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GLOSSARIES


GLACIN GLOSSARY

Atsa – Father

Dadulya – grandfather

fay – faerie

kohanosh (ko-ha-nosh) – my love

kryl (kreel) – wing

krylaya (kree-laya) – winged

Matsi (mat-see) – Mother

Matsenka – Mom

moya (mo-ya) – my

muzha (muja) – husband

spahte (spa-teh) – mate

vryna (vree-na) – crow

xhina (sheena) – wife

yegma – witch

zah’jeen (za-jean) – to life (toast)

CROW GLOSSARY

ah’khar (uh-kawr) – beloved

annos dòfain (awnos duffen) – anus dejection

Dádhi (dajee) – Father

khráach (kraw-ock) – darling

laenath (lanoff) – baby

mach (mock) – son

Mádhi (majee) – Mother

mo – my

mo khrá (mo kraw) – my love

mo khroí (mo kree) – my heart

Príona – Princess

Seanair (sho-nair) – Grandpa

Shoshair (sho-shair) – Grandma

SHABBIN GLOSSARY

batee – daughter

Jaytah (jay-tah) – Grandpa

Mahananda Yudh (Mahananda You’d) – Battle of the Cauldron

Taytah (tay-tah) – Grandma

tendu (ten-doo) – wild Shabbin tiger

yudh (you’d) – battle


CONTENT WARNING


- cursing

- sex on the page

- graphic violence

- blood, lots of it (and not just used for spellcasting)

- magical infertility

- forced abortion (off-page)

- death of a loved one (but of many more unloved ones)
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Let no one and nothing diminish your worth. Especially yourself.
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PREFACE


Before you dive in…

For months, my youngest struggled to read at her level because her brain simply refused to process the images her eyes were sending it. It took us nearly a year to diagnose her dyslexia.

Although dyslexia comes in many forms, one thing remains constant: it is not a disability—it’s simply a different way of seeing the written word.

Estée, my little ray of sunshine, you are such a bright child and an inspiration to everyone who knows you. I’m sorry for all the times I lost patience with you before I understood how topsy-turvy and wobbly the letters looked to you.

Disclaimer: Isla’s condition is loosely based on my daughter’s, but it remains fictional. Hence, why I left it unnamed.


PROLOGUE
KONSTANTIN
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Iblow the doors to my quarters wide with a draft conjured from my palms, then wrench the Glacin crown off my bound locks and lob it at the desk in my study, almost clocking my youngest sibling in his pretty blond head.

The ice-blue diamonds, set into the platinum monstrosity I seldom wear, glint in the shards of sunlight pouring from the domed skylight.

Ilya leans over and sticks his finger on my crown to stop it from rolling off. “Just say the words, and I’ll take it off your hands, brother.”

I don’t react, my mind still stuck on the news of the derailed train wagon and the human lives it snuffed out. Despite my advisors’ reassurances that it could’ve been worse, sixteen humans had still perished.

Sixteen innocent humans.

Sixteen lost souls.

Sixteen bereft families.

I dispatched coin and handwritten apologies to their homes, but no amount of gold and words would bring back the lost.

Ilya cants his head, his waist-long locks springing out from behind his peaked ear. “The words are: I abdicate.”

My general, Salom, snorts as he enters my quarters and closes the doors behind him.

“If I cared not for you, Ilyusha”—I sink into my desk chair, my fine wool suit feeling more like body armor than the most luxurious fabric spun in Glace—“I’d take you up on your offer in a heartbeat.”

My half-brother glances between Salom and me twice before asking, “What’s happened now?”

“Another derailment,” Salom informs him, sparing me from having to utter the words.

Ilya’s easy smile slips. “How many dead this time?”

“Sixteen.” I unbutton my jacket, hoping it might alleviate the pressure on my lungs. It doesn’t.

Unlike my governors, Ilya doesn’t utter a feckless reassurance of how much worse it could’ve been. How much worse it used to be under our father’s rule. After all, the Great Dig had a recorded death toll in the thousands.

Where most deaths occurred during our railway’s construction, over a hundred people have perished in the last months, regardless of how much gold I pour into finding solutions to developing sturdier tracks and revised wheel flanges.

“Volkov had a wagon design,” I remind Salom.

The sleigh maker had traveled across the kingdom to present his candidature to my father. Atsa had barely glanced at it, awarding the contract to his father-in-law, Governor Dimitri Patchenkov.

A grimace deepens the bend in Salom’s crooked nose. “The Volkovs are felons and thugs.”

“Perhaps, but their sleighs are the finest in the kingdom, aren’t they? Let’s commission one train. Keep it off the books, though. I’d prefer Dimitri not hearing about it.” I give my brother a pointed look, since he admires his maternal grandfather and spends much time with him.

Ilya mimics zipping up his lips.

“Would you mind if I commission a Nebban engineer before we speak to the Volkovs?” Salom asks. “I’d truly prefer not getting into bed with that family.”

Ilya waggles his brows. “I hear his oldest son is quite the looker.”

There’s little Ilya enjoys more than sexual innuendos, especially at Salom’s expense.

My general shoots him a withering stare that merely makes Ilya cackle. “Do you need anything else before I take my leave, Kostya?”

“The royal trolley readied to travel north. I want to visit the victims’ families.”

“I’ll advise the guards to be on standby.”

“Inform Aodhan as well,” I say.

Although I hadn’t originally been a fan of the Crow Lorcan deployed to Glace over two decades ago, not only had Aodhan proven himself loyal and serviceable, but he’d also become family.

First, to five-year old Ilya, whom he’d fly over the land and play with for hours—something that no one had been in the mood for after my father’s assassination. Then to the rest of us when⁠—

“Fine.” Salom’s voice cuts into my thoughts. “But do not dismiss the guards this time.”

My general—the man who raised me from boy, to prince, to king—had given me the silent treatment when I’d returned from my trip out east without the entourage he’d tasked with my security. His paltry mood had lasted days.

“The kingdom’s too unstable, Kostya,” he adds.

Even after my vow to keep the soldiers around, Salom’s mouth remains a slash of white in his square jaw.

“There’s something more than a train derailment, isn’t there?” Ilya asks, far too skilled at picking up on my mood.

“An explosive device was found at a school in West Sheva. The one that just agreed to let shifter children join. Our soldiers managed to dismantle it, but if it had gone off…” I scrape my nail along a sculpted ridge in my armrest. “Gods, what few shifters braved moving to Glace will end up flocking away.”

“You know what you need?” Ilya crosses his legs. “A stronger alliance with shifters. Marry a Crow or a Serpent. Ideally, one of the princesses. Their fathers would surely send troops to safeguard them, which would deter even the most intrepid antimorph.”

I balk at my brother’s suggestion. “Aside from the fact that I’ve no desire to marry, shifters have mates.”

“Not all of them.”

“I’m not using marriage to solve Glace’s tribulations!”

Ilya lets out a long-suffering sigh. “Suit yourself. But it was a brilliant idea, wasn’t it, Salom?”

Unease gleams in my general’s amber stare. “I don’t know that Glacins would be ready for a shifter queen.”

“I’m better off revoking my edict…” I grumble.

“No.” My brother no longer smiles. “You’d let your detractors win. Don’t let them win.”

“My train, Salom! Get my train ready,” I growl.

“Immediately.” He dips his head in a stunted bow.

As he stalks out of my chambers, someone stalks in. Someone I’m in no mood to see at the moment. Then again, I’m rarely in the mood to see my stepmother, Milana. She isn’t a bad person; she’s just overbearing and intent on matchmaking me with her sister.

“Heading off on a trip again?” The sound of her voice amplifies my already high tension.

Though my stepmother spends the greater part of her time at her parents’ manor overlooking Voshna Moor, she travels regularly back to the palace to visit her children—and to ensure she isn’t forgotten about at court.

“Good evening, Milana. How can I help you?”

Silk swishes as she sashays nearer. “I’m here to discuss the Jubilee.”

Fuck…I’d forgotten about that.

“The invitations have gone out, as of this morning. I suspect that everyone will attend, so I wanted to go over sleeping arrangements with you. I was thinking about having the royals…”

My door sweeps open once more, and in pops Izolda. Yes, pops. There exists no better verb to describe my sweet, effervescent half-sister. Where Ksenia—her twin—shares my somber disposition, Izolda and Ilya are our polar opposites.

“Are you even listening to me, Kostya?” Milana chides me.

I look away from the young, grinning blonde standing next to the older, scowling one. It’s incredible how little my father’s genes seeped into my half-siblings. It’s as though he depleted his severe traits and bleak coloring on Alyona and me.

“Forgive me, Milana, but I’m afraid I’ve neither the time nor the brainpower to dwell on the Jubilee at the moment.” The one I didn’t care to host in the first place.

I don’t add that last part out loud, aware that my lack of enthusiasm would draw a pout across my sister’s mouth. After all, she came up with the idea of celebrating my reign after reading about such a revel in one of her books.

“You’re in luck, Matsi.” Ilya stands and grins at his mother. “Konstantin has just appointed me Master of Jubilesque Accommodations.”

Izolda snort-grins, while the corners of my mouth flick up a fraction.

Milana, on the other hand, doesn’t look amused. “This revel isn’t some debaucherous gathering, Ilyusha.”

My kid brother’s smile only widens. “Perhaps it should be. Make love, not war, and all that.”

Milana’s scowl deepens. “The influence of that Crow⁠—”

“That Crow is my mate, Matsi,” Izolda snaps. “Think all the worst thoughts you want, but let them not trespass from your lips, for while Aodhan and I love living here, we will leave if you persist in vilifying him.”

Milana sets her mouth, which gives her rigid cheekbones an even more austere angle.

Since humoring her will be the most expedient method to hasten her departure, I cross my legs and say, “You wanted to discuss accommodations, Milana. How can I help with that?”

“Which rooms should we give your fellow monarchs and their children? Do we set them up in the West Wing with our more illustrious guests, or would you prefer they stay in one of the suites in this wing?”

“Put the monarchs in the East Wing.”

“And their children?” Milana asks.

“West Wing. I don’t care to be kept awake by loud tots.”

“Tots?” Izolda’s lips draw so high that their corners prop up her freckled cheeks like easels. “Isla and Naeva are in their mid-twenties.”

“Even more reason to dock them in the wing farthest from me. Twenty-year olds are so…” At my brother’s cocked eyebrow, I swap the pejorative adjective warming my tongue for a word that won’t offend my youngest sibling—even though he turned thirty a scant month ago. “…lively. You know how attached I am to my peace and quiet.”

“Oh, we know, you curmudgeon.” Ilya smirks, then shoves his chair back and stands, smoothing his palms down his thighs. “Personally, I loathe peace and quiet, so I volunteer to host the princesses in my bedchamber.”

“Oh my gods, Ilyusha. You’re incorrigible.” Izolda rolls her eyes so hard that her blue irises vanish.

Milana doesn’t bother with an eyeroll since she knows my brother is only jesting. While I’ve no doubt he’d enjoy entertaining the female shifters, he’s well versed in politics and decorum, and knows the princesses aren’t fair game for a tryst.

“Actually, Ilyusha”—Izolda grins—“I’d love nothing more than to hear you suggest hosting Naeva and Isla to their respective fathers.”

My intrepid brother laughs.

“I hear the girls are close, so perhaps they’d be willing to share a room?” one-track minded Milana rambles. “That way you could put them in the East Wing as well. I’m certain their fathers would appreciate having their daughters nearby.”

“They’re both single by the way,” Izolda lobs in.

“Stand down from your matchmaking endeavor, sister.” Ilya gathers his hair in a topknot. “I tried; I failed. Our brother has zero interest in marriage.”

I lean back in my chair, my vertebrae clicking from the strain of the day, and rub the snowflake talisman under my shirt—a coronation present from Meriam and the Cauldron.

“A king shouldn’t rule alone,” Milana proclaims. “It was one of the first things your father told me.”

The mention of my father casts a shadow over the ambient mood. He and I may have had our differences, but he was a loving parent and an attentive husband, a foundational pillar in Glace and in my world.

Izolda pats her mother’s arm. “Kostya will change his tune the day he meets the one. Speaking of…”

When her smile expands, I know that my private suite’s door is about to flap open once more. One would think I resided in a brothel instead of the heaviest-guarded wing of a castle.

The mental bond shifters share with their mates is truly something else. Something alluring to some and alarming to others. I fall firmly in the bracket of ‘others,’ because I cannot imagine having my mind flayed open for another to poke through.

“A school? They targeted children?” My sister’s joy wilts as Aodhan approaches, wincing.

“Sorry.” The Crow, usually so quick to make light of the most somber events—a trait that drove my sister up the wall at the beginning of his stay in Glace—appears more dismal than I do this evening.

“Nothing happened, Izzy.” Aodhan gives her hand a gentle squeeze.

Before the bleakness can fester, Ilya slings his arms around Izolda and Milana’s shoulders and shepherds them toward the door. “Kostya’s Grand Jubilee isn’t going to organize itself, ladies.”

The instant they’re gone, I mutter to Aodhan, “Guard your mind better.”

He sighs, running a hand through the dark-brown hair he keeps cropped close to his scalp. “You try having someone in your head.”

Gods forbid.

I graze my necklace with the edge of my thumb, praying the ornament cast in the Cauldron can preserve me from more than just the effect of salt and iron…for if I cannot safeguard my people, then how can I possibly protect a mate?


1
ISLA
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The letters on the labels twitch, rearranging and distorting themselves without cease. I clasp my lids, reopen them. The lines and curves freeze, but their inertia lasts only for a second before they’re warping once more.

I snatch an apothecary bottle and squint at the label to decipher my grandmother’s penmanship. Because of my condition, she’s taken to writing in bold, block letters, but unfortunately, many of her ointments and poultices were brewed before my birth, so their contents are inked in elegant cursive.

It takes me a hot minute, but I finally manage to decipher the words: “Reduces inflammation of the gut.”

After tucking the jar into the waistband of my leather trousers, I magick myself out of Shoshair’s closet of miraculous remedies and soar back her way. The hallways—especially in this part of the Sky Kingdom—are eerily quiet, what with everyone having gone to Glace for Konstantin Korol’s Jubilee.

Although Phoeppa suggested keeping my grandmother company so I could attend, my parents insisted I stay at her side. They trust my uncle implicitly, but Phoeppa isn’t a Crow. He can’t tap into the pack’s mind link and inform my father should Shoshair’s sudden illness worsen.

In truth, even if Dádhi hadn’t insisted, I would’ve stayed, because my paternal grandmother means everything to me.

I make a pit stop at the Sky Tavern where I snatch a mortar and pestle, unscrew the lid on the jar, then tip it. A sliver of mossy fungi plummets into the scooped gray stone, releasing the scent of damp earth. I mash it up into the finest sludge, then uncork a bottle of extra strong liquor—which Connor brews from mountain berries and which my grandmother adores—and pour some atop my mushroom puree.

Once I’ve got everything mixed, I fill a metal stein and give my concoction a whiff. Somehow, the liquor has intensified the muddy odor. Not to mention that it’s tinted the clear liquid brown. I scan the countertop for a syrup likely to camouflage both the smell and color. I opt for a neon green one and drizzle in a liberal amount.

The result is…

I shove the drink away so fast that some splashes onto my hand and then I dry-heave, stomach spasming from the fumes. That fungi paste must be extra potent if the stench alone can reach my abdomen. After my throat stops contracting, and saliva stops filling my mouth, I add another finger of berry liquor, another squirt of syrup, then dump in heaping spoonfuls of sugar.

Tentatively, I bring the cup to my nose. The aroma has not improved. My grandmother adores me so much that she’d probably take a sip of my healing cocktail. Nevertheless, I adore her too much to subject her to such a rank beverage.

I glance at the jar again. Could the fungi have expired? It didn’t smell expired in its original form. Perhaps I could spoon some mash onto her tongue? Just as I go to wash the stone bowl and pestle, another idea slams into me.

I prick my index finger on one of the ruby spikes adorning my hoop earrings, then think of the berry cream Shoshair relishes as I press my bleeding fingertip against the metal mug and paint one of the only sigils that I don’t botch—twin peaks. The instant my blood penetrates the stein, the odor turns sweet and creamy.

Feeling rather proud of myself, I carry my potion to her quarters that are steeped in darkness. A single oil lamp combats the gloom. It burns on her nightstand, casting the heavy tome propped on her thighs in light.

“I whipped up your favorite berry shake!” I tread toward the bed I spent the greater part of my childhood in, snuggled up beside my grandmother.

“Oh, sweetheart.” A smile presses into her wan cheeks. “You didn’t have to go through all that trouble.”

“It was no trouble at all, Shoshair. How do you feel?” I plop down on the edge of the mattress. “Any better?”

“A little under the weather, but I should be right as rain in a day or two.” She closes the book and sets it aside.

Thanks to the foiled sketches of flora stamped into the cloth-bound cover, I deduce it’s a book on plants. Her favorite.

I lower my gaze to the drink in my hands, a touch of guilt coiling through me that I plan on tricking her into ingesting a remedy. Especially after her whole spiel about how one’s immune system turns weak if one forever coddles it.

Yes, this is what our pack healer—who brews remedies for everyone but herself—explained to me when I suggested she take a dose of something and let me fly her to Glace so she didn’t expend energy.

As though she senses my thoughts, she says, “I’m sorry my condition kept you away from the Jubilee.”

“Please. How fun can a royal Jubilee be?”

I shush my mind when it pitches in: epically fun. My grandmother needs me. Besides, I’m immortal. I’ll have many more occasions to visit Glace and attend formidable revels.

As I hand the stein to Shoshair, I do not picture flying over the northern land steeped in shimmering snow.

I do not think of the tallest peak—the White Fang—where my parents waged an exacting battle before my birth.

I absolutely do not imagine myself stealing away to visit the underground palace Izolda has told me everything about.

The same way I don’t dream of all the sleigh and train rides to be had.

My grandmother watches me over the rim of the cup she tips to her lips. “Your father was telling me there’s much unrest in Glace.”

“I heard. But surely no more than in Luce?”

“More.”

I narrow my eyes. “Yet not too much unrest to throw a big party?”

“Faeries,” she says, as though their propensity for merrymaking was explanation enough.

Her tongue darts out to swipe a smudge off the corner of her lips.

Shit. I forgot to change the color. Hopefully, she won’t notice that her berry shake is green. Come to think of it, her white skin now appears a tad greenish too. Because of my cocktail?

Goddess below, I pray that isn’t the case.

A deafening gurgle rises from her stomach. We both blink—first at each other, and then at her abdomen that is…that is swelling. My grandmother gathers the hem of her tunic and hauls it up.

“Sweetheart, did you—” More gurgling distends her stomach, and then a burp interrupts her speech. She startles as though this were the very first time she’d produced such a sound. “What sort of—berries did you use?”

I bounce my knees. Drum my fingers. “You wouldn’t be allergic to…anything?”

Her abdomen swells some more.

“Isla?” Alarm tightens her tone.

“I ground some fungi inside your drink, Shoshair.”

Another belch.

“I found it in one of your jars.” My knees bounce even harder, as though hooked onto springs. “The label said—it said—it—I was only trying to help.”

“Shh. I know. It’s all right.” She reaches over and clasps my wrist. “Just show me the bottle so I can—take something to—counteract…” Her forehead glistens with sweat.

I race back to the Sky Tavern and seize the jar. After three unsuccessful attempts at screwing the lid back on, I forfeit the task, stick both inside my trousers’ waistband, and streak back to Shoshair’s room to find her moaning, feet flush with the stone floor and upper body bent over her thighs.

Oh, Mórrígan, what have I done? What have I done?

“Shoshair?”

She peers up at me, features contorted with pain.

My arms bob as I hold out the jar.

One glance and her greenish skin turns a further shade of sick. “Ah…”

I drop onto my haunches and clasp her clammy hands. “What, ah?”

Her stomach gurgles so violently that I think it will echo down the bond she shares with my father and alert him that his inept daughter has, yet again, bungled something.

“It’s nothing, Isla.”

Clearly, it’s something. I consider sketching the symbol to heal, but I’ve never drawn it correctly during my lessons, and now isn’t exactly the time to try. What if it makes it all worse?

“It’ll pa—” She inhales a breath that’s so sharp it sounds like a blade sinking into flesh, and then her eyes roll to the back of her head and she collapses right into my arms.

I scream out her name.

When she doesn’t react, I stick the jar back into my waistband, grab ahold of her lithe body, then carry her out into the hallway where I morph into my Crow. After carefully caging her body between my talons, I streak over the ocean toward Shabbe, my heart pounding so brutally that there’s no dip between its beats.

The guards surrounding the Cauldron startle when I land in the Vale.

“Is—is—did the Akwale—is anyone here?” I pant.

“Isla?” I hear Behati call out.

I whirl, my pulse still rioting against my eardrums.

The ancient seer tilts her head as she clicks over to me on her cane. “What are you doing here, child?”

“I p-p-poisoned my grandmother.” I lick my lips, tasting the salt of my sweat and tears.

“A tad extreme to attend a Jubilee.”

When I realize what she’s implying, I snarl, “I didn’t poison her to attend a revel, Behati!”

Her brows dip behind her heavy white and gold bangs.

“I didn’t poison her, period. It was an accident. I was trying to heal her.” I dig out the jar. “She took ill all of a sudden yesterday, and⁠—”

“How convenient.”

“—I brewed her a— What do you mean, convenient?”

Behati moves over to Shoshair’s supine form and prods her stomach with her cane.

I streak between them and bat away the gold stick. “What do you mean convenient, Behati?”

“Your parents don’t want you to go to Glace because of the prophecy.”

After thrashing, my heart turns into a lump of inert flesh. “The prophecy? What prophecy?”

“A prophecy that Bronwen foresaw.”

“That involves me?”

“Yes.”

“…In Glace?”

“Yes.”

“And what exactly do I do there?”

“You meet your mate.”

My head rears back. “I…? My…my mate is Glacin?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“The Mahananda hasn’t shown me what he looks like. Only that you meet him at the Jubilee.”

I recall something my cousin Naeva—technically my aunt, but she’s six months younger than me, so, yeah…cousin—mentioned a while ago: Behati isn’t the sharpest sword in the armory.

Instead of challenging the Shabbin advisor about this prophecy—delusion?—I prop the jar in her face to return to the more pressing matter. “This is what I gave Shoshair.”

She glances at the label. “Fungi Alaramis: induces inflammation of the gut.”

Where the corners of her mouth quirk after she reads it out loud, mine plummet. I spin the jar. The cursive letters begin to shiver, to shake, but not before I make out the first syllable of the word after the mushroom’s name: in.

In-fucking-duces! Not re-duces.

“I’ll purge the gasses from her intestines before more can form. Arin will be just fine, Isla.”

Brimming with self-loathing, I squeeze the jar with such force that spiderweb cracks form on the brown glass.

Behati holds out her arm. “Help me kneel.”

I ease the seer onto the sunstone floor, then watch as she begins to bloody my grandmother’s stomach with a complex array of lines and swirls, ones I didn’t have a fighting chance of getting right.

“Arin can convalesce here until your return,” she tells me as her sigil penetrates into my grandmother’s flesh.

“My return?”

“From Glace.”

My grandmother’s stomach begins to deflate like a pricked balloon…unlike my onus.

“I’m not leaving her,” I say.

The ancient sorceress cranes her neck to stare up at me. “It’s your destiny.”

“I’ll go next week…or next month,” I mumble as the green tinge finally recedes from Shoshair’s skin.

Behati inhales a bladed breath that reels in my attention. Her eyes have gone bone-white. I stay quiet as the Cauldron feeds her a vision.

Once color returns to her irises, she says, “Your mate will perish if your paths don’t collide tonight.”

My heart snaps like those whips Faeries use on horses. “The Cauldron has just shown you this?”

“Yes.”

I glance toward the mirror-smooth basin that reflects the cloudless blue expanse above. If only I could communicate with it like Taytah Daya. If only I could ask it if Behati is sending me on a wild love chase, or if there’s truth to her vision.

I suppose that if I go to Glace, I could ask Taytah. Or I could just shift right here, right now, and demand the truth from my father.

Except that would make him wonder how I heard about the prophecy, and I’d have to tell him about the mishap that led me to Shabbe. Preferring not to worry him—and to disappoint him once more—I decide to confess my mistake after Shoshair recovers.

Guilt and remorse stiffen my hold on the jar, which shatters. The shards bite into my palm before slipping free and dinging against the stone floor.

I kneel beside Behati. “Why isn’t she rousing?” With my unwounded hand, I smooth a silver strand off my grandmother’s brow.

“Because her body’s healing.”

“I can’t…I can’t leave her. I promised her…I promised my father that I’d⁠—”

“Shabbins don’t have mates, so I don’t know what the loss of one feels like, but I hear it’s akin to parting with a piece of your soul.”

“But if the two souls never collide⁠—”

“Is that what you want, child? Never to meet your mate?”

I roll my lips, because, no, that isn’t what I want. “Tell me something.” I sit back on my heels. “Why would my parents keep me from him?”

“Because they don’t want to lose you.”

“Lose me? They could never lose me. And besides that, they’d be gaining a son.” Under my breath, I add, “Not to mention, they’d probably be better off without me.”

Behati skims my wrist. “Why would you say such a thing?”

“Because I ruin everything I touch.” I swallow as I sweep my somber gaze over Shoshair.

“Isla, Isla, Isla, you are your parents’ pride and joy. As for your mishaps, you will get better at it all. You’re only twenty-four. Trust me, after a century of life, your bloodcasting and reading will be impeccable. Now, please go. I don’t want to vex the Mahananda.”

I pick at the fresh scab on my index finger

Behati must sense my reticence, because she gives my wrist a squeeze. “I’ll look after Arin. She’ll be fully recovered by the time you return. This, I swear to you.”

Even though I’m not discarding the possibility that Behati is delusional, I reason that joining my friends and family in Glace isn’t the greatest hardship. Especially if it can save a man from perishing and the Cauldron from sulking.

After pressing a kiss to my grandmother’s cheek and making sure her pulse is strong, I take off for the land of ice and Faeries, where a mate waits for me.

A mate. Skies, am I even ready for a mate? Here I was, hoping I’d get to live a little more before settling down.

Halfway to Glace, I consider turning back. But turning back means never having a mate, so I forge ahead on the path the Cauldron has drawn for me.
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Iknew Glace was far, but for some reason, I didn’t realize just how far.

I’ve been traveling for hours, and still, there’s no shadow of land on the horizon. Although I love flying, I don’t love doing it alone. What I wouldn’t give for Lachlano’s company.

Not only is Agrippina and Reid’s son my best friend—along with Naeva and Elio—but he’s also the most entertaining person I know. One who never runs out of stories, since he loves adventure just as fervently as I do.

Multicolored scales shred the surface of the ocean beneath me. I drift lower to see whether the serpents are tardy partygoers like myself or true water beasts. Unlike us Crows, Serpent shifters are barely distinguishable from their beastly counterparts. Well, female Serpents. Male Serpents are so large, there’s no mistaking them.

After surfing over them for a while, I deduce they’re animals. I’m still well and truly alone on this journey.

Lach? I call out through the mind link, just in case he’s in feathers.

He mustn’t be, because I get no reply. Another hour slinks by in silence. Fatigue nibbles on my muscles and slows my pace. Did I start off too strong? Probably.

I peer ahead of me, my heart pouncing when I spot a speck of white on the horizon. Unfortunately, it’s not attached to any landmass. However, the free-floating iceberg injects me with renewed vigor since it’s not the sort of thing that bobs in our warm oceans.

Over the next hour, I call out to Lachlano a handful of times.

Finally, his voice echoes between my temples. Isla?

I need a dress.

Did you undergo a dramatic growth spurt overnight, or are we just listing random wishlist items? ’Cause if we are, I need better gloves.

I snort. I need a dress for the Jubilee, smartass.

You’re…you’re coming? Shock and glee brightens his tone.

Sure am. Keep my arrival under wraps, though. It’s a surprise.

Who are we surprising?

My parents.

Can I tell Naev?

Yes, but swear her to secrecy.

A few minutes later, he says, She says Asha packed her several extras.

I love Asha.

As he gives me directions to Naeva’s suite, my stomach churns with anticipation. And nerves.

So. Many. Nerves.

On the upside, it makes my long flight wink right by and camouflages the ache developing between my wing bones. For a while, at least.

As the minutes melt into even more hours, my wing flapping becomes almost nonexistent. Like the small gulls below, I ride the whistling northern wind. Twice, I almost end up in the surf but miraculously manage to power myself back into the sky. When I hit a cold front, I think I’ve arrived, but no such luck.

The progressively frostier air bites into my aching bones and hardens my joints until I think I might not make it to Glace. I’m about to cave and reach out to my father for succor—consequences of my impromptu coming be damned—when strokes of white and emerald-green appear on the endless carpet of blue.

I blink to make sure it’s not a mirage. As the line of land expands, I alternate between disintegrating into smoke and beating my wings, wishing I could retain my discorporate form for as long as my father.

Once I breach the capital’s walls, I examine the Korol’s underground castle, counting the domed skylights to Naeva’s room.

Was it first from the ocean, or from the mountain?

Lach?

He must be back in skin since I get no answer. I scroll through our earlier conversation. I believe he said from the mountain. As I land, patrolling guards in thick fur-lined coats survey me with guarded stares. One of them says something, but my eardrums are so stiff, his words bounce right off.

“I’m King Ríhbiadh’s daughter!” I call out. “Just joining my family.”

Brushing aside my snarled hair, I split my finger on my spiky hoop, then adorn the skylight with the circle fitted through with a cross, which I’ve perfected thanks to it being a symmetrical design. My palm sinks through the glass.

I try to morph into my shadows, but my shifter magic fails me, and I hurtle into the bedroom below with all the grace of a potato. Ugh, Lach. You could’ve warned me the palace was warded.

I suppose that if I lived in an underground palace, I’d have warded my ceilings as well. At least I landed on a bed. For a moment, I lay there, reveling in the plushness of the duvet that espouses muscles I didn’t even know I possessed before making this trip.

How I envy the others who’ve all had a day to recover from the strenuous journey. Not that most need a day. I imagine it took my father and grandfather all of a minute to recover. Lachlano, undoubtedly, too, seeing as he’s a beast of endurance.

I close my eyes briefly but then spring them wide to keep myself from dosing. I raise my sore arms over my head and stretch, all at once groaning and whimpering from the delicious strain, then proceed to peel my carcass off the bed. My shoulders and arms are so stiff that I almost cry when I twist onto my side to scrape myself off the cushy comforter.

When I finally succeed at sitting, I take a moment to peer around the giant bedchamber that puts our guest quarters to shame. Then again, Crows aren’t ostentatious like Fae. We do not gild our ceilings or carve pretty florals into them. We do not lay boards on our floors, especially not in a decorative pattern. And though some of us do rub charcoal and chalk over our stone walls, our art is neither ornately framed nor brimming with color—it’s subdued and neat.

A smile flips up the corners of my mouth as I picture the expression my father must’ve worn and the words he must’ve uttered upon entering his borrowed suite, which I imagine is glitzier than Naeva’s. Dádhi loathes extravagance just as fervently as Mádhi adores it. I took after her, to Phoeppa’s immense relief.

My thoughts dissolve as a cloud of eucalyptus hits me. Could that be…?

I sweep my legs off the bed and trail the scent to a bathroom tiled in gold and white stone. When I catch sight of a fogged door, one that will lead into a steam chamber, I give thanks to the architect for kitting visitor bathrooms with steam chambers, and to the Korol family for sparing no expense.

I rip my boots off my feet and all but tear my clothes off, then snatch a towel from a rack, secure it around my torso, and pop the door open with a cheery, “You’ve officially become my favorite person.”

When neither laughter nor a reply reaches me, I squint, trying to spot my cousin through the pale plumes that are so dense I cannot discern my own toes.

I take a careful step forward, my gaze sharpening when, over the hiss of water, I catch the rhythmic thud of a heartbeat. Someone’s in here with me, but it’s not Naeva. Her pulse wouldn’t drill the steam.

I’m about to call out Lachlano’s name and tell him that if he’s planning on spooking me, he will regret it, or at least, his cock will—but then the steam moves…thickens.

Only an air-Fae can manipulate the element. Before I can make myself one with the steam, an arm locks around my throat.

And then a deep, pissed-off voice bends into my ear. “I’m no one’s favorite person.”
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Itry to twist around, but the male tightens his grip on my throat until I’m wheezing.

“Did Meriam give you access to my quarters?”

Since he’s speaking Glacin, I reply in his tongue, “Meriam? No, I let myself in.”

“Impossible. Try again. Who granted you passage?” He flexes his arm, the bone drilling into the column of my throat.

“No one!” I snarl.

I’ve never murdered a Faerie before, but there’s always a first time.

Through gritted teeth, I bite out, “Fucking—let—go.”

“Not until you tell me which sorceress or Serpent sent you in here and why.”

Is this guy serious? Does he actually think I pranced inside a steam bath in a towel to ambush him? How paranoid is this asshole?

Done explaining myself, I attempt to shift into my Crow but fail, which is as fucking weird as it is annoying. I grip the Faerie’s forearm and conjure my talons to shred his skin, but my nails don’t lengthen, which turns my mood violent.

Is he stifling my shifter powers, or did a Shabbin ward more than his rooftop?

I jam my elbow into his ribs, which earns me both a satisfying grunt and a tighter yoke. As my spa mate yanks me backward, I dig my human nails inside his skin, glad I keep them nice and long and pointed in this form. When I draw blood, he crushes my windpipe and lifts me off my feet.

All I wanted was to heat my frozen bones, which I would’ve explained if he hadn’t been so intent on strangling me. I roll my head as far forward as I can manage, then fling it backward. Satisfaction fills me when the back of my skull clips some protruding bone of his.

I hope it’s his nose.

I hope I broke the damn thing.

Yes, he’ll eventually heal, but in the meantime, it’ll hurt like a mother. Been there, done that.

Predictably, he growls into my hair, “You’re starting to try my patience.”

“And you’ve—obliterated—mine.”

Praying only my Crow side is being smothered, I dig my thumbnail into my chronically-scabbed index finger until my wound drips and then I lift my hand to my sternum and draw. When white and gold bleeds over my black hair, a sigh of relief trips past my lips. I don’t even care that I failed to alter my body along with my face.

A muted gasp disturbs the Faerie’s hold. “Yegma.” Witch.

Before he can recover, I whirl and clip him so hard in the mouth that it sends his head sailing sideways. I grab onto his shoulders and aim my knee at his groin. Somehow, he manages to bat it down before it can connect with that fragile part of his anatomy.

His fingers cinch my throat and squeeze hard enough to leave a mark. “Who are you?”

Though the light is insipid, and the steam thick, my eyes clock his flashing gray ones.

“Someone you shouldn’t”—I eye the row of graduated diamond studs glazing his broad ears—“have pissed off.” I jump and lock my legs around his waist to destabilize him, then grip the bejeweled points of flesh and yank so hard I manage to rip out a few gaudy stones.

He staggers backward.

“Regretting you didn’t listen when I asked you nicely to let me go, Fay?”

Bloodied nostrils flaring, he crushes my larynx, lifting me so high, my feet unlock and I lose my purchase on his torso.

“Tell me who you are before I truly hurt you.”

“Cute threat—asshole.” My vision dances with dots. I blink them away, then swing my knee into his chest.

Though it makes contact, it neither shortens his breath nor slackens his grip. Merely makes him hold me higher and farther away.

A smile crooking my lips, I streak a line of blood down his forearm. Before I can top my line with an arrow tip, he drops me. My lungs rattle as I streak toward the door, only to be bounced backward.

My calves bite into something hard, which makes my knees buckle. As I slam down onto a bench, my towel springs open. I begin to sketch the invisibility sigil on my thigh when a burst of air swings my hand away and pins it to the perspiring wall.

“Who are you?” His recurrent question is a low hiss that coils toward me on wisps of steam.

“Your newest worst enemy.”

“I highly doubt it. Your name?”

“You shouldn’t doubt it or me.”

“I repeat. Your name.”

“Like I’d give it to you.”

“I won’t release you until you do.”

I snort. “You may have cornered me, but you haven’t trap—” A burst of air slots itself between the tiles and my fingers, interrupting my sigil-drawing. And yes, I’m aware my Shabbin spell may not have adhered to the damp wall, since my blood isn’t viscous like the black ichor that runs through Serpent veins, but drawn quickly enough, it might’ve led me somewhere.

“You were saying, Yegma?” Is that a smile lilting his voice?

“Annos dòfain,” I mutter under my breath.

“Hmm. A Shabbin who speaks Crow…and without an accent at that.”

I lurch to my feet but achieve a mere inch of air between my ass and the white mosaic before I’m slammed back down by magic. “I know you favor inbreeding in Glace, but in the south, we like to mix it up.”

A snort echoes through the steam bath. Ah…the sound of a pure-blooded High Fae who believes himself superior to others. How terribly predictable.

I try to press my fingers back against the wall, but the jerk keeps all ten of them gloved in air. “Look, I came in here to relax. And obviously, not a second of this has been relaxing. I’m not sure why you’re so intent on prolonging the moment, but I’m done steaming, so can you quit using your little air-magic to corral me in here?”

A shadow blisters the billows of white, one that grows in clarity as the Faerie draws nearer. The light coiling through the steam is too weak to make out much more than his snow-white pallor and foil-bright eyes.

“You thought you’d relax in my quarters?”

Someone feels mighty at home inside their borrowed suite… “Entitled much?”

“Speak your name, and I let you leave.”

Am I tempted to tell him who I am, or rather, who I’m related to? Absolutely. Do I? No. I prefer to keep the mystery alive a while longer. It isn’t as though he’ll make it out of this situation unscathed once Dádhi gets wind of my detention.

I fold my legs, wishing I could do the same with my arms, but they remain buffeted by the Faerie’s magic. “Behati.”

“Your hair was black before your spell. Besides, Behati is”—his gaze moves over my bared torso—“slighter. Not to mention she and I are well-acquainted.”

Out of all the Faeries in Glace, I had to bump into someone who knows Behati? Fuck my life. “Which kingdom are you from?”

The haze must be thinning, because I detect his eyebrows—which are as dark as his hair is white—inclining toward his thin, bloodied nose.

“I’ve new terms for you,” he responds, instead of answering my question. “Tell me how you penetrated my chambers, and I’ll recall my magic.”

To end this monotonous cross-examination, I confess, “I entered with a sigil, which I painted on the bedroom skylight.”

The angle of his frown becomes vertiginous. And then he’s spinning on his heel and pounding away, making good on his promise. I’m so startled that he’s released me that my arms flop down and I remain planted on the bench. Nevertheless, the sound of a door whooshing open has me pitching forward.

As I near it, I glamour myself out of sight with a sigil, just in case he intends to manhandle me some more. When I pop free of the mist, the Faerie’s halfway down his corridor, clipping along at a ridiculous pace, pale-blue towel still wrapped snugly around his backside.

All right… Maybe he wasn’t planning on pursuing the interrogation outside.

Rubbing my bruised neck, I study his defined biceps, powerful legs, and finely-muscled back that casts his taut spine in shadow. No wonder his grip hurt. There’s not an ounce of softness on him.

I sweep my clothes off the floor and yank them up my invisible limbs, then grab my boots. I don’t spear them on, since bare feet will make less sound than leather soles.

Intent on slipping through the front door of his suite unnoticed, I tiptoe after the Faerie, trailing him into an adjoining parlor, where a desk sits, laden with stacked parchment and a—a⁠—

I lash my stare toward the white-haired male, then back onto the glittering snowflake crown. One of my boots drops and thuds on the parquet flooring. Focá.

The male continues walking, thankfully oblivious to my presence.

Or not…

“My castle’s a maze, Yegma,” he says, reaching for the door handle. “You won’t reach your destination without the help of one of my guards.”

My castle.

My. Castle.

My! Castle!

I assaulted Izolda’s older brother.

I assaulted the King of Glace.

“I’ll have someone lead you to your destination. Which room were you hoping to reach?”

When I don’t reply, Konstantin Korol pivots in the direction of my fallen boot. I gape at his swollen bottom lip, at the smear of blood rimming his nostrils, at the angry peaks of his ears.

My father isn’t going to kill him; he’s going to kill me.

The Ice King tilts his head, which unsettles the large silver medallion hanging between his pecs. I need to book it out of his chamber…out of the castle…out of Glace. I snatch the shoe—no way am I leaving any evidence of my visit behind—and then I creep to the nearest wall.

“So, where should I command my guards to take you?”

If I tell Konstantin where I’m headed, he’s going to put two and two together and figure out who bloodied his mouth. “I’ll find my way.”

“You won’t.”

For once in my life, I know I will, since my destination is his ceiling. Or his castle’s front door. Whichever I reach first. I’ll never know my mate, and my wings might just fall off midflight from fatigue, but staying in the Ice Kingdom is inconceivable.

“The least you can do—after you struck me—is allow one of my guards to escort you to your destination, Isla Ríhbiadh.”

My heart misses a beat. Six. Twelve. Even after I ascertain I’m still invisible, my pulse fails to ease.

Konstantin’s bluffing. He has to be. He may have noticed the color of my hair before I adopted Behati’s, but many people have black hair, especially Crows. All the Ice King holds for a fact is that I speak both tongues and possess Shabbin magic.

With a sigh, he says, “Fine. If you manage to slip through my wall, take a right. Your cousin’s suite is six doors down, right beside the oil portrait of my dead sister.”

He’s kept a portrait of his traitorous sister? How vile.

“I am curious about something. Will you be pretending to be Behati all evening?”

“I won’t be pretending to be anyone, since I’m not planning on staying.”

The Glacin King sweeps his thumb over his mouth that seems to curl with a smirk that screams: You walked right into that one, Witch.

“No boats will set sail tonight,” he continues. “We’re expecting some weather.”

How fortunate that I have wings.

“Not to mention that Izolda would be much aggrieved if you missed the Jubilee. She was terribly upset when she heard your grandmother had taken ill, and you’d decided to stay at her bedside. I take it Arin has made a full recovery?”

Goddess below, the male’s chatty. Here I’d heard—from Izolda—that he was the quiet, broody brother.

Though it is possible that he’s chatting in the hopes of tricking me into revealing my identity.

My lips itch to retort that I didn’t come here to party, but my reason for coming is none of his concern. Naturally, that serves to remind me of Behati’s vision.

If I leave, I never meet him.

If I stay, Konstantin might exact a punishment.

I glance over my shoulder at him, find his head still tilted and his chrome eyes still trained on the area where I hide in plain sight. He might not be able to see me, but I imagine he can detect my heartbeats with those broad ears of his.

“Make sure to pass through the part of the wall bearing the framed map,” he says. “Otherwise, you’ll hit one of the fire orbs.”

Fire orbs? My gaze clocks the wall and the map that must be as old as Glace considering how ochre the parchment has become. I readjust my position but then wonder if it’s a trick. What if it leads me straight into one of his guards?

“It’s not a trick,” he says.

My skin breaks out in goosebumps as I twist my face back in his direction and concentrate on the expanse of skin between his black eyebrows and white hairline. The silence that resonates there steadies my nerves. If I cannot read his thoughts, then he cannot read mine. It was only a lucky guess. My sigh of relief is so brisk that it stirs the damp hair framing my face.

“You’re probably wondering why I’m aiding you…”

Since I am curious, I linger a beat.

“You didn’t penetrate my chambers with the intent to harm me.” As though he senses he’s captured my attention, he folds his arms across his bare chest that tapers into slender hips.

The male resembles an icicle—long-limbed, pale, sharp…cold. The kind of cold that never cracks, only hardens to cut deeper.

“Am I correct, Isla?”

The sound of my name is a pinch to the brain, a reminder that I must make haste before my spell fades and reveals my true visage to Konstantin. I almost reply, right, but that would be the equivalent of admitting my identity. No one—aside from Lachlano and Naeva—know that I’m in Glace. Not even Konstantin. He’s just assuming.

Actually, he spoke about boats… If he were a hundred percent certain I was the Crow Princess, he would’ve warned me against flying.

A new consideration drives a shiver down my spine. If he emits the hypothesis to my father, the latter might decide to concentrate on the tether that binds me to him—not because he’s my father, but because he’s my king—and learn my location before I can pop out like a cheeky jester.

Dádhi might keep my presence under wraps from his northern ally, but, Skies, how cross he’ll be with me.

If only I hadn’t dropped through the wrong skylight.

If only the Shabbin who secured the Korol’s castle had also warded it against sorceresses.

If only I could paint the forgetting glyph on Konstantin’s brow.

Not that I’ve ever gotten it right in the past, but perhaps…under duress… I snort, envisioning myself asking the Faerie to stand still while I attempt to sketch the complex grid of lines and swoops.

I suddenly think that this is why my parents kept me away: not because of the mate-prophecy, but because they somehow intuited I’d do something to ruin diplomatic relations with Glace, blunderer-extraordinaire that I am. May my meet-rude not lead to war.

The urgency to leave the Ice Kingdom finally guides my bleeding fingertip to the white wainscoting. Before pressing my palm to the lock glyph, I gather my boots against my chest and tuck in my elbows.

I don’t bump into anyone. The Faerie didn’t trick me.

I emerge inside an alcove, right next to a giant glass sphere filled with suspended flames that splashes soft beams onto the oil portrait of a white-haired Faerie. One who greatly resembles Konstantin Korol. His father, perhaps?

Their resemblance is so uncanny that it takes me a moment to detach my gaze from the painting. When I do, though, a gulp makes the bruise on my neck smart.

No wonder the Glacin King was perplexed as to how I entered his chambers.
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The hallway is crawling with Faerie and sprite sentries.

Technically, the sprites fly, but the rest of them prowl the long blue runner flecked with tufted snowflakes, or stand very still, with their backs plastered to giant, lustrous pilasters that seem carved from ice. The recessed wall behind me also looks scooped out of a snowbank, but a graze reveals it’s stone. I suppose that no amount of magic could keep an ice castle from melting.

Really not the time to ponder the architecture of Konstantin’s castle, I think.

Will there be a good time, though? Perhaps while everyone is at the Jubilee, I could take a covert tour.

Though I’m no criminal—at least, not in a premeditative manner—a tremor darts up my spine when one of the guards bracketing the alcove across from me glances my way. My anxiety disperses after I ascertain that my glamour endures.

I start to creep forward but come to a standstill when a sprite hisses, “Crow incoming.”

My heart hurdles into my throat. Could the miniscule winged being have detected me?

When faces pivot in the opposite direction, I blow out a breath. How serendipitous that…

I back up. Slam into something hard and hot and…oh…shit. I whirl and watch in horror as the luminous sphere wobbles on its shallow pedestal. I smack my palms against the scorching surface to steady it, and Holy Mother of Crows…

Though not quite as agonizing as the time I tried to cook breakfast for my parents and handled a cast-iron skillet without heat-proof gloves, blisters still bubble on my palms. But the burns become the least of my problems when I spy the bloody smear on the lucent surface.

Pulse blaring, I swipe my sleeve against the glass, succeeding only in spreading the stain and singeing another patch of skin. I suddenly abhor these decorative orbs with all my might. Especially when my name detonates between my skull.

I tuck my chin into my neck and clinch my lids. And this is when, Isla Ríhbiadh is reduced to a puny black bird.

Isla? my father grits out once more. You’re in—the soft crack of a neck, or of knuckles, stokes my anxiety—Glace?

Without recalling my invisibility, I turn to face him. He might not be able to see me, but I have no doubt he knows exactly where I stand.

Hinges suddenly groan. I assume he called my mother through their mind link, but it’s the door beside him that opens.

“I’m ready for that word you wanted before the festivities, Ríhbiadh,” Konstantin says, his pale fingers fastening platinum buttons up a jacket that gleams like the surface of our Lucin canals at first light.

My father pays his fellow monarch no mind, but I do. I focus on him instead of on the man currently heaving smoke like a chimney in the midst of winter. Though Konstantin’s wiped off the blood, his bottom lip, nose, and ears remain visibly battered.

“Vizosh! Your face!” The quick snatch of air that accompanies a sprite’s outcry redirects my father’s glower. “I’ll fetch the royal healer immediately.”

Konstantin dismisses his guard’s suggestion with a flick of his fingers and a quiet, “I’m fine, Borat.”

As he smooths his jacket sleeves, tugging on the cuffs of the black shirt beneath, my father inspects him from pointed ears to smooth chin.

“What the bloody skies happened to you, Korol?”

Konstantin secures the last button on his stand-up collar. “Slipped in my steam bath.”

His answer startles me. Then again, feigning clumsiness lends him more gravitas than admitting he was struck by a girl. Faeries are proud like that. Crows, too, for that matter.

My father’s slow perusal of Konstantin’s various injuries leads me to think he has no delusion that the floor is to blame, but does he think I may be at fault? I hope not, for that would lead him to wonder what I was doing inside the king’s steam chamber, which isn’t a conversation I’d like to have.

Konstantin steps aside to let my father through. “After you.” When Dádhi doesn’t budge, the Glacin King tips his head to the side and prompts him, using his first name this time. “Lorcan?”

My father’s jaw shifts from side to side. “I’ve just received wonderful news from home.”

The snort that slots past my lips carries many stares in my direction. Where Konstantin doesn’t seem the slightest bit surprised by my enduring presence, his guards’ bearings run the gamut from disbelief to anxiety.

“My mother was feeling better, so my daughter has decided to join us. I hope that’s not a bother?” Dádhi sounds desperate for Konstantin to tell him that it very much is a bother.

“The more the merrier,” Konstantin replies with a smarmy smile. “Has she already arrived?”

Bastard knows full well that I have.

“She has.” After a beat, my name grinds past my father’s lips like chalk against slate. “Since you’re here, why don’t you show yourself to our host?”

If only I could access the pack link while in skin to inform my father that I’m not all that presentable at the moment. Alas, Crows, unlike Serpents, need to be in feathers to talk without sound to our leader.

I slip on my boots, then lift my palm to my sigil but hold still when a new voice cuts through the tense air.

“Pardon me. Coming through.” Did my mother pick up on the disturbance, or did my father beckon her?

I should be wholly focused on her expression—to gauge the level of trouble I’m in—but as the guards part around her like foam, it’s her dress that grabs my attention. It had seemed so bulky when Phoeppa had unveiled it, proclaiming it was his finest work yet, but worn, the black velvet shot through with gold sequins appears as weightless as the night sky over Luce.

“I heard Arin made a miraculous recovery,” she says, cutting in seamlessly.

I don’t reply that there was nothing miraculous about it since Shoshair wasn’t sick to begin with. I would never put my parents on the spot like that. Behind closed doors, though, I intend to bring up their little subterfuge.

“Yes. And guess who’s already arrived, mo khrá?” my father grumbles.

“Do try to contain your excitement, Dádhi,” I reply, finally dismissing my spell.

Though Shabbins aren’t strangers to Glace, considering the amount of bulging eyes, I fathom the Northerners aren’t all that used to our spellcasting.

A nerve tweaks Mádhi’s lids as I approach and slide my cheek against hers in greeting. After showing my father some love, his elbows finally unjam.

“Contrary to what you may think,” he murmurs in Crow, “I’m always glad to see you, ínon.”

The anxiety riding me since I carried Shoshair from Luce to Shabbe finally begins to disband.

That is, until my mother flicks a lock of my humid hair behind my shoulder. “What happened to your neck?”

Shit. Fuck. Shit.

I rub the purplish skin, keeping my eyes from straying to Konstantin. Funny how I’d wanted my parents to notice it before.

That was before, though. “I, um, was blinded by the snow and ran headfirst into a ship mast.”

“Poor ship. Did it sink?” My mother’s sprightly tone makes it clear that she did not buy my fib.

Unlike Mádhi, there’s nothing remotely spry about my father’s timbre when he growls, Your bruise wouldn’t have anything to do with the Faerie King’s various injuries, now, would it?

I pop out a hopefully very convincing, “Nope.”

The way my father’s lids squeeze has me thinking he isn’t convinced. If he touched a hair on your body, so help me, Mórrígan, I will⁠—

“It was an unfortunate run-in with a ship mast,” I say. “Entirely accidental. You know how distracted I can get when I fly.”

My mother suddenly gasps. “What happened to your face, Konstantin?”

“Slipped in his steam bath,” my father replies, barely separating his lips. “All these inanimate objects besting supernaturals today.”

My teeth sink into my lower lip just as Konstantin says, “My sister will come fetch me at any moment. If you want a private audience with me before dawn, it best be now.”

The Ice King is either the most intrepid male alive or the most oblivious. Who, in their right mind, would offer to lock themselves in an enclosed space with a seething royal capable of transforming many parts of himself into the single metal that can end a Faerie’s life?

“Actually, I need a word with you and Mádhi, Dádhi. A very urgent word.” To Konstantin, I say, “It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Vizosh.”

The way Konstantin’s eyes scrape over my face tells me that meeting me was the furthest thing from pleasurable for him. And, yes, arguably, it wasn’t the best moment, but would it kill him to return the sentiment for conviviality’s sake?

“Congratulations on twenty-five years,” I add.

Konstantin’s cool-gray eyes glance against mine before skipping to his guards. “Fetch Salom.” And then he’s pivoting on his heel and disappearing inside his quarters.

Not even a, Thank you, Isla, or a, Welcome to Glace. Enjoy the amenities! Did I imagine his earlier garrulousness?

My mother hooks her arm through mine and sweeps me down the blue runner, my father hot on our heels.

Once we’ve left the knot of guards and sprites behind, she murmurs, “A mast? Really, laenath?”

Between the ages of six and fourteen, every time my mother would refer to me as baby, I’d beg her to find another term of endearment, but now, I don’t perceive it as a reminder of my youth; only as a reminder of her maternal affection.

“You know how clumsy I can be.” I eye the vaulted hallway that’s so white it makes me feel as though I’m traveling through some creature’s rib cage.

“You’re many things, but clumsy isn’t one of them.” She covers my hand with hers. “Can we get the real story now?”

Even though I may tell them the truth eventually, I choose to counter their question with a question of my own. “Right after you tell me the real story behind Shoshair’s abrupt illness.”

My mother’s pink eyes flare, while my father’s yellow ones taper. When their gazes lock and hold, I fathom they’re carrying a little aside. How I wish I could be a fly on the wall of their minds.

To think I’m about to get a connection of my own tonight… Unless they bolt me in their suite with magic?

Their grave miens suggest they just might. “How horrid is my mate?”

“Your…what?” Mádhi squawks.

“My fated mate.”

My mother blinks so fast I half expect her to generate a breeze. “Mate?”

I stick my thumb out in my father’s direction, then point to her. “You know…that thing the two of you are to each other.” My humor is lost on my mother, whose complexion has gone from sun-kissed to sun-bleached.

“What your mother is trying to say, khráach”—oh, the inflection he puts on his favored term of endearment for me: darling—“…is: What. Fucking. Mate?”

I come to a standstill. “The one I meet here tonight.”

Between gnashed teeth, he asks, “Do tell us who fed you this…lie?”
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The word lie hasn’t stopped echoing inside my skull since my father asked the question long minutes ago.

A question I’ve yet to answer, too shocked to form the syllables of Behati’s name. If Taytah’s advisor lied to get me to travel to Glace, what about her promise to watch over Shoshair?

As I finally enter my parent’s suite after them, I wet my throat. “Dádhi, can you ask Shoshair if she’s all right?”

“Her illness was a ruse to keep you in Luce,” he mutters, clapping the heavy wooden door shut. “But you already know that.”

I roll a lock of hair around my unsteady fingers. “I do but…but I sort of made her truly ill with a fungi elixir. Long story short, she had an adverse reaction to the tonic, and I panicked and brought her to Shabbe. Behati healed her and promised to take care of her, but…” Shame has my eyes darting to the floorboards, which are the same deep-gray as the walls. “Please check on her, Dádhi?”

After a tremendously long beat, he says, “She’s fully recovered.”

I bat my lids. “Is she very cross with me?”

He sighs. “No.”

“…What about the two of you?”

“We’re not angry; we’re—” He looks toward my mother for help finishing that sentence, but my mother is adrift in some contemplation that’s bent her brows and glazed her eyes. “Fallon?”

She snaps out of her daze. “Was it Behati?” she asks. “Was she the one who mentioned a mate?”

“Obviously, since Meriam’s here,” he grumbles as though Behati and my great-grandmother were accomplices in a grand plot to torment him.

“Why would Behati lie about this?” I ask.

“Because if she’d told you the true reason your mother and I wanted to keep you in Luce, you wouldn’t have made the trip.”

Goosebumps riddle my skin. “What is the true reason?”

My father strolls deeper into the room, toward an emerald velour armchair in the corner, and drops onto its tufted arm. After stretching his legs out in front of him and hooking his ankles together, he finally replies, “A prophecy.”

“From how worried Mádhi looks, I’m guessing the prophecy has nothing to do with me finding a mate?”

“No.”

“Well, rip off the bandage already.” When neither speaks, I ask the question sprinting through my mind. “Do I perish?”

“Of course not.” My father’s voice snaps like lightning.

I glance at the swatch of blue beyond the skylight, expecting it to deepen, at any moment, to gray and marble with one of his temper-made storms. Sure enough, the sky is acquiring a steely luster, but is it my father’s doing, or is this the weather Konstantin mentioned earlier to deter me from leaving?

“Well, that’s a relief,” I finally breathe out.

“You kill someone,” he says. “A Glacin royal.”

Although the thought of hurting Konstantin did graze my mind earlier, I wouldn’t actually have gone through with murder.

Holy Cauldron, what if my Crow magic hadn’t been stifled, and my iron talons had come out, and I’d inadvertently dug them into the king’s throat?

My complexion must be bleak because my mother takes ahold of my shoulders and gives them a gentle squeeze. “The prophecy could be irrelevant, since the person you were foreseen killing is already dead.”

“Yet Daya says the prophecy endures, Fallon.”

My mother’s face pivots in my father’s direction. “We saw the sword go through her ribs.”

In spite of the ringing in my ears, I latch on to the pronoun my mother has just used: her not his. I don’t murder Konstantin—somewhat of a relief. Nevertheless, I murder someone close to him who’s already dead? I run through the female side of his family tree until I come up with two candidates: his mother and sister.

I clutch my elbows, wincing when the sharp bones rub against my scorched palms. I let them fall back along my sides, but not before my perceptive mother spots the blisters and sets about healing them with a sigil.

As the bubbled skin smooths, I ask, “Who does the Cauldron see me offing? Konstantina or Alyona?”

“Alyona.” My father’s answer intensifies the thudding at my temples.

“Could she have been resurrected?” I ask.

“Not even my mother—the most powerful Shabbin alive—can resurrect a body twenty-five years later,” Mádhi murmurs.

I drop onto the brocade-covered bench at the foot of their bed. “But the Cauldron can, can’t it?”

The look my parents exchange tells me they’ve already considered it.

I frown. “Though, why would it resurrect someone who abhorred its creations?”

After a beat of silence, I suggest, “Iron has a similar appearance to pewter. Perhaps Konstantin made a show of his sister’s death to appease his people, but didn’t actually go through with it? I heard he keeps a portrait of her on his castle wall.”

My father folds his arms, straining the black leather jacket he wears over black leather pants—his usual accoutrement, though tonight, his jacket buttons are made of polished gold instead of stained wood. “The boy was always soft when it came to Alyona.”

Another look passes between my parents; another silent conversation.

“Please tell me whatever it is you’re keeping from me.”

After a beat, my father says, “He had his sister tossed into the ocean after running her through with his blade.”

“Which is a typical traitor’s burial in Glace,” Mádhi counters.

“It’s only a burial if the person is truly dead.”

“Aodhan and a few others surveyed the ocean and shores for days after her body was disposed of,” my mother counters.

My gaze pings between the two before sticking to the golden bands twinkling on my mother’s bicep. “Konstantin owes you a favor!” I gasp. “Ask him if he let his sister live.”

“No,” my parents snap in unison. At least, they’re in agreement on something.

“Why not?”

“Because we’re not wasting a bargain on what we can and will uncover for ourselves,” my father says.

“Perhaps I fish her corpse out of the ocean, and that’s why the Cauldron pictures me killing her?” I venture.

My father grimaces. “After two plus decades, there wouldn’t be much left to fish out.”

“Good point.” I massage my now-queasy stomach. “Do you think the prophecy has anything to do with the civil unrest?”

Dádhi’s lids flex. “How do you know about the unrest?”

“Bisnonno told me there’s been many accidents on the railway, and new weaponry called shotguns is cropping up everywhere—principally in human hands—causing quite the carnage.”

“What else did your mother’s garrulous grandfather tell you, khráach?”

I roll my eyes at the absurdity of his query. My father’s always the first one to fill me in on political upheavals. I take it that he’s either jealous Justus beat him to it, or he really doesn’t want me knowing anything about Glace.

“He mentioned it all started when Konstantin issued an edict granting shifters equal rights and privileges as Faeries to entice Crows and Serpents into moving to Glace.”

“Did he also happen to mention that most Glacins believe we prey on human babes and feed off them to preserve our youth and immortality?”

“No.” I scrunch my nose. “Do the Northerners actually believe that?”

“They don’t know any better,” my mother says with a sigh.

“Since Alyona loathed—loathes shifters, it would make sense that if she’s alive, she’s the one stirring up trouble, no?” I ask.

“Or her brother is,” Dádhi mutters.

I frown. “How would that benefit him?”

“Makes it swifter to pick off one’s dissenters. Also, it keeps him from ratifying the ‘land grant law’ that would give humans access to living in pureling neighborhoods.”

My mother hisses. “Not only would that make him cruel but also twisted.”

“No king likes to have enemies.” Though I cannot peer into my father’s mind, the anger that pours off him is so potent that I sense he’s reminiscing about the coup against him and our people, the one perpetrated by Costa Regio.

Unless he’s dwelling on the Mahananda Yudh—or Battle of the Cauldron, as people outside Shabbe refer to the terrifying night when the first Akwale drained the source of all magic to protest Taytah’s coronation.

My mother purses her lips. “Konstantin’s nothing like the other Faerie kings you’ve known. He’s kind.” Under her breath, she adds, “Probably too kind for his own good, really.”

“If the Cauldron sees me unaliving Alyona, and not the other way around, then why are you two so worried in the first place?”

My mother comes to sit beside me and cocoons one of my healed hands between hers. “We’re worried because, if Konstantin intentionally spared her, then that would mean he’s not a true friend to shifters.”

“You broke our obsidian curse, Mádhi.” I smile to show her that I’m not scared—because I’m not. What I am, though, is a tad confused as to why I take Glacin justice into my own hands, but I trust the Cauldron has its reasons.

She strokes my knuckles with her thumb, her sparkly black varnish shimmering brightly in spite of the dull light dribbling from the domed window. “Remember when Aoife went missing for a month?”

I nod. I may have been very young, but I recall with perfect clarity the panic that had swept through the Sky Kingdom when my mother’s best Crow friend up and vanished from my father’s mind link reach.

At first, we’d all believed a Shabbin had cursed Aoife into becoming a forever-Crow—something which had been done before—and my grandparents had carried out nonstop interrogations. But then Imogen had caught wind of a conversation between two Faeries in our own kingdom about a new cage.

My mother glamoured Imogen and herself in order to infiltrate the group of antimorphs and be led into a dungeon. There, they’d found Aoife, speared through the chest onto a rod of obsidian welded on both ends to the sides of a cage. Their rage had been so unbridled that, by the time my father arrived with Erwin, the dungeon’s floor, walls, and ceiling were crimson with blood.

They’d freed Aoife, whose body couldn’t heal as long as the volcanic stone was wedged through the organ that sustained her. For weeks after her liberation, Imogen’s sister had remained in a coma. Her convalescence had lasted so long that many feared the spear had caused irreparable damage.

It hadn’t.

Mádhi shudders, no doubt reliving the atrocious memory. “It is time to claim my bargain.”

Is she imagining Konstantin and Alyona dragging me into a dungeon and goring me with obsidian?

“The second we claim it,” my father says, “he’ll know we suspect him.”

“Actually…” My mother’s eyes shimmer with relief. “If he’d never met Isla, then asking him to spare her would’ve been suspicious, but now that she’s no longer a stranger…”

My father’s eyes squeeze as though he’s not quite convinced, but then the severe line of his shoulders relaxes. “You’re right. But I want to work on the wording. I want it to be airtight. Not a single loophole to be found. In case he is the reason Alyona survived.”

“How do I do it?” I ask. “How do I kill her?”

“With a dagger similar to the ones the twins carry on their persons,” Mádhi answers.

I frown. “Why in the world would I use a dagger when I have talons and nifty blood?”

“We’re guessing that something will block your magic,” Dádhi says.

“Like a ward?” I ask.

Mádhi rolls her lips.

Dádhi rolls his harder. “Like an amulet.”

My head jounces. “An amulet?”

“For his coronation, Meriam cast an amulet in the Cauldron and gifted it to him to protect him from being harmed by iron.”

“I still don’t understand why she had to go and make him a hallowed bauble,” my father grouses. “Could’ve given him a new quill and inkwell festooned with precious stones. Faeries love shiny things.” He gestures to the ornamental detailing inside the suite as though it had been crafted by some inebriated sprite with a grudge against sophistication.

I bite my curling lip. So predictable, Dádhi.

“If the Cauldron had found him unworthy, Lore, it wouldn’t have filled the talisman with magic.”

While my father scoffs, not even bothering to mask his disdain for the thief of my mother’s Crow magic, one-track minded me asks, “Do we know where and when I murder the undead sister?”

“In Glace.” My father’s cheeks hollow as his gaze drifts toward the skylight. “During winter.”

“This winter?” I ask.

“You know prophecies aren’t blueprints, khráach. All we know is that it would come to pass once you reached adulthood.”

“Which I have.”

“Presumably.” Dádhi adds a wink, and though I grumble, “Low blow,” I’m glad for the levity it injects into the atmosphere.

“Speaking of prophecies, tell us more about Behati’s mate one,” he says.

With a sigh, I summarize it for them. “She said that if I didn’t go to Glace tonight and cross paths with him, he’d perish.”

One of my father’s black eyebrows wings up. “And you believed her, why?”

“Her eyes went white.” I shrug.

“Perhaps it was a new vision?” my mother suggests. “Perhaps Isla truly does meet her mate tonight.”

When my father’s eyebrows snap into alignment, Mádhi not only laughs but also stands from the tufted bench and walks over to him, forcing his legs apart to slot herself between them. “My love, Isla was never ours to keep for always.”

He harrumphs, clearly unwilling to accept that having me didn’t come with exclusive ownership rights.

“I’d love a sibling,” I call out as I stand and head toward the door, imagining Naeva must be pacing like a caged tendu, having expected me quite some time ago. “Perhaps now’s the time? I wouldn’t want the two of you to grow bored if there’s any truth to Behati’s prophecy.”

After murmuring that growing bored with my mother would be a feat, Dádhi asks, “Where are you off to?”

My mother turns in the snare of his arms, a smile still tickling her cheeks.

“Naev’s room. She mentioned Asha packed her several extra dresses, and that⁠—”

“She mentioned?” my father bites out. “Naeva knew you were coming?”

I spear my fingers through my hair, which my impromptu spa session has left a frizzy disaster. “I told Lach when I was on my way. This trip wasn’t premediated.”

“The sky was black…” my mother muses, reminding my father that this isn’t the trip where I get Glacin blood on my hands.

Khráach, don’t tell Naeva or Lachlano or anyone about the prophecy. Not until I understand whether Konstantin suspects his sister is alive or is fully oblivious, all right?

I nod.

“Let her go now.” Mádhi kisses the corner of my father’s tense mouth. “Naev’s room is two doors’ down from ours, laenath. Right beside the portrait of…”

I turn the knob. “The dead sister.”

“Do I keep a portrait of Costa Regio in my home?” I hear my father gripe just as I shut the door behind me and start down the hallway.

“Isla?” My maternal grandmother’s voice has me looking away from the broad skylights pelted by snowflakes that resemble down shaken out of a giant pillow.

I join her beside a door identical to the one I’ve just closed. “Hi, Taytah.”

Her lid-to-lid black eyes snap toward my parents’ suite before returning to me.

“Yes. They know I’m here.”

It takes her a moment to reconfigure her expression from one of shock to one of cheerfulness. “When did you arrive?”

“Not long ago.”

She nods, disquiet nipping at the tentative smile she’s conjured.

A rough intake of air has me twisting around. The horror that strikes my grandfather’s features coaxes a smirk to my lips.

“Evening, Jaytair,” I chirp.

Where my grandmother seemed startled, my grandfather looks about ready to morph into his Crow, snatch me with his iron talons, and haul me back to Luce.

“Isla,” he grits out. “You…came?”

“Surprise.”

“Is your father”—his molars grind—“aware of this?”

“I was just with them.”

“And Lore’s…” Jaytair’s jaw somehow sharpens further beneath the thick covering of bristly black hair.

“…stoked I managed to swing by?” I supply. “Absolutely.”

My grandfather’s gaze swings in the direction of my parents’ bedchamber. And then he’s stalking toward it.

Taytah drapes an arm around my shoulders. “He’s been in a mood since we arrived.” In the crook of my ear, she murmurs, “Too many busybody sprites and Faeries around for his liking.”

I grin, knowing full well how passionate my grandfather can be about his space and his dislike of Faeries. I heard he despises Pointy-ears more than Antoni Greco, which is saying something, seeing as he really dislikes the male Taytah turned into a Serpent after the Mahananda Yudh.

I inhale the honeysuckle and brine aroma that forever clings to her skin, a scent that brings me back to the sundrenched summers spent in Shabbe running—and swimming—amok with Naeva, Lachlano, and Elio. I love that scent as deeply as I love every member of my family.

As my grandfather pounds on my parents’ door, his brown gaze flicking feverishly between it and us, my thoughts drift to Konstantin. If his love for his family is anything like mine, then I’ve no doubt he spared his sister, for I could never kill Naeva, not even if she betrayed me or my people.

A tiny voice inside my head murmurs: What if she gored your father with obsidian and held him hostage in a cage?

I blink to dispel the image, then unbind myself from my grandmother’s embrace to seek out my cousin, whose heart is far too tender for malice.

The sunlight filtering through the snowstorm is so faint that the fire orbs acquire brightness, gilding the Faerie guards stationed along the pilasters.

Did Konstantin inflate their numbers because of the recent unrest, or does he always employ so many? I suppose, had Crows been murderable, Dádhi may have increased security around our castle as well.

I stop walking when I come face to painted-face with a white-haired Faerie, whose resemblance to Konstantin is remarkable. While I would describe the brother’s face as lethal, the more fitting descriptor for Alyona’s is delicate. She’s all porcelain skin and fine bones, with hair as long and white as Konstantin’s and eyes the same shade of gray.

Do you live, Alyona of Glace? And if you do, why does the Cauldron see me killing you?

Before I can make sense of any of it, a hand snatches my wrist and hauls me forward, startling a soft gasp from my lungs.
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“Are you trying to get caught? Our parents’ rooms are right there,” Naeva hisses as she tows me into her suite and kicks the door shut.

“Been there. Got caught.” I sigh. “Dropped through the wrong skylight.”

Her thick lashes surge so high, they almost reach the retracted tusk on her forehead. Had her eyes been pink instead of full-black, and her hair, auburn instead of violet, she’d have been indistinguishable from my mother.

“You ended up in your parents’ quarters?”

“Worse.”

“In my parents’?”

“How would that be worse?”

“Fair.” She joggles her head from side to side. “So where did you—” She sucks in a breath. “Don’t tell me you entered through the very last window?”

“I entered through the very last window.”

“Holy fucking shit.” Her lips move over the swear words as though they were a Shabbin incantation.

“Yep.”

“Did you hit something on your way down from the ceiling?”

“The King’s bed. It’s very fluffy.”

“If it’s fluffy, then how did you get a bruise on your neck?”

“Ah, that.” I sweep my hair to the side. “That is courtesy of Konstantin’s arm when he tried to strangle me.”

My cousin’s forever-placid demeanor sharpens as though she were readying herself for warfare.

“He mistook me for an assassin.”

“How could he mistake you for an assassin?”

“I could be an assassin if I wanted to,” I grumble.

Correction: I will be one someday. I flick the thought away before it can bleed off my tongue.

“I wasn’t slighting your cunning or lethality, Isles. I’ve been on the receiving end of my fair share of your blows during training. What I meant was, you’re the Crow Princess. Sure, you’re not the only shifter with black hair and violet eyes, but… Actually, you are the only person with violet eyes.”

“I may have taken someone else’s face.”

She hums. “That makes more sense. But regardless, the king’s got all these wards up around his private quarters that makes it essentially impossible to enter with magic. Not to mention the medallion that Mimi gifted him the day of his coronation blocks all magic—including the effect of iron.”

That explains his shock. It also sparks a theory—could it have blocked the effect of the iron blade he used on his sister?

“My Crow magic didn’t work, but I could spellcast. On myself. I didn’t manage to paint any sigil on him. I tried, though.” And now, I wish I’d succeeded. I’m oddly curious in that way. I like to know how and if things work.

Note to self: ask Mimi about the medallion.

Second note to self: ask Mimi why the Cauldron let Konstantin keep it, if he’s not a noble king.

“Want me to heal your neck?” Naeva raises her hand to the gold shark tooth she wears on a thin chain.

I roll my lips and nod, then hold still as she paints the sigil I’ve never managed to reproduce properly. Once my bruise has been dealt with, she presents me with two options for the soiree, both rather skimpy considering the climate.

“They’re spelled to keep your body temperature warm,” she explains.

“Even in the areas they don’t cover? Because there seems to be quite a lot of those.”

She smiles. “I’ve got cloaks. You’ll definitely want to wear one, since supper’s up at the Lodge. There’s a sleigh ride to get us up there. Unless you prefer flying?”

“No flying for me. My arms and shoulders are dead. Besides, a sleigh ride sounds exciting.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” She jiggles the hangers to finalize my wardrobe selection. “Which one?”

I choose a pearlescent-gray gown with bell sleeves and a crystallized belt. As Naeva completes my outfit with a wide diamond choker, I splash one of her perfumes onto the exposed skin at my sternum, then sit still as she brushes out my hair with gentle strokes, regaling me with all I’ve missed—mostly tales about who stumbled into whose bed after last night’s welcome party.

“Ever since Eponine proclaimed her nephew Crown Prince of Nebba, everyone has been fawning over Elio. It’s hilarious to watch.”

I grin, imagining how uncomfortable this turn of sexual fortune must make our painfully shy best friend.

“Lach’s horribly jealous.” Naeva sets down the brush, then mists my shiny raven locks with oil that carries the rich, golden aroma of the south. “You should’ve seen him. He actually counted the number of people who lined up to slip Elio their name and address.”

I laugh as I don my leather boots—Naeva and I may have the same body type, but her feet are a full-size smaller than mine.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she says, tossing me a white cloak. “It’s never the same without you.”

As we link arms and head out, I think of Shoshair, and how I wish I could’ve brought her with me. Her absence, paired with my guilt for abandoning her, weighs heavily on my chest. Nevertheless, one glance at Alyona’s portrait reminds me that I was meant to be here.

Before my empathetic cousin can sense my dilemma, I force the Alyona-prophecy from my thoughts and concentrate on my surroundings.

We’ve stepped out of the hallway and through a set of double-doors that open onto a room aglow with golden-hued mirrors and an oil mural of plump, pointy-eared cherubs drifting through clouds. Judging by the tables covered in blue felt, dice, and cards, and the corner bar, I assume this must be a recreation den. Do the Korols have game nights, or is this a place to entertain guests?

The next room is a library. Leather spines with gilt lettering glimmer on shelves made of polished white quartz. I can imagine Izolda lounging on one of the white leather couches that cinch the glass fire pit, a novel in hand.

Every time Aodhan flies her to Luce—not often enough—I fly her down to the Public Library in Tarecuori where she checks out dozens of books at a time, while I amble down aisles and pretend to search for very specific titles I never find. I think she’s caught on that reading isn’t my thing, even though she doesn’t know why. I’m not big on sharing my shortcomings.

Has my arrival reached her ears, I wonder? I find out when we emerge into a towering quartz atrium—which Naeva tells me is the Great Hall—and my name is squealed.

Izolda crushes me in a hug before pulling back to ask, “You sneaky thing, when did you arrive?”

“Just before it started snowing.”

“Is Arin here as well?”

“Just me.”

“But she’s all right?” Izolda asks, ever the worrier.

“Yes.”

“I’m so glad to hear it. I made her a basket of Glacin treats and included those roots we talked about last time I visited.” If there existed an award for Most Thoughtful Faerie Alive, Izolda would win it year after year.

“She’ll love that.”

“Oh, and a potion brewing book! Obviously, it’s not real potions, but I thought she’d get a kick out of it. Anyway, I’d like to introduce you to my brother.”

I almost tell her that we’ve already met when she beckons over a golden-haired male. This must be the younger one, Ilya.

“Ilyusha, meet Isla, Lorcan and Fallon’s daughter.”

“The elusive Crow Princess who is always absent when I show up in Luce.” He takes my hand and carries it to his lips, brushing a polite kiss to my knuckles.

Izolda rolls her eyes. “You’ve traveled there twice in the last decade.”

“I took my military training very seriously,” he says, releasing my hand. “Which shocked everyone—including myself—since I take nothing seriously.” He punctuates his avowal with a chuckle.

Where Konstantin is all severity and retinue, Ilya is all ease and liveliness.

“Welcome to Glace, Isla Ríhbiadh of the Sky Kingdom. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“That sounds ominous,” I say, though surely he wouldn’t be this friendly if he’d heard about his brother’s split lip.

“You know how chatty Lach can get under the influence of Faerie wine. This one”—Naeva nods to Ilya—“kept refilling his glass.”

“What can I say? I live to entertain.” With a wink, he adds, “And gather blackmail material.”

Izolda laughs. “You’re incorrigible. Simply incorrigible.”

“According to our mother, it’s the influence of your Crow mate.”

Her smile weakens. Even though Ilya’s tone was playful, I’ve heard Milana Korol doesn’t approve of Aodhan, which weighs heavily on Izolda.

“Speaking of your mate…” Ilya gestures toward the other end of the Great Hall, to the handsome Crow, who according to many, used to be insufferable until he bonded with Izolda. “Aodhan was looking for you. Something about Ksenia’s jewelry.”

That sands down what was left of her smile.

“I’ll see you all up at the Lodge.” As she walks away, cream dress swirling around her hourglass frame like puffs of Selvatin sand, she calls out, “Behave, Ilyusha, or you’ll be banned from the rest of the festivities.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior.” Yet his blue eyes flash with the promise of wickedness. The good kind.

“What’s wrong with Ksenia’s jewelry?” Naeva asks.

“It’s, um…” He tugs at the standup collar on his sky-blue jacket, which matches his brother’s getup in both color and cut. “Tawdry.”

I presume that by tawdry, he means made of ivory.

Back before peace was ratified between Shabbe and Glace, serpent tusks could still be fashioned into jewels and home decorations. Though ivory trade has become illegal across all four realms, wearing or displaying objects predating the ban is unfortunately not.

To stop dwelling on serpent killings—since that’s the only way to prize tusks off sea creatures—I raise my gaze to the opulent source of light: a crystal chandelier with over a thousand shivering wicks. I’ve never seen one quite so massive, not even in the vestiges of the Faerie castle on Isolacuori, which Zia Syb has transformed into the grandest restaurant in all of Luce.

“Handblown in Luce three centuries ago,” Ilya says, having trailed my gaze. “Since it was a present from the Regios, the plan is to take it down.” Under his breath, he adds, “I’m not sure why it hasn’t been done already.”

Because your brother might not be as fond of the new shifter regime as he pretends to be…

“At least it’s not made from animal bones,” a familiar voice pitches in—Antoni.

He and Enzo are shuffling up the stairs toward a glass vestibule that must be the castle’s main entrance. Although neither blood brothers nor mates, the two are inseparable. Enzo acknowledges me with a nod, but not Antoni. He’s too busy peering at the arm Ilya has just fed through Naeva’s to escort her up the stairs.

Even though my cousin calls me delusional every time I allude to her fellow Serpent’s attraction, I’m convinced I’m not. The male is always watching her. She calls it misplaced hatred for her father. I’ve been on the receiving end of hateful glowers, and the fire blazing behind Antoni’s black eyes isn’t fanned by hatred. At times, I wonder if Naeva is deliberately oblivious to his fascination because, to her, her beloved father’s opinion is law.

“Will you do me the honor of riding in my sleigh, Miss Ríhbiadh?” Ilya offers me his other arm.

“Absolutely.”

As we start up the very long flight of stone steps, Ilya asks about my accommodations.

“We’re sharing a room,” Naeva says.

“To share that room too…” he muses in a tone that comes off as playful instead of depraved.

I snort. “A true rake.”

“I not only live to entertain but also to please.” He adds an eyebrow waggle that only serves to narrow Antoni’s glower.

Which narrows some more when Naeva laughs.

Misplaced hatred, my feathered ass.

When we reach the esplanade, a long line of ornate, wooden sleighs awaits us, gleaming in spite of the weather. Unlike in Luce, no horses are tethered to these. I seek out train tracks in the thickening white carpet but find none. I surmise it’s the air-Faeries standing on the rear and front platforms that must propel the luge, just like they propel our gondolas back in Luce.

After aiding Naeva aboard, Ilya proffers his hand to help me climb. I settle in front of my cousin, whose violet hair is already salted with flakes, as though she’d been sitting there for an hour instead of mere seconds. Ilya hops aboard and drops down on the cushioned bench beside me. I think we’re about to take off when another passenger lumbers on: Antoni.

I knock my knees into Naeva’s and raise a brow. Her mouth thins.

“Will Enzo be joining us?” I ask, since the bench seat could easily accommodate one more.

“He’s waiting for his mate,” Antoni replies.

Just as we take off, Katya bustles up the stairs with her twin brother, Alexei. I wonder if being in Glace feels like a homecoming for the Serpent twins. After all, they grew up in the land of ice and snow, only arriving in Shabbe when Taytah decided to expand her shifter clan twenty-five years ago.

Ilya drapes his arm on the back of our shared bench and sprawls, having no issue with making himself comfortable. He might not be king, but this is his home…and his sleigh.

“How do you feel about snow in July, Miss Ríhbiadh?” he asks.

I tilt my head and close my eyes. “It feels like a gift from the sky.” Feather-soft flakes nip at my lids, nose, and curved lips.

“Can we swap places?”

I hinge my neck and grin. “I’d accept, but I doubt my father, or your brother, would appreciate the trade.”

He joggles his head. “I suppose you’re right about Lorcan. Not to mention he’s a tad frightening.”

Ilya’s too polite to mention that Konstantin would surely feel the same about hosting a Crow—aside from Aodhan. Since the latter is his brother-in-law, though, I doubt he has much of a choice in his company. Not if he wants to keep Izolda around.

My mind whirs over a sudden realization: if Konstantin Korol is a closeted antimorph, will he toss his sibling and her mate out of Glace?

“I can’t decide who you take after.” Ilya tilts his head to the side. “If I squint, I see Lorcan; but if I don’t, I see Fallon.”

“Definitely my sister,” Naeva says, her shoulders rigid beneath the cashmere stole, whose burgundy hue matches her dress.

“And you…” He squints at Naeva as though it’ll help him match her features to her genitors’.

“I personally see a lot of Cathal in Naev,” I offer. “Especially in the personality department. Wouldn’t you agree, Antoni?”

Her nostrils flare with annoyance that I’ve asked for his opinion. One he ends up not giving anyway.

“Might want to hold on.” Ilya says, a second before the sleigh tilts upward, almost pitching me onto Naeva’s lap. “The hill can be quite steep.”

“So, this is summer in Glace?” I muse.

“Did you pack a lot of swimwear?”

With a smile, I tell Ilya that I didn’t pack. That I forgot.

“How does one forget?” he asks, seemingly amused and confused.

“When one decides to undertake a journey on a whim.”

He laughs before informing me that the Jubilee party is headed to Voshna in the morning, a city teeming with better wares than those in the capital. “I believe your uncle opened a boutique there recently. I hear his two-piece bathing costumes have become all the rage amongst the hot-spring lovers.”

“Phoeppa’s bikinis sold out in Luce as well,” I tell him.

“Phoeppa?”

“That’s what we call my uncle—a mix of Phoebus and Appa. Elio came up with it.” I grin. “According to my mother, Zia Syb was positively livid that her son had a name for Phoebus, especially since he’d yet to say ‘Mamma.’”

“She refused to speak to Phoeppa for days,” Naeva intones.

Ilya chuckles as the sleigh rights itself and comes to a standstill. “After you, Antoni.”

The blue-haired Serpent swings himself down, then waits, and not because he doesn’t know where we’re going, considering we’ve glided right underneath an overhanging roof supported by thick wooden beams. I think he’s debating whether to offer his assistance.

Ilya dismounts with the grace of someone used to riding in sleighs, then proffers his gloved hand. “Ladies.”

Antoni’s gaze locks on Ilya’s palm as Naeva uses it to disembark.

The intensity with which he tracks her every move isn’t lost on the Glacin royal who, as we walk arm-in-arm behind the two rigid Serpents, leans over to whisper, “I believe that one hates me.”

“Don’t take it personally.” I shrug. “He hates most people.”

“Not Naeva,” Ilya murmurs.

“Except her.”

“I probably should ease up on my seduction game,” he says as two glass doors split open to welcome us into an octagonal space.

I laugh. “Is that what your wish to sleep between Naeva and me was?”

He gives me a saucy wink that solidifies my liking of him. I live for humor and wit. If my future mate isn’t endowed with both, I will demand a refund.

Skies, to think that I may cross paths with the one tonight. The thought is sobering. Behati probably lied, I remind myself, turning my entire focus outward so as not to contemplate my gut-churning fate.

The Lodge sprawls wide with its lofty timber walls and floor-to-ceiling picture windows. Eight glass pillars of fire, rooted in the slate tiles, shoot toward the rafters, infusing the rustic space with a modern feel that reminds me of Nebba—even as the plaid upholstery and tan suede whisper of our sky castle.

“Are the pillars filled with actual fire?” I crane my neck, trailing one of the flaming columns toward the ceiling where beams join to shape a snowflake.

“Yes. Faerie-fire contained in tempered glass,” Ilya explains. “I wouldn’t advise brushing up against it.”

“If it’s anything like those orbs in the palace hallway, then I’ll be keeping my distance.”

“Holy reindeer droppings, don’t tell me you touched one of them?” he exclaims.

“Reindeer droppings?” I repeat, a giddy thrill zipping through me.

Each Yuletide, Agrippina would tell us a story about the rare species of reindeer that can be found deep in the mountains of Glace and that can—apparently—fly.

“Pardon the expression. Old habits.”

“Oh, it’s not the expression that arrested me; it’s the reindeer part. I’ve heard so many stories about them. Is it true they fly?”

“They hop and manage to stay airborne for a handful of seconds. I doubt a Crow—such as yourself—would qualify that as flying.”

The molten timbre has my gaze veering off Ilya and settling higher, onto a face that is so starkly different, it seems impossible it was molded by the blood of the same man.

“We also have orcas, elk, bears, and seals,” Konstantin adds.

“That fly?” I ask.

“No. I was just mentioning them since I hear they only exist in our part of the world.”

“And whales,” Ilya adds. “Naeva mentioned wanting to take a dip with them tomorrow, but since orcas have a taste for serpent meat, my worrywart brother has demanded that no one venture into the ocean.” He glances over his shoulder at said worrywart, then does a double-take. “Which royal did you tick off in my absence, Kostya?”

Gray eyes trace the fingers with which I clasp Ilya’s dinner jacket. “The one dangling from your arm.”
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Ilya’s head whips between Konstantin and me so many times that he makes me think of a weathervane caught in a squall.

“You punched my brother?” Since he doesn’t back away from me, I surmise he’s more shocked than appalled.

“In my defense, he tried to strangle me,” I say.

Ilya gapes.

“I nod to Konstantin’s lip. “A sigil would reduce the inflammation.”

“Are you offering to heal me, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

I’m about to confess that I’d only make it worse, but sharing one’s flaws with a stranger is like handing them a weapon. Until I understand where Konstantin’s loyalties lie, I will pretend to be as formidable as my parents.

“You don’t want my magical blood anywhere near your mouth, Vizosh.”

His pupils shrink in the firelit pools of gray as he recognizes my evasion for the threat it is.

Ilya gapes some more, batting his lashes almost as aggressively as the Faerie female standing nearest us. The one who speaks in hushed tones with a woman who must be Milana Korol, given her resemblance to Ilya and the twins—same flaxen hair, same limpid blue eyes, same spray of freckles over the nose and cheekbones.

“Though I’d love to hear the full story, I’m dying to learn one thing—how the Cauldron did you land a punch?” Like a needle, Ilya’s question pricks the bubble of tension that has ballooned around us. “I haven’t managed in years. Not even during our sparring matches. Were you invisible or something?”

“Or something…” Konstantin’s lips barely move over the murmur.

“Kostya, dearest.” The blonde, who I’m fully convinced must be Milana, since she wears a crown-like tiara, bustles up to us in a dress the same shade of cerulean as her irises. “I’ve seated my⁠—”

She gives me a cursory look at first, but then her attention catches on my feather tattoo and striped, violet stare, and her brow ruffles.

I stick out my hand politely. “You must be Milana Korol.”

She nods, not yet lifting her fingers to mine, as though uncertain whether I’m worth greeting. The instant I offer up my name, though, her hand pokes out of her wide sleeve and enfolds mine. “I’d heard you couldn’t make it.”

“Didn’t want to miss the party of the century. I have terrible FOMO.”

“…FOMO?” Milana repeats.

Ilya smirks. “That means ‘Fear Of Missing Out,’ Matsi. It’s an affliction that you, Izolda, and I suffer from.”

“Felicitations, Kostya.” The redhead with the bushy lashes pops out from behind Milana.

She tries to touch him, but he takes a step back.

“Thank you for coming, Sofiya.” His curt nod and aloofness snuffs out her delight.

Milana grabs the redhead’s arm. “Oh, look, it’s the new Lucin designer you love. Let’s go say hello.” Before Lashes has a chance to respond, Milana steers her toward Phoeppa, tossing a reproachful glare Konstantin’s way.

“Can’t believe Matsi’s still trying to matchmake you with her sister,” Ilya mutters under his breath.

Konstantin binds his hands behind his back. “I doubt Miss Ríhbiadh is interested in our family dynamics.”

“She’s a royal, Kostya. I’m sure people are trying to pair her up all the time.”

“Have you met my parents?” I reply with a smile that grows in intensity as I picture my father’s expression should anyone attempt to matchmake me. “Not to mention I’m a Crow. We usually hold out for our true mate.”

Ilya tilts his head. “I heard you don’t all get one.”

“I believe we do. However, I also believe we don’t all manage to cross paths, and if they happen to be mortal…” I shrug, not giving voice to the rest of my sentence.

I doubt the ending’s lost on the Korol brothers. After all, they’re both Faeries. And, yes, they’re purelings, but even full-blooded Fae eventually expire.

Skies, I really hope Behati was lying about my mate’s mortality. Whether he dies soon or in eight centuries, the end result will be the same—it’ll gut me. My mood plummets like the temperature in Monteluce at sundown, and I shudder.

“Anyway…” I pull away from Ilya. “Thank you for the sleigh ride.”

