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Description: "Could you love me?" he whispered. The question stole
my breath and burned my lungs in the silence that followed.

| wanted to answer, to whisper yes into the space between us, but |
was afraid.

All Gesela's life, her home village of Elk has been cursed. And it isn't
a single curse—it is one after another, each to be broken by a
villager, each with devastating consequences. When Elk's well goes
dry, it is Gesela's turn to save her town by killing the toad that lives at
the bottom. Except...the toad is not a toad at all. He is an Elven
prince under a curse of his own, and upon his death, his brothers
come for Gesela, seeking retribution.

As punishment, the princes banish Gesela to live with their seventh
brother, the one they call the beast. Gesela expects to be the
prisoner of a hideous monster, but the beast turns out to be
exquisitely beautiful, and rather than lock her in a cell, he offers
Gesela a deal. If she can guess his true name in seven days, she
can go free.

Gesela agrees, but there is a hidden catch—she must speak his
name with love in order to free him, too.

But can either of them learn to love in time?
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Chapter One
The Toad in the Well

The goose hung suspended by its feet from a low limb, bleeding into a bucket. Each
wet plop of blood made me flinch, the sound inescapable even as | chopped wood to
feed my hearth for the coming storm. The air had grown colder in the few minutes |
had been outside, and yet perspiration beaded across my forehead and dampened all
the parts of my body.

| was hot and the blood was dripping, and the strike of my ax sounded like lightning
in the hollow where | lived before the Enchanted Forest. | could feel her gaze, a dark
and evil thing, but it was familiar. | had been raised beneath her eyes. She had
witnessed my birth, the death of my mother and father, and the murder of my sister.

Father used to say the forest was magic, but | believed otherwise. In fact, | did not
think the forest was enchanted at all. She was adlive, just as real and sentient as the fae

who lived within. It was the fae who were magic, and they were as evil as she was.

My muscles grew more rigid, my jaw more tense, my mind spiraling with flashes of
memories bathed in red as the blood continued to drip.

Plink.
A flash of white skin spattered with blood.

Plink.



Hair like spun gold turned red.

Plink.

An arrow lodged in awoman'’s breast.

But not just a woman—my sister.

Winter.

My chest ached, hollow from each |oss.

My mother was the first to go on the heels of my birth. My sister was next, and my
father followed shortly after, sick with grief. | had not been enough to save him, to
keep him here on this earth, and while the forest had not taken them all by her hand, |
blamed her for it.

| blamed her for my pain.

A deep groan shook the ground at my feet, and | paused, lowering my ax, searching
the darkened wood for the source of the sound. The forest seemed to creep closer, the
grove in which my house was nestled growing smaller and smaller day by day. Soon,

her evil would consume us all.

| snatched the bucket from beneath the goose and slung the contents into the forest, a
line of crimson now darkening the leaf-covered ground.

“Have you not had enough blood?’ | seethed, my insides shaking with rage, but the
forest remained quiet in the aftermath of my sacrifice, and | was left feeling drained.

“Gesdla?””



| stiffened at the sound of Elsie' s soft voice and waited until the pressure in my eyes
subsided to face her, swallowing the hard lump in my throat. | would have called her
afriend, but that was before my sister was taken by the forest, because once she was
gone, everyone abandoned me. There was a part of me that could not blame Elsie. |
knew she had been pressured to distance herself, first by her parents and then by the
villagers who met monthly. They believed | was cursed to lose everyone | loved, and
| was not so certain they were wrong.

Elsie was pale except for her cheeks which were rosy red. Her coloring made her eyes
look darker, almost stormy. Her hair had come loose from her bun and made a wispy
halo around her head.

“What isit, Elsie?’

Her eyes were wide, much like my sister's had been at death. Something had
frightened her. Perhaps it had been me.

“Thewell’sgone dry,” she said, her voice hoarse. She licked her cracked lips.

“What am | supposed to do about it?’ | asked, though her words carved out a deep
sense of dread in the bottom of my stomach.

She paused for amoment and then said quietly, “It’s your turn, Gesela.”

| heard the words but ignored them, bending to pick up my ax. | knew what she
meant without explanation. It was my turn to bear the consequences of the curse on
our village, EIk.

Since | was a child, Elk had been under a curse of curses. No one agreed on how or
why the curse began. Some blamed a merchant who broke his promise to a witch.
Some said it was atailor. Others said it was amaiden, and a few blamed the fae and a



bargain gone wrong.
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Whatever the cause, a villager of Elk was always chosen to end each curse—some as
simple as a case of painful boils, others as devastating as a harvest destroyed by
locust. It was said to be a random selection, but everyone knew better. The mayor of
Elk used the curses to rid his town of those he did not deem worthy, because in the
end, no villager could break a curse without a consequence.
Like my sister.
| brought my ax down, splitting the wood so hard, the blade cracked the log beneath.
“1 do not usethewell,” | said. “I have my own.”
“It cannot be helped, Gesela,” Elsie said.
“Butitisnot fair,” | said, looking at her.
Her eyes darted to the right. | froze and turned to see that the villagers of Elk had
gathered behind me like a row of pale ghosts, save Sheriff Roland, who was at their
head. He wore a fine uniform, blue like the spring sky, and his hair was golden like

the sun, curling like wild vines.

The women of Elk called him handsome. They liked his dimpled smile and that he
had teeth.

“Gesela,” he said as he approached. “ The well’s gone dry.”

“l do not usethe well,” | repeated.



His expression was passive as he responded, “It cannot be helped.”

My throat was parched. | was well aware of how Elsie and Roland had positioned
themselves around me, Elsie to my back, Roland angled in front. There was no
escape. Even if | had wanted, the only refuge was the forest behind me, and to race
beneath its eaves was to embrace death with open arms.

| should want to die, | thought. It was not as if | had anything left, and yet | did not
wish to give the forest the satisfaction of my bones.

| gathered my apron into my hands to dry my sweaty palms as Roland stepped aside,
holding my gaze. Elsie’s hand pressed into the small of my back. | hated the touch
and | moved to escapeit. Once | had passed Roland, he and Elsie fell into step behind
me, herding me toward the villagers, who were as still as afence row.

| knew them all, and their secrets, but | had never told them because they also knew
mine.

No one spoke, but as | drew near, the people of EIk moved—some ahead, some
beside, some behind, caging me.

Roland and Elsie remained close. My heart felt as though it were beating in my entire
body. | thought of the other curses that had been broken. They were al so different.
One villager had wandered through the Enchanted Forest and picked a flower from
the garden of awitch. She cursed him to become a bear. In despair, he returned to Elk
and was shot with an arrow through the eye. It was only after he died that we learned
who he was. The next morning, a swarm of sparrows attacked the hunter who had
killed the bear and pecked out his eyes.

There was also a tree that had once grown golden apples, but over time, it ceased to
produce the coveted fruit. One day, a young man wandered through the village and



said a mouse gnawed at its roots. He claimed if we killed the mouse, the fruit would
thrive, so our previous mayor killed the mouse, and the fruit returned. The mayor
picked an apple, bit into it, and was consumed with such hunger, he gorged himself to
death.

No one else touched the fruit of the tree or the mayor who died beneath its boughs.

There were no happy endings, that much | knew. Whatever | faced after this would
surely lead to my death.

The villagers spilled into the center of town like phantoms. They kept me within their
ghostly circle, surrounding the well, which was open to the sky and only a cold, stone
circle that went deep into the ground. | approached and looked down, the bottom dry
as abone.

Roland stood beside me, too close, too warm.

“Who will you sacrifice when everyone you hate is dead?’ | asked, looking at him.

“l do not hate you,” Roland said, and his eyes dipped, glittering shamelessly as he
stared at my breasts. “ Quite the opposite.”

Revulsion twisted my gut.

| had known Roland my whole life just as | knew everyone in Elk. He was the son of
a wealthy merchant. That money had bought him status among the villagers and
placed him at the mayor’s side, which gave him power over every woman he ever
laid eyes on and ensured he never had to face a curse.

My own misfortune had never deterred Roland. He had often offered tohelp my caseif
only I'd fuck him,



“You are disgusting.”

“Oh, Gesela, do not pretend you despise my attention.”

“l do,” | said. “I am telling you.”
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Roland’ s face hardened, but he drew nearer, and it took everything in me not to push
him away. | hated how he smelled, like wet hay and leather.

“1 could make this go away. Say the word.”

“What word?’ | asked between my teeth.

“Say you will marry me.”

| shoved him.

It was not as if he were serious either. He had made many proposals to women under
the guise that he would save them, only to shame them later for believing he was
serious.

If anyone was a curse on thisland, it was Roland Richter.

“That is more than one word, idiot,” | seethed. “But | shall give you one—never!”
Roland ground his teeth and then pushed me toward the well.

“Then you will face this curse.”

| stumbled, catching myself against the side of the well, my palms braced against the
slimy stone as | faced the endless darkness below.

“The crone in the wood says there is atoad in the well. Kill it and we will have water



again.”

“And did the crone say what will happen to me?’

“l gave you an out and you refused.”

“You did not give me an out,” | snapped. “Y ou offered another curse.”

“You think marriage to me is equal to what the forest would do?’

“Yes,” | hissed. “I might consider it if | found you the least bit handsome, but asit is,
| would vomit the moment your cock entered my body.”

Roland snapped. | knew he was capable of violence. It was a truth that moved in his
eyes.

He pushed me, and as my knees hit the back of the well, | tumbled over the edge and
fell. The air was cold against my back, and | hit the bottom with a loud crack. | lay,
quiet and stunned, blinking at the bright light streaming in from the round opening

above. It seemed so far away, though my fall had been quick.

Elsie was the first to peer down, and when she caught sight of me, she covered her
mouth and disappeared. Then there was Roland, who spit into the well.

“Elven bitch,” he hissed.

| flinched at the words, which were just as painful as my fall.

Then they were gone.

| groaned and tried to sit up, but my back hurt and each breath | took was painful. A



high-pitched trill made me jerk, sending a spasm of pain down my spine. | turned to
find alarge, bulbous toad staring at me, its round eyes glowing like lamplights in the
dark.

| mourned that | had not killed the toad during my fall. At least then it would have
been an accident.

