I crazy to think a rat had gained muscle?

“I told you to stop saving your food for us. I want to help you escape, not take your nourishment,”
the mahogany rat whispered as he climbed onto my shoulder and nuzzled the crook of my neck.

His soft fur brushed against my skin. He was so warm and dry compared to everything else down
here.

“Take the food back to the others, please. I’d like to know you are all fed,” I pleaded softer than a
whisper but more cautious than a secret.

He had told me many times that the castle rats were taken care of, but I couldn’t stand the thought
of any of the animals and creatures around this horrible place not having food.

“Please be quiet. I cannot stand to see them hurt you anymore,” he whispered softer than before.
“Any of them.” He paused to look in the opposite corner of the dark cell before his small voice
continued. “I came to tell you that he is on the way and I have failed you. Please, please don’t give
up. We will find a way—” The brown rat squeaked loudly before scurrying off my shoulder and out
the hole again with a deep grunt, just as a loud bang thudded and a large boulder slammed into the
wall, somehow missing the rat’s naked tail.

It was awake.
I leaped back in an aimless attempt to gain distance between the monster and myself. Hurriedly, I

moved my legs back over the chain that bound my wrists to have more movement of my hands. Not
that I could defend myself much anyway.

“What did I tell you, human? What did I tell you would happen if you woke me?” rumbled a deep
raspy voice.

It was haunting. Not high and not low, just the right sound to shock your senses and make your
bones feel weak at the pitch. Nothing human sounded similar.

But then again, it wasn’t human.
It shifted with a horrible tremble as it turned itself back into a squat tree-stump-looking creature

no taller than my hips. Brown bark-like texture covered its long body except for the angry tan face,
arms, and hands. Green and brown leaves rustled loudly at the ends of its long arms and legs while
large expressionless black eyes stared back at me. The only other notable feature of its face was a
deep cavernous hole for its mouth.

“I-I’m sorry. Please go back to sleep, I’ll be quiet. I swear,” I pleaded to the forest bog, willing
him with every fiber of my existence to accept my offer.

It trembled again, this time sprouting pointed branches covered with sharp thorns.
“I will go back to sleep after I kill you and use you slowly, you human piece of shit,” the forest

bog rasped as it began walking toward me.
The thorns shifted, growing fatter as they angled toward me, ready to sink into my skin like the

barbs of a fishing hook.



“Please!” I cried out.
The tiny black dress I wore shielded none of the cold stone from my skin as I sank back farther

against the wall.
“So, you haven’t killed her?” thundered a deep voice as he opened the cell door and stepped

inside.
At least fifteen armored guards stood on edge as the umbra of a man lurked forward reluctantly.
The bog shrank away instantly, withdrawing all its thorns and returning to the shape of a boulder

once again.
“Sir, the assassin is not safe to be around. We will extract her. Please leave her cell,” one of the

guards shouted, stepping in front of the enormously muscular Fae.
The impressive Fae suddenly seemed to remember himself and left the cell to watch me from

behind the iron bars as five other guards entered in his place.
“Please! Don’t do this,” I shouted as the guards grabbed me and formed a complete circle with

their bodies, shoving me out of my cell and into the torch-lit aisle that ran between our cells.
“Where to, sir?” A different guard asked as they huddled around me, making certain to keep me as

far from the Unseelie prince as possible while still forcing me to walk with him.
“To the chamber of blood. I am tired of the human, and it’s the perfect place to paint the walls

with her pretty blood.”



Chapter 2



I

A Short Time Prior

Callie

slid my hands over the sun-warmed leather with an influx of small prayers.
The old truck gurgled and shook at my attempted coaxing. I heaved out a sudden breath of relief,

sliding down in the seat a few relaxed inches. I wouldn’t ruin my record. No late days, no call offs.
I was doing a good job.
The tires crackled haphazardly over the stray twigs that littered the gravel of my driveway as I

pulled out of the winding trail and headed away from my beautiful cottage. Okay, maybe calling it a
cottage was a stretch . . . and maybe so was calling it beautiful, but cabin made me think of some old
hunting shack in the middle of nowhere. My house was much, much cuter. I’d bought it two years ago
for a steal from a potbellied widower with a bald head and a penchant for pulling too many whitetails
that he didn’t have tags for. Was he trying to bribe me? Possibly. It was rumored I was dating the
game warden, and in a small town like this, the folks would do anything to get a leg up, especially
when it came to deer tags. I almost couldn’t blame them, except that tagging was set up specifically to
help control the wildlife population, and when people took it upon themselves to judge what numbers
were okay to kill, the rehabilitation efforts and statistics always got skewed and caused problems. It
didn’t matter because Cliff and I weren’t dating anyway . . . and also, Paul the potbelly had died a
few days after I had bought the house.

My grip on the leather steering wheel tightened at the thought of Cliff, the handsome game warden,
but I quickly brushed it away. In truth, we had never even been on a date, and we never would. When
the state had hired me as the park’s environmental scientist, Cliff was one of the only kind faces to
greet me. The small hole-in-the-wall town did not take kindly to a stuck-up fancy-pants scientist
ruffling around in their business ( I actually heard this one with my own ears at the Sizzler in
Maulberry), coming to their beloved town and ordering them to stop pulling out their milkweed and
tightening the parks hunting regulations. Being the only woman to work the parks besides Cecelia at
the wildlife rehab center, most of the men didn’t take me seriously, and the ones that did were accused
of having an affair with me. I guess that’s small towns for you.

Though I can’t remember my town having the same mentality, I was practically a child when I left.
At twenty-nine years old, with no children, no husband, bright blonde hair to my waist, and a

decent enough figure (you try hiking these hills all day), the women of the town seemed to think I had
a secret vendetta to steal their out-of-shape, misogynistic, hillbilly husbands or take all the available
wrangler-wearing, dip-chewing men. It was actually kind of flattering if I thought about it. Until two
years went by and I still had to think about it. Then it grew less flattering and more . . . lonely.



I debated stopping at the local gas station for coffee but decided against it. I really didn’t want to
risk the truck not starting up again. The coffee wasn’t very good anyway, even for gas station coffee,
and if I had to sit and listen to the locals talk anymore about Crazy Earl, the town drunk, and his quest
for Sasquatch, I was going to quit my job and move.

Thankfully I was usually with Cliff when we stopped, and he would quiet them up a bit. He hated
Crazy Earl. I’d never formally met the town drunk, but I’d heard enough stories to write a book.

I mentally made a note to check the woods behind the gas station for Amanita muscaria. They
were poisonous mushrooms that, if eaten in small enough quantities, might not kill you, but made you
act crazy . . . like Crazy Earl. He was always in the woods out back of the old gas station. I was just
about to turn around to inspect my hunch when a long-necked bundle of brown feathers shot out across
the road in front of me.

The aging truck screeched to an abrupt halt, protesting with a puff of black smoke the size of an
elephant and shutting off. Temperamental hunk of metal and bolts, it was worse than a man.

“Gosh dang it, Dorothy!” I slammed the truck door closed behind me as I walked across the dirt
road to the turkey hen that forever stalked me.

Thankfully I was on the long driveway of the rehab center, so I would just deal with my
dilapidated truck later. Dorothy was flopping around wildly in a patch of cattails like a toddler that
had just escaped their parents’ clutches. She was lucky I hadn’t hit her with the truck and it was only
her bum wing causing her to chaotically dance about like a poorly choreographed Zumba instructor.

I made sure no cars were coming, knowing they wouldn’t be because it was the back entrance to
the wildlife rehabilitation center. I plopped down crisscross applesauce style on the dirty path and
tried not to look at the smoking truck to my left. Maybe if I didn’t think about it too much, it would
start up again.

No sooner had I sat on the dusty gravel road than I was accosted by the large adult turkey trying to
nest in my lap. Happy squeaks and grumbles filled her long neck, and I couldn’t help but smile at the
goofy bird as she nestled into me. She was one of my patients at the center. It wasn’t really in my job
description to work on the animals, but with only one vet in the building, I ended up helping with the
injuries more often than not. I didn’t mind; I much preferred the company of animals to people as it
was.

“I was just coming to see you. You didn’t need to break free again. You’re lucky I didn’t run you
down,” I chided as I nuzzled the beady-eyed turkey, tightening my hold on her body as the crunch of
gravel sounded behind me.

I lifted the giant bird, being careful of her gimpy wing, and moved us out of the way. I didn’t
bother to look up, assuming Cecelia had just come to look for her.

“You owe me five bucks,” crooned a male voice.
I knew before I looked at the game warden’s truck whose voice it was.
“I don’t owe you anything, Cliff Richards. If you’re stupid enough to bet with Cecelia, then you

should owe me five dollars,” I said with a big smile and scooted over toward the gray Ford truck
with the handsome man hanging out the window.

We couldn’t have looked more different in our khaki and green uniforms if we had tried. Mine
hung over me like a too-big shirt I stole from my dad while on Cliff it clung to his athletic body like
some L.L. Bean catalog model.

He peered over the top of his gold aviator sunglasses as he reached out to smooth down Dorothy’s
neck feathers. She flustered and bobbed her head away but eventually let him pet her.

“Never seen anything like it,” he said matter-of-factly, a hundred-watt smile plastered to his



unshaven face.
Sometimes he reminded me so much of my best friend from back home. Something about the

friendly way he—I stopped myself.
I wouldn’t dredge up his memory now.
“Seen anything like what?” I asked and looked around us.
The amber glow of the sun had begun to heat, and little beads of sweat had started to collect at my

hairline. I was ready to get Dorothy back inside the air conditioning or in the shade of the woods. It
was going to be a hot one today, and the crevice between my boobs was already pooling
uncomfortably with sweat.

“Like you, Callie. Everything wants to be with you, even the wild animals. You’re like a goddamn
Disney princess.” He smiled, and the look he was giving insinuated that more than just the turkeys
wanted to be with me.

I shifted uncomfortably and tried to think of how to politely tell him I’d rather date Dorothy than
him. It wasn’t anything against him, he was a great friend. I just had no interest in being trapped in this
town forever, and I was not in the habit of having relationships with coworkers.

“She’s hardly wild,” I said as I nuzzled the large bird.
She had been raised from a poult at the center, born with only one good wing. I was making great

progress with her, though, and had a few more things I wanted to experiment with to fix her wing.
“I gotta get Dorothy inside, I’ll see you later?”
I began the walk toward the new building when I was cut off by the back of Cliff’s tailgate as he

reversed the truck in stride with us.
“How you gonna get home, scientist? You gonna build a set of wings and fly home? That truck of

yours is done for. I told you last month it was too dangerous to be driving.” He raised his eyebrows
cockily as he continued to slowly back up, maintaining eye contact with me.

“Well, it’s a good thing I don’t listen to everything you tell me to do,” I grumbled.
“Get in, I’ll give you two a ride back,” he said as he stopped the truck, blocking my path.
Dorothy flustered again once inside the truck, but it was a short drive up the road to the center, so

I knew she’d be fine.
We pulled up to the back of the building two minutes later. The painted white brick beamed

against the sunlight. Only two other cars were in the front parking lot, one being Cecelia’s. I got out of
the truck to find I had turkey droppings all over my pants.

Perfect.
I set her on the ground and scowled at the fluttering bird as I wiped myself off, making certain she

knew I wasn’t happy about it.
“Where you headed? To the lake?” I asked Cliff before I realized he was on his cell phone.
“Don, she did it. It finally broke down.” He turned to grin at me. “I know, tell her that. She won’t

listen to me for shit. How’s about you send Wally out to get it? C’mon, man, do it for me. Git that old
thing runnin’ again, and I’ll take you both fishin’ next week. To my special spot.” He rolled his eyes in
mock humor before hanging up the phone. “There, now you definitely owe me dinner.” He grinned,
making his tan face look extra charming with just a dash of arrogance.

“Forget about dinner, I want to go see this honey hole of yours. You know the bass are projected
to be at a thirteen percent underpopulation next spring?” I accused.

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not taking you to my honey hole. Especially if you’re not gonna let me
fish!” he shouted with mock exasperation.

For being the head game warden, he was actually incredibly lax about the conservation of



wildlife. It was no wonder they had to hire me.
“You dummy, I’m not going to stop you from fishing, I want to study that spot. If it has a lot of

activity, we may be able to recreate it and encourage reproduction.” As I said the words, my face
began to heat and blush. “Thank you for calling Don. Last time, he told me he’d light it on fire before
he towed it again.” I smiled at the memory from last year.

“Ya know, the state isn’t so bad, I know they’d happily give fancy-pants scientist a vehicle to
drive if they thought she might stay for longer.” His voice was gruff, with just a hint of hillbilly
clinging to the ends of his syllables.

“Ahh, but the migratory flight patterns of the monarchs wait for no one.” I brushed a stray feather
from my sleeve. “As soon as I get the call, I’m off to Mexico, baby!”

Even as I said it, I could feel the energy shift within our conversation. I remembered why I didn’t
make friends when I moved around.

They never understood when you left.
I had made it up the concrete steps of the back entrance and was about to breach the large

aluminum doors when Cliff continued.
“I’ll pick you up at six, Callie Peterson. I’ll have Tom drop off the Jeep here if you need to get out

and about.”
“If Tom’s bringing the Jeep then what do I need you for?” I smiled at him as I pulled the big metal

handle to shoo Dorothy inside.
She patiently waited as her human servant widened the door to make room for her large feathered

body and waltzed in as though she owned the place.
“’Cause I’m taking you to my honey hole tonight. Get all your nerdy notebooks ready, I’ll throw in

a fishin’ pole for you too. You want pepperoni on your sub?” he shouted as he backed up to leave,
obviously not taking my no as a valid answer.

I rolled my eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck. “Extra pepperoni if you’re buying!”
I didn’t want to lead him on or give him the wrong impression, but my friends were few and far

between, and though I did try to keep everyone at arm’s length, sometimes it got lonely.
“Callie Peterson, quit flirting and get in here!” Cecelia’s old voice echoed through the back

building with a hint of distress.
“I’m coming, what’s going on?”
I scooted Dorothy into her open playpen, taking into account the loose feathers on the ground. She

must have flown out of it to escape! That means the tincture I developed last week might actually be
working!

I almost skipped on the way up to the front in my excitement as I shoved through the double doors
—just before letting out a scream.



Chapter 3



T

Adventure-Laced Rejection

Callie

he scream I tried unsuccessfully to stifle was enough to make Cecelia drop the clipboard she had
been holding. It hit the ground with a clang as the gray-haired woman clung to the large metal desk

in shock. The mailman behind her visibly jumped with the clamor of screaming women and clipboard
dropping.

“Mother Mary! Will you stop screamin’ and take your damn package.” The old woman’s voice
sounded harsh, but I swore there was a glimmer of amusement in her eyes.

We had an interesting relationship, Cecelia and me. She acted like she loathed me and I acted like
it bothered me. Truthfully she had been nothing but a sweetheart to me since I started at the rehab
center. I would even call her a friend, but I’m sure that wouldn’t look very good to her fellow
townies, so occasionally, she pretended to find my bubbly, perky nature annoying. At least, I thought
she was pretending.

“My microscope!” I squealed, running over to the large brown box that waited for me on the desk.
Golden light from the heavens beamed down dramatically over the package as angels sang a

victorious tune—at least in my head.
After dramatically picking up the abandoned clipboard, Cecelia finished her task and handed her

signature back to the shocked mailman.
“Told you she was off her rocker,” she shouted dramatically for both of us to hear as he hurried

out the front doors.
I scooped up the large box and practically ran back to my office to open it up. If it were lighter, I

might have actually attempted to run had it not been so expensive. I’d been waiting on this equipment
for nearly a year. A year! My hands began to tremor, and my vision blurred from excitement. This was
better than any Christmas morning I had ever had, even though those had stopped when I was a young
kid anyway.

The ALMScope B/20c was the best in-field compound microscope available. This was it! When
Stanley, my boss, told me to just “deal with it” after I had begged for a new microscope, I decided to
take matters into my own hands. Months ago, the old one had quit working completely. I had to have
one though. How else would I find them? I haven’t been able to proceed in so many of my projects
without one. Plus now, when I get called to Mexico to help track the monarchs, I can take it with me.
This will hurry everything up, and then I will find them.

I was glowing, I was sure of it. Like someone had poured a fresh pitcher of hope into my system.
I set the box on my small metal desk, ignoring the adorable cage of brown and gray baby bunnies



to my right. They were ready for rerelease today. I made a mental note to get Cliff to help me
rerelease them in the meadow today before we did anything else. I also needed to check through my
books and letters for any more details from my family on when I might get the chance to see them.

I grabbed the pair of orange-handled scissors from my very fancy Solo cup pencil holder and cut
into the tape that held the large cardboard box together. Nearly vibrating with joy, I peeled back the
tissue paper and pulled out the Styrofoam package prison to reveal (cue the angelic music and
shimmer effects) the most beautiful compound microscope ever!

I could have hugged it! Happiness doused my mind’s interior as I carefully pulled the shiny scope
against my chest and closed my eyes, finally feeling a bit of peace. Everything would be okay now.

I was readying my glass slides, about to take them for a trial run, when my cell phone rang. The
sound of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons played loudly from my dark-green backpack on the floor.

With the temperament and equal mentality of a pouting toddler, I carefully—yet dramatically—set
my new slides on the desk and made certain they were secure before I pulled the moth-covered
iPhone case from my bag’s front pocket. I didn’t recognize the number, so they would get my very
official and professional salutation.

“Hello, this is Cal-Callie Peterson?”
“Callie, it’s Mary again. How are you?”
I froze solid, afraid to move for fear the tiniest shift in my appendages would alter the course of

this conversation. Today was going to be the best day ever.
“Mary, oh my stars. Mary from the Lepidoptera Migratory Society?”
Oh. My. Stars. This was it! The call I had dreamed about for years was happening.
The other woman chuckled. “Yes, the butterfly lady. Listen, I just reviewed your work from last

year’s Actias luna migration. We had no idea they were so abundant in Willow Springs! Your thoughts
on using mycelium to eradicate the Compsilura concinnata are absolutely astounding.”

I shifted to sit in my chair, attempting not to make a sound. My body hovered for a second, praying
the ominous screech from the wheels wouldn’t ruin this dream-like moment.

“Oh, thank you! Ever since I was little, I’ve had somewhat of an obsession with winged creatures.
If I can do anything to help them, I’d love to dedicate my time to the cause. We ran a few similar trials
with the Pteropus scapulatas, and the megabats showed significant promise with parasitic immunity.”
I let out a breath.

Did I sound too eager? I needed to follow these monarchs, the luna moths were proving to be
leading me nowhere.

“Well, listen, I know that this is important to you, but—it’s just—how do I say this?” The
woman’s alto voice would forever be etched into my memory.

Please let this be good news!
“Say what?” I asked as I attempted to steady my voice from raising seven octaves due to the

excitement of what I was certain was about to be said. It had to.
“You know that if you get the position you requested in Mexico, you’ll be in the field . . . for

years? Some of the others are concerned that a young, pretty thing such as yourself might . . . well,
might end up wanting more than the lonely field life of chasing butterflies. It’s not as glamorous as a
lot of people think. You don’t have kids or a husband, and I don’t mean to pry, but don’t you think
that’s something you’ll want? Especially at your age?”

I tried to breathe but forgot how. Darkness crept into the edges of my sight. I could hear the
rejection lacing her voice.

“No,” I said, feeling frustrated. “I don’t have kids or a husband, and I won’t be getting either. Just



because I’m twenty-nine doesn’t mean my hormones have gone feral and I feel the required need to
reproduce, Mary. I-I know what I applied for, and I plan to see it through.” Did I sound too stern? I
added a huffed laugh, just in case.

“Believe me, honey, I know. It’s just most of the people doing this project are older with grown
children or retired, you know how it is. We’ve already lived, so it’s easy for us to focus on the work
at hand. Listen, I think you’d be great. The theories you have sent over here were more amazing than
anything I’ve seen in a really long time. It could be life changing to the conservation of Lepidoptera,
and I personally don’t care about your personal life. I’ll do what I can to sway the others.”

“Umm . . . thanks.” I wasn’t sure what to say.
Words eluded me, and the wind had been knocked out of me. The awkwardness in the

conversation hung thick like a damp blanket now.
“The Actias luna should be making their way to you next week or so, isn’t that correct? From

what I understand, they have been hit pretty hard with the Compsilura concinnata as well. Be
surprised if you even see any at all again this year, but if you do . . . anyway, I will let you go, Callie.
I’ll speak with the others and tell them how committed you are. Send me some pictures of the moths if
you get any good ones!”

The woman’s voice overlapped my worry.
“Okay, Mary, will do. Please keep me updated.”
I tapped the end button and tossed it onto the desk, not caring if it shattered into a million tiny

pieces. I turned my head to stare at the new microscope. The glowing light and angelic sounds had
receded and were now replaced with the anxiety of how much I’d actually spent when I should have
been saving my money to follow the butterflies.

I wasn’t getting the position, and I knew it.
I swiveled my chair around, no longer excited about my new toy. Little squeaks greeted me as I

watched Dorothy weakly flap out of the metal playpen and trounce into the open doorway of my small
office. I wheeled over to her and stroked her back feathers.

“Well, look at you, miss two-winged hot shot,” I sang to the sweet bird.
Cecelia paused in the hallway to lean against the metal of the tiny office door frame.
“Is it broken?” she asked, nodding to the microscope sitting idly on the cluttered desk.
She crossed her wrinkly arms over her chest. The action made me realize how saggy her boobs

really were. She was in her late sixties with a broad swollen upper body and thin legs covered in
dark blue scrubs that made the gray of her eyes pop. Cecelia peered over her large framed glasses at
me, reminding me of a mother watching her children pout. She brushed her grayish-yellow hair out of
her face and back into the fluffy mullet it had fled from.

“No, well, I don’t know. I didn’t finish opening it. The butterfly lady with the group in Mexico
just called.” I tucked my knees to my chest in the chair to get more comfortable as Dorothy pecked her
way around the various cages and stacks of boxes in my office. It was a very small space filled with
red and yellow speckled floors, white cement paver walls, and one shrouded window that looked
over the woods and parking lot to the side.

My coworker shifted at my mention of the butterfly lady like she was secretly excited too.
“Well? What did she say, Callie? Are you going to Mexico and leaving us?” Her gray eyes peered

over her glasses with the focus of a hawk.
“I don’t think so.” Saying the words out loud made them real, and I instantly wished I could

vacuum them back in. “She didn’t say no, but . . . I guess the other scientists are concerned I’ll
abandon the project halfway through to get married and have babies. Apparently, I haven’t lived



enough at twenty-nine years old.”
I couldn’t look her in the face. I was too afraid of seeing someone else that agreed. I just wanted

someone on my side for once. Why did everything feel so hard?
“Well, good,” she bit out defiantly.
“Good?” I said, a little surprised. “I have spent my entire life devoted to the saving of wildlife,

and I’m about to get refused my dream position of saving more wildlife because I have done just
that,” I huffed. “Instead of going out on dates, I stayed up all night researching. Instead of spending my
weekends with my family, I propagated milkweed for the monarch butterflies, and now I’m going to
miss out on my dream because I was too dedicated!?” I stood up, nearly screaming. Things were
falling apart as quickly as they had come together.

“Oh, so what? I, for one, am glad they don’t want you. I’m tired of you thinkin’ you need to go all
the way to Mexico to make a difference. Look at what you’ve done here in this hole in the wall.
You’ve done more for the wildlife around here than all of us combined, and I am glad you’re not
leaving.” She finished her speech with an actual harrumph.

She meant well, and to a normal person, that would have warmed me, but sometimes it was like I
could only feel with half a heart.

I had a plan, and I wouldn’t let anything stop me from achieving my goals. The chance to follow a
private society filled with special details of where the winged butterflies and moths migrated was a
part of that.

“Well, she didn’t say no yet. She said she was going to talk to them, but I could hear it in her
voice. Maybe it’s a good thing I’m staying,” I said in an attempt to comfort both of us.

“Yea, fuck ’em!” Cecelia shouted, making me jump.
“Geez, Cecelia!” I blushed at her aggressive swearing.
Call me old-fashioned, but Callie Peterson certainly wasn’t the type to use such crass language. I

was a scientist, not a sailor. Was that childish? Either way, it made me feel like I was hearing
something I shouldn’t be.

“You don’t need ’em. Save our damn butterflies. Show ’em what they’re missing.” The crass
woman turned and walked back into the hallway, smiling.

“You’re right! I don’t need them!” I said, feeling a little more resilient.
I had moved here to follow the luna moth and hadn’t seen one yet. Maybe this was a sign to focus

on what was in my own backyard.
I rested my hands on my khaki-clad hips and turned to look at the wandering turkey and curious

teen bunnies that watched me.
“I’ll show them! I’ll save our own damn—” I coughed and mumbled like a child. I couldn’t

swear. “Our own darn butterflies! Well, moths, to be precise but—” I was quickly losing steam, and I
turned to finish unwrapping my new microscope. “I am going to find and save the luna when they
come to Willow Springs.”



Chapter 4



“Y

Honey Holes and Hallucinations

Callie

ou’re doing what now?” asked Cliff as he stood over me in the deep green grass.
“Don’t move, you make them nervous,” I reprimanded the hovering man as I tried to shoo

the teenage bunnies into the grassy field.
They didn’t seem interested in leaving. All five brownish-gray rabbits continued to play and

bounce about my legs as I sat stretched out in the grassy field.
“They don’t look nervous to me. They look like they don’t want to leave you, Disney princess.” I

could hear the smirk in his voice without looking.
“I’m going to—” I started before Cliff cut me off.
“In non-nerd terms, something I can understand, please.” He smiled down at me.
His golden locks were covered by a worn ball cap leaving just a few tufts of disheveled, sun-

drenched hair to pop out wildly.
He was cute in a boyish sort of way. He had made no secret of pursuing me since I had stepped

foot in Willow Springs, but I wasn’t interested in him that way. I had goals and dreams, and they
didn’t involve love. Love made you hurt. Love made you distracted and inevitably sad and empty
when they left.

“Ouch!” My love-hating thoughts were interrupted as one of the small bunnies took a taste of my
finger.

I loved animals.
They couldn’t drive. They couldn’t crash rushing home to see you. They couldn’t leave you with

an empty hole in your chest. I shook myself out of my thoughts.
Why weren’t they running off into the field like normal wild bunnies? They hadn’t been at the

center for very long and had been cleared and ready to be off on their own.
Instead of running free the moment they were let out into the wide open meadow of the large state

park, they bounced around our legs in circles playing happily. I was in no rush, and they were a
beautiful distraction. Although, I was rather eager to evaluate the infamous “honey hole” and see what
I could do to help the bass of Lake Blackwing, if anything.

“Well, initially, I only took this position because it was on the migratory pattern of the Actias
luna. Several, if not all, of the lepidoptera are in danger of extinction due to the Compsilura
concinnata parasite. I hypothesized that by infusing the water source with the mycelium of the Amanita
muscaria, I could re-establish their immunity, thus creating a continuation of—”

“I said in terms a normal human would understand, Callie,” Cliff impatiently interrupted as he



tried to shove a few of the fluffy bunnies off into the field. Obviously, he had already grown tired of
listening to my interests.

I rolled my eyes so hard I was surprised I didn’t see my brain. “The big green moths that come
here have a parasite that’s killing them. Parasite bad, moths good.” I grinned at a fluffy bunny in front
of me. “I’m going to take the pretty red mushrooms and make a drink for the moths that will kill off the
bad parasites allowing them to thrive.” I bit my lip in an attempt to stifle my laughter as I watched the
rusty wheels turning in Cliff’s mind, sorting through all the beer and football.

“You mean the big red mushrooms with the white specks? I thought those were poisonous?”
“Well, to us, they can be highly poisonous, but they also contain trace amounts of psilocybin, so

people have been known to ‘party’ with them. Foolishly too, because too many and they can easily
kill you.”

I had started walking in wide circles, trying to get the bunnies to wander off. It looked like a bad
magic act as they followed absent-mindedly behind me. Why did this always happen to me?

“Geez, Callie, you really are different,” Cliff said with a sincere look as he watched me now try
to outrun the bunnies.

“What do you mean? Don’t mock me.”
My mouth felt dry and thirsty as I stopped running and crossed my arms. The sun would be setting

soon, and if the bunnies didn’t get out into the woods before dark, I would have to take them back to
the center. How the heavens would I tell Cecelia another of my releases wouldn’t . . . release?

“I ain’t pickin’ on ya, Callie, I mean it. You’re smart enough to be some big hotshot scientist at a
big company making tons of money, but instead, you’re in bum-fuck Willow Springs running from
rabbits with a hundred-year-old truck, livin’ in an old hunting cabin that stinks of piss. All ’cause you
wanna help moths. You’re as sweet as they come, Callie Sue.”

He had taken off his aviator sunglasses to study me. His eyes turned serious, and I suddenly didn’t
like the way he watched me. I didn’t want that. I just wanted a friend. Why couldn’t we be just
friends?

I picked dried grass blades out of my hair, attempting to avoid his perusal. “Thanks, Cliff, that’s
sweet. I just want to help the creatures that can’t help themselves. I’m nothing unusual. Look at you.
You’re the game warden. That’s a big deal.” I smiled broadly at the man in an attempt to refocus the
conversation. “If they don’t leave soon, I’m going to have to take them back to the center with us. Go!
Go now, sweet bunnies! It’s time. If you ever need me, you know where to find me, but right now it’s
time for you to go!” I shouted at the bouncing cotton balls, suddenly wishing I could leave this
situation.

Maybe going fishing alone in the dark with Cliff tonight wasn’t such a good idea. He normally
was really nice and a great friend. It was never weird, but lately, he had been putting it in overdrive.

All the bunnies froze to watch me as I scolded them. It was quite comical. Then as though
commanded, they each bounced happily off in different directions. Some into the woods, some into
the thicket of the field as though they had simply been waiting for my word.

Cliff and I looked at each other wide-eyed.
“Wow,” Cliff murmured to himself. “Disney fuckin’ princess.”
“Okay . . . well, I guess we can go now. Do you mind running me over to Don’s on the way to my

house?” I asked as we walked out of the field and back to Cliff’s truck parked on a nearby path.
That was one of the major perks of working at a national state park—you could drive your truck

all over the paths. Small perk, sure, but when you walked all over the eight hundred and twenty-nine
thousand acres every week, it became a massive perk.



The air was already starting to cool, and the sun had only just begun to creep lower. That meant
fall was just around the corner. My favorite time of year and the perfect time for harvesting
mushrooms for the Luna moths’ anti-parasite cocktail.

We settled into Cliff’s truck and headed through the familiar paths back to the main road. Cliff
paused at the entrance gate to speak to one of the park rangers before we continued down the road
toward the wildlife center.

“Just grab what you need from the center, and I’ll take you to the house. You don’t need to bother
stopping at Don’s, I took care of it,” he said, not taking his eyes off the road ahead.

“What do you mean you took care of it?” I asked the side of his face as I stared at the bit of
stubble he had missed shaving.

I knew he was just trying to be nice, but I didn’t need anyone to “take care” of my things, and it
bristled something deep inside me to have anyone get that close.

“It’s not a big deal, I traded him some fishin’ tags he needed,” he said, his face still stoically
facing the road.

“That sounds like either a stupid deal or an illegal one,” I said, raising my eyebrows at him.
“Thank you, Cliff, but I’d rather just pay him.

“Suit yourself, Callie,” he said arrogantly with a shake of his head, his body stiff.
We had pulled into the empty parking lot of the center. I ran in and finished the last bit of tidying

and locking up that I needed to do before quickly returning to the shiny gray truck.
“Would you mind just taking me home, Cliff? I think I’m going to pass on the bass tonight. I don’t

want the town talking, and I really do have lots of things I need to get in order if I’m going to have this
mycelium set up and harvested in time for the luna moths,” I said with a sheepish smile, the same as I
had rehearsed inside.

He clenched his jaw but didn’t say anything. He’d been around me long enough to know arguing
with me would go nowhere.

“Whatever you want,” he said as he abruptly slammed the shifter into drive. “Stacy Perkins has
been dying to see my honey hole . . . .and I kinda wanna see hers too.” He grinned childishly, his stare
held mine a moment too long.

He was hoping to make me jealous and get a reaction out of me, but unfortunately, the only thing I
was severely jealous of was that Stacy’s family had a very secret morel mushroom patch they refused
to tell the location of.

“Well, I hope you have a lot of fun, you deserve it. If you want, I can get a ride with Hank or
Cecelia tomorrow morning,” I said blithely.

Had I refilled the deer feeder in my back lot? Poor things were probably hungry. I added that to
the mental checklist of things to do when I woke up the next day.

Cliff huffed a loud pouty breath but remained silent until we pulled into the winding gravel drive
of my lot. I couldn’t help but admire it every time I came back to the house. Of all the places I’d
moved to, and there were a lot, this was by far my favorite.

Tall oaks and maples scattered the forest on either side of the long curving driveway in a warm,
picturesque way. I only owned two acres, but the woods surrounded it for about twenty acres on
either side, lending to the cozy illusion. It was incredible, quiet and solitary, laced with a special
warmth and character that I loved.

The gravel crunched and shifted under the tires as the small house came into view. It was only a
one-bedroom cabin covered in mismatched brown and tan siding and a black shingled roof. No frills
and absolutely nothing I didn’t need. One shuttered window on either side of the front door and a



bright-blue tarp that I parked under attached to the side. I loved it. Every type of wildflower I could
find was scattered across the property. I had large beds of pollinator-friendly flowers strewn about,
as well as several mushroom patches and a few deer gardens. I didn’t bother trying to grow anything
for myself here, the animals were ever present on this property, and I was more than happy to help
feed them instead of myself anyway. Sometimes they felt like the only real friends I had, and they
couldn’t run to Tate’s grocery like I could when I got hungry.

I waited as Cliff turned the truck around in the small gravel rectangle next to my house. “Thanks
again for the ride, Cliff. I really do appreciate it,” I said with a smile and stepped out of the truck.

“Yea, whatever,” he said, fake annoyed with a grin on his face. “Hey, you know who you should
talk to about those ’shrooms you’re looking for?” he said as he popped a fresh toothpick into his
mouth.

“Well, I’m not looking for them yet. They are predominantly with birch and a few diverse conifer
trees—”

“Talk to Crazy Earl. If they have the stuff that you get high off of and are around here, that bastard
will know where to find ’em,” he said as he chewed on the end of the small wooden stick.

“I knew it!” I shouted so loud Cliff jumped, dropping the toothpick from his mouth. “Sorry,” I said
apologetically as I calmed my voice, attempting to harness my excitement.

He probably did have a field of psilocybin-loaded mushrooms behind that gas station!
I said goodbye to Cliff and continued inside my home, setting my bag on the glossy cream tile just

inside the front door. I unbuttoned my stiff khaki shirt. A few of the brightly colored patches had begun
to peel up from the firm fabric. Inside the bathroom that led to the only bedroom in the house, I paused
in front of the mirror to assess the ironing that would be necessary.

I smiled at my reflection. Large ball lights cast a yellow hue on the big smile of straight white
teeth that stared back at me, the result of three years worth of incessant orthodontists appointments
and braces. My pale, dirty-blonde hair had bleached out this summer, giving me natural highlights
along with a tan face full of freckles. I laughed as I watched my tan line abruptly stop on my shoulders
as I took off my outer shirt and hung it up. I had hosted a class for the fifth-grade camp last week, and
the racer-back tank top I had worn left me with a unique set of tan lines. Good thing no one but me
would see them.

I would wake up early and fix the loose patches on my work shirt. No sense in waiting for them to
fall off. I made a mental checklist of my duties for tomorrow. Well, I made a mental note to write
myself a checklist, I should say. I was a fool for lists. My entire being revolved around notes and
checklists.

Standing in my sports bra and pants, I couldn’t help but giggle at my five-foot-tall reflection. I
looked like the prototype of what Mattel would cast as scientist Barbie. It was no wonder no one took
me seriously. Skipper had been the cool doll anyway. Barbie only cared about her hair and fashion,
not that I’d ever really played with dolls when I was a kid. Too many real-life things happened for me
to be able to enjoy dolls and action figures.

Maybe I should chop my hair off into a pixie cut. Would that produce a more serious appearance?
Don’t get me wrong, the compliments I received during my training or at the local watering hole were
lovely. Real confidence boosters even. Unless you were in my field.

The older professionals constantly talked down to me, assuming I was a brain-dead idiot simply
based on my looks. One time in college, a professor convinced me I was in the wrong class, only to
send me to a fashion and textiles classroom. Shortly after that, I stopped wearing makeup.

I was so tired of not fitting in anywhere.



That very same professor asked me out later that very same year. What a joke. At least until the
higher-ups told him I had been offered the job to replace him. I hadn’t accepted, but it was so great of
them to offer. I’ll never forget the look on his face.

I pulled up my waist-length hair to see if, in fact, a pixie cut would help make my appearance
more studious. It didn’t appear to, so I continued with my routine.

I washed my face before patting it dry. My cheekbones rested high on my heart-shaped face,
making my oversized blue eyes look even more doe-eyed. I scrunched my face in the mirror and made
myself smile.

I was happy with who I was. Things were often hard, but I knew there was a light at the end of
every tunnel. If the Lepidoptera Migratory Society didn’t want me, that was okay. I understood not
wanting someone to flake halfway through a long project to go have a family. But them assuming that
was something I would want or do made me sad. I could never whole-heartedly love someone, not
after everything that had happened.

That’s okay. I would prove to them I was serious about the conservation of the moths and
butterflies, and they would accept me eventually. They had to.

How else would I find them?
If the society members took one step into my house, they would know just how serious I really

was about butterflies.
Photos of wings lined every wall in my small home. Beautiful feathered falcon wings backlit by

abstract colors. Realistic paintings of every species of bat and bird wings lined my entryway. I had
even added a photo of Dorothy the turkey’s, now not-so-gimpy, wing to the kitchen wall collection.
Some from my family’s postcards with wings, several from antique stores.

I had dedicated the last ten years of my life to the Actias luna, or luna moth as most people called
it. It had been the sole reason I moved to Willow Springs. The parks sent me an email after seeing a
TED Talk I had done on the importance of integrating wildflowers and pollinator gardens into rural
and residential properties. Several places with growing luna moth populations had reached out, and
Willow Springs State Park was one of them. They said it was a shot in the dark for such a small state
park, but when I googled where it was, everything changed.

I had been mapping the luna moth’s migratory patterns for years after my best friend had piqued
my interest in them. There was one place in particular that always seemed to be a hot spot for the
moths, but it never made any sense. I was specifically looking for where they gathered, so this was
intriguing.

What was it in the small area of Willow Springs, Michigan, that drew such a large luna moth
crowd? Well, I had to find out and see them for myself, so I emailed an acceptance letter the very
same day. Do I regret being so rash? Not at all. It was incredibly unfortunate that their numbers had
dwindled so low the following year that I hadn’t actually been able to see any, or even one for that
matter.

I would see them this year in person. I knew it. There were certain things that drew them to this
area, and I needed to know what they were, or I would go crazy.

It was a good thing I was silly and bubbly, or I would be worried about receiving a mad scientist
reputation with my obsessive nature and gusto. My butterfly and moth obsession started when I was
little, before I even knew what a scientist was.

One day, I had been out playing in the meadow behind our old house. I suppose I was
approximately seven or eight years old. My younger sister had been out with me, following me around
as I picked dandelion bouquets for my mother.



A sharp pain seared through my chest at the memory, like the pain was looking for them but could
only find an empty piece to land on. I gripped the smooth vanity counter and breathed through the
feeling. It hurt like it were the very day it happened.

The day the car accident ripped my mom and sister from my life. The only real family I had.
But this was before that horrible day. I could see the sunlit field as if it were yesterday.

Dandelions were the chosen flower to pick for my mother until I happened to see little bell-shaped
mushrooms and instantly decided Mom would be delighted to have a bouquet of smashed bell
mushrooms and dandelions combined. This was where things started to grow odd. The tiny
mushrooms were strewn through the tall grass, a bit past where we were supposed to play, but Mom
was inside, and I had decided she wouldn’t mind if I wandered a little in an effort to get her
something beautiful.

As I collected an exceptionally bright and beautiful mushroom, a tiny glowing bug stood beneath
it. Only, once I had moved closer in an attempt to get a better view of the odd bug, I realized it wasn’t
a bug at all. Stunning golden wings fluttered behind the tiniest person I’d ever laid eyes on. I had read
the tales my mother gave me, they were some of my favorites, and I knew I had found a fairy. Her
entire body had shimmered gold in the amber sunlight, and her orange and yellow butterfly wings
seemed to be illuminated. Even her tiny dress had hung from her dainty body like a glittering ray of
sunlight. I could still recollect the intricate updo of coiled golden curls that had rested upon her head.
Even her tiny eyes gleamed as though they were little citrine stones framed by delicate features and a
tiny mouth. I was in complete awe.

I threw my bouquet to the ground, save for the tiniest and most pristine of the dandelions I had
picked. That one I pulled free and rested at her feet as I had lain upon my belly to chance a better
view of the beautifully winged creature. I was set to make my plea, asking how I could become a
fairy as well, when a sudden gust of wind, quite unlike anything I’d ever felt still to this day, flung me
several feet away from the tiny fairy and onto my back. I remember it like it was yesterday. I had
landed on a stick that dug viciously into my baby-skinned palm. It had even left a tiny jagged scar in
the shape of a small V by my thumb that I still possessed. I remembered looking at Adrianna and
making certain my baby sister was all right. She was unfazed and playing with a toad she had come
across. When I had turned to check on the fairy, a large wispy-looking crow, bigger than any I had
ever seen, swooped down at the speed of a torpedo to the spot I had left the tiny fairy. I cried out in
pure horror as the giant black bird flapped viciously with dedication as it tried to kill the golden
fairy. Don’t ask me how I knew it was trying to kill it. I don’t have a solid answer other than I could
feel it. The golden fairy brought feelings, good and wholesome, of tenderness, while the horrible
crow emanated a sort of evil and vile feeling.

I ran as fast as I could to the helpless fairy and covered it with my own small body. I could see the
glow of light bouncing upon my stomach and chest as I shielded her from the bird. It had continued its
attack, only my back and head were then targeted. It flapped so wildly, so intensely.

I remembered looking up and crying, wishing with every fiber of my being that the bird would
leave us. Then, a mere second later, with a puff of unnerving black smoke, the bird had transformed
into an entirely different creature. Though about the same size as the large bird, this creature was
more human than not. It had a similar build to the golden fairy, but instead of beautiful delicate
butterfly wings, this creature carried inky black wings that looked to be made of macabre black
smoke. The wings seemed to be longer than they were wide and were attached more to her shoulders
than her back. The wings, no less beautiful, were different in their own right. Everything about the
creature was. Where the golden fairy had oozed happiness and smiles that made you think of sunshine



and summer, this creature made you feel only terror and fright, like death watched over your shoulder.
Smoke seemed to flow from nowhere, surrounding her long black hair. A chill had cascaded down my
spine as she stared at me with absolute hate.

What happened next, I couldn’t tell you. It seemed I must have passed out because I woke up later
in a small hospital room surrounded by every family member I had ever known hovering over my
metal-railed bed. When I tried to tell them what had happened and find out if the golden fairy was all
right, they laughed and cried, their faces full of melancholic regret.

Apparently, the beautiful bell mushrooms I picked had been highly poisonous, and the toxins had
seeped into my little hands, causing hallucinations of astonishing proportions. At least, that’s what
they had said.

It hadn’t mattered. What I had seen (or not seen) changed my life forever. From then on, I was
obsessed with winged creatures.

I ran my thumb across the tiny V-shaped scar on my palm as I revisited the memory. I never got
into drugs or parties, so I had no basis for comparison to my experience.

I met my best friend Eli shortly thereafter, and he had believed me. He had even encouraged me to
follow my passion for wildlife.

I would see the luna moths this year and help rid them of the parasites that claimed them. Then I
would get to see the treasures they held in all their glory.



Chapter 5



F

Destroying Angels

Callie

or as in shape as I was from all of the hiking, I was still just out of shape enough that the monthly
refill was every bit as hard as it had been the month prior, and the month prior to that. One of these

times, it would get easier, I just knew it.
It was still early morning. The beautiful birds chirped and sang their happy wake-up call of

tweets and twirls. The grass held drops of dew along with the orange blanket of a rising sun. The
unmistakably crisp morning scent clung to the air like a promise, a whisper of fresh starts and pine.

I was attempting to quickly refill the various animal feeders I had placed across my property upon
moving in. The fifty-pound bag of corn felt closer to three hundred pounds after all was said and
done. I had finally arrived at the large black barrel resting upon the far back edge of my property.
Without the off-roaders to drive like at the park, I had felt the burn of the short hike more than I cared
to admit.

“Holy stars, I need to start working out,” I reprimanded myself as I tossed the feeder’s lid aside
and ripped open the woven plastic bag of feeder corn.

I needed to be quick if I was to be back at the house in time for Cliff to pick me up for work. A
call from Don at the repair shop last night solidified any regrets I held for spending every penny of my
paycheck on a field microscope and getting a “deal of a lifetime” on my old used truck. I should
return the microscope. I knew I ought to, but would I? Heck no, I wouldn’t. Because that baby was
going to help me solidify my place among the Lepidoptera Migratory Society (okay, can we just agree
to call it LMS from here on? That’s quite a mouthful.) and follow my dreams.

After dumping the bag of dried corn into the feeder, I replaced the lid. It locked into place, and I
swatted away the barrage of dusty corn smoke that clouded my vision. All the deer feeders were
stocked, the bee feeders hung, the hummingbird feeders refilled, and the bird feeders all loaded.
Everything should be fed. All that was left was to quickly water my bird baths. I turned to head
toward the back of my house, where the spigot was located, when I stilled.

No more than seven feet from where I froze stood the most beautiful red fox.
It was small but proportionate, its slim body giving the cute fluffy illusion of a house cat or pet

dog. A large fluffy black-tipped tail, so full of fur it almost looked out of place, hung from the back of
its smooth orange-red body. Small black paws completed the adorable ensemble of fur leading up to
its fluffy head and pointy black ears.

My breath caught in my chest.
The air felt like it would rip through my sternum if it couldn’t locate an exit from my body. This



fox’s features were unlike any fox species I knew, and I knew them all. A fluffy white patch of chest
fur was shelved by a slyly pointed V-shaped nose. Black whiskers and a wet black nose at the end.
Normal enough. But it was the eyes. Something about the creature’s eyes seemed to speak to me in a
language I wasn’t fluent in. It watched me completely flat and motionless. Those golden eyes never
once wavered from mine. They weren’t just golden, they were every shade of yellow and brass ever
known. The sharp eyes of liquid honey held mine, and for a blip in time, I felt a sense of familiarity,
but the feeling was gone before I could pull anything further from it.

Foxes were not generally a predator of humans and were known to be quite skittish. The only time
anyone came into contact with the sly fox was usually as it tried to steal their chickens or had gone
rabid.

The dappled morning sun had begun to grow stronger and brighter. The amber glow shifted ever
so slightly, or had the wind in the treetops picked up? Whatever the reason, it had caused the morning
sun to shine directly on the back half of the beautiful fox, where another startling discovery awaited.

A million tiny fragments of gold seemed to reflect and sparkle from its fur as if golden shards of
glass blanketed the mysterious fox. How could that be? How was the light producing that effect? On
fur no less?

My knees trembled furiously, and I was forced to shift my body weight to lock them in place so I
didn’t fall over. My small movement had already happened when I quickly froze. Afraid my
movements would scare this . . . thing away. I was breathing so intentionally that the act caused my
eyesight and head to shift slightly. I immediately reprimanded my body for having such an aggressive
pulse.

I watched and waited. Silently readying myself for the exhale I would take when the fox would
inevitably scamper off, startled by my movements in a flurry of red.

Instead, the fox sat.
It sat like a proper, elegant fox would sit as it wrapped its large fluffy tail around the side of its

round black feet. The sunlight blanketed every hair on the magnificent creature’s trim body, and every
one of those hairs glimmered in the light as if someone had thrown a jar of gold dust on it. I reached
up slowly and rubbed my eyes to refocus them. Surely it would run from my movements now? What
was this thing? A sparkle of awareness gleamed in the creature’s beautiful eyes as it tracked my body,
starting at my eyes and trailing down to my feet slowly.

I would have bet my entire house with everything in it that the fox smiled at me. Like it was
laughing at me. My mouth fell open, unsure whether to be startled or in awe of the beautiful creature.

It took a step forward. It was coming closer.
My heartbeat began to pick up its pace. What should I do? Was I crazy? Was this some new fox

genus?
Was I crazy?
Could foxes sparkle and smile at you?
Was I imagining this?
I was about to find out. The fox took another slow step toward me.
“Callie, do you need any help?” Cliff’s loud voice rippled through the woods as its owner

walked into the clearing.
I looked from Cliff back to the fox, readying myself to shout at Cliff to be quiet and look, but it

was too late.
The fox was gone. Only the tiniest bit of black tail remained visible in the far-off brush.
“Oh, you already got it?” Cliff motioned to the empty plastic tub I held as I continued to play back



what I had just witnessed, frozen in shock.
“Yea, thanks,” I murmured, still partially dazed.
“What’s going on? You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost?” he said, growing concerned as

he bent down, positioning himself directly in front of my face, blocking any other view.
“I uh . . . I just saw a fox,” I mumbled as I shook my mind out of its blur and absently wiped the

stray hair away from my face.
What had I just seen?
“Red fox? Which way did he go? Was he just passing by?” he asked nonchalantly.
I began walking back toward the house. Twigs and leaves compacted into the grass below my

boots with each step as I tried desperately to make sense of what I had just seen.
“I guess. He went off that way.” I pointed in the direction of the now-absent fox. “He just kind

of . . . watched me, frozen. Then he started to come to me when you showed up. It was the strangest
thing though, somehow the sun was refracting . . . shimmer-like prisms off his body.” My voice trailed
off, waiting to gauge his response.

“It what!? Callie, he sounds rabid,” the gruff man stated.
“It wasn’t rabid, Cliff, it was . . . it was beautiful,” I tried to argue.
“Well, a fox wouldn’t be that close to you without running if he wasn’t rabid. I’m going to put out

an APB for the boys to take care of it,” he said sternly as he pulled a black walkie-talkie free from his
pocket and pressed a few buttons, inducing a loud beep that abruptly unsettled the peace of the forest.

“No! I said it wasn’t rabid, Cliff! I’m sure it was just curious!”
We had stopped our trek back to the house to stare at one another.
“Callie, you can’t save everything. If the boys see it and suspect it’s rabid, it dies.”
His voice held a tone of arrogance I began to loathe the very second it hit my ears. How had I

never noticed it before?
“Please don’t, Cliff.”
Why was he not more curious about the shimmering? I had said it out loud, right?
The rest of our walk was in silence. He suddenly seemed cruel, and I didn’t feel comfortable

sharing anything more with him. I wouldn’t let them hurt that fox.
I hurried to throw away my trash in the outside cans before I locked the door from the outside, not

wanting Cliff to have a reason to go inside.
“You don’t need anything inside?” Cliff’s voice held something unfamiliar. Something not quite

new but something I guess I hadn’t paid attention to before. “Need me to look at anything for you?”
Was he trying to get inside my house?
“Nope, I’m good. Listen, if it’s out of your way at all, I can just get Cecelia to grab me on her

way. Actually, that’s probably a lot easier, isn’t it? You’re not even going to the center other than to
drop me off?” Damn that old truck, this was becoming another problem I didn’t need.

“Callie, I don’t mind. Stop shoving everyone away. Now get your Disney princess ass in the truck
before you’re late. Who even feeds all these animals anyway? You know they’re wild, right?” His
smirk flowed into his words, and back was the friendly man I had come to heavily rely on.

Maybe that had been a mistake.
We backed out of the driveway. An old country music song about friends in a bar played quietly in

the air, and I mouthed the words on autopilot, staring out the window absently.
“Wait! It’s Wednesday, isn’t it? Oh, my heavens! I forgot about the library!” I shrieked, covering

my cheeks behind my now dirt-covered hands. “I told Mrs. Stinson I would read something to the kids
today. Oh, I can’t believe I forgot! I even wrote it on my list for today! Shoot!” I dramatically slid



down the leather captain’s seat like a petulant child.
“I can drop you off, but I gotta run out to Prairie Oaks today and handle some things,” he trailed

off.
“That’s okay! Would you please drop me off at the library? I’ll just get a ride after or call an

Uber,” I said in my best pleading-to-a-man voice.
“An Uber?” Cliff burst out laughing. “You ever seen an Uber in these parts, Cal?” he continued,

his laughter shaking his head, but took the road that would eventually get me to the small library.
“It’s Callie,” I stated, not thoroughly ruffled.
I hated nicknames, and even more, I hated when people tried to shorten my name or call me some

other name completely.
“Huh?” he asked, still smiling.
“I’ve asked you before, Cliff. Please don’t shorten my name, it’s so informal and not my name.” I

smiled, trying not to feel silly.
I knew it seemed stupid, but I didn’t want anyone calling me anything other than Callie.
“You need to lighten up, Callie,” he said, with no humor in his voice. It was hardly nine in the

morning, but he still wore those stupid aviator glasses and ball cap. “You work too much. No, I’m
serious”—I had started to interrupt him before he cut me off—“all you do is work. At first, I thought
you was just tryin’ to make a good impression on the higher-ups, hell even on the folks around town,
but you ain’t never quit, Callie. What have you got to show for all that work? You ain’t got hardly a
friend to hang out with, ’cept for me and Cecelia, even though everyone in town likes ya.” His tone
dripped with concerned fatherly notes.

I never knew my father, so I was never required to endure that patriarchal tone prior, and I
certainly wasn’t going to start now. Sure there was truth to it, but it didn’t matter. I had a purpose. I
had goals and plans. If that meant I had only a few friends, so be it. This was more important. Lonely,
but more important. I didn’t want to settle down here anyway. I had other places in mind. I couldn’t
even think about settling down with someone like him.

“Look, all I’m sayin’ is lighten up a little. You only live so long, ya know?”
I nodded my head and smiled. We had just pulled into the parking lot of the small brick library. I

turned, thanked Cliff for the ride, and quickly leaped out to run up the concrete steps and into the
small library as I smoothed my ponytail. It was something of an awkward run attempting to disguise it
as a calm walk. The library wasn’t very large, but for such a small town, it was surprisingly updated.
They held every type of community group you could imagine. Knit-wits was currently using the
community room. I glanced through the glass windows to see a group of white-haired older women
furiously knitting and chatting.

“Callie! My dear, you didn’t forget about us!” Mrs. Stinson sang happily, standing up from the
desk.

“Forget about you? How could I? I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.” I smiled at the
older woman, attempting to camouflage my embarrassment.

She was about four foot eleven, with a bony frame and shoulder-length white hair. The type of
woman that prided herself on her ability to keep the library’s volume to a minimum, a professional
shusher in every sense, if you will.

“Well, the gals are just finishing up. I talked to Cecelia about the horrible butterfly situation.”
She paused to look at me over top of her shiny half-moon glasses waiting for me to further

incriminate myself. When I responded with nothing more than a frown, she pulled a chair out from
behind the small gray front desk and motioned for me to sit down.



“Am I too early? I don’t want to bother you. I’d be happy to wander around until it’s time?” I
asked, still standing, silently hoping to avoid the interrogation on the cusp of happening.

Cecelia and Mrs. Stinson were best friends, and if one didn’t give me a hard time about
something, the other certainly would.

“Nonsense, the kids will pile in any minute. Have a seat before they get here. It’s the six-to-eight-
year-olds today. Best to have your wits about ya.” She patted the desk chair roughly with a wise
smile.

“Six-to-eight-year-olds?” I asked and immediately began to regret my commitment.
“Oh yea, and boy, are they excited to talk to you. You’re a real doll for agreeing to do this,

’specially after last time. Sorry again, little Timmy Endler’s mom says she has no idea how he got
ahold of such a powerful slingshot, but don’t worry, he’s eleven now. He won’t be in the group.” She
patted my leg before leaning back in her black desk chair. “You’re not gonna look like that forever, ya
know? Pretty young thing like you ought to settle down, let a man take care of you for a while. Shoot,
if I looked like you, I’d be sitt’n pretty right about now. A whole mess of children runnin’ around. You
want children, Callie? Honey, why you sweatin’ so much? Those uniforms don’t breathe much, do
they? No, I can tell.”

“Umm . . . no, ma’am, my work is enough for now.” I smiled nervously.
“Oh yes, Cecelia and I know how much your work means to you, miss biologist. To be honest,

Callie, you’re just the sweetest girl I’ve ever met. I never seen ya’ without that beautiful smile
plastered to your face. Hell, even as I’m grillin’ ya right now look at how sweet you are. I never in all
my life seen anyone care so much about others, people or creatures alike. You know we just wanna
see you happy, sweetness.” Mrs. Stinson’s voice grew warm and tender as she talked to me, and the
act sent a strange warmth through me. She paused to wave at the several parent-child pairs that had
begun to pilfer through the entrance.

“That’s sweet of you to say, Mrs. Stinson. Now that the room’s clear, should I get settled in with
the kids?” I asked as I stood up from my chair, hoping for a clean getaway.

“Oh yes, I suppose I can’t keep you here all day, much as I’d like your company. Here, read this
nice and slow, and then answer a few questions for about five minutes after. I’ll come in and shoo
them all out at the end, I remember how much those kids liked you last time. They’ll never let you
leave if I don’t make ’em. The park doesn’t know what a gem they have, Callie! Go on now.” She
handed me a book on caterpillars and gently pushed me in the direction of the room.