I paste on a smile I’m no longer feeling and walk away. For a moment, I meander aimlessly, but then I hear my name…well, my nickname, and my mood instantly brightens.

Elio’s mouth grows slack with shock as I wind myself through the thickening crowd, careful not to brush up against any column of fire.

“Isles?” he repeats with little volume, as though worried I were some mirage he may dispel with a puff of breath.

“I heard the news that someone’s getting a pretty, emerald crown. Is it official?” When all that moves are his lashes, I cant my head. “Naeva said your aunts named you Crown Prince.”

He smooths a hand over his springy black curls as though utterly perplexed, which leads me to wonder whether Naeva was pulling my leg.

He takes another pass at his short hair. To think that back in the day, hair length determined one’s status, but not anymore. Or at least, not in Luce and Nebba. I hear Glace still upholds that law.

“Is your little, perfect, round head not getting bedazzled by the Nebban crown?” I ask.

He finally snaps out of his daze to grouse, “My head is neither little nor round, thank you very much. Also, you’re here?”

“I am.”

“How?”

“I flew.”

“No, I meant—I thought—Arin?”

“She was feeling better.” Not quite a lie, but granted, not quite the truth either. “So, was Naev lying, or are you the new, official Crown Prince of Nebba?”

“I never lie,” Naeva says, strolling over to us, red drink in hand. It’s probably juice, considering her distaste for alcohol.

“You do lie, mostly to yourself, and not well, but you do.”

Elio cocks an eyebrow. “What did I miss?”

She skewers me with a look. “Nothing.”

Before my cousin’s tusk can surge from her forehead to impale me, I turn the conversation back to Elio. “Heard you were getting hit on left and right since the announcement, and that your virginal body needed guarding.”

The grin that overtakes his lips is so wide it puts all his teeth on display. “I didn’t miss you.”

“Liar.” I fold my fingers around his. “You totally missed me.”

“We totally did.” Arms wind around me from behind and wring a breath from my lungs. “Foursomes are way more fun than threesomes.”

A laugh puffs past my lips at Lachlano’s antics.

“Shit. I think your father just heard me say that,” he murmurs.

“Someone’s about to get plucked,” Elio singsongs.

“If you’re attached to your cock, Lach, I’d let go of Isles right about now.” Naeva drowns her smile in her drink.

Lachlano releases me but doesn’t run off. He does resituate himself next to Elio, though. “Evening, Mórrgaht.”

“Lachlano.” My father’s tone is cordial but entertainingly tight.

“I was jesting…” my friend says.

“About?” Dádhi asks.

“Um. About…”

“Yeah, Lach, whatever were you jesting about?” I taunt him.

He narrows his blue eyes and mouths words that make me smile extra-wide.

Lachlano’s saved from answering by my mother conveniently beckoning my father away to meet a man, short in stature, but lofty in status, given the number of medals weighing down his lapel.

“Good evening, my little loves.” Mimi draws closer on Bisnonno Justus’s arm, resplendent in her gown sewn from the same navy velvet as her husband’s uniform.

Though my great-grandfather, the illustrious General of Luce, wears the Crow feather beneath his right eye, he hasn’t striped his face tonight. Then again, he doesn’t often wear makeup, grousing that it gets on all his shirt collars.

Mimi lets go of Bisnonno, then proceeds to cup our four faces and press a kiss to each of our brows while whispering her maxim of the day. It’s never the same and always eerily apropos.

Like mine, tonight: “True love can save a life.”

Granted, it could mean a number of things and have nothing to do with my mortal mate, but still, it glides down my nape like a cool finger.

“You look positively radiant tonight, Mimi,” Lachlano says.

“Why, thank you, sweetheart.” Her rubellite eyes cycle over the four of us before perching on Bisnonno. “Bliss will do that to a woman.”

My great-grandfather smiles at her. Some say they make an odd couple, but I love their relationship—born from necessity but fostered by true affection.

Bisnonno wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Thanks to you, my little island, I am now six gold coins and two favors wealthier.”

I tilt my face. “Thanks to me?”

“I may have wagered whether you’d find a way to attend the Jubilee.” His blue eyes shimmer with mirth. “Funny how so many believe you to be less impetuous than your mother.”

I snort.

“So, what are we going to do with all that gold?” he asks.

“Shingles.”

“Cure the human affliction?”

“No. I mean, we should, but… While flying over Selvati the other day, I noticed that the sandstorms did a number on the rooftops. People have heaped old crates covered in carpets to plug the holes. That cannot be sanitary or waterproof.”

After mirth comes pride. Bisnonno loves how invested I am in Luce’s betterment.

“Shingles, it’ll be.” He utters a protracted hum.

“What?” I ask.

“The building material Nebbans use for their vessels. I was just thinking that perhaps it could be made into roof coverings.”

“That’d be brilliant, Bisnonno!”

“I’m going to go discuss this with Giana right this minute.”

“Tell me what she says.”

“Naturally.” He squeezes my shoulder. “I’m glad you came.” He turns but then looks past his thick, silver-orange braid at me, his expression serious. “Just promise not to venture over Glace without an escort. We’re not in Luce, Isla.”

In other words: Luce is safe; Glace isn’t. Also, he’s used my Crow-given name, which he only does when something is of the utmost seriousness.

My gaze skips over the swanning crowd. Many are foreigners, but many are also from here. I wonder whether they sense the unrest and fear it, and then I wonder what they think of their king.

Across the twinkling sea of bejeweled dignitaries, guards, and nobles, I catch sight of Konstantin. Not quite a feat considering his hair is as blinding as the snow swirling outside and he lords over most, thanks to his tall build.

He must feel my stare, because his face pivots my way. The ambient chatter dims as we boldly take the measure of the other.

What sort of king are you, Konstantin Korol? One whose heart can be manipulated?

Dádhi likes to remind me to love wisely, for misguided adoration can doom not only the lover but the entire world. When I was younger, I assumed he said this to keep me from falling in love with someone other than my mate. But then I grew up and learned about Dante Regio, and I understood the reason for the recurring warning.

Naeva winds her arm through mine. “I can’t decide whether I’m more shocked by the fact that you did that to Konstantin’s lip, or by the fact that he hasn’t had it healed.”

“He’s probably too proud to have a healer tend to his injuries.”

“You think?”

“What other reason would he have?”

“Perhaps he wants everyone to get an eyeful of what a Crow has done in case he decides to retaliate.”

When I balk, she shrugs.

“Faeries are cunning. Especially royals.” As we trail the boys, who are intent on locating libations and canapés, she says, “I doubt he’d dare retaliate. After all, most Faeries now prefer to have shifters as allies than as enemies.”

We not only gather stares as we move about the room, but also rib-crushing hugs from Phoeppa and Zia Syb. Those work wonders on quelling my Konstantin-deliberations and refocusing my attention on revelers. There are so many that soon my lids and ears begin to ache.

After refreshing my glass of Faerie wine, I leave my friends’ side and escape onto the wrap-around porch for a few minutes of silence before the dinner commences. The snowfall is so dense that the air is opaque, but at least, there’s no wind. Or perhaps, there is and the overhanging ceiling has been magicked to keep it at bay?

I sidle up to the log balustrade and stretch out my fingers—no wind.

“I wasn’t lying about the weather.”

I startle, not having anticipated to run into anyone else out here.

Especially not the star of this evening’s celebrations.
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Konstantin stands with his back pressed against the wall, one polished boot propped against it. The high color of his cheeks leads me to think he’s been out here a while.

“We have fur stoles—synthetic fur—at our guests’ disposal. Would you care for one?”

I curl my fingers around my fistful of trapped flakes, feeling them liquefy almost instantly. “Generous, but my dress has been spelled to keep my skin toasty.”

“Nothing quite like Shabbin magic.”

I lean back against the railing. “Shouldn’t you be inside, schmoozing?”

He rolls his neck. “I have two more days of this. Not to mention a lengthy supper to sit through.”

“Why organize a Jubilee if you find hosting it tedious?”

His silver eyes return to the blizzard-bleached landscape.

“Because I’m incapable of refusing my sister anything.” With a sigh, he lowers his boot from the wall and straightens. “What Izolda wants, Izolda gets.”

“Does this apply to all your sisters?” Like Taytah would say, I don’t beat around the Amkhuti.

In my defense, the Ice King gave me the perfect segue to plunge into his family dynamics.

His pupils tighten. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for Ksenia that I haven’t already done for Izolda.”

His third sister’s name tickles my tongue.

I spend a full minute trying to fashion a question that won’t betray the promise I made my father. “Did you feel the same way about Alyona?”

His features, already so severe, sharpen like the icicles clinging to the roof’s edge. “Yes.”

Interesting. What would prove even more so would’ve been a padded answer. I wait. He adds nothing else for me to nibble on.

“You’re lucky to have so many siblings. I mean, Naev is like a sister, and Elio and Lach like brothers, but still…I would love for my parents to have more children.”

“They surely will.”

“Fingers crossed.” Since he makes no move to return indoors, I pursue chatting. “Do you know where the expression comes from?”

“I can’t say I’ve ever looked into it, no.”

“It has its roots in Shabbin folklore. The symbol to create a ward is composed of intersecting lines. A knot of sorts.”

To my great frustration, a highly complex one that I’ve never been able to reproduce, because each time I lift my finger to sketch a new shape, the whole design wobbles, and I either misplace the necessary curl or angle it wrong. Mimi insists it’s a feat for even the most skilled bloodcaster, but plenty of my peers have already mastered it.

“Wards are supposed to keep evil at bay, thus the crossed fingers,” I finish.

“Fascinating.”

“I’ve noticed your palace is warded.”

“Only my private quarters. At least, they’re supposed to be. It was a gift from your great-grandmother Meriam for my coronation.”

“Along with your necklace?”

His bruised lip kinks. “You’re well-informed.”

“I’m a curious person.”

“Curiosity has killed many cats.”

“Thank Mórrígan I’m not of the feline genus then.” I grip the cold, varnished log at my back. “So, the reason I couldn’t shapeshift earlier was because of the medallion, or because your rooms are warded?”

“My medallion only prevents magic and iron from irreparably harming me. Apparently. I wouldn’t put it past Meriam to have given me a false sense of invulnerability, though.”

“I could ask her.” I let go of the railing and step toward him. “Or…I could try a little spell.”

“Define little spell.”

“I could chop the tip off one of your fingers. I’d grow it back immediately.”

His lips remain crooked. “Tempting.”

“I’d offer to lengthen your nail, but that’s not exactly an attack, so it wouldn’t help test the effectiveness of the medallion?”

“Why such a vested interest in whether I can be harmed?”

“I’m a curious person, remember?”

“So, you’re not looking to injure me further?”

Not tonight… “I don’t know about you, but I actually enjoy not being at war.”

It takes him almost a full minute to uncross his arms, and then another to present me with his pinkie. “Worst comes to worst, it’ll grow back on its own as long as you don’t use iron talons, correct?”

Speaking of which… I try to shift. When it doesn’t work, I surmise the medallion’s keeping my Crow at bay.

“Correct,” I finally reply, pressing the pad of my index finger against the ruby spikes at my ears.

Before he can rescind his invitation to divest him of a body part, I wrap my fingers around his to steady his hand. I’m momentarily shocked by how soft his skin is—like velvet. Most men I’ve touched have calluses. Most women, too. Especially Shabbins.

Focus. And not on the pliancy or warmth of his skin.

I sketch a circle around his top phalanx with my other hand. His fingertip doesn’t break off. Then again, the ruby band doesn’t even penetrate his skin.

I lift my eyes to his, only to find him already staring down at me. “Seems like you’re Shabbin-proof, Vizosh.”

He doesn’t say anything, yet I can feel him thinking. If only I knew what was running through his mind. No, no, I take that back. Knowing would mean sliding into his thoughts, and then he could slide into mine, and, well…that would prove most inconvenient.

“Thanks for letting me experiment.” I lower my gaze and thumb off the excess blood. “Wouldn’t happen to carry a handkerchief?”

“What exactly are you two doing?” Izolda’s voice startles me so hard I jump.

“Your friend was trying to saw my finger off with magic,” Konstantin deadpans, as he slips his hand out of mine.

What the—Is he serious? A glance at his curved mouth reveals that he’s not.

“A real shame it didn’t work,” I say, which catches on the steel flecks of his irises.

Izolda snorts. “Well, sorry to interrupt your magical butchering session, but no one can sit until you do, Kostya.”

She gestures for him to head to his place at one of the tables arranged to mirror the shape of the Lodge.

Once he’s out of earshot, she murmurs, “He never cracks jokes. He so rarely smiles. And yet you get him to do both? I may have to kidnap you and keep you in Glace, Isles.”

I’m aware she’s jesting, yet I think of the prophecy and how this winter—or another—I’ll be back, and not as a source of entertainment.

She winds her arm through mine. “By the way, you’re sitting between me and a very lovely Glacin arms dealer who’s begged me for an introduction. He’s good people. Unlike his father.”

Since she never badmouths anyone, I take it that the father must be quite the scumbag.

“Anyway, Lev is a childhood friend, whose company you’ll enjoy immensely.” Right before we reenter the Lodge, she murmurs, “Did I mention he was easy on the eyes?”

“So if I don’t enjoy his conversation, I’ll at least enjoy the sight of him?”

“Exactly.”

It turns out that my neighbor, Lev Zaslofsky, is not only easy on the eyes, but also incredibly charming.

For a heartbeat, I even find myself daydreaming: What if it’s him? What if he’s to be my mate?

“Will you be touring our factories with your parents tomorrow, Príona?” he asks, using the Crow term for princess with surprising fluency. Then again, he speaks my father tongue better than most Lucin Faeries.

“Your factories?” I ask.

“Most monarchs will be visiting our factories instead of heading to Voshna.” Lev flips a mahogany curl off his brow. “I was just wondering whether you’d be on that tour, or on Izolda’s?”

“Please choose mine.” Izolda seizes my forearm and squeezes. “Please? I swear to make it more fun than a factory visit.”

My father must sense my temptation to pick the factory, because he says, Once you’ve seen a shotgun, you’ve seen them all.

Except, I’ve never seen a shotgun…

If there’s anything of interest, I’ll tell you about it.

Though I don’t dislike shopping, I don’t particularly want to spend my entire day in fitting rooms.

The same way that if you discover anything of interest in Voshna, you’ll tell me all about it. Did I mention that Alyona’s last known residence was the Voshnan human quarters?

A smile blooms over my lips. “I guess I’m going to Voshna.”

Dádhi must’ve come to terms with me not only staying but also helping. Though I do suspect that the instant winter hits Glace, he’ll want me gone.

“What time will you be docking, Iz?” Lev asks.

“Late morning, so everyone can sleep in and have plenty of energy for what I have planned.” She waggles her eyebrows. “It’s quite possibly the event I’m most excited about.”

“Kohanosh, you’re excited about all the events.” Aodhan cups his love’s hand and carries it to his lips for a kiss.

Izolda’s cheeks heft with a grin. “He’s right. I am. But this one is going to be extra.”

“Us, Voshnans, are aware,” Lev says with genuine levity. “Your party planners have besieged the old town with the zeal of a rival army.”

“I thought this was a shopping trip,” Naeva says from the other side of the table.

“There will be plenty of shopping, but also plenty of…other things.” Izolda seems to vibrate in her seat, as though bursting with the desire to reveal all these other things. “Kostya, I know you have meetings all day tomorrow, so you’re off the hook until four, but at four sharp, Aodhan will be around to collect you.”

“I’ve been informed of my schedule,” Konstantin replies genially.

As guests try to wheedle more information out of Izolda, Lev murmurs, “I hope you’ll do me the honor of visiting my home. I live on the cliff overlooking the harbor.”

Even though a tryst isn’t my intent, if I don’t break away from the group at some point, there’s little chance I’ll make it to the human lands.

“I’d love to see your house. Interiors fascinate me.” Which admittedly, isn’t a lie.

Lev’s amber eyes glint as though his fire-magic has converged behind his irises.

“If Izolda allows me to escape, that is?” I turn toward my other neighbor.

“Escape?” Her eyebrows peak, which jostles her iridescent stripes.

Izolda always matches her Crow paint to what she wears. Seeing as her dress and complexion are both ivory, she had to go with the next best thing—mother-of-pearl.

“Lev offered to show me his home tomorrow.”

“Did he now?” Inuendo vibrates her voice. “At the end of the big event, you’re free to wander.”

“I’m simply dying to know more about the big event,” Phoeppa says, his face luminous with excitement and glittery stripes. Like Izolda, he’s taken to matching his stripes to his clothing.

“Are you more excited for the big event than for the shopping, Phoeppa?” Naeva asks him.

Phoeppa twines his long fingers around his crystal wine goblet. “Never more than for the shopping. Glacin cashmeres and wools are simply exquisite. And their beadwork…chef’s kiss. I’ve actually created a little something special for this winter—a bodysuit woven from cashmere. I might have samples in my Voshnan boutique.”

As Phoeppa tells a very intrigued Milana about his latest creation, Lev asks, “Are there any foods you don’t eat?”

His gaze dips to my half-eaten beef stew, which was delicious, if a little copious.

“No,” I say, aware he must be planning a meal.

How surprised will he be when I suggest he take me to the Voshnan human quarters? Will he refuse or indulge me? I suppose it doesn’t matter. Either he takes me, or I pass on his offer of dinner and take myself.

He sips some of that clear liquid Glacins brew from root vegetables. A drink that is eye-wateringly terrible and so high in alcohol, I’d be surprised if it left livers intact.

“I hope you’ll love my city,” he says as our shallow soup bowls are cleared and dessert arrives.

Konstantin is served first. He doesn’t even sample the tort made of twenty-five alternating layers of pastry cream and flaky puff pastry topped with sugared rowan berries. I, on the other hand, devour it.

To this day, I strongly believe that people who aren’t endowed with a sweet-tooth are either too uptight or marginally boring. I glance at Lev’s plate, reassured when he spoons the flaky dessert into his mouth. A male after my own heart.

I lift my eyes to his temple to pilfer a thought.

Nothing.

My attention strays once more to the Glacin King. Is he free to love whoever he wants, or will he marry out of duty? His gray stare clangs against mine, its steely intensity like a whetted blade.

What angers you so, Konstantin Korol? This Jubilee? My curiosity?

He thrusts his chair back and stands in one fluid motion, inciting most Glacins to all but leap out of their seats. They nod or bow as he wishes the assembly a pleasant slumber in a tone that belies his kind regards. Evidently, the male doesn’t care how anyone sleeps.

As he marches away, my gaze latches on to my mother’s. Her mouth is drawn and her arms crossed at the elbows, fingers tapping away at her biceps. Is she about to call in the favor that Konstantin owes her? Is she worried that he’ll hurt me?

I ask her on the sleigh ride down to the palace, whispering my question into her ear so Naeva and Taytah, who share our sleigh, aren’t privy to it.

Mádhi tucks me into her side. “I’m your mother. I worry about any man who takes an interest in you.”

“I was talking about Konstantin, not Lev.”

She weaves her fingers through my long hair. “So was I.”

I’m so taken aback by her conclusion that it takes me almost a full minute to explain, “You mistake interest for wariness. I asked too many questions earlier.” Curiosity may not have killed any Crows yet, but there’s always a first time for everything. “When you do call in your bargain, make sure to add the clause that he cannot ask any friendly bloodcaster to turn me into a Forever-Crow.”

Her fingers stop fording through my unbound locks. “No Shabbin would dare.”

“It’s not a question of daring; it’s a question of bargaining.”

Although we course down the mountain at great speed, by the time we pull up in front of the palace, my lap is white with snow. I dust it off before the fabric of my dress can thaw it.

“If someone with blood magic owes him a favor,” I murmur, “they’d have no choice but to unmake my magic.”

My mother scowls as though angry at whoever would dare. “The Cauldron would remake you. But, yes, I’ll be sure to add that clause.”

Perhaps the Cauldron would remake me, but what if it remade me into something else? Or worse, what if it didn’t find me worthy of another whirl?

As Naeva and Taytah climb off the sleigh, Mádhi asks, “You didn’t imprint with anyone tonight, right?”

I smirk. “I’m surprised you think I wouldn’t have told you the second it happened.”

“I’m sorry it didn’t happen, laenath.” She sketches the frame of my face with her blistered thumb.

“I’m not. I get to go on hundreds more first dates.”

My comment finally lifts the caution and worry edging her expression. “Hundreds, huh? I can’t wait for your father to hear about that.”

We share a laugh as we finally disembark. “Where is he, by the way?”

She looks up at the sky. “Taking a digestive stroll through the heavens.” In other words, hunting for information.

“Do you think he’d kill her if he found her?” I whisper.

My mother tenses. Only her eyes move, veering left and right. Yes, there are guards, and, yes, they might be paying attention, but there are many hers in this world, and my father’s lethality isn’t exactly a secret.

“In all honesty, Isla, that’s why I haven’t claimed my bargain yet. I worry what he might do.”

What she doesn’t add—but which I hear loud and clear—is that it might not be my name she’ll need to thread into the bargain, but my father’s.

My carefree heart clatters at the contemplation. “Force him to go home tonight.”

“He’ll never leave you here alone.”

I raise my gaze to the midnight sun burning through the dense snowflakes. “The sky was dark with stars, Mádhi.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that he won’t leave you here alone,” she repeats.

“I’m not alone.”

“You know what I mean.”

I wind my fingers through hers and squeeze our palms together. “I do, but saviors also need saving.”
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The following morning, at breakfast, I learn from an exuberant Izolda that Konstantin has canceled his hectic schedule and will be sailing with us to Voshna. I assume he got talked into coming early by his brother or Aodhan.

As I spoon fish roe onto a sadly unsalted pancake, my gaze goes to where the Ice King presides over a gigantic slab of quartz, conversing with Taytah Daya and Eponine of Nebba.

“Will you be coming earlier, too, Ksenia?” Elio asks as a servant slots herself between us to splash bittersweet rowan tea into our empty cups.

“I won’t be coming at all.” Izolda’s twin mustn’t be a morning person, for she hasn’t smiled once.

Then again, I don’t remember her smiling last night during dinner either.

As she butters a thin toast, which she then dips in the ruby-red tea, she adds, “I already have plans with some friends. I’d bring them along, but space was limited.”

When Izolda purses her lips, I grasp that these friends are either not part of high society, or unpopular with the Korols.

“I still can’t believe you got Kostya to agree on a weekend-long Jubilee.” Ksenia polishes off the rest of her toast, then butters a new one.

“Maybe he secretly likes to party?” Elio ventures.

Ksenia snorts. “My older brother abhors being the center of attention. Unlike my other siblings.”

I doubt I’d mistake the sisters had Izolda not gotten her cheekbone inked with our feather, but I’m still glad for the distinction. Makes it swifter to tell them apart.

As a few Nebbans funnel into the dining room, and good mornings are exchanged, Ksenia says, “I dated Lev a few years back.”

She takes a nibble of her bread. I wait for her to add more. She doesn’t.

Which message is she trying to convey? That she was there first? That she still has feelings for Lev?

“Two decades ago,” Izolda says with an eyeroll. “And then you broke up with him because you found his mother overbearing, and his father seedy.”

“It was just a remark. Nothing more. He’s a great person and a fantastic lover.”

Her bluntness causes Elio to choke and sputter. I don’t react, since I bet that’s what she’s after. I bet that’s why she brought up Lev’s bedroom prowess in the first place.

“…But like my sister explained, his mother comes first. Just thought you’d be interested in knowing this, considering how well you two hit it off last night.” She dips her toast, chilly blue eyes pinned to me.

I recline in my seat. “Then we have that in common, since my parents always come first for me too.”

Ksenia lets her bread soak for so long that when she lifts it, a piece plops right back into the crimson liquid. After holding my stare just as long as she held her toast submerged, she turns toward Naeva, “I heard you wanted to swim across the bay. Will you still be doing that?”

My cousin sighs. “No. I was warned there were orcas, and that they like to play with serpents.”

Ksenia snatches another piece of bread from the silver toast rack beside her. “Perhaps not shifter Serpents.”

“Perhaps we’d prefer not to find out,” Antoni snaps from a way’s down the enormous dining table that can easily fit eighty people but holds only a dozen at the moment.

“Yes,” Taytah chimes in. “There will be no swimming.”

She waits for her people to comply before turning back toward Konstantin, whose attention has also fallen on our section of the table. His lip and nose are fully healed, and the tips of his ears are no longer bruised, nevertheless, he’s yet to spear his diamond studs back through their points.

His left eye twitches, and though he doesn’t regard me with quite as much vitriol as last night, gone is the pleasant, smirking monarch I interacted with on the Lodge’s porch.

The door to the dining room once again swings wide, this time to welcome General Salom. He marches toward the head of the table where he hands Konstantin a missive. The king breaks the seal with his thumb, then unfolds the parchment and reads. He’s either a tremendously fast reader or there aren’t many words, because he’s out of his seat a second later, crumpling the letter in his fist.

“Everything all right?” Izolda asks, turning in her seat.

He stops his mad escape as he reaches the door, then, with a smile that’s entirely for show, he says, “Yes. It’s nothing.”

He gives Salom the sheet with a nod. After reading it, the Faerie incinerates the vellum with a burst of fire.

Izolda continues to watch her brother with concern. “Will you still be boarding the first ship with us?”

Her brother’s silence drags on for so long that the corners of her mouth begin to plummet.

“I think the better question is: will he be coming at all?” Ksenia asks, sliding her elbows onto the table and creating a little hammock for her chin with her fingers.

I heard, through the grapevine, that she wasn’t thrilled when the Cauldron matchmade her sister with a Crow. Could jealousy have fostered her bitterness, or is Aodhan’s heritage the cause?

“Am I right?” she asks, when Konstantin’s silence endures.

Her insistence snaps him back to the here and now. “I’ll be there on time. Don’t depart without me, Iz.”

Ksenia purses her lips, evidently miffed that she wasn’t right. Her frustration doesn’t go unnoticed by the captain of Konstantin’s army, who narrows his eyes on the unmated twin.

“You should probably have rethought the timing of the Jubilee, what with all the unrest,” Ksenia says after her brother and his general have taken off. “Did you hear about what happened to your favorite High Priest? The one who agreed to marry you and⁠—”

“Ksenia, please,” Izolda murmurs.

“His temple was bombed.”

“What?”

“Train derailments. Terrorist acts. Widespread starvation. Our kingdom is quite a mess.”

“That’s enough!” Izolda snaps.

“Eponine and I can assure you, Ksenia,” Taytah says, “that every monarchy has its troubles.”

Eponine nods. “But troubles shouldn’t put an end to the celebration of life, however cruel it might seem to you that some rejoice while others weep.”

“There’s rejoicing”—Ksenia taps her fingers—“and then there’s this ridiculous revel.”

Smoke billows behind Izolda’s chair before weaving into the shape of a man.

Aodhan rests his hands on his mate’s shoulders. “Your brother would like a word with you, Ksen.”

“Ilya’s awake?”

“Not that brother.”

Ksenia leers at her sister as she stands, breathing out, “I wonder why.”

Clearly, she doesn’t. Clearly, she thinks Izolda told Aodhan through their mind link to come and collect her. Although, I could be wrong.

“Is Lach still sleeping?” Naeva asks Elio once Ksenia has departed.

“He got back to the room two hours ago, reeking of perfume. Apparently, he and Ilya had a late night.” As though recalling Izolda’s desire for everyone to be in Voshna at four sharp, Elio reassures her that he tasked one of the staff to wake Lachlano so that he doesn’t miss the second Voshna-bound galleon.

Izolda muscles a smile onto her lips that doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Thank you,” she says softly. And then she stands. “Rendezvous on the esplanade in an hour, all right?”

I hate how thick her voice has become.

“We’ll be there!” Elio says with great enthusiasm.

Though she takes Aodhan’s hand, I don’t miss how her fingers tremble before she manages to spear them through his.

“Did your parents already have breakfast?” Elio asks me.

“Yes,” Taytah answers, her ebony stare coming to rest on me. “They had to head home.”

I’m not certain what ploy my mother used to get my father to leave, but I’m impressed she succeeded. Then again, it’s my mother, one of the most resourceful women I know.

“Did Dádhi leave as well?” Naeva asks.

“No.” Taytah still doesn’t look away from me. “He’ll be staying until the final event.”

Does she mean the gala or the murder of Alyona Korol?
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When we climb onto the galleon an hour later, I’m almost surprised to find Konstantin by the railing with Aodhan, discussing something that appears serious.

The temptation to make myself invisible grips me with such ferocity that I lift my finger to my earring. But my grandfather arrives then, dropping one heavy arm around my shoulders and the other around Naeva’s.

Where I startle, Naeva grins and nips his jaw with a quick kiss.

“Guess what, Behach Batee?” He’s never pronounced the two words he plucked from two different tongues to create a name especially for me—Little Daughter—quite so forcibly.

“What, Jaytair?” I ask, using the name I composed for him out of Crow and Shabbin.

“I turned down the factory visit to spend my entire day with the two of you.”

Surprise, surprise. “I wasn’t aware you enjoyed shopping as fervently as Phoeppa.”

Naeva grins, aware, like I am, that her father isn’t joining us for the shopping.

“I cannot wait to see you model one of the cashmere onesies he’s unveiling today,” I add with a twinkle in my eye that grows brighter when his cheekbones color.

“Where’s Amma?” Naeva scans the deck that’s relatively uncrowded.

I’m guessing most guests had a late night and will board the next ferry.

“She’s touring the factory with Eponine. She’ll meet us later in the old town.”

“Isles, Naev!” Elio waves excitedly. “Come see!”

Sybille and Mattia’s son may have a few months on me, nevertheless he acts years’ younger, partly because he marvels at everything and partly because of his devastating timidity.

“No swimming!” Jaytair yells as Naeva and I cross the deck toward Elio.

Naeva gives her father a thumb’s up, then hooks my arm. When we’re halfway across the deck, she asks, “Do you think we’ll be like our parents someday?”

I glance over my shoulder at my grandfather, who morphs into his Crow and takes to the skies, possibly to chat with my father, possibly to snatch us midair should we disregard his command.

“You mean, overprotective and meddlesome?”

“Yes.”

“I want to say no, but odds are we will be just like them. At least they’re not arranging marriages for us.”

“We’re shifters, Isles. Shifters don’t have arranged marriages. They have mates.”

I slow to tell Naeva about Behati’s ploy. Her lividness on my behalf stops her in her tracks, stopping me in turn.

“It’s really time she goes to slumber in the Mahananda,” she fumes.

“Why do I have the impression that one day, I’ll wake up to the news that you’ve elbowed her into it?”

A corner of her mouth tucks up. “Because I just might.”

“Well, you missed it,” Elio says, tone overly dramatic.

“What did we miss?” I ask when we finally reach his side.

“The whale. It was right there.” He juts his thumb toward the liquid sapphire licking the hull.

“Good thing Ksenia isn’t here,” Katya murmurs, her arm wrapped snugly around Enzo’s middle.

“Why do you say that?” Naeva asks.

“She may just have pushed one of us in for funsies.”

Enzo’s eyes grow extra-large.

“Relax, baby. None of them speak Serpent.”

“We don’t know that, Katya,” Antoni says from where he reclines against one of the masts, plucking pine needles from a fir branch he must’ve snapped off one of the trees lining the dock.

“He’s ri-right,” Enzo says.

Katya’s expression dims, and her arm falls away from her mate’s waist. “Of course he is. He’s always right, isn’t he?”

Enzo runs a jumpy palm over the green hair he keeps neatly trimmed on the sides and longer on top—like Antoni. “That’s n-n-not fair, Kat.”

“Not fair? Why can’t you ever put me first?”

“Be-Because you always p-put me first?” Enzo glares Alexei’s way.

“Alexei’s my twin brother. Antoni is…” She blows a frustrated breath out the corner of her mouth, which lifts her verdant hair. “You should’ve fucked him instead of me. Maybe your bodies would’ve raveled.”

With that, she pivots on her heel and goes to join her brother and Izolda, who stand amidst a cluster of Faeries and Serpent shifters.

Though I feel for Katya, I also feel for Enzo, whose bond with Antoni she cannot seem to accept. Just because the two males didn’t share the same womb, it doesn’t mean their link isn’t as strong as the one she has with Alexei. I’d know, since that is the sort of bond that tethers me to Naeva.

After one more pass at his hair followed by one more huffed breath, Enzo takes off after his mate.

“She strives on conflict,” Antoni says, still plucking at his branch.

“Just because she strives on it,” Naeva snaps, “it doesn’t mean you should encourage it.”

“Encourage it?” Antoni’s fingers freeze on a needle. “How am I encouraging it?”

“You still share a house with the two of them.”

“I also spend a lot of time with Mattia and Sybille in Luce. Am I spoiling their relationship? How about we ask Elio? El, am I a horrible houseguest?”

Elio shifts his weight from boot to boot, as though itching to sprint away. Though his gaze flicks toward the bow, where his mother and Phoeppa are chatting with Milana and her sister, he doesn’t leave.

“I’m not interested in your perceived affability, Antoni. I’m interested in understanding why you don’t just move out on your own,” Naeva says.

“We can’t all afford our own homes, Rajka.”

“Oh, stop playing the card of destitute sailor.” Naeva tears her arm out of mine and tosses it in frustration. “You have a manor in Tarecuori.”

“That was burned to the ground.”

“The walls still stand.”

“You’ve visited?” Intrigue flickers across his face.

“No,” she lies.

How do I know she lies? Because I’ve visited it with her. Also, her face is rosy.

“I’ve just heard of it,” she continues. “The same way I heard that you have plenty of coin to buy that boathouse you’re always going on about.”

Antoni’s eyes narrow. “I wasn’t aware you were so well-acquainted with the state of my finances.”

“You’re a member of the Akwale, Antoni. I know how much every member cashes in for their work. It’s part of my job to know.”

“Your job, or your birthright?”

Naeva shakes her head with such vigor that the two long plaits I made in her hair flog my arm. “You’re a real jerk. No wonder you’re attached at the hip with your two buddies. You’re probably too fucking scared to go off on your own, since no one else in Shabbe and Luce can tolerate you.”

She must touch on a nerve, because the darkness of his eyes seeps over his lash line and envelops his entire face.

“You think you have me all figured out, don’t you?” He flings the branch into the ocean just as the enormous blue sails of the ship deploy to pull the ship out of its berth. “You don’t know me.”

Naeva huffs out a snort. “The thing is, Antoni, I don’t care to know you. You don’t make anyone want to care.”

I curl my fingers over Naeva’s now-fisted fingers, proud of her for speaking her mind. As much as I tease her about the latent sexual tension, it doesn’t take away from the fact that Antoni behaves, more often than not, like a world-class jerk.

A shadow streaks between the two Serpents before materializing into the shape of a very large man. “Something the matter, ínon?”

“No,” Naeva says. “Actually, Dádhi, I’ve decided I’d prefer to fly than sail. Would you mind giving me a lift to Voshna?”

Jaytair glowers at Antoni, who has the good sense to lower his gaze, pivot, and walk away. When he reaches the other end of the giant galleon, my grandfather turns to face us. “What exactly did that one have to say?”

“Nothing of import.” Naeva tracks the blue-haired Serpent. “I was actually the one doing most of the saying.”

Jaytair studies his daughter a moment longer.

“It’s true,” I reassure him, mainly to keep him from streaking toward Antoni and lopping off his head like I’ve heard him threaten to do over the years.

Despite the fact that it’s anatomically impossible—we shifters cannot be beheaded or delimbed—we can still be hurt. We can still bleed.

Zia Syb calls out to her son then. Although reluctant to leave our side, Elio heads toward her.

“Both of you, get on my back,” my grandfather says before morphing and crouching, wings tucked. Even though the ship is wide, there are too many masts to accommodate an outstretched limb.

It’s funny how he sometimes forgets I’ve my own wings to deploy. I give Naeva a leg up. “I prefer staying on firm ground today.”

Jaytair cranks his head toward me, communicating that my refusal displeases him.

I tap his fluffy shoulder. “I won’t dive into the ocean.” When he makes a sound between a squawk and a grunt, I add, “I promise. Now get up there and screech if you spot wildlife. I’d really like to see at least one new creature today.”

He slants me a look as he springs off the deck. I watch them ascend before tightening my gaze on the blue swells below.

I’m so lost in my nature-watching that I fail to sense the Faerie situated beside me until he utters a, “There,” and nods to his ocean.
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Unlike me, Konstantin isn’t gripping the varnished railing. His hands are knotted behind his back, his stance wide to keep his body from tipping from the gentle roll of the boat.

“If you keep staring at me, Miss Ríhbiadh, you’ll miss the whale. Again.”

I jerk my attention back to the bay that ripples as a massive forked tail slaps the surface, springing droplets of seawater upward. The bite of the ice-cold foam along my chin and nose is so startling that it tears a tiny gasp from my lips, but the gasp is soon followed by awe when the mammal propels its body upward before slamming down.

Laughter puffs from my lungs as I mop my face. The whale must slip under the galleon and reappear on its other side, for giddy cheers arise from there next.

“Such magnificent creatures.” I hunt the deep for another one, but it seems it isn’t part of a pod. Just then, three smaller black whales leap from the water. “Are those its babes?”

“No. Those are our orcas.”

I grip the handrail even tighter and lean forward as they weave and leap in the ship’s shadow, emitting high-pitched squeals like children at play.

When a cushion of air presses against my nose and forehead, I turn my attention back to the Glacin. “I won’t leap in.”

He doesn’t rein back his air-magic.

I straighten and pop one hand on my hip. “Even if I did, I’m a Crow, not a Serpent, so I doubt they’d enjoy my taste. Not to mention, I’m essentially unkillable.”

“Perhaps, but I’m Fae and—in spite of my amulet—very killable.”

“How would my toppling over be your fault?”

“Because it’s my kingdom, Miss Ríhbiadh.” His gaze lifts to the snow-covered shore that glimmers as though fashioned from sequins, before stroking the horizon crenellated with mountains as spiky as pureling ears. “Everything that happens here is my fault.”

“Mórrígan, you sound like my father.”

“It’s every monarch’s onus.”

“Taking care of their people, certainly, but lugging around guilt for actions out of your control will only end up snapping your spine and mind.”

Konstantin’s lashes flutter as his eyes slide toward me.

I lean my hip against the railing and cross my arms. “Even almighty, magical beings cannot protect everyone, Vizosh.”

His pupils tighten on me before tightening, once more, on the landscape. “A shame your parents had to leave early. I hope the protests in Tarespagia calm.”

Is that the excuse my mother used? Unrest in the west?

“I hope so as well.” I’m about to turn back toward the ocean when I ask, “What irked you this morning? Another derailment? A bombing?”

He’s quiet for so long that I think I’ve overstepped the line of our camaraderie, but then his pale-pink lips move over the word, “Another derailment. Over a gorge. None of the humans made it and some of the Fae are still missing.” Though his knuckles don’t crack, I don’t miss how his fingers flex around one another.

“I’m sorry,” I finally say.

He stares straight ahead of him.

“Do you have any idea who’s tampering with your train tracks?”

The corners of his mouth dip. “Your father’s convinced of this as well.”

“You aren’t?”

“Most of the killings and terror plots that have occurred target people who are friendly with your kind. My trains are mainly filled with laborers—humans and half-bloods: the most vociferous antimorphs. Their deaths don’t align with the terrorists’ narrative.”

“What are your thoughts on shifters?”

He slants me a look. “If I didn’t trust your kind, I wouldn’t be celebrating my reign with the lot of you.”

“Hmm.”

“What is that sound supposed to mean?”

“That you’re celebrating with us because your sister organized your Jubilee, and she’s mated to a Crow.”

His jaw ticks. “I like most of you just fine.”

“Most of us, huh?” I snort over the orcas’ merry squeals. “I’m guessing I’m not amongst the most after our inimical introduction.”

The barest smile touches his mouth, sloughing away some of his icy demeanor.

“What will you be shopping for in Voshna?” I ask. “New earrings?”

“No.”

“A fancy new suit for the gala, then?”

“And affront my tailor?” His tone is light. “I wouldn’t dare.”

“Konstantin!” His stepmother calls out, traipsing over to us, arm in arm with her sister.

I back up, but before turning, I say, “Thank you for trusting me with your kingdom’s problems, Vizosh.”

“Atsa insists on lunch at our house,” I hear Milana say as I start toward Elio, Zia Syb, and Phoeppa. “I checked with your sister, and she says it’s a wonderful idea.”

I don’t linger to hear whether Konstantin thinks it’s a wonderful idea as well. It’s none of my business. Only his dead sister is my business.

A sister I go looking for that very evening, after the big event, with a most unlikely companion.
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By the time Lev and I reach Oloho Samov or the Tin Teapot in my tongue, my feet are sorer than my shoulders. Not so much because of our walk from the old town to the human district, but because I’ve been traveling over cobbled streets lined with food and drink stands, watching performances from local poets, dancers, and musicians for the better part of the afternoon.

Izolda’s carnival was decadent and magical, loud and festive. Even Jaytair, so averse to gatherings and fun, had stuck around, and not just to keep an eye on Naeva and me. We’d even caught him sharing a laugh with Aodhan.

A laugh.

With Aodhan.

I couldn’t wait to tell my father.

“Remind me why we’re here?” Lev asks, sidestepping a still-steaming mound of horse dung.

“I’m here to have a drink,” I lie. For obvious reasons, I don’t tell him the true reason for journeying to this specific establishment. “You’re here because you eavesdropped on the conversation about rattling Serpent cocks I was having with the friendly bartender.”

His cheeks—which are not his but some Lucin human’s I once met—pinken beneath the scraggly beard I coaxed out of his jaw. “It wasn’t the rattling cock bit that arrested me.”

“Clearly not, or you would’ve stayed behind to see what all the fuss was about instead of insisting on shadowing me. Not too late to turn back.”

“You’re not getting rid of me.” Lev tugs at the cuffs of the tight blousy shirt he borrowed from the bartender, after I introduced the latter to unattached Alexei. “Stop trying.”

I, too, wear one of the carnival uniforms, but unlike the aforementioned bartender and Lev, the woman I borrowed it from had a similar body type to mine, so the red pants and matching top fit me perfectly.

I gust warm air into my hands, regretting having shed my leather jacket and gloves, but both had felt too luxurious for the human lands. Besides, I’d planned on flying over, which would have removed the need for winterwear in the first place.

If only Lev hadn’t been terrified of heights…

If only he hadn’t insisted on escorting me…

“I’m not a Faerie, Lev,” I remind him. “If it devolves into a barstool joust, I’ll go poof and fly off.”

He stops fussing with his shirt to shoot me a droll look. Evidently, he’s neither amused nor impressed by my ability to dematerialize.

“I really wouldn’t hold it against you if you⁠—”

“We’re here.” His chest broadens with a fortifying breath as he reaches around me for the door handle and pulls. “After you, Yegma.”

I startle that he’s called me witch. I mean, I am half-sorceress, but it’s the first time he’s referred to me that way. “Might not want to call me that in public.”

His pupils throb. “Right.”

I twist back toward the notorious tavern…Alyona Korol’s last known haunt. Do I expect to find portraits of her and revolutionary tracts papered across the fiery-orange walls? No. But do I expect to find her—or a crumb that will lead me to her? Absolutely. I’m an optimist like that.

Only a wrap-around shelf topped with old liquor bottles decorates the walls. The watery sunlight bending through the frosted windowpanes catches on the floor tiles, accentuating their many cracks. It doesn’t reach the diners, though, of which there are many. They sit so close that their elbows brush as they gorge on food and liquor, their mostly bald scalps shining under the oil lanterns strung from the rafters.

“Authentic enough for you?” Lev asks, as the old half-blood barkeep twists a rag around a glass, observing us from behind his wooden counter.

I slap on a smile. “Exactly what I was in the mood for.”

Lev’s nose, which I’ve enlarged with magic, scrunches as he lifts his gloved hand and observes a sticky smudge soiling the tan suede. Something he picked up on the doorknob? He plucks the gloves off, then attempts to jam them inside his trouser pocket, but the pants are too tight.

When I transformed him from Faerie to human, I hadn’t expected to alter his height, but lo and behold, he sprouted a full head taller. Not only that, but his voice acquired another texture.

He flinches when a deep burp echoes through the cavern. “I’m surprised your festival friend recommended this place. It doesn’t seem like his crowd.”

I wonder if Lev means because the boy I introduced to Alexei fancied sparkly eyeliner and baubles, while no one in this room seems to have bathed in months.

I scan the slate board nailed to the wall. Though I’m fluent in Glacin, I cannot read it. And not because it’s a different alphabet, but because the letters refuse to stand still.

“Shall we sit?” I ask.

He closes his hand around my elbow. I can’t tell if he means to guide me to a seat, yank me out of the tavern, or if he just needs something solid to hold on to while he recovers from the culture shock.

“If you don’t feel comfortable, I’m honestly happy to stay here alone,” I tell him.

“There are only men.”

“They’re not a lynch mob.”

His eyebrows slant. “I’m still not leaving you in a room full of strangers.” He surveys them with caution. “Can we agree on only one drink?”

“Deal.” In a hushed voice, I murmur, “How bad can it be?”

“Is that a trick question?” He bobs his chin toward two empty seats, then slides his hand from my elbow to the small of my back to guide me toward them.

It’s silly, but the feel of his long fingers fills me with pride, since Lev’s true hands are on the smaller side. Perhaps I’m not that tawdry a spellcaster.

He waits until I’m seated before lowering his backside onto the wooden cask beside mine. The sound of a seam ripping, followed by a muttered curse, spurs an uncontrollable giggle from my throat.

He stretches out his legs. “At least now, they’re relatively comfortable.”

Another bubble of laughter escapes me. And, yes, it attracts stares, but most diners were already gawping anyway. “What should we order, muzha?”

The word husband makes him arch a brow, but then he’s leaning over, flicking aside a lock of the blonde, shoulder-length bob I gave myself, and dropping a whisper into the crook of my ear.

“I wouldn’t even order a pitcher of water in here, xhina.” When he sits back, his mouth is crooked into a sneer he barely manages to wipe off his face by the time the barkeep approaches to take our order.

Lev asks for only two shots of vodka, which thins the half-blood’s mouth, so I request a full bottle.

The second he’s out of earshot, my companion leans over. “If the one served at the Lodge last night didn’t appeal to you, you’ll positively loathe this one.”

I turn to murmur back, “Just giving him some business. I don’t actually plan on drinking it.”

His nose drags over my cheek as he moves his lips to my lobe. “Good, because I’m pretty sure human-made vodka can blind even a Crow.”

Sure enough, just the odor of the liquor set down before us a moment later makes my eyes water.

“Can I get ya any food to go with yer drinks?” The tavernkeeper wipes his swollen fingers down his stained apron.

Lev fills my glass, then his. “Thank you, but we’ve already⁠—”

“We’ll take two bowls of…” I peer into the earthenware dishes around me to see what’s being served. I go with the umbrella term: “stew.”

“Good choice.” His short locks are so gray they shine like foil in the sandy light. “Me daughter made it with real whale meat. I hear it’s her best seafood goulash yet.”

My stomach flops at the news that the stew is made from a creature as majestic as the one that carved up the bay earlier today. Hypocritical of me, given that I’m not a vegetarian.

As the tavern owner marches off toward the kitchen, the young man across from us drops his spoon into his empty bowl, then proceeds to use his pinkie’s overly-long fingernail to fish a morsel from between his front teeth. “Where you two from?”

“The capital,” Lev answers, sitting up straighter, as though to make himself appear larger. He’s already broader than most males here, thanks to my spell.

“That explains yer accent.” He drags his gaze across Lev’s hair, the length of which I altered to fit the look of Glacin half-bloods. I was tempted to pretend Lev and I were both from Luce, where non-magical beings are free to grow out their locks, but Lev insisted on shoulder-length locks.

“We sailed over to work one of the carnival stands,” I explain.

“You ain’t afraid of them Serpents, then?”

I seize my shot glass of vodka and carry it to my nose to block the smell wafting past the man’s yellowed teeth. “They were perfectly friendly.”

The man seated to the other side of me screws up his veined nose. “Good thing our oceans are too icy for them beasts.”

“A shame our air ain’t too icy for them birds,” someone quips.

Lev shifts in his seat. I believe it’s nerves until he slips his arm around my waist and tugs me nearer. Could the beast-bashing be making him anxious for my safety? Or is he worried for the antimorphs’ safety? I may be hiding in plain sight, but if my neighbor tries anything, I’ll have zero qualms about giving him a taste of my talons.

I squeeze Lev’s knee, hoping my calmness will mitigate his unease. The Glacins around us have probably never interacted with a shifter in their life, so their opinion skips off me like flat rocks over placid surf.

“What do you think of the Shabbins?” I ask our voluble tablemates.

My human neighbor crosses his arms. “What do you think of the blood-drinkers, girl?”

I’m tempted to tell him that this reputation of drinking blood is unmerited, but I want to avoid suspicion, not garner it, so I lean over conspiratorially. “I think Pink-eyes should go back to Shabbe. And stay there. I think it’s a shame the wards fell. I hear one of the royals tried to stop it from happening, but she got caught.”

The tavern grows so quiet that I can hear the blood whoosh through Lev’s veins as he scrutinizes my tiny glass. At first, I think he’s checking whether I drank the vodka, but then I catch his gaze skimming over my painted nails, hunting for talons.

“What d’you do in the capital again?” My neighbor pivots on his cask-stool.

When his knee grazes mine, I scoot my legs toward Lev, preferring the contact of his flesh over a stranger’s. “I’m a lady-in-waiting.”

“Which lady do you wait on?” he asks.

I’m about to say Izolda, but since her mate is Crow, I go with Ksenia.

Yellow-teeth finally retrieves whatever he was digging for in his mouth—thank the Cauldron—and lowers his hand. “The only decent broad in the Korol coop, f’you ask me.”

“You know her well?” I ask.

“I—”

The barkeep talks over him as he bustles back out from the kitchen. “High Fae don’t mix with the likes of us, so no. Ivan, here, just fancies her, which is why he finds her decent.” He swipes the back of Ivan’s bald head, clearly familiar with the boy. “But she ain’t. None of them royals are.” After a beat, he adds, “I’m afraid we’re all out of stew.”

“That’s all right. I’ll take some eggs,” I say.

The man folds his arms, which causes his bicep muscles to pop. Is he trying to intimidate us? “Out of eggs, too.”

“I’m happy to eat anything your daughter whips up.” I’m hoping my joviality will endear him to me.

It only succeeds in deepening the cagey furrows pocking his face. “Me daughter actually stepped out of the kitchen.”

I can tell he’s lying from the quickening strike of his pulse. He wants us gone from his tavern.

I sigh. “What a shame. Today was my only day off.”

“What did you say yer name was?” The knot of the barkeep’s arms tightens.

“I didn’t. It’s Maria.” I tip my head toward Lev. “And my husband is Prokhor.”

“What’s your job at the capital, Prokhor?”

“I’m a warden in the king’s army,” Lev answers.

“So you work under the Flesher?” the man beside me asks.

Lev’s shoulders bunch. “The king’s not a butcher.”

“Yer right. King’s a craven.” Ivan snorts. “Me friend meant his general. The man he sends to do all his dirty work.”

I bristle in sympathy for Konstantin. I may not know him well, but he doesn’t merit being called a coward.

Ivan misinterprets the nerve flickering along my jaw, because he says, “Did yer husband not mention how many throats the great and almighty general has torn up? If I were you, lass, I wouldn’t be hangin’ around these parts of the kingdom. If Salom gets wind of it, you’ll be out of a job.”

“And out of a head for colluding with us ‘lessers,’” my neighbor quips.

“If yer ask me, it’s a real shame Alyona didn’t off the general at the same time she killed her daddy, but he’ll get his comeuppance someday.”

“Ivan,” the barkeep hisses. “Don’t say such things.” His amber eyes roll over every corner of the Tin Teapot as though on the lookout for a snooping sprite.

“It’s alright. We’re not fond of the pureling general either.” Lev raises his glass while I gawp at him, wondering if there’s truth to his declaration, or if it’s part of the act. “A toast. May our tomorrows be sweeter than our yesterdays.”

“Hear, hear!” The crowd cheers and clink glasses together, won over by Lev’s words.

My fake husband holds out his glass to me. “Don’t leave me hanging, xhina.”

Deeply curious about what could be going on behind his smooth brow, I hold his stare as I tip back my glass. The liquor singes my throat. I cough. Gag. My lungs shrivel. I suddenly worry that my drink was tainted and I’ve been poisoned. When my extremities don’t start to tingle, and the burn subsides, I conclude that there was no foul play…that it was just truly Cauldron-awful.

“Would you care for more?” Lev’s tone is as effervescent as the fumes drifting off the vodka. “We do have an entire bottle of this fine liquor at our disposal.”

“Ass,” I grumble.

He grins, then merrily proclaims, “Next round’s on the king’s tab.”

The tavern goes so silent that I can hear the drip of the icicles hugging the roof.

“Gods, you’re a humorless crowd. The Craven King pays my salary, thus, my jest about a round on his tab.” Lev rolls his eyes and picks up our bottle, splashing the clear liquid into Ivan’s glass. And then he replenishes the other empty glasses within his reach, including mine. “Ivan? A toast.”

Singling out the young male with the ochre teeth and rank breath flicks him out of his stupor. For long seconds, Ivan stares between Lev, me, and the glass in front of him. I think he’s caught on that we’re not two random halflings who’ve stumbled into the human district to wet our beaks and fill our stomachs, and my fingers curl in my lap. Though part of me still wishes Lev hadn’t insisted on accompanying me, he’s here now, which makes his safety my responsibility.

My fingertips tingle, but my ruby nails don’t darken to steel. Which is alarming. Could the Tin Teapot be warded against Crows?

“Perhaps my wife would like to propose a toast?” I assume Lev is calling on me because Ivan has yet to speak up, but then he adds, “She was so eager for a tipple at your tavern, Svyato.”

Lev knows the barkeep’s name? How? Was it mentioned aloud by one of his customers, and I missed it?

I seize my glass with one hand, keeping the other on my lap. “I do have something to say.” I drive the tip of my thumbnail into the scab on my index finger until I bleed, then begin to draw a sequence of expanding arcs on the underside of the table. “I’d like to raise a toast to the woman who tried. Long live Alyona of Glace.” I toss back the nasty drink, gaze darting over the rapt crowd. I spot mostly shock and suspicion.

Lev’s hand plummets as though the tiny glass suddenly weighs too much. The vodka sloshes out and puddles around his long fingers.

I’m about to add, “Long live her memory,” but the words wither in my throat, because the muddy-brown tint of his irises has faded, and not to amber.
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Lev’s mouth moves, but I don’t catch his words over the intensifying drum of my pulse. I pivot more fully toward him and palm his chest like a lover, even though my intent is the farthest thing from romantic.

The instant I feel the hard shape of metal beneath the fabric, my disquiet morphs to anger. There are few things I hate more than being fooled.

“I think we’ve outstayed our welcome.” Lev—not Lev—cinches my wrist with fingers that aren’t long because I made them so, but because they’re genuinely his.

I bet that by we, he means me, and that the welcome I outstayed isn’t the barkeep’s, but his.

“We haven’t finished our bottle.” My tone is as flat and crisp as those toasts his sister dunked in her tea this morning.

A muscle judders his borrowed jawline. Part of me is tempted to refresh his glamour, but another part of me is damn tempted to let his true face bleed through. To think I felt bad when they called him a coward… He might not be gutless, but he is a trickster.

“It won’t go to waste in here,” Konstantin promises, his gaze scrolling over the crowd before perching back on me. He suddenly drops my wrist to palm my cheek, the tips of his fingers spearing through my hair.

I suspect my feather is beginning to show. After all, I changed our appearances at the same time. Without moving his hand off the side of my face, he shoves his cask stool back, stands, and tosses a few silver coins on the table.

Even though Glacin currency is different from ours, I sense, from the widening stares of the tavern-goers, that what he’s left is an absurd amount. One that’s bound to arouse suspicion. Then again, we’ve evidently already checked that box.

As I get to my feet, I swipe my empty shot glass from the table. “Zah’jeen!” I toss out the Glacin toast with much enthusiasm, then pretend to drink, even though I’m aware the cup is empty.

Konstantin must decide that walking with a hand pressed against my cheek is odd, because he brushes out my still-blonde hair until it drapes across my eye, then tucks me into his side.

It’s only once we’ve exited the tavern that I grumble, “Fear of heights, huh?”

“I don’t love heights.” Konstantin’s beard is receding, and his ears lengthening…tapering.

“Explains why you live underground,” I snap, securing my glass under the waistband of my pants. “What it doesn’t explain is why you pretended to be Lev.”

I pull away from him and trudge around the tavern toward the kitchen, determined to find out whether the theory that drew me to the Tin Teapot has any legs.

“Where are you going?” he hisses.

“I’ll be right back.” I don’t need to peer over my shoulder to glean that he’s trailing me, for the crunch of his heavy footfalls resonates in the stagnant village air.

I circumvent two towering horses with shaggy chestnut coats. Upon sensing me, they tense, their large eyes flaring as they peer at me through the curtain of their long forelocks. When they begin to nicker and blow, I pat their necks, then present them with my palms. A whiff of my skin—of my Shabbin blood—instantly unpins their ears and relaxes their posture.

I give each of them one more rub before slinking toward a high-perched window and rising onto my toes. There, beside a hearth, sits a girl in a homespun dress and a turban, stirring a large wooden spoon through a soup pot while reading a book.

“So much for the daughter having left the premises…” Konstantin’s low words plume beside my ear, echoing my thoughts.

When the kitchen door flaps open, I duck. Konstantin doesn’t.

I spring back up, grab his shoulders, and yank him down. “Your spying skills leave much to be desired, Vizosh.”

Under his breath, he mutters that he’s never had need for such skills until me. My eyeroll is the last thing he sees before I paint an invisibility sigil on my forehead. Since I hold him, he also winks out of existence. His breath punches my nose in sharp, panicked gusts.

“I take it this is your first time becoming a specter?”

“It was my first time taking someone else’s face, too. I wasn’t even sure it would work.”

Right. But since glamouring himself hadn’t harmed him, the magic had taken to his skin just fine.

Keeping one hand anchored to his arm, I stand. When I peer through the kitchen window, the kitchen is empty.

I set my teeth and am about to expel an annoyed growl when I catch a shadow drifting over the tiles, and then the girl is exiting from what must be a small pantry, carrying a stack of books. I squint to make out the gilt titles pressed into the leather spines. Cookbooks? Revolutionary edicts? Whatever they are, the fact that she can read proves that she’s cultured. Like Alyona.

Turn, turn, turn. Come on. She does, but not in our direction. Ugh.

“I cannot wait to hear the reason we’re standing out here like creepers,” the Ice King grouses as his fingers find purchase on my waist.

“And I cannot wait to hear the reason you took Lev’s face,” I volley back in a hush.

The girl’s shoulders pinch as though she’d heard us. When she looks straight at the window, straight at us, my lungs hold still, and not to avoid fogging up the glass, but because of the hue of her irises: bright-amber.

Not Alyona.

I stare at Svyato’s daughter a moment longer, cataloguing her features—sharp nose, tiny mole above her lip, pasty skin. I wish for a glimpse of her hair, but what would I gain from knowing its color? Even if it’s white like Alyona’s, the cook isn’t Konstantin’s undead sister.

Frustrated, I pluck the fingers my accomplice has wound around my waist and haul him away from the Tin Teapot and across the street. “Remove your medallion, and I’ll fly us back.”

“Because you think shifting within the reach of so many antimorphs is wise?”

“Wiser than trekking through the human lands on the arm of their fucking king.”

“Good thing they can’t see us.”

“If I let go, they’ll be able to see you just fine.” My reminder makes his fingers close snugly around mine. I’m guessing the male won’t be releasing me any time soon. “I can’t believe you fooled me.”

“Says the girl poking around my kingdom. Why were you saluting my dead sister? Why were you spying on a tavern cook?” His strides are so brisk that, more than once, the tread beneath my boots fails me and I skid, but his vise-like grip keeps me upright.

“Tell me who gave you Lev’s face, and I’ll tell you why I visited Oloho Samov.”

“Katya.”

“…Katya?”

“She was repaying a favor from long ago.” Konstantin maneuvers us down a side street that’s so narrow, the dwellers from one side could reach out and high-five their neighbors without leaving the comfort of their homes. “I answered your question. Now answer mine.”

“I heard Svyato Suprovic took Alyona in after your father banished her from the capital. If I’m not mistaken, Svyato’s sister, Olena, was the royal child-minder.”

A beat of silence echoes between us before he says, “It still doesn’t explain what⁠—”

“I was hoping to find Alyona here.”

“She’s dead, Miss Ríhbiadh.” The finality of his tone suggests he’s convinced of it. “For someone who knows so much, I’m surprised you didn’t hear how I plunged an iron sword through her heart to avenge our father’s death.”

“I did hear.”

“Then why are you searching for my dead sister in a Voshnan tavern?”

I lapse into silence.

He growls, “Why?”

I lick my lips, scrutinizing the indent my invisible feet are leaving behind on the worn path of snow. It’s only once we’ve penetrated the woods and put a mile between us and the nearest human dwelling that I come to a decision. “Release me, and I’ll explain.”

“And risk you flying off?”

“Are you afraid of the woods, Vizosh?”

He entreats his gods for patience.

“Fine. Move your death grip to my elbow. I need both hands.”

“To do what?”

“You’ll see. Actually, you won’t see; you’ll hear.”

Curiosity usurps his chariness, because he inches his fingers up my arm. I pull the shot glass from my pants’ waistband, then carry my other hand to my earring. After pricking my finger on a ruby spike, I sweep my blood over the glass in the same parallel pattern I drew on the underside of the table back at the tavern.

When voices emerge from my palm, a rasped exhale whitens the air, and I’m hauled sideways. I let Konstantin run with his assumption that we’re being followed, enjoying his panic. When he picks up the pace, I decide to come clean, if for no other reason than that my feet hurt, and I don’t feel like sprinting through snow.

“Relax, Vizosh. No one’s tailing us.”

He halts so abruptly that my body pitches forward, then back.

“The voices you’re hearing are coming from the glass I borrowed for surveillance purposes. Which was my other reason for visiting that establishment. Did you assume I was there for the vibe?”

“I assumed you were there to rile up some dissidents.”

My breath hitches. “You suspected me of trying to sabotage your reign?”

“Can you truly blame me? You appear out of nowhere, pretend like you don’t know me, make friends with an arms dealer who’d prefer I weren’t occupying the Glacin throne, and then sneak off to the human lands…with him.”

“I didn’t pretend. I genuinely had no clue who you were, nor whose suite I’d ended up in. As for Lev, I made conversation with him last night because it was the polite thing to do.” And he was nice, I think but don’t add out loud since Konstantin obviously has a bone to pick with his constituent.

“Did you agree to dine with him because it was the polite thing to do as well?”

“No. I agreed because I wanted an excuse to venture into the human lands, and I wanted to do so without a slew of guards on my tail. How was I to know there was contention between you and him? But more importantly, how is it any of your concern whether a man I agree to have dinner with likes you or not?”

“When that man sells illegal weapons to the masses, which the masses then use to kill my subjects, everything he does becomes my concern.”

A new bout of silence stretches between us, interrupted only by the sound of wind combing through the fir trees.

“Why are you convinced my sister’s alive?” Konstantin asks, changing the subject. “Do you know something that I don’t?”

I bite my lip.

“Did one of your Shabbin relatives bring her back from the dead?”

Could a Shabbin have gone after Alyona’s freshly slain body and resuscitated her? Shabbins have that sort of power, but it makes no sense considering Alyona hates—hated—Shabbins. “No.”

“Then, why?”

“Because the Cauldron keeps showing its keepers a prophecy where Alyona and I…interact.” A euphemism, but best not to divulge all.

The bang of cups followed by the clatter of cutlery comes through the shot glass, causing me to jump and fist the glass a little harder. I work on loosening my grasp before I shatter my link to the tavern.

“I took Lev’s face.” Konstantin’s voice is gravel.

“I’m aware that you duped me. I thank you for the reminder.”

“What I meant by that is that perhaps someone borrows my dead sister’s face.”

My eyebrows jump, because I hadn’t considered that. “If you’re right, then that would mean a bloodcaster’s involved.”

“Or a bloodcaster’s the culprit.”

“Bloodcasters can’t be killed with iron, and that’s how I—” Focá.

“Interact with my sister?” he deadpans.

A hiss followed by the distinct crack of a plate surges from the shot glass. “I said we needed to close down early tonight. Get yourself home, Ivan.”

“Boss wants to see you and Mesty, Svee.”

Mesty? Could that be the daughter’s name? Also, they have a boss? I thought Svyato owned the tavern?

Svyato must be sweeping the shards into a dustpan, because I hear the creak of bristles and the plink of shards. “Like I told that half-blood, Mesty went out.”

Metal dings. “Where?”

“Ivan Borislavic, put that thing away right this minute! I raised you better than that.” Since Ivan doesn’t call Svyato ‘Atsa,’ I figure the barkeep helped rear him out of villager solidarity, like we, Crows, do back in the Sky Kingdom. “I swear to Gods that if you⁠—”

Hinges groan, and then Ivan’s hollering Mesty’s name at the top of his lungs.

“For fuck’s sake, I told ya she was out,” Svyato snaps.

“Where’d she go?”

“Dunno. Mestyla’s a grown woman now. Once she’s done cookin’, she can go wherever she damn well pleases.” In exasperation, he adds, “I’ll fetch me jacket and go with ya.” Svyato must follow Ivan out of the tavern, for there is only silence after that.

My heart trounces my ribs. “I should fly back there. See who’s this boss they speak of.”

What if it’s Alyona? I think but avoid saying.

After a prolonged beat of silence, I reiterate my suggestion of heading back. More silence. If Konstantin weren’t still gripping my ribs, I would’ve assumed he’d returned to the tavern himself.

“Vizosh? Are you awake?”

“Svyato is well past three-hundred years old.”

How…random. “Why are you dwelling on his advanced age?”

“Because his daughter’s so young.”

“Unlike women, Faerie men can reproduce until they die, so he could very well be her father. Age aside, I think I should go back.”

“They’ll be long gone by the time we get there.”

“Not if I fly.”

“I’ll send Salom.”

His suggestion doesn’t sit right with me. Possibly because the humans referred to Salom as ‘the Flesher.’ What if he reaps them with his iron blade?

“Why send your general when you’ve got me?”

“Because I don’t want to risk you flying the other way, toward another nest of king-haters.”

I suck in my teeth, annoyed by his disbelief. “You seriously think I’m planning on sneaking off to Lev’s house right now?”

I plant my feet wide, bringing us both to another standstill.

“That’s simply offensive.” I try to pry his fingers off my elbow.

He wends them tighter. “People I’ve known forever have betrayed me. My caution isn’t that farfetched.”

“What would I gain by stirring up shit in a kingdom that isn’t even mine?”

“You’re obviously embroiled in my kingdom if the Cauldron sees you killing someone on my land.”

I’m half tempted to deny that I’ll be killing anyone, but the king’s not a dolt. “Since we’re being so honest with one another, I have a question for you: if it is your sister I end up unaliving, how will you react?”

“What do you mean?”

“Will you seek revenge?”

“On who?”

“On me.”

“The only revenge I’ll seek will be against the person who resuscitated her. Why in the four realms did you jump to the conclusion that I’d harm you?” His face must be turned toward mine, because his searing breaths clout my forehead.

“My parents are worried you might.”

His grip grows lax enough that, if I wanted to pull free, I could. “My father may not have been a perfect man or a perfect ruler, but he didn’t deserve to be killed in cold blood by his own daughter.” More brisk exhales warm my face. “Please reassure your parents. Or better yet, ask them to come back so I can make them the promise face-to-face.”

“You already swore an oath to my mother. She’s going to call it in soon.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“Yes. Good. In case they doubt my word, at least they’ll have a magical reassurance of my sincerity.”

I suddenly wish I could see his face to gauge his genuineness. “Glad to hear you don’t want to slay me.”

“I may still want to slay you; I just won’t be capable of it.” If humor weren’t coloring his tone, I’d unhook our fingers and flock right back to Luce. But he is smiling.

…I think.

“How long will your listening sigil hold?”

“A week. Two, if we’re lucky. It’s only the blood applied to the skin that fades fast. Wood is denser, so it retains blood longer. Stone holds it forever.” Before he can deem me a fool, I add, “I looked for some in the tavern, but everything was made of either lumber or tiles.”

“What about glass?”

“It’s denser than wood, so unless another sorceress lifts my blood, or someone shatters the cup, our link to the tavern should last.”

“Clever.”

“Hmm? What is?”

“You are. Reckless, but clever.”

His compliment warms my chest. “I try. Not the reckless bit. That comes naturally.”

A soft puff of air blanches the air. “You’re not what I was expecting, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

“Should’ve lowered your expectations, Vizosh.”

His fingers grow stiff again. “That’s not how I meant it.”

“But you still don’t trust me enough to release me?”

The pressure of his fingers vanishes, and he reemerges from the ether. Even in his maladjusted red pants and matching top, he appears regal, surely due to his proud bearing. “Still there?”

“Still there.”
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Though the sun doesn’t dip beneath the horizon, the air grows noticeably cooler the deeper we trek beneath the fir canopy. It slinks through my shirt and nestles inside my boots, numbing my raw feet.

“What I wouldn’t give to be sitting in your steam chamber right about now,” I muse.

Although I suggested making him invisible, he dismissed my offer. Apparently, the woods here are patrolled by the Fae, so even if he were to be spotted—which is likely, considering the blunt color of his getup—all he’d suffer would be a little ridicule for his choice of accoutrement.

On that note… “Are your ass cheeks freezing?”

Konstantin coughs. “What?” Cough. “My—” Cough. “What?”

I smirk at his discomfiture. “Didn’t your pants rip when you sat down earlier?”

“Oh.” The corners of his mouth hook up ever so slightly. “I do believe it’s the first time anyone has enquired after my ass. Much less worried about it being cold.”

“I’m considerate like that.”

We drift back into silence for a while, but then the question I’ve been meaning to ask since we left the tavern prickles my mind. Given how isolated we are, it feels like as good a time as any.

“Is Salom truly a butcher?”

“He’s worked for my family for three centuries.” I frown, until he tacks on, “He doesn’t kill out of spite or for sport. It just comes with the job description.”

That reassures me immensely. Especially since Bisnonno holds Salom in high esteem, and my great-grandfather doesn’t have any regard for people who dole out unjustified punishment because of their rank.

“Is Salom aware you impersonated Lev?”

“No.”

“So no one’s looking for you?”

“I’m not a child, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

“True, but you are the king. If my father vanished, my mother would immediately sound an alarm.”

“I don’t have a wife.”

“But you have siblings who care enormously for you.”

“All of them are younger.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, they don’t feel a responsibility to keep me safe.”

“So no one’s wondering where you could be right now?”

“I didn’t say they weren’t wondering. I’m just saying they’re not blaring any alarms. However, if I don’t show up by tomorrow night, Izolda will certainly come looking for me herself.”

How depressing. If Naeva hadn’t explained that I wasn’t to be disturbed during my date with Lev, my grandfather would be canvasing all of Glace at the moment. Honestly, I’m a little surprised he didn’t do a fly-by to check on how my date was going.

Which, if I’m being honest, is why I’ve chosen to remain invisible.

I grimace as I realize how angry he’ll be when he learns that I lied. Then again, I’ve made a few discoveries and planted a listening sigil. Perhaps he’ll call me clever too? One can hope.

I catch Konstantin tracking my footprints in the snow, clearly still skeptical about my promise to remain at his side. “Have you come up with a good story for why you went for a solitary stroll through the woods, while wearing inadequate hiking gear?”

One of his eyebrows wings up. “Solitary?”

“If you mention I was with you, I’ll get into loads of trouble with my grandfather who believes me to be on a date with Lev.”

Konstantin’s jaw tightens. “I thought you were going to tell your parents about our findings.”

“I will, but they’ll keep my secret. If my grandfather finds out that I fibbed in order to wander around, he’ll glue himself to my person until I depart your kingdom.” With a touch of levity, I add, “Have you ever tried socializing and dancing with a big angry bird stuck to your backside?”

Konstantin’s mouth finally curls, not high, but high enough for his smile not to be confused with a grimace. “I can’t say that I have.” After a beat, he adds, “I’ll leave you out of the story I fabricate.”

“I know! You could claim a secretive tryst in the woods with one of the carnival performers.”

His brow notches up. “Trysts in the woods aren’t exactly my thing.” His hands join behind his back, stretching his perilously-tight shirt. “I suppose I could claim that I wanted to surprise Izolda by purchasing one of the costumes she spent so long designing.”

“And you ended up in the woods…why?”

He sighs. “Still trying to figure that part out. Ideas?”

“You had one too many of those delicious mead cocktails to make chatting with all your fans tolerable?”

The corners of his mouth twitch. “All my fans?”

I shrug. “Sofiya Patchenkov’s a fan.”

“A fan of my status.”

“Obviously. Who in their right mind would be a fan of your personality?”

That wins me a smile. A full-blow one. Dare I say I find the Ice King not so icy after all?

“I could conjure a more suitable outfit if you’d like? That way, you can say you went out for some fresh air and lost track of time.”

“That would be preferrable.” He stops and pivots sideways.

So do I. “Stick out your palm.”

Once he does, I place the shot glass inside to free both my hands, then pierce my finger on my earring and scan his shirt for the flattest patch, since one wrinkle could ruin my spell.

I opt for his pec and smooth the fabric over it. His pulse seems to kick harder as I carry my bleeding fingertip toward it. I want to reassure him not to be scared, but knowing my history with spellcasting, he should be on his guard. He’s as likely to end up ensconced in chainmail as he is in⁠—

No, no, no.

Why did I have to think about moss?

“Focá,” I mutter while he gapes down at the springy plants carpeting his torso. I try to recover my sigil to transform the moss back into fabric, but at my frenzied touch, the dirt holding the clumped green plants crumbles.

Konstantin peers at his bared chest, which now gleams only with his medallion, while I curl my fingers into my palm and rage at myself.

He stretches his arms over his head, then rolls his shoulders and neck. “Much better.”

I seethe too hard to appreciate his light-heartedness.

“Isla?” His fingers lock around my wrist, probably to propel my fist as far away from his body as possible.

Oh, how he must regret having asked me to alter his clothing…

I snap out of my funk, yank my hand out of his lax grip, then unbutton my shirt.

“Here.” I peel it off my arms. “The fabric is stretchy so it should cover most of you.” Actually, it’ll leave his midriff exposed, but at least his shoulders and pecs will stay warm.

I dangle the shirt between us. He doesn’t take it. Of course… It isn’t as though he can see it. I slap it over one of his sharp shoulders. It’s only as I relinquish my hold on the fabric that I realize the shirt was visible before I let go.

I blink down at myself, then back up at Konstantin, who’s looking everywhere but at my chest. At least I’m wearing a brassiere this time. Granted, it’s incredibly skimpy and slightly sheer, but still…there’s fabric.

He clears his throat. “The shirt… Please put it back on.”

“I’ll shift and fly right above the tree line. Right above you. I promise that I won’t swing by Lev’s⁠—”

An owl releases a panicked hoot and shoots away from a nearby tree. My ribs clench, for it must’ve heard something I missed.

When my nape prickles with the force of someone’s glower, I realize we’re no longer alone in the woods.
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“Put your hands where we can see them!” a man yells. “Any use of magic against us is a use of magic against the Crown.”

“I am the Crown,” Konstantin rumbles.

“Yes, and I’m the Queen of Nebba,” the man says. “Now, put your hands where we can see them, and step away from each other.”

“Do not step away from me. And do not turn,” Konstantin hisses.

I imagine the second bit is in regard to my state of undress. I peer over my shoulder, which widens the stares of the three Glacin soldiers standing behind me, swords at the ready. A twig snaps to my right. Two more soldiers, haloed by a few sprites, creep toward us.

“Avert your eyes!” With a muttered curse, Konstantin bands an arm around my waist and scoots me into his bare chest. “And fetch me a coat.”

I wish I were frightened—if only to distract me from the unfortunate peaks my nipples have become, pressed as they are against the king’s smooth, warm skin.

“Soldiers, stand your ground until we understand what we’re dealing with,” barks the head honcho of the twig brigade.

“You’re dealing with an increasingly angry monarch. Toss me a coat. NOW.” The rumble of Konstantin’s voice vibrates my chest, stiffening my nipples some more.

I try to put a sliver of distance between my very tender breasts and his very solid abdominal muscles when a black streak bangs into the forest floor. As much as I didn’t mind being found by a bunch of Glacin soldiers, I do mind being found by a Crow—especially if that Crow turns out to be related to me.

When the shadows morph into flesh, relief washes over me.

“Who knew red would suit you so well, Kostya?” Aodhan quips, wearing a shit-eating grin that dwindles at the sight of me. “…Isla?”

“Hi.” I lift one hand and wiggle my fingers.

“Coat,” Konstantin grits out.

Under my breath, I say, “Now that Aodhan’s here⁠—”

“Stay.” After a beat, he adds, “Please.”

A heartbeat later, fur-lined wool drops over my shoulders. Konstantin grips the lapel as I poke my arms through the sleeves. Once I’m buttoned up, he seizes the second jacket out of Aodhan’s outstretched hand.

“I’ve never seen Salom and Borat so panicked,” my fellow Crow says. “They’ve knocked on every door and peeped through every window in Voshna.”

And he thought no one would come looking for him…

“Why are they panicked? Did something happen while I was gone?” the Ice King asks.

Aodhan’s eyebrows slide low. “They’re panicked because you were gone. You should’ve seen their expressions when a guard found your clothes heaped behind the pirozhki stand. Salom lost decades off his life.” His brown gaze bounces between the two of us. “Look, I know you’re a private person, but any chance I could learn the reason why the two of you are dressed like doxies and prancing through the woods together?”

I grin. Konstantin does not.

“We weren’t prancing,” he mutters, before addressing the sprites and commanding them to find Salom and get the ship ready for an immediate return to the capital.

It’s only once we start walking, and faint voices emerge from Konstantin’s jacket pocket, that I remember the shot glass.

The soldiers keep enough distance between us that they don’t seem to hear the chatter, but it doesn’t go unnoticed by Aodhan, who asks, “Are you holding a sprite hostage in your pocket?”

Konstantin fists the fabric, muffling the babble. I understand why he does, even though I’d very much like to learn what’s being said.

“Let’s wait until we’re behind closed doors for that particular story,” he says.

Aodhan nods and leads the way toward the harbor which, thankfully, isn’t too much farther. There, we find a fuming general pacing the quay, and a sprite pacing the air above Salom’s disheveled blond mane.

Both must’ve been forewarned I’d be part of the jolly troop, for neither reacts to my presence. Once on the ship, I follow the men into a large cabin at the stern, which I assume must be the captain’s quarters since it holds a queen-sized bed, a large desk, and maritime charts.

“Perhaps Isla could soundproof the cabin with a sigil?” Aodhan suggests.

I snag my lip with my teeth as I contemplate the symbol I’ve never been able to reproduce. With my luck, it will remove the walls or sink the ship.

Konstantin snatches the clothes Salom has laid out on the bed and carries them behind a wooden folding screen. “Unnecessary. The walls are plenty thick.”

I doubt Konstantin refuted Aodhan’s suggestion for my sake, but I’m still immensely relieved. Judging by how closely Salom observes me, I think he senses it. I wonder what he makes of it.

The sharp sound of a seam ripping redirects the general’s attention. A moment later, the king steps out, garbed in his sky-bright uniform. He walks over to the desk and sets the shot glass down, then drags his hands through his long hair and winds it up into a top knot.

“Thirsty?” Aodhan asks.

Konstantin secures his manbun with a silver hair prong Borat the sprite has hefted his way. “I wouldn’t mind a glass of water, if you’re offering to fetch me one,” he says, dropping into one of the chairs.

Aodhan snorts, and though he does collect a carafe from the nightstand, he must understand the thimble-sized glass isn’t just a recipient because he grabs a normal-sized cup on the way. “I’m guessing the shot glass is an integral part of the story?”

Konstantin glances toward where I lean against the wall of the cabin. “Miss Ríhbiadh, would you care to enlighten them?”

“Your king tricked me,” I say, before proceeding to tell them how Konstantin and I came to find ourselves in the human district of Voshna, where we planted a listening sigil linked to the shot glass. Though our grand adventure widens Salom’s pupils, what blows them even wider is when I drop Mestyla’s name and her affiliation to Svyato.

“I want them both brought to me,” Konstantin says once I finish.

Salom nods. “Release me from our bargain, and I’ll go fetch them immediately.”

For a long minute, Konstantin is silent, evidently uneasy about recalling his magic. Curiosity as to what this bargain entails eats at me.

After drumming his fingers, Konstantin flattens his palm and says, “Salom Melchanko, you may approach Svyato Suprovic.”

As the painful clutch of magic seeps from his chest, Salom expels a short breath and then he’s striding toward the door and jerking the handle.

“Unharmed and alive.” Konstantin’s demand brings his general to a halt.

A silent battle wages in their locked gazes.

But then Salom blinks and pivots toward the sprite. “Borat, tell the captain to steady the ship so we can disembark.”

The sprite’s diaphanous wings beat, but not to carry him out of the cabin. No, he hovers there, loath to leave.

“Go!” Salom growls, springing the winged soldier ahead of him. And then he’s ramming a hand through his shoulder-length locks and stalking out after him.

Aodhan props his ass on the edge of the table and crosses his arms, seemingly nonplussed by the stalemate that just went down. Either it’s a usual occurrence, or he was in on the bargain.

“Why are we chasing after Svyato and his kid?” he asks.

Konstantin peers out the cabin’s window at the white-capped bay, adrift like his galleon. “Because Miss Ríhbiadh believes my sister has resurrected and that Svyato is hiding her.”

“No, that’s not—” I roll my lips. “That’s not quite…”

“Alyona?” Aodhan exclaims. “You think someone resuscitated her?”

I whirl my head toward Konstantin. “Your medallion nulls the effect of iron. Could it have blocked the toxic effect of the blade?”

“Only if the sword was aimed at me,” he replies, meeting my stare.

“Could someone have switched your blade out?”

That wins me a scathing look from the Ice King. “How much of a dunce do you believe me to be, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

“This has nothing to do with intellect. Silver resembles iron. Someone could’ve swapped your sword for a replica.”

“I test my blades before every battle. All of them.”

“On who?” I ask.

Aodhan cuts short our absurd deliberation by asking, “Can you two stop bickering for a second and bloody explain to me why we’re contemplating Alyona being alive?”

“Because the Cauldron showed Taytah and Behati a prophecy in which I…” I bite my lip, still reticent to use the word murder, even though there’s no love lost between Alyona and her family. “In which I kill Alyona. Konstantin believes, like you, that she’s dead and that someone’s borrowing her face, which would mean a bloodcaster’s invol—Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You’re a bloodcaster, aren’t you?”

I fold my arms in front of my chest, imprinting the silver buttons of the borrowed coat into my skin. “Because murdering someone, whose appearance I change, makes so much sense?”

“It makes more sense than the princess having been resurrected by an affable Shabbin who just so happened to be in the vicinity and decided to give up her life for Alyona’s.”

“How many bloodcasters reside in Glace?” Konstantin asks.

“You have bloodcasters here?” I ask, somewhat shocked. Actually, not just somewhat…extremely shocked. I’m uncertain why, seeing as the wards collapsed twenty-five years ago, so Shabbins are free to travel anywhere they’d like.

“Two, and around a dozen Crows. No Serpents yet, though. I’ll question the bloodcasters.”

Why did I think Glace was so insular and boasted so little diversity? Because the Ice Kingdom lies so far from the others? Because the land seems so barren and inhospitable?

“Perhaps your grandmother could consult the Cauldron for additional details about the prophecy?” Aodhan suggests.

“She has,” comes a deep rumble, one that steals up my spine and bunches up my shoulders.

Woe is well and truly me.
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“How was your date, Behach Batee?” My grandfather’s limbs are so rigid that when he folds his arms, the leather ensconcing them creaks.

Another shadow sweeps beneath the door and firms up beside him—Lachlano. My friend’s eyebrows journey up his broad forehead as he takes in my red pants and blue coat.

“My date was lovely. Lev was the perfect gentleman. How was your evening, Jaytair?”

A nerve jostles the black stripes obscuring my grandfather’s temple. “Isla Mara Ríhbiadh.”

Since the middle name only comes out when I’m about to get into a world of trouble, I say, “I’m sorry I lied about going out with the arms dealer.”

Just as my grandmother slips through the closed door, he says, “You better have a very, very good explanation for it.”

“And for what you’re wearing,” Lachlano pitches in, which wins him a smack in the pecs from my grandfather who has clearly not come to discuss my sense of fashion.

“We were out of our minds with worry when Lev showed up at the castle looking for you, abi,” Taytah says.

Lev sailed back to the castle for me? What determination…

“The blame is mine,” Konstantin says. “I asked your granddaughter to accompany me into the human district.”

How…unexpected.

“To do what?” Jaytair snaps.

Konstantin leans back in his chair and stretches out his long legs. “To plant a listening sigil in a tavern. As I’m sure you’ve heard, there’s much conflict here.”

Aodhan nods toward my grandmother. “Did the Cauldron have anything interesting to add to the prophecy, Sumaca?”

A vein throbs at my grandfather’s temple. “You told them about the prophecy, Isla?”

“It came up, yes.” I nibble on the inside of my cheek. “Did the Cauldron show you anything new, Taytah?”

“No,” Jaytair says, at the same time as Taytah says, “It did.”

The silence that ensues is so long and fraught that I know my grandparents are squabbling.

Before they can decide whether to share this new information with me, I walk up to my grandmother and press her palms to my forehead. “Show me.”

My grandfather shakes his head, but my grandmother doesn’t listen to him; she listens to me, which tells me this must be important.

I see a sky tiled with stars and ruby blood glazing my fingertips. And…is that a ring on my annular finger?

I try to zero in on it, but Taytah is dragging my mind’s eye away, toward the dagger embedded with diamond snowflakes that I clutch, and then farther, toward the motionless body.

I see a face as pale as the snow it rests upon. As pale as the round moon bathing the indigo land.

I see pointed ears poking through white hair, which an invisible breeze has tossed across glassy, orange eyes.

I suck in a breath and tug at my grandmother’s wrists to free myself of the vision. “Her eyes! They’re not gray. It’s not Alyona I murder!”

Taytah nods.

“Did the Cauldron swap the victim?” Aodhan asks.

My grandmother shakes her head once more. “It’s the same woman. We just hadn’t noticed the color of her irises until now.”

Aodhan toys with a button on his navy coat. “Why did you assume it was Alyona?”

“Because they look very much alike.” Taytah sets her black stare on her fellow monarch. “Which leads us to think it’s either another child your mother would’ve birthed with a fire-Faerie—perhaps before she was married—or⁠—”

“My mother has only ever been with one man, and that man was my father,” Konstantin snaps.

I tilt my head. “And you know this how, exactly…? Did she sit you down one day and walk you through her sexual history?”

The glower he lobs my way would’ve made me shrink had I not spent the better part of my evening with him. The male is protective and prideful of his family, to the degree that he’d likely execute anyone who dared insult one of his siblings.

Taytah tucks a lock of pink hair behind her ear. “Could the slain Faerie be a child of your sister’s? One of yours?”

The Ice King’s complexion turns mottled. “Neither Alyona nor I have a child.”

“We don’t know in what year the prophecy happens,” I say.

“This winter,” Taytah says with eerie firmness. “It happens this winter.”

I grip my grandmother’s wrists once more. “Show me her face again, Taytah?”

My ear’s buzz with my grandfather’s protest. I don’t waste energy on his sullen mood, giving the crime scene my full attention. Since I can’t pilot my body in the vision, I squint and scour the woman’s traits for a distinguishing feature. I look for freckles, a birthmark, anything that could⁠—

Is that⁠—

A shadow passes over the full moon, hampering its reach, casting my victim in darkness. I will the light to touch her again, but instead, the obscurity grows until it becomes so complete, I melt back into the here and now.

The surge of my pulse floods my tongue with the tang of blood. “Again!”

“Daya, please⁠—”

“Perhaps she saw something we didn’t, Cathal,” my grandmother says. When she presses her palms back to my forehead, I see only darkness. Why do I see only darkness?

“Have I exhausted the vision?” I ask my grandmother, finding her stare luminous like glass.

At least that explains why I see nothing…because the Cauldron has dragged Taytah into its inky depths. I hope it’s not angry with her for having shown me the vision.

“Any notable details, Isles?” Aodhan asks.

“The moon was full—or close to it.”

“She noticed the moon,” my grandfather mutters in Serpent.

I hike up an eyebrow. “Yes, Jaytair, I noticed the moon, like I noticed the hue of the woman’s irises. I’m perspicacious like that.” When he cracks his knuckles, I narrow my stare but then spring it wide. “It’s the ring that’s put you in a tizzy, isn’t it?”

“What ring?” Lachlano asks.

Since he speaks in Serpent, so do I. “In the prophecy, I wear a diamond ring.” My heart misses a beat. Twenty. Forty. “I wear it on my annular finger!” I gawk at Lachlano. “Holy fucking shit, Lach, I’m going to meet my mate this winter!”

My grandfather is red in the face, as though he’s swallowed an iceberg. “We don’t know that the ring’s owner is your mate.”

I roll my eyes. “Not only do I wear the jewel on my annular finger,” I repeat, “but also, do you really see me marrying a man who isn’t my mate?”

My grandfather grinds his jaw as though masticating unshelled walnuts.

“Who’s the lucky man?” Aodhan asks—in Serpent.

Jaytair freezes. “Since when do you speak Serpent?”

“Since Konstantin appointed me as the liaison officer for shifters in Glace. All shifters.” Aodhan leans forward to peer at me around my grandfather’s large, vibrating form. “Though we still don’t have Serpents in residence, we’re open to welcoming them.”

“Do I perish at your talons as well, Miss Ríhbiadh?” Konstantin leans back in his chair and leisurely hooks a foot over his knee. His pretense at tranquility is lost on me, seeing as the tendons in his neck strain against his pale skin like rigging.

“Do you really think your death would cause my grandfather such distress, Vizosh?” I quip.

Lachlano snorts.

“Depending on who were to succeed me, it might,” Konstantin replies steadily.

“Jaytair’s wound tight because, in the prophecy, I wear a diamond on my ring finger, which means I must find my mate.”

“We don’t know that he’s your mate,” my grandfather grumbles in Serpent. Again.

“It’s twice that you’ve said that. Why in the world would I sport the jewel of someone who isn’t my mate on my ring finger?”

“Your paths crossed,” my grandmother suddenly says, blinking away the veil of magic. “You know her.”

“Her?” I repeat. “My mate is a woman?”

“Your mate?” Taytah’s canted head sends her long pink locks frolicking across her cream velvet cape. “No, the dead woman. Why did you think I was…” One glance at Jaytair’s complexion leads her mouth to soften around an, “Ah. You uncovered what your grandfather preferred you didn’t see.”

“She’s perspicacious like that,” he grumbles, recycling my words.

I’m about to roll my eyes when a realization hits me dead center. “Great Mórrígan, Jaytair! You know who the ring belongs to!”

With a harsh flare of his nostrils and a harsher glower at the tawny slats beneath his boots, he mutters, “No.”