“Thisisall your fault,” | said.

The toad’' s answer was a shrieking call before it jumped.

| screamed, thinking it was about to leap on me, but saw that it landed on a piece of
stone jutting from the side of the well.

| sat up slowly, groaning as the pain in my back constricted my lungs. The toad
screamed again, throat bubbling. | considered killing it and looked at my feet,
searching for aloose stone I might use to smash it, though the thought sent a wave of
nausea through me. | might slaughter geese to eat, but a toad was different. This toad
was different. It was the victim of this cursejust as| was.

Another screech echoed loudly in the compact space, and | cringed.
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When | looked back at the toad, it had moved farther up the wall, perched on another
rock, waiting.

“Areyou trying to escape me?’ | asked.

Its answer was to turn, its webbed feet squelching against the rocky surface, and jump
to another ledge. Once it was secured, it turned to look at me and offered another
high-pitched shriek. | cringed at the sound as it surrounded me, my muscles
tightening.

| suddenly wondered if this toad was trying to help me out of the well instead.

| approached and placed my foot on one of the rocks, gripping two others over my
head. My heart raced as | searched for foot and hand holds, gripping frantically at
slimy stones. The reach hurt my sides and stole my breath, but | managed to lift
myself. As | did, the toad moved on, finding another ridge. | followed carefully,
fingers freezing, legs shaking as threads of pain skittered down my spine.

The higher | climbed, the harder | clung to the stones for fear | would fall again. The
weather had worsened since I’d been in the well, and sleet stung my face.

The toad reached the top before me, turning to stare with itslarge, yellow eyes before
hopping out of sight. | was not far behind. Gripping the edge of the well with numb
fingers, | managed to peer over and found the center of town deserted, likely because
the storm had already arrived.

| was relieved, fearing that if Roland caught me climbing out of the well, he would



only push mein again.

| let my stomach rest on the stone lip before dliding to the icy ground. There | lay,
still and quiet, body racked with pain. Absently, | wondered what parts of me were
broken. At the very least, | was badly bruised.

The toad waited patiently nearby, and as | stared up at the pale, gray sky, | wondered
if anyone was watching me from the warmth of their home. Would they inform
Roland? Had he assumed | was dead?

A now-familiar croak drew my attention, and | let my head fall in its direction,
watching as the toad hopped onto the ledge of the well.

13 NO! ”

| scrambled onto my knees and stumbled to my feet, bolting toward the toad,
managing to grab its leg as it was about to jump back into the dark hole we had just
|l eft.

| threw it, and it soared over my head and landed on its back in the muddy square
behind me. Asif it felt no pain, it righted itself and started toward the well.

“l am trying to save you, you bastard,” | said through my teeth, reaching for it again.
Its body was dlippery, which did not make it easy to hold as it wriggled in my grasp.
“I'll keep you inacageif | haveto!”

I’d rather that than kill it.
The toad gave a keen cry just as my foot hit a patch of frozen ground. | fell onto my

back again. | hardly had time to register the pain because the toad was free and
already leaping frantically to the well.



A sharp twist of frustration spurred me on, and | shifted onto my knees, crawling to
reach it, but it was one hop ahead of me. | tried to get to my feet, but the ground was
too dlick, and | crashed to my knees.

| gritted my teeth, scowling as | moved over the ground, my palm slamming down on
a sharp rock. | did not even care that it hurt. My fingers curled around it. It was
heavier than | thought it would be, bigger too, and just as the toad returned to the
well, | reached for it, yanked it to the ground, and brought the rock down on its head.

A heavy silence followed, pressing into my ears, filling my body with a strange sense
of shock as | stared at the lifeless toad, its legs still twitching. | did not remove the
rock because | did not want to face what | had done.

It wouldn’t stop.Why wouldn’t it stop?

But | knew the answer.

It was cursed. We were all cursed.

| vomited and the rancid smell continued to turn my stomach, even as | pulled off my
apron and wrapped the toad and the rock in the fabric. | rose to my feet and stumbled
home. The goose | had slaughtered earlier was long gone, likely pulled from its place
by wolves.

| could not find it in meto care.

| grabbed my ax, still lodged in the log where I’ d left it, and walked to the edge of the
Enchanted Forest where | chopped into the hard ground, scraping mounds of dirt
aside until | had formed a deep enough chasm to fit the toad inside. Once | covered its
body in the hard dirt, | sat there on my knees, letting the sleet strike my body like
small, sharp needles. It reminded me that | could feel.



After awhile, | rose, and despite the cold, | made my way to the rain barrel outside
my house, breaking the sheet of ice that had formed over the top, and used the pan |
kept inside to douse myself in water, washing my face and arms.

| brought the ax inside, leaving it on my bedside table before tending to the fire. |
stripped off my sodden clothes and pulled on my nightgown before crawling into bed.

My head throbbed and my body ached as | curled into myself, shivering until | grew
warm beneath my blankets.

| wondered if | would diein my sleep.
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| hoped.

Because | knew something worse was coming for me.
Chapter Two

Five Elven Princes

| woke up shivering.

Peeling open my bleary eyes, | saw the shutters were open and ice had gathered on
the ledge. Despite the howling wind, my curtain hung stiff, frozen.

| frowned, confused. | had definitely latched the window.

The hair on the back of my neck rose, and gooseflesh trailed down my arms as a deep
sense of fear ran my blood cold.

| was not alone.

| reach for my knife, which | kept beneath my pillow, but as my fingers brushed the
hilt, it disappeared.

“Fuck!”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” said avoice. “ Such language.”



| rolled onto my back, intending to reach for my ax, which rested on the bedside table
where | left it, but my eyes caught on a figure leaning against the wall of my room.
He was tal, thin, and ethereal. The tips of pointed ears peeked out from his long
black hair, which slipped over his shoulder, as shiny as moonlight on dark water.

He wore a black wool overcoat trimmed in gold, leggings, and heavy black boots, the
foot of one propped flat against the wall behind him.

He was an ef, and judging by the finery of his clothing, alord.

“Fuck,” | said again.

Thiswasn't good.

He, like all types of fae, had come from the Enchanted Forest. | had no doubt he had
come to seek retribution for the toad | had killed.

A hand gripped my chin hard as something sharp trailed down the side of my face.
Blood welled.

“Foul human,” said another voice, a wet tongue skating over the wound. “Foul
mouth.”

| tried to move but couldn’t and only managed to sink my nails into the arm of my
attacker, dragging them downward.

| felt his skin gather beneath my nails, and the creature hissed, his hand tightening on
my face as he jerked my head back.

Now | could see his face, which was similar to the other elven lord’'s, though
somehow more vicious, and instead of dark hair, his was bright blond. His fingers



dug into my jaw so hard, | thought he might tear it away.

“Release her, Sephtis,” said athird voice.

But he did not loosen his hold. If anything, it tightened, and he bent over me, eyes
boring into mine, irises red-tinged and unnerving.

“Why should 17?7 he asked, his voice so low it was as if he were posing the question
to me.

A hand seemed to appear out of thin air and jerked Sephtis's free, and another elf
came into view. This one looked the same as the first—dark-haired and beautiful.
Only his eyes were different, a strange, mossy color, neither completely green nor

completely brown.

“You were supposed to keep an eye on him, Lore,” said the new elven lord, and |
assumed he was talking to the first elf, the one who had taken my knife.

Sephtis glared.

“Here to spoil our fun, Silas?’ he asked.
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My stomach soured at Sephtis's idea of fun.

The blond jerked away and then fell into place between Lore and Silas. Two others
had joined us since, one with amber-colored eyes and one who bore a deep scar on
the left side of hisface.

There were five of them in total. Five elven lords, four of whom were dark-haired,
but they all looked the same, even the blond. The only variation was in ther
expressions, ranging from most severe to least. They stood at the end of my bed,
blocking mein.

“Will anyone else bejoining us?’ | snapped, voice asfrigid as my room.

“You could not handle any more of us, vicious thing,” said Lore. “Careful what you
wish for.”

“I made no wish,” | said vehemently. | knew the consequences of careless wishing
and had seen it with my own eyes.

| wish you were dead!l had yelled at my sister, and then she was.
“Sheisatiny thing,” said Silas.
“A viciousthing,” said Sephtis.

“She killed our brother,” said the one with the scar.



“Your brother?’ | asked, feeling the color drain from my face.

“Look, Talon! Her face is as pale as snow!” said Sephtis. He seemed the angriest and
the scariest.

“You know of what we speak, human,” said the one with amber eyes whose voice
was quiet and calm.

“I did not kill an elf,” | said.

“But you killed atoad,” said Lore.

“Bashed him over the head with arock,” said Sephtis.

“You buried him at the edge of the Enchanted Forest,” said Taon.

| swallowed a thickness that had gathered in my throat.

“1 had no choice,” | said, the words a fierce whisper. | knew they were futile. No one
in Elk or the world beyond cared why | had done what | had done, only that there
were consequences. “ There was a curse.”

“Thereis aways acurse, aways achoice,” said Silas.

“You could have chosen to break our brother’s curse rather than your town'’s curse,”
said Lore. “He would have made you his queen out of gratitude for your rescue.”

“But alas, you bashed his brains instead, and so we must punish you,” said Sephtis, a
hungry glint in hisred eyes.

“How was | to know he was anything but atoad?’ | demanded.



“That is the folly of your human blood, to take everything as it appears and not as it
Is,” said Silas.

“Andisit thefolly of elvesto take everything asit isand not as it appears?’

“Foolish human,” said Lore. “We have no flaws.”

“Then how did your brother end up asatoad in awell?’

“Heisno longer atoad in awell,” said Talon. “Heisdead in ahole.”

All the elves spoke with a cold civility, save the one with amber eyes who had only
spoken once since he arrived. They were not here because they loved their brother.

This was about honor. It was the justice demanded by the Forest.

There was a beat of silence as the five elven lords exchanged [ooks.
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“You shall spend six years as our seventh brother’s prisoner,” said Silas.
“1 only count five of you,” | said.