AFTER THE LAST parents had gathered their adorably curious children, a few of the older kids got
rowdy so I helped get the babies to sleep while the parents calmed the older siblings down. They all
seemed like they could use a break, and who could pass up holding the sweet bundles of powdery-
scented goodness? Once that scent turned more sulfuric, I did, however, return them before saying my
goodbyes.

I stood on the cement steps of the library and flicked through my cell phone, contemplating who I
could call for a ride besides Cliff or Cecelia when the entrance doors opened and closed behind me. I
turned to move out of the way but wasn’t fast enough and nearly knocked down the thin man after he
had tried to step aside in the same direction as me. His familiar face was covered by a stack of books
nearly as tall as him. I pilfered through my mental filing cabinet for just how I knew his man. Skinny



legs and even thinner arms. How those arms even carried the giant stack of books, I had no idea. He
wore an orange “Good vibes only” shirt and a tan ball cap that said “Too old to care.”

“Crazy—” I hacked and coughed with embarrassment. “Earl, how are you? Can I help you with
those books? That’s quite a stack you’ve got there,” I said. My face had to be the same color as a
beet.

“Miss Callie, how ya doing?” The man stepped up the cement step to stand next to me. “Oh, don’t
you worry about it, they call me Crazy Earl ’cause I asked them to, it’s just how they remember me,”
the rosy-cheeked man said with a kind smile as he straightened the leaning pile of paperbacks.

His warm eyes contained a yellow copper tint with specks of green and brown.
“I’m sorry, Earl, really, that wasn’t very nice of me. Let me help you with those.” I tucked my

iPhone into my front pocket and took a few of the books from him.
His smile noticeably widened a fraction.
“They’re right about you, you know that? Twenty-seven years, ain’t nobody ever said sorry for

callin’ me crazy.” He chuckled so hard I thought he might drop his books.
I glanced down at the pile of books to spot a few I recognized in the stack.
“Entangled Life? Mystified Morels? Earl, are these all books on mushrooms? I didn’t even know

Willow Springs library had some of these. What are you doing with all of these?” I asked as I stared
at him.

The man positively glowed. Did this have anything to do with his partying? Cliff had said to talk
to him about mushrooms . . .

“Help me take these to the car, and I’ll tell you all about it. Matter-a-fact, why don’t I just give
you a ride? I heard your truck was still at Big Don’s. That’s what you were doing on the steps
anyway, huh? Tryin’ to find a ride?”

More perceptive than I would have thought. To be fair, I had only seen him in passing a few times
at the gas station, and I was surprised he even knew my name. My first week here, he had tried to talk
to me about the trees talking and forest bogs or something crazy. After Cliff had told me of his
unstable chaos and drug usage, I had just avoided him. It was easy enough to believe from his
unkempt appearance. It wasn’t that he looked dirty or anything, there was just something in his
appearance that made you sympathize with him for not being quite “all there.” Though were any of us
really all there? Sometimes I wondered.

I followed him across the parking lot to a small white hatchback. I hesitated to respond because,
quite frankly, I was both surprised that Crazy Earl read or drove. I had never actually spoken to him
after that first day, so I’m not sure why I was so surprised by how articulate he sounded. I was
starting to feel awful for passing such judgment on him simply from the words of others, mostly Cliff.
I did need a ride today though.

“If you’re sure I won’t put you out?” I asked as I handed him the last of the books to be placed in
the back seat of his car.

“Not at all! Happy to have the company of a fellow biologist for a spell and a pretty one at that,”
he said with a smile as he got into the front seat.

Okay, I was intrigued. I’m quite sure I’ve never jumped in a stranger’s car faster.
“Fellow biologist?”
He chuckled warmly. “You know any other nut that checks out eight books on mycelium and six on

the genealogy of bullfrogs?”
Why would no one have told me this? Surely Cliff knew. Why wouldn’t he tell me Earl was a

biologist too? I would have loved to talk to someone in my field.



“Forgive my surprise, cra—Earl, I just had no idea. Are you still working?”
“Oh no, I umm . . . was let go. A hundred years ago, least that’s what it feels like now, I worked as

a microbiologist for the state. Where to?”
I had been so busy bug-eyed staring at him that I hadn’t realized he had been patiently waiting at

the library exit for more instructions on where to take me.
“The rehab center, if it’s not too far. I need to grab my microscope. So you worked for the state?”

My voice was rising to new pitches with each new surprise.
I coughed to try and control it better. I know it sounds silly, but I had no one to talk to about work.

Not the complain-about-who-stole-your-leftovers talk, Cliff got those, but the “oh my god, have you
seen the cercariae in the lake that’s giving everyone swimmers itch?” type of talk.

“No problem at all,” Earl said as he took a right onto the main drag. “Yep, I was a professor of
biology at a university for ten years before Michigan offered me a job. After twenty-three years,
they . . . let me go.” He stiffened his back and shoulders.

I noticed the slight shift in his eyes as he tightened his grip on the steering wheel ever so slightly.
“Wow, that’s quite an accomplishment. I was told I was Willow Spring State Park’s first

biologist?” I asked, silently hoping I hadn’t taken a job he had tried to get or replaced him and he was
mad.

“Well, so far as I know, you are. I worked in a small group with the government. They hired me to
explain a few odd things they’d been finding. It’s how I ended up here as well.” He tipped his head to
me and smiled kindly.

It was gentle and honest, and I immediately found myself liking him more by the second.
“Really? I always thought you were from here?”
I glanced around the cluttered interior of the car like a sleuth. Old mason jars, food wrappers

from the local Chinese restaurant, endless balls of wadded-up paper littered the floor and back seat,
and a few notebooks, but nothing out of the ordinary.

“No, I was brought out here for work much like you, and guess you could say I got stuck. Cecelia
said you got a new microscope?” he asked, eyebrows peaked with interest.

“Now, how is it this whole town knows what I had for breakfast or what’s inside my packages,
but I’ve never heard any of this about you?” I laughed, instantly hoping he didn’t ask what exactly I
had heard about him. It wasn’t very nice, and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

“Oh, I know what you’ve heard about me,” he murmured with a sheepish look. “It’s okay, one day,
I will prove to them all that I’m right.

Okay, usually people didn’t want to prove they were crazy . . . time for a subject change?
“So if you’re not still working, then what are you doing with all of these books? Looks like

research to me,” I said with a genuine grin.
He smiled back, the thin skin around his eyes wrinkling with the movement.
“Well, apparently, you really haven’t heard that much about me. Guess over time, the gossipers

started to pity me. What microscope did you get? I’m shocked they finally broke down and bought
one, tight as they are with their conservation funds. Usually, all the money goes to hunting and fishing.
They’d rather spend money to kill nature than restore it.” He shook his head gently as he stared at the
road ahead.

I twirled a frayed thread over my stiff khaki knee. I’d never really thought of it that way, but it was
true. Cliff and his boys got so much money for the things they needed. Even if they “needed” new Ford
trucks, while the conservation department was so severely lacking that I had been forced to buy seeds
myself this year as it “wasn’t in the budget.”



“Well, actually, I got the ALMScope B/20c. I bought it myself thinking it would be an investment
toward my move to Mexico, tracking the monarch butterflies.” I could feel my cheeks turn red.

There was no doubt he would know exactly how frivolous I had been spending that much money. I
braced myself for a lecture on how stupid it had been to spend all my money on a microscope. Maybe
I could send it back? The thought made me feel so sad I thought my skin might turn blue from the
inside out. It was my only bit of hope left.

“The ALMScope B/20c!?” Earl slammed on the brakes.
The action sent us flying forward abruptly before I slammed back against the seat, flinching. I

knew he might lecture me, but geez. Dramatic much? His face stared at me with the same expression I
would have expected if the ghost of Abraham Lincoln walked past the window in a cowboy hat and
tighty-whities.

“Yea, I know, it was stupid—”
“That’s the best compound field scope available! Do you know the things I . . . ugh . . . you could

see with that!? It has a double-layered mechanical stage! Four objective lenses! I could finally test
them!” He was close to screaming now. If he didn’t look so happy, it would have been incredibly
frightening. “Would I be able to borrow it just once? Of course, if you’d like to come, that would be
even better. My eyes aren’t what they used to be, and I’m going to catch them this time.” He stared off
absently.

Maybe he was still a little crazy. This was a way better reaction though. Why couldn’t everyone
be so happy for me and my new microscope? And I was gaining a field buddy? This was quickly
turning out to be one of the best days I’d had in a very, very long time.

“Of course you can use it!” I was screaming now too, apparently easily affected. I cleared my
throat in an attempt to bring down my pitch as we stared at each other in the middle of the road. If he
had been ten years younger, this would have been one heck of a meet-cute. “Come inside, and you can
see it!” I was back to screaming.

Both of us sat excitedly in the car for precisely another seven minutes until we pulled into the
center’s parking lot.

We both jumped out of the car like kids in front of a candy store. I took the lead, running up to the
door and letting my new friend in. This felt very much like in the first grade when you found out your
cubby buddy also likes rainbow unicorns, and you just had to show them your very best one. Maybe
this was better than that.

“Hi, Cecelia!” I shouted as I ran through the doors into my office like an excited child.
“Hi, Cecelia!” Earl shouted excitedly, following close behind.
“What in the hell’s going on? Callie, why you runnin’? Earl? What in the hell are you doing

here?” Cecelia shouted back, gawking at us as we ran in.
“Callie’s showing me her microscope! Why didn’t you tell me it was the ALMScope B/20c!?”

Earl shouted back at his friend before entering my office doors.
“Tell you what now?” she shouted back, confused.
“Cece, do we have any more of those cookies in the front?” I shouted, turning back to Earl as I

pulled out the sturdy black case and unlocked it on the table. “They’re really good. Sometimes she
even adds chocolate chips. Here take a look!”

I stepped aside so he could take the seat nearest the microscope and handed him a few of the glass
slides I had prepared earlier. The toilet water sample from the Piggly-Wiggly was still my favorite.

A hush fell over our excitement as he set up and dialed in the apparatus. I could tell by his
practiced movements he was quite used to being around one, and my body began to hum with



anticipation of his reaction. How amazing today was turning out to be!
“What scope do you have, Earl?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t accidentally shamed him if he had an

older one.
“Don’t have one now. My salary at the gas station doesn’t really give me the means to buy such a

fine microscope, and what I’m looking for, well, anything in my price range wouldn’t be of help,” he
said, one eye pressed to the lens.

“So if you work at the gas station, what type of things are you working on that require such a
microscope?” I asked.

There had been far too many books in his car for it to be just a hobby. Plus, microscopy as a
hobby?

He gently moved his head away from the lens and sat back in his chair. He had a worn-out
appearance, but I had no doubt he had likely been very popular with the ladies in his younger years.
Even now, in his sixties, I could sort out a few strikingly handsome features. He had flipped his hat
around backward to look in the eyepiece, and the position of the ball cap brought focus to his honey
eyes. Eyes now bloodshot and cloudy, nestled in pale wrinkles of time covered in freckled sun spots.
Though I’m sure he was incredibly handsome once, he now carried a disheveled, almost sickly
appearance. His skin had a slight gray cast, even with the kiss of sun on his face and forearms. Unkept
ash-gray hair clumped over his ears, pressed at odd angles from the still backward ball cap that only
seemed to add to his disorderly appearance.

“Some odd years ago, the state sent me here to look into a new genus of fungi that has only ever
been found here, in Willow Springs.” He caught his breath with a long pause as if deciding how much
to say. “I saw some of the most peculiar things when collecting data for this odd mushroom. Over the
years, we tried to cultivate it with no success. It has yet to turn up anywhere else but here.”
Immediately, intrigue flooded my system. “I have seen things from the areas where they fruit that
would make you fear the woods. It’s as if something inhuman floats around it.” He stood up from the
chair and smoothed his wrinkly orange T-shirt as if he regretted letting out his last words. He stared at
the microscope on my desk.

“Sounds like a really intense find. What did they discover about it?” I crossed my arms and
leaned against the cold wall as fascination overtook me.

He was an odd fellow, but that’s what everyone had thought about me when I was a child and had
insisted I saw fairies. Maybe there was more to this.

I wasn’t sure I believed anything he said, but something about it kept me wanting to know more.
When he spoke, you felt his friendliness, could hear his articulation and intelligence. But just looking
at him, he gave off an almost wild and “not all there” vibe. The whole thing was so peculiar I
couldn’t help but unravel it a little more.

“Nothing. Years I worked to find everything I could about this mystical fruiting body. Eventually,
the state incinerated my notes and fired me. Claimed I lacked the mental capacity to continue.” He
looked at the ground, unable to keep eye contact. “Maybe they were right.”

“I don’t think they were right, Earl,” I said as I walked closer to pat his bony back.
“I wouldn’t be so sure. You haven’t even heard what I’ve seen.” He smiled with a tiny sparkle of

hope in his cloudy eyes; it looked like it’d been a while since it had been there.
“Well, I’d love to hear more. I’m sure I don’t know near as much about fungi as you, but I can

hold my own on a foray. I’m actually collecting mycelium for a project I’m currently working on. It’s
to save the luna moth population,” I murmured as I leaned back against the wall and watched his face.

If he really did know as much as I suspected, then I wanted to get his help finding what I needed.



“Really?” He perked up like a golden retriever being handed a ball. “What are you looking for?
Maybe I can help, I’m practically a fungi map of Willow Springs at this stage.” He smiled, just like I
imagined a golden retriever would smile.

I pulled a stool out and sat down. Was this shaping up to be the luckiest day of my life? I grabbed
a thick manilla folder of papers and handed it to Earl, who took them eagerly. He pulled a pair of
readers from a case in his back pocket and began to look them over.

“Well, that’s one of my problems,” I stated, and my pulse quickened. “You see, I’m using the
‘roots’ of the mushroom’s fruiting body, the mycelium. I need the highest levels of psilocybin possible
to dose the water where the moths will drink. I will place special feeders at the locations where the
larvae have been predominantly hatched in the past, ensuring they are thirsty and will have the need to
drink. The mycelium water will provide an eighty-six percent immunity growth from the parasites that
are wiping them out.”

I smiled so wide it made my cheeks hurt. Usually, no one understood how exciting this was. They
just heard “make mushroom water to feed moths, and they will get better.” I knew Earl would
understand. The more moths, the easier it would be to track them.

“Holy shit, Callie,” he murmured, staring wide-eyed at me from his seat. “That’s absolutely
brilliant. What’s the problem?”

I tried to calm my smile.
“Well, the only problem is I need the highest levels of amatoxin possible in the mycelia, and the

only mushrooms I’ve found that would work have already come and gone. There are only a few
known varieties that even have that amount of amatoxin. The luna moths are expected to be here in
less than a month, and I don’t know of anything strong enough that I can get in time. I don’t have time
to spawn anything—”

“I know where you can find some now.”
I looked up, feeling as if the world were in slow motion. Were we speaking about the same

things? Were the incredibly rare mushrooms that I searched for the same ones that Earl spoke of?
Goose bumps ghosted across my skin. It was almost too great of a coincidence.

I expected to see the happy golden retriever again, but the face he held was somber and full of
sullenness. His face was still as stone, but his eyes brimmed full of something I couldn’t quite place.
Regret?

“You do? How would I not have seen them?” I asked, feeling suddenly weary.
“Because they don’t show up for everybody.” He swiveled his chair to look at the microscope. “I

know where to find them, it’s the fungi that has ruined my life. Maybe you will be able to find a
purpose with them. They have only brought me heartache and distanced me from my loved ones.” He
cleared the emotion from his voice. “I hope they are what you need, Callie.”

“Do they have a name? What are they called?” I asked curiously.
The mushrooms that would help me the most were only rumored to even exist. I could use a less

potent variety, but I wasn’t entirely sure how well it would work.
He turned to me with a tired and heavy expression.
“Destroying angels.”



Chapter 6



“I

An Unexpected Turn

Callie

don’t trust the nut. He belongs in an institution or something,” Cliff murmured.
“Oh you’re just mad ’cause ever since she got to talkin’ with Earl, you don’t get to drive Cal

around anymore. Harder to get out of the friend zone now.” Cecelia laughed heartily.
“I’m sorry, Cecelia, but it’s Callie not Cal, please, and don’t you two have anything better to do

than hover in my office?” I scolded. My office was barely big enough for me, and I was already
feeling extra anxious today.

“Oh, exca-use me, Callie,” Cecelia said sarcastically. “Hot date with Earl again?”
I looked up with an annoyed expression from where I sat on the floor, packing my back pack to

roll my eyes as hard as I could at the graying woman. She grinned back, thoroughly pleased with
herself.

“Tonight we are going to check the west end of the park for the mushrooms I need. So far, we’ve
managed to find nearly every other fungi under the sun but the ones I can use.” I huffed grumpily as I
continued stuffing slides and gloves into the pack. “Earl’s seen them before, I guess they are just
tricky to find sometimes.”

“I am not in the friend zone,” Cliff stated a few beats behind.
“Yes, you are,” Cecelia and I said in unison before bursting into laughter.
“Just come with me, I can take you,” Cliff said, spinning in circles in my desk chair like an

overgrown child.
I finished zipping up my backpack, tucked a few granola bars in the front pocket, and looked at the

odd pair huddled around me. They were my closest friends now. The thought of missing out on the
butterflies hurt, but maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe that wasn’t the life I was supposed to have,
maybe life in Willow Springs would be okay.

“Hello? Anyone here?” A voice echoed down the hallway.
“We’re back here, Earl!” I shouted as I struggled to pull my heavy pack on.
I had a small problem with overpacking. The huge pack made me feel even tinier than I already

typically felt at a short five feet tall. What would it be like to be one of those tall, long-legged
women? I should buy a pair of high heels and see. I haven’t dressed up in years.

I walked to the front and met Earl in the middle of the hallway. Fluorescent lights beamed down
harshly on the haggard-looking man. Maybe I could talk him into getting a haircut? There was a
handsome, intelligent man under all those disheveled layers of clothing and unkept hair. Maybe the
town would treat him better if he didn’t come across quite so . . . frumpy.



In the few weeks since we had officially talked at the library, Earl and I had been getting together
daily. Sometimes he felt like a magnet that I just wanted to be near. It had been so long since I’d felt
that comfortable with anyone. Since Eli had left, no one felt safe, especially after the deal I made with
his mother.

What an odd string of events to have unfolded. Maybe it was all the incredible gems of
information that he carried and my hope of finding the very thing he claimed to have been ruined by,
but every day I grew closer to Earl, and for once, I let myself.

Our age gap alone could make our friendship a little odd, but if I was being honest, Earl was on
the fast track to being one of the best people I’d ever known. I loved bouncing ideas off him. It felt so
nice to share those parts of me and feel understood. Though I don’t completely understand some of the
wild things he claims to have witnessed (a horse made of only bones and a rosebush that farted and
answered all his questions had been my favorites so far), I still thought of him as one of the most
good-hearted people I had ever met. Weren’t all great scientists a little crazy? Isn’t that just what a lot
of brain power did to you? I would ask him about getting a haircut today. He deserved to feel good
too.

“Hey, you ready? Today is the day, I just know it!” I said as I greeted Earl with a hug.
Cliff shoved past us, clipping Earl’s bony shoulder in a move that sent him almost into the

opposite wall.
“Hey! What’s your problem?” I shouted at Cliff, suddenly seeing red. What the—?
“Oh, my bad, Crazy Earl,” Cliff said, his face firm as he glared at the gray-haired old man. He

faced us but continued his walk to the door with a sour look. “Callie, you got a Life Alert on you in
case your boyfriend falls down on the trip?”

Before anyone could answer, he was through the doors. What had gotten into him? It wasn’t like
Earl was a rival male or something. He was in his sixties, for heaven’s sake! I shook my head at the
thought as I watched Earl take his time adjusting his suspenders. They had a mushroom and acorn
pattern that really set off his faded blue Grateful Dead T-shirt.

“Sorry, Earl, ignore him,” I murmured apologetically.
“Oh, don’t worry about it, Callie. I’m used to it by now,” said the eccentric man, but I didn’t miss

the flicker of sorrow that cracked across his face when he said it.
Yea, a haircut and some new clothes would help. I would do whatever I could to help the town

see what a wonderful person Earl really was. It wasn’t what I should be focusing on, but it wouldn’t
hurt. If all went well with finding these mushrooms, I would be leaving again soon, and I wanted to
leave things nicer for my new friend if I could.

With our supplies loaded into the back of Earl’s car, we headed out to the far edge of the state
park. Equine and hiking trails ran throughout the grounds, but the western edge was left mostly to
Mother Nature. There were no paths where we were headed, which would be both good and bad. A
greater chance of mushrooms being left undisturbed, but the hiking was a lot rougher.

Approximately a hundred acres of dense woods and wildlife took up the majority of the property
we would be scouting today, and I couldn’t have been more excited. I didn’t have a lot of reason to
work in these parts, and it was always exciting to explore new places in the park. I was pretty
familiar with Willow Springs State Park, but when Earl parked his car on the edge of the road, I
couldn’t remember this section.

“I know they are this way, I can feel them,” Earl said, pausing with his door open to sniff the air
like a dog.

“You said that about the last three spots,” I said, smiling at him.



Truthfully I was starting to lose a bit of hope. It had been foolish to think he had the answers to all
my problems. My whole plan to find the luna moths and the destroying angel mushrooms seemed to be
slipping further and further away, but at the same time, I was having some of the most fun I’d ever had
foraging with Earl.

“They are hiding from me,” he said, locking his car and grabbing his walking stick.
It was a beautiful light wood staff with designs carved intricately throughout. Swirls surrounding

wild-looking butterflies and a fox covered the top third with a beautiful sun carved neatly into the tip.
He told me the fox had taken him nearly two months to complete, to which I told him what a fool he
was for working at the gas station instead of selling his carvings. They were glorious. He had just
chuckled and said the gas station gave him free coffee.

“Maybe I’m scaring them off,” I said sarcastically as we began our trek into the forest.
“It’s much more likely that they hide in pity so that I can spend more time with you,” he laughed.
It was close to three o’clock when we had gotten deep into the land. The sun beat down brightly

above our heads, though we wouldn’t have known it other than the heat it cultivated, for the trees had
grown so large and thick left to their own devices that they blocked most of the light save for a few
patches here and there filtering through the trees. We had been at it for a while, slowly walking
around all the different trees in an effort to find the destroying angels. Earl was a great storyteller, so
it was never dull or boring. I had grown so comfortable with him in the hours spent together the last
several weeks. His wild stories were like balm to my soul.

“Earl, I hope you won’t take offense to this,” I said, readjusting my long hair into a big floppy bun
atop my head, “but what do you think if we got your hair cut and some new clothes? You know I don’t
really care about appearances, but I guess . . .” I struggled to find the right words now that they were
forming outside of my head. “Well, I guess I just thought that maybe the town would see how great you
are if they weren’t so focused on your appearance.” I nervously turned to watch him circle a nearby
oak, praying I hadn’t offended the closest thing to a best friend I’d had in a long time.

“What do I care what everyone else thinks of me?” he said, keeping his honey-flecked eyes on the
forest floor.

“Don’t you get lonely sometimes? I know you have people that are nice to you in town, but . . . did
you ever have the urge to get married and settle down? You and Cecelia get on nicely.”

“Me? No, Cecelia is just a friend.” He stopped, seemingly lost in thought. “Once, a long, long
time ago, when I was a very foolish young man still living under my parents’ roof, there was a girl.
Back then, things were different though. She was from another country, and my family, being
influential in the world of academics, believed her family and culture beneath us.” He smiled
boyishly at me and ran his hands through his hair. “It didn’t matter in the end, I gave myself
completely to work. We were only ever friends anyway, but I still think about her.”

Suddenly my brain flooded with thoughts of myself in Earl’s place forty years from now.
Obsessed over my work, mad with it. No family, no loved ones. Only a town full of people who
thought I had lost my mind.

My chest suddenly felt hollow. As if all the air had been sucked out. That would be me. I would
be crazy Callie.

“You okay? What’s wrong, Cal?” Earl said, grabbing my elbow.
His grip was surprisingly strong for his bony frame.
His wrinkled face was close enough for me to see the gold specks that mingled with the warm

honey of his eyes. I was flooded with sympathy as I watched his gaunt face search mine. Thin,
wrinkled skin hung down from a jawline that once would have been sharp and masculine in his



younger years. He was still handsome, but in the way you thought of when you saw old war photos of
your grandpa.

“I just was wondering if we both work too much? Earlier I had thought about buying a new pair of
high heels and dressing up. It’s been ages since I got all dressed up, and I don’t know, I was thinking
that maybe we both should get cleaned up and have a night on the town.”

Earl chuckled, but the humor didn’t reach his eyes as he watched me thoughtfully. We continued
walking a bit before he finally spoke.

“Cal, I think you should get dressed up and go out. You’re young and deserve a night out. That boy
Cliff sure seems into you. He must be if he got jealous over an old coot like me taking up so much of
your time.” He smiled with a glimmering sparkle in his eyes, seeming to relish in the idea of making a
younger Cliff jealous.

“I don’t want to go out with Cliff, I want to go out with you. I just want to have fun for a change,
and I believe I would have significantly more fun with you than with Cliff.” I smiled at him so wide I
could feel the forest air hit the gums of my teeth.

“Then a night on the town it is. I’m never one to turn down a pretty girl. You pick the day, and I’ll
be ready. I’ll even get my hair cut just for you.” Earl chuckled pleasantly. “I know just the—no.”

I abruptly stopped to locate where Earl was and if he was okay.
To my right, about twenty feet near a few deciduous logs, Earl stood, his face frozen and

downcast, looking to the ground.
“What is it, Earl? Are you all right? Did you find something?” I asked, feeling my stomach fall to

my feet.
His face was frozen. No expression. No movement.
I made it to his side in a moment, only to suck in enough oxygen to fill a hot air balloon.
“They are never far from me, even when I wish they would be,” Earl said as he stared at the

perfect white mushroom, and a puzzling expression crossed his face.
“Oh my god, Earl, is this it?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper, apparently worried I

might spook the mushroom.
When I looked at Earl, I expected to see a big smile on his face staring at the large mushroom.
Instead, regret and misery overlayed his worn features as he stared at me instead.
“Yea, this is it.”
Unsure whether he was sad to be near the fungi that had seemingly haunted his life or possibly the

realization that our forays were over now that we had found our prize, I grabbed him into a big hug.
“Thank you so much, Earl! Now we really will have something to celebrate!” I cried as I

squeezed him.
He had found it.
I looked around the trees, suddenly hopeful. The lore was that the luna moths and butterflies were

drawn to this specific mushroom, and I had begun to suspect that was why they happened to be so
concentrated here as opposed to everywhere else.

I saw nothing, but the luna moths were nocturnal and wouldn’t be here yet. I peeked around,
unable to stop myself from searching for any other winged creatures but came up empty-handed.

“Yes, I suppose we will. I really have enjoyed spending this time with you so much, Callie,” he
said, squeezing me back before he released me.

“Earl, I promise this isn’t the last of our forays.” I moved back to look into his cloudy eyes. “I
need more mycelium than this one mushroom as it is. Hey, look! Nothing spooky around here now,” I
said confidently.



With some of the stories he had told, I half expected a monster to leap out from the patch behind
the mushroom.

He smiled weakly at me but seemed to shake himself out of whatever sadness had clutched him.
“You must be lucky,” he murmured as he looked around.

“How great! Let’s collect this, it’s getting dark, and I really want to use my new microscope
before we have to leave!” I practically sang. “Let’s come back tomorrow and look for more, you
free?”

By this time, the dense forest had grown dull with slate-gray skies. The air felt suddenly thick and
mucky. I didn’t see a storm in the forecast, but nature had no rules. No one knew that better than me.
This was strange though. It was almost . . . a feeling inside. Something just felt wrong, but I couldn’t
put my finger on it. It was exceptionally odd because I had just felt so happy. This mushroom could
potentially be the answer to all my problems. So why did I feel like I wanted out of here as fast as
possible? I couldn’t help but look around the darkening forest floor as a feeling of dread began to
overtake me. The giant trees hemmed us in as the whispers of fear began to trail across my skin.

I was being ridiculous. There was nothing here.
I placed my pack on the floor, but my body screamed at me to hurry and gather the sample so we

could leave.
Something brushed against my arm as I knelt to pull out my equipment.
I leaped sideways to get away from it, nearly crushing my microscope as I clumsily fell on the

ground next to it.
“Fuck! What is it, Cal?”
Earl launched toward me and helped me up with shaking hands. The harsh tone didn’t sound like

him, and it only made me more uneasy.
“It’s Callie, not Cal,” I said under my breath after thanking him for helping me.
He straightened his suspender strap and knelt to help me with the equipment.
“You feel it too, don’t you?” he asked, looking at my face.
I really didn’t want to encourage any of his unstable behavior. But yes, I felt it too.
It was the shadow of a skin-crawling feeling, the leaking drip of terror before the true fear

engulfed you. The feeling was so sudden and disturbing—I felt like we were marinating in it. It was
like the feeling you get when you’re alone and you know someone is watching you. No sounds to tip
you off, no warnings, just a feeling. Except instead of feeling eyes on me, I felt . . . pure evil and
darkness. Something hovered threateningly in the air that told my body to get away as fast as possible,
that we were not safe.

Any other time, I would have searched nearby for more destroying angel mushrooms. Typically
where one mushroom grew, there were plenty of others hidden, and I needed to find a patch of
several, but my mind was forbidding the thought of staying a second longer than necessary.

“Yea, I do. Are we safe?” I asked, sort of embarrassed to be admitting it out loud. Maybe I was
going a little crazy too.

“For now. I’m really sorry, Cal. I hate that you are around any of this.” He stared at his feet.
The expression was as forlorn as if his favorite dog had died. I felt terrible; I wanted to help him.
“Are you kidding? You have helped me in so many ways, Earl. You have been the best friend I’ve

had in a long time, and I really needed a good friend,” I said, hoping to make him feel better.
I really was grateful, but this ominous feeling was messing with my head. Was any of what he had

said true? Was I crazy now? I pushed it into a compartment to dissect later, half expecting a black
unicorn to trot out in front of me.



We finished collecting samples and packed up quickly. The entire time Earl seemed to be
regretting the decision to bring me here.

Under the microscope, the spores of the destroying angel looked unlike anything I could have ever
imagined. Where spores normally looked like tiny beige bubbles or eggs, the destroying angel spores
looked unreal, like black smoke trying to escape the glass. My blood was pounding so hard in my ears
that I had barely heard the thunder that began to rumble.

“We gotta get out of here, I can’t do this!” Earl shouted as a wild gust of wind dove violently
through trees, shoving our jackets and clothes wherever it commanded.

“I just need to collect it!” I shouted back.
The sudden aggression of the wind made it so I had to yell. It was only one mushroom, but I

wouldn’t risk coming back for it. I needed it now. Branches bare and full of foliage alike smacked
and slammed the bodies of neighboring trees with each ominous gust. Earl’s cap flew off, now a
prisoner to the wind.

Normally I enjoyed storms. I liked the patter of rain on my windows and the peaceful rumble of
thunder. I’d fallen asleep to it many times.

But not here and not now. This was anything but peaceful. Though there was still no rain, the
smokey gray forest seemed to pulse as if readying itself for something evil. I’ve never felt anything
like it, and I’m not quite sure how to describe it. I was a practical woman, so it was even more
unsettling to have my body suddenly react the way it was. I saw no threat, nothing but a storm.
Nothing to provoke these feelings of . . . darkness?

A loud clap of thunder sent me nearly out of my boots as I jumped. Seeing Earl jump didn’t make
me feel any less scared. I nearly fell, scrambling to shove items back into my pack with pure
determination to leave.

I had a fleeting thought before I placed the mushroom in the container and in my pack. Was this a
bad omen? I typically wasn’t superstitious, but I couldn’t help feeling weird about what was
happening.

Mere moments after I had pulled up the mushroom and a few thin roots to cultivate, the oddest
thing happened.

The gray began to clear from the sky above like a light switch had flipped.
The air began to clear, suddenly feeling less thick. It was as if we had popped the cork of the

storm’s drain and it slowly dissipated in front of our very eyes.
“C’mon, Callie. You got that one? We should go, they aren’t ready,” Earl murmured, looking

around with an uneasy look on his face. “This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have told you about this.”
“What do you mean they aren’t ready?” I asked.
“They form a circle of mushrooms when they are fully grown, this must be the beginning. They

call them fairy rings,” he mumbled, looking around nervously.
My body stilled but for my shaking hands that touched the V-shaped scar of my memories. “Fairy

rings?” I asked cautiously.
“Yea. They believed they were a portal to the human world from the other worlds, that the Fae

used them to travel. You’ve never heard that?” he asked, looking at me as if I were daft.
“I’m not sure . . .” My voice trailed off.
“I’ve seen some dark things around these particular mushrooms, though, so if it were a portal, it’s

definitely to somewhere evil, not like the agaric mushrooms I’ve seen.”
I stared open-mouthed at him as I attempted to sort my thoughts out.
I suddenly felt sick; my nerves had gotten the best of me.



I needed to talk to my family, to the sweet woman that was the closest thing to a mother I had since
my own had passed. I needed to ground myself, get a firmer grip on things. I’d been working too
much, and now it was catching up to me. Had they written? It had felt like ages since I’d heard from
them.

Though the air had almost fully cleared, Earl began to shove things in my bag in an attempt to
hurry me along. If someone had wanted to shock my nerves and frighten me into a heart attack, now
was the time. My body was so on edge I nearly forgot how to zip my bag, unsure of what was real
anymore and what wasn’t.

We threw our supplies on our backs and quickly headed out the way we had come. Only the
hurried footsteps on the forest floor sounded as we quickly shuffled through the wild forest to get as
far away from the area as our feet would carry us.

Neither of us spoke the entire way. My mind was too full of questions to sort out a sensible one to
ask Earl. It wasn’t until we were in his car on the way home that I settled myself enough to speak.

“You’re not crazy, are you?” I asked quietly. “I want to know every unbelievable thing you know
about the destroying angels. I believe you,” I said with a shaky breath.

I could easily understand how Earl had been trapped in his dedication to finding out more about
these mushrooms. It had been two hours, and my mind was in overdrive, trying to make sense of
everything.

“No,” he stated. His wrinkled face looked tired now as he stared at the road ahead.
“No, what? No, you’re not crazy? I know, I don’t think I ever really thought you were. I think we

should contact the North American Mycological Association and see if they can’t send some others
out this way to locate more—” I rambled.

“No. I don’t want you telling anyone about these things, and you won’t be working with me on
them anymore. I’m sorry. This was a mistake, Cal. I thought I wanted you to see them, but I don’t. I
don’t want you anywhere near the darkness,” he stated, not removing his gaze from the road.

The air went out of me like a balloon. Did he just not want to share his discovery with anyone
else? I was stubborn and knew I would wear him down so I brushed it off, not wanting to upset him
further. He seemed really upset ever since we had been near them. I would convince him at dinner
tonight to let me help.

“Let’s talk about it at dinner tonight. We have so much to celebrate. We should go to Marion! I
know it’s two towns over, but they have that good steak house, and I really want to get dressed up!” I
said excitedly.

The gloom and unsettled air were brushed off completely.
His demeanor instantly shifted from grumpy statue to boyishly charming. “Roadhouse? I can get us

a senior discount there! You sure you want to waste a dressing up on me? I’ll be the luckiest man in
Marion,” he said with a wink.

“Do you have anything nice you can wear?” I asked, hoping it didn’t sound too harsh.
“I have a suit I haven’t had a reason to wear in years. Taking a smart, beautiful, kind woman out to

dinner sure seems like a good reason,” he chirped, still smiling. “But Callie?” he asked, his face
suddenly falling. “Don’t go back to those destroying angel mushrooms, okay? If you do, I’ll never
forgive myself. We will find another way to get you what you need,” he cautioned.

I nodded, knowing he was just worried and looking out for me. I already had all the information I
needed, so there was no sense in upsetting him.

“Earl, if you were thirty, heck, twenty years younger, I think you would be causing me a lot of
trouble right now.” I beamed at the older man as he puffed his chest out a little.



Earl dropped me off at my house and left to get a haircut straightaway with the plan of picking me
up for our fancy dinner at eight. I offered to borrow Cecelia’s car and pick him up, but he vehemently
declined, muttering something about women driving a man around in his day. I couldn’t help but feel
like a burden making him drive me all around town, even though he said he enjoyed the company. He
was old and worried about me driving at night. Aside from being frail, though, he did seem to be
incredibly healthy, and the few times I’d needed help from him, he was surprisingly strong despite his
frail-looking features.

My boots were already half removed by the time I stepped onto the cold white tile of my
entryway. The backpack landed with a thud as I neatly tucked my boots under the bench by the door
and continued onto the surprisingly light pack, removing the specimens that needed refrigeration.
After putting away what was absolutely necessary and electing to leave the rest for the morning, I
hurried into the shower, excited to get ready for our dinner date.

I was oddly eager to get dressed up. Maybe it was the fact that I hadn’t seen myself in anything but
pajamas and a khaki-green uniform in a long time, but I was thoroughly looking forward to going out
and feeling like a normal human for once. Maybe it was also the fact that I could get as glammed up as
I wanted, and I knew my date wouldn’t assume it was so he could have sex with me. Yes, that was a
definite plus. I giggled at the thought.

An hour later, I had gone so far as to paint my nails a deep red (it was the only bottle of polish I
could find, and likely from when I was sixteen), my hair sat patiently in giant rollers as I perched atop
the bathroom counter, and I attempted to finish my makeup. The YouTube video I had watched said a
smokey eye was easy, but I earnestly begged to differ. I had already scrubbed it off and started over at
least three times, concluding I had looked like a bandit-eyed raccoon. Eventually, though, I
accidentally smudged in the right spot, achieving a sultry, smoke-like appearance that I was pleased
with. I wiggled my loose wisdom tooth back and forth with my tongue, a new nervous habit I had
picked up. I swore I would get it pulled soon before it grew more painful, but I never found the time,
and the thought of being all loopy from anesthesia made me nervous. Next month.

It took me an agonizingly long time to dig about my closet and find the box I was searching for.
Several boxes littered the walled edges of the small closet, and the one I wanted was hidden farthest
in the back with the least amount of use.

I set the beaten cardboard container on the bed with a small grunt. The box had been through a lot
of moves, and to be honest, I didn’t know why I had even kept it. More likely than not, I had assumed
it was full of training equipment or something. I liked pretty dresses and fancy hair and outfits, just not
on me. What did I need to dress up for?

I supposed the box in front of me answered that question.
I grabbed one of the blades from a scattered training box and cut open the lid to rummage through

the clothes, setting out a few on my bed that could potentially work. Thankfully I was an excellent
packer and had vacuum sealed each item because I wouldn’t have time to wash them. I snorted at the
slutty ones I would never actually wear and attempted fruitlessly to remember how I had acquired
them. Some of them seemed ridiculously small.

On went a pair of black pumps with an elegant yet feminine pointed toe that I used to wear to
meetings.

When I was younger, I had actually been scouted by a few modeling agencies at a local mall a
couple of years in a row. It had set Claire—the lady that cared for me after the accident—off into
being an incredibly disappointed dance mom. She was supportive of my career, but every time I
signed up for science camps instead of cheerleading or opted for more academic challenges than, say,



modeling—which I’m quite certain they asked everyone at the mall anyway—she pushed even harder
to force me into a mold I apparently appeared to fit better in than academics. I didn’t blame her.
Honestly, I likely would have followed that path had she not pushed so hard. I had a tiny rebellious
streak, I supposed.

With the memory of my family and a squeeze of my heart, I walked to the small wooden desk in
my kitchen, opened the large leather-bound book that rested atop the worn surface, and pulled an
unread letter from the first page of the book. I shuffled back to the brightly lit bathroom to finish my
tasks while I read over the latest letter from my adoptive mother. Plans of travel and enchanted little
places she could take me to, whenever I was able to visit, were scribbled across the pages and
followed up with a sparkling butterfly stamp near her signature that I knew she had added just for me.
She was so incredibly sweet and thoughtful. I startled out of my cozy reflections with a glance at the
time.

I pulled off the perforated plastic of a red “all day wear” lipstick tube and read the instructions
before painting it on my lips. It was most certainly expired, but I would try and ignore that as it made
my already pretty full lips look absolutely pouty and voluptuous. I snorted in the mirror and tried to
wipe it off, but true to my usual luck, it wouldn’t budge.

Debauched red lips and over-sexed smokey eyes stared back in horror as I rubbed vehemently to
remove the red lip to no avail. What was in this stuff? Maybe I should put it under my new micro—

My microscope.
Oh my god.
I had left my microscope in the forest.
No.
The case wasn’t with me in the car.
In a flurry, I frantically ran to the front door, throwing coats and anything else, making sure Earl

hadn’t grabbed it.
But in a flash of memory, I knew he hadn’t. I painfully remembered everything I had hurried to

place in Earl’s car in our hysteria to leave the forest, and the hefty black case had not been there. I
needed to call him and check.

I was so close to reaching my goals. How could I mess up like this?
But then Earl would have to stop what he was doing to take me over there and hike into the woods

again. That had to have already been so taxing on him and his aging body.
How embarrassing! This isn’t how you treat equipment with the price tag of a car. He would

think me unprofessional, and then he definitely wouldn’t let me work with him on this new mushroom
adventure, and I needed to find more of those mushrooms.

But how would I get there? The back end of the park where we had been wasn’t actually that far
from the end of my property if I went through the woods and didn’t take the roads. I would have to. I
couldn’t leave it out in the woods to get ruined.

There was only one way I could think of to get that far back into the woods and back before
anyone knew I was gone.



Chapter 7



C

Into the Depths of Darkness

Callie

allie: Running late, can you pick me up at 9?
Earl: No pomegranates.

Earl: No pomegranates.
Earl: No problem. Damn phone.
Earl: Sorry, dang phone. Forget you hate swearing. No pomegranates, I’m sure you have some

girly beauty things you need to do. See you at 9
Callie: you caught me;)

“OUCH!” I groaned, trying to cover the top of my foot with my hand. The top burned from the intense
heat of the engine torturing it. My shoulders tensed as I placed my cell phone into the cup holder and
continued through the forest on my lawn mower, all the while wiggling my loose back tooth like a
nervous madman.

High heels were not advisable for driving a tractor. Thankfully it was still light enough out to see
clearly and navigate. Otherwise, the trees would cause me an incredible amount of trouble.

The tinted evening air softly rustled the pine branches in warning, and I suddenly remembered
exactly where I was headed. I shivered with the thoughts of how horrible that forest had made me
feel. Goose bumps pebbled my skin with fright and chill, and I instantly regretted not bringing a warm
coat.

I pulled the large curlers from my hair and tried to calm myself. Thank god I didn’t have
neighbors close by. If anyone else saw me, they would definitely think Earl had rubbed off on me and
I was now equally as mad.

After I had grabbed the closest dress and thrown it on, I flew out the door and onto the tractor, my
thoughts purely on reaching my destination and returning home. I was trembling and clammy. I’m quite
certain I already had mud all over my tiny black dress.

I would just call and cancel dinner. Earl would understand.
“Ouch!” I moved my burning foot so the heel took the brunt of the heated assault.
The forest was quiet and calm, save for the roaring John Deere, but aside from that, it was

actually really refreshing to be in the thick part of the forest this late at night, alone. Owls hooted to



each other in the distance in sync with the crickets. I loved the night; it always gave me a sense of
calm.

With a heavy sigh, I pulled my phone from the side cup holder of the tractor.

CALLIE: I’m so sorry, but I have to cancel. Something last minute’s come up. Will call tomorrow.
Sorry for everything!

Earl: What’s going on? Is everything all right?
Earl: Cal?
Earl: Cal?

I TUCKED the phone back into the tractor’s cup holder after checking my coordinates on the park’s
GPS app and let out a breath. At least I wasn’t under a time constraint now. I was equally glad Earl
wouldn’t see me in this dress. Had it been a gift? I would never have bought something that showed
so much skin. Had I known it was this small and tight, I wouldn’t have even bothered to put anything
on. I should have grabbed the sparkly pink one off the bed before I ran out the door. Then I would
have at least felt like tractor Barbie, which sounded more fun. As it was, I looked like some type of
James Bond spy girl or something, though I seriously doubt a spy girl would ride a beat-up old tractor
to her destination.

The forest was completely dark now. Shimmers of moonlight blanketed the trees like a spooky
movie. Only cloaked in a silver sheen, it reflected off some of the pine trees and merely silhouetted
others, leaving your mind to question the depths of what you actually saw. Maybe it was my mind
playing tricks on me, but I swear I could already feel the terrifying feeling from earlier creeping into
my bones.

Amber orbs of gold flashed as lightning bugs danced along the trees like mystical Christmas
lights. It seemed like there were hundreds of them, formed almost in a trail of sorts. The hair rose on
the back of my neck. Something didn’t feel right about the way they all trailed toward something.

I straightened my spine. It was only fireflies.
Even though it was just the quiet forest and myself, I tugged down the very short black dress,

suddenly feeling quite silly and uncomfortable. My breasts were shoved together so high I thought my
nipples might pop out, so I yanked up the fabric masquerading as a chest covering. The dress rose
higher up my thighs with the aforementioned action. It was like a terribly slutty game of tug of war.

Pull up to cover cleavage, and the dress would rise to scandalous heights on my thighs.
Shove down to hide legs, and the treacherous dress would threaten to throw a nipple overboard.
Perspiration began to gleam across my forehead with the struggle. I had to be close now. All-in-

all the tractor was going much faster and more effici—
My body lurched forward as the tractor’s tire caught in a root.
Son of a garbage can! I jinxed myself!
I was so angry I nearly swore as I attempted to reverse the mower. The action only caused the

tires to whip moss into the night air and trench farther into the soft soil of the forest.
Mother forking crap on a cracker! I was stuck.
“Nooooo, please no!” I begged the tractor as if that would help.



A curious raccoon wandered down a tree in front of me to watch the show.
“What are you looking at!?” I shouted aggressively as I got down from the yellow seat and

attempted to pull all my hair out in frustration.
“I’m sorry, you didn’t deserve that,” I mumbled at the trash panda apologetically.
He didn’t. He was just being nosey.
Angry and frustrated, I grabbed a pair of rusted hedge clippers from the tractor. I didn’t think I’d

need them because there were no real threats out here, but just in case. I huffed and stomped off back
on my trail, now more determined than ever.

And when I say stomped, I mean on the balls of my feet because I was still very much in high
heels.

“Uuugghh, maybe that stupid mushroom is bad luck,” I grumbled and growled at the animals that
walked with me.

A skunk had joined the team, with whom I avoided making any eye contact. Finicky things skunks
were. I loved all animals . . . well, except snakes. Don’t ask me why, but I am petrified of snakes. The
slithering, the hissing—they’ve never bothered me, and I never bother them.

It was comforting to have the company of the animals in the dark forest though. Animals had
always been oddly unafraid of me. I have no memory of it any other way, maybe when I was very
young. Had they not been more distant when I was with other people, I might not have ever realized
they didn’t usually get so close to humans. Whatever the reason, I was grateful for it. It drove me to
want to do my job to the best of my abilities. All creatures deserved to be loved and taken care of.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t still wary of the skunk that trailed behind me.
A few creatures scampered beside me along the way as I stopped every few feet to pull a high

heel free from the dirt. Walking on the balls of my feet was exhausting, but I refused to take my shoes
off. You’d be shocked at the number of poisonous insects that littered your average forest floor.

Starting to grow weary again as I realized I happened to be following the same ominous trail of
fireflies, I began to sing some old fluffy songs in a weak attempt at soothing my frayed nerves. I was
just about to pick up a new melody when the ground scuttled with the sounds of my forest friends
suddenly running to hide. I turned, startled at the sudden movement behind me.

And then I saw it.
The first living luna moth I had ever seen.
The creature I had moved across the country to find.
I nearly fell to my knees at the sight of it. They were early.
Three weeks until they were supposed to arrive in Willow Springs.
The large moth fluttered silently behind me before it landed on a nearby tree. The slow flap of its

pale neon-green wings taunted me. A long tendril trailed behind each wing. These tendrils were part
of what made them so rare, somehow adding to the majestic beauty of the mysterious luna moth.

In a trance of wonder, I moved closer. Two long fern-like antennae rested atop its fluffy body,
only adding to its adorable aesthetic.

Something moved nearby, and I had to stifle a scream as my pulse quickened. I turned, caching the
movement with my peripheral.

Another one.
I gasped as another luna moth fluttered past me.
The one on the tree took off, fluttering with his companion.
I clamored to follow them, still in somewhat of a shock.
Tuna-teeth! These high heels were going to kill me! I was moving quickly to keep up with the



moths as they floated along the twinkling trail of the fireflies. My cheeks felt hot even though my skin
was chilled with the cool night air as I breathed heavily in an attempt to keep up with the winged
wonders. Several parts of my body were exposed from the dress now, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care
about anything as I chased the moths.

Several more Luna moths glinted under the moonlight up ahead.
“Holy esophagus . . .”
I was shaking with excitement now.
It was stunning. More and more lightning bugs flew to the area, twinkling all around me and the

beautiful moths in a mystical display.
It was so magical looking. I needed to get closer.
I grabbed my phone to take photos—
Except I’d left my phone in the tractor.
Poop.
Okay, it’d be fine. Alone in the woods in a hooker dress and high heels with no ride or phone.

Perfect.
I turned down a deep bend past a large hemlock as I followed the golden trail in an attempt to get

a better look at the moths that fluttered ahead of me.
My lungs filled sharply with cold air. I had to grasp ahold of a nearby tree to keep myself up.
There had to be a hundred of them.
They all had stopped in the same area.
Pale-green wings seemed to reflect brighter under the sultry glow of the moon. Dozens and dozens

of wings flapped slowly. Most of them had collected on the bark of trees or fallen logs surrounding
the area. A few fluttered by wistfully in the air. They seemed to have gathered in a large circle deep
within the secret depths of the forest. The large gap in the center of the trees gave way to silver mists
of moonlight casting down gracefully upon them. It was beautiful, ethereal. Enough to distract you
from the doomed feeling hovering over the area like a foreboding blanket.

A shrill scream sounded somewhere in the distance, severing the doleful quiet of the night.
I know that sound, that’s a—
Suddenly it was before me.
A fox.
A red, snarling, angry fox.
I screamed, nearly falling backward in surprise. Normally a fox would not hurt a human, but this

was not a normal, average fox.
It was the very same glittering golden fox I had seen before. I backed away from its snarling red

and black face.
It wasn’t glittering now in the darkness—not exactly. When the moonlight hit its fur unshadowed,

it looked . . . magical? It seemed to ghost a golden glow that you couldn’t quite focus your eyes on.
Was this all my imagination? Was I really starting to lose my mind? Was it the mushrooms?

In a startling move, it nipped at my foot, and I leaped backward toward the center of the gathering
of moths with a shriek.

My action only seemed to cause it to act more frantic. Was he hurt? I shifted back along the
ground, suddenly very afraid. I’d never had an animal act like this toward me.

“It’s okay, I won’t hurt you. I promise. What are you?” I attempted to coo at the reddish-orange
creature.

Maybe he thought I meant him harm?



His bushy tail flicked at my words. I’d never heard a fox snarl before, but it was terrifying. Shrill,
more high pitch than a dog’s growl, but every bit as fear provoking, maybe more so with his pointed
nose wrinkled up in anger. I moved to step around him. I needed to get to the moths.

I needed to see more.
“What the fork!?” I screamed as it went to rip my ankle off, barely missing.
The fox’s amber eyes stared at me as he pinned his ears back, away from his bushy red and black

face. White patches blended with rust-colored fur. He was beautiful. Don’t ask me how I knew it was
a he. I could feel it. Just like I could feel that he wasn’t quite normal. Even if I couldn’t see the
shimmering gold fur in the moonlight, there was something in his eyes, something unlike anything I’d
ever seen. I should have been running home now, but I couldn’t. It was like I was hypnotized. I felt
such a harsh pull to see the moths. I couldn’t have ignored it if I had tried.

Most of my life had revolved around the hope of this very moment. If this glowing fox thought he
would stop me, he had no idea how determined I truly was. I stepped back.

He snapped at me again, growling. This time, shoving his trim, fluffy body into mine and knocking
me away from the moths.

He was trying to block me from the circular clearing where the moths and lightning bugs waited
patiently.

“It’s okay,” I cooed in my softest voice, “you have a family in there, don’t you? I promise I won’t
hurt them. I just want to get a better look at the luna moth, okay? Whatever you are.”

It began a high-pitched whine. All the while, his amber eyes continued to look frantically between
me and the small clearing.

I stepped around him in a hurry, quickly walking toward the mystical hole in the middle of the
forest where thousands of moonlit green wings flapped and fluttered a song all of their own.

I tripped and fell, quickly collecting myself, but not before I realized the fox had lain on my feet,
whining with long, painful cries. It was incredibly eerie and unsettling.

“Okay, one thing at a time,” I mumbled, quickly scooting away and walking toward the open
circle.

I just needed to get a better look at what was going on. Then I would see how I could help the
shimmering fox. The fox that was probably a figment of my imagination anyway.

I dodged him as he went for me, faking right and going left like a trained football player. I ran
until my body brushed the circle of trees. I felt a slight pinch where the fox had broken the skin at the
back of my calves.

“You turd face, you got me,” I hissed at the edge of the clearing, lifting my bare leg to look. Sure
enough, there was a small bite.

Crap.
“You better pray to your forest gods that you don’t have rabies you . . . you . . .” I angrily

murmured as I turned to face the orange bandit, but he was gone. “Geez. What kind of luck am I
having today?” I mumbled, turning back to the open space and trying to make sense of everything.

It was nearly a perfect circle of moss and dirt resting inside the large ancient trees. Hundreds, if
not thousands, of luna moths fluttered and clung to the trees surrounding it. Golden flashes from the
lightning bugs lit the air like magic.

When I didn’t think I could ever see anything more magnificent or magical, I saw them.
In the middle of the mossy floor lay another perfect circle.
A complete and perfect ring of destroying angel mushrooms. The clean white flesh of the

mushroom caps lit brightly under the moon’s silvery glow.



I sucked in an amazed breath. The scent of pine and earth filtered through my nose, and I heard
only crickets and a distant high-pitched whine.

I took another step into the clearing. The thick moss gave way under the pressure of my black high
heels.

Then I felt it.
I tightened my arms around myself as if that could protect me from the feeling.
It was the same grim vibe in the forest with Earl. Only now, it felt intense, like we had only

sampled a taste earlier, and this was the entire feast.
Goose bumps bloomed across my arms and legs as the hairs on the back of my neck rose.
I had the immediate urge to scream and run. To get as much distance as possible between me and

this weird circle of mushrooms.
But that was stupid. These were moths and mushrooms, not demons or something wild.
 . . . Right?
Needing to show my courage, I took a few more steps into the space until my feet nearly grazed

the large circle of mushrooms.
How could they form like this? I’d never seen anything so perfectly uniform. Moths fluttered

around the small space, soaring in front of my face. Were these mushrooms causing me hallucinations?
Flashbacks of my childhood incident flashed in my mind. I looked at the small scar on my hand.

Was it in the air, the toxins? Is that why I thought I saw a glittering golden fox? Would this explain the
wild things Earl had claimed to have seen?

I picked up my leg to step into the mushroom circle and stilled, remembering Earl’s warnings of
the mushroom rings being portals into the fairy realms. It couldn’t be true.

It was the toxins causing a hallucinogenic effect. It had to be.
If I proved that to be true, that the toxic chemical in these mushrooms was what caused our

hallucinations . . . then it would mean I had imagined the fairies all along. I stepped back from the ring
of mushrooms and held tight to everything I thought I knew.

Did I want that?
Of course I wanted to know what had really happened . . . I let out all the air in a defeated sigh.
I really did sound crazy, didn’t I?
“Grow up, Cal,” I reprimanded myself, feeling my heart flutter as I took in the many sets of wings

surrounding me.
I dug my thumbnail into the V-shaped scar until it left a dent and a reminder that I needed to get it

together.
I shivered and adjusted my black dress nervously. I picked up my leg and stepped firmly into the

circle.
It was as if the ground had been made of water. Nothing held under my foot inside the destroying

angel circle. I tried to regain my balance and pull myself back out, but with nothing to hold onto, the
rest of my body fell into the circle in an ungraceful stumble.

Sharp pinpricks covered my body. Thick black smoke suddenly swirled around me, choking my
lungs. My eyes clamped tightly in fear as I fought to regain any balance I could. I was still falling.

On and on, I continued to fall.
It felt as though my body had been thrust into a black hole with no end, tumbling and flipping

slowly into the abyss. My arms and legs flailed wildly, trying to grab ahold of something, anything to
stop this feeling. It felt like my stomach was in my chest as I continued to fall, flipping and turning as I
screamed bloody murder.



On and on, I continued to fall through the awful chasm of darkness.
I collided against something hard. The force was like I had landed on a brick wall, like I had been

in a car crash. My body clung to the ground as nausea overtook me and bile rose up my throat. My
mind swirled chaotically, unable to stop the horrible spiraling.