His lie escalates my heartrate, because my grandfather has only ever protected me, which can only mean one thing. “What sort of monster does the Cauldron bind me to?”

Taytah strokes my cheek. “He’s not a monster.”

“Then why is Jaytair about to toss up his carnival fare?”

“Because, like your parents, he would’ve preferred bundling you up in the Sky Kingdom until you blew out a hundred candles. I’m sorry, abi, but I’m afraid I need to go rest now.” Taytah kisses my forehead before sidestepping me to reach my grandfather. “You’re not alone. We’re here for you.”

“Does she even need us anymore?” my grandfather mutters before mumbling something about how my father will be turning him into a forever-Crow, and that he hopes my grandmother can still love him in puny bird form.

Taytah titters as she leads him toward the door. She’s the only one who does, though. Even Lachlano, whose pearly whites are on display even when he sleeps, doesn’t react to my grandfather’s woeful remark.

As my grandmother paints the sigil to slip through the door, I call out, “At least solve one of my two puzzles by telling me who the ring belongs to!”

She adds a cross in the middle of her circle. “Do you remember what it looked like?”

“It was square and as big as my knuckle, so I’m guessing it’s someone well-off.” As I shuffle through my memory, she presses her palm to the door. “Wait!”

But she doesn’t. She slips through the wood, my grumbling grandfather in tow.

Ugh.

“Maybe I can help narrow it down,” Aodhan says, in Glacin this time.

With a frustrated sigh, I say, “I don’t know how, unless you’ve visited every jeweler in Glace.”

“If your grandparents recognized the stone”—Aodhan presses away from his perch as though his legs were in need of stretching—“then it’s an heirloom and not a new design.”

Huh. For some reason, my mind goes to Lev’s mother, and I try to remember if any ring graced her finger but then realize the diamond would probably belong to my mate’s dead relative, since prying an engagement ring off a living person’s finger would be in poor taste.

“You said the stone was a large square?” Aodhan asks.

I snag the memory and paste it on my lids. “Squarish.”

“Define ‘squarish’?” Aodhan asks.

I shrug. “It was geometric. Could have had more sides than just four.”

Aodhan’s gaze flicks sideways toward Konstantin, who sits up, as though my description has piqued his interest. He does strike me as an observer, so perhaps he, too, would know the ring.

“What color was it?” Aodhan asks.

I frown. “It was a diamond.”

“Diamonds come in different colors.”

I screw my lips. “It wasn’t pink like my mother’s. Or black. Definitely clear.”

“White?” Aodhan asks.

“Probably, but everything had sort of a bluish tint to it.” Save for the moon-faced woman with the spill of white hair. I give my head a small shake to dispel the sight of her empty eyes. Skies, those were going to haunt me. Since they’re all watching me, I add, “It was night.”

Actually, they’re not all watching me. Aodhan is staring very steadily at Konstantin, who looks about ready to lose his shit.

“Does it belong to the Zaslofskys?” My hesitant query is met with a very loud snort from Aodhan.

“Sorry,” the dark-haired Crow coughs as though trying to dissimulate a laugh with some throat clearing. But then his neck tips back, and he’s hooting.

“Leave!” Konstantin commands, as still and pale as an ice carving. As I glance at the door, the Ice King growls, “Not you, Miss Ríhbiadh. I was talking to the buffoon beside me.”

“Oh, Mórrígan, this is too good.” Aodhan rubs his palms together. “Just too good.”

“Can I please be told which enemy of yours is to be my mate?” I ask, rather alarmed, for why would Aodhan be getting such a kick out of Konstantin’s visceral reaction?

“Can I just stay until you tell her?” Aodhan thumbs his curved lips. “Please? Then I swear that I will depart.”

“Your betrothed isn’t one of my enemies,” Konstantin gripes, conceding to Aodhan’s appeal.

Except the Ice King doesn’t have that many friends, does he? He’d mentioned no one would come looking for him. But Aodhan had, and so had⁠—

My palms turn clammy as I contemplate the very real possibility that my mate is some huge, terrifying bear of a Faerie nicknamed the Flesher. The more I turn the possibility over in my mind, the more sense it makes. After all, Konstantin is attached to Salom. He’d be devastated if I took him back to Luce with me.

“Son of a sprite, Isles,” Lachlano murmurs. He must’ve drawn the same conclusion.

I linger on the door Salom passed through moments ago. “I know…”

“Planning on running away?” Aodhan asks through quirked lips. “Don’t blame you.”

“No, I was planning on going after…” The purpling complexion of the king perplexes me so deeply that Salom’s name mutates into a hum.

“Methinks Isla has her sights set on handsome Salom.” Aodhan’s stage-whisper wrinkles my nose, because the general is not handsome.

The thought strikes me as odd. Shouldn’t I be riveted by my mate, no matter his age or appearance?

“It’s not my fucking general you marry,” Konstantin snaps, which has Aodhan hooting some more.

The Crow doesn’t even stop after Konstantin pins him to the wall with a flare of magic. What could be causing him such hila⁠—

Oh.

Oh.

I blink at the Ice King, whose stare is so bladed I feel it slicing into me. “You?”

My shock has Aodhan grappling for air and Lachlano balking.

“Yes.” The Ice King works his rigid jaw from side to side as though frost had gelled his mandibles. “Me.”
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I’m uncertain for how long I lapse into silence, but it must last quite some time because Lachlano is waving his hand in front of my face, repeating my name on a loop. When sound finally penetrates my ringing ears, I snap my lids. But then I see the ring again.

“Can you hear his thoughts?” my friend murmurs in Serpent, while Aodhan—who’s somewhat calmed—swivels his head as though trying to snag a passing brainwave.

“No.”

“It took the bond between me and Izzy a few years to form,” the Glacin Crow explains. “Could’ve had something to do with her age, seeing as she was fifteen when we met.”

As the cabin and the men come into sharp focus, so does a thought. I press Lachlano aside for an unobstructed view of Konstantin’s fingers. Though he wears a few platinum rings, none of them bear a stone.

“Ilya’s a Korol too.” I assume my conclusion will be met with relief on Konstantin’s behalf, but it only whittles his scowl.

“The ring you described belonged to my mother. Not to Milana.”

I lick my lips. “You share a mother with Alyona.”

“You’d rather marry my dead sister?” he asks.

My head rears back. “Obviously not. I was just calling attention to the possibility that I wear the ring because I retrieve it during my assassination of her daughter—or yours.”

“I don’t have a bloody daughter!” he growls.

When his face takes on the hue of a beinnfrhal, I decide to return to the theory that the daughter is Alyona’s—if only to avoid accidentally committing regicide.

“Perhaps my victim has your mother’s ring, and I retrieve it, and it only fits my ring finger?” I realize how ludicrous this all sounds, but no more than marrying the Glacin monarch.

“The ring’s in my desk drawer.” Konstantin’s eyebrows are slung so low, his silver irises are in full shadow.

“Not exactly the safest place for a keepsake of such value, now, is it?” I didn’t think his features could become any sharper.

They can.

Along with his tone. “In a locked drawer.”

“Perhaps your—my victim unlocks it.”

He cradles his cheek on the tips of his fingers as though settling in for a long and tedious conversation. “Strangers cannot penetrate my private quarters without an invitation.”

“I entered.”

“Because you’re of Meriam’s bloodline.”

I take it he checked with the maker of the sigil. “Maybe you’ve inadvertently invited her in? Or maybe you advertently invited her in! Maybe she’s a woman you’ve lain with?”

“First off, I’d never fucking lay with a woman who resembled my dead sister. Any sister.” His grimace is rivaled by his glower. “Secondly, the ring’s still in my drawer.”

“Do you take it out and polish it on the regular?”

That causes his pupils to retract and his head, to drift away from his fingers.

“Fine. It was just a theory anyway.” With a shrug, I say, “Maybe she’ll steal it from you in the near future…”

“Or perhaps, Kostya’s your mate,” Aodhan chimes in. Unhelpfully.

I can’t help but grimace at the idea of ending up with a male who hates the very idea of marriage.

Aodhan’s smile flattens. “I know Ríhbiadhs consider Crows the superior species, but we’re not, and there’s no shame in being mated to a Faerie.”

At first, surprise flutters my lids. But then annoyance slits them. “I don’t fucking care what species of person I’m mated to, Aodhan. I’m just attempting to come to terms with why the Cauldron decided to bind me to someone who’d prefer to strip a rose of its thorns with his teeth than to marry.”

“That was oddly specific.” Aodhan’s features are no longer pleated in displeasure. “The thorn part. Have you ever caught someone doing that, Isla? Have you ever done that?”

When Lachlano grins, I level him with a glare that I hope will raze his devastating longing to share the idiotic challenge he suggested when we were young, dumb, and bored.

“Can the two of you give Isla and me the room, please?” Konstantin asks. “I’d like to talk to her in private.”

“Do you want me to stay?” Lachlano asks in Serpent.

“He’s not going to eat her.” Aodhan joggles his head. “Or maybe⁠—”

“Finish that thought,” Konstantin hisses, “and you’ll end up spiked on an obsidian sword at the bottom of my ocean. With my sister. The dead one.”

Aodhan snorts as he pulls open the door and lets himself and Lachlano out.

“I steal it!” I gasp just as the door settles in its frame.

“You steal my mother’s ring? That’s your latest conclusion?”

I wrinkle my nose. Even if it is a sensational jewel, it’s not in my nature to steal. Not to mention, it would be incredibly weird to flaunt my theft by wearing it on my ring finger.

I drift over to the table and pull out the seat beside his. After I flop down, I jam all ten of my fingers into my hair, kneading my throbbing skull, wishing I’d never learned about the ring.

I lower my gaze to the quiet shot glass. If only a brawl could start at the tavern, so that we could focus on something else. “Have you ever considered selling it?”

“Do I look in need of coin?”

“No. But people don’t always sell things for profit. Sometimes they part with things to get rid of them.”

“It’s the last piece of my mother I own. I’d never get rid of it.”

I run my lip between my teeth. “I assume you’d have preferred to hear the antimorphs lobbed off your head?”

“Than stripping a rose of its thorns with my teeth?”

I snort. “Than having a mate.” After some more lip torturing, I ask, “You really never considered giving the ring to your brother?”

The vein at the base of his throat quivers. “My brother doesn’t want the ring.”

I sit up straighter. “Aha! So you have considered giving it away! If I do turn out to be his mate, then perhaps he’ll change his mind and take it off your hands.”

Blood converges into Konstantin’s cheeks, dramatically defining the sharp bones.

“What’s with the rage-reddening? I’ve just found you a way out of an undesirable union.”

Konstantin’s lids twitch. “I’ve never been one to shirk my responsibilities.”

That tightens my lips. Not enough to keep my next words from sailing out, but enough to inflect them with all I’m feeling. “I understand that the ring news comes as quite the shock, but it would be nice if you could temper your revulsion, because a mating bond isn’t a responsibility; it’s a fucking privilege.”

“If it’s such a privilege, then why are you so desperate to cast me aside and marry one of my siblings?”

“Because I don’t want your kingdom!”

“My kingdom or me?”

“Your kingdom!”

Silence follows my reply. The swampy sort—viscous and rife with things that can be felt but not seen.

Konstantin rolls his neck, which seems to drive the blood back down into the rest of his body. “Glad to hear I’m not entirely off-putting.”

“You’re not all that on-putting either,” I mutter, which results in softening his features.

“Is there a way to sever a mating bond? In case one does snap into place between us.”

The muscle behind my ribs clenches, deadens. “Yes.”

“Then after the prophecy plays out, we can do that.”

“Can’t believe you’d rather be dead than mated to me.”

“What?”

“The only way to sever a bond is if one of us perishes. Since I’m quasi-immortal, that makes the most probable candidate for eternal slumber you, Vizosh.” I lean back in my chair and fold my arms, relishing the veil that blanches his complexion.

“Don’t Shabbins know of some severing spell?”

Voice as serrated as my heartbeats, I bite out, “I’ve never heard of one, but I’ll be sure to ask around.”

He unhooks his foot and parts his thighs, and then he leans over. I think he means to steady my bouncing knee, but in the end, he doesn’t touch me. Which, for the sake of his fingers, is a sensible decision. I might not be able to shorten them with a spell, but I’m just vexed enough to grind his phalanges using brute force.

“Perhaps your grandfather was right, and the ring has nothing to do with a mating bond.” His pupils are so enlarged they devour his irises, leaving behind only metallic rings. “Perhaps you wear it to draw out my niece.”

“Niece, huh? You’ve come around to the prospect that you might have one?”

“I’d be astounded if I did. Nevertheless, for everyone to have thought my sister the victim of the prophecy—people who’ve interacted with her—leads me to think that the resemblance must be striking.”

“It is.” I picture my victim, then the painting on the wall.

My grandmother’s words bite into my skull again. When did our paths cross, Taytah? Since I arrived in Glace? Why didn’t I think to ask her?

“Why would it draw her out?” I ask.

“Because it’s a family heirloom, and the girl considers it part of her heritage? It makes sense, doesn’t it? That you’d wear it as a lure because we’re accomplices.”

The lump in my throat turns jagged.

Konstantin tilts his head and absorbs my disenchantment. Then, with a temperate smile, he tosses my earlier words right back in my face: “What’s with the rage-pout? I’ve just found you a way out of an undesirable union.”

I might not be the most prideful person on this earth, but his solution…his rejection cuts.

“You don’t want to be mated to me,” he says with a wary sigh.

“You’re right. I don’t.” I can’t believe I ever found him remotely pleasant. “Now that I know how you feel, I wouldn’t accept to marry my mate if it did turn out to be you.”

“Miss Ríhbiadh, I’d be doing us a favor by rejecting the bond. You don’t want to spend your life in Glace. You said so yourself.” A white tendril has escaped his top knot and fallen across his face. It sticks to his lips, which round as he blows it away.

His mouth moves again, but I don’t hear what he’s saying this time, because I’ve just recalled a detail that feels important.

“She had a mole over her lip!”

“Many people have moles.”

“It’s still a notable detail.”

“Notable, but not hereditary.”

Confusion bends my eyebrows. “I’m aware, but it narrows it down.”

“Narrows what down?”

“Our search for my future victim: amber eyes, pointed ears, white hair, mole.”

Disbelief chisels the muscles of his face. “I thought you were talking about Mestyla’s mole.”

The boat slams into the trough of a wave, jostling my seat like Konstantin’s remark has just jostled me. “Great Goddess below…”

“What?”

I swallow to wet my throat that feels as parched as the Selvatin Desert. “I think my victim is Mestyla.”

“You said she had pointed ears.”

“Mestyla was wearing a turban. We don’t know what her ears or hair color look like.”

The boat slips over another swell, and another, as though to hammer in the fact that the girl I’m destined to kill had been right there, within our reach.

Right fucking there.

If only I’d thought of asking Konstantin to use his air-magic to knock the turban off her head.

If only I hadn’t cheered to Alyona of Glace.

If only I’d flown right back.

If only Konstantin hadn’t come with me.

If onlys weren’t going to help me figure out why I killed Mestyla with one of the Glacin Princesses’ daggers, or why I wore Konstantin’s ring while committing the crime. Before I can voice either of these questions, I spot another galleon through the window, one not quite as large as Konstantin’s but still impressive in size.

Lev stands at its railing, dark ringlets teased by the same icy gusts that churn the bay. He’s staring our way as though he can see us. Can he? The window is large, but the cabin is gloomy—unlike outside, where daylight lingers.

“He disliked me before, but now,” Konstantin muses, “that boy will be on a mission to strip me of my charmed medallion.”

I suck in air and look away from the window. “Why?”

“Why does he dislike me? Because I wasn’t interested in becoming friends when he dated my sister. Because I’ve cut down on the number of annual arms permits the Crown issues, which apparently slashed his family’s income in half. Because⁠—”

“I meant, why would he resent you even more now?”

Konstantin’s attention drifts back to me, slow and deliberate. “Because the woman he wants is at my side.”

“I could be at his in the blink of an eye,” I inform him, partly because I’m still vexed about the whole severing the mating bond bit, and partly to remind him that I’m not a toy he can wave around on his kingdom’s playground.

The outline of Konstantin’s body hardens like tempered steel. “Don’t.”

“Or what? You won’t give me your mother’s pretty ring? Pardon my Glacin, but fuck you, Vizosh, and fuck your kingdom’s tribulations.”

I slip into my shadows and fly back to the castle of the galling monarch, who better not be my preordained mate, or I will riot.
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Iturn onto my side to check that my cousin’s lids haven’t sealed. She’s become so quiet since I explained last night’s activities, the Cauldron’s vision, and my conversation with Konstantin that I assume she sunk back into slumber.

But, no, Naeva is wide-awake. “He really suggested rejecting a mating bond?”

I slide one palm underneath my pillow, plumping it up under my cheek. “He’s a prick, isn’t he? To think our mothers believe him noble and kind.”

She rolls onto her back, her violet hair fanning around the perfect oval of her face. “I wonder who hurt him.”

“What?”

“I’m just thinking that his aversion to settling down could stem from past romantic trauma.”

“Where he’d have been the one traumatized?”

She shrugs. “It happens. Look at Antoni. Angry at the world because he didn’t end up with my sister. Do you know that he apparently never goes all the way because he’s too terrified of getting a mate?”

Huh. “I did not know, but how intriguing that you do.” When her lips pinch, I add, “I wonder if he’d go all the way with⁠—”

A pillow smacks my cheek. “Do not finish that thought.”

In spite of the tension roiling through my body, I laugh. Naeva side-eyes me, very unamused.

I add her pillow to my small stack. “Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“All right. I’m not.”

She finally smiles, but it’s tinged with such unease that I drop the subject of Antoni and lurch off the bed. “I need to go find your parents.”

“To…?”

“To ask them their thoughts on what I should do about the ring.” My stomach swooshes like it’s done throughout the night, pulling me from a series of tumultuous dreams.

In one of them, the ring had bonded with my finger. However hard I tugged, it wouldn’t slide off; it would just make me bleed. Since that wasn’t creepy enough, my subconscious had pitched Konstantin into the nightmare. He was holding the shot glass from the Tin Teapot underneath my finger to collect my blood.

“Should I force Konstantin to lend it to me? Should I forget about it and assume it’ll find a way onto my finger by the time the prophecy comes to pass? Should I⁠—”

A knock comes at the door just as I’m tying my black robe. Well, Naeva’s robe. I really need clothes.

“Probably Elio and Lach. They said they’d meet us here when they were ready,” Naeva says, pulling herself out of bed.

But it’s not our friends; it’s a messenger come to escort me for an audience with the king.

I consider not going, but what if he has Mestyla in custody? What if that’s the reason he’s calling for me?

“Perhaps add pants and slippers?” Naeva suggests.

The silk robe might be short, but it’s black and covers all the essential bits, so I ignore her suggestion. Besides, I don’t care to dress to the nines to meet with the asshole king.

When I enter his chambers, Konstantin is sitting at his desk, in full stately regalia, scratching up a sheet of parchment with his quill. His penmanship is so elegant that despite myself, I cannot help but admire it. If only I could shape such pretty letters.

“Would you care for a magnifying glass, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

I startle. “Excuse me?”

“You seem captivated by the document I’m penning.” He dips his plume into the inkwell, then appends a signature to his letter.

I perch a hand on my hip. “I was contemplating your penmanship, not trying to glean any of your secrets, you ass. Also, you sent for me. I assumed it was because you had Svyato and his daughter in custody.”

A beat of glacial silence slithers between us as he finally looks up.

A slow grind of his teeth later, he says, “My hallway is full of guards.”

“I’ve noticed.”

He shifts his attention back to his covert correspondence. After running his glowing palm over the ink to dry it, he folds the sheet into thirds and seizes a pale-blue wax stick, which he warms over a stocky candle.

“You ought not to roam about in your undergarments,” he says as he presses his signet ring into the coin-sized puddle now blighting the seam of his letter.

I peer down at my bare legs, fake gasping. “Undergarments? This is my gala outfit!” Oh, how I relish the uncertainty that flashes across his face. “So…Svyato’s daughter? Is she at the castle? Is she your niece?”

“If Mestyla has pointed ears, then she isn’t Svyato’s daughter.”

I counter, “I heard it’s rare, but there have been cases of children born to half-bloods and pure-bloods with broad ears. Maybe Mestyla is one of them? Svyato would have answers. Are he and Mestyla at the castle?”

“No. Salom didn’t find them.”

“How’s that possible?”

“Our visit must’ve spooked them.”

“Or Salom didn’t do a good job of looking,” I mutter, preferring to lay the blame on the general rather than our regrettable tavern antics.

Konstantin’s lips press into a thin line. After a beat, he adds, “Soldiers are still searching for them. They’ll be found.”

“Did you call me in here to apologize then?”

He reclines in his seat, his posture as stiff as his wide, lofty backrest. “If memory serves, you’re the one who used strong language in parting. But the night was long and emotions were high, so I won’t hold it against you.”

My jaw slackens that he paints me as the impolite one.

“I summoned you because Aodhan and I spoke at length after you departed last night, and we decided that we cannot involve Ilya.”

“Involve Ilya? In what?”

He rolls his neck, eliciting small cracks. “You mentioned wanting him to give you the ring.”

“And you mentioned me being your accomplice and just handing it over. After some thought, that suits me just fine. It’s just a ring.”

“That’s the thing. It’s not just a ring. It’s a symbol of my family and of my regard. The instant it graces your finger, everyone in Glace will assume I’ve chosen you as my queen.”

I shrug. “Let them assume.”

“My kingdom is already fraught with such uncertainty that adding more would only fuel the zeal of those who wish me dethroned. Which is why I’ve come to the decision to ask for your hand in marriage. I realize Glace and Luce are already allied, but a nuptial would strengthen our rapport. Also, it would force the antimorphs to accept that shapeshifters are here to stay, and it would conveniently get my stepmother off my back.”

I wait for the punchline. And wait. When none comes, I drawl, “Let’s not forget how it would tick off a certain arms dealer.”

“A true win-win.”

For a solid minute, I gawp at him, sensing he must be pulling my leg. “Wait…this isn’t a joke?”

His jaw turns into a block of ice. With a pulse. A feverish pulse.

“Vizosh”—I speak slowly so my words sink in—“a win-win implies both sides benefit, yet I fail to see what’s in it for me.”

The flush that grips his cheekbones is so brisk and strong that it colors his tone. “You’d get to wear the ring from the prophecy.”

I blink. And then I laugh. When his expression remains blank, my amusement withers. “You’re out of your fucking mind if you think I’m going to get fake engaged to you in order to wear your mother’s ring. I’ll just have a replica made.”

“It would be a real betrothal. A real nuptial. You’d get to be queen.” He waits for this to register, as though he thinks he’s found a winning argument. “Your father just got his throne back. I doubt he’ll be relinquishing it anytime soon.”

My lashes feel glued to my brow bone. “I have absolutely no interest in being queen. I’m too young, too sane, and still immensely hopeful to find my true mate—which cannot possibly be you, given that you dislike me and the very ground I fly over. Besides, I wouldn’t want to deprive a Glacin of the honor of your esteemed regard.” I take a breath. “Who am I to stand in some ambitious Faerie’s way? Just show me the ring, and I’ll get out of your hair.” Since Konstantin seems on the verge of a nervous collapse, I nod to his desk. “Should I just seek it out myself?”

His catatonic state perseveres, so I stalk toward his desk. Sure enough, he doesn’t stop me when I paint key sigil after key sigil on his drawers.

After checking all of them and coming up empty, I pop my hip and cross my arms. “Did you move it so I wouldn’t steal it, or has it already been stolen?”

He finally blinks, snapping himself out of his odd trance, and plays coy. “Whatever are you looking for?”

I suck my teeth. The talisman must’ve stripped him of his sound judgment, along with his porosity to iron, because few things are more ill-advised than provoking an already pissed-off Crow.

“The fucking ring.” I eye his jacket for a bulge, find none. Eye his pants next. The only bulge I find is between his legs—not my ring box. “Where the bloody underworld is it?”

Konstantin scoots his chair back and stands, and then he cages me against his desk. “If you want the ring, you’ll need to accept my marriage proposal, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

“Threaten me with marriage one more time, and⁠—”

“I’ll throw in a bargain.”

“A bargain?” I snort. “Konstantin Korol, there’s nothing you can offer me that I can’t get on my own.”

“I’m a king.”

“We’ve been over this. So is my father.”

His lips thin. “Everyone wants something.”

“I want a mate. Can you snap your fingers and reveal his identity so I don’t waste months of my life looking for him?”

“No, but if you do meet him while we’re engaged—or once we’re married⁠—”

There he goes again with his fixation on marriage… Has he met my family? No charm or Cauldric intervention will protect him from their wrath if he so much as attempts to force a ring on my finger.

“—then you can use the bargain to dissolve our union.”

“That’s surely the worst use of a bargain ever.”

“Look, I didn’t see the ring on your finger; the Cauldron did.”

“Tell me something… When you spoke to Aodhan, did you reveal your intentions?”

“Yes. He called me mad and insisted you’d never agree.”

“Yet you still went through with it,” I muse. “Why?”

“Because…because…because my kingdom is in fucking shambles, and I thought marrying a Crow would be a quick fix.” Konstantin straightens and takes a step back, lifting a hand to his nape. He rubs. And rubs. “I handled this all wrong, didn’t I?”

His sudden flailing defuses my temper. “I’m sure threatening a woman with marriage must work in certain cultures.”

He lifts his other hand to his nape and links his fingers together, bearing down on his head, angling it downward. “Fuck. I’m not usually like this.”

“Define like this?”

“Demanding. Out of control. I just thought that since the Cauldron saw the ring on your finger, you’d go along with it.”

“If you’d have been my mate, I would’ve gone along with it.”

He peeks up at me, slowly straightening his neck. His arms stay lifted a beat, and then he lets them plummet back along his sides. Never in a thousand years would I have thought the Ice King so multifaceted. Which makes me realize that Konstantin Korol is an excellent showman, for in public, everything about him screams poise and arrogance.

He’s suddenly looming over me again, his chest so near mine, I feel his heart beating. I try to dissolve, but my great-grandmother’s wards keep my cells locked tight. So tight that my lungs feel devoid of air. When he reaches around me, I grip the carved wooden lip of the desk with two hands.

“What are you doing?” My voice sounds ridiculously husky. He better not misinterpret my panic for attraction.

“Giving you the ring.” He pulls back, adds a foot of space between our bodies, then presents me with a blue velvet box.

Was it on his table the whole time and I missed it?

“Just wear it and tell whoever asks questions that I gave it to you as a sign of my appreciation for Crows. Or tell them nothing. You don’t have to explain yourself.”

My lips pop open in astonishment that he’s changed his tune about parting with something of such great sentimental value. Especially when a minute ago, he was adamant we marry. And not even fake marry.

Though I still cling to the desk at my back, my knuckles have unclenched considerably. “Can you imagine if we had this whole spat, and it isn’t even the ring?”

His pupils dilate, then shrink. “You mean I might’ve just made a fool of myself for nothing?”

“Not for nothing. I’m now in possession of a most entertaining marriage proposal. Which I cannot wait to relay to my family.”

“Gods, help me,” he murmurs, scrubbing his face with the hand not holding the box.

I grin.

When he lowers his hand, amusement has softened his own expression. “You will end up being the death of me, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

I tap his chest, meaning to remind him of the medallion. He must misinterpret my gesture because his smile vanishes and his pulse goes wild.

“Relax, Vizosh. I wasn’t about to carve your heart out. I was just going to point out that it’s safe, thanks to the Cauldron and Mimi. Now, let’s see it.” When he doesn’t open the box, I tilt my head. “Konstantin?”

Still no reaction. Did I accidentally stun him with a spell? A glance at my fingertip reveals it’s not bleeding. Reassuring, although it does make me wonder why he seized up this time.

“The ring?” I say, keeping my voice soft.

A shudder races across the stiff line of his shoulders, and he thumbs open the box almost manically. Though unsoiled, the heirloom is unmistakable—with its razor-sharp edges and myriad of facets. I tip my stare back to Konstantin’s, trying to fathom why the Cauldron insists I wear a Korol heirloom while killing a woman who must, in some way, be connected to Alyona.

Why, Cauldron?

“It’s not my ring that you wear, is it?” Uncertainty infuses his stare with shadows, and his tone with…dejection? If he’d been correct, shouldn’t he have been elated?

“Is it such an unusual cut and color that you’d be the only one to possess an octagonal blue diamond?”

He frowns, as though unsure why I care about the heirloom’s uniqueness. “My father forbade jewelers from replicating the cut on any stone. He wanted my mother’s ring to be unique.”

I sigh. “Then, I’m afraid that, yes, Konstantin Korol, it…”

The air suddenly shivers with voices, and then Konstantin’s door sweeps open and in trots Izolda. She blinks at me while I jolt—flinching once more when the door settles in its frame with a sharp click.

Her striped stare captures the scene before her. “Did I just…did I just walk in on a marriage proposal?”

I moisten my throat with a swallow.

Before I can explain, she cries out, “You two are mates, aren’t you!” She claps excitedly. “I sensed it!”

When her eyes begin to shine with tears, panic grips me. Throttles me.

Konstantin closes the ring box with a snap. “Iz…”

“I’m sorry for barging in on your private moment.” She blots her eyes on her index fingers, careful not to smudge the gold stripes she’s matched to her gold gown. “They’re tears of joy,” she croaks. “You don’t know how many nights I’ve fallen asleep dreaming that my brother would someday find true love like I have.”

Color weaves through Konstantin’s pallor.

“Can I hug you, Isles?” She starts moving toward us, fanning her emotion-filled face.

Konstantin steps back. As Izolda throws her arms around my neck, I gape at her brother, silently beseeching him to do something.

“When did it happen?” Izolda’s voice is muffled against my hair, but not muffled enough for me to pretend like I didn’t hear her. “Was it at the Lodge?”

“No,” I say, because Konstantin is fully committed to his role as a decorative statue.

“At the carnival?” she asks. “That’s why he disappeared. Because he couldn’t stand that you went to dinner with Lev, but he was too proud to keep you from it!”

“No.” Her crestfallen expression has me scrambling to find a denial that won’t further depress her, but instead, I find myself blurting out, “It happened just after.”

Konstantin blinks, while I sink into a bubbling cauldron of mortification and regret.

What the bloody underworld, Isla?
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Forget poisoning Shoshair and strutting into Konstantin’s private steam bath practically naked, this takes the cake, the icing, the cherry on top, and the serving stand.

Think before you speak, Isla. Think. Think. Think.

By the time Izolda releases me to embrace her brother, he has fully composed himself, while I remain chagrined goo inside my metaphorical cauldron. I’d been reluctant to tell Izolda the real reason her brother and I were studying Konstantina’s engagement ring, since it came with a generous serving of messed-up prophecy. But surely, I could’ve come up with something better than: It happened just after?

“Well, go on. Let’s see if the ring fits,” she chirps. “It probably will, since you’re mates.”

Her logic leaves much to be desired, since the Cauldron can’t exactly resize rings from afar, but I don’t debate her point. I’m still beating myself up over the fact that I caved and admitted to a nonexistent mating bond.

I contemplate stripping her mind of the memory, but the last and only time I performed that spell, Elio not only forgot about the trial kiss we shared (we were twelve and wanted to accrue experience for our first real kiss) but also his name. It took Taytah’s blood, dripped into a thimble of Cauldron water, to restore his memory.

“Actually, I intended to present it to Isla at tonight’s gathering. If that’s all right with you, Iz?”

“Oh my Gods, of course! It’ll make the gala extra fantastic.”

Her grin becomes so incandescent that I have to look away. And not because it hurts my eyes but because it hurts my heart. I don’t like lying to my friends, which is what I consider the king’s sister.

She presses her palms together in prayer. “Can I tell Aodhan? Pretty please?”

“Wait until Isla has spoken to her parents, all right?”

Her hands drop. “You haven’t told your parents yet, Isles?”

I swallow—a heavy, sinking gulp—as I picture Dádhi’s reaction. And Jaytair’s. Skies, they were going to ship me back to Luce and put me under round-the-clock supervision. Which could work in my favor, since I really shouldn’t be left to my own devices.

“You’re the first to know, sister,” Konstantin announces with a great deal of effusion, since I’ve yet to muster any. “Don’t mind my mate. She’s still in shock.” He peers down at me. “She cannot believe her luck.”

“Ah, yes,” I mutter. “So lucky.”

“Hey, Iz, can you give us a few minutes?” he asks.

She laughs. “Take as many minutes as you need.” As she backs up toward the door, she waggles her eyebrows.

The instant the door shuts, Konstantin snaps the lock in place with a click of his fingers.

“Why couldn’t you have done that earlier?” I gripe, sagging against his desk, while driving the heels of my palms into my eyes.

“Foolish me. Why didn’t I think of locking you in this room with me? What an oversight.” The sarcasm that rolls off his tongue has me sighing.

“You’re right. I wouldn’t have appreciated it.” After another plaintive moan, I lower my hands to the lip of the desk and white-knuckle it with frustration. “I considered telling her about the prophecy—about how I wear the ring when I murder your vengeful niece—but I imagined, since you didn’t want to enmesh Ilya, that you wouldn’t want her involved either.”

“You’re right. I prefer none of my siblings find out about Mestyla until we understand what she’s after.”

I push away from the desk. “I’ll go ask Taytah to scrub Izolda’s memory⁠—”

“No.”

“She thinks we’re mates,” I hiss.

“You say you panicked, but what if it was the Cauldron that spoke through you?”

I raise an eyebrow. “I’m not its keeper. It doesn’t speak through me, or to me.”

“I’m a firm believer that everything happens for a reason, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

“Interesting words coming from a man who swears by strategy.”

“We live in a world governed by magic. Is it so far-fetched to indulge in a little superstition?”

I thumb the rim of my collarbone, which stammers with troubled heartbeats. “Except, I don’t think you realize what this means.”

“That we must pretend to like one another?”

“Like?” I snort. “If only. We’ll need to feign being obsessed with each other. Have you never observed your sister and Aodhan?”

He shrugs. “Every now and then, we’ll lock eyes and throw out a compliment or two.”

I watch him closely, hunting for… I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking for.

“Aodhan and Izolda don’t spend all their waking moments making eyes at each other.”

“Not even at the beginning?” I challenge him.

He purses his lips. “I was busy ruling a kingdom.”

“Well, allow me to educate you on all things mates.”

His expression flattens. No one enjoys being lectured, especially kings.

“Forgive me if I sound condescending, but I need you to realize how impossible this would be for us to pull off. Not only would we have to spend an absurd amount of time together, but we’d also need to pretend to enjoy it.”

When I grimace, the Ice King’s stance hardens like frost-kissed steel.

“And let’s not forget—mates can communicate without words. How do we fake that, Vizosh?”

“Locking eyes will sell the illusion. We’ll just throw in a nod here and snort there.”

Intent on making him see reason, I go for stronger arguments. “Mates are extremely tactile.”

“Most Faeries aren’t.”

I sidle back against his desk and cross my arms. “Let me rephrase myself: mates are extremely tactile.”

“You just repeated the very same thing.”

“Because you didn’t seem to grasp it the first time. Mates—whatever their nature—have a devastating need to hold the other at all times and in all circumstances. Your sister knows that better than anyone.”

“You didn’t seem enthusiastic about being touched back on the ship.”

“I was vexed. My ego has made a full recovery.”

A shadow of amusement grazes his lips. “Glad to hear it.”

“How are you so calm right now?”

“I just feel like my odds of dismemberment by a member of your family have dropped significantly now that you bound us in magical matrimony instead of me. Plus, I summoned you here with the objective of marriage, remember?” A blade of evening sun carves across his face, illuminating his irises that carry the same pearlescence as the silver embroidery adorning the standing collar of his military suit, and the same icy sheen as the platinum buttons sealing the jacket to his chest.

I close my eyes, squeeze them tight, tight, tight. This must be another nightmare. Has to be. I can’t be fake mated. I just cannot.

“I’ve never hated fungi so much in my entire life,” I mutter.

“I’m at a loss as what to do with that declaration, aside from forbidding my cooks to use it for the foreseeable future.”

I laugh, but only because it beats crying. “That’s how I ended up here. Because of fucking fungi.”

“Fucking fungi,” he repeats, his tone soft.

“I poisoned my beloved grandmother with some,” I feel the need to explain.

“May you never become fond of me.”

“I don’t think there’s much of a risk there, but, out of curiosity”—I reel my lids back up—“why?”

“Well, if you poison your loved ones, what horrors do you reserve for your foes?”

I blink at the male standing before me, and then I laugh—again. His lips curl in something dangerously close to charm, which causes me to reconsider my stance on his awfulness.

However charming he is, though, he’s still not my mate. “Where were we?”

“You were explaining the inevitability of touching.”

“Right.” For some reason—possibly the intensity of his stare—my lungs require another deep and prolonged intake of air. “We’ll need to handhold often.”

“Can’t we just walk arm in arm?”

I shoot him a look that makes his lips roll. “You had no trouble holding my hand yesterday.”

“Fine,” he says.

To set limits—and maybe, to fluster him a little—I say, “There will be no fondling of breasts.”

Sure enough, a wash of color rises up his neck and tinges his jaw.

Quite enjoying his discomfiture, I take it a step farther. “Perhaps an ass squeeze, if the moment calls for it, but hand-jobs whilst sitting on one’s throne are off the table.”

When the blush swims up to the tips of his ears, I almost regret needling him, but then I spot a serpentine vein thudding at his temple, and I realize it isn’t mortification that’s warped his skin tone but annoyance.

“You’re fucking with me, aren’t you, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

I let him wonder, even though, yes, I am. “On the subject of fucking…”

His pink cheeks hollow. “I’m not interested in having sexual relations with you.”

Could he sound anymore repulsed?

“Trust me, I’m not either. I like my men more…colorful.” In looks, but mostly in personality. “What I was going to ask was, what do we do should we meet someone we are interested in having sexual relations with?” For example, my real mate.

“As long as you wear my ring, I’ll ask that you stifle your sexual urges, for I don’t want to be made a fool of.” Pinning me with his stare, he asks, “Do you deem yourself capable of abstinence until the prophecy plays out?”

Prick. “It’ll be a feat, but I’ll give it my all.”

His eyelids spasm. “Any other matter you’d like to address?”

“Kissing.”

“No.”

I snort. “Every mated pair I know kisses in public.”

“I’m a private person. I would never kiss anyone in public.”

“I suppose Vance and Imogen never make out,” I muse, thinking of the lethal Serpent and Crow mates. “But I’m not like Imogen. I’m more like your sister—effusive.”

He stares at me in horror.

“Finally on board with me asking my grandmother to erase Izolda’s memory?”

“No.”

“It won’t harm her. And Taytah won’t remove more than the ring scene.”

“If we ever need to kiss, we’ll kiss,” he says through lips stretched so tight, it’s a wonder his diction is so clear.

Oddly enough, I picture his mouth slanting over mine, and it catapults heat into my extremities instead of disgust. Freaking heat. I blame my year-long dry spell for my body’s reaction.

“From this evening onward, we’ll sit side by side at every function—official or otherwise.”

“From this evening onward?” I parrot. “It’s not yet winter.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but would mates—especially new ones—choose to spend time apart?”

“If they’re mated to posturing ice pricks, then yes,” I mumble.

My insult misses its intended mark—his ego—hitting his lips instead. Curling them. “Posturing ice pricks? Did I earn my nickname because I have a prick and rule over a land covered in ice?”

“The prick part is because you’re arrogant,” I explain.

“Ah, yes. I’m often told to curb my despicable superiority complex.”

I cannot decide what to think of this sarcastic—sometimes-insecure, oftentimes-irritating—specimen.

With a sigh, he says, “So long as you do not brand me a poltroon like the rest of my people, I can bear it.”

My heart clatters. “You ended your beloved sister’s life. A coward would’ve either pitched the task onto another or found a loophole to avoid meting out justice.”

He traces the intricately carved slats in his parquet flooring as though it were his sister’s bleeding form instead of an ornate snowflake.

Before he can get bogged down in his disheartening past, I steer him back to the present moment. “After the gala, I’ll head home.” When he looks up, I add, “To pack. Even if I still think pretending to be mates is a disaster in the making, wearing the ring of some random man⁠—”

“Random?” Konstantin echoes, evidently displeased by his sudden demotion.

“Who isn’t my mate,” I clarify. “It would be completely improbable.”

“So, you’ll do it?” His voice carries a hint of surprise.

“What Cauldron wants, Cauldron always gets. Anyway, I’ll head home to pack and then⁠—”

“No need. We have tailors, cobblers, and specialty shops aplenty in Glace.”

“However thrilled to hear that your economy is booming, I’m quite attached to my earthly possessions.”

“All right.”

I drum my fingers against my bicep. “Are you planning on making me move into your quarters?”

His neck snaps very straight. “No. Betrothed couples don’t share a bed before marriage. They hardly share one after. I’ll put you up in the room beside mine.” His gaze slides to the wall behind me, which I imagine separates both rooms.

“Does it have direct access to your quarters?”

“In the past, but I’ve had the door sealed.”

So, no impromptu visits? That’s a relief.

“My parents will need to know it’s a farce. Naeva and my grandparents, as well. We’re a very tight-knit bunch. I’d hate to lie to any of them. Not that I’d get away with it anyway.”

“As long as they keep our secret, that’s fine.”

“Will you be telling any of your siblings eventually?”

Konstantin smooths his palms over a manbun that is so casual, I suspect he might have tied it himself. “Eventually.”

“What about Aodhan?”

“If Aodhan knows that we’re playing at being mates, so will Izolda. He’s terrible at keeping secrets from her. Best if I build on your lie that the bond slipped into place sometime last night.”

“I’ll warn my family not to broadcast the news. Last question—for now. What am I supposed to do during my time in Glace?”

“Act like you’re infatuated with me.”

I raise a single eyebrow. “That was a serious question.”

“What do you usually do in Luce?”

“I participate in Siorkahd meetings. I help prepare meals in the Market Tavern. I oversee various projects in the human lands. I visit the needy and the sick. I help my grandmother tend to her garden. Or rather, I keep her company by filling her in on all the latest gossip while she tends to her garden, since I’m endowed with the opposite of green thumbs. I have regular lessons in spellcasting and”—I swap the words reading and writing for—“foreign tongues.”

His brow ruffles.

“Were you expecting that I shopped, attended balls, and lazed in bed whilst stuffing my cheeks with sweets?”

“Yes.”

I can’t even hold it against him, seeing as he’s a Faerie noble, and that’s the way of the wealthy purelings. “Look, I understand if you don’t invite me to roundtables with your board of governors. However, I would like to be given useful endeavors, preferably of my choosing, but I’ll be glad for any mission.”

“Fine, but nothing that endangers you physically or mentally.”

“How sweet that you’re worried about my safety and sanity.”

“I’m not a monster.”

His words toss me back to the ship. To Taytah telling me that my mate…no, the owner of the ring wasn’t a monster. To think she’d known I was going to be tied down to Konstantin one way or another. Did my parents know as well, or had my grandparents kept the new details from them? Wouldn’t my father have stormed back had he heard?

I glance up at Konstantin’s skylight.

“The instant the prophecy comes to pass, we’ll put an end to our ruse,” he says.

He makes our ruse sound so easy…so harmless. “Izolda’s going to be so disappointed.”

“And probably angry, but once she understands why we partnered up, she’ll forgive us.”

“I don’t even know why we’re partnering up.”

“Because the Cauldron wants us to.”

I sigh. “I’ll take that bargain now.”

He cants his head. “You already accepted the partnership.” He must sense I’m one second away from flashing into my grandmother’s chamber and asking her to sort through Izolda’s mind, because he says, “Fine. One bargain. Play the part of my loving betrothed until the prophecy comes to pass, and I will owe⁠—”

“Drop the adjective loving.”

He works his jaw.

“And add that you’ll never flirt with other women whether I’m around or not.”

“I don’t flirt.” He emphasizes the word as though it were a filthier act than sex.

“Faerie kings aren’t exactly known for being paradigms of monogamy and fidelity.”

Anger swells that vein at his temple again. “Your mother’s people have harems!”

“Had.”

Though not officially abolished, ever since the advent of Serpent shifters, harems are rarer.

“But that’s beside the point since I’m a half-shifter. If you’re to play the part of my mate, all I ask is that you play it convincingly. In public and in private.”

His nostrils flare.

“You did ask the same of me,” I remind him.

I’m expecting a retort, but what I get instead is the bargain, repeated with all the requested addendums.

“Does my wording suit you this time, or do you necessitate me to include yet another clause?”

I smile, unraveling the knot of my robe. “Just my name.”

“What are you doing?”

I let the robe settle in the crook of my elbows, then gather my hair in a twist to move it away from my shoulders. “I want nothing to hinder the sight of your promise sinking into my flesh.” When he remains silent, I glance his way. “Well, go on.”

His pupils are so huge they’ve gulped down his irises.

“Less ogling, more oathing, Vizosh.”

His lashes slam down. “I wasn’t ogling. I was not.” He raises his hand to his taut nape and massages it.

As he reiterates his oath and punctuates it with my name, I think of my parents again. I pray that obtaining another bargain to lord over their fellow monarch will erase some of their displeasure at my latest blunder.

The golden band appears, sparkling vividly before dimming.

“Let the ruse begin,” the Ice King murmurs.

I refasten my robe and start toward his door, impatient to get away, if only to sit down and process all that’s happened. “I’ll go get dressed and meet you at the gala.” When I catch his gaze dipping down my legs, I snort. “You didn’t actually think I’d attend in a silk chemise, now, did you?”

His steel eyes return to my face as he pockets his ring box and meets me at the door. “I’ll admit that I’m never quite certain what to think when it comes to you.”

I smile. “How many regrets are you having right now?”

Without even a beat of hesitation, he says, “None.” He unlocks the door and pulls it open. “After you.”

Izolda is standing just outside in the hallway, discussing something with a sprite. When we appear, she whirls in our direction. I glance at Konstantin’s hand. He glances at mine. He starts to lift his fingers. I start to move mine. Thankfully, we’re saved from having to clasp hands by his sister, who threads her arm through mine and hauls me forward.

“He’s my brother, so I shouldn’t want to know a single detail, nevertheless, the romantic in me wants to know all the details.”

My mouth goes dry, and my heart…it bangs with guilt.

“Well, maybe not all the details.” Her nose furrows, and she laughs while I keep rotting from within.

In front of my door, Izolda kisses me on both cheeks, reiterates how happy she is, then takes her brother’s arm and urges me not to dally.

I plan on dallying. A lot. And I do. First in front of Alyona’s portrait, which I consume detail by detail, then in the walk-in closet with Naeva as I relay my newest epic mess. By the time I’m done narrating the last hour beat by beat, my cousin’s mouth is so slack it could probably fit a corpulent sprite.

“Well, that’s going to be entertaining to watch,” she muses.

“Yeah. Like a shipwreck.”

She snorts. “I cannot wait for your first public display of affection.”

“I’m fake mated to a Faerie king with the sexual drive of a popsicle, so there will be no public or private displays of affection. Will you still stay in Glace with me? Pretty please?”

“Even though I’m deeply disappointed by the news of no PDA,” she says with a theatrical sigh, “I’ll stay for as long as I can. I mean…days of complete darkness? Lawless antimorphs? A gruesome murder? What’s not to look forward to?”

I both grimace and laugh. “What is my life?”

“A never-ending adventure. A legend in the making.” Naeva wraps me in a hug.

And just like that, my writhing stomach settles and the ruse in which I’ve mired myself becomes much less daunting.

But then a voice resonates between my temples and crumples my newfound tranquility.
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The little box made of blue velvet that encloses my mother’s ring feels like a lump of steel inside my trouser pocket.

I realize it’s an illusion brought on by my guilt, but if I tell Izolda, then I’ll have to tell the other two, and I’m genuinely afraid of what they’d do at the news that Alyona may have had a daughter, and with Svyato Suprovic, no less. A daughter that Isla is foreseen murdering.

“A mate.” As we take the stairs beneath the esplanade down one level, Izolda rests her cheek on my arm and sighs contentedly. “The man who lives by the creed that marriage and love aren’t for him has a mate. Oh, what beautiful, beautiful irony.”

My heated skin warms the chain around my neck.

“Can you please tell Aodhan immediately? I don’t think I’ll be able to contain myself much longer.” I feel her lips curve against my arm. “Gods, how insane that you and I both have shifter mates?”

I swallow, remorse waging a terrible battle on my insides. Why couldn’t I have just accepted Isla’s suggestion to have Zendaya wipe my sister’s mind?

Because an alliance of this magnitude will serve Glace.

I cling to the reminder like Izolda clings to my arm. Not to mention that if my niece is anything like Alyona, she’ll hate that I have a shifter mate. I picture the turbaned girl stirring stew while reading a novel. If the title of the book is anything to go by, Mestyla is more like the dreamer on my arm than the rebel in my ocean. But I must be wrong. Otherwise, why would Isla kill her?

“Poor Lev… He’s going to be so disappointed to find out Isla’s off the market.”

The mention of the dastardly Faerie clenches my jaw.

“Especially after all that time they spent together at the carnival.”

Most of that time was spent with me, since Lev spent the better part of his afternoon with Salom, going through a weapons cache discovered in the undercarriage of his sleigh. Though he insisted—under salt oath—knowing not how the hidden shotguns had gotten there, Salom was convinced he was playing the idiot card.

“Holy fuck, Kostya.” Izolda yips with laughter, startling me out of the contemplation I was having about burying Lev in one of my mountains. “Do you realize that this effectively makes Lorcan your father-in-law?”

She chortles some more at my expense, while I tense. I may not fear the Crow King, but I do fear his reaction to the news that his pride and joy will be pretending to be my mate for the better part of the coming year. Yes, I’m magically bound to protect Isla with my own life—Fallon saw to that yesterday when she dropped by my chambers at dawn to claim her bargain—but being a mated male himself, I suspect he’ll worry I’ll take advantage of his daughter.

The memory of Isla’s curves, cloaked in black silk, blazes across my mind. I clasp my lids to banish it, but it backfires, for more of her body develops against the soft tissue—her slender shoulders, her delicate neck, her sun-kissed skin, her rosy lips. I sweep my lashes upward, jamming them so high, I’ve no doubt the guards lining the stairwell think me utterly deranged.

“Relax, brother.” Izolda is grinning. “I’m certain Lore will be thrilled about the match.” She pats my knuckles that are now white with tension. “You’re everything a father could want for his daughter.”

“I doubt he’ll be thrilled about her living in Glace.” With a man who isn’t her mate…

“Luce isn’t that far away.” After a beat, she says, “Please give me a nephew or a niece immediately. Please. Please. Please.”

The muscle beneath my ribs thuds hard, flushing my veins with anguish. I cannot think of children, because thinking of children has me picturing Isla’s body once more, and I need to stop picturing her when she’s not around. I tug at the collar of my jacket to allow cool air to slick beneath the fine wool blend and relieve the fire engulfing my skin.

I concentrate on the candlelight flickering over the pale quartz walls as we descend deeper into the belly of my castle. When the air fills with soft music and the fragrance of warm pastries, I finally see what my sister has been up to for the last few months. “An ice cavern?”

“It’s all glass made to resemble ice. Isn’t it spectacular? The icicles were handblown in Nebba, the tables carved in Luce, and the glowing, white blooms sailed over from Shabbe. I felt that putting every empire to contribution would cement our alliance.”

“Brilliant.” I glance down at my clever sister. “And you claim to understand nothing about politics…”

“I don’t. Politics are Ksenia’s thing. Not mine.” She beams up at me, her two hands winding around my bicep now.

Though the feather she wears is in no way new, I stare at it as though it were. To think my sister shares a mind link with a Crow… Isla and I might be able to fool many people, but will we manage to fool Izolda?

Perhaps I could tell just her.

I try to decide how best to formulate the truth with so many sprites and Faeries around. Even though they all keep their gazes on whatever task they were given and music plays from a brass quartet perched on an ice podium, I worry the ones nearest us have their ears pricked.

Before I find the adequate words, Ksenia appears. “You really went all out, didn’t you? Should’ve hosted the revel in the White Fang and spent the coin you needed to recreate it on the impoverished. You are aware, Kostya, that out of the four lands, we have the highest rate of famine per human capita?”

Izolda’s fingers clench around my bicep.

I narrow my stare. “Provisions are sent weekly to every household in need of aid, so I’m uncertain where you get your information from, sister, but it’s erroneous.”

“She probably gets her information from her human besties.” Izolda peers around her twin’s body as though expecting Ksenia’s mortal friends to smudge my stairs.

“I get my information at the source. From the people themselves.”

I think of the soot-covered men in the tavern with the rotted teeth. Are those the people Ksenia speaks of?

“How about you convene your friends to sup at the castle tomorrow?” I suggest.

The black pinpricks of Ksenia’s pupils tighten against the blue. “Why?”

Interesting, how on the defensive she is… “Because I wish to meet them to discuss their grievances.”

Bangles roll around her pale wrists as she lifts one palm to smooth her curled hair. “Why does your invitation sound more like a threat?”

I square my shoulders, tautening the already narrow fit of my ashen uniform. “Perception is influenced by mindset.”

With a sudden hiss, Izolda snatches her twin’s bell sleeve and flips it over. “I can’t believe you, Ksen. Why do you insist on wearing these?”

I study the bangles, which I’d initially assumed fashioned from pale wood, but upon closer inspection, the gleam of bone is unmistakable. “Remove them.”

“Atsa gave them to me. They have sentimental value.”

“I’ve never seen you wear them before,” I point out.

“Perhaps because you hardly see me anymore.” She snatches her arm out of Izolda’s grasp. “The tusks come from animals not from shifters, so I don’t see the harm in wearing them.”

“You don’t see the harm? We went over this the other night, Ksen. It’s cruel and undignified.” Izolda’s tone smacks of both anger and sorrow. “Who are you, and what have you done with my sister?”

“Your dress is trimmed with fur, Iz.”

“It’s neither feathers nor scales. Not to mention, it’s synthetic.”

Ksenia flips her a smile that steals all the softness from her features. “Is that what the tailor made you believe?” She runs a finger across the white pelt. “I guarantee that this comes from a real animal, and not one that molted.”

When the blood leaches from Izolda’s cheeks, I snap, “Enough!”

Ksenia backs up into the reception area. “I couldn’t agree more. I’ve had more than enough.” And then she’s pivoting and striding into the provisional ice cavern, snatching a glass off the platter tendered by one of the waiters.

“I hate the humans she’s befriended.” Izolda trembles with anger. “Ever since she’s made friends with them, I don’t recognize Ksenia.”

Our sister’s bitterness toward us has flared in recent years, but she’d started pulling away the day I killed Alyona. Ksenia had fled the castle and had stayed gone for weeks. I should’ve brought her back to us. Should’ve explained things better. Should’ve sought her out more often after she’d finally returned. I hadn’t. At the time, she’d had Izolda. When Aodhan became the axis of her twin’s world, the rift between us had become a chasm.

“When Ksenia left us after Alyona’s death, where did she go live?” I ask.

“Up north. In West Sheva. She apparently grew close with Volkovs’ youngest son. She never confirmed an involvement but she also never denied one. I tried to go meet with him once, but Aodhan stopped me. It was around the time our bond snapped into place. I’d been really ticked off by his intervention.” Her gaze acquires a faraway gleam, but her lips, a mischievous one. “Turns out anger can be quite the aphrodisiac. Just you wait for your first fight with Isla. Just you wait.”

Heat engulfs my chest anew since every spat we’ve had has elevated my pulse with more than mere irritation.

“I’m going to get a drink.” Izolda pulls away. “Want one?”

Before I can answer, Salom appears and pulls me aside for a quick word. He dismisses the servers and guards standing too close, save for Borat who lands on his shoulder, small chest lifting and falling with worrying haste.

“Did you find them?” I ask, once we’re somewhat isolated.

“We found him,” my general says.

“But not her?” I ask.

Borat shakes his head, causing his long brown ponytail to sway.

“Take me to him.” I don’t get more than one stride in before Salom claps my shoulder.

“He’s dead, Kostya.”

A chill seizes my chest. “What? You…?” I can’t even finish my sentence.

“No. He was lying face down in a clearing when we found him. Bullet hole to the head.”

My lids spasm.

“I might’ve hated Svyato for threatening to come after you after Olena’s death”—Salom’s amber stare darts around the room, probably on the hunt for eavesdroppers—“but I didn’t kill him.”

Though I won’t debrief the soldiers who took part in the chase myself, they’ll be interrogated. “What of the boss?”

“We asked around, but no one seems to know who it could be.”

“There must be something at the tavern that links them! Some deed or⁠—”

“There’s nothing left of the tavern.” Salom’s thick throat jostles with a swallow.

“Burned to the ground,” Borat murmurs.

The news sheds light on the noise that had leapt off the shot glass when my ship had berthed in the capital. I’d assumed the crackle and pop were the sound of Isla’s sigil fizzling. To think I hadn’t mentioned it to keep her from thinking her magic was deficient.

I jam my fingers into fists, then hiss through barely separated teeth, “Find the girl. Find the boss. Find both, tonight.”

Borat springs off Salom’s shoulder as both turn heel.

“And fucking bring them to me alive.”

Salom’s expression shutters as he absorbs my demand, or rather, my objurgation.

“Yes, Vizosh.” My title, which he so seldom uses, rings harshly off his tongue as he takes off, winding around the developing clusters of guests, commanding a mixture of fear and admiration from many.

Even though my mind should be wholly focused on the fact that a man is dead and a girl is missing, it wanders to last night’s boat ride home—to Isla’s reaction when she went from believing Salom was her mate to the realization that it was me. Well, that it could be me. Why does it rankle a day later?

“Drink this. It’ll help with whatever’s bugging you,” Ilya says, appearing out of nowhere. He pushes a tumbler filled with clear liquor into my hand.

Vodka is the last thing I want to ingest tonight, but I thank him and hold it at my hip until a waiter drifts by with an empty platter. I chuck it atop while my brother bombards me with all the current scandals happening at court.

When I fail to react to his salacious updates, he pivots fully toward me, blocking my view of the stairs. “Has there been another attack? Another railcar incident?”

“No.”

He frowns but then notices me peering around his plaited blond mane. “Looking for someone?”

“Simply contemplating our guests.”

“Our guests, or the stairs?” The tension in his brow smooths. “If you’re planning an escape, the royal trolley beats the stairs. Take it from someone who’s had to rely on speed to keep his most prized possession attached to his body.” His voice drops in a conspiratorial whisper. “Word of advice: avoid bedding a human’s wife. Unlike us, Round-ears actually value their vows and are very possessive of their spouses. Kind of like shifters, come to think of it. Speaking of shifters…Lorcan’s back.”

The news narrows my airway. “Is he?”

“Our paths crossed in the hallway when Izolda sent me to fetch your crown.” He nods to a soldier holding a velvet cushion upon which shines the symbol of my reign. “Isla’s daddy was heaving literal smoke and barely acknowledged me. I asked Aodhan if he’d caught any chatter on the pack link concerning Lorcan’s stormy return, but he’s heard nothing.” Ilya takes a sip of his drink, eyeing me over the lip of the glass. “Seeing as you’re looking rather tense, I’m thinking I asked the wrong brother.”

Shadows drape over the stairs then. One remains dark, while the other brightens into a woman gloved in a blush-colored gown. The ring box in my pocket seems to gain a full pound…ten.

I tap it nervously before winding my restless fingers behind my back and interlocking them. I lift my chin, square my shoulders, and thin my lips, trying hard to keep my stare leveled on Lorcan’s glower.

But like magnets, my eyes are drawn back to his daughter, to the plunging neckline of her gown that is pricked through—in the most strategic places—with floral appliqués. Even from where I stand, I don’t miss how the tiny fabric leaves jostle with each beat of her heart, how her slicked-back hair gleams blue with every rotation of her head, and how her dusky lips part with each draw of her lungs. At least feigning to be infatuated with Isla Ríhbiadh will be no hardship.

Her words from earlier—the ones about my colorless mien—smear themselves across my ego. I’ve never cared what others thought of my looks, yet somehow, I suddenly care what she thinks?

This is a ruse.

Only a ruse.

Thank fuck she doesn’t find me attractive. It’ll make the forthcoming months easier, for if my sister truly birthed a vengeful niece, then I need my wits about me and not inside Isla’s underthings.

Long earrings crafted from pearls and sequined cloth flowers similar to the ones on her dress swing as her face pivots toward me. My lungs cramp, then sear as I deplete them of oxygen. I part my lips and inhale but find myself still short of breath. If only my damn talisman could keep me fully immune to Isla Ríhbiadh and not just to her Crow magic.

“Well, that explains Lorcan’s mood. And yours.” Ilya’s delight, paired with the reminder of Lorcan’s irritation, works wonders on draining the blood from all the nonessential organs it had flooded. “So much for the shifter princesses being ‘loud tots,’ huh? Has my grand idea of marriage suddenly found its appeal?”

May I only be this transparent with my sibling.

I set my shoulders, bracing myself. “Isla is loud.”

A presence to be felt.

A force to be reckoned with.

“But not a tot, right?” he needles me.

Given that I’m about to play the part of Isla’s mate for the foreseeable future, I’m about to admit I was too brash in writing her off as a potential match. Unless…unless Lorcan has taken issue with our scheme and returned to inform me in person?

I sweep the crowd for Izolda. When I find her standing beside Zendaya, a hollow pressure builds in my chest. Could the Shabbin Queen have already wiped my sister’s mind?

“Whoa, are you all right?” Ilya asks. “You’re…purple.”

I am not all right. I feel like I’ve been bested on the battlefield of magic, forced to surrender something vital. What the bloody underworld is wrong with me? I barely know the shifter princess. Sure, I hate losing—who in their right mind enjoys it?—but Isla isn’t vital to me or my kingdom.

Except the Cauldron sent her here, so she is important.

To my kingdom…not to me.

I’m torn from my whirring thoughts by the sight of Lev Zaslofsky fording through the crowd toward the Crow royals. The boy I impersonated yesterday gives Lorcan a deferential bow before taking Isla’s hand and carrying it up to his mouth.

“Want me to intervene?” Ilya asks.

I force my knuckles to unbend. I want to bark out a yes. But instead, I speak a low, “No.”

“Was it immediate?” Ilya asks.

“Was what immediate?”

“The mind link.”

At last, Isla’s violet stare finds mine across the sea of faces. Though my blood stirs, it isn’t with desire this time, it’s with dread, because her expression brims with…with reticence and regret.

I try to sense the mark of my bargain, but my heart’s thunder eclipses every other sensation. So I hunt her sheer sleeve for the gold band, blinking when I spot its faint glimmer. She hasn’t reneged our betrothal bargain.

Yet.

She hasn’t reneged yet.

When Lorcan untangles his arm from his daughter’s and starts in my direction, I send Ilya to assist her, preferring she walk on my brother’s arm than on Lev’s.

The instant he reaches me, Lorcan says, “I like you, Korol, and I trust you, which is why I’ll allow this⁠—”

My lungs snag on my ribs. Allow this. He’s allowing this.

“—but understand that if you anger my daughter, or worse, bring even a single tear to her eye, I will obliterate more than your reign.”

Isla is staying.

“Am I understood?”

I clear my throat, then test that a breath can squeeze through before attempting to pump words out. “Fallon stated her terms yesterday before departing.”

It had been so long since anyone had claimed a bargain that, when the mark appeared over my heart and released its venomous magic to seal her demands, it had momentarily put my lungs in a vise.

“I realize what an error that was.” At my frown, Lorcan adds, “Had we not said anything, you wouldn’t have tricked our daughter.”

“Technically, she⁠—”

“I was speaking of your little outing in Voshna, not of the—” He mutters the word ruse in Crow, enhancing it with a few colorful descriptors.

“I’d already planned on having your daughter followed. Fallon only sparked my curiosity.”

His eyebrows jolt beneath his black locks. “Why would you have my daughter⁠—”

“Because of the company she planned on keeping.” I don’t utter the boy’s name, merely stare Lev’s way, carrying Lorcan’s gaze to where the heir to the second largest fortune in Glace stands, staring at my future bride with such envy that my molars grind.

I’m suddenly raring to slide my ring on Isla’s finger, if only to sideline Lev and any other prospective admirers, of which she has too many. Glacin Faeries may still be chary of Crows, but Isla’s nature doesn’t seem to impede males and females alike from gazing upon her with far too much interest.

“I realize you appreciate his family, Ríhbiadh⁠—”

“Some members,” Lorcan cuts in, under his breath. His attention flocks off me to set on another male—Bohdan Zaslofsky. I take it he does not appreciate Lev’s father.

The fire-Fae, who’s currently slouched against the ice bar, charming two giggling Faeries while idly assessing the ass of a serving girl, must sense Lorcan’s stare, because he looks up and salutes the Crow King. The man’s vile but according to Salom, far too lazy and superficial to be a threat like his son.

“As I was saying…” I continue. “Since I value your family, I will warn you against doing further business with them.”

“I expect a more in-depth explanation at a later date.”

“My door is always open to you.”

“Especially now, right?” He tucks his lips inward. “I tried to dissuade her.”

“I wouldn’t have expected anything less from a concerned father. I imagine Fallon is of the same mindset?” When he keeps silent on his wife’s mindset, I ask, “Did she return with you?”

A muscle feathers in his jaw. “No.”

When he doesn’t offer a reason, I return to the topic of his daughter. “I can assure you that I will guard Isla to the best of my capabilities. But if you don’t trust me to keep her safe, then perhaps ask Meriam to fashion another amulet.”

“Perhaps I will.” His irises seem liquid tonight, like nuggets of gold tossed into a crucible and fed to a kiln. “If only to keep Isla safe from herself.”

I snort as I peer past his bladed shoulder at the woman I’m about to make mine. Publicly. Defeat is a distant memory.

“One last thing. Do not take advantage of her. She may not be naïve but she is impressionable still. Do I make myself clear?”

Had the warning come from anyone else, I would’ve delivered a stern rebuke. “Nothing untoward will happen.”

“I prefer oaths to promises.”

“Don’t we all?”

He waits for me to deliver one.

Unwilling to give another Ríhbiadh power over me, I say, “Your daughter isn’t interested in me in that way.”

A ripple of unease disrupts the set of his mouth and spreads, first to his pupils that seem to cave in on themselves from how fast they shrink, and then to his throat that contracts around a strained swallow.

Why does my affirmation cause Lorcan Ríhbiadh such distress? Is there a chance Isla doesn’t find me repulsive?
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“Icannot believe he’s your mate, yet now that I think of it, it was so obvious from day one,” Ilya proclaims through curled lips, having swooped past Lev to take my arm when Dádhi went to see my “mate.”

The air puffing from the brass instruments flutters my voluminous sleeves, while his conviction that his brother and I share a magical connection flutters my erratic pulse. “What gave it away? His bleeding lip? His bruised ears?”

Ilya grins. “Though I’ve no doubt that contributed to catching his attention—after all, it’s not every day Kostya gets his ass handed to him—what made it obvious to me was how his eyes were glued to you at the Lodge.”

I pat his hand. “You misconstrue irritation with fascination. Your brother was probably trying to devise a diplomatic way of expulsing me from Glace without enraging my father.”

Ilya pats my hand right back. “It’s difficult to be both pretty and discerning. Very few of us achieve this, so I wouldn’t beat yourself up about your shortcomings.”

I laugh. “Between you and Izolda, I sense my stay in Glace will be much more enjoyable than I anticipated.”

It’s only when his eyebrows bend that I realize my faux pas. I’m supposed to have found my true mate yet don’t even list Konstantin?

“I’m a little anxious about moving away from home. Especially since your brother is king, so it isn’t as though he can ever relocate.”

That smooths Ilya’s brow. “I didn’t even think of what an adjustment it will be.”

“Naeva promised to stay for a while. That should help with the homesickness.”

He draws me to a stop beside the band, then turns to face me. “I swear to be the best brother-in-law in the history of brothers-in-law. I will deliver anything you need or want to your doorstep. Save for sexual favors…I will leave those to Kostya.” He ferries a wicked grin his brother’s way.

One which goes unnoticed by the recipient, who is deeply concentrated on my father. Thank the Cauldron.

Ilya threads his arm through mine once more. “Gods, I cannot wait for the two of you to consummate your relationship. Two plus decades of abstinence has made my brother so fucking tetchy.”

I choke on my swallow, then cough, which only intensifies Ilya’s glee. No wonder the Ice King so easily agreed not to engage in any flirtations. And insisted Mestyla wasn’t his daughter.

“…just cannot wait,” Ilya repeats while I tap my chest, trying to quiet my hacking. “How crazy these magical connections are.” He leans over to whisper, “In all my years, I’ve never seen him so intent on spooning out eyeballs and shoving them up his constituents’ asses.”

That rids me of my cough. “What imagery.”

“Poetic, isn’t it? Do you think I could find success as a bard?”

My smile returns.

“I’ll compose an ode for your nuptials.”

How easily he’s accepted me into his family. Izolda as well. Guilt froths in my belly anew.

Ilya nods to the palm I’ve parked over my stomach. “Butterflies?”

“More like wasps. Or tiny, iron-taloned Crows.”

He chuckles just as we round the glass podium upon which stand the musicians. “That’s going straight into my wedding ode.”

“A wedding ode?” Ksenia is suddenly standing right there, stroking the pointed shell of her bejeweled ear. “Who’s getting married?”

My gaze trails the slow roll of the ivory bangles on her arm, the ones I’ve no doubt she wore as a display of odium for shifters. I bet that if iron weren’t so noxious to her, she’d fashion a choker out of Crow talons.

“Our brother.”

Ksenia’s fingers freeze. “Konstantin?”

“Aodhan’s taken.”

“Aodhan isn’t our brother.” Her answer claws the delight right off Ilya’s face.

How deep does her hatred for my kind run? Deeper than her affection for Konstantin? Deep enough to conspire against his regime? To lead the antimorphs?

“I’m getting really tired of your bigotry, Ksen.” Ilya’s arm feels like pure bone beneath mine.

“To each their own, right?” she says in a tone that’s so mocking, I want to do terrible things to her with my talons. Terrible.

The blistering tension must reach Konstantin because he’s suddenly clipping through the crowd, shouldering past onlookers who hiss at him, before realizing who they’re heckling.

Everything all right, mo khráach?

I meet my father’s stare, then flick my gaze toward Ksenia.

Ah, yes… It has dawned on you that you’ll be in her company if you stay here?

This time, I roll my eyes.

I’m serious. Lucins may have passably accepted us, but the majority of Glacins haven’t even started trying.

Instead of deterring me, it only strengthens my desire to stay, if for no other reason than to bring about this vital change.

As Konstantin nears, Jaytair edges closer to my father, wearing the expression of a man mentally drafting a list of people in need of iron-culling. I have a feeling Ksenia made his list. Did I? Did Konstantin?

“That’s right,” the Ice King replies to a question I must’ve missed. “I’m getting betrothed tonight.”

The blood drains from Ksenia’s face. “Glacins will never accept a shifter queen.”

His palm settles on the small of my back. “Good thing I do not need their approval to marry my mate.”

My heart bangs, its thuds so loud and chaotic that I think everyone must feel its rhythm, especially since the music has stopped and the chatter has dwindled. I hadn’t expected him to announce it quite so brazenly. Or quite so possessively.

“Well, that’s just…” Ksenia claps. “Just fucking grand.”

Her voice drips with such sarcasm that Konstantin’s fingers flex, sliding toward my hip and sinking into the gathered fabric, squeezing the bone beneath to steer me back a step.

Does he expect his sister to slap me with her water-magic, or is he worried I might grow my talons and slap her? Probably the latter, since saturating my lungs wouldn’t harm me.

“Not that I was Atsa’s greatest fan”—Ksenia doesn’t even attempt to wipe the disgust reshaping her face—“but he would roll over in his grave if he learned that he’d lost not one but two children to shifters. Especially his perfect, precious son.”

“Mind your tongue, sister.” Konstantin’s tone isn’t cold; it’s glacial.

“What about Alyona?” I cannot help myself from asking. “Do you think she’s rolling over in her grave?”

Konstantin’s face jerks in my direction, but I don’t look away from Ksenia. I don’t want to miss a second of her reaction to my taunt.

Her eyes narrow, sparkling with spite. “What grave?”

Is she about to confess that she lives?

“Alyona was given a traitor’s burial. Dumped into the ocean to become serpent food.”

“Serpents don’t consume meat,” Naeva says, sidling close to me. “The same way they don’t ornament their bodies with parts from another being.”

Borat suddenly sinks in front of Ksenia’s face. “Forgive me for interrupting, but you have a caller, Princess.”

“Do I?” She flips her hair, making sure her bangles clink together for all to see and hear. “How convenient.”

When she steps past her twin and Aodhan, her chin rises. My heart breaks for Izolda. It’s one thing to hate my kind; it’s another to snub her sister. Especially one with whom she shared a womb.

Konstantin clamps down on my hip. I bet he’s dying to reprimand me for provoking his sister, but of course, he’s too decorous to do so in public.

“I was going to wait until we sat down for dinner, but since we have everyone’s attention…” His pulse leaks through the pads of his fingertips—strong, steady. The opposite of mine. “Isla and I have an announcement.”

As Konstantin explains that the most unexpected thing happened to him last night, I glance in my father’s direction. His features are rigid, as are the arms he keeps crossed over his chest. Even the wisps of smoke that are curling off his body appear solid. Jaytair, too, has his arms folded in front of his dark jacket, as do most of the shifters. Some are downright scowling.

I skim the crowd, my gaze landing first on Taytah, whose lax features unpick some of the tension coiled in my belly, then on her mother, dashing away a tear. Oddly enough, what arrests me isn’t Mimi’s weeping—after all, I’ve willingly locked myself inside a kingdom full of antimorphs—but the smile she harbors.

As she rests her cheek on Bisnonno’s shoulder, I examine his expression. Like Naeva, he doesn’t grin, but neither does he look like he’s attending a funeral—unlike the rest of my family and friends. Elio and Lachlano, who flank my cousin, are eerily still, as though someone had cursed both to stone. Not even their breathing seems to disturb the air.

Konstantin’s fingers fall away from my body. I whirl, half-expecting a Crow to have snatched him. But the Ice King hasn’t been airlifted; he’s simply let go in order to face me.

“Isla, I know you don’t require jewels to be certain of my intentions”—Konstantin produces the ring box and clicks it open—“but it would mean the world to me to see the symbol of my affection on your finger.”

Though I’ve lain eyes on the ring already, its blue shimmer sends a frisson up my spine, one that dots my nape with cold sweat.

“Isla?” Konstantin breathes out my name.

I gulp. To think all of this could’ve been avoided if I’d stayed away. Not avoided, but perhaps delayed?

My name unspools from Konstantin’s tense lips again. Shit. How long was I lost in thought?

“Yes!” I jerk out my left hand. “Forgive me. I was so overwhelmed.”

His throat contracts with annoyance. I suppose making him wait on my answer wasn’t great optics. A bead of perspiration collapses down my neck as he pinches the octagonal blue diamond and slides it onto my finger.

The band’s fit is impossibly perfect, as though Konstantin memorized the circumference of my finger during our handholding yesterday and commissioned a jeweler to resize the ring accordingly.

Unless I have the same size finger as Konstantina? Unlikely.

There is also a third probability, one that was emitted by Izolda mere hours ago…that the Cauldron is behind its fit.

Why am I expending any energy on this matter? Because it’s helping me process the condition of becoming its keeper?

After lifting my hand for all to see, Konstantin folds his fingers around mine. The room erupts with applause. Even the Crows clap. Granted, the meeting of their palms lacks enthusiasm, but at least they’re trying.

“And now, let the party truly begin. The dining room is open!” Izolda swings her arm toward a twinkling curtain that’s being drawn apart.

As guests begin filing into the next stone chamber, she twirls toward us.

“That was perfect!” she says, while I stare past her shoulder at her mate.

His eyebrows are slightly bent, and he doesn’t smile, not even when he notices me watching. Of course, he doesn’t buy the fact that Konstantin and I suddenly became true mates. After all, he was privy to the ring prophecy. How long will he be able to keep it a secret from Izolda, though?

“Only because of the backdrop you created, Iz.” Konstantin’s hand firms around my clammy fingers, probably to choke their tremble before anyone takes note of it.

“Yes, the décor is stunning,” I concur. “You outdid yourself.”

She beams.

Many guests attempt to congratulate their king, but they’re cordoned off by a loose fence of servers pointing them toward the supping area.

“What a surprise,” Milana says, bustling up to us, her sister in tow. “Here I thought I was attending a celebration for your reign, not a marital proposal.” The former queen’s features are so level that I cannot get a read on her thoughts.

“It’s truly wonderful.” Sofiya’s desolation is so palpable it wobbles each one of her words. “Wonderful,” she repeats, as though trying to convince herself that it is.

Empathy bubbles behind my breastbone. How relieved she’ll be once I part with the ring. As my fake fiancé thanks her, I glance up into his face, hunting it for a sign of possible interest. After all, not only is the redheaded Faerie stunning, but she’s also a highbred Glacin—perfect queen material.

A smiling Ilya kisses me on both cheeks, then turns toward his aunt. “You will find the one, Sofiya. Maybe even in this room. Maybe he’ll be a shifter.”

The alarm that widens her eyes might have been comical if it hadn’t been accompanied by a grimace. Glacins really don’t like us.

“Vizosh, a moment of your time, please?” Borat has returned.

Konstantin’s fingers ghosts out of mine, leaving behind a streak of warmth that fades too rapidly.

“Can I see the ring? I’ve never had a chance to behold it in person.” Milana sidesteps Ilya, who’s itching to trail after his brother.

So am I.

Does it have to do with Ksenia? Will Konstantin confide in me later, or will he keep matters not pertaining to Mestyla from me?

“Isla?” Milana’s voice snaps my attention off the Glacin ruler.

I hold out my left hand, tossing tinsel into her wide blue eyes. Though her oval diamond is twice as large as mine, she seems covetous, as though she wished that it could’ve graced her finger…that she could’ve been the king’s true mother. Unless her covetousness has everything to do with her wishing it shone on Sofiya’s hand instead.

“Matsi, could you and Sofiya find your seats, so it motivates the stragglers to head inside?” Izolda gestures toward the cavernous sprawl blazing with white blooms and pale candlelight before threading her arm through mine.

Most follow Milana and Sofiya, but some tenaciously wait for their king. As I sweep past them on Izolda’s arm, they decree their well-wishes for such an auspicious union with rumpled brows and flat tones.

“They’ll come around to loving you,” Izolda murmurs as we traverse under the heavy curtain.

They won’t have to, since I won’t be around long enough for it to matter.

“Can I ask you something?”

My stomach drops, expecting her question to have to do with the mating link.

“Whose idea was the ring?”

“Your brother’s. He thought it would help his courtiers understand that I’m here to stay.” I twirl the end of my low ponytail around my fingers. “When you erupted into his rooms earlier, I was still trying to talk him out of doing it so precipitously.”

A soft, watery smile touches her lips. “Incredible. So incredible.”

As people swoop into chairs as translucent as the tables, I say, “I hope Ksenia will come around to accepting me.”

Her pale neck bobs with a swallow that shivers her fur collar. “Don’t worry about her.”

“You do realize that when someone tells you not to worry, it just heightens their worry?”

The corners of her mouth press deep. “Now that her beloved brother has a mate, she just might come around to accepting shifters.”

Except, isn’t her twin sister more beloved? “What about your mother?”

“She’s totally fine with shifters. I hear she even slept with a Serpent last night. It’s not something I cared to know, mind you.” Her nose rumples.

“Sofiya looked heartbroken.”

“Sofiya never stood a chance with Kostya. No one did. He convinced himself that marriage wasn’t for him and shunned all talk of it. From what I know—and I know far too much, given that my mate cannot guard his mind for his life—Kostya has embraced celibacy since the start of his reign.”

Since Ilya forewarned me, I’m more intrigued than anything else. “Was he afraid to love?”

“No.” She snorts. “He was afraid of being desired only for his crown. You must know a thing or two about that.”

“Not really.”

“What? How’s that possible? Not only are you the Princess of Luce, but you’re also supremely powerful. Not to mention unfairly gorgeous.”

“Believe it or not, I intimidate most men. And that’s without factoring in who I’m related to.”

“You truly are just perfect for Konstantin. Totally meant to be. Written in the Cauldron.”

The ponytail I’ve been wringing slips from my fingers.

“Ilya and I were secretly hoping for this to happen.”

“This?”

“For the Cauldron to matchmake him. You can’t doubt the person’s intentions when that person is your fated mate.”

My teeth press into my lower lip. Before Izolda can sense my distress, I ask, “Why does your Throne Room resemble a theater?”

“Because all audiences given here are public.”

I tilt my head, taking in the three stories of open balconies that rise on either side of the room before the cold gleam of the platinum throne on the dais recalls my attention. “Anyone can come? Even humans?”

“Of course. Unlike what Ksenia says, they have the same rights as Faeries, and now, shifters. I don’t know if you have public audiences in Luce, but here they’re endless and horribly tedious. My father used to force me and my siblings to sit through them. Ksenia and I took to smuggling in books, which we would read cover to cover, though more often than not, she would set hers down and observe the hearings. Her heart’s in a good place, but her mind is… She cannot seem to allow the existence of goodness in our world. All she sees is the bad. She wasn’t always like this.” Talk of her sister blunts her brightness. “I hope she’ll find her way back to us.”

I don’t reassure her that Ksenia probably will, because I loathe vapid promises and don’t know her twin well enough to understand how lost she’s gotten.

“This dress.” Izolda suddenly thumbs my neckline trim, clearly done speaking about her sister. “You should’ve seen the stares you garnered when you appeared. My brother looked about ready to murder some of his guests.”

Who knew Konstantin Korol would turn out to be such a brilliant thespian? “The dress is a work of art.”

“It certainly is. Fit for a queen.” She winks, but then her eye spasms and she murmurs, “Shit. I placed you between Lev and Antoni.”

“And that’s a problem, why?”

She slants me a look. “You really think Kostya will be pleased I seated you between two single men?”

“Right.” As we thread ourselves through guests still hunting down their seats, I ask, “Who did you sit next to him?”

“Zendaya on one side, and Naeva on the other.”

“Naeva?” Weird heat builds inside my chest, around my heart.

Izolda smirks. “No need to be jealous. He hasn’t once looked at her like he’s looked at you. As for Lev, I thought you two were friends, since you spent so much time at the carnival together yesterday,” she murmurs just as we reach his side. Izolda snatches my name card. “Levyusha, I promise to find you a lovely replacement.”

As she starts tugging me away, Lev touches my wrist. “I didn’t have time to congratulate you on such a momentous union.”

“Thank you. Konstantin and I appreciate your support.”

Feeling like I owe Lev an apology for standing him up, I slide my arm out of Izolda’s grasp. “I’ll catch up. Just tell me where to go.”

Her lips twist, but a glance over my shoulder has them leveling. “You’ll figure it out.”

Her answer and behavior are so odd that I frown but then refocus on Lev. “I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to ghost you.”

“At least, now I understand why you did.” He runs a hand through the brown curls that just barely graze his shoulders. He’s one of the few Glacin High Fae who wears his hair short, and I admire him for it. “I thought that, maybe, I was being too pushy.”

“You weren’t. You were the perfect gentleman.” Konstantin’s revelation about Lev selling arms to the Crown’s known enemies makes me add, “Any woman would be lucky to become the object of your affection.”

If I establish a rapport with him, I could learn why he’s arming humans and who’s paying to do so. Unless he’s distributing weapons for free?

“Since I’m here to stay, perhaps I can make it up to you. We could have tea.”

His eyebrows writhe. “Konstantin would allow this?”

“I don’t know how things are done in Glace, but where I come from, women can choose their friends.”

“I’d prefer if you discussed it with him first. I wouldn’t want to end up in his bad graces.”

Oh, you already are. I’m hoping Lev has a good reason for doing what he’s doing—like ignorance. Ignorance isn’t a great trait, but it beats greed and insurgence.

An arm slips around my waist. My shoulders pinch when I glimpse the elegant, pale fingers crushing the blush chiffon.

Lev’s gaze settles on the male looming over me. “Congratulations, Vizosh.”

“Shall we find our seats?” Konstantin asks without acknowledging Lev’s blessing.

I surmise his question was rhetorical, since he’s piloting me away before I can give my assent.

He leans over and murmurs, “What part of, there will be no one else, wasn’t clear?”

“I wasn’t making a pass at him.”

“Funny. That wasn’t the impression I got.”

I slide my teeth together. “I suggested tea, not sex. If tea means sex in Glace, then you better tell me before I invite anyone else to sip a hot beverage.”

“How many more men are you planning on having tea with?”

I frown up at him, because why the underworld is he making this out to be something it isn’t?

I decide to drop the subject for now. “We should tell Izolda.”

“No.”

“Aodhan knows. I think.”

“He doesn’t know, but he might guess if he sees us susurrating into one another’s ear.”

I nibble on my lip. “You started it,” I childishly feel the need to point out.

Konstantin cocks up a brow, unamused. Actually, one corner of his mouth twitches, revealing that he might be a teensy bit amused.

My father appears out of thin air, bringing my escort and I to a stop. His golden gaze traces the fingers fastened to my hip. “I’m so sorry, khráach, but I must head back. Your grandparents will stay until the morning. Vance and Imogen, though, have expressed a desire to remain in Glace for the foreseeable future.”

I love how my father makes it sound like it was their choice. I doubt those two desire sticking around in the north. Imogen and Vance are two political beasts, whose passion is running Luce at Dádhi’s side.

“When will you be back?” I ask.

“Any time you need me.” His gaze cuts toward Konstantin. “I’m such a short flight away.” It’s no secret the reminder is aimed at my fake fiancé.

“Supper here next weekend?” I suggest.

“Yes.”

“With Mádhi?”

“If she feels better, then yes.”

My chest prickles as though the modiste had forgotten to line my gown and the stitching was digging into my skin. “Is there a possibility she won’t feel better?”

“No.” Dádhi’s pupils flicker. “Of course not.”

When he arrived without her earlier, I was disappointed, but now…now, I’m a bit alarmed. Is Mádhi staying away because she truly feels under the weather, or did she keep her distance because she’s disappointed by what I got myself into?

He must read my thoughts because he says, “I made her stay in Luce. I preferred she rest after our harrowing flight home.”

He caresses my cheek like he used to do when I’d come home upset after uncovering a graffiti of a racist slur against Crows. For some reason, I had no trouble reading those.

“Can I get a hug before I depart, ínon?”

I throw my arms around his middle and press my cheek to his chest.

I know you’re staying because you think that’s what the Cauldron wants, but if at any point, you feel unsafe or unhappy, you come home, you hear me?

I nod, a lump forming inside my throat.

And if you need to talk to me, simply shift. I’m always listening.

He gives my cheek one last stroke, gives my body one last squeeze, gives the top of my head one last kiss, and then he fades, leaving me alone.

Well, not alone…with Konstantin Korol, my fated co-conspirator, whose gaze traces over the blue diamond he had to part with. How cruel that the Cauldron made him pluck it out of his drawer and stick it on some random woman’s finger.

“If it hurts too much to look at it, I could take it off. At least, until wint⁠—”

“No.” There’s no hesitation.

The same way there’s no hesitation when he scoops my hand and fits it into his.

The man is clearly determined to sell our bond, and for the most part, it seems to work. Even Aodhan stops watching us like a hawk…well, like a Crow.

I think we’ve successfully pulled the wool over everyone’s head, but I’m wrong.
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Aweek after the gala, Ksenia sweeps into the library, startling the slow-moving orbs in the fireplace and silencing the gleeful conversations.

As she scans the startled faces of the six female and the lone male Fae, a smirk tugs at her mouth. “Sorry I’m late. What did I miss?”

“You’re…back?” I don’t think Izolda means to make it sound like a question but that’s the way it comes out.

“It’s book club! My favorite evening at the castle.” Ksenia’s eyes hold the shine of inebriation, yet no alcoholic fumes drift off her as she drops onto the couch across from me, beside our only male member, Fritz.

The Faerie moistens his lips and inches away from Ksenia.

“You haven’t attended book club in over ten years, Ksen.” Izolda closes her book with a snap, then squares her shoulders.

“Like I said, my favorite evening at the castle.”

While Izolda’s Faerie friends exchange jittery glances, Naeva and I keep our focus steady on Ksenia.

“So, what edifying novel did we read this month?” Ksenia leans over and snatches the paperbound edition from Fritz’s bejeweled fingers, then flips through the pages quickly. “The Ice Maiden. Let me guess the storyline. A lowly human is saved from peril and a life of hardship by a dashing pure-blooded prince.” She thumbs through a few more pages. “Oh, no”—her lips quirk—“a general.” She hums. “Which one of you is now fantasizing about cornering Salom and having your dirty way with him?” Like canon barrels, her eyes lock on the pinkening points of Fritz’s ears. “Of course you are, Fritz. I’d say go for it, but Salom is such a brute, and you’re such a delicate⁠—”

“Are you done?” Izolda stands and strides over to her sister, tearing the book out of her fingers and handing it back to the sweet, flummoxed male. “I don’t know why you’ve come, Ksenia, but you’re making a fool of yourself. Please leave.”

Ksenia slaps a palm over her heart as she leans back in the scooped couch. “Are you throwing me out of book club?”

I’m tempted to intervene, but I’m uncertain how best to go about it. I doubt the sight of gleaming talons would frighten Ksenia. Still, I untuck my legs from underneath me and slip my socked feet onto the rug, ready to stand.

“Supper’s in two hours.” Though Izolda has her back to us, I’ve no doubt her lips are squashed for her speech is barely above a hiss. “You should go rest.”

“You’re such a nurturer. A shame you’ll never be able to have children. If that Crow truly cared about you, he’d let you screw a male capable of planting a babe inside your womb.”

When a tremor zips up Izolda’s spine, I murmur to Naeva to escort Izolda’s friends into the adjoining room. And then my cells disband and reknit on the opposite side of the glass firepit.

I touch Izolda’s clenched fist. “Naev needs help working the samovar in the game room.”

“Aw, how sweet are you, Isla?” Ksenia’s tone is as sticky as treacle. “Standing by my sister as though she were your own. I suppose that big blue stone on your finger has given you delusions of belonging to my family. Newsflash”—she holds her hand in front of her mouth as though to impart a secret—“you’re not, and never will be, a Korol.”

The sharp bite of Izolda’s palm against Ksenia’s cheek zings through the dense air. “Slight me all you want, but do not attack Isla.”

Ksenia’s lips finally flatten. “Or what? She’ll call out to our brother and command him to gut me like he gutted Alyona?”

My shadows drift off my limbs and slick around Ksenia’s neck. Though tempted to draw blood, I refrain. However, I apply just enough pressure to blast her lashes high and carry her fingers to her neck.

As she wheezes, I say, “You know how savage and lawless we Crows are. We neither require permission nor help gutting those who grate our nerves.” When her cheeks redden, I finally recall my shadows.

“How dare you lay a finger on me!” she chokes out.

“Technically, it was a shadow, not a finger.”

Ksenia vibrates with rage. “You’ll regret that.”

“Better regrets than remorse, right?” I’m aware that I probably just secured her everlasting antipathy, but it’s not in my nature to stand back and watch unhinged people fling shit at others. Especially when those others are their own flesh and blood.