“Our seventh is a beast,” said Sephtis, but | could not imagine anything more
terrifying than him, who had cut me so easily and tasted my blood.

“He cannot be worse than all of you,” | snapped, though dread seeped into my veins
as | spoke those words. Somehow, | knew he was worse.

“1 suppose you will find out,” said Silas.

There was a beat of silence as | stared at the five, uncertain of what happened now.
Would they march me through the forest to the doorstep of their seventh brother’s
kingdom?

“Where is your seventh brother?’ | asked, considering how quickly | could reach for
my ax, which still sat on the table near my bed. | could feel its presence burning my
skin, | wanted it in hand so badly. “Why is he not here?’

“No one has seen the Thorn Prince, not in nearly ten years,” said Lore.

“How can you be certain he is a beast?”’

“Because we're all beasts,” said Sephtis, a smirk on his face.

| reached for my ax.



The movement sent a shock of pain up my side. It squeezed my lungs and held on to
my breath, making me dizzy. Still, | shot to my feet, unsteady on the lumpy bed, and
lifted the ax over my head, angling for the elf closest to me, when a great wave of
magic hit me square in the chest.

| fell, but instead of my knees striking the hard floor of my room, | hit [ush carpet.
Despite the softer landing, every injured part of my body screamed and a pained cry
tore from deep in my throat.

It was too late to swallow, and still | slammed my mouth shut, grinding my teeth
against the pain, though it was nothing compared to the sudden sense of dread that
numbed my body as a cold, sensual voice dripped over my skin.

“Well, what have we here?’

Slowly, my gaze rose over shiny black boots and well-muscled legs clad in black
leggings. They were so tight, they left nothing to the imagination. My eyes widened
at the indecent outline of his cock, something that would normally be covered by a
long tunic, except he was shirtless, the hard lines of his abs and powerful shoulders
on display, obscured only by aring and a white tooth which hung at the end of two
silver chains.

| took him in—all of him—before meeting his gaze.

Black eyes stared back, and while it felt ridiculous to say, they were so dark, they felt
almost endless like the well. A sudden fear seized me, an instinctive knowledge that
if I drew too close, | might fall into those eyes.

This was the seventh brother—the beast.

He looked like his siblings, the dark-haired ones, but there was still something



different about him, something harder and darker. His forehead was high, his
cheekbones too, and his lips were full and colorless.

He was beautiful and cold, like winter in Elk.

My fingers closed around the handle of my ax, and | rose to my feet.

“ Stay back!”

Hislips curled into awicked grin.

“Oh, vicious creature,” he said. “Are you here to kill me?’

“1f you give me areason,” | replied, tightening my hold.

“1 could give you three.”

“l do not need threg,” | said. “One will suffice.”

He chuckled quietly, never losing that mischievous glint in his eyes.

“Onethen,” he said, and his smile slowly faded. “Kill me...before kill you.”
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His words hit harder than my fall down the well, and before | lifted my ax, he was
behind me, his hand on my throat. | could feel his long nails pressing into my skin.
He drew my head back to the point that | thought my neck would break.

Severa sharp pricks stung my palm, and | hissed at the pain, dropping my ax. The
handle had grown thorns. With my hands free, | reached for the beast’s at my throat,
but even as | sunk my own nails into his skin, he did not move.

“Viciousthing,” he said, and | could feel hislips against my cheek. “Vicious fae.”
“Don’tcall methat,” | said between my teeth.

He chuckled, fingers pressing deeper.

“Which word? Vicious or fae?’

Being fae, no matter how little, had never served me. The villagers whispered that my
blood had killed my mother and it had not saved my sister from the forest.

It had, though, ensured | would aways be aone. | had no family, no friends, no
lovers.

The prince's voice rumbled against my skin, and | felt it in my chest. He spoke
dowly, his lips trailing along my jaw, and | hated the way it made me fedl, too
conscious of the emptiness between my thighs, of the heat roiling in my gut, fueled
by the press of his cock against my ass.



| hated it, and yet | pressed into him harder. | almost wished he would hurt me so |
could stop these awful feelings firing through my veins.

“Youknowwhich word,” | seethed, my voice fierce but quiet. | could not speak any
louder. | could barely breathe.

“But you are fag,” he said.

“Not enough to tell,” | said.

| was not even sure when my blood had come to mix with the fae | only knew it had
been many great-grandfathers ago. No matter how many years passed, the people of
Elk remembered, and the fae, they alwaysknew.

“Enough for me to taste.”

His free hand splayed across my hip, and my nails bit into him to keep from guiding
him lower, to the heat between my legs.

“Tell me, she who does not wish to be fae, why have you come?’

“1 didn’t...not of my own accord,” | said.

“Do you want to know what | think?’

| swallowed hard, and the pressure of his hand was heavy against my throat.

“1"d rather you let me go.”

“You shouldn’t lie to an elven prince,” he said, and his hand began to gather the hem
of my shift. My muscles tightened even more, screaming as | remained against him.



“What makes you think I'm lying?’

“Shall | give you three reasons?’ he asked.

“One will suffice,” | said again, though | could barely recall what he had said or what
| had wanted to say, my mind so clouded with a lustful wish to feel him inside me.

Wish.

Great consequences came from carel ess wishes, even unspoken. One never knew who
was listening, even to thoughts.

“Not once have you tried to run,” he said.

For thefirst time, | jerked in hisarms.

“Ah, ah, ah, vicious creature,” he said, and suddenly he was in front of me, his hand
never leaving my neck as he guided me back, pinning me against a wall. Every part

of his body rested against mine, hard and aroused, and | was a willing prisoner to it,
melting into something soft and supple.
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| did not recognize myself.

“Answer my question. Bend to my will. Why have you come, sweet one?’
As he spoke, hislips touched my cheek.

“1 told you—"

He pulled away, and | met his endless dark eyes.

“Not of your own accord but someone’'s. Whose?’

“If you cannot guess, then perhaps you have no right to know.”

“No right?’ he asked and inclined his head. “Bold words, vicious one, when you are
in my kingdom, beneath my roof, within my arms.”

| glared at him and jerked on his arm, his hand still around my neck.
“1 would hardly callthisin your arms.”
He smirked and leaned in, his breath hot against my ear. “And yet you respond.”

Then his lips touched my skin, and | held my breath, pressing my head into the wall
ashard as| could.

“Hmm, you are sweet,” he said, his tongue tasting. “I could eat you whole.”



His free hand had gone to the hem of my nightgown again. His fingers dlipped
between my thighs, but he did not move to the place where | ached. | felt ashamed
because he had to feel the heat radiating from me. | felt it everywhere.

“Are you wet for me, vicious creature?”’

| kept my eyes shut, my fingers digging into his skin. | wanted to beg for his touch
just as much as | wanted to bury an ax in his chest.

The beast lifted my leg and hitched it over his hip, leaning into me. His hard cock
pressed into me, coaxing a harsh sound from deep in my throat. Our mouths opened
against each other. For a brief second, his tongue darted out to taste mine, and then he
chuckled. His laugh slithered over me, feeding both my anger and embarrassment.

| took that moment to charge, pushing him away so violently, he stumbled back
enough for me to bolt. | snatched my ax from the floor and fled the room, but as soon
as | was out the door, | found myself in a hallway that looked like a wooded lane. My
feet now raced over cold ground, past several naked trees that seemed to bow over
me. Where before | had been warm within the elf lord’s room, here, the wind
whipped me, each cold lash making me tremble.

There was a part of me that did not understand how | had seemed to be within the
walls of a castle and was now suddenly running through the woods, but | also knew |
had no time to question the magic of the Thorn Prince’ s kingdom.

| had to run as far away as possible before he caught me.

As| ran, the path grew narrow, asif the trees were creeping closer. Soon there was no
path at all, only the leaf-ridden floor of a wooded forest. Above me, the trees groaned
and reached for me, their great limbs coming down on me like clawed fingers. They
scratched and split my skin, and | swiped at them with my ax, but some still managed



to become tangled within my shift and tore the thin fabric. My sleeve hung off my
shoulder, the neckline gaped, and the hem was in tatters. Still, | managed to free
myself, escaping the vile wood as it let out into a field that looked more like an
endless ocean, the night too dark to see what lay at my feet, but | could fed! it.

The ground was tender and wet, and my feet sank in cold mud. | could barely stay
upright. | dlipped and my ankle twisted. The pain sent me to the ground, and | landed
hard on my hands and knees when something sharp wrapped around my legs and
squeezed. | screamed and rolled onto my back as thorned vines crawled up my legs,
digging deep into my skin. They dlithered up my body until they were wrapped
around my wrists, holding them over my head, and suddenly, | was face-to-face with
the beast.

The prince hovered over me, his face inches from mine, the pendants of his necklaces
rested against my chest. Instead of thorns, his fingers dug into my wrists, and his
ankles were tangled with mine.

“My brothers sent you,” he said and rested his body against mine. “Are you a spy?”’

“Dol look likeaspy?’ | spat.

His eyes dropped to my breasts, exposed. My nipples had pebbled, hard from the
cold, hard from his gaze, which flashed asit returned to mine.

“You look like adistraction.”

“Then perhaps you should let me go,” | said.

“1 cannot let you go,” he said. “Y ou must earn your right to be free.”

“Myright?’ | asked, the words fierce. | lifted my head, drawing closer to him, lips



nearly touching. “| was sent here against my will.”
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“You were sent here as my prisoner,” he said. “Which will it be, vicious one? Six
years with me or a chance to be free?’

| glared at him, breathing hard.

“If you knew, why didn’t you lock me up from the start?’

He smirked. “Who said | keep my prisoners locked up?’

“Where do you keep them then?”’

“Shouldn’t you ask where | will keep you?’

| did not answer, and the longer he stared at me, the more | wished to disappear.
Perhaps the ground would open up and swallow me whole so | would not have to face
how | felt beneath him.

After afew seconds, he spoke.

“Guess my true name,” he said.

| blinked. “What?’

“You have seven daysto guess my true name, and | will set you free.”

| took several deep breaths as | processed his proposal. | was not so eager to be free
that | would blindly jump at the first offer. All deals with fae—especialy



elves—were traps.