I went to roll onto my back when the ground beneath me shifted, and I was thrown.
“What the—”
“It’s landed on the prince! It’s landed on the prince!”
“It is an attack! They are retaliating!” Male voices rang out in alarm.
I struggled to open my eyes, my body holding tight to the lingering feeling of falling. I opened my

eyes, but it was too dark, and I could see nothing.
Suddenly I was hoisted up by my arms. My eyes continued to fail me so I could only hear them.
“How did they know, my lord!?” Gruff shouts and murmurs echoed like waves around me in rough

accents I couldn’t place.
“Cut its arms off now! It’s dangerous!”
The darkness settled in my vision, but I wished it hadn’t.
Inky black smoke shrouded what looked to be hundreds of men in fierce black armor. All faced

me. I screamed and ran with the only bit of air I could collect.
I blasted into a wall directly behind me with what felt like the force of a train.
But it had not been a wall.
He towered over me like death himself. The moonlight illuminated bits of the dark armor that

cloaked his massive body. Foolish because he didn’t look as though he needed any armor. Every inch
of his frame radiated the power of a predator. Where a normal man’s head would reside rested a dark
chest covering of armor glinting against what little light the moon painted. I lifted my eyes higher until
my neck craned uncomfortably to see the face of death himself.

My blood ran cold. Every instinct within my body surged with a need to flee. My feet shifted
away toward the other villainous-looking men.

A sharp jaw framed his backlit face as cold blue eyes bore into my body and through my very
soul. Obsidian-black brows rested slightly above the terrifying pools of ice. Dark black hair
glistened, almost invisible in the darkness had it not laid so close to the pale porcelain skin of his
harsh face.

The monster grabbed me as I turned to run. I heard myself scream as though I were outside my
body. I continued to struggle against the strong gloved hand that held my bare shoulder. I looked back
in horror at the monster, only to realize it had one hand on the hilt of a jeweled sword as the other
tightly-gloved hand nearly crumbled my shoulder from its strong grip.

Almost impossible to see in the darkness, thick columns of smoke coiled and shifted in billowy
plumes from his back, slowly taking the shape of wings. The smoke was thick and lively, but it
somehow appeared as though if you touched it, you would feel the wings somehow solid. The thick
blackness seemed darker than the night that surrounded us. The wings of smoke flowed at least five
feet out on either side of his enormous body. They were unlike any wings I’d studied before. More
beautiful than any of the pictures that hung on my walls. Even the luna moth’s beautiful wings paled in
comparison to the dark ethereal wings spread in front of me.

I realized I’d been frozen, gawking with my mouth open at the mysterious man’s wings. How
could those be real? They were smoke—they were incredible.

Without permission from my brain, my hand shot out to touch one.
The black swirls moved instantly away from my hand, just as smoke from a candle would, but



with more intention. The sensation of cold vapor encased my hand, and instantly, the onyx waves
swirled and coiled around my fingers, causing me to nearly faint in wonderment.

“They-they’re beautiful,” I murmured, likely too soft to be heard.
The giant creature watched me with obvious surprise as his brows creased deeply. He glanced at

my face before looking at the whispers of smoke that danced upon my hand. A shudder seemed to rack
his body before he roughly shoved me away.

He tilted his head up and squinted to see me beneath heavy lashes, and then he spit on me.
The hot wet blob slowly slid down my dirt-covered cheek. I screamed in surprise, but before I

could wipe it off, he grabbed me again. The pain of his grip nearly buckled my knees as I cried out.
The monster slowly raked his empty blue eyes over me; my dress had pulled up to expose the last

bit of my rear. His horrible gaze seemed to hover over my skin before a scream ripped from me.
Smokey talons had formed at the end of his wings like a dagger and pressed sharply into my

shoulders. Warm trickles of blood dripped down my arm as he squeezed tighter.
I was fucked.



Chapter 8



I

Kill It or Keep It

Callie

n my worst nightmares, I would have been unable to imagine the feelings of pure fear rippling
through me as the wretched creature dug the smoke talons of his wings deeper into my flesh. The

darkness of the night muddied my view, allowing me barely more than a moonlit view of the horrible
creatures surrounding me.

I couldn’t see far in the darkness, but it looked as if I were in the very same spot in the forest.
How was that possible? When I had stepped into the circle of destroying angel mushrooms, it was as
if I had fallen somewhere? The spot in the forest may have looked similar, but everything about it felt
off. It felt horrible and terrifying. Dense trees collected around the opening where we stood. What
was happening?

Hundreds of dark, ominous bodies surrounded us. I’m certain there were more, but I could only
see so far in the darkness.

It—for he was like no man—towered over me, easily six foot five or more. He wore armor
similar to the others, save for the helmet. His pale face was smudged with dark dirt that seemed
misplaced against his pale, porcelain skin. His gaze seemed to shine brighter under the moon, almost
producing a silvery glow. He was no man. His shoulders seemed far too expansive to ever be
considered one. Even through the countless layers of black leather and armor, his body was
mesomorphic. Powerfully built to destroy anything he saw fit as a predator. It, without effort,
produced an overwhelmingly intimidating effect.

I cried out as his menacing wings pressed deeper into my flesh.
“Kill it. Now.” His voice was low and spine-chillingly soft.
He didn’t even need to raise his voice to command an entire fleet of soldiers.
I couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. The searing pain in my shoulders owned only a fraction of my

panic as the nightmarish scene played out before my eyes.
The man continued to stare down at me as he released his hold from my shoulder.
All of a sudden, forceful pressure stung tightly around my throat as I choked and wheezed in an

effort to regain my breath.
I hadn’t even realized I had attempted to flee. My body had moved on autopilot in a last attempt to

escape before the creature grabbed my throat, keeping me in place. My fingers tried desperately to
claw his hand free, but it was no use. He was too strong.

All at once, I felt the cold metal slide inch by inch into my back, sharp and cold. Every muscle in
my body went rigid and stiff, horror-struck at the sight as the skin of my stomach stretched. The



pointed tip ripped through the skin of my abdomen.
Only once I felt the raw, grating friction of the sword withdrawing and the hard dirt grinding into

my knees did I realize he had released his grip from my throat and stabbed me straight through my
abdomen.

I looked down, shocked at the gruesome wound on my stomach, still not quite registering what had
happened.

Deep, dark burgundy blood cascaded down my body as I grabbed at the gushing wound in
complete dismay.

My jaw slackened. I had no remaining conviction available to close it. How could this happen to
me? I was a good person. I did everything a good person did. I was good! Good guys always
triumphed, always prevailed while the bad guy—the villain—without exception failed.

I stared up in disbelief. The villain had held my throat while one of his men had stabbed me clean
through the middle.

How could this have happened?
My face began to tingle with tiny pinpricks as the blood slowly drained from my face. No one

could survive a wound like this. I was going to die.
The winged villain took a step forward, stopping once he hovered over my kneeling frame. His

icy blue eyes took in the scene with a look of pure satisfaction—enjoyment even.
“Brainless humans. Dressing an assassin as a lady of pleasure. Though I suppose that was part of

a weak-minded plan, to distract us with a fresh human whore.”
He kicked me hard in the chest with the bottom of his boot, and I fell backward, sprawled on my

back in a helpless pile of blood and pain.
“Please—” I gurgled.
Hot liquid had begun to rise in my throat, slowly hindering my ability to speak. My back grew wet

with puddled blood, and nearly as much covered my front. My vision came and went like a sadistic
strobe light, and I closed my eyes in an attempt to steady it.

I felt no pain now; I suppose my body had gone into shock. I struggled to think of what I would do
if this were one of my animals at the center, but the feeling of despair hung heavy on my soul. I knew
it was too late. There would be nothing I could do to save myself from a wound like this.

At the sound of my gurgled voice, the giant devil’s eyebrows bunched slightly together as he tilted
his head, looking at me with a confused expression.

I was almost dead, and he would be the last thing painted across my eyelids as I closed them
forever. I could feel the sins from my past and the hopes of my future settling over my chest like a
cloak of shadows.

I inhaled through my nose, coughing instantly. My chest, with all of its effort, struggled to rise and
fall.

I estimated I had only three or so minutes until my heart gave out.
Faint voices and stomps echoed around me in the distance.
“Pack it up. Give the message to the queen. They obviously expected us,” growled the smoke-

winged nightmare in a displeased tone.
“What the fuck happened!?”
“We opened the portal, and that landed on Prince Mendax. They were obviously more prepared

than we thought they were.”
“Look at her! Did you see her reach out and touch the prince’s wings? Touched the shadows of the

gods with her own damned fingers! I’ve never seen anyone so fearless of the Smoke Slayers in all my



time!”
“Well, it’s only Mendax and the queen who are touched with the shadows now anyway. Blessed

thing you stopped her, Fish. She was clearly an experienced assassin.”
“Skilled but no match for me blade—well, and Prince Mendax holding her. What we doin’? Just

leavin’ the body? The wildwood creatures will eat her. Though her human cunt is still viable, dead or
not.”

“Leave the human, it’d probably rot your dick off.”
“Yea. The queen and prince would bag me if they’d known I’d touched one of ’em. King Marco

would’a let me. Hell, he’d have kept her for himself—”
“Don’t speak about my dead king unless you want to die alongside the human. Get moving! Leave

the trash, the creatures will tear her apart before we make it back to the castle.”
The murmurs and footsteps slowly grew farther and farther away, but I was unable to tell whether

they had left the area or if I had, in fact, just died.
I struggled to open a slit of my eyelids. The small act felt like the hardest, most laborious

movement I’d ever attempted. The puddle of hot liquid I lay in quickly grew cold as the forest’s chill
commenced. One of my eyes won the fight and opened for the briefest of moments. Only long enough
to see I was alone in the dark circle of trees.

It looked similar but not as . . . happy as before I’d fallen. Several luna moths hovered on
surrounding trees in significantly fewer numbers. Everything looked different. The forest trees looked
older with more character, as if they themselves were monsters. The night felt darker and more
malevolent even though the same moon spilled the same silvery-blue light upon the forest. Somehow
everything felt scarier.

I was going to die all alone with only an eerie darkness and an overwhelming sensation that I was
a sinking ship.

Something soft and spongey rested under my cheek. What had I lain on?
I had no chance of moving my hands, so instead, I attempted to move my head with the hopes I had

lain on some magical key that would save me if I wasn’t already destined for death. I was only able to
move my heavy head a few inches to the right.

My face lay on a destroying angel mushroom—how poetic.
It felt like someone was slamming a hammer into my heart. Thump . . . thump . . . thump.
It was too hard to breathe now. It was time. My heart was giving out; I could feel it. I could no

longer swallow through the blood that rose in my throat.
If I weren’t already dead, I would be any second. It was harder to tell than I imagined if I were

alive or dead.
I crunched a handful of dried leaves at my side and braced myself for death. My biggest regret

was that I hadn’t seen my family again, Eli, Seneca—no, no, that’s not true.
My biggest regret was never getting to feel love wholeheartedly.
Thump . . . .thump . . . .thump.
I never even had a chance.
Thump . . . thump.
“Holy suns! She’s injured, hurry! She’s not going to make it! Look at what they’ve done to her!”
Something sniffed my face, and a tickle of fur brushed against my cheek. Or at least I thought it

did. I must be dead?
What side had taken me, heaven or hell?
A soft pressure rested on the tops of my cold legs. It felt like a warm fur blanket covering me with



a sudden warmth, just heavy enough to comfort me a little in my last moment.
“You’re no better than him—” The voice sounded like silk wrapped in sunshine, even through its

accusatory tone.
“Bite your tongue. I know what I’ve done,” came an urgent raspy voice.
“Hurry!”
Something soft and velvety ran over the wound on my stomach, and warm droplets of something

fell upon my skin. It felt as if the sun had melted and oozed into my flesh. At first, I could hardly feel
anything but warmth, but then a sharp stinging sensation ran through me with a wild passion. A fire
blazed through my insides, unraveling them one by one only to melt them together once again.

Thump . . . thump . . . thump . . . thump . . .
“It’s working! Thank the gods! Her heart is beating . . . as well as it can. We need to leave here

now,” came the silky, womanly voice.
The harsh fire running through me jolted me with intense pain, but the thing on my legs and

stomach bore down, keeping me still. Was there something fluffy now under my head?
Tiny prickles coursed through me, similar to when my foot fell asleep, only these rushed through

the inside of me like a river. My eyes bolted open in shock as if someone had used a defibrillator on
my heart.

The fox lay on my legs and stomach as tears fell freely from its beautiful amber eyes onto my skin
while it licked fervently at my wound.

“That’s enough,” scolded the silky voice next to my head. “It’s already too much, she will be
affected, and then you will be killed!”

“No one will ever know what I’ve done—including her. As for you, you will be quiet or all of
our lives will be taken,” the male voice growled.

“Enough, brother, we leave now! We must not be here!” the female said with panic, her stoic
voice cracking.

The beautiful fox locked his glistening eyes with mine, giving my wound one last lick before
gently standing up and stepping from my stomach.

I sat up with less of a struggle than I could ever have imagined and watched the fox stealthily
canter to what appeared to be another smaller fox. His eyes locked with mine until he reached her.
The only sound of their movement was the soft crinkle and crunch of dried leaves under their small
feet.

“Wait . . . I . . . where am I?” I mumbled incoherently in their direction.
The pair stopped their trot to look back at me before immediately snapping their heads to the side

in unison. They tilted their heads, leaning into their oversized ears just as a dog did when listening
intently. In the blink of my eyes, they sprinted away with unnatural speed, even for that of a
shimmering fox.

“Please! Wait! I need to thank you for-for whatever you have done! For saving my life!” I shouted
after them, but it was no use because they had vanished completely.

What in the world had happened? I was alive. My body felt like a semitruck had blasted into it,
but I was alive. Was that fox from here? First, he showed up behind my house in the middle of the day,
then attacked me before I fell into the ring of mushrooms, and now he’s saving my life? Magically
healing me? I must be hallucinating again.

I shifted to my knees. One of my shoes had fallen off and laid a few feet away, my black dress had
bunched around my chest, and I was caked in blood and dirt.

So much blood.



Unsure of what to do and needing to get away, I straightened to pull the dress over my head as I
remained on my knees. I didn’t care if I was naked. I was alive and needed to get the sight of gore
away from me. Each move my body made felt like an electric shock to my system, but I didn’t care; I
just needed to get it off.

After several minutes of frantically trying, I finally gave up. It was plastered to my body like
bloodied papier-mâché. This was not what I should be wasting my energy on, plus the black thong
and bra I wore underneath were far too small if I happened to find others that could help me. Besides,
I wasn’t sure where exactly I was and that could put me in more danger.

I shifted, pulling the black dress back down over my legs. I shivered as I felt the frayed hole of
fabric in the back and front of my dress where the blade pierced through my dress and body. The skin
under it felt soft and tender. It was hard to see through the mess of blood, but the wound now
appeared to be closed.

It couldn’t be.
It was the palest pink with blue and purple veins around the scar, but it was closed? I no longer

had an open wound. The fox’s tears and licks had healed me, brought me back from an almost
guaranteed death somehow.

In my delusions, or lack thereof, I had missed the sound of footsteps approaching until they echoed
directly behind me. I remained kneeling on the forest floor, unsure of what to expect and now too
frightened to move. Was this one of the forest creatures they had spoken of?

“Well now, for a human, this is quite impressive,” rumbled a familiar deep voice.
I turned as fast as I could, which wasn’t very fast at all, and scrambled to the aid of a tree that

held me up. The wide oak’s bark pressed comfortingly into my back as I held it tightly for balance.
The man stood in front of me.
He crossed his arms nonchalantly over his chest while glaring down at me. He harshly raked his

unkind eyes over me with a faint glimmer of amusement, pausing at the hole in my dress for a moment
before continuing their ascent.

One corner of his mouth lifted in a smug, vengeful smirk.
I was able to get a good look at him now, standing in the moonlight. He was beautiful. There was

no other way to put it. Gorgeous in a hauntingly evil way with the bone structure and build of a
Roman god. High cheekbones and a sharp jawline, skin as clear and smooth as porcelain. What kind
of monsters looked like that?

Obviously, only the worst kind.
“Wh-what are you?” I asked shakily as my tremors vibrated my vocal cords. “Where am I?” At

the sight of him alone, my body convulsed so hard with dread that I feared I would fall to the ground.
“Absolutely brilliant,” he whispered. “And here I was wondering why the humans sent such a

useless weapon such as yourself. I was just returning to collect your head and send it back. ”
His voice was so deep and quiet that goose bumps prickled across my arms at the sound of it.

Eerie and venomous, like it could put me under a spell if it wanted to.
He stalked toward me, slowly. Each step delivered with the intent of causing more fear. The right

side of his grin had pulled so high a dimple formed on the stupidly attractive cheek. On someone else,
it probably would have been cute, but on him it looked unhinged and sinister.

He continued his steps until he had hemmed me in against the old tree. My back burned from
pressing so harshly against the tree bark. Even this close, the darkness seemed to merge with his skin,
blending us both into the darkness of the night.

“No one has sent me. I was in the forest alone and fell. I landed on you somehow—I suppose—



I’m so sorry, but there’s been some kind of mistake. I mean no harm, please, please just let me go. I’ll
find my own way back. You will never, ever see me again, just please don’t hurt me again,” I begged
near silently as fear strangled the words before they could reach a normal volume.

Tears trailed down my face, falling off my chin in a waterfall.
His cold blue eyes stared. He looked so stoic he was nearly lifeless save for the predatory

pleasure his features briefly expressed when he had struck me with fear. His body slouched as he
leaned against the tree on either side of my head. I always thought of myself as a smart person, but in
that moment of fear, barely a thought went through my mind, let alone a plan to escape. I’d never felt
such fear and terror in my life. I could barely speak because I was so frightened. This was the man
that had dug talons into my shoulders and held me while another had run a sword through my body.

“Oh, you’re good, I’ll give you that,” he purred.
A dimple popped as he grabbed my waist with his gloved hand.
Without thinking, I slapped him across the cheek. Hard.
It was purely a reaction.
I covered my mouth with my shaking hand and waited in horror for the reaction I knew would

surely come from the savage monster.
He looked back at me slowly; his face had turned from the force of my hand. The view of his side

profile was like a painting of some Greek god.
“I’m so sorry—” I mumbled as my jaw shook, making it hard to talk.
He grabbed my jaw with a large gloved hand.
A small whine escaped my lips as I tried to shove him away, but his chest was firmer than the oak

pressed against my back.
“Please—” I cried.
His sky-blue eyes twinkled with a menacing sparkle that hadn’t been there before.
“They are getting smarter,” he purred against my ear as he held my face firmly. The black leather

of the glove did little to soften his demanding grip, and his muscular body was a vise that squeezed
me against the dense tree. “You’ve no need to play dumb human. I’m quite interested in how you’re
not dead. Obviously, you’re not as foolish as I had originally thought,” he said, disgust coating every
word.

His voice trailed over the dirty skin of my ear and neck, causing shivers to flow up my spine.
The giant of a man stepped back and let my face fall from his hand.
Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief, something cold and sharp stabbed into my chest,

causing me to wheeze out a hoarse cry as I clung desperately to the tree behind me.
Black smoke swirled densely from the cretin’s back. His right wing flowed thick and wispy

behind him, the edges fading softly into the night.
His left wing swirled wildly with soot-black smoke, shaped like a hand against my heart. The

“fingers” were pointed like sharp knives of smoke that dug into my skin.
I cried out in pain, swatting wildly, searching for anything I could do to move the horrid thing’s

grip on my chest, but it was pointless. My hands flowed through the wisps as if they were the smoke
from a campfire. Not faltering for a moment, the pain grew sharper as he dug the dagger-like talons of
his smoke farther into the depths of my flesh. All the while, his face glimmered with a sadistic grin.

“Tell me how you survived that, and I’ll remove my grip from what remains of your damaged
mortal heart.” His soulless eyes slightly darkened as they grazed over my exposed body. “Tell me,
what’s it feel like knowing the humans wasted every breath you’ve ever taken by sending you to kill a
man who can’t be killed?”



I fell to my knees, unable to comprehend what was happening or deal with the pain any longer, for
that matter. Certainly no one in their right mind would believe me an assassin? And why would he
think that humans had sent me? I would have laughed at the thought had I not been in such pain. I
didn’t dare continue to deny it, though, as that only seemed to anger him more. The last thing I wanted
to do was put the foxes that had saved me in harm’s way, but they were hopefully far away now. My
head continued to pound, ceasing any further thoughts, no matter how helpful they might have been.

“A fox,” I wheezed out breathlessly, shifting my loose wisdom tooth back and forth in a nervous
frenzy.

He froze suddenly.
Even the inky smoke seemed to stop its swirling. Had I not seen him move earlier he could have

easily passed as a statue without question.
Concern and confusion muddled against his dark brows as they creased slightly together before he

dropped his grip on me.
I fell to the dirt with a thud, and my chin split as it bounced roughly off a nearby rock.
My body hurt in places I had never imagined being able to hurt. I was covered in dirt and blood.

My blonde hair felt matted and sticky. I was clearly having a delusional episode because I had no
idea how I could be seeing a giant, muscled, evil Calvin Klein model with wings of smoke right now.
Not to mention a fox that shimmered gold in the sunlight, tried to attack me before I fell into another
evil world, then followed me here and saved my life. Yea, okay.

I couldn’t even cry. I was too numb.
I sat up, wiped the blood from my chin, and clawed at the dirty black fabric covering my chest.
No exterior marks from the horrible smoke talons on my skin.
Well, what a horrifying trick.
I knew he could have easily ripped my heart out had he wanted to. I had felt it. For some reason,

the mention of the fox had made him uneasy. I glanced up to see his eyes taking stock of my every
twinge and wince like a hawk. Something flashed in his eyes briefly as I adjusted my dress to cover
my rear yet again. I don’t know why I bothered since it had been hanging out most of the time anyway.

Was that . . . fear that flashed in his eyes? Was he afraid of me?
At this thought, I did begin to laugh.
“What did the fox do?” he asked as he leaned in again.
At his movement, my laughter immediately left my body, replaced now with only fear. I wouldn’t

survive another near death.
That was something I certainly never thought I’d say to myself.
For whatever reason, this creature was uneasy about the fox, and I needed to do whatever I could

to survive and get out of here. Whatever that meant.
“No.”
“No?” He raised his dark eyebrows in surprise.
“Where am I? Who are you?” I asked. My words filled with a confidence I didn’t feel.
I felt so very weak. Could I survive if I made a run for it? Could I locate another portal? Were

there even other portals?
He stepped closer than he already was and gripped the hair at the back of my head, painfully

twisting my head as he hovered to look down at me. I could feel the anger rippling off him as he
glared.

“So we play this game again, huh?” he growled angrily as he wrenched my head farther back like
a rag doll.



“I’m not playing a game!” I cried, finally having snapped completely.
What did it matter? I was almost certain I was delusional and dreaming all of this in some weird

mental break anyway. The pain was probably from falling from my tractor and giving myself a
concussion. I needed to talk with Earl. What if this was a wild side effect of the mushrooms? Had I
accidentally ingested them somehow? The sample we had collected was still in my refrigerator,
right?

“Prince Mendax is something—”
A large, round man in dark armor stopped abruptly after seeing the aforementioned man fisting my

hair.
What the hell had my brain created? A prince? How very damsel-in-distress of my mind.
“Everything is fine, Dirac,” the prince said, never once taking his deranged blue eyes from mine.
“Everything is not fine, Dirac!” I shouted at the brown-haired man that stood to my left. I couldn’t

tell much more about him as it was still dark, but I could feel him gawking at us. “Tell your vile boss
to stop throwing me around like a dog and let me free. I’m not an assassin! I wouldn’t hurt a fly!” I
screamed and immediately began to flail my arms and legs at the man they called Prince Mendax.

The vile prince looked to his comrade and grinned.
“How did she—how is she alive, sir?” The unhelpful man named Dirac asked.
“It seems she’s had help. Why they would help her and how they would have healed her is beyond

me. In fact, I’m not certain I even believe her. She also says she doesn’t know who I am,” he said,
turning back to me with a grin.

The line of his smile creased so hard that one dimple popped out, causing him to look disarmingly
boyish despite the rest of his cold features.

“So what do you want to do with her? Kill or keep?” stupid Dirac asked, sounding bored.
“Killing her so quickly was a rash decision on my part. The humans somehow surprised me. Look

at it, Dirac,” he said, shoving me over and pushing my head down slightly so the other man could look
at me. “If the humans were so stupid to send such a . . .”—his face wrinkled in disgust, but his pale
eyes still lingered on my body—“foul and disgusting creature to kill me, surely it’d be a waste for
someone not to use her before she goes back.”

He smiled again, but this time, his eyes darkened before he dropped his grip on me, and I fell
against the ground with a grunt.

“You’re-you’re going to send me back? Back home?” I clamored on the ground, trying desperately
to regain my stance.

“Of course,” the terrifying prince said as he stepped back, beginning to walk away. “Dead,
obviously. You’ll be returned to the humans broken and used beyond anyone’s recognition. A symbol
of what will happen to their entire realm once we gain access. I’m sure there are a few kitchen ogres
that wouldn’t mind running you through before the forest bogs obliterate you,” his deep voice
muttered darkly as his eyes twinkled with the glow of menace.

“You will not touch me!” I shrieked.
The thought of anyone, especially him, touching me made me frantic with fear.
He smiled wide at my horror. His white teeth flashed, but his eyes, like before, never shared the

sentiment. Black swirls of smoke continued to flow from behind his back in oversized wings, now
seeming to emulate the shape of segmented butterfly wings.

“Pet, I would never debase myself enough to touch you, a human. The royals would rather burn
than sacrifice our dignity by touching you. Others may find humans a rare delicacy, but the Shadow
Slayers, we would forfeit our reign over the entire realm before we desecrated our lineage with the



tarnished touch of a human. Don’t worry, there are plenty of other creatures that I’m sure will ignore
your species . . . if not, we will throw a bag over your head or something.” He smiled eerily,
obviously satisfied with my terror as he began to walk away. “Dirac, take her to the tower dungeon
with the rest of the rats and vermin. I’m sure the queen will be quite pleased, no one despises humans
more than Mother.”

His frame faded into the darkness of the forest as he left.
“Please, I beg you! Let me go, I do not belong here! Please!” I pleaded to the man named Dirac. I

continued backing away from him as he stalked forward, clearly annoyed at my attempts to flee.
“Well, you’re right about that, you do not belong here. Now come here or I will hurt you, and I

give you my word that no fox will be able to save you where we go.” He lunged and caught me with
ease, throwing me over his shoulder as I kicked and flailed.

“Stop this, please! I meant him no harm! Please let me go!” I shouted and kicked at his armored
body as my head rapt roughly against the armored back of Dirac. Like his prince, he was much larger
and stronger than any human man.

“Please just stop, you know I can’t let you go,” he mumbled impatiently as he walked out from the
circle in the forest and farther into the dark woods.

“Where are we going? Why wouldn’t the foxes go there?”
“Because you are going to the dungeon of the Unseelie court,” he mumbled, “and nothing can save

you there.”



Chapter 9



I

The Dungeon

Callie

t has been two weeks since I woke up in the dungeon. Unless my calculations were off. I was going
off tally marks on the wall and tracking the guards’ shift changes.

At first, all I did was cry. I must’ve sat at the large iron bars of my cell and cried for days.
No one came to save me.
The police never came.
Earl, Cecelia, and Cliff never barged in, knocking down iron bars to set me free. My family never

burst through the stone wall of my cell to get me out.
I never rose up in a sterile hospital bed to find my family surrounding me.
Deep in the marrow of my bones—something instilled in me since I was a child—assured me that

someone would come and save me. That some type of guardians would come to help me, the police or
firemen, the army or the FBI, perhaps a hidden sector of the government that I had never heard of
before.

Someone would show up to help me.
A familiar face would suddenly arrive and draw me into a firm hug. My nose would fill with

scents of comfort and safety from being smashed against their shoulder hastily. They would wipe my
tears and tell me everything would be okay, that I would be safe. They would squeeze me tightly. The
very moment their arms circled me, the tension would wane from my muscles because I would know
that I was safe and that they would take care of me—that no one else could hurt me.

But no one ever came.
Sitting in the dark, alone in the small cell, I thought my mind had left me. That I had gone mad like

Earl.
Days on end, I fasted, refusing myself the small meals of rice and bread I was given in the

glorified hope of detoxing my body from whatever hallucinogen must be in my system.
Maybe I just hadn’t woken up yet?
I wouldn’t give up. For the family I still had, I would do whatever I needed to so I could return to

them.
My name is Callie Peterson. I am a proud environmentalist and biological technician. I was

walking through the forest to get my microscope when I stumbled upon an anomaly of luna moths and
a perfect circle of destroying angel mushrooms. After stepping into the ring of mushrooms, everything
else became . . . less real. I live at 4313 Sassafras Road, Willow Springs, Michigan. My name is
Callie Peterson. Proud environmentalist and biological technician, walking through the forest to get



my microscope, when I stumbled upon an anomaly of luna moths and a perfect circle of destroying
angel mushrooms. I live at 4313 Sassafras Road, Willow Springs, Michigan.

I’ve repeated this back to myself hundreds of times a day, needing to be certain I would remember
when I woke up in the hospital and they asked me what I remembered last.

I pressed my back against the cold stone of the damp dungeon wall, and the rigid rock dug through
my filthy black dress and into my skin. I closed my eyes with relief at the feeling. Any feeling other
than fear and worry.

My hands had been chained together by large iron brackets with a long, heavy chain that hung to
my knees in between. The always cold metal bit into my wrists painfully, but again I welcomed the
pain as a reminder that I was still alive enough to feel something.

There were no windows, no cracks that enabled me to see the sunshine outside, though a part of
me doubted the sun would ever bother to shine here. Everything I had seen and heard reeked of gloom
and darkness.

The dungeon was an accumulation of small cells with dirty stone and brick walls, each sealed in
with a set of foreboding iron bars. Inhuman cries and noises echoed from the neighboring cells every
hour. No one but the guards spoke. Everything was filthy and covered in a grimy brown tinge. The
space was so dark you could only see a few squares of amber light on the stone floor as the hall torch
shone through the bars of my cage. The only light in the cell besides that was a tiny sliver in the brick.
The small fissure appeared to lead to a hallway or other room with a fire or torch of some kind that lit
its interior. It was a small break in the wall, and the most I could see was a flickering change of light
if I pressed my eyes against it long enough.

Shortly after I had found the crack, I was determined to find a way out. I spent all my time
devising plans and working out theories on how I could tear down the wall and escape.

The only people I ever saw were the guards that commanded the dungeon or put the food plate in
my room. If they hadn’t decided to eat it in front of me that day.

Most of the time, they wore thick black armor that almost covered them completely like reapers
and solid boots that beat loudly against the stone floor as they walked up and down, occasionally
pissing or shouting into the cells. The cries and curses of the others would quiet in a slow wave as
they passed the cells, the cries growing louder once they passed.

A few would regularly stop and stare into the bars of my cell. They never spoke to me, but I heard
what they said to each other. From what I had gathered, they were Fae but not the good kind. It
sounded like they were closer to hell as far as the fairy realms went. I had only heard mention of the
Seelie and Unseelie Fae realms, which is where I was, and as far as I could tell, they despised each
other. The Unseelie seemed to hate the Seelie Fae even more than they hated humans, though, from a
few conversations I’d overheard between two of the younger guards, no one hated humans more than
the Smoke Slayers—the prince and queen of the Unseelie court. From my eavesdropping, humans
were even seen as an exotic sexual delicacy by several of the other royals. Lovely.

One night I was startled awake by a snarl.
One of the guards stood outside the large wall of iron bars, nothing visible but a giant silhouette

that peered into my cell. At first, I thought the snarls had come from him, but immediately two other
guards flashed to his side, appearing out of thin air to grab his arms and pull him away.

I noticed the short guard from the day prior lying on the floor in a heap of armor, snarling wildly
in pain. That had been the sound that roused me.

The guard that towered outside my cell cried.
It sounded similar to the whine a canine or lupine would make.



I hurried from the cot to hide in the corner. I had no protection here, and the darkness that hid me
only made me feel a fraction safer. As soon as I moved, the towering guard cried louder and
attempted to pull the door to my cell open

Two more guards appeared at his sides. Four guards in total attempted to pull him away as he
clamored to gain entry into the cell.

I shook so hard I couldn’t see straight. The mournful depths of his cries caused me to shut my eyes
for a few seconds to try and trick my terror-stricken mind into thinking that it would be all right and
he wouldn’t get in.

When I lifted my eyes again, I caught the last moment before all the guards vanished, including the
one on the floor. The large one in the center had pulled off his black metal helmet, and for a split
second, I looked at the face that cried like a dog to get in and kill me. His face was covered in fur,
complete with pointy wolf-like ears. It was as if he were part man and part wolf. The dark brown fur
appeared almost like a beard that had gone wild on his face. His bright brown eyes stared pitifully
into mine, locking onto me as if he could see right through the darkness and witness my every move.
His expression of anguish both shocked and rattled me.

He looked devastated, not angry.
Where had they gone? It was as if they had been there, and then they . . . they just weren’t. I stared

in disbelief.
This was real.
There was an ache in my heart seeing the giant guard’s face. The same feeling that put my soul in a

vise when I saw a wounded or hurt animal. The same feeling that overwhelmed me with the need to
make sure they were safe and taken care of.

Feelings stirred in my gut that something was wrong with him, and I couldn’t help. Why had he
looked at me like that? What had happened to his appearance? Next I’d learn werewolves were real
or something equally absurd.

A harsh scurrying sound startled me from the numb safety of my thoughts.
A large brown rat squeezed itself out of the crack in the brick, scraping the greasy fur of its back

as it squished its large body through.
Rats were nothing new; they constantly scampered around the cells. Sometimes I would have

twenty or more in my small cell at one time. They were sweet, and I enjoyed the little company they
gave, even occasionally huddling up to cover my freezing feet. They never stayed long, always
running around frantically as if they, too, were prisoners and terrified of the guards. Maybe they were.
That seemed like an entirely different type of punishment, being turned into vermin.

This one seemed different immediately. For one, it was much larger than the others. Instead of just
walking through the bars, he squished through the crack in the brick; none of the others had come from
there. I would have doubted they could fit, and his body seemed much too large to fit through the
fissure, but still, somehow, it did.

I wasn’t frightened. I’d never really learned to fear animals—other than snakes—as they had
never been anything but helpful to me. They seemed to seek me out even, and I welcomed it. In truth,
they were the only friends I’d had at times.

This one was different for another reason entirely, another reason I would soon learn.
He spoke.
Over time he frequently kept me company, warning me of the guards on duty and various other

helpful tidbits of information he thought would make my stay easier.
One day I managed to save a portion of this super acidic, pickled dish that they frequently



included in the meals. I allowed it to concentrate for a few days under my cot. I then took advantage
of the highly acidic pickling ingredient they had used and created a paste that slowly ate away at the
brick’s mortar near the crack the rat always squeezed through. It took days to complete, and I barely
had enough for even this little task, but the thought of hoarding enough so that I could escape stayed in
my mind.

I never got his name because he would leave as soon as I asked, so I quickly stopped asking in the
hopes he would stay with me longer. He later told me not to ever ask another Fae their name or it
would get me killed.

To them, a full, true name held a very strong, very easy-to-command power that they shared with
no one. Not even husbands and wives typically exchanged this information.

Occasionally the other rats and hidden creatures would get too plentiful in the small cell so brown
rat would arrive to shoo them away protectively. Sometimes it saddened me to see them go, but
brown rat never seemed to like them near me.

One day I heard the scrape of the brick being shoved out of place, so I ran to the dark corner,
excited to see brown rat.

He rushed through, out of breath.
“It’s coming. It’s coming, and I can’t protect you!” His small but deep voice was filled with panic

as he struggled to catch his breath.
I paled. My heart felt like it stopped beating as I processed the look on his upset rodent face.
“You must listen, it is coming, and I can’t get them to stop it!” He climbed up my shoulder and

down the other side in a nervous scamper.
“What is coming?” I asked, my voice nearly nonexistent from fear.
“The forest bog. The prince has ordered it to be moved to your cell!” he cried as he pulled his

little whiskers in distress.
“What is a forest bog?” I whispered shakily.
Just then, iron clanged, and the sound of heavy footfalls echoed from the opposite end of the

dungeon. The screams and cries of the other prisoners only amplified as they continued down the
stone aisle. Slowly the footsteps grew louder as they neared my cell.

“Oh! I have failed you! No matter what, be silent! It will hurt you! Oh, stars!” brown rat cried as
he opened his mouth to tell me more.

The iron bars of my door gained a few silhouetted shadows, and I stared at the realization that
they were here.

I moved to place brown rat safely behind me, but he had vanished, already gone to wherever it
was he went.

My eyes returned to the bars from where I sat huddled in the dark corner of the cell. A stubby,
round creature came into view, stepping arrogantly into the cell as soon as they opened it.

The creature’s eyes immediately went to the dark corner where I hid and began laughing a cold,
grating laugh.

Could they all see in the dark?
I pressed my back harder against the cold wall behind me, wishing with everything I had that it

would magically give way and I would fall through the other side to safety. What did safety even look
like here?

The creature was about the height of a human man, maybe six foot or so, round with a greenish tint
to its grimy-looking body. It looked like a cross between a toad and a human with no hair on its head.
No ears that I could see, but giant bloodshot green eyes stared back at me with a look of wrongness.



The eyes of someone who only held malice in their heart. They reminded me of the prince’s cold blue
eyes.

“So the prince left me a present after all,” the voice croaked out, sounding infinitely more frog
than human.

It smiled the eeriest grin I have ever seen as hundreds of needle-like teeth lined its mouth, with no
space left for a tongue as it was filled to the brim with rotten yellow spikes of teeth.

I screamed, unable to stop the cry as I recalled brown rat’s command to be silent a little too late. I
slapped my palm over my mouth, praying I could go back in time and muffle the sound.

The forest bog trembled at my scream. It dropped to all four abnormally long limbs and careened
its round green head to one side. Red flickered in its eyes before they returned to green while he
continued to watch my every move.

“So he is trying to win me over after all,” the bog chuckled to the guard. “Her terror is so
palpable I could spend an eternity in this dungeon simply for the delectable scent of her fear,” it
croaked hoarsely.

“Prince Mendax said he doesn’t care what you do to her, but once you are close to ending the
assassin, His Highness demanded he is called upon to make the killing strike,” the guard mumbled
matter-of-factly as he locked up the bars behind the hideous creature. “Watch if you shift to an animal,
Bog, we’ve been having problems with the animals and shifters being drawn to her. The assassin is
dangerous, that’s why Mendax is gifting her to you,” he mumbled, double-checking the security of the
sturdy iron lock.

“Drawn to her? What do you mean? She is human, I can smell it. Not even the weakest of the
Unseelie would be drawn to a human,” he spat the words out with obvious disgust. “Other than to
hear their weak little mouths scream in pain.” He lowered his voice an octave to growl the last
sentence in my direction.

“I don’t know, Bog,” the guard said, sounding bored and confused. “Even the guards that shift are
having problems.” He leaned in closer to the bars now as if letting out a secret. “Captain Walter had
to be forcibly removed. He was trying to get her out, can you believe that? Captain Walter, the
prince’s best friend, attempting to free the assassin?”

The bog’s eyes went black for a second before it shook. It returned to stand on two feet as he
turned to stare at the guard with an odd expression.

“Captain Walter?” It turned from the guard back to me, confusion marring its hideous face.
“Just for that, I may keep you alive.” It smiled eerily, licking one of his muddled eyes with a

disturbingly long tongue. “I loathe that man.” It snapped its neck as if stretching it to the side to get the
kinks out, but it remained hanging grotesquely to the side as if it were broken.

I screamed before both hands flew to cover my mouth. Even without my scream, my heart
pounded so loudly I was sure the creature could have heard.

The frog-man got down on all fours again, his eyes flashing red. This time the burning red of his
eyes took over the green completely, and the creature let out a moan. It shuddered wildly as it
crouched low against the ground, its robust belly pressed against the stone floor.

“Yessssss. I haven’t tasted human fear in eons,” it moaned, holding its head up and closing its
heinous eyes. “I doubt I’ll be able to keep you alive till the end of the week.”

Its green belly dragged against the ground as it crawled closer. I was paralyzed with fear. This
was it, I was going to die.

Its back legs dragged across the floor with an awkward gait as if only his arms functioned.
“Please don’t hurt me! Please!” I cried, tears dripping from my eyes and heating my cheeks in



warm streaks.
I checked to see if the guard was still outside the cell, but he was gone.
The bog’s eyes flared even more red than before as it closed the distance between us before he

stopped himself only a few paces away.
At my pleas, it shuddered and began to writhe against the floor.
The slimy-looking creature ground its pelvis against the floor salaciously as it stared at me open-

mouthed.
I screamed again, unable to hide the horror from what I saw.
“Fucking hell, that’s good!” it croaked as it ground against the floor aggressively, never blinking

as its red eyes stared at me. “I’m gonna empty that weak human skull of yours and fuck it. I’ll be
hearing your delicious screams until it overflows with my seed. You’ll be screaming for a week,
begging me to kill you.” He seemed to be having trouble moving as his lower half slapped against the
ground.

He was literally getting off on my fear.
I tried to stifle my panic, but no matter how strongly I tried, small terror-filled noises still

sounded from my mouth.
I shoved my dirty dress down, desperate to cover my body from the disgusting creature’s view,

though I knew the skin that showed wasn’t what was getting him off.
It was my terror.
I finally succeeded in silencing my whimpers. This monster would not get anything more from me.

I would see my family again. I would leave this place. I refused to allow myself to believe anything
else.

I shook like a leaf in a windstorm, causing the frizzy bits of loose hair around my face to tremble
violently in my eyes.

The monster ceased humping to narrow its vibrant red eyes at me.
“You think you’re well fortified, huh? Human assassin or not, your fear is tangible. For this gift to

my essence, I shall allow Prince Mendax’s army through any forest he so wishes. Though, I will most
assuredly not be allowing him the killing blow. No, that is mine also.” The creature flung out his
clawed hand and clasped it around my head tightly.

I had to bite my hands to keep from screaming, knowing it would only fuel his need. The metallic
tang of my blood filled my mouth, scaring me still more.

I was going to pass out.
The thought of what this creature would do to my body if I lost consciousness sobered me.
It was too much for my human mind; I was crumbling with fear.
I closed my eyes and pretended I was no longer in the dirty dungeon cell but instead, running

through a field of wildflowers. I lost myself to the imagery. Sunshine warmed my skin as I twirled and
frolicked through the tall array of brightly colored flowers. I imagined what the red poppies might
smell like if I pressed my nose to their paper-like red petals, what the tall grass felt like tickling the
sensitive skin of my palms.

From my mouth shot out a scream so loud it made me light-headed.
“There it is,” rasped the disgustingly warped creature.
One hand still gripped my head, its claws penetrating the softness of my scalp. I flinched again. Its

other large hand clasped my left thigh while long dirty claws hooked into the sensitive skin of my
bare upper thigh. The skin tented as its hooked claws pulled across the surface. He rubbed himself
wildly against my side now. His long green legs slammed against me as he grew more and more



forceful. Suddenly his red eyes widened to the size of saucers as he slowly dragged his nails down
my tented skin. The audible tearing of my flesh made an unfamiliar and foul sound in my ears. The
creature’s moans and curses filled the entire dungeon as its body unraveled with spasms.

Dark green liquid shot out from between his legs and splattered me across the chest and face.
Tears ran like a river as sobs racked my shivering body.
How could this happen to me? I was going to die getting skull fucked, covered in monster seed.
Suddenly the entire dungeon filled with a thunderous, raging growl so loud and full of anger we

both inhaled sharply. It sounded like it was close, the other side of the wall maybe? Another
prisoner? I’d never heard anything so terrifying, even during my time here.

The forest bog suddenly froze and transformed, shaping itself into a boulder the size of a large
watermelon. The brown boulder dropped from the air and landed on my lower leg, crushing it
painfully with the weight of . . . well, a boulder. It thudded to the ground next to me as I whined in
pain.

What had made that growl? Was something worse coming to get me? Why had the bog been so
hurried to transform himself into a rock? Is that just what forest bogs did to hide? Not missing an
opportunity, I shuffled to my feet, wincing in pain at the four long gashes that marred my crushed thigh.
I grabbed the large rock with what little strength I had and slammed it to the ground, praying it would
shatter.

It did not.
I tried several more times to no avail until I settled on rolling the rock to the opposite corner of

the room behind the only other cot in the room.
As I was deciding how I could tie the rock up, it shifted again.
A short log-like creature no taller than my knees scowled at me from where the boulder had just

been.
“Do not think you are out of my grasp, human. His anger may have saved you today, but your

erotic terror is too delicious to be blanketed by it for long. Sleep well, human. Don’t make a sound,
or I will wake extra ravenous.” The now log-like creature had closed its black eyes, done with the
conversation.

I scrambled to the corner to hide again as I tried to stanch the blood, all the while waiting in fear
for what else was to come.



Chapter 10



T

Paint the Walls Red

Callie

he damp stone floor of the dungeon made it hard to keep the tiny cuts of cheese on the tiny
charcuterie board I had been making. I suppose it was less of a board and more of a loose brick

from the back wall, but brown rat wouldn’t mind.
I laughed out loud at how cute it looked with the little bits of cracker and honey I had saved from

my meal yesterday. I quickly looked over my shoulder to see if the sleeping bog had heard me.
I hadn’t slept all night, too afraid to close my eyes, for fear the forest bog would wake and fulfill

his promises.
I gently poked the open, bloodied wound on my head where he had hurt me. Somehow my wounds

had already started to heal, faster than they ever had at home.
I pressed my finger nail sharply into the wound and bit the iron cuff around my wrist to stop from

crying out. The metal tang of blood and iron swirled in my mouth.
I still felt something.
The iron chain between my cuffs clanged loudly with my movement, and I stifled a cry as I

squeezed my eyes shut and listened in terror.
Had I woken the bog?
A stray tear fell from my crinkled eyes as I shivered and quickly attempted to shove myself deeper

into the dark corner where I hid.
All night, thoughts of how to escape the cell and the forest bog tormented me. All night I had

watched his sleeping form for signs he was waking. Fear never left me, even as I tried to feed brown
rat with a meal one last time. The bog would not sleep forever, and when it woke, it would kill me. I
knew it.

I surmised that waiting for death to arrive was infinitely worse than when death would actually
arrive.

Waiting, every breath in fear for when the monster would decide my fate. I’m surprised it hadn’t
risen already with the tang of my fear in its mouth, because it had only increased with the wait
throughout the night. Maybe that was his intention. Smart.

I was shaking so hard I feared I would make noise.
Be quiet or they will wake and hurt you again.
If I hadn’t lost my mind already, then it was happening now. My sanity had slowly snapped. It was

like the threads being frayed on a worn and tired rope. I began to unravel as I watched the bog’s dark
lump of a body breathe in and out on the opposing end of the dungeon.



A moment of stillness passed, and I breathed out a silent lungful of relief and returned to my mini
charcuterie board.

I could wait and see if they gave me more bread tonight, but I doubt they would even bother,
assuming I was as good as dead now.

Quietly and with absolute care, I stepped my legs over the rusted chain connecting my cuffs and
pulled my hands taut on either side of my body. The thick chain pulled tightly around my lower back,
silencing any further clangs. I moved the small brick of food to the crack in the cell wall where I had
previously removed the brick. I sat my body down silently in front of the gap and waited patiently.

Within only a few moments, the rat came crawling in. The light scratch of his claws on the musty
cell’s stone and the deep rhythm of a sleeping monster were the only sounds. Even the other prisoners
were eerily silent as if they, too, were afraid of waking the forest bog. Either that or they were quietly
listening for the entertainment from my inevitable death.

“Friend, I’m so glad you made it back,” I mouthed, finally feeling a tinge of fear vacate my mind
with the presence of a friend.

The large brown rat looked to both sides of the cell before bypassing the brick of food and
hurriedly scampering into my lap.

“You’re still alive! How!? I told you to stop saving your food for us. I need to help you escape,
not take your nourishment,” the brown rat scolded quietly as he climbed onto my shoulder to nuzzle
the crook of my neck.

His soft fur, pressed against my skin, so warm and dry compared to everything else down here.
“Take the food back to the others, please. I need to know you are fed,” I pleaded in a breathy

whisper.
He had assured me many times the castle rats were beyond taken care of, but I couldn’t harbor the

thought of any of the animals and creatures around not having food, especially him.
“Please be quiet. I cannot bear to see that thing hurt you anymore. Hopefully, I have convinced

him to arrive before the bog wakes,” he whispered even softer than before. He paused to look in the
opposite corner filled with shadows before continuing. “I came to tell you that he is on the way! I
have failed you—I just didn’t know what to do! Please, please don’t give up, I won’t . . . I just know
he can’t possibly be so cruel to you. How does he not feel it? We will find a way—” Brown rat
squeaked loudly before quickly running off my shoulder and through the hole again, just as a loud
bang thudded and a large boulder slammed into the wall, just barely missing the rat’s tail.

I leaped back without thinking in an attempt to put distance between the monster and myself. I
quickly stepped over my chain and brought it to the front so I would hopefully have more range of
movement with my hands, maybe use the chain. Not that I could defend myself much. Callie Peterson
was weak and defenseless.

“What did I tell you, human? What did I tell you would happen when you woke me?” rumbled a
scratchy voice. It was haunting. Its pitch both too high and too low all at the same time. Nothing
human sounded similar. But then, I suppose he was not human after all.

I stopped breathing for a moment altogether.
It shifted with a tremble and briefly transformed into a few other various creatures before turning

into a squat, tree-stump-looking creature no taller than my hips. Brown bark-like texture covered its
long body save for the angry tan face, arms, and hands. Dried green and brown leaves rustled loudly
at the ends of his branch-like arms. Large black eyes void of any expression perched in the middle of
his face. No other features gave way to his personality but for the large black hole of his mouth.

“I-I’m sorry. Please go back to sleep, please.” I pleaded with the forest bog.



It trembled again, and this time, sharp branches sprouted from his sides, each covered in thorns of
tall green spikes.

“I will go back to sleep after I kill you and use you slowly,” the forest bog rasped as it stalked
toward me.

The thorns shifted, growing longer and more frightening as every one of them angled toward me.
“Please!” I cried out as I pushed my back flush against the cold stone wall.
“So, you haven’t killed her yet?” Boomed a disappointed voice as the owner opened the cell door

with a clang of iron and stepped into the dark cell.
Raw power rolled off the towering figure. At least fifteen guards in shadowed armor stood on

edge as the man stepped forward.
The bog across from me shrank away instantly, withdrawing all of the thorns as he shifted into a

boulder once again.
“Sir, the assassin is not safe to be around! Let us get her. Please, leave her cell,” one of the guards

all but screamed as he scrambled quickly to step in front of the towering figure.
They all appeared large and omnipotent, but none seemed to come close to the bulk and height of

the shadowed figure.
He seemed to suddenly remember himself and left the cell to watch from behind the iron bars.

Five other guards entered in his place. I assumed it was the man I had fallen on when I entered the
portal—the prince. There was an aura around him I didn’t think possible for anyone else to have. He
was terrifying.

“Please! Don’t do this!” I shouted as several guards grabbed me.
They formed a complete circle around me with their bodies as they pushed me out of my cell and

into the torch-lit aisle of the dungeon.
“Where to, sir?” a different guard asked as they huddled around me wearily. As if I were the most

feared killer in all the world, all the while making certain they kept me far from him.
“To the chamber of blood. You’ve had your chance, Bog, now I shall have mine. I have grown

tired of keeping her, and it’s just the place to kill her,” the prince said nonchalantly as if he were
speaking about the weather.

The iron slammed behind me. I careened my neck to see where we were going, but I was unable
to see anything past the cluster of armored bodies that surrounded me.

Several sentries held me up while they moved their tight huddle, shoving me forward. I tried to
get a look at what surrounded my cell, to see if there were any exits or things that might aid an escape,
but the guards kept tight enough to block me from seeing much of anything.

Even through all of the movement and forcefulness, you could sense their fear. A few watched me
with such apprehension in their eyes that I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at them, which only
seemed to amplify their weariness.

My head and leg throbbed painfully. A warm trail of blood slid down my thigh from where the
bog had ripped open my skin.

The dramatic entourage continued. I was pushed up a set of stone stairs, thirteen—fourteen—
black boots encircled me, shuffling to stay tightly together. One tripped, and his feet appeared smaller
than the rest, maybe a men’s size eight? Was he younger? Lower ranking, possibly? Would he be more
likely to help me?

A large wooden door with worn iron buckles opened, and I was shoved in as the guards remained
outside.

I fell to my knees, and my dress shoved up, bunching tightly around my waist. I had no shoes now,



and blood and filth caked my feet. Flakes of dried crimson blood and dirt sprinkled the floor where it
had fallen from the fabric bunched tightly around my waist. The room was brighter than the dungeon.
In fact, it was the brightest place I’d seen here. The floor was a beautiful white marble with red
diamond tiles scattered throughout. A glance at the walls showed a beautiful crimson wallpaper
covered with elaborate gold designs. A large black crystal chandelier hung in the middle of the
moderately sized room.

It was beautiful in a classical gothic sense.
“My lord, please—” I heard in the distance.
I turned as I struggled to pull my tattered dress back over my exposed body, hurrying to my feet.
I could feel him standing over me like a black omen of death.
My cheeks flushed with anger and embarrassment, knowing he had just viewed my bare ass and

probably more. I snapped my head up to scream at him to set me free.
Instead, I gasped as I fell backward on my recently covered ass.
In the brightly lit, opulent room, I could see him clearly for the first time.
He was ethereal. There was no other word for it. His head was free from any helmet, armor, or

mask. His skin was a stark contrast against his black-as-night hair. A lock of it tousled over one of his
eyes. In the light, I could see the color easily. Cold and icy blue. So light they almost appeared silver,
but no, they were an unforgettable pale blue. No mistaking them. They glared at me with a force I was
certain must have been laced with magic as they pinned me to the spot. His head tilted to the left ever
so slightly, giving a predatory movement as he stared at me with a bored and irritated expression.

I’d never noticed a man’s jaw before, probably because they hadn’t looked like his. I couldn’t
seem to shift my eyes to anything other than his face and neck. He swallowed under my scrutiny as if
taunting my obvious internal war. The action caused a feathering of muscle and a small dip of his
Adam’s apple down his masculine throat. Since when was I attracted to a jaw? Was this some Fae
trick? Some type of magic they used to trip up humans?

His body was much larger than any human male’s. Were those his broad shoulders? How much
armor did he wear? His waist seemed more trim than bulky, filled out with hard ridges of muscle. He
wore no armor, yet somehow managed to appear more impending than those around him that did.
Muscular thighs covered in black and burgundy leather armor stood confidently yet braced as if ready
for a fight.

Fuck.
Somehow it was so much more unsettling and demented to have your mind be physically attracted,

even a tiny bit, to the villain that was about to destroy you.
I gathered myself, remembering exactly why this monster had brought me here.
“Please,” I begged. “I don’t mean any harm just send me back. I’m just a scientist. This was an

accident, I am no one.” Sobs racked my body. I couldn’t help it. My mind was weak from the constant
fear. “I don’t even know where I am. I don’t understand . . .”

“Still going with that story, huh?” His gravelly voice rumbled across the air as he took a step
forward.

His wings were nowhere to be seen now, and if I passed him in the street, I might think him
human.

No, that’s not true.
There was just something godly about him, a raw air of sorts wafted from him, letting everyone in

the vicinity know he was the most dangerous and powerful thing. It made the hair on my arms stand on
end just being near him. No human would mistake him for anything other than a powerful predator. He



was almost too beautiful to even pass as a human. A dark glint in his eyes didn’t seem to connect to
anything within him. His eyes held no feelings or empathy, nothing that would give him pause before
he killed. It was hauntingly ethereal in a menacing and frightening way.

I shivered.
“It-it’s not a tale, I’m not supposed to be here,” I stammered. This could very well be my last shot

to convince him to set me free.
“Oh, do I agree, human. I will say it still pesters my mind just how the humans knew when we

would breach the veil. They must have someone here working for them.” He paused briefly to grin a
small creepy smile. “If I find out who it was, I’ll hang them by their ears and skin them. Shame I had
to adjust my plans, but alas. The Unseelie will still claim the Earth as their own regardless. But don’t
worry, you won’t be around to watch us destroy your family and friends. You’ll be long dead by
then,” he whispered as he crouched down and rested his hands on one knee next to where I sat on the
floor.

My body involuntarily leaned back to escape his closeness. At my movement, a guard entered.
“Sir!” the guard shouted, obviously alarmed by the prince’s closeness to me.
What did they think I could do? He and every other male here dwarfed me.
“Why would you want Earth? Why do you hate humans so much?” I whispered, unable to silence

my curiosity.
None of this made any sense.
He ignored the guards and stared into my eyes, a wrinkle of anger and curiosity furrowing his

brows.
“Ple—” I began to stand, but not before the younger guard I’d noticed from earlier, size eight,

suddenly rushed me.
The guard’s palm slapped me so hard across the cheek that my entire body slammed down onto

the white marble floor with a clap. Blood filled my mouth as something small and sharp stuck to my
tongue.

It was my tooth.
The young guard had hit me so hard that he knocked out my loose wisdom tooth. I stared up at the

two large males with fury, and I had to remind myself who I was. I was a helpless human scientist
with no defenses against these Fae. They could hit me around all they wanted, and there was nothing I
could do. I was weak.

The prince, still crouched on one knee, glared at the guard who had slapped me. His gaze held an
irritated look, like it had offended him that the guard had thought he needed help. The young guard
nervously slid himself back and away from the glaring prince.

“The Unseelie realm will take Earth because it is due to us.” He turned his eyes away from the
hiding guard and focused again on me. “When our space was divided, tell me why the Seelie were
granted access to earth but not us? Because we are filled with darkness and they are filled with light?
Most humans’ darkness could rival ours. The only real difference is we have the power and longevity
of immortal life to back it up. Not fragile, impending mortality like you. So very easy to kill,” he said
softly.