Ksenia finally gets to her feet. In her wedged boots, she stands several inches taller than I do, which, seeing the new smile kinking her lips, seems to please her to no end. “While I was away, helping a family who lost their two sons to a derailed train car, I got to thinking about my brother’s necklace, and how wonderful it would be if humans could carry something to protect them.”

Is she about to ask me to manufacture amulets for mortals? Because if that’s her angle, she probably should’ve thought twice before enraging her sister and disparaging me.

“Anyway, it struck me that his necklace blocks magic, and mating bonds are magical, right?”

My pulse hushes before picking up speed.

“Mating bonds are fated,” Izolda says, “not magical.”

The slow-churning orbs in the fireplace reflect in Ksenia’s intent stare, lending it a starker, crueler shine. “Beg to differ. Anything that comes from the Cauldron is magical, and mating bonds are Cauldron-made.”

“You’re right. They are magical.” I narrow my eyes right back on hers. “But there’s a little loophole in Konstantin’s amulet—it protects him from evil magic. Everything else filters right through.”

When Ksenia’s eyebrows dip, Izolda crosses her arms in front of her chest and juts out her hip. “I don’t know what your problem is, but⁠—”

“My problem is that Konstantin should be focusing on healing our kingdom and not on cozying up to a specie that believes itself superior to ours. Can you imagine if her Shabbin genes counteract her Crow ones, and Kostya and Isla manage to produce a child? Three of the four lands will be ruled by shifters!”

“I understand you have reservations about us.” I don’t, given that her twin is mated to Aodhan. Nevertheless, I play the empathetic card. “But we have the best interests of both humans and Faeries at heart.”

“Sure you do…” Ksenia sneers. “Humans are still on the bottom rung of the food chain in Luce.”

“You’re overdue for a trip to my homeland.”

“I’ve no interest in visiting a land infested with winged vermin.”

“Perhaps, but one should never form strong opinions about a culture they’ve no comprehension⁠—”

“Did you just refer to my fiancée as ‘winged vermin’?” Konstantin’s voice has me pivoting.

He’s striding into the library, unhooking the fur cloak pinned to his shoulders. Though he worried at first that the shifters who’d remained in Glace would take offense to him wearing it, Naeva and Vance promised that the sight of fur—put to good use—didn’t turn their stomachs. Unlike serpent scales and tusks.

“No.” A manic smile cuts into Ksenia’s face. “I just pointed out that they have flying rats in Luce, like we have flying reindeer in Glace, and you know my aversion to vermin.”

Konstantin tilts his face as he hands off his cloak to a guard. He cannot possibly buy her justification, can he? “Ironic, seeing at how much time you spend in the human district.”

“Humans aren’t vermin, brother!”

“I wasn’t referring to humans. I was referring to the actual rats and mice that infest the poorer neighborhoods. I hear they’re everywhere. Was I given false information?”

“No. They are everywhere, no matter how many traps are set out.” Her tone has cooled, as though her brother’s awareness of the insalubrious conditions pleases her.

“Where have you been this past week?” he asks.

“Here and there.” Ksenia massages her neck. “Aiding as much as one lone woman can.”

Fresh snow clings to Konstantin’s white hair. As he dusts it off, he asks, “Something wrong with your neck?”

Ksenia lowers her hand, revealing a small, weeping gash just above her clavicle. “Isla strangled me with her shadows.”

Konstantin stiffens beside me, his silver irises hardening to steel as he takes in the wound that hadn’t been there before. I hunt her hand for a ring sharp enough to slice through flesh but find her fingers bare and her nails too blunt to score anything. Could my shadows have split her skin?

“She wasn’t bleeding a minute ago!” Izolda exclaims.

“Could you take Isla’s side any quicker?”

Izolda sucks in air. “This has nothing to do with⁠—”

I lift a palm, not wanting the sisters to fight because of me. “Forgive me if I cut you, Ksenia. My intent was to quiet you, not to cause you physical harm.”

“Sure.” A corner of her mouth coils in derision. “Did you know that in Glace we have a saying: an eye for an eye? Right, Konstantin?”

Izolda’s mouth rounds around a screeched, “Are you mad?”

“I’m not mad, I’m cultured. If you hadn’t spent your days with your nose stuffed in asinine books, you might’ve learned a thing or two about our kingdom and its laws.”

Smoke billows from my clenched fists. I should’ve squeezed harder. So much harder.

“Anyway, it’s my lawful right to inflict the same amount of harm that was done to me.” Ksenia keeps stroking her wound as though to make sure it keeps weeping. “It’s written in our constitution. Article 17 to be exact. In case any of you care to check.”

Smoke tapers into the shape of a man beside Izolda—Aodhan. “Only if harm was caused by malice.”

“Which it was,” Ksenia drones.

“The only malicious one here is you, Ksen!” Izolda trembles so hard that even Aodhan’s steady arms around her middle don’t manage to calm her.

Konstantin finally looks away from his sister’s neck. “Isla apologized. The matter is closed.”

Does he protect me because of Mádhi’s oath, or because his sister’s demands are preposterous?

“How soft you’ve become. Then again, I visited Lev yesterday. Pretty heartless of you to hack off both his hands.”

My lungs seize as I whirl toward Konstantin and gasp, “What?”

“Huh. Fascinating,” Ksenia breathes. “You share a mind link but not your deepest, darkest secrets? Then again, I hear you also don’t share a bed.” She steps around me, circling a finger in the air to encompass both Konstantin and me. “Could this out-of-nowhere bond be an act?”

“Just because you jump into bed with whoever strokes your fancy doesn’t mean the rest of us do,” Izolda says, now crimson with anger.

“Not that it’s anyone’s business, but Izolda made me wait two whole months,” Aodhan says. “Longest months of my fucking existence.”

Konstantin’s eyes taper on Ksenia. “My relationship with Isla is private, but please, do tell me which servant or guard is spreading rumors about our sleeping arrangement.”

“So you can lob off more hands? Or will it be a head this time?” Ksenia taunts.

“Lev’s lucky to be alive,” he murmurs. “Besides, I didn’t use iron, so his hands will eventually grow back.”

“You’ve rendered him magicless!”

Konstantin stretches out his fingers, before curling them anew. “Temporarily.”

“Are you planning on removing the appendages of all who touch your mate?” Ksenia spits out.

My pulse falters. He cut off Lev’s hands because of me?

“Maybe people will rethink touching what’s mine.” The glacial timbre of Konstantin’s voice crashes through the room like an avalanche. “So best keep your hands to yourself. And please, do spread my warning far and wide. Make sure to pour it into human ears, since their appendages won’t grow back, no matter the metal used.”

“Who have you become, Kostya? Who the fuck have you become?” She backs up, shaking her head. “I don’t even know why I bothered coming back. You’ve all lost your fucking morals.” She casts one last disgusted look our way before wheeling around and striding toward the Great Hall.

“Feed her salt to find out which servant has time for idle gossip,” Konstantin instructs one of his guards.

The man nods, then goes after the princess.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because salt⁠—”

“No. Not about the salt. Why did you cut off Lev’s hands?”

His pupils churn as though to silently convey the reason. Not for the first time I wish I could read his mind, especially since both Aodhan and Izolda are observing us.

“Guards, leave the room and shut the doors.”

Once they’re gone, Konstantin asks me to inscribe a sigil for privacy. My shoulders dance with little tremors as I advance toward the first set of doors, pricking my finger on my earring. I give myself a pep talk as I reach up and begin to draw. My finger shakes so hard that the lines, which are supposed to be straight, turn out squiggly.

I inhale deeply, then try again, wishing the wood weren’t as pale as paper so the others wouldn’t spot my errors, wishing my sanguine strokes would stop wobbling. I fumble the last line’s placement—or maybe it’s the fourth curl that’s mispositioned. The end result is the same: my blood doesn’t sink into the wood.

“Isla?” Konstantin’s probably wondering what’s taking me so long.

I’m about to try a third time when air presses against my cheek and twists my head his way.

“I’ve changed my mind about privacy sigils. I want to be able to hear if something’s said in here later. Besides, the room is so vast and full of fabric that it already absorbs sound. We’ll talk in Crow.” He evidently wants me to stop desecrating his pristine doors but is too gracious to come right out and say it. “Come.” He pats the couch he’s taken a seat on.

As I make my way over, I suck on my fingertip, my skin hot with humiliation under Izolda’s concerned stare and Aodhan’s probing one. Tonight, I will practice the spell until my veins run dry.

When I reach Konstantin, I sit, the supple suede sheathing my legs allowing me to fold them beneath me and retract on myself until I can manage to beat back my moroseness.

“There’s something Isla and I need to tell you, Iz,” Konstantin says, rerouting my qualms.

My rib cage strains like a maladjusted corset, because I think I know what he’s about to impart to his sister. Could Konstantin have timed this revelation more poorly? Izolda’s already reeling over her dispute with one sibling. She hardly needs another.

I jolt as Konstantin collects my clammy hand in his and carries it onto his lap. He makes the move appear so natural. With his thumb, he traces the geometric outline of my diamond.

His, not mine.

“Aodhan suggested explaining the situation, but I preferred you hear it from me.”

Izolda perches on the lip of the couch, sinking her hands into the folds of her navy frock.

“After the carnival, Isla and I traveled to the human lands together.” Around and around the stone his finger goes, brushing against my knuckle with each revolution, coaxing gooseflesh onto my chilled skin. “She disguised us to look like half-bloods, so that we weren’t recognized. We had a drink at Svyato Suprovic’s tavern. There, we found out that he had a daughter.”

While I attempt to pitch my heartbeats back into alignment, Izolda looks from Konstantin to me and back again.

“I asked Salom to bring Svyato’s daughter in for a meeting, but she, along with her father”—his gaze hooks Aodhan’s—“vanished right after our visit last week. We’ve been searching for them high and low, but as of now, we’ve yet to locate either.”

Izolda blinks.

Konstantin halts his thumb’s manic pacing. “I’ve had Ksenia tailed, but she’s led us nowhere near the father or daughter.”

Because she doesn’t know them? Because she senses she’s being followed?

“As for Lev’s hands, it came to our attention that he’s been selling weapons to antimorphs. Which is the true reason I punished him. I promised his parents to keep his traitorous dealings a secret and feign that my chastisement was spurred by jealousy.”

“Why would Lev support the mutinies?” Izolda asks. “He’s one of the few who likes shifters.”

“He claims he wasn’t aware they’d use the guns and dirty bombs to terrorize.” Aodhan’s hand tangles in Izolda’s supple locks. “He truly believed they’d use them for protection and hunting.”

Izolda sucks in air. “So he didn’t mean you harm? It’s coincidental?”

“Yes and no. The sale of weapons to anyone but the Glacin army must be approved by the Crown, who then delivers permits, which he is fully aware of. Apparently, the Zaslofskys’ company has suffered some financial losses recently, and he was trying to offset them.”

“It was a mercy to take only his hands,” she murmurs.

“A self-serving one, sister. He’s now entirely beholden to me. If he so much as tries to gift a butter knife, my bargain will compel him to use it on himself.” Konstantin rolls his neck. “You must keep the reason for his mutilation a secret from everyone, and I do mean everyone, save for Salom, Borat, Aodhan, and Isla.” Konstantin sheaths his fingers through mine. “There’s one more thing.”

This is when he confesses that we’re not mates.

This is when he lets go of my hand.

This is when I lose Izolda’s trust and possibly her affection.

I steel myself for the blow it will have on our friendship and prepare an apology, but Konstantin surprises me once more.

“Mestyla, Svyato’s girl…”

I hold still. Even my lungs and heart rear to a stop.

“Isla and I believe that either he conceived her with our sister, or our sister bore the child with another Faerie and Svyato raised her.”

“What?” Izolda blusters, head pivoting toward the door still dripping with whorls of my blood. “Ksenia had a⁠—”

Konstantin leans forward to murmur, “Not that sister.”
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My father arrives for supper a few days later—alone.

Intent on uncovering the reason for my mother’s absence, I suggest we dine, just him and me. Nothing like a tête-à-tête to squeeze information from a person.

Mádhi hates what I’ve done, doesn’t she? That’s why she’s staying away, I ask, as we fly toward a restaurant located on the southernmost tip of the Voshnan Peninsula.

The establishment is operated by pure-blooded nobles, who didn’t attend the Jubilee, even though—according to Izolda’s guest list—they were invited.

No, mo khráach.

She’s Shabbin, Dádhi. Shabbins don’t get ill. Or if they do, they don’t stay ill for very long. Certainly not for a fortnight.

My father remains tight-beaked.

You know what? It’s fine. Since emotional blackmail works best on him, I lay it on extra thick. I understand.

It takes a full minute, but, as expected, he bites. What is it you understand?

Why you don’t want to tell me. I don’t inspire much confidence, seeing as I’m not the cleverest of girls.

His blazing stare veers toward me. That’s absolutely—I never want to hear you say that! Never, you hear?

Just don’t tell my betrothed. He still believes there’s a glimmer of intellect inside my head.

Isla Mara Ríhbiadh, stop this nonsense! he bellows, guzzling down my theatrics, hook, line, and sinker. You are the brightest, cleverest⁠—

You’re my father. You’re obliged to love me no matter my flaws. I modulate my voice to make it sound strained and watery. Mark my words, though: someday, I will make you and Mádhi proud⁠—

We are proud! We are so fucking proud! It’s just that your mother wanted to tell you herself, my father thunders.

Tell me what herself? I ask, my bogus sadness a thing of the past.

A beat of silence slicks by, followed by several more, before my father finally says, How fast your tearducts dry, ínon…

I don’t even feign remorse, too busy running through all the possibilities of what my mother would want to— I swerve, knocking right into my father, before dropping so close to one of the chimneys that the smoke blisters my belly.

Holy spriteballs, I’m getting a sibling!

Another grumble comes from my favorite feathered king. I can’t believe I fell for your performance.

You always do. Happiness multiplies the beats of my heart.

Do you know how few people are as adept at manipulating me as you are, Isla?

I learned from the best.

Yes, your mother is rather talented at prying everything she wants out of me.

I am so excited! Is it a boy? A girl?

My father shakes his head. Although his beak cannot curve, I sense his smile through the bond connecting us. We’ve decided not to find out this time. Hopefully, no prophecy will spoil the reveal.

The mention of the divinatory spoiler uproots my excitement. Here I was genuinely worried she was angry about the betrothal deception.

His wing tip brushes my cheek. She’s the opposite of angry, Isla. She thinks it’s brave of you to stay in Glace—in spite of the fact that it’s unnecessary at the moment… Oh, the side-eye I receive.

I know you want me to go home, but now that we know who I kill, I want to help find her. And her father.

You’ll find the father in the castle morgue.

He’s dead? Does Konstantin know?

According to Vance and Imogen, yes to both.

Hurt. That is the sentiment my father’s news provokes within me. Konstantin and I are supposed to be a team. What about Mestyla?

She’s truly missing. Caught any interesting chatter off the sigils you and Naeva have been painting around Voshna and the capital? Is he asking to reorient the conversation, or to remind me that I, too, keep secrets from Konstantin?

Aren’t you well informed? I grumble as we swoop over a plaza cloaked in snow and hemmed in with stone dwellings swathed in eternal frost roses—Konstantina Roses. They’re the only variety that can strive in this ice-bitten land.

According to Izolda, my fount of knowledge on all things Glacin, Vladimir had this floral genus bred in one of the Glacin greenhouses in homage to his late wife. He’d never grown any for his second wife, but she and Ilya were working on having a variety made for their mother’s upcoming one-hundred and fiftieth birthday. To think Milana was younger than her stepson…

With a sigh, I say, Only what we already know. That they hate our kind. Konstantin thinks only the poor are antimorphs, but the rich really aren’t fans of us either.

Dádhi twirls over the square, which should really be called an octagon considering it’s shaped like my ring. Which I recently learned isn’t a coincidence, since Konstantina grew up in one of the manors below.

Come back to Luce with me, he says.

Don’t tempt me…

Vance and Imogen will stay. They’ll help Konstantin find Mestyla and uncover who’s blowing up his train tracks.

You have hard evidence that these are premeditated attacks?

Yes. Colm and Fionn found a Zaslofsky-made bomb strapped to the rails. They managed to pull it off the tracks and toss it into a ravine before it detonated.

People are disgusting, I mutter right before dissolving into my shadows.

Although the courtyard is large enough for us to land in Crow form, Glacins get spooked when they see us plunge toward land.

“That did away with my appetite.” That, and Konstantin’s secret-keeping.

“Well, I’m starving,” he says as he weaves into his two-legged shape. “So, tell me about this fine establishment.”

I look up at the two-storied stone edifice that’s almost as grand as Zia Syb’s restaurant back in Isolacuori. “It has a superb view on the bay.”

“Naturally, the reason you chose it.” Could he sound anymore caustic?

“Naturally, not.” I wind my arm through my father’s and rest my cheek against his shoulder. “The owner—Mr. Morozov—didn’t attend the Jubilee. I thought that if he saw us eat like regular people, he’d realize we are regular people.”

“Are you saying I can’t use my talons as utensils?”

I laugh. “You’re terrible.”

A brazen smile kinks the corners of his lips.

As we start up a set of curved stone stairs, I ask, “If it’s a boy, do you think he’ll be able to bloodcast?”

“Your mother’s Shabbin, not Serpent, so probably not.”

Cutlery drops in time with mouths when diners catch sight of us.

“Do you know that most Glacins still believe Shabbins drink blood?” I murmur in Crow.

“Is that what they’ve offered you during your friendly visits?”

“Yes.” With a devilish smile, I say, “I did accept a glass once, but only because the couple was insufferable.”

Dádhi laughs, and although the resonance is beautiful, it must sound villainous to the diners, for everyone—and I do mean everyone—bunches their shoulders.

“Table for two, please,” I tell the pointy-eared host standing behind a gold podium overflowing with roses and artistically-melted candlesticks.

“I’m afraid we’re packed solid tonight,” he says without peering at the large ledger before him.

A peek around his shoulder does reveal the dining area is bursting. It also reveals that the owners have an unhealthy addiction to the color gold, which is everywhere, from the coffered ceilings, to the wainscoted walls, to the shimmery tablecloths.

“Surely Mr. Morozov could find us a solution?” My father is alarmingly calm. “After all, I flew from quite far to dine at this fine establishment.”

“Mr. Morozov is not in at the moment,” the host says, cheeks pinkening.

“A shame. I was so looking forward to making his acquaintance.” My father rolls his shoulders, which strains the leather. “Anyway, do find us a table, for I’m so ravenous I could eat a fully-grown Faerie right now.”

The man balks.

I elbow Dádhi. “My father’s jesting. We don’t have a taste for human flesh. We do, however, love cheese blintzes, and we heard you serve the very best in the kingdom.”

A gulp agitates the Faerie’s throat. “Um, I, um…” He jerks his gaze toward the ledger and runs a shaky finger over the inked lines, before thumbing through the pages. “We have an opening at three a.m.”

My head rears back, sending my high ponytail swishing. “That’s in seven hours! Also, who sups at three in the morning?”

“No one, khráach.” Dádhi slouches against the podium, idly drumming his iron talons against the mirrored gold. “Which is why this kind gentleman is offering us the slot. Isn’t that right?”

“You do know who we are, right?” It isn’t that I enjoy throwing around our status to get things; I’m genuinely wondering whether he knows who he’s turning away.

Oh, he knows… my father murmurs through the mind link. Why do you think he’s perspiring? A shame I cannot hurt him a little for wasting our time. “You know what I detest more than snow? Disappointing my daughter. So I’ll ask nicely once more: find us a table before I find one myself.”

The Fae swipes his velour sleeve over his forehead and backs away. “Let me see what I ca-can do.”

I rub my palms together to remove the lingering chill of our flight. “You detest snow?”

“Loathe it.”

“How did I not know this?”

“You never asked,” he says, just as the host returns to tell us that we’re in luck, that Bohdan Zaslofsky’s son won’t be coming, so he has room at his table.

I’m about to ask my father what he thinks of dining with Bohdan when an icy draft brushes the side of my neck. I turn, my shoulder blades pinching at the sight of the new arrival.

“Mind me crashing your tête-à-tête, Ríhbiadh?” Konstantin asks as he treads deeper into the establishment, bracketed by Salom, Borat, and two high-ranking Faerie soldiers.

I spot a few more in the courtyard.

“You should ask my daughter not me.” Does my father say this because he knows my primary reason for coming, or because he wants this to be my choice?

What sort of choice is it anyway? Not only is Konstantin my fiancé, but he’s also the ruler of Glace. I can’t exactly refuse. The lapse in my response upsets Konstantin’s poised demeanor.

“How could you even wonder whether we’d mind?” I coo, before adding a nonchalant, “We’re dining with Bohdan Zaslofsky, by the way.”

“Why?” I don’t miss the wrinkle pleating the bridge of Konstantin’s nose.

“Because there were no free tables available to us,” my father says, effectively casting the host and Mr. Morozov onto very thin ice.

The host’s eyes open so wide, his green irises drown in a sea of froth. “I-I-I⁠—”

Remembering that I’m supposed to ingratiate myself with antimorphs, I add, “In his defense, the venue is packed.”

“Salom, go fetch Morozov.” Konstantin’s fingers twine around mine, pliant but firm. “Tell him the king requests his own fucking table. And tell him I’m giving him the honor of serving me and my future queen tonight.”

The corners of Dádhi’s mouth flatten. At first, I think it’s because of Konstantin’s tone, but then he says, Just because it’s pretend, it doesn’t mean I have to like it.

Oh, Dádhi…

The host, who looks about to perish, stammers for us to follow him. My father goes first.

As we start after him, Konstantin’s breath brushes along my cheekbone, causing a little shiver to scamper down my spine. “What’s wrong?”

“Absolutely nothing,” I say stringently.

My lie isn’t lost on Konstantin, who scours my face without cease throughout dinner. One we still end up sharing with Bohdan Zaslofsky after he pulls up a chair without invitation.

A few minutes in the male’s presence, and I understand why Izolda isn’t a fan. The Faerie’s odious, self-absorbed, and oily. I’ve lost count of how many times his russet gaze has strayed over my breasts. I don’t take his interest personally, though, since he’s ogled every female diner.

At some point during our meal, Konstantin leans over and murmurs something inside Bohdan’s broad ear that makes his visage contort with annoyance. A moment later, the male’s standing and wishing us a pleasant evening. None of us return his farewell.

Once he’s gone, my fake fiancé looks at my father and says—in Crow, “If he does take you up on your invitation to visit Luce, would it be too much to ask that you keep him, Ríhbiadh? Or sink his ship somewhere in between our two lands? Preferably, not too close to any shore.”

My father’s lips curl. “Whyever would you want to get rid of such a magnanimous member of society?”

Konstantin’s gray stare scrolls over the residual patrons. “The only magnanimous thing that buffoon’s ever done is sustain my kingdom’s brothels, thanks to all the coin he spends on doxies.”

“Buffoon’s too nice. He’s a narcissistic pervert,” I mutter.

My father tosses his gold napkin on the table. “He told me he’s also a great patron of the arts and has single-handedly been keeping Volkov & Sons in business by commissioning more sleighs than you have railcars.”

“Only because the Volkovs are distant relatives of his, and the coin he spends is Ekaterina’s,” Konstantin mutters.

My father nods slowly, absorbing the information. “On that note, I must take my leave.”

He stands and drops a kiss to my forehead, reminding me that he loves me through the mind link. As he buttons his leather jacket, he levels Konstantin with a stare that must be accompanied by a choice few images, considering how it creases my fake fiancé’s lips.

After my father vanishes in a cloud of smoke that wins him several gasps, I begin to zip up my own jacket.

“We haven’t had dessert yet,” Konstantin points out.

“You don’t eat dessert.”

“But you do.” And then he turns toward Morozov, snaps his fingers to wrench the Faerie’s focus off the half-blooded cupbearer, and asks for one of everything.

As the red-faced proprietor stalks away, the Ice King wraps his elegant fingers around his golden teacup, dwarfing a vessel that isn’t small to begin with.

“Interesting choice of venue,” he drones.

“Izolda mentioned it served some of the best fare in Voshna.” I carve a hand toward the panoramic window overlooking the ocean. “And the view’s spectacular.”

Konstantin nods to the marble statue at the heart of the restaurant. “It’s made of solid stone. In case you were wondering.”

A shiver sweeps down my spine. “I wasn’t.”

He smiles, which sets his irises ablaze and my heart aflutter.

Does he know about the list I’m going through, Faerie by Faerie? And if he does, by commenting on the statue’s material, is he sending me a subliminal message that my clandestine operative of planting listening sigils has his seal of approval?
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Isit at my vanity, which I’ve transformed into a desk, tracing over the dotted lines of the Glacin alphabet Shoshair penned for me and packed inside my trunks.

I almost wept when I discovered the booklet slotted between my winter clothing, and then I did weep when I read the note she wrote on the first page in neat, amply-spaced, block letters—a script which she developed solely for me.

My little love,

I’m sorry to have tricked you into staying at my side. I hate that I did and hope you can forgive me. Your parents can be very convincing, but the fault remains mine. Since I hear you will be staying in Glace for a while, I thought this book could come in handy.

Don’t stay away too long, or I will have to travel to the ice land to visit my favorite granddaughter. And yes, you are my only granddaughter, but that doesn’t make you any less my favorite.

I love you to the farthest reaches of the universe and back,

Shoshair

“What do you think of Antoni?” Lachlano asks from where he lounges on my bed, tossing his lucky pebble and catching it again and again.

“In what way?”

“Do you think he has an angle?”

I dip my quill into the inkwell. “What sort of angle?”

“He’s a very ambitious male.”

I look up. “I can’t tell if you think his angle is seduction or murder.”

“Honestly”—Lachlano throws the pebble, catches it—“I think he’s angling for a ravel, but if there is no ravel, then perhaps he’ll resort to serpenticide, followed by a coup.”

I gape at him. “Do you really think so?”

“I don’t know.” His fingers close around the pebble and hold it there. “I just find it odd that the male, who keeps to himself and hates everyone—especially royals—is constantly hanging around Naeva. I mean, he insisted on staying in Glace to sightsee, yet spent the past month in or around the capital, and then, the instant Naeva hops aboard a ship to go home, he boards the same ship.”

“Antoni’s not going to kill Naeva or…or…”

He spins his head to look at me, his blue eyes knocking into my violet ones.

“Do you genuinely think he’d try to take her by force?” I rasp, my pulse pounding so fast I suddenly feel lightheaded.

“I think that if he tried, Naev would hack off his cock with a sigil before he could get it inside her.”

“Go,” I croak. “You’ll catch up to their ship in no time.”

Although disappointed that my cousin had to leave early this morning, our desire to stick together in the north wasn’t realistic. Naeva might not be queen, but she’s part of the Akwale, and therefore has many duties.

“They’re not traveling alone,” Lachlano points out.

“Yes, but none of her guards are winged. I’d feel better—now that you’ve freaked me out—if you traveled with her.”

“Isles…”

“Imogen and Vance are here.”

“Planning on sharing a bed with the two of them?”

I grimace. “I know my father wants me guarded at all times, but Taytah warded my walls before leaving. No one comes in without an invitation.”

“What if someone you’ve already invited wishes you harm?”

“I’ll be fine, Lach.”

A knock on my door has him rolling up to sitting.

I dunk my quill into the inkpot and close my booklet. As I stuff it inside my vanity drawer, I call out, “Who is it?”

“Your future husband.”

My eyeballs threaten to tilt skyward at the sheer arrogance of Konstantin Korol, but the shock of his visit holds them steady. After all, not once in the month I’ve lived at the castle has he knocked on my door.

“Does he really believe you’re getting married?” Lachlano whispers in Serpent, mindful of the Faerie King’s potential eavesdropping.

“I hope not.”

But who really knows the depths of Konstantin’s delusions? The male guards his thoughts better than smugglers guard their contraband.

“You may come in, Konstantin Korol!” I finally call out, allowing him to pass through the wards.

The door clicks, and then he’s there—overwhelming my doorway with his glacial presence.

His lids flinch when he spots Lachlano. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

I smirk at how fast my friend lurches off the mattress, pocketing his lucky pebble.

“I was just leaving, actually.” He dips his chin. “Isles, promise that if you take sky strolls, you take them with Immy?”

“I promise. Now, go.”

And he does, in a wisp of shadows. Instead of heading through the door Konstantin has yet to close, Lachlano arrows straight through my skylight before shapeshifting into his mammoth black bird.

“Is your skylight cracked?” Konstantin gestures to my domed window. At my frown, he adds, “I thought Crows needed an opening to slip through in their shadow form?”

“Ah. You thought correctly. Taytah made the glass porous,” I explain.

“How…advantageous.”

My smirk widens at how displeased he sounds about this fresh breach into his domain. “Only the window in this suite. The rest of your castle is airtight.”

He nods, slowly prizing his gaze away from the enchanted glass. “I heard your trunks arrived this morning,”

“They have. So did all my dresses. I told you that having the Voshnan modiste create thirty gowns was overkill.”

He steps into the suite he’s placed at my disposal and closes the door. “Are they to your liking?”

I frown. “I mean, sure. But thirty?” I stand, then lean back against my vanity and cross my arms. “The instant Mestyla’s found, I’ll be on my way.”

“You still have to kill her.”

I grimace. “Or reason with her.”

He passes his tongue over his teeth, evidently unconvinced that an amicable resolution is possible. If I’m being honest, I’m not certain why I’m holding out hope for one. The Cauldron wouldn’t have prophesied the girl’s end if there was a way of avoiding it.

Brushing away the enigma for now, I say, “I asked the modiste for the bill. She didn’t give it to me. Just informed me that it had been settled. I’m hoping by my father, since I really dislike owing strangers.”

“I’m your fiancé. Hardly a stranger.”

I cant my head to the side. “Beg to differ. Mealtimes are all small talk, so I’ve learned nothing about you.”

“What would you like to know?” he asks, eyes roaming over the bedchamber that once belonged to his mother, but which—according to Izolda—has stood vacant since Konstantina’s death.

Is the décor the same? The furniture? The burgundy sheets? Was Konstantina the one who opted to have a bouquet of outsized roses painted on the wall behind the canopy bed?

The Ice King’s gaze comes to rest on the locked door that blunts the floral painting. Is he picturing his mother opening it to join her husband? Did he ever use that door to travel between his parents’ chambers?

When a small shudder disturbs the rigid line of his shoulders, I decide to draw him out of his tangible nostalgia. “It’s not so much things I want to know, but things I should know as your fiancée. For example, what’s your favorite food?”

“Borscht.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Beet soup?”

He slants me a look.

“Sorry. Shouldn’t judge. I just didn’t expect it to be your favorite.” I didn’t expect it to be anyone’s favorite for that matter. “Favorite drink?”

“Water.”

Again…not what I was expecting. “Anything else?”

“I enjoy an occasional shot of vodka or glass of Faerie wine, but they’re not, by any means, favorites. I do like black tea with a splash of milk.”

I recall him drinking only that the night of our dinner with Bohdan Zaslofsky and my father. “Favorite color?”

“Why must I favor one color over another?”

“Because everyone has a favorite color.”

“I don’t.”

Blowing a breath out of the corner of my mouth, I ask, “To wear?”

“I suppose blue or gray.”

“Have I ever met any of the women you’ve slept with?”

His lids squeeze. “I would never talk about the women I bedded—with you, or with anyone else.”

“No, but I’d probably be able to lift the information from your mind if we were”—even though we speak Crow, I drop my voice on the word—“mates. In any case, I’d prefer being prepared if I bumped into someone who’s known you intimately.”

The bones in his face realign and sharpen. “You’ll never bump into anyone I’ve bedded.”

“Why? Did you have them deported? Murdered?”

“No.” His jaw spasms.

“In case I were to find myself at an event with one of them, warn me in advance, all right?” I take a long inhale, readying myself to ask a question I know he’ll loathe even more than the last. “What does your cock look like?”

He chokes on air, his expression teetering somewhere between absolute horror and extreme annoyance.

“It’s the sort of detail I’d know. If you prefer to show me rather than describe it…”

His complexion becomes such a fiery-red that even the whites of his eyes appear pink.

I realize it will probably incense him further, but I cannot help the grin that overtakes my lips. “Would you prefer I feel you above your trousers?”

I didn’t think more blood could converge into his face but I’m wrong.

“I can flash you my boobs to even out the playing field, but you already saw them in your steam bath. And just in case you thought they were Behati’s, they weren’t.”

He rolls his eyes to the ceiling and counts to ten, then rubs a hand down his flaming face. “It’s proportional to my figure.”

“So, long and thin?”

He balks. “Thin?” He spits the adjective out as though it were the gravest insult to his person. “My cock is not thin.”

I smirk, which only serves to strengthen his scowl. “Since you’re Fae, I assume you’re not circumcised?”

Even the tips of his ears glow now. “No.”

I keep smiling. “Noted. Do you want to see my breasts again?”

He squeezes the bridge of his nose. “No.”

“Don’t look so nauseated. You’re going to give me a complex.” My comment is met with another unintelligible mutter. “Just in case you missed it, I have a birthmark on my pubic⁠—”

“I didn’t.”

I wonder if he ever mistook my body for Behati’s. Since I’m sticking to essential questions only, I set that query aside and ask, “Any birthmarks I should be aware of?”

His color is still high, like his irritation. “None.”

“Any tattoos?”

“Didn’t get a good look at my body the first night we met?”

“I was a little busy handing you your ass. Besides, your towel—unlike mine—stayed put. So? Any ink decorations?”

“Are you truly asking if I have a snowflake tattooed on my buttocks.”

I grin. “Yes.”

Though he still scowls, though his neck is still corded, his timbre mollifies when he says, “I do not.”

“Any scars? Or…?”

“Who will you be discussing the intimate details of my anatomy with?”

I shrug a shoulder. “Someone could challenge the fact that we’re mates. Again. I just want to have the best arrow to fit onto my bow in order to shoot down any doubt.”

He studies me long and hard.

“Relax, Vizosh. I’m not planning on bringing up your girth during book club.”

A slow swallow bobs his throat.

“Speaking of book club, what’s your favorite pastime?” I ask.

“Sparring.”

“With weapons or words?”

“Depends on my adversary’s wit.”

“Any other pastime you enjoy?”

“Reading.”

“What sorts of books?”

His gaze skims the gilded title printed on the next book club pick which Naeva was a third of the way through narrating to me. The task now befalls poor Lachlano, because I tried reading it myself, but the letters are so small and heavily-bolded, that they look like stringed pearls.

“Mostly biographies,” he ends up saying. “Sometimes poetry.”

In other words, not the type of material that graces my nightstand. I usually prefer non-fiction to fiction myself, but I liked being included in Izolda’s tight circle too much to turn down her invitation.

“How’s your sister?” I ask.

“Which one?”

Still clutching my elbows, I rub my thumb against the ink staining my fingers. “Izolda. I don’t much care about the other’s emotional well-being.” Though, perhaps I should, since unhinged people can do unhinged things. “Did she make it out west safely?”

He links his hands behind his back, stepping deeper into my chamber, nearer to me. “Yes. I wish she weren’t so determined to help find Mestyla and Svyato.”

“I can’t believe those two are still missing,” I say.

Konstantin’s lids twitch. I wait for him to confess that Svyato is dead.

And wait.

“My land is vast,” he finally says. “The world, even vaster.”

Why don’t you trust me, Konstantin Korol?

He nods to my fingers. “Been penning perfidious edicts?”

I run my lip between my teeth. “Just a letter.”

“To?”

“A friend.”

“What sort of friend would ferry so much blood into your cheeks?”

“The sort that’s none of your business,” I say.

“You made me describe my cock.”

“I’m not writing a love letter to a secret admirer,” I snap, stabbing the painted wall at his back with my gaze. “Because I don’t currently have an admirer. What I do have is a bargain on my arm, which I intend to preserve.”

“Please don’t ink any sensitive secrets,” he murmurs quietly.

“I would never.”

“Have you heard any?”

That your train tracks aren’t defective. I should tell him, but I’m waiting for him to tell me about Svyato first. Petty, I know.

“Any recent acts of terror? Derailments?” I prod.

“No. It’s been calm.”

“Because of the influx of soldiers Salom has deployed to monitor the railroads?”

“Possibly. Or they’re biding their time, preparing for a greater revolt.”

“Has the tail you put on Ksenia led anywhere?”

He squeezes his lips. “Only to the Voshnan human district, where she’s spearheading the reconstruction of Oloho Samov.”

“For when Svyato and Mestyla return?” I deadpan.

He stays quiet.

“Allies shouldn’t have secrets between them.”

His eyes narrow. “Because you tell me everything you do?”

“I tell you everything that impacts your niece’s case.”

He regards me a long while, as though weighing the pros and cons of confessing. The cons must outweigh the pros, given that he remains unforthcoming.

I cross my arms. “If cooperation on the case isn’t the purpose of your visit, then what brings you to my door, Vizosh?”

Konstantin’s features harden. “I stopped by to inform you that we will be supping with my governors and their spouses this evening at the Lodge.”

“How fun.” I nod. “Will your siblings be joining us?”

“Ilya just got back from his trip to Nebba and mentioned he’d come. Izolda and Aodhan have decided to sit this one out.”

“And Ksenia?”

“She’s not interested.” After a beat, he says, “Wear light-blue to underline your position as my fiancée. That’s what my mother and Milana always wore to state events.” And then he’s journeying across the room. “I’ll knock on your door when it’s time to depart.” He grasps the handle but doesn’t pump it immediately. “What is your favorite food?”

“Birdseed.”

He hefts up an eyebrow. “Right. And your favorite libation is blood?”

“I see you’re keeping tabs on more than just Ksenia.”

“If it’s not too much to ask, I’d prefer if you don’t sip any tonight.”

Is he even aware that I only did it because the hostess set it in front of me? Apparently, she’d heard it was a Shabbin’s drink of choice.

“Why are we dining with your governors?”

“Because governors have influence. They can keep High Fae content and facilitate the introduction of shifters in the regions they oversee. Not to mention, I’m finalizing a land grant that will let humans buy property in any neighborhood. I need their support on this matter, or it will lead to further civil unrest.” His fingers drum against his trouser leg. “Please be on your best behavior.”

There’s very little I like less than being told to behave. “Think of all the headaches you could’ve spared yourself had we wiped Izolda’s memory.”

Before letting himself out, he pierces me with a chilling stare that lingers in my marrow long after he’s gone.
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Iselect a black dress, not a blue one.

One sewn in Luce, not in Glace.

I don’t feel like acting like Konstantin’s doll tonight. His earlier condescension about my apparently paltry manners has my talons lengthening and stabbing through the silky fabric.

“Focá,” I mutter, before deciding to work the holes to my advantage by carving a slit that goes from hipbone to hem. Though I wear tights beneath, they’re just sheer enough to reveal the edge of my underwear.

Perfect.

I smile like a raging loon as I picture Konstantin’s stern face and the horror that’s sure to cut across it. I take my unclassy appearance a step further by slapping on stripes that resemble a cheap masquerade mask. And then I fluff my hair with my fingers, not bothering to run a brush through it. I look positively frightening—demonic, even.

After one final twirl in front of my mirror, I return to my bedchamber. Reflexively, I peer up at the skylight to glean the time of day—manifestly pointless.

Mórrígan, how I miss home. More than ever tonight. I massage my breastbone as snowflake after snowflake nudges itself onto my domed window, obscuring the too-bright sky beyond.

I’m not his captive…I’m no one’s captive.

Resolve blights my glumness. I will leave Glace after supper. By dawn, I’ll be in Luce, breakfasting with my parents and Shoshair. Or I can hitch a ride on Naeva’s Shabbin-bound galleon and journey the rest of the way home with her and Lachlano. I’m so buoyed by my decision that when Konstantin knocks on my door a moment later, it’s with renewed enthusiasm that I join him.

As always, his hair has been gathered in an effortless knot.

As always, his suit is woven from such fine wool that the fabric appears pearlescent.

As always, the fur cloak that grips his shoulders is white, like his land and his coloring.

His mouth pinches as he takes in my getup. I wait for him to ask me to change, but the directive never comes.

Glaring at the wall behind my bed, he mutters, “You’ll want a cloak. It’s particularly brisk out tonight.”

I return to my walk-in closet to grab a black one, then meet him in the hallway. As we start down the long runner, I sidle close so that my murmur bangs into his ear but no one else’s.

“Just so we’re clear, I don’t give a single fuck if my appearance isn’t to your liking, or if it rubs your governors the wrong way. I will always harbor my heritage with pride, so don’t bother asking me to flounce around in pastels or wash my face, or Cauldron forbid, mask my feather. Not if you care for my enduring cooperation.”

He peers down at me. Yes, down. I should’ve worn stilts.

“I’m not sure what gave me the pleasure of being on the receiving end of that diatribe, but I’ve no qualms with your makeup or feather, yegma.”

Does he truly need to call me witch? “Just with my dress then, fay?”

“I would’ve preferred for you to be clad in my kingdom’s colors, but it is your body.”

“Funny that you wouldn’t care what I put on the outside of my body but care what goes inside.”

Loaded silence coils around us.

“After careful consideration, I’ve realized that I have no right to tell you what to do.” He clicks his fingers and calls out to Borat. “Please see that a bowl of birdseed and a pitcher of blood are brought to the Lodge.”

The sprite’s mouth rounds. “B-blood?”

“Do you have a preference for the source, Miss Ríhbiadh?” Konstantin’s expression is stone. “Faerie? Swine? Human?”

I don’t dignify his ridiculous query with an answer.

“Bring her a sampling of all three, as well as a thimble of sprite blood.”

Borat balks, then shudders, then blinks, brown skin glossed with perspiration.

“Best head to the kitchen immediately, Borat, so it arrives in time with our food.”

The look Borat flashes me before flitting away burns with disgust.

“I thought you were trying to get your people to like Crows?” I murmur, barely shifting my lips.

Konstantin says nothing, merely redirects his gaze to the path we’re walking.

My vindictiveness grows tenfold…a hundred-fold. Perhaps I will chug down that blood tonight. Might even spill some down my chin while doing it.

By the time we penetrate the Great Hall, I’m so fucking wound-up that I snap, “I’ll be leaving after dinner to visit my parents.”

The Ice King’s lids spasm. So does his jawbone.

“Would you prefer I head out now and spare you the embarrassment of my vulgarity?”

“Lucky for you, I give zero fucks what people think.”

“Yet you warn me to be on my best behavior?”

He stops walking and turns fully toward me. “Why are you angling for a fight?”

“Asks the man who just ordered me pitchers of blood,” I growl, just as Ilya’s voice rings against the stone.

“I almost demoted Salom to foot soldier earlier.”

Konstantin tugs his eyes off mine in slow motion, as though to make sure I absorbed every last ounce of his spite. “May I learn the reason for his narrowly-avoided demotion?”

“He interrupted a very pleasant rubdown to carp at me that I was late for a state dinner.”

After murdering Konstantin’s face with my striped glower a beat longer, I turn toward the affable brother, whose eyes crinkle at the sight of me, mostly with warmth but also with a touch of amusement.

As he kisses me on both cheeks, he murmurs, “Had a nice rubdown of your own I see?”

The eyebrow-waggle he shoots his brother leaves no doubt that he’s imputing my ragtag appearance to a torrid make-out session.

The tension that rigidifies Konstantin makes me grip his bicep and breathe out a tickled, “It’s hard to keep our hands off one another.”

The apple in Konstantin’s throat judders in time with the muscle beneath his sleeve. The one I’m currently digging my nails into extra-hard.

He doesn’t echo my sentiment, but he does unclasp his fingers from behind his back. “Let’s go.” As we climb the stairs behind Ilya, the Glacin monarch leans down to murmur, “I’d forgotten how mature twenty-four-year-olds could be.” His lips curve into a smile that is crisper than the air diving into the glass hub of the castle.

“You chose me, Vizosh.” My nails crease the fine wool of his suit. “I never chose you.”

My reminder kills his glee quicker than my father murders his enemies.

As we sled up the mountain, Konstantin keeps his stare locked on his land. He doesn’t even look at Ilya, who regales us with stories from his trip abroad—amatory escapades and all. I find myself laughing at many of his misadventures, while my fake husband-to-be sulks.

The Lodge, as well as the Serpent standing in wait, comes into view in no time. I sweep my face toward the bright sky, imagining his mate must be soaring above the woolen latticework of snow. How I wish Dádhi would’ve sent a funner pair to guard me, for Vance and Imogen are sterner than my fiancé. Which is undoubtedly the reason he picked them…

Ilya hops off the sleigh first, then holds out his hand to help me off. The instant my heels kiss the ground, he pulls away, then backs up to allow his sibling to climb down. Before I can take a step forward on my own, Konstantin’s palm claims the small of my back and guides me into the balmy lodge where attendants divest us of our cloaks.

I’m surprised to find Sofiya at the gathering—until I learn she accompanied her father, the Voshnan governor, because her mother has taken ill. Taken ill at the prospect of dining with me? Or a convenient excuse to push Sofiya into Konstantin’s arms?

Though Dimitri greets me with a kiss to the knuckles and a little bow of his head, I don’t miss the grimace straining his mouth. Because I’m a Crow? Because of tonight’s getup? Because he feels like I stole the crown from his daughter? And I don’t mean Milana…

“Are you acclimating to Glace well, Miss Ríhbiadh?” His conviviality feels forced.

I start to answer when I catch Sofiya kissing Konstantin on the cheek. I’m aware they’re family by marriage, but if anyone kissed my father—save for blood relatives—my mother would have an absolute fit.

I almost say something. A mate would. Except the Ice King’s not my mate. Also, Glacins aren’t familiar with our brand of possessiveness, so I bear it with a grin. The other females settle on curtsies and the lone male spouse sketches a bow, just like Konstantin’s governors.

Never one to lie, I finally reply to Dimitri’s query of my acclimation with the truth: “It’s been challenging.” Vague but accurate.

Konstantin shoots me a sideways glance as sharp as a sword’s point.

“Evening, Dadulya,” Ilya says.

Dimitri’s face splits into a wide smile as he takes his grandson in his arms. “You’ve grown again. I swear it.”

Ilya laughs. “Or you’ve condensed.”

Dimitri lifts his pointy chin upholstered in days’ old growth. Though his hair is the same fiery red as Sofiya’s, it’s threaded through with so much white that it appears strawberry-blond.

“Condensed, you say?” He shakes his head but his green eyes glimmer with mirth.

“There goes your inheritance,” Sofiya quips.

Ilya juts his head toward his brother. “Good thing I’m Crown Prince.”

“Not to burst your bubble, but there are two Crown Princesses ahead of you,” Sofiya remarks while I observe their family dynamic.

“Neither wants the job nor the Crown. Something about their heads being too small for all that gold and all those diamonds, and my head being just the right size.” He adds a wink that makes several governors titter.

“Careful my ambitious boy doesn’t steal it off your head, Kostya.” Dimitri’s teasing comment gives me pause.

I’ve never doubted Ilya’s fraternal love, but love doesn’t preclude ambition. How far would he be willing to go to become king? Would he finance terrorism to unsettle his brother’s regime? Would he charm antimorphs with the promise never to marry a shifter? Would he collude with Lev to move weapons around the empire?

What of Alyona and Svyato’s daughter, though? What role does she play in his coup?

A thought slams into me with the force of a three-ton boulder. Mestyla wore her hair down in the prophecy. What if she did so in order to resemble her mother and make Konstantin believe Alyona resurrected? What if her ear points are only decoys to sell her disguise?

If Konstantin had had no prior knowledge of the girl’s existence, seeing an enemy risen from the dead would’ve bowled his world off its axis. Mestyla must be the ace that the enemy plans to use. Which would explain how she’s managed to stay hidden.

Because someone is hiding her.

Could it be Ilya?


25
ISLA
[image: ]


“Everything all right, Isles?” Ilya frowns. “You look like a specter has just traversed your body.”

To set his mind at ease, I conjure a smile. “Should I be worried? Are there many dead beings walking around Glace?” I cloak my qualms about Ilya in feigned curiosity for urban legends.

Konstantin’s younger brother grins. “Many. The cemeteries are full of them. Right, Yuri?”

He turns toward the West Shevan governor, a man with whom he did his military service and which Ilya commended for the post of governor. Because he’s placing allies in high places?

“Oh my Gods, not that story again.” Yuri coasts his palms down his face. “I just got Tiana to accept my marriage proposal, Ilya.”

Although I remain on my guard, my suspicions begin to melt when Yuri recounts how Ilya and their army buddies spooked him so thoroughly in a cemetery during Samhain one fall that he passed out from fright and knocked out two teeth on a gravestone. His half-blooded fiancée and Ilya both laugh until tears pop on their lash line.

Please don’t be bad, Ilya, I think to myself. It would be so crushing.

With the barest pressure to my waist, Konstantin lures me out of my contemplations. “I know some of you traveled for days to celebrate my providential, Cauldron-ordained union. I thank you for making the trip south to celebrate Glace’s future queen.”

Konstantin speaks as though they had a choice, but I suspect they didn’t. The same way I suspect, from their brisk glances at my outfit or face, that they deem this dinner more punishment than celebration.

“Isla, these are the most loyal consultants of the Crown. Most have been ruling Glace alongside the Korols for centuries. Isn’t that right, Dimitri?”

Pride squares Patchenkov’s shoulders. “That’s right, Kostya. I was given the position before you were even born.”

My fiancé’s fingers inch toward my upper thigh. I frown until I catch the governor of some eastern province I can’t recall the name of—one that’s famed for its timber—staring very steadily at my leg.

Once Konstantin reaches the staggering apex in the black silk, he splays his fingers wide, concealing as much bared skin as he can. At least he’s playing the role of possessive mate well. So well that Sofiya purses her lips and bats her lashes. To rid her eyes of their desperate sheen?

After the introductions conclude, and I’ve learned everyone’s names, Konstantin finally unhands me. “A word before supper, Dimitri?”

As the two men step off to the side, Tiana—Yuri’s betrothed—approaches me so cautiously one would think she were walking on tiptoe.

“Hi.” She presses a springy black curl behind her rounded ear. “I’m dying to go to Luce. Yuri promised to take me when he has time. Hopefully this winter, although, it’s always so animated in West Sheva.” She twists her lips to the side. “And not the good sort of animation. Anyway, I won’t bore you with our regional troubles⁠—”

“Please do.”

She blinks.

“Tell me of your regional troubles. Maybe I can help? Or put in a word with someone who can.”

She sighs. “There’s a horrid family of sleigh makers—the Volkovs. They’re half-bloods like me but full-blooded lunatics. Anyway, they’re the reason the previous governor stepped down.”

The name sounds familiar. I try to recall where I heard it, and then it clicks: Bohdan Zaslofsky’s cousins! “I’ll have a word about them with my mate and see what we can do.”

“Mate…” Her skin, the color of the night sky in Luce, makes her glittery irises stand out like emeralds. “The concept is so romantic. We have this very famous Glacin author, Countess Zubrowa. I don’t know if you’ve ever read her novels, but⁠—”

“I’m reading a book from her now. She’s Izolda’s favorite,” I say with a smile.

“She’s my favorite, too! I was so disappointed when Ilya told me she wasn’t coming to the Jubilee. I’d filled a trunk with all my novels in the hopes of getting them signed. Anyway, she writes about mates all the time. Even though Yuri and I don’t share a mental bond, I love him so fiercely that it feels like he’s mine.” She stares at her husband-to-be with such adoration that I find myself thumbing the skin over my heart.

How unconvincing my sham relationship must appear to someone truly in love. I bet she doesn’t believe we’re mates, and that’s why she’s bringing up the magical bond. I keep expecting her to challenge it, but all she ends up saying on the matter is that Konstantin and I make a beautiful couple before launching a thousand and one questions about Luce my way.

Speaking of home unravels some of the irritation knotted around my breastbone. It also tears down my caution, because, if Yuri is anything like his wife-to-be, then he’s wonderful, which makes Ilya wonderful—and not ill-intentioned—by association.

By the time supper is announced, I’ve decided that Tiana is my newest favorite Glacin and that I’ll make a trip to West Sheva to visit her and the Volkovs the instant I return from Luce.

As we make our way toward the dining table, Yuri holds me back to impart that he wants to take her to Luce for her birthday this spring—a secret, which he asks me to keep.

I mimic zipping up my lips, before leaning over to murmur, “Once you’ve decided on dates, let me know, and I can take you around, show you all my favorite haunts.”

“That’s much too kind. Truly. Much too much,” Yuri bumbles as though he cannot believe the Princess of Luce would spare a moment on someone of his political status.

I jerk when fingers clasp the indent of my waist, sinking into the gathered black silk.

“My generous wife,” Konstantin says amiably.

“—to-be,” I add, with just as much false cordiality.

Yuri bows before heading toward Tiana, who has her head thrown back and is laughing at something Ilya has just said.

“Making friends, I see.”

I turn in his hold and reach up, smoothing his upturned collar even though it doesn’t require any smoothing. “Is that a problem?”

He frowns.

“Who would’ve thought my lack of maturity and manners didn’t disgust all?”

Konstantin regards me with such intensity that I worry he’ll spot the open wound his censure inflicted on my ego and stamp it with his thumb to cow me.

“Shall we get to our seats?” I ask, before rolling onto my toes and brushing a murmur over his jeweled lobe. “The faster we dine, the faster you’re rid of me, Vizosh.”

When my heels click back into the floor, his lids are spasming again, and his fingers, pulsating against my waist. I smile; he doesn’t. I wait for his mouth to shape the words, “Get out.” Wait for the weight of his hand to vanish. But he neither commands me to depart nor releases me.

As we finally make our way toward the table, I clock eyes with Sofiya. The intrigue sparking there makes me realize our faux-pas. Glacins may not be familiar with mating bonds, but she is, and our whispering aside has surely given our charade away. I find myself wondering why I even care.

My bicep tingles then, as though to remind me of Konstantin’s bargain. The one that will fritter away if I divulge our scheme.

Though I’m forced to sit at his side, I get Ilya as my other neighbor, which is nice. What is less nice is that Sofiya and her father sit directly across from us. I grip my wine goblet and take a swig, hoping the alcohol will make the supper a little more tolerable.

One of the attendants beelines over, holding a platter upon which are aligned four glasses filled with crimson liquid. I square my shoulders as one waiter removes my presentation plate and cutlery so that the other can set the glasses in front of me.

“What the fuck is that?” Ilya asks, leaning in for a whiff. He must realize what it is because his nostrils flare wide. “Which one of you assholes thought serving my sister-in-law blood was funny?”

The one sitting on my right… I miraculously manage not to speak the words out loud, or to glance Konstantin’s way.

Instead, I smooth my tone until its texture is nauseatingly polite. “I only drink blood in Crow form I’m afraid. I don’t mind shifting, but I don’t want to frighten our guests.”

Although Vance stands across the room, the snort he releases is so loud, it travels all the way to my ears.

“Actually, please carry my drinks out to the terrace for me.” I start to get up, but Konstantin claps my thigh with his hand.

“My wife will have food tonight.”

I contemplate hurling the ring at his face, along with a reminder that I’m not and never will be his fucking wife. My bicep tingles—again. I grit my molars with such verve that I’ll be left with stumps by the end of this meal.

I sit back but don’t relax. The four cups of blood are swept away and my cutlery and golden presentation plate returned. And then the appetizers are served all at once, thanks to there being as many attendants as there are guests. I’ve been in Glace for a month, so the outrageous number of staff isn’t as shocking as it was at the beginning, but it’s still very different to what I’m accustomed. After all, in the Sky Kingdom, we don’t have servers; we have serviceable individuals. The same way we don’t have guards or maids. We’re taught young to be entirely self-reliant.

I pick up the little spoon beside the golden egg cup that cradles a shell filled with pink mousse topped with caviar no larger than seed pearls. I scalp the mound of roe and slip it into my mouth.

“Do Crows not wait for the king to commence eating before they do?” Though Sofiya’s tone is innocent, it crackles with reproach.

“No,” I reply, taking a larger spoonful this time and chewing with my mouth open.

“Do you eat more often in Crow form or in human one?” asks the wife of the governor who’d leered at my leg earlier.

Even though the truth is that I’ll eat in human form ninety-eight percent of the time, I go with, “Crow form. There’s nothing like the taste of fresh kills.”

Konstantin’s fingers clutch my thigh a little harder. Ilya coughs. The rest of the table gags.

Emboldened by everyone’s reaction, Sofiya pursues her smear campaign. “I’ve been meaning to ask…how often do you sacrifice virginal males to your Bird Goddess?”

Another snort comes from the direction of the floor-to-ceiling window Vance has claimed as a backrest.

Yuri folds his fingers around Tiana’s hand and reassures her that Crows don’t sacrifice people.

“Are you calling my daughter a liar, Yuri?” Dimitri bellows.

Yuri’s slim body jerks in his chair, his white cheeks coloring the same pink as the velour ribbon fastened around his wife’s neck. “No. I would never.”

Sofiya’s father tilts up his pointy chin and straightens, as though to appear taller. He’d need a pillow to achieve this feat. I’m tempted to offer him one.

“I’ve actually heard this, as well,” the reedy governor with skin so freckled he appears orange pitches in. “From a reliable source, I’ll add.”

Konstantin removes the hand from my thigh in order to drape his arm around the back of my chair for an unobstructed view of the man. “Do share your source, Sergei.”

Sergei’s amber eyes flicker around the room. “Your brother-in-law.”

A smile wings itself onto my face as I picture Aodhan regaling the Faeries with this tall tale. Knowing him, he must’ve had the grandest time. Konstantin opens his mouth, probably to chide the man about his gullibility.

Before he can get a word in, I blurt out, “It’s not a secret my father wants spread, but since Aodhan has divulged it, I can reassure you that sacrifices only take place during full moons, and we mostly pick from volunteers. Though, sometimes, a random Faerie will be given the honor.”

The silence that follows my answer is so thick one could spread it on toast.

Finally, Sergei’s spouse squawks, “Honor?”

“The families of the tributes receive many gold coins and eternal gratitude from my father,” I explain, coaxing a smile out of Vance, a true feat since the Serpent so rarely smiles. Unlike his sister Agrippina, whose raw comicality is notorious throughout the lands and oceans.

“I myself volunteered, but seeing as I’m not very virginal,” Ilya says, his lips spasming around a grin which he transforms into a long-suffering sigh, “I didn’t make it onto the sacrificial altar.”

I decide, then and there, to put to rest my earlier qualms about Ilya being a puppeteer intent on harming his brother. Evil would color his personality, and my neighbor is anything but hateful. He’s mischievous and wicked, sure, but in the best possible way.

Ilya continues, “If any of you have pure-blooded sons⁠—”

Sofiya cuts him off to ask, “Will you be imposing this heinous ritual in Glace, Kostya?”

For some reason, her use of his nickname grates on my nerves.

“No.” The word gusts across my temple with little volume but such resonance that it is heard by all.

I hinge my neck to check Konstantin’s expression—pitch-black with a side of pulsing. I sense he will have much to say about my miserable manners when he gets a moment alone with me.

“Thank Gods,” someone says, which has Sofiya snapping, “It’s our moral king who deserves our thanks, not our Gods.”

Could she sound any more territorial? It makes me want to bare my teeth—or rather, my talons—Mórrígan only knows why.

For decorum’s sake, I do neither, but I do wrap my bejeweled hand around my glass and lift it in a toast. “To my mate. May his principled morality survive my bestial influence.”

Konstantin’s lids tick as though he’s wrestling with his eyeballs to keep them from rolling toward the heavens and locking there for the duration of the evening.

After a beat, he scoops up his own glass. “To my beautiful wife.”

“—to be,” I chime in. Again. “You don’t want your people thinking we tied the knot without inviting them, now, do you?”

“Forgive me. I can’t seem to curb my eagerness to marry you.” He flings me a smile sharp enough to leave papercuts. “Where was I? Ah, yes… To you, beloved. May you never stop infusing my monotonous existence with your unpredictable ebullience.”

Ilya snorts, while I quirk a brow, since Konstantin looks about ready to strangle me each time my unpredictable ebullience comes out to play.

“Zah’jeen!” Ilya exclaims, before bumping his glass into mine, then reaching around me to cheers with his brother. While others unenthusiastically echo the traditional Glacin toast “To Life,” Ilya adds, “To Crows and Faeries and everything in between.”

He shoots back his wine as though it were vodka, then sets his empty glass beside his plate and digs into his crustacean mousse. I don’t know whether he shovels it down to make me feel better about having started eating before Konstantin, or if he does so to irritate his aunt. Whatever his reasons, I’m immensely grateful.

“This vintage is delicious.” Sofiya coos as she swirls her wine. “Why am I surprised though? You always spoil us with the very best, Kostya.”

Again with his fucking nickname. The glare I shoot her has Konstantin’s fingers trudging along my pinched shoulders and coming to wrap around my nape, probably to discourage me from tossing my wine into his whatever-in-law’s face.

“I’m glad it’s to your liking, Sofiya.” His fingers squeeze, relax, squeeze, as though he cannot make up his mind as to whether to strangle me or not. “I’ll be certain to have a few barrels delivered for your forthcoming nuptials.”

“My…what?” she squawks.

“Oh, forgive me.” Even though it’s surely not his intent, Konstantin’s persistent squeeze-release routine feels rather nice. “I thought the marriage contract had been ratified.”

“No.” Dimitri’s cheeks puff with annoyance. “The Nebban doesn’t have enough to offer.”

“What Nebban, Atsa?” Sofiya asks, her complexion warping from white to deep-pink.

“Someone who doesn’t deserve a girl like you, sweetheart.”

“Half-bloods earn wages equal to pure-bloods in Nebba nowadays,” Konstantin continues.

“I am not marrying off my daughter to someone beneath us. Though I thank you for your input,” Dimitri grits out, sounding anything but appreciative.

As daughter and father lapse into a quiet conversation, the appetizers are replaced with bowls of purple stew.

“Yum…borscht,” I murmur before adding, under my breath, “I’m regretting those cups of blood.”

Konstantin’s jaw twitches as he finally releases my neck to pick up his spoon.

“Do you think they put my bowl of birdseed outside?” I whisper.

I don’t miss Konstantin’s exasperated headshake as I prod the purple soup with my spoon. I take two sips of the treacly sludge before giving up and gifting it to Konstantin, who’s already polished off his bowl.

Sofiya twitters, apparently fully recovered from her unpleasant betrothal discussion. “Do you slop around leftovers in the Sky Kingdom?”

“We don’t like to waste food,” I say.

Her twitter firms into a grating smile. “We give our leftovers to the less fortunate here in Glace, not to our king. Can we have a second round of this most delicious soup?”

For some reason, it’s only at that moment that I take note of the color of her frock—Glacin-blue. The dye must’ve seeped into her veins and gone to her head.

The clink of porcelain draws my attention away from her outfit and onto the soup bowl Konstantin has removed from in front of me and piled atop his. He dips his spoon inside and proceeds to consume my portion. By the time he’s offered seconds—or thirds in his case—he dismisses the attendant with a polite thank you and pats his lips on his napkin.

Oh, how Sofiya is affronted…

I’d rejoice if I weren’t so confused. I conclude he must’ve done it for appearance’s sake.

After the soup course is cleared, Konstantin leans back in his chair. “Though tonight’s first item on my agenda was introducing you to Isla, I do have a second item to discuss with all of you. One that concerns the new edicts.”

As he explains how he’d like them to ease the integration of shifters and humans into their provinces, I excuse myself. Tiana must have the same urge to visit the ladies’ room, because an attendant scoots back her chair at the very same time. I catch her flicker of hesitation. Even though I don’t regret the whole sacrificial chatter, I do regret the fear it’s cast over the halfling. I decide that if she dares trail me into the powder room, I’ll debunk Aodhan’s fabricated tale. She dares.

“Don’t tell the others, though,” I tell her as I wash my hands in the sink, “for I want to see how long it takes them to seek out the truth.”

Tiana smiles, then nods with a renewed sparkle to her countenance. “I won’t, but would you mind if I tell Yuri, so that he can field questions in West Sheva—in case queries are made?”

“By all means.”

She pulls open the door. Before letting herself out, she says, with a smile that eats at my insides, “For what it’s worth, Princess, I sense you will be a great queen. The queen Glacins need.”

“Isla.” Guilt drags my gaze to the stone sink. “Not Princess.”

“Isla,” she repeats.

After she leaves, I work the soap on my fingers into a thick, white lather that does nothing to cleanse me of guilt.

I’m drying my hands on a rolled towel when the bathroom door opens and Sofiya clip-clops inside, head held so high her neck resembles a wooden post. To think that the night of my engagement, I’d felt empathy for this woman and had even considered encouraging Konstantin to woo her once my job here was completed. Glace deserves better.

Sofiya plucks lipstick from a tiny handbag sewn from the same material as her dress and drifts toward the mirror. As she refreshes the still heavy-coating of color, I sidestep her to chuck my towel into the linen bin.

“You may have many fooled”—she smacks her lips to evenly distribute the rouge—“but not me.”

I shouldn’t encourage her but cannot help myself from asking, “Fooled? About?”

She pops the cap back in place. “You and Konstantin aren’t mates,” she says as she sweeps her fingers around her mouth to blot any overspill.

“I realize it would be more convenient for you if we weren’t⁠—”

“It has nothing to do with my preference and everything to do with my clear-sightedness. I had a front-row seat to Aodhan and Izolda’s passion. There are more sparks in a dying ember than between you and Kostya. Also, I’d be willing to wager the tips of my ears on the fact that you cannot mind-speak.”

“Jealousy’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

Her crimson lips smoosh, resembling a weeping gash. “Again, this has nothing to do with my feelings toward you and your kind. I’m actually fine about your kind, though I would suggest you all apply less goop to your faces in order to blend in.”

“Wonderful insight. However, our stripes are deeply rooted in our culture. Much like the tips of your ears.” I make a point of observing them.

She backs up, the vein at the base of her throat going absolutely wild.

“Relax. I’m not about to shorten them to help you blend in.” Because I can be a bitch when the situation calls for it, I add a menacing, “But keep coming onto my mate, and I just might.”

I lean toward the mirror and make a show of readjusting my botched stripes before returning to the door. I’m about to reach for the handle when a better idea slots into my mind, and I prick my finger on my earring.

I don’t miss the hitch in Sofiya’s breathing when I adorn the wood with the key sigil. I slip through the wood, then dally on the other side, waiting for Sofiya to burst out. When she does, her complexion is as milky as her enlarged eyes.

“Everything all right, Isla?” Konstantin is wandering away from Imogen, who must’ve just entered the Lodge, given that her cheeks are flushed from the chill, and her black braid tousled from her flight.

“Absolutely. Sofiya was just offering me pointers on how best to blend in. Apparently, I should go lighter on the kohl.”

He releases a soft snort that shivers the single lock that’s escaped his top knot. Because Sofiya’s watching us, I amble up to him and catch the renegade wisp. The Ice King’s chest goes still as I lift it. When my fingers graze the peaked shell, he sucks in a breath and cinches my wrist.

I don’t move a muscle, wondering if he’ll reprimand me in front of everyone or if he’ll preserve the mate-act. I keep my gaze firmly planted to his, daring him to step out of character, daring him to publicly repudiate me, for if he does, I get to both hang onto his bargain and leave his frigid empire.

His pupils retract into dots that bathe in infinite swirls of mercury, while his crisp scent spreads and invades my lungs.

I curl my index finger and stroke the tip once more. Come on, Vizosh. Punish me. Send me away.

He blinks hard and finally draws my wrist down. His cheeks spasm as though an admonishment were building on his tongue.

“Isla threatened to cleave off the tips of my ears!” Sofiya’s whine carves through the sticky-hot tension.

With a sigh, I twist around to find her pointing to a red smear near the tip of her ear.

Before I can point out that the stain matches her lipstick to startling perfection, Konstantin chuffs, “You cannot go around lobbing off ears, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

I forage for sarcasm in his expression, but his features are ice-smooth.

“Now you tell me.” I snatch my hand out of his just as Sofiya’s father reaches us, huffing and puffing. “Silly me. I still forget that I’m not in Luce. Anyway, I’ve got some packing to do before my trip.” For his ears only, I add, “I won’t leave without saying goodbye, so make sure to pop by my room once you’re done here.”

I catch the brisk sweep of Konstantin’s lashes before I disintegrate into my shadows.

Though my wing bones itch to carry me south, I soar toward the underground palace. I may be incensed, but if I don’t give him a piece of my fucking mind in private now, chances are I won’t come back.

Prophecy be damned.
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Fists rain on my door just as I’m zipping up my leather jacket.

“Who is it?”

Though my caller doesn’t announce himself, his muttering reveals his identity.

“You may come in.”

Konstantin snaps my door open with so much air-power that it uproots the metal stopper and smacks the wall. And then he claps it closed with the same vigor. It’s a miracle the wood isn’t reduced to shavings.

“What the fuck was that?”

“You’ll have to elaborate, Vizosh. What part of the evening has distraught you so? When I suggested sipping my dinner of blood on the terrace? When I substantiated Aodhan’s sacrifice tale? When I fondled your ear in public? If I were you, I’d sever our engagement immediately. It isn’t as though anyone actually believes we’re mates. According to Sofiya, and I quote, we spark as much as a dying ember.”

His jaw turns razor-sharp as he pounds toward me, hair wild, ripped free of the leather tie that bound it. “Why did you leave?”

Really? “The better question is: why did I fucking bother attending?”

Blood pools beneath the skin of his spasming jaw, making him glow with fury.

“Many believe us lawless savages, but I thought you were different.” My placid tone intensifies the flaring of his nostrils.

“I never even considered you’d cut Sofiya! Not for a single second.”

“You said, and I quote: You cannot go around lobbing off ears, Miss Ríhbiadh. And you didn’t say it with a smile. Trust me, I searched for one.”

“Did I question whether you’d done it?”

“No, but you looked at me funny. I suppose I can’t hold that against you, since you think so little of me and aren’t interested in⁠—”

“I’m interested!”

I hold up my hand to silence him and finish painting the parts of the picture, which were out of his field of vision earlier.

“Let me set the record straight. I didn’t attempt to cleave off bits of anyone’s ears. However, I did threaten to do it, but only to sell our mating bond.” When a flash of fury hits his hooded stare, I explain, “Not only did Sofiya have the audacity to dress in Glacin-blue, but she also spent the greater part of the evening flaunting her familiarity with you. You might’ve enjoyed it, but I didn’t. The same way I didn’t enjoy being served blood. I admit I chose my outfit tonight in retaliation for your directives to act more genteel, but did that merit being paraded around like some vile creature?”

His chest heaves with breaths. “That wasn’t my intent.”

“What was your intent?”

“It was a knee-jerk reaction to your act of sedition. One I regretted the instant they brought you the blood.”

“Did you think they’d disobey you?”

“I didn’t think, because I can’t think when I’m around you. I can hardly fucking breathe.”

“Do I smell that foul?”

His jaw clenches. Relaxes. Clenches anew. “Even if it had been your blood on Sofiya’s ear, I would’ve assumed you’d had a good reason for putting it there, but I couldn’t exactly say: Well done, xhina.”

“You’re right. You couldn’t have said that, since, for the last fucking time, I’m not your wife!”

He drives the heels of his palms into his eyes in exasperation.

“You know what saddens me most? The fact that I believed we were a team and that we were playing the same game—albeit, differently. But we’re not a team. Teammates trust each other, and you don’t trust me.”

“I don’t fucking trust anyone, Isla! I don’t even fucking trust my own general!”

Oh. That’s…unexpected. “Well, you should trust me. Or rather, you should have, for I want nothing from you. Nothing. Not your crown. Not your affection. Not your admiration. Not your coin. Nothing.”

“And I want everything!” he exclaims.

“No. You only want my cooperation and my people’s support.”

“No, that’s not⁠—”

“You had both, you know. And I guess you still have my father’s support, but you lost my cooperation when you started treating me like some untrustworthy and uncouth child.”

“Svyato’s dead! I didn’t manage to bring him back to the castle alive. That’s the only secret I’ve kept from you. Do you know why I kept it? Because I worried you’d find me a fool for not having let you go back for him yourself. For having sent a man who hated him so much that I’m still not convinced whether he found him dead or delivered the killing blow himself. I can take a bunch of humans calling me meek. I can take my sister calling me heartless. But I cannot fucking take you regarding me like either of those things.”

My head rears back. “Why in the four realms do you assume I would’ve come to that conclusion?”

“Because you offered to go back there, and I didn’t let you. Instead, I sent my sword-happy general who had an axe to grind with Svyato.” Konstantin sinks his hands into his hair and squeezes his eyes shut. “He’s dead, Mestyla’s missing, and I have no one to blame but myself.”

No, you have your general to blame, I think. “Mestyla is truly missing?”

He nods. “I’ve tasked Aodhan with retrieving her this time.”

“I’m glad you have him. Makes leaving Glace easier on my conscience.”

His lids flip up, and he stares at me as though I’ve slapped him.

“I promise to return before winter arrives.” I slide his ring off my finger. “My absence will be good for everyone. It’ll give your constituents—and yourself—time to calm.”

“I’m calm!” he snaps.

“Clearly.” I smile, because his frame is tauter than the decorative posts of my canopy bed.

“Why did you take off the ring?”

“Because I don’t want to lose something of such value.”

“Put it back on.”

I tilt my head.

“Please,” he adds around a rush of breath. “Please put it back on.”

Though I’d prefer to leave it in his care, I slide it back into place. He stares at it, then at me, and although I cannot read his mind, I can tell he’s having a gazillion thoughts all at once.

“Please don’t leave.” His hands tumble down to his sides and ball into fists. “I swear that I’ll never keep a secret from you again. And I’ll never allude to blood-drinking or birdseeds. I’ll even give you another bargain.” His intensity unsettles me almost as much as his despondency.

I raise my palm and feel his forehead.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Checking for a blood sigil to make sure I didn’t just invite a Shabbin witch, who took your face, inside my bedroom. Or fever, I suppose.” When no crimson rises to the surface of his forehead, I ask, “What nickname do you enjoy calling me?”

“Xhina.”

I purse my lips. “Not that one.”

“Yegma.”

“I suppose anyone could know that.” I lower my hand. “Do I have any birthmarks on my body?”

His pupils contract. “Yes. One shaped like my crumbling empire.”

“Your empire is not crumbling,” I say. “Also, it’s shaped like Glace? Just how closely did you study it?”

Pink streaks across his cheekbones, and then he’s rubbing his bent nape.

I smirk. “You called me an enigma, but you’re one as well. A posturing ice prick ninety-nine percent of the time, and boyishly insecure the remaining one percent.”

“I’m not insecure,” he mutters. “I’m just⁠—”

I fold my arms. “You’re just what?”

“You make me feel things which I’m not equipped to contend with.”

“What sort of equipment do you feel like you need to contend with me?” I ask, my bad humor a thing of the past. “You have a heart, albeit one encased in a hefty layer of frost, and you have”—I purposely lower my gaze, knowing it’ll heighten his color—“other pieces of equipment which I usually find appealing.”

He hikes up a brow. “Usually?”

“Well, I haven’t actually seen yours.”

Instead of driving more blood into his face, my remark seems to clear his complexion. And his mood. “I didn’t think you had any interest in seeing it.”

I sigh. “If you’d have asked me during supper, it would’ve been a categorical no.”

“But now?”

“Look, I may not hold grudges, Konstantin, but you hurt me today.”

His eyes, which he drags back and forth over my face, spark with worry.

“I realize I’m not entirely blameless for how poorly tonight went, but⁠—”

“You are.”

“I dressed like a whore.”

“You looked fucking sexy.”

My brow furrows. “How badly do you want my crown and coin?”

“What?”

“You said you wanted everything earlier.”

His lips finally flex. “I want everything but your parents’ throne and coin.” All of a sudden, he unclips his fur cloak and tosses it onto the ornate trunk at the foot of the bed, and then he attacks his jacket collar.

My pulse quickens as he slides button after button free. “What are you doing?”

“I want to get to know you, Isla.”

Since I cannot imagine he’s getting undressed to get to know me intimately, my mind doesn’t go there. Fine, it does. A little. I’m a warm-blooded woman with flawless sight and a fledgling crush on a very mercurial Faerie with white hair.

He shrugs out of his jacket and tosses it atop the fur. “I want to know what makes you cry.”

“Cry?” I echo in surprise. Is it me or does my voice sound husky? Mórrígan, I hope it’s me. I swallow, hoping it will lubricate my throat and enable clearer, less demonstrative diction. “I don’t cry.”

“Ever?”

“Not since I was a toddler.”

“What makes you scream?”

“Um…” I dart my eyes toward the bed, wondering why my first thought would be a dirty one.

There are plenty of things that have made me scream. Like… I stick my tongue in the corner of my lips, attempting to wrangle one out.

“When I get scared,” I all but exclaim, relieved to have found an answer that isn’t sexual. “I scream when I get scared.”

He heads over to the armchair in the corner of my bedroom, on which I’ve discarded my black dress. He lifts it, then folds it with methodic care, before draping it over the backrest and then he takes a seat and hooks one ankle over his knee.

“What scares you?”

“Crazies who have no qualms taking lives.”

“You’re safe here. With me.” He says this with such gravitas that it stirs something deep within me.

“I’m not so much worried for my safety as I am for the safety of the people I love.”

“What do you loathe? Aside from me at the moment.”

“Sofiya. I loathe her.”

With a sigh, he says, “So do I, Yegmenka.”

Why the underworld does being called Little Witch speed my pulse? “You do?”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because she made you doubt me. She made you doubt yourself. She made you doubt us.”

My ribs clench…clench. “What us?”

He flinches. “The us I’m still holding onto. The us I hope we can still be.” He lapses into silence for a moment, as though waiting for me to determine if there’s still a chance for an us. When I say nothing, he presses on in his pursuit of understanding me. “What makes you laugh?”

My mind is such a wild place at present that it takes me a minute to come up with an answer, “Silly things.”

“Nothing that brings joy is silly.”

I carry my hand to my neck and massage my hastily striking pulse. “I don’t think Naeva would agree if you asked her about the time Lach pulled out her chair before she could sit and she ass-planted in front of everyone in a popular Tarespagian eatery.”

He smiles, then sweeps his thumb over the curve, tossing my pulse some more. “Your favorite time of day?”

“Eventide,” I reply with no hesitation. There’s nothing like that moment when the day winds down and the night is just beginning. “What’s yours?”

“In recent weeks, it’s been mealtime.”

“Is your appetite a seasonal thing?”

He stares so steadily at me that I’m suddenly wondering if it’s a me thing. After all, since I’ve been here, it’s the only time of day we spend in each other’s company.

“What’s one small thing that always brings you comfort?” he asks.

“A candlelit bath. You?”

“My siblings’ laughter.”

Goddess below, that’s sweet… “Your worst trait?”

“Envy.”

This gives my dancing fingers pause. “You? Envy? What is it you envy?”

“It’s not so much a what as much as a who.”

“Who in the world do you envy?”

“Any man who retains your attention, be they strangers or friends of yours or even my own brother. But especially those with darker, more colorful features.”

My pulse trips as we stare at each other.

“Sofiya’s right,” he suddenly says.

I bristle. “Must you really bring her up at the moment?”

“I’m only bringing her up to prove a point.” When he unfolds his legs, I think he’s about to stand and walk back over to me, but he merely plants his feet wide.

“Which is?”

“That you and I don’t spark, Isla Ríhbiadh.”

Wow. Talk about misreading the moment.

“A spark is too small a thing for what happens when we collide.” His knees fall open a little wider as though inviting me to step closer. “You, Isla Ríhbiadh, have set fire to my kingdom of ice and torched your way into my frozen heart.”
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The oxygen in the room hasn’t thinned, yet my lungs cramp and my tongue feels like scorched earth. “Since when do you even like me?”

“Since you flocked into my bathing chamber.” His confession skips through the torrid air and sinks into my chest, causing much rippling.

“Huh.” I lick my lips. “You have a really odd way of showing it.”

“Like I mentioned earlier, I’m completely out of my depth in matters of the heart.”

I give my quivering lips another tongue lash.

“I was hoping”—his focus is so fierce that I feel like I’ve just flown into one of the giant fire orbs dotting his hallway—“that it was reciprocal.”

I’m about to make a quip about hoping and what not but think better of making light of his declaration. The last thing I want is to destabilize this man who’s been celibate since my birth, almost as though he’s been waiting for me. Skies, what an odd contemplation that is…

When his throat bobs and uncertainty creases the skin around his lips, I say, “It’s very reciprocal.”

The breath he releases is so deep that it whooshes against me. Actually… When I spot my ponytail fluttering in a breeze of Konstantin’s making, I surmise it isn’t his sigh that I felt but his magic. I shuffle my feet in order to facilitate his mission of reeling me in.

When I’m finally situated between his thighs, he leans forward and ropes my waist, then perches me on his lap. “Did you need to make me wait quite so long on your reply?”

“You deserved it after you made that poor sprite fetch me blood.”

He winces.

“Relax. In hindsight, it was quite funny. The sort of humor that’s right up my family’s alley.”

Although he blanches and gives his head a little shake, his grimace gentles into a smile. “Surely not when directed at one of theirs.”

I tap the part of the chain that peeks out from his shirt. “Hmm… perhaps don’t walk around too often without your nifty medallion.”

His fingers dance along the edge of my thigh, generating a delicious tingling.

“Tell me, Vizosh, do you still remember how to kiss, or will you need a refresher course?” I ask, fully aware that my comment will rankle him since there’s nothing a proud man loathes more than his faculties being questioned.

As predicted, his eyebrows slam low. Not as predicted though, his smile deepens, darkens.

“Did you think I’d inadvertently stick my tongue inside your ear instead of your mouth, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

I shrug a shoulder. “I hear that most of your people enjoy ear-play.” I stroke over his long ears with only my gaze, yet it makes the muscles in the Ice King’s leg harden beneath my ass. “But you didn’t seem like a fan.”

“I am.” He gently lays claim to my neck with one hand and grips the outside of my thigh with the other, tucking me infinitesimally closer. “Which is the reason I tried to keep you from touching them in public earlier.”

My skin breaks out in gooseflesh. “Am I permitted to touch them behind closed doors?”

“Yes, but…” He swallows. “But preferably not tonight. I’m coiled so tight that I…” Another swallow. “Safer not to.”

“For your trousers’ sake?”

“For your body’s sake.”

I inhale slow and deep. He must sense my twittering nerves, because his fingers begin to knead my neck like earlier at supper. I realize that his objective was conceivably not strangulation.

“I’ve changed my mind,” he rasps.

“About?”

“About that refresher course. I’d love some guidance.”

Like a murder of crows, my heartbeats careen against the walls of my throat, pooling beneath the roaming pads of his fingers.

“What should I do first?”

“You should, um—” I puff out a breath.

Skies, am I seriously panting? I don’t think I’ve ever been this hot for anyone in my entire life. That’s not true. I know I’ve never felt this way before.

Konstantin smirks, enjoying my sudden discomfiture. “I should…?”

Abort! my mind hollers. This is a terrible idea, Isla. You’re going to catch feelings for a man who isn’t your mate. Abort immediately.

“Perhaps we should—wait until I come back to—to explore whether—engaging in physicality is a sound idea. What if we’re a terrible fit? Then it’ll get awkward, and since we might have to hang out for months⁠—”

He guides my head down toward his and silences me with a kiss that streaks fire down my throat and into my chest. When his lips part mine, I grip his shoulders as though they were my last handholds on a cliff and tangle our tongues, meeting him twirl for twirl and suck for suck. He makes a noise deep in the back of his throat that slams into my core and makes my thighs clench.

The male has clearly not forgotten how to kiss. When he leans back, taking me with him, I adjust my position, swinging both my legs up to straddle him, and then I loop my arms around his neck and run my fingers through his mussed locks. He groans, and again, the sound hits me square in the core.

A core, which I am desperately trying to keep elevated, for I am also feeling strung very, very tight and am worried I’ll start rubbing myself against him like a bitch in heat.

But apparently, Konstantin desires just that, because he molds my ass with a firm hand, driving it down onto his bulge.

I gasp, and it jerks our lips apart, but our centers…they stay connected and pulsing. As we both draw in breath, Konstantin sweeps his thumb over my cheekbone, tracing my feather tattoo.

“You had me worried that my paleness and scrawniness were too off-putting.”

“I called you lean, not scrawny. As for your coloring”—I brush a lock out of his eyes—“I’m apparently into platinum-haired men now.”

With a deep sigh, he says, “I know you want a mate⁠—”

“Let’s not talk about that tonight.”

“No, we need to talk about this. You need to understand something.” He traces my waist, scattering goosebumps beneath the leather. “It fucking terrorizes me to feel so much for someone who might just up and leave me someday. Which is one of the reasons I’ve pulled away as of late. I thought that if I didn’t see you, my attraction would dwindle. It hasn’t. If anything, it’s made it worse.”

His lashes flutter over his all-consuming stare.

“But I’d never keep you from your preordained mate. I’d respect…” His throat bobs. “I’d be respectful of the Cauldron’s choice.”

I slide one palm up his chest, capturing the beats of his battering heart on my way to his shoulder. “Thank you.”

He frames my face and presses our foreheads together. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this, Isla.”

“By this, you mean a fake relationship that’s becoming unexpectedly fun?”

I feel him smile, but the curve is so full of torment that it doesn’t reach high or remain in place long. “I know you didn’t want to stay in Glace.”

“Trust me, if I wanted to be gone, I’d be gone.”

“Still, I’m sorry for forcing a ring on your finger, I just…” His lashes flutter, revealing a stare that’s as beleaguered as his hair. He seems lost, as though he’s ventured into a territory that he doesn’t govern and from which he cannot find his way back. “I just really wanted to keep you.”

It’s admittedly the first time in my life I don’t bristle at the idea of being kept. What does that say about me?
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Isla hasn’t spoken for at least five minutes.

Her unusual silence makes me regret my confession. In truth, I’m not entirely sure why I told her. I could’ve held on to my secret. I’m good at holding on to secrets.

When I can’t take it any longer, I ask, “Are you horrified?”

“Perplexed.”

I stop outlining the shape of her inked feather.

“It’s the first time anyone has expressed a desire to keep me. Well, outside of my family members, but it’s not so much a choice on their part as an obligation, since, you know, blood ties and all.” The smile that quirks her lips feels like a chisel to the doubt encroaching my chest. She relocates her fingers from my shoulders to my nape. “I would like to go home at some point before winter rolls over Glace.”

“Worried you’ll miss out on one of the monthly sacrifices?”

She laughs. I never thought I’d be one of those poor sods who’d wax poetic about a woman’s laughter, but Gods, the waves of her delight are nothing short of transcendent.

“I must absolutely know what went through Aodhan’s mind when he concocted such a tale.” She uses her knuckle to spring a tear from her eye.

I smile but then grow serious. “You can go home any time. I hope you know that.”

I slide a lock of her silken black hair behind the rounded shell of her ear, my gaze lingering on the ruby spiked hoop she uses to bloodcast.

“Just…come back.” What is it about the girl on my lap that makes me act like some lovesick teenager? Could she have cast a spell on me?

I decide against asking, because if she didn’t, my desperation might drive her away, and not just for a short trip home, but for longer.

“You could come with me?” she offers.

“I don’t think that’d be very wise.”

“Are you that terrified of my parents?”

“No.” I weave my fingers through her hair. “I just have a kingdom on the brink of a civil war and a resentful niece on the loose. I’d prefer to avoid someone staking a claim to my empire.”

“Right…” She purses her lips, shadows blunting the violet sparkle of her irises.

When she’d asked me what my favorite color was earlier, I’d almost blurted, “Your eyes. Your eyes are my favorite color.”

Thankfully, my tongue had reined back the preposterous revelation.

“Let’s not discuss revolutions tonight. Let’s not talk at all,” I murmur, eyeing her lips, which she keeps wetting with the tip of her tongue.

I lean forward and take possession of her mouth again. I’m aware it’s been a while for me, and that perhaps I’m misremembering the past, but I can’t recall ever experiencing a yearning as violent as the one I feel for this shifter princess. It’s debilitating, like some fever that sweeps through the body and capsizes one’s cognizance.

Every inch of me she touches palpitates and grows hot, making me want to strip off my shirt so she can melt away more of the frost that dwells beneath my skin.

With every press of her tongue and flex of her fingers, she consumes my restraint.

She consumes me.

I still don’t understand how she could have ever believed, for even a second, that there were no sparks between us. My blood damn near liquifies the lining of my veins each time I so much as think of her.

As she slants her head to deepen the reach of our tongues, I grip the outside of her thighs. My cock is so engorged I worry I will pop my zipper. May her father have mercy on my wanton soul and never learn the depths of all the wicked things I wish to do to his daughter.

She pulls away to catch her breath. I allow her three deep inhales before I clasp her waist with my hands, her gaze with my eyes, and her lips with my mouth.

I’m not ready for this kiss to end.

Not ready to walk to her door and wish her a goodnight.

It dawns on me that I probably won’t be ready for any of that later, even though it will have to happen, or it won’t only be her mouth I fuck with my tongue. The thought of exploring her, of kissing her Glace-shaped birthmark and tasting her bare pussy, has the demon in my pants weeping like some sunshine-blasted icicle.

Back to my room I must go.

I slide my hands under her ass, then stand without breaking the kiss. When I start walking, her arms tighten around my neck and her feet lock around my waist. It takes everything—and I do mean, everything—inside me not to head to her bed.

Once I stop walking, she pulls away and blinks around her as though unsure how we got from the armchair to the door. I take the opportunity to kiss her pretty throat, feeling it stir over words.

“Are you absconding with me?”

I smile against the palpitating column of flesh. “No. I’m throwing myself out.”

“I would’ve preferred to be absconded with.”

“Don’t tempt me, Yegmenka,” I rasp, in between two sips of her skin. “I’d be capable of it.” I loosen my grip and slide her off me, my cock giving a violent jerk when her center brushes against it. I reach between my legs to readjust myself before I walk out of her room and give my guards fodder for gossip.

Her mouth, which is raw and swollen from our kiss, curves against my shoulder. “It’s still very noticeable. Let me help.” She reaches down and rolls her palm over me.

“That”—my throat clenches—“isn’t helping.”

She knuckles the ridged beast, somehow managing to swell him even more. I choke out her name.

“Coming would release the pressure, Vizosh.”

I drop my chin and drink in the slow pace of her fingers that glitter with my diamond. Did I really tell her earlier that I’d hand her over to her mate?

“Does this feel good?” she murmurs against the scoop of my shoulder. “Or would you prefer I stop?”

Incapable of forming words, I glower at her, which lures a smirk onto her lush mouth.

“Do you know how often I’ve fantasized about you?” She tips her head up to behold me.

I am panting now, so fucking close to release that the edges of the room have started to scintillate.

“Do I have permission to undo your zipper, Vizosh? I wouldn’t want it to chafe.”

“Great…fucking…lords. What are you—doing to me?”

“It’s called manual stimulation.”

My nostrils flare around a grunt.

“Was that a yes on the zipper?”

When her other hand rises to my ear and begins to journey toward its peaked tip, I choke out a harsh, “Yes.”

She pops open the hook and bar closure, then grips the metal pull. My throbbing flesh pours out, tenting my linen braies whose weave is so light, it leaves little to the imagination.

“I did get the long part correct,” she croons.

When she closes her fingers around my shaft and slips the point of my ear between her middle and index fingers, I fucking see stars.