“How many guesses do | have?’

“As many as you wish,” he said.

“1 do not speak in wishes,” | said.

Heraised abrow. “Don’t you?”’

| ground my teeth. “ Say it another way.”

He chuckled. “As many as you would like.”

“Will you keep count?’

He smirked.

“Clever creature,” he said. “Of course.”

“1 thought so.”

| would have to be careful with my answers and keep them to a minimum.

“Andif | fail?’

“Then you fail,” he said. “And you will be my prisoner for six years, plus one year
more for every wrong answer you give.”

“And what are the consequences of guessing correctly?”’



His smile turned wicked, his gaze shrewd, and | caught a glimpse of what lurked
beneath his skin—perhaps the true beast.

“Speak my name and find out.”

| stared at him, weighing my options, all with dire consequences.

Even if | did manage to guess the beast’s name correctly, what sort of evil would |
unleash?
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And did it really matter if | was free?
“I"ll guess your name,” | said.

His answer was a grin.

Chapter Three

The Beast

The beast released my wrists, and | shoved my hands against his chest, but he
vanished.

| sat up.

Where had he gone?

| tried to stand, but my ankle was swollen and bruised. | rolled onto my hands and
knees and struggled to my feet, finding that | was now in what appeared to be the
entrance of a castle, my eyes narrowing on a door.

| stumbled toward it and fell, moving too quickly for my injured ankle.

“Perhaps you should stay there,” said the beast, and | looked up from the floor into

his dark eyes. He stood guard at the door, looking far larger than he had before.
“Your knees seem to likeit.”



“Fuck you.”

“Youwill,” he said. “Far sooner than you think if you leave my castle.”

| felt the color drain from my face, and it seemed to spark joy in the beast’s eyes.
Until his gaze lowered. | was covered in mud, and now that | was inside and warm, it
was drying on my skin.

“Bathe,” he said. “You look and smell likeapig.”

| glared, rising to my feet and crossing my arms over my chest. It seemed ridiculous
to hide now, but his sudden cold demeanor reminded me how silly | had been this
evening. | should have tried to kill him the moment | met his gaze. Instead, I'd let
him touch me and it had done nothing but give him power over me.

My mouth twisted into a disgusted smile.

“Do | repulseyou?’ | asked, gleeful at the thought.

He arched a brow.

“Clearly not.”

| kept his gaze, unwilling to let my eyes wander, knowing well enough what he
meant. | could still feel the hard press of his cock against me.

Perhaps he wasn’t the only one with power here.
| looked around the entryway, which was dark despite several lit candles waning

away in corners, noticing that flowering vines covered the walls and draped from the
celling. Behind me was a staircase covered in moss, the rails tangled in trailing vines,



creating a path to a second floor that looked like the dark woods of the Enchanted
Forest.

| was no longer surprised that | had found myself outside once | had left the beast’s
room. It seemed that his entire castle was aforest.

“Where do you suggest | bathe?’ | asked.

“Before me,” he said, and once again, my surroundings changed. Suddenly, | wasin a
large, cavernous room. Water wept from the rocky walls of a grotto into a dark pool
overflowing into a small stream that disappeared into the darkness of the room.

| turned to face the beast, furious.

“1 will not bathe in front of you,” | said.

“If you will not bathe in front of me, then you will bathe in front of them,” he said,
inclining his head to the darkness of the room, which was lit by several pairs of red
eyes. Awful, raspy laughs followed, and the creatures in the shadow came into the
light.

The eyes belonged to several short goblins with long, sharp teeth and taloned fingers.
Their hair was long and scraggly, more akin to the roots of an old tree. On their heads
were pointed caps, red from blood, which they had let mat their hair and drip down
their faces.
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| swallowed a scream and scowled at him.

“1 would rather die,” | said.

“Suit yourself,” said the beast with alazy shrug of his shoulder, and then he vanished,
leaving me to face the bloodied creatures. They scowled, red eyes alight and angry as
they melded with the dark once more. For a brief moment, | thought they might leave
me alone—until one launched a stone at my head.

| managed to dodge it, only to be hit square in the face by another.

Blood gushed from my nose, and | hid my face as more rocks pummeled my body.

“Fine! Fine, you miserable fuck!” | screamed. “1’ll bathe in front of you!”

The attack stopped, and when | uncovered my head, | found the elven lord had
returned. He stood near, a smug expression on his pretty face.

“1 suppose | should have mentioned that the red caps throw stones,” he said.

| glared as | rose to my feet and spit blood in his face.

“1 hate you.”

He did not wipe his face or approach me. Instead, he smiled, wicked and cruel.

“Oh, vicious thing, you do not know hate. Give me time.”



| had never felt so murderous and wondered what the consequences were of killing
two elven lords. My thoughts were interrupted when another rock flew from the dark.
This time, the beast snatched it within his clawlike hand, lobbing it back. A loud
crack followed, and one of the red caps fell facedown, blood pooling around its head.
Seconds after, taloned hands tugged him back into the shadow while they muttered
angry curses.

No more rocks were thrown.

The beast looked at me.

“Bathe. They will not bother you so long as| am here.”

“Will they watch?’

“Likely,” he said. “But do not worry. They will lust only for your blood, not your
body.”

| pressed my lips thin and then looked at the pool. It was slightly elevated, accessed
only by a set of narrow steps. | considered refusing the bath altogether, but one
glance down my front only made me want it more. The mud made it hard to tell just
how injured | truly was—not just my ankle but my entire body. Not to mention the
blood from my nose was drying on my face and chest.

| approached the pool, eyeing the water. Would a sprite surge from its depths and
drown me? Did | redlly care? It had never occurred to me until now that | had little to
fight for beyond myself. What freedom lay beyond these walls but loneliness?

| shrugged off what remained of my nightgown and took the steps slowly, and though
| led with my uninjured ankle, keeping weight on the other was near unbearable. |
started to kneel, thinking that | might be able to crawl over the edge of the pool, when



the beast offered his hand, long nails like sharp blades. Tired and not wishing to
injure myself further, | took it. He held my fingersand | slipped into the pooal.

The water was not as deep as | had hoped, hitting midthigh. | waded until | was at the
center and then turned and held the beast’s gaze as | settled into the pool. The water
was surprisingly warm, and while it soothed, it aso drew attention to how much |
ached.

| took a breath, moaning as | exhaled.

“Did my brothers hurt you?’ he asked.

He had not taken his eyes off me, and there was a harshness to his face. If | had to
guess, he was asking because of the bruises blooming across my body.

“No. Your brothers were not the first unfortunate thing to befall me today...or
perhaps that was yesterday.”

| did not know the time and | did not explain further—not the curse of the well or
even the toad, because none of it mattered. None of it was going to change my
present or my future.

The beast did not ask.

“Is this what it means to be your prisoner?’ | asked. “To never have a moment of
privacy?’

“Do you wish to be stoned to death?”’
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“Do red caps lurk in every corner of your castle?’

He smirked but did not answer.

“1 will give you a moment’ s peace once you are safely in your room.”
“My room?’

“Your cell, your prison,” he said. “Cal it what you wish, but | assume you
understand the importance of staying inside until daybreak?”’

| glared.

Night itself was dangerous, but night in the Enchanted Forest was a death wish. When
| was younger, foolish boys would dare each other to spend the night in the woods,
never to be heard from again no matter how close they stayed to the border.

Sometimes the bodies were found in the daylight, beaten and broken or stripped to
the bone. Others were not found at all, and | often wondered if they had been whisked
away to another kingdom only to become slaves or concubines to some great fae
ruler.

“And after daybreak?’

“Y ou may go wherever you dare, but only when | have no use for you.”

| ground my teeth. “What use?’



“Whatever | desire,” he said. “You are my prisoner.”

“And if | refuse?”’

“You will always have a choice,” he said.

| knew what he meant by choice. It was either allow him to watch me bathe or be
stoned to death.

| studied him for a moment and then fell back into the water. | scrubbed my face and
my hair, and when | was finished, | remained below the surface, letting the air escape
my mouth until my lungs burned and the water felt heavy, like the walls of an iron
coffin.

Hands clamped down on my arms, and | opened my eyes, taking a deep, gasping
breath as | broke the surface. The beast glared down at me, eyes shining with acute
anger.

“You do not get to leave this world of your own accord,” he said, his gaze falling to
my lips. “And if you manage it, | will follow you in death and haunt you for all of
eternity.”

| was confused by his fierce response but had no time to process his anger when he
released me. | reached for him as | fell, but there was nothing to hold on to. He had
aready vanished. | landed on something soft—a bed, | realized as | sat up, still wet
and naked.

| scanned the room. It was small, far narrower than it was wide. There was an
uncovered window to the left and a hearth to the right, a fire crackling and popping
within, making the room almost too warm. | slipped off the bed, and there was soft
carpet a my feet. | paused for a moment and then bent to touch it with my hands. |



had never felt anything like it. | had only ever known the feel of compacted dirt and
the occasiona handwoven rug.

If thiswas to be my cell, it was luxurious.

A tapping sound drew my attention. For one heart-stopping moment, | thought
someone was at the window, but when | looked, it was only the trees rattling in the
wind, and | could see nothing beyond the thick foliage and the deep night. There was
a part of me that was unnerved by the obstruction. I'd have liked to look upon the
beast’ s kingdom. At the same time, | was grateful and hopeful that it meant no one
could peer in on me.

With that thought, | crossed to the door and tried the knob, ensuring it was locked,
and then dragged a large wooden chest in front of it. | was aware of what the elven
lord had not said—while | should not Ieave this room, he'd never said anything about
someone coming in.

With the door barricaded, | returned to the bed and slipped beneath the covers and fell
into a deep sleep.

Chapter Four

Mirror, Mirror

The creature in my castle is a seductress. She smells like sweet roses, and she clings
to me like the cold despite the fire she's started in my blood. | want her. The need for
her runs deep in my veins. It goes beyond soothing the swell of my cock.

In her presence, | can tastefreedom.

“You will be the death of her.”