A vein had begun to pop forward in his forehead, causing him to appear completely unhinged.
I didn’t dare make a single move other than to tremble. How much more of this realm’s terror

could I take?
When no more hits came, I slowly rolled away from him but kept my eyes locked with his. I spat

out the blood and sat back up, pressing my loose tooth into my cheek. Maybe I could use the calcium



or phosphorus for something later, something that could get me out of here.
I laughed chaotically as my tongue trailed over my hidden tooth. The scared faces of the guards

flinched with every move I made toward the towering prince, and I couldn’t suppress the laughter
anymore. It was absurd. My laugh grew hysterical, harder and harder as I watched their terrified
faces. I did more than just laugh, though, I felt it. It was when I knew I had truly gone mad. That was
the first time I had felt the madness.

“What’s it like, Prince?” I smiled at him as I canted my head and blood dripped from my open
mouth. “To have your guards terrified of an innocent, inconsequential human?” I shifted and rose to
my feet, not caring how close I was to him now. I was going to die soon enough so what did it matter?

He bristled and tensed his body as I quickly moved to stand next to him, so close I nearly brushed
against his gloved hand. The timing left him still kneeling. As I stood, I looked down on him for a
moment before I gave him my back. Tears leaked from my burning eyes even though a smile remained.

“You turn your back on a Smoke Slayer?” he whispered, and I heard him stand. “You’re much
dumber than I had initially thought. You didn’t even try to block or overpower me. What a waste of
time you are. At this point, I’m forced to believe the humans just wanted to be rid of you.” His words
echoed in the room like a sound system, full of power and arrogance.

Unseelie prince?
I needed to know. Even in my death and madness, my curious mind refused to comply.
“What exactly are Unseelie, and why do they need a prince?” I asked, turning back to face him.
His blue eyes flickered a moment with confusion as he tilted his head slightly and clenched his

jaw. His full black brows pinched slightly before returning to their statuesque state.
“Why not, I’ll play, assassin. You currently stand in the blood chamber of the Unseelie kingdom.

The most evil and deadly fairies and creatures behind the veil bow only to me, their prince and soon-
to-be king.” His stance widened as he crossed his arms, the action pushing his biceps out even more
obnoxiously.

And then I saw it for the second time in my life.
“Ohmygod,” I gasped, inhaling sharply. “Actias luna . . .”
Had it been here the whole time? It fluttered its wings slowly as it rested on the shoulder blade of

the cruel villain. I only saw the tip of beautiful green wings that stuck above his ridiculously wide
shoulders. In pure awe, I forgot myself and scrambled to get a better look. I ran around to see his back
before he could turn.

Three luna moths clung to the black leather of his large back. He turned quickly, and the movement
caused them to flutter their giant green wings, always slow and controlled. Two flew off and landed
on the scarlet walls of the chamber, leaving only one to crawl on his back.

“My god . . .” I whispered in complete amazement.
I had searched for years for them.
His brows drew together over his repulsed squint, and he shifted away from me in disgust.
“You act like you’ve never seen a luna moth before. I happen to know they are on earth and were

waiting for me at the portal. I sent them.”
“You sent them?” I scowled, knowing he was lying.
He brushed his shoulder as if to shoo the moth away. “Of course, they are the chosen symbol of

the Unseelie Fae royals. You wouldn’t expect me to leave them behind when we took Earth would
you?” He tsked as one flew to his finger briefly before they all fled to the crimson and gold wall.
“They are drawn to portals through the veil, being from Faerie.”

For the first time, he looked at me puzzled, as though he was no longer completely sure that I was



an assassin.
“They are the most beautiful things we have on Earth,” I murmured, staring at their bright wings

before I turned to meet his gaze. “Shame they came from someone so ugly.”
Menace flamed in his eyes briefly. A corner of his mouth pulled up in a lopsided grin as he leaned

slightly forward, nearly grazing my ear. “I happen to know the only place I’m ugly is on the inside,”
he whispered. His voice sounded sinister, like he knew exactly how evil and beautiful he was. He
watched me for a moment with a grin. His pale eyes danced with caged madness. “Send in the cat o’
nine tails,” he shouted to the guards at the doorway.

“I’ve thought about you a lot these past few weeks, human. I’ve thought about how much I want to
hurt you. How badly I ache to feel your weak neck give out and collapse under my grip. But then I
was reminded how inferior you are as a human. I refuse myself the joy of killing you if I cannot feel
your life fade away on my bare hands. Unfortunately, as a Shadow Slayer, I am forbidden from
touching you. Forbidden against soiling my royal hands with human remnants.” He flexed his gloved
hands as if his restraint was fading already. “The only one truly fit to kill you is Lord Alistair Cain.
The most feared monster we house in the Unseelie realm, next to me. He is what gives our monsters
nightmares. My personal assassin.”

A chill ran through my bones. The room felt like it grew smaller, the air harder to inhale.
“Why bring me out of the dungeon to such an elegant room just to kill me? Why not leave me in the

cell? Much easier to keep the trash in the can, don’t you think?” I bit out.
This didn’t make sense. Why would they have brought me here? The room was empty enough, no

weapons or torture contraptions, at least in plain sight anyway. The room was beautiful. Probably the
most beautiful, opulent room I’d ever been in. The gold details sparkled ornately off the deep red
walls in a beautifully elegant—

My stomach churned at the realization.
“The walls are painted in blood.”
His mouth thinned as he smiled at me.
“Very impressive. One of the few to figure it out before their own blood paints the walls.”
His watchful eyes were so penetrating against mine now I couldn’t help but step away from him.

My body’s primal instinct set alarms and sirens off to get as far away from the look he gave me as
possible. His every cell seemed to be on edge watching me. Like a hawk before it torpedoed to
capture its prey.

“What is the gold then? Ground teeth?” I needed him to stop looking at me like he was.
I spat the tooth that I had been cheeking at him with as much force as possible.
A few loud slaps of thick glass sounded behind us as the guards drew their weapons. Weapons I

didn’t understand. Long bat-like sledges of iron and what appeared to be simple glass balls filled
with black smoke.

With scary fast reflexes, he reached a gloved hand up and caught the tooth before it could hit his
face. “Teeth? No, but your decorating ideas are truly inspiring. Maybe we have more in common than
I thought.” He looked at me another long moment and placed my tooth in the pocket of his black tunic.
“No, pet, the scarlet is human and the gold, as I’m sure you very well know, is Seelie blood. Beautiful
warm glint to it, wouldn’t you say? Like liquid gold.” He smiled at me, but it was only his mouth that
held a smile. His eyes were once again empty and cold.

The way he had said Seelie left no need for interpretation about how he felt about the other Fae.
“If you’re Unseelie . . . and a horrible monster, are the Seelie gods? Is that why their blood is

gold?” I asked.



I couldn’t help it; my mind never stopped asking questions. It was part of why I became a
scientist.

He growled at me. Actually growled.
I froze at the sound, my pulse in overdrive.
“I’m certain they think themselves gods. In a sense, all us old Fae are gods in our own right, but

no.” He spit on the floor. “The Seelie are no better than us. They lie and steal just the same. Corrupt
and ruin. They hide behind a mask of good, lying to themselves and everyone else in the light of day.
We own our evil. There is beauty to be found in the dark, just as there is horror within the light.”

I was going to throw up.
My legs were nearly unable to keep me upright. I stood in a room quite literally painted with the

blood of their enemies. God only knew what the floor was made of.
I needed out of here and fast.
I began to panic. I didn’t want to die. I needed more time to figure out how to get out of here.
“Please call off your assassin. If-if, in fact, the humans watched you wouldn’t a human pet be a

much grander display? Show them you owned and enjoyed their foolish threat.” I was scrambling to
think of anything, anything that would play to his arrogant nature and keep me alive long enough to
escape and go home.

His head canted as a maniacal grin slid into place on his chiseled jaw.
“If you were more beautiful, I surely would have considered it, but you can’t expect me to drag a

human around that looks as you do? Fae are superior in every way, including beauty. Your boring
features and ugly red hair pale in comparison to even the ugliest of female orcs. Disgusting really.
The only thing a human is good for is the music their screams play just before they die.”

He thought my hair was red from all the blood? “What about a—”
“Quiet. I’ve thrown away too much time listening to your plump mouth.” He walked to the door,

leaving me alone in the large room.
Just before he passed through the crowd of guards, he turned. “This is exactly why Earth should

be ours. What a waste you humans are. I hope Alistair enjoys killing you. I know I would.”
The large door slammed shut, and I was left in the blood-painted room alone, awaiting the

creature that would kill me.
Lord Alistair Cain.



Chapter 11



T

Shivers

Callie

he room was still and quiet. I jumped when the wall creaked behind me, and a panel of the scarlet
and gold wall slid open as thick black smoke rolled into the large room.
I was prepared to run into the smoke with the thought of catching the assassin off guard but

immediately rethought my decision upon remembering he was the assassin for the crown. I wanted to
be as far away from him as possible.

My eyes darted about the elegant-looking room. It held nothing I could use as a weapon, not even
furniture to hide under.

I hastily slammed into the nearest wall and flattened my body against it as I crouched low, praying
I would get my wish and become invisible. I was so very tired of being frightened.

The black smoke swirled from the wall’s opening as clouds billowed onto the marble floor.
Interesting, black smoke.
A hotter fire than normal converts more fuel into elemental carbon. That formed into tiny particles

that absorbed light and appeared as black smoke. At least in the human realm, the blacker the smoke,
the more volatile the fire, generally speaking. Most fires, like camp or kitchen fires, produced white
smoke. I kept that knowledge filed in the back of my mind.

I careened my head to get a better look but could only see smoke-filled shadows. I knew he was
inside, though, because the wall panel slid back down with a loud clang. The smoke billowed across
the floor, but still, I saw no man.

A low, rattling growl sounded beside me as I stared at the wall panels. I spun, uncertain of how it
had passed by me unnoticed.

The coat of the large panther glared blue it was so dark and velvety. Its head was aimed at me,
lower than its body, ready to pounce. Large golden eyes gleamed against the shadowy fur on its giant
face. Small black irises tracked my every breath, flickering slightly as my chest rose and fell rapidly.
Long clear whiskers shot out from either side of his nose like a normal panther. Round ears sat
positioned slightly away from me. It was going to pounce.

Up until this point, my mind seemed determined to categorize it as a normal panther. What a
foolish thing to do in a Faerie realm filled with magic and beasts. Where a tail might normally be, sat
nine powerful tails. Each of them with a glistening tip, poised in an arch, aimed at random spots on
my body.

It took me a moment of curiosity, wondering why they were aimed at random places, before I
realized they were all the various points on my body where a puncture wound would kill instantly,



especially after being injected with what I could only assume was poison dripping from the sharp
tips. The sharp, curved points formed a threatening vision. They were all black but reminded me of
liquid metal dipped in ink.

Had I seen the tail, I would not have been so stupid. I would not have been foolish enough to have
attempted what I did, though, to be honest, I hadn’t been thinking at all. My body simply reacted.

I reached my hand out quickly, without hesitation, and rubbed its furry black cheek.
My fingers rubbed the soft pad just under its rounded ear deftly, and suddenly, I had no fear. I only

ever felt peace and magic with animals, foolish as it may have been. Even the scary ones were still in
need of kindness. The moment my fingers touched the creature, all my terror seemed to evaporate. I
supposed this was what true madness looked like after all.

The large black cat hesitated only a second after my touch. Before my eyes could open from their
last blink, the feline shot its scorpion-like tails over its body, pressing each point firmly against my
skin. One pressed lightly into the base of my neck, where my spinal cord met my brain stem. Two on
my neck at my carotid arteries, two under each armpit by the axillary arteries, one at my heart, one on
the right side of my body at my liver, and one on the side of my groin in the crook of my leg . . . What
was that? Ah, yes, my femoral artery and then one on my popliteal artery just below that.

Interesting.
The sharp points pressed just enough into the skin to cause a small prick.
I looked into the panther’s eyes, foolishly searching for comfort. I’m not sure why since he was

the one about to kill me. I took a deep breath as I continued to rub his velvety fur, more to comfort
myself than anything. Its yellow eyes darted back and forth between mine in obvious confusion.

I’d never learned to fear animals; they had always seemed to balm my weary soul when I needed
it most. This large cat did the same. If I was to die, let it be by him and end this once and for all. I
was so tired of being afraid, and my body found some semblance of comfort in his furry presence. He
wasn’t evil, even with poison tips feathered against my skin. I knew he wasn’t quite like the others. I
could feel it.

I reopened my eyes, not realizing I had closed them, and the giant cat slowly retracted all nine of
his tales. His golden eyes still latched onto mine, but now his furry features pulled together with
concern.

“Your heart rate is slow, almost as if . . .” The large cat’s voice was deep, like a long rattling
growl with the hint of an accent.

It’s what I would imagine my grandfather would sound like if I had ever met him.
“My heart rate?” I questioned, feeling dazed.
Had those points already injected me? I felt cozy. It was taking almost everything I had not to

snuggle up to the giant death kitty. Yes, my mind had definitely left me.
“You . . . you pet me?” He asked incredulously.
I hadn’t realized, but my other arm had come up to stroke along his back while the hand that was

near his ear had moved to pet the soft fur under his chin. For a split second, I swore he stretched his
head up to let me get a better angle.

“I understand you are going to kill me,” I said sadly. “I suppose I trust your judgment more than
the others here. If you’re going to, you must have a good reason to, right?”

The cat backed away from my reach and scowled at me as if disgusted that I had touched him.
“A good reason? You were sent to kill the crown prince, my lord. I need no reason to kill you,

human.”
He began to pace in front of me, back and forth just out of my reach. It reminded me of the



panthers that paced the glass windows at the zoo.
“No,” I stated, wishing I could get my hands in the soft fur again.
This was the longest I had been without some type of animal interaction besides the occasional

visit from brown rat, and I couldn’t help but realize just how much I relied on them for comfort.
Animals felt like home. The rehab center had meant everything to me. It often felt like they were the
only ones to make me feel safe. Yes, I realized the irony of that statement, considering that I included
a magical-Unseelie-assassin panther in that statement. Had I been mad for a while?

“No?” he said.
His voice grew more gentle the longer he watched me.
“No,” I corrected him. “I was trying to get back to my microscope in the woods, and I followed

the moths into a ring of destroying angel mushrooms. I stepped in, and the next thing I knew, I was
falling on your crown prince. I’ve not made a single attempt on his life or anyone else’s, for that
matter, yet I’m starved in a dungeon with a forest bog as a cellmate.” I huffed, the frustration settling
back into my bones as I vented to the cat o’ nine tails.

He stopped his pacing and stared at me with a deep exhale and a tilt of his wise-looking head.
“Do you know who I am? Surely they told you before I entered. I am Lord Alistair Cain.” He

paused as if waiting for a reaction from me.
“Yes, they told me. Very prestigious sounding. Please don’t kill me.”
He curled his lip at my words, showing the whitest and possibly sharpest teeth. Maybe even

sharper than the forest bog’s, though not as plentiful.
“I don’t understand,” he said, plopping down on his side next to me. His tails flicked behind him.

“I hunt by detecting rapid heartbeats, the music of someone afraid or running. It is impossible to hide
from me. So tell me why you do not fear me? You, a little human, reach out and pet me, Alistair Cain?
I’m half-inclined to believe you’re an assassin and the best one I’ve ever seen just from the boldness
you possess.” He looked around the room as if this were some kind of prank about to unravel. “How
could you not be afraid of me? I’ve killed hundreds of assassins from both the Seelie and human
realms, and not one has ever reached out to . . . to pet me!” He began to pace again.

He seemed to be at a loss for what was happening. That made two of us.
A laugh snorted out of me at the thought of him also thinking I was some next-level assassin. What

did they all think humans could do against Fae that caused them to be so frightened?
He stopped abruptly at the sound of my laugh.
“There is something else about you. I am drawn to . . . to protect you, and I don’t even know you.

Tell me, you are not full human, are you?” he asked as he sauntered closer until he stood directly in
front of me.

“I am human. I can guarantee that,” I said sadly.
If I weren’t, I wouldn’t be here in this position.
He watched me closely in silence. I hadn’t felt safe since I had been here, and my eyes began to

flicker closed despite my best efforts to keep the lids open on my burning eyes. I was so tired.
“In all my life, I have never been inclined to spare a life, but I will not kill you, girl. Something I

don’t understand calls for me to spare you, and though I can do nothing to help you beyond these
walls, within them, I will not harm you.” His whiskers twitched. “You are in the Unseelie realm,
child. There is not a corner you will turn that someone will not hurt you. What is your name?”

He lay down again, his body language more relaxed now. He was close enough that his long back
draped over my bare feet and pushed into my knees. I sighed at the warmth and comfort of the action,
grateful to feel any bit of warmth against my freezing skin.



“I was told by a friend not to give my name to the Fae.” I straightened as I remembered brown
rat’s words.

“Your friend is very wise, and they are a good friend to you. Do you know why you do not share
your name, child?” he asked, reminding me of an old grandpa.

I absently reached out and began to stroke the back and side of the cat blanket on my feet. God,
this was so nice. I could almost forget I was in an Unseelie castle surrounded by monsters that
mistook me for a killer. Almost forget that I was pressed against a wall painted with blood as I petted
a nine-tailed death kitty.

“He did not say why you don’t give your name. I only see him for short times,” I replied.
“They are not your cellmate?” he asked.
“No, my friend is a brown rat that comes to me under a missing brick in my cell to warn me when

others are coming. The forest bog was chosen as my cellmate last night,” I mumbled as I fought to
keep my eyes from shutting in exhaustion.

“The rat speaks to you?” He sounded concerned.
“Well, yes, don’t you all here?” I asked.
Though come to think of it, brown rat was the only rat that had spoken to me.
“No. The rats are just rats. Whoever this rat is lies to you. They are a shifter taking the form of a

rat. Animal shifters generally have incredibly close connections to animals. He is likely feeling the
same foreign need to protect you as myself.”

I froze. Brown rat wasn’t really a . . . brown rat?
“I don’t understand? Why would animals want to protect me?” I asked as I reached out absently to

scratch under his chin.
This elicited a deep purr, making the fur above my feet vibrate softly.
“I don’t understand it either. I’ve never heard or experienced anything similar and am hundreds of

years older than you could even begin to wrap your mortal head around. As for the advice of your
shifter friend, in Faerie worlds, a name holds power. Giving your name to someone is like giving
them a piece of your soul. Families often do not even share their true names. It gives another the
ability to hurt you where no knife could ever reach. There are a few that could even control and kill
you just by knowing your name. Only those that truly are so dark they have no heart or soul left to be
hurt share their true name freely. Like me,” he said, the purring suddenly ceased.

“Alistair Cain is your real name? Surely you have a heart and soul. Look at you. You spare my life
and allow me a moment of comfort petting you.”

“Not all Unseelie are evil, but we all bow to the darkness. I, like so many others here, allowed
that darkness to enter my heart eons ago. It’s how you survive here. Trust gets you killed, and love
gets you hurt. Everything here is about gaining power in some way or another. There are few here
who could hurt me anymore.”

“Alistair—”
“I’d like you to call me something else when you are around me. Something untainted with pain

and darkness. I haven’t purred since my mate died. My name is permanently soiled with disease and
despair, not fit for whatever it is that you are.” He purred deeply.

His voice and eyes held a sincerity I was unfamiliar with. His words sent a shiver up my spine.
“Shivers.” I smiled.
He sat up to look into my eyes, and the look portrayed more than words ever could.
“If you like it, then that is what I wish you to call me when I’m in your presence.” He purred

again.



“I’m Cal—”
“No!” he shouted. “Haven’t you heard anything I’ve said, child? Pick something else, do not

speak your real name here,” he admonished, shaking his powerful head.
“No, I’m sorry. I heard what you said, but I will not cower from my own name. I am a simple

human and will not be here long enough for it to matter, as I’ll either be dead or returned home. Those
that want to kill me already have the upper hand on me whether I give them my name or not.” I
straightened my back and felt my chin tip up defiantly, finally feeling a small ounce of control. “I am
Callie Peterson. Proud environmentalist and biological technician. I was walking through the forest to
get my microscope when I stumbled upon an anomaly of luna moths and a perfect circle of destroying
angel mushrooms. I live at 4313 Sassafras Road, Willow Springs, Michigan.”

Shivers moved his head away from me slowly.
“Foolish girl, do not give your real name to anyone else, or you will regret it. Especially not

Prince Mendax. He is one of few with the ability to control by name alone. He could force you to
walk into a wall repeatedly until it killed you. He could force your mind to think it obsessed with him
to the point that you could not breathe without his presence. All the while not lifting a finger from his
hand,” he said with a look of tortured bitterness that made his eyes squint above his round jowls.

Was he being controlled by the prince?
“Are you—”
Before I could ask if Shivers was being controlled against his will, the dark cat stood abruptly

and watched the door, and all nine of his tails sprang to life to arc toward the entrance. My heart
began to race at the conflicted look that pulled at his features, his large body visibly tensed. I hadn’t
fully understood how gently he had been treating me until that moment. He was the chosen killer of
this horrible realm’s most awful monster, the prince.

“Prince Mendax comes alone.” He looked at me sharply. “He comes with no guards because he
thinks you dead. I will be forced to leave the royal castle upon his return. I have loyally served for a
very long time, and he will not kill me because of our history, but he will know you are different and
that something mysterious has taken place. I, like him, would never pass an opportunity to kill,
especially a human. He will know instantly that something mysterious lurks within your soul.” He
bowed his head to me slightly. “Do not share your name with him, Callie, I beg you. He is filled with
more power and hate than all of the Unseelie monsters combined. The sole reason he remains a prince
and not a king is because he detests everyone to the point of unemotional murder. To become king and
relieve his mother, the reigning queen, of her duties, he must be bonded with another to ascend the
throne, but he has callously killed every prospect to the point that we allow him to govern us as
prince without ascending. Wars began after neighboring royals sent their daughters to the prince in the
hopes of an alliance only to have them violently murdered.” He shook his head slightly. “You will
need to fight if you are going to get out of here alive.” He was talking faster, the rhythm of his
shoulder blades moving quicker as he paced in front of me.

“I can’t fight,” I whispered. “I’m just a human scientist.”
Fear misted across my skin once again, forcing it to pebble with goose bumps. Escaping this

place seemed impossible.
“Fighting isn’t only with fists, Callie.” He flicked his tails, and the fire from the wall sconce

glinted from the tips. “You’re a smart girl. Use what you have. I fear if you don’t, you will not last
another night in your cell.”

The iron knob jiggled outside the door.
Prince Mendax was opening the door.



I stood, forcing myself to step in front of Shivers. I would not let him get hurt because he had
helped me.

“Go now,” I ordered him with as much bravado as I could muster.
“You’re protecting me?” The large cat watched me as awe pulled his lower jaw down slightly to

reveal more beautiful white teeth.
“You’ve spared me, so now I’ll spare you. Leave before he enters. Please, I cannot fight for my

life knowing I have cost you yours,” I whispered to the cat.
The large lock twisted with the sound of metal scraping.
The door creaked open, and the prince stepped in, shutting it behind him. His head remained

down, not yet noticing the strange duo that stood to the left of the room watching him.
“Did she scream Alist—” He turned and halted as our eyes met.



Chapter 12



“D

Falling into the Flames

Mendax

id she scream Alist—” I turned, curious what type of massacre Alistair would have left me
with this time.

My eyes crashed into the still-very-much-alive human girl’s.
I clenched my jaw so hard I felt the muscle pop, and my teeth ground against each other as I stared

at her. The human stood proudly next to Alistair as if they were old pals. She looked ridiculous. Her
red hair was tangled and matted against the sides and back of her head. She was so covered in filth
that it was hard to see her skin color. Golden tan bits surfaced between the dirt and cuts. She wore the
same whore dress as the night she landed on me in the forest.

It had been nineteen days since that night. Nineteen days I’d stayed as far away from her as
possible, all the while hoping she would hurry up and die.

I hadn’t even bothered to get a good look at her that night. Why would I? She was nothing.
Nothing.
In the light of the torches now, I could see the creature that had haunted me since that night, since

I’d touched her.
Even under my glove, I had felt the charge of electricity when I touched her. That had been

shocking enough, but then her soft fingers had coiled around my wings and I felt . . .
I had rejoined the castle, unable to keep my thoughts from returning to her.
When I had returned to her body in the forest, simply to reassure myself that she was dead, I was

startled to find that she wasn’t.
Ever since, I’d avoided the human, unable to stop thinking about what her skin would feel like

under my ungloved fingers.
The fact that she was even still alive was a mystery. She hadn’t died from being stabbed clean

through in the forest. I knew she would have died. I had watched the life fade from her pretty blue
eyes after Fish had stabbed her.

When she hadn’t died in the dungeon, I thought I’d send a gift to my assassin and finally get her
away from me. Surely she wasn’t that hard to kill. After all, she was just a human.

But as I stood in the room and watched her stroke my personal assassin’s muscled back like a
house cat, I couldn’t help but wonder what was different about her.

Apparently, she was harder to kill than I thought.
“Cute. You picked up a stray,” I bit out as I tried to school my shock.
How was she still standing?



She shifted uncomfortably, and the filthy dress rode up her thighs, showing the claw marks of the
forest bog. I knew it was from him. Good. I knew everything that happened in the Unseelie realm,
which was part of why they feared me and precisely why my family held the throne. Her blue eyes
looked fiery, much different from the doe-eyed act she had continued to attempt ever since she came
through the veil.

Such idiots.
The humans really expected that I, the dark prince, would be distracted by a pretty slut in a short

dress?
It would be that much easier to rid the land of humans and take control if they were that stupid. It

still puzzled me how they knew we would be attacking that night. How did they know to send her at
that exact time? If I found a mole in my men, I would drain his family’s blood as he watched.

“He’s not a stray,” she said defiantly. Her chin tilted up ever so slightly.
“I was talking about you,” I stated.
Fire was building in my blood as I watched her, and I knew Alistair would be able to track my

heart because it was so fast now. Good thing I owned him, and he wouldn’t do a thing about it.
She shot daggers out of her eyes at me. What an interesting blue they were.
My pulse quickened.
“Tell me, Alistair, why are my eyes cursed with the pain of looking at this disgusting human alive?

Do make it good, as your life does depend upon it.”
The oversized kitten shared a look with the human before stepping in front of the girl and bowing

down. “I will not kill her, Mendax. She has my protection in my presence,” the royal assassin
murmured.

Anger boiled under my skin. How dare he disobey me. His protection?
My smoke strained against me, eager to throttle both of them and be done with this.
“So you are a traitor then, Alistair? I offer you safety, even friendship, and you turn your back on

me to help the humans? Have you been behind this all along? Perhaps it was you who alerted the
humans of our attack. Mind your words, cat. My temper, as you are aware, is flaring,” I said calmly,
even though I knew he could tell how much rage burned inside me by the speed of my heart. He also
knew what would happen if I unleashed it.

“Mendax, I am no traitor. I have served this court tirelessly. I cannot explain my draw to the girl
other than to tell you there is something enchanting about her, but I can’t place it.” He looked down,
embarrassed. “I will not harm her and will not let harm come to her in my presence,” Alistair
murmured.

I could see the struggle in his vicious eyes. He was at war with his decision. He was a killing
machine, never hesitating. Why would he disobey me and spare her? This stupid, weak, full-lipped
human?

“Then your presence has no more duty in this kingdom. Leave now before I forget what mercy
feels like,” I growled at my friend.

We both knew I wouldn’t kill him. In truth, he was a good friend. Which made it that much more
interesting that he refused to kill her. I knew he wasn’t a traitor. He looked forward to killing the
humans as much as the rest of us.

The back wall panel opened, cueing the cat’s exit. He exchanged a last look with the human, as if
he debated attempting to stay and protect her. I pulsed a warning at his mind, reminding him that he
couldn’t truly protect her from me even if he stayed.

Nine tails flicked lazily behind him as he left us with a parting look.



The room stilled. It was just her and me now.
I could taste her fear. It grew the longer she watched me.
“Intriguing. That’s now two times you have escaped a death I’ve dealt to you.” I spoke so she had

to strain to listen.
I wanted her to pay attention but didn’t want to get any closer to her.
“Let me go. Please.” She droned on.
The doe eyes had returned. Such a shame because there was something intriguing about that fire

she hid.
“Now, why would I do that? We haven’t had a human in the Unseelie court for ages, let alone one

that won’t die. Seems like quite the good time I could spread around. It is quite unnatural for a mortal
to stay alive so long here. Especially one as sweet and innocent looking as you.”

There it was.
A tiny spark of fire in her eyes at the mention of looking sweet and innocent. Did that anger her?

Good. I stared her down until the fire left and fear took its place again.
“Please.” She rushed closer to me and fell on the ground, her dirty knees brushing against my

leather training boots. “Please let me go. I’m no good to you. I’m just a girl that was in the wrong
place at the wrong time,” she begged.

Tears flooded her eyes and began to drip down her filthy face. Even I could see the fear rattling
her as she clasped her shaking hands together in front of me.

A thrum of excitement at the tiny human crying at my feet sent a jolt straight to my cock. My wings,
constrained too long, shot out in a clap that shadowed my frame at least seven feet on each side.

Huh, odd.
At this angle, I had a clear view of her full cleavage.
Maybe the humans weren’t as stupid as I’d thought.
“What do they call you, human?”
Why did I even care? She’d be dead as soon as I sent her back to her cell. The forest bog had

raised hell at not having had a go at her, and I was starting to understand why.
Maybe she would make a fun pet.
She hesitated at my question a moment. She was a human, so she had no knowledge as to the

reason not to share her name.
Her eyes held a singular moment of madness in them.
It wasn’t surprising, but my interest immediately sparked. Humans could only take so much before

their weak minds snapped and madness overtook them.
I think I would enjoy breaking her.
“I am Callie Peterson,” she finally announced with a raised chin. “Proud environmentalist and

biological technician. I was walking through the forest to get my microscope when I stumbled upon an
anomaly of luna moths and a perfect circle of destroying angel mushrooms. I live at 4313 Sassafras
Road, Willow Springs, Michigan,” she recited.

“Your name is Callie?” I asked in disbelief as she nodded her head.
I filed it away for later.
Maybe she was just a normal human? No assassin would snap so easily, and I could see the

madness growing in her eyes. I could feel it. Shame she wouldn’t survive the night. I was almost
jealous that the forest bog would get to thoroughly break her first.

I collected her with my wings; the tendrils of smoke shifted to wrap around her throat like a leash.
The second it whispered across her skin, I jumped from the way my smoke reacted to the feel of her. I



dragged her, still on her knees, out of the room back to her cell, growing more uncomfortable with
what she was doing to me every second. Her choking sobs sent a fresh jolt of excitement to my cock
as she fought against the smoke’s chokehold as we went down the stone stairs. I couldn’t help but
scowl at the response she had pulled from me. I shook myself for even thinking about touching a
human in any way other than killing them. It was disgusting and below me as a Smoke Slayer and an
Unseelie royal.

I hurried my pace in the hopes of getting rid of her quicker as I heard her body thud down the
stairs behind me.

The dungeon guards stirred with my appearance. I knew I could throw her to them and be done,
but I needed to see that she got into the cell with the forest bog. That I would never think of her again
after today.

Guards quickly ran to her cell at the far end of the dungeon. Ironically it was just on the other side
of the castle’s library where Walter, my brother, had been spending most of his time, but she would
never know that.

I threw her into the cell.
She slammed against the gray floor, cursing like a demon, and I couldn’t stop my grin.
There was movement from the cot in the corner. The forest bog was already on her by the time I

looked back down.
A small flicker of something foreign passed through me.
Jealousy, I’m sure, from the fact that I wouldn’t be the one to break her. Odd feeling. My hand

clenched, fighting the urge to stop him. I turned to leave as something wet hit my cheek. I wiped it
with my palm as I turned to see where it had come from. The forest bog was petrified of me and
surely wasn’t so stupid.

She stood, tears clearing the only path on her face not desecrated by filth and blood. She braced
herself in the middle of the cell, glowering at me.

She had spit on me.
My wings pulsed with the need to slam into something, the sharp talons already forming a claw at

the top corners.
I already had one of her teeth, which I had kept in my pocket. Maybe I should collect another?
“Do it!” she screamed, surprising me.
She balled her fist up as the forest bog rubbed himself perversely against the side of her leg, but

she paid him no attention. Every drop of hate was aimed solely at me.
“Do it! End me!”
She stepped closer to me until she was so close I could smell her. I had to bend my neck down to

look at her.
The fire glittered wildly in her eyes, and I had to bite my lip to steady myself.
The guards began to rush in, but I spread my wings, blocking the cell’s entrance with my smoke.
I reached out with my ungloved hand and grabbed her throat.
I don’t know what came over me. Touching her with my bare hand. I’d never touched a human

with my flesh before, only my smoke or gloves.
My breath hitched the second I felt her skin.
She didn’t flinch as my large palm wrapped around her throat. Stars, her skin was so soft. I could

feel the bones of her jaw resting on my thumb and forefinger. Why was her skin so soft? I froze as I
stared into her insanely blue eyes. The fire inside of them pulled me in and mesmerized me.

Her chest rose and fell with each angered breath.



I could barely pay attention to the spark in her eyes as the pad of my thumb trailed against her
jawline. I watched her face, wondering what I was feeling; I’d never felt it before.

“Do it,” she whispered, drawing my attention to her full bottom lip. “Know that even a weak,
innocent human died unafraid of you!”

She was lying, of course. I could feel her fear—could taste its sweetness on my tongue. Absently,
I brushed my thumb across her full lower lip and reveled in the feel as it moved against my pressure.
Her skin was like nothing I had ever felt before. Silkier than the finest fabric, softer than anything had
a right to be. The feel of it coated my skin with curiosity.

I liked her angry and full of madness. I could feel the fire she camouflaged so poorly. She bore
little fear of me in that moment, only hate. Probably still riding the high of escaping death from
Alistair.

What the fuck was I doing?
I stepped back, startled at my own actions.
I shoved her face back away from me with disgust as I stared at my hands, the feel of her still

lingering on them.
She tripped and fell on the forest bog that was trying to poke his branches in her leg. He no longer

dry humped her, likely because she was angry and not afraid. They were only drawn to fear, not anger.
He would take care of that though. He’d make her so fucking afraid she’d piss herself.

I turned and shook myself out of whatever daze I had been in and walked out of the door, hardly
able to believe what I had just done as I left the human to die.

By the stars, I would be rid of her and these treacherous feelings by tonight.
She would be gone, and with her, whatever poison she had put in my mind.



Chapter 13



I

13. Strengths and weakness

Callie

scraped myself off the dirty floor and stared in a stupor at the closed cell door. What kind of an
animal could hurt an innocent person like that? I had done nothing to deserve any of this! When he

let Alistair go without killing him, I had my first glimpse of hope. Maybe he wasn’t as merciless and
unfeeling as he was rumored to be. I had heard the guards talk of him. How he ran the kingdom with
cold efficiency, annihilating anyone that went against him. He was a killer. You could see it in the way
his muscles formed, the way he carried himself with arrogant confidence. The man everyone seemed
afraid of. Even the commanders of his shadow army, the men that were his closest friends, seemed to
rightfully have a healthy fear of him.

The forest bog returned to stabbing pointed twigs and branches into my thighs. He was trying to
frighten me again.

I stared through the iron bars at the ghost of the smoky prince. His face had been softer when he
touched me, almost intimate. The way his eyes had tracked my skin with fascination just before his
thumb had grazed it. Before he threw me to the ground.

I was tired of being thrown around like a doll. In the human world, I was treated like a doll,
always mentally underestimated because of my face and body. Even here, I couldn’t escape it. Only
here, they treated me like a disgusting rag doll left by the trash, thinking they could do whatever they
wanted. I almost wished they viewed me with a bit more beauty here. People were usually nice to
things they thought beautiful.

They also underestimated them.
I caught the bog off guard when I kicked him in the face as he was about to shift. He grinned

viciously at me but remained a child-sized log with rows upon rows of pointed teeth. Anything was
better than the frog thing. His arms and legs were long sticks that kept switching out leaves for
different-sized thorns. I had noticed he seemed to draw more power to shift when I was afraid. Now
he kept warping slightly but not changing, as if he were trying to shift but was unable.

I ran to the dark corner and grabbed the spoon I had used to scrape out the mortar of bricks for
brown rat.

“Hiding again?” The bog rasped. His voice quivered, causing the hair on my arms to stand on end.
His black eyes glistened as he watched me. “First, I’m going to smash your pretty face in against
those cell bars over there.” He pointed to the bars at the front of the cell. “Then I’m going to dump my
cum into your mouth after I fuck it raw,” he hissed.

I ignored his threats and took my spoon to the front of the cell and began banging wildly against



the bars as I shouted angrily. Mendax had only been gone a moment, and the hallway was long.
He would hear me.
I screamed and yelled as loud as my voice would get.
“Shut the fuck up! Fucking banshee!” the guards shouted at me, but no one bothered to come

closer.
If I could get Prince Mendax back, maybe I could make a deal, some type of negotiation.
The bog had followed me to the iron bars.
My anger briefly stuttered when he stabbed me with his sharp wooden arm. He had shaped it into

a wooden blade and stabbed the meaty part of my ass.
“I’ll fuck you he—” he started, but the spoon I used to dig out his eye must have caught him off

guard.
It scooped out with a pop, and I emptied it onto the floor like a marble. I grabbed his wooden legs

and lifted him up, grunting with exertion at the surprising weight before I hit him against the iron bars
like a baseball bat. Nothing shattered like I had expected. I dropped him to the floor with a sigh. He
was much too heavy for me to hold.

He shifted into the frog creature. He was bigger than me now, and his one green eye flashed
triumphantly, knowing he outsized me. The empty hole on the other side gushed black blood. I walked
to my corner calmly and pulled out the brick from its place with a soft clang. I turned to go to the bog
but was grabbed around the waist by his slimy green arm, and his sharp claws dug into my sides
painfully as he somehow clamored up my body. He had begun to bite the top of my head. He licked
the perimeter just before I felt the sharp stab of hundreds of teeth.

I screamed, using every chord my voice could muster as I slammed the brick into his head. He
dropped from his perch, and I didn’t hesitate.

I ran at him, aiming the brick at his chin. If I could hit his cranium hard enough with it, he would
lose his balance—it didn’t matter how strong he was.

He braced his branches, certain I was going for his stomach or chest.
I landed the hit against his chin, and he fell back with a sludge-filled thud. In a fury, I straddled his

bumpy green chest and began to slam the brick repeatedly into his head.
Some time passed before I realized his arms were limp at his sides. I was smashing a gelatinous

blob of black into the stone floor. The remnants of his face deciphered next to nothing of what type of
creature he had been before, and it didn’t even look like a head any longer.

I took a deep breath and shifted off the horrible monster.
Steadily my hands reached for the spoon that lay to the left of us.
I was so tired. I just wanted to be done and go home. I could rest once I was home.
I grabbed his green hand and inspected his fingers. They would work.
Maybe.
The index finger was similar to that on a human hand.
I grabbed the bloodied brick and slammed the sharp edge against the metacarpal until it severed,

and I held the proximal phalanx in my hand. I peeled the green flesh away to reveal a grayish-cream
bone. Yes, it would work.

I stood calmly and pulled my dress back down. I would never wear a dress again.
Back in my dark corner, I reached under the edge of my cot closest to the wall.
“Aggh, there you are,” I hummed and pulled out the cup of sauerkraut I had left to work away

more mortar from the wall.
I sniffed it. The pungent tang of vinegar burned my nose and made my eyes water instantly. Yes,



this would work.
I shoved the short bone of the bog’s finger into the pickled cabbage mixture making certain to

cover it completely. There was barely enough, but it would have to work.
I had just returned the cup to its hiding spot under my cot when the guards suddenly swarmed my

cell.
“What the fuck! Holy shit!”
“She killed him! She killed the bog!”
“No chance!”
“I told you she was the deadliest human assassin! I told you!”
Various shouts from the excited guards rang loudly through the hall as a few argued about who

would go in and clean up the body.
Hours later, they had eventually decided not to come in at all. Instead, they left the black,

bloodied frog sprawled across the cell’s floor. They had all shuffled away after a few higher-ranking
commanders came to see what the fuss was.

In the quiet, I stared at the body, void of any feeling. Served him right. I had done what I had to.
I had no way to keep track of time other than when the guards switched posts. About three in the

morning, as best as I could surmise, they would leave the dungeon for the night as long as everyone
slept and there were no problems. I assumed that with all the chaos of tonight, they would stay, but
they hadn’t. The loud door closing shut rang in my ears as I lay on my cot and stared at the body
before me. Was I even blinking still?

As soon as the door shut, I moved with intention.
I grabbed the sauerkraut cup from its hidden corner along with a small chunk of bread and moved

to where the torchlight dappled into my cell. Walking to the cell door, I made sure one final time no
one was around. I moved to the large iron lock between the cell bars that kept me from freedom.
Taking the bread, I tore away a bit of the edge until I found the right density on the small roll and
shoved it into the keyhole.

I waited a moment, continuing to press as hard as possible. I removed the now key-shaped piece
of squished bread from the lock.

Returning to the center, I sat crisscross-applesauce style in the long rectangular light across the
cell floor with my spoon poised in my hand.

I pulled the bone free from the kraut and tested its bend.
It was perfect, just as I had hoped. The acid of the vinegar in the sauerkraut had penetrated the

bone and removed the calcium carbonate, causing it to be flexible like rubber. I held it carefully and
began to carve with the sharp edge of the spoon, frequently referencing the shape of my bread key
until it felt like my hands and neck might fall off.

Finally, it was done and just in time. The bone key had begun to absorb the carbon dioxide from
the air and was becoming hard once more, making it difficult to carve.

I stood, cracked my neck, and readied for escape.



Chapter 14



I

The Debts That Tie

Callie

calmed my breathing.
I needed to form a plan. Where would I go after I left the dungeon? The only room I’d seen was

the blood chamber, and I certainly didn’t want to go there if Alistair wasn’t there. Maybe I could open
the wall panel he had exited through? The probability of that leading to anywhere outside was
unlikely, and I needed to avoid falling into a maze of castle rooms. I would just have to figure it out as
I went.

I stiffened at the sound of something moving behind me.
I knew next to nothing about magic or the creatures that wielded it, had the bog not really been

dead?
“Where are you going? Oh my—” His startled, squeaky voice echoed off the stone. A small gasp

escaped him as he passed the full gore of the bog’s smashed head and walked to the center of the
small cell. “Glad I’m your friend and not foe.”

“Are you my friend . . . shifter?” I turned to face the small creature, my chapped lips pressed
together in a sharp line.

I really could trust no one, and I struggled to remember that.
Brown rat, which felt like a good name for him right now, stood on his back legs just out of the

shadows.
“Yes, and likely the only one you’ve got,” he bit out in his squeaky rat voice.
I wondered if it sounded like that normally.
“Tell me then, if you wanted to help me as you say, then why not shift into whatever it is you are

and set me free,” I said angrily.
I didn’t know who to trust. It seemed like everyone wanted me dead. Why would he be different?

Everyone in this place was so full of danger and hate.
Everyone.
“Who spilled? Another rodent in the dungeons I should worry about?” he asked playfully, even

though his deep brown rat eyes held a bit of sadness in their depths.
“A certain nine-tailed cat told me. He—”
“You saw Lord Alistair?” The rat raised his body in alarm as he scanned me from head to toe.

“You couldn’t have, you’re still alive,” he said in awe.
“I promise you that I did, now shift into something useful or leave,” I bit out, angry that I had

found even a small bit of comfort in him only to be deceived.



“You cannot leave this cell, Callie,” he said with a warning tone from the floor. “I don’t know
how Lord Alistair didn’t tear you to pieces, but I assure you that was a fluke. As much as it upsets me
that you are in the dangers of this realm and court, it is far more dangerous outside of this cell without
a way to get you to a portal.”

“He didn’t kill me for what I believe is the same reason you are here now. I understand it even
less than you, but animals have always been kind to me and I to them. Maybe it’s some sort of karma,
I don’t know,” I rambled, beginning to grasp the oddity of all the animals’ behavior to me over the
years.

I didn’t have time to worry about that now. I needed to get out of here before the guards returned.
I pressed the now hard bone key into the iron lock and tried to turn it with no luck.
It wouldn’t catch.
I pressed harder, careful not to snap the end off in the lock. Sweat droplets beaded across my

forehead as my panic began to flare.
“Shit!” I cried.
It wasn’t working.
“Callie, please! You cannot leave this cell yet. It is not safe for you out there! I am doing what I

can to convince him—”
“Convince who?” I paused and felt the blood drain from my face.
I turned to look down at the small creature.
“You know who,” he stated. “I’ve known him longer than most, and he can be reasoned with. I just

need to convince him to return you to the humans. I’m close, I know it. He will listen to me.”
“Return me to the humans so I can be a part of the genocide when you destroy us and take over?” I

said bitterly.
It all began to sink in. I had fallen into something much larger than I could have ever realized.

Even if I managed to escape, for how long would it be? Was I even escaping them once I returned
home?

A cold sweat sent chills down my spine
They would annihilate everything and everyone in the human realm if I didn’t find a way to stop

them.
I fell back against the iron bars. My body slid down limply until I sat with my knees pressed to my

chest on the musty stone floor. The distant rhythm of dripping water somewhere in the dungeon was
the only noise.

“I can’t let him take over the human world,” I whispered more to myself than brown rat.
What about Cecelia? Earl? Cliff? They would all die. Everyone would die.
“There is something different about you, Callie. I can convince him to keep you alive. I just need

more time. He’s not as horrible as most think. Please give me time, do not leave the safety of this
cell.”

I stood back up on shaky legs as I heaved out a long jagged breath. I removed the key, wiped the
bone on my dress, then re-inserted it into the cell’s keyhole. I needed away from these bars, away
from this place. It was doing something to me.

I looked at the heap of green bog on the floor.
I pressed the bone key up, this time putting pressure on the top.
Clink. It had hit the tumblers.
The cylinder shifted, opening the cell door.
My mouth hung open.



I turned to make eye contact with Brown rat, his tiny mouth slacked wide as we looked at each
other, shocked it had worked.

I bolted as fast as I could to the other side of the iron bars. The free side. I was at the end of the
long hallway. Cells lined the left side while torches hung on the right.

Silence.
Everyone was either asleep or dead. I took my first breath of musty freedom. I was so close. I

would get out of here and find the ring of destroying angel mushrooms—the portal. They would send
me home so I could alert the humans. Tell them . . .

I stilled.
Tell them what? That there was another world full of magical faeries? That in that world, the evil

Unseelie Fae fought against the good Seelie Fae for possession of our world? No one would believe
me.

Was I really that sure I wasn’t lying in a hospital with a head injury dreaming this all up?
I ran for the stairs I knew would be around the corner at the end of the hall, the same stairs the

prince had dragged me down.
A hard body slammed into my side, knocking the wind out of me.
“Please let me convince him to spare you, Callie. If he or anyone else finds you now, you are as

good as dead,” the tall brown-haired man spoke as he grabbed my arm and looked deep into my eyes.
Brown rat’s eyes stared back at me from the large man.
I stepped back to stare at him. In this form, he bore no resemblance to a rat save for his dark

brown hair and eyes. Easily six foot three with similar broad shoulders to the prince, though not as
muscular. He still looked athletic and lean with well-defined abs visible under his tight tunic. It
wasn’t the same warrior body of Prince Mendax though. I scanned his features in shock as the
recognition hit me.

“It was you. You were the guard they pulled from my cell!” I shoved free from his grip to take a
few steps back. “It was you who stood and whined at my cell to get in and kill me!”

Pain filled his eyes. “I wasn’t trying to kill you. I was trying to protect you. I had just come from
battle with the shadow army. I had fought in my wolf form, which tends to be a bit more . . . primal I
suppose. When I returned, my wolf found you, and I was overcome with the blinding need to protect
you.” He shook his head slightly, shaking his brown hair into his eyes before he brushed it back. “I
only shift into a few forms other than wolf, rat is one of them. I just needed to do what I could to keep
you as safe as I could until I could get you away from here.” He shook his head and looked down, hurt
and confusion marring his handsome face.

“You didn’t keep me safe from Mendax or the bog,” I retorted, trying to fight off a feeling of hurt.
“Where were you when your precious prince dragged me down a flight of stairs to see Alistair?” I bit
out angrily, my eyes no more than slits as I watched his face fall.

Were all these Fae so handsome? It was unsettling.
I stepped around him. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not your responsibility. Tell the rest of the

Unseelie animals to save themselves and stay far away from me.” I walked toward the stairs.
“I will escort you out. They will kill both of us if we are caught, but you stand no chance of

making it out of here alive otherwise,” he stated, grabbing my hand in his large palm as he guided me
faster down the hall.

“Tell me your name. Brown rat no longer suits you,” I said as I pulled my hand free from his,
forgetting the name rule.

“I will not tell you my name now, nor ever for that matter. I want to protect you, but I don’t trust



you if the prince doesn’t trust you, especially not with my name, but you may call me Walter,” he said,
gently grabbing my hand again.

He continued to pull me down the aisle of the dungeon. He was going to help me escape.
“What if they catch you?” Though I was upset with him, the thought of him getting killed on my

behalf sat heavily on my chest.
“Then I will die, I suppose,” he murmured as he pulled me behind him.
“Please don’t do this, Walter, just tell me where to go,” I pleaded to his back as he pulled me

along.
I expected the stairs to be farther away than they were. They had felt a lifetime away from my cell

when the guards had moved me.
We tore up the stone steps and out onto a small landing. It was obvious Walter was no stranger to

the castle. What did he do here that afforded him so much knowledge of the layout?
“What do you do here? What is your position in the Unseelie court, Walter?”
Did he have ulterior motives, perhaps, and he wasn’t actually helping me at all? He could be the

court’s executioner for all I knew. He had already lied to me once.
“Quiet. Stay in the dark as much as possible,” he ordered after I saw his features tense

momentarily.
I listened and pressed my back to the stone wall. His task of staying hidden seemed like an easy

feat when all I could see was darkness in the crevice of his back.
His broad, tapered body concealed me as he tucked me closer behind him and through a large iron

and wood door. The air shifted, no longer smelling musty. Only then did I realize we had left the
dungeon.

It was instantly brighter, though darkness still settled around us. It smelled luxurious with various
almost spicy scents. The air even felt rich and warm in contrast to the dungeon’s stuffy moist air. My
feet felt the contrast as well. Smooth black marble with thin veins of white and gray slapped coldly
against my feet. Walter stopped and turned his head to scowl his liquid brown eyes at me.

“If ever anyone believed you an assassin, they ought to listen to you walk, be quiet! We will never
escape with the sounds of your troll feet clapping for attention,” he scolded.

He was so tall he had to bend to whisper. Had I not been a prisoner in an unfamiliar realm, I
would probably have looked at Walter quite differently. He was beautiful. All the Fae seemed to be—
even the prince was uncomfortably attractive.

We were taught as kids that evil is ugly and crass and beauty is honest and good, but that is a
dangerous lie. It’s so much more unsettling for your villain to be ungodly good-looking. It made it
even harder to decipher the obscure feelings they elicited from your mind and body.

I rolled my eyes at his words. Troll feet. I was too distracted by his nearness to come up with a
retort. He was so different from a rat now.

Thinking of the rat reminded me of the fox. My curious mind forced me to ask in case I did die
before I could leave the castle’s walls.

“Have you ever seen a red fox that shimmers gold in the sun?” I whispered at his back.
He still held my hand as he guided me down yet another dark hallway, and I felt a sharp squeeze

before he abruptly stopped. He turned to face me.
“Why would you know anything about that?” he asked me, and for the first time, I saw cold anger

in his eyes, not unlike the horrible prince’s.
His jaw stiffened as he inspected me as though if he looked closely enough, I’d give a secret

away.



“I saw one back home . . . and here. I think it may have tried to stop me from going into the circle
of mushrooms—the portal. And when I was dying in the forest here, I saw two. I think the one was the
same possibly? I-I think it saved my life after the prince’s men stabbed me. It cried on my wound,
and-and I just came back with a fire in my veins,” I whispered.

Saying it all out loud felt so very different from what I heard inside my head. I still held solace in
the thought that none of this was real, that I’d surely wake up in the hospital with a head injury any
day now.

Walter dropped my hand. His eyes widened, and his mouth was open so wide I could see the back
of his throat. Obviously, he knew about the fox.

“That can’t be,” he murmured as he stared at me with open shock. “You saw the fox in the human
realm and in the Unseelie realm? You are certain?”

Goose bumps trailed my skin at the harsh look he gave.
“Is that bad? What is it?” I asked.
The fox couldn’t be that bad. It had saved my life and presumably had tried to keep me from the

portal to the Unseelie realm.
A loud creak from the floor down the hall broke the silence that surrounded us.
Walter shoved me back the way we had just come as he grabbed my hand once more and began

running us down yet another corridor I hadn’t even seen. He pushed me into what looked to be a linen
closet filled with laundry. The room was small, the size of a nice human bathroom. Darkness cloaked
the room as he pulled the black door closed behind him. There was a small light that softly
illuminated the wall. Did they have electricity?

The black marble floor’s polish gleamed in the flickering amber light. The walls looked modern
with a hint of a more traditional influence. All painted black with wainscoting trim and high ceilings.
Almost too modern to be considered gothic, but a malevolent feeling hung in the air, something that
shrouded everything, making it feel much more gothic than it initially looked.

Walter pressed in, holding the large black door closed. I stepped back to allow more space
between our bodies, but a rack of fabric shoved into my backside. I opened my mouth to ask about
their technologies upon seeing the light. At a squint, though, I realized it was a giant lightning bug that
sat on a small bench upon the tiny gold platform where a lightbulb would have been. It was ten times
larger than the lightning bugs at home. His face held a more sentient appearance. Of which I got to
inspect further after it turned its head to me and held a finger to its mouth in the universal sign to be
quiet.

I gaped at the fact that a lightning bug wall sconce had just told me to be quiet.
I looked up to see Walter chuckling as he watched me with glittering eyes. “I forget what a culture

shock you must be going through,” he whispered.
“Tell me about the fox,” I whispered, not having forgotten.
I needed to know what was going on. Why would the fox seek me out? I couldn’t form a plan to

get back home if I didn’t know all of the variables involved, and I had an odd hunch the fox was very
much involved.

He immediately looked angry and stared at the wall opposite us.
“I tell you this as a friend.” He stiffened, and I swear I heard a small growl from inside his chest.

“The only thing I know that can shift into a fox is an old line of Fae that I promise you want nothing to
do with. I don’t know why they would have an interest in you, but I can assure you, it’s not a good
thing,” he stated through a jaw clenched so tightly it looked painful.

Whoever the line of Fae was, it was clear he hated them.



“Why would Fae be in the human realm? It doesn’t surprise me that they showed up here, this is
their home, but in the human realm?” I asked, still struggling to put the pieces together. It felt like a big
piece was missing.

He moved from the door to step closer to me in the small room. Linen and soap fragrance wafted
toward me with his move. It was a pleasant change from the musty dungeon scent.

“Quite the contrary. It’s significantly more unsettling that you saw them here, in the Unseelie court.
They frequent the human realm as they were given passage. The fact that they set foot on Unseelie soil
uninvited and then used their powers to heal you is unsettling, to say the least. It seems they have
forged a plan that involves you in some way, which is far more dangerous than anything your human
mind will comprehend.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. Was he telling me these Fae walked around with the humans?
“I can hardly believe there is anything more dangerous than being a prisoner of the Unseelie

prince,” I whispered.
Something in the air seemed to shift. It was unsettling and caused my stomach to tighten.
“Oh, but there is. The only Fae that shift into fox are the royal children of the Seelie court, and by

Seelie law, you are now tied to one of them with your life. You’re at their command until they decide
to kill you,” he said before he shook his head softly. “Those bastards will never let you free. It
doesn’t matter what realm you go to now, the Seelie own you. The only solace you have is that they
did it on Unseelie soil, which violates a lot of rules.”

I clamored back as I tried to get my bearings and accidentally knocked a glass jar off the small
table behind me. It crashed to the floor and shattered, quickly ending our hushed conversation.

I looked up at Walter, knowing I had just doomed us.



Chapter 15



“C

Ready or Not, Here I Come

Mendax

ommander, repeat that one more time. This time though, remember that as your dead father
would attest, I am not the type of Fae that finds humor in incompetence,” I ground out, certain

there was no way I had heard the head of my shadow guards correctly.
“The human bludgeoned the forest bog and has escaped the dungeon. The shadow guards haven’t

seen her leave the castle’s gates. We believe she is still inside the castle.” The stoic man tried to
present himself as calm, but I could hear the tremble in his voice, the sour scent of his fear.

He was terrified, as he should be. No one was comfortable in the presence of a Smoke Slayer,
especially one with no conscience or feelings. He and I both knew that of all the evil that resided in
this court—my court—I was the last monster he should disappoint. Unlike the other heathens, I wasn’t
uncomfortable with my darkness. I reveled in it. I commanded it. Others’ lives or feelings meant
nothing to me. Friends or family, it didn’t matter to me.

Nothing mattered to me.
I could feel nothing.
I’d sooner kill my mother than relinquish the power I held over others and the fear I brought them.

Why? Because I could. What did anything matter? The only time I ever felt anything was as I watched
another suffer in the pain I caused them. I enjoyed that. I could almost imagine what it would be like
to feel those same feelings toward something else.