“But not the thin part,” she purrs.

I huff out another snort that comes out borderline feral. For a heartbeat, I wonder how we got here—standing beside her door, my dick in her hand. My aim had been to not overwhelm her. Instead, here she is overwhelming me.

“Isla…?” I begin. “You don’t have to—to…”

“You are such a beautiful man, Konstantin.” Her promise warms my clenching throat, causing my body to shudder with pleasure. “Everywhere.” She presses a kiss to my pulse point, all the while thrusting my erection and fondling my ear.

She’s the beautiful one. No, she’s so much more than beautiful. She’s fucking stunning. The most magnificent creature to have ever graced this godsforsaken Earth.

I grip her neck and bend over because my mouth is jealous of my throat. I will never give her back. Not in six months. Not in six years. Not in six fucking centuries. Her mate will have to pry her out of my cold, dead fingers.

A litany of curse words hammers my temples as the pressure of her hand sends a bolt of fire into my balls. They draw tight, and then my climax is gushing out, drenching the linen that grows translucent. I think I’m done releasing my seed, but as Isla keeps slow-pumping me, more leaks out.

And more.

The sight of her fingers glistening with my cum and ring has me hardening anew. Evidently, she notices because a corner of her gorgeous mouth wings up.

“I was trying to act like a gentleman and take it slow,” I grouse, tilting her jaw up with my thumb. “But you leave me no choice.”

Her pupils dilate.

“I want you naked with your legs spread for me, xhina.”

Her pulse jumps. Her throat tightens. Her eyes flash. “I’m not your wife,” she gusts out.

Remembering that she has wings and a home she longs to return to, I decide not to frighten her with my resolve to keep her always. Instead, I recapture her parted lips and pilot her toward the bed.

When the backs of her knees meet the mattress, I ease her down, folding over her to keep our mouths fused. My hand ventures down the side of her body, shaping her spectacular curves before swirling over her thigh. Her breathing turns labored when I drive the heel of my palm against her core, pressing and relaxing in firm waves that has her squirming beneath me.

I break our kiss, but only so I can watch her. Her cheeks are rosy and smudged with kohl I must’ve unsettled with my nose. Her eyes are glass-bright. I keep kneading her through her leathers, delighting in the little sounds she makes and how briskly her chest is pumping.

I press a kiss to the underside of her jaw. “Shall we take these off?” My hand is already cresting her mound toward the elasticized waistband.

“Wait. Konstantin. Wait.” She claps my hand, and I freeze, afraid I’ve pushed her too far, until she blusters out, “There was someone—watching us.”

I twist my head toward the door, but she grips my chin and levers my head. “From up there.”

Though no face peers down at us, there are handprints in the snow.

I see red as I lurch to my feet, hooking my trousers back into place. “What did they look like?”

“They wore a hood. I couldn’t…” Her voice fades along with her body.

When I spot her shadows streaking toward the glass, I shout, “Isla, no! Wait! Don’t go out there!”

But does my fiancée listen? Of course not.

I storm out of her chamber, yelling at Borat to fly and warn the wardens supposed to guard my fucking grounds to find the lurker. “And Imogen! Find Imogen!”

I tear up my stairs like a bear awakened from hibernation in the dead of winter. I will murder the spy, and then I will wrap my chain around Isla’s neck so she cannot just up and fucking leave me behind.

Just as I reach the esplanade, a body capsizes at my feet with a high-pitched cry.


29
ISLA
[image: ]


Iland and molt a second after I’ve dropped Sofiya at Konstantin’s feet.

He simmers with such fury that the air around his body trembles. At first, I’m the recipient of his anger. I’ve no need for a mental connection to figure out why. I heard him growl at me to stay put, but how could I, when our peeping Jane could’ve volatized herself by the time his guards went looking for her?

A small smile scoots itself onto my lips now that the threat—which was, in all honesty, not much of a threat—has been neutralized. “Do you still doubt your king’s affection for me, Sofiya, or was the scene you were privy to full of enough sparks to dispel your doubts?”

“Isla.” Konstantin’s sharp tone extinguishes my delight.

I suspect he’s about to reprimand me for alluding to what we were doing in front of his soldiers. I’m wrong. He’s holding out his hand.

For me.

Once I slot my fingers through his, he moves his stare onto the kneeling woman and snarls, “What were you doing on my roof, spying on my wife?”

There he goes again, calling me his wife. Granted, the Glacin term is slicker on the tongue than the more complex syllables that make up betrothed, but it does give me pause, since Konstantin Korol is a man who selects his words carefully. The male is clearly intent on tying me down.

Even now, aware of his fondness for me, I can’t help but wonder about his intentions. After all, he’s made it clear in the past that a stronger alliance with shifters would help solve his kingdom’s unrest.

Not the time to dwell on this, Isla… I give my head a small shake just as Imogen materializes out of thin air.

“What were you doing?” she queries in Crow.

“None of your business, Immy,” I murmur.

“Hmm.” Her dark eyes trawl over Konstantin’s unkempt appearance, over the smudges of black on the tip of his nose and apex of his jaw.

At least he’s zipped himself up, even though a tell-tale dampness darkens the fabric at his crotch that is—thankfully—partially hidden behind his untucked shirt front.

“Be careful,” is all Imogen adds, after examining my state.

I want to remind her that I’m not a child, that I’m a hundred percent in control of this situation, but I suppose that proving my maturity to a six-century-old woman is futile. In her eyes, like in my family’s, I’ll remain a little girl forever. Besides, her concern comes from a place of love.

“I will,” I end up saying—not only to appease her, but because my heart cannot afford to tangle around a man who isn’t my mate. The knots of such deep affection would weave into an impossible snarl that would be excruciating to snip.

Sofiya palms blood, diluted by tears, off her cheek, revealing a shallow gash. One that will never heal because my talons are made of iron and she’s Fae. It won’t kill her, though.

As Konstantin interrogates the whimpering Faerie, she whines, “Call for a healer. It burns.”

How she’d squealed when I’d snatched her midrun. The guards had drawn their swords, but not in her direction.

In mine.

Which is definitely a point I want to bring up with Konstantin later. Shouldn’t one of them have tried to bar Sofiya’s path? They were patrolling.

Granted, they hadn’t barred me the evening I tumbled down Konstantin’s skylight…

“Not until you answer all my fucking questions,” Konstantin growls.

“I’ll be scarred forever, Kostya. Have mercy.”

“Depending on your explanation, you might not have to fret about scars.” A cruel smile—one I’ve not seen on his handsome face before—warps his expression. “And please, do call me Vizosh. Now, what were you doing on my rooftop?”

She licks her lips. “I wanted to apologize to Isla for my earlier behavior. Since my promenade took me to her window, I went to check if she was still in Glace and perhaps still awake. I was about to knock when—” She grimaces. “When I realized she wasn’t alone.”

Konstantin turns to his soldiers. “Since when do you allow promenades on the roof of the castle?” he thunders.

I miss their murmured replies, because Imogen hisses, “Is that blood?”

I nod, assuming she means on Sofiya’s cheek, but then she’s plucking my arm and twisting it this way and that. It’s only then that I notice that my leather sleeve has been sliced open and that I am, in fact, bleeding.

“She lashed me with a vine,” I murmur in Serpent, preferring Konstantin not hear. Though I strongly dislike Sofiya, I also don’t wish her to be put to death for the sin of jealousy. As long as that’s the true reason she was up there.

Konstantin must have the same idea, for he’s having one of his guards sprinkle Sofiya’s tongue with salt. “What were you really doing on my rooftop, Sofiya Patchenkov?”

Tears are dribbling down her face now, pinkening when they trip over the gash.

“I wanted to—” Her throat clenches. “Apo—” She lowers her eyes to the boot tread blunting the snow next to her knees. “Apo—lo—” She grits her teeth.

“The word you’re seeking is evidently not apologize,” Konstantin says.

Her lashes, caked with mascara, close over tear-glossed green. “Father asked me to check if she was gone.”

“Why?” Konstantin snaps.

“I don’t know why. I don’t question my father. He just told me to make myself useful while he chatted with Salom.”

A frown descends upon Konstantin’s brow.

“He’s in your War Room,” she says.

“I’m aware, the same way I’m aware of the reason he’s there. Unlike you, Miss Patchenkov, I question people.”

“Can I see a healer, now? I’ve told you everything.”

“You told me under the influence of salt.” Konstantin nods to his guards. “Bring her inside and keep her isolated until her wound has healed.”

She gasps. “Kost—” At his frigid stare, she swaps his name for his title. “Without special poultices, it won’t heal.”

He squeezes my hand. “Accompany me to the War Room?”

Sofiya crawls forward. “Please. Please let me see a healer. I swear I will never spy or do anything for my father ever again. Please.” She reaches for Konstantin’s boot, but he backs up, and her hand tumbles into the snow. “I’ll become your spy!”

“Could be convenient,” Imogen says in Crow.

He stares down at the pitiful, groveling Faerie. Is he considering it?

“You could ask her for a bargain to call upon at a later date,” I muse.

His silence endures for so long that I think he won’t take my advice. I wouldn’t even fault him for it. He might like me, but that doesn’t mean he trusts me or desires my input. Lo and behold, the King of Glace heeds my counsel.

Once her bargain slips beneath his skin, he whirls.

“A blood sigil could heal her,” I murmur, still in Crow.

“She doesn’t deserve to be healed,” he mutters.

“Except she’ll only use the scar to further discredit shifters. Considering her circle, and reach within it, it could help us in the long run.”

His lips squeeze. When he glances over my shoulder at Imogen, I think he’s about to ask her to weigh in, but I’m wrong. “Why are you smiling?”

I twist around to find that Imogen is, in fact, smiling, but it’s a murky curve of lips.

“Because I can’t wait to hear Isla suggest painting a blood sigil on the Faerie’s cheek.” My Crow guard shrugs. “I suppose that if Miss Patchenkov does accept, there might be hope yet that she’ll stop regarding us as winged demons.”

Konstantin’s head bobs twice before he says, “Your call, Yegmenka.”

“Is Vance around?” I ask.

“He is…around.” The way Imogen says ‘around’ causes Konstantin to sling his gaze over the infinite whiteness that no black-eyed shifter is blunting. “He’s listening to the…conversations.”

Konstantin startles this time. “Salom’s requested⁠—”

Before he can finish his question, Imogen says, “No. Aodhan has.”

The news sharpens Konstantin’s jaw. Does Aodhan not trust Salom, or are they working as a tag team?

I offer healing to Sofiya. The absolute horror that reshapes her features has Imogen snickering. Unlike my sentry, it not only irks me that this vainglorious woman would choose disfigurement over the aid from her enemy, but it also dispirits me. For what does that say about Glacins warming up to our kind?

“Can’t I not see a true healer, Vizosh?”

“Blood-therapy is true healing,” I say.

“And shifters are true people,” Sofiya says with an eyeroll that levels out brusquely. She smacks a palm in front of her mouth.

“I’m always amazed at the effect of salt,” Imogen says. “May I ask her a question, Vizosh?”

He nods.

Imogen crouches in front of Sofiya, who recoils so fast, she ass-plants. “Do you think Alyona Korol’s killing was fair?”

“Of course it was! Vladimir was my brother-in-law. He made my sister happy.” Sofiya glances at Konstantin as though to check whether her answer has softened him.

It hasn’t.

“So, you hated Alyona?” Imogen asks.

“Yes.”

“And you love Konstantin?”

“Yes.”

Her affirmation shouldn’t bother me, but it does. “Is this truly necessary?”

“List all the things you love about him,” Imogen continues.

“His crown. His looks.”

Even though I wasn’t looking forward to the question, I wait with bated breath for Sofiya to bolster her superficial list with another trait, like his intelligence, his shrewdness, his…

“You don’t like my sense of humor?” Konstantin asks.

Sofiya says nothing. Either the salt has worn off or she doesn’t actually have an opinion on the matter.

Imogen looks over her shoulder at Konstantin. “You have one?”

Konstantin’s answering smile is as wicked as my own.

“His wit isn’t for everyone,” I say. “Much like your humor, Immy.”

Her brown eyes sparkle. “Vance enjoys my humor.”

“Ah…the beauty of mating bonds,” I muse. “Being endeared to your partner’s inherent flaws.”

Konstantin raises my hand to his mouth and brushes a kiss over my knuckles. “Is that why you find me so appealing, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

My cheeks warm, because we both know a mating bond has nothing to do with how appealing we find each other. Not to mention that I didn’t always find him appealing. Or did I? My stomach swoops as I realize that, even though he’s frustrated me often, I was still undeniably attracted to him.

“Last question before we let you go rest in your cell…” Imogen holds the moment in suspense.

“A cell?” Sofiya’s strident pitch carries Konstantin’s probing stare off mine.

“Actually, Imogen, I’ve changed my mind about keeping her in a cell.” He lets go of me and approaches Sofiya as Imogen backs up. “Stand.”

She totters to her feet like a toddler who’s just learned to walk.

“Before you go…” His neck bends, and he murmurs something to Sofiya that has her clumped lashes reeling. And then he swivels on his heel and traps my hand once again.

“I spoke with Aodhan a few minutes ago. He’s on his way home from Voshna,” Imogen says.

“Tell him to come find me the minute he lands.” And then Konstantin’s leading me down the stairs to his Throne Room, which is empty of tables tonight, but full of ornate pew benches upholstered in the same shade of azure as the spill of fabric behind the throne.

“What did you tell Sofiya that had her looking so frightened?” I ask him as we circumvent the fabric backdrop of the dais and trek toward a set of double-doors.

“I’ve magically tasked her to report—directly to me—all she sees or hears that concerns my family.”

“So, she’ll spy in spite of herself,” I murmur.

“Exactly.”

Brilliant.

He shoves open the doors with a burst of magic, revealing a grand room that reminds me of my father’s War Room in the Sky Kingdom, only paler and glitzier. Instead of ebony and stone-gray, this room is all flaxen wood, glass, and ice-blue velour with a vault-like door at the rear.

Funny that I’ve explored every inch of the capital and most of Voshna, but so little of the castle. Well, not funny per se. I haven’t mapped out the castle, because it felt wrong to poke around Konstantin’s domain. Also, I couldn’t imagine Svyato and Mestyla hiding within the palace walls.

“Kostya?” Salom startles from his king’s irruption but recovers fast and rises from his seat at the slab of glass that rests on a pedestal fashioned from giant silver snowflakes. “I was just about to come find you.”

Konstantin peers around the room, his gaze steadying on the vault door. Sure enough, a heartbeat sounds from that direction.

After a protracted beat of silence, the Ice King redirects his stare on the Faerie governor. “Sofiya’s waiting for you upstairs, Dimitri. She’s very impatient to depart for Voshna.”

I expect him to tack on a question about his reasons for sending her to spy, but he doesn’t. I suppose he’ll find out soon enough, seeing as she must report back to him. Or perhaps he doesn’t enquire because he already knows?

The instant the governor exits and the double doors seal behind him, Salom says, “Ksenia has been splitting her nights between her grandparents’ home and Zaslofsky’s. No sign of Mestyla in either, though. Dimitri even swore—under salt oath—that he’s never even heard the girl’s name mentioned.” Salom’s amber gaze sweeps to my hand, cradled in Konstantin’s. “All the governors have been informed to spread the news of our bounty to their High Fae comrades and goad them to share it amongst the servants.”

“They’ve all left?” Konstantin asks.

“Yes.” When Salom nods to the vault door, I presume he’s about to mention Vance, but instead, he says, “They boarded the train about a half hour ago. Ilya accompanied them.”

There’s a train inside the vault?

“Did Yuri have any interesting things to say about the Volkovs?”

The Volkovs… “Tiana doesn’t like them,” I volunteer.

“No one likes them,” Salom mutters brusquely.

“Save for Bohdan Zaslofsky,” I point out.

“They’re cousins,” he explains, even though I’m already aware of the family ties.

“The wardens allowed Sofiya to wander over the castle’s roof and peep through Isla’s bedchamber window.” Konstantin’s news widens his general’s stare. “Please deal with the necessary demotions, Salom.”

“Immediately.” He rises from his chair. “Should I deal with Sofiya as well?”

“I’ve already seen to that, but you might have to pacify your dear friend Patchenkov.” The tilt of Salom’s eyebrows has Konstantin adding, “She’s alive.”

Salom treads toward the door, short plait lying flat against his broad back. When he exits without mentioning Vance, it’s my eyebrows that slope.

Could he truly not have spotted the Serpent in the room? Sure, he’s invisible, but full-blooded Faeries have exceptional hearing. How did he miss the shifter’s presence? Have Salom’s senses dimmed with age? Then again, Bisnonno is decades older, and he doesn’t miss a thing.

As the door snicks shut, and the Fae’s footsteps peter out, I find myself wondering if Aodhan sent Vance to offer assistance to the general should one of the governors try something. Even though I cannot figure out what it is they could try… They may not like shifters, or Konstantin’s new laws, but they aren’t the ones behind the terror attacks.

Unless they’re abetting the insurgents?

Konstantin flicks his stare in the direction of the round door. “Care to explain why Aodhan would send you to spy on my general, Vance?”

Spy…

“Your brother-in-law is merely dotting all his ‘i’s.” Vance’s voice sounds a second before he appears.

“Salom’s like a father to me.” What of his earlier doubts?

“And Vladimir was a father to Alyona,” Vance points out.

“My sister betrayed our father!” My fiancé’s fury blazes through the air, catching on the leftover fumes of Patchenkov’s pungent cologne.

Vance folds his lips tight to rein back a retort. “Then you’ll be happy to learn that your general isn’t plotting your downfall.”

“Of course he’s not plotting my downfall!” Konstantin rages, ripping his hand from mine to toss it in the air in exasperation. “He hates my enemies with a vengeance that surpasses even mine.”

I bite the inside of my cheek to keep quiet on the matter. Even though I have no reason to doubt Salom, I can’t help but think of Costa Regio. He was loyal to the Crows…until he wasn’t.

“Please get out of here,” Konstantin growls, pulling out a chair and dropping onto it. “And make sure my general never finds out that Aodhan sent you to spy.”

Vance nods. As he makes his way toward the door, he paints the sigil for invisibility on his forehead and melts back into oblivion, and then he paints another sigil to slip through the door.

Konstantin sits and reaches for me, easing me onto his lap.

He winds his arms around my middle and nestles his face in the crook of my neck. “Stay with me until Aodhan arrives?”

I twist my fingers through his hair. “Of course.”

He inhales deeply, and then his head is rearing back. “What the fuck happened to your arm?”

“Nothing.”

“I smell blood.”

“It’s just a scratch.”

He gently props my arm up and parts my leather sleeve with two fingers. “Who fucking scratched you?”

“I’ll heal in no time.”

“That’s not what I asked!” Clouds of rage gather in his expression. “If this is Sofiya’s doing, I will⁠—”

“You’ll do nothing. You’ll preserve her as a mole.” I pull my arm out of his grip, then palm his ticking cheek and press a kiss to his rigid lips. And I don’t pull away until his mouth has softened and other parts of him have hardened.

After a stretch of tranquility, he disconnects our mouths. “I know you want to go home, but could you stay in Glace a while longer?”

“When does winter commence?”

“True winter? In two months’ time.”

“Then I’ll stay for a few more tomorrows.”

The relief that washes over him is so potent, it seems to drain him of anger. “Thank you.” He kisses my throat, then murmurs another hoarse, “Thank you.”

I skim his ear, making him shudder. “You have a train behind the vault door?”

“Are you trying to seduce state secrets out of me, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

“Absolutely.” I smile.

With a devilish grin of his own, he stands and sets me on my feet, and then he tugs me around the glass table, spinning the metal wheel with a flare of magic. The vault’s locking pins disengage with a series of soft metal clanks. Another bolt of air makes the heavy door groan on its thick hinges.

As we step over the raised threshold, Konstantin gestures to the dusky tracks that gleam like twin blades against the dark earth beneath, and the long chrome tube sitting beside them on another row of tracks.

“My grandfather built this escape hatch during his reign and filled it with sleighs on wheels. That’s where my father first got the idea for trains. I used to fight him on the construction of the tunnel system because of the toll it took on the human workers, but I’m the first to admit that it was visionary.”

“Where does this tunnel lead?”

“To a top-secret hub inside one of our mountains.”

“Mustn’t be so top-secret if your governors know where it is.”

“They don’t. Upon entering the wagon, they’re temporarily put to sleep with a haze of slumbering gas, then awakened once they reach the main hub inside the White Fang.”

“A sleeping haze? Is it very toxic?”

“Only in high doses, and only to humans.”

He must grasp me thinking of Tiana, because he says, “There’s no lasting hallucinogenic effect on half-bloods. It’s been extensively tested.”

I don’t ask on who, reticent to learn that they’ve trialed the toxin on animals or humans, even though it’s probably the case.

“Want a peek inside?”

“Of course.”

He squeezes my hand and tows me toward the gleaming wagon that’s as sleek as the bullets which have cropped into existence in recent months. A press of his finger against a large glowing button unseals a sliding metal door. Where the outside is sleek, the inside is lavish—blue-carpeted cabins glistening with lacquered wainscotting and mirrored ceilings.

“It’s only the royal trolley that’s this decadent. The rest of the rolling stock is plain, made up of wood floors and benches, or sleeper pods for those who travel cross-kingdom.”

I run my fingers along the timber framework of the walls, marveling at its mirror-smoothness and the level of details the carpenter has managed to carve into these panels.

He tugs me through a wagon set with three varnished tables. “The dining car for the long hauls.”

And then we’re passing by a galley kitchen and into what must be the train’s sitting room, for it’s long and filled with blue two-seaters and glass accent tables on metal pedestals.

“Is this train equipped with a sleeping haze as well?”

“Yes. My two trains are. The lever to activate the haze is at the entrance, inside the coat closet. I’ll show you on our way out. But first, I want to show you the master bedroom.”

We walk back the way we’ve come, bypass the entryway, then stride single file down a long, narrow corridor toward a door that Konstantin pops open with a flick of his wrist this time.

The bedchamber steals the air from my lungs.

“My father loved the play of light on mirrors and the color of our summer skies,” Konstantin explains as I spin on myself to take in the mural depicting said-summer skies and the panels of reflective metal and glass that give the illusion of infinite space.

“I see that,” I murmur, wishing this was the beginning of a journey across his land. “Once Mestyla is found and…neutralized, can we take a trip through Glace? Sans sleeping haze, of course.”

He bands his arms around my middle from behind and tucks me in close. “I would like nothing more.”

I meet his incandescent stare in the mirror. “Goddess, I’m short compared to you.”

A small smile touches his lips as he perches his smooth chin on top of my head as though to drive our height difference in further. I hug his arms, then crane my neck and twist my head for a kiss, which he leans over to deliver.

For long minutes, I get lost in the sensation of his lips and arms, in the calmness and plushness of our surroundings, in the dream of him and me. But then a knock on the open cabin door slings me back to reality.

Aodhan clears his throat. “Glad you’re not naked. I don’t think I could’ve recovered.”

“You wouldn’t have lived long enough to recover,” Konstantin replies.

Aodhan taps his feather tattoo. “Me. Immortal male. Remember?”

“I’m sure Lore would’ve had much to say about you seeing his daughter naked.”

Aodhan rolls his eyes. “Have you never stopped by the Baths in the Sky Kingdom? Everyone walks around naked. Even the Princess of Luce.”

Konstantin’s arms tighten.

“That was back in your day, Aodhan. Since the advent of Phoeppa’s bathing wear, most of us no longer prance around in the nude. Only the exhibitionists.” I glance up at Konstantin. “Which I’m not.”

My promise diminishes the tension in his forearms.

I press a kiss to his jaw. “I’m going to bed. Leave you two to talk.”

“You can stay,” Konstantin says.

I don’t think he realizes what his invitation—what his trust—means to me. I don’t even care that I earned it through physical attraction. “I appreciate that, but I’m knackered. I’ll see you both in the morning. Or sooner?”

A blush touches the king’s jaw.

One that mustn’t go unnoticed by Aodhan, who is grinning. “Here I was beginning to doubt you two were mates.”

I swallow.

“Suffering from trust issues, are we?” Konstantin says this with such aplomb that I suspect he has a talent for lying despite his reactive complexion.

Right before I leave them to their chat, I ask, “You haven’t found Mestyla, have you?”

That wipes my fellow shifter’s pleasant humor. “No, but I found out Ksenia has rekindled her romance with Lev. I suppose it’s not much of a surprise, considering she has a penchant for Kostya’s enemies. Are you sure you don’t want me to airlift her back to the castle and keep her in a cell until Mestyla reveals herself?”

Konstantin’s lips pinch. “We wait until my niece makes contact.”

“You think she will?” I ask. “You think she knows Ksenia?”

“Ivan knew Ksenia. Svyato, as well. Odds are, my sister learned we had a niece before any of us did.” When he turns toward Aodhan and asks, “Mind telling me why you made Vance spy on Salom?”

On that note, I take my leave.

I do catch Aodhan’s hushed reply, though. “Because you won’t, and I want to keep you safe so that I may irritate you for many centuries longer.”

To think the Crow was one of my father’s least favorite people… I don’t know if it’s entirely Izolda’s influence that has made him so agreeable, but I definitely like him. I once again think how reassuring it is that he’ll be here, at Konstantin’s side, when I travel home.

I suddenly don’t want to leave anymore, but then I think of my bedridden, pregnant mother and how much I want to hug her. When the prophecy happens, the sky is as dark as an ink spill. Since Konstantin mentioned true winter was still months’ away, I’ve got time.

In the Throne Room, I halt beside the dais and stare at the silver throne. The fire orbs, clustered along the vaulted ceiling, make the sculpted seat glow as though it were infused with magic…like the talisman.

If only there was a way to seal the latter to his skin…

I shift into my Crow, tucking my wings in, so as not to disturb the rows of benches. Dádhi?

His answer is immediate. Yes, Isla.

Could you ask Mimi about Konstantin’s necklace and if anything can be done to keep it anchored to his neck?

Why?

I’m worried someone might snatch it from him.

Why?

Because that’d probably lead to his neck being snatched from him as well. I realize that what my father is truly after is the source of my motivation. He’s a good monarch. One who deserves to keep his head.

My father grunts, which makes me roll my eyes just in time to find Salom descending the stairs. He flinches when he sees me in my beast form, but then his expression smooths.

It pushes another question through the bond: Is Salom trustworthy, Dádhi?

Do you know how I decide who’s trustworthy?

You evaluate what they have to gain?

Yes. There’s that. But more importantly, I evaluate the odds the person has of getting away with the betrayal. How strong is their magic? How extensive is their reach? How close can they get to their target?

Salom ticks two out of three: influence and proximity.

After telling my father about my plan to journey home in the coming days and asking him to give Shoshair and Mádhi a great big hug from me, I melt back into skin and track Salom’s path toward the War Room with my gaze.

And then I take Aodhan’s concern to the next level and ferret out the general’s private quarters from Lachlano—who informs me that all is calm aboard the Shabbe-bound galleon and that he’s turned tail.

Under the glamour of invisibility, I baste one of Salom’s walls with blood before lifting an object he hopefully won’t miss.
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“Apparently, a sailor spied a lone hooded figure walking through the woods along the Voshnan coastline,” Salom says, twirling his spoon into his cup of sugared coffee, which he had delivered to the War Room minutes ago, along with tea and a bowl overflowing with pastries.

Even though the skylight above the table doesn’t reflect the true sky, it does tell the time by mimicking sunrises and sunsets. The glass blushed with a fabricated dawn two hours prior.

“The wanderer was headed in the direction of the capital.” My general leans over and pinches a bulochka filled with rowan berry jam.

“When was this?” Aodhan asks.

“About a week ago.” Salom polishes off the sweet bun in two bites, then reaches for another.

“On foot?” I ask.

He places the golden bun on his plate, tearing off a chunk with his large fingers this time. “Sleighs can’t get through the copse of trees, Kostya. Besides, all the roads leading in and out of Voshna and the capital were being monitored by soldiers.”

Having hiked the distance myself a century ago, I muse, “So she would’ve arrived a day or two ago in the city.”

“Unless she collapsed along the way,” my general says, licking a glob of jam off his fingers.

“My niece is a full-blooded Faerie.” In other words, there’s no reason she would’ve collapsed.

“If she has made it into the capital, how in the world did she get past your soldiers, Salom? Aren’t they verifying identities?” Aodhan asks.

Salom sits up and squares his shoulders, pricked by Aodhan’s insinuation that the men under his control did a shoddy job. “Unlike Shabbins, we do not have wards around the city walls, so perhaps she managed to weasel her way through.”

“Weasel or⁠—”

Salom rises so abruptly that he sends his chair skidding backward and then he plants his meaty fists on the table. “I will not stand one more insult from you, Aodhan.”

I sigh and scrub a hand down my face. “Please don’t fight.”

Salom waits for an apology.

“Aodhan?” I tick my head toward Salom.

The shifter works his jaw. “Pardon me for asking questions.”

“Aodhan,” I snap.

My brother-in-law gets up, the whites of his eyes reddened by our sleepless night. “No offense, Salom, but I’m wary of everyone. Especially of those who were loath to promulgate Kostya’s shifter law.”

Salom grits his jaw. “I only vetoed it because I worried it would intensify the instability.”

“How clairvoyant you were…” Aodhan’s murmur distends the vein along Salom’s neck and deepens his complexion. “Anyway, I’m off to bed so I can have energy to canvas the forest with Imogen tomorrow—or rather, later on today. Perhaps I’ll ask Isla to help. One more set of eyes⁠—”

“Don’t involve her,” I say.

He hums. “She’s already involved.”

I sigh. “Fine. Ask her. I’m certain she’ll be more than happy to help.”

“How about we all retire?” Aodhan proposes, scraping the door open. “After all, lethargy leads to poor decision-making and even poorer love-making.”

I heft an eyebrow that causes the least subtle of my brothers—which is saying a lot considering Ilya is proficient at voicing all he thinks—to smirk. Although we had it out earlier, no animosity lingers between us.

“Thanks for the advice, now get yourself to bed,” I tell him.

He lingers by the door a beat. One that must feel too long for Salom’s liking, because the latter’s jaw tightens.

Once the door finally snicks shut, Salom says, “I know that the Serpent was in the room, the same way I know you’ve probably had my quarters adorned with sigils.”

I frown. “I’ve not had your quarters spelled.”

“Aodhan probably has. He’s always been chary of me, Konstantin. Though it does anger me, I know it comes from a place of love on his part, so I won’t put him on the spot.”

The platinum snowflakes pinned to Salom’s jacket from years of devoted service to the Crown twinkle so vividly they anger the throbbing in my skull.

“I would lay down my life for yours.” He presses fully upright. “That Aodhan questions my loyalties is one thing. That you do… Your lack of trust would break me, son.”

No one has called me son in twenty-five years. It wrings harsh swallows from my throat.

“If you don’t think you can trust me, then I’ll hand in my resignation.”

“No.”

He heaves out a deep sigh, then comes around the table and grips my shoulder. “Thank you.”

And then he lets go and strides out the door. I’m suddenly angry with Aodhan again, not because he took an executive decision behind my back, but because he’s driven my doubt even deeper.

I make another pass at my face before striding upstairs. Instead of heading toward the farthest door, I stop in front of Isla’s. I pause on the threshold, fist held aloft. However much I desire seeing her, I realize that going inside would be a terrible idea.

So I back up and head to my chambers where I scrub the night off my skin before plunging into a fretful sleep and waking drenched in cold sweat. I take another shower, wishing the running water could cleanse the torments that haunt my waking mind.

Needing an outlet for my stress, I don my black training leathers. A glance at the door that leads directly into Isla’s quarters makes me hesitate which exercise to pick. As I strap on my vambraces, I meander to the back of my closet, to the locked door. The one I told her I’d had cemented shut.

Will she be angry or glad to find out that I lied about the cement-part? Granted, the vestibule between the two doors is warded, but it’s only impenetrable to others. Not to the man with the talisman.

I wrap my fingers around the platinum handle, but my conscience keeps me from twisting it, pouring a multitude of should Is and shouldn’t Is inside my bloodstream.

There’s a second door on the other side of the vestibule. I’ll knock on that one. I won’t just barge inside like some morally questionable goon. And then I’ll confess that I made up the part of the cement, not to dupe her, but because it’s the same lie I’ve been feeding everyone.

I tell myself that she’ll be so thrilled to see me that she’ll forgive my fibbing.

Except…what if she’s not thrilled?

She might not even be in her room. All my worrying could be for nothing. Just like my worrying about Salom’s loyalties…

Before my night terrors can return to haunt me, I jerk my wrist and unlatch the door, drawing the door wide, then cross the small vestibule, knuckles already poised to knock. The giggle that slips through the wood buoys my heart. Isla’s laughter is exactly what my morose ass needs.

“That’s right, darling. Yours,” a masculine voice drifts through the thin barrier of wood, making me halt. “Now be a good girl and hook the fabric between those plump lips of yours and pull it aside for me.”

When Isla giggles again, her laughter doesn’t buoy my heart; it enflames it with such jealousy that I throw open the door with magic and barge inside like a madman.

I’m expecting the sight of Isla and Lachlano on the bed. What I’m not expecting is the configuration in which I find them—parallel to each other but not touching. And fully garbed.

“What is going on in here?” I thunder, which makes the novel Lachlano’s holding slip from his fingers and clap his startled face.

Isla frowns at the doorway as she sits up. “Never knew cement could be quite so porous,” she muses while I keep staring daggers at the Crow male. With a sigh, she says, “Best leave while you still have air in your lungs, Lach.”

The male’s pale-brown complexion turns ashen, and then the whole of him blackens into smoke and streaks toward the skylight.

When I stare back at Isla, she has her arms crossed in front of her chest. She’s waiting for an explanation. Well, so am I. We stay locked in a wordless standoff for several minutes. When I can’t take it any longer, I carry the book to my hands on a Faerie-made gust and crack it open.

“The Empress of Ice by Countess Zubrowa.” I skim the penned inscription at the bottom of the page, the one right above the author’s signature: “Happy birthday, dearest Olena.”

The name of my siblings’ nursemaid tightens my rib cage, but not only with grief…with aggravation.

Toward Olena for having aided and abetted Alyona.

Toward Svyato for having taken my sister in all those years ago.

Toward whoever is harboring Mestyla today.

I pull my thoughts away from the deceased half-bloods and missing niece, giving the novel my full attention. I leaf through the pages. Even though I don’t find the exact passage, I do find an equally racy one, which confirms Lachlano was reading from it and not trying to seduce my fiancée.

I toss the novel back onto the bed. “Is Lachlano a new participant in your book club?”

“No.”

“A fan of smut, then?”

“No.”

“Then why—” I roll my fingers to keep myself from destroying something in her room. “Why was he⁠—”

“Reading to me?” She rolls her lips before parting them around a hushed, “Because Naeva left.”

I frown. Here I thought I was rested, but evidently not, for I’m not connecting cause and effect.

Her eyes cut to the desk tucked along the wall. “I’m not good at reading. Or writing. Or spellcasting, for that matter.” After another long beat of silence, she adds, “Only my family and closest friends are aware. And a select few Siorkahd members.”

She rolls her lips.

“Could you please keep the news that the Lucin Princess is a half-wit to yourself?”

My head rears back, but then I’m crossing into her space, crouching, and pinching her chin between my fingers to carry her shimmering stare to mine. “First off, never fucking call yourself a half-wit. You are one of the most brilliant women I’ve ever had the pleasure of interacting with. As for telling people… I would never share any of your secrets with anyone, Isla. Never. They belong to you, and you, alone.”

The uncertainty clears from her gaze. “You’re so blinded by lust, Vizosh.”

I smirk. “Though lust does ride me, it does not blind me.”

I drop my forehead to hers and indulge in her untamed fragrance—sharp yet nectar-sweet, like a midnight wind stirring fallen blooms. It weaves into my breaths and slips deep, until it becomes a part of me that no time and distance can ever fade.

“It did make me want to hurt your friend, though, and I’m sorry for that. Like I’m sorry for charging into your room and lying about the wall of cement. I didn’t mean to give you a false sense of security, I just…I never expected either of us would want to use the passage. Meriam sealed it with wards. I believe it’ll let you pass with a blood-sigil, but I’m not certain it’ll let you through without one. Although, perhaps, I broke the magic seal?” When she’s still quiet, I ask, “Are you angry with me?”

She shakes her head, then links her arms around my neck and presses her lips to mine. True appeasement drapes over me then. I rake her body close and stand, devouring her mouth.

Gods, what I wouldn’t give to spend the next few months not being king.

“I like this new look,” she murmurs, her hands roaming over my shoulders as I back her into the painted floral backdrop.

“I was on my way to the training quarters to work out my stress”—I drag my mouth across her cheek before charting a new course down her neck—“when I thought of a much better channel than play-fighting.”

“My hand?”

“No.” I flick my fingers to propel the horizontal fabric screen into place over the skylight. While the likelihood of anyone peeping is low, I’d prefer no one—neither Crow nor other—behold Isla’s naked body and what I plan to do to it. “Your cunt.”

She expels a thready gasp.

“If you’ll allow me to worship it.”

She crooks an eyebrow. “Is that a line from the Empress of Ice, or did you just come up with it?”

“You’ll find out once I get to chapter fifty-seven, though it may take some time to reach the end of the book, considering I’ll most probably want to stop and check the feasibility of the spicier passages.”

Her cheeks pinken then. “You’re the king. You have a gazillion better things to do than read me some romance⁠—”

“Isla Ríhbiadh”—I bracket her face between my palms—“I will never have anything better to do than spend time with you.”

Her throat dips. So does mine. Those words rushed out so fast and with so little thought that I’m caught just as unawares as she is. She bites her lip. Is she dwelling on the fact that I’m not her mate?

Not wanting that contemplation encroaching on the moment, I spout out, “Now be a good girl and remove your trousers so I may become better acquainted with your plump lips.”

She grins. “How on earth did you deliver that line with a straight face?”

“Because it isn’t a line.” I bump her nose with mine. “It’s a pressing need.”

That flattens her smile and ratchets up her breathing. Since she’s yet to roll off her leather trousers, I seize them at the waist and help her out of them. And then I fall to my knees in front of her, debating whether to remove the scrap of black silk or leave it in place.

Even though it’s fucking stunning, as far as undergarments go, I want to see her bare, so I hook my thumbs into the fabric and tow it off. And then I just stare, first at the birthmark that is well and truly shaped like my continent, and then at her eyes that glow as she tracks my every movement.

When I lick my lips, she shudders.

When I spiral my hands around her legs that are as smooth as her beautiful sex, she bites her lip.

When I lift one of her thighs and hook it over my shoulder, she sinks her fingers into my hair.

When I press a kiss to her center, she moans.

I chuckle.

My breath must hit her glistening slit, because she’s suddenly pulling on my roots and rasping, “Holy shit. Breathe on me again…”

I indulge her, keeping my mouth just off her pulsing core. A tremor shakes her body.

“I think”—her throat clenches—“I think I could come from your breathing alone.”

Her words mixed with her scent and the softness of her skin have made me so hard that I, too, think I just may come without any manual stimulation.

“I haven’t even tasted you yet, Yegmenka.” Even though my tongue longs to gather her honeyed heat, I lift one hand and send a steady stream of air-magic against her hooded bead.

Her fingers jerk. All of her jerks. And then she’s moaning, gasping, and then moaning once more, her clit throbbing, her lips dampening from the wave of her climax.

She leans her head against a painted bloom and lets her lids drift shut. “That was…” Her throaty timbre wraps itself around my cock.

“Too brief.”

“But so good.” She slaps an arm over her face and releases a contented sigh. “I love air-magic.”

“Good, because it’s yours to use and abuse.” As she drops her hand back to my hair, I ask, “How’s your forearm?”

“It’s been healed.”

I deduce from the passive tense, that she didn’t heal the lacerated skin herself, the same way I deduce curative sigils must be amidst the more challenging ones. Like the privacy sigil she tried to draw in the library. I’d sensed her frustration but hadn’t grasped its root.

I kick myself for putting her on the spot.

“I swear, my arm is fine. Look.” She pulls off her thin shirt.

My mind blanks, because her breasts are unbound and her pink nipples puckered. It takes great effort to pull my lascivious stare to her limb.

The instant I ascertain her skin is unscarred, my attention rears back to her bared breasts. As my fingers scale her abdomen to mold one globe, her stomach contracts, and my balls lift.

I wait for her eyes to fasten to mine before I finally…finally lean over and slick my tongue over her.

She shakes, rattling like Serpents apparently do. When I strike her clit, she gasps and her pupils flood her violet irises. Though I do want to make her come again, I want to draw this one out, so I lick down her sex until I’ve reached that opening my cock is just weeping to penetrate. I jam my tongue inside. Her scent grows sweeter, her breathing harsher, her eyes shinier, her pulse hastier.

She tunnels her fingers through my hair, croaking, “What are you doing to me, Vizosh?”

Hopefully, I’m ruining you for your mate, I think as I lick my way back to her clit, which I circle a grand total of three times before sucking it into my mouth and eliciting a climax that has her gasping my name. Only fair when you’ve ruined me for all other women, Isla Ríhbiadh.

A long, long while later when she can barely stand, I pull my head out from between her legs and carry her to the bed.

“Your trousers,” she purrs sleepily.

I smirk. “As much as I am dying to get inside you, I think I’ve wrung you dry of both energy and juice.”

“Did you truly use the word juice?” she asks around a giggle.

The sound swaths both my dick and heart.

“I did,” I confirm, as I tuck her under the sheets and climb over her, before settling on my side.

She rolls onto hers. “That was the single best oral stimulation I have ever had. I’m going to be dreaming about it for as long as I live.”

Her compliment shouldn’t irk me, but it chafes some rudimentary part of my ego that wishes no other man had kneeled where I just kneeled and lapped where I just lapped.

“No need to dream when you’ll have my tongue at your disposal.” She smiles, but then her smile quivers when I punctuate my promise with an: “Always.”

She strokes my cheek and then she’s breaching the stunted distance between our bodies to kiss me. The meeting of our mouths is slow and sweet—a dance of tongues, a caress of lips, a graze of teeth.

Before I abandon all my restraint and clothing, I scoop up the book and pick up where Lachlano left off. Isla laughs as I read. We are three chapters in when her laughter drifts. She’s fallen asleep. I gently close the book and set it on the nightstand, and then I brush the tumble of black locks away from her serene face, careful not to wake her.

Gods, she’s beautiful. A Cauldron-sent angel come to deliver my soul and heart from damnation.

As I climb off the bed, I find myself rubbing at my chest, at the scudding muscle that beats hard enough to bruise. My obsession is fucking frightening. Where has my common sense gone? My willpower? My staunch independence?

I roll my lips that still taste of her. My cock swells instantly. I back up, then pivot sharply and all but lunge into my quarters through our shared doorway. A pit stop by my bathing chamber later doesn’t make me feel any calmer.

When I meet up with the various members of my government, my mind feels effervescent. Half in my War Room, half back in Isla’s bedchamber. If any of them notice, they don’t say anything.

For tedious hours, I discuss resource allocations, trade profit, and valuate crop yield. And then I call in my engineers to deliberate the ruined train track segments and their opinions on the construction material Eponine sent from Nebba. It’s the wee hours of the morning by the time I call it a night, or rather, a day, and head back upstairs.

I find Isla bent over her desk, quill scratching at a little booklet. Since she hasn’t yet sensed me, I lean against the doorframe separating our chambers and observe her. She’s so deeply concentrated that she’s nibbling on her lip while carving her hand through the long black locks that curtain her face.

Her neck snaps straight. And then her face spins toward me. She plops her pen back into the inkwell and stands. “You’re back.”

Although she doesn’t punctuate her comment with an exclamation point, her expression smacks of contentment.

My heart twinges with relief that the way I’m feeling isn’t one-sided. “I am.”

“Have you gone to bed yet?”

“No.” I push away from the doorframe and walk over to her.

“You need to rest.” She meets me halfway.

“I need you.”

My hands go to her waist; hers, to my neck, which is already bending. Our mouths collide with such hunger that it wipes my mind clean of all worries.

Until my worries trounce on her door at the cusp of evening in the shape of my pallid, crimson-eyed brother.
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“I’ll be right back,” Konstantin calls over his shoulder before leaving with an agitated Ilya.

Although tempted to learn what has made Ilya so jumpy, I leave the brothers to chat in private, don my leathers, then melt into shadows and streak out of my skylight. As I fly toward Lachlano’s room, the patrolling soldiers peer up at me. They don’t reach for their weapons or flip crackling palms toward the heavens—they must’ve been reminded that Crows aren’t the enemy.

Once I reach his side of the castle, I peer through the convex glass to find his bed made and his lights off.

Lach? I call through the pack link, springing off the castle roof and taking to the sky.

Yes?

Where are you?

Um…just strolling around.

Where around?

Over, um, trees.

Which trees?

Why?

Why are you acting so freaking shifty?

Because he didn’t want to involve you in our manhunt, Aodhan says.

What manhunt?

Well, womanhunt, to be gender specific, Aodhan adds. We’re following a lead about Mestyla.

Where are you? I peer around me, my gaze clocking the Lodge which, from my vantage point, resembles my eight-sided diamond.

Konstantin’s, not mine.

Unless he turns out to be my mate, but wouldn’t I already know it? The contemplation tweaks my heart.

We’re flying over the forest that separates the capital from Voshna, Imogen says.

I press all thoughts of mating bonds aside and refocus. So, everyone’s involved except me?

You were busy, Lachlano adds, his tone no longer irresolute.

Doing what? Imogen asks.

It isn’t a what, but a who, Zia. The grin in Lachlano’s voice makes me roll my talons until they click.

Two laughs roll through the bond—both masculine.

Imogen doesn’t laugh. Even though she isn’t the most demonstrative Crow in the nest—not demonstrative in the least, actually—her worry echoes down the bond, layering itself over my own worry.

I may still be unworldly about many things but not of the intensity of mating bonds. I know that the day I get one, I will never look or think of another man, no matter how much I might’ve loved him.

The glint of sliding glass has my mind clearing and my body dipping. I beat my wings until I’m level with the Lodge and peer within. No fire blazes in the glass pillars, which plunges the lofty space in full shadow.

Did I imagine the window moving?

I circle the Lodge slowly, hunting the obscurity for movement. And then I peer at the snow-lined terrace for depressions in the snow. I find many. Some old; some a little fresher. I even find hoofprints.

A brisk thrill hits my bloodstream. Could those have been left behind by those elusive, flying reindeer? I rise higher and squint at the land, but no animal stirs.

I see something! Lachlano cries out.

I swerve at his sudden shout and head toward the forest. What?

I spot my fellow Crows immediately and soar in their direction.

What does he see? I ask the others, since Lachlano has shifted and can no longer hear me.

He seems to have exhumed a discarded liquor bottle, Imogen says.

A curl of smoke pierces through the tree line, expanding into the shape of a Crow. It’s a bust.

Unless Mestyla hydrates herself on vodka and has left us a trail of bottles, Aodhan drawls.

Did you find anything else, Lach? I ask. Footprints? Burnt kindling? A cloaked figure?

If I’d spotted a cloaked figure, do you really think it wouldn’t be wedged between my talons right now?

I glance from the sapphire sound, to the patch of woods over which the three others cycle, to the congested thoroughfare below.

Would she have walked a straight path? I ask, as annoyed voices and whinnies erupt from the thruway, where an air-Faerie-powered luge overtakes a bulky chariot drawn by two shaggy-coated horses.

A sailor spotted the wanderer, Aodhan says. So whoever it was must’ve been close to the sound.

If they realized they’d been spotted, Imogen pitches in, they would logically have moved inland, even if it added miles to their trek.

I slow and angle away from the road to scour the spill of pines below me. If only it weren’t so dense. When did this sailor spot the wanderer?

A few days ago, Aodhan says.

Where? I ask.

Near Voshna. At the western tip of Voshshur Beach.

So why are you all clustered so far from the capital? Even if they pursued their journey on foot, they’d be closer to where I am, no?

We had reports of a sighting yesterday around these parts, Aodhan explains.

Because of the ridiculous bounty, which Salom has already paid, Imogen murmurs. I suspect you will get news of many more sightings like this one.

Aodhan grumbles. We still need to take all of them seriously.

Realistically-speaking, if Mestyla had departed from Voshna for the capital the night of the fire, where would she be? I ask.

Barring a heavy snowstorm, the use of magic, and stopping to rest, he says, it takes two full days of hiking to reach the capital.

So if she’d taken off the very night of the fire, she’d already be in the capital, Lachlano muses.

I twirl back toward the castle and hover in midair, surveying the cobbled streets beyond the city ramparts. Could Mestyla be hiding right under our noses?

Good thing Vance has been adorning the streets with listening— Imogen’s voice cuts off so suddenly that I whirl back.

What is it, Immy? I ask, my feathers vibrating with heartbeats.

Vance. Ilya apparently needs a lift to West Sheva.

To West Sheva or from? Aodhan asks.

To.

He’s back? the Glacin Crow asks.

Yes, I say. I saw him before joining you all. He seemed shaken.

When Aodhan increases his pace and overtakes Imogen, Ilya’s gaunt face scores my lids anew.

Instead of asking Aodhan what could’ve happened, I head back to the castle to find out for myself.
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Ilya is bloodless as he walks me through the explosion that killed Yuri’s half-blood fiancée and injured my governor.

“Start from the beginning,” I say, as he paces the length of my private office.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

“While we were on the train, I remembered that Volkov had stormed the castle after Atsa turned down his bid for the wagons’ manufacturing contract. So I decided to pay Volkov & Sons a visit, just to see if I could learn anything, but Tiana insisted that the prince showing up on the carpenters’ doorstep would spook them. She offered to go with Yuri instead.” My brother regards his shuffling feet. “So they went, just the two of them, while I stayed behind in the tavern across the street. The next thing I know⁠—”

He begins to tremble.

“—there’s this horrible boom, and then the windows of the tavern blow, and I’m tossed to the floor along with the rest of the diners. When I get up, the road is full of black smoke and charred corpses. There were children and—” He shudders. “And overturned sleighs. And…”

He shuts his eyes and breathes in deep.

“I tried to put out the flames with my magic, but I didn’t have enough water, and the fire…it…it wouldn’t stop catching, Kostya. By the time I found Yuri and Tiana, she⁠—”

When his voice breaks, I drag him into a hug and hold him.

“Yuri’s burns are so bad that I can see his bones. His fucking bones,” he croaks.

“Is he alive?”

“Yes, but he’s unconscious. They rigged the place, and not just with regular explosives. There was iron. I could smell it. I could feel it on my skin. I can still fucking feel it on my skin.” The strangled sob he muffles against my shoulder wrecks my godsdamn heart.

I hold Ilya tighter, hating how selfishly glad I am that he’s unscathed. “What of the Volkovs?”

He gulps in air, sniffles, then extracts himself from my embrace. “They’re on vacation. Left West Sheva last week. All of them, with their respective families.”

Convenient. “Do any of the villagers know where they were headed?”

“No. Apparently, they just vanished in the middle of the night along with their sleighs.”

I give his shoulders a squeeze. “We’ll find them. We’ll find them, and we will make them pay.”

Ilya wipes his damp cheeks. “That won’t bring Tiana back.”

He’s right. It won’t.

“I was going to be best man at their wedding next month.” He grips the bridge of his nose and then he’s shouting a long string of fucks and dancing away from me to punch my walls until his knuckles split. “I get to kill them. Promise me, Kostya. Promise me that I get to kill every last one of those sons of bitches.”

“You get to kill them.”

“Fucking monsters.” He wipes his hand on his trousers, smearing the cool-gray wool with ruby tracks.

“Can you find out if Alyona ever traveled to West Sheva in the months prior to her death, or if one of them took a trip to Voshna to visit Svyato?”

“Why? Do you think their act of terror is delayed vengeance?”

I hesitate to tell my brother what I think, since an explanation will require a revelation. He’s in no state to contend with the news that he’s an uncle.

“Can you just find someone who’d know, Ilyusha?”

He nods, while I ponder the possibility that Mestyla might be the daughter of one of Volkov’s sons. Then again, they’re all half-bloods and my niece has peaked ears.

Who did you screw, sister?

I think of what my brother said about the sleighs being laden with luggage. What if it isn’t luggage but more explosives? What if they plan to terrorize more cities and blow up more train tracks on their way to the capital, since I imagine this is their destination. Especially if Mestyla has somehow breached my city walls.

“Have Aodhan and Imogen canvas Garaglace,” I tell him. “And have Salom alert the railway troops. I want the entire kingdom on high alert.”

“Eighty percent of Glace is mountains. Canvasing Garaglace will take weeks.”

“If we’re searching for a delegation of sleighs, they should be easy enough to spot from the air.”

“What if they’ve split up?”

“Lone sleighs are still noticeable against the snow, Ilya.”

My brother scrutinizes the framed map of Glace.

“Ask Aodhan to speak with Lorcan and see if he can dispatch more Crows up north. Even one extra set of wings would be a boon.”

Ilya nods, still studying the map as though willing it to light up with dots to pinpoint the Volkovs’ location.

“Now go find Salom and Aodhan and fill them in.”

Ilya yanks open the door to find my general looming on the threshold.

“I was just about to knock,” Salom says, arms at his sides.

Was he, or was he eavesdropping?

“I heard about what happened up north.” His lips scrunch. “I’m afraid I have more bad news for you, Kostya.”

After he delivers it and leaves with my brother, I sit at my desk and toy with my crown for a long, long while, spinning it over and over until the stones smudge into a long streak of icy-azure. I realize I promised Isla not to keep secrets from her, but I don’t want to tell her any of this.

Tiana, because of how well the two had gotten along.

Ksenia, because of how inept her disappearance will make me look.

[image: ]


I spend the next half-hour poring over correspondence I’ve been putting off, most of it thank you notes from Jubilee attendees to accompany the lavish gifts I tasked Izolda with sorting through. The celebration for my reign feels like it took place eons ago.

I pop open yet another wax seal, this one unadorned with a crest, then skip over the paragraphs of heavily-slanted scrawl to the signature: a concerned and loyal subject. I’m about to toss it aside, especially after catching Salom’s name near the bottom of what I imagine will be a complaint, when another proper noun sears my cornea.

Your Highness,

I hope this letter finds you well. Felicitations on your upcoming Jubilee. I am sure it will be a party to remember.

I will start by asking that you do not try and find out who I am, for my identity isn’t essential. What is essential is the safety of a girl very dear to my heart.

Though I have the means to take care of her, her father has forbidden me from making contact and intervening in their lives because of our diverging views on the world. He worries I will indoctrinate his child yet allows scoundrels with no morals near her.

The girl I write to you about is young and bright, and deserves a future not steeped in militancy.

You must be wondering: why is this person writing to me? You will understand upon laying eyes on the child.

You’ll find her in a Voshnan Tavern by the name of the Oloho Samov.

My heart stops. Starts. Stops. Its rhythm grows so erratic that even massaging my breastbone doesn’t assuage its tempo.

If you decide to meet her, please do not send General Melchanko to collect her. And please do not breathe a word of this letter to anyone, or my days will be numbered.

Respectfully yours,

A concerned and loyal subject.

I look at the date—three days before the Jubilee—and then I reread the letter from top to bottom, trying to glean which “concerned and loyal subject” could’ve sent such a missive. From the person’s mastery of Glacin grammar and the comment about having means, I suspect it must be a wealthy, educated Faerie, possibly a pure-blood. One who dares venture into the human district, so almost certainly a man.

Unless Svyato went to him? Innkeepers need supplies. Perhaps they met at the market?

Young and bright. Deserves a future not steeped in militancy.

Does my anonymous correspondent mean that the girl has already been indoctrinated?

I know the person has urged me not to search for them, but this was before Svyato died and Mestyla went missing. What if my niece is with them now?

I sit at my desk, creasing the sheet of vellum. If only I’d seen it before the carnival, before Salom charged into town, before Svyato was found dead and Mestyla vanished and Tiana walked into Volkov & Sons.

The harsh slant of the person’s penmanship taunts me, for I think I’ve already seen it. But where?

Who are you?

With a frustrated sigh, I stash the letter inside my desk drawer and stand, then head toward the secret passageway just as Isla bursts through it, all rosy-cheeks and windswept hair. If I weren’t so certain of her affection for me, I’d worry her color had been acquired from a tumble between the sheets.

“I had to use a sigil to penetrate into the vestibule,” she says.

“I feared as much.”

“I’m glad. It means your quarters are still secure. How’s Ilya?”

“Vengeful.” I curl my arms around her, towing her into my body, and glut myself on the scent of frost and fresh pine that clings to her skin after all her flights. “There was another terror attack. One he witnessed.”

She jerks back. “Holy shit, Konstantin. Is he hurt?”

“No. Just shaken.”

She scrutinizes my face like my brother scrutinized the map earlier.

I palm her cheek that is cold to the touch. “Now might be a good time to get out of Glace and visit your family.”

She snorts. “Mestyla’s on the loose.”

So is my sister… “True, but the kingdom is under such high alert, she wouldn’t try anything. And even if she did, I have this extremely practical piece of jewelry.”

“Yes, but Izolda doesn’t.”

“Izolda has Aodhan.”

“What about Ilya? Who does he have?”

“Imogen and Vance. Your father suggested they remain in Glace.”

“You’ve spoken with my father?”

“Through Imogen last night. He’s very excited to see you, but no one more than your mother.”

Isla lowers her lashes and slides her lips.

“Go celebrate your birthday with them.”

Her lids flick up, and then her spine bows. “How did you know that my birthday was coming up?”

“I sent your parents a gift the day you were born.” I swallow. “Little did I know they’d send me one back twenty-five years later.”

She ties her arms around my neck, craning her neck some more. “You think I’m a gift?”

“Depends on the day, but generally, yes.”

She laughs.

I lower my head until our foreheads meet. “You’re the most precious gift I’ve ever had the pleasure of unwrapping.”

“Admit it. You secretly meet with Izolda’s favorite author—the Countess of Smut—and feed her the lines spoken by her male heroes.”

“You got me.” Her jest causes my mind to stir as she kisses me.

I feel like I’m missing something.

Something important.

I mentally pull at strings, which fray when her fingers journey south and grip me through my pants. As she transforms flesh to stone with the steady roll of her palm, she extinguishes what little is left of my cognitive ability.

All the more reason she must depart, but, Gods, how will I survive without her? I’m about to rescind my suggestion that she leave when my brain whirs back to life, drifting over Glace’s many tribulations. I need to put order in my kingdom before it collapses over me and my legacy.

Isla may not hunger for a crown or a new empire, but if I lost both, what would be left of me to admire?

To desire?

To love?

***

When she leaves the following morning with Lachlano, after making me swear to keep my necklace on at all times, I tell myself it’s for the best. Yet as the hours stretch on, her absence presses in on me, wrapping around my rib cage like expanding ice.

That very night, I board my train with Izolda and Aodhan. We travel to West Sheva to join our brother and to visit Yuri, who’s yet to wake, as well as each and every shaken townsfolk to reassure them that punishment will be meted out.

Colm and Fionn—the mated pair Lorcan sent over—join us on the ride home with a report that no sleighs, sleigh tracks, or pale-haired females have been spotted, but that Crows are flying over Garaglace and Voshna day and night.

The return trip is a whirlwind. Too soon, I’m back in my empty castle.

By day five of Isla’s absence, I prowl her bedchamber like some loon. I even visit her closet, hoping for a whiff of her fragrance, but her clothes either smell laundered or new. I sink my hands into my hair and drop onto the upholstered pouf in her walk-in closet. I must be going mad, because I hear faint voices.

I need sleep.

I need her.

I jerk upward and head back toward my room. After eyeing my unappealingly lonesome bed, I arrow out of my quarters and toward my brother’s. I don’t even know what time of day it is when I trounce his door with my fists. All I know is that I desperately need an activity to channel my frustration.

Ilya isn’t alone, though. However, one look at my bedraggled mien has him buttoning up his shirt and instructing his bedmate to let themselves out. Without asking what ails me—surely because he knows—he accompanies me to the underground training room where Salom taught me how to wield my first sword, and where I taught Ilya.

Tonight, we spar with bronze blades instead of wood.

Tonight, I don’t go easy on him. Neither does he.

We duel until we’re both drenched in sweat.

As we chug down tall glasses of water ferried over by one of the palace guards, Ilya sends a burst of magic into my face, startling me. His devious smile makes me respond in kind—naturally.

“She’s coming back,” he says, after we’ve respectively splashed and blasted each other a few more times.

I sweep my hand over my forehead, springing my watered-down sweat onto the mats. “Of course, she’s coming back.”

What if she doesn’t, though?

What if the prophecy has changed, and the Cauldron now sees her finger bare of my ring?

He grips both my shoulders like I gripped his the day he told me Tiana was gone. “She’s your mate, Kostya. Mates cannot live apart.”

Guilt suffocates me. I order the guards to leave the room, and then I confess that Isla isn’t my mate. Though Ilya’s hurt at first, his indignance veers to anger when I offload more secrets. Anger toward Alyona, Svyato, and Ksenia.

He begins to pace. “Do you think our runaway sister knows about Mestyla?”

“Probably.”

He jams his fingers into fists.

“Ilyusha, Isla doesn’t know that Ksenia vanished, that Tiana is dead, or that the Volkovs are involved. Please don’t…don’t tell her when she comes back. If she comes back.”

He purses his lips, then walks up to me and cuffs my shoulder.

“What was that for?”

“For being so dense, Kostya. And secretive. But mostly dense. That girl’s coming back. She’s mad about you.” Under his breath, he adds, “Gods only know why.”

I crack a small smile, the first since she left me.

Ilya drops onto the bench. “It’s a boon that you’re not mates. If you were…” His brow suddenly furrows. And then he’s emitting a hypothesis that sends my mind into a tailspin for days.

I lapse into a state of such frenzy that I bark at everyone I cross paths with, resort to moistening my throat with as much vodka as water, forgo meals, and spar with any willing partner until bloodshed.

I become a geyser about to blow.

A pitiless beast.

A moping shadow.

I’m so unwell that Ilya suggests I head to Luce with Izolda. But to head there and arrive in time for Isla’s birthday celebration, I’d need to be flown.

And to be flown, the necklace needs to come off.

I wrestle with the decision to remove it. In the end, I leave it be, and not because of concern for my survival or because of the promise I made Isla, but because I fear Ilya is wrong.

I’m not ready to find out whether my talisman is muting a mating bond.

Not yet.
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My flight home turns out to be as exhausting as my trip to Glace had been.

I spend my first days back in the Sky Kingdom alternately nestled against my mother who still feels too ill to leave her bed, lounging in Shoshair’s garden and regaling her with tales of my voyage abroad, and soaking my sore muscles in the Baths with my friends.

One week slips into two, and although I love every second of being home, I itch to return to the man with the glacial façade and blazing heart.

Though most Crows had already heard about my engagement, I’m still met with shrill gasps and chanted felicitations in the hallways of the Sky Kingdom or in the Market Tavern, where I spend each morning, helping dish out meals. Though I absolutely hate deceiving my fellow Crows, it oddly no longer feels like a deception.

Konstantin and I might not be mates, but we are something.

Something beautiful.

When I blink awake the day of my twenty-fifth year, I feel like both springing out of bed and staying put. I want to laugh and weep. To lock myself in my childhood home and leave immediately for Konstantin’s home.

I get dressed slowly.

Spend extra time with Shoshair as she prunes dead branches.

Spend extra time with Mádhi and Phoeppa as they squabble—as per usual—over the appropriate amount of skin to showcase in his newest bathing suit collection.

And then I spend extra time surfing over Luce, absorbing each scraggy peak, each blade of ochre grass and fall-tinted leaf, each vibrantly-hued house, and each shimmer of serpent scales in the translucent stretch of ocean that separates Tarecuori from my current destination—Isolacuori.

I land on the little isle that used to house the Regio castle, right beside Elio’s lounger. Where usually the finely manicured lawn is crawling with swimmers wearing Phoeppa’s latest and greatest, today, it is entirely deserted. I suppose the air is a tad nippier now that September has surged over Luce, even though in comparison to Glace, it still feels like the height of summer.

“Is there a personnel strike?” I ask as I stroll up to him.

Elio rolls off his lounger, pushing up two pieces of smoky glass trapped in gold wire off his cerulean eyes. “No. Mamma wanted a day off, so she took a day off and forced everyone else to take a day off, too.”

The sun catches on the wire of what I can only describe as eye shields and which are now sunk into his short black curls like a headband.

“Spectacles,” he explains in response to my unremitting perusal. “Zia Gia brought them over the other day. They were invented to hold corrective lenses for humans with poor eyesight, but they became all the rage with the high society when Eponine’s youngest sister wore a tinted pair to a luncheon.”

“The Nebbans and their clever inventions.”

“All the coin that used to go into the military is now being given to inventors, so expect many innovations.”

“We need to poach some of these inventors.”

“We, as in the Ríhbiadhs, or we, as in the Korols?”

My ribs clench as I link arms with Elio. “We, as in the Ríhbiadhs.”

I fill my eyes with the chroma of birds, my ears with the drone of bees, and my skin with the warmth of sunrays. In that moment, Glace and my predicament feel as far from me as the wondrous afternoons Naeva, Lachlano, Elio, and I spent roaming Isolacuori, by land and by canal.

The bold stroke of color on a low shrub carries me back to the treasure hunts Phoeppa would organize for our birthdays and on each High Holiday—be they Faerie ones or Crow ones. He’d scatter sweets throughout Isolacuori, hook fabric satchels across our little chests, then let us loose.

How we’d laugh, how we’d run and swim and—once we came into our Crow powers—fly.

Our hair was forever marbled with salt, and our skin perpetually toasted. Unlike now. Although I’ve been home for almost a fortnight, my complexion is as insipid as Elio’s white linen shirt.

I rest my cheek on his bicep, mumbling, “Skies, I’m pasty.”

“Not much sunbathing happening in Glace?”

I snort. “It snows almost every day. Do you think Eponine’s inventors could create a sunlight machine?”

He chuckles. “I’ll ask.”

“And glass that darkens when it’s supposed to be night?”

“Haven’t gotten used to the never-setting sun?”

“I don’t think anyone—save for people born and raised in Glace—can get used to that.”

“I’m sure you’ll get used to it after a few decades.”

My ring suddenly feels hot and weighted. “El, I have something to tell you.” Halfway across one of the gold bridges arcing over the canals, I pull him to a stop and twist to face him. “You must swear not to repeat it to a single soul.”

“Are you pregnant?”

“What?” My head rears back. “I haven’t even slept with the man yet.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“But he’s your mate.”

I snag my bottom lip. “So, that’s the thing…”

“The thing?”

“The thing I wanted to tell you about.” I roll up on my toes to spill the truth into his ear.

Elio is so quiet once I finish that my heart begins to thrash with anguish.

“Say something,” I plead.

“Do Naev and Lach know?”

My nod dulls his irises. For endless minutes, he rolls his lips. And rolls them.

“I’m so sorry.”

Another roll of lips.

I wrap my arms around his middle and lay my cheek on his chest. “It’s my birthday, so you have to forgive me.”

He harrumphs.

“I swear, you’ll be the very first to know my next secret.”

He harrumphs again.

“Actually, I have a secret that neither Naev nor Lach know.” Am I truly about to admit this out loud? With a sigh, I decide that, yes, I am. “I really like my fiancé.”

Where Lachlano and I can’t hold grudges for our lives—mostly because neither of us can stand all the stewing and brooding—Naeva and Elio are professional grudge-holders.

I squeeze him a little harder. When that fails to make him capitulate, I resort to a tried and true method of breaking his temper: tickling his ribs.

He stiffens, then begins to wriggle, huffing a few irritated, “how old are yous?” which are soon followed by knells of nasal laughter. “I swear…” He trusses me up in his arms, cutting off my fingers’ access to his rib cage. “You’re not turning twenty-five today; you’re turning five.”

“Yes, yes, I’m immature, but you adore my immature ass.”

“Adore is a little strong for how I feel at present.” He’s shaking his head, and although he doesn’t smile, he also doesn’t scowl. “Can’t believe your parents are encouraging this.”

I purse my lips. “Encouraging is a stretch. They’re allowing it because the Cauldron saw me wearing Konstantin’s ring.”

“The Cauldron?”

I crook my finger, and he leans over.

After I’m done recounting the prophecy, he kneads the back of his head. “Why you?”

“That is an excellent question. One we’ve yet to understand. But you know how prophecies go…you don’t always comprehend the reason until it all goes down, and then it feels so evident that you wonder how the underworld you missed it.”

He scrubs the back of his skull some more, as though he’s manually sorting through all my revelations. “I’ll go back with you.”

I blink. “El, it could be dange⁠—”

His expression hardens and he crosses his arms. If there’s one thing Elio detests more than feeling left out, it’s being reminded of his magical limitations since he’s neither a shifter nor a full-blooded Faerie.

“I would love that, but are you sure?” I ask.

“Am I sure that I want to be at your side in a land filled with small-minded Faeries in need of enlightenment? Never been surer.”

I swallow from the onslaught of emotion.

He grips my hand, his eyes stroking over the blue diamond I haven’t removed once, not even in the Baths. “Come on. The food’s getting cold.”

“What food?”

“The one I set aside for us.” He says this without missing a beat. He also says this without meeting my eyes. “You know how I like to eat every hour on the hour.”

He does, but I’m sensing there might be a little more than he’s letting on. Like perhaps, Naeva and Lachlano are somewhere on Isolacuori, gathered around a birthday picnic in my honor.

“Nothing can get cold in Luce,” I finally say. “In Glace, though…”

His lips quirk. “Good thing gelato is my favorite food group.”

“Ice-cream is not a food group.”

“Says who?”

We bicker about this as we stride toward the giant glass structure, home to Luce’s finest restaurant, also known as House of Elio. When it comes into view, I freeze, blink, gape.

Elio grins. “Surprise!”

I kiss his cheek, then sprint toward the greenhouse that’s filled with my entire family—even my mother made the trip, queasy as she is—and all my closest friends. Only one face is missing. Well, two.

“He wanted to come; Ilya as well.” Izolda hugs me tight. “But you know how long the voyage is by sea…”

I almost ask why he didn’t fly over on a Crow but then remember the necklace that blocks shifter magic.

The one I made him promise not to remove. “He shouldn’t be away from Glace at the moment, anyway.”

She rumples her freckled nose. “Don’t remind me.”

I don’t ask her for news, since I get a daily briefing from my father—no signs of Mestyla. It’s almost as though the girl ceased to exist. However, according to Taytah and Behati, the prophecy is unchanged, so the Korol’s niece is somewhere, alive and well.

“By the way, I left your gift at home. On your bed.” When my gaze strays to Monteluce, she adds, “Not that home.”

Will Izolda be as forgiving as Elio once she learns about the mating ruse?

Bisnonno approaches and kisses me on both cheeks. “Happy birthday, my little island. How goes life in the Ice Kingdom? I hear you’ve been making friends.”

“From who? Salom?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. We correspond often.”

“If you do, then you’ll know that the only thing I’ve been making are foes. Most Glacins are convinced my father orchestrates monthly blood sacrifices during which we kill a virginal, pure-blooded male.”

“How preposterous.” Yet my great-grandfather grins.

I raise an eyebrow. “You find this funny?”

“Let me guess…” Jaytair sighs, eavesdropping on our little chat. “A fabrication of Aodhan’s?”

“Now, now, Cathal,” Aodhan begins. “If you were stuck in a land with a bunch of pointy-eared snobs—alone, I might add”—he slings a piercing look my father’s way—“I dare you not to have sought out a little fun.”

“Aren’t you glad I did send you up north, though?” Dádhi asks.

Aodhan turns to look at his mate, who’s wandered toward Agrippina and Ceres. “I would’ve been glad for a friend,” he murmurs.

“You didn’t have any,” Jaytair deadpans, which makes Bisnonno hoot and my father crack a smile, a rare thing these days.

I worried his mood was brought on by the sight of Konstantin’s ring, but my mother promised it had everything to do with Lucin politics and nothing to do with my situation.

“Aside from giving us a predatory reputation,” I say, “Aodhan’s been amazing.”

Aodhan smiles. “Hear that, Mórrgaht. Amazing.”

My father shakes his head, smile still in place.

“How I love to hear about my greatness,” Aodhan muses.

That earns him many eyerolls.

“Where’s my favorite great-grandchild?” Mimi cups my face and presses a kiss to my brow.

“Your only great-grandchild,” I reply with a grin. “I better milk that status before it changes.”

“You’ll always be my favorite great-grandchild. Just like your brother will soon become my favorite. I’ll simply have two favorites.” The intakes of air are so swift it sounds as though my family’s gaping mouths have managed to gulp down even my friends’ chatter. “What?”

“You weren’t supposed to divulge the babe’s gender, mi cuori,” Bisnonno chides her gently.

“A boy!” Mádhi exclaims, her pink eyes starting to glitter as she palms her abdomen.

My father heaves out a long-suffering sigh. “Thank Mórrígan she had mercy on us this time around.”

“Lore!” My mother smacks his arm, but she’s smiling. And crying a little. But mostly smiling.

My father is all dark smiles. And winks. Well, one wink. For me.

“Would you care for a word of wisdom on your birthday?” Mimi asks, recapturing my attention. At my enthusiastic nod, she says, “Challenges don’t make one a challenger; they make one a fighter.”

I’m still absorbing her aphorism when I’m squashed in a hug by Lachlano and Naeva. Which of course, has Elio flinging his arms around the lot of us, loath to miss out on anything.

“Happy quarter-century!” they holler in unison.

“Do you think this is the year Isla masters adulthood?” Lachlano asks.

I laugh. “Says the most childish of the bunch.”

“Personally, I hope not,” Naeva murmurs. “Can you imagine her taking the time to think crazy schemes through?”

I pinch her waist. “Witch.”

She tucks her chin into the crook of my neck. “Never change, Isles. We love you just the way you are.”

[image: ]


I spend my last night in Luce having a sleepover with Shoshair, my stomach full of birthday cake and butterflies. I’m flying back to Glace in the morning with Elio, Lachlano, Izolda, and Aodhan. Naeva will come next month, once her Akwale duties slow.

As my grandmother rubs lotion into her skin, I draw the scent deep—citrus with a hint of thyme. The body butter is one of many she and Bisnonna Ceres have concocted together. Those two have become inseparable over the years, bonding first over naturopathy, then over their staunch resolve to never remarry.

“What would you have done if Dádhi’s father hadn’t been your mate?” I ask her.

She stops moisturizing her hands. “What a question…”

I roll onto my side, bend my arm, and prop my head up on my open palm. “Have you never considered the possibility?”

“I have.” A sigh whistles past her lips. “I believe that Tadgh would’ve been my mate, had he been alive when we became Crows, and that this is the reason the Cauldron has never mated me to anyone else.” After a quiet beat, she adds, “I suppose it could still happen, but I hope the opportunity never presents itself.”

“Because you don’t want to share your life with a new man?”

The shallow creases around her eyes and mouth deepen. “Because it would mean that your grandfather hadn’t been the one.”

I flop onto my back once more and fold my fingers over my tender stomach, regretting that third slice. Though I ingested a digestive tonic before getting into bed, the frosted confection rests like wet clay inside my belly.

“Have any mates ever rejected their bond?”

“Not that I’ve ever heard of, ah’khar. Care to tell me why you’re so tortured by the subject of mates?”

I nibble on my lip, moving my gaze off the smooth stone ceiling and onto the solitaire that sparkles like a miniature version of Konstantin’s empire.

“Ah…” She screws the lid onto her glass pot before lifting the bedsheets and slipping beneath them. “Behati mentioned you’d meet your mate in Glace. Are you wondering what to do if it’s not the man your heart desires?”

I grimace. “You are frighteningly intuitive, Shoshair.”

“Merely observant. Every time you’ve mentioned Konstantin, your eyes acquire the same luster that brightens my son’s when he looks upon your mother.”

“Do they really?”

She gifts me a gentle smile. “Yes.”

“Do you think anyone else has noticed my lustrous gaze?”

Her deep-brown irises sparkle. “By anyone else, you wouldn’t happen to mean your parents?”

My features writhe.

“You’re a young woman, Isla.” My raised eyebrow leads her to add, “Your parents realize you’re going to develop feelings and collect partners.”

With a snort, I reminisce on the three I’ve had—a Crow, who was so afraid of my father that he’d barely dared to peck my lips (even in private); a clumsy but fun one-night stand with a Shabbin male (not a Serpent), who was as virginal as I was; and a Nebban halfling, who never saw my true face or knew my true identity (thank you, blood-magic), not even during our eighth and final hookup, during which he admitted his wish that the Crow regime would fall.

“I doubt I’ll be collecting many, seeing as most males are either scared of me or my father.”

She sighs and reaches over, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ears. “Why do you think royals usually marry fellow royals?”

“Because it’s difficult to trust someone’s feelings toward you when you’re in a position of power?”

“Exactly.” After a beat, she says, “Do you know that the day of your parents’ Sky Kingdom nuptials, I asked Konstantin when he’d marry and he told me that if he could help it, never.”

“I heard.” After a beat of laden silence, I ask, “The reason I abandoned you, Shoshair⁠—”

“You didn’t do anything I wouldn’t have done had I been your age and had learned my parents and grandmother had deceived me.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. Perhaps, but I still felt rotten about it. “The reason I went there, aside from seeing Glace, is because Behati saw my mate dying.”

“What?” Shoshair gasps.

“If I didn’t attend the Jubilee, that is. Sorry, I should’ve led with that.” I shoot her a rueful smile. “Do you think I’ve already saved him, or do you think I’m going to, at some point, now that I’m living in Glace?” My throat clenches around a sharp inhale. “Holy Cauldron, Shoshair! That must be the reason I kill Mestyla! Because she goes after my mate! He must be one of her enemies. Which means that if I can figure out who she hates, then chances are, I can figure out who my mate is.”

Silence drags in the furrow of my outburst.

“What does Mestyla want, Isla?” Shoshair prompts me.

I’ve no doubt she’s asking in order to steer my mind toward resolving the conundrum on its own. “We’re not certain but we imagine vengeance for her mother’s death.”

“Vengeance against whom?”

I sit up so fast my brain whirls. “Konstantin!”

If I hadn’t come to Glace, he might not have found out that his niece existed.

Could he be the Glacin I’ve inadvertently saved?

Is he…is he my mate?
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After a sleepless night and a whirlwind farewell breakfast with my family, I take off for Glace with Aodhan, Lachlano, Izolda, and Elio. My mind remains so consumed by my conversation with Shoshair that the trip seems to wink by in a single wingbeat.

When land appears on the horizon, steeped in inky blueness, I think it’s Nebba, until Aodhan says through the pack link: Ahh…polar twilight. Or as I like to call it: limbo-indigo.

Polar…?

I must think the word into the pack link, because Aodhan says, Welcome home, Princess.

But it’s early fall, I gasp. I thought it would be at least another month until winter arrived and night fell.

So, it’s not true winter. It’s, like, half winter. True winter will hit in about a fortnight in the north and a little after that in the south.

The realization that the prophecy is nearing makes me forget to beat my wings.

Isla! Lachlano shrieks, diving after me, causing Elio to pale from the harsh slant of their descent.

I snap my wings and veer back up. Sorry.

You should inform Konstantin that we’re arriving, Aodhan says. He wanted to be part of our welcoming committee.

The moisture flees from my mouth as Aodhan’s dark eyes roll over me, quickening the already mad pulses of my heart. Does he suspect something? Was his remark meant as a challenge, or did he speak with no ulterior motive?

I prefer surprising him, I finally answer.

Lachlano must sense my distress because he engages Aodhan in a conversation about polar twilights that I cannot, for the life of me, focus on.

Agitated, excited, exhausted, energized, I speed up and away from the others. My blood courses dizzyingly fast through my veins, and although it numbs my skin to the ambient nippiness, it also causes me to swerve and dip like a drunkard.

A shadow darkens the sapphire sea beneath me. I think I must’ve dropped too close to it again, until I make out a black-haired rider atop the Crow and realize it isn’t my shadow; it’s Lachlano and Elio. My friends must fear my erratic flight pattern will launch me inside the orca-infested ocean. Though not inherently scared of orcas, I prefer not to get my feathers wet all the same.

In what feels like the next minute, we surf past the beach, past the fringe of conifers, past the capital’s ramparts. The glass ceiling of the vestibule gleams like a faceted gem against the blue-tinted snow. And then a man with moonlit hair and star-pale skin emerges, black boots devouring the white.

I touch down with such haste that my knees buckle and my belly smacks into the ground, gathering cold flakes that melt the instant they connect with my overheated skin. Konstantin lurches forward. When I straighten, and abruptly at that, he freezes. Could I have made a more chastening arrival?

I’m back. Did you miss me?

I push the words into his mind. When his voice fails to ring between my temples, a slight lump obstructs my throat, and I finally molt into skin.

I moisten my lips, then my throat, and croak, “I’m back.”

“I see that.” Tension bleeds into his vocal folds.

I don’t ask whether he missed me, since a mate would. That, and I don’t want the entire world to be privy to his answer. I’m not even certain I want to be privy to it, because, what if he didn’t?

The circles beneath his eyes are as marked as my stripes, and the hollows in his cheeks seem to have been punched in deeper. Has he been sleeping? Eating? Did something happen in Glace in my absence? Did Mestyla come out of the icework?

His gaze lowers to my hip. No, not my hip…to the hand curled against it. When he spots the glimmer of his ring, the line of his shoulders tempers. Had he been worried I’d lost it or that I’d taken it off?

Izolda brushes past my motionless form to plant a kiss on her brother’s cheek. “You look horrid, Kostya.”

His dark eyebrows jostle. “Glad to see you, too, sister.”

“First separations always suck,” she says.

Aodhan strides up to her, head slightly tipped, short brown hair matted to his temples from the sweat of the voyage. “And subsequent ones get easier, now, do they, Izzy?”

Izolda laughs, throwing him a wink before striding past her brother and into the castle. “If you don’t mind, brother, I’ll ask that dinner be served in our respective chambers, because I plan on flopping into bed and remaining there for the foreseeable future.”

“Because of all that flying you did, kohanosh?” Aodhan taunts her.

Her laughter rolls through the twilit air—bright, happy, warm. As he goes after his mate, Aodhan gives Konstantin’s shoulder a squeeze and murmurs a few words I don’t catch.

“You brought back a friend.” The king eyes Elio, who’s parked himself beside me.

Said-friend crosses his arms and eyes Konstantin from head to toe with impressive brazenness.

“Would you and Lachlano prefer separate accommodations this time?” he asks. “Or would you prefer to share?”

“I’m happy to crash with Isl—” Elio wheezes as Lachlano smacks him in the pecs.

“We’ll take two rooms, if that’s not a bother? This one snores louder than your chuffing trains.”

“I do not snore,” Elio mutters.

“Do, too.”

Their bickering sloughs the sharp angles of Konstantin’s visage as though he realizes neither is his rival. He holds out his hand; I step forward and clasp it. The instant our fingers plait, I release an exhale that’s so deep, my lungs must’ve trapped it back in Luce.

“Borat, see our guests to bedchambers in the west wing.” And then Konstantin spins on his heel, towing me along.

So much blood is swirling through my veins that I feel as though I float into the castle. Twice, I check to see if perhaps the king’s gliding us forward, only to hear my boots squeak against stone and brush against carpet.

The instant we’re through his bedchamber door, he slaps the tall panel shut with a burst from his palm, and then his mouth is on mine.

He gathers me close, closer, slanting his face and flexing his arms until not even a whisper of space remains between our bodies. I tunnel my cold fingers through his hair, then curl them around his strained, hot nape, holding on for dear life as he devours.

The metal buttons of his jacket scrape against my heaving chest, stamping the Glacin crest into the supple leather I want out of immediately. As I carry my hands to my collar and begin to tug on the zipper, Konstantin softens his knees and scoops me up.

I wrap my legs around his waist, somehow managing to maneuver my arms out of my sleeves. I discard my jacket on the floor of his bedroom. My top comes off next. Like twin beams, his gunmetal eyes latch onto my brassiere and my straining nipples.

When his pupils flood his irises, every inch of my flesh tightens. I don’t allow myself to wonder if my body’s reaction could be for any other reason than the depth of his desire for me and my desire for him.

His lips, which had slipped off mine when he swept me off my feet, brush along my jawline before pressing against the side of my neck and suckling. A soft moan drifts from my parted lips as he starts walking again.

Away from the ice-blue bedspread shimmering like a shallow pool beneath the indigo sky.

“Take me to your bed,” I breathe.

“No.”

When he fords down his private corridor, I assume he’s taking me to my bed, which is fine, albeit slightly confusing—does he not want me in his?

I’m wrong, though. His destination is his bathing chamber.

Of course… I must smell wretched after my flight. Though perhaps not too wretched since he tongues my neck.

The air is muggy and heavy with the scent of eucalyptus and roses. Holy, almighty Cauldron… I twist around to find the glass door of his steam chamber already white with fog and his filled bath overflowing with candlelight and white petals.

I almost blurt out that I love him, right there and then, but by some miracle, I manage to rein in the excessive sentiment before it can send him—the man who’s sworn off any and all relationships—running for his snow-tufted hills.

As the hiss of hot air coils through the marble room, he slides me down his body. I reach for my brassiere and snap it off. Lust blunts out the stroke of silver around his pupils, transforming them into magnetic pools of black.

He blinks, but it doesn’t evict his palpable hunger.

I hook my fingers into the waistband of my leather trousers but don’t apply any pressure, because his fingers are fisted at his sides instead of ridding his form of cloth. “You’re coming inside the bath with me, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know how”—his throat dips—“judicious it’d be.”

I unbutton his jacket. “Very judicious.”

“Isla…”

Before he can add an injunction to stop, I roll onto my toes and move my lips over his. “Please come with me.”

His mouth trembles around breathy indecision. I wait for him to say yes, but he stays silent. I tentatively push the jacket off the broad mantel of his shoulders. He doesn’t stop me. Nor does he put any resistance when I guide the sleeves down his arms, or when I start on his shirt.

He lets me strip him of both. The same way he allows me to unclasp his trousers. My heart scuds as, layer by layer, I reveal his naked form. When I seize the ties that hold up his linen braies, he shackles my wrists and breathes out my name.

Just my name.

Nothing else.

Yet I understand he means for me to stop, so I do.

I go back to undressing myself. Once I’m down to my underwear, his smooth, hairless torso is lifting and falling at such speed that it jars his necklace.

I take a step back, sinking my fingers into the slender bands holding up my skimpy underwear, and then pirouette before letting it fall. His breath catches. I glance over my shoulder to find his eyes pressed against my bared backside. It’s not the first time he’s seen me naked, yet the way he stares makes it feel like it is.

My gaze lingers on his tented braies before roaming up the ladder of his defined abs. My king is all whittled muscle and lean bone sheltered beneath creamy skin.

While one of his hands flexes at his side, the other toys with his pendent.

I linger by the giant quartz tub—one heartbeat, two, three—begging him with my eyes to follow me. When his bare feet remain planted wide, unmoving, I understand that he won’t. Before he can spot my disappointment, I climb into the bath. A sigh swells my lungs as the steamy water kisses my legs, soon enveloping all of me.

I lay back, letting my lashes collapse. “What are you so frightened of, Konstantin Korol? Breaking your celibacy streak? Baring all of yourself to me? Letting go and enjoying yourself…for once?”

I strain to hear his sighed reply, but all that fills my ears is the hiss of steam from the adjoining stone chamber. Did he leave?

I throw my senses out as far as they can reach, snaring first the masculine scent layering itself over the scented wax, then a muted, wet plop—two plops—like something dipping into the bath.

Or someone.
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Itrail my gaze down the pillar of Konstantin’s neck that is ropy with strained tendons. Although he’s bare chested, he’s kept his braies on. They’re entirely translucent, revealing a thick trail of hair as dark as the twin strokes accentuating his stare.

“Won’t your underwear get ruined?” I enquire.

“Better it than you.”

My heart misses a beat but then mends its rhythm. “I’m not some delicate ice sculpture, Vizosh.”

His throat works over a swallow as he peers at me through the wisps of steam, the shadows beneath his eyes moving, encroaching over more of his face.

I’m more convinced than ever that something must’ve happened while I was gone…

Something which my father hasn’t shared with me during briefings, which means it’s a private something.

“Did you…did you sleep with someone else? Is that—is that—” My face feels hot, as though Konstantin’s opened the tap and is holding my head under the scorching flow.

“Of course not!” His bright anger sends the shadows scurrying.

His palms climb the outer edge of my legs and then he’s hinging at the waist and snaking an arm around my waist to pluck me from my side of the bath and settle me—my back to his front—between his spread thighs.

I rest my head in the crook of his neck.

“Why in the world would I destroy the single best thing that’s happened to me?” His lips graze my temple, while his hands graze my rib cage.

“…but something’s tormenting you.”

His white hair floats on the surface of the bath, twining with my black strands and the velvety petals. “Thoughts.”

I crane my neck. “What thoughts?”

His charmed trinket presses against my spine as he breathes in and out…in and out. I reach up to dance my fingers along his jaw, then higher, along his ear.

When I reach its tip, his big body jerks, and his sex begins to harden and swell underneath my tail bone. “Isla…”

“Yes?” I caress again.

Again he shudders, but then he clasps my wrist and drags my hand down.

I sit up. “Please tell me what’s going on? You’re scaring me. I thought you were glad to see me.”

“I am fucking glad to see you.” His tone is as cutting as the line of his jaw. “I’m much too fucking glad,” he mutters while snaking a hand between us to readjust himself. “I’ve been fucking miserable since you left.”

“Then why the underworld are you half-dressed at the moment.”

One of his eyebrows quirks. “Half-dressed?”

“You know what I mean,” I mutter.

He snorts, and although he still stews, his posture eases as he slumps against the curved backrest.

“Was keeping your cock out of me part of my mother’s bargain?”

The corners of his mouth tuck in and just the slightest bit up. “That would’ve been an awkward clause, but to answer your question, no. Unless I harm you with it, in which case, her magic might keep it away from you.”

“Don’t dust it in obsidian powder, and we should be fine.”

“Isla, Isla, Isla… What am I going to do with you?”

I climb onto my knees and twirl to straddle him. “Is that a rhetorical question? If it isn’t, I’ve quite a few ideas.”

I give him a smile that softens his features an iota further. But then they crisp up like dough left too long in the oven.

“While you were gone, I had a conversation with my brother and sister—Izolda,” he adds. “I told them the truth.”

My pulse hisses like the water being transformed into steam. “Izolda knows we’re not mates?”

“Yes.”

I purse my lips as I recall Aodhan asking me to reach out to Konstantin to let him know of our impending arrival.

Bastard.

“Did they tell you it was a shit idea and warn you to cut things off before either of us grew attached?”

With a sigh, he drops his chin, fastening his attention to the ornament that sits right beneath his damp, glistening pecs. “No.”

My forehead furrows. “Then what’s with the sullen mood and underwear?”

He scrubs a hand down his face. “You’re a shifter, Yegmenka.”

“I thought you knew,” I deadpan, not seeing at all where he’s going with this.

He shoots me a droll look. “The talisman Meriam gave me blocks everything that contains a high amount of iron, which is why it impedes your shifter powers.”

My attention moves off the platinum pendant and back to his hooded stare. “It still doesn’t explain why you’ve preserved your underwear.”