“Did | summon you?’ | asked, turning toward the jagged piece of mirror on my wall.
It was one of seven pieces, the other six belonging to my brothers.
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| could not see my reflection as | glared at him. He had made his visage dark, which
was usual. When the mirror was clear, it meant anyone with another piece could spy.
Though it was not as if | minded. My brothers would likely only catch me
participating in various lascivious acts.

“You do not have to summon me. | am always watching.”

“Charming,” | said. “Will you linger while | pleasure myself too?’

“1 have little choice. | am only amirror.”

“Suit yourself,” | said, reaching for my erection, which strained against the fabric of
my trousers. | had no shame, but before | had a chance to touch myself, the mirror
spoke.

“Do you really think this mortal will learn your true name?”’

| curled my fingersinto afist. “I would not have chosen her for the task if she did not
show promise.”

“Y ou did notchoose,” the mirror drawled. “Y our brotherssenther.”

“It does not matter how she came to me. Sheis here. She is flesh and blood. She can
set me free.”

“Ifshefalsin love with you.”



“A small detail,” | said.

“Small?’ the mirror repeated with some surprise. “I would hardly call that detail
small.”

“l do not wish to speak on it,” | said, my voice harsh, and my mood darkened,
descending like shadow in the dying dusk.

| knew the mirror was right.

| needed her to love me, but | had waited nearly ten years for someone to come along
with enough reason to learn my true name. This creature, she wished to be free, and if
she wished hard enough, she might just set me free too.

“Do you truly believe they would send you a clever thing?’

“Perhaps you could tell me,” | said. “Do you not exist in six other palaces and know
al my brothers secrets?’

“Five,” he said, a reminder that one of my brothers was dead and that someone
already had his piece of the enchanted mirror. It had once been whole and hung in our
father’s hall, but as he neared death, he broke it into seven pieces, one for each of his
sons, and declared that whoever put it back together again would be king of the
Enchanted Forest. “I only exist with five of your brothers now.”

“Which of them managed to snatch Eero’ s piece?’

“None,” said the mirror.

“None?’ | asked, arching a brow. “Who has it now?”



“A pretty, petty thing.”

“Hmm.”

That will make things interesting for the others, | thought.

Especialy Silas, who, of al my brothers, desired to be king most. Personally, | did
not care for the crown, but I did not wish to give up my mirror either. He was a
gateway, a portal to other parts of the Enchanted Forest.

That was the kind of power | wished to keep.

“Y ou do not seem at all concerned,” the mirror observed.

“1 find it difficult to be concerned with anything beyond myself at this moment.”

The mirror did not have expressions, but | could feel his disgust.

“You would think you would worry more about your life than your cock.”
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“1 was talking about my life,” | snapped. “But thank you for reminding me of my
intention to fuck myself.”

“To the image of your brother’s murderer?’ the mirror asked.
“Yes,” | hissed.
| would have thanked her for it had | not wished to tangle her in my web.

Eero might be my brother, but blood meant nothing unless it was spilled in the
Enchanted Forest, and at that point, it was currency.

Good fucking riddance, | thought, though it was not as if he would not be born again
as all fae were. He' d likely crawl from the bell of afoxglove, as poisonous as ever.

Thinking of my brother darkened my mood.

“Show me the woman,” | commanded, wishing to rekindle the desire that had
inflamed my veins.

The mirror brightened, and now | looked on the vicious creature who had disturbed
my night. She lay on her back, her arms splayed. She looked pale, even with the
warmth of the fire igniting her limbs, though it did make her blond hair look ablaze.

| clenched my jaw, frustrated at how easily she slumbered, not at all caught in the
throes of arousal like me.



Cruel creature.

It made me doubt she could love me at al, doubt that she could end this curse
bestowed on me by the Glass Mountains.

“I need her tolove me,” | said.

“Loveislearned,” said the mirror. “Has it ever occurred to you that is the lesson the
Glass Mountains hoped to teach you when they cursed you?’

| knew what the mountains were doing, but it was no lesson.

It was vengeance.

The Glass Mountains were a source of life within the Enchanted Forest, and they
called the beings that sprang from their depths theiroffspring. What was born of them
was immortal and moral.

| was immortal and immoral, born from the earth, and after | mixed my blood with
one of their own, the Mountains cursed me to forget my true name unless it was
spoken by myone true love.

That was nine years and three weeks ago.

| had one more week until | forgot my true name forever—until everyone forgot.

And if my name was forgotten,lwas forgotten.

A name precedes you, and without one, you are nothing.

It was the truth of our world.



“A fool’s errand,” | said even as | stood before the mirror, aching and yearning for
this creaturein away | had never before.

“For afoolish prince,” said the mirror.
| might have reacted to his comment had the creature not rolled to her side. | was
given aview of the dark bruises blooming across her back, reminding me that she had

come to meinjured.

My brothers were despicable creatures, but they would not have harmed
her...physically at least.

My head became hot with rage.
“Show me who hurt her,” | said, and the mirror rippled. My creature vanished and a
man came into view. He was in bed, hovering over a woman, thrusting into her. She

writhed beneath him, moaning in false pleasure.

| wondered why he had hurt my creature and if he had thought long it.
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| drew nearer, pressing a clawed finger to the vision, anger gnashing my teeth.
“Fragile man,” | growled. “1 will break you.”

The image went dark, and my reflection peered back at me, fierce and feral. The
mirror laughed.

“Your lust is making you reckless.”

“It is not reckless to make a mortal swallow his cock for hurting a woman,” | said,
and a slow grin spread across my face as | imagined the horror and pain that would
contort the man’sface. “Itis...satisfying.”

“Y ou cannot curse anyone while you are cursed,” said the mirror.

Asif | had forgotten.

“1 can be patient,” | said.

| would take great pleasure in wounding the man who had wounded her—if she
helped me end this cruel curse.

“You will be the death of her,” the mirror said again.
“You are not amirror of prophecy.”

“I am amirror of truth,” he said.



| turned and crossed to my bed, and as | rested on the coverlet and took my aching
length in hand, I thought of the creature and her rose-smelling hair and recalled how
she fit against me. | pumped my hand faster, a little harder, until my head teemed
with fantasies about how | would fuck her when she finally gave in.

“She will live. Long enough to speak my name,” | said between clenched teeth just
before | came.

| waited for sleep to take hold, but instead of my limbs growing heavy and my eyes
dliding shut, my muscles grew tight, and my body filled with blood as if | had not
found release at all.

“No.” | sat up.

Vicious creature.

Vicious brothers.

They had sent me asiren.

Chapter Five

The Selkie

When | woke up the next morning, my head ached and my mouth was dry. Blindly, |
reached for the water | usually kept at my bedside, but instead of finding the handle

of my mug, | touched something cold and slimy.

A scream tore from my throat, and | sat up to a chorus of snickers. My hand was
covered in mucus, the table beside my bed crawling with slugs.



| was not home but in the palace of an elven prince, and there was a troupe of tiny
pixies in my room. They hovered, wings vibrating. Some were naked while others
wore tattered and dirty clothing.

| threw a pillow at them as | scrambled out of my bed, relieved my ankle bore little
pain as| put pressure on my foot.

“If | get my hands on any of you, | will pluck your wings from your bodies and wear
them as a crown!”

They laughed merrily, zipping close to my face as they scattered, flying out acrack in
the window | had not noticed the night before. | glared after them and the door

clicked open. My gaze shifted to the beast who filled the doorway.

For a moment, | was shocked that he was able to enter. | had pushed a chest in front
of the doors last night, except now | found that it had been moved.

| gritted my teeth.

Those pixieswould pay if | caught them in my room again.
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The elven king looked cold and pale, his eyes severe and his mouth tight.

| could feel his disgust, and yet his gaze raked over my bare body.

“Picking fights?’ he asked as his eyes met mine.

| started to respond when a short, stout brownie pushed her way into the room,
grumbling as she went. Her ears were pointed and large, hanging off the sides of her
face as if they were too heavy for her head. She wore a brown dress and a stained
white apron.

| reached for the blanket on the bed and held it to myself.

The beast smirked.

“Thisis Naeve,” he said. “She will help you prepare for the day.”

“Prepare for the day?’

“You are welcome to remain as you are,” he said, his eyes appraising. “Though |
must admit, | quite like being the only one to see you like this.”

“How do you know you are the only one?’
The beast narrowed his eyes.

“He isn't,” said the brownie, who stood at my feet and ripped the blanket away. |



rolled my fingers into fists and growled at her as she made her way around me, her
eyes assessing, but in a different way than the elven prince, who had taken a seat
across the room, reclining comfortably, obviously intent on watching meprepare for
the day, whatever that meant.

Once Naeve had made several rounds at my feet, she walked to the wooden wardrobe
and knocked twice. One of the doors flew open, and a small creature poked its head
out.

Naeve spoke to it in a language | did not understand. It was fast and so harsh, |
thought they might be fighting. The small creature turned its attention to me for a
moment. It had large round eyes that were set close and deep and a long, crooked
nose that stuck out over awide mouth.

It blinked a& me, eyes shining incandescently, and then disappeared into the
wardrobe, slamming the door. | took that to mean whatever Naeve had asked was
unceremoniously rejected, but the brownie was not deterred. She crossed to a
mirrored vanity, climbing onto the cushioned seat and the tabletop. Then she turned
and pointed at the bench.

11 S't! ”

| hesitated, gaze shifting between the beast and the brownie. When | did not move,
Naeve kicked a small bowl of powder off the vanity.

11 S't! ”

The prince laughed.

“Forgive her,” he said, and at first, | thought he was talking to me, but | noticed that
he was looking at Naeve as he continued. “Sheisabit dull.”



Naeve snickered and | scowled.

“1 can take care of myself.”

“Are you saying you asked me to watch you bathe because you wanted me to and not
because you feared the red caps?’

“l hate you,” | seethed, holding his gaze as | sat for Naeve, wondering what more |
had to fear from the brownie or the creatures in my wardrobe.

His grin was menacing, and | ground my teeth, keeping them clenched as the brownie
began to pull and twist strands of my hair. The beast watched, and for a brief
moment, a harsh intensity returned to his face. | had no chance to study it or to think
long on what had sparked it when he turned away, wandering toward the window
from which the pixies had escaped.