“You are telling me that the assassin, the very same weak assassin sent by the humans to kill your
ruler, now wanders about my castle?” I said incredulously as I watched his hand tremble.

He quickly moved his arms behind his back to hide the sheer terror, as if afraid I would feed off
it. I wasn’t in the least bit afraid of the human girl, but I wouldn’t deny my intrigue. Her tiny mouth
begged and pleaded, filled with nothing but helplessness every time I had seen her. There was no way
she could have taken down a forest bog by herself, let alone one that had tasted her fear. Someone had
helped her.

“Yes, sir, the shadow guards are searching the castle now. The only problem is—”
“What is the only problem, Commander?” I cut the stiff, grey-haired commander off.
I had quickly grown impatient, and the overwhelming need to watch something bleed increased

with every syllable he uttered.
“Your moth—the queen—is having a dinner party in the ballroom, my lord. The guards are, uh,

having a hard time searching that floor,” he mumbled, looking at the wall behind me.
“So they are afraid of dear old mumsie, is that what you’re telling me, Commander? Leave that



floor to me.” I chuckled at the thought.
If anyone rivaled my bad temper and vengeance, it was my mother, the Unseelie queen.

Reluctantly, she had remained queen after my father died, though she no longer bothered with any
courtly tasks or decisions. No, that was left to me. Though she threatens that if I don’t marry soon and
become king so she can be finished with her reign, she will bond me to another of her choosing. She
would too.

I’m certain the only thing that has stopped her thus far is simply that she despises every spineless
female here. If she bonds me to another, they get half of my powers, and she’d sooner feed herself to a
pit of zombified humans than share our powers with anyone else, even though it’s the only way I can
ascend the throne. She loathes humans quite possibly more than anyone. Anyone except me.

I stood, and my leathers let out a few small creaks as I stretched to my full height. I mostly did it
to remind the man in front of me how much smaller he was than me, how much weaker. I ought to kill
him for letting her escape, but I won’t. He expects it, and there is no fun in doing what people expect.
Maybe I will kill his wife as penance.

“Who left her cell unlocked? Send them to the blood forest,” I said as I pushed in the chair to my
desk.

My blood had already begun to thrum with the excitement of hunting the girl.
“No one, sir. She severed a bone from the forest bog and somehow fashioned a key out of it. It

was still in the lock when we arrived.”
My boots stilled as I turned to face the armored commander. Intrigue tingled at the base of my

skull.
“And how exactly did she kill the bog?”
Ice flowed through my veins. If he says—
“A brick, Your Highness. It had been chiseled out from the library wall. She beat him with it until

he was unrecognizable,” the man said, sounding slightly impressed.
It must have been a full-on massacre for him to sound like that.
“Call off the shadow guards, Commander. They are no longer needed,” I said, towering over the

large Fae. “Our little whore had help, and I know exactly where he takes her.”
“But sir—”
It was too late. I was already out the door of my war room and headed for the fourth floor.

Interesting creature, this girl. Assassin or not, she was very intriguing. Disgusting and deserving of
only death, but intriguing nonetheless.



Chapter 16



“W

The Air of Freedom

Callie

e need to get to the roof,” Walter murmured almost to himself as he pulled me behind him.
He was fast, and I was having a hard time staying on my feet behind him. A few times, I

had tried to move to his side but was quickly shoved behind the protective wall of his back. I needed
to ditch him, but the more hallways and empty rooms we ventured through, the more I worried about
getting caught. We had already experienced a few close calls with servants wandering about the halls
dressed in finery. The black suits they all wore reminded me of something between renaissance and
modern formal wear.

It seemed counterproductive to be going to the roof, but I trusted he knew where was best to go.
He continued to keep me hidden behind him. Though whether that was for my sake or his, I couldn’t
say.

Up yet another winding flight of stairs. This set seemed to climb forever, tucked into an intricate
corner of a humungous room. I paused to take in the startling luxury of the large room.

White fur rugs covered the vast space between us and the large door. The ceilings had to be
twenty feet high with beautiful slate-colored walls. Intricate crown molding lined the ceiling and
various other nooks in the room. Several black crystal chandeliers hung in the center of the room. I
could see another of the large sparkling crystal lights hanging outside the door. I gasped when I
realized it was a bedroom. Against the far back wall rested a huge black canopy bed with a fluffy and
prim-looking black and gray bedspread tucked neatly in.

Oh god. We were in someone’s room.
My heart pounded so hard I could have passed out.
“Walter! This is someone’s room! We need to get out!” I whisper-shouted.
The panic somehow seemed to grow. The anticipation of getting caught was seemingly more

frightening than if I had actually been caught. Like a bad game of hide-and-seek, but if we were found,
we would die.

“I know the owner, they aren’t in it right now. He’s helping a human escape,” he whispered back
to my gaping face as he glanced in all directions.

Holy shit. This was his room.
“If we can get through that hallway, there is a room just past the ballroom where we can access

the roof.” He grabbed my hand again, ready to pull me to the door.
I stopped him and pulled my hand free. I couldn’t let him go any farther, I just couldn’t. I didn’t

want his life held in my hands, and I didn’t know how much I trusted him now after seeing his opulent



bedroom. Why would he help me if he was this close to them?
“Tell me what to do after I reach the roof. You can’t go with me any farther,” I stated, not leaving

room for discussion as we stared into each other’s frightened eyes.
“I will show you. There is a portal on the roof. I don’t know much about it, but I know that it will

at least get us out of here, and no. I’m not leaving you. I need to know why my wolf is drawn to you,
but also because my allegiance lies with the Unseelie crown, and I will not let you harm him should
you actually be an assassin. I will die to protect him, so I will be your escort until you are gone from
here.”

My feet pawed at the soft carpet. The trail of dirt I’m certain I left would be enough to give away
our location if I didn’t get my filthy body off the soft white rugs.

I would lose him once I knew where the portal was, and he would return to the castle safely.
Walter pulled at me, but I took the lead and stepped into the hallway. My feet found the marble

floor of the hall, and the cold they had felt in the dungeon returned. The hallway was large, still dark
in color but brighter in lighting. I didn’t have to squint and could see everything clearly. Instead of a
door on the right of the hallway, large archways led to a black-and-white checkered floor. I ended up
standing in the wide entrance of one of the entryways to the ballroom.

The ballroom filled with dancing people.
They all gasped and mumbled at the sight of me.
I was too stunned to move.
Hundreds of pristinely attired Fae stood in the expanse, watching me. My stomach fell through my

feet, and the blood ran from my face. There was no escaping—they all saw me. There was no
questioning I was a prisoner from my filthy attire, and there was no mistaking that I was human. Even
the few that seemed to resemble a human vibrated that they were a different, more beautiful species.
Wings, fangs, and claws snagged my attention like sprinkles of death throughout the crowd. Hate and
destruction clouded the air immediately. Every single one of them had the look of a predator. Even the
small friendly-looking ones held an air of mischief when their eyes caught me. If looks could kill, I
would have disintegrated on the spot.

“Oh shit,” murmured Walter, sliding in behind me as he looked out to the crowd of Fae guests that
watched us.

“It seems our first course has been delivered early.”
The voice stopped the flow of blood in my veins. It was like terror had its own music, and she

was the composer.
The crowd of predators parted, letting through the rhapsodist.
Glittering black vines from an onyx crown seemed to command their own respect upon her head.

The vines dripped down her stunning face, snaking elegantly around her fragile-looking throat before
blending into a black velvet dress that clung to her feminine curves. Blood-red lips pulled up in a
sinister smile as if she truly had been gifted a present.

The woman took a step toward us. The dress elegantly trailed behind her as the people closest to
her bowed their heads and stepped farther back. This continued as the crowd parted, and she walked
closer to us.

“My queen, I—” Walter stuttered, placing himself between the two of us.
Closer now, her eyes scanned me, and her nostrils flared slightly. Something in her eyes seemed

to light with fire suddenly.
Black wings, like those of a butterfly, shot out of her back, casting a menacing gray shadow over

her face. She moved fast, instantly thrusting a bare arm toward me. Black painted the tip of her



graceful finger, quickly bleeding as it grew down her hand until it dripped across her skin like she
had dipped her fingers into ink. The air crackled with power. Smoke rose from her now inky hands.
Her blood-red lips pulled into a malicious smile.

“Run,” Walter whispered to me with quiet urgency as he shoved my shoulder so hard toward the
hallway I almost fell onto the floor.

The action shook me out of my trance of panic, and I spared a last look at Walter. The smoke from
the queen’s black hands shot toward him. I heard a loud pop, and the sound seemed to shake my eyes
as I watched Walter transform into a larger-than-average dark-gray wolf.

“Walter!” I shrieked, barely hearing my cries over the hard slap of marble under my feet.
There was only one opening at the end of the hall, and I took it. It was another large archway that

led to yet another luxurious and expansive room.
Shit!
I spun around inside it. It was just a room, there was no exit to the roof!
There! Tucked in the back corner. A small door to the roof.
My breath threatened to stop completely as I slammed into the door, and I struggled desperately to

use my shaking hand and turn the knob. Finally, it gave way and opened.
My eyes adjusted to the darkness and saw a large flat roof surrounded by a portcullis, the gray

stone now a charcoal color with the drizzle of falling rain. I closed the door behind me and pressed
my back against it as I struggled to catch my breath. The roof was empty. I was safe for the moment.

The night sky was a dreary bluish gray, only brightened slightly by small eruptions of lightning
that backlit the clouds with a warm yellow. The soft pitter-patter of rain filled my senses. It was
almost peaceful. The taste of fresh air in my lungs felt invigorating. I was outside again.

I was so close.
Thoughts of Walter flashed in my mind. Was he dead? I callously shook the thoughts off. I needed

to find the portal. He could handle himself.
I stumbled to the front corner and leaned over the portcullis to see what lay below the castle.
Panic shot through me, and I fell to the hard floor. My butt slid back against the rough rooftop as I

scrambled to get away from the short wall. The drop was so much farther down than I ever could
have imagined.

The castle was nestled against the farthest edge of a mountain. It was huge in and of itself but was
made even taller and more frightening by the precipice of the mountain’s edge.

Where was the fucking portal? Where was it!?
Nothing was on the roof but short walls and a drop to your death.
I pushed myself farther back, and the roof scraped against my rear as I sought to get farther away. I

had expected it to be a steep drop, but I had no idea just how high.
I continued to scoot farther back. I just needed away from that ledge.
Please get me out of here, anyone—I just want to go home.
Sobs racked my body. The hot tears that fell down my cheeks were a startling contrast to the cold

rain that fell upon the rest of my body.
A low note of thunder rumbled deeply across the expanse.
Goose bumps rose across my skin, paired with an unsettling feeling, as I slowly turned around.
A shadow fell over me, blanketing me with terror.
My eyes traveled up from his black boots as they dripped with the falling rain.
It was as though he had fallen from the sky silently.
Several black leather strappings and buckles covered his broad chest. A black cape billowed in



the wind behind him as he watched me, his pale blue eyes pinned on me with icy ferocity. His wings
were spread wide, taking up too much space on the rooftop. Raindrops fell through the black smoke
as if afraid to touch it.

“No,” I whispered, scrambling to get back on my feet. “No! No, please!”
He strode forward, his long muscular legs covering the ground too quickly. I spasmed with fear as

I tried to scrape myself away from him, but he was too fast, too big.
His palm fisted my hair, wrenching my neck back.
I cried out as he yanked me to my feet by the fistful of matted hair. He roughly pulled me closer to

him.
I looked up, fighting against the rain to look into his cold blue eyes. I tried desperately to kick and

scream, but the few hits that connected against his hard stomach and thighs seemed to hurt me and not
him. Even standing as he was, he towered over me as if I still lay on the ground.

“Please, you’re hurting me,” I cried, feeling completely helpless.
“Why won’t you die?” His voice was so quiet and deep. It was like a tiger’s growl, powerful

even in a whisper.
My arms pushed against his chest as I tried to balance myself and ease the pain on my scalp from

his grip.
His pale eyes flickered as I touched him. Something seemed to pull at them cracking his stoic

expression. Confusion crinkled his eyes as he inspected my features, so close now I could smell his
spicy fragrance. He was ungodly attractive, like an angel of death.

Out of nowhere, a gray blur slammed into him, loosening his grip and sending us both to the
ground. My body moved me away from the predator before my mind had even registered the
command.

A large gray wolf bit into the prince’s throat.
Walter!
A yelp rang out as Prince Mendax slammed the wolf to the ground with a grunt.
“After everything we’ve been through, you betray me.”
The large wolf got up and strode in front of me with a low growl, guarding me.
I couldn’t let him do this again. I would not let him die for my sake.
“Walter! No!” I shouted as I attempted to move in front of him.
The prince straightened slightly as one small corner of his mouth curled up.
“How sweet.” He looked from me to Walter. “The human assassin protects you. I wonder how far

she’ll go to save you, brother?”
Brother? Well, that explains the room.
A snake of black smoke shot out from his hand, wrapping around Walter’s furry throat. It was only

then I realized he hadn’t really been fighting the wolf. Rather, he’d been playing with him.
“No! Please, let him go! Take me! It was my idea! I convinced him, it’s not his fault!” I shouted as

I ran to Walter.
The smoke snake wrapped around the wolf’s neck drew a gargled choking sound from Walter as it

squeezed, still attached by a smokey trail to Mendax.
“I must commend you. I thought it was impressive, the scheme you two worked out. Walter kills

the bog while you fashion some sort of key? I’m just dying to hear all about it,” Mendax said
pleasantly as a twitch of his fingers caused the smoke snake to constrict tighter around the wolf's
neck.

“Stop now! He had nothing to do with this! I killed the bog, I used the acid to soften the bone, I



carved the key, and I escaped!” I cried, trying to break whatever hold the smoke had on Walter, but it
was no use.

My hands swatted through the smoke as if it wasn’t even there. All the while, it held as strong as
steel against my friend’s throat. I ran to Mendax and slammed my fists against his chest and arms,
blinded by adrenaline and panic for Walter.

He chuckled lightly.
This was a game to him.
“When you told me all your theories about the human girl, I had no idea you meant to actually

become a traitor with her,” Mendax said, keeping his eyes pinned on the choking wolf.
He hooked his pointer finger toward himself, and slowly the smoke pulled the fighting wolf to the

front of his boots. The horrible prince reached down and picked up the wolf by the scruff of his neck.
The smoke dissipated as soon as his arm had reached through it, thoroughly commanded by him and
only him.

Collecting a whimper from Walter, the prince lifted the large wolf as if he were a piece of paper.
He moved swiftly against the pelting rain, lifting the lupine until he was high over the roof’s edge.
High above the empty precipice below.

Lightning flashed, silhouetting their bodies against the gray sky.
He was going to drop him.
“Please! No! Stop!” I tried desperately to tug Mendax backward from the edge.
“Finish him or I will,” stated a familiar cold voice.
The queen stood in the center of the roof, her black dress shimmering in the shadows of the night.

Several of the Fae from the ballroom stood behind her as more poured in from the open door.
“Hello, mother dear,” the prince bit out, a hint of irritation in his voice. “Why don’t you go back

to your little party and let me handle this,” he said, still holding the wolf over the ledge.
“Well, it is my sister’s child you hold over the portcullis,” she said matter-of-factly. “And had you

truly taken care of it, my party wouldn’t have been ruined by a human.”
She crossed her arms. They looked normal again, save for a small bit of black near her pointer

finger that had just flared. “As a matter of fact, had you truly taken care of it, my love, there would
have been no more humans,” she sang, her voice dripping with hate.

The hulking prince rolled his eyes. “Get back inside, now.”
The air rumbled with his words as raw power pulsed from him. Even the scary Fae in the back

shrank away with his words.
The queen flinched.
Holy shit, was she afraid of him?
“Not until you finish the traitor off. You see, my friends missed out on their dinner”—she looked

me over briefly—“and I feel I owe them some entertainment now to make up for it,” she purred.
“I have all kinds of entertainment for you now, mother.” The prince grabbed a handful of my hair

again. “You see, I’ve just taken a new pet.” He looked to the wolf with a devilish smirk and a
glimmer in his eye. “Don’t worry, brother, I’ll take extra good care of her,” he whispered darkly as
he looked back to me, and his eyes devoured my body as the rain continued to pelt us.

He opened his hand and dropped Walter.
“Nooo!” I screamed as I watched Walter, still in his wolf form, fall from the roof. Down, down,

down until there was nothing left to see but darkness; his shape grew smaller and smaller until there
was nothing.

I looked up in horror to see the dark prince staring at me, his smile now gone. His eyes traced



every horrified line of my face.
“Move her cage to my room,” he said loudly, his eyes still holding mine.
I gripped his arm in panic and tried to pull it free from my hair.
“Disgusting. I’d rather you throw her over the ledge too,” said the queen, standing like she was

bored at a BBQ. “Have your fun, but make certain she’s dead before next week, or I will handle it,”
she bit out, each word laced with venom.

She turned and walked through the doors as the guards and the other Fae followed close behind.
Mendax loosened his grip on my hair slightly, staring into my eyes as if he would find a secret

hidden behind my pupils.
“You have turned my best men against me. First Alistair, now Walter. Somehow my men have

failed to kill you now three times. I will not.”



Chapter 17



I

The Snare is Set

Mendax

leaned against the wall as rain pelted me, hidden by shadows and smoke. They would walk through
that door any minute now. Unless they didn’t make it past my mother.

The door opened, and the girl practically fell onto the roof, sliding her small frame against the
door as if her little body would keep it closed.

All my senses reached for more as soon as I saw her.
She quickly scanned the roof looking for something. The shadows cloaked me as I watched her

large innocent eyes search in panic. She was breathing hard, her full chest rose and fell heavily.
It never ceased to amaze me what idiots humans were.
A thrum of excitement passed through me as I watched her. She had no idea her biggest threat

lurked in the shadows, taking in her every move.
In truth, I could understand why Walter had been deceived by her. She was unlike any other

creature I’d come across. On the outside, she appeared innocent and weak, but I knew better. I’d seen
a fire flash in her eyes, a burning madness that threatened to push her to the edge. I wanted to be the
one to shove her into the fire.

There was a pull to her that just didn’t make sense. It was wrong for a human to have such an
effect on us . . . on me. I knew she was affecting the animals somehow—that was why Walter, the ever
heroic man he was, couldn’t help himself, same with Alistair. I had no animal in me, but gods was I
effected by her presence. I hated it.

She leaned over the castle’s edge and quickly stumbled back, falling on her ass. She sobbed as the
rain poured down on her. The filth of the dungeon seemed to wash away from her skin the more the
rain fell on her.

I shifted, needing a better look at the spots on her shoulders. The tiny speckles of sun. I had
noticed them on her nose the first night I saw her—it was one of the few things I could see on her that
night. In the darkness of the mangled forest, they had fascinated me. Even once I had returned to the
castle, they stole my thoughts. So much so that I had to go to the library to find out what they were. We
had a small bit of the sun during the day in the Unseelie realm, but it was more of a gray haze. Nothing
that would cause what they called “freckles.”

Walter had tried repeatedly to get me to free the girl, which was quite unlike him to favor a
human. To say I was shocked when he had tried to break her free would have been an understatement.
He had grown up here, a brother in every sense except blood. One of the few people I tolerated. I
suppose he wasn’t thinking, his needs too primal in the middle of his shift but maddening nonetheless.



I watched him go to her as a stupid rat and climb all over her little body, and she obviously
enjoyed his company.

What would it feel like if she looked at me that way?
Imagine his surprise when one day he crawled out to find me. He told me wild theories of why

she was different and that he couldn’t help it, that he needed to protect her. I nearly killed him then.
She was mine—my prisoner.
He told me he would leave her alone, begged me to return her to safety.
Seems he had other plans.
He had no idea what he was doing. A brat ever since my aunt died and dumped him here. He

thought he would get her past the guards and take her to the hidden portal. It didn’t matter that he
didn’t know where it was or how to use it.

He was a fool and would pay for his mistakes as soon as I saw him, if the human assassin hadn’t
killed him first. That seemed unlikely. She trained with humans, so even as a skilled human assassin,
Walter would easily over power her.

I silently moved behind her and waited.
Her shoulders shook with her sobs. The rain pulled away the gray dirt of her skin, and her red

hair was matted in such a dense ball it presented a patch of her smooth neck.
My hand clenched involuntarily at the sight.
The memory of how soft her skin had felt under my fingertips clouded my mind. I itched to see if

other parts of her were as soft.
My wings unfurled silently, stretching wide.
Shit.
I clenched my fists at my side.
I would never degrade myself by touching a human in such a way. They were the lowest scum

created, and I refused to debase myself with the thought of how delicately soft her skin was.
I reveled in it. The moment she felt my presence behind her.
She turned, and pure terror filled her sweet doe eyes.
My breath caught tight in my chest at the sight of her. Thankfully it was controlled, not giving

anything away. The rain and tears had stripped the dirt from her face.
Was this the same girl?
The night she had been sent to assassinate me was a blood moon, and darkness shrouded the

creatures of the night everywhere they ventured. No matter what realm, everything was darker and
harder to see during a blood moon. It’s why we had chosen that night. But with that cloak of darkness,
I hadn’t been able to see her face quite like I could now, with some of the grime and mud not
camouflaging her features.

She was incandescently beautiful.
The kind of beauty you hear of but never witness. The kind that crawls inside your mind and

haunts you until it destroys everything and consumes your soul.
Upon seeing me, she cried out, shouting as if someone would come and help her.
Apparently, she still hadn’t realized no one was coming for her, nor would they ever.
She was mine now.
I was still frozen, caught up in watching her.
This would end now. This distraction would end now.
Angry, I stepped forward and grabbed her matted red hair.
“Please, you’re hurting me,” she cried.



Even the unique silkiness of her voice had crept inside my mind. I would rip her head from her
shoulders for making me feel this way. Human filth.

“Why won’t you die?” I growled as my frustration caused my wings to pulse.
Her arm pushed against my thigh in an attempt to free herself. The touch simmered through my

leathers and forced me to wonder what her fingertips would feel like.
What has happened to me?
I was the Unseelie prince, soon-to-be king. I felt nothing for humans other than hatred. What—
Walter slammed into me with force, knocking us all to the ground.
There he was, traitor.
I slowed myself and let him feel like he was in control. He wrapped his jaws around my throat

with a deep growl, and I had to fight back a bloodthirsty smile.
This was what I knew. These were feelings I was familiar with.
Killing.
He was like a brother to me, yet here he crouched with his shifter teeth pressed against my neck.

He had trained with me enough times to know better.
A yelp rang out as I slammed him to the ground with a grunt. That should shake him out of

whatever delusion he held toward the human.
He knew better than most exactly how much I enjoyed inflicting pain on others.
His compassion and closeness to me were the sole reasons half of the people I ruled over hadn’t

been slaughtered. Yet.
“After everything, you betray me,” I growled at him.
The idiot got up and moved his body in front of the girl’s, blocking her protectively as he snarled

at me.
Something foreign rippled through my gut.
I didn’t like him near her, keeping her from me. It made me want to kill them both more.
She shouted something and ran to stand in front of him.
What the fuck? Why would she risk her life for his? He was weak but still much stronger than her.
“How sweet. The human protects you. I wonder how far she’s willing to go to save you, brother?”
I never played well with others, and apparently, I wouldn’t begin to now. If he thought he had a

chance at taking something, anything, that was mine, then he desperately needed a reminder of who he
was playing with.

I unfurled my fingers; my magic absolutely itched to see blood.
“No! Please let him go! Take me! It was my idea! I convinced him, it’s not his fault!” she shouted,

running to Walter’s side.
What?
This human bitch was going to trade her life for a shifter she barely even knew. She’d only even

been here a few weeks.
An ache pulsed through me.
Half the Unseelie realm would gladly die for me, but it would be from fear. Fear from me or

whatever devastation would take them all once the Smoke Slayer was no longer here to protect them.
My fist clenched inadvertently.
My smoke snake wrapped around the wolf’s neck, drawing a gargled choking sound from him as

it squeezed tightly.
“I must say, I thought it was very impressive the scheme you two worked out. Walter kills the bog

while you fashion some sort of key? I’m just dying to hear all about it,” I said, a twitch of my fingers



causing the smoke to tighten further around his neck. I wanted him to hurt.
I want everyone to hurt.
“Stop now! He had nothing to do with this! I killed the bog, I used the acid to soften the bone, I

carved the key, and I escaped!” the tiny human cried, trying to break the smoke’s grip on Walter, but it
was no use.

Her hands swatted through the smoke as if it wasn’t even there. That was stupid. Only Smoke
Slayers commanded the smoke—didn’t they teach her anything during her training?

The girl bravely ran to me.
She was so small compared to us. She punched and kicked at my chest wildly. It was kind of . . .

cute. I couldn’t help but laugh.
When was the last time I actually felt anything enough to laugh?
This was starting to get messy, and I needed to finish this.
“When you told me all of your theories about the human girl, I had no idea you meant to become a

traitor with her,” I said, never removing my eyes from the choking wolf.
I could easily tell if he was lying; he was the closest thing I had to a friend.
I summoned my magic to bring him closer.
His eyes held an innocent gleam as I moved him in front of my feet.
Something more was going on, and I didn’t think he understood it enough to be capable of lying to

me.
Shit.
The others were coming, their heartbeats flooding into my senses.
Well, I suppose now I’d have to be deceitful. At least until I found out more. I enjoyed killing. I

enjoyed the way it made me feel, but I had very few people I could trust, and Walter had been one of
them. It would be smart to learn more before I killed him.

Poor mother.
I grabbed Walter roughly by the scruff and lifted him over the roof’s edge. His eyes went so wide

the whites made an appearance from panic.
Be calm. My eyes silently spoke to his, the way only those closest to you could interpret. I

glanced dramatically back to where the queen and her cronies began filtering through the door. He
glanced back with a small nod of understanding.

It was performance time.
Lightning flashed against the gray sky.
“Please! No! Stop!”
The girl was physically trying to pull me away from the ledge. Gods, she was beautiful.
And stupid.
A small smile tugged at the corner of my mouth before I fought it away.
Walter saw it and drew his furry brows together in confusion. I never smiled.
“Finish him or I will,” mother stated.
I rolled my eyes at her dramatics.
The queen stood in the center of the roof. I could see how conflicted she was. She was ruthless,

but not to my extent. She liked Walter. Probably more than me, but reputation was everything here, and
with such an audience, I knew she wouldn’t show an ounce of weakness, or they would use it against
us.

“Mother dear. Why don’t you go back to your little party and let me handle this,” I said, still
holding Walter over the ledge as I tightened my grip on him.



“Well, it is my sister’s child you hold over the portcullis,” she said matter-of-factly. “And had you
truly taken care of it, my party wouldn’t have been ruined by a human.”

She crossed her arms. She was angry, and her magic strained against her fingers turning them
black.

“As a matter of fact, had you truly taken care of it, my love, there would have been no more
humans,” she trilled.

She despised humans. Possibly even more than the Seelie—maybe not.
She would do anything to ruin the Seelie since Queen Saracen had taken the throne.
Taking the human realm had been her idea. It burned her alive that the Seelie were granted access

to the human realm and not us. That the Seelie were given something we weren’t. She let jealously
rule her decisions. Another reason she was a weak queen. Emotions and feelings had no place here.

“Get back inside, now,” I commanded her, letting the tiniest wisp of power leak through my
words. Enough that they would know I meant my words.

“Not until you finish the traitor and the human off. You see, my friends missed out on their
dinner”—she looked the human over briefly—“and I feel I owe them some entertainment to make up
for it,” she purred dramatically.

I wasn’t certain I was ready to give up my new toy just yet—I still needed to break it.
“I have all kinds of entertainment for you now, Mother.” I reached out and grabbed a handful of

the human’s wet and matted hair.
She tried to slap me away. Cute.
“You see, I’ve just taken a new pet.” I looked back to Walter, his feet still dangling in the

bottomless night sky.
With the slightest nod that he and only he could see, I spoke my message to him.
“Don’t worry, brother, I’ll take extra good care of her,” I whispered, heavy on the theatrics as I

let my eyes take in her tight body.
He breathed a relieved sigh so deep I saw if from my peripherals.
Then, I opened my hand dramatically and dropped him.
I waited to feel something like a pit in my stomach, something like a feeling of regret, but as usual,

nothing came. I shrugged, thinking surely I would have enjoyed that more. I usually loved dropping
bodies from high places.

He didn’t even know I’d dropped him into the hidden portal.
For all he knew, I was killing him.
I stifled another smile at the thought of him landing in the golden seas. It was Seelie, the only

place this portal traveled, hence why it was never used, and only about a handful of our line’s kings
and queens had even known of it.

Mother and I did.
Now it was the human’s turn to die, and she would not be so lucky.
The sharp wail of the girl pierced the pitter-patter of raindrops, startling me.
Why did she cry for him?
I watched as her eyes seemed to morph, the sadness seemed to wrestle with fire, and for less than

a second, I saw a flash of her darkness.
It was her who had killed the forest bog. I had no doubt now. Why did she continue to act so sweet

and innocent when obviously capable of something so impressive as severing a man’s finger and
carving it into a key?

My interest in the human flared dangerously. The thoughts of what darkness pulsed behind her



large doe eyes were enough to cause a tightening of the leathers that covered my groin.
“Move her cage to my room,” I stated to the guards that hovered nearby.
I couldn’t seem to peel my eyes away from the dirty ball of flesh in front of me. I tightened my

grip on her hair. What would my new pet look like after it had been given a bath? Curiosity slithered
into my mind like a snake. A little fun before I killed her wouldn’t hurt me.

It would most definitely hurt her.
“Disgusting. I’d rather you throw her over the ledge too,” said the queen standing bored. She

knew I had just dropped Walter into the portal—her heart rate had slowed significantly. “Have your
fun, but make certain she’s dead before next week, or I will handle it.” She turned and walked through
the doors, followed by her guards and the other Fae.

Despite the many mats, Callie’s hair felt soft in my grip. I felt each wet strand brush the
underbelly of my palm like a caress. My grip loosened quickly. Poison may as well have rubbed
against my hand.

“You’ve turned my best men against me. First Alistair, now Walter. Somehow my men have failed
to kill you now three times. I will not,” I threatened.

I have never wanted to kill someone more in all my years. To be rid of this girl that has wriggled
into my mind like a maggot. She was a human.



Chapter 18



“N

A New Cage

Callie

o fucking way,” I whispered to myself.
Bars of faint charcoal smoke walled a six-foot circle around me.

Time and time again, I had tried to force my body through the teasingly opaque wisps of smoke
that formed my new prison. It was the worst taunting of hope imaginable. A prison of smoke that
teased your mind with shifts and swirls, believing a weak point has formed only to touch it and be
disappointed.

It may as well have been iron for all the more it gave. Anger and sadness ripped through me as a
vision of Walter being dropped into the abyss flashed through my mind.

He died because of me. Because he helped me.
A prickle of dreaded understanding began to unfurl within me, like a mosaic of puzzle pieces

slowly coming together. Things I had struggled to understand began to make sense the moment I saw
the dark queen. Understanding began to crack like a vein through the broken glass of my mind.

How would I escape? Could I do this? What if I failed? At least I was free from the dungeon.
I sat against the smokey rail and pulled my knees tight against my chest. It would be all right.
It had to be.
The cage’s ceiling was a peaked blanket of smoke that hovered and shifted hypnotically with the

air. It was eight feet tall at least and didn’t seem to take up a fraction of space in the obscenely large
room.

It was similar in style to the one I had been in earlier with the staircase, with one large difference.
Actias luna—the beautiful sherbet green moths—clung to the matte black walls. Hundreds of them

scattered and dotted the walls of the large room, giving the illusion of a beautifully contrasted
wallpaper. They moved their wings slowly—not fluttering, but smooth and deliberate against the dark
walls. Mendax had said they were his pets. How poetic to be caged with the creature I had chased for
years.

My neck spasmed slightly as the kink of manipulation settled into my shoulders, heavy with
burden. It was clear now. Why, all those years ago before he left, the man I had once trusted, the one I
leaned on—my best friend—had fueled my interest in the luna moth. He knew my obsession with
wings.

What a fool I had been.
Something blurred in my peripheral vision, and my body immediately tensed.
Prince Mendax waltzed into the room, dropping his cape on the giant black four-poster bed as he



passed. His gaze was as harsh as it had been on the roof before the guards had hauled me here.
I looked away, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing the fear that filled my eyes.
Instead, I took stock of the nearly empty room. Large windows that climbed floor to ceiling were

the only real light, and even that was sparse. Long black draperies pulled to each side of the
enormous windows. The light that filtered in as the moon illuminated the room was hazy and silver
but much brighter than I would have ever expected. I could see details in the delicate scrolls of
appliqués that laced the dresser and the chandelier’s reflection off the shiny marble floor in the room
behind me. Even the intricate gold details of fancy bathroom fixtures glimmered to life with the touch
of moonlight.

“Callie, Callie, Callie.” His deep voice sliced the silence of the room like a knife as he walked
closer to my cage.

He stopped in front of the cage and crossed his arms with a smirk plastered on his handsome face.
A cold sparkle lived in his eyes when he watched me now.

“I’d almost forgotten that dull name of yours.” He took a step closer and bent down, squinting at
me with theatrical concern.

I scowled back at him.
“No,” he said as he stepped back and straightened to his full intimidating height again. His black

shirt pulled tightly against the muscles on his shoulders and arms as he wrapped them across his
chest. He rested his chin against the palm of his hand thoughtfully. “You still haven’t realized how
incredible it is that you gave me your name.”

I pulled my dress down, trying to cover the bare flesh that was flashing him. I had more important
things to care about than my modesty, but I still didn’t like the way the sharp lines of his jaw seemed
to clench when he tracked my body's movements.

He was dangerous.
You could feel it like a suffocating cloud when he was near. It began to concern me more why he

hadn’t just dropped me off the roof with Walter.
“Do you know how many Fae have the ability to impel? To seep into your mind and melt it as they

wish?” He paused for a moment, then continued when no answer came. “Two.” His eyes flashed
wickedly. “And I killed the other.”

My skin prickled with the thought of how powerful he must be to have killed the other. It didn’t
seem like that kind of magic would be given to someone weak.

I was doing my best to ignore him, to not give in to my fear, but my eyes betrayed me. It was like a
magnet pulled them to his features. The sharp, cruel lines of his face made it impossible not to stare.
He was the most horrifyingly beautiful creature. You knew you should run and hide from him, but
instead, he consumed you, occupying all your senses in beautiful wonderment.

“I hold your name as a whisper on the tip of my tongue, pet. One command, and you will pull your
fingernails off. I could force you to beg for me until your voice gives out. I could manipulate your
mind to crave me and melt it.” He spoke confidently as power coated his words.

He wasn’t making threats. Obviously, he wanted to gauge my reaction as he toyed with his mouse.
I glared at him.

Those eyes. It was as if they could see into me.
“Then do it already. Kill me. Why drag this torture out longer?”
Fuck. Had I just said that out loud? Why did I taunt him?
His dark brow quirked slightly in challenge, but the evil tug that pulled at his lips was the most

unsettling of all his movements yet.



“Because you, my pet, have a party to go to before I kill you.” His voice even seemed to smile
now.

Dusty, stale fear clung to my throat. A party full of clawed, evil Fae.
Perfect.
I’d never make it out of that room alive with the hate these creatures held for humans. I was no

match for their wings and teeth.
“Fighting isn’t just with fists, Callie. You’re a smart woman. Use what you have.”
Alistair’s words rang in my ear, fighting away the surrender that had begun to cloud my thoughts.
I would leave this Unseelie castle if it were the last thing I did.
I watched as the prince of smoke turned and removed his dark tunic, turning his muscled back to

me as he continued to undress.
In the wild, animals didn’t leave their back open unless they either trusted what lay behind them

or considered them too weak to do any harm.
I made a silent vow as my eyes followed the pale silhouette of the man in front of me. I would do

anything I needed to reach my goals, and I wouldn’t stop now. I would figure a way out of this
disgusting place of evil and return to my home of happy sunlight. No matter what it took.

“What are you staring at, monster?” I snarled.
The prince had turned back to face me bare chested, with his shirt in hand. He watched,

differently than before.
His body was full of lines and dents where muscles I’d never even seen on humans cut into his

body. My stupid eyes lingered on the deep V of that cut down to his groin area. God, what a waste of
a gorgeous body on a monster like him. My primal insides stupidly didn’t seem to care that he was
evil. It had been a very, very, very long time since I had been involved in any coital activities. All I
ever did was work, and now the feminine parts of my body—surely consumed with their own
madness—took it upon themselves to whimper a breath of hunger.

If I could have suffocated that breath, I would have.
“Tonight, the entire Unseelie court will gather to look at my human pet, and I can’t have you

looking like that. Filthy human, you may be, but you will look your best as my filthy human pet.” He
walked close enough to the bars of my cage that the smoke reached out to touch him.

I scooted back until the wall of cold smoke stopped me.
He leaned in and gripped a bar in each hand just above his head. He pushed his head between the

bars slowly, and the smoke whispered away, letting his face and chest into the cage. I was trapped.
A cruel look took hold of his eyes. It was almost sultry as the thin line of his mouth pulled slightly

up at one side. His blue eyes were the iciest blue color, like water near an iceberg in the coldest sea.
His black hair was tied loose in a knot behind his head, showing his pointed ears.

This close, I couldn’t help but stare at his mouth. I was pressed as far away from him as I could
get, but it wasn’t far enough. Shadows of black stubble covered his sharp jaw and chin. I noticed a
small scar on his left cheek where a dimple would be. There was a matching scar just into his left
brow. When he grinned—even slightly—the scar produced a dimpled indent in his cheek, granting
him a deceptively charming appearance.

“Does my darkness frighten you, Callie?” his deep voice whispered mockingly, and mischief
sparkled like a fire in his eyes.

“No,” I stated, lifting my chin. “You haven’t even seen mine yet.”



BONY FINGERS DUG into my scalp, scrubbing away dirt as though their life depended upon it. That
would do no good since they were already lifeless shadows. Blue skeletal hands from under a ghost-
like cloak of shadows washed me vigorously in the large clawfoot tub. They had removed me from
my cage by simply walking through and carrying me to the tub with their deceitfully strong cerulean
arms. They had no face or voice and didn’t care how much I protested, though no one here cared
about my protests.

The three shadow-maids brushed and pulled at my matted hair as spicy ambrosia-scented soap
lathered around me. As much as I wanted to fight it, it felt like heaven. How long had it been since I
had bathed?

My home flashed through my mind briefly before I forced it out. The framed posters of wings and
creatures lining the walls and my favorite red mushroom mug all threatened to push back in, but I
fought it. I couldn’t let myself miss those things; they were no good to me now when I needed to be
completely focused for this party.

I was beginning to actually relax and enjoy the bath when they scrubbed my back. When they
shaved my legs for me, I thought about taking them with me when I escaped. They swooshed around
the large, dark marbled bathroom. The iron wall sconces flickered every time they whooshed past.
They painted my nails and toes a deep black, the Unseelie’s favorite color apparently, and even
applied makeup to my face in a way that would have shamed makeup artists back home. Deep
crimson lips paired with an almost cat-like smokey eye.

Was my hair brighter blonde, or did it just look that way against all the darkness surrounding me?
So much blood and grime had coated me even after the rain that they had to drain the tub and refill

it three times with fresh water.
I stared at the mirror in petrified fascination. I had firmed up a bit. The terror-induced shaking

must have been better exercise than I would have thought because my stomach muscles seemed a bit
stronger, a bit flatter. Apparently, not gorging on hot Cheetos and ramen every day did this to you.
They had served some human food nearly every day, so I hadn’t starved.

Human food . . . something about that phrase tickled the back of my mind—a memory of green
ferns and Earl. Oh, how I missed Earl. Even though we hadn’t been friends very long, his comforting
personality had grown on me fast, and I missed him dearly. Sometimes he reminded me so much of my
best friend, Eli. His mother had forced him to move away, and even after I had made the deal with
her, he hadn’t returned. It had devastated me. I’d never had a close friend like that again until Earl.
Misery threatened to strangle my chest at thoughts of both men.

Human food—Fae food.
My mind flashed to the green ferns again. We had been at the park collecting samples of a

mushroom we had hoped would work to save the luna moths—damn moths. I hope they all died now.
Earl had been opening up about some of the crazy things he had seen near the destroying angel
mushrooms. Black unicorns, something about a winged serpent? Fuck! Why hadn’t I paid more
attention! Had he been here?

I stood alone in the large bathroom since the shadow-maids had left, locking the door behind
them. My long hair tickled my bare back as I paced in panic and frustration.

That day in the woods, he had said something about not eating Fae food, that it did things to
humans. It wasn’t poison—what had he said? God dammit! Something else about drinking the faerie



wine.
I slammed my fist on the marbled counter, shaking the large mirror. It rippled slightly. Of course it

wasn’t a real mirror. My fingers rose instantly to touch it, curious what its consistency would feel
like. The white of my dress shimmered brightly against it.

The dress was stunning and fit like a glove against my curves. It was nicer than anything I had
seen at the party last night, save for the queen’s dress. The symbolism wasn’t lost on me. Even the
prince’s garbage pet had nicer things than them.

It showed a lot of skin, but compared to the disgusting black dress I had been wearing, it felt like
angels cloaked my body with clean fabric. It had thin satin straps and dipped low into a V in the front
and back, exposing somehow even more cleavage than my small black dress. The deep cut in the back
flowed into a small train of bright white fabric. When I moved, the panel of luminous silk parted in
the front, exposing my legs clear up to my hipbones on either side. Beautiful rhinestone strapped heels
sheathed my feet. It felt so nice to have shoes on again, even if they were high heels.

I moved my finger closer to the odd rippling mirror.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” purred a gravelly voice.
The deep bass of it rumbled over my skin like thunder.
I pulled my hand away from the mirror as if it had bitten me and turned to see the prince as he

leaned nonchalantly against the door frame in a crisp black suit. He looked like some sort of Mafia
boss, save for the black pointed crown sitting atop his head. Black hair hung sleek and straight down
to his shoulders, tucked neatly behind his pointed ears.

I watched him with my breath still held tight in my lungs.
With a sharp gaze, he trailed his eyes up my body, starting at my ankles. Slowly he dragged them

up my bare thighs across my waist until the ice in his eyes turned to fire as he took in my face.
Reflexively I lifted my chin in quiet defiance.

He shifted off the door frame and prowled toward me—and that’s exactly what it was, a predator
prowling toward its prey. My blood turned to ice, and I had to fight off a shiver with the threat of
being unprotected in his nearness. He glanced at the liquid mirror.

It had stopped rippling and looked completely normal now.
“It doesn’t like humans either.”
He stepped close enough I could feel the heat from his body. I stepped back instinctively, just as a

cockroach ran from his boot. He grabbed my wrist, and a gasp fluttered from my mouth.
The prince’s eyes darkened as he tipped his chin down to peer at me. The harsh line of his mouth

flickered at my cry but remained stiff. His hands, free of gloves, felt like ice against my skin,
contradicting the heat that came from his body. He stared at me—searing into me with his eyes. He
truly hated me—loathed me.

“You’re hair is blonde, not red.”
Had his thumb just caressed my wrist?
He held my wrist up, ever so slowly, toward the mirror. His hateful eyes bore a hole right through

me, but for some reason, I couldn’t seem to pull away. He seemed to be devouring me. It was all-
consuming.

I could see the slow rise and fall of his broad chest at the bottom of my vision. I inhaled sharply.
He smelled like a forest fire doused in seductive, lush spices. Like pine and cardamom mixed with
something deep and sultry.

Pain shot through my finger as he pushed the tip into the mirror.
I gasped and struggled against him, trying to pull my hand away, but he held it firmly in place.



Burning shocked through my finger like an electrical charge had caught fire to my skin.
He never looked away from my face, not once, and his face showed nothing. It was a statue as he

watched me struggle against him. For some reason, I thought I’d see pleasure lining his features, but it
was void of anything but a stern expression.

My fear quickly turned to anger.
“For such a powerful prince, you sure seem to be having a difficult time finishing me off. Taking

me to a party? Are you trying to fuck me or kill me?” I growled in pain-induced anger.
Something flashed across his features, but it was too quick. When I studied him again, he had

already shifted back to the calm and confident prince.
He moved my wrist away from the mirror slowly. The pain ceased immediately, so fast and

completely that a small sigh slipped from my lips as I closed my eyes in relief.
When I opened them again, Mendax had somehow stepped even closer, the front of his body

brushed against mine as he studied my face, still holding my wrist.
“I could easily kill you, but what fun is hearing half a pitiful scream before I kill you?” His head

tilted slightly, giving him a completely unhinged appearance. “No, fun is knowing I can hear hours and
hours of your screams whenever I want for as long as I want. But alas, pet, a good king shares with
his people, and that is exactly what I will do.”

I stepped back at his words, but his other hand wrapped around my hip, stopping me. His large
hand against the silk of my dress sent a surprised shock through my system. Had it been anyone else, I
wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from pressing into the feel of them, but not this man. I felt my
eyes squint with my own brand of hate as I glared into his.

“I wouldn’t fuck you, human, if my own life depended upon it,” he hoarsely whispered. His warm
breath tickled across my face. “Believe me, you detestable mortal, by the end of tonight, you will beg
me to end your life.”

He released his hold on me with a cold look and walked toward the door.
My feet trembled, frozen in place with a heady mixture of fear and anger. I wasn’t sure if I was

supposed to follow or not.
He paused at the door and looked back at me, letting out a two syllabled whistle while he patted

the thigh of his black pants. “Come,” he commanded with a rumble and a smirk.
I had to remind myself that if I was ever going to get out of this place, I needed to lay low and not

push back. I was no fighter, I was a scientist. He wouldn’t hesitate to experience the joy of killing a
human, and I needed to be smart about this. Use what I had.

I blinked the daggers away from my eyes and pushed my shoulders back to imitate a bit of
confidence. I needed him to keep me alive long enough that I could escape and finally go home. He
may be the first Unseelie I had ever met, but he was certainly not the first predator. I made a living
researching predators. He was no different.

I made a show of it as I paused in the mirror to touch up my makeup, pushing my slightly curled
hair back behind my shoulders. I sauntered over to the prince channeling every ounce of Queen of the
Damned vibes I could muster.

I stepped close to the front of him, close enough that I could practically taste his power. I
salaciously peeked at Mendax through my lashes before I lowered my head, averting my eyes in a
blatant show of my submission.

There was more than one way to skin a cat.
In the wild, wolves respected the luna wolf because she was the leader of the pack in every

respect except that she submitted to the Alpha wolf, and in return, the wolf pack held her to a higher



respect and privilege than the others.
A moment passed as I remained motionless in front of him and did my best not to succumb to my

senses and run.
The dark sleeve of his shirt rustled as he slowly moved his hand.
Ever so slowly, he placed his entire palm around my neck, moving my chin up so our eyes met.
Two sharp lines creased between his chilling blue eyes as he stared down at me with what looked

to be pure confusion and anxiety.
A tremble quivered through my body as his thumb ghosted the hyoid bone just below my jaw.
His grip was gentle enough not to hurt but firm enough to let me know he was dangerous and could

snap my neck in a second if he chose to.
Apparently, my body hadn’t gotten the notice that poison came in pretty packages. It leaned into

his grip ever so slightly and only a fraction before I forced it to halt, but it was enough to surprise me.
I licked my lips, hoping I hadn’t smeared the crimson paint that covered them.

His grip tightened for a second before he pulled away as if my neck had scalded his flesh.
I looked away confidently, feeling like I had won that round, only to feel a cold clamp of iron

tighten around my neck. My hands shot up to try and loosen the iron grip.
Twists of heavy smoke clamped around my throat, trailing down to a leash of ashy-gray smoke

that Mendax picked up with a smirk.
“You need a collar more stable than my hand, pet,” he growled before he turned and left the room,

tugging me behind him like a dog.



Chapter 19



I

Three Trials

Callie

lifted my long dress, careful not to trip as my steps quickened to keep up with Mendax’s long stride.
Walking in high heels was much harder than I had remembered having been without shoes for so

long.
The dark castle seemed to shimmer with excitement and frenzy as we continued through the maze

of opulent halls and passages until we stood in the same dark hallway from the night before. The same
arched entryways stood tall, separating the grand ballroom from the hallway I had etched into my
mind from my attempted escape with Walter.

Only now, the archways seemed to taunt me. Instead of beautiful architecture, they reminded me of
open mouths that waited to devour me after I walked into their waiting gullet. It wasn’t far off from
what would probably happen.

Mendax slowed his steps prior to the entrance and handed my leash of smoke off to one of his
men. He was about to walk into the dark ballroom and leave me in the hall when at the last second, he
turned and abruptly took up the space in front of me. It was like a dark shadow coaxing fear from
every pore, even as I feigned confidence. Still, there was something undeniably alluring about the
way he looked at me—at least until he spoke.

“When you walk into this ballroom, remember that you are a sheep among wolves. Only these
wolves ache for even the thought of tasting you, the thought of using you, consuming you. That is one
of the many reasons the Unseelie are no longer welcomed on earth,” he warned.

My eyes darted back and forth between his, deceiving my false bravado.
“Oh, pet, there any many, many ways to be consumed. Humans, though detestable to my lineage,

are undeniably rare, a bit of a sexual delicacy among the Fae.” His words were coated with obvious
disdain, though not enough to camouflage the long perusal he gave my body as he spoke.

“Why do you tell me this?” I clenched my jaw tightly.
It felt like I was walking into an overpopulated, starved lion’s den with my back wide open and

unguarded. He leaned in closer, his cheek almost touching mine as his breath whispered against the
shell of my ear.

“Because I like to watch you shake, little lamb,” he stated. “And this will be the last time I’m
afforded that.” He pulled back enough that I could see his small smile. “You will not leave this room
alive tonight.” He nodded to the tall Fae that held my leash before he took a step under the great
arched entrance. The evil prince turned back to me casually as if an afterthought had just occurred to
him. “And not in so many pieces.”



The way his eyes and body were taut with tension gave me the impression my death would be
quite a relief to him.

He turned and walked into the dimly lit ballroom.
I debated trying to run, but I had no doubt that the smoke chain around my neck, an extension of

Prince Mendax himself, would love nothing more than to choke me to death should I try.
After a few minutes had passed, a thunderous rumble and cheer came from the ballroom just

before the guard pulled me forward.
Dozens of black chandeliers hung from a ceiling that seemed to be an exact replica of the night

sky, complete with bright, clear stars. A well-timed breeze blew the hair free from my neck and
shoulders, leaving a faint scent of pine and crisp open air. It was unbelievable.

The rumble of voices fell silent. Only the sound of a few clangs of glasses could be heard as we
walked into the center of the room.

Hundreds of finely dressed Fae gaped at me, sending a cold sweat across my skin. I could feel
some of their hunger just from their gaze. The guard that held my leash tugged theatrically as he
guided me down a grand staircase that I hadn’t even noticed was in the room yesterday. The guard’s
chest seemed to puff out proudly as he paraded me down like he himself were my owner.

A second wave of crowd amazement flourished when we descended the grand stairs. Fae stopped
mid-sentence to turn and gawk at me. A few of the women seemed to squint their eyes in hate and
disgust as I passed, while I saw several of the men track every curve of my body. Several nostrils
flared and eyes darkened. That seemed like a bad sign.

I fell ungracefully to the ground as I stared at a particularly grotesque-looking man licking his
lips. Yet again, the man who led me tugged on my leash, only this time it was too rough, too harsh.
The horrible collar bit into my neck and pulled me to the dark marbled floor, cracking my knees
against it like a hammer. Gasps and laughter rang out from the crowd. A few nearby women pointed
and jeered.

How foolish of them to think they could possibly make me feel worse than I already had.
“Get up, bitch,” hissed the blue-haired guard that gripped my leash.
Giggles erupted to my left from a group of young women dressed in frilly ballgowns. A few

winged men clanked amber-filled glasses together as they watched me on my hands and knees.
I really was going to die tonight.
I had been lucky before. The fox saving my life, Alistair, the forest bog, Walter. I had been so

lucky up until now.
The white silk of my dress chilled to match the cold ground under my legs, but that wasn’t what

elicited the shiver from me. I honestly felt my defeat for the first time.
Whatever was left of me wasn’t going to make it out of here alive tonight. If I ran, an entire room

of much faster, clawed predators would be at my throat before I even made it to the end of the hall.
There was no way out.

My hands and knees burned along with my eyes as tears of defeat tore away any mask of
confidence I so falsely wore.

My eyes caught sight of the queen in the corner, near the back of the room. She covered her mouth
as her lavishly dressed friends chuckled and mocked me. My eyes fell to the floor briefly before I felt
the magnet of another set pulling at mine.

Prince Mendax sat on a black throne of long inky vines and thorns. The throne was seated in the
back of the grand room on a dais at the top of four stairs.

His blue eyes held mine with an expressionless face, like we were the only two in the entire



room. His dark gaze only seemed to match the harshness of his foreboding black throne. He spread
wide in the large chair, looking bored as four beautiful women pawed at him.

Even I could understand their appeal to him as he sat like a king on the throne. He was the most
gorgeous man I’d ever seen. Muscles and sharp lines sculpted together with wisps of danger and
power.

He ignored the women completely; their body language seemed eager for the attention he didn’t
give. Suddenly his expression darkened as he cracked his knuckles.

“The floor is no place for a beautiful woman, pet or not. Please allow me to help you up.”
The tall stranger stepped into my view, startling me as he grabbed my arms and gently lifted me

up.
I immediately shrank back from the man’s touch. Like the other Fae, the stranger was beautiful in

an ethereal sense. Tall with brown hair and green eyes, his crimson-lined wings were out on full
display. He had the kindest eyes I’d ever seen, and I instantly shifted toward him.

“Thank you,” I said softly.
“No need to thank me, it’s my pleasure. We aren’t all wishing you harm.” He smiled an

unbelievably friendly smile as he leaned in closer. “Though I’m afraid most of them are.”
His soft lyrical voice trailed over the shell of my ear, and for a moment, it almost brought me

comfort.
The stranger’s red wings pulsed briefly as their span widened slightly. He absolutely beamed, and

I couldn’t help but smile in return.
“Find your own pet, Andrey.” The rough words rumbled against my skin, forcing the hair on my

arms to stand on end.
The umbra’s presence was like a knife held to my throat. Excitement and fear roiled through me as

everything stilled.
Mendax’s gaze burned like fire as he took in the gentle grip the other man kept on my elbow.
“I was only helping the beauti—”
Andrey dropped to the floor with a sickening thud. The crowd gasped as his face rolled to the

side, his eyes empty and void of any life.
My eyes shot to the man hovering over me. Mendax was idly wiping a dagger on a black silk

square from his pocket.
“You killed him!” I yelled, unable to believe what had just happened.
I hadn’t even seen him pull the dagger out!
He looked up nonchalantly. “He was touching you.”
“Son!” The queen shouted in alarm from across the shadowy ballroom.
“He . . . just . . . he helped me up after your guard made me fall!” I stared in bewilderment at the

scene before me.
Not a second passed before he turned and slammed the freshly cleaned dagger into the

unsuspecting guard behind me, and he fell to the ground, dead in a heap next to the other man’s body.
He hadn’t even known what had happened.

“What the—” I struggled.
He grabbed my arm with his gloved hand and leaned in to brush against my ear.
“I’ve recently decided I don’t like others touching my things, touching what’s mine.” His deep

voice was barely above a whisper as he continued to clean the dagger and sheath it at his side.
He grabbed my leash and guided me to the center of the room, and I had to step over the two

bodies that lay limply on the floor. I noticed he had stabbed the guard in the chest, but the winged man



he stabbed just below where his left wing connected with his body. The wound seeped thick black
blood.

The queen bristled at the edge, trying to get her son’s attention, but even she didn’t dare enter his
space unseen after his recent wrath.

“Creatures of the Unseelie court.” Prince Mendax addressed the crowd like a king among men.
Where was the king? Was there no king? Why did Mendax not take the crown as king, then? I

stood behind him in the center of the ballroom staring at the dark marble floor, afraid to peer into the
eyes of all the evil that watched me.

“I’m certain by now you’ve all heard the humans sent an assassin that has failed to do as so many
of you have.” His voice was even as he looked around the room. “Failed in killing me.” His eyes fell
upon mine with heat. As he removed his gloves, his face was stern, but his eyes seemed to be in a
silent war of their own. “But I have failed equally.” He held out his hand, and the smoke that clamped
around my throat fell from my neck into his hand in a smooth wispy movement.

Instantly my hands flew to the raw skin of my neck.
“Three times I have tried to kill the human, and three times she has lived.” His voice boomed,

echoing off the distant walls and staircases as the crowd listened in silence.
Hundreds of hungry-looking Fae stood frozen, hanging on the prince’s every word.
“Callie Peterson of the human realm, as Prince of the Unseelie court, I offer you a deal.”
My attention snapped to his. What was he doing?
“What?” I asked unsteadily. Surely I couldn’t trust him no matter what temptation he offered.
“I am a man of my word. I promised entertainment to my mother and people of this court.”
Cold fear crawled like a spider up my spine.
“As a human, you shouldn’t be nearly so hard to kill. Against my better judgment, I am quite

preoccupied with you.”
The blood drained from my face as I felt it too go cold. I was going to faint.
Nearly faltering, I accidentally leaned into Mendax, steadying myself with his forearm.
He paused his speech to snap his eyes at where I touched his arm.
I expected him to shove me to the ground and pull his arm away, but instead, he just stared for a

moment and then continued, leaving my hand clinging to his forearm for support.
“I will hold nothing but relief once you are dead,” he whispered, studying my mouth before his

volume increased yet again. “A game,” he stated. “I will attempt to kill you three more times, human.
If, by some gift of fate, you should live past my efforts, then I will return you to the humans alive.”