“They’re my last stronghold.” Though impossible, the circles beneath his eyes seem to have bled down the taunt planes of his face. “The only thing that’s keeping me from being fully invaded by a person who might leave me, in the event that I’m not her mate.”

I snag my lip, tempted to tell him about my speculation that he just might be the one. “So, you want to end this…?”

“Fuck no.”

“But you don’t want to go any farther than foreplay?”

“I…” He sucks in his cheeks.

“You…?”

His jaw clenches and his nostrils flare. Keeping his gaze locked on mine, he runs his hands up the sides of my body, lightly scraping each rib before growing bolder and outlining my breasts. My nipples become jealous of the attention he’s paying the skin around them, wishing he’d⁠—

His thumbs swish, and I moan.

“My siblings think…” he begins.

I’m torn between not wanting to discuss his siblings and wanting to hear all they think, since it seems to be related to his mood.

As he teases my tight peaks with small, feather-light circles, he continues, “They think that we might indeed be mates, and that my talisman is what’s impeding the connection.”

I snap out of my lust-filled daze so violently that my lashes displace steam. His hands trail to my waist and set there, as though he senses that if I’m not held, I will tip over from shock.

He’s right. I very well might.

I scrutinize the metal snowflake, then his face. “Take it off.”

His thumbs begin to rove again, this time, over the edge of my last rib. “There’s a catch, unbeknownst to all save for Meriam and me. And now, you.” At the slant of my eyebrows, he murmurs, “If I remove it, then it loses its magic and becomes no more than a pretty trinket.”

My breathing turns so labored that my head spins.

“It’s a once-in-a-lifetime gift from the Cauldron, who will view its ejection as a dismissal of its generosity.”

“Mimi can surely fashion you a new one. Or perhaps I could learn how to make one. I may be as gifted as a chicken with a paintbrush, but with some guidance⁠—”

“I didn’t know chickens were talented at art.”

I halt my rambling. “They’re obviously not.”

“Then why are you insulting my extraordinary fiancée?” he asks, scraping his nails along my spine.

“Because I’m shit at spellcasting, Konstantin. Like I’m shit at⁠—”

“Stop.” He presses on the small of my back to tilt me forward and capture my mouth in a brief kiss. “Stop.”

“Perhaps Mimi could amend its magic so that it doesn’t snuff out mating bonds?”

“I’ve asked her. I’m still waiting on her reply.” He caresses my back with little sweeps of his thumbs that grow harder and deeper.

I groan, then outright moan when he works the knots from my shoulder blades. The words I love you rush over my tongue, but I bite them back.

It’s his wondrous fingers that you love, I tell myself. What you feel for him is a lot of affection and attraction.

“It’s possible it doesn’t hinder bonds,” he murmurs, taking care of my deceased shoulder muscles. “It’s possible I’m not—” He swallows. “That I’m not the one for you.”

I lean back—well, as far back as his hold will allow—then imprison the harsh angles of his face between my palms. “You feel too much like the one not to be the one.”

He wraps me in his arms and pulls our bodies flush, nesting his mouth against mine.

“Is the underwear staying on until you receive Mimi’s reply?”

“No. Only until I feel certain that I could lose you without losing myself.”

Against his mouth, I murmur, “Perhaps you never lose me. Perhaps this is why your ring is on my finger in the first place. Not because of a sham engagement to piss off your niece and the antimorphs, but because I’m the woman you spend your whole life with.”

“Tell me how you’ll react if Meriam says the necklace doesn’t block bonds.”

“Mating bonds aren’t instantaneous.”

“But it’ll put doubt in your mind.”

“How will you react?”

“With more levelheadedness than if she tells me it does.”

Realizing what he means by that, I rush to say, “Konstantin Korol, I call forth my bargain.”

His eyes widen as he realizes what I’m about to do. And then he slaps his palm over my mouth. “Don’t. Isla, no. Don’t.”

But I do, because I can’t let him lose his shield to uncover whether we’re true mates. “You can never remove your talisman without my authorization, Konstantin Korol.” Though my words are muffled by his palm, I feel the band on my bicep fritter away and see a luminous dot scorch the skin over his heart.

Konstantin growls, “That was my decision to make, not yours!”

He stands abruptly, yet somehow still manages to slide me off him gently. A vein webs the skin at his temple and makes his eyes flash so bright I half expect him to blow me out of his bath, out of his suite, out of his life.

But he doesn’t blow me away. He’s the one who leaves, slapping a towel over his hips before pounding into his corridor.

Have I just ended us before we ever really began?
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I’m starting to believe that I have when I don’t cross paths with Konstantin for three whole days after my return.

Every time I ask anyone, be it Ilya, Salom, Borat, or one of his many guards, I’m met with the same roster of answers: “He’s in a meeting. He’s visiting the army barracks…a grieving family. He’s touring a new construction…a new factory.”

“Is your brother back from…? Where was he this time again?” I ask Izolda as I reshuffle the deck of cards and begin to deal.

Her lips hook to the side as she picks up the glossy little rectangles of inked paper and scrutinizes each in order to avoid my gaze. She knows what happened. Elio and Lachlano, who are seated on either side of us, do as well.

“Apparently”—she twists her lips—“the meeting has turned into dinner.”

I huff out an exasperated sigh. “Of course it has.”

“I didn’t think anyone could beat El at holding grudges,” Lachlano muses.

Elio hikes up an eyebrow and looks down his perfectly straight nose at him.

“Aside from Naev,” Lachlano adds. “And maybe that character in Empress of Ice. Cauldron, she’s stubborn.”

Izolda is biting at her lips, which come apart around such a sudden gasp that my heart misses every beat.

“What?” I choke out. “What’s happened?”

“Holy baby cherubs…” She springs out of her seat and races to the couch, then returns with one of her favorite novels, which she’s currently rereading, flipping it open to the dedication page.

“What?” My voice is thready with panic, even though I’m unsure what there is to be panicked about.

She jabs her finger at the inscription above the author’s signature. “I know where Mestyla’s hiding!”
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“The Countess never lets anyone into her house!” Izolda yells into my ear as we fly over the starlit sound toward the romance author’s home. “She hates people! Except her staff. She loves her staff. The day my parents poached Olena, she was so angry that she said her door would remain permanently shut to all Korols!”

Yet it’s possible she let one in. After all, her soft spot for Olena—according to Izolda—extended to Svyato, to whom the Countess had given seed money to build the tavern.

I stare at the moon’s reflection on the choppy water. It’s mere days’ away from being full. Two, possibly three. Will tonight be the night?

My heart pounds so fast that my saliva tastes like blood but feels like plaster—metallic with a side of cloying paste. The texture and taste don’t dissipate, not even when I recuperate my human form on the busy Voshnan wharf.

“Perhaps we should let Elio go inside alone,” I say as the boys land under the wary gazes of the Faeries either strolling or sledding along the harbor on their way into the old town. “He can pretend to be a diehard fan of smut, and⁠—”

“I came prepared.” Izolda brandishes a sky-blue bakery box she picked up in the castle kitchens while the rest of us went to fetch coats.

The air is so chilled I regret not swapping my silver gown for my usual leathers

“The Countess loves what’s inside this box,” she says as she swishes up the stone steps that have been cleared of ice and snow.

“Good, because I don’t know the first thing about smut,” Elio murmurs, following her up the hill toward the manors dotting the peninsula.

“Barely knows the first thing about sex,” Lachlano adds, which wins him a scathing look from our half-blood friend.

“I know plenty about sex, you ass.”

“Then you know plenty about smut, since it’s just another term for sexually explicit storytelling.” Lachlano fists his honeyed-brown dreadlocks, then rerolls the strand of leather he uses to keep them bound. “It’s actually pretty riveting. Almost got me killed, though.”

“How does risqué storytelling almost get one killed?” Izolda asks, whirling to look at Lachlano while pursuing her ascent.

How she doesn’t trip is a feat of verticality.

“I was reading out loud to Isla from that Empress of Ice novel, and lo and behold, your brother burst into the room, imagining Isles and I were getting our rocks off. You should’ve seen the look on his face.”

“Should’ve seen the look on yours,” I say with a smile I’m feeling, in spite of my clacking nerves.

Izolda barks out a laugh. Elio, too, guffaws.

“How I wish I could’ve been a fly on the wall,” she says.

“In retrospect, it was quite funny.” Lachlano’s grin is as incandescent as the streetlights lining Dragosvet Avenue, the wealthiest district in Voshna.

It’s not only where the Countess lives, but also where Lev’s family resides. As we walk past their manor, I glance up at the stone spires, trying to catch sight of the dwellers within. The home is stunning, both from the outside and from within.

Naeva and I visited, under the cloak of magic, the day after Konstantin removed Lev’s hands. Even though, by that point, I was full-on team-Konstantin, I’d felt a pinch of aggrieved guilt at the sight of Lev’s stubby wrists.

Not enough guilt to prevent Naeva from painting a listening sigil inside his private chambers, though. A listening sigil, which is in dire need of being refreshed, since the paperweight I filched grizzles with imperceptible chatter nowadays. Not that it offered us anything worthwhile in the past. It was like Lev had known he was being listened to. He probably did.

A shadow moves in front of his bedchamber window, stops. I catch the burn of auburn eyes. The shine of dark curls. The harsh twist of lips. His hate is palpable.

“This is it.” Izolda nods to the looming gates emblazoned with a golden ‘A’ and ‘Z’.

I redirect my attention to the lofty metal pickets, then past them, to a house Naeva and I never entered. “Was the Countess not on your list of Jubilee attendees?”

Izolda pokes at a gold doorbell mounted into the gate. “No, because I knew she’d never come. She’s a total recluse.”

As we wait for the gates to open, my chest prickles with renewed unease. “Lach?” I call him over, index finger already pressed against my spiky earring. “I’ll make you invisible. Wander around. Just…keep an eye on yourself.”

He nods, understanding what I mean by that last part: that my spell will be more fleeting than any my Shabbin peers can cast.

He winks out of existence just as torches flare beyond the gates, illuminating a stone path over which soars a sprite sporting a tailcoat and an extra-high ponytail that gives his head the appearance of a fountain.

Once the palm-sized Faerie reaches the gates, he hovers there, gaze thinning at the sight of my stripes and the feathers tattooed on all three of our cheekbones. “May I help you?”

“We’re here to see the lady of the house,” Izolda announces with a friendly smile that the sprite doesn’t reciprocate.

“I’m afraid the Countess is unavailable at the moment.”

“I’m sorry, but I was told she’d be in and that I should just stop by. I believe there’s a codeword I’m supposed to give? What was it again?”

“Smut?” I suggest.

“No, that’s not it.”

The winged butler puffs out his chest, making the tucked ends of his cravat pop out from beneath his shirt. “There is no codeword.”

“Olena said—” Izolda scrunches up her brow as though giving this real thought. “What was it that Olena said?”

The sprite’s eyes seem to take on a brighter glow. “Olena no longer works here.”

“I’m aware.”

“I’ll let the Countess know you stopped by, Princess.”

“Unnecessary, we’ll let her know ourselves. Isla? A little help?”

I morph, which makes the tiny man spring backward and flit to the manor’s front door as though to warn the Countess—or Mestyla?—that her visitors didn’t take no for an answer.

Izolda and Elio climb up the ladder of my wing and settle astride my back. Thankfully, both are rather light, so I manage to take off and land without a hitch.

Izolda raps on the locked front door. “Countess Zubrowa, I know you abhor my family, but I urgently need a word with you.”

We wait for five entire minutes before Izolda nods to the lock, then to my hand. “I’m afraid we’ll have to let ourselves in.”

“Breaking and entering isn’t going to win us any brownie points,” Elio mumbles while gusting warm air into his palms.

“There will be no breaking,” I assure him, mostly to ease his nerves. “I’m not that dreadful at spellcasting.”

After painting my sigil, I slip inside. The sprite has just made it to the top of the stairs when I unlatch the door for the others. His eyes bulge as he rockets back toward me, wearing such a murderous expression that I disintegrate into smoke. I materialize just in time to witness him smack into the door frame at such velocity that he slithers down like a glob of soup.

I reach out and snatch him by his high ponytail a heartbeat before his limp body can make contact with the marble flooring.

“Unhand Pietr immediately!” comes a shrill voice.

I shuffle over to a round table covered in a pink tablecloth and set the sprite down beside a vase overflowing with huge pink roses. “Sorry. We didn’t mean to harm your butler.”

I lift my gaze to the glowering Faerie standing at the top of the stairs, blinking when I catch sight of the long gray plaits grouped on the crown of her head with a pink bow. I should probably be more concentrated on her frightful glower, but no…it’s the hair.

Izolda steps past me, her heels clicking on the buffed pink marble. “Countess Zubrowa, I’m your greatest fan.”

“Get out of my house!”

Izolda halts and holds up her bakery box. “I’ve brought you khvorost.”

“I don’t care to be plied with fried dough.” She glances disdainfully at the box that’s a shade paler than her eyes. “Out! All of you.”

“Please hear us through,” I say. “It will take only a⁠—”

“No.” She hikes up her chin.

I guess I’ll have to join Lachlano in his covert investigation.

I start to turn when Izolda splutters, “When Olena left, she gifted me her collection of signed editions. I own every book you’ve ever written. They’re my pride and joy. I reread all two-hundred and forty-three of them yearly. It’s thanks to your books that I learned to read. I was seven the first time I read one of your novels. On Shkolnaya Street. I borrowed it from Olena’s room. She obviously didn’t know. When she found out…oh, how mad she was.” Izolda finally takes a breath, eyes shimmering. “I loved that woman so much. And I know you did as well.”

The Countess’s expression, which had softened an iota during Izolda’s impassioned monologue, tightens anew. “A shame your brother didn’t care for her like we did.”

“Konstantin didn’t kill Olena,” I snap.

She flaps a hand that is as bejeweled as her long ears. All the stones are pink. Various shades of the hue, but all pink. Just like her dress. Just like the paint on her walls and her staircase runner and her nails and the ribbon she wears around her elegant black neck.

“Yes, yes, I heard it was Salom, but to me, they are one and the same.”

“They’re nothing alike.” I jut my head toward her still unconscious attendant. “If your sprite were to murder someone, would you consider yourself to blame?”

“Yes, for it would mean I did not guide him well.”

I roll my lips, feeling extra defensive of my fiancé, even if he is snubbing me at the moment.

“We’re sorry to pick at a barely-scabbed wound, but we’re trying to find Svyato’s daughter,” Elio says, closing his fingers around my twitching bicep.

Her glimmery eyelids spasm. “And you thought she’d be here?”

“Yes,” he says.

She comes down a few stairs. “Well, she’s not.”

“It’s interesting that you haven’t asked us why we’re searching for her,” I muse.

Another lid spasm. “I haven’t asked you because I want to put an end to this conversation, not prolong it. Now, leave before⁠—”

“I know she’s my niece!” Izolda blurts out.

Silence entrenches us, glutinous like the sugared treats in the bakery box trembling from Izolda’s fingers.

“We don’t want to hurt her,” Izolda continues. “We only want to meet her. To speak with her. To⁠—”

“Mestyla’s not here,” the Countess repeats.

A soft thud on the ceiling jerks our attention upward. While Izolda sucks in air, I check the Countess’s expression only to find confusion, quickly followed by blistering irritation.

“Would you mind telling your snooping friend not to break anything in my study?” she snaps.

Izolda’s face warms with a blush. “We came here in peace. Truly.”

“Could’ve fooled me…” The Countess hefts out a sigh that reduces the tautness of her features. “Your sister didn’t come in peace.”

“Which sister?” she asks.

“Your twin.”

The bakery box plummets from Izolda’s fingers. “Ksenia ca-came here?”

“Yes. About a fortnight ago. She rang my doorbell. Apparently, one of her friends mentioned Svyato’s daughter had vanished the night Svyato met his end and his boss was worried. Ksenia took it upon herself to locate the girl. I told Mestyla to stay hidden and to wrap her hair and ears. Which led us to fight. Which led to her defying me. The instant Ksenia laid eyes on Mestyla, she realized the girl wasn’t Svyato’s.”

“She’s not?” I breathe out.

“Her ears are pointed, Miss Ríhbiadh.” She must assume this detail of Mestyla’s anatomy is unknown to me because her tone isn’t condescending.

“There are cases of half-bloods being born with tapered ears,” I argue.

“Yes, I’ve heard, but Svyato isn’t the girl’s father. Olena confessed this to me the night she stumbled onto my doorstep with the babe. Mestyla was barely-formed, forced into the world by a mother so committed to her cause that she refused to encumber herself with a child.”

Izolda’s whimper carries me to her side. I slide my arm around her waist and hold her, conscious of how upsetting this must be for a woman who yearns for children of her own.

“Olena mentioned that Alyona didn’t even know that she was pregnant until the day she delivered, so no one was aware of the babe, not even Mestyla’s true father.”

“How’s that possible?” Elio asks at the same time as I ask, “Who’s her true father?”

“I don’t know, Miss Ríhbiadh. As for how no one knew about the babe…pregnancy denial. Alyona was certain she couldn’t procreate after Vladimir commanded his son to plunge his blade into her womb as punishment for colluding with Regio.” The Countess’s tone softens as she adds, “Olena told me the poor boy wept when he had to remove the unborn babe she’d made with that Dante-buffoon.”

The babe who, if born, would’ve prolonged Mimi’s curse…

My first impression of the Countess improves slightly at her spot-on description of the Faerie prince my mother made king.

“It was unfair that the horrific task befell Kostya,” Izolda croaks, tears tripping over her freckles.

“Yes, it was. Your father should’ve given the responsibility to Salom. That brute wouldn’t have batted an eyelash at ending a life, much less one of Alyona’s making. Anyway, we cannot change the past, can we? Now, where was I?”

“Olena brought you the babe…” Elio reminds her.

“Ah, yes. I arranged for a closed adoption with a half-blood family from a neighboring eastern province—two wonderful educators of young minds. The day they arrived to pick Mestyla up, Olena changed her mind and ran off with her. Since Olena was far beyond the age of procreating, she passed the infant off as her brother’s. And then your wretched sister Alyona got Olena to help her out a second time. After Salom killed my dear friend…”

She takes a breath, slender nostrils flaring with emotion.

“After…I visited Svyato, intent on taking the child, but the stubborn man refused. I didn’t fight him for guardianship, because he loved Mestyla deeply and had just lost his sister, but I did take care of them both, seeing to her education and his personal welfare. A few years ago, I learned that Svyato had gotten into bed with the wrong people.” The Countess peers to the side, toward a window that gives onto her sprawling grounds.

“Who?” I keep my voice low, afraid to break the spell of her trust.

“Revolutionaries intent on abolishing the monarchy. The ones your radicalized twin is so very fond of. All this to say, I’m profoundly worried that Mestyla’s mind is being filled with politics and puffery. She’s sweet but trusting.” The Countess glides off the last step and walks toward us. “Too trusting.”

When she’d stood on the upper floor, she’d seemed like some fearsome giant. Amongst us, the middle-aged Faerie appears tiny. Perhaps the reason she wears her hair gathered so high? I push the inane thought aside.

“To think I wrote to your brother to warn him to get the girl out,” she murmurs.

My heart stumbles against my ribs. “Y-You did? When?”

“Around the time of his Jubilee. I should’ve written him sooner, and probably signed my letter, but I was nervous that it would land in the wrong hands.”

Does she mean Salom’s? Ksenia’s? “Do you have any idea where the two could be hiding, Countess?” I ask. “Any at all?”

“Have you checked the Zaslofskys? Ksenia is close to them.”

“My mate has. He searched their house from top to bottom. He even searched their factory. Ksenia’s not there, nor is my niece.” Izolda sniffles. “They’re not anywhere.”

I tug Izolda into a hug. “We’re going to find them, Iz. We’re going to find them both.”

Under her breath, she whimpers, “Yes, but too late.”

“For your niece, but not for your sister,” I murmur against my friend’s pointed ear, praying I’m not misleading her with my interpretation of the prophecy. “Not too late for her.”

Or for Konstantin. Right, Cauldron?

“I’m sorry to have upset you, Miss Korol. Or should I call you Mrs. Flaherty? I heard you married your Crow. Congratulations on breaking the archaic norms of our land.” Turning to me, she adds, “May the interspecies marriage trend catch and spread far and wide.”

“It’s not a trend,” I point out as Izolda unwraps herself from my embrace.

“You’re right, my dear. It was the wrong word to use.” She smiles at me. Though her curve of lips lacks vigor, it doesn’t lack congeniality.

“Thank you, Countess.” Izolda’s voice still crackles with sorrow. “And sorry for having irrupted into your home.”

“I hope you manage to smooth out your family’s problems before the ripple becomes an unstoppable tide. Things in Glace might not be perfect, but Konstantin is trying. Anyone with two brain cells to rub together can see that. Best of luck, children.”

“Stay back, Countess!” Pietr the sprite lurches off his resting place beside the vase. “I’ve got everything under control!” He hovers in front of the noblewoman’s face, fists clenched in front of his flushed face as though readying himself to pummel us. “What are you smiling at, boy?” he hisses at Elio, his fountain-do shivering from how fast he beats his diaphanous wings.

“I, um…I…” Elio bumbles as he rubs his nape. “Nothing. I’m not smiling at anything.”

The Countess, though, is. “Stop picking on my new friends, Pietr.”

The sprite whirls around so fast that he dips. The Countess holds out her palm, and he lands, then tilts his neck to peer at her. “They’re Korols. Well, not the male, but the other two.”

Is it odd that I don’t mind being referred to as a Korol?

“I know who they are,” she says. “Could you brew us a large pot of rosebud tea, Pietr?”

The sprite’s mouth falls open.

“If my guests have time for tea, that is?”

Izolda gives her cheeks a quick swipe. “It’d be our honor, Countess.”

Elio crouches to retrieve the bakery box. “Should I bring these with us?”

“Should the sun rise?” the Countess volleys back.

He nibbles on his lip, glancing toward the dark panes of glass. “Is that a trick question?”

The lady of the house smiles at him, then holds out her arm to Izolda. “I’m dying to learn which of my books is your favorite.”

Izolda’s face brightens as though filled with Faerie-fire. “You’re truly expecting me to pick only one?”

“Top five, then.”

Elio and I follow close behind.

Quietly, he asks, “In the prophecy, you only murder one Korol, right?”

Goosebumps pebble my skin. “I hope so.”

“But if they’re working together…?”

I shudder. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I say, even though my mind is right there with his.

Killing a girl I’ve never met is one thing. Killing one I know…one who looks identical to a woman I care about is another. If the Cauldron had shown me kneeling beside Ksenia’s corpse, odds are, I would’ve stayed away from Glace.

“If I was Ksenia, where would I hide?” I muse quietly.

“Somewhere very unexpected, considering her own siblings haven’t been able to locate her for the past two weeks.”

I draw Elio to a stop. “What do you mean two weeks?”

The whites of his eyes gain traction over his irises. “Shit. I don’t think I was supposed to tell you.”

“Well, now that you started, don’t stop.”

He sinks a hand through the curls at the back of his skull. “Don’t you care to keep me alive, Isles?”

“Elio Riccio Genovese,” I hiss, “I’ll tell the palace chefs to add blue cheese on all your food, desserts included.”

His nose twitches with revulsion. “Cruel.”

“Just tell me.”

With a sigh, he says, “She vanished the day before you left and hasn’t surfaced since. I imagine you weren’t told because they worried how you’d react.”

This collective of sneaks were right to worry about my reaction. I grit my molars, murdering the front door with a glare.

I didn’t care if Konstantin didn’t want to see me. He was about to see me. And to hear me.

I don’t stay for tea. I streak out the Countess’s house and morph. The instant I’m back in feathers, I reach out to my father and ask him if he was aware of Ksenia’s absenteeism.

I was respecting Konstantin’s wishes, he says, even though I bet he kept mute so I made the trip home instead of staying behind and taking matters into my own talons.

Beak gritted, I hiss, You should’ve told me.

A beat of silence trundles between us.

I sent Colm and Fionn and many others. No one’s found her.

Because she’s mine to find! They’re both mine to find! My explosion is met with more rife silence. I kill Mestyla, I remind him.

Yes, but we don’t know what happens before or after, he finally says.

I stop beating my wings and float as a realization strikes. Mestyla dies from a dagger to the heart. One embedded with diamonds in a pattern of a snowflake.

What if I’m not the one to kill Alyona’s daughter?

What if Mestyla dies at Izolda’s hands, and I only arrive after the murder?

That would mean that Izolda will find herself alone with her niece!

I need to make my friend swear to stay inside the castle, and I need to make Aodhan swear not to leave her side.
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“Here, I expected your return to put him in a good mood”—Ilya puffs as he tries to land a kick on my thigh the following afternoon in the castle training room—“but it’s even fouler than before.” He punches, but his fist sails through air when I crouch. “The only silver lining is that he’s⁠—”

I sweep his legs out from under him, and he smacks into the black mats with a muted oomph. I reach down to clasp his hand, while Elio winces from the sidelines.

My Lucin friend hasn’t let me out of his sight since I burst back into skin at dawn after spending all night in feathers, weaving around the steep peaks of Garaglace, going as far north as the White Fang, which I took the time to visit. Despite the many intersecting train tracks, the sight of the frosty arena was a shot of pure adrenaline that increased my lethal mood tenfold.

The only reason I’m not scouring the kingdom from the air at the moment is because of the brutal snowstorm battering the mountain range. The winds were so violent, and the temperatures so frigid, that I was finding it harder and harder to stay afloat. Since I didn’t want to end up perched in Konstantin’s mountains like a weathervane, I flew back to his home.

A home which he has yet to return to himself, presumably riding his royal trolley to a confidential destination.

“He’s…?” I prompt.

“What?” Ilya pants.

“You mentioned a silver lining.”

“Oh, right. He’s eating again. A lot.” Ilya seizes my fingers, and I haul him to his feet. “Care to tell me how you’re so good at hand-to-hand combat?”

“Years of training with my grandfather, Cathal.”

Ilya wipes his brow. “Why did he train you so hard when you’re a shifter and a sorceress?”

“Because we don’t turn into shifters until puberty. As for spellcasting, though some of us are fast, sometimes, we’re not fast enough.” I glare at my scabbed fingertips.

“Izolda mentioned you were watching the boys spar, but here you are sparring yourself, Miss Ríhbiadh.” The voice has the whole of me tightening, from my stomach, to my mouth, to the beats of my heart, to the knot of anger in my chest.

I twist around to find Konstantin leaning against the wall, one boot planted on the sky-blue wainscoting. He holds his arms crossed over his torso that is ensconced in dark leather. His legs, too. Goddess below, he looks good in black. Especially with his hair swept up and bound into a top knot.

Remembering that I’m very mad at him, I tilt my chin and slant my eyes. “Want a turn, Vizosh?”

“I wouldn’t want to break you, Yegmenka.”

Ilya drops an arm around my squared shoulders. “No offence, big brother, but my money’s on Isla.”

Elio doesn’t echo his enthusiasm, staring with caution between me and the Ice King.

“What do I win when I win?” I ask.

A corner of Konstantin’s lips tucks up as he ambles toward me. “I see the Crow doesn’t fall far from the nest.” His jest makes Ilya hoot. “Name your prize, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

“A tell-all,” I snap.

My tone doesn’t fluster him one bit. He must’ve been informed of my humor.

“Any terms of your own, Vizosh?”

“I like to decide on my prize once I’ve won.” He stops an arms’ length away, his gaze stroking over my perspiration-glossed cheeks and sweat-matted braid, then lower, at the sleeveless leather top molded to my heaving chest, which I’ve paired with thick vambraces to keep my arms scratch-free.

I scoff. “That’s hardly fair.”

“Worried you can be beat, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

“No. But I like to understand the stakes of a battle I willingly engage in.”

“You can walk away.” Does he mean from this battle? From him? From Glace?

“I never walk away.” Unlike some people…

When his brow dips, my heart misses a beat. Did he hear me? I hunt his gaze for a stray thought, but I’m met with loud, dismal silence.

“Best of three?” he suggests.

I nod. “No magic allowed.”

He acquiesces. “No magic. Ilya, arbitrate?”

“Sure thing.”

At Ilya’s whistle, I drop into a fighting stance and start to circle Konstantin. His eyes sparkle with enjoyment, which annoys me to no end. I glance at his right side, making sure to let my gaze linger there. And then I lurch forward, toward his left, and pump my leg. Not only does he block the shot, but he catches my heel. I spin my body, whipping my foot from his grasp, and land in a crouch.

All right, then. No feinting. Direct hits, it’ll be.

I wait for him to attack, but the male remains on the defensive. Not even on the defensive. He just stands there, feet planted wide, tracking my every move, listening to my every breath.

“Here I thought you’d fight like you reigned,” I taunt him.

“How do I reign?”

“You don’t wait for things to come to you. Or at least, I didn’t think you did… Perhaps I was wrong, and you aren’t the go-getter I deemed you to be.”

Instead of spurring him to react, a provocative smile curls his mouth. “Don’t you know the old adage: good things come to those who wait?”

I stop moving, realizing he’s not going to attack. “Is that why Ksenia’s been MIA for so long?” It’s a low blow, but not any lower than him keeping it from me.

His smile collapses. “Who told you?”

“Not. You,” I grit out. “Ilya, what’s your brother’s weakness?”

“You,” Ilya says.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I,” Ilya says.

In Serpent, Elio says, “He’s favoring his left side.”

As I concentrate on Konstantin’s stance, I note that he is putting more weight on his left foot. How did I miss it? “You should’ve told me.”

His throat clenches. I kick. He blocks my foot without even glancing away from my face.

I skip backward to regroup. For a tell-all, I need to win. But how? What will put him off his guard? What will get him to react? I suppose I could strip, but we have an audience. Another idea froths to the forefront of my mind. One which I’m certain will get a reaction.

With an inflammatory smile, I drop my arms, straighten, and step gingerly toward him. His eyebrows hunch, as do the corners of his mouth. Once I’m within reach, I just stand there, open for the taking.

A beat goes by.

Two.

Ilya boos.

Konstantin’s pupils shrink a heartbeat before he finally moves. He shackles my wrists and whirls me around.

When my back smacks his front, I twist my head and murmur, “So predictable.”

“Yet you’re the one at my mercy.”

“I’ve a little secret for you. Come closer.”

His fingers close more snugly around my wrists, forcing my spine to bend. “I can hear you just fine.”

“But so can everyone else, and this isn’t the sort of secret you’ll want them to hear. Trust me.”

He leans in, and I think I’ve got him, but he hooks my calves, throwing me off-kilter before lowering me in excruciatingly slow-motion. And then the big Faerie cages my legs between his knees and sits back on my thighs.

I attempt to wriggle free, but there’s no give to the male’s body.

Ilya counts to three.

Once the first round is called—not in my favor—Konstantin, leans forward. “What was that little secret?”

“Help me up, and I’ll tell you.”

He tows me to my feet. The second I’m upright, I whirl and attack. I land a blow to his right thigh that rids him of breath and sends him staggering sideways. His expression sharpens when he realizes I duped him, and he lunges.

Although his muscled frame advances with speed, I anticipate his move and dodge. Our bodies graze, leaving me with a lungful of his evergreen, woodsy scent.

My heart thrashes with more than just frustration. Squishy heart.

I round Konstantin like the predator the men in my family have raised me to be. Instead of frightening him, it rekindles his smirk and sets his irises ablaze. Evidently, my fiancé is enjoying himself.

In a blur, he reaches out and snares my wrists. Before he can twist me around, I sidle up to him—front to front this time—and tilt my head. His hot breaths mingle with mine, growing more rushed when I roll onto my toes to reach his mouth and scrape a gentle kiss there.

“I hope you heal fast,” I murmur a split second before I shoot my knee with practiced precision between his legs.

He grunts, and his hold slackens. Whistles and chuckles erupt from Ilya, while Elio grimaces in shared pain. The shock dissipates from Konstantin’s features, morphing into something primal. He feints to the left and trips me.

My knees buckle, and I stumble, hitting the mats with a gasp. Before he can pin me down like an insect again, I kick up hard, landing my heels on his thighs, and shove, jarring his equilibrium.

I’m back on my feet before he’s recovered his balance, and then I’m launching myself at him, gripping his biceps to swing myself onto his back. I lock my legs around his middle, and my arms, around his neck. He cuffs my thighs, his long fingers warming the leather.

“Yield!” I yell.

A chuckle darkens the air as he skirts his fingers along the sides of my legs. “I yield to no one, not even to you, beloved.” And then he’s locking one hand around my ankles, flying the other up to my nape. When he squeezes, I tighten the knot of my legs and shift my weight, using Konstantin’s strength against him.

With a jerk of my body, I fell the tall, almighty Faerie, bringing him to the mat again. Though the supple ground absorbs the vibrations of our crash, I sense them rippling through the air, in time with our ragged pants.

I distribute my weight between my straddle and the palms I flatten against the backs of his hands, then curb my spine to murmur, “How about now, beloved? Do you yield?”

He smiles. “What a surprisingly steadfast combatant you are.”

“What about my steadfastness is surprising? As I’ve mentioned before, I really don’t like to lose. Also, I’m really pissed off with you.”

His body softens beneath mine as the fight leaves his system.

“One, one?” I press a white lock off his sweat-glossed brow, then trace the pointed edge of his ear with my index finger, bumping along all his blue-diamond studs.

With a burst of air-magic, he propels my body upward, then flips himself onto his back and hollers, “Out!”

Ilya and Elio don’t waste a second before shuffling out the door.

The instant the latch clicks, Konstantin releases me from his magical hold. A harsh breath flees my lungs when I land, my front thwacking into his. I find myself wishing he weren’t as muscular.

“That was incredibly unfair,” I gripe.

He flattens one hand on the small of my back and yokes my nape with the other. “Because fondling my ear was fair?”

I prop myself up on one elbow. With his distended pupils and mussed hair, he looks unhinged, a male about to commit an irrevocable crime. I’m hoping that crime involves my body. No, wait. I’m angry.

“Am I forgiven?” he asks.

“No. You promised no secrets, yet you kept two really massive ones from me.”

“I was going to tell you until you used my bargain against us.”

“Your safety trumps uncovering whether we’re mates.”

His thumb roves over the arch of my neck, caressing my pulse point. “I’m a mortal man, Isla.”

The reminder dulls my humming blood and cools my heated skin.

“I’ll eventually pass on to the next realm.”

An obsidian spike through the heart would’ve hurt less. “Later rather than sooner. Besides, silent asides are overrated.”

He must read the unsteadiness of my pulse beneath his thumb because he breathes out, “Liar…”

“I did it to keep you safe!”

He gives me a sad smile. “As did I. I worried you wouldn’t leave for Luce. Granted, I also worried you’d look upon me like those villagers had.”

I flick another lock of hair off his forehead. “Never. I would never.”

We stare a long while at one another, both of us silent, appeased in some way, fretful in others.

“Still willing to give me your heart, Vizosh?”

“I never took it back.” He bumps my nose with his. Right before kissing me, he adds, “Even if you hadn’t wanted it, Miss Ríhbiadh, it will never belong to anyone else.”

His tender words glitter like suspended stardust behind my ribs, eclipsing all the doubts that have crowded my chest in his absence.

Once we come up for air, I tell him about our visit to the Countess’s home. “She sent you an anonymous letter.”

Shock blows his pupils. “Fuck. I knew I recognized the handwriting! Fuck.”

“So, you’ve read it?”

“Right before you left for Luce.” His nostrils flare. “I should’ve shown it to you.” He growls a few more fucks.

“I wouldn’t have been much help. Probably wouldn’t have been able to read it in the first place.”

His lips harden. “I hate when you put yourself down like that.”

“And I hate when you keep secrets from me.” I rest my head in the crook of his neck. “Did Meriam send a reply?”

His throat bobs. “She did.”

When another spiky swallow jostles my cheek, I pick my head up to hunt his silver gaze. “What did she say?”

He kisses me again. Although I realize he’s doing it to delay answering, I’ve missed his lips so fiercely that I mold my mouth to his and take all he’s willing to give.

It’s only a long moment later, when my lips are as tender as some of my muscles that Konstantin finally pulls away to rasp, “I’ll tell you over supper tonight. How about we eat in your room, just you and me?”

“That sounds really nice.” After a beat, I add, “You swear to tell me what she said?”

“Yes, Yegmenka.”

I almost ask him to stamp his promise into my skin in the form of another bargain but decide to trust him. “I’m sorry about kneeing you.”

A slow smirk reshapes his lips. “I bet you are.”

“I can paint a sigil to make it better.” He huffs a laugh but turns somber when I point out, “As long as you wear your necklace, no one can harm you. Not your sister. Not your niece. Not a band of vicious monarchy-haters. Not even me.”

He parts his lips but his reply is usurped by loud knocking.

“Kostya!” Salom’s loud timbre shivers the door. “We’ve got a situation.”
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“I’ll see you at supper,” he murmurs as he helps me to my feet, his tone as ravaged by nerves as his expression.

“Mind if I stay?”

He tucks a lock of hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering on my hoop before trailing down the side of my throat. “Of course not.”

I spear my fingers through his. “For better or for worse, right?”

He brings his forehead down to mine. “However much I appreciate having you at my side, the burden of the worst isn’t yours to bear.”

“We might not have exchanged any vows, but that doesn’t make me any less your ally and friend.”

“Ally and friend, huh?”

I smile. “With benefits.”

He stares long and hard at me again, his jaw working over words he never ends up pronouncing. Palms flush, he leads me toward a door that he unseals with his magic and which leads straight into the Throne Room. Voices are high. I distinguish Salom’s, but none of the others are familiar.

Nevertheless, the instant we step around the staircase, I recognize the faces attached to the unfamiliar voices: Lev’s parents. Their faces are as pale as the abounding stone, their eyes rimmed so red that their matching russet irises glow crimson, like those vampires from the Countess’s stories. Our irruption dials down the volume of the argument being had.

“Ekaterina, Bohdan, what brings you to my home?” Konstantin asks.

Lev’s mother—Ekaterina—glowers at me, her eyes reflective with tears. “Why is she here?”

“She is my mate.” Konstantin’s squares his shoulders and pulls me closer. “Where else do you expect her to be other than at my side?”

“Her presence might prove providential, Kat,” Bohdan murmurs.

My brow quirks at his odd comment but then flattens when he finishes his thought.

“She can relay to her father what has happened”—his gaze lands on Salom—“who’ll mete out justice, if justice is forbidden to us.”

“Instead of underhanded slights, why don’t you explain what brings the two of you to my home?” Konstantin snaps.

Fresh tears course down Ekaterina’s pallid cheeks. “Salom just murdered our son!”

My attention vaults onto the blond general, who’s throttling the hilt of his sword.

“I did not murder Lev,” he grits out.

My ears begin to hum. Lev is dead?

“Start from the beginning.” Konstantin’s voice is low but no less resonant.

Salom purses his lips as though to contain his frustration at having to explain himself. “Our soldiers seized a sleigh full of explosives and shotguns in the human district of Voshna. The deliverymen confirmed the transaction was carried out by Lev.”

“They lied!” Lev’s mother grinds her fingers through her hair, her multitude of rings sailing like chiseled orbs of fire through her brown locks. “My son might’ve been worried about the company’s finances, but he would never have risked his life—or our reputation—for coin!”

“Shh, my sweet,” Bohdan says, wrapping his arms around his wife’s trembling shoulders.

“Our son has been murdered, Bohdi!” Ekaterina steps back. “Murdered! And you expect me to hush? How on earth are you so calm? He’s your one and only child! Well, your one and only legitimate one,” she huffs under her breath. “Don’t you care at all that he’s”—a sob fractures her voice—“gone?”

Her grief frosts my core far more than the knowledge of lethal weapons in the hands of revolutionaries.

“Of course I care. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here, seeking justice,” Bohdan mutters, his gaze flicking toward the far wall, toward a Glacin guard.

The soldier must’ve borrowed the uniform from a more muscled colleague, because the jacket and trousers aren’t adjusted to his frame. When he catches me staring his way, he narrows his eyes. I’m guessing he isn’t a fan of me. Or is it shifters in general he doesn’t like?

Konstantin must’ve asked Salom for clarifications, because the general says, “I went to Lev’s home and interrogated him with salt. He insisted he never brokered any new deal and that the factory workers were lying.”

Ekaterina hisses. “Ask your general where the deliverymen are, Vizosh! Ask him!”

Salom pins her with a fierce glower. “I did not set fire to their sleigh!”

She flicks her trembling fingers. “Yet they’re dead! Dead like my son!”

“Why would I blow up evidence that served me? As for your son, when I left your home, he was alive. Ask Bohdan! He was present. Ask him.”

My mind tingles with a hypothesis; one I keep to myself for now.

Bohdan’s lids spasm. “I was dealing with the aftermath of the explosion, which destroyed the road as well as the Countess’s hedges and gate. When I returned, Lev was lying in a pool of blood, so no, Salom, I wasn’t present the whole time.”

“Where’s the body?” Konstantin’s voice is alarmingly quiet.

“Here.” Bohdan gestures toward the dais upon which lays a shrouded body. “Salom insisted on bringing him back here.”

Konstantin’s hand slips from mine. I don’t follow him to the raised platform, the same way I don’t step around Bohdan or his wife for an unobstructed view of the corpse. A peek under the sheet has my Ice King’s lips firming.

Ekaterina collapses onto her knees and drops her face into her open palms. Her wails grip my insides in a vise. Though her husband’s complexion is bleak, he doesn’t sob. He doesn’t rage. He merely studies his feet.

“My sister has visited Lev multiple times since I took his hands, hasn’t she?” Konstantin asks.

Bohdan’s gaze bounds off his boots. “To drop off poultices for his wrists and offer him companionship.”

“Could she have slipped into your home after Salom’s departure?”

Bohdan’s head rears back. “And do what? Kill my boy? She loved him.”

“I loved Alyona,” Konstantin murmurs, replacing the sheet and turning back toward us.

Ekaterina shakes her head. “I can’t believe you’d blame your own flesh and blood before you’d blame your general.”

Konstantin’s knuckles whiten as his fingers tighten around fistfuls of air. “I’m still trying to gather all the facts. Salom, swallow salt.”

The general does as he’s told without question. “Did the sleigh drivers tell you the shipment was sanctioned by Lev?”

“Yes.”

“Did you set fire to the sleigh?”

“No.”

“Did you command anyone else to set fire to the sleigh?”

“No.”

“Were you alone, or were there soldiers with you?”

“I had three soldiers with me.”

“Where are they now?”

“They remained in Voshna to carry out interrogations of all those in the vicinity of the sleigh and to keep an eye out for an intruder.”

“Did you cut open Lev’s throat with your iron sword?”

The tendons in Salom’s neck pinch. “I pricked his skin, but he was barely bleeding when I left.”

“Could you have incised deeper than you meant to?” Konstantin asks.

“With all due respect, Kostya, I know how to handle my sword.”

“Answer the question,” Konstantin snaps.

Salom shakes his head. “My blade barely penetrated.”

“Your sword must’ve been coated in iron powder!” Bohdan exclaims. “I hear you’ve used that trick to chew through your victim’s flesh in the past in order to make yourself look more gracious.”

The general’s jaw tightens. “I have used iron powder in the past, but never to make myself look more gracious; only to make sure the crown’s enemies couldn’t escape their fate.”

Bohdan’s nostrils flare. “You considered our son an enemy of the crown!”

“I did, but I didn’t bloody coat my sword in iron!”

“Could someone else have coated it?” I ask, garnering everyone’s attention.

“My blade is always on me,” he replies. “Besides, iron residue can only adhere to metal if the surface has been slickened beforehand. My blade was clean and dry.”

“So you say…” Lev’s father and the general glower at each other.

“By all means, check my scabbard, Bohdan.” Salom’s fingers shake as he unfastens the strip of leather. His puffing cheeks makes me think he’s angry, but perhaps nerves are to blame for his unsteady grip.

“Could be anyone’s scabbard,” Lev’s father points out.

“Could the toxin of the bargain have killed Lev?” I ask.

“Toxins do not sever throats, Miss Ríhbiadh. My son’s throat was disconnected by a blade.” He crouches and delicately plucks his wife’s elbow. “Come.” And then the Voshnan Faerie is yelling, “Bundle my son’s remains! We’re done here!”

Men, who must work for his family since their uniforms are purple and not Glacin-blue, race toward the dais. Others race up the stairs.

“I want justice for our son,” Ekaterina croaks as she wobbles to her feet. “I want Salom punished! I want him dead!”

Salom’s mouth pops wide. “I did not⁠—”

Konstantin flings his palm up. I can’t tell if he uses magic to silence Salom, or if the man hushes at his signal.

“I’ll investigate. If there was foul play, you can trust there will be consequences, Ekaterina.”

She blinks bleary eyes at Konstantin, then shakes her head. As Bohdan follows his procession of servants up the stairs, he calls out over her shoulder, “Best of luck ruling your kingdom of cards, Korol!”

Salom hooks his scabbard back into place, then takes a step in the grieving couple’s direction, but Konstantin stops him, then instructs the handful of soldiers surrounding us to make themselves scarce.

Once we’re alone, Konstantin murmurs, “Salom, swear to me you didn’t intentionally kill Zaslofsky.”

The wide planes of his general’s face stiffen. “I did not kill Lev. Intentionally or unintentionally. If you don’t trust me, interrogate the soldiers who assisted me. Or better yet…” Salom’s eyes glaze. “Or better yet, the ones listening into his home… May they have been listening.”

My pulse skips a beat. “You also planted a listening sigil in his home?”

“Vance did.” Salom is smiling, which deepens the bend of his crooked nose and the shimmer of his eyes. He seems…crazed.

“Go get the soldiers in charge of surveillance and bring them down to the War Room.” Konstantin crosses his arms. “And, Salom, I forbid you from nicking anyone else’s skin without my permission. Am I understood?”

Salom’s amber gaze flashes with a mixture of hurt and resentment. “You’re understood, Vizosh.”

The vein in Konstantin’s neck distends at being called Your Highness by the man he considers family. Salom squares his shoulders before whirling on his heel and heading up the stairs. The sound of his footfalls seems to echo endlessly against the vaulted ceilings and stone walls of the Throne Room.

“May he find evidence or a culprit…” Konstantin’s knuckles are white against his black leather sleeves.

Would he dismiss Salom of his duties should the general be guilty? Force him into early retirement? Extradite him? Kill him?

“Ekaterina’s right.” Konstantin’s grave murmur ferries a chill down my spine. “I am ruling over a kingdom of cards.”

“My father thought the same when he took over Luce,” I remind him. “Unrest rocked Luce for years, but the dust did end up settling. And not over the king’s corpse.”

“We became kings at the same time.” Konstantin’s posture remains closed off, his gaze riveted to the stairs.

“When Dádhi rose to power the second time around, it was in the middle of a civil war. Your kingdom is not at war, Konstantin.”

“It’s on the brink of one.”

“The brink isn’t⁠—”

“I still had the favor of the High Fae, but after today, many will eschew me.”

Could that be the reason Lev was killed? So that Konstantin loses the favor of the last courtiers who still supported his regime?

To think we believed Lev complicit in Ksenia and Mestyla’s plot… But he was a victim of it, like so many others.

I close the distance between us. When my toecaps align with his, I stop, gaze darting around the Throne Room to make sure we’re alone before I ask, “Does Salom truly hate your sister?”

Konstantin’s eyebrows slant. “Which sister? Ksenia?”

I nod.

“Why?”

“Because none of your soldiers have been able to locate her or Mestyla, and who leads your armies?”

Konstantin’s pupils shrink.

“What if he killed them both but kept their deaths a secret to have someone to blame?” I muse.

His jaw hardens. “You sound like Aodhan.”

“Is that what he thinks?”

Konstantin gives me the faintest nod.

“It just seems so improbable that Lev, whom you compelled to stop selling weapons to terrorists, manages to defy the toxin of your bargain. He may not have been morally faultless, but he didn’t hate shifters.”

“Salom isn’t an antimorph, and the terror attacks started when I promulgated my shifter law. Not to mention that he’s been loyal to my family for longer than I’ve been alive. Also, your great-grandfather likes him.”

I sigh. “I know, which does give my suspicions pause. Perhaps the tavern going up in flames, Svyato’s deaths, Tiana’s, Lev’s…perhaps they’re all truly accidents.”

Konstantin’s fingers stiffen against the small of my back. “Who told you about Tiana?”

“Vance.” I roll my lips at the memory of the half-blood’s bright eyes and sweet laughter.

“No one could’ve guessed she’d volunteer to enter the Volkov’s shop. Not even Salom.”

“I heard she made the decision on the train ride up. Was Salom in the vicinity?” When divots form at the corners of Konstantin’s mouth, I worry I’ve pushed too hard. “I’m sorry. Maybe standing by your side is enough for him. Maybe my view is skewed by what happened in Luce five centuries ago.”

Konstantin is quiet for a while, lost in thought. “Anyone else you have doubts about?”

“Until today, I would’ve said no. At least, no one beside your sister and niece, and possibly Lev. But now…” I bite my lip.

“Now…?” he prompts.

“Ksenia once mentioned how attached Lev was to his mother. She never mentioned an attachment to the father.”

“They weren’t close. Ekaterina’s parents were so furious the day she decided to wed Bohdan that they didn’t attend the wedding and barred him from their family business.”

“I twigged that.” After a beat, I ask the question that’s been warming the tip of my tongue since Salom mentioned Bohdan had been present. “Could he have…?” I lick my lips, feeling like the words I’m holding back are outrageous and shouldn’t even be thought.

“Could he have ended his son’s life?” Konstantin’s throat jostles. “Anything is possible.”

Footfalls echo on the stairs. I think it must be Salom returning with news, but it’s actually Ilya with six soldiers. “Yuri apparently just woke up. I’m heading north to see him. The weather’s too brutal for flying. Can I take one of the trains?”

Konstantin glances toward his War Room, then back at his brother. After an extensive pause, he says, “Give Yuri my regards and convince him to convalesce at the palace.”

“Will do!” Ilya calls out, trotting toward the underground station, his diminutive garrison in tow.

“Why did you hesitate?” I ask, once the doors of the War Room shut.

“Because Milana took the other train to Voshna to avoid the incoming storm.”

Which leaves him with no means of escape should⁠—

He seizes my waist, pulls me closer. “Have I mentioned how much I’m looking forward to our date tonight?”

“Are you sure it’s a good idea? With everything going on⁠—”

“Yegmenka”—he nudges my nose with his—“don’t take it away from me.”

“All right.”

The air darkens with a shadow that takes the shape of a man. “Hope I’m not interrupting.” Aodhan tries to bury his anxiety, but it distorts his usual jovial timbre. “I just heard about Lev. What are you thinking?”

Konstantin sighs, gives my lips a peck, then urges me to go prepare for our date while he gets Aodhan up to speed.

I want to ask Aodhan to stay with him while I’m gone but worry Konstantin might view my concern for his safety as degrading. “Where’s Izolda?” I ask.

“Introducing Elio to her prized book collection.” He smiles. “She’s safe, Isla.”

As I make my way to my bedchambers, I remind myself that the prophecy unfolds outdoors. As long as my loved ones are tucked inside, they’re safe.

Right?
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Ipace my floor, gaze flicking between the rotund moon painting the sky indigo, the candelabra bleeding silver wax onto the white tablecloth, and the door my fiancé has yet to bluster through.

“He’s fine,” I tell myself. Not to mention we didn’t specify a time; we just said dinner. “Everything’s fine.”

What if everything’s not fine, though? What if Izolda left the castle and⁠—

A burst of air knocks open the vestibule door. Konstantin strides over the threshold, carrying a slender wooden box.

“What? No knocking?”

“Only those who have something to conceal require advanced warning, Miss Ríhbiadh. What is it that you have to con—” His voice ebbs as he takes in my accoutrement, his lambent gaze tapering on the band of bare thigh visible between my trimmed dress and my velvet over-the-knee boots.

The footwear is one of the two gifts I received from Izolda. The other is a set of shimmery underthings that make Shabbin undergarments seem conservative.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Isla.” His Adam’s apple jostles as his gaze rushes over the sheer sleeves that tie with a bow around my wrists to match the one around my neck.

“Don’t say that. Not even in jest.” I move toward him, then wrap my arms around his slim middle and rest my cheek over the slate fabric of his dinner jacket, right above his scudding heart and the Cauldron’s talisman that safeguards it. “Any new developments?”

“Salom didn’t kill Lev.”

I blink. “You’re certain?”

He nods. “One of the soldiers tasked with listening and transcribing reported hearing father and son argue after Salom left the room. If his throat was being chewed open by iron, he wouldn’t have been able to talk.”

“What were they arguing about?”

“Who was trying to make Lev look like a traitor… Lev asked his father if he’d sold those weapons.”

My heart feels suspended. “You heard this from the soldier’s mouth or from Salom’s?”

“The soldier’s and Salom’s. Imogen offered to give Salom a ride to pick up Bohdan and carry him back here for an interrogation.”

My skin prickles at the idea that Bohdan could be behind his son’s demise.

“May I ask you something?” Konstantin sounds downright exuberant, which clashes with the way I’m feeling. I suppose learning Salom isn’t deceiving him must be quite the reprieve.

Filicide… How horrific. How incomprehensible. I shake the deliberation away. I’m getting ahead of myself. There must be another reason…another suspect.

I press out of my thoughts to embrace the here and now. “Of course. Anything.”

He snakes one arm around my back and nods to my dress. “Is this Crow fashion?”

“No, I just felt like showing off the boots that your sister got me for my birthday, and the floor-length skirt was hiding them.” With a smile, I step back and twirl. “Admittedly, I may cut all my dresses from now on, because the shorter hemline is loads more practical.”

His throat bobs. “I’d encourage you to go wild with the scissors considering the end result, but⁠—”

“Talons.” I wriggle my fingers.

“But I’m uncertain how I’ll react if anyone else lays eyes on your bared skin.” He traps my raised hand and presses a wooden box topped with a folded piece of parchment into my palm. “I never got a chance to say it, but happy birthday.”

“Thank you,” I whisper

The crisp sheet of paper feels heavier than the box. Probably because I assume it’s Mimi’s inked reply to the talisman query.

“I have another gift on its way, but money—I recently learned—cannot buy expediency.”

I hand him back the letter, pulse bumping out of alignment as I picture myself trying to decipher my great-grandmother’s script under his watchful stare. “Read it out to me?”

“There’s not much to read.”

“Please?” I croak.

“All right.” He unfolds the missive. “It’s a ticket.”

“A…ticket?”

“For a voyage. Through Glace.” He holds out the paper that gleams with neat silver letters.

I can make out my name and that of his kingdom, but all the other letters are too slanted, too squashed, too small. And they wobble to the drumbeat of my heart.

“By train,” he adds. “Activities include reindeer spotting, ice fishing, skating, a visit to the greenhouses, a soak in the hot springs, and anything else you’d like to do.”

I lift my wide eyes to his, trying to make sense of his words, since they are nothing like what I expected to find within that parchment.

“I wanted to show you my kingdom. I know you have wings, but I don’t. Obviously, you have no need for a ticket to board any of my trains, but I thought…” He crinkles the paper in his fist. “I’m not sure what I thought.” His lids twitch. “The other is a more useful gift.”

I clasp the back of his neck and tow his head down to mine. “I love my present. I cannot wait to see and experience all that your kingdom has to offer.”

I kiss away the tiny spasms caused by his nervousness before pulling back and concentrating on my next gift. As he carries the parchment to my desk and sets it there for safekeeping, I click open the box. My lungs seize and the corners of my mouth catapult downward when I spy the creation cushioned on the sky-blue silk.

“What was I thinking, gifting you a dagger?” He treks back to me in three long strides, gait rigid with tension. “You have talons and blood at your fingertips. You’ve no need for a weapon.”

“That’s not…that’s not⁠—”

“It’s all right.” He tries to wheedle the box from my fingers.

I clamp down on it. “Stop. Let me…just give me a minute to explain the reason for my reaction.”

“Isla, it’s all right.”

“ItstheweaponfromtheprophecyKonstantin!” I hiss on a single breath. “It’s the weapon with which…”

I lick my lips, my pulse suddenly buzzing with something other than trepidation. I was wrong to worry that Izolda would be ambushed and forced to murder her niece! I was wrong!

“It’s the weapon with which I kill Mestyla.” A thought occurs to me then. “Did you know?”

His pupils throb. “No.”

“So, you gifted this to me by complete chance?”

“Not by chance.” He scratches his nape. “Since you sealed the talisman to my neck, and the thing throttles your shifter magic, and I want to keep you close to me always, I thought…well, I thought it would make you feel safer.”

“Thank you.” Again, I hook his tension-filled nape and draw him low for a kiss.

Little by little, his vertebrae untense and his shoulders uncoil, softening not only the edges of his body but also the texture of his mouth. His respite is short-lived, though.

By my own fault this time. “What did Mimi say?”

His gaze darts to the table I wheeled into my bedchamber after the attendants delivered it in front of my door. Though they insisted on coming inside to set everything up, I didn’t let them past the wards, keeping the access to my chambers limited to a select few.

“You swore you’d tell me,” I prod.

His jaw flexes. “How about we eat first and then⁠—”

“It won’t change how I feel.” When he begins to toy with the shiny button of his standing collar, I sigh. “It doesn’t block shifter connections, does it?”

Without meeting my stare, he mumbles a quiet, “No.”

“Good.”

“Good?” he scoffs. “That means that I’m not”—he rolls his lips—“it for you.”

I set the box down on the wooden trunk at the bed’s end. “Yet.” Unlike a moment ago, his posture doesn’t magically unstiffen. “Where are all these insecurities coming from?”

“My lack of ascendency over Glace. Over my home. Over my heart.” His gaze slants to the side. “The day you get your connection, Isla… If it’s not with me but it is with someone from my kingdom…”

Dread froths inside my heart, drowning out its beats.

“…can you leave immediately with whomever the Cauldron mates you with? Even if the prophecy hasn’t yet come to pass?”

“I wear your ring in the prophecy.”

I’m not trying to give him false hope. I’m merely reminding him that the prophecy will come to pass before I’m mated to anyone else.

I nudge his nose with mine to coax his stare off the rug. “I’m glad for Mimi’s reply. At least now, I feel neither guilt about sealing the charmed medallion to your skin, nor temptation to cancel my magical command.”

When his lashes lower, obscuring more of the gray, I sigh against his clamped lips.

For a long while, they remain unyielding, but then they part around a heartbreaking murmur, “One hundred and seventy-seven years old, ruler of a fucking empire, yet ever since I met you, I feel like some pathetic youth playing at being king.”

To defuse his glumness, I tease, “Skies, you’re old.”

Sure enough, it peels back one layer of self-loathing.

“You know what I think, Konstantin Korol?”

“What do you think, Isla Ríhbiadh?”

“I think that you should set down your crown and your responsibilities for one night and let yourself live a little.”

I start cooking up arguments which could counter any protest he may toss at me, but he surprisingly concedes and lets me lead him to the dinner table. I fill up his cup and then unveil his bowl full of borsht.

“I picked the menu,” I say, “not your chef.”

“You know me too well.” He reaches across the table for my hand and holds it as he polishes off his bowl and accompanying flaky rolls.

“Do I?” I ask.

“Yes. You do.”

I take a sip of Faerie wine. “I’ve yet to see you stark naked.”

He chokes on his bite of bread, then pinkens from both lack of oxygen and discomfiture. “Holy Gods, woman, the sort of things that come out of your mouth…”

His throat moves over a cough and then over a swallow. He releases my hand in order to scoot back his chair and pat his thigh.

“Come here.” Once I’m seated on his lap, he skims one palm over my bare skin, then higher, beneath the fabric that’s ridden so far up it barely covers my lady parts. “Thank you for coming back. Even if it was only for the prophecy, I⁠—”

“I came back for you, not for the prophecy.”

Emotion washes over his face, leaving behind a sparkle that floods my heart—reverence. That’s how he looks at me. As though I were precious. Me, the daughter of a ruthless shifter king with unseemly war paint, ruinous iron edges, disgraceful manners, and a shabby command of words and magic.

He captures my mouth in a kiss that is as heady as the scrape of his fingers against my thigh. “You feel like velvet,” he murmurs, before kissing me more deeply.

When his fingers slope toward my inner thigh, my breathing turns nippy, and then downright erratic because he’s palming my legs apart to give himself easier access. I gasp when he glides his knuckles down the scrap of silk, then stop breathing altogether when his fabric-cloaked knuckle reaches my center. And then it’s his breathing that changes.

I smile, keenly aware of the reason for the disruption—he’s just discovered the strand of pearls that winds up the runnel of my buttocks.

When his fingers bump into the second bead, he lifts me, plants me between his thighs, and hikes up my dress, rasping out a husky, “Fuck.”

I glance over my shoulder, committing to memory the look of devastating desire that hones his attention.

He hooks a finger around the strand, then lowers his hand excruciatingly slowly, caressing my cleft with his knuckle. “Feels like my birthday.”

I press my hair aside, then grab the ribbon around my neck and give it a tug. “Slide my zipper down.”

Though he seems almost in pain from having to release the pearls, he does as I ask. His eyes become pools of hungry black when he unveils the rest of my body and uncovers the matching strand of white pearls hugging my rib cage.

As I turn back to face him, I nip at the bows at my wrists with my teeth. He leans back in his chair, cheekbones flushed, irises aglow and aimed at the swatches of silver fabric that cloak my erect nipples. When the silk bows unravel, sending my dress tumbling to the floor, his fingers close around the armrests.

“Instead of gripping your furniture, I think you should”—I circle his wrists—“grip me.”

Between rasping pants, he says, “If I do…I won’t stop.”

“I’m counting on it, Vizosh.” With little effort, I pry his fingers off the carved wood, carry them to my waist, and set them there. And then I let go, giving him back the control.

He holds still for so long I worry he will resist.

I’m wrong to worry.
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The Ice King explores every hill and dale on my body.

With his hands.

With his tongue.

With his teeth.

With his air-magic.

By the time he’s done playing, the string of pearls on my thong, which he insisted on leaving in place, are dripping from my multiple orgasms. It probably helps that my body responds to him like his most loyal soldier.

I swear that sometimes, all he needs to do to send me soaring over the edge is press his stare—yes, his stare—against my clit.

I grip the bedsheets as he toys with the soaked pearls while lavishing open-mouthed kisses on my nipples. When yet another orgasm detonates through me, and I scream his name, his lips curve with immodesty. One that makes my beating heart swell to such proportions I think it will burst right through my kiss-slickened chest.

As he unfurls to his full height, he molds the sides of my body with his palms from rib to knee.

For a full minute, I just lay there, a waste of limbs and heartbeats. I feel inebriated, drunk on the sensations he’s conjured beneath my skin but also inside my heart.

I have never felt this way before. Granted, I don’t possess the most extensive sexual experience, but this cannot be a typical reaction, can it?

I finally pare my spine from the bed, then climb to my knees and snare his jaw in a kiss that is borderline violent. Though he’s shed his jacket, the rest of his clothes are still on. I make quick work of his shirt buttons and his trouser fastenings.

He doesn’t break the kiss as he kicks off his boots, and I roll his shirt down his toned arms. They get caught on his cufflinks. He punches them out of their button-holes. Soon, he presents me with his entirely unfettered body.

I splay my hands on his pecs and give him a little shove that quirks one of his eyebrows.

“You’ve seen every inch of me. I want to see every inch of you.” My gaze surfs down the trench of his abs and scattering of black hair that thickens around his engorged shaft.

“All of me, you say?” His tone is light, amused. “Yet you’re staring at very specific inches of my anatomy.”

A smile digs into my cheeks while a swallow digs into my throat.

“Turn.” I lick my lips. “I want to see my birthday present from all angles.”

He shakes his head but indulges me, rigid cock bobbing as he rotates just as slowly as he licked my pussy earlier. Just the memory coils heat low in my belly.

His back is sculpted, a work of art as enthralling as his front, packed full of fine muscles that jump as I drink him in. I never gave men’s asses much thought, even though I’ve seen my fair share in the Baths. I can say, with unwavering certainty, that the Ice King is in possession of a mighty fine backside.

Once he’s come full circle, I reach around him and palm his ass cheeks. The muscles contract.

“Are you flexing for me?”

His lips bend, and he gives his head another shake, as though he cannot believe I’d ask such a thing. “Is your birthday present to your satisfaction, Miss Ríhbiadh?”

“Visually, yes. But I’ll need a taste before formulating my official position.”

I have never, ever witnessed someone’s eyes go from shiny-white to pitch-black as quickly as Konstantin’s in that moment. Or perhaps I have, but in battle. Never in a bedroom.

Just when I think he couldn’t possibly look at me with more hunger, I take him inside my mouth, and he proves me wrong.

I squeeze his ass and guide him deeper. When his tip hits the back of my throat, his fingers sink into my hair, and he releases a sound that is so primal and husky that my pussy clenches, lapping it right up.

I glide him in and out just as torturously as he worked me, adding swirls of my tongue that has his teeth gritting and a sheen of sweat forming on his brow, and then I quicken my pace, kneading the muscles of his backside.

He chokes on a breath, then on my name, then yanks on my hair to force my mouth off his spasming cock. His seed splashes my chin and collarbone.

I blink up at him in surprise. “Why did you pull out?”

“Because—I was—coming.”

“And?” I ask provocatively, sitting back on my heels and gathering the white drips of his pleasure on my finger.

He says nothing as I feed myself his cum, just watches in absolute rapture. Two sucks of my finger later, his cock is hard again.

He snatches one of my pillows and wipes me, then tosses the rose-hued cushion aside and hinges at the waist. “I’ve changed my mind.”

“About?”

“If I’m not your mate, and you don’t reject the male who is, I will do it for you.”

“I don’t think saying no to him will⁠—”

“Not with words.” His violence should frighten me, but it does the exact opposite. All of me heats and beats in anticipation of what he’d do to keep me. “Even if you loathed me for the remainder of my existence, I’d do it.”

“So we could be miserable together?”

He flinches, as though I’d slapped him, then angles his gaze toward the discarded pillow and glowers at it.

“Konstantin,” I say with a sigh, “there’s something you should know about my great-grandmother.”

“I’m listening.”

“She’s the craftiest person to ever come out of the Cauldron. The probability that she lied to you about the necklace not snuffing out shifter bonds is high.”

“Why in the world would she do such a thing?”

“To keep us both from the temptation of stripping you of her shield.”

The scowl that drapes over his face is nothing short of murderous. “I swear. The members of your family enjoy torturing me.”

I grin. “No one more than me, dearly beloved.”

With a punishing gust of magic, he flattens me against the bed. The smile that sculpts his scowl can only be described as wicked as he rids me of my underwear, working it around my boots, which he’s been intent on keeping on my person, and then he grips my ankles and hauls me to the edge of the bed. He lines himself up. Waits.

When I dip my head in silent assent, he sinks in. Fully.

He freezes, expression slack with horror. “Shit. I don’t know what possessed me to— Are you all right?”

“Happy birthday to me,” I singsong around a moan that slackens the remorse crimping his features. “Again, please.”

He seems to grow a foot as he slips out and thrusts back in, his gaze capering between my face, my breasts, and his shiny ridged shaft. Our fit is tight, but my walls are so slick that he eases in and out without difficulty. The liquid meeting of our bodies, this song that we are composing seems to echo everywhere.

Konstantin’s face contorts as he nears the precipice I’ve been gamboling through for the last hour. He stills, heaves in deep, calming breaths that don’t calm him one bit. I cover the hands he’s fastened to my thighs with my own, which makes him jump and subsequently hiss through his teeth. I take it the tiny amount of friction almost swept him over the edge.

“I take a birth control tonic. In case you care to finish inside me.” Granted, Faeries and Crows can’t reproduce, but since I’m not just a Crow…

The tendons stand erect in his neck. “You will be the death of me…” I’m about to chide him for reiterating the loathed phrase, when he adds, “…xhina.”

My protest withers as the term sinks deep and consumes me, making both my heart and stomach writhe. He comes; I don’t. Which annoys him immensely. He pulls out, sets down my legs, and starts rubbing my clit, but I quiet his determined strokes by apprehending his wrist.

“What?” he growls, tone as sharp as his probing stare. “Fuck, I said it again, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“It’s just an expression to me.” He smooths a lock of hair off my damp forehead. “I promise to do better and stop mentioning death and dying around you.”

“It’s not— Well, not this time. It’s what you called me.”

His brows gather.

“We’re not even truly betrothed,” I remind him gently.

He searches my stare. “Marry me. For real. I’ll get a priest. Or a Crow. Or a⁠—”

“You don’t have to marry me to have sex with me.”

“This has absolutely nothing to do with sex!”

“Your emotions are heightened at the moment, Konstantin. You aren’t thinking this through.”

His eyes narrow. Though he made his stance on my mating anyone but him crystal-clear, his hasty words were spoken in the heat of the moment.

“Once my novelty wears off, you’ll move on to the next woman. Or you’ll go back to being celibate. Trust me, you’ll regret this. Perhaps not in a month, or in a year, but over time, you’ll want your tidy life back.”

Anger restructures his face as he straightens and squares his shoulder.

“I’m chaos. I’m unpredictable. I’m loud and ill-mannered. In the long run, if we’re not true mates, our vastly different personalities and upbringing will drive you to insanity.”

“Stop putting the blame on me.” His nostrils flare. “If you don’t want to marry me because you believe you’ll grow bored, then just say that,” he snaps, his tone vibrating with such hurt that heat shoots into my lids and blurs all the angles that make up this beautiful man.

How fast we went from devastating passion to passionate devastation…

“I’m not scared of growing bored,” I croak.

“Then what the fuck are you scared of?” He rams his hands through his mussed locks, springing strands that were still wrapped.

I sit up, feeling too exposed, sprawled as I am on the bed. “I’m twenty-five. You’re a century and a half older. You’ve seen things. You’ve experienced things. You’ve done things. You’ve…you’ve…lived.”

“Marriage isn’t a death sentence, Isla.” He sounds defeated now. “Instead of seeing and experiencing and doing things on your own, you’d just get to do them all with me.”

He crouches, then cradles my face between his hands.

“I realize you’re young and that my certainty must be daunting.” His thumbs arc underneath my eyes. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I’m not scared.” My voice catches on an obstruction in my throat.

One that transforms into tears—actual tears. I never cry. I palm them away, in a rush to make them vanish.

“I’m not,” I croak.

“I won’t bring up marriage again. I won’t call you wife or fiancée. But please, don’t leave me.”

I throw my arms around his neck and bury my face there, in that place where his scent and pulse are strongest. He hugs me back, then stands, but only to take a seat on the edge of the bed. He rains kisses on the crown of my head, while I rain tears on his skin.

The magnitude of my reaction is absurd.

Utterly illogical.

He strokes my hunched spine, which only amplifies my heartache. What is wrong with me?

Neither of us speaks for a long, long while, even after my tears have abated. We just cling to one another until sharp knocks rattle my door, followed by a voice.

One that belongs to…

Impossible.
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My arms stiffen around Isla. Am I hearing voices again?

“Brother?” Ksenia’s voice goes from croak to howl. “Kostya!”

Before I can break Isla’s delicate bones, I set her down and pull on my slacks and shirt.

My sister, who has been hiding from me for weeks, who has encouraged rebellions against me, is standing right outside Isla’s door. Could this be some trap? Has she littered the hallway with the corpses of my guards and is waiting for me with an army of her own?

“Unhand me,” I hear Ksenia snarl. “Do not touch me.”

My guards mustn’t be dead.

I start toward the door but halt and travel to Isla’s closet instead, returning with the first thing I find—a long black slip. She raises her arms, and I pour the sheath over her. Once she’s clothed, I head to the door, adrenaline flooding my system. As I reach for the handle, I catch Isla ambling my way, fingers toying with her spiky earring, readying herself to bloodcast.

“Don’t cross the threshold,” she murmurs to me.

I jerk my head in a nod, then draw the door wide, torn between relief at the sight of my breathing guards restraining my sister with vines, and horror at the sight of her.

“Kostya!” Ksenia’s chest rises and falls in frantic bursts. “T-Tell them t-t-to unhand me.”

Every hair on my body stands on end as I take in her slashed eyebrow that dribbles blood down her freckled cheek and onto the fur collar of her cream cloak, which is dappled in more sanguine splatter. “What happened to you?”

“I go-got into a f-fight.” The whites of her eyes are so pink they give her irises a ghoulish tint. “With our niece.”

My ears start to hum. “Our niece?”

“Mes-Mestyla. The g-g-girl you’ve b-been⁠—”

“We know who Mestyla is,” I snap.

Isla’s violet eyes press against my ticking cheek.

“She attacked me,” Ksenia whimpers. “Please tell the guards to loo-loosen their restraints. At least, the ones around m-my”—she grimaces—“chest.”

“Keep her wrists bound behind her back.”

When the three vines around her chest vanish, she expels a sigh of relief. “Thank y⁠—”

“Where is Mestyla?” My tone is so clipped it shears through her pathetic gratefulness.

She lowers her gaze to the space between our boots and twists her mouth. “She’s dead.”

“Impossible,” I whisper.

“I killed her.”

“You lie!” I growl.

“Why do you think I’d l-lie about this? I k-killed our niece! The last piece of our si-sister!”

Isla’s warmth licks up one side of my stiff form. Though it doesn’t magically crack the ice netting my skin, it does serve to ground me.

“Where’s the body?” she asks.

“On the hill.” The tip of Ksenia’s nose is red from emotion and blood.

“Which fucking hill?” I snarl.

She squeezes her eyes shut. “Don’t…don’t scream at m-me.”

Trying my fucking hardest to poleaxe my tone, I repeat, “Which. Hill. Ksen?”

“The one leading up to the Lo-Lodge,” Ksenia replies flatly. “She was hiding there.”

The buzzing in my ears grows to a crescendo. She was so close she may as well have been hiding in the castle.

I try to catch Isla’s stare, but it’s fastened on nothing and shining like my fire orbs.

“Is anyone with the body?” she asks.

“Why? Do you think I lied about killing my niece?” Anger levels her stutter and heightens her color. “Most of the blood on my hands and cloak is hers.” Ksenia nods to her soiled frock. “By all means, sniff it, if you don’t believe me.”

Isla snaps out of her daze. “I’m not a blood hound, which is a shame, for it would’ve helped me locate the two of you. So I repeat: is anyone with the body?”

The frame of Ksenia’s heart-shaped face grows harsh. “I told the guards where to find her when I made it back to the castle, but with your wings, you’d probably spot her sooner.”

I thread my fingers through Isla’s, a silent refusal for her to go anywhere without me. I don’t trust Ksenia. I don’t trust that this isn’t an ambush.

I look at one of the hovering sprites. “Go check and report back.”

“Immediately, Vizosh.” The winged Faerie is already whizzing down the hallway.

I turn back toward my sister. “Is that also where you were hiding, Ksen?”

“I wasn’t hiding. I was⁠—”

“Do not bullshit me.” The magic under my skin beats violently enough that if unleashed, it would surely rid the surrounding hills of snow and tow the sun back across the horizon.

“I was trying to make her see reason. I was trying to get her to meet with you, Kostya. To talk.” The fur trim of her hood trembles around her blood-streaked neck. “If I’d known just how steadfast she’d be in her hatred of you, I would’ve brought her in immediately.”

My sister’s betrayal whets any residual tenderness her despair might’ve produced in me. “Liar.”

“No.” Ksenia stops quivering entirely now. “I don’t lie. I didn’t realize that her plan was to steal your amulet.”

I barely succeed at quelling my snort. “She wanted my amulet?”

“She wanted you amulet-free.”

I don’t ask how Mestyla knows about the magic in my necklace, since I imagine I’m staring at the how. “What intent did you think she had, Ksen? Braid daisies into my hair and swap childhood tales?”

“I thought she wanted a place in our family, but then she started to speak about a revolution, and⁠—”

I tilt my head. “Funny. The way I hear it, you filled her mind with revolutionary vitriol.”

“I spoke about reforms! I’m always speaking about reforms. Never about a revolution. I can see you don’t believe me, but I’m not lying, Kostya.”

My sister’s irises spangle with fresh tears, a bearing surely meant to soften me. She’s out of luck, though, for there’s no give to either my body or heart where she’s concerned.

“Am I to understand that my loyalty to you will be for naught?” she asks.

“What loyalty?” I sneer.

“I killed her!” she shouts. “I killed Alyona’s daughter to protect you.”

“You wouldn’t have had to protect me had you not invited the enemy into our home.” My nostrils flare over a breath meant to calm, but which only serves to feed my anger. “Do you realize what you did when you gave her refuge on castle grounds? You endangered our siblings! You endangered Isla!”

“She had no quarrel with them. Only with you, and only because she didn’t understand why you couldn’t have shown Alyona mercy. But more importantly, I didn’t give her refuge. She stole one of Bohdi’s sleighs and traveled to the capital on her own.”

Bohdi…not Bohdan. How interesting.

“How did she propel the sleigh? Mestyla’s element is—was fire,” Isla points out.

“Horses,” my sister says, with no hesitation.

“I’m curious. How on earth did she manage to slip past the heavily-guarded city walls and reach the Lodge undetected?” I ask.

“Why assume she wasn’t detected…?” Ksenia lets her voice hang, just as she does the implication that someone in my army aided our niece.

“How did you pass through them?” Isla asks.

“I disguised myself as Izolda.” My sister beholds me as she adds, “I was worried Salom would kill me like he killed Olena and her brother otherwise.”

I erupt. “Salom did not kill Svyato!”

“Just like he didn’t burn down the tavern?” she asks, almost sweetly.

“Stop trying to stir discord!”

Isla’s cool fingers give my white-knuckled ones a quiet squeeze. “How did you know where to find her?”

“Lucky guess,” Ksenia replies.

My knuckles crack.

“The Serpent and—three soldiers”—the sprite’s face is glossy with sweat from his brisk flight—“are with the body!”

“Ready a sleigh!” I command, spinning on my heel and crushing Isla’s palm to mine. “Drag my sister! I want her on that sleigh.”

“Wh-what?” Ksenia stammers as one of my guards buoys her body and floats her down the hallway. “At least let me walk. Kostya, pl⁠—”

“So you were saying… You guessed. How?” I prompt.

“Let me walk, and I’ll tell you everything.”

“How did you fucking guess, Ksen?”

Realizing she’s depleted my compassion, my sister stops trying to save face. “I told Mestyla the story of when I took refuge in the bunker beneath the Lodge to avoid your wrath for having brought Ilya to visit the human lands without a soldier delegation.”

The memory fires across my lids, along with another bout of fury as I relive the fear I’d felt when Aodhan had reported Ilya missing.

“So you find Mestyla and play sardines?” Isla deadpans as we stride into the game room.

“I wasn’t playing sardines,” Ksenia scoffs. “I wasn’t playing at all.”

Isla leans forward to look my floating sister in the eye. “You’ve been MIA for almost three weeks.”

“I was attempting to reason with her.”

I tilt my head. “For three weeks?”

“I had to nurse her back to health first. She was dehydrated and starving from her slapdash excursion.”

“Open your mouth,” I command.

“What? Wh-Why?”

“One of you, feed my sister salt.”

Ksenia flushes. “You think I’m lying?”

“Open up.”

Her lips stay sealed.

“I said, open up,” I snarl as we reach the library.

She parts her lips and a guard upturns a pouch of salt hooked to his belt. She gags.

Once it’s taken effect, I ask, “Do you want my crown?”

“No.”

“So you don’t want to be queen?”

“No.”

“Would you like the monarchy to be abolished?” Isla’s more general question makes my sister grimace.

“N—Yes.” Ksenia licks her lips. “But I don’t want my brother killed.”

“Did you stay in the bunker to give the Volkovs a chance to arrive?” I ask.

Her lashes click wildly, and then she’s writhing, wriggling, trying to break free. I flick my fingers, tipping her body until she hovers horizontally. “No. I didn’t even know they were coming. Why are they coming?”

“How about you tell us?” I snap.

Her lashes sweep so high they knock into the gash above her eyebrow. “Because they had a sleigh delivery?”

My molars clench.

“Those brutes are armed to the teeth,” she hastens to add. “And you cannot start to imagine the reach they have. The support… You have to find them before they find you.”

My sister cannot lie under the influence of salt, but can she fake dread? I glance at Isla, trying to surmise her thoughts.

“Did one of them father Mestyla?” Isla asks.

Ksenia’s forehead pleats. “Alyona never told Olena who the father was.”

Here, I had been so certain their hasty departure from the north had been spurred by Mestyla’s disappearance. “Did you stay in the bunker for three weeks?”

“No. I came in and out to replenish our supplies of food and to use the bathroom upstairs, since the bunker was designed without one.”

Because it wasn’t some hostel. “During the past three weeks, did you interact with anyone aside from Mestyla?”

“Yes. Twice. I drew Izolda’s feather on my cheek and added stripes before going into town to purchase supplies. Edible supplies. Not weapons.”

Though Ksenia’s hair is shorter than Izolda’s, and her nose, a touch crooked—unlike Izolda’s—to most, the sisters cannot be told apart. What does give them away is their pitch: Ksenia’s is slightly raspy, while Izolda’s is on the breathier side. I suppose only those well-acquainted with my family would pick up on the different tonality.

“So, you haven’t communicated with the Volkovs?”

“Not recently,” Ksenia says. “Not since⁠—”

“—you ended your tryst with one of the sons?” Isla finishes for her.

Ksenia seals her lips but the salt leads her to reply, “I saw them a few times after.”

“I hear they frequently visit their cousin Bohdan in West Sheva,” I say.

Her throat contracts. “Just business dealings. To aid their dwindling trade. Ever since my grandfather got the monopoly of the railway construction⁠—”

I flap my hand. “So they come down to West Sheva regularly. They wouldn’t happen to do more than deliver sleighs, now, would they?”

Ksenia’s jaw turns V-shaped from the vigor with which she strains to snuff her answer. “I don’t—I—TheyhelptheZaslofskyswiththeirshipments!”

A shadow bolts into the library floor, materializing instantly into a man.

“You’re all right!” Aodhan pants, his complexion stark.

Since the sight of blood doesn’t make him squeamish, I fathom distress that something had happened to me is to blame for his unusual pallor.

“Have you seen the body?” Isla asks him in Crow.

Aodhan nods.

“Is it Mestyla?” she asks.

“She looks so eerily like Alyona that I’m going to venture a yes.”

“Where’s Izolda?” Isla’s tangible worry causes my skin to crawl.

I neither want her exposed to her slain niece nor to her crazed, blood-soaked twin.

“She’s giving Elio a tour of the castle’s art gallery,” Aodhan replies.

“Make sure she goes into much detail,” she urges him.

“Already done.” He scrutinizes Ksenia, upper lip hiked up in disgust. “Why did Ksenia execute her little disciple?”

“Because her little disciple apparently wanted to rid me of my necklace,” I murmur in Crow.

Isla slides her lips, probably to keep from adding that it wasn’t only my necklace she wanted to rid me of.

“Have the Lodge searched from top to bunker,” I say, sidestepping him and leaving my sister’s handling to my guards. “Where’s Imogen and Salom? Have they arrested Bohdan?”

Aodhan’s cheeks hollow. When his eyes dart toward Ksenia, a chill of foreboding slinks up my spine. “They’re not back yet.”

It’s been well over two hours since Salom left with Imogen and Borat to arrest Bohdan, who couldn’t possibly have gotten far on his sleigh by the time they set out.

To keep my sister in the dark, I say—in Glacin, “Tell Imogen I’ll join them as soon as I see my niece. And, yes, she can torture him.”

I study my sister’s face for a heartbeat. Blank. No reaction. Is it possible that I’m wrong about her partnering up with Bohdan and his cousins?

Aodhan falls into step beside me, his face twisted toward Ksenia. “Is that where you were hiding all along? In the fucking Lodge?”

“I wasn’t—Fine, yes, I was hiding,” Ksenia admits. Because the salt flakes give her no choice? “But only because I was trying to reason with Mestyla.” Her jaw twitches. Oddly enough, it isn’t shame or grief that she exudes, but anger.

Anger that I didn’t extoll her assassination?

Anger that we dare question her allegiance?

“If Salom hadn’t reduced Mestyla’s home to cinders⁠—”

Ksenia’s decree snaps my vertebrae into such tight alignment that I come to a screeching halt in the Great Hall.

“For the last fucking time, Salom didn’t set fire to the tavern!” My exclamation vibrates the crystals on the chandelier above our heads.

“Bohdan’s element is fire,” Isla remarks. “So is Mestyla’s.”

“He’s not her father,” Ksenia blurts out.

Isla tilts her head. “Funny that you’d jump to that conclusion, when all I was suggesting was possible culprits of the tavern conflagration. Come to think of it, Ekaterina mentioned Lev was her husband’s only legitimate child…”

A nerve strikes my sister’s jaw.

One that makes me think Mestyla is indeed Bohdan’s daughter. “How will he react to the news you killed his daughter?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care,” she mutters.

“Aodhan, the next time you shift”—my tone is as taut as fabric stretched to its tearing point—“reach out to Imogen and tell her to inform Bohdan that Ksenia murdered his daughter.”

Ksenia huffs, pants, face luminous with sweat. “Are you trying to get me killed? Is that it? I suppose that if someone else stops my heart, then at least you won’t have another sibling’s blood on your⁠—”

The burst of magic I lob at her jaw to pin it shut is so powerful, it causes blood to dribble past her lips and hatred to ooze from her stare. A moment later, her mouth puckers—not around a scream but around a spit. On a crimson glob, she ejects two cracked teeth.

As Isla studies the lump reddening my stone floor, her brow crimps.

I’m about to ask why when Ksenia diverts my attention with a garbled, “While you’re at it, you should warn Imogen to keep an eye on Salom. He’s an exceedingly ambitious man.”

“Salom might not be a benchmark for sainthood, but he cares deeply for our family. He would never do anything to put me and mine in jeopardy.”

“Yes, yes. Salom is so fucking good and blameless.” Ksenia spits once more, spewing only bloodied saliva this time. “You may believe me a villain, brother, but compared to your general, I’m a saint.”

My nape prickles from her insinuation.  

“Might want to say that when you’re not wearing the contents of another person’s veins on your person,” Aodhan points out.

A sour smile kinks her sullied mouth. “Funny that you’d defend the man, considering how suspicious of him you are.”

Aodhan stares long and hard at her. “I’m suspicious of everyone, save for your three siblings.”

Ksenia nods to Isla. “Even of her?”

“No.”

How I explode then… “How many fucking times do I need to repeat myself? Stop trying to reap discord!”

The skin around my sister’s eyes tightens.

“Oh, Lev’s dead by the way. He died today.” Aodhan drops the news in with such nonchalance that it makes even me flinch.

But no one flinches harder than my sister. “Wh-what…?”

“Your ex-boyfriend. Is. Dead,” he repeats, hammering each word.

My sister sucks in her cheeks and whirls those large eyes of hers in my direction. “You killed him, Kostya?”

“No. My bargain didn’t end his life.”

“Did your sword?” Her missing teeth warp her voice but not her livid tone.

I find it comforting that she cares. “No. Bohdan’s did.” Though still only speculation, I want to see what reaction she’ll have.

Her cheeks fill out. “Bohdi would never…”

“Why would Bohdi never?” I parrot.

“Because he loved his son.”

“Didn’t you care about your niece?” Isla asks.

“All I felt for that girl was pity.” Is Ksenia still under the influence of salt, or has it lost its effect?

“Do you hate shifters?” I ask to test the possibility that the truth serum has waned.

“Yes. They’re our natural predator.”

“Glad I needn’t take your contempt personally,” Aodhan says. “Now, shall we go see what you’ve done to a person you did not hate but felt pity for?”

It’s only once we start up the stairs that I note Isla’s state of undress. “A coat! Someone bring my wife a coat!”

“Wife?” Ksenia lisps.

My misstep makes me stiffen.

I’m about to apologize to Isla when she squeezes my clammy hand. “Don’t worry, Ksenia. You didn’t miss the wedding. We’re just waiting on my family to arrive. They’re on their way over, actually.”

Is it me or does my sister twitch at the news? Then again, she loathes shifters on such a profound level that she surely abhors the idea of sharing air with more of them. Not that she will see much of them from the underground cell I intend to lock her in until she’s ready to broaden her narrow mind.

“Here you go, Vizosh.” A guard proffers two sky-blue coats lined with fur.

I drape one across Isla’s shoulders and button the collar, then stab my arms through the other but freeze midsleeve.

The prophecy has played out.

Isla’s free to depart. Will she?
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Though a woman is dead on my hills and we aren’t alone, I grip the standing collar of Isla’s borrowed coat. My desperation to keep her at my side takes the shape of a harsh kiss, one that’s as brutal as it is fleeting. When I pull away, Isla’s stare glitters with confusion.

I cut my eyes to the top of the stairs, wrap an arm around her waist, then guide her up to the vestibule whose glass ceiling is already lifted. The instant we step out into the glacial evening, Aodhan shifts. He doesn’t soar toward the hill, though. He treads the air over our heads, as though worried the two sleigh drivers and Ksenia will abduct us.

For a heartbeat, I give this theory room to grow. After all, my sister didn’t truly put up any protest in revisiting the crime scene. I shake off my gnawing paranoia. Under salt oath, she admitted not wanting to harm me. Still, as we crest the hill, I remain on my guard, my magic tingling my fingertips, ready to pour out.

When the sleigh begins to slow, the rise and fall of Isla’s rib cage quickens beneath my splayed fingers. She pulls away from me and squints past my sister’s head, past the air-Fae driver at the helm. I spot Vance before I spot the body. Probably because the woman sprawled at their feet is as pale as my wintry kingdom. If it weren’t for the scarlet stain on her white dress and the macabre hue of the snow espousing her body, Mestyla would’ve vanished into the landscape.

My lids twitch as Isla disembarks from the sleigh. The first and only glance I had of my niece at Oloho Samov had been so brief that I’d failed to spot a resemblance to her mother. Would I see one tonight? Would I see Alyona? Would I relive the haunting nightmare of her execution?

I stand and advance toward the footboard.

“If Salom hadn’t gone after Svyato, I could’ve gotten Mestyla to meet with you.” Ksenia is hunched on her seat, face tipped toward her lap. Moonlight catches on the dried tracks of blood, making them shine black. “All of this could’ve been avoided.”

Except the Cauldron foresaw my niece’s death, so she’s wrong. Since Ksenia is oblivious to the prophecy, I don’t deliberate the subject with her. The same way I don’t blame Salom for this outcome. If anyone is to blame, it’s me, the man who revoked Salom’s bargain and thus permitted him to get close to Svyato.

I snap my fingers, levering Ksenia off the sleigh and planting her pitilessly onto the path. And then I hop off the footboard and blow her toward the corpse. Silence hangs in the quiet air like fog, thick and suffocating, blighted only by the crunch of our boots.

“We’ve already checked for a pulse, Princess,” one of the soldiers informs Isla, who’s kneeling beside the body, two fingers wedged into the base of the woman’s pearlescent neck.

“Then you have no issue with the princess checking for herself, now, do you?” Vance’s rhetorical question makes the soldier palm the pommel of his sword.

He better not pull it out, for if he does, I will wedge it inside his chest myself. Through his mouth.

Vance rolls his neck, his shaved scalp catching the drips of residual moonlight. “Do you know how fast I once split a man from neck to groin?”