“Must you remain?’ | asked.

“Must you speak?’ he returned.

“1 suppose not, but then | would never utter your true name.”

His jaw ticked. That was the only indication | had that my words affected him. He
continued to stare out the window while | sat naked and Naeve plaited my hair. As
soon as she finished, the doors to the wardrobe burst open, and a ball of fabric came

flying toward me, landing on my head.

“Dress!” Naeve ordered.
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| pulled the cloth off my head, a perpetual scowl on my face. | held up the fabric to
find that the creatures in the closet had made a dress. The top was white and billowy,
the skirt pale green, overlain with sheer white fabric. When | glance over at the
prince, his back was still turned to me, so | stepped into the dress and reached behind
to button up the back but found I could only clasp afew on my own.

| turned to look for Naeve, but she was gone.

Then | felt warm fingers take over, and | stiffened as the prince fastened my dress.
Once he was finished, | turned to face him. He stared down at me and spoke, giving

me no time to react to his intrusion.

“You are permitted to wander within my castle and my grounds, but go beyond the
wall, and you may become another person’s prisoner.”

“Is there anyone worse than you?’ | asked.
The beast lifted his hand and caressed the side of my face.
“Vicious creature, there is aways something worse.”

| held my breath beneath his touch, and when his hand fell away, the tension returned
to my body.

“You will call me Casamir,” he said. “It ismy mortal name.”

“l prefer beast,” | said, suddenly aware of how much | had to crane my neck just to



meet his gaze at this proximity.

His lips quirked and his hand snaked behind my neck and into my hair, fingers
grazing my scap. He had moved fast, and once he was close, my body warmed
against his.

“Call me beast again,” he said, his lips hovering over mine, “and I’'ll show you why |
was given that name.”

| could not help it. His threat provoked me, and a slow smile spread across my face.

“Beast,” | whispered, and the prince’s hand caught my throat. The black of his irises
leaked into the whites of his eyes. He pushed me until | met the edge of the vanity,
his hips pressed between my thighs.

| reached for his arm, but as | did, black tendrils rose from his skin and wrapped
around my hands, becoming solid like the spindly branches of a bodark tree. They
crawled over me, around my shoulders and down my back, wrapping around my
waist. At the same time, another set of vines trailed up my legs, curling around my
thighs, inching closer to the part of me that had ached for him last night. Even now,
my body grew heavy and warm, wet for this cruel creature.

“Do not test me, vicious creature. | will swallow you whole.”

| believed he could.

| wished he would.

We stared at each other for along moment, and | felt like a spider caught in aweb as

the elven prince drew nearer. His free hand moved down the side of my body before
gathering my skirt. | shivered as the fabric rose, exposing my leg, and when his hand



landed high on my bare hip, my breath caught in my throat.

He never |looked away from me, his eyes still drowning in black, his mouth hovering
close to mine. | would be lying if | did not admit how desperately | wanted to know
the feel of hislips against mine.

“Say my name,” he said, the words a slow command. “My mortal name.”

Silence spread between us, and his fingers were close to my heat, with the palm of his
hand pressed flat against my ass. My heart beat fast in my chest like fluttering fairy
wings, and my muscles grew taut. If | said his name, would he touch me instead of
teasing me?

“What will you give me?’ | asked.

He reared back only a fraction, as if realizing he had shown too much surprise. He
studied me, eyes narrowed, before the corner of hislip curled.

“What do you desire?’

Asif he thought he could guess, his fingers pressed harder into my skin.

“A number,” | sad.

His brows lowered, confused. “A number?’

“How many letters are in your true name?’

He stared and | could tell he was displeased with me. Had he hoped | might ask for

his touch? | doubted he mourned that | hadn’t, more that | had not fallen for his
seduction.
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“Tricky creature,” he said, and this time, his fingers pressed against my throat, his
lips grazing across my lower jaw to my ear where he whispered, “ Seven.”

As he pulled back, hisfiery eyes met mine. He loosened his hold on my neck, and the
blood that had built in my head rushed away. | was dizzy and far more desperate than
before to feel him inside me.

“Areyou lying?’ | asked, breathless.

Seven brothers. Seven years. Seven letters.

“l cannot lie,” he said, and | knew that was true.

| started at him and then his mouth.

“1 am waiting, vicious creature.”

| stared a him a moment longer, searching his endless eyes, tracing his high
cheekbones and arrogant smile. | leaned up and | could feel his breath on my lips. |
wanted to taste his mouth, suck his tongue like a sweet sugarplum. | wanted him to
writhe against me.

“Casamir.”

| hadn’t had any idea how his name would sound when it escaped my mouth, but it

was so wrapped up in my desperate emotions, it sounded like a plea. There was a part
of me that hoped it would work like a spell and break his control.



But he did not shiver or swallow. He did not press into me or tighten his hold.

He did lean in, and he moved his hand from my neck before pressing his lips to my
throat, speaking in a hushed tone.

“Comewhen | call, sweet one.”

Then he vanished.

| remained against the vanity, mind scrambling to make sense of what had just
transpired between me and the elven prince. My heart was till racing, and | could
feel his phantom hands and the vines against my skin.

| should not have been surprised by his power. He had used it on my ax when thorns
had sprouted from the handle and later when he tripped me as | fled into the
enchanted night. But was that the power that made him a beast? Or was it something
else entirely?

My gaze shifted as | caught movement from the window. The pixies | had chased
from my room were gathered there, faces pressed against the glass.

| scowled and marched toward them, snatching the pillow from the floor | had thrown
earlier and launching it at them. | knew it would do no good—they were on the other
side of the glass—but it felt good to throw something.

The pillow landed with a soft plop and fell to the floor. The pixies giggled and flew
off. I wondered what they had seen and who they might tell. Though it was more
likely they just perceived me as another stupid mortal who had falen for a pretty
elven prince.

My gaze fell and | noticed that the broken window that had allowed the pixies



entrance to my room was now mended, and while I'd have liked to feel a sense of
gratitude toward the prince for the fix, dread filled my stomach like a bitter poison.

Elves did no favors.

What more did | owe the Prince of Thorns?

| left my room with some hesitation, uncertain of what | would find on the other side.
| wanted to bring my ax, but the handle was still covered in thorns and impossible to
hold. Even without a weapon, | did not wish to remain indoors. It was not in my
nature, even when | resided in my cottage on the edge of the forest, even hating that
whatever lurked between her branches watched. Worse, what would watch me within
the beast’ s—Casamir’ s—realm?

My door opened to a stone halway, the walls of which were covered in vines that
flowered as | walked by.

Charming, | thought, except that the vines had thorns and they were red-tipped, as if
each had pricked a person and drawn blood, and the flowers, which were white and
pink and bell-shaped, were poisonous to the touch—a virtual death trap.

| followed them, careful not to knock into the wall. The hallway curved to the right,
and | found myself on a portico lined with stone columns, wrapped in the same
flowering vines. Beyond was a sprawling garden full of greenery and colorful flora
All around, rising jagged and sharp, were the tall and spindly spires of Casamir’'s
castle, caging me like the bars of acell.

Above, the sky was blue but heavy with white clouds that were so low, | felt as
though | could reach and touch them.

It was truly beautiful here.



It had been a long while since | had looked upon anything and thought it was
beautiful. It was a mark of how my life had changed, not because of Casamir or the
five elven princes or even the toad in the well—all of that had been inevitable. My
life had changed because | had come to know death at a young age, first when he took
my mother and then when he took my sister and eventually my father.

Sometimes | would yell at him in the middle of the night.
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Y ou are selfish to have left me aonel

Ah, young one, he would reply.It was not me who took your mother or your sister or
your father. You killed your mother, you wished your sister dead, and your actions
stole your father’ s last breath.

He was not wrong, and when | questioned what | had done to deserve this loneliness,
| remembered that | had made a terrible wish.

| hated that this place made me think of my family, and | ground my teeth against the
feelings rising inside me, the strange cloudiness in my chest, the pinprick of tearsin
my eyes. | stepped out from the cover of the portico and into the garden.

A soft breeze caught my skirt, and it fluttered around me. | held on to handfuls of the
flowy fabric to keep it from tangling in nearby brambles. As | wandered farther into
the garden, it seemed to grow larger, full, taler, until it was all-consuming, and |
could no longer see low-hanging clouds or even the pointed spires of Casamir’s
castle. The path | had followed had long disappeared, overgrown with foliage, though
it still remained before me. | wondered if this was Casamir’s magic or the magic of
the Enchanted Forest? Were they one and the same?

| knew little about magic except that it was cruel.

As | continued, | was careful not to touch anything or look too long at a beautiful
flower for fear it would hypnotize me and lead me to some cruel fate. | might not
have anything to live for, but | did not wish to die here among the fae. The path | was
on led straight to a murky pond. It was surrounded by tall blades of grass and



flowering trees, the petals of which were scattered across the surface of the water,
which was dark in color and crowded with star-shaped blossoms, but none of that
drew my attention like the naked man sitting at the center of the pond on a rock.

He was a selkie, a shape-shifting fae. Their natural form was that of a seal, and it was
a skin they could shed so they could walk on land as a human. The sealskin was
valuable, as it was the only way the fae could return to their true form and their true
home, the sea.

This selkie was far from home and careless to my presence, sitting with his hands
dlightly behind him, head turned toward the sky, allowing the sun to bathe his bare
body in golden light. His hair was brown, tousled by the wind, and his skin was
bronzed, reddening more as each second passed beneath its rays. His muscles were
hard, and so was his cock, which he made no effort to conceal.

He spoke in a singsong voice, and the words made my skin prick with unease.

“There is nothing more sweet than amaiden’s call for me;

Body full of blood, a desperate heartbeat.

Warmed with lust, she comes to me frantic for release

And when that cloying death cry leaves her lips,

She breathes no more for me.”

The words were a hypnotic spell, aweapon selkies used to lure their prey. | could feel
it clouding my mind, and a strange lust tore straight down my chest like a knife,

cutting me to the core. | fell to my knees, gnashing my teeth, digging frantically into
the dirt and pressing the clay into my ears until the lyrics of the selkie's song were



nothing more than a quiet mumble.