The crowd erupted into boisterous shouts and applause.
“No, please! I can’t—I’m just a scientist! Please!” I begged him, grabbing both his arms in a

frantic haze.
That damned dimple appeared on his face as he looked at my hands and smirked.
“The first of the three trials starts immediately.” His voice boomed loudly as he held my eyes

with his humorless expression.
His hands gripped my bare arms, mirroring my actions on him. His palm subtly grazed the skin

below my shoulders as he stepped into me.
His voice was a soft whisper that only my ears could hear. “May your death be fast . . . for both

our sakes,” his gravelly voice rumbled across my bare skin.
He took a step back, and instantly the room began to blur and spin as the stars above soon

blanketed my vision and complete darkness consumed me.



COLD AIR BLOSSOMED across the skin not covered by my white gown. I opened my eyes to see the
beautiful stars, the same that decorated the ballroom’s ceilings. I shifted to sit up and waited for the
nauseating feeling in my mind to leave.

I was sitting in the dirt outside.
Distant cries and shouts crept around me as I hurried to my feet.
Where was I?
This was not the forest I had been in prior to being taken to the castle. No, this one was much

more daunting. The moss was still green across the floor, and the bark was still a shadow-filled
brown, but the foliage of the many trees and bushes were all various shades of red and crimson. Like
the trees themselves bled.

The blood forest.
It had to be. How could it ever be called anything else? I had heard mention of its horrors in the

dungeon.
Red fog covered the ground like a gory haze of bloody vapor.
I jumped as distant shouts and laughter echoed somewhere. Was that the crowd?
This was the first trial. What wa—
Without warning, small sparks dropped from the sky and seared into my skin like a cigarette as

giant shadows shifted the moonlight overhead.
I cried out in pain and fell to the dirt floor, clutching my arm.
Small glowing circles of whatever had fallen and hit my arm lined the forest floor. I screamed in

shock, having lay right on a few of the weird glowing droplets.
Blistering hot acid burned as the small balls embedded themselves into my skin.
My high-pitched wail seemed to draw whatever dark clouds held the acid orbs closer.
I ran to a path between two trees as I struggled to remove the searing orbs of acid from my arms

and thighs.
My legs carried me fast. No longer commanded by my mind but fueled only by the unalloyed

adrenaline that coursed through my tired system.
I ran as fast as my legs and dress would allow into the scarlet forest.
Red leaves thrashed against my face and body with each step as wind and my heartbeat slammed

a taunting tune in my head, drowning out any of my remaining senses.
The black clouds trailed me, raining more acid droplets in their wake.
A scream I had no business possessing tore from me as a drop of the acid fell into the flesh of my

head, burrowing itself deep against my skull.
I faltered, plunging into a somersault and landing on my stomach. The pain was unyielding,

sending sharp, blinding waves down the entire length of my spine.
No sooner had I hit the dirt than the large clouds covered me, dimming what little light I had. I

glanced at the sky.
No!
It wasn’t clouds that chased me. Two enormous creatures hovered above the tree tops pelting

more acid drops.
Each one of their projectiles embedded deeply into my back.
They thudded loudly against my skin. No, that was my heart that pounded in my head.



I could hear them snarling—wicked hissing snarls all directed at me.
I tried desperately to get up, but my arms refused. My elbows bowed with pain slamming my

cheek against the dirt.
Something sharp grabbed my head.
My spine cracked at the pressure, and another scream tore through me when I saw the size of the

creature that had grabbed my head.
It was easily the size of an elephant. Long bat-like wings pulsed against the air enough to keep its

large black body just above the ground. The air flapped at the surrounding leaves like a helicopter
about to land.

Along its stomach rested line upon line of acid spheres waiting to be dropped. Glowing red eyes
looked to the sky, not at me. It was covered in black feathers from the tip of their giant talon-encrusted
feet all the way to their thin arms.

Two curved horns sat atop each of their long feathered heads. One all black, while the other
looked to have red tips.

They were giant. Their large wings easily commanded a twenty-foot span. Equally bulky as they
were lithe and agile, as the one that held my head angled its long wings at just the right slant among
the trees. Bits of skeleton inlaid the huge muscles and tendons that ridged its entire feathered body
while sharp rows of teeth glistened inside its long skeletal mouth. They were horrifying.

I grabbed a hand full of rocks and threw them at it.
Fuck!
I hadn’t even come close to hitting it as the rocks fell to the other side. Not that they would have

done anything anyway.
Both monsters snapped their heads toward the sound of the stray rocks hitting the ground but

returned their hazy red eyes to the night sky as if listening.
By sheer luck, I rolled at the same time and managed to not only free myself from the monster’s

grip but also catch the orb burrowed in my skull against the monster’s talon, freeing my skull from the
searing hot pain.

I rolled into the underbrush, tearing the entire bottom off my silk gown. I flung off the glittering
high heels and pressed against the tree in an attempt to hide from the abomination of wings and claws.

If I was anything, I wasn’t stupid. They were much stronger than me, and I didn’t know how to
fight them. I was a scientist. I worked with animals, not enormous monsters that pelted you with acid
marbles. My eyes tightened shut in frustration and panic. How would I ever survive this?

Immediately I felt their presence over top of me.
My only choice was to run.
I collected my breath as the dark forest seemed to still. It smelled like musty, rotten leaves and

blind fear. The only sound I could hear past the blood that pounded loudly in my ears was the crunch
of dry leaves and nearby clicks.

I could feel their shadows even in the dark woods. Even for their vast size, the darkness of night
and the red tint of the horrible forest easily camouflaged them. The moon still shone a silver cast, but
the vibrancy cast red against the mist, almost like a spooky haunted forest with red fog machines and
lights.

I bolted, hoping to catch them off guard. One stayed toward the top of the tall trees as the other
trailed me.

Fast clicks between them sounded as I abruptly turned and circled back the same way I had come.
I tripped over a stray branch and fell to the dirt. Fuck!



A small arm had shot out from the ground, no larger than a small child’s, and grabbed ahold of my
ankle, tripping me. Blood dripped down the pale gray arm and hand.

I shuffled back, only to be grabbed by more bloodied gray hands as they tried to hold me in place.
“What the fuck!” I shouted, forgetting briefly my need to keep quiet.
I kicked the small arms away and scrambled to stand before I felt the acid drop hit my chest.
I shook with defeated rage, and my fists balled, digging tiny crescents into my palms.
I couldn’t continue. I was outnumbered in every possible way. They commanded this forest, and I

had no idea of what dangers lay ahead if I continued to run, what trap I would waltz into. I was
outdone in strength, size, and ability to fight—everything that would have kept me alive.

Heavy defeat settled like a weight in my chest as I pressed my back against the tree. I wiped my
face with dirty palms as harsh realization settled over me for the first time.

Humans couldn’t survive beyond the veil.
Even with the queen’s protection, I would never survive in the world of Fae.
I grabbed the tree behind me for support as I felt half of my heart break.
A distant crowd laughed. I could pinpoint the higher-pitched laughs of glee and the deeper male

chuckles.
Somehow they watched me, laughing at my defeat.
I felt the heaviness of the monster’s presence again as the air in the forest shifted.
I dislodged the burning marble from my chest and tore off just as both monsters shook the ground

when they dropped down to grab me.
Click! Click! Click!
Blood poured painfully from my wounds, which now felt like they lined every inch of my body.

The pounding of my heart as I ran only increased my blood loss.
Click, click.
I looked up to see the creatures easily trailing me in the sky again. They probably enjoyed this.

This was easy pickings now that I was slowing, full of acid wounds. They knew I wouldn’t be able to
last much longer.

Click, click, click, click.
Wait—
I stopped sharply and ran in a different direction as silently as possible.
Click, click!
After continuing flight for only a second, they turned back to my location.
Click, click, click, click.
There was no fucking way.
Click, click, click.
Oh my god!
They were using some type of echolocation to track me. That was why they didn’t look at me but

watched the sky because they couldn’t see me! They were sending out some type of sonar to locate
me.

I laughed.
I laughed so damn hard that anyone who had doubted I lost my mind would no longer question it.
The clicks. They weren’t talking to each other, they were sending out a sound, and the reflected

sound waves told them exactly where I was. Just like bats or dolphins used.
The freshly oiled wheels of my mind began to spin as a flash of the winged man Mendax had

stabbed popped into my mind, and I couldn’t help but smile.



It was a long shot, but it was the only thing I had.
My feet slammed against the mossy dirt as I ran back to where I had started. To where I had torn

my dress.
This had to work or else . . . or else . . . I’d never get to see them again, and I’d die with a half-

full heart.
Click, click, click.
No surprise they had found me as I was struggling to locate the strip of white silk I’d left in the

brush. Where had it gone? I continued to spin and dash about like a mad woman on the hunt.
Like a beacon of angelic light, the fabric lay under the moonlight in front of me.
I grabbed it and ran. They could easily pluck me at any moment, but they seemed to be lazy and

waiting for me to tire.
As if they had heard me, more acid drops pelted toward me, just missing me.
My legs continued to pump as I tore the fabric into strips. Thank god the dress was real silk or

this wouldn’t work. I needed to pull the fabric at exactly the right direction until I got it torn a bit and
then turn it the opposite way. That should force a spiral in the strips of fabric.

The silk coiled loosely at the ends in both directions. It was perfect!
I took a sharp left and stopped. I needed to move quickly if this was going to work.
I searched the ground for the thickest and sturdiest stick I could find and forcefully jabbed until

two holes formed in the back of my dress.
The ground shook as both beasts landed.
They thought I’d given up.
Quick as my hands would work, I tied the spiraling silk to the back of my tattered dress. Fighting

the cramps in my legs, I took off again just as they drew closer.
Click, click, click!
The luna moth had gotten me here, and they would get me out.



Chapter 20



O

Run

Callie

ne of the monsters took flight into the trees again while the other chased me on foot, not near as
fast as when they flew.
With all my studies and obsession with wings, the luna moth had always been one of my favorites.

It was so easy to fall in love with them after Eli had told me about the beauty of the wonderful green
moth.

I touched the V-shaped scar on my thumb as a painful reminder.
After I had come home from the hospital as a child, no one believed me, and I had started to feel

crazy. No one believed my story about the tiny fairies, insisting that it was a hallucination from the
mushrooms I had picked, but Eli believed me. He knew I wasn’t crazy.

Click, click, click, click!
Fuck, they were getting close!
I took a sharp right and pushed to run as fast as I could, the strips flowing elegantly behind me.
Luna moths are unique in that they thrive at night next to bats. They only live about one week as

adults, as their sole purpose is to breed. Evolution needed them to survive and outsmart their biggest
predator—bats—long enough to reproduce. Thus they were blessed with long spiral tails that acted
as acoustic camouflage, bouncing the bat’s sound waves in different directions, making them nearly
impossible to track.

Click! Click, click, click!
It was working. The monster began to stray slightly as the silk of my new tails worked in a similar

fashion, redirecting their sound waves.
The ghost of distant murmurs mumbled frantically around me.
The beast on foot was faster than I had thought and slammed its large wing into my side, knocking

me to the ground in a muddy heap, and I nearly impaled myself on the stick I apparently still held.
I saw a flash of white teeth surrounded by black feathers.
I steeled myself quickly and moved under the beast’s giant wing. My hands shook with what I was

about to do.
I gripped the bottom of his wing where it connected to his back and shoved it aside, stabbing my

pointed branch in as far and as hard as I could.
Gasps echoed from the crowd.
The monster shrieked an agonizing scream, and I couldn’t help but feel horrible about what I’d

just done. Unlike the bog, I didn’t think he was cruel, he was just doing what he knew.



The screams soon drew the attention of the second monster. I pulled the stick free from the tender
spot where I’d stabbed the creature with a slick sound. I couldn’t risk not being able to find another
stick that was strong enough.

I quickly ran to a nearby tree, but my body was quickly slowing with the loss of blood. I climbed
the thick tree biting down on the bloodied stick. Thankfully I had climbed many trees at the park in an
effort to see something better, and this tree had an exceptional supply of branches. Otherwise, I would
have been too drained for the climb.

The second beast landed with a low rumble.
Fuck! He was much, much larger than the other.
He crouched down to look at his friend and let out a pained roar that shook the marrow in my

bones.
What the hell was I doing? He was so big!
I couldn’t climb any higher to jump on his back like I had hoped.
If I was going to do it, I needed to do it now while he was crouched over, and I could still move.
I jumped from the tree but missed his back.
I fell to the ground with a groan.
I moved to get up as fast as I could, but my adrenaline was waning. I had lost so much blood.
I was too slow.
The monster stood in front of me. A large snarling roar erupted from its toothy mouth as bits of

spittle flew out.
He was angry.
It slammed a wing into my head and knocked me to the ground.
I ruined my last chance, and I wouldn’t do it again.
I rolled under his widespread wings and clamored up the feathered body. Lifting the wing slightly,

I found the same smooth patch under the other monster’s wing. I rammed my stick into its body with
everything I had left.

The beast roared and twisted, sending me sliding against the ground at its side.
It grabbed me.
Its large claws dug painfully into my side as it hunched over, muscles slowly relaxing, and I

rolled from its grip.
It gave one last squeeze and shriek before succumbing to the apparent deathblow and melted to the

ground in a heap of lifeless feathers and horns.
I quickly pushed myself away from its grasp. The cool dirt below me collected under my nails as

I pushed myself as far away as I could.
The ground shifted, bottoming out from below where I had sprawled. I fell backward as I

struggled to keep consciousness.
My tired eyes flickered at the temperature change as dry heat covered my now damp skin.
Instantly I was back inside the castle. The same twinkling night sky filled my vision but was now

surrounded by fancy walls and tapestries.
“I must say, that was quite impressive,” sang the queen as she popped her pretty head into my

vision.
I struggled to sit, realizing I was in the middle of the ballroom floor once again. The crowd

gathered around me as I fought to stand. I was still in the presence of predators, and it was foolish to
lie vulnerable beneath them.

My eyes immediately searched for Mendax, although I’m not sure why. I suppose I was curious to



see if he was actually going to hold up his end of the bargain. He was probably stewing angrily in
another room.

“Unless you all would also like to die tonight, get away from my pet,” his voice lumbered at my
back as the crowd quickly moved away.

“Take her back, but get her cleaned up before she is returned to her cage. I don’t want her soiling
my rugs with her red human blood.”

His words were told to someone else, but as he moved in front of me, his eyes held mine with
something I couldn’t understand. A look I hadn’t seen from him before. He looked disheveled, his
dark hair mussed about as if he had been pulling on it. Likely furious because I hadn’t died like he’d
hoped. Why did he hate me so much?

This time elfish-looking lady’s maids came to fetch me instead of guards or the shadow-maids that
had bathed me last time.

My body was about to give out, and the acid wounds still burned full of fire. I couldn’t continue
with the other trials if I died from my wounds tonight.

“Say it,” I stated, though it came out with more gusto than I could have predicted.
Mendax and I remained standing, eyes locked. He hesitated a moment.
“Callie Peterson of the human realm has won her first trial,” he said, humoring me, as a foreign

gleam of respect flashed over his eyes and just as quickly left.



Chapter 21



“K

The Poison of Need

Callie

eep your Fae hands off me!” I shouted at the women in front of me.
They had been scrubbing and bathing me for over an hour and, even now, wouldn’t let me

rest as they groped my body with their cold, bony hands.
They were attempting to salve and bandage my wounds, but I couldn’t take anymore. My body

was still in fight mode, unable to relax. They were all predators to me, no matter how small and
innocent they looked.

“Miss, we need to apply the salve, it will heal you and stop the burning that I’m sure you’re still
feeling from the nocturneye. Please,” one of the lady’s maids asked sweetly.

So that’s what those dreadful creatures were called, nocturneye.
The small silk nightgown they had put me in rode up my thigh, showing more sunken burns as I

kicked her away.
“You will not touch me!” I screamed as I tried hopelessly to clamor off the floor while the others

held my arms down.
“Miss! Please stop, or we will have to bathe you once more. You’re bleeding everywhere again!”

whined the small elfish woman as she looked to the others for help.
“Leave.”
His voice was like a rumble of thunder breaking through the room.
“She is bleeding again, Your Highness. She will bolt if we let up—her adrenaline is still peaked,”

the red-haired maid pleaded.
“Leave,” he repeated, not taking his eyes from me.
The maids didn’t hesitate to follow their master’s order, rising off the floor in front of my cage to

sprint out quickly.
I leaped up, finding new panic at being trapped alone in a room with the prince.
As if by his command, the door closed on its own, and the clink of a lock echoed across the walls

of the large bed chamber.
“Get out. Now,” I commanded, frantically looking around for some type of weapon, but his room

was empty other than a few basics.
I settled on a large bronze candlestick that sat on one of the nightstands, hastily collecting it in my

trembling hands.
“This is my room,” he stated, casually crossing his arms.
“Send the maids back in, or I will bludgeon you with your own candlestick!” I shouted wildly,



feeling feral from fighting the nocturneye and the maids with no rest.
His beautiful blue eyes suddenly danced with challenge. His entire person began to fade as faint

charcoal smoke rose around him.
My back was slammed against the wall, my arms pinned together above my head, as he

reappeared directly in front of me.
“You—” I growled through clenched teeth as blood whooshed in my ears.
He pressed his body against mine as the wall dug painfully against the wounds of my back.
“How did you know to stab the nocturneye under its wing?” he cut me off.
His hard body dwarfed mine as his hard eyes trailed my mouth. His face was still expressionless,

but his eyes sparkled with a dangerous fire as he bent his tall, muscular form to further cage me in.
Had it been anyone else in that moment, the steady pressure would have been a calming relief, but it
wasn’t anyone else. It was Mendax, and it somehow seemed to set me off more, feeling the heat of his
hard body pressed against me. The contact sizzled my burned-out nerves.

“I saw where you had stabbed the winged man at the ball. They were both winged. It was a
calculated guess,” I bit out as I struggled against the palm that easily held both my wrists.

He smiled wide. The action changed his entire face into a disarmingly alluring man as the scar on
his cheek dimpled. That was the most expression I had seen of him since the rooftop.

“That sounds exactly like something an assassin would say.”
“I am not an assassin. If I was, believe me, I would have already killed you by now!” I shouted,

pushing my body defiantly into his as hard as I could.
The closeness and feel of both of us pushing our bodies together felt like an electric shock to my

frenzied system. I felt everything.
“I think I underestimated whoever sent you to distract me,” he rasped as he continued to push his

frame against mine.
My eyes flickered shut with the feel of his ungodly firm body pressing against me, and the clean

scent of dark vanilla and amber clouded my senses.
“You ought to have allowed the lady’s maids to help you. You’re bleeding all over my wall.” His

warm wisps of breath ghosted across my face and neck as if it were fingertips touching my
adrenalized skin.

“Good, I hope I stain it,” I bit out softly.
“Get on the bed so I can bandage you, and you’ll stop bleeding all over the place.” His husky

voice trailed across my collarbone like soft velvet before he cleared his throat.
“I will die before I let you touch me,” I snarled, still fighting against what my body seemed to

crave.
“As you wish, pet,” he whispered as he pinned me tightly against the wall.
The hand that wasn’t holding my wrists reached out and slowly parted around my neck like a

caress, his thumb on one side, fingers on the other.
Reluctantly my eyes flickered shut at the contact. He began gently at my collarbone before slowly

caressing his open palm up my neck and closing just under my jaw.
I wriggled against him, trying to escape his hold, but each shifting movement seemed only to

encourage him.
My eyes flew open. When had I closed them?
The feel of his hard arousal pressed against my stomach, a startling reminder of what was

happening.
“Touch me, and you will regret it,” I threatened as his forehead pressed against mine.



Why did it feel so right being pressed against him like this?
“I believe that to be true with every fiber of my being,” he whispered with a conflicted look.
The room blurred together as everything started to spin.
I was going to faint.
“Stop it! Are you trying to impel my mind? Stop!” I pleaded.
“I’m not, Callie. You’re losing too much blood. Your human body has fought too long.” He pulled

away suddenly, looking concerned. “Get on the bed and lie down so I can patch your wounds. Do it,
or I will make you,” he stated, leaving no room for protest.

I had no choice anyway; I was about to collapse.
Only once he felt my body go slack in agreement did he step back so I could walk to the bed.
The edges of my vision blackened, and I lost the fight, dropping the candlestick I still held, and as

I fell, my body went completely limp.
Strong arms caught me. My head lulled backward until something gently shifted, and my cheek

brushed against warm fabric.
This close, his clothes smelled of black amber and cedar.
It felt like my body had been laid on a cloud. Maybe I had died finally. My body gave out, and

now I was resting on a cloud in heaven.
“Stay with me, pet, your body is just in shock.”
I peeled open my eyes to see he had carried me to his bed. The few candles that remained lit in

the dark room illuminated the wrinkled displeasure in his beautiful, pale eyes.
“Why put me on your bed if it displeases you so much?” I breathed, still feeling his arms under

me.
“Human’s lives are so short and fragile. The weight of that has never quite occurred to me until

just now,” he whispered as if to himself. “Lie back now and let me address your wounds or I will
crawl inside your mind and force it,” he threatened.

I had no choice. Not that I ever stood a chance of fighting the towering Fae male, but now even
less so. I wasn’t certain I could even sit up as the lack of adrenaline sapped all my energy.

“Stay awake until I tell you otherwise,” he growled irritably.
I startled, having drifted off.
I felt his warm hands gently ghost up my bare ankle.
“Stop. What are you doing?” A tremor pirouetted in my voice.
“I’m searching for your wounds. Settle down. You are safe now.”
Why was his voice suddenly so rough?
“Yes, of course. Safe at the hands of the Unseelie prince who wants me dead and just attempted to

kill me?” I scoffed, trying to pull my leg away from him while I fought to keep my eyes open.
“Stop fighting. I promise that your life is not at risk outside of the trials. The rest of the court

would overthrow me if they knew I deprived them of the entertainment of witnessing you die.”
I heard the smile in his voice. It sounded foreign, as if it didn’t show up often.
“Besides, you are the one who aims to kill me. At least you shall be rewarded if you succeed.”
“I am not trying to kill you, for the last time, Mendax, I just—”
Scalding pain shot through my body, jolting my eyes open. The feel of something cold dug against

the wound at my thigh.
“I’m sorry it burns, it’s neutralizing the acid. Otherwise, it will continue to eat at your skin,” he

said gently as he pressed a cotton cloth to another hole at the top of my thigh.
I fisted the black bed cover and bit down on my lower lip in pain.



“Why are you helping me when you are the reason I have these wounds in the first place?” I
asked, rising on my elbows to get a better look.

He stood at the edge of the bed, holding my bare thigh, and my other leg lay just on the other side
of him so that he was positioned right between my legs.

“I’m not sure. I can’t seem to help myself.”
His eyes gleamed in the candlelight. He set my leg down gently and replaced it with my arm.
“This is deep, I imagine it’s going to hurt,” he said, looking concerned.
I stared at him. His gentleness was a weapon I hadn’t seen him wield, not even to his mother.
“Where is the king?” I asked.
His throat bobbed slightly, and his face flushed. “King Marco is dead.”
That was not what I had expected. I moved to sit up while he held my left arm gently.
He bent down to kneel on the floor at the side of the bed. He was so tall he still easily reached

me.
My foot pressed against his chest, and I moved it to the side on instinct.
I bit my lip when I realized I had just moved my legs to either side of him, basically straddling

him while he sat on his knees.
His jaw clenched, and a muscle feathered at the sharp curve. His eyes paused at the shadow my

nightgown had formed between my legs.
Smoke unfurled from his back, showcasing his wide wings.
It was intensely intimidating, but also—a part of me longed to touch his wings—they were

unbelievably beautiful when you looked past the sharp edge. Like their owner.
What would it be like to have such a bad, heartless man want me? To come apart only for me and

no one else. I shook the deranged thoughts from my head.
Desperate to dampen the heat lingering in the air, I asked about his dead father.
“I’m sorry. How did he die?”
“I killed him,” he said calmly.
“Is that truly your answer to everything? Just kill it?” I asked incredulously.
He looked up from where he knelt between my legs and into my eyes with icy resolve. He rested

my arm over his shoulder as he leaned over and pressed the compress firmly into the wound on my
chest.

I hissed in pain and grabbed at his shoulder as I scowled angrily at him.
“You develop a taste for blood when you’re constantly licking your own wounds,” he stated

coldly, still watching me.
His wings pulsed, and the dark smoke feathered but remained spread wide at his back.
He leaned back, still on his knees, and grabbed my waist. With one quick motion, he pulled me

until my ass was at the edge of the bed, and he had nestled himself between my legs.
It was probably more terrifying to see him in such a submissive position, though I seriously

doubted he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me from where he knelt between my thighs.
He still held my waist as his chest pressed against my center, and my hands fought for purchase on

his broad shoulders.
“Why did the humans choose you to destroy me?” he asked, his voice void of all malice as his

strong hands left my waist to dab more liquid on the bloodied rag.
I laughed despite myself. “They didn’t.” I rolled my eyes as I sat, looking slightly down at his

face. “Trust me when I tell you, I am the last person the humans would send to disarm you.”
His hand steadied warmly again at my waist. The other grazed the wound on my chest.



I grabbed his bicep and bit my lip to block out the intense pain.
His mouth parted as he paused to stare at my lips. “Then, like me, they would have

underestimated you.”
The room was still for a moment. I watched him work, unsure of what his words meant.
“Is it always dark here? Don’t you ever miss the sun? How dreary,” I asked, struggling to change

the subject and not curl up against his large chest.
He was still a horrible monster even if he happened to be kind to me in this moment.
His hands splayed on the sides of my waist as he pulled me harder against his chest.
We were so close now I could see every gray speckle in his sky-colored eyes, feel every fold and

wrinkle of his shirt against my body.
Tension crackled like fire in the air. Both of us fought against something forbidden, something

wrong.
He cleared his throat gruffly. “It is never truly sunny, but not always night. Just as it is always

different shades of day for the Seelie.” He bristled tensely at the mention of the other Fae realm.
He reached up and touched the back of my head. His eyes flickered shut as he threaded his hands

in the back of my hair.
“Until this moment, I’ve never known you could crave something you’ve never wanted,” his voice

was thick like honey.
I watched his full lower lip and the creases that adorned it as he spoke as if I’d been hypnotized.

My thumb found his lips and moved lightly across the soft linear creases. He abruptly stood to his full
towering height, startling me, and I shifted to get off the bed, unsure of what had suddenly happened,
but he lightly tightened his grip, still in my hair. Threading his hands through my hair, he tipped my
head up to look at him. I instantly tensed, ready to fight him.

“You have a wound on the back of your head. Be still, and we will be done quickly.”
I relaxed, and he loosened his grip slightly.
“That’s it. Good girl.” His voice rasped down on me.
“I still hate you,” I said calmly as I stared at the black fabric that covered his large chest.
“I still need you dead,” he said, but his words were said without venom.
After a few dabs of ointment on my head, he finally let me up and guided me back to my cage.
“Take this,” he said as he handed me the black cloud-like comforter of his bed.
I paused to watch him a moment before taking it into my cage. Was he truly giving me his bedding

so I didn’t have to sleep on the hard floor?
“It’s covered in your filthy human blood,” he said as he handed me the fluffy bedding.
“What are you—”
“Rest, Callie. The second trial is tomorrow.”
He turned abruptly and left, not returning for the rest of the night.



Chapter 22



“B

A Bonding Proposal

Mendax

e sure she gets whatever she wants to eat. I don’t know the last time she’s eaten,” I told the
maid as I walked into the large kitchen.

“Yes, of course, Your Highness.” The petite Fae nodded.
What was I thinking?
I quickly raised my hand to reverse the generous command but hesitated, and the lady’s maid left.
What was I doing? Feeding her? I should starve her. Get her away from me all the quicker. Still, I

think it’s been a while since she’s had a nice meal—it will give her more stamina, which will
provide more entertainment.

The moment the trial began yesterday, I felt nothing but pure relief, believing this roach would be
dead instantly.

It had been a sure thing.
No one, not even the fastest Fae, outran the nocturneye with their tracking abilities, let alone a

human with no skills, no strength, no magic, and no help.
“Food, sir?” asked the thickly mustached chef from behind the kitchen fire, startling me from my

thoughts.
“No,” I snapped as I grabbed the nearest bottle of Faerie wine and poured it into a large glass.
I had told myself yesterday not to worry about my enticement with her. What was the point of

worrying? She would be dead, and my people would be thrilled with me for the savage entertainment
I provided them with. Only the latter proved to be true in the end.

I knew what she was.
I knew how trained she must be to possess such toned thighs. Even covered in filth, her silhouette

was mesmerizing. No one but a trained assassin could possess such a figure. It was obvious she was
chosen to be a trained killer because she was the most beautiful human created. Perfect for distracting
and disarming.

I knew how successful she surely was in her position as a mercenary.
Never had I witnessed such a fast-working and clever mind as hers. They had most definitely

trained her in the art of persuasion and seduction. Never had I been so captivated and enchanted in all
my centuries. My suspicions were only further solidified when I watched her quickly alter her dress
to avoid the tracking of the nocturneye. I watched her with pure awe when she knew exactly where to
land the killing blow beneath the nocturneye’s wings.

She wished me to believe her a simple, insignificant human, but anyone that looked at her could



see she was so much more than that.
When I witnessed my little pet lamb execute the killing blow to not one but two aged nocturneye,

my intrigue evolved into something much more dangerous. It only made me need her dead faster.
A chill overcame my body as I ran my fingers over the small tooth that hung from my neck. The

molar was hers. She had spit it at me in all her fiery magnificence in the blood room. I had pocketed it
without thinking.

Then later, arguably still not thinking, I had it made into a souvenir to wear always. A memento
from this enchantress to remember long after she was dead.

She could not live, but already I feared I would not draw breath without a part of her near.
A shiver racked my spine, threatening to unfurl my wings.
Hours I had paced the halls, attempting to understand how this maggot had wriggled into my mind

with similar fervor as if she had impelled my mind. The foreign feelings she sent into my mind were
severe and intolerable.

Before I had entered my bedchamber after the trial, I had wholly decided that she would be
moved back to the dungeon. To the stone walls where her scent of lavender and honey could no longer
trail along and blur my senses. It was admitting weakness to send her away, but I was without choice.
Her pure existence had somehow infused my mind in a way I couldn’t tolerate.

But when I had opened the door and saw her lying on the floor of my bedroom under the duress of
the other women, all I could think about was slitting their tiny throats for carelessly handling her.

I would be the only one here to touch her.
Even then, I had still planned to send her silky hair and soft flesh back to the dungeon. I would

carry her myself if I had to and enjoy the last checked touch before she would be gone forever.
But then . . . then she had grabbed the candlestick ready to bludgeon me, and I saw a bloodthirsty

fire burn like an unyielded torch behind her eyes—for me. No longer masking to be the lamb I knew
she pretended to be. She revealed a murderous serpent every bit as dark as myself.

The thought of being the one—the only one—to control and feed that fire sent an absolute inferno
through my mind, taking with it every sane thought I had held.

Then when her body had softened in response to me—when her muscles slackened, and the flame
in her eyes settled at the touch of my hands—I was lost to her. It was as if a part I had never before
utilized suddenly began to function. The thought of her soft, yet dangerous, body sleeping on the hard
floor bit into my soul like a knife, and the next thing I knew, I was giving her a blanket—my blanket—
to sleep on!

I was so distraught I had spent the rest of the night pacing the library, trying desperately not to
think of the way her small hand imprinted upon my arm when she touched me. The way her fingertips
felt as though they were lined with satin. If I weren’t careful, I would do something very, very stupid.

Like let her live.
The thought of her being gone already pestered me more than I could consciously admit.
I would not let her turn my brain into wreckage.
“You look like shit.”
“As do you, Mother,” I retorted before turning around and quickly tucking away the tooth under

the edge of my tunic.
The queen grabbed my arm and guided me to her breakfast table by the expansive window that

overlooked the gardens and the first edging of town.
I shook away her sterile hand immediately but continued to join her.
“The entire court, all of the Unseelie for that matter, are in an absolute uproar over the trial. Can



you believe that dim-witted human did all that?” She gathered her large red dress to sit and
immediately began to stab her fruit vigorously. She liked stabbing things.

“She is not dim-witted—” I growled before I caught myself.
My mother froze as if she had suddenly turned to ice, dropped the strawberry from her mouth, and

stared slack-jawed.
“The human is most certainly a very skilled assassin. The only reason she has escaped death this

many times is that everyone continues to underestimate her.” I tried to recover.
A smile crept onto my mother’s thin lips. “It is true, then. You banished the maids tending her

wounds so you could do it yourself? I refused to believe the story when I heard it knowing it to be
false. In all my yearning, not once have you taken to anyone. Your father and I quit forcing the issue
after you killed all those princesses. Shame we never procured those alliances. Quite the mess you
caused our line back then.” Her eyes danced in sharp fascination. “Tell me you didn’t touch the
human, Mendax. I don’t think my mortality could take it. First, you refuse to take your rightful throne
merely because you won’t allow me to bond you with another—”

“That’s not—” I tried to cut off her rambling, but she was much more skilled in that art form than
I.

“To which I understood! The females here are severely lacking. But to then simply hurl your
desires at a human? That is too much!” She laughed, but her cold eyes held a depth of seriousness.

“As you know, I will never take the throne and be king because I will never share my powers with
another and, therefore, never bond to another, which furthermore excludes me from the ability to
ascend the throne, dear Mother. I will admit, though, for the first time in my life, I am oddly
fascinated.” I rubbed my arm, still feeling where she had touched it. “Still, she will be dead and out
of my system as soon as possible.”

She stared at me, a wicked look on her face. She no longer did the work of a ruler, but she still
enjoyed batting her prey around a bit.

“I could bond you to the human.” She leaned in, inspecting my expression for cracks. “It’s almost
too perfect—I don’t know why either of us hadn’t thought of it.” She stood abruptly, brimming with
excitement as if she would burst if she didn’t go to the window. “Your powers don’t divide until the
marriage ceremony, but the bonding is what has barred you from becoming king.” Her blue eyes
looked ready to pop from her face—the whites gleamed brightly against the dark walls. “Bond with
the human and kill her before the marriage ceremony. It’s perfect. It’s never occurred to me before
because we were dealing with immortal Fae, not weak human mortals.” She looked to me, hope
manically pulled at her face.

“You’re wasting your haggard breath, Mother. I will bond with no one, especially not the human
that, may I remind you, was sent to kill me.”

I rolled my eyes at her and shifted my body in the opposite direction dramatically. How could she
even suggest this?

“The expelled Fae will eventually come for the throne. You and I both know a lightmire will be
the only one strong enough to take it from you.” Her voice darkened. “If you think I will stand by and
let a fallen Seelie take my kingdom before I would bond you to a human . . . you are a bigger fool than
I thought.”

“They wouldn’t challenge a Smoke Slayer. Even the expelled aren’t so stupid.” I grunted,
frustrated to be having this talk again.

“Don’t be so sure.”
I instantly craved blood at the mention of the expelled. No one wanted them. The fallen Seelie Fae



had been banned from their realm and somehow formed a rebellion here. They were rumored to be
incredibly powerful and in pursuit of taking over my court.

I rose to my feet, pushing the chair back with a loud screech. “Well, Mother, this was lovely as
usual, but I have someone I need to execute.” My words dripped with sarcasm, and I began to walk
away.

“At least do me the favor of letting her live long enough to compete in the second trial. The Seelie
princes are rumored to attend, and I think it wise for them to see how you kill people that are sent to
slay you,” she said, raising her brow as she remained facing the window. Her command was
unconcealed.

“Fine,” I bit out as I walked away.
Someone else’s orders upon my tongue tasted bitter and unwelcome.
I held out my hands and shadowed back to my room, eager to see my wolf in sheep’s clothing one

last time.



Chapter 23



I

Remind the Gods

Callie

rolled to my stomach, and sleep pulled me deeper into the abyss with the new position. My hands
fisted the fluffy comforter under my head. I inhaled the sultry scent of the bedding’s owner. I would

never admit it—maybe it was some type of Stockholm syndrome—but I couldn’t help but find
excitement when I breathed in the spicy amber and cedar fragrance. I tightened my thighs together. The
reminder of Mendax’s muscled body pressed against mine flitted across my mind as though he
touched me now. The excitement he got from me felt like a power all on its own.

If only he wasn’t so vile.
My stupid body ached with the delusion of wishing he were touching me. What would it feel like

to have the harsh, unfeeling man fall apart just because he touched me? Simple me.
Even the pain he had caused as he cleaned my wounds had somehow felt carnal and erotic. Like

there was a forbidden layer of pain-laced pleasure I had never experienced.
The formidable prince of death had knelt on the ground before me. I would have given anything to

know the last time he had knelt before anyone—and given them his bedding. He acted as someone
would who had begun to care about me.

That was a foolish thought considering he was determined to kill me.
This was stupid to think about. I needed to get out of here before it was too late. If I couldn’t get

to my family in time—
The hairs along the back of my neck rose as a presence loomed behind me.
Cool air hit the back of my exposed thighs, and I remembered the tiny blue nightgown I had slept

in. I went to roll over, realizing that my whole lower half had exposed itself. Strong hands pushed
down my head, stopping me from flipping onto my back. The action caused me to pin my arms under
the blanket they had been holding as a pillow.

“Get the fuck away from me, Mendax!” I muffled through the fabric.
I knew it was him simply by the way my skin seemed to tingle in his presence. I could feel his

hand like a magnet above the skin of my ass, even though he didn’t touch it.
“Say it again,” he rasped, his voice thick and husky.
“What!?” I rebuked as my heart rate quickened. I struggled against the hand that gently held my

head down against the blanket.
I shifted up on my knees to gain leverage, my ass high in the air before I realized what I had done.
He was absolutely unhinged. A dark and deranged man who enjoyed slaughtering others and . . .

and touching me. I had felt the proof of his hard arousal last night.



Trembles slithered up my spine at the horribly enticing thought.
“Say my name again.” His deep voice rumbled as his hand ghosted my butt lightly.
Goose bumps trailed my skin, chasing after his hand.
“Fuck you!” I shouted, attempting to cover up a breathy gasp.
He was pushing my head just enough that I was stuck but not enough that I had any trouble

breathing into the fluffy comforter.
“Say it, Callie. I want to hear the way it sounds from your filthy mouth.”
I felt his hot breath on the back of my ass cheek. I could feel his body towering over mine.
My face flared red at the vision he was seeing. My entire backside was exposed and raised to the

gods, with only a tiny black triangle of fabric covering my center.
I knew I was skating the line, but I was at war with myself between kicking him in the face and

learning what my words really did to him.
“Fuck you, Mendax!” Why was I so out of breath?
“Very good girl,” he rumbled as his rough hand ran up the inside of my thigh, feathering where the

seam of my panties rested.
I gasped, biting my lip so hard I tasted copper as my eyes fluttered shut. I pushed my head harder

against the blanket to make certain he heard nothing.
“Your flesh is the softest thing I have ever felt,” he said breathily almost to himself. “Tell me why

you want me dead, little lamb? Don’t be shy with me. I quite like the fire that you attempt to mask.”
“For the last fucking time! I’m not trying to kill you! God! I’m pretty sure I would be doing a

better job than this if I were!” I shouted.
How stupid was this man?
His hand skated across my most sensitive parts, softly feeling the silk triangle.
I knew he could feel my desire dampening the fabric even as I bit the other side of my lip to stop

myself from letting out an unwelcome moan.
With my head and hands held down, I couldn’t tell what he was doing, I could see nothing. All my

senses heightened, and my skin buzzed, waiting to feel where his hand or body would move next.
“I’ll ask you again, Callie.” He pulled the triangle to the right, and cold hair hit my exposed

throbbing sex. “Why do you want me dead?” His voice was thick and sultry, as if he could barely
restrain himself at the sight of me.

“I’m not an as—”
His tongue swept over my center from behind with one long swipe.
I bit a mouthful of the bedding and tried to rise, but the steady pressure of his hand pushing my

face into the fabric stopped me. I needed to get away from him. I was unraveling at his fingertips—
and his tongue.

Holy gods.
My thighs shook in anticipation, and I was thankful my face was hidden from view.
Mendax groaned a low reverberating growl that had its own effect entirely on my body.
“I am plagued by you.” Another light swipe of his tongue. “I am vexed with the thought of you

constantly.” His lips pressed against me as he spoke, and I felt every breath and rumble of his mouth
as it moved against me. “I beg the old gods that listen”—another swipe, this time his tongue
deepened, and he lightly ran his teeth over my nub, following with his warm tongue—“that they will
rid you from my system after today.”

I could fight it no longer and pressed back against his warm mouth, shamefully begging for more
with a deep moan. I couldn’t think straight. The world seemed to swirl and blend away, and we were



the only two left. Nothing mattered but when I would feel him touch me again.
He readily acquiesced, grabbing both of my thighs. The prince gently spread my legs farther apart

before he cupped a large hand under me.
I was completely undone, arching my back and moaning. I felt hollow with a need for him to fill

me, to feel that delicious friction filling my body.
“That’s it, my little hellhound, rub that pussy against my face so hard we both forget how much we

hate each other.”
A low growl ripped from his chest as I did just as he requested.
I was so close—so close to coming.
A sharp, pleasant sting flared as he suddenly slapped my ass. His mouth and tongue continued to

flick and suck in a wild, mind-numbing assault. It was like a starved man given food for the first time.
“Mendax!” I shrieked huskily as the sting of his hand bit into my skin sharply.
The sensation sent ripples of sensitivity through the rest of my body, and I writhed against his face

feeling the rumble of his moans reverberate over me.
“Mendax! Oh god! Me—”
“Say it again, pet. Remind the gods exactly who you have bewitched.”
I came so hard that stars flickered in my vision before I collapsed in a pile spreading my arms

wide. Only then realizing that my hands had been free most of the time.
“I still hate you,” I said as I looked into the hungry blue eyes that towered over me.
In another world, I would have wanted nothing more than to curl into his chest and sleep. His face

seemed so different and full of feeling as he watched me.
“I still want to kill you . . . maybe more now,” he said, staring at me one last second before he

turned and walked to the door. “The maids will be in to get you dressed. We leave for your second
trial in an hour. The Seelie royals wish for a piece of the entertainment as well.”

“WE MUST GO NOW, MISS,” the lady’s maid mumbled while she sprayed something from a small ruby
bottle at me.

I sighed heavily. I still felt so tired. My wounds hurt even under the bandages that were healing
them at an alarming speed.

Foolishly, every time my eyes lifted from sleep, I still found myself searching for the light, for the
place that would always hold a piece of my heart, even if I didn’t make it out of here alive.

“We know you can do it, miss. The staff all root for you, oh—please don’t tell the queen I said
that,” the small elfish-looking girl murmured.

Even she was beautifully ethereal, like everyone else I had seen on this side of the veil save for a
few monsters. I couldn’t help but wonder why Prince Mendax always seemed so disgusted by the
females in his presence. Everyone was so gorgeous.

I studied her heart-shaped face in surprise. “You—what? I was under the impression you all liked
Prince Mendax?” I rose from my chair, now fully dressed in a beautiful crimson gown that fell in a
heap to the floor. It instantly reminded me of pooling blood.

“Oh! Miss—we do! We very much like the prince!” She scrambled, beginning to look flushed as
the maids all exchanged worried looks. “We like him very much, which is why we champion for you
to survive. Had Prince Mendax not killed his father—well, there is no telling what would have



happened to all of us.”
The small group of maids walked me toward the door and stopped so the one speaking could

adjust the back tendril of hair that kept releasing itself from my updo. She looked exactly like what the
human fairy tales assumed small fairies to look like, petite with slightly more angled features and
incredibly pointed ears.

Eventually, she stopped trying to fix my hair and snapped her fingers. A large luna moth that had
been floating through the room—they always seemed to be—flew smooth and unhurried to the back of
my hair where it landed, holding the misbehaved tendril in place. Another came and rested on the top,
fluttering as if they were excited for the task.

“If you are on Mendax’s side, then why do you root for me?” I asked as I watched the maids all
blush in unison.

“We have been maids of the Unseelie castle for hundreds of years, since His Highness was only a
baby.”

Hundreds of years old?
She continued, looking down in an attempt to hide her face under her ashy brown hair. “And he

never laughs or smiles, never has. He is completely unable to feel anything but hatred.” She reached
out to put her small hand on my arm. “Please know that not all Unseelie are this way. We have normal
and happy villages, much like I have heard of in the human realm—”

“What does this have to do with me?” I asked, feeling a painful twinge at the mention of the human
realm.

She moved close to my face, her brown eyes glittering. She reminded me of a giant doll that
smelled like cupcakes, not at all what I would expect from a maid of the horrible Unseelie castle. “He
likes you, we can tell. The prince—it’s like he’s numb all the time. Never changes expressions or
seems to feel unless he is killing.” Her round bark-colored eyes sparkled. “But he feels with you, his
eyes dance when he looks at you, and he is constantly watching you. If . . . if he bonded with you, then
he could ascend and take the throne as king!” She finished excitedly.

The other three had now joined her in quiet harmony as they smiled and whispered excitedly to
one another pressed up against me.

So that was why he hadn’t become king. Because no one wanted to be tied to him forever, I
certainly wouldn’t blame them for that.

“You are foolish. He doesn’t like me. In fact, he despises me. You do remember he’s trying to kill
me with these trials, right? I’m sure there are plenty of shadowy maidens that would love to bond—or
whatever—to him.” I pushed back my shoulders and steadied myself for what was to come today, not
liking the nonsense they spoke.

I didn’t want to bond to anything. I wanted to go home.
“Oh, there are plenty of women who have tried desperately to claim him, he has never entertained

one that we are aware of. He says he will never bond to another and share his powers and will never
become king.” Her round eyes drooped in sadness, and a dramatic frown creased her doll-like face.
“Though he thinks he will live forever, he will not, and as of now, who knows who or what will take
the throne if he is gone! His people need him to remain. With the expelled Fae holding rebellion, it’s
trying times to have an empty throne.”

I shook the confusing words from my head. This wasn’t my world, and I wouldn’t get tangled up
in any of this. I just wanted to go home.

“I think I should go. I truly am sorry about the troubles you all face, and I hold faith in the hopes
that you find a solution that works. Are the guards coming to assist me?” I asked, stepping out of the



door to an empty hallway.
Where were my shadow guards?
“No.” She smiled coyly. “The prince said that the guards were futile. That he would find you

easily and enjoy the hunt should you try to escape.” She covered her mouth, and I swear a breeze of
vanilla cupcake wafted into my nose. “He and the queen are escorting you in the carriage to the Court
of Faerie themselves. Good luck.” She smiled, and I found myself cringing away from it.

I stepped into the dark hallway and headed for the grand staircase.
As much as I thought I would hate so much darkness, the castle had a cozy feel as the amber

flickers of light cast a warm glow against the dark floors and walls. Maybe I should paint my rooms
at home black if I returned.

I had to clutch the banister at the top of the stairs and close my eyes.
Home.
What if I didn’t survive the trial today? What if I never made it home again? Never got to see

Willow Springs or Earl again? I would never see Dorothy the turkey or the cabin I had so newly
called home.

I stepped onto the dark wood of the first step, trembling.
This was real.
I could easily die today.
My chest tightened, and the crimson fabric sparkled with my quickened breath as I clutched the

iron balusters fighting to keep upright, but failing as I dropped to sit on the step.
I couldn’t do this—I couldn’t.
A solid hand gently pressed against my lower back.
“It’s a good thing Alistair’s not near to hear your heart racing, or he would go mad,” Mendax

whispered softly as he sat down next to me. The soft onyx-colored fabric of his pants and coat gently
caressed the side of my thigh as he sat.

I hadn’t turned my face from the stairs to identify who it was. I didn’t need to. I knew it had been
him before he spoke. My nerves seemed to itch for him when he was near, and that bothered me more
than any of this. How could I feel that way about the man trying to kill me? He was the villain. I
would only feel that for a hero.

“Will you truly let me go home if I survive the trials?” I asked softly, feeling vulnerable.
I turned to face him just in time to see a muscle feather at his jaw.
“Believe me, pet, when I tell you I want you gone—I need you gone,” his low whisper skated

across my clavicle, down to lower, more hidden, parts of me.
“Then just send me away now. Why kill me?”
Our faces had somehow gotten closer. Here I could easily see the rosy tones of his soft lips, the

smooth skin that made the dark hair near his temple stand out in contrast.
“Because if you’re not dead, I fear I will leave everything to follow you.” His gravelly voice was

barely heard as it ghosted across my lips.
One minuscule movement from either of us and our lips would press together. What would it feel

like to kiss that wicked mouth? Something in my gut warned me it would be like a drug—that it would
feel like magic until every part of me was ripped apart, unable to collect the pieces.

“You assume I’d be easily found if—”
“I would find you,” he stated with a look that sent so many butterflies into my belly it made the

moths in my hair flutter.
He lifted my arm as he stood, helping me up and setting it in the crook of his before guiding us



down the wide staircase.
“If you die tonight and I never get to tell you, you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”
His kind words startled me, and I tripped down the step before he caught my waist with a firm

grip. My long nails dug into his back for balance as I steadied myself. I looked up to thank him but
stalled, finding his features afflicted with a look of torment.

I realized my nails dug into the spot where his wings would attach if they were out. The place I
now knew was the killing blow of winged Unseelie creatures.

We both paused. He turned to face me, still holding my waist.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I pulled my fingers away. They trailed down his broad back, and I felt

every muscle tense under my fingertips. “It’s the same for you, isn’t it? The killing point beneath your
wing? Why would you not wear armor then?” I asked. Somehow this felt incredibly intimate.

I took the last step and moved off the stairs needing space. I hadn’t really expected an answer
from him. The idiot still believed me to be an assassin, after all.

He grabbed my hand as I walked off the stairs and pulled me back against his chest. Something in
his eyes looked dangerous and unhinged. His wings unfurled. This close, you could see they formed
more of a physical substance than just wisps of airy smoke. I went to pull away. The sheer danger my
body felt at the sight of his spread wing was enough to make me run. His predatorial side was in full
effect, no longer hidden beneath the guise of a kind man.

He moved my hand to the place on his back just under his wing.
I gasped as he pressed my palm firmly against it, feeling the edge of skin and fabric that made way

for the wings.
“Yes, lamb, a wound here would end me,” he rumbled as he held me against his chest. I could see

every tiny blue speck in his beautiful eyes. His body screamed danger, but something in his eyes was
gentle, sad even. “I wear no armor because I don’t need it. I accept the challenge of anyone foolish
enough to attempt to end me. Most Fae are too stupid to know I also possess the weak spot.

He pressed my hand harder on the spot. I felt the thick liquid-feeling of his wing press against the
top of my hand as if in retaliation to my closeness to the spot. Only our eyes spoke as we stared, our
bodies pressed together intimately.

He was being vulnerable with me.
He had to believe I wasn’t really here to hurt him.
He seemed to shake himself out of it and moved forward, still holding my wrist as he tucked his

wings away. We walked out the door to the largest, most horrifying carriage.
It was large and gothic, with black overlays covering the intimidating square frame. Rich red

velvet screamed at my eyes when the door opened, but that wasn’t the scary part.
Six large skeletal unicorns with glowing red eyes stomped and huffed angrily as they waited at the

front of the ominous vehicle. That still wasn’t the scariest.
“Get in already,” shouted the queen from inside the carriage.



Chapter 24



I

Ruined

Mendax

watched Callie closely.
Every time the carriage hit a bump, her cleavage shifted, making it hard to think straight. Had

we not been sitting across from my mother, I’m not certain I could have resisted her in the tight red
dress she wore. It hugged every curve of her soft body like a glove. The parts it didn’t hug, I imagined
in my mind, and it was almost too much for me to take. She smelled like amber and spice, not her
usual lavender.

They had accidentally used my soap on her instead of her own.
Gods, did I like the way she smelled with me all over her.
I especially liked how every other Fae tonight would smell only me when they were near her.

They would know she was my pet.
I was losing the fight my soul waged against her. Every breath she took, another strand of my fight

seemed to perish. Her words—her mind—her soft skin, it was taking over all of me.
I had hoped after I got a taste of her, my mind would finally be free of her, but that proved far from

the outcome. As soon as I tasted her sweetness, I wanted—needed—more. Each wall of the fortress
in my mind crumbled with her presence no matter how hard I fought against it. It was maddening! If
she didn’t die soon, I feared she would be my greatest weakness, and I couldn’t afford to have any
weaknesses, especially not with the throne open.

Tonight’s trial would be a fast, speedy death for her. Even now, the blood in my body fought
against the idea of her death. I had always wanted to feel something—anything. Then out of nowhere,
this human sparked a fire of need inside me where it once had been empty and cold.

“Why again could we not have shadowed to the Faerie court? The girl could have been driven
alone,” the queen grumbled as she scowled at Callie across the plush bench.

“Because, as you know, they have wards up to prevent us from shadowing in unannounced, and
even though I’m still quite sure, as Smoke Slayers, we could easily breech it, tensions already run
high with the elf and Seelie royals already there,” I stated cooly, though my fist clenched just at the
thought of the Seelie Fae looking at Callie.

“I could do it right now,” the queen said. Her eyes twinkled with mischief.
I knew exactly what she spoke of.
“You will do no such thing. I will not be bonded. Period,” I barked back.
Callie froze at the mention.
Interesting.



The queen pursed her lips. “I don’t need your permission, dear. As your queen, I can do what I
see fit, whether you like it or not.”

Still just a cat, toying with a mouse, even if the mouse was her son.
“I’m right here. Stop speaking about me as if I’m not sitting right in front of you,” Callie bit out at

the queen.
Gods alive, she was stunning when she let that fire flow. There was a darkness in her that fueled

her flame, and I felt it with my soul.
“You won’t be for long if you speak to me like that again,” the queen growled.
Had I not been her son, I might have missed the flickered eyebrow of surprised respect.
“I will not be bonded to him. I’d rather die than be trapped here with him forever,” Callie spat

out.
“That’s sort of the plan,” the queen chuckled darkly before the carriage stopped.
Something uncomfortable bloomed in my chest with her disapproval of bonding to me. I strongly

disliked it. Why was she so against bonding to me? How could a human not want the powers she
would possess? Most would beg for it.

I quickly escaped the confines of the conversation and helped the women out of the carriage and
into the sizable stone castle of the Court of Faerie.

Immediately upon entering, I spotted the separation of the different kingdoms. The elves had
surrounded their white-haired king and queen, every last one of them draped in flowing white and
gold traditional robes. In the back were a few of the smaller royals, the less important ones.

My eyes caught with fiery gold stares as I took in the Seelie princes at the back of the large
ballroom. Remembrance of Callie mentioning their golden fox forms saving her life flashed in my
mind. Whatever they wanted with her, they wouldn’t get. She was mine now. They practically glowed
amber from being in the sunlight so long. After everything, I loathed them almost as much as my
mother did.

I quickly scanned the area searching for the Seelie Queen Saracen or the younger princess but
found only the two princes had shown from the Seelie royals.

Good. I didn’t need to diffuse another war between the two queens today.
I sized up the two brothers. Aurelius was the taller brother, though still not at tall as me. Langmure

was more muscular, but in a lean “I run away a lot” sort of way. They both wore the typical Seelie
dress, all white with a gold crown atop each of their obnoxiously blonde heads. I had refused my
crown tonight. They all knew who I was, I didn’t need a crown to evoke what their nightmares
reminded them of.

Aurelius downright gawked as his eyes found Callie behind me. I watched as pure desire flooded
his golden eyes. His flaxen-feathered wings popped out from behind his back, startling his brother
and everyone else in the room as he stared at my pet.

A male Fae’s wings only appeared when they wanted to fuck or fight.
Darkness shadowed the light as my own wings snapped out. I stepped in front of Callie, and the

action drew Aurelius’s stare to me with a small smirk as he and his brother walked to the center of
the room to meet us, wings still spread.

“So it’s true then,” Langmure stated as he glared at me. To his benefit, he didn’t look intimidated
like most. Idiot. “We heard that you held a captive human, but I thought even for you that was awfully
low.” Even if they knew more, they wouldn’t admit to anything here at the Court of Faerie.

“We hope that you have been treated well,” Aurelius moved in front of his brother to take Callie’s
hand. His broad golden wings almost knocked his brother down.



“I uh—” Callie stared wide-eyed before I shoved her behind me.
“I suggest you go to that far back corner with your brother and stop touching what’s mine unless

you want your throat slit, Aurelius. Whatever your interest in the human, it ends now,” I growled.
Langmure’s wings unfurled with a smile.
“How sweet, the monster has fallen in love with the human,” Langmore mocked as he stepped

closer to get in my face.
My blood itched—screamed—to break his neck, even though it would cause a small war we

couldn’t afford to be in right now. The Court of Faerie was supposed to be neutral territory.
I had been so focused on Langmore in my face that I hadn’t noticed Aurelius had moved behind

me and pulled Callie to his side, gripping her close.
Her eyes connected with mine, full of fear and something else I couldn’t place.
“Remove your hand, or you are as good as dead, Aurelius,” I warned.
Darkness seethed and smoked from my every pore as it clouded the room.
“As you’ve brought a captive human to the Court of Faerie, it is our duty to make sure she gets

back to the human realm safely. We have every right to take her Mendax, and you know it.” Langmore
smiled smugly, clearly enjoying this.