Since Vance has got the man handled, I turn my attention back to the lifeless woman at his feet.

As I trace the sharp edges of her body, I ask Isla, “Is it her? The female from the prophecy?”

“Yes.” My fiancée sits back on her heels, her gaze riveted to the dagger plunged in the girl’s chest.

To think I gifted her a matching one tonight…

I crouch and flip a strand of white hair off my niece’s cheek. My pulse grows quiet as I stare at the spitting image of Alyona. No wonder everyone believed my sister had resurrected. As I observe her, conflicting emotions war within me—loathing, regret, relief, grief.

Isla sighs. “I always wondered why I’d use a dagger to commit the crime.”

Because she wasn’t the one who’d commit it…

My gaze drifts to the ring that shines atop her slender finger. Did our ruse spur Mestyla to come after me, or would she have come had I not tied myself to a shifter?

“You always wondered?” Ksenia asks.

“Mestyla’s death was foretold by the Cauldron twenty-some years ago,” I explain, relishing how the information bleaches her complexion.

I skim a thumb over my breastbone that feels both rigid and tender. “I’m genuinely surprised that a person as well-informed as yourself hasn’t heard of the prophecy, sister.”

As I straighten from my crouch, I glance toward the sword my soldier is still grazing while glowering at the Serpent.

I contemplate tearing it from his scabbard and removing Mestyla’s head but settle on another manner of damnation. “Rossi, as long as there’s blood in a body, you can bring back the deceased, correct?”

Both Isla and Ksenia suck in air, both comprehending what I’m about to ask of the Serpent.

“Yes,” he replies calmly.

“I realize this would make her your responsibility, so naturally, this is your choice. But I would like to open my niece’s eyes, not just onto the world again, but onto the new version of Glace I’ve undertaken to create with Isla.”

“That’s a dreadful idea!” Ksenia bellows. “Not only does she want your necklace—your head—but she’ll also come after m⁠—”

I fling my hand up, again snapping her jaw shut. Hard enough to uproot more teeth? “I don’t care for your opinion, Ksen. Only Rossi’s and Isla’s.”

Isla climbs back to her feet, dusting the snow off her thin black dress. “You’d be giving her power.”

“Exactly!” Ksenia’s muffled exclamation makes my molars grit.

“Nevertheless, I like the idea,” my shifter princess says.

I do as well, but my reason is petty. I like the idea because my sister hates it.

Vance’s black eyes lower to Mestyla. “I’ve asked Daya.”

He keeps his arms crossed for so long that I assume Isla’s grandmother has refused to let him make a Serpent of my niece. But then he crouches, frees the dagger from Mestyla’s chest, and holds it up to Isla who blinks hard before taking possession of it. As fresh blood dribbles off the short blade, my fiancée steps back.

And back.

Suddenly, she freezes, stares down at her hands, and shudders. “This is… This is the image from the prophecy.”

“You’ve all lost your fucking marbles!” Ksenia stumbles forward, her bound hands and long skirt causing her to trip as she runs toward Vance who’s stooped over our niece, already lapping at her wound.

“Do not interrupt him.” I enclose the Serpent and Mestyla inside a dome of air that she desperately shoves against.

“What do you think she’ll do if his venom takes?” Ksenia screeches.

She’ll tell me truth.

“She’ll come after me! She’ll kill me!” Ksenia’s voice splinters the air.

“I won’t let her.” My cheeks tick. “Unless you betrayed our family, that is.”

A hailstone streaks down between us. I craft a second shield over my head and Isla’s, then stretch it out just far enough to also shelter Ksenia from the fast-approaching thundersnow.

My sister glances up at the sky, mouth pinched in shock that I’d guard her from the elements. In truth, even I’m shocked. I could claim my protection is a kneejerk reaction born of habit, but that would be a lie. Deep down, it’s a final attempt to cling to the possibility that our familial bond isn’t beyond repair.

Stare affixed to mine, Ksenia backs away. And then she whirls and trudges back to the sleigh. The silence of her retreat…of her rejection tolls through my marrow.

“Make sure she gets on the sleigh,” I instruct the soldier standing behind Vance, the sword-happy one currently lobbing fire at the hailstones.

He seems loath to go after her, nevertheless, he follows orders. I even catch him exchanging words with my sister, who hisses at him to be quiet.

Aodhan flies after them, swerving to avoid the incoming orbs of ice, before plummeting on the bench seat beside Ksenia.

Isla sidles near me and rests her head on my shoulder. “To give her a second chance is incredibly noble of you.”

I think she means Ksenia, but her attention is on Mestyla. Would she think less of me if she knew that my objective wasn’t honorable? I tug the dome of air that entrenches Vance and Mestyla over our heads to free one of my hands, then curl my arm around Isla’s waist and hold her tight.

A raspy gasp suddenly rents the air, followed by a possessed spasm. Mestyla’s body jerks and trembles as Serpent magic floods her veins, painting her milky eyes black, and her white hair burnt-carmine.

She slaps a hand across her forehead, where a trickle of black blood heralds the advent of a tusk. Upon seeing the stain, her lashes reel high. She gawks at her maker, whose mouth and nose are still scarlet with her old human blood, then at Isla, then at me.

“We’ll have to head into the ocean to complete the change,” Rossi says.

A rush of air slips through Isla’s teeth. “But the orcas?”

“They know their place.” I’d heard the Serpent had braved my oceans and had drawn quite the crowd doing so. “The only catch will be getting in and out of the agitated surf, since Imogen has yet to return, and this girl probably doesn’t have the faintest clue how to swim.”

“I’ll fly you there,” Isla volunteers as Mestyla watches on like we’d just been turned into mythical creatures.

Vance wipes his mouth on his knuckles. “When you’re in your other form, can you reach out to your father to check on Imogen? I know she’s busy with Salom, but she hasn’t been replying to me, which isn’t like her.”
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Isla’s stare trips off the new Serpent and lands on Vance. They carry out their chat in Serpent, making me wish I’d taken the time to learn this foreign tongue.

“Do any of you have news from my general?” I bark at my soldiers over the galloping blusters of wind.

“He left for Voshna on a Crow,” one of them replies unhelpfully.

“That was hours ago!” I exclaim as my fiancée steps out of my clutch to become shadows and then feathers. I widen my flare of magic to keep the hail from harming her outstretched wings.

“Probably took refuge from the weather, Vizosh,” the same man replies, while his colleague cranes his neck to track Isla’s hovering body and gleaming talons.

Dread glows in his gray eyes and rumples the bridge of his stubby nose. Since I don’t care for bigots in my ranks, especially in such proximity to my home, I make a note of having Salom relieve him of his duties…whenever my general fucking returns.

Isla lands, passing a hand through her snarled locks. I don’t miss the tremors agitating her fingers. I hope the Serpent misses them, though, considering how distended the tendons in his neck already are.

In Crow, she says, “Imogen’s inspecting cargo with Salom and Bohdan. He confessed to being the one peddling illegal weapons. Dádhi believes there must be too much obsidian around them. You know how that scrambles mind links?” Her voice judders like my pulse.

I now know my fiancée well enough to sense a lie, and she’s lying to the Serpent.

A wet cough rattles Mestyla’s slight body, barely audible over the howling wind.

With a deep swallow, Vance tows his worried gaze off Isla and onto the new Serpent. “We need to get her into the ocean.”

“I’ll take you there,” she offers, “and then I’ll drop you off at the train station to see Imogen.”

“Which station?” I ask, even though what I want to say is: tell me the truth.

Isla’s stare locks with mine. “The capital’s. The main one.”

I try to read the rest of what she doesn’t say off her glittering irises. “I’ll go by sleigh.”

“No.” The wind amplifies the ripple in her pitch. “Go back to the castle. Please.”

And then she’s spearing her fingers through my locks and drawing my head low. I think she means to kiss me, but her target isn’t my mouth; it’s my ear.

“The teeth Ksenia spat out were stained at the roots,” she murmurs, making me recall how she’d observed them back at the castle. “I’m not sure if you’ve ever heard, but in Luce there’s this tribe of mountain Fae that have black teeth from ingesting iron. It doesn’t make them immune to it, but it does it make them resistant to the effect of salt.”

I draw in a brusque breath, not because it’s the first I’ve heard of them—it’s not—but because, if my sister has been dosing herself, then all her answers might have been lies.

“Be careful. And keep Aodhan close.” This time, she kisses me. Hard.

Before I can volunteer that he fly Vance, she’s back in feathers. Still, I want to shout for her to stay with me, but isn’t she safer up there with Vance?

As he scoops up the girl, I tell him, “Once my niece is lucid, ask her whether she came to steal my necklace and kill me, will you?”

The Serpent nods and climbs up my fiancée’s outstretched wing. So that Isla doesn’t risk brushing against me and shifting back to skin, I step back, then throw my magic as far as I can, but as far as I can isn’t far enough. I know the hail touches them because she dips and spasms more than once.

I hate my body’s limitations.

Hate that I cannot protect Isla from everything.

Nevertheless I’m reluctant to trade my sovereignty for additional power and truer immortality. Becoming a Serpent wouldn’t only tie me to my maker but also to their queen. Perhaps, in a few centuries from now—if the Cauldron grants me Isla as a mate—I’d consider handing my land of ice and woodlands to a sibling or an heir and asking Zendaya for immortality. But not yet.

As I stride back toward the sleigh, I squint at the white-capped swells over which Isla hovers. When she splashes into the chaotic surf and fails to resurface, I shout at Aodhan, “Go help Isla!”

He tears his gaze off the foot soldier, whose palm is still fused to his sword. “She’s a Shabbin Crow, Kostya.”

She hasn’t reappeared.

Why hasn’t she reappeared?

My lungs shrivel as though I were the one floundering in the icy sea. “Go bloody help her!”

My desperation must be etched into every line of my being, because Aodhan benches any further protest and launches himself into the air. I watch for a moment, the cold air gliding beneath my fur-lined collar painting my sweat-slicked skin with frost. And then I finally climb into the sleigh and take a seat across from Ksenia, who tracks Aodhan’s flight through slitted eyes.

“Remind me never to help you again,” she mutters.

“Planning on endangering our family once more?” My tone is as glacial as the hail trouncing the land. “Take us down to the shore!”

I squint hard. Why the fuck hasn’t Isla reemerged? Did an orca snatch her? Did Mestyla?

“So, what’s the plan now, Kostya?” Ksenia’s conversational tone cleaves through my runaway train of thought.

“Depends on what…” I moisten my scratchy throat. “On what Mestyla has to say.”

“Because you think she’ll admit to wanting you dead?”

“If she’s anything like you and Alyona, then yes, I do believe she will.”

“She’s slier.”

“Then it’s a good thing her maker will be able to see into her mind.”

Suddenly, Isla soars from the ocean, and my heart…my poor, trodden heart picks itself off my ribs and launches skyward on wings of its own. I shut my eyes for a second. Knead my temples.

And then I affix my gaze to my sister. “Tell me, Ksen, for how long have you been ingesting iron?”

Her irises seem to swell even though it’s really her pupils that retract. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I blaze right through her pretense of innocence. “Cut the bullshit. For how fucking long?” I growl. “For as long as you’ve been planning your little coup?”

She regards me without flinching…without blinking. But then her features rearrange into a grotesque leer. I’m guessing her pride has finally bested her intent to play victim.

“It’s not a little coup; it’s a grand revolution.” Ksenia’s smile slips to her eyes, inflames them. “We don’t want a new king; we want a whole new governing system.”

I start to shake my head, marginally astounded that she’s confessed, when the sleigh pitches forward as though we’d tipped over a cliff. A glance over my sister’s airborne locks reveals we’ve merely deviated from the cleared path. We gain such speed that I have to clutch the nearest armrest and the underside of the seat to avoid flying off.

Ksenia grips her own armrests.

When did my soldiers unbind her wrists?

Where are my fucking soldiers and sprites?

I whirl in my seat to find two standing on the platform behind me. Our velocity has blown off their furred caps, revealing ears that aren’t pointed. I’d asked Salom to start employing half-bloods, but he’d been reticent to bestow the protection of Glace to soldiers with lesser magic. Especially, that of the capital. When did he change his mind?

“Slow d—” A chunk of hail clips my jaw, stealing my breath.

I whip my hand off the seat frame and nurture fistfuls of air to keep the ice pellets at bay, then try to enlarge my force field in order to brake our speed before we plunge right through the open vestibule and down the stairs.

“Isn’t it poetic when nature and fate align…?” Kenia muses, creating a liquid eddy over her head that not only blocks the soaring hail but also absorbs it.

The ice sphere is soon larger than the base of the snowman I helped her build when she was six.

“You should call to Isla for help through your mind link.” Ksenia’s taunt impales my humming eardrums like an icepick. “Oh, wait…you don’t have one, now, do you? A real shame, huh?”

Understanding that our treacherous skid isn’t the fault of inept drivers, I jerk to my feet. Ksenia flicks her fingers, bludgeoning me with her ball of ice. My vision goes black, then glaringly white.

When I blink next, I’m flat on my back between the two sleigh benches, and Ksenia is crouched over me, her flaxen locks swirling around her head like a crown of frost, her knuckles digging against my chest as she haplessly attempts to pry the chain from my skin.

“Why isn’t your necklace coming off?” she howls.

This time, even though my wrists are shackled behind my back—most probably in iron since magic doesn’t tickle my skin—and I’m surrounded by vindictive beings, I’m the one who smiles. “Because the Cauldron mustn’t deem you worthy, sister.”

With a frustrated chuff, Ksenia straightens. We must’ve eased to a stop, given that her hair has collapsed around her scowling face like flaccid reeds.

“Knock him out!” she hisses.

One of the soldiers—who mustn’t be a soldier, or at least, not one of mine—raises a shiny weapon and levels it at my forehead.

I stare down the barrel, then past it and him, at the flashing, leaden immensity beyond. Are Isla or Aodhan on their way? I suddenly pray they aren’t, for if Imogen has been unresponsive, then that means Ksenia and her accomplices have found a way to neutralize Crows.

The distinct sizzle of a bullet is the last sound I hear before pain detonates behind my eyes and sweeps me under.
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Mestyla’s human head pokes out of the tempestuous surf. She blinks wildly at Vance, who snatched her around the neck the instant he realized that the girl couldn’t swim in this form. I hover my talons over their heads. Once he’s clutched one, I beat my wings to carry them up.

I jerk when my body bumps into another. Aodhan? I hiss. What are you doing here?

Kostya sent me. He glides over me, keeping the hail from clubbing my body.

Go back! I whirl on myself, trying to spot the hill with Konstantin’s sleigh, but the air is so white I can’t discern north from south. Where is he? Do you see anything?

No, but I left him with soldiers.

You left him with Ksenia! Panic crisps my larynx.

He isn’t weak, Isla.

She fucking isn’t either. We need to go back! I growl. Where is the hill?

Follow me. His tone is flat. Either I’ve wounded his pride, or he’s just grasped his mistake.

As we carve through the worsening weather, I say into the pack link: It’s done. Mestyla shifted.

Has she talked? both my father and Jaytair ask at the very same time.

Not yet, I say. We’re flying back to the castle. Any news from Imogen?

I just heard back. She’s fine. Inspecting the cargo. Tell Vance not to worry and not to leave your side, all right? Like earlier, my father’s voice shakes with nerves, unsettling me.

The current weather conditions wouldn’t be of your making by any chance? Though Aodhan shields me from hailstones, he cannot shield me from the lashing wind.

No.

Shame. I was going to ask you to tone it down a few notches.

I will. As soon as I’m near enough, I will. Except he won’t be near enough for several more hours, having only left Luce when Aodhan broadcasted the stabbing.

As I fly against the tempest, I say, to no one in particular, Do you know how certain I was that Salom had harmed Imogen with obsidian?

So was I… Aodhan murmurs.

A bloom of red develops against the white beneath me. We’ve reached the hill.

Where’s the sleigh? I ask. Do you see it?

No. When he growls a deep fuck, my heart bangs.

What?

Two of Kostya’s guards…

What about them?

Dead.

Terror crashes through my veins. What about…? I cannot even think the end of my question, much less propel it through the mind link.

Aodhan surfs past me, downy barbs gleaming sapphire-black in the unremitting lightning. I see fresh tracks⁠—

When he, too, doesn’t finish his sentence, I snap my gaze off the blood-soaked snow and hunt the sky. Aodhan?

It’s a straight shot to the castle. His tone is ragged now.

What’s going on? Is it Izolda?

Silence.

Horrifying, bitter silence.

Aodhan! I scream.

As his quiet endures, I picture Izolda wounded and captive. Not dead. I refuse to so much as entertain that possibility.

Dádhi, Aodhan just rushed off. Do you know what happened?

Where are you? he queries instead. Is Vance with you?

Yes. He’s with me.

I’ll see what I can find out.

I keep my gaze on the tracks, not caring if I end up miles away from the castle. As long as they lead me to Konstantin.

A sleigh parked haphazardly comes into focus and so does the palace. I sink, lowering too brusquely. I snap my wings to avoid ramming my passengers into the ground. Serpents might be strong and almost invulnerable but their bones can still break, and their skin still tear. Like mine.

By some ergonomic miracle, I manage to straighten out and hover just above the sleigh.

Vance and Mestyla let go of my talons just as a hailstone the size of Salom’s head thwacks my spine, bowing my whole body. My talons clip wood, then snow, as I smack down ungracefully on the ground.

Oomph.

What happened? my father cries out. Isla?

Poor landing. No need to fret. I try to add a smile, sensing my poor father is on the verge of heart failure.

Has Mestyla talked?

I’m still in feathers. Will shift and get back to you. The instant I’m in skin, I turn toward the Serpents, who’ve remained on the sleigh.

Vance is painting a sigil on the bench—one that encloses it in a skin of protective magic.

I lunge up the footboard. “What was your plan, Mestyla? To snatch Konstantin’s necklace? His throne?”

Mestyla startles at my harried pitch, or is it my proximity that sends her scurrying backward like a spooked child? Her knees buckle, and she drops onto the leather bench.

“It’s all right,” Vance says. “The princess means you no harm.” To me, he asks: “Where did Aodhan fly off to?”

“I don’t know but I imagine he went to see Izolda.”

“Means me no harm?” Mestyla squeaks. “The Crow Princess murdered my father!”

My head rears back. “What?”

The new Serpent’s eyes shine like black ice. “Ksenia said you killed him.”

I fold my arms, my heart banging as hard as the hailstones against our invisible ceiling. “Are you seriously trusting the word of the homicidal bitch who just planted a dagger inside your heart?”

Mestyla’s forehead pleats around her retracted tusk.

“Isla didn’t murder Svyato, Mestyla. In truth, we’re not certain who did,” Vance says calmly.

A tear trundles down her colorless cheeks.

“I promise to help you find his killer later,” he says. “But first, you need to tell us what happened between you and Ksenia. Why did she kill you?”

Mestyla presses her now-brassy tresses off her wet cheeks. “I came to the capital to meet my uncle. Ksenia convinced me her brother would kill me on sight, though, so I stayed hidden. She promised we’d come out when it was time.

“Tonight, someone knocked on the bunker door and told us it was time. I thought I was going to find Konstantin sitting on one of the sofas.” Mestyla wrings her fingers in her lap. “Ksenia laughed at me when I mentioned this, then explained that I would get to meet him, but not around vodka and canapés. That’s when she explained that she’d tried to make him see reason, but he’d been brainwashed and blinded by a Crow. By it was time, her subordinate meant everyone was in position inside the castle.”

My ears begin to roar with a thunder of my body’s making.

“Inside…?” I cannot even get the rest of my iteration out.

“Ksenia’s militia infiltrated the castle,” Vance murmurs.

My blood rushes, jumbling the beats of my heart. “How?”

“I heard them speak about an underground railway,” Mestyla says through chattering teeth.

“The inbound tunnel entrance is sealed with a blood-lock.” Vance’s emphasis on ‘inbound’ isn’t lost on me—departure is unrestricted, but entry is rigorously controlled.

The news should ease my trepidation, since blood-locks are intricate protection sigils that must not only contain the spellcaster’s blood but also the blood of those given access to whatever has been sealed away.

“Who possesses a blood-key?” I croak, as lightning flares, bleaching the land and the Serpents.

“From what I heard,” Vance says, “Konstantin and Salom. But there must be others.”

My heartbeats swell so violently that my tongue feels crafted from solid iron. Dádhi said Salom wasn’t the enemy—what if he was wrong?

As theories coalesce in my skull, I swirl toward the castle that glows yellow against the polar night’s blueness and the storm’s whiteness.

Both trains had departed the castle this afternoon—Ilya on one, Milana on the other.

Were brother and mother part of Ksenia’s coup?

Did they possess a blood-key?

Had they boarded the trains in order to collect rebels and transfer them into the belly of the castle?
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“Milana, Ilya…” Since my heart is presently lodged inside my throat, their names come out garbled. “They took the trains out this afternoon. Are they—” I lick my lips. “Are they part of Ksenia’s insurrection?”

“No. Only that arms dealer, Bohdi,” Mestyla says, burrowing her trembling hands beneath her thighs.

That arms dealer… She mustn’t know he’s her biological father, but he must know she’s his daughter since Ksenia was frightened of retribution. Unless she was faking it? Unless Bohdan has no idea he fathered this girl?

A frown forms on Mestyla’s forehead as she pulls one hand out from underneath her thigh and holds it up.

“What is it?” I ask while Vance squints at the forest that’s no more than a dark smudge.

“My leg doesn’t hurt, but I think I’m bleeding.” Mestyla twists her palm in my direction, displaying the crimson shine on her long fingers.

My heart misses a beat. “The ichor in your veins is black now, so that’s not yours.”

Vance glances over his shoulder. “Must be Faerie blood.”

I press my knuckles against my trembling lips. Please let it be Ksenia’s. Please.

Khráach, what did the niece have to say?

I’m about to morph to smoke to fill my father in when shrill squawking rings out across the land.

“Isla, make yourself invisible in case we need to run,” Vance hisses, already painting himself with the sigil.

Since we stand on the same sleigh, both Mestyla and I wink out of existence. I tremble so hard that my finger skids repeatedly. I can’t tell if the blood has sunk in. I start sketching the symbol once more but freeze, as the shouting grows more distinct. And then I squint because a moving shadow materializes against the pall—huge and dark like a colossus.

As it approaches, it gains color and texture, and I realize it’s not some forest demon but a Fae whose dimensions are enhanced by an armor of fat, leafy branches. The person’s foot must catch on the invisible sleigh blade because they trip and flail forward, their enchanted shield shimmering as it rearranges itself to buffet their fall.

“Blasted bargain,” the Faerie mutters, shoving up.

Though the ambient world is dark and white, the glow coming off the castle licks up the newcomer’s face and fiery mane—Sofiya.

She curses as she gets to her feet, dusting snow off her heavy emerald cape, then limps toward the glass atrium. “Open the bloody door right this bloody minute!”

I wait with bated breath to see if someone will open.

“By all means, take your time.” She snarls when a hailstone knocks into her timber exoskeleton. “It’s not like ice projectiles are falling from the heavens.” She bangs on the glass. “Hello? Where the underworld is everyone?”

“The castle’s under siege,” I say.

Her shoulders jolt together, and then she’s spinning around, palms held aloft and crackling with more magic. “Who’s there?”

“Isla.”

“Where?”

“Nearby.”

Her head swivels left and right. “Show yourself!”

“Why don’t you put your hands down and tell me why you came to the capital?”

She snorts. “I’m only telling Konstantin.”

“Did Milana send you?”

“Why would my sister send—” She snaps her mouth shut. I expect it’s because some rebel is coming upstairs to grant her access, when she adds, “I’m only talking with Konstantin.”

“He isn’t available at the moment.”

Her forehead furrows. “Tell him to make himself available, will you? Oh, wait, you can’t communicate with him.”

“You’re right. I can’t.” If only I could…

Her eyes go as large as snowballs. “I knew it!”

“If you know anything that can help me save him, please tell me.”

She pales. “…Save him?”

In that moment, I’m comforted in my belief that she isn’t complicit with Ksenia and that Milana mustn’t have sent her. I know Mestyla said Milana wasn’t involved, but she is Ksenia’s mother. A mother might do wrong by the world to do right by their child. My mother would.

“Konstantin, Izolda, my friends…they’re all inside the seized castle. I don’t know what’s being done to them. What’s been done to them.” My voice catches on a tremor made up of one-part fear and a thousand-parts rage. “I don’t know anything, save for the fact that there must be troops of armed men beyond those walls. That, perhaps, Konstantin’s own guards have turned against him. So anything you’ve heard that can save your king⁠—”

“Give me a bargain,” Sofiya interjects.

“No,” Vance hisses.

She squints into the night. “Who else is here?”

“Vance,” I say. I leave out Mestyla’s attendance. “If you don’t tell us what you know, Sofiya Patchenkov, I’ll curse you with a sigil that will rot your teeth and gums. Does that bargain suit you?”

The horror that reshapes her features would’ve made me laugh had I been in any mood to laugh. “No. I want a true bargain.”

“My father has forbidden me from bargaining,” I lie, “so I can’t give you one, but I can promise I’ll help you survive the night if you help us out.”

“Why would I trust you?”

“Because you can’t exactly go home at the moment, and heading into the palace alone is suicide.”

Her eyelids spasm.

“Don’t you care about Konstantin and the fate of Glace?” I ask.

“Not especially. After all, he didn’t choose me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sure, you are.”

“What news do you bring?” Vance prompts her.

After cursing out a hailstone that smacks into her leafy umbrella, she finally confesses, “Fine. I’ll tell you. But don’t you bloody dare curse me.”

“As long as you help us, I’ll help you. Cross my heart.”

She works her jaw from side to side a few times before finally confessing, “My sister got home a few hours ago because of a missive supposedly penned by me, telling her to come celebrate my betrothal. Yes, I’ve accepted the advance of the Nebban half-blood—to Atsa’s immense regret—but there’s no celebratory supper planned. My future husband isn’t even in Glace. We tried to figure out who would impersonate me, especially with information that hasn’t been made public. The only person my father has told is his best friend, Ekaterina.”

“Zaslofsky?” I ask.

“Yes, but I don’t see why she would’ve invented a⁠—”

“Bohdan,” Vance hisses.

“You think he crafted the letter?” Sofiya wrinkles her nose. “Why in the world would he write my sister a false letter?”

“To get her out of the castle and get the rebels into it,” Vance says.

“What? How?”

“She used Konstantin’s private train to get to Voshna,” I explain.

“Because of the weather,” Sofiya counters.

“Perhaps, but how convenient…?” I breathe out.

“Milana did say there was an unusual amount of soldiers on the quay. Come to think of it, she also mentioned many had round ears and little to no hair.”

“And that didn’t alarm her?” Vance bites out.

“Apparently, Konstantin has been trying to convince Salom of letting non-pure-bloods enlist for a while now. She assumed Salom had finally conceded.”

I suddenly hope that Ksenia also concocted the news Ilya received. Although I wish for Yuri to make a full recovery, if Milana’s letter was fabricated, that means that Ksenia hasn’t completely lost her heart.

May she have sent Izolda away…

Maybe that’s why Aodhan rushed out! Because Izolda was headed somewhere.

“You still haven’t told us why you rushed here, Miss Patchenkov,” Vance says.

“Because my mother asked Milana if it was true that Ksenia was having an affair with Bohdan. My sister had no clue, but Konstantin’s damn bargain compelled me to journey to the capital to pass on the information, which I truly hope is a rumor. Though I suppose that vile, manipulative man would seduce his son’s ex-girlfriend.” Her nose rumples with disgust.

I maneuver toward the footboard and hop off. The instant my boots hit snow, I reappear. Of course I messed up my invisibility sigil.

“Isla, where are you going?” Vance hisses in Serpent.

“I’ll fly her to my room. It’s warded. She’ll be safe there.” I’ve spent so much time around the Serpent recently that I can taste his disapproval on the air. “Then I’ll come right back here. Promise.” In Glacin, I say, “Climb onto my back, Sofiya.”

“When Shabbe freezes over…” she snipes back.

I tilt my head. “You prefer facing off with bloodthirsty, pure-blood haters than being flown to safety?”

Her features twitch. “You’re offering to fly me home?”

“No. I’m offering to fly you to safety.”

“Where is this safe place?”

“My bedroom.”

“How is your bedroom safe?” she yelps. “You just said the castle is under siege!”

“My bedroom is warded.”

“Lock her in your closet and paint a sleep sigil over her brow for good measure,” Vance murmurs in his tongue.

“She’ll love that.” My voice drips with sarcasm.

“She’ll love it more than being beheaded or gouged with an iron bullet.” Vance’s humorless tone slashes through a peal of thunder.

“Look, Sofiya. In one second, I’m out of here. Either you climb onto my back, or⁠—”

“Surely there must be some other way than flying?”

“I suppose I could make you invisible. You do know where my bedroom is after all.”

“You’d walk with me?”

“No. You’d be on your own. I only offered to fly you because I want to check Konstantin’s quarters in case Ksenia took him there. Or you can hang out here on the sleigh with my Serpent friend⁠—”

“I’ll come with you!” Could she grimace any wider?

After I shift, I learn that she can, for when she climbs atop my extended wing, the skin around her mouth rucks with revulsion.

“Wait,” Vance calls out. A hand suddenly strokes over my beak, gusting the scent of blood into my nostrils. Once I’ve winked out of existence, his hand drops. “Try to reach Immy?”

I take off, calling out to her through the bond. Silence echoes between my temples but not against my ears. As we gain altitude, Sofiya squeals and plasters herself against my back, strangling me.

Hailstones come at us as though batted from the heavens. I’m filled with such adrenaline and fury that I barely flinch as they sock my wings and spine, each thwack feeling no more painful than an insect nibble. They must hurt Sofiya, though, because she swaps her squeals for creative curse words.

As I count the skylights, using them to orient myself, I tell my father all I’ve learned. Vance is getting very worried. Is Imogen still going through the cargo?

Silence.

Dádhi?

The sky growls and flashes twice before his voice lights up my mind. I didn’t speak to her.

If neither he nor Vance can reach Imogen, then that means someone wedged obsidian through her heart. Who? Salom? Bohdan?

Did you truly sense her at the capital’s train station, or did you make that up?

The last time we had contact, she was landing beside Bohdan’s sleigh which was parked beside the train terminus.

I spot something through the hallway skylight that grinds down the beats of my heart. A numbness slicks through my blood as I beat my wings to reach the next ceiling window, then the next…the next…the next… The blue-and-white runner is littered with bloodied corpses.

Chill after chill zings through my marrow as I soar over more of the castle, absorbing the devastation within. Even though I cannot create thunderstorms, this one feels of my making.

I pivot and rocket toward Konstantin’s window, reminding myself that he wears his necklace, that even if he bleeds, he lives. His curtains are drawn—both the one above his bed and the one above his desk.

ISLA! My shouted name draws me out of my dark mind. Isla Mara Ríhbiadh, if you don’t answer me this very second, skies help you when I land in Glace.

May the skies help me before you get here, I think.

They murdered all the guards, Dádhi. Even though everything within me beats with anger, my voice is toneless. All of them.

Through the pack bond, I call to Lachlano, to Aodhan, to Imogen, to Fionn, to Colm. None must be in feathers, given that their voices don’t resonate between my temples.

Dádhi, can you ask Lach and Aodhan if they found out anything?

Lach hasn’t been answering.

A fresh wave of fear dashes against me. But you can feel him?

I can feel he’s inside the castle. He must’ve picked up his pace, because his every word is punctuated by a raucous inhale.

Has anyone—save for me—managed to communicate with you?

Not since Aodhan went after Izolda. We’re in the dark here. After a beat, he asks, You are with Vance, correct?

Yes, I say.

Why do I lie? For the same reason he did earlier.

Please find a safe place to hide until we arrive. My father is breathing so hard that his voice is as choppy as the rhythm of my heart. Colm and Fionn are on their way. They had to board a train for a part of the journey, but they’re on their way, he repeats. Wait for them. Wait for me.

If anyone had told you to wait when Mádhi was kidnapped, would you?

It’s not the same thing.

Because Konstantin isn’t my mate? My heart feels as hard and cold as compressed ice. I love him.

Silence reverberates down the bond.

I’m invisible. To reassure him further, I add, Vance painted the sigil.

Invisible doesn’t make you insubstantial.

I understand what he means, that magic and weapons can still touch me, but to touch me, the bastards would have to spot me.

I beg you, mo khráach… My father’s voice cracks like the sky above. Instead of spilling blinding light, though, it spills a heartrending plea. Wait for me.

But how can I, when my friends and lover are fighting for their life?
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Iglide back toward my window, since Konstantin’s is warded and won’t allow my shadows through.

Realization that I won’t wait must dawn on my father, because he murmurs, Report back as often as you can.

I will. And if you hear anything on your end, tell me immediately.

I land beside my window, then wait until my rider has tobogganed down my wing. When I hear an oomph, I melt into my shadows, then walk to the summit of the convex glass and call out to Sofiya to join me there.

Once she brushes against me, I shackle her arm. “I’m going to draw a sigil that’ll carry us through the glass. I’ll either have to draw another on the curtain, or the fabric will give under our combined weight and we’ll end up on my bed. Try not to shriek, all right?”

“I cannot believe I’m trusting a Crow,” Sofiya murmurs. “I cannot believe I just flew on one. I ca—Blasted hail!”

“Please be quiet.” I crouch, forcing her low, then dig my index finger against my earring and paint.

We drop onto my curtain. Sofiya yelps. I suppose penetrating matter is rather shocking the first time. The structure and fabric of the horizontal curtain must be made of extra tough material because we don’t drop. I paint a new sigil. Before my blood can sink too deeply into the weave, I flatten my palm against it.

We plunge onto my unmade bed, both expelling a tiny gasp, considering the height of the ceiling.

“What was that?” The masculine voice is so near that my heart misses a beat.

Could someone have managed to penetrate Taytah’s wards?

Sofiya sucks in a breath, then hisses, “You said⁠—”

I should’ve painted her lips shut. “Shh.”

“Somethin’ creaked in the princess’s chambers,” another masculine voice says.

Keeping ahold of Sofiya so she doesn’t wink back into existence, I turn my head toward the doorway. There, just beyond my threshold, stand two men gripping sleek, steel weapons, the barrels of which are trained on us.

I’ve never been gladder that my bed was so unkempt, for if the sheets had been crisp and stretched, they would’ve spotted us immediately. If only I could blow my bedroom door shut to impede their view of the room…

Sofiya must’ve noticed the men and their guns, because her pulse goes haywire beneath my fingers.

“Them linens! Look at ’em!” one of them growls through ochre teeth that throws me back to Svyato’s tavern. Could it be the same man, or is this some other human with poor dental hygiene? “Them moved!”

The men squint. One of them raises their weapon a tad higher. Can my wards block bullets? I decide not to find out and roll, shoving Sofiya off the bed.

As we smack into the rug, the sharp crack of gunfire detonates inside my ears alongside my careening pulse and Sofiya’s weeping.

“My leg,” she whimpers.

“What about it?” I murmur.

“Burns.”

I let her go just long enough to sweep my gaze over her body. Not only is her calf oozing a worrying amount of blood that reddens her white stockings, but there’s a puckered depression where flesh should be.

My insides go clammy. If the bullets can penetrate my chambers, what of the two trigger-happy dunces?

“Well, would ya look at that? We got one.”

Sofiya’s eyes bulge as she stares at the underbed space. “They can see me,” she hisses, clapping my wrist to fade back out of sight.

Focá. I haul my Faerie charge up and over my shoulder, then pounce to my feet. Another crack, followed by the splintering of wood as the bullet destined for Sofiya’s head embeds itself in the bed’s baseboard.

I lunge forward, past the rollaway table set with the relics of the meal I shared with Konstantin. A meal that feels like it took place a month ago. The rebels must spot the drips of her blood on my carpet, because the bullets whiz around us like livid sprites.

One catches on the carafe of Faerie wine; another on the mirror of my vanity. Both shatter into a million shards. If only I could gather the glass shrapnel on a gust of air and launch it at the two asshole rebels.

Although it can’t take more than a second, it feels like an eternity before I reach the narrow corridor that leads to my walk-in closet. Sucking down air like a drowning human rescued from the ocean, I whip through the doorway, coming to a screeching halt.

Crouched before my safe is another round-eared soldier.
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If I set Sofiya down, she’ll reappear, so I reach into my coat pocket for Ksenia’s dagger, which suddenly feels heavier than the woman draped over my shoulder.

Sofiya must’ve spotted the intruder because she’s gone rigid and stopped whimpering. Out of nowhere, a burst of ochre powder materializes between us and the soldier.

“Die!” Sofiya’s war cry startles the interloper, who pitches backward.

Though he rams his forearm against his mouth and nose, I catch sight of his face through the dense puff. “No! Sofiya, no! Recall your magic! He’s a friend!”

The suspended flecks immobilize before winking out of existence, leaving behind the odd aroma of mulled wine at Yuletide.

“Isles?” Elio croaks between a wheeze and a cough. “Wha—” Another cough. “What was that?”

“Powdered rowan wood bark.” Sofiya’s chest is pumping hard and fast again against my shoulder. “A spoonful in the lungs, and humans choke to death.”

“Thank the Cauldron”—Elio pounds his fist against his rattling chest, his throat spasming as he fights to wring oxygen from the air—“I’m not human.”

I walk her over to my velour pouf and lay her down.

When she reappears, she’s staring steadily at Elio. “You’re that half-blood.”

One of his eyebrows ticks up. “That half-blood?”

“The one I thought was a Crow because of the face tattoo.” She heaves in a deep breath, forehead tilled with furrows of pain. After an arduous exhale, she blurts out, “But then my sister explained that lots of non-shifters”—she groans, shuts her eyes—“get their faces inked in Luce in order to avoid getting snacked on by Crows.”

Surprise rocks Elio so hard that it silences his coughing.

Used to Sofiya’s brand of nonsense, I deadpan, “Definitely simplifies picking out our victims.”

Elio snorts, and then he huffs out a chuckle that transforms into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. Given the night this has been…that it still is, the merry sound seems out of place, nevertheless, it pares away some of the dread and rage shrouding my heart.

“El, meet Sofiya. Sofiya, meet one of my best friends, Elio.”

She hikes up her pert nose. “What’s so funny, Half-blood?”

Goddess, this woman… Why did I offer her a lift to my suite again?

Instead of setting her straight on Crow snacking-habits, I ask Elio, “How did you get here? And where are the others?”

He sobers. “We heard explosions when I was visiting the castle’s art gallery with Izolda. She forced me through a secret passageway. I thought she was following me, but when I turned around, the passage was sealed, and she wasn’t…” He sinks a hand into his black curls. “I don’t know what happened to her, Isles. I didn’t want to leave her.”

“I know.” The areas his laughter had cleared around my heart cloud with ugly feelings anew.

“Anyway, I remembered your bedroom was warded, so I jumped one of the guards and nicked his stolen uniform. All of them are rebels, by the way. None are in Konstantin’s employ.”

“I’m glad you’re safe,” I murmur.

May the rest of my friends…my family also be safe.

May their magic protect them.

“But what if Izolda⁠—”

“She’s Ksenia’s twin. Even if Ksenia is a two-faced trollop, she’d never kill her sister,” I tell him—partly to reassure him, partly to reassure myself.

“Ksenia?” Sofiya asks. “As in my niece, Ksenia?”

“Yes. She’s behind the coup,” I explain. “With Bohdan.”

I don’t add my suspicions that Salom might be involved.

Her lips ghost over a drawn-out, “No.”

As she digests the news, I focus on my friend. “El, when we walked in, you were crouched in front of the safe… Did you hear anything?”

“Lach was yelling for Salom.” Worry frames Elio’s cerulean eyes.

“From the…from the—” Sofiya licks her lips, breathing hard. “Your Crow friend and Salom are in the safe?”

“No,” I tell her. “Lach was probably in the general’s quarters—that’s where I painted one of the sigils.”

“I am so confused,” Sofiya croaks.

“Did you hear anything besides shouting, El?”

“Loud pops. I was hoping he’d be with you?” The rise of his voice on the end of his sentence hangs in my walk-in closet like the treacly scent of Sofiya’s spice puff.

“Knowing Lach, he’s surely hunting down the wicked as we speak.” My false cheer doesn’t dupe Elio. My friend might not be able to see me, but that has never prevented him from seeing through me. “I need to…I’ll be right back.”

“Wait!” Sofiya’s whimper halts me in my tracks. “My leg—it needs healing.”

My joints lock up, and not because I don’t feel like putting an end to her suffering—I’m not that petty—but because I don’t know how to.

“Please, Isla.” Her inhales and exhales hasten like a woman in labor. “Please. I beg you.” She grits her teeth. “I’ll give you a bargain.”

“The bullets are made of iron,” Elio tells me in Serpent.

“What?” She stares between the two of us, drinking the air in harried sips.

“May I?” Elio gestures to Sofiya’s skirt.

She nods.

He hikes up the heavy fabric, revealing her blood-soaked stockings. “Is the bullet still inside your leg?”

“How should I”—her mouth pinches before opening around a hoarse—“know?”

“El, try to flush it out. I swear I’ll be right back. I just want to check Konstantin’s room.”

“He’s not there,” my friend tells me.

My heart stumbles. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know,” he murmurs.

But the rebels outside my door must have an idea.

“Get the bullet out. Get it out!” Sofiya is now hysterical. “Please,” she sobs.

As Elio asks for permission to rip open her stocking, I sprint back down the short corridor toward my bedchamber. Lo and behold, one of the men who opened fire smudges my doorstep. Did the other run to get help? Is he standing off to the side, ready to assault me with his human weapon?

I morph into shadow and streak through my visitor’s wrists, severing them from the rest of his body. His howl splinters my invisible eardrums and livens up the hallway with shouts and footfalls.

I press my mouth to my squealing visitor’s ear—whose name has just come back to me—and murmur, “We meet again, Ivan.”

A brusque inhale cuts through his sniveling, and his bloodshot eyes bulge.

I grab his jacket and haul him across the threshold—the non-verbal way to grant passage through Taytah’s wards—then I shove him forward and slam the door shut just as iron pellets make a mess of the wood.

I drag my stunned detainee down my corridor. Once I reach the closet, I ram him into my shoe wall. He reappears as he collapses, eliciting a screech from Sofiya.

“You have one second to tell me where Ksenia has taken Konstantin,” I growl at Ivan.

The asshole narrows his gaze and squints at the patch of air from which my threat emerged. “You gonna kill me anyhow, you damn whore,” he ends up saying.

“I hear waterboarding’s a horrid way to go,” Elio drops in, almost conversationally.

“I’m happy to”—Sofiya gulps in air—“pop his ugly head off with a vine.” Her wan, perspiring face is lustrous in the light of the glass wall sconces.

The man smirks. “’Xcept you ain’t gonna be long for this world, Miss Patchenkov. Not with an iron bullet swimmin’ in yer veins. Soon, the metal’s gonna poison that oh-so-superior pureling heart of yers.”

Sofiya’s mouth crooks into a smirk. “The bullet’s out, so think again, prick.”

Ivan snickers. “You mighta yanked the bullet out, but it was packed full o’ powder—an obsidian and iron mix. Bad for Crows; worse for Fae. Good luck scrapin’ that out. Oh, and Miss Patchenkov…if you get to the underworld before me, give my regards to yer dear ole daddy, will ya?”

A bladed breath stabs her throat. “Excuse me?”

“We got rid of our enemies tonight, and yer daddy was one of ’em.”

“You’re lying! Atsa was alive when I left my house.”

A slow, merciless smile unfurls on Ivan’s lips. “Not all of us traveled to the capital.”

“You’re lying!” she repeats, attempting to sit up but failing.

“He is,” Elio says, tone so firm I assume he caught something off the sigils. “I heard your parents arguing just before you got here.”

Ivan frowns, clearly confused as to how Elio would have traveled from Voshna to the capital this quickly.

She sucks in air. “What? How?”

My friend bobs his chin toward the safe.

“You bugged my home, Isla?” A bead of sweat rolls over her scarred cheek.

The scar I gave her… “Aren’t you glad I did, right now?”

“Which room?” she asks.

I crouch in front of the odious revolutionary, relishing the brisk lift of his brows when I blow on him—just to let him know how close I am.

“Rooms,” I tell Sofiya. “I’ll give you a full list later. Let me finish with the human turd first.”

“Not my bathing chamber, I hope,” she murmurs. “I’ve been having unusual digestive issues…”

Elio pats her hand. “Isla wouldn’t have put them in your privy.” 

While he reassures Sofiya that I have some scruples, I coax my talons out of my nailbeds and gently skim them through Ivan’s hair, erasing him from sight. He jumps.

“These new weapons you all tote around may have given you the delusion of being on equal footing with Faeries,” I purr, “but the Fae have unparalleled power at their fingertips. Power that most have had centuries to wield, so odds are, your friends failed, just like you’ve failed, just like you’ll all fail.”  

“Yer wrong, whore. We’re gonna win! No matter how many of us you cut down, more’ll come. King Korol’s time is up.”

“Speaking of King Korol,” I say. “Shall I reiterate my question, or do you recall it?”

“I ain’t talkin’.”

“You’re right.” I plow his scalp with the tips of my talons, adding just enough pressure to coax blood. “You’re going to sing.”

He must’ve sealed his lips to keep from screaming, because all that puffs from his mouth are labored wheezes.

“You were also right about me killing you anyway, but you see, either I’ll have mercy on your wretched soul and keep my friends from torturing you, or⁠—”

“Does she mean me and you?” I hear Sofiya ask Elio.

“Yes,” he tells her gently.

“I’ve never had a Crow friend.” The burn of emotion roughens Sofiya’s pitch. “Or a Shabbin one. Or a half-blood one.”

I pick up where I left off. “—or I will fillet your skull and leave you to bleed out. What do you prefer?” I wiggle my nails, drawing a scream from his lips this time. “Where are they keeping Konstantin Korol?”

Ivan pants, hollers, snivels.

“What’ll it be?” I make ribbons of his scalp. “A quick trip to the underworld or an agonizingly slow one?”

“In the Throne Room! They’re in the Throne Room!”
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“Rot in agony,” I whisper into Ivan’s ear at the same time as I slash his neck with my talons.

When I straighten, blood is gushing from his neck in crimson ropes, eyes already milky with the sheen of death.

Elio gags, cheeks puffing as though he were holding back a mouthful of vomit. In spite of his waterboarding threat, my friend’s heart is too tender for all of this.

Unlike mine.

“I had a vine at the ready,” Sofiya grumbles as though miffed I beat her to the punch. “In other news, I’m really glad we’re friends now.”

A smile flickers across my lips, brief as a dying ember.

“Help me up. Let’s go off more rebels. I’m feeling very vindictive right now.” Sofiya bears down on Elio’s hand, struggling to sit. She doesn’t succeed. “Stupid iron,” she huffs, hiking up her skirt.

Her breath catches, along with mine and Elio’s, because her leg is…

“Holy Cauldron, is it me or is my leg gray?”

As she props herself up for a better look, I shapeshift into my shadows. Dádhi, the powder in those human bullets… How do you extract it from a Faerie’s bloodstream?

Why? Who was shot? my father’s tone is so sharp it feels like a talon to my eardrums.

Sofiya Patchenkov, I manage to say before shifting back to skin.

And you want to heal her why?

I snort, then transform back to smoke. Because she’s been helpful. Give me instructions.

It’s my grandfather who answers: You’ll have to sever the infected limb to stop the iron from spreading. If you wish her to regrow it, use a blade that isn’t iron. Otherwise, you’ll get a cleaner cut with your shadows. Alternatively, you could try the saw sigil, but since you’re a Crow, Behach Batee, your blood might hinder regrowth.

I’m so horrified by what I must do that, when I snap back into flesh, I lose my balance and bump into the wall.

Elio glances in my general direction, his eyes dark with concern. “Isla?”

“Sorry.” A non-iron blade…

I take stock of what I have on hand: two iron daggers (useless), glass shards from the shattered mirror and carafe (can’t cut bone with glass). There was a butter knife on the dining table! I can elongate the blade and shar⁠—

“I can’t feel my leg,” Sofiya whispers hoarsely.

The gray tinge of iron has crept past her kneecap. I make a split-second decision—one the vain Fae will probably hold against me for the rest of her life, but at least she’ll have a life.

As I approach her, I use my talons to split the calluses on my thumbs. “Forgive me for what I’m about to do, but it’s the only way to keep the iron in your blood from reaching your heart.”

Hopefully.

“What are you about to—” She quiets when I tear off the rest of her stocking.

“El, can you ice her thigh with your magic so it goes numb?”

“Why?” Sofiya’s alarm sears the stuffy air.

“To get the iron out,” I say, keeping it vague.

Elio molds her thigh with his hands. “Sorry for touching you…inappropriately.”

“Please. This is the most action I’ve gotten in a decade,” she reassures him, her pitch steadier, her breathing more even.

Elio’s icy palms must have rid her of the pain.

Once he lets go, I prod a few places on her leg, making her flicker in and out of sight. “Did you feel that?”

“No.”

I press my damp thumbs above her knee, making us both fade from sight and then I begin the harrowing process of amputation. Sofiya holds still—because she’s too drained to fight, or because she trusts I have her best interest at heart?

“Tell us about your future husband,” I say, to keep her mind off her leg. “Maybe Elio knows him. He spends lots of time in Nebba.”

Her answer is so slow to come that I think she might have passed out. But then her voice rises like a wisp of smoke, “His name is Amaury Acron. He makes artistic glass sculptures. He sent me a vase. It’s quite pretty. Ever heard of him?”

“Yes,” Elio tells her, clutching his elbows. “My aunts have many pieces from him. He’s very famous in Nebba.”

Speak to me, Isla, my father calls through the bond.

But I can’t speak to him. Not yet. I need to concentrate. And hurry. I need to hurry. Like wet clay, I feel Sofiya’s flesh crack apart, the furrow deepening with each new ring of blood I add.

“Is he as handsome as you are?” she asks Elio.

“Um. He’s, um⁠—”

Another ring of blood detaches muscles and ligaments.

She winces, whimpers. “Fuck. It feels like you’re chopping off my leg, Isla.”

My stomach curdles from the pungent aroma of what I’m doing. Cauldron, I’m glad I can’t see it. “Is Amaury hot, El?”

“I think so?” he replies.

“Ugh,” Sofiya mutters. “That so means he’s not. Ugh.”

“Describe him,” I tell Elio, as I start on the bone.

“Oh my Gods. Tell me it’s almost over. Tell me you extracted the powder,” she says through harsh pants.

“El…” I prompt him gently. “Describe Amaury.”

“He’s brown-haired! Very talented.”

“Brown-haired and very talented?” she repeats. “Definitely means he’s ugly.”

“No, he’s, um…” As Elio searches for better descriptors, her bone snaps.

She screams. And then she goes so quiet that I draw back my hands. Her lids are clasped. Her lips parted. Her head dangling off the edge of the pouf.

Elio stares, throat bobbing.

“I had no choice,” I whisper.

He kneels, cradling her face. “I know.”

After easing her head back onto the pouf, he sweeps a fiery lock from her damp forehead. Sweetness personified, that one.

One glance at the infected part of Sofiya’s leg increases my queasiness so briskly that my vision fragments. I concentrate on my breathing until my stomach settles anew.

Get yourself together, Isla. The carnival of horror has just started spinning. I’m not sure why I’m expecting my pep talk to ease my stomach’s revolt. If anything, anticipating there will be more to come causes it to riot further.

My fingers tremble as I attempt a healing sigil on Sofiya’s stump. Like always, I fail. Anger and frustration make the tremors in my hands turn so brisk that I don’t even attempt a second sigil.

“Ice her stump,” I instruct Elio as I wipe my hands on my dress before digging two fingers into her neck. When I feel her pulse flutter, I breathe a sigh of relief.

Speak to me, mo khráach. My father’s voice is soft, as though he senses my heart requires gentleness.

I stand, then drag open a drawer and grab a leather belt with which I strangle the top of her thigh like Shoshair taught me. Tourniquet in place, I check her pulse again. Still beating. Still alive.

“I’m going to go find Konstantin. Please, please, please stay here with her.”

He nods.

“The combination to the safe is eleven, sixty, fourteen. Take note of any mutinous chatter. Also…take this. It’s iron.” I lay Ksenia’s dagger beside him. “I’m so sorry to leave you.”

“Go save your man.”

Moisture pinches my eyes. “I love you, Elio Riccio Genovese.”

“Love you more.” He must sense my hesitation to abandon him, because he adds, “Go! I’ve got everything under control.”

With a swallow, I dissolve and whoosh down my corridor and into my bedchamber. After pocketing my new dagger, I consider the skylight—the most direct path to the Throne Room—but the raised voices in the hallway redirect my trajectory. The rebels might not be able to cross the wards. Nevertheless, they’re too near Elio for comfort.

Holding on tight to my ghostly form, I funnel through one of the bullet holes in my door and arrow toward the vaulted ceiling before toughening into my Crow.

Four males are clustered around my doorway, gun in hand, speaking with the rough accent of townsfolk. I drop low, talons spread. I cage two heads and pluck them off with a hushed squelch. The other two meet the same fate.

Lightning lattices the hallway, matching the vengeful blaze enflaming my heart.

Apparently, Konstantin is being kept in the Throne Room. I’m headed there, I tell the inbound murder of Crows.

Fucking finally, ínon, my father growls in time with the sky beyond.

I’ve just decapitated four people with my talons and ripped out a man’s carotid, I feel the need to confess as I glide down the hallway, hunting for more mutineers in need of beheading.

I find only dead bodies—most have pointed ears, but a few have round ears. Are the rebel deaths the work of Konstantin’s guards? Aodhan? Vance?

Tonight has turned me into a monster. The low murmur coils from my throat like bitter smoke.

Do not confuse warriors and monsters, mo khráach. My father…

Always endeavoring to alleviate my guilt and horror.

As I shapeshift to shadow in order to traverse the game room and library, he asks, How’s the Patchenkov girl?

Alive, but short a leg. Elio’s with her. He’s safe. I don’t know if Zia Syb and Mattia know what’s going on, but if they do, tell them their son is in my warded suite, which he swore not to leave until this…

A shudder bolts up my spine because the floor and walls of the Great Hall are splattered with blood and ashen corpses.

Until this is over.

If only most of the dead had round ears and ill-fitting uniforms. But that’s not the case.

As my father informs me that the storm has abated in the north, that Colm and Fionn are flying and making good time, I curve toward the vestibule and land in skin. Since I’m still invisible, I assume Vance and Mestyla must be as well. Are they waiting for me on the sleigh? I was gone for so long; I can’t imagine they’re still out there. Still, before heading downstairs, I paint a sigil and step through the glass.

I call out Vance’s name. Only the sky replies—with a growl and a volley of hailstones. I whip my fist up, catching one before it collides with my thorax, then crush it between my raw, sticky fingers. The icy snow crumbles at my feet, as pink as the sands of Shabbe. I consider recalling Vance’s sigil, so that Ksenia sees me coming, festooned as I must be in blood.

Would that frighten the callous wretch? Probably not.

Is Vance with you? Dádhi asks as I slip back into the castle with a sigil.

Since he’ll hate my answer, the instant I take my winged form, I circumvent his question with one of my own. How’s Imogen?

She’s— Aoife starts.

Cataloguing weapons, my grandfather interjects.

You were saying, Aoife?

My sister’s unresponsive. So are Lach and Aodhan.

My marrow turns to ice that spreads to my wings.

I’m sorry, Mórrgaht—it’s Reid who speaks now—but Isla should have all the facts. We think they must’ve been struck with obsidian in the heart.

Yes. Colm’s voice suddenly booms through the pack bond. They developed pellets they fit into their guns that are filled with⁠—

A mix of obsidian and iron, I say rapidly.

Exactly. They’ve nicknamed them Crow Tranquilizers.

That means the paralysis is only temporary, right? I ask. Like Aoife’s was?

I’m so focused on his answer that I don’t swerve fast enough to avoid the crystal chandelier. My wing collides with its strands, which crackle and shatter before cascading down in a plume of twinkling dust.

They’ll awaken, my father says. There’s no reason⁠—

We don’t know that! We don’t know a fucking thing! The agony vibrating Reid’s voice now dots the skin beneath my feathers with goosebumps.

The last time the male had been so fretful was when the Cauldron had beckoned his son inside at puberty to receive his shifter magic. Lachlano hadn’t resurfaced for so long that Reid had taken it out on everyone in attendance—save for the children.

His expression when Lachlano had flown out was still seared into my heart. It was the look of the purest form of love. Agrippina, too, had been emotive, but that day, she’d somehow remained stoic.

Until Lachlano announced the Cauldron had given him a choice, and he’d picked Crow. How she’d fumed then—not because her son had picked Crow, but because Reid had spent the rest of the evening gloating about it.

We no longer turn to stone, so a Shabbin will be able to extract the tranquilizers—even if they’re lodged inside our heart, my father is saying as my shadows slick down the stairs, primed to split spleens and sever throats.

I’m met with darkness and a silence that is so complete that my wrath vibrates my bones and ripples my skin.

Ivan duped me.
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Iland on a carpet of glass that unspools like a ribbon toward the dais. A glance upward reveals that all the velour-cloaked chains which used to bear clusters of fire orbs dangle like vines, glassless.

Did a Crow sever them, or is this the work of an air-Fae? Why would Faeries unhook ceiling lamps, though?

I find the answer when I take a step and glass crunches beneath my boots, upsetting the stillness and betraying my invisibility. I’m about to morph into my Crow when a soft keening has my neck straining and my pulse hammering. I squint, scanning the gloom for the source of the noise.

There.

My breathing sharpens, then turns ragged when I spot a hunched figure with quivering shoulders and a tumble of flaxen locks.

I take to the air and swirl noiselessly toward the kneeling weeper. When I make out the body sprawled at the Faerie’s knees, my heart fills with conflicting emotions. I land, my lofty heels—which I should really have swapped out back in my closet—clicking against the stone.

Izolda flinches and tilts her head. Her eyebrows dip, because of course, she cannot see me. But she must sense me, for she calls out my name past the shaky fist she holds against her mouth.

“Are you all right?” I murmur, glancing left and right, hardly believing this isn’t a trap.

“Aodhan’s not—he’s n-not waking up.” Her muffled voice is a tormented croak.

“He will. Once the obsidian flees his system.” Please let it be true… “How did you get away?”

Her wet eyes are smudged with runny kohl. “Ksenia le-le-left me.”

“Where’s Konstantin?”

She points to the War Room door. “Tr-Tr-Train.”

I whirl but freeze, for there, slumped in the first pew, sits a huge man with a shoulder-length blond mane.

“D-Don’t look,” she murmurs.

My nerve endings begin to tingle as I not only behold but also approach. Salom has been skewered to the backrest of the tufted bench with a sword.

Bile swims up my throat. Although I gulp it back, the acid burn lingers. Shame sweeps through me at having believed him complicit. Horror quickly takes its place, and finally, grief. For Konstantin.

“Has your brother seen him?” I imagine he has if he’s come through this room.

“Yes.” Her voice is near. When I feel fingertips brush against my arm, I jerk. “S-Sorry. Just needed to be sure I wasn’t talking to a gh-ghost. I feel like I’m go-going mad.”

“I’m real, Iz.”

Her lash line is heavy with fresh moisture that carves through her stripes. Stripes which, for once, she didn’t match to her outfit.

Talk to me, mo khráach. My father’s voice knells between my temples. What’s happening?

In a second, Dádhi… “I’m going to save your brother. Aodhan’s going to wake up. This nightmare will be over before the sun rises. I promise.”

Fist still held against her mouth, she whispers, “The s-sun won’t rise for m-months.”

I regret my metaphor and am about to repackage it when I spot a faint white line just above her eyebrow—the mark of a freshly healed scar.

“P-Please hurry.”

I lock my gaze on her mouth, concealed behind her fist. I itch to tow it aside and inspect her teeth, but instead, I carry my hand up to her cheek, covering her feather tattoo with my thumb.

“I’ll get him out,” I say, as I drag my thumb toward her hairline in a sham caress. “It’s going to be all right.”

The crisp edges of her feather blur. My anger at having fallen for her dupery inflames my temper.

As I contemplate whether to behead the two-faced Faerie or keep her alive for Konstantin to decide her fate, fire rips across my waist.
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My rage burns so hot I half believe I will end up melting my iron manacles, as well as the chains coiled around my body. But of course, I burn through nothing. I’ve never loathed my element more than in this moment.

“Any movement on the quay?” Timo Volkov asks the kid standing nearest me, one of his sons.

Five out of his six hateful boys are gathered in my rail car, shotguns poised in their hands. Every time their grease-blackened fingers so much as twitch, I hold my breath—not for my sake; for Izolda’s. After all, the bullet from earlier might’ve knocked me out, but—according to Ksenia—my skull had bounced it out. I still felt like I’d taken a battering ram to the head…and looked it.

The Volkov half-blood shakes his head. “No movement, Atsa.”

Timo readjusts his barrel, leveling it at Izolda, who lies curled and unconscious on my cabin bed. “Send one of our people to check what’s taking so long.”

“Now, now, Timo.” Bohdan reclines further in the armchair—my armchair—and folds his legs. “Ksenia would hate your lack of trust.” He nods to me. “Especially after she delivered her big bad brother.”

I clutch his umber stare, picturing all the ways I will torture him once I break free, because I will break free. And then, with an iron sword, I will hack him into pieces that I’ll scatter across my oceans for the tides to bury deep. Contemplating my vengeance floods me with adrenaline that sharpens my senses, keeping me awake and alert.

Izolda whimpers in her sleep. Is it the memory of her mate being shot that torments her, or is she in pain because of her perforated palms?

I can still hear Ksenia inform her twin not to fret, that the blade wasn’t iron—unlike the one she used on my palms—and that her skin would knit in no time. The same way I can still hear Ksenia place the blame on me: “If only our brother had handed over his talisman and kingdom, I wouldn’t have had to harm you, Iz.”

I should’ve admitted right away that I couldn’t take it off because of a bargain, but I’d been worried Ksenia would go after my fiancée and hurt yet another person I love. Not to mention that when she’d dragged me into my own Throne Room, I’d still foolishly believed Salom was assembling an army to liberate the castle.

What Bohdan did to him stains the backs of my gummy lids. I swiftly replace the image with what I will do to him, even though I’m well aware it won’t bring back the man who loved me like a father.

Fuck.

Gritting my teeth, I bear down on one of my hands, trying to thread it out of the manacle by popping my bones out of alignment. Sweat pours down the sides of my face as another bone gives. My vision blanks, and I sway.

When I reel my one working lid up, I find I’m sprawled onto my side. A treacly aroma tickles my flaring nostrils and turns my stomach. Bohdan is peeling himself a pear, watching me as though I were a snared reindeer. My line of sight on the feasting monster is cut off by two sets of legs, both ensconced in the uniforms of my fallen guards. The Volkov sons crouch.

Vasily prods me with the barrel of his gun. “Up.”

“Grab his arm,” the other says, as color finally seeps over the monochrome fragments of my blackout.

They haul me back to sitting. I seal my jaw, reining back my howl of pain, unwilling to give them the satisfaction of hearing how they’ve reduced me.

Once seated against the wooden baseboard, I test my broken hand, nearly blacking out when the iron manacle jostles the bone shards and the iron dagger gash that’s yet to heal. Evidently, garlanding me in toxic metal wasn’t enough for the lot of them.

I breathe in and out until the new dots of gray sprinkling my vision wash away. And then I hoist my shoulder to thread my hand out of the cuff. My skin is so slick with blood that the metal band slips…and slips. I flatten my spine to the wall, drinking the air in great drafts to avoid keeling over again.

“The instant Isla releases you of your bargain and you hand us your necklace, you and Izolda will be free to go into exile.” A perfect spiral of green peel drops onto the glass tabletop. “You already have an in with Luce, but I’m sure Eponine or Zendaya will be only too glad to host you.”

Bohdan wipes his blade on his jacket sleeve and bites the fruit. The juice cascades down his smooth jaw and over the gorget protecting his neck.

I try to funnel magic into my freed hand, but none prickles my palm. I suspect that until my talisman knits my iron-torn skin, my magic will remain dormant. “How much of a dunce do you believe me to be, Zaslofsky? You killed your own son and wife because they didn’t agree with your revolution. You’re never going to let me walk away.”

“I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. Ksenia doesn’t want you dead, and what woman wants, woman gets, right? We men are so weak when it comes to matters of the heart.” His long-suffering sigh is accompanied by a warped smile that makes him appear every bit the raving lunatic that he is.

“Tell me again how you plan on trapping a shifter sorceress?” I ask, chiefly to keep myself from sinking into oblivion as I wrap my broken fingers and hemorrhaging palm around my other hand and attempt to crush bone.

My vision spangles. I stop moving…take a fortifying breath. I need to heal, but how can I when so much iron is wedged around my body? Even the swelling on the right side of my head has yet to resorb.

“Same way we trapped Aodhan and that other Crow—with our Crow Tranquilizers. My wife didn’t have much going for her in the looks and charm departments, but her mind was brilliant. The air-propelled weapons she invented have changed the face of magical warfare forever.”

I slide my gaze over the weapons in question. “Your plan lacks logic, for if my mate is knocked out, then she can’t exactly release me from her bargain.”

He grins. “Do you know long it takes to drain a body of blood?”

My gaze slams back into his depraved one as he closes his kinked lips around the white flesh of the pear.

Still chewing, he says, “So, I actually don’t know the answer myself, but I’m excited to find out.”

“I’ll make mincemeat of you,” I whisper.

His grin reaches the other side of his mouth, which he closes around his pear once more. “I’ll be wearing your necklace.”

I pull in another deep breath. “What about Ksenia?”

Bohdan swallows another chunk. “We’re going to split your pretty medallion into several segments. One person shouldn’t have so much ascendence over death.”

“Planning on hawking hallowed jewelry now that you’ve lost access to your wife’s armament facility?”

“I haven’t lost access to anything. Her death was an accident. Her parents will see reason. And if they don’t”—he drags one finger across his throat—“off with their ugly heads.” He chuckles. “As for the reason I’ll be splitting your talisman…Ksenia and I have many to thank, and what better way of showing gratitude than with the gift of eternal life?” He addresses a reverent nod toward his cousin, who sneers at me.

“They’re here!” Timo’s oldest son exclaims.

My stomach grows cold, then hot, as though they’d shot me in the gut.

Bohdan discards his pear, then walks to the door, props it open, and yells at the rogues aboard to get the engine running. And then he lingers there, waiting, irises dancing with relief and lunacy. Actually, not relief. Just lunacy. He is a psychopath through and through—so arrogant that he believes himself infallible.

When Ksenia steps into the room, two guards holding up a battered and unconscious Isla between them, my ribs tighten, shredding both my lungs and heart. Where the fuck is Vance? He wouldn’t have abandoned her.

Except…

Except he would have…to go after his mate.

The train begins to glide forward, away from the castle. Ksenia winces as she shoots out one hand to catch her balance on the door frame. When I spot the gleam of my ring on her finger, I almost launch myself away from the wall to strangle her.

“Shackle the Crow Princess to the chair, then go find my future queen a healer!” Bohdan snaps to the guards lowering my mate into the armchair he’s just vacated.

Future queen…

Even Ksenia wrinkles her nose. Either she’s still disenchanted with him for having killed Lev, or she isn’t on the same page as he is concerning the future governance of Glace.

Where one of the human rebels regards the room and people in it with unnerving interest as he wraps Isla in obsidian chains, the other regards me. I narrow my eyes, which widens his.

The one casing my royal trolley growls, “Tighter,” effectively tearing his colleague’s gaze off me.

As Ksenia scans the room, scrutinizing first her sister, then me, she says—with that muted lisp that makes me wish I’d knocked out more of her teeth, “It didn’t work by the way. They weren’t able to bring your daughter back from the dead.”

The news pleats my brow, angering the throbbing at my temples. I was there. I saw my niece resurrect. Could Ksenia be lying? And if she is, then why?

Bohdan sighs. “Probably for the best, since she might’ve held a grudge. Also”—he wrinkles his pert nose—“I’m not sure I could’ve gotten used to having a beast as a daughter. Though having her blood at our disposal would’ve been practical…”

One of the human soldiers looks up from the link of obsidian chain he’s looping around Isla’s chair. Is it me, or do his lips curl?

“A healer!” My sister’s raised voice hurries the two rebels.

The instant the padlock clicks into place, they stand and tread toward the door.

After they’ve shuffled past a perspiring Ksenia, she adds, “Mestyla would’ve remained tethered to that brutish Vance, so her blood wouldn’t have proven very useful.”

Bohdan walks up to her. “I’d have found a way to untether them. Every creature of the Cauldron has a mortal flaw.”

He touches her cheek.

“If you’re worried I’m angry with you, rest assured that I’m not, treasure. I understand you had no choice. The same way I hope you’ll come to understand that I had no choice.” He probes her stare with his.

“I know,” she ends up saying,

“Good.” He tries to kiss her, but she turns her face with a wince. “Where do you hurt?”

“My waist. The Crow managed to gouge me with her talons before the useless idiots pumped her with lead and obsidian.”

“Weren’t you wearing your armor?”

Ksenia must be in real pain, for she sags. “She melted it off me with her blood magic.”

She unscrews her face from Bohdan’s palm and totters toward me, hand digging into the growing bloodstain dampening her lavender gown.

“While I waited, I got him to sign over the deed to the kingdom. Granted, he had to use his mouth, but it’s still his signature.” Bohdan pats the pocket of the jacket he wears over his cuirass.

“What a brilliant strategist you are.” Her mocking tone is jarring. “I couldn’t get her to rescind her bargain, but at least I got a pretty ring.” As she lowers herself to her knees in front of me, she holds out her hand, taunting me. “Fits like a glove.”

The train jostles, rocking her, and she catches herself on my shoulders, causing me to shudder in both pain and disgust. When she glides one palm to my nape, smearing her blood over my soiled shirt, my disgust swells to such proportion that it eclipses the pain.

Bohdan takes a step toward her. “What are you doing?”

“I just want to look my brother in the eye when I tell him that he’s about to lose everything.” Her fingers glide down my spine, bumping over the first coil of chain.

I need to get her off me before her fingers journey any lower and she discovers my freed hand.

“I hope she was worth it.” Her murmur fans over my enflamed cheek.

I’m breathing so fast and furiously that every tug of air carries Isla’s scent deeper into my lungs.

Not Ksenia’s.

Isla’s.

I don’t know why this strikes me as improbable when I live and breathe for the Crow.

My sister cranes her neck and glowers at the Volkov standing nearest us. “Can you make yourself useful and go check on my healer?”

He starts at her brusque tone but then does as she asks and heads toward the cabin door. A moment later, he’s racing back and slapping the door shut, coughing.

“Fumes.” He spits out a glob of saliva, wobbles, and then slams into the bedframe and flops onto the floor.

“Is he dead?” Bohdan asks, not an ounce of emotion other than surprise coloring his tone, while Timo leaves his station to lunge toward to his son.

“Asleep.” Deep-rooted relief gusts out of Timo’s reedy lips.

“Ugh. One of the idiots in our employ must’ve pulled the slumbering gas lever,” Ksenia carps.

“Slumbering gas?” Timo bellows.

“Yes. My brother doesn’t care for people to see the route his trains take. Wouldn’t want misfits and lessers to try and enter the castle unannounced.” She smirks as her fingers hop to the next coil of chain, while I consider trying to fit my broken fingers back into the manacle. “Gust your air-magic against the sealed door for a couple minutes. It’ll keep the mist from penetrating.”

As he straightens, Timo stares at her, then at the door, then ascribes the responsibility to the gray-eyed son not currently snoring on the floor and resumes his post at Izolda’s side.

As Ksenia’s ex, Vasily, begins to stream air at the paper-thin interstices, my sister says, “Bohdi, check Isla’s wrists to see if they’re still bleeding.”

Bohdan drags the chair out, then grips Isla’s soiled jacket sleeves and pushes them up. Ribbons of blood drip from gashes on her wrists.

“Still bleeding,” he confirms.

My chest scuds with such anguish that I feel like I’ve managed to enlarge the chain wrapped around me.

“I heard the most ridiculous thing tonight,” Ksenia says.

“What did you hear, treasure?” Bohdan asks.

“I heard Isla has a birthmark shaped like Glace on her cunt that gave my brother the delusion that she’d someday be his mate.”

My throat clenches. How does she⁠—

“Mind hiking up her skirts to check?” Ksenia nods toward my betrothed.

“Do NOT put your filthy hands on my wife,” I snarl.

Ksenia cups my jaw with the hand not traveling down my spine, forcing my stare off Bohdan, who is tugging up the black slip I poured over Isla’s head mere hours ago.

“Your wife, huh?” My sister’s throat jostles, but not with disgust…with⁠—

I suddenly suck in air, and not because Isla’s thighs are on display, but because one of the coils of chain has slackened.

“So?” Ksenia calls out. “The birthmark?”

As I clutch her gaze and she clutches mine, warmth swathes my clammy, aching skin.

“It actually is shaped like our kingdom,” Bohdan remarks. “Incredible. Take a look!”

Timo’s sons rush over to peer at the birthmark, but not Timo and not the woman kneeling before me.

She doesn’t even turn. Because she knows that mark by heart.

She’s beheld it every day of her life.

“Not interested in copping a look?” my little witch asks the Volkov patriarch, her fingers trailing lower. When they bump against my cuffs, her pupils widen.

“I don’t care for demons and don’t believe in fate marks,” Timo sneers.

She hooks the manacle still wrapped around my wrist. “I never thought of birthmarks as divine imprints. Is that how you perceive congenital smudges, Kostya? As symbols of fate?” she asks, basting the iron with her magical blood.

“Yes.” My voice is husky with emotion.

Tiny beads of sweat glisten on her upper lip. She licks them away. “Such a quixotic man you’ve become,” she says, sawing through my cuff. Once done, she presses her hands against my shoulders and stands.

I crane my neck. “Love will do that to a person.”

Her lips tremble. Her throat rolls. She carries a shaky hand to her face and scrapes away a lock that’s tumbled across her bejeweled stare. How I wish the features were hers and not Ksenia’s.

“What did you brother just say, treasure?” Bohdan asks.

Her hand drops to her side and fists air. No, not air…her skirt. “That he’s succumbed to the charms of shifters, just like my misguided twin.”

The train careens to the right, sending everything that isn’t nailed to the floor, skidding. There’s a soft thud, like something dropping. Isla trips, shuffling her feet. I assume it’s to catch herself on the mirrored panel above my head. It’s not.

She’s just slid something between the wood and my body…something which I make quick work of concealing beneath me.

As the train rights itself, so does Isla. Layer by layer, she steels her spine, rebuilding her façade so others will see a pitiless jailor while all I see is my Cauldron-forged angel.

My winged tempest.

My everything.
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Itest my nails to check if they’ll elongate into talons.

Not yet.

Traces of obsidian from the bullet Vance extracted must still be floating through my bloodstream.

Isla Mara Ríhbiadh, talk to me! My father’s resonant voice causes me to flinch and Konstantin, who tracks my every movement through the eye not swollen shut, to frown.

What they’ve done to him and to Izolda fills me with such unadulterated fury that I want to commit heinous crimes.

Tonight, I will.

Tonight, I’ll become the demon the antimorphs already believe me to be.

The yearning to be done with this night—to see my parents, to save my lover and his sister, to wake Lachlano, Aodhan, and Imogen from their paralysis—spurs me to enact my hastily-hatched plan.

I swivel toward Lev’s father, who’s still examining Fake-Isla’s sex. When he traces the shape of my birthmark with his finger, I swear I can feel the violation on my own skin. The rage it engenders numbs the ache in my side and whets my focus. I traipse over to the snoring half-blood and bend over to dig two fingers into his neck.

“What are you doing?” asks the gray-haired man standing over Izolda with his gun barrel all but pressed to the back of her skull.

“Checking that his vitals are still strong,” I lie, ringing the front of his neck with blood and then the back.

Once I connect the semi-circles, I rise, pretend to stumble in order to snatch the fur coverlet from the bed and drape it over my victim. May it absorb the blood that’s about to gush out of his body.

“Think I can fuck her before we kill her?” one of the half-bloods asks. It’s the one who kept the fumes from penetrating into the cabin.

“We do not fuck animals, Vasily,” the older halfling hisses. “I’ve taught you better.”

The quiet rattle of chains makes me glance over my shoulder and pin Konstantin with a look that pleads with him not to spring his chains off.

Not yet.

“I don’t think the great Konstantin Korol appreciated you calling his fiancée an animal, Atsa,” the pervert jests.

Atsa… Could this be the infamous Volkov patriarch? Bohdan’s cousin? Are the five boys—well, four now—his sons?

“Like I give two shits what the poltroon appreciates,” the father grumbles.

I picture toppling his head from the rest of his body.

“Can you all concentrate on emptying the Crow witch of blood?” the old man growls. “This is taking too fucking long.”

“You’re really no fun, Timo,” Bohdan says, drawing the black slip back over my doppelganger’s thighs.

Again, I attempt to coax my talons from my nailbeds. Nothing happens. Blood-magic it will have to be.

I limp over to Izolda, pressing my fingers into my side to collect fresh blood. “How’s my sister?”

“Alive,” Timo grumbles. “Like you asked.”

I shove in between his gun and my friend, wishing I could enclose Izolda in a ward like the one Vance drew on the sleigh, but all I can do is make her invisible.

Invisible doesn’t make one insubstantial. My father’s words stay my hand, leading me to preserve my true identity a heartbeat longer. I turn toward Timo just as the train swerves. Again. I use it to my advantage by feigning unsteadiness.

I flail, catching myself on his thick neck. “Sorry. I feel faint from all the damn blood loss.” I nod to my waist to drag his stare there while I slick crimson from his vertebrae to his Adam’s apple. “I just cannot wait to get my brother’s necklace. It’s going to be a game changer, wouldn’t you agree? Never having to worry about iron again?”

Timo frowns, making me wonder if I’m overdoing the chattiness. Probably. Then again, I don’t give a flying reindeer’s ass, since the male is about to bite the Cauldron.

I prod the wound with my other hand, adding a pained grunt, then wobble on my feet and swap handholds—the hand on his neck goes to the mirrored wall, while the one on my waist rises to the unsoiled side of his neck. Which I soil…liberally.

His thick eyebrows writhe when I paint his mouth to keep him quiet. He jostles the shotgun wedged between us. I shove my front into his to keep the weapon from lifting, and then watch, with immense satisfaction, his neck pucker and split.

I fit my finger over his on the shotgun’s trigger. “Which one of your family members should we shoot first?” I murmur. “The one who suggested fucking me?”

As my identity sinks in, his pupils pulsate. And then he’s turning his head, jaw twitching over a warning he will never be able to shout. The movement precipitates my spell, bloating the beads of blood into viscous drips. Before he buckles, I cut through the gun strap to fully take ownership of the weapon.

“Bohdi!” I screech, jumping onto the bed and getting on my knees in front of Izolda. I shoot at the wall Timo is sidling down, shattering the mirrored panel at his back.

“What the fuck, Ksen?” one of the sons yells.

“A Serpent just attacked Timo! Oh my Gods… He’s coming toward me! Bohdi, do something!”

The color drains from the Faerie’s face. “Where? I can’t see him,” he squeaks as he takes cover behind Real-Ksenia’s chair.

Such a timorous man you are. “Because he’s invisible!”

“Then how do you know where he is?” Vasily asks, gun propped in front of him and aimed at me.

“The floor. You can see his footsteps. He’s right”—I shoot—“in front of you.”

My bullet sinks into Vasily’s chest, bowling him into another brother, who shrieks, “What have you done?”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Dig the bullet out!” It takes everything in me to keep my lips flat. And then I shout, “Careful!”

He jumps, dancing away from his fallen brother. I pull the trigger, meeting my mark yet again. I wonder how long their gullibility will last? Long enough for me to pick them off bullet by bullet? That would be convenient. I glance at Konstantin, who’s watching the whole scene unfold with something akin to amusement.

“Make sure he can’t get to Isla, Bohdi!” I yell, almost wishing my father and grandfather could be here to witness my marksmanship. I bet they’d be quite impressed with my newest skill.

Bohdan whips out his palms and surrounds himself and Ksenia with a wall of fire, leaving the two remaining Volkovs out in the cold.

A smirk tugs at Konstantin’s mouth as he cranes his neck. “Hello, Vance.”

One of the half-bloods swings his weapon in Konstantin’s direction.

My heart stumbles over several beats. I shoot, clipping the enemy in the cheek.

“Isla!” Konstantin screams, jumping to his feet and slitting the last standing half-blood’s neck with the snowflake dagger I snuck him after clipping his chains. “Your chest!”

I drop my chin to peer down at my chest, at a hole in the fabric just beneath my collarbone. That’s not good.

“Holy fuck, you played me!” I hear Bohdan exclaim as Konstantin shoves his dead jailor aside. “What a performance, Miss Ríhbiadh. What. A. Performance. Bravo.”

Bravo? Doesn’t he realize he’s next on my kill list?

I angle the gun in his direction. His wall of fire balloons, impairing my view of him. I flex my finger and shoot in his general direction. Though there’s a click, no bullet flies out.

Shit.

Fuck.

I toss the gun aside just as his fire touches the bedframe and skips onto the sheets. I whirl and roll Izolda off the bed, away from the magical flames. Pain streaks through the side of my body that was struck earlier and I yelp.

I hear my name being shouted as I stumble off the bed and smack into a window. I lift my bleeding finger and draw waves to shatter the glass. All I manage are uneven squiggles that dribble instead of sink into matter.

“Konstantin!” I choke out, trying to spot him through the billowing smoke.

“Release him of his necklace, and I extinguish my fire, Vryna!” Bohdan barks, using my genus instead of my name—indubitably to belittle me.

I wear my heritage with such pride that it only emboldens me.

“Do as he says,” my Faerie King cries out.

My eyes water. My throat blazes. My lungs shrivel.

“Very well,” Bohdan says. “Syncope it will be. I can’t guarantee that Izolda will be alive when you come to.”

“Isla, please!” Konstantin begs me.

Perspiration slicks my neck, matting my borrowed hair to my skin.

“Relieve me of the talisman!” Konstantin shouts over the incessant chime filling my ears.

He mustn’t be healed, otherwise he could’ve rid the cabin of oxygen to snuff out the conflagration or redirect the blaze.

“First, Bohdan puts out his flames,” I splutter.

“You’re in no place to make demands, Miss Ríhbiadh.”

Cauldron, I should’ve fed him my first bullet.

“Pull back your fire,” I wheeze, “and I release Konstantin of his bargain.”

I’m almost surprised when the sweltering wall recedes, leaving behind darkness, ashen corpses, and a cloying stench that turns my stomach.

Though Konstantin’s shirt is in cinders, and his skin, dark with soot, he’s alive. I peer over my shoulder at Izolda. In the glow of Bohdan’s retracted flames, I spy her chest rising and falling.

“Your turn,” says the male who lusts after my lover’s kingdom.

Everything in my chest throbs, in part because of the bullet, in part because of my despair. In Crow, I croak, “The bullet is still inside me. I don’t know how long I⁠—”

“Best be long enough to release Korol of his necklace,” Bohdan singsongs in perfect Crow, “or your fiancé will wake up to a world with one less Crow and one less sister in it. And I’m not talking about Ksenia.”

Larynx aching as deeply as the left side of my body, I sag against the cabin wall, praying that if Vance fell under the spell of the slumbering fumes, he will wake soon.

Konstantin hobbles toward me, using the wall for balance. “Isla, my love”—his voice is scratchy from exertion and smoke inhalation—“I don’t need it.”

But he does, for I cannot live in a world without him.

When he finally reaches me, he cups my cheek. “Let him have it.”

“I’m counting to three. One…”

A sob hiccups through my chattering teeth.

“Shh, Yegmenka,” he murmurs, kissing the tip of my nose. “Annul your bargain and remove the glamour. I want to see your face.”

“Two…” Bohdan drawls.

“I release you of our bargain, Konstantin Korol!” The loathed words streak up my aching throat and score the air.

I pray Konstantin has a plan and the energy to execute it, because I’m fading fast.
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Although my lungs feel as tattered as the crumbling rags cloaking me, I sigh when I feel the bargain flit from underneath my skin. My chest expands with a second ragged exhale when she draws the glamour from beneath her skin.

I lean over and kiss my weeping princess, then press the providential dagger into her trembling hands and pivot toward Zaslofsky.

“Swear that as long as you wear the Cauldron’s talisman, you will not harm Isla, or any other member of my family, and the necklace is yours,” I say, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other as I leave Isla’s side to deliver my necklace.

The fool repeats my words and tags my name to our bargain.

A band cinches around my bicep as I maneuver around one dead Volkov, then another. Once I’m within arm’s length of Lev’s father, I slide my necklace off my head and dangle the chain between us. I expect to feel weakened, but instead, I feel like I could take on the world and come out the victor. My healed hands probably have something to do with it.

“Here you go, Zaslofsky. All yours,” I say, dangling the platinum chain in front of his fiery shield.

Like the greedy snake that he is, he whips out one arm and snatches my cursed offering.

For a heartbeat, I think of what Isla once told me about Meriam being crafty. What if the magic lingers? Even if it does, my bargain will protect the people I love from his ambitious coup, which is all that truly matters.

“Will you still be sharing my medallion with Ksenia?” I ask as I crouch to retrieve Vasily’s gun and proceed to sling the leather strap across my chest.

“Not much point sharing with the dead.” Bohdan hums some little victory tune as though my sister’s existence meant nothing to him…as though his squadron of mutineers doesn’t litter the floor.

“She’s not dead.” Isla’s voice is agonizingly hoarse from Bohdan’s inferno.

I squint through the thinning fire encircling Ksenia and her deranged partner, focusing on the slumped woman—searching for the flutter of a pulse or the twitch of a muscle.

“Probably will be soon, though.” Bohdan snuffs out his flames, plunging the wagon into almost complete darkness.

Only the wall sconce at his back remains intact, spitting light over him and Ksenia. Picking up his tune once more, he unclips his gorget and tosses it aside, then tucks his prize into his cuirass.

“No, because I didn’t use iron,” Isla says as I pivot and catch her lambent stare. “Her fate was not mine to determine.”

I’ve lost so much blood that I teeter as I walk toward her. To avoid making a fool of myself in front of the woman I intend to love until my dying breath, I lower my gaze to the floor to map out every last hurdle.

Something clatters—the dagger. It now shines beside her boots. I whip my head up so fast that my neck cracks in time with my pulse. Why did she drop it? Her cheeks, that are hers again, sparkle with tears that wring beats from my heart.

“I thought you never wept, Yegmenka?” Though I add a smile, my quip merely seems to heighten her sorrow.

The bullet…it must be reaping havoc. I need to get it out of her body before the obsidian powder leaks into her heart and stills it like it stopped Aodhan’s. Perhaps I can blow the blasted thing out with my magic…

She palms her mouth, trembling hard. Trembling is good. Trembling means the igneous rock hasn’t breached her beautiful heart.

“Mimi lied.” Her murmur trespasses the barrage of her blood-stained fingers.

“Doesn’t matter,” I rasp. “The terms of my bargain will keep Bohdan from harming us.”

She blinks wide, wet, violet eyes at me. Gods, I love her. May Lorcan not take her away from me.

“How’s Izolda?” I nod to my fallen sister.

“Sleeping,” she murmurs.

The train shakes. I widen my stance to avoid toppling over the Volkov sons’ carbonized remains. Ugly bastards in life; uglier in death. Every last one of them.

I can’t help but steal one last glance over my shoulder. “Was it worth it, Bohdi?”

“Was what worth it?”

“The death of your relatives. Was it worth my necklace and throne?”

“In the end, only the strongest endure. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Delusional male. Mistaking evil for strength.

When I turn back toward my intrepid savior, more tears are teetering off her lashes and tripping off her still-raised fingers.

I step over Vasily’s brother, circumventing the charred fur hide cloaking his shriveled husk. The instant I reach Isla, I draw her tremulous fingers off her mouth, lace our hands together, and bend over to kiss her.

I love you, Konstantin Korol.

I freeze.

I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you, she chants.

I pull back just to make sure that her lips aren’t moving. Though how could they, pressed as they were against mine? Say something else.

Your talisman did block our mating bond. That’s what I meant when I said Mimi had lied.

I try to swallow past the ball of emotion expanding in my throat. Again. Speak into my mind again.

She slides her hands to my shoulders and presses her unsteady fingers against my bare skin. Can we kill Bohdan already?

I try to smile, but I can’t. For a long minute, all I can do is blink. But then I give my head a soft shake, fling magic at the lock to keep Bohdan from slipping out the door he is advancing toward, and reach one hand up to cup her face.

I caress her feather tattoo with my thumb, then lean over and crush my mouth against hers, snaring both her breaths and heartbeats. Your every wish will be my every command, Little Witch.

To the tune of Bohdan’s annoyed grunts, I sever the delicious kiss and wheel around. The Faerie mutters as he desperately tries to unlatch the lock. For a full minute, I take pleasure in watching his fingers scuttle and blaze, attempting to fight metal with fire.

When he gives it a kick, I spread my palms and pin him, cheek first, to the door like the bug that he is, and then I move closer, gathering the molecules of oxygen around his body and dragging them away.

His lashes swing upward. Heaving, he splays his fingers wide and shoves, knuckles white against the scorched door. With a flick of my wrist, I sweep the snowflake dagger off the floor and fly it into Bohdan’s neck. He gasps, hastening my next endeavor—emptying his lungs of air.

The vessels in the eye tracking my every movement bulge and split, reddening his crazed stare while bleaching his complexion. I snuff out my magic to tow the shotgun out from behind my back. One of his hands jolts to his neck. I think he’s about to rid himself of his necklace in order to fight back, but he merely plucks out the dagger. Idiot.

I cant my head, sliding a smile onto my lips.

“This first bullet is for Salom.” I blast his kneecap clean off. “You really should’ve thought to manufacture your Crow Tranquilizers out of another metal than iron. Granted, the dual-purpose is convenient. Especially at the moment.”

Bohdan’s chin drops in shocked horror, and then he smacks facefirst into the ashen floor.

“Deep breath, Bohdi. We’re not done.” Little Witch, mind lifting your spell from underneath my sister’s skin?

Vance’s spell… Isla croaks. Not mine. The birthmark, the cracked teeth, the pitch of our voices… I wouldn’t have⁠—

Her lack of faith in herself tills my rage. Obviously, I take it out on Bohdan, who’s heaved himself onto his forearms.

“This one’s for my sister. And just to clarify, not the one you planned to coronate.” I shoot out his remaining kneecap.

The blow flattens him against the blackened ground anew.

You just saved my life, Isla. You. Not Vance. You. I clap Bohdan with a gust of wind to roll him onto his back. I want him to watch me end his life.

But first…

“This one’s for my brother-in-law.” I level my barrel with Bohdan’s crotch, sensing Aodhan would appreciate my target.

The fire-Faerie flings out his hands. Though his element gilds his palms, our bargain keeps it from touching me.

Vance is on the train? I ask Isla as I squeeze the trigger and rid the monster of his manhood.

The scream he releases is so shrill, I suspect it just might crack the windows.

Yes. Her feather-light reply is slow to come…laborious, as though it’s costing her energy to push the thought into my mind.