The lust dissipated and my body relaxed. | was disturbed by this creature’' s magic. |
remained on my hands and knees feeling unsettled. For a split second, | had lost
control of myself, and it had not been a choice. The realization shook my entire body,
and | was struck by how this contrasted so violently with how | felt when | was near
Casamir.

At least my reaction to him was genuine, no matter how much | hated it. | was
attracted to Casamir, and that was all it took to desire him.

The selkie, though, was a predator.

My heart still pounded in my chest, frenzied from the fag' s eerie song.

| gathered stones before rising to my feet, intending to use them as a weapon, but the
selkie was no longer lounging on the rock. | scanned the pond for any sign of
movement, but the water was still.

“Hmm, what do we have here?’

The voice came from behind me, and while it was muted, | could still make out the
words. | twisted too fast and fell, a scream bubbling up from my throat. As soon as |
landed, the selkie straddled me. He had round eyes that seemed to shift from blue to
green like the waves of the sea. His hair was wet, weighed down and dripping.

“Who are you, young maiden?’ he asked.

| lifted my knee, shoving it hard into his balls. The creature fell onto the ground, and |

found myself astride him, lifting my rock-filled hands over my head, readying to
strike him in the face until his teeth were broken and he choked on his own blood, but



then | noticed the skin of a seal lying near and snatched it from the ground.

| stumbled back with the selki€’'s skin in hand, and when he saw that | had it, his eyes
grew wide.

“No, please! Giveit back!”

| grinned and held one of the rockstoit.

The selkie need not know it wasn't sharp.

“Is thisimportant to you?’
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“You know it is important, you terrible thing!” he shrieked, spittle flying from his
mouth. He managed to rise to his hands and knees.

“You are right,” | said. “You cannot return to your true form without it, can you?
What a shame it would be if it was cut to ribbons.”

“What do you want, terrible thing? | will give you anything!”
It was the promise | sought, but before | could speak, something hit my cheek. The

impact felt like asting. | pressed my palm to my face and drew it away to find blood.
My eyes shifted to find something floating before me—a small creature with wings, a

sprite.

It was dressed in the petals of a pink rose that was spattered with my blood.

The sprite charged at my face, and | swatted at it, but suddenly there was a great
swarm of them, and all | could do was cover my face as they cut and kicked and bit.

| stumbled back and fell into the pond with the sealskin still clutched in my hand,
unwilling to let it go even as someone attempted to yank it away.

The jerk brought me to the surface of the water, where | came face-to-face with the
selkie again.

“Whatever you want,” he repeated, another promise. “Just give it back.”

“If you are lying to me, | will stalk you for the rest of your life. Y ou will never bask



in the sun. You will never step on land without fearing me. | will hunt you until | flay
you alive and burn this skin before your eyes. Do you understand?’

The selkie glared at me for amoment, and then his lips spread into awide grin.

“1 like you,” he said. “I give you my word, terrible creature. | will give you your
greatest desire.”

| released his skin, and he hugged it to his body. | instantly regretted letting my one
weapon go, but he did not slither away into his swamp like | had expected.

“Clean your ears, terrible thing,” he said. “And tell me what you desire.”

| watched him, mistrusting.

“Do you doubt my word, thing?’ he asked, irritation flaring in his eyes.

| held my nose as | dropped below the murky water, twisting my finger into my ears
to dislodge the mud. | resurfaced as quickly as | could, thinking that the selkie would
flee, but once again, he proved true to his word and remained where he was in the
water.

“There now,” he said. “All better?’

“1 need your prince' strue name,” | said.

“Heisnot my prince,” said the selkie. “ And that is not your greatest desire.”

“You said you would give me what | desire,” | said. “| desire to know the prince's
true name.”



“l said | would give you your greatest desire,” he said. “ There is adifference.”

We stared at each other. | wanted to accuse the selkie of lying, but | realized this was
my error. | had not been careful enough in the wording of our bargain. Did the selkie
know what | truly desired, or could he merely sense that | was lying? Terror filled me
as| realized | had unintentionally given him power over me.

“What do you call the prince?’ | asked.

“We call him many names,” he said. “The Thorn Prince, Prince of Thorns, Dreadful
King, Shadow King. Some call him by his mortal name, Casamir, but those who do
arevery few.”

“Why few?’

He shrugged. “ A name precedes you, and without one, you are nothing.”

“Then why go by a name that is not his own?’

“All fae go by names that are not theirs,” he said. “True names are for lovers. True
names are for death.”

“Why only lovers and death?’
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“A true nameis agift to the lover and atoken to death.”
“How do | find atrue name?’

“The prince must tell you,” he said.

“The prince will not tell me,” | said.

That would mean he willingly set me free, and | doubted his generosity unless it
involved frustrating me and an abundance of thorns.

“He will tell you if he lovesyou.”

“You have lived too long in this swamp of a pond if you think the prince will ever
love me.”

The selkie grinned, chuckling under his breath.

“1 do not believe you, terrible thing.”

“1 lost my ability to love along time ago,” | said. “I do not want it back.”
“Perhaps you don't,” he said. “And yet you still wish to be loved.”

The blood drained from my face.

“| have nodesireto discuss this,” | hissed. “I need Casamir’ s true name.”



The selkie studied me for amoment and then offered, “ The mountains may know.”

“The mountains?”’

“The elven lords are old. It is likely no one knows their true name, save that which
came before them—the earth and the Glass Mountains.”

| frowned.

“The Glass Mountains are outside Prince Casamir’sream.”

“So they are,” said the selkie.

“1 cannot go beyond thewall,” | said.

Though | had said otherwise, | believed there were far worse creatures outside the his
realm.

“Evenif | managed it, | could not return in aday. He would notice | was gone.”

And then what?l wondered.

Would the Enchanted Forest reprimand me? Or perhaps Casamir’ s five brothers?

“Perhaps you should fly,” the selkie suggested unhelpfully.

“1 cannot fly.”

“Come back tomorrow,” said the selkie. “And | will give you wings.”

| hesitated.



“What would you ask for in return?’

“For now? Your smile,” he said. “But one day when you rule this castle, you will
return me to the sea.”
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Chapter Six
Pity a Fool
| watched my creature leave the garden, her dress wet and clinging to her form like a
second skin. There was a rage within me that the flowers and trees and the fairies and
the selkie had seen her in such a state. My fingers curled into fists at my side.
“What are you sulking about?’ Naeve demanded, hopping onto the bench beneath the
window to peer out. When she saw my creature, she grinned wickedly, showing her

crooked teeth. “Fancy her, en?’

“1 do notfancyher,” | snapped, and yet | thought of how she must have gotten wet and
knew the selkie had seen her. Had he seduced her with his horrible song?

“Is that why you begged her to speak your name?’ Naeve asked.

The mirror choked, suppressing alaugh. | glared at the two.

“Ineedher to love me,” | said again, just as | had last night, though I could not shake
this feeling. It was sort of like dread, sort of like fear. What if she fell in love with
someone else?

“ And how will you make her love you?’ asked Naeve. “ She hates you.”

| glowered. | knew that well enough, but perhaps with enough coaxing...



“Lust is not the same aslove,” said the mirror.

“I know the difference,” | seethed.

The brownie raised a brow at me, and though the mirror had no expression, | knew it
did the same.

“Who says she cannot lust for me and love me?”’

Naeve exchanged alook with the mirror.

“Loveislearned,” said the mirror.

“You keep saying that, and yet no one has learned to love me,” | said.

“And you have learned to love no one,” said Naeve.

“She can learn to love me while she lusts,” | said and turned back to the window,
hating the disappointment that dropped into the pit of my stomach when | no longer
saw my creature below.

“You will have to do more than fuck her if you want her to love you,” said Naeve.

| spun to face her, no longer interested in the view.

“What do you know about love?’

The brownie glared back, a scowl on her face. “You expect true and devoted love
from this woman, and yet you do not plan to give in return? What part about ‘she

hates you' do you not understand? Y ou will have to woo her, and you have done a
pitiful job of that thusfar.”



“She has been here for lessthan aday,” | snapped.

“Precious time when you only have six days,” said the brownie.

“Have you ever wooed anyone, Naeve?’ | asked. She crossed her arms over her chest
and lifted her brow at me. “And you, Mirror?’

His silence was telling.

“Then why would | listen to either ofyou?’

“The Mountains are trying to teach you alesson,” Naeve said.

| know!l wanted to scream so loud the Mountains would hear my rage, but | did not
wish to give them the satisfaction of my frustration.
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“What good is alesson born from spite?’
“If you learn it, then it isrevenge,” said Naeve. “And you will know true love.”
“Truelove,” | snarled. “Who needsit?’

“You do, idiot,” said Naeve, who jumped from her place on the bench and left my
chamber. | had afeeling that if the mirror could leave, he would too.

“Sheisright, you know,” said the mirror.

“No one asked you!”

“Y ou posed the question. She answered it.”

“It was hypothetical!” | yelled, throwing my handsin the air.

| started to pace. My body was tense, and | was frustrated. | had been frustrated since
that creature had arrived in my room on her knees. This was her fault. | would not
feel thisway if she had never come. | would not havehope.

| hated hope.

| stopped pacing with my back to the mirror and began to ask, “How do I....”

| stopped abruptly.



This was ridiculous. | was an elven prince. Hundreds of women had fallen in love
with me. Why was this one different?

“Were you about to ask me how to woo a woman?’

“No,” | snapped, folding my arms over my chest. | hated the embarrassment | felt and
how it warmed my cheeks.

“I am amirror.”

“Iknowyou are a mirror,” | said. His meaning was twofold. He had never wooed a
woman, and he also knew the truth behind my question. Yet | could not bring myself
to ask it. “I know you watch my brothers.”

“Y our brothers are no more knowledgeable about love than you are,” he said.
“Loreisinlove” | sad.

“With amortal who does not know he exists,” said the mirror.

“Cardicischarming,” | said.

“Y es, and he uses his charms to bed women.”

“But do they fall in love with him?”’