The entire room was hushed, frozen and tense as they watched us. We had walked right into this.
“She comes with us. Let’s go,” Aurelius said as he moved Callie toward the door.
She was stunned as she stared at me. Far too weak to do anything against the strong Fae male.

Even if he had not had the strength gifted to Fae royals, she was no match for him.
His hand snaked around her middle as he pulled her back against him and toward the door, his

wings spreading wider the more his hand touched her body. He leaned down to whisper something
against the crook of her neck, and the golden feathers trembled.

Seeing the other male touch her sent a thundering crackle of rage through me like nothing I’d ever
felt.

Every vein in my body vibrated with the unbridled need to get him away from her. What if they
took her away from me?

Letting out a snarl, I grabbed Langmure’s head and ripped it from his body.
A loud crack broke the air as his spinal cord severed. Smoke flowed from my hands like a

tornado, shredding Langmure’s Seelie body and sending pieces of him everywhere. His gold blood
speckled the room and every person in it.

I would not let them have her. War or not.
I shadowed behind Aurelius, now the only living Seelie prince. The room gasped and screamed,

knowing how strong you had to be if capable of shadowing in the Court of Faerie itself.
I reached out to grab Aurelius’s throat, and he struggled to wrap his wings protectively around

Callie. How saintly of him.
It made me feral seeing him attempt to shield her from me.
She was mine.
He was the only one I would hurt.
“Enough!” shouted my mother as she walked closer to us.
She grabbed Callie and pulled her away from the Seelie. Even her grabbing Callie sent a bolt of

protectiveness through me.
“We have every right to take her home Queen Tenebris,” he stated, staring at the human before he

turned his attention to me. His wings strained as they were now spread so wide. “You have killed the
crown prince of Seelie. Over a human. You have just started a war you will not win. You don’t even



have a king,” he threatened, breathing heavily.
He was right, and I knew it.
I was going against the Fae laws in keeping her captive. He had every right to take her and return

her to the human realm.
I saw the lust in his eyes though. Humans were like an exotic prize to most male Fae, and this was

no different. He was taking her for himself.
“We are bonded,” I stammered quickly.
“What?” the queen and Callie gasped in unison.
“We are bonded. NOW mother! Do it now!” I urgently demanded as I spared a glance at my

shocked mother.
She was quick, though, and didn’t hesitate for a second to grab both of our hands. She closed her

eyes as the entire room darkened.
“No! Please! Stop!” Callie fought desperately to free herself from the queen’s grip as she looked

between me and the Seelie.
I didn’t care.
Even if only for a few hours of my life, she would be mine in every way.
My heart squeezed unfamiliarly at the thought of her being tied to me for the rest of her short life.
The room swirled and darkened as lightning flashed and thunder rumbled inside the room. The

crowd screamed as smoke, thick and heavy, swirled like a squall surrounding everyone.
Energy crackled. I felt something swell in my chest with a shock. It felt like lightning shot through

my system and straight into Callie’s as it left us both struggling for air.
The smoke cleared, and the darkness in the room receded.
“We are bonded,” I panted, freeing my hand. “She is my future wife now, Aurelius, and I can and

will do anything to her I like,” I said, stepping chest to chest with the Seelie prince with a deeply
satisfied grin.

Something inside me felt filled, no longer hollow. It felt like an amber moon glowed through my
skin.

“No! Please,” Callie pleaded. She ran to where I stood and grabbed my arm, shaking it
frantically. “Please! You can’t do this to me! I want to go back! I don’t want to stay with you!” she
cried harshly, and something newly built inside me broke with her words.

Of course she wouldn’t return whatever brainless feelings I had formed. She had been
conditioned to kill me as an assassin.

The Seelie had been right. I had just created a war over a human, and that realization finally
unraveled me. Her poison had completely invaded me.

I felt unhinged with fury at the realization that I was falling in love with her.
I looked to my mother in a panic needing her gone more now than ever. “Start the trial now. If she

completes them, she will be returned unharmed to the humans, bonded or not.”
“But then ho—” the queen argued.
“Now!” The walls rattled as the room shook with my intensity.
Everyone flinched and hid except for the queen and Callie. Aurelius had already disappeared red-

faced.
The human stared at me disbelieving, but I saw it. Hidden behind her tears and pleas, her angry

fire fought to emerge. Fought to unleash itself upon me.
I knew in that very moment I was so deeply in love with her, and she would be the one thing

capable of my demise. The weak point in my unbreakable armor. I stared at her, and it scared me to



death. It scared me to death what I wouldn’t do for her.
I clenched my fists so hard I felt my knuckles strain in an effort to be free from my skin.
“The second trial starts now. The game is afoot,” I growled at her as we shot daggers into each

other’s eyes.
She had ruined me, and I would make sure I ruined her.



Chapter 25



“N

Love: The Poison of the Soul

Callie

o, Mendax, please!” I pleaded, but it was already too late.
The familiar swirl blurred my vision.

I braced myself for something hard and cold, remembering how I’d awoke on my back in the
blood forest.

I squeezed my knees to my chest and wrapped the long fabric of my dress over the top of my head
should I need protection. The soft crimson fabric was the only armor I would have.

I continued to have the sensation of falling. The muscles of my body shook from exertion at the
tension of preparing to brace my fall.

Still nothing. I felt only weightlessness as I continued to fall.
“Look, toots, we are gonna be here all night if you stay under that dress,” croaked a smooth voice

creased with age.
Every muscle in my body tensed, waiting for the attack, but none came.
I slowly pulled the dress from my head and sat up apprehensively.
Rage still vibrated under my skin, but I tried to channel it into something productive that could

save my life.
Mendax was a monster, and I couldn’t believe I had ever doubted that.
Bonding to me just so that he could take the throne as king. He would never have to actually be

married because his human bonded would be dead.
How stupid could I have been?
He didn’t care about me ever. He only ever wanted me dead.
I would make him regret ever bonding to me, if I had to return from hell to burn him myself.
“It’s a good thing I’m not tryin’ to kill you or nothin’ ’cause even an old woman like me could’ve

by now. Just standin’ there like that,” the voice said. I opened my eyes and braced myself.
Not what I was expecting, though I don’t really know what that would have been anyway.
The cave was large and arched over my head by at least another eight feet or so. There was no

opening to be seen, no window or door. Just dusty brown walls that formed a deep, open cavern. It
smelled like musty soil, but there was no soil or water to be seen, only dusty clay walls. It was dark
around the edges, but not enough that you couldn’t see. Large wooden torches were bolted to the wall
of rock every few feet. Their tall orange flames flickered with a hiss, the—

It wasn’t the torches that had hissed.
A large snake dropped into the middle of the room from out of nowhere with an angry hiss and



slithered its black and green body to the edge of the cave’s floor, attempting to find its freedom.
I screamed and ran to the long table in the center of the room and scrambled to the top, only

realizing there was a table after I stood upon it shaking.
I was terrified of snakes.
Nothing, and I mean nothing, scared me the way snakes did.
It’s as if he had known that somehow. Known that this was what would break me.
I felt a flutter of foreign, masculine pride in the back of my head.
What? Was that him?
Holy shit. I could feel him, like a trickle of his emotions were entwined with mine. I could feel

his anger, and it felt like spicy hot lava in the back of my mind. There was something else. It felt
like . . . I don’t know . . . sadness? I hadn’t felt anything quite like that since—

Since she had taken the other half of my heart.
I would get home and get my friend back. I hadn’t been through all this for nothing.
Bastard.
I tried to send my anger to wherever that spot in my mind was.
“Get off my damn table! Be a little self-aware human! No wonder you are in this predicament.”
I froze, crouched on the long black table to look at the old woman.
She stood looking annoyed at the end of my long wooden perch. Deep purple robes hung off her

round body. Wrinkles, deep and thin alike, etched across her golden tan skin. Her silver hair was
pinned beautifully up in several knots atop her head, the same silver of the brows that furrowed in my
direction above gorgeous brown eyes. She looked old, but in a goddess-like way, not in a haggard old
woman way.

“Get off of my table before you knock off all of the potions,” she scolded.
Her accent matched her robed attire sounding as if it were from another time entirely.
“Wh-who are you?” I asked as I eyed the snake in the corner.
It slithered at the wall but seemed content to avoid us.
Three more snakes dropped from out of nowhere with a soft thud, landing just to the side of the

table.
I screamed, feeling the blood drain from my face. Was I going to pass out? After all of this.

Everything I had been through just to have it all brought down by a stupid fear of snakes? I loved
every animal, and I would never hurt a snake, but for some reason, they terrified me.

I felt a wave of relief and the muffled sound of laughter from a crowd in my mind.
He knew how much this was affecting me—he could feel it.
“The snakes are not your only worry, child. I suggest you get off this table and begin your trial

before this room is filled with snakes. I can shadow myself out, can you?” the beautiful old woman
asked.

“You-you don’t understand. They are venomous snakes. I can tell by the shape of their head. Most
nonpoisonous snakes have a triangular head, but these have a broader jaw. It-it’s because of their
venom sacks,” I stammered, unable to focus. Pure fear had its grip on me and my decisions at this
point. “Who are you anyway?” I asked again.

“I am the oracle, Lania. I am here to deliver your words of fate and task you with your second
trial,” she said calmly as if we weren’t in a room raining venomous snakes out of thin air.

“An oracle? You’re going to read my fortune for the second trial?” I asked incredulously before
looking at the slithering reptiles along the floor. My body immediately began to tremble. Would they
hurt me, or would they help me like the other animals? “What about the snakes?” I narrowed my eyes



at the woman.
“Foolish girl, as the oracle, I am also the monarch of poisons.” She put her arm on her purple-

clad hip and motioned for me to get off the table.
The swallow stuck in my throat. The snakes had moved to the other side and seemed to be piling

up on each other, likely for warmth in the cold cave.
“So you’re poisoning me,” I stated, looking at the seven various colored cups on the table, each

filled with a different colored liquid.
“Yes, essentially.” She looked down as if that made her sad. “My job today is not as oracle, but I

have been blessed and burdened with both titles, so I will lighten my tongue. Death and darkness will
haunt you well into the golden fortress disguised as home.” She stepped closer, and her eyes glistened
against the torchlight as she studied my face. “You search for what makes your heart whole.
Remember, the viper warms himself in the daylight but finds his home in the dark. Above all else,
remember to unleash the viper inside when you need it the most.” With this, she nodded her head
down and took a few slow steps away from me and the table.

“I don’t understand any of what you just said?” I questioned, worried that maybe I had missed a
clue she’d just given me.

She simply smiled. “You will soon.” She began to fade.
The opacity of her robes changed before my eyes.
“Wait! You can’t leave me here!” I screamed.
“In front of you rest seven unmarked glasses. Four of the glasses are poisons I myself have

harvested with the intent of killing you. The remaining three glasses are filled with their antidote.”
She was barely visible now. “Take them in the correct order, and you shall live on and earn the
chance to return home. But take even one out of order, and you will die a very slow and painful death.
I would not dawdle in your decisions as this room will slowly be filled with venomous snakes as you
have so aptly surmised,” she sang.

“Wait!” I shouted after her, but it was too late, she had completely vanished, and I was now alone.
Alone in the cave with the snakes and an impossible amount of poison.
My mind began to spin as my hands grew clammy and damp. Even if I poisoned the snakes, more

would drop down. If I just refused to drink the poisons, the snakes would kill me.
Another two snakes dropped from the sky. These were solid black with rattles that shook wildly

as they echoed a horrible melody of doom throughout the cave.
“Oh my god, I can’t do this. I can’t! Fuck!” I shook as I clamored on the table again, careful not to

tip over the silver stemmed cups.
I pulled my legs in to sit crisscross as I looked down at the line of cups.
“Okay, okay . . . let’s see,” I mumbled to myself, trying desperately to calm down.
One wrong move and I would be writhing in pain and then dead.
All right, the first cup looked clear. I lifted it, cautious not to spill anything with my shaking hands

as I held it to my nose and sniffed, hoping for some type of clue. I don’t know why since I didn’t know
what to look for. I set it back down and picked up the second chalice, this one had a beautiful purple
liquid, but I could smell nothing.

The third chalice looked to be a beautiful rosy pink hue and smelled warm and sweet, almost
like . . .

My mind flashed to a patch of gorgeous pink flowers I had smelled at a hotel conference years
ago—oleander! This was oleander!

My heart began to race. I knew botanical properties and their poisons. I had just assumed they



would use magical toxins. Did they even use herb and botanical poisons? Had Lania, the monarch of
poisons, done this to help me?

I scooted up closer to the cups before I hastily moved back in a nervous shift. This was crazy.
If I remembered correctly, oleander flowers produced oleandrin and neriine. Two incredibly

potent cardiac glycosides. A single leaf could kill you, let alone an entire brewed cup.
I set the glass down and hurriedly moved on to the next cup just before another three snakes

dropped to the table.
I screamed and felt a sharp bolt of worry. Wait, that worry wasn’t mine. It was from Mendax.
Why would he be worried?
Probably worried I would figure out the task and get out alive.
Defiance and anger bubbled beneath my skin like lava. How could I have been so stupid to think

he had started to care about me?
I couldn’t believe I had let him touch me. Taste me.
My mind flashed with how insane his tongue had felt on—
Lust.
Pure blinding lust pounded through my mind from the monster himself. He could feel my arousal

through the bond.
I shook my head and tried to clear my mind.
I would get out of here. I would get out of here and go home if it was the last thing I ever did.
I picked up the extra fabric from the train of my dress and wiped the sweat that beaded across my

face before I heaved out a deep breath and picked up the fourth cup.
As soon as I inhaled, strong herbs assaulted my senses from the pale green liquid. What was that?

Fennel, crab apple, maybe? Chamomile? It smelled strong, like an overpotent tea. I set it back down.
Okay, out of four cups, I could only place one.

The fifth glass was also green, a bit darker than the last one. I held it up to my nose and braced
myself for disappointment.

Carrots.
It smelled like carrots? What in the—?
What poison smelled like carro—
Water hemlock was in the carrot family and was incredibly toxic!
I immediately dipped the tiniest bit of my pinky into the green liquid and wiped it on the top of my

forearm.
Within a few seconds, the skin began to redden and hive.
It was definitely water hemlock. I was certain of it. It grew along the park’s wet meadows

regularly and caused severe skin reactions from touching it.
I set the cup down and smiled at the poison, feeling slightly more optimistic.
Another snake, this one red with bright green stripes, fell on the table and nearly knocked one of

the cups over before I screamed and kicked it with my foot.
I needed to hurry. They were coming faster.
The sixth cup was filled with what looked to be another cup of clear liquid, but upon smelling it, I

immediately placed lemon. Strong lemon. Unless it was poison masked with lemon, I had to believe
that this was an antidote. Lemon juice was incredibly acidic. I filed that away in my mind as I set the
cup down and continued to the final cup.

The clear-ish pale green liquid looked similar to the others, maybe a bit lighter. Some sediment
had settled to the bottom of the cup, and I squinted to see if it might lend to a hint. No luck. It just



looked like small white dots. That could’ve been anything. I sniffed the liquid.
I gagged, almost dropping the cup.
It smelled like raw meat.
How disg—
Root something . . . snakeroot! I was shaking so hard I could barely see.
White snakeroot was an incredibly common poisonous weed with tiny white fluffy flowers! That

could be what the white speckles on the bottom were from, and it smells like raw meat. Quite an
unmistakable fragrance.

The plant was so incredibly toxic that people died just from drinking the milk of a cow that
recently grazed on white snakeroot. That had to be what it was!

As if on command, at least five snakes fell to the floor with a sickening sound.
The floor was covered now with slithering hissing snakes.
My eyes clenched shut with fear as they slid over each other across the floor. Some were the size

of a garter snake, but some were absolutely giant.
My god, what I wouldn’t give to get out of this room and away from these creatures. I loved all

animals and could even appreciate them, but some unfounded part of my body was absolutely terrified
of these snakes.

Okay, there was no sense in wasting any more time.
I couldn’t help but feel like the oracle had been trying to help me by giving me a few human herbs

—
The humans.
Did Mendax still plan on taking over the human realm and destroying all the humans?
I growled in frustration at my chaotic mind as I tried to focus on the cups in front of my knees. I

couldn’t just leave the humans to be annihilated when I could have done something.
Okay, one problem at a time.
I needed to make it out of here alive, and then I would try and work a deal with Mendax or

something. There had to be something I could negotiate to at least stall the humans’ demise. Maybe as
his bonded, he could no longer hurt humans—

Oh my god, could that be a thing? How would I find that out? He had bonded us in haste, so
maybe he hadn’t thought that through?

I smoothed the sweat-dampened hair from my face and tried to sort my chaotic thoughts.
With a deep breath, I carefully moved the third cup of rosy pink oleander poison to the left, then

followed suit with the white snakeroot that smelled like nasty raw meat and then the water hemlock
that smelled like carrots. I was gambling that those three were what I guessed and were all poisonous.
I moved the chalice of what I guessed was lemon juice to the right in my “antidote” pile and stared at
the three ominous cups remaining.

A snake fell from nowhere and landed in my lap.
I screamed and tried to fling it off as I fell off the table onto the snake-littered ground.
My hoarse screams echoed through the cave, which only seemed to rile up the serpents that

climbed around me as I scrambled, trying to get to my feet. For the first time in my life, I felt so
scared I couldn’t function. My body was shutting down from pure panic.

My eyes fell shut as the thick bodies of snakes crawled over me. How I hadn’t been bitten yet was
beyond me, but I would be soon. One can only huddle in a snake-filled room so long before they were
bitten and killed.

Get up.



You’re a terrible assassin.
I thought you had pull with animals?
Fucking Mendax! His voice was quiet and hard to hear in the back of my mind, but it was almost

like I felt it more than heard it.
I sat up, furious. This was the last thing I needed!
Get out of my fucking head!
And I’m not a fucking assassin! Does a well-trained assassin roll up in a ball and wish for

death surrounded by snakes, you idiot?
The nerve of that prick. I stood up and slowly moved to my previous perch atop the snake-free

table of poisons fueled purely by annoyance.
I never said you were well trained.
I growled.
Get out of my head, Mendax! I hope if I do die, you feel every single thing through the bond.

Every tiny ounce of pain from me being killed and gone forever.
Silence. Good. I lifted the unknown purple cup.
You have no idea the level of pain I will feel when you are gone forever.
Sorrow and anger, more potent than the poisons in front of me, flitted through the bond, and I

sucked in a surprised breath.
More snakes fell.
I shook my head and tried to focus yet again. The purple liquid was beautiful but had no fragrance.

If I were guessing by the opacity of the purple and the theme from the other poisons, it was botanical.
Could it be an antidote? Like the other clear cup, it had no fragrance.

My mind scanned through the toxic flowers I knew of that came in that color. Aconite was the
same purple, highly poisonous, and coined the Queen of Poisons, with the only known antidote being
some mix of borax or something I couldn’t remember.

I set the cup down and picked up the clear and fragrance-free cup. Could this be that? The blend
of borax? It wouldn’t have a scent, and it would be clear. I took a chance and moved my suspected
borax mix to the right with the lemon juice and the purple I suspected as being Aconite to the left. If
my shoddy guesses were correct, then that would be four poisons, all to my left and two antidotes to
my right, with the strong herb-smelling one in the middle. It had to be some sort of antidote. It smelled
like there were at least ten or so herbs mixed together. There was an old medieval antidote called
nine poisons? I shakily moved it to the right.

Well, with four poisons, I would have to start with one of those.
I moved the Aconite to its own place, then set what I believed to be the clear borax mixture in

front of it.
When the cattle in the study had consumed the white snakeroot, they fed them a diet rich in acidity

to fight the toxins.
I set the pale green chalice that I suspected was snakeroot next to what I hoped would be the

borax mixture and then placed the supposed lemon juice next to that.
That left me with oleander, nine herbs, and water hemlock. Maybe.
Two poisons and one antidote, how would that work? If I took both poisons together, it would

only up the toxicity to my system.
Had I heard the numbers wrong? Had it been three poisons and four antidotes?
I fought to swallow; my throat felt dry and sandy.
I must be wrong about something.



Was this not oleander? The rosy pink flower? Was it an antidote instead?
A breeze wafted into the cave, obviously induced by magic since there was no opening.
The flames of the torches flickered wildly before all going out save for one.
The room instantly became more eerie and daunting, with only the slight hint of light that bounced

off the many, many slithering bodies. The sounds of their hissing felt louder as my senses waged war
against my mind.

I moved the questionable pink liquid to the end and prayed it was an antidote. There was no other
way I would survive, even if, against all odds, I had guessed the others correctly.

I grabbed the first two cups in the line, what I believed to be the Aconite and its borax antidote. I
brought the purple liquid to my lips as a tear escaped before I pulled the chalice quickly away.

What if I was wrong?
Poisons were horrible. At the rehab center, we had to deal with animal poisoning constantly.

Animals get into weed killer or antifreeze. It was always horrendous watching the sweet creatures
suffer.

And suffer they did. They nearly always died an excruciating death from it.
I so badly wanted to go home and see everyone. I vowed that after I made it out of here, I would

somehow find Eli. I missed him so badly that sometimes it hurt.
I returned the cold metal to my lips and threw back the purple liquid, dropping the cup to the side

of the table and downing the contents of what I prayed was to be the antidote. I threw the cup to the
serpents with a loud clang and waited.

Instantly I broke into a damp sweat.
My stomach bubbled and gurgled its protest, but no pain came.
This was no place for a human, and I would do what I could to make certain the Unseelie never

got to the human realm. The Seelie, at least, were good-natured and had wanted to help.
I grabbed the next pair of goblets.
The white snakeroot and the lemon juice.
At least that’s what I hoped I grabbed, the lack of light had made it impossible to differentiate the

color of the liquids as it now just looked shiny black against the metal chalice’s rim.
Down my gullet they went, one after the other. I would have given it more thought, but what

sounded like at least a hundred snakes dropped to the floor, and it was all I could do to hurry. Were
they dropping consistently now? I couldn’t see very far around me because it was so dark.

I felt the nausea rise as a deep belch sounded. I was going to be sick.
Sick, but I wasn’t convulsing, and that was a very good sign.
I was down to the last three.
The three that I was the most uncertain about.
One of which I wasn’t entirely sure if it was even a poison or an antidote.
Something slithered across the table, and I had to shove its heavy body off with a thud. They were

rising quickly, and they sounded absolutely furious if their rampant hisses were any indication of their
anger.

I grabbed the water hemlock and the nine herbs. That left the questionable pink, which I first
suspected was oleander, staring back at me.

It had to be an antidote. I couldn’t end on a poison or it would kill me.
Either she had misspoken, or I had misheard the numbers, but that had to be an antidote. There

was no other way this could work out. I was fairly certain of the others, more so after having tasted
them and confirming a few, such as the lemon juice. Several of the botanical poisons reminded me of



their flowers’ smell, which also added to my confidence.
All but the last pink one.
I held the water hemlock to my mouth and swallowed it down. They each tasted foul, and it took

everything within me to force the liquids into my mouth.
I chased it quickly with the strong herbed drink and nearly retched. I had to stop and hunch over

like a heaving cat before I could down the strong-smelling liquid.
I waited a minute. By now, the other poisons would have caught up and taken hold. Without

looking in a mirror, I couldn’t see the color of my tongue or the state of my eyes, but I checked my
pulse and was just thankful my heart hadn’t exploded yet.

Had I done it? Had I guessed them correctly?
The last pink chalice stared at me, daring me to lift it.
If I had miscalculated and this was poison, I would be dead within minutes.
I picked up the glass and fought back tears. The worst part of this one was I wasn’t entirely sure. I

didn’t have a good guess. Just a hope and prayer that this was not my time and that it was an antidote.
The cold metal touched my lips, and I swallowed it in three big gulps. It was bitter with a sweet

hint of flavor. With my nose close to the liquid, I smelled it again before I emptied the contents of the
cup and threw it to the floor, awaiting the tension to leave my shoulders and confirm that I was right,
and it was the antidote.

My fingers clenched the fabric of my dress tightly.
It was oleander.
It was poison, and I had no antidotes left.



Chapter 26



T

Destruction

Callie

he last goblet of liquid was poison. Not an antidote.
I grabbed a fist full of my hair at what I had just done.

I had miscalculated.
She had said four poisons and three antidotes.
My stomach immediately seized in a tight cramp, and I fell on my side still atop the table as I

pulled my knees to my chest.
There were no more cups; nothing else was in the room but snakes.
My skin grew both too hot and too cold at the same time.
“You are monsters! This wasn’t even a fair trial! You just wanted entertainment for your demented

people!” I screamed, clutching my stomach as stabbing pain spread throughout my body.
I waited but felt and heard nothing from the crowd or Mendax.
“Well, congratulations, you assholes! You got what you wanted!” I cried as hot tears dribbled

down to collect on the table below my face.
My voice was hoarse with wailing sobs of defeat. Panic surrounded my every thought.
“Go take the throne, you piece of shit! You’re nothing but a monster, and that’s all you’ll ever be!

Some day you will get what’s coming to you!” I choked back a scared sob.
My mind was blurring together like I was underwater. Everything felt foggy and painful. I could

feel things beginning to shift and move as my muscles started to spasm.
I was crying so hard now snot ran down my face onto the table and pooled beneath my face. Why

was everything in my life so punishing? So agonizingly hellish and tiresome.
At least I could be with my mom and sister again. I would finally be able to hug them again after I

died.
“I am so stupid. I wish I’d never seen those fairies, and I wish I’d never met Eli. I wish I’d never

seen a stupid moth or mushroom in my life. I wish I’d never become a scientist. I wish I’d never made
that deal. I wish I’d never met any Fae ever!” I blubbered just before a sharp pain had me crying out
as my stomach seized painfully. My mouth felt so dry.

My heart was beating so fast that it felt like a train was running through my chest. The hot tears
continued to blur my vision.

“I wish I could go back to Willow Springs and pretend again. Just pretend everything is normal
and okay and that . . . that is my life. I could date Cliff and settle down. I would hug Cecelia if I ever
saw her again. I would hug Earl so tight and tell him to stay so far away from those stupid



mushrooms.” My blubbering was incoherent, but it didn’t matter because no one was here. I would
die completely alone.

Fight lamb. Show me the serpent that I know you really are, Callie. Give me all the venom
you’ve got.

He was encouraging me? How ironic.
Calling me a serpent. Couldn’t he decide? A lamb or a serpent? You couldn’t be both.
He and I both knew I was a lamb. If I was a serpent, I would have already bitten him.
I would have bitten him a thousand times before he threw me in the dungeon.
I would have filled him with so much fucking venom his eyes floated and his heart exploded—
That mouth of yours is making me hard with all of these venomous threats.
The venom.
Ohmygod. The venom.
I struggled to sit up. My stomach felt tight, and I was barely able to move.
The venom was the last antidote.
The last poison was oleander. It had lethal cardiac glycosides known as oleandrin and neriine that

sped up the pulse to erratically high levels.
I rolled off the table with a crack as my back landed hard atop a lumpy pile of snakes. I grabbed

the nearest one, my fears overridden by the last morsel of my fleeting will to live.
There was no more space left for panic. I was too full of desperation.
The thick black reptile was huge. My hand couldn’t encompass his body, but I trailed it to the end

and lifted hoping it wasn’t his tail.
It wasn’t. The large black snake widened its pink mouth before striking me in the chest just above

my right nipple.
I screamed as the snake slithered angrily away.
The harsh sting had me clawing at my breast where the viper had struck. I felt the rush of venom

surge through me like a bolt of electricity before it began its paralyzing effect.
Snakes used their venom to dull and sedate their prey, making it easier for them to consume. This

effect would counter the poison’s effect by slowing down my heart rate.
The collection of poisons in my stomach would likely be in abundance, hence able to burn off

enough of the lethal venom to where I would only be incredibly sick, but not dead. Unless they didn’t
get me out of here in time and the other snakes bit me.

Before I could even move my arms out to collapse on the ground, the room whirled around me,
and I was again back in the center of the ballroom at the Court of Faerie.

This time I felt no cold marble floor beneath me like that of the last trial.
Warm hands shifted underneath my back. My eyes fought to stay shut. To go somewhere far, far

away from all of this torture.
I was in Prince Mendax’s arms.
I opened my eyes, prepared to fight, but instead, my body betrayed me. Every taut, sedated muscle

grew heavier in his arms, and I found myself tucking into his broad chest, finding comfort.
It made no sense. He was the reason I was sent to the trial.
I knew he wanted me dead.
But something had cracked in him. I could see it in the way he stared at me.
As if I alone gave the oxygen that allowed him life.
He studied me as raw power flooded the space around him. His black wings of smoke spread so

wide it felt as if the room struggled to contain them. Emotion filled the pools of sky-blue eyes



studying my face. His dark brows furrowed, and his mouth was only a thin line with a look of shaken
wonder on his face. I felt him tighten his grip on me as he began to walk, carrying me out of the
ballroom.

Darkness fought to close the edges of my eyes again, and I prayed this was just the sedative
effects of the venom and not my death.

“You are safe now, lamb. I’ve got you,” he whispered with a trembling voice.
“She will be killed in the last trial, Mendax, no matter what you say. I will not keep a human in

my bloodline. I run the next trial, and she doesn’t make it out.” The queen’s cold shout echoed around
us.

The sound of large doors being opened sounded at the same time as a cool breeze hit me, but my
eyes had already fastened shut. Only the warm feel of Mendax’s body as he pulled me against him and
the steady pace of his haggard breathing grounded me.

“I can lose everything, but not you. I can’t lose you,” he whispered so quietly I knew I wasn’t
meant to hear.

Pure warmth and protection radiated through my mind like a cocoon of sweet and cozy feelings.
It was from him, and it felt like a dirty, vulnerable secret I wasn’t supposed to know.

“GET AWAY FROM ME,” I growled as the oversized shadow gave me a predatory stare.
I had passed out sometime after we had ridden in the carriage and slept the entire way back.
I wasn’t sure if the queen had ridden back with us, but in the few hours it took to get back to the

Unseelie castle, it had become deserted. The night always seemed to be filled with shadows and
smoke when I saw it, so I still had no idea what part of the day it actually was.

“Callie, I’m sorry, but this isn’t a choice. There could still be a pocket of venom in the puncture
marks, and I will not risk it,” he gritted through his teeth, barely hiding his frustration.

“Funny words from the person who caused the venom,” I bit out as harshly as I could. As if my
words were the snake itself striking.

I edged toward the door of the room he had taken me into. I just wanted to get away from him and
his sexy amber-smelling body.

I was exhausted, but I wasn’t about to let him suck the poison out of my bite.
The bite above my breast.
He was the villain in my story.
The merciless shadow that felt nothing and cared for no one.
He had tried to kill me numerous times. He alone had caused me more pain and anguish than I had

felt my entire life, and I would not forget that.
So then why did I find myself wanting more of him? Needing him?
I knew there was more to him than he let on. I’d witnessed kindness and gentleness from the

horrifying umbra. After speaking to the maids, I knew he wasn’t as bad as he made himself out to be.
Or maybe he was, but not to me.

I should feel terrified and frightened by his presence, but instead, I found myself only wondering
what he would feel like under my fingers. He had discovered how my skin felt—tasted.

I craved to know what his Fae skin felt like under me—inside me.
I shook my head so hard my hair whipped the wall, and I silently begged my idiotic brain to right



itself from these horrible, delusional thoughts.
He was the bad guy.
You didn’t care about the bad guy. You didn’t want to be near the bad guy. You didn’t want to

make the bad guy smile so hard that it caused something in your gut to ache.
You didn’t fall into the bad guy’s traps, and you certainly—certainly—didn’t fall in love with

him.
He ran his large hands over his face and through his silky black hair, attempting to harness his

growing anger.
“I can impel you, Callie Peterson, remember that,” he threatened as he stepped closer to me and

the door frame.
“Don’t you dare,” I said through gritted teeth, suddenly feeling incredibly weak and helpless.
“The venom will get out one way or another, Callie. Either I call the nearest guard or suck it out

myself,” he threatened, taking another step closer. “But know that I’ll kill the guard for touching you
before his mouth has the chance to speak again,” he growled as if the mere thought of someone else
touching me made him a savage.

Only a few feet separated us now.
“Promise me,” I whispered, all the fight leaving me momentarily as I made my plea.
I noticed his body relax slightly with his victory.
“Anything,” he stated as if it physically caused him pain not to step into me and take me in his

arms.
“Promise me that you will never impel me, that you’ll never take my free will away,” I pleaded

softly.
“Done.” He stepped closer, the movement fluid and graceful.
“One more thing, Mendax—”
“Malum,” he whispered as he stepped into me, the front of our bodies pressing tightly together.
His eyes were full of heat as if an inferno fought to emerge from under his gentle movements.
My body stiffened, and I fought the urge to melt into him. I wouldn’t allow it. I stepped into my

footing and held my ground.
“What?” I asked, shocked. My more tender emotions recoiled with the realization of what he had

just done, the power of the words he had just spoken.
“My true name is Malum Mendax, Crown Prince of the Unseelie Court,” he whispered a little

timidly, as if he were handing me a gun.
As far as the Fae believed, he was.
“Speak my name from those soft lips, and I’ll give you anything—everything—you could ever

want,” he whispered hoarsely against my neck as he struggled to swallow, and I could tell he meant it.
He lifted his face, and tender emotions filled his eyes. But only anger filled mine. I didn’t want

this. I couldn’t do this.
“Let me leave, Malum Mendax. Forget the last trial, and let me go home. Now,” I said through

gritted teeth.
His closeness was doing things to me I didn’t want—things that were making this a lot harder. I

accidentally inhaled, and the smell of spicy amber filled me like a hard drink making me tense with
anger.

He was the bad guy!
His features sharpened as if he’d been asleep this whole time and had only just awakened. He

stepped back with a scowl.



“You will never leave me, Callie. This is your home now.”
He stepped back farther, and his black outfit seemed to radiate shadows as his features grew tight.

He tilted his head, making him look even more unhinged than his crazy words had made him sound.
“The trial is written in Faerie law as a promise, and the queen has taken control of it. It cannot be

stopped, but I will see to it that my—that you are unscathed.”
“If I come out alive, then I get to go back to the human realm. That should also be written in

Faerie law, as you say. You promised me,” I countered.
My eyes had begun to well up from exhaustion and frustration. My dress was the same from the

trial, and it blanketed my frame, heavy and uncomfortable.
“That was before you were my bonded. Before I realized I can’t live without you,” he insisted as

he crossed his arms. Challenge flashed across his eyes with a gleam.
“You tried to kill me after you bonded to me! I had no say in this! You have been trying to destroy

me since I got here!” I shouted at him, suddenly feeling uncontainable.
The wariness from the trials ebbed away, replaced with anger, both with myself for feeling some

morbid type of connection with him and with the monster himself.
He turned his back to me as he raked his fingers through his inky tresses in an attempt to calm

himself. He looked barbarous. No longer gentle and sweet. It was as though the layer had finally
cracked, and the creature left was fully unhinged and maniacal.

I recoiled slightly as the air shifted. The human prey in me began to panic with a new fear.
He was losing his control, I could feel it. I should be frightened, but some idiotic, lurid part of me

begged to see what would happen if he did. Would he finally kill me? Or something worse?
“We may have both been trying to destroy each other, lamb, but rest assured, only you have

succeeded,” he snarled as he turned. “I have tried and tried to rid myself of you. I have never felt the
things that you evoke in me.”

He walked to the dresser that sat against the wall as if he needed the space between us or he
would truly snap. He grabbed a glass decanter from the tray and poured the dark amber liquid into a
small glass. Shaky hands held the glass as he replaced the decanter’s topper.

“You will finish the last trial. I will find out what it is from my mother and make absolute certain
that you are kept safe.” He tossed back the amber liquid, emptying the glass. “And then we will be
married. Then my burdensome suffering will finally end,” he mumbled the last part softly.

I stepped closer to the door slowly, attempting to keep my movements undetected.
He was insane.
Gorgeous and alluring but cracked in the head all the same. I ignored a secret part of me that

seemed to vibrate with the power I got knowing how strongly I affected him and the butterflies it gave
me. He was the Unseelie prince. The most feared of the Fae, and I, a little human, had somehow
gotten to him?

“I will go home after the third and final trial. Your mother will see to it. I know she would never
allow a human to take her throne,” I said smugly as I watched a muscle tick in his defined jaw. He
knew I was right. “I’ll die before I marry you. I still hate you,” I growled at him, not sure if I was
reminding myself or him.

Something sharp seared painfully on my right breast. The bite mark burned like fire coal against
my skin.

I startled and clutched my chest tightly with a hiss.
Mendax groaned and threw the glass against the wall. It shattered as he shouted out an angry roar.
“And I still want you dead just to rid myself of these nagging feelings! You are mine, and I will



kill the entire world if it means keeping you,” he snarled. “Which includes getting the trace venom
from your wound!” He growled as he took a step closer.

His wings unfurled in large billowing half-moon shapes that trailed onyx smoke along the floor.
I gasped at the sight of his wings spreading wide.
And then I ran out the open door.
The hallway was dark, but that would only help him. He seemed to be made from the shadows.

My bare feet slapped against the cold marble floor. I was almost to the end of the hallway. I knew
where I needed to go, and I would do anything to get there.

I couldn’t let him catch me.
I listened, expecting to hear footfalls behind me, but there were none. That didn’t mean anything

though. He was a master killer. He enjoyed it. He was probably silent and hidden in the shadows
right now. Watching me.

The door to the left at the end of the hall was open. If my calculations were correct, there should
be a set of stairs in there that would get me to the roof. To the portal Walter said he knew was up
there. I would find it. I had to.

The pain seared through my chest again. I wasn’t sure if it was from the thought of Walter being
dropped off the roof by Mendax or the trace venom, but it hurt like crazy either way.

I turned to run into the room but fell backward as I slammed into a black wall of muscle. Mendax
had shadowed into the door frame. Firm arms wrapped tightly around my waist, stopping my fall.

The front of our bodies pressed together, and my thin dress did little to buffer the feel of his hard
muscles against my chest and shoulders. He was so large, every ounce of him chiseled and sculpted.
The hard muscles of his abdomen tightened against me. My arms pressed against his biceps, feeling
the hills and valleys of strength through his thin tunic.

The scent of campfire smoke and amber lacquered my senses as I inspected the sharp features of
his face in a daze. His high cheekbones and sharp jaw looked so masculine when he clenched his jaw
that way. Sky-blue eyes stared intensely at my mouth as if it were the key to the universe.

My eyes flickered as warm porcelain slid under the tips of my fingers. I hadn’t even realized I’d
reached up to touch his face. My pointer, middle, and thumb traced the line of his jaw.

My eyes widened at my need to touch him. Stabbing pain flickered like confetti over my right
breast shaking me out of the lust-filled daze. What was I doing?

I pushed off his chest, having caught him off guard just in the right moment, and ran down the
hallway to the large staircase.

Panic and pain set in halfway down the wide stairs, and I’m not sure what caused it, the venom or
the all-consuming want to be consumed by him. The need to know what would happen if I let the
villain touch me.

I released my grip on the black railing and ran for my life. Every part of it.
I ran from myself and my wrong and broken feelings as I clamored down the hard stairs, afraid of

what truly would be my death if I didn’t escape.

AS I TIREDLY RAN, the train of my dress caught the front of my foot, and I stumbled down the last
several stairs with a painful thud. Every corner jabbing into my previous nearly-healed injuries.

I scrambled to get up when I felt his still presence to the front of me. Close enough I could feel the



power radiating from him as the smoke billowed from his wings. Close enough to see the look of
helpless frustration written in the depths of his steely eyes.

“Please, Callie,” he pleaded but didn’t move toward me.
“Get away from me, you psycho!” I shouted, turning as fast as I could. I began to run back up the

stairs I had just come down. I was so slow now. I knew, had he really wanted, he could have grabbed
me.

I clutched my chest as I stumbled over the last step, seriously debating letting him suck the poison
from my system if it meant all the nagging pain would stop.

I reached the top platform on my hands and knees and crawled right into a pair of strong legs. I
jumped up with the last of my will just as he stepped into me.

Something soft and pleading in his eyes spoke to whatever was left of me.
He swept his leg and gently kicked mine out from under me at the same time as he grabbed me. I

jumped a moment late, not having seen the embarrassingly slow attack coming.
Strong arms held me as he dipped me backward and pressed firmly against my front. His hand

held wide at the base of my skull while the other wrapped around my waist, pulling me against him.
His breath ghosted lightly across my face, both of us frozen as we stared intensely at the other.
“I-I have tried so hard to eradicate you from where you now live inside me.”
His words were so quiet and deep that I had to lean closer. I pulled myself up slightly to hear

them, to feel them whispered across my cheek.
His words were shaky now, not the smooth, confident cadence I was used to hearing from him. “I

would destroy anyone for you . . . anyone including myself,” he whispered, slowly reaching out to cup
the side of my neck in his hand. “Every fiber of you has desecrated me wholly.” His voice cracked
hoarsely. “The buttery texture of your skin has burned me with every touch. It’s all I think about. I-I
am consumed by thoughts of you day and night.” His soft confession flowed from him in a plea.

I tilted my head up to find our faces were only a breath apart as he leaned over me. Before I
realized what I’d done, I pushed my lips against his, my body refusing to take orders from my brain.

Soft velvety lips pressed against mine, gentle and tender, filled with everything we were both
afraid of. I reached my hand to the back of his head and snaked my fingers through his satiny black
hair needing to feel it. The action elicited a deep groan into my mouth from Mendax. The sound
seemed to set fire to my bones with a painful need to be closer to him.

Within a second, the kiss had gone from tender to a blinding frenzy as I righted myself against him,
and we struggled to touch more. I pressed my body so hard against his that I whimpered into his
mouth when the wound on my chest smashed against him. Without breaking the wildness of our kiss,
he reached down and cupped my ass in each hand, lifting me up. My dress shoved around my waist as
I tightened my thighs around his body as I felt everything press against him with maddening friction.

It was a flurry of wild, needing hands and lips as he held me in the middle of the hall.
I felt something hard press against me so I gasped and pulled away. My arms held onto his

massive shoulders as I looked down at him in a lust-drunk haze, half expecting to see him holding a
knife against me.

He was hard as a rock.
The feel of his cock dented against the thin triangle of fabric that covered my center sent warmth

and desire flooding through my lower belly. He realized what had shocked me and licked his lips
with a salacious grin.

My back slammed against the hallway wall. I felt him press his length harder against my barely
covered slit as he pulled away from our kiss to watch my face. My eyes flickered shut at the



sensation. I didn’t care how wrong it was, I needed to feel him thrusting inside of me like I needed
air.

He pressed against me a little harder with a deep groan, lifting my ass slightly, simultaneously
causing a stroke of friction for us both. I bit my lip as I pressed my hips into him as though the fabric
would incinerate and I would feel him inside me. Mendax’s lips found my neck as he trailed his
tongue and soft mouth across the sensitive skin just below the shell of my ear. His hand slid across the
bare skin of my thigh as goose bumps erupted in their wake like a command. A deep moan escaped
with the feel of his lips as they moved stealthily across my clavicle. Playful bites and trails of teeth
raked across my cleavage.

Mendax lifted his head to look deep into my eyes.
“How does it feel?” he said, breathing heavily. “To know that I love you and that you have

doomed me? That you and only you have the power to disarm and debilitate me. That you, a human,
have dismantled every part of me and rebuilt it as a shrine in your honor.” His pupils were blown out
almost completely black now. He trailed his thumb across my bottom lip as he bit down on his own.
“The way your mouth quivers slightly when you hold back your fiery words,” he rasped seductively
as he pressed his thumb into my mouth. “The spark that you hide has swallowed me whole.” His
strong hands skimmed across my shoulders as he shoved down the straps of my dress and exposed my
breasts with a cold shock from the hallway’s icy air.

Pain flickered through arousal, and I squeezed my locked legs tightly around his waist. He snaked
a hand down to press over the fabric of my underwear. At the same time, his other hand gently
touched the two fang pricks next to my nipple. My eyes flickered, and I failed to stifle a sigh as the
touch of both places sent the most delicious mix of pain-laced pleasure through my body.

“Oh god, Mendax,” I cried breathily as his fingers shoved aside the triangle of fabric covering me
and pressed his mouth down to the bite. His tongue flicked across my hardened nipple as he stroked
two fingers over my clit, causing me to jump and swear at the intense sensations.

I pressed myself against him, feeling the outline of his rock-hard cock behind his leathers.
He moaned, and the deep vibrations rumbled into my chest. Suddenly a sharp sting of blinding

pain ripped from the skin under his mouth as he sucked at the bite. I shifted to get away just as his
fingers dipped inside me.

I clung to him, unable to think of anything but the intense feelings that coursed through my body.
My nails dented into his back as my head pressed against the wall behind me. The combination of
pain and pleasure made me delirious. I writhed and arched against him, hoping he would give me
more.

I froze with the realization he was sucking whatever residual poison out of my wound.
“Wait! Won’t the poison hurt you?” I whispered, shoving his hard shoulders away to look into his

face.
I should want him dead. Not feel worried about him.
He pulled his face back, and my breast popped out of his mouth. He looked up at me as though in

awe.
“It will not hurt me, little lamb. You are the only thing that could hurt me now,” he whispered as

he stepped back and set my legs on the ground.
I pulled my dress down over my thighs and tried to steady myself. I kept my hands to myself,

afraid that if they so much as brushed the hem of his shirt, I would be unable to control myself again.
His large frame blocked me from stepping away from the wall. His soft blue eyes looked at me in

a way I would have given anything to experience.



From anyone but him.
“You were never supposed to mean this much to me,” he rasped, shaking his head.
“You are the bad guy,” I whispered, and my breath moved the black hair that fell across his

forehead. “You are filled with hatred and wickedness. You enjoy killing.” My bare chest brushed
against his, the conflicting emotions at war in my mind. None of any of this felt real. His hands found
my waist, and I couldn’t help but feel relief when they did. “I love sunshine and animals. I-I am
human—I don’t belong here. I need to leave,” my soft whispers pleaded as he bent down slowly and
joined our lips in a slow, sensual kiss.

All thoughts, rational or otherwise, left me. I was a puddle against his touch. It didn’t matter how
much my mind fought for what it thought was right.

“I am the bad guy, Callie.” He pulled away from my lips just enough to lay his whisper upon
them, never opening his eyes. “Which is why you will never, ever be free from me again.”

He kissed my stiff lip, biting the bottom before he pulled back just enough to speak again. “I am
selfish, and I like hurting people.” A haggard breath left him. “It doesn’t matter if you belong here or
not. I won’t spare even half a thought before I murder every person in this world if they get in my
way. I would search the crevices of hell and every nook in between for you. The Fae will beg you to
stay, knowing that is what keeps their loved ones alive another day.” He cupped the side of my face
gently and opened his eyes with heavy lids. “And you aren’t as good and full of sunshine as you
would like people to believe, my little assassin. I see straight through you. It has my dick hard waiting
to see what type of hellhound you truly are.”

My blood thrummed through my veins with his words. He still thought I was an assassin sent to
kill him.

He was nothing but danger, in every sense of the word, and I needed to get away before he
snapped—any more than he already had. I started to push him away, expecting him to get mad, but
instead, a hurt look flicked across his pale eyes before he stepped back.

“For the last time, Mendax, I am a scientist, not an assassin sent to kill you,” I growled, feeling
annoyed.

I hated this. I just wanted to go home.
A small grin tugged at the sides of his mouth. God, he was handsome when he smiled.
“I never said that you weren’t a scientist, my love. Two true things can exist at the same time,” he

purred. His wings pulsed with heat as they coiled their black smoke around my body. “You were sent
here to destroy me, and you have succeeded, even if it wasn’t in the way you intended.”

I don’t know what had gotten into me. But something inside me liked that he thought I was
dangerous, not some Barbie doll idiot or some stuck-up boring scientist. He was enamored with me,
the man who hated everyone, wanted me. The man who everyone feared, feared me.

I smashed my face to his, feeling his muscled chest with my palms.
What did it matter? Was any of this actually real? I wondered if I wasn’t just as mad as the dark

prince when heat coiled in my belly and I pushed his back flush against the wall as we returned to a
frenzy of hands and tongues.



Chapter 27



S

Finders Keepers

Mendax

o full of need the tiny woman was as she pressed against me. Not for long.
I was not a patient man, and I had hungered for this moment since the second my fingertips had

grazed her soft human skin. She was perfect.
It didn’t matter how much I tried to hate her. I pushed her away because I wanted to pull her

closer.
I let her take control with the kiss, curious where my little lamb would decide to go with it. I

wasn’t normally patient, but for her, I would wait until the world froze over. I would do anything for
her. Anything.

Callie kissed me hard, pressing every part of her soft body against mine, yet somehow there
wasn’t enough of me touching her.

I quickly rectified that by winding my fingers into her unbelievably soft hair and pulling her
against me. Her soft moan as she flattened into my body almost made me come right then.

My heart slammed against my chest with delight—finally feeling full. All I had needed was this
woman—this tiny, powerful woman’s touch—and I felt like . . . I felt unstoppable.

Of course I had touched others; I was no stranger to bedding a woman. They shamelessly threw
themselves at me, and a few times, I had played the game, attempting to feel something—anything
other than a need to feel blood. But it never worked. The only thing that ever made me feel alive was
killing. The feel of being the last person that creature saw before they left this realm. Hearing them
beg, that was the only thing that ever made me feel anything.

Until now.
Her tiny hand crawled under my tunic, and I couldn’t help but melt at the way her hands seemed to

grow more hungry and erratic the more of my skin she touched. It was delicious seeing her need for
me.

I did my best to harness my control, but it was taking more than I had.
All it took was one tiny, needy moan from her and I couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

Anything she wanted was hers as long as she was with me . . . and whether she liked it or not, that
would be for forever. I must do something about her fragile human mortality—I could barely stomach
the thought of her leaving me even in death.

I pinned her wrists to the wall above her head as I stepped into her, and my thigh parted her legs
as far as her dress would allow.

I hovered just above her lips, unmoving. Her heavy eyelids fell as she panted. The fast up and



down caused her cleavage to strain tight against the neckline of her dress. She waited impatiently for
my lips to close the distance and touch hers. But I didn’t. I hovered, relishing the feeling of control
and the need I could feel pouring from her through the bond. She moved forward first to press her
mouth against mine, but I pulled back just out of her reach, teasing her.

She huffed and tried again to capture my lips, but I hovered just out of reach. She pulled back,
defeated, and I pressed my mouth to hers, letting her know I was in control. I couldn’t hold back the
approving moan that floated from my lips as I deepened the kiss and skimmed my fingers lightly down
the arms that I still held above her head, down the velvety skin of her side, then down to her hip. She
shivered in response, and I had to adjust myself. Iron blocks were not as hard as my cock in that
moment. I’ve never been so strained as I watched my little lamb beg for me.

I wanted to torture her the way she had tortured me. The way that had stopped me from having the
ability to think of anything else.

Grime and blood covered her filthy dress from the trial—
I shook myself out of the lust-filled daze to realize she hadn’t had a chance to sleep or recover

from her second trial. She hadn’t even had a chance to bathe before I had pounced on her, unable to
keep myself away from her any longer. Now that the poison and anything that could have been lying in
wait was out of her system, I needed to get her cleaned up and rested. I would get a witch to finish
healing the rest of her wounds from the first trial.

Mother had been furious when I told her I would not allow Callie to enter the third trial. The
pieces just happened to fall together after I had forced our bond in my jealous rage. I killed the Seelie
royal on neutral territory because he had wanted her, and the queen was rightfully furious with me for
the war I had invoked.

But, in a second, I would do it all again.
When Prince Aurelius had tried to shuffle her away and take her to the Seelie realm, I could have

burned the world down—and that’s exactly what would’ve happened had he not stopped.
No one would take her away from me. Ever.
I would murder every Seelie bastard alive if I had to, and then I would steal their yellow sun from

them just because my Callie admired it.
Mother would retaliate by sending her to the trial before she had rested and healed from today’s

burdens. No matter how much I needed to be inside her tight human body, it would wait until she was
truly safe, for good. The queen was semi-barbaric like me, and I knew she would send her to the
gridiron of the fates. She knew that would be the only place I couldn’t help her.

We would see about that.
After this trial, I would make Callie my queen and dethrone mother. If she didn’t go peacefully,

that was on her, but either way, she would go. One way or another.
I lifted Callie into my arms and creased a smile so deep I felt it in my blood when she wrapped

her tiny arms around my neck and nuzzled into my chest as I carried her down to our room.
“Where are we going?” she asked breathily, her body still thrummed with heat, and I could feel

her arousal.
“To my room,” I said, squeezing her against me as if she were a pet mouse that might drop down

and run away.
“Are you going to fuck me, Mendax?”
I nearly dropped her and came in my leathers, but thankfully I did neither. The sound of her voice

rough with need for me—and only me—was almost too much. How was I going to get her rested
when all I wanted to do was throw her to the marble floor and bury my hard cock so deep inside her



that neither of us would ever think straight again?
Goose bumps racked my body at the thought of how my tip would feel parting her. Sliding ever so

slowly into her slick—
“She’s dead, Mendax.”
A snarl rippled from me as I turned to face the queen. Of its own accord, my smoke wrapped

protectively around the beautiful human I held in my arms, shielding her from the queen’s view.
“Then so are you,” I stated without feeling a thing. All my feelings were held underneath the

smoke of my wings by a tiny human form.
“She is a human! You don’t even know her. You have brought a war to your people killing Prince

Langmore,” the queen seethed. “One fuck, and you’ll be tired of her if you don’t kill her in the
process,” the queen snarled. “You will not marry her, so help me.”

Callie’s body tensed against me with the queen’s words. It sent a rage through me that I couldn’t
explain. I shifted my wings, making sure the smoke thickly shielded my love, and placed her
protectively behind me. Her small hands bunched the fabric of my shirt as the smoke pulled her tighter
against me.

“Still your tongue before I do it for you,” I rumbled, barely controlled. Mother’s eyes
repositioned, seeing my seriousness. She took a step back, knowing I held no bluffs in my arsenal.
“The next time you speak about my future wife in that tone, it will be your last. Mother or not.”

The queen’s eyes darkened. “She dies in the trial tomorrow. I will not stand by and watch you
muddy our blood with a human. The same humans that ruined your father! The plan was to bond to
her so that you could ascend the throne and kill her. Stop thinking with your dick and end her. You
think she will stay with you? She will betray you the second she gets the opportunity. It’s what humans
do!” she snarled. “Callie, my deal still holds. If you complete the trial, I will return you to the human
realm unharmed. You can die with your friends there once we take over.” She smiled at the look on
Callie’s startled face.

I shadowed in front of the queen before she had a chance to blink. Power pulsed from me like a
fucking storm.

She was my mother, which is exactly why it was so foolish for her to push me. She knew that I
would end her—just as I did my father—should she get in my way.

She may be smart enough to be frightened of me, but she was still the Unseelie queen and smart
enough to know that my darkness had bled from her.

A wicked smile tugged at her cruel lips.
“The entire realm will watch tomorrow as your human either dies in front of you at the gridiron or

turns her back to you and runs away into her world.” Her smile deepened. “Then you will finish the
plan and descend upon the human realm. You will kill the rest of her disgusting kind, and the Unseelie
Fae will take their rightful place, owning both sides of the veil. The Seelie don’t stand a chance.” The
pale woman beamed. Her dark hair glinted off the hall lights like a pool of black poison.

I thrust my hand out to grab her throat and crush it.
She shadowed away before I had the chance to collapse her windpipe. I could have easily

followed her, but the thought of killing my mother and leaving my hellhound alone was unappetizing,
to say the least.

I shadowed behind Callie and grabbed her hand, pulling her toward our room.
“Come, you need to rest before tomorrow. Bathe and pick which side of our bed your body

prefers. I will explain what the gridiron of fates is.”
After drawing her a hot bath and making certain she was safe and healed, I pushed a little magic



into the bond to speed her healing as much as possible. I laid my softest tunic on the bed for her to
sleep in and pulled the best men I had to guard Callie’s room while I went in search of the
information that I needed.

I hadn’t even left the room before I wished I was with her.



Chapter 28



I

Succumb

Callie

sank my body deeper into the now tepid bath and waged an internal debate between letting myself
relax or sinking below the surface and drowning. For a few seconds, the latter seemed like my best

option and the only thing that would bring me relief from the pits of hell I seemed destined to
constantly put myself in.

The water splashed up the porcelain tub and onto the dark marble floor with a slosh as I scrubbed
my pink-tinged body for the third time.

I should be so disgusted by what happened in the hallway. The way his hands skimmed my skin
and commanded every single need and desire into the goose bumps of my flesh before he made them
erupt with tingles. The thought of his large palms skimming my body as if I were a map with a hidden
treasure mark made me clench my thighs together.

I shivered and began to scrub my tender skin harder. The spicy, sensual scent of the soap only
reminded me of him.

I scraped and scrubbed to the point of panic.
Not because I was upset that I had let him touch my body or clawed for him like a feral animal.
But because he had stopped and my mind would not allow me to think of anything other than how

hard his length had felt nestled against me. How close I was to having that ache sated. How I had
caused that. Only a thin piece of fabric had separated us from joining.

I hissed. My skin felt as if it were being scrubbed from the bone.
The way his pale blue eyes looked when I had been unable to stifle back a moan.
He was crazy. An evil, psychopathic villain.
But when he kissed me, it was like the entire world melted away—like everything was right for

just once. Like when you step into your home after you’ve been gone a long time. The second the
smell of home and comfort hits you, the tension in your body withers away. The feel of belonging and
comfort cloak you like a warm blanket.