“How?” Zaslofsky chuffs, pants, sobs. “How?”

My upper lip hikes up. “How come my necklace is failing you? Because once removed, it loses its magic.”

His eyebrows bump up.

“Don’t beat yourself up. Only the Cauldron, Meriam, and Isla were aware of this.”

I press the barrel into his sweat-slickened forehead, right in between those peaked brows. “This last one’s for my mate.” Right before flexing my finger, I add, “May you be haunted in the underworld by all those you’ve wronged, Bohdan Zaslofsky.”

His skull explodes, drizzling viscous shards over the mass grave fanned around me—and probably onto my trouser legs. I can’t honestly seem to care.

Just in case the bullets weren’t made of iron, I fly the dagger into his chest with deadly precision, driving it clean through the cuirass. Even coated as they are in soot and blood, the diamonds on the handle gleam in the obscurity like cursed relics.

I’m about to turn around to check on Isla when a groan rises from the woman bound to the armchair.

The one who still wears my mate’s face.

The one whose betrayal cut so deep, it managed to nick the organ no weapon could breach as long as I wore my talisman.

I flick my fingers, dragging the necklace off the hunk of carrion at my feet and fly it over to my sister, gliding it slowly down her stunned face, slicking her skin with Bohdan’s blood.

Once the ornament has settled over her murky heart, I chirp, “Welcome back, Ksen.”


53
ISLA
[image: ]


Isidle down the wall to the melody and sight of Konstantin’s revenge.

Though the wagon is dark and the mirrored panels are crackled and filmed with ash, I see my mate in all his rancorous glory.

My mate.

I have a mate. The Cauldron’s seer spoke the truth.

Did I save him, Behati?

The grind of metal against metal grates my buzzing eardrums. Are we stopping? Are more rebels about to pour into the cabin?

I scoot my lashes as near my browbone as I can manage to stay alert just in case Konstantin needs me. The slow, steady march of unconsciousness broils my chest. I need to get the bullet out.

Using the blood pouring out of my shoulder, I slit through my coat and dress to reach skin.

Skin that has gone numb, for I don’t feel the exploratory brush of my fingers as they poke around the oozing depression.

The wagon goes dark. Then bright. Then dim.

When I blink next, I’m lying on my back, gazing at the ceiling, at the mural that used to be blue with clouds, but that is now black with soot.

Actually, a patch of color remains—one that stretches from me to Izolda. Shoshair would find meaning in the stroke of blue, given that she lives for symbolism. How I wish she were next to me, so that she could infuse the noxious air with her fragrance of lemons and herbs, and my heart with her unfaltering warmth.

I wish my mother were there, too, so that I could curl up onto her lap, even though so little of me fits there anymore.

I think of my unborn brother, whom I cannot wait to meet.

Of my father and grandfather, who are on their way.

Of Naeva, who will surely have plenty to say about my half-baked scheme.

Of Elio stuck in my closet with a personality-heavy Faerie—no, not stuck…safe.

I think of Lachlano. Are you still locked in your body, Lach? Does it hurt?

I try to pick my hand up from where it rests at my hip, but my arm…it feels like the entire train has collapsed over it. Over the whole of me.

Like I’m sinking into the rubble of our battle.

Drowning.

What fate should I give my sister? That voice. That captivating tenor.

It brings me back to the here and now, to him.

My lashes flutter, clashing against the mounting tide of oblivion. I blink at Konstantin’s back, a tapestry of honed muscle, fading bruises, and skin that glows white in the entrenching obscurity.

My moon.

My beacon.

My true north.

Whatever brings you peace, my love. My reply slides into the bond just as another voice nudges my temples—Dádhi’s.

He tells me that he’s almost there. That Lachlano is awake and already on his way to me. That Elio and Sofiya—of all people—managed to extract the tranquilizers. That they’re working on retrieving the ones inside Aodhan’s body. His words must be a figment of my imagination.

A comforting, chemical reaction of my brain meant to reassure me that the pellet won’t keep me down.

May I be wrong.

May it be real.

May…
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As Ksenia takes in the carnage and understands that she’s lost, I ask, “Was it worth it?”

“Fighting for what you believe in is always worth it.” Her eyes rove over Vasily’s unrecognizable form, then beyond him at Isla, whose wisdom has given my appetite for retribution pause.

Whatever brings you peace…

Erasing Alyona never brought me peace. Perhaps because a part of me believed that I could, in time, have guided her back toward the righteous path. But I hadn’t had a choice back then. She’d murdered our father, the king, signing her own death warrant.

I have a choice now, though.

“You said you didn’t want me dead, Ksen, but your admirer did.” I gesture to what’s left of the pompous male.

Her lips thin.

“How about now? Would you have preferred that chunk of flesh bathing in blood to have been me?”

She scoots her attention off the gruesome sight, affixing it to her lap. Her brow pleats when she takes in the black slip that espouses her borrowed body, and then her neck straightens with a snap and she’s squinting past me into a grimy mirror.

“Blood-magic is truly sensational, isn’t it? So…do you wish I were dead now?”

“No. I only ever wished to abolish the monarchy and send you into exile with all your shifter friends. I never meant for anyone to die.”

“Really? Not even Salom?”

“Except him,” she mutters.

Thanks to the sconce filtering light down her back, I catch her fussing with her manacles. Unlike the chain wrapped around her torso, which is carved from black stone, the cuffs are pure iron.

I kick her arms up with wind until I hear the distinct pop of bones displaced from their sockets. She smothers her scream behind gritted teeth.

“What about our niece?” I ask.

“She wanted”—breath—“to kill you.”

Little Witch, did you ever find out what Mestyla wanted with me?

Silence.

“Isla?” I look over my shoulder, my heart going numb at the sight of her clasped lids and motionless chest. I lurch to where she now lies on the floor and sink onto my knees while Ksenia jangles, either trying to reset her bones or to break free. I can’t seem to care.

All I care about is fishing that damn bullet out from beneath my mate’s clavicle. My fingers tremble on the flaps of fabric she must’ve sawed through with her blood. Delicately, I press them apart. My gut clenches, not at the sight of gushing blood, but at the worry that I may be angering the lesion and deepening her pain.

I call on my magic and funnel it into her wound to widen my access. When I spot the glimmer of metal embedded in muscle, I loose a deep exhale and begin to circle my finger, targeting the munition on all sides with steady drafts. Little by little, the iron casing unscrews itself from her flesh.

A torrent of fresh blood surges, floating the bullet out. Once it’s within reach, I pinch the thing. Inspect it. It’s hollow, which means the obsidian powder must’ve leaked out of it. Will her body flush the toxin out on its own? How can I speed up the process?

I press my ear to her mouth. Silence. My heart stumbles. Mutes.

I splay my fingers on her inert chest. Come back to me, Isla. Come back to me.

Come on…

Come on…

Fury bleaches my vision. I lurch to my feet and wheel around, then pound toward Ksenia and clutch her neck. My anger is so monumental that when I lift her, the hefty armchair gains altitude as well. “How do I get the fucking obsidian powder out of my mate?”

I feel her pulse trill my thumb, feel her panicked breaths peck my vibrating jaw.

“I don’t know,” she wheezes. “I d-don’t—know.”

I release her. As the armchair slams down onto the floor, I seize the shotgun at my back and aim it at her stomach. “Should we find out how long it takes to come out of you?”

Tears film her eyes. Which aren’t hers. Gods, I want to shoot them out of her face just to stop seeing them on someone other than Isla.

“I always assumed you were kinder than Atsa,” she croaks, “but you’re exactly like him.”

“You’re right. I am. I will stop at nothing to protect the people I love and the kingdom I call home.”

“Might as well get my execution over with, then, since I’ll stop at nothing to give humans equal rights.”

“They fucking have equal rights, Ksen!”

“They still can’t buy land in Fae districts!”

“I signed the land grant act last week.”

“Well, it isn’t as though they have the money to buy anything.”

“Not yet, but in time, they will.”

“They should be given the land for free.”

“Gods, nothing will ever be enough in your eyes, will it? Why do I even bother trying to reason with someone whose outlook on the world is so bloody hermetic?”

Ksenia’s lids pinch. “You should kill me before Izolda wakes. This way, you can tell her I perished in the crossfire and…”

Words keep leaking from her mouth but all I hear is a new heartbeat—one that is neither hers, nor mine.

“Sorry we’re late,” Vance says, stepping right through the door. “Didn’t expect your sleeping fumes to knock me out quite as fast as they did.” He surveys the scene. “Just glad to have regained consciousness before the others.”

I stare at the male, at his glowing palms. And then I stare at another set of glowing palms.

With a jut of his chin, Vance says, “Mind pointing that thing elsewhere, Vizosh? I would very much like not to dig more shell casings out of my body.”

“Isla…I got the bullet out, but…” I let the rifle settle against my hip, my gaze dragging over Mestyla. Even with amber hair and ebony eyes, I’m struck by how much of my sister dwells in her. “Can you do something to hasten her recovery? Suture her skin or⁠—”

“The obsidian needs to leak out. Elio used water on Lach and Aodhan, which sped up the process.”

The news he brings eases the tautness in my neck, punching in the reminder that her stasis is temporary.

“Perhaps your sister could help?” he ventures.

I gape at him, appalled by the mere thought. “Neither Ksenia’s hands nor her magic are going anywhere near Isla!”

“I meant Izolda.”

I peer at where she lays, half-concealed by the bed. “She’s still unconscious, and her palms need healing.”

“I’ll get to work on that. Come, Mestyla.” After inspecting the damage, he asks, “Iron?”

“No,” I reply.

After slicing through Izolda’s restraints, he blackens her palms with his blood. “Elio’s on his way with Lach and Aodhan. He can tend to Isla once he arrives. They should be here any minute.”

A swallow creaks down my throat. “Once you’re done, can you remove your glamour from Ksenia’s skin?”

“Of course.”

As he works on Izolda, I focus on the girl he ferried back from the underworld. “Did you want me dead, Mestyla?”

“Like she’d tell you the truth…” Ksenia mutters.

I don’t pay my sister any mind, but Mestyla does. She narrows her eyes on Ksenia.

I step in between them to sever the connection and coax my niece’s fathomless stare back to me. “Concentrate on me.”

“No, Mr. Korol. I only wanted to meet you.”

Ksenia snorts. “To slay you, Kostya.”

My niece vibrates. “She lies!”

“I know,” I say.

“She lied about wanting to help me. She lied about who killed my father—it wasn’t Isla. The same way it wasn’t Salom who set fire to my home; it was my own biological father!” Her gaze skips over the corpses.

“It’s that one.” I gesture to the bust at her feet as Vance crosses the cabin toward Ksenia and bleeds Isla’s likeness from my sister’s features.

If only he could bleed Izolda’s likeness as well.

“I’ve never hurt anyone in my life, but, Gods, how I want to hurt you right now.” Mestyla’s glowing palms flicker as she fists her fingers.

“Spoken like a true Korol,” Ksenia spits out through the jagged gaps of her again-ruined front teeth.

“Oh, good, she’s still alive.” Aodhan’s voice flashes through the obscurity.

And then my brother-in-law is there, crouched over his mate. After checking on Vance’s handiwork, he combs a lock of hair off Izolda’s wan forehead, scoops her into his arms, and crosses over to me.

The wagon rattles, shuttling magic into my palms and adrenaline into my veins.

“It’s Lach and the other two,” Aodhan says.

“Two?” I ask.

“Elio and Sofiya.”

My head rears back. “Sofiya? As in Milana’s sister?”

“As in my new favorite family member,” he declares. “After Isla, obviously.”

Words fail me.

A rhythmic clicking resounds on the ceiling—Lachlano’s talons? When it carries on in the corridor, I surmise it mustn’t be talons; a Crow wouldn’t fit in such a narrow space.

I hear Sofiya mention how the train looked loads comelier in shades of blue than in shades of gore an instant before the knob rattles. I unbolt the lock with a flick of my fingers.

“Hello, everyone!” Sofiya exclaims, punching the door into Bohdan’s trunk. A grimace seizes her mouth as she hobbles in on Elio’s arm. “I didn’t think it could smell any fouler in here than it did in the other wagon, but apparently, even I can be wro…” Her mouth remains agape yet stops discharging sound at the sight of the newest shifter. She blinks at Mestyla, then drops her voice to a hiss. “Is it me, or does the she-Serpent resemble⁠—”

I make cursory introductions. “Sofiya, meet my niece, Mestyla.”

“Holy snow gremlins…” Sofiya’s eyes are pitched so wide she looks like someone has just informed her that the sun would wrest its way over the horizon this winter. “Alyona the Antimorph laid with a shifter?”

“Not quite. Elio”—I nod to my mate, who still hasn’t come to—“Isla’s wound could use some cleansing.”

“On it.” He leads Sofiya to the bed before kneeling beside his best friend on the floor.

“Why are you limping?” I ask, my attention divided between the seemingly injured Fae and the woman who holds the key to my soul.

Sofiya hitches up her long skirt, displaying a peg leg she must’ve fashioned with her earth-magic, considering how well adjusted it is. “I’m down half a leg. Courtesy of your mate.”

My jaw clicks as I unleash the full force of my pent-up ire on her. “Stop trying to pass yourself off as a victim! If Isla chopped off your leg, then⁠—”

“She did it to save my life.” Sofiya dips her chin. “Your fiancée and I are friends now. Very good friends.”

I need a minute to process this madness. I take that minute to observe Elio filling my mate’s wound with water that cascades right back out—seemingly darker, though it could just be a trick of the dim light and my desperate optimism.

Little Witch? I whisper into the bond.

Her stillness gnaws on my sanity.

“Is it me, or is Ksenia wearing your necklace?” Sofiya suddenly asks.

“It’s a useless bauble now,” I say.

She frowns. “Are we sure?”

“It graced Bohdan’s neck, and look what became of him.” I gesture to the grisly doorstop.

As she scrutinizes him, she fluffs her soiled skirt, draping it back over her legs. “They sent Timo Jr. with a squadron of assholes after my father. Luckily, Ekaterina equipped my parents with perimeter detectors and powerful weapons. All this to say, your Voshnan devotees have been reduced to orca feed, Ksenia.”

She flutters the emerald fur trim of her floor-length cape.

“Oh, and do you know what Timo Jr. used his last breath for? He used it to tell my parents I was dead. An abominable rat until the end, that one. That whole family, really. If they haven’t been eradicated, I’d like to assist in their permanent removal.”

“You’re looking at the rest of them.” I motion to their carbonized vestiges.

“What about the wives?” she asks.

A deep sigh stretches my lungs. “A problem for another day.”

“Lach offered to give me a ride to my parents’ once he’s done canvasing the tunnel and you’re all home safe.” The slight indent in her scarred cheek dips as she smiles. “They’ll probably assume a Shabbin has given someone else my face when they see me riding in on a Crow.”

“How come you were in the capital in the first place?” I ask.

“Because of your bargain.”

My brow pleats.

“The one where I need to report to you all that concerns your family. I learned that Ksenia”—disgust crimps her features—“was having an affair with Bohdan.”

“I wasn’t,” Ksenia lisps. “I was only using him. I never slept with him. I would never have done that to Lev.”

Aodhan mustn’t fall for her spectacle of decency because he growls, “You scored your sister’s palms. You chained your brother.”

“I pierced Iz’s palms with a copper blade so that Bohdi wasn’t tempted to use an iron sword. As for Konstantin, he wore his necklace…” She glances down at the blood-lacquered chain strung around her neck like a relaxed noose. “I knew he’d heal.”

“You had me shot in the fucking head, Ksen!”

“My command was to knock you out. I didn’t realize they’d do it with a bullet.”

“Is it me, or does it smell like bullshit?” Aodhan leans toward Ksenia and exaggerates a sniff. “Yeah—definitely bullshit.”

She grits what’s left of her teeth. “He was wearing his necklace.”

“Which you planned to steal…” My tone borders on boredom despite the fact that my magic simmers beneath my skin, eager to grind down more than the enamel in her mouth.

Her chin tips at a defiant angle. “After you healed.”

“How noble,” Aodhan sneers. “I’d clap if my injured mate weren’t passed out in my arms, attempting to mend from your compassion, Ksen.”

“What about my death?” Mestyla’s trembling fists drum against her deeply soiled white frock.

Though Alyona dwells in the daggered shape of her features, and her father in the striking fullness of her lips, the girl carries a candor that neither genitor ever possessed. In truth, she reminds me most of Izolda.

Ksenia’s lids flinch. “You’re alive again, Mesty, and more powerful than ever.”

“So, I should thank you for stabbing me and passing me off as a villain?” My niece’s voice gusts through her lips like a ravenous squall, the sort that sinks galleons.

I’ve no doubt she’d enjoy nothing more than to swim my sister out to sea and leave her reckoning to the terrifying creatures that inhabit its sapphire folds.

“All clear!” Lachlano announces, trouncing into the room. Like Sofiya, he does a double-take upon seeing Mestyla. Because he recognizes my family in her traits or because she’s a stranger? “Where’s Ilya?”

“Safe,” I say. “Apparently, Ksenia sent him away so harm wouldn’t befall him. Like she sent away Milana. A shame she didn’t care for her twin as much as she did the others.”

Aodhan fusses with Izolda’s arms, tucking them closer to his chest. “So, Yuri didn’t make a full recovery?”

“Don’t know.” Ksenia’s obsidian chains roll and clink with her shrug. “Don’t care.”

If her handcuffs hadn’t been made of iron, I would’ve skewered her palms. I probably should, for caution’s sake.

A realization knifes my brain, displacing all other contemplations. “The soldiers that went with him…were they in my employ?”

“Yes.”

Aodhan grunts. “Like you can be trusted. Does anyone have salt on them?”

“There’s no point,” I tell him. “Ksenia has been ingesting small doses of iron to counteract the effect of salt. Isn’t that right, Ksen?”

“Fuckin’ A.” Aodhan’s lips curl in disgust. “That means you’ve been preparing your coup for years.” He glances around the grimy wagon. “You fucking disgust me.”

“Not as much as you disgust me,” she snipes back.

When he rocks forward with deadly intent, I hold up my palm.

“Don’t give her what she wants.” I can almost hear Aodhan’s heels grind into the floor as he settles back.

“I can ask Colm and Fionn to pick Ilya up, Vizosh.” Lachlano’s offer cuts through the stifling air like a cool current.

“I’d appreciate that.”

A beat of silence slips by as Isla’s friend morphs into his shadows to transmit the message.

“Will you kill her?” Mestyla asks.

Ksenia’s stare locks with mine, as though she, too, were waiting on my answer.

I recall Isla’s advice to find a punishment that will bring me peace. Ksenia’s betrayal is so fresh that I’ve no idea yet what to do. “I’m waiting for Izolda to weigh in.”

As though she’d heard my urge for her input, my beloved sister rouses with a soft whimper. “Aodhan? Kostya?” Her eyes spangle in the single sconce lighting the cramped space. “Are we…are we alive?”

“Yes.” I drag my gaze over Isla, hunting the air around her body for the vibration of her pulse. If you don’t hurry back to me, I will be obliged to call you Wife all the time. In front of everyone. Even your parents. Even your grandfather.

I will my mate to scoff. To remind me that I no longer wear protection against iron talons. To fill all the murky hollows within me with her bright voice.

Suddenly, from the void, surges a husky murmur, You and your threats of marriage, Your Highness.

I swirl to her and slam down onto my knees beside Elio.

“Thank you,” I rasp, the words scraping up the ragged ramparts of my throat.

“I’m afraid your gratitude is premature, Vizosh. She still hasn’t…”

Isla’s eyes flutter open then, their splendor igniting the shade that consumed my being while she listed out of my world.

A prickling heat swathes my lids and nose. I rein it back, then arch over her body, bowing to her and to the Gods above and to the Cauldron below for blessing me with this transcendent woman.
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“What a welcome committee,” I say, looking from my Ice King, to Elio, to Sofiya, to Aodhan, Izolda, Vance, Mestyla, Lachlano.

“Do you mind staying with Mestyla while Lach flies me and Elio to Immy?” Vance asks me, his undereye circles rivaling the orbs that shine above them.

“Of course,” I say, standing with the help of Konstantin. “Get out of here already. And tell her how much she’s missed out on. She’ll positively hate it and regain consciousness much quicker.”

A tired smile tugs at his mouth. Lachlano’s lips, too, bend, but the frailty of his smile constricts my chest.

“Blasted bullets,” he mutters in Shabbin, throat rolling.

“Blasted bullets,” I repeat in Crow, as Konstantin dips his arm underneath my soiled jacket and curls it around my waist, crinkling the silk I intend to burn this very night.

“Blasted bullets,” Sofiya echoes in Nebban. New words she picked up from Elio?

In Lucin, Aodhan says, “Blasted fucking bullets.”

Konstantin’s fingers caress my waist, a quiet smile tipping his lips as he uses Glacin to rasp, “Blasted bullets.”

“I feel a little left out,” Izolda says as Aodhan finally sets her on her feet.

“It’s the sort of club you want to be left out of, kohanosh.” He binds his arms around her waist.

“Blasted daggers?” Mestyla contributes timidly.

Izolda startles at the unfamiliar voice, then peels herself off Aodhan and squints. “Mestyla?”

Her niece freezes.

Izolda rubs her eyes as though to rub her vision clean of confusion. “Is she…real?”

“Yes, Iz,” Konstantin murmurs. “Our niece is real, and a Serpent now.”

Mestyla slings her attention onto Vance, who’s still patiently waiting on Lachlano and Elio. The older Serpent must sense my poor friends need a minute, because he doesn’t rush them. He uses this minute to reassure his progeny that Izolda won’t hurt her.

“Never!” Izolda’s interjection is all breath.

When he finally departs with Elio and Lachlano, the railcar feels vast and forbidding.

“Any chance we can trial Ksenia elsewhere?” I ask.

“Yes. Let’s head back to the castle.” Izolda squints at the window. “Have we traveled very far from it?”

I think of all the dead bodies littering the halls. Has Konstantin seen them? When his fingers jerk, and his eyes snap to mine, I take it that he hasn’t—but he knows of them now.

I’ve only seen… He inhales deeply, heartache hoarsening his pitch. Salom’s.

I wind myself into his chest and press my cheek against the place where his talisman used to rest. “I’m so sorry.”

His heavy exhale plumes against my black locks, blowing away the clumps of soot tangled into them.

“Never thought I’d suggest this,” Sofiya says, “but any chance we could fly instead of ride the trolley of horrors?”

“I can carry two on my back and one in my talons,” Aodhan offers.

“I call your back!” Sofiya says, bounding off the bed before dropping right back onto the mattress. “Ugh.”

“Your leg!” I exclaim, leaning away from Konstantin.

Sofiya pumps her lashes up and down. “What about it?”

Wait…did I dream cutting it off?

No. She’s just pulling your leg.

I blink up at Konstantin, then grin, Clever wordplay, mate.

Though his smile isn’t wide, it reaches deep. Into him. Into me. Binding us closer still.

“Just need to fashion myself a cane. Actually…” Sofiya’s green eyes spark. “I could fashion a sleigh and some harnesses⁠—”

“We are not flying reindeer,” Aodhan harrumphs.

“It’s not a terrible idea,” I say.

“It depends where we’ve ended up.” Konstantin glances out the windows that give onto pure gloom. “If we’re in the middle of Garaglace, then a sleigh ride will prove tricky. When you flew in, Sofiya, did you use the tunnel, or⁠—”

“The tunnel.” She says just as the ground begins to shake.

Adrenaline floods my veins. What now?

Whatever it is—Konstantin’s thumb sweeps a caress over mine—we’ll face it together this time.
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The vibrations turn into squeals. Thankfully, not human ones.

“Ilya,” Konstantin and Aodhan breathe out in unison.

“Can you stand, Iz?” Aodhan asks. Once she nods, he flashes out of the wagon. A heartbeat later, he’s reshaping into flesh. “It’s Ilya. He’s safe.”

“I told you,” Ksenia lisps.

“You also told us Mestyla was a talisman-hungry bitch,” Aodhan snarls. “Not exactly a source of reliable intel anymore.”

That thins her lips. “I don’t want to see him.” She cuts her glare to her lap, cloaked once again in the lavender dress she must’ve plucked off her sister’s back, seeing as the relics of Izolda’s stripes are the color of wisteria.

“Can’t understand why.” Sarcasm drips from Aodhan’s voice.

She swings her face toward Konstantin. “You said you were waiting for Iz to wake up. She’s awake. Trial me here. End me here.”

“I’ll do it,” Mestyla offers.

“I’ll help,” Sofiya volunteers.

A storm of loathing and hurt shrouds Izolda’s sunny stare. “You’d just be giving her the easy way out. She doesn’t deserve to fade into oblivion. She deserves to look our mother, our brother, our grandparents, our people in the eye and witness the devastation that her senseless ambition caused.”

“Senseless?” Ksenia’s shock reverberates through the rank coffin. “I was trying to bring about change. I was⁠—”

“STOP!” Izolda shrieks, tears bursting down her freckled cheeks. She sweeps them away. “Stop trying to justify your powerplay!”

Aodhan inserts himself between the sisters and turns to cup Izolda’s slender jaw. “Kohanosh, help Sofiya climb off the train.”

“I’m not a cripp—” Sofiya switches her tune at Aodhan’s pointed stare. “Yes, I’m actually in dire need of help.”

The earth-Fae adds a whimper that swings my eyes skyward. But then they slam low as I realize her leg may never grow back—something I might need to tell her. Eventually.

Izolda draws in a sigh that must be heavy with the cloying, bitter scent of death, for she plugs her nose as she heads toward her aunt, gaze firm on the floor.

Walk Mestyla to the train? Konstantin asks. I’ll be right behind you.

I nod. “Come, Mestyla.”

As we travel down the short corridor, she glowers at the varnished baseboards that aren’t drenched in ash and blood. Only in crisp air from the draft curling through the train’s gaping doors.

“How are you feeling?” I ask her as we descend the three steps onto solid earth.

She grimaces. “Not great. You?”

“Good has triumphed over evil,” I say, swirling blood onto my palms to light up the darkness.

“Evil is still alive,” she disputes.

I sigh and take her arm. At first, she stiffens, but then her whole body relaxes.

“Unfortunately, Mestyla, evil will always exist. It won’t always be as loud or pernicious as it was tonight, though.”

As we walk alongside the wrecked train, she says, “I still don’t understand why we have to let her live. She killed me.”

I bite my lip. “I know. She also killed Salom, who was like a father to Konstantin.”

She grimaces. “The big, blond Faerie in the Throne Room?”

“Yes.” My lids color with the gruesome sight of him, and I shudder.

And then I think again of all the soldiers bleeding in the hallways and Ivan’s corpse rotting in my closet. To think we’ll have to return to the castle and face the desolation…

“Any chance your family has another palace, Iz?” I call out.

“Is one not enough?” She draws Sofiya to a stop and turns.

I snort. “You know me and my delusions of grandeur.”

She offers me a sad smile. A smile, nonetheless.

“The reason I’m asking is because there are so many cadavers in the palace that…that it may be best for everyone to get a break from death for a few hours.”

“Konstantin always wanted to build a winter palace, but he hasn’t gotten around to it.”

I arch a brow. “Because the current one is a summer residence?”

“She hasn’t traveled to the north yet, has she?” Sofiya asks.

“It’s that much colder in the north?” I ask as we reach them.

“I got frostbite on my nipples one winter,” Sofiya says. “Wasn’t pleasant.”

The corners of Izolda’s mouth drag a little higher. “Was it the time you went to that Yuletide-skating revel without a coat to prove to Matsi that Duke Whatshisface wasn’t chivalrous and that she should dump him?”

“Yes. Can’t believe you remember.”

“Of course I remember. It’s what brought my parents together. Atsa had a cloak fetched for you and then he gave my mother his furs, so convinced was he that her own weren’t adequate for the weather.”

Both Mestyla and I listen avidly to this anecdote that humanizes the man she probably grew up believing a tyrant. To think the former Glacin King was her grandfather.

“We could go to my house,” Sofiya suddenly offers. “I’d like to see the rest of my family, and there are plenty of rooms.”

“Alexandra could probably also offer us shelter,” Mestyla says.

“Alexandra?” I ask.

“Zubrowa,” Izolda whispers reverently.

“She helped raise me.”

“We heard. Did you ever read her books?” Izolda asks as we start up again and cross over the train tracks toward the glossy train that glows invitingly in the damp murk.

“All of them. They were my most treasured possessions.” Mestyla blinks away tears.

For some reason, my mind dredges up my first sighting of her. She’d had a book in hand. Could it have been one of the Countess’s? I’d assumed it was a revolutionary edict, failing to decipher the title on the spine. If only pride hadn’t gotten in the way of me asking Konstantin to read it out to me.

“When they set fire to the tavern,” she croaks. “I lost almost all of them. I managed to save six, and that was only because I’d taken them out to reread during my stay at Alexandra’s. I hadn’t understood why my father was sending me there, but he seemed so…” Her voice catches. Quiets.

Guilt prickles my chest at the possibility that Svyato sent her away because our visit had alarmed him.

“Was your stay at Alexandra’s a coincidence?” Izolda asks, layering another coat of guilt over my heart.

“No. Atsa said he had to go out of town to meet with an investor.”

When tears fork down her cheeks, Izolda lets go of Sofiya and draws her niece into a tight hug. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mestyla.”

“Thank you,” she croaks.

I catch Sofiya knuckling her scarred cheek. Could the female I believed despicable be weeping?

Sure enough, she says, “My heart isn’t a lump of ice, Isla.”

I offer her my arm. “My family’s coming.”

She quirks a brow. “Is that a threat?”

“No. Just wondering if my new friend’s home can accommodate so many guests.”

“Oh.” She gives her damp skin another knuckle-lash. “I’m surprised you’re asking considering you’ve already toured my place.”

“I took a peek.”

“Mm-hmm,” she murmurs. “You’re lucky we’re friends.”

I squeeze her arm. “I am lucky.”

“A Crow friend…” She shakes her head. “Can’t wait to trade land travel for air travel.”

A chuckle bubbles up my throat. “Like Aodhan pointed out, we’re not domesticated reindeer.”

“Oh my Gods. We should totally domesticate a reindeer!”

“Actually, that does sound kind of fun,” I concede.

“Are my ears deceiving me, Iz, or are Sofiya and Isla plotting to tame wild creatures together?” Ilya’s voice feels like the warmest cloak on the coldest winter night.

“Want to join us?” I ask as he traipses over, his boots crunching on the frozen earth beneath.

“Fuck yeah! Can’t believe you’re even asking.”

Behind him, I spot two soldiers. My heart seizes until I see one conversing with Colm. Not a foe…

“I’m sorry about Yuri,” I tell Ilya.

He tucks his mouth to the side. “His body will eventually recover.” But not his heart… “How’s Kostya? I heard Salom…”

“I don’t think it’s truly hit yet,” I murmur, just as Colm advances toward us.

“I’m sorry for not being there, Isla,” the male Crow says, his voice teeming with onus he has no reason to carry.

I touch his arm. “I’m safe.”

“Have you told your father yet? He’s been…concerned.”

Skies, my poor father! “Can you help Sofiya into the train?”

She tips her head back…and back, eyes bulging with a mixture of panic and awe.

“Colm is a giant teddy bear,” I tell her.

The shifter’s lips kink into a crooked smile. Sofiya gulps.

The instant he’s taken possession of her arm, I soar upward, then fill out into my Crow. Mórrígan, it feels good to shapeshift.

What’s your ETA, Dádhi?

Fucking underworld, ínon. Why are you so intent on testing the limits of my immortal heart?

Wouldn’t be my mother’s daughter if I didn’t keep your ticker ticking.

Can you try to be your father’s daughter and stay the fuck out of trouble for a change?

I grin. Swearing is very ugly and unbecoming of a royal. Oh, and before I forget, I have a mate!

I expect my father to mention his ticker is in even greater peril now, or bemoan his feathers’ imminent grizzling, or chide me for believing Behati.

What I don’t expect is for him to say: I know.

What do you mean, you know?

Meriam told us the day the Cauldron showed Daya the ring on your finger. Apparently, it was one of the reasons she gifted Korol the talisman in the first place. To keep the bond at bay until you came of age.

What?

Fucking what?

And then I recall how she’d wept the day of our fake betrothal, and I shift back to flesh so fast I pound into the earth. Konstantin!

The tunnel amplifies the brittle, harried snap of boots. When he lunges off the tracks, his bare chest is heaving and his skin has acquired a pearlescent sheen.

“What is it? What happened?” His neck swivels left and right, his palms sparkling with magic.

I feel a little guilty for causing him alarm, but I’m so outraged. “Mimi knew! She knew all along!” My lips quake so violently that I finish pouring my indignation into the bond. And then she told my whole family that you and I were mates the day of our boat ride back from Voshna.

Holy fuck, woman. I just lost years of my life. Konstantin rubs his chest, his thumb sliding under the shotgun’s leather strap.

Cauldron, he’s beautiful.

He’s beautiful and mine.

“What did Meriam know?” I hear Izolda enquire as I swarm toward him, half-flesh, half-shadow.

His silver eyes glint, casting tinsel over the soft line of his mouth. Is he smiling? Illogically, his placidity ticks me off further.

“Don’t leave us hanging,” Sofiya says. “Friends tell each other everything. What did your great-grandmother know?”

Their nosiness sloughs off a morsel of my moodiness. “That⁠—”

Konstantin cups the back of my head and slants his mouth over mine, snuffing out my reply and blanking my thoughts.

I link my arms around his neck and sink into our kiss. But then my mind revs right back up. You don’t want them to know that we’re mates?

I want the world to know. His lips move over mine in a devouring caress. I just felt like kissing you first, Little Witch.
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As we emerge into a valley, underneath a sky that flashes but no longer slings hail, Colm, Fionn, Isla, and Aodhan shift into their Crows. I start toward one of the males.

Isla’s voice halts me. Where are you going?

I can be flown now.

I know. Thus, my interrogation.

I was about to climb on a Crow. You know…to do that thing that I can now do.

Even though she’s in bird form, I sense her raise an eyebrow at my snark. Here I assumed you would enjoy riding me best, Mr. Korol. Sexual pun, intended.

What wit, Miss Ríhbiadh. I pivot and start back toward her.

She laughs. The sound of her joy is so beguiling that it makes me gaze up in wonder at the majestic beast. No, not beast…beauty. Isla is only beauty, even with talons and a beak that could rip me from one world and pitch me into another.

Are you certain I won’t be too heavy for your back?

Certain. She crouches and stretches out her wings.

I wince as my boots crush her feathers.

I swear it doesn’t hurt. In truth, it feels rather nice. Like a massage. I love massages, by the way.

My grimace transforms into a smile as I swing my leg over her back and knead the feathers at her neck. Noted.

Best grip them for now. If it gets too blustery, lean in and circle my neck with your arms. And to set your mind at ease, it won’t choke me.

To think I’d dreaded getting a mate and had prayed to the Gods not to give me one. How lucky I was that they hadn’t listened. Or rather, how lucky that my prayers reached them after they’d already sealed my fate.

To think she was mine at birth…

Even though I’m a tad irritated with Meriam for having concealed our bond, I’m also greatly relieved not to have crushed on a babe. Or however long it’s been since the Cauldron selected her for me.

Her wings lift and slam low.

My heart ascends in time with our bodies, scaling up the taut walls of my throat. I’m flying.

Flying.

As the ground grows farther away, and the summit of my mountains, nearer, my trepidation is replaced with a thrill that throttles my heart.

I. Am. Flying.

How…extraordinary.

Not too cold? Isla asks me.

I’m too exhilarated to feel much of anything beyond the buzz of riding the wind and stars. Besides, my brother tossed me a fresh, fur-lined coat, so odds are my blood won’t congeal during my trip to Voshna. 

If it does, I know a surefire way to warm you up, she says.

I smile. Could it involve riding you in skin?

What a deviant mind you possess, my king. I was thinking of dropping you off at the harbor and letting you run the rest of the way. The uphill climb to the Patchenkovs’ manor is a killer. Though she says this with great aplomb, her tone smacks of wickedness.

I much prefer my solution.

She laughs. I will never tire of hearing that sound.

As I run my fingers through her silken barbs, I gaze around me at my chattering family and cawing friends. I notice two more Crows have grown our little murder—Vance flying atop Imogen, and Elio atop Lachlano. Or at least, I assume that’s who the Serpent and the Faerie are riding. I’m loath to admit that I cannot really tell Crows apart in their beast form.

As the land ribbons beneath us, I’m overtaken by a sense of immense peace. One only disrupted by the presence of Ksenia and the absence of Salom. I glance from the prisoner, caged in Fionn’s talons, to the heavens. My throat burns like an inferno as I whisper an apology to the man I failed.

May the Gods have already shepherded his soul to the overworld and reunited him with my father, whom he served with unwavering loyalty. Be at peace, my friend.

I seal my lids against the sting of bereavement that will only worsen once I lower my friend…my general…my second father into the family crypt. How I dread having to fill his station, to sit through meetings without his insight, to walk through my castle halls and visit my people without his shadow at my side.

The gauzy clouds tear as the Crows rip through them with their bladed talons and sweep them away with their great wings. With each mile, the thundersnow rolls farther south, making the horizon flicker. May it abate by the time Isla’s family reaches our shores, so they aren’t welcomed with hail.

I turn my attention back to the ones around me, my ears clasping every snatch of laughter. Sofiya and Ilya haven’t stopped chatting since we took to the skies. The same way Mestyla and Izolda—who share space on Aodhan’s spine—talk, though their conversation is far less animated and joyous than my brother’s.

The only silent one—besides me—is the sister who watches the kingdom she tried to steal. I, too, watch this land draped in indigo, tracing its star-silvered edges and moon-bleached hollows.

My beautiful land.

Mine and Isla’s.

Once our dead are buried and peace is fully restored, marry me, I murmur into the bond.

Her head turns, her amethyst eyes holding the glow of a thousand constellations. I suppose I might as well now that we’re mates. It isn’t as though I can marry anyone else.

My lips curl. Do bench your enthusiasm, mate.

She laughs, but then she sobers. Izolda already started planning our nuptials, though I doubt she’ll have the heart for it in the coming weeks. What have you decided to do about Ksenia?

I haven’t decided.

I drift into my mind, only returning to the present moment when the dense forest thins, giving way to pinpricks of lights that resemble fallen stars. I stare my fill as we approach Dimitri’s cliffside property, which is so vast that all the Crows are able to land in perfect synchronicity.

“How’s your back?” I ask Isla once she’s shimmered to skin.

“I will require much manual stimulation—I mean, kneading, to feel restored.”

With a snort, I splay my palms on the base of her spine and pull her into me. “I will see to it once we’re alone.”

She rolls onto her toes and stamps a kiss on my curved mouth. I deepen it, only pulling away once gasped wails and clacking doors rend the night.

Sofiya’s parents stumble forward, arrowing straight for their daughter. They alternately cradle her face and kiss her cheeks as if to confirm she isn’t a wraith bidding her last farewell. The uprising has done a number on them, crosshatching their faces and hollowing their cheeks.

Even Milana seems to have aged a century as she clasps Ilya and Izolda in a bone-crushing hug and sobs against their shoulders. When she pulls away, she’s shaking. With fury. It ignites her reddened eyes like the rotund moon ignites the scarred property and scattering of combatants.

She marches toward her iron-chained daughter. When her palm flies into Ksenia’s cheek, even I feel the crack of her ire.

My sister teeters but doesn’t fall. Then again, she’s already fallen.

“You are a disgrace. A stain upon our family tree!” Milana’s wrecked timbre makes me glad that my mother was spared the misery of abhorring her own flesh and blood. “I am ashamed to have given birth to you!” Lashes fluttering wildly, she whirls, yelling that she never again wants to lay eyes on Ksenia.

Ilya hurries after his mother, gripping her quivering elbow before leaning in and planting a kiss on her temple and murmuring something that only increases the echo of her sorrow.

I catch Izolda’s stare. Like Milana, tears have dyed the whites of her eyes scarlet.

“Come inside, sweetheart,” Radka Patchenkov says, holding tight to Sofiya’s arm. “Your mother needs you.”

After receiving another kiss from her grandfather, Izolda trails her aunt and grandmother into the lit manor, but then she comes to a brusque stop. I think she’s about to return to yell at Ksenia or inform me of her wishes concerning her traitorous twin’s future, but I’m wrong on all accounts. She retraces her steps to offer Mestyla her hand. Which is so much more than a hand. It’s a family.

That’s what Izolda is giving our niece.

A safe place to land.

Mestyla turns toward Vance, who clutches his mate’s waist in a rare show of intimacy. How tangled my family tree has become. Once he nods, she plaits her fingers with Izolda’s.

“Will you take her back to Luce with you, Vance?” I ask as they vanish into the house.

A sigh jostles the apple in his throat. “I’ll need to keep her close to train her.”

So, that’s a yes. My niece will be leaving. I feel a twinge of sadness at having to entrust her to this new father.

“Though I can keep her close here, if you’ll allow us to stay on. There’s little my mate and I like better than justice, and there’s much justice to be doled out.”

“By justice, we mean revenge,” Imogen clarifies.

The Serpent tows his Crow mate infinitesimally closer. “I think he twigged that, ah’khar.”

“Do we have permission to hunt down the antimorphs, Vizosh?” she asks, one-track minded.

“My permission and my blessing. Especially now that my army has been decimated and my general…” The pit in my throat is so ragged that I think I just may choke on my grief.

Not here.

Not now.

Isla presses her cheek to the hollow place I’m trying to armor. I love you.

I bury my mouth in her hair and absorb her wind-swept essence and her tender warmth until the current of emotions begins to recede.

“Find the king!” The sound leaps from inside Imogen’s jacket, from what I assume is a listening sigil. She slides her zipper down, releasing a puff of sky-blue that pants, “Save the king!”

“Did you drool all over me, Sprite?” Imogen wipes her pale skin while Borat whirls and blinks bloodshot eyes at her.

And then he prods his square jaw that is shiny with saliva. “Um… Uh…”

“Hope you enjoyed your restorative nap between my mate’s breasts,” Vance says, “because it was your one and only.”

“No need for jealousy.” Imogen tsks. “His body was frozen stiff.”

As Borat gives the shifter pair another hard blink, air flows around the lump in my throat, coiling out in a rasped, “It’s good to see you, my friend.”

“Sire!” Borat whirls, wings beating so briskly that they become one with the ambient night. “You’re alive!”

“Yes.” I swallow deep.

He buzzes nearer as though to check it’s truly me. When he whirls on himself with a squint, I realize who he must be seeking out.

Sure enough, he asks, “Where’s Salom?”

I can neither shape the answer nor breathe out his fate.

“He didn’t make it,” Imogen says—softly. “I’m sorry. I know you were close.”

Borat’s mouth becomes a stroke of chalk on his brown face. And then he begins to bob, racked by soft sobs that impale the organ in my chest further onto my ribs. When he dips, Imogen slides her palm beneath him.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t save him,” she murmurs as he lands. Crumples. He drags his legs into his chest and buries his face against his knees.

“His murderer—Bohdan Zaslofsky—is dead,” she says, which makes him peek at her. “But I believe a few of his coconspirators got away. Though I’ve committed most of their faces to memory, I’d love your help hunting them down.” When his tear-bright gaze slices to me, she adds, “Your king has granted us permission to seek revenge.”

Borat gapes at her, then at Vance, then at me. He sniffles, then presses his brown locks back and tips up his chin. “All right, but just so we’re clear, I’m not a pet.”

Imogen snorts. “I called you Sprite not Pet. But I like the ring of it. Pet.”

“You call me Pet, and I call you Big Bird.”

The corners of Imogen’s mouth reel. “As long as you call my mate, Big Serpent, you have yourself a deal.”

Isla huffs out a laugh that she unsuccessfully tries to smother against my chest.

“Big Bird,” she gasps in between two peals of laughter.

And then she’s tossing her head back and pouring the magnificent melody into the crisp night. Into my crackled soul.

When Borat smiles, I find myself returning it.

Suddenly, Isla stills. My heart clatters, until I notice shadows and wings stirring the indigo. Her family lands like hail pellets, pounding into Patchenkov’s property.

Isla spins away from me and skips toward her father, pitching herself inside his already open arms. Her relieved sob splinters me anew. I suddenly hate that the Cauldron entangled her in a battle that was never hers to wage.

If only it had never shown her family the prophecy.

If only Behati had kept it a secret…

I didn’t come here because of the Mestyla-prophecy. I came here because of the mate-one. I came here because Behati told me that if I didn’t cross paths with my mate at the Jubilee, then he would die. I didn’t want to lose him, she tells me as she peels herself from her father to hug her hulking grandfather. I didn’t want to lose you.

Justus, who flew in with the Crows, is the first to come toward me. “How are you holding up, son?”

At first, I think he’s addressing Vance, but his son and Imogen have stepped away to greet the others.

Heat cripples my lids while a chill gnaws at my spine. I gape at Justus, his visage transmuting into another’s—one with blond hair and brilliant amber irises. The last to call me son.

By a thread, I think. That’s how I’m holding up.

I keep the reply at bay, for if Salom taught me anything, it was not to show the chinks in one’s armor. Not even to one’s allies.

Isla’s gaze presses against my puckered brow.

I don’t want your pity, Little Witch. Only your laughter and your love. I straighten my neck, roll my shoulders back, thin my lips. Never your pity.

I hear her sigh as I thank Justus for coming, before stalking past him to greet my father-in-law. As I approach, I hunt his gaze for dissatisfaction. And hunt… Oddly enough, though, I find only reluctant acceptance and strategic empathy as he nods toward Ksenia.

“There’s no worse pain than the betrayal of someone you would’ve succored from the fires of the underworld,” he says, crossing his arms, which makes his leather sleeves creak from the strain. “Luckily for me, I only had to live through it once, and luckily for the world, I had five centuries of imposed meditation to cool off.”

“Cool off, you say?” Isla quips, squeezing in between us and collecting my hand.

A smile twitches at the corners of Lorcan’s mouth. “It gave me perspective.”

What I wouldn’t give for a little perspective of my own…

“Isla mentioned you haven’t decided what to do with the traitress,” Cathal says, parking his mammoth frame beside me.

“What would you do?” I ask.

“What would she hate the most?” Lorcan asks.

Without hesitation, I answer: “Living.”

“In a cell, right?” Isla asks.

“Yes,” I reassure her. “A heavily guarded and warded one.”

“Daya has boarded a ship with Fallon and Arin. Once they arrive, she’ll help you ward your prison,” Cathal says.

“They’re coming here?” The eagerness sparkling in Isla’s voice warms my chilled blood.

“Do you really think they could’ve stayed away?” Lorcan murmurs.

As she frets about whether traveling is safe for her mother, her grandfather mutters, “Careful about false repentance, Korol. We had some unpleasant surprises in Shabbe.”

I stare steadily at Ksenia, who stares steadily ahead of her, at no one and nothing. “I don’t care for her repentance.”

“But what will you do if she offers it to you?” he challenges me.

I will grant her wish to fade from this world… I’m so ashamed of my thought that I cut my eyes to the star-riddled sound stretching toward the capital and toss it far.

Drown it.

Isla squeezes our palms together.

I suddenly hate that she can see into my mind…that she can touch the cruel fabric of my soul. I try to pry my fingers from hers and put a little distance between us until the noble king prevails over the monstrous one, but her grip tightens.

And then she’s pivoting to face me. Never walk away from me, Konstantin Korol, for I have wings.

Her threat to leave gives my self-loathing and embarrassment pause.

Oh, I wasn’t threatening to fly away. I was reminding you that I’d hunt you down and carry you back to sanity. Or just dangle you above a few hungry orcas until you stopped pining after oblivion. You don’t belong in the abyss. You belong above it. Between land and sky. With me.

Lorcan snorts as though he can hear his daughter scolding me. I suddenly wonder if he can. Or worse, can he read my thoughts now?

No, she says. Dádhi cannot read your thoughts or participate in our asides. He’s just very familiar with my brand of stubbornness.

Sure enough, Isla’s tenacity sinks it claws into my soul and reels it out of its wallowing.

“Where are our manners, Cathal? We didn’t even go say hello to the prisoner.” Lorcan’s voice glides through the night like a sharpened dagger.

“According to Daya, I have no manners,” Cathal grunts.

Isla snort-laughs, then pats his big arm and reassures him that he is loved just the way he is.

Before trekking toward Ksenia, the male says, “Good luck, Korol. And I don’t mean ruling your kingdom.”

“He means being ruled by my daughter,” Lorcan elucidates, as though I could’ve arrived at another conclusion.

Isla rolls her eyes as the two terrifying males stalk toward my sister.

Though their pitches were flat, I didn’t miss either’s barely-veiled glee that the Cauldron has matched me—the Ice King—to a girl that embodies fire.

No, not fire…

The very sun.

Isla tilts her chin higher. Woman, not girl.

I bow my head lower. Did I say girl? I circle her waist. I meant, wife.
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While Konstantin and his family buried their dead—some in the earth, some in the ocean—we, Crows, ripped the bone trench off its tracks and flew it far out to sea.

Ksenia was imprisoned deep inside a mountain, her cell warded with a blood-key that only my mate possesses. Konstantin wanted Taytah and Mádhi to give me access, but I refused, worried I may someday be tempted to pay Ksenia a visit and grant her asylum in the underworld.

For a fortnight after the funerals and incarceration, as the kingdom and its king mourned, time slowed. But then schools, restaurants, and shops reopened. Troops of thespians returned to their stages, while other sorts of troops were trained and dispatched to every corner of the empire to preserve the fragile peace with equanimity instead of brute force.

Ilya, Imogen, and Borat spearheaded the creation of a centralized intelligence bureau. Their first order was locating the revolutionaries that partook in Bohdan and Ksenia’s attack. Their second order was unearthing and confiscating all air-propelled weapons. The task was monumental.

Vance trained Mestyla and introduced her to the orcas. He introduced many Serpents to the orcas, including Naeva and the others—by others, I mean Antoni who was back in Glace. They’d disembarked from the same ship that had carried my mother and grandmothers to Glace.

Aodhan became Commander of Glace, which predictably induced discontent amongst the population. The position of general has yet to be filled.

And me… I’ve spent the last two moon cycles with Sofiya, Elio, Lachlano, Izolda, and Naeva touring cities and towns, not to spellcast but to introduce ourselves. Progressively, people’s displeasure softened into wary reluctance. The younglings were the swiftest to accept us, oohing and ahhing when we’d visit their classrooms to teach them about ourselves, our customs, and our magic.

What truly won them over were the sky rides. It didn’t win their parents over, though. Most were terrified, but day by day, ride by ride, city by city, village by village, their terror waned into something akin to wonder.

What did help was Sofiya and Elio’s presence—Sofiya because she was a reformed antimorph and extremely vocal, and Elio, because he was sweetness personified and had round ears. We were an odd little troop, made even odder by our newest member, Mr. Jingles, our reindeer.

Yes, we’ve domesticated a reindeer. The creature follows us everywhere. He trots beside us when we stroll through city and village streets, sups wherever we sup—be it at the castle or in restaurants—and flies whenever we fly. Each time he leaps into the air and flits his stubby, furred wings, I’m filled with admiration. He cannot stay airborne for long and refuses to be ridden, though Sofiya hasn’t given up hope on that front.

How she basks in the attention that domesticating a wild creature has won her. While Elio basks in her loudness and confidence. We don’t tease him about his crush. We don’t even mention it. We watch, though. Mostly to make sure he doesn’t get hurt since Sofiya is still engaged to the Nebban half-blood, who’s yet to journey to Glace like she’s yet to journey to Nebba. I expect the betrothal to be called off at any minute.

Did I mention her leg was growing back? The relief I’d felt when she announced needing to shorten her peg leg had been so heady that I’d walked straight into a door. Unfortunately—or rather fortunately—Lachlano had been present at the time of the incident. How he’d hooted… It had been his first true laugh since the failed coup.

Zia Syb, who visited with Mattia and Phoeppa last month, took an instant loathing to Milana’s sister, which only magnified when Mádhi mentioned how alike they were. If only I could’ve bottled the startled-owl look on Zia Syb’s face… Unsurprisingly, from that moment on, Phoeppa has teased her relentlessly about their twin characters. Unsurprisingly, Zia Syb has not appreciated it one bit.

The castle that rang and smelled of carnage two moon cycles ago now rings with laughter and smells—most days—of damp reindeer fur. Mr. Jingles has even become an honorary member of Izolda’s book club, which Sofiya joined before Izolda even finished voicing her invitation.

Lachlano and Elio aren’t official members, even though they read all the books—chiefly for my benefit, since my mate has so little time for storytelling these days.

What little time we do have with only each other, we spend discussing our days, our qualms, and our little successes, and, of course, getting better acquainted with every inch of the other’s body.

As I wait in the Great Hall for Konstantin and our patchwork family to gather, I stare up at the bright and unique ceiling candelabrum that Izolda and Mestyla designed together using a misprinted romance novel the Countess had wanted to toss out.

They blew life back into it, cutting out all the pages and adding bold strokes of paint onto them—landscapes, flowers, Crows, Serpents, snowflakes—before stringing them beside hand-blown glass orbs like rigid garlands. The project had taken them weeks and created such a strong bond that one would think Mestyla had known her aunt for her entire life.

Lachlano, Elio, and Sofiya are the first to join me, Mr. Jingles in tow, of course.

“I just have to ask, Sofe…” Lachlano pulls his dreadlocks free from the collar of his leather jacket. “Can you hear Jingle’s thoughts?”

His comment doesn’t only win him a glower from the Faerie; it earns him a mouthful of earth-magic, which Elio liberally sprinkles with some water-magic. Lachlano gags, then hacks. Each time he manages to cleanse his tongue, the two Faeries fill his mouth anew.

I laugh so hard that I get a side stitch and tears trundle down my cheeks, surely messing up the stripes I matched to my outfit tonight—violet. Konstantin’s favorite color.

Speaking of my mate… As he emerges from the Throne Room stairwell, his brow arches at the scene before him.

“Do not fret, Kostya”—I’m fine with Sofiya’s nickname for him now—“the pile of dirt isn’t reindeer droppings.” Sofiya pulls a treat from her evening bag and holds it out to Mr. Jingles, who munches on it as though he hadn’t just eaten an hour ago. At the rate she’s feeding him, he won’t be able to fly soon.

I just start to contain my mirth when Ilya quips that his aunt has given new meaning to the threat of “eat dirt.”

I giggle again. I’m still skimming my lashes of tears when Konstantin and I reach the esplanade.

He sweeps my cheeks with his thumbs. Have I ever mentioned how much I love the sound of your laughter?

A boon, considering how often you’re subjected to it.

Blessed with it.

He bends low and fits his mouth over mine.

As flurries swirl around us, melting against my flushed cheeks, I murmur, I can’t wait for tomorrow.

And I can’t wait for the rest of our lives, Little Witch.
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I don’t sleep that night, my mind abuzz with excitement.

Today is the day we journey to Shabbe for the first leg of our nuptials—the blood-bind. The ceremony that will give Konstantin access to my blood-magic. Although I realize that spellcasting won’t make him impervious to iron and that he can already do tremendous things with his air-magic, I’m glad to provide his bow with one extra string.

Unlike Ilya, I don’t believe that a bow with too many strings is only useful to make music. I suspect he keeps the debate alive only because it ruffles my feathers and spurs me to challenge him in the training room. Ilya loves play-fighting and ruffling feathers.

Yuri, who was brought to the castle to convalesce, explained that it’s Ilya’s way of showing his affection. Although the governor had finally awakened, a part of me thinks he would’ve preferred not to.

He’s not coming today, too broken in heart and spirit to celebrate nuptials. Neither are Ilya and Aodhan, even though the reason they’re staying behind is to ensure the safety of Glace while Konstantin is away.

As I lay in one of our two beds—Konstantin and I have kept separate rooms, but we never sleep apart—I watch snow collect on the skylight that I forgot to shield behind a curtain when I sunk into bed and Konstantin sunk into me.

Like the flakes above, Bisnonno’s words from many years ago gather behind my temples: “My Little Island, it’s a grave misconception to believe that the end of a war is concurrent with the beginning of peace. A chasm exists between the conclusion of one and the advent of the other. One filled by a succession of battles—some of body, some of mind. It is those victories that bridge the chasm, one stone at a time.”

I’d liked the imagery but hadn’t truly grasped its meaning until now.

Too restless to remain horizontal, I inch away from the male spooning my backside. I think I’ve succeeded not to wake him when his fingers spread on my stomach and drag me back into the warm crook of his body.

You should try to sleep some more, I murmur into the bond.

He so rarely has a full night’s rest these days.

His fingers travel south, cupping my sex, and then begin to stroke. Apparently, he has other ideas than restorative slumber. I go soft against him while he grows hard against me.

When he dips a finger inside of me, I move against his thickening erection. My thighs slicken with my anticipation while my ass dampens with his. Without turning around, I reach for him, then guide him into my slit. His chest rumbles as he sheathes himself in deep.

Skies, I love that sound. Love it almost as hard as the feel of our bodies fusing. Of our hearts syncing. Of our souls melding.

The arm that he propped under my neck in sleep, curls, and he caresses my breasts, all the while stroking my tingling bud and pumping his hips.

What else do you love? He kisses my neck.

You. Everything about—I swallow as heat gathers low in my belly—you.

I cry out as my orgasm rockets through me with the force of a thousand hailstones.

I burn, blaze, glitter. The embers of my climax bob through my bloodstream like votive candles as he continues to caress…to rock.

Soon, their wicks crackle and flare anew, their fire so bright it blanks my vision and sends me spiraling right back into that place made of blazing ice, wild wind, and fated love.
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An hour into our southbound flight, the horizon shucks its cobalt cloak for a frock of quartz and gold. Colors I haven’t seen in months. They gild my mate’s onyx feathers and enrich her violet irises.

From where I sit astride Colm’s back, I fill my eyes with the sight of her carving across the canvas of dawn. She is so majestic. All Crows are, but there is something otherworldly about Isla. Something ethereal. Precious.

She is the air in my lungs, the magic in my blood, the singular point around which I orbit. She is laughter on the wind and moonlight on the water.

Practicing your vows? she quips.

I’m so entranced that the only thing I can manage is a swallow. I cannot bend my lips into a smile or bend my thoughts into words. Aside from the ones I’ve been tossing at the Cauldron, begging it to deem me worthy of staying Isla’s mate.

She drifts closer, her bejeweled stare scrolling over me. Konstantin Korol, I know you don’t always trust the women in my family, but please trust me when I tell you that we’re headed to Shabbe for a blood-bind, not for a reckoning.

As the brisk air engulfs itself into my bound locks, ravaging the braid she wove for me before leaving Glace, I sigh. I know.

My tonality, it appears, is too weak for her liking. I can tell by the way she keeps pace with Colm during the rest of the trip, stealing glances at my expression every time I look elsewhere than at her.

By midday, the Kingdom of Crows burgeons on the horizon, cracking through the surf like a serpent…swelling…spilling. The colors are so bright they’re almost painful to behold.

Although I don’t envy Lorcan, adoring my kingdom of aquamarine ice and emerald forests, of sapphire oceans and diamond snow, of black sand and russet timber, I sometimes worry that Isla will find its palette lacking, having grown up with so much more variety.

Who would have ever thought that the formidable Ice King could be riddled with so many insecurities? she muses. I love you and your kingdom.

My ribs unclench just the slightest bit, allowing the organs beneath to fill with blood and breath. Our kingdom. All that is mine is yours. All that I am is yours. All that I will ever be is yours.

I hear her scrape in a rickety breath, and then she’s fragmenting into her shadows and swirling toward me, reappearing in skin on Colm’s back, knees notched against mine, lambent gaze fastened to mine. She loops her arms around my neck and draws my mouth to hers. I let go of Colm’s feathers to trap her waist.

Do you know that I’ve never kissed someone in midair? she says.

I’m honored to be your first.

She smiles. Too soon, her body loses its solid edges, only to recover them anew, this time tucked in between my thighs, her spine to my heart, her cheek cradled against my throat.

“Is it not too much for Colm to carry us both after such a long haul?”

“No. I checked. I didn’t want him listing.” After a beat, she says, “I would’ve caught you.”

“Glad to hear it.”

I circle her waist with one arm, keeping my other hand on Colm’s scruff. The trip to Shabbe winks by. Too soon we’re diving past its pink ramparts with its upside-down waterfalls and descending toward its scooped heart.

The heart of our entire world.

When we land, Isla’s family is already gathered in the courtyard. I thank Colm before he joins his mate, who carried Elio, while Lachlano carried my sister. I shed my coat, draping it over the extended arms of a Shabbin attendant, whose nose wrinkles at the brush of white fur.

What a fucking idiot I am. Wearing fur in a land where animals are so sacred that they’re never hunted. Not for their meat. Not for their hide.

“Sorry,” I tell the man in heavily accented Shabbin.

His eyebrows gather on his sun-burnished skin.

“For wearing…” I nod to the garment.

His reply is so brisk that I only glean two words. Animal. Use.

Isla fishes my hand from where I’ve balled it at my side and pries my fingers wide. “He says that if the animal hide is put to noble use, then the creature did not die in vain.”

“That’s comforting, though I still regr… When did you have time to change?”

“While you were gawking with great trepidation at the Cauldron.”

“I was not—fine. Yes. I admit I’m a tad frightened by it.” I drink in the shimmer of my mate’s racy gown. “You are wearing a dress, right? The diamonds aren’t pressed to your skin?”

She tosses her raven locks off her shoulder, then hooks a finger into what I imagine must be fabric, even though it resembles a second layer of skin. “Phoeppa designed it. And no, it’s not some human hide pricked through with sky-blue rhinestones; it’s extremely stretchy fabric.”

“Great Mórrígan, look at you,” the designer in question claps as he walks over, wearing head-to-toe citrine. “Stunning. A jewel of the north.” He leans over to kiss her cheeks and murmurs, through a large smile, “Your father positively hates it.”

Isla laughs, then knocks her head toward me and says, “I’m not entirely certain that my mate likes it either.”

I like it, I growl, my blood warming, and not because of the sun sloshing over us.

Isla arcs a brow.

I merely hope your parents cannot tell how much I like it.

She grins.

“It’s stunning, Phoebus,” I tell him. “A work of art, just like the woman wearing it.”

The tall blond Faerie fans himself. “Swoon.”

Meriam and Fallon swish toward us in gowns as pink as their eyes. Fallon embraces her daughter, her stare glittering like Isla’s strategically-placed rhinestones. As they hug, I check that all strategic places are well and truly covered.

“Are you ogling my granddaughter’s behind?” Cathal’s deep grumble rolls across my shoulders and pinches my neck.

“She’s my mate.”

He languidly strokes the head of a black feline tucked in the crook of his arm. How surprising to witness such a big man with such a delicate pet. Then again, I suspect even a tendu cub would appear delicate nestled in Cathal Báeinach’s arms.

“Still my granddaughter.”

I hold his challenging stare, then sigh. “If you must know, I was checking that her dress wasn’t missing any crystals.”

“Ah. Her father’s doing the same.” Cathal smirks while his little feline friend purrs in contentment.

I snort as I glance in Lorcan’s direction, finding him listing toward Behati, deep in conversation with both the seer and the Shabbin Queen. The Crow must feel my stare because his golden irises fix on me before venturing toward the Cauldron and finally toward his daughter. The frown that pleats his brow feels like a fork wedged between my ribs, scraping at the drumming muscle within.

“Welcome, Konstantin,” Meriam says, clasping my head and stare.

The first time she’d touched me, I’d jolted. But then Isla had explained that her great-grandmother’s plan was to deliver a blessing. So I’d relaxed and was blessed.

I probe the Shabbin’s expression for agitation as she murmurs, “You will scale to great heights today.” 

I’m so concentrated on her face that her words only register once she’s released me and is walking away.

What did you get? Isla asks.

That I will scale to great heights today, though considering the way your father is looking at me, I’m a tad worried about what will happen once I reach this lofty altitude.

You. Are. Safe.

Am I, though?

“Approach the Mahananda, children,” Behati says.

“Children,” I scoff as Isla threads her arm through mine.

“Compared to her, even you are a babe,” she says, her tone not quite as smooth as usual.

As we walk, I concentrate on the pulse point at her neck, which quakes with brisker beats.

Did your father say anything?

What?

You weren’t nervous before…

I’m not nervous. She smiles. I’m excited. Stop projecting. And stop being nervous.

Easier said than done. What if the Cauldron cancels our mating bond? What if it steals my magic…or worse, Isla’s magic? What if⁠—

“Before we proceed with the blood-bind,” Zendaya says, “the Mahananda would like to see you and Lorcan. Together.”

Meriam was wrong. I’m not about to scale to great heights; I’m about to plummet to great depths.
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My poor mate hardens to ice beside me.

I try to offer him comfort. “From what I’ve heard, it’s actually very relaxing once you’re inside.”

The side-eye he slants me would’ve made me chortle had tension not nibbled at my heart. Yes, I lied. Shoot me. I take that back. I never want to get shot again.

Why am I nervous? Because the last time my father went inside it, it stripped Mádhi of her magic.

Do not go there, I chide myself.

Konstantin has never acted against the Cauldron’s wishes. Even when he removed its present from his neck, he did it to save his sister and me.

My mate’s heart is pure and noble. I look over at Mimi, who stands between Bisnonno and Agrippina. She wears a smile. If she smiles, then nothing bad is about to happen. Right?

“Should I go inside as well?” I ask, still gripping Konstantin’s arm.

“No.” Taytah pushes her long pink braid off her shoulder. “Just Lore and Konstantin.”

My mate’s chest lifts with a fortifying breath that fortifies neither him nor me, then slips his arm out of my clammy grip. “After you, Ríhbiadh.”

“By all means”—my father uncrosses his arms—“you go first. It’s your big day, after all.”

My mother shakes her head as she parks herself at my side and twines one hand with mine, resting the other on her rounding abdomen. “For two ruthless leaders, you’re acting awfully squeamish.”

My father arches a brow before dematerializing and reappearing on the Cauldron’s mirror-like surface. Green tints Konstantin’s spectral complexion as he steels his spine and steps onto the hard surface, stopping a foot away from my father.

Suddenly, they sink.

My lungs burn from the rapid flux of air sluicing through me. “Do you know what’s about to happen?”

“No one knows,” Shoshair murmurs, coming to stand beside my mother, dark eyes refracting the metal-tinge of the Cauldron.

“All it showed Behati was that our mates had to head inside together,” Mádhi explains. “And all it told Amma was that it was a present.”

“A good present or a bad present?” Izolda asks, stepping up beside me, rubbing her collarbone.

I reach out my free hand to clasp hers. Her icy fingers fold over mine and squeeze.

We hang on to each other as time crawls by like a cursed hourglass with forever-regenerating grains of sand.

Konstantin? I rasp into the bond.

Silence.

What feels like a whole hour ticks by before a ripple forms on the surface of the Cauldron.

Then another. And another.

And then the source of all magic is buoying my father and mate up. I scour them for physical alterations, but their features are unchanged—my father, still all dark, rugged angles; my mate, still all pale, bladed ones.

Remembering that I share a bond with Konstantin, I all but scream into his mind: What gift did you receive?

The corners of his mouth edge upward into a smile that catches on his lashes and sinks past his pupils, giving his stare the patina of polished silver.

At least he can still hear me. I think. Right, you can⁠—

Yes, Little Witch. I can still hear you.

Relief swerves through me but so does curiosity. Please tell me before I expire!

You’re immortal. You will never expire.

This is not the time for⁠—

So am I now. Immortal. He speaks the word with great reverence.

“What?” I whisper-croak-shout, tearing my hands out of Izolda and my mother’s to cover my mouth.

“What?” Izolda hisses, complexion rivaling Konstantin’s upon hearing about his summons for an enchanted dip.

My mother’s mouth rounds around a trembling, “Oh.”

“What?” Izolda repeats, shrilly this time.

My father nods to Konstantin. “Why don’t you show them?”

My heart beats out of my chest as I picture him asking one of the Crows to try and behead him with an iron talon.

“No! Please! N-N-No demonstration.” Dread coils around my neck, suffocating me. “I d-don’t think my heart c-can…”

The contours of Konstantin’s body begin to glimmer, to blur. And then like a snowball tossed at a glass wall, he explodes into a million flurries that swirl toward me before reshaping.

Into him.

“Holy Gods, Kostya!” Izolda gasps. “What—what was—The Cauldron transformed you into a…a…a yeti?”

He cocks a black eyebrow. “A yeti?”

Phoeppa coughs a chuckle into his fist that wins him Zia Syb’s elbow in the ribs and a hissed, “This is a solemn moment.”

Instead of quieting him, his head falls back on booming laughter that Lachlano and Agrippina reciprocate.

“Just so we’re clear”—Konstantin spins on himself to make eye contact with all—“I am not a yeti. I am a literal Ice King. I can now freeze someone’s internal organs and carve them up—no chisel required. I can also stream through the air for as long as I wish in flurry-form.” He slides one of his fingers beneath my jaw until it’s aligned with my chin and bops it.

He can freeze people! Freaking freeze internal organs! I am a trillion percent certain that if he lets go, my mouth will go slack once more. Does it kill them?

If they’re human and half-blood, yes.

And the others?

They remain ice sculptures until I decide to thaw them.

Even Crows?

Yes.

Ho. Ly. Skies.

His throat bobs. I can now protect you, Isla. I can now protect my people.

You could already do that.

“I can do it better,” he rasps, drawing my hands off my mouth.

“Do you also transform into a yeti, Lore?” my grandfather deadpans.

“Not a yeti,” Konstantin grumbles, which makes a startlingly wide grin flock to my grandfather’s mouth.

“Is your father about to laugh?” Elio whispers to Naeva from right behind me.

“I think he might be,” she murmurs. “I’m alarmed.”

“Don’t keep us hanging, Lore,” Bisnonno chides him. “What present did you receive?”

My father ambles atop the Cauldron’s now-impenetrable surface. “Crows were granted a new—as my mate calls them—party trick.”

When all he does is stare adoringly into my mother’s eyes, I snap, “My love for suspense is only equaled by your appreciation for snow, Dádhi.”

He grins…just fucking grins.

I’m about to hiss at him when Shoshair asks, “What did the Cauldron give us, mach?” It might very well be the first time I’ve ever heard her call him son in public.

“We can now transform willing participants, or unwilling ones, I suppose—let’s just call them deserving participants—into Crows.”

Gasps and low, awed murmurs surge from the many observers.

“How wondrous…” Shoshair’s chest dips, while her gaze takes on a faraway gleam.

Is she thinking about my grandfather, my mother, or about the lines of volunteers that will form once Dádhi’s new power is made public? Will there be volunteers? I suppose Taytah did have a few. And then I wonder if my mate can make more Ice People?

The Cauldron didn’t tell me, but I’m guessing I will need to earn the gift of making others, Konstantin says. I imagine that our children will possess my power, though.

The Cauldron told you that we’ll be able to…to…? I lick my lips.

His palms, that are marvelously cool now, settle on the small of my back, atop a sprinkle of rhinestones. I’m no longer just a Faerie and you were never just a Crow.

“How do we do it? How do we make others?” Jaytair is no longer grinning like a sprite with an unattended treasure hoard. “Tell me we don’t need to lick anyone…”

Agrippina rolls her onyx eyes. “We lick because our tongues have healing properties, Cathal. Not because we have a passion for lapping blood.” With a smirk and a toss of her long blue hair, she adds, “Well, most of us.”

“Who the fuck has a taste for blood?” my grandfather growls, seemingly primed to pitch that Serpent out of Taytah’s den and possibly into the Cauldron.

“Agrippina…” Taytah sighs, wresting a startled Cruaih out of Jaytair’s arms and setting her down. The feline scampers straight toward her second favorite person—Naeva. “Must you always rile him up?”

Oh, the joy that seizes Agrippina’s face…

“So, how’s it done, Mórrgaht?” Imogen asks.

My father’s initial happiness declines. I only understand the reason for this when he says, “By mixing our bloods, once a person’s heart has stopped. Blood and heart must remain in the body, though.”

Since Shabbins can only expire when stripped of blood, my hopes that he could remake my mother into a Crow wither.

“You can make Crows, Lore.” The quiver in Mádhi’s voice jostles the apple in Dádhi’s throat, crimps my ribs, and hardens Jaytair’s jaw. “What an honor.”

“What a responsibility,” Dádhi intones, cupping my mother’s cheek and bending his forehead to hers.

A whistling sigh escapes Bisnonno. “There go our pretty blue skies…”

While the courtyard erupts with excited chatter, I hear my father whisper, “We’ll find a way.”

“I’m perfectly content with my lot, ah’khar.”

“Want to become a little Crow, Pet?” Imogen asks Borat, who traveled in a satchel strung across Vance’s chest.

In truth, I haven’t seen him flitter out of it, but a glance in their direction shows he’s perched on Aoife’s broad shoulder, giving Imogen hefty side-eye. “I like your younger sister so much more. I vote to trade you for her.”

Imogen and Aoife both laugh. Vance smirks. Even Mestyla, who’s guarded most of the time, smiles.

Who would’ve ever thought a Crow and a sprite would become friends?

Who would’ve ever thought a prophecy would lead to such a diverse family?

Who would’ve ever thought a new supernatural race would be birthed, and an ancient one would be granted additional power?

Sun blades slash across the Cauldron’s smooth surface, splintering into shards of blinding light that stab my corneas.

Of course…

The source of all magic knew.

It knows all.

Whose life is it about to upend and reshape next?
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Amuted whimper escapes my mother’s lips. One she doesn’t even attempt to stifle as she stands beside my chair, absorbing my reflection in the mirror above my vanity. Izolda has just finished applying my stripes—indigo to match my wedding gown. She’s even dusted my bare shoulders and plunging neckline with iridescent powder that gives my tanned skin—thank you, Shabbin sun—an ethereal glow.

The makeup spruces up my sleek gown. Although I wouldn’t say I was disappointed when Phoeppa unveiled what I was to wear, I was a little surprised by its simplicity. But then I’d donned it, and it stole both my breath and my heart.

“I feel like a fairytale princess,” I say, turning my head this way and that, smoothing my hands over the wide satin straps that hold a gauzy cape dyed the same ombré shade as my dress—an azure that fades into violet, then indigo.

“Enjoy the feeling”—Izolda sets down her makeup brush—“for it’s your last hour being a princess.”

The tears, which have glazed my mother’s lashes like miniature icicles since Naeva helped me into my dress, arrow down her quivering cheeks.

“Technically, she’s already a queen,” my cousin points out, doing up the bow of the carmine cloak that matches her beaded gown.

Like my outfit, Naeva’s, Mádhi’s, and Izolda’s were designed by Phoeppa but assembled and stitched in Glace, then spelled with Shabbin magic to keep us warm in this land of eternal winter.

Izolda extends a little pillow upon which glimmers a tiara composed of radiant snowflakes. “Fallon?”

With a sniffle, my mother inhales a fortifying breath, as though she needs strength to heft the diamond heirloom and settle it on my head. I twist toward her and tip my chin to facilitate her task, my curled locks cascading down my back.

“Like Dádhi said in his speech back when we tied the knot in Luce, you haven’t lost a daughter, you’ve merely expanded our incredible tribe.”

Reminding her of my father’s speech is the wrong thing to do. Her weeping turns into full-blown sobbing.

“Oh, Mádhi.” I stand and hug her. “I’m still yours. I’ll always be yours.”

“I know.” The murmured words creak past her lips.

“I’m going to start crying if you don’t stop, Fal.” Naeva’s voice sounds hoarse, as though Cruaih has been using my cousin’s larynx as a scratching post.

Speaking of Cruaih… The feline meows and paws at the hem of Naeva’s dress.

My cousin crouches and scoops her up, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m going to go lock Little Miss Naughty in my room before Dádhi suffers another syncope.”

“Did he really blackout when he discovered her in your cabin?” Izolda asks.

Though my mother keeps sniffling, the story of Jaytair’s stowaway abates her trembling.

“He didn’t pass out, per se, but he was fuuuuming.” A smirk pulls across my cousin’s face as she travels toward the suite door. “First with me, because he thought I’d brought her, then with Cruaih, when he realized she’d snuck into my luggage of her own free will.”

Before pumping the handle, she gives the feline’s button nose a bop, which earns her a velvety mewl.

“My intrepid little beast. Braving the northern temperatures to be with us.” She pauses on the threshold, her black eyes glossing with emotion like they did back in Shabbe and then again in Luce. “You look gorgeous, Isles.”

As the door shuts, another opens.

“Out!” Izolda says. “You can’t see the bride before⁠—”

“We’re blood-and-Crow-bound, Iz.” Even though I’ve yet to turn, I can hear the eyeroll in my mate’s eyes. Unless you prefer I leave? he asks me.

When do I ever prefer you leave?

“Sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted a minute alone with my wife before we no longer have a single minute alone.”

His wife… I will never tire of being Konstantin Korol’s wife, the same way I will never tire of hearing him refer to me as such.

“Of course.” My mother slides her cheeks against mine. “I love you, laenath.”

“Love you too, Mádhi.”

She lifts the tiara to my head and hovers it without spearing it through the twisted front strands. “Actually, I think crowning you should be your mate’s privilege.” She sits the beautiful heirloom back on the table, caresses my cheeks with her watery gaze, then takes Izolda’s arm. “Guide me to the festivities, sweetheart?”

Izolda merrily loops her arm through Mádhi’s. Right before stepping out, she says, “If you mess up her hair or stripes, I will…” Her brow scrunches in search of a clever threat. “…have Fallon cast an itching spell on your wardrobe!”

My mother snorts while Konstantin wings up an eyebrow.

“Noted,” he says with subtle amusement.

As the door snicks shut, I hear Izolda whisper, “Can you cast that sort of spell?”

My mother can cast all the spells, so I’ve no doubt Izolda’s entertaining threat is feasible. I hope Ilya doesn’t get wind of it, for he’d hex his brother’s clothes just for shits and giggles.

I pinch my flowing train and coil to face my mate, whose metallic irises refract the satin shine of my wedding gown. “It was designed to capture our two traditions. Sky-blue for Glace and the darker hue for Crows. Do you like it?”

“I adore it.”

“You don’t find it too simple?”

“I instructed your uncle to keep it that way.”

That boosts my lashes. “You gave input on my dress?”

“I just asked that he not go overboard with sequins.”

“He must’ve been devastated.”

“Not when I explained the reason behind my request.”

“Color me intrigued. What is the reason behind your request?”

A nerve in his jaw twitches against the stand-up collar of his velour frock coat. He fists his loose hair in his freshly-tattooed palm and shoves it off his shoulder, the hollows in his cheeks dipping before filling and dipping again.

A little late to be having cold feet, Your Highness, I tease him, trying to snap him out of his attack of nerves.

How incongruous that he still becomes nervous around me.

How sweet.

He gives his head a brisk shake, then pounds over my new white rug to eclipse the distance between us. “I am not having cold feet. You, Isla Ríhbiadh, are the single best thing to have ever happened to me.”

“Second best,” I say, smoothing my own inked hand—the same one that glitters with my ring—down the silver motifs printed on the blue velour. “You forget your new power.”

“I forget nothing.” His voice cracks like ice against my rib cage, blazing straight through the curved bones before colliding with the soft organ beneath and inflaming it. “Being your mate will always be my favorite supernatural gift. The reason I’m uneasy is because I positively loathe gift-giving. Especially after the calamitous birthday presents I got you.”

“I loved both.”

Skepticism shadows his expression. “I offered you a dagger that made you think of my niece’s murder⁠—”

“But which—even you have to admit—came in handy in the train.”

He cants one eyebrow. “I gifted you a blade of death and a ride in a glorified coffin.”

My mood darkens—not from his pitch but from the memory of what we endured at the hands of greedy Fae.

“You gifted me an instrument of justice and a chance at seeing my new kingdom.” I sneak my hand to his tense nape and clasp it. “As soon as the refurbished royal trolley is delivered, we’re going to take that birthday ride—with all our family and all our friends—because we won; they didn’t.”

The reminder relaxes his shoulders, but only for a brief moment. “Let’s hope this present isn’t fated to become a bloodstained relic like the other two.”

He pushes the varnished wooden box into my free hand, his gaze lowering to the toecaps of his cavalier boots and his fingers knotting behind his back.

“Konstantin Korol, can you please stop doubting yourself?” I try to capture his stare.

When he stubbornly keeps it from me, I concentrate on the box, which I flick open. My silence drags on for so long that he finally peeks up.

“It’s not some fancy manacle. Or a leash,” he mumbles.

My cheeks tuck up. “A leash? Why in the world would you assume I’d jump to that conclusion?” I caress the wide silver choker, from which dangles graduated strands of diamonds. There are so many that I could probably wear it as a top.

“Because that’s the conclusion I reached when the jeweler unveiled the piece. I’d asked him for something edgy and unique that hugged your neck—like that sparkly choker you wore at the Lodge the first night we met.”

It takes me a moment to recall the necklace in question.

He sucks in his cheeks, then frees his fingers from behind his back to rake them through his hair—again. “You don’t have to wear it if you don’t like it.”

I delicately lift the work of art out of the box. Like tethered stars, the diamond strands shimmer as they unspool and dance. Their luminous weight makes me blink, then blink again, because on the interior band, I discover an inscription that is far too lengthy and conspicuous to be a shop’s brand.

Not only that, but the recessed etchings are half-filled with black enamel, which makes each letter pop in a way that reminds me of Shoshair’s writing. Well, the writing she uses for me.

I unlatch the barrel clasp and part the choker. And then I begin to read.

“Till…the…stars…” I stumble on the next word, sounding it out underneath my breath.

I must be sounding it out wrong because Konstantin murmurs, “Forget.”

My skin warms that I wasn’t able to decrypt it on my own.

“It’s not an easy word.”

I purse my lips, because it isn’t exactly a difficult one either.

“I’m sorry I didn’t have it inscribed in Crow, but I worried the jeweler would botch the job.”

Cheeks still prickling, I remind him, “I speak your tongue fluently.” I jerk my hands upward, attempting to clip my present around my neck, but I can’t see what I’m doing and my hair keeps getting in the way.

Konstantin comes up behind me and steals it from my fingers. Instead of snapping it shut, he holds it out, then cups one of my hands.

“Konstantin…” I sigh. “Everyone’s waiting… I’m not giving up, I’m just—I’ll read it later, when we’re not pressured for time.”

“Unfold your middle finger. I want to try something.”

Stubborn man. “Why my middle finger?”

You don’t use that one to bloodcast. Less callused, he explains, guiding it to the engraving. “What letter do you feel?”

“T.” I must speak the correct one, because he guides my finger to the next letter, patiently waiting for my brain to untangle the shape. Swifter than my eyes ever would, I twig the letter. “Why is this easier?”

“Because it reduces visual confusion.”

“So, my sight is the problem?”

“No. It’s just the way your brain processes what you’re looking at. I asked Arin to explain it to me so I could understand it better. She mentioned that it was like someone showing you a painting while hopping. I made Ilya do just that—hold up a small painting and jump in order to truly grasp what you see.”

My heart swells, stretching wide with something too vast to name.

“Three more words to go, Moya Yegmenka.” His lips brush along the shell of my ear. “Ready?”

I nod, and we sketch them together.

My throat tightens when we reach the end.

Till the stars forget to shine, be mine.

I whirl in his arms. “We’re mates. I’m already yours.”

“I know, but that doesn’t mean I’ll ever take your presence at my side or your love for granted.”

I frame his jaw. “May the stars never forget to shine.”

As I kiss him, he finally clips the choker around the pulsating column of my throat before fanning the jeweled strands over my shoulders instead of down my front and back. When he’s done arranging his creation, he carries the tiara off my desk on an enchanted gust and carefully threads it through my coiled hair. And then he steps back, and he looks.

Just looks.

As though it were the first time…the last time…and every time in between.

“I must’ve been a fucking saint in my past life,” he says.

“I didn’t know you believed in past lives. You’re just full of surprises.”

Banging rattles my door. My heart skips over several beats, for there are few sounds I dread more than loud knocking.

“It’s me.” Dádhi’s gruff voice cradles my harried organ, gently setting it back on its perch. “The man who made you.”

I grin.

Konstantin leans over and claims my mouth in a kiss as fleeting as a snowflake’s thaw. I’ll see you at the altar, wife.

His solid shape disbands into silvery wisps that coil out of my skylight and into the winter-dark sky.

I take a second to compose myself, smoothing my palms over my dress before readjusting my diamond chains, which have no real need of adjusting. Once certain I won’t add to my father’s turmoil, I make my way to the door and ease it open.

I find him pacing the new hallway runner—a carpet of indigo hemmed in by a motif of silvery snowflakes and feathers. When he looks up, his throat rolls over a swallow that rocks the fragile hold I have over myself.

“Hi, Dádhi.”

His lips and shoulders press into firmer alignment. “You do realize you no longer live in a temperate climate, khráach?”

His incongruous question catches me off guard, but then he nods to my dress, and I understand it’s his way of asking if I’m warm enough.

I loop my arm through his and begin walking. Then, in the most deadpan tone I can muster, I quip, “Is this some underhanded way of informing me that you’re kicking me out of the nest for good?”

He balks. Until he catches my lips curling.

And then he sighs and tucks me closer. “I never imagined I’d only get twenty-five years…” His voice catches on a hoarse, labored inhale. When he speaks again, it’s with all the aplomb of an elitist king. “At least, it’s a profitable marriage.”

His ridiculous comment startles a laugh from my constricted lungs, which relaxes his tense features. Even his bicep feels softer when I pillow my cheek against it.

“Shoshair’s birthday is next month. What’s the plan?” I can feel him frown. “Did you think there was any chance I wouldn’t be home to celebrate my grandmother?”

“I…I…” His breathing is so deep it stirs the little flyaways that my tiara failed to tame.

To put him out of his emotional misery, I add, “I might stay awhile. Think you can pencil my visit into your busy ruling schedule?”

For a long moment, he’s quiet—but neither the sad sort of quiet, nor the speechless sort. The blissful sort.

With a long-suffering sigh, he drawls, “Has no one ever taught you that it’s impolite to outshine the master?”

As we traverse the drawing room, I pick my head off his arm and grin up at him. “You feel outshined, Dádhi?”

The gold hue of his eyes has never looked so liquid.

“I feel proud. And fucking miserable…but mostly proud.” His throat dips again.

I stop at the bottom of the Great Hall’s stairs to give him a hug. “I wish Glace and Luce were closer.”

“So do I,” he murmurs. “So do I.”

Someone must’ve spotted us, because string music begins to play. My father takes a fortifying breath as he takes hold of my arm again.

As we climb the stairs, I lean over to whisper, “Best not weep, or Jaytair will never let you live it down.”

My father smiles darkly. “Did I ever tell you how he fainted on the day of his nuptials?”

Although I’ve heard the story a hundred times, I say, “Tell me again.”

How I will miss my father’s delight—especially at Jaytair’s expense.

How I will miss Jaytair and Taytah, who are amongst the first of my loved ones we walk past. As well as Bisnonno, Mimi, Shoshair, and Bisnonna, who stand on either side of the torch-lined aisle, all harboring bright smiles and damp cheeks. Yes, all.

How I will miss Naeva—who blows me a kiss—and Lachlano—who shoots me a wink—when both travel home tomorrow. And Elio, although he did promise to stay in Glace for a while longer. I suspect it isn’t only for my sake now that Sofiya has dissolved her betrothal to the glassblower.

As I smile at the wall of rainbow-haired Serpents standing behind my friends, I hold out my palm to stroke Mr. Jingles’s long nose, earning myself an affectionate lick.

How I’ll miss Zia Syb, whose expression is currently wavering between a grimace at the sight of her son’s proximity to Sofiya, a scowl at whatever amusing thing Phoeppa is murmuring inside her heavily-jeweled ear, and misty admiration when her gaze finally settles on me.

“Nice ice.” Phoeppa winks at me, grinning wide.

I grin wider.

We pass by Vance and Imogen next. Both nod respectfully, as do Aoife and Mestyla, whose shoulder Borat has elected as his platform of choice tonight. He stands tall, but not as tall as Pietr, whose gathered tresses help him make up for the lower shoulder he teeters on. One belonging to none other than Glace’s favorite recluse—Countess Alexandra Zubrowa. She dabs at her eyes with a candy-pink tissue while clinging to Mestyla’s arm.

I sweep my gaze over Milana and her parents, then farther, over the dense crowd of Glacins that ripple outward, and finally, upward, over the ultraviolet sky veined with ebony feathers.

Only once I’ve taken in the faces of all those who came to celebrate us do I allow my gaze to wander over the crowning jewel of our wedding revel. Its beauty robs me of breath. I’d heard rumors of Izolda’s creation, but nothing could’ve prepared me for the sheer majesty of it.

Within frozen water that has been cut and chiseled to resemble my betrothal diamond, are trapped thousands of frost roses in full bloom and hundreds of fire orbs no larger than soap bubbles. How I wish the dais had been made of glass, so I could keep it always.

I lock my wet stare on Izolda, who waits for me atop her masterpiece, enveloped in her mate’s arms. A smile lists over her emotion-riddled face.

“Thank you,” I mouth, before checking on my mother, who stands bracketed between Ilya—tonight’s officiant—and the other half of my soul.

Where Ilya beams, Mádhi weeps, her arms wrapped snugly around her swollen abdomen. How glad I am that soon she’ll have a babe to keep her busy and hold close.

The crowd gasps when my mate shatters into a cascade of glitter that coalesces into skin at the foot of the dais. For many, this is the first time they witness his prodigious speed and novel magic. How feared and revered it will make him once the rest of the world gets a glimpse of his power.

Just like my father…

Just like Taytah…

Just like the Cauldron…

Konstantin holds out his palm.

Before my father gives me away—for the third time, to the same man—he says, “Remember, Korol, when you make her happy, you make me happy.”

My mate smiles at Dádhi’s cordial menace. Although my father doesn’t return his fellow monarch’s smile, I sense it’s more a battle to maintain his stoicism than a slight against my mate.

“Focus on how profitable this match is, Dádhi,” I jest, to lighten his palpable sorrow.

His lips bend, and then he’s floating toward the dais and sliding an arm around my mother’s waist.

My husband’s sigh draws my stare back to him. “I should’ve known you were only after my crown and coin.”

I laugh, and I cry. But mostly, I laugh.

“There goes one of your roast lines, Ilyusha.” Aodhan’s murmur is so full of snark and delight that my heart takes flight.

“It’s an ode, not a roast,” Ilya grumbles with good-natured exasperation. “Are you two ready? I can no longer feel my balls⁠—”

“Ilya,” Izolda hisses.

“—the ones in my eye sockets.” The youngest Korol sibling cocks a brow. “Pick your mind out of the gutter, sister.”

Aodhan bursts out laughing while Izolda shakes her head. But at least, her lip-wobbling has transformed into one of her sunny grins.

“Shall we?” Konstantin gestures to the dais.

I nod, and we both swap shapes. Konstantin lands first but only because I take a moment to absorb…everything. Once I’ve committed tonight to memory, I unspool from feathers to shadow to skin and land beside my fearsome god carved from winter’s breath.

He takes my hand, the one inked with our blood-bind, and presses his interlocked circles to mine. Prepared to soar for eternity by my side, my Shadow Queen?

I savor the night’s frost, the abounding power surrounding us, and the promise of endless tomorrows. Yes, my Ice King.

THE END
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