That’s how it felt when Mendax touched me, when he looked at me with three different shades of
light blue eyes. I saw—no felt—what I meant to him.

He was the bad guy, I reminded myself for the trillionth time, but it didn’t matter.
I craved him every bit as much as he seemed to be lost to me.
But soon, it wouldn’t matter.
Hot tears fell from my eyes, lost in the sea of bath water as they dropped.
I had to leave here and see my family. Not my Willow Springs family, but my real family, and



once I left this realm, I would never see Mendax again.
I climbed out of the cold tub. As I collected the fluffy black towel from the counter, I caught a

glimpse of myself in the mirror.
Cold, red-rimmed eyes stared back at me with the sharpness of a dagger.
My wet hair hung in blonde clumps down my shoulders and back as water dripped from the ends,

hitting the dark floor with small tip-taps.
I wiped the remaining tears from my face with the back of my hand and stared at my naked body in

the mirror. Envy for Mendax overflowed with such angered fervor that I was surprised my skin hadn’t
turned green. He didn’t have to hide any part of himself from anyone. He wore his darkness like a
crown.

My eyes darkened with the hate and resentment I started to feel.
His people loved him for being him. An entire hidden world loved him for his darkness. He never

had to fight being what he was, not once.
The liquid in the mirror rippled, and my mind instantly flashed back to Mendax’s body pressed

deliciously behind me as he had held my hand to the mirror. The searing pain that followed as the
mirror that hated humans had burned my skin.

My head lolled to the side as I looked into the very same mirror now. The tight corners of my
mouth pulled into a devilish smirk.

I lifted the mirror from its mount on the wall, the metallic liquid angrily rippling as I carried it to
the now empty tub. I threw it in as hard as I could with a cruel smile.

The gold frame shook but remained intact as bits of the mirror shattered, sharp triangles and silver
pools of liquid.

I grabbed one of the beautiful black candles from its holder on the wall behind me and prowled
over to the dresser. I began to unscrew the silvery metal knob I had eyed since first entering this
bathroom.

Still naked, I unscrewed one of the hollow knobs and smiled.
I walked over to the iron wall sconce that held the beautiful black candles and slowly scraped a

bit of rust from the sconce into the hollow dresser knob.
Practically gallivanting back, I held the silvery metal knob—now loaded with magnesium—under

the gold faucet.
I scraped the open edges of the metal knob against the gold of the faucet. It took patience, but all I

had to do was look into the broken shards and pools of the mirror that had hurt me, and again,
perseverance filled me.

The last bits of metal from the knob itself, having been scraped off by the faucet, fell into itself as
the knob acted like a small cup. I covered the top with my thumb and shook the magnesium and iron
oxide together before setting the cap-like knob on the mirror with a heinous smile I couldn’t control.

I picked up the black towel. My body was already dry so I quickly tossed on the large black tunic
Mendax had left for me. His scent cascaded over my body with the cotton, and my nipples pebbled.
He may as well have licked me all over with the way it made me feel to wear his shirt.

My hand grabbed the black candle, and I lit the towel.
I spared one last look into a broken shard of glass, wiping the dark look from my face and

replacing it with the familiar, sweet smile. I threw the flame-licked towel onto the dresser cap and
mirror that rested in the tub together and walked out of the bathroom feeling a sense of peace.

The bathroom exploded, bursting into giant white flames that licked at the walls of the bedroom.
I wiped off my smile and steadied my eyes as I greeted the shocked faces of four guards that had



shoved themselves through the door. Their surprised eyes scanned me before they hung their mouths at
the white flames coming from the fallen bathroom door. They couldn’t speak as they looked back at
me in shock.

Thermite bombs would do that to you.
“I think you might need a new mirror.”

“IT’S a good thing I have a fire mage and a brownie cleanup crew, or I would be very upset at my
bathroom burning down.” Mendax looked at me as a hint of amusement glittered in his beautiful eyes.

“I’m sorry again. I feel terrible. I just thought that if I propped the mirror up in the bathtub, it
wouldn’t be so scary. I didn’t like being so close to it after it had hurt me.” I shrugged. Some of that
was true.

His warm eyes raked over me with a new adoration that made my chest swell.
What. The. Fuck?
I blew up his bathroom, destroyed a mirror that was probably priceless, and somehow he looked

at me with more awe and admiration than he had before.
“Tell me again, hellhound, how that fire got started.” His low, deep voice rumbled through my

chest as he unbuttoned his dark shirt and tossed it to the other side of the bed.
His body was so sculpted and defined. Each muscle and cut showcased the killer he really was.

His broad chest bore muscles I had never even seen on human men, and I couldn’t help but stare. His
stomach muscles tightened with a laugh as he caught me gawking.

He sat on the edge of his large bed and pulled me into his lap. My back pressed against his bare
chest. The second his hands wrapped around my waist to keep me in place, I had to clench my thighs
together. The motion caused a surprised squeak from me at the friction and lack of underwear I wore
under the oversized tunic. I struggled and wiggled to get up from his lap, but that only caused his
length to stiffen under me.

“Let me go,” I grumbled but accidentally caught myself pressing more weight into the pulsing
erection below me.

Why didn’t I want to go? Why did he have to look at me like that? It made my stomach tie into
knots.

“Never,” his husky voice whispered across my ear.
The heat of his breath tickled my neck, and my lady parts responded as his lips moved to the

curve of my shoulder and neck.
The hand not holding my waist cupped my left breast with a firm squeeze as a high-pitched noise I

wasn’t aware I could even make shivered out of my mouth. My head involuntarily started to lean back
to rest on his shoulder, giving him full access to my neck.

“You look exquisite when you come undone, my love,” he breathed across the sensitive skin of my
neck, and I had to squeeze my eyes shut to concentrate enough to speak.

I wanted more than anything to hate him, but my body wanted to do other things with him.
“I am not your love, you psycho,” I purred back softly, my voice full of sultry venom.
His mouth pressed against the top of my shoulder, and I felt his teeth scrape and drag against my

skin as he spoke.
“Go on then. Leave me.” He stilled both hands that rested on my waist.



I didn’t waste a second to question the opportunity as I tried to plant my feet and run from him, but
still, his hands held me firmly against his lap and chest, locking me in place.

“I can’t,” I growled through clenched teeth as I felt his hands squeeze tighter around my waist.
His lips found my earlobe. “I just wanted to make sure you knew.” He shifted my body to the bed

and stood up.
Holy gods, was he handsome. Maybe just tonight—
No. No!
He was the bad guy!
I scooted back until my back pressed against the silky headboard and watched his eyes turn cold.
“You will return my affections, Callie. I suspect under that act of yours you already do.”
He reached toward me, and I scooted to the side, away from his touch. The corner of his mouth

lifted in a smile that crinkled the creases of his eyes as he grabbed the heavy blanket on the bed and
pulled back a corner gesturing that he was going to tuck me in.

“I am not sleeping here,” I said with a suddenly shaky voice.
He sat on the end of the bed and motioned for me to get under the covers with a firm nod of his

head.
“Just the thought of sinking myself so deep inside you that I fill both your mind and soul is enough

to make me come,” his low voice purred. “But my need to protect you clouds my mind, and I will not
rest until you are safe at the end of the last trial tomorrow.”

I shifted my bare legs under the amber-and-cedar-scented sheets and attempted to do a better job
of not showing my barely masked disappointment. I did need all the help I could get before the trial.

Before I left him and returned home.
The air hung heavy as our eyes communicated silently what neither one of us could say.
I swallowed hard as we continued to stare. Somehow emotions got tangled in what our eyes were

telling each other.
I was scared of dying, and a part of me—a part I was ashamed of—didn’t want to leave him. He

was the only person that ever made me feel this way. Like I could show him all my monsters and he
would only love me more with them.

It was an insane thought, but the ache in my chest at what I had to do tomorrow left me feeling a
little unhinged.

I would never see him again after tomorrow; he would be gone forever.
Something reckless crawled up my spine. The way he watched me didn’t help. His powers pulsed

and radiated from him with every move.
Monsters of the scariest creation ran from him when he was near.
I’d seen him kill for no reason other than that he was bored. He commanded the entire realm of the

most conniving and despicable Fae, but yet somehow . . . somehow I knew whatever I would tell him
to do, he would do it just to please me. Even in my wildest dreams, I couldn’t have imagined anyone
would ever look at me the way he did—villain or not.

I bit my lip, trying to force away the wild thoughts that flowed through my mind.
Then I sat up a little taller.
“Come here,” I commanded seductively, wanting to test what I thought I already knew.
His eyes darkened instantly, and the corner of his mouth dimpled.
“This will be my last night with you before I go home or die and I—”
His face wiped free of any humor and back into the fierce Unseelie prince as he stiffened.
Before I knew it, he had grabbed my legs and pulled my body down flat against the bed, the tunic



now scrunched up around my chest. My heart pounded in my ears. Had I pushed him too far? I knew
he was deranged, but what had I done?

He hovered over me and pressed his knees between my legs. His arms had somehow grabbed my
wrists and pinned them above my head before I could even register what had happened.

“No, you come here.” His eyes darkened as his body hovered just above mine. He pulled back to
blatantly run his eyes up and down my now fully exposed body. I watched as his breath hitched in his
chest and his teeth pulled in a corner of his lower lip. “I am yours to command, my love.” He pressed
his soft lips against my cheek. “But I don’t think you understand the capacity of the blade you wish to
wield.” Another kiss to my jawline. “It’s true, you may possess me now, but I will haunt you until
your mortal blood rises from its depths to feel my touch.” He moved himself down and was suddenly
ghosting velvety kisses across the inside of my thighs.

My legs were parted—my whole body displayed openly for him. I sent up a silent prayer that he
couldn’t feel my legs shaking with anticipation.

He looked up from between my thighs with a sultry smirk and deep need written across his face.
Mendax’s hot breath tickled across my innermost thigh and center. He was so close to touching my

skin.
But he didn’t.
“Your body reacts to my touch like a forest fire.” His whispered voice danced over my center

before he pressed his mouth to the crease between my thigh and center.
I was shamelessly squirmy, now needing to brush against his mouth. He looked up with a dark

look, his pupils completely blown out.
“You should be resting now. Such a naughty human.” His hot breath accompanied a tiny touch

from the tip of his tongue against my throbbing clit.
A sigh left my mouth as I reached out and grabbed a handful of his hair, not thinking. A hungry

growl tore from his chest as he stared at me with barely shackled restraint.
Never had I responded to someone’s touch like his. It was as if every trail of his fingers burned a

memory that I would replay over and over again for the rest of my days.
“Tomorrow, you will go to the gridiron of fates for your third and final trial.” His hands slid

across my thighs. “It is the oldest and most controversial form of Fae punishment.” His thumb trailed
up my center, and I pushed up just before it was gone. “It is where fate rules all and decides what
your punishment truly should be.” His mouth kissed my clit as a hand trailed up my stomach to grab
my breast.

My back arched immediately in response, pressing into him.
God, this was torture! I needed to feel him.
My hand moved from his hair to his bouldered shoulder. Electricity surged between my legs at the

feel of his bare skin until he dipped back down to take a deep swipe pulling my clit into his mouth.
A cry of pleasure flung from my mouth like an insult. I was panting harder now, as was he.
“The gridiron of fates is a large arena.” His mouth trailed licks and kisses up my hips. “The queen

and I will sit on our thrones and preside over the trial from the stands.” His mouth had reached the
lower edge of my breast.

His large arms caged me in as his abdomen and chest rubbed sinfully against my center. He began
to pull back, and my legs shot around him to keep him in place. It felt like a part of me would die if I
didn’t feel his body pressed against mine.

A hard swallow moved down the column of his thick neck as his blazing stare burned through me.
I was shamelessly writhing against him now, needing release.



He bent down to kiss between my breasts. “So needy for me, little lamb,” he murmured across my
clavicle, and I had to turn my head away to stop myself from slamming my mouth into his, dying to
taste him.

“There will be two doors inside the arena. Pay attention, you need to know this.” He was
breathing heavily now as he ground a small thrust against me.

“Please, Malum,” I accidentally whimpered into his ear as I pulled him against me.
His wicked smile was that of a cat that had just caught a mouse. He pressed a finger to my lips to

quiet me. Needing to make him regret his smug look, I sucked the finger into my mouth and swirled my
tongue around it before he pulled it out. His mouth hung open before his eyes flickered shut for a beat
leaving his mouth gaping.

If this was a game of wills, I would win; his reaction assured me of that.
He continued speaking as his hand reached between us to feel my wetness and glide into me in an

act of sweltering retaliation.
I nearly came as soon as his fingers pushed inside me.
“As I was saying.” He kissed the sensitive underside of my neck—the part that wolves showed

their submission by presenting to their alpha. “In the arena, there will be two doors you must choose
your fate from.”

His fingers worked far too slowly in and out. My nails dug into his bare back, trying to make them
move faster. God, I was so close already.

“Behind one door is your freedom, or so the queen has promised.” Finally, his fingers moved
deliciously fast as I panted like a dog in his ear. “But that is not your fate, I will see to it.”

His pace slowed again, and I tried to make up for it with my thrusting hips. I could feel his hard
cock stab into my thigh every so often, barely restrained by his pants.

“More importantly, behind the second door will be the most vicious and deadly creature they can
find, and only the queen will know what door it is behind. Should you choose that door, the beast will
immediately descend upon you and kill you so fast there is nothing you or anyone else could possibly
do to avoid it.”

Was he still talking? It sounded like bubbles inside my head. All I could think about was what it
would feel like as he pressed himself into me. First, the tip would slide in, then slowly the rest of him
before he pulled out and then in again. He was large, large enough that my body would need to adjust
to him—but god, would it feel good.

“Are you listening, love?” He smiled as his face hovered over mine, watching me come undone.
I nodded, unable to think straight. “I want you inside me. Please,” I begged.
His wings gently flowed out, and the black smoke curled around his back more like a blanket than

wings. They flowed over my hands, where I’m certain my nails must’ve broken his skin, to glide over
my body. The smoke held its own sensation entirely. I touched the smoke, swirling wildly, just like I
had longed to ever since the first day I had seen them. It was unexplainable. You could feel them, and
they could push back as hard as iron, but then my hand would push through other parts like normal
smoke, completely at his will whether he wanted them to be a wisp or full-blown objects.

He moaned as I felt the two rectangular bases where the smoke joined at his shoulder blades. He
shivered against me before pulling back with a boyish look. “They are sensitive,” he stated as he
leaned forward again, this time collecting my wrists above my head as he pressed them into the
mattress. His deep strokes continued as his thumb circled me.

I was going to come.
“Please, I need you,” I purred against his neck before finally reaching my head up to touch his



mouth with mine.
His fingers slowed as the kiss grew tender. He lifted his body enough to watch me, and his hand

picked up the pace. He moved his body to the side of the bed, and I waited for him to remove his
pants like a hungry animal waiting for its meal.

His hand reached out to cup my face as he undid his buckle with the other. He leaned over my
chest to bite my earlobe gently. My eyes slammed shut with delirium as he pressed into my chest so he
could reach my pussy at the same time, needing to touch me.

“I need you so bad,” I murmured through closed eyes.
Mendax kissed the sensitive skin below my ear as his fingers slammed into me. His thumb worked

magic against my clit, and I saw fireworks. I was going to come.
Tension surged through my body on the edge of tipping over. I was about to—I was co—
He pulled away. “Remember that,” he said as he removed his hand and stood up with a wicked

glimmer in his eyes.
He turned and walked to the door as I sat dumbfounded and unsatiated in an angry, frustrated blaze

staring at his back as he walked out the door.
Just before he closed the door behind him, he jutted his head inside and said, “Sleep. I want to

invade your mind before I invade your body, my sweet lamb. I need to hunt down a few families. The
beast keepers are refusing to speak to anyone other than the queen about which door the beast will be
placed.” He ran a hand through his tousled black hair. “I will kill every member of their family in
front of them until they tell me what door the beast will be stationed behind. Callie”—his face looked
so serious now—“look to me tomorrow, and I will tell you which door to choose.” He held my gaze
for a long moment before the door slammed shut, and I was left in an unsatiated stupor.

Could I even trust him to tell me the door that would lead to my freedom? He was the one who
had put me in the trials to kill me. What if he still wanted me dead and this was all a lie? It’s obvious
he was a psychopath. Would he tell me the door with the beast just so I couldn’t leave him? My mind
swirled with torturous thoughts.

Could I trust him?
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I STOOD IN A SMALL, poorly lit room outside the giant colosseum. Like every other time I had been
outside in the Unseelie realm, the sky was set at dusk, only light enough to see with the help of the
leftover sun and moon that shone down and illuminated everything like a blue stadium light.

When I woke up that morning alone in Mendax’s bed, I had a split second of disappointment.
When I looked over to his empty spot, the bed still made with crisp dark linens, I immediately felt
like something was missing. It was for the best, but I couldn’t help but hate it.

I had never felt more confused about what I wanted than when I had watched Mendax walk out
that door.

Part of me—the part that was left yearning—felt so angry and frustrated I had let myself fall under
his spell. Another, much less intelligent, part of me felt a pang of sadness that he wasn’t sleeping next
to me on our last night together. It would be the last time I ever saw him.

The last time I would probably ever have someone look at me the way he did. Like I was
everything to him. Like he . . . loved me.

I couldn’t stay. That would be insane. Wrong.
It had taken me ages to fall asleep, completely engulfed with his amber spice lingering decadently

on the sheets of his bed. I tossed and turned all night, filled with nerves and confusion. My body felt
great though. Every wound, even the deep acid burns from the first trial, had healed completely. It
was incredible.

I wasn’t sure how I was going to choose the right door, the door without a human-eating beast
behind it.

The queen was the only one who knew what was behind the two doors, and I had no faith in
deciphering her facial tells. Besides that, I wasn’t sure if she would take pity on me and rather I return
to the humans or have me dead. I had a pretty good feeling it would be the latter, and that was what I
would bank on if I was left with no other options.



I paced the small square room as the four guards watched me. I could probably take them out
somehow and run, but that’s not what I was here for, and I wouldn’t know where to find a portal
anyway. It had taken me a decade to find the one that had sent me here.

I hadn’t seen Mendax at all today, and my gut clenched at the feeling that I was making a huge
mistake. I grabbed handfuls of hair on either side of my head and pulled, begging to feel something
that would ground me—something that would keep my mind on track with why I was here.

This was it.
I would leave one way or another, and I would never see him again. He would be gone forever.
A small scream shot from my chest that startled the iron-clad guards as I pulled at my hair.
I would not let him get to me like this. He didn’t love me, he was just infatuated and mad.
I loathed him.
Didn’t I?
I couldn’t do this.
Yes, I could. I had family and friends I missed dearly—that I would do anything to be with again.
I sat in a rickety-looking wood chair and held my head in my palms.
Nothing in the Unseelie court was like I had initially thought. Even the weather. This morning I

had been unable to sleep and rose extra early. My door was locked, so I tried the balcony. It was
locked as well, but when I pulled back the heavy velvet curtains, I was able to see a bit of sun for the
first time since being here. It seemed filtered and somehow more gray than what I was used to, but my
skin sang at not having seen it in so long. The distant village looked . . . almost like a normal village. I
could see shops and vendors, and they all looked shockingly normal.

The maids and the people I had met that hadn’t tried to kill me had all been surprisingly kind and
sweet. Sure many of them seemed to favor a bit of darkness, but that wasn’t so different from the
humans. The only ones that seemed to really hate humans were the queen and the army controlled by
the queen. Even Mendax wasn’t the evil brute I had been told he was. Maybe—

I stood up and shook myself out of it just in time to hear a roar of something large and horrible a
short distance away. The sound sent a shiver up my spine.

The beast.
If I chose the door with the beast behind it, I was as good as dead. I would have no weapons, no

reaction time, and no advantage.
Mendax wouldn’t let me die, right? He wouldn’t.
I could see it in his eyes. He truly thought he loved me. Not just a faint dribble of love either. An

all-consuming, soul-drowning love. I huffed, suddenly feeling trapped and frustrated.
He didn’t even know me.
But it felt like he did. I wanted to hide in his giant menacing arms until this entire thing no longer

existed. But of course, I couldn’t do that.
I also couldn’t go in there blind. I needed a plan.
I had no other options. I had to hope Mendax wouldn’t choose the beast, still hoping to kill me. I

wasn’t so sure though. He had tried to kill me multiple times before. Whether or not it was because he
was fighting his urge for me or not, he still very much had wanted me dead and hadn’t succeeded.
What better way than to lure me into a false sense of security? Could I be so sure now that he
wouldn’t rather me dead than leave him? He definitely seemed the type that would rather kill even his
bonded love instead of setting her free.

No, he would never set me free. I could see that in his beautiful eyes when he watched me. He
would die before he’d let me go home.



A loud roar and applause from a crowd in the distance, somewhere past my confines, elicited a
string of curses from my mouth. It was almost time.

He was arrogant. He would be confident in thinking he could stop me before I was actually set
free.

He would tell me the door with my freedom and then stop me before I could leave.
Right?
A knock at the door sounded, and my chest leaped with the hope that it was Mendax. I told myself

it was simply to find out what door to choose, but I knew better.
A short man with a brown bowl cut motioned for the guards to collect me.
It was time.
I wiped away the tear that fell from my eye. My legs shook like a branch in a rainstorm as the

guards led me out of the small room and guided me to a giant iron door clad with large bolts and a
humongous circular knob. It took two men to open it and one to shove me in.

I took a few steps and gasped at the giant colosseum surrounding me. It was huge. Rows and rows
of stands all filled with excited, shouting Fae.

My feet faltered as I walked on the rusty-brown dirt toward the center of the arena. I felt like a
tiny ant in the center of the vast structure. The crowd shouted and cheered loudly at my entrance, and I
spun to take in the scene that surrounded me as it blurred.

Like an electric shock to the back of my head, I felt his eyes on me. I spun to the right to see the
queen and prince in their ornate black thrones sitting on the lowest level above the arena’s stands.
Our eyes snagged each other’s like barbed hooks as we silently communicated in a way only those
with an unspoken connection could.

I’m so scared.
I won’t let anything happen to you. You’re safe.
The queen looked a little perplexed herself, but I couldn’t understand why. Would she take pity on

me because her son loved me? No . . . no, I knew she wanted me dead. She wouldn’t risk having a
human in her bloodline, even though that would never happen. At least not by me.

She rose from her throne, and the crowd silenced with eerie quickness.
“Callie Peterson, your mortal fate is no longer in the hands of the Unseelie court.” Her voice

echoed through the stands as every person hung on her smoothly spoken words. “The fates will decide
if you are truly good and deserve to be spared,” she coughed out under her breath. “Or if your human
soul deserves to die a most painful death.”

The crowd lost it. Cheers echoed, but I also noticed a few that looked angry at the sound of my
death speckled throughout the crowd.

“Behind one door lies a monster, hungry and starved for human blood, created specifically to hunt
the humans. Behind the other door lies a portal that waits in anticipation to take you back to the human
realm.”

The people went crazy with applause.
My hands trembled as I stared up at the Unseelie queen. My nervous fingers found the V-shaped

scar on my finger. My toe dug into the sandy dirt, unsure of how to steady myself for what was about
to happen.

She waved her graceful arm out to the right, and the black shimmer of her twig-like crown and
dress caught the moonlight at just the right angle to sparkle like it was alive. I looked in the direction
she pointed to see two giant arched doors made of iron, one next to the other at the end of the arena.
They were huge, easily twenty feet tall. My breath caught at the thought of how large the monster was



that would be on the other side. My eyes shot to Mendax in panic.
His calm, confident expression told me everything I needed.
He knew exactly which door held the beast and which held my freedom.
I wiped my sweaty hands on the brown pants I wore and nervously patted at the folds of fabric

until I felt the dagger I had swiped from one of the guards as we had walked here.
I cracked my neck to each side with a deep breath. This would all be over soon. All of it.
“Choose your fate, human,” the queen bellowed with a smile before she sat down in her thrown to

the wild chanting of the loud crowd.
I stole a look to Mendax in a silent plea.
Which door do I choose?
His face was calm, his breathing steady. I watched as the onyx leather draped over him lifted and

dropped with somewhat calm breaths. His steely eyes took me in as a muscle in his jaw clenched and
his hands gripped the armrests of the black throne tightly.

His head nodded, so slight a movement I wouldn’t have caught it had it not been for his glittering
black crown catching the moonlight. He nodded at the door to the right, and his eyes clung to mine.

Would he send me to the beast or the portal? That was the real question. I stared at each door for
several moments, trying to listen for noises from the beast or anything that would help me decipher
which door held my freedom. The crowd jeered impatiently, hungry for a massacre.

I stood between the two doors, my eyes trained on the right one.
What if it was my freedom?
What if it wasn’t?
Warm tears fell from my eyes. No matter how hard I bit the inside of my mouth, I couldn’t seem to

stop them.
This had to happen. All of it.
I stole a glance back to Mendax on his throne.
His body was tense now. Was that a tell of some kind? His full brows creased slightly as he ran a

pale hand over his face. He was nervous.
Worry and adoration poured through his stare. I could feel his anxiety through the bond.
Maybe it would be better if the beast did devour me.
I walked in front of the large door to the right before thinking better of it and stepping back a few

feet.
As soon as the door opened, I would run to the portal and leave before Mendax could get to me.

He would never just let me leave; he would be at the portal to try and stop me. But I had to leave—
this was the only way.

I would have to be fast. One last goodbye.
“I choose this door,” I said with a tremble in my voice.
The queen nodded, and a vile smile slowly painted her lips.
The look made my stomach drop to the floor.
Thuds and creaks sounded as the door slowly rose.
I didn’t hesitate. The second I saw her face, I began to run toward the opposite side of the arena,

slowing my pace only enough to rip the dagger free from my pants.
I turned back, and my face paled.
Its red back brushed the top of the opening door as its huge body pounded in.
It was the wrong door—Mendax had told me the door with the beast.
He wanted me dead after all.



I readied my stance against the ground as every step of the creature’s enormous feet sent
earthquake-like shivers into the stadium floor.

It had the body of something between a T. rex and a snake. Was it a dragon? It didn’t look like
anything I’d ever seen before.

The crowd gasped in loud waves as the beast sauntered in angrily.
What appeared to be the color of old blood covered its large body, and it had larger legs in the

front with an odd bend to the elbow. In the front, a barrel-like chest seemed to protrude out a bit.
Sharp thorn-like scales stuck out at least three inches and lined the beast’s chest. Several of the thorns
were also on the razor-sharp ridge of his back and down every leg.

The blood fell from my face as its eyes locked onto mine and it began to pick up speed, running
straight at me. A loud snarl and high-pitched cry made my bones recoil as the sound shot forth from its
hideous mouth. The bellow allowed me to see the two rows of razor-sharp fangs that lined its gigantic
dinosaur-like mouth. Everything about it reminded me of a dinosaur wrapped in lethal thorns. The
same sharp spikes framed its face and hooked backward from its long nose to the back of its head.
From there, it formed a thickly scaled neck. Snake-like black eyes glistened hungrily at me, daring me
to move.

I was backed up to the doors I had entered from on the opposite end of the colosseum when a
deep crocodile-like rumble sounded from the creature’s chest, and it raised its hackles, readying itself
for attack.

I raised the dagger, upset that my animal gift hadn’t worked on it. It didn’t seem to hold the same
weight here as it did in the human realm for whatever reason. Nothing seemed to like me here.

Not even Mendax apparently.
Its body tensed, and I flinched as I waited for the strike, wondering how fast it would take to eat

me. I steeled my nerves as I firmly squeezed the smooth gold handle of the dagger. The familiar
feeling of a blade coating me like a forgotten shadow.

The beast went for me.
My eyes flinched tightly closed as my body tensed so hard I heard a crack at the back of my jaw. I

waited to feel the first sting of pain that would come from its warped talons or needle-sharp teeth.
I opened my eyes in horror to see Mendax’s large back suddenly in front of me—wings spread the

widest I’d ever seen them—as he snarled back at the beast with a sound that rivaled the beast’s
gruesome noises.

My breath threatened to fail me at the sight.
No! God no!
Everything inside my soul died and reincarnated, feeling his smoke push me gently back, away

from the beast.
He had shadowed in front of me, taking the attack—saving my damned life.
I stole a quick look at the queen who screamed and pounded her now inky black hands and arms

against an invisible barrier into the arena. Black smoke billowed angrily from her, threatening to
choke out the shadow guards that surrounded the entire first level as she screamed for her son. She
looked at me with a stare that could have killed me all by itself.

He had put up some kind of shield to keep her and everyone else from entering.
She had known her son would find out about the beast and tell me which door would keep me

alive.
Queen Tenebris had switched them again. Much more the diabolical queen than I had given her

credit for.



I should have never, ever doubted what my family told me about them.
Loud screams and bellows from the crowd blended with snarls and growls as the beast swiped

abnormally dexterous claws at Mendax. The prince blocked each strike easily with the help of his
now firm smoke. The dark prince sent a sharp stab of what looked like black lightning into the
monster’s chest with a simple flick of his hand. Tension and rage poured from his black armor-clad
body. The look on his face was nothing short of white-hot wrath. The red-scaled beast began to flinch
backward from Mendax’s strikes. The small action brought a further onslaught of violence from
Mendax. The warrior bent his head down a fraction and eyed the enormous beast in front of him like
his gaze alone could cause the heathen to combust. The insanely intimidating Fae looked at the
monster in the most horrifyingly nightmarish way possible as a corner of his mouth pulled into an
eerie smirk, and it dawned on me that Mendax hadn’t even been trying to hurt the beast yet. He had
been playing with it, letting out a bit of his anger. The hair on the back of my neck rose at the sight
before me.

Dark, evil magic crackled in the air like lightning.
My eyes caught the still-open door where the beast had entered, and like the coward I was, I ran

for it.
I couldn’t do this—I couldn’t—even if it meant I could no longer go home, that I left half of my

heart—I couldn’t do this.
Gods, why hadn’t he just let me die! It would have solved everything.
I spared a last look at Mendax and the beast. Tears streamed down my face, hot with terror and

sadness, as brown dust from the arena flew around us like a tornado. Mendax’s eyes happened to
catch mine at the last second. His sharp eyes hardened with an edge of pain as he took in my tears, my
stance.

Do. Not. Follow me. My eyes pleaded with his as I tattooed every feature of his beautiful face
into my memory and prayed with everything I had that he stayed where he was.

I took off like a cannon. This was the only way to truly save us both.
Cold air shredded my lungs in deep gasps as my legs pumped harder with each stride that hit the

dusty brown floor. With every hard slam to the ground, the open door drew closer. The deep blue of
night had settled outside of the gridiron’s lights. The ominous moonlit freedom beckoned me through
the other side of the large door frame. I would run out this door and to the portal of the door to the left
and be free forever. The guards were behind the barrier Mendax had put up so they wouldn’t stop me.

Tangled blonde hair whipped across my face blocking my vision as my side slammed into the
ground with the force of a bus. I was grabbed around the waist and lifted with such force my bladder
let loose a little. Unmerciful claws dug their harsh tips into my skin. The monster had apparently
realized I was the only real prey inside the arena and had given up on Mendax.

Blood-red scales and thorns on the beast’s face were so close I could smell the musty reptilian-
like odor emanating from its mouth as it squeezed me painfully in front of its face. Black eyes as
empty as a puddle sparkled in front of me with hunger. The heat of its open mouth hit my legs as I
whimpered out what would have been a scream of terror had my lungs not been crushed in its massive
grip.

With haste, it shoved my legs in its gaping mouth, the fabric of my pants tearing and slicing
alongside the flesh of my leg as it slid across the beast’s sharp teeth.

The red devil stilled with half of my body already in its mouth. I felt it slowly grab me again and
pull me out, and the action caused another rip of skin and fabric on my right leg as I was pulled free
from its damp mouth.



I tried and tried to loosen the beast’s grip. It pulled me out of its jaw before setting me on the
ground so gently that I thought I must have already been dead and dreaming.

As I looked into its black eyes, I saw a smokey-looking sheen. As soon as I was set safely on the
ground, it stepped away from me as if hypnotized.

I glanced to the right to see Mendax, only a few feet from me, as still as a statue staring wickedly
at the beast.

Mendax looked to me, and for the first time since I’d met him, he looked terrified as his blue eyes
trembled full of emotion. His gaze quickly changed as his pupils grew somehow darker. He looked
back to the beast and thundered a war cry that made a vein protrude in his neck and forehead, his face
now contorted into undiluted rage.

The creature stared unfazed at the prince, his face expressionless as if he were some kind of
zombie. He deftly lifted his sharp claw as if he were a puppet being commanded and—

He was a puppet being commanded.
Mendax was impelling his mind.
It was unfathomable to see someone hold such control over anything, but to see him so effortlessly

inside the mind of a beast the size of a house felt incomprehensible. The prince’s body was tight with
furious tension. I watched, terrified, as his muscular shoulders settled ever so slightly. The beast held
up his giant claws before digging his talons deep into his chest with a sickening crack, tearing through
its rib cage to pull out a present for his puppet master.

Without so much as a whimper, the zombie-like monster dropped to its knees, a cavernous hole
that leaked inky black gore now resting in the middle of its protruding chest. Its hand opened to dump
its beating heart onto the ground as it slumped to the ground in a lifeless heap of red scales and black
blood-coated claws.

The wet heart shuddered once more before going as still as its owner that lay next to it.
I couldn’t believe it. My human brain fought to block out the information.
“She switched the doors at the last minute, Callie. I-I almost lost you,” he shouted at me.

“Everyone of them will pay for it, that I promise. I will never be without you, Callie, never.” Fear
snaked through his tender voice, cracking it.

The amber lights of the stadium flickered across us, and the open night air tossed our hair gently
in different directions as silent muffled sounds from the audience and queen still trying to get passed
the shield echoed against the still night.

I shuddered, the taste of rancid betrayal on my tongue. Tears streamed down my face as salty
reminders of corruption, trailing into the corners of my mouth before running off my chin in a
waterfall of deceit.

God, why had he followed me!
I studied the door before I readied myself. I knew I couldn’t outrun him.
“I’m so sorry, Malum,” I whimpered softly as the tears blurred my vision.
Our eyes locked, and he ran to me, his face wrinkled with anxiety as he pulled me against his

chest. The tears fell harder at the deep swell of comfort I felt pressed tightly against him.
I closed my eyes and forced myself to do what I had been sent here to do this whole time.



Chapter 30



L

Betrayal

Mendax

ike everything else to do with Callie, I never saw it coming.
The iron blade dug deep into the flesh just below my wing. The exact spot I had shown my

love where to end me forever.
I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.
Her soft body pressed against mine like a hug.
Her face was stoic, trained even as I took in the wetness in her own bloodshot eyes. My breath

hitched with the feel of the deepening blade.
She had delivered my killing blow.
Still, she didn’t move, her body tense as she continued to hold onto the blade. I fell to my knees,

unable to stand any longer. Callie dropped with me, unable to pull herself away as if some force kept
her against me.

“You were right about everything, Malum,” she cried, holding onto me tighter.
The sting of using my true name as she buried a blade in my body was its own unique torture.
I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. Her eyes held mine as tears fell from her

face and landed on the dirt of the gridiron’s floor.
“I was sent to kill you, but not by the humans.” She twisted the knife, literally and figuratively.
Callie moved back and shifted to stand above me, leaving the knife lodged in my back. Her

wheat-colored hair blew in the wind as she stared at me, still crying. Her face looked torn between
wanting to help me up and wanting to run from me as fast as she could.

“I knew you had a spark inside you, Callie. I just hadn’t thought it’d end up being a whole fucking
inferno,” I stated.

My body was growing weaker with every second, and talking was hard for a lot of reasons. Every
part of me wanted to pull her to me, still needing her beside me. My soul ached for my last breath to
echo off her cheek as she held me tightly.

Two tears fell from her face and onto my chest as I struggled to stay kneeling below her. Her hard
exterior cracked further with every breath of life that left me.

“You understood me like no one else.” Tears streamed down her red face as she took a few steps
backward. Pure regret filled her eyes as she wiped them with the back of her hand. “It seems my fate



is to have an incomplete heart no matter what I do.” She took a few more steps toward the opened
door.

Blood rushed in my ears. I had to stop her—she was going to leave. She was going to be gone.
“Callie, I need you. Please. Please don’t go. Wait! Wait to go until I’m dead so that I never have to

feel the pain of you leaving.”
“You’re still the villain, Malum. You will always be the villain. Queen Saracen was right,” she

said, her voice shaky now as she took another step away from me toward the door.
My blood stalled in my veins, more from the sight of her leaving than the blade in my back.
“You’re looking pretty evil yourself right now, darling,” I rasped, wiping the black blood from my

lips as I fell to my side. My cheek hit the ground with a crunch. My eyes still clung to her, refusing to
squander my last few moments of watching her.

“No one expects an angel to set the world on fire,” she said as a flicker of desperation passed
through her eyes. “I’m sorry. I had no choice—it was the only way—”

She shook herself and wiped her tears on the back of her hand again as she straightened her
posture. She took one last long, yearning look at me before she turned with clenched fists and walked
out of the arena door.

“Nooo!” A scream ripped from me, overfilled with agony and every last bit of rage I held as I
watched her walk away from me.

I wouldn’t let her get away. I would never let her get away from me. I couldn’t go on without her.
I refuse to be without her ever again!

I honed in on my mind, reaching into my powers and pulling up the ability to impel her. She would
not leave me, I would make sure of it, and when I got her back, I would show my goddess exactly
what it felt like to be my queen. I would let her take everything from me she ever wanted.

Electric heat coursed through me with the strain of my power. One call to her and she would
return where she belonged at my side. Forever. She would be lucky if I ever took the chains off her
pretty throat again; I would tie it to my own.

“Callie Peterson, return to me,” I commanded, infusing my power into the words.
She paused, her head turned to look me in the eye. Yes.
“Callie, return to me now, please.” My voice cracked with the surge of power I sent through to

her name.
The vixen holding the threads that tied me together smiled sadly. She turned from me and walked

away. Completely unaffected.
No! No . . . No!
Callie wasn’t her true name. The goddess had given me a false name the entire time.
My head collapsed against the ground with shock.
She was good. She was so fucking good. Better than I had given her credit for. I clutched at her

tooth hanging from my neck. My palm closed tightly around it as I settled further into the quiet, and it
made me feel that she wasn’t all the way gone from me.

She would never be free from me. Never.
By now, the dark army had broken through the shields as my powers and I weakened. They

descended upon the gridiron floor like ants.
“My lord! Men, kill her now!” the captain of my shadow guard shouted before my smoke reached

out just enough to wrap around his ankle and pull him to the ground with a sharp tug.
I winced at the pain the effort had caused.
“No one touches my future queen but me unless they want their head cut off,” I whispered to the



fallen man.
He looked shocked, his face full of puzzlement. “But my lord . . . she just . . . we need to get you

to the healer now. That was a killing blow,” he said with a pained crease of his brows as two others
helped him up and began to fuss over my body.

“It would be if I was a normal Fae, but I am a Smoke Slayer.” I lay back and closed my eyes with
a smile.

I was no fool; I had seen through her innocent act the second I had laid my eyes on her. She was a
goddess filled with the power to maim. She overflowed with a pool of darkness that matched my
own. She was absolutely perfection in every way.

Of course I wouldn’t have shown her my real points of weakness.
No, I would heal, and when I did, I would hunt her down. She would lead me to whoever had

made her do this, and I would kill them long and slow for whatever pain they had caused her. Then I
would stop at absolutely nothing—nothing—until she was mine forever, my queen. There wasn’t a
person I wouldn’t kill or a world I wouldn’t destroy to get to her. If anything, this only made me want
her more. I wanted to give her darkness a home—a place to crawl inside of and corrupt. She
belonged with me.

A hard smile creased my lips and crinkled my eyes as my vision faded to black.



Chapter 31



T

A Dream and a Nightmare

Caly

he sharp, bitter smell of antiseptic mixed with undertones of soaps and harsh cleaners drifted into
my nose with a hard inhale. Intense fluorescent light burned the back of my eyelids as I struggled

to open them. Everything was sterile, crisp, and white. An array of beeps and voices rang loudly in
my ears, overpowering my senses in the span of a second.

A grid ceiling with little brown specks and large rectangular panels of lights encompassed my
vision.

I sat up abruptly, and at the same time, someone grabbed my arm. Something plastic covered my
face, and I flung it off. The elastic band caught under my ear as my heart pounded through my chest.

“You’re okay, calm down, honey. You had a bad accident, okay? You’re at Michigan Springs
Hospital. Can you tell me your name? What can you remember?” a pleasant yet robotic voice
questioned.

“I’m Callie Peterson. Proud environmentalist and biological technician. I-I was walking through
the forest to get my microscope when I stumbled upon an anomaly of luna moths and a perfect circle
of destroying angel mushrooms. I live at 4313 Sassafras Road, Willow Springs, Michigan—”

“She’s up! Oh my god, she’s finally waking up! Get everyone in here!” a familiar voice shouted
from the corner.

I turned my head toward all the voices. My head was pounding so hard.
I was sitting in a hospital bed with bands and IVs riddled across my wrists.
An older man in a lab coat gently pressed me down so my back hit flush against the hospital bed

again. “Take her easy there, champ, you’ve been out for a while. Now just take a few deep breaths for
me, and your family and friends will be in shortly. Your grandpa Earl just went to grab the others.”

A cold stethoscope pressed against the warm skin of my chest. I looked down to see my body in a
stiff blue hospital gown, not a beautiful black ball gown.

I pulled the stiff cotton blanket up to my chest, feeling uneasy. Something was wrong.
“Where am I?” I asked the graying man before a small swarm of familiar faces filtered into the

room.
“Now I’m sorry, but we can only have a few in at a time, this will be too much for her. All vitals

are stable and looking good,” the doctor stated before he smiled tightly and walked around the crowd
of people and out the large door, closing it behind him with a click.

Cliff and Cecelia stood at the end of the hospital bed. Each had grabbed ahold of one of my feet
and held it, the warmth of their hands squeezed as the movement shifted over the rubber-bottomed



socks I wore. Several others from the park and Willow Springs had gathered around my bed. A few
girls from town stared glossy-eyed at me, their golden hair nearly washing them out completely from
view under the harsh lights. Several of their faces were puffy and red as if they had been crying a lot.

The second I saw them, everything inside me shattered. They all looked so bland, so
unremarkable, so. . . plain.

So human.
Not like the faces of the gorgeous Fae—
Earl stood to my other side, shaking slightly in his feeble frame as he dabbed his eyes with a

whitish-gray handkerchief.
“It’s all my fault—the whole thing—I’m so sorry, Callie.” Earl blubbered into the handkerchief as

he pulled the worn ball cap from his head and twisted it in his hands.
“We can’t seem to get ahold of your mother or sisters, we used the contact info on file, but it

seems to go to a disconnected line. Your family must be so worried,” Cecelia mumbled as she
squeezed my foot in a motherly sort of way.

“What happened? What’s going on?” I asked.
Dread and madness coiled around me, knowing in the back of my mind the words I would hear.
“We found you in the woods behind your house, you were surrounded by destroying angel

mushrooms, Callie. It turns out they have the highest toxicity that has ever been recorded in fungi. The
whole town is in an uproar with all the scientists that came in taking samples and removing spores,”
Earl said as he crossed his arms over his chest, pacing back and forth. “I’m so sorry, Callie. This is
all my fault.”

“It is. Don’t you think you’ve done enough? You ought to wander down the hallway to the psych
ward and stay there,” Cliff bit out aggressively at Earl.

Everything felt so unfamiliar. I couldn’t remember anything. It was like I had popped into
someone else’s life, and none of it clicked into place.

A nurse I hadn’t realized was next to me cleared her throat. “The mushrooms toxicity clouded
your system so aggressively that it nearly killed you. Had this man not found you when he did, I’m
afraid you wouldn’t be alive right now.” The small dark-haired nurse pointed at Earl.

Cliff practically growled at the foot of the bed.
“Enough, I’m sorry, but this is too much for the patient. One at a time,” said the tiny nurse in blue

scrubs as she ushered the crowd toward the door. “Callie, sweetie, who would you like to stay first?
Just one, please.”

“Umm . . . Earl, I suppose,” I mumbled, trying to piece things together.
Flashes of the beautiful Fae prince showed through my tired mind. I thumbed the V-shaped scar on

my thumb, still trying to remember.
The room cleared reluctantly, and the nurse followed behind, leaving Earl and me alone in the

hospital room after she kindly showed me the buttons to call for her should I need anything.
I felt tired, and a sting on my leg caused me to move uncomfortably on the hard bed.
Wait—
I moved my leg and felt a sharp, grating pain. The same exact place the beast’s teeth had scraped

over my skin. Wait—
Suddenly everything clicked into place, and I remembered everything.
I grabbed a cup of tiny ice chips and filled my mouth as I steadied myself.
“Calypso.”
I choked on the ice at the sound of my real name and dropped the large cup onto my lap, spilling



small crystals of ice everywhere.
My mouth hung open as I looked back to see Earl leaning against the white wall toward the foot of

my bed. His demeanor was completely different. Suave confidence replaced the shakiness and feeble
nature, and his voice had a familiar smooth tempo.

“What did you say?” I asked, shaken.
“You didn’t think I’d just leave you to this enterprise all alone, did you?” Earl asked as he

smoothly pushed off the wall and took a lazy step toward me.
He was like a man possessed. Not Earl at all.
“Who are you?” I asked, glancing at the closed door, feeling more and more unsure of everything

by the minute.
“I was shocked when you didn’t figure out it was me,” he laughed, and the sound caused a flash of

memory to dance in my mind.
It couldn’t be.
He stepped closer to the bed, his face still old and haggard, but the most charming and boyish

smile overtook it. “I couldn’t let you do it alone. I was worried you wouldn’t find the portal if I didn’t
help and . . . and it’s lucky I did. Fuck, Cal. If she knew I had meddled, she wouldn’t keep her end of
the agreement.” Earl’s voice sounded so young now as he shrugged boyishly and tucked his hands into
his jeans pockets bashfully.

“Wh—” No. It couldn’t be. There was no way.
“She’s irate about him killing Langmore. The queen will probably give you the other half of your

heart just for killing Mendax after what he did to her son. If you ask me, you’ve more than proved
your allegiance,” Earl whispered as the edges of his face grew blurry.

I pushed back farther on the steel bracketed bed. My head pounded like a drum as my tongue
flicked through the empty space of my missing wisdom tooth.

There was only one person—
I gasped as Earl’s blurred body quickly shifted to a much taller, more handsome man. Tan skin and

tapered muscle made the contrast from the frail man that much more shocking.
Prince Aurelius of the Seelie court stared back at me, his eyes brimming with emotion.
“You tricked me, Aurelius,” I said through gritted teeth feeling none of the bite I forced into the

words.
His handsome smile dropped instantly. “Come on, Aurelius?” he pleaded. “Call me Eli like

normal. You know Mom couldn’t find out I was helping you, or we would never be able to prove your
allegiance and get her to return the other half of your heart. It’s the only way she would let you, a
human might I remind you, come live in Seelie with us.” His charming smile beamed for an instant
before his looks grew more serious. “It’s a good thing I did help you too, remember?”

I crossed my arms, full of anger. For a few moments, I had prayed that maybe none of this was
real. That maybe I could wake up and actually be a scientist that worked for a park in Willow
Springs.

“What I remember is that a fox tried to stop me from going to the portal in the forest,” I said,
suddenly feeling a barrage of feelings I was uncertain of.

He ran his hands over his face and mouth. “What do you want me to say, Cal? The thought of my
best friend—my very mortal human best friend—going to the darkest, most evil side of the veil had
me uncomfortable. Sometimes I don’t have the best control over myself in my animal form around
you.”

Heavy silence filled the sterile room.



“You finally got to see what animal I shift to though.” He chuckled hard, and the sound almost
relaxed me. Almost.

“It wasn’t that impressive,” I said, fighting a grin.
When I was ten, Aurelius made the mistake of telling me that because he was Seelie royalty, he

could shift into other forms, and an animal was one of them. I begged and pleaded for years, frustrated
that I wasn’t allowed to know what it was. Royals shifting in front of humans was a big no-no and
severely punishable.

“Was it not that impressive when I stopped your mortal heart from ending after that piece of shit
killed you? Some garbage training my mother gave you. You weren’t even on the other side for five
minutes before you were dead.” His voice suddenly lost all laughter. The seriousness of it was
unsettling. He seemed so much . . . older than I remembered him. He continued, “Had I not—”

A loud knock sounded at the door, and we both froze.
“You doing okay, Callie? Need anything?” The small nurse popped her head through the crack of

the door, and her eyes immediately roamed over Eli’s larger-than-average human frame full of muscle
and golden skin.

I held my breath, waiting for her to ring an invisible alarm that would have the entire hospital
coming to take Eli away from me again.

“I’m good, thanks,” I said, smiling a false smile. I was so good at them now.
She winked at me and gave the barely passable-for-human Fae a longing once over before she

closed the door again. My face steeled once more as my eyes shot to Eli’s.
“What do you mean he killed me? I thought I was just injured? Did I die? What did you do to save

me?” The memories were foggy but still there. “You licked me and cried on me!” I said with the
initial intention of finding out what had really happened but also teasing him.

His frozen face stopped me completely.
“You remember it?” his whisper laced with panic.
I nodded wearily, and his amber eyes seemed to thrum with magic before he bent over the bed and

grabbed my hands.
“Tarani was with me, I-I was taking her back home from beyond the veil, and I had to make sure

you were okay.”
The panic in his voice set my blood pumping in overtime. I swear I could smell the faint scent of

smoke from the forest that night. I was so tense.
“What did you do?” I asked.
The feel of his hands around mine unsettled me for some reason. It didn’t feel right. The smell of

smoke filled my head enough that I had to sniff to clear my nose.
“I will not jeopardize my baby sister, Cal. I never should have taken her with me to the Unseelie

realm, let alone have her witness—” His voice cracked, filled with pain and regret.
“What did you do, Aurelius? Why would Princess Tarani be in danger now? You both left the

Unseelie realm safely—I don’t understand,” I whispered as I tried to pull my hands free, but he held
firm.

For some reason, the action made my senses flare, and a tiny swirl of anger floated in my mind.
Normally I would be comforted by his touch?

“I-I just couldn’t lose you, I couldn’t,” he said as he squeezed my hand tighter, pulling it up to his
cheek.

It was oddly intimate, and I shifted uncomfortably, wanting to pull away.
He’s my best friend, like a brother to me. This was weird, and I didn’t like it. Burning wood, like



the scent of a forest fire, was everywhere. I sniffed again.
“What did you do?” I asked again, pulling my hand back, losing my patience.
“You can never tell anyone, anyone, what you saw me do. Do you understand? It will result in

mine and Tarani’s death . . . and likely yours as well.”
My breath hitched, and my eyes began to water uncontrollably at his words. I had never been

close with Tarani or Langmore, only the queen and Eli, but I still cared about what had happened to
them.

He squeezed my forearms so hard I thought it might bruise. I looked away, attempting to school my
features.

I had already told the Unseelie prince.
For the very first time, a tiny bit of me was glad he was dead and couldn’t hurt my family.
I opened my mouth to make my confession to Eli and to tell him that he was hurting my arm, but

when I looked up to meet his eyes, they were filled with horror as they stared at me.
Minuscule wisps of black smoke moved from my skin before dissipating into the air.
“Oh, my sun—” His mouth gaped open with shock. “His powers—”
He flung my arms from him in pure terror as we watched the smooth velvety tendrils emit

themselves from my arms and hands.
As soon as he stopped touching me, the smoke ceased.
We looked at each other in silent alarm.
“Maybe it’s something that happens when one of the bonded dies,” I said, knowing in my gut it

wasn’t true.
I swear I could feel a distant amusement that didn’t feel like my own.
“Yea . . . maybe,” he said, staring at me as if he’d never seen me before this moment.
I quickly tried to change the subject.
“Do you think your mom—Queen Saracen—will really let me live with you guys in the Seelie

court now? That she will return what’s left of my heart?” I asked my best friend, and I couldn’t help
but feel a little sad.

It wouldn’t matter. Not now.
The half I did carry had died with Mendax.
I flinched at the thought of him hunched over with my blade still lodged in his back.
Perhaps it was because Queen Saracen had taken too much of my heart as a down payment? We

had all agreed that she would hold a piece of it until I showed my allegiance—maybe she took enough
to make me truly vicious.

I felt vicious. Dark.
I wonder how much I could’ve loved him with a whole heart?
“She’s not evil, Calypso. She’s not Unseelie,” he growled. His amber eyes darkened slightly.

“She already blessed you once, Cal. What do you want?” Eli said indignantly.
His skin glowed under the lights. He had dulled it slightly with a glamour as the Seelie always

did when they walked among the humans, but even with the dimming, Eli stood out like a god among
men.

“Taking half of my heart is hardly a blessing, Aurelius,” I bit out, using his full name instead of the
familiar Eli I had called him since we were kids.

“That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it. Besides, you offered that yourself as a show
of your seriousness when you asked to live with us—with me.” His honied eyes grew tender for a
moment. “I’m talking about the animal blessing. That’s a Seelie royal trait that she bestowed upon you



after you saved her in that field. To be honest, I thought it would help you out more than it has.” He
suddenly found something very interesting on the floor. “Had you not been there to save her against
Queen Tenebris, she would have never survived. You saw how tiny she had grown—how much
power she had lost fighting the Unseelie queen.” He worried the bottom of his lip.

He loved his mother so much—we both did. After my mother and sister had died when I was ten,
I had no one.

Queen Saracen often visited then, her and Prince Aurelius. Always thanking me for saving her that
day. Their kindness was unmatched in my times of need. The queen even went so far as to dispatch
one of her wet maids to take care of me when my mother was gone.

They were the only family I’d ever known.
But Fae and humans were very different.
Eli and I quickly became best friends spending all our time together well into our teenage years.

Queen Saracen often commented on how cute it was. That is, until Prince Aurelius kept skipping his
royal duties to come be with me, the human.

Fae customs were very different. They don’t believe in humans entering their realm without a title
of ownership or unwavering proof of their allegiance. So when a few years passed and I had
practically gone mad trying to figure out how to find a portal and see them again, Eli’s mom, Queen
Saracen, threw me a bone.

I wasn’t just a human hoping to live in the outskirts of Seelie. I had wanted to be as close as
possible to my fami—to the queen and Eli as I could be. Which meant a human paying allegiance to
the royals. Much different stakes than paying allegiance to a commoner.

I didn’t care though. I would pay any price to be with the only people I had left.
I pleaded until the queen accepted. As any Fae did, the queen had enemies, and somehow along

the way, I ended up being trained to execute her killings in the human realm. I was human, and
therefore, her kills in the human realm were overlooked as she wasn’t breaking any Fae laws.

Most Fae in the human realm were easy to kill. They never suspected it of me, and over the years,
I had stopped using brute force and started to use my science background to help make the kills easier.
It’s why I had taken so many classes on botanical poisons.

I didn’t care. I would have done anything for them.
I had done anything for them.
Eventually, it led me to Mendax. He was my final test of allegiance, my big fish to freedom.
She gave me no details of when or how it would happen, only that I needed to distract and kill the

Unseelie prince to get back at his mother, Queen Tenebris, for nearly killing her in that field when I
was a kid. It was poetic. It was my final payment and ticket to the Seelie court, where I would be
made whole again, heart and soul, quite literally.

“So that whole time you were Earl, you couldn’t have found one single time to be honest with me?
How though? They all knew you?” I pointed at the door, thinking of all the small things I should have
picked up on but had missed.

“It’s a glamour, Calypso, a little bit of magic in their minds,” he said as if I should have known.
“I’ve missed you so much since she quit letting you come to the human realm.” I huffed angrily,

and suddenly all my frustration felt clear and loud. “How do you think I felt seeing you at the Faerie
court? The first time I see you in years, and it’s sprung on me like that? There?” I shouted at him.

I was angry for being kept in the dark. It had an aftertaste of betrayal in and of itself.
He was in front of my face and grabbing my arms before I could even register he had moved.
“Do not talk to me about the tortures of that night, Calypso,” he snarled, and I found myself



suddenly unfamiliar with the man in front of me. My childhood best friend was replaced with an angry
titan. “I had to school myself the moment my eyes landed on you in that ballroom. It took everything
—everything—I had not to run to you and hug you, to take you away from that . . . that devil! Do you
know what it did to me watching that monster bond to you? To watch him kill my brother and then
attempt to kill you?” He was shouting now. “I had to watch you in the trial the entire time and act like
it was fun!”

I immediately regretted whatever I said that had gotten him so upset. “It doesn’t matter now,” I
reassured him. “The bond is disintegrated, and Mendax is . . . dead.” My face fell with the horror I
couldn’t seem to mask as I said the words aloud.

I tried to push it from my mind, but the feeling sat on my chest like a heavy iron weight.
I had killed several Fae, so I knew that to kill a creature as powerful as him, I would have to get

close. Close enough that he would let me see all of his weaknesses.
I just had no idea I would become one.
Eli’s amber eyes darted back and forth between mine as they studied my face.
“He is dead, right?” he asked, suddenly looking weary and unsure.
“Mendax is dead.” The words crackled in my throat as if my own body refused to believe them.
“You’re sure? Because if he’s not dead like you promised and the queen and I take you to the

Seelie court, it will be your death, and there’s nothing anyone could do to stop it, Calypso.”
I nodded my head.
Eli continued to stare at my face. “Good. Now come with me to the Seelie castle, and we’ll get

the queen to make that heart of yours whole again.”
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