“They usually end up hating him,” said the mirror.

| frowned as | considered my other brothers, but none of them had managed to fall in

love. Not even our father had loved our mother. Their union was one of convenience,
and while they produced heirs, they had other lovers. Had they loved them?



“Perhaps you should ask someone who is actualy in love,” the mirror suggested.
“Like the mortal prince you imprisoned for stealing arose from your garden.”

“1 doubt he will help me.”

The prince, whose name | did not know, had come from a mortal kingdom. He had
hoped to scale the Glass Mountains and return to his kingdom with a golden apple,
which grew inside the mountains. On his way, he stopped, climbed my walls, and
plucked a flower from my earth for his princess. | kept him captive even after he
begged to be set free to return to his betrothed.

“There’ s no harm in asking.”

“Thereis aways harm in asking.”
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Besides, | did not fancy being vulnerable to the mortal prince.
“It seems to me there is more harm if you do not.”

“l hate you,” | said, though | knew the mirro—and even Naeve—were right. |
needed this woman to fall in love with me, and | was running out of time.

Which was how | found myself in the depths of my castle in search of the prince who
had stolen a rose for his beloved. When | found him, he was resting on the stone
floor, one knee drawn up. His head was turned to the window, which was shaped like
half a moon and barred. Just on the other side, flower fairies had gathered to look
upon him, but when they beheld me, they scattered in a flurry of wings and loose
petals.

The prince turned his head lazily to me.

He had not been long in this world, his face youthful and full. He was as | expected
all mortal prince’'s to be: flamboyant and arrogant. He had all the belief that the title
he held outside the Enchanted Forest meant something to those of us who lived
within.

But here, he was nothing but fuel to feed spells and fill stomachs.

He wore purple velvet and a hat that crushed his golden curls, and in the hat was a
long, red feather.

“My captor arrives,” he said.



“1 hope you are not making bargains,” | said. “ The fae can be cruel.

“No crueler than you,” he said.

“Thereis aways someone crueler,” | said.

The prince was quiet, so | spoke.

“Will you not beg meto set you free again?’

The prince smiled. “No, because that is what you want.”

“It isnot what | want,” | said, frustrated that this mortal would even venture to guess
my desires.

“Then what do you want?’ he asked.

My eyes narrowed on the young prince, and | felt my body fill up with anger. He
seemed to sense the danger, because he tensed.

“You are not to ask questions of me, mortal prince,” | said. “I require your aid, and in
exchange, | will grant your greatest desire.”

“My greatest desire?’ he repeated, his eyes gleaming.

“Onlyif your advice produces the resultsidesire,” | added. | would set him free for
nothing less.

“And what do you desire?’ he asked.

| ground my teeth back and forth, not wishing to speak it aloud, but even as | stood



here and thought about my true name, | had trouble recalling how it was spelled.

Seven letters, | reminded myself.

Y our name knows no stranger.

Y our name is the wail on the lips of a birthing mother.

Y our name is the how! from the mouth of a grieving lover.

It isthe cry that breaks the night when death is summoned.

“My desireisto make a maiden fall in love with me.”

My nails cut into my palms as | waited for the prince to laugh, but all he said was,
“She did not fall in love with you at first sight?’
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“No,” | gritted out.
She tried to bury an ax in my chest.
“Isthat evenreal?’ | asked.

“Of courseit is,” said the prince, who paused to think. “Perhaps she is not attracted to

you.

“Sheisattracted to me,” | snapped. | knew it. | could fedl it in the air between us. The
problem was that she also hated me.

The prince did not look so certain. | reached forward, wrapping my hands around the
bars of hiscell, and his eyes grew wide at the length of my claws.

“|1 asked you to tell me how to make her fall inlove with me,” | said. “Is your beloved
princess not in love with you?’

“Of course sheis,” he said, as defensive as | felt.

“Then what made her love you?’

He thought for a moment and then said, “Have you told her she is beautiful 7’
| blinked, slow.

11 NO.”



“Wéll, is she beautiful 7

“Yes,” | hissed.

She was more than beautiful, more beautiful than | cared to admit.

| thought of how she had looked at me upon her arrival, the shock that had come
across her face, the fierceness that had taken over when she decided to fight me.

“Then you should tell her. All women want to hear they are beautiful.”

| tried to imagine my creature melting into my arms at the sound of those words, but
my mind only conjured an angry snarl.

“You are certain that will work?’ | asked.

“1f she does not fall in love with you immediately, it shall be a start.”

My heart felt split in two. There was a side of it that rose with hope at the thought of
having her love, and there was a side of it that felt completely ridiculous and would
rather forget my name.

“If you arewrong,” | warned, leaning closer so the prince could see my face between
the bars of the cell. He paled and pressed against the stone wall, not as aloof as he
appeared. “I shall cut the curls from your golden head.”

With that, | |eft the prison to summon my creature.

Chapter Seven

The Fairy Ring



Once | returned to my room, | stripped off my wet clothes and opened the wardrobe
only to have the door slam closed. | tried it again, and this time it wouldn’t budge, as
if it had been locked.

“Open thisdoor!” | said as | pulled on the handle. “| need clothes!”

The door flew open, and | fell onto my back. A piece of cloth landed on my head.
The door shut again, and | pulled the fabric off to find they had thrown a thin, sheer
robe.

“This can hardly be considered clothes!” | yelled and shifted onto my knees, banging
on the wardrobe, but there was no response from the creatures in the closet. | growled
as| stood and slipped on the robe, laughing at its ridicul ous coverage.

| crossed to the window and looked out, though the glass was mostly obscured by
curling vines and golden-green trees. | could just make out the glistening peaks of the
Glass Mountains, their jagged edges sitting on the horizon like ominous waves.
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They were the mountains kings challenged suitors to scale, knowing no one ventured
there and returned, and yet | was willing to go and learn the name of my captor—or at
least attempt it—but dying out there was the same as dying here.

“1 hate this place,” | muttered, wrapping my arms around myself.

| turned to the bed and pulled back the covers, half-afraid | would find something
slimy, courtesy of the pixies. While Casamir had fixed the broken window, | had no
doubts they could find their way back in. But my sheets were clean, and | practically
fell into the bed, curling onto my side.

For a few moments, | lay there, fighting tears stinging my eyes. At this point, | was
not even certain what or who exactly | was crying for—my mother, my father, my
sister, or myself.

Perhaps | only cried because everything in my life felt so unfair.

But the world did not care about fairness.

It rewarded those who already had, like Sheriff Roland, who believed he was entitled
to anything and anyone asif it were hisright by birth.

Casamir was no different, and | found myself at the mercy of both.
| buried my face in my pillow, eyes heavy, and drifted off to sleep, only to be woken

suddenly by a loud knock at the door. Sitting up, | stared blankly at the door, heart
hammering in my chest as the sound continued, rattling my bones. | felt as though |



had just fallen asleep. My eyes were like jelly, and my body was damp with sweat.

“Yes?' | shouted groggily.

“Prince Casamir has summoned you,” said the voice on the other side.

| did not recognize it as Naeve's raspy shout and did not respond. | groaned and fell
back into bed, wondering what the prince would do if | did not come when he called.

Did | wish to find out?

| rose from the bed and knocked on the doors to the armoire.

“Hello?’ | caled. “I need to dress for dinner!”

There was no response.

| tried the doors but they still seemed to be locked. My knocking went unanswered.
Growling, | turned, catching my reflection in the now-darkened window. | would not
leave this room dressed only in this robe, and | certainly wouldn’t attend dinner with
Casamir like this, not after the encounters I’d had with him since | arrived at his

palace. So | returned to bed.

It did not take long for my eyes to grow heavy again, and just as sleep was about to
take me, the door to my room burst open.

Casamir stood in the doorway, his dark and regal presence filling the room like night.

He was stunning.



Like all elven princes, | reminded myself, but there was something about this one. |
had not felt so attracted to the others.

He was different, though | did not know why or how. Perhaps it had something to do
with his eyes, which were swallowed by pools of black, or his full lips, which were
frustratingly pressed together. Whatever it was, my bodyknewwhen he was near and
burned with a desire so keen, | found myself pressing my thighs together to suppress
it.

“Did | not say come when | call?’

| narrowed my eyes. “Your creatures would not dress me.”

“1 do not care,” he said, moving farther into the room until he stood at the foot of my
bed menacingly, hands braced against the footboard. “Come as you are. Come when |
cal.”

| glared at him and then shoved off my blankets and the bed, standing before him.

His eyes darkened as they roved over my body, veiled only in the shimmering, sheer
robe his people had provided, and despite what he had said, | knew | would have seen
something angry and possessive behind his eyesif | had shown up to dinner like this.
Without a word, he crossed to the wardrobe and beat on the door. When the fae
answered, it was with a vicious expression until they saw Casamir, at which point

they blanched.

“A gown for my guest.Now.”
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They dammed the door and returned in seconds with a neatly folded swath of
sparkling blue fabric.

Asthe elven prince took it, he commanded,

“Give her what she asks for or you will live no longer behind these doors.”

The threat shook their tiny spines, and as the door shut, Casamir gave me the dress.
“Change.”

| took it and stared.

“Will you stand and watch?’

“Why do you ask such questions when | have watched you bathe and dress before?’
“These are the actions of alover, which you are not.”

“1 could be your lover,” he said.

The comment was delivered so softly, it stunned me into silence. For a moment, |
could only stare, and when | recovered, | cleared my throat and attempted a sharp

reply.

“1 would have to like you.”



“Who says there must be like? There is passion and pleasure in hate.”

| was not sure why it mattered to me, but somehow, | did not wish to give him the
satisfaction of watching me. Perhaps | wanted it to fedl like a punishment...like
rgiection. | turned from him and shed the robe, then stepped into the dress. As |
slipped the sleeves on my shoulders, Casamir’s hands were on the laces, pulling and
tightening. | shivered as his fingers brushed against me.

The ease and intimacy of his actions burned my skin, and yet | did not dissuade him. |
told myself it was because lacing my dress would be too difficult on my own and not

because | had desired his touch from the moment he walked into the room.

“Do you help all your guests dress?’ | asked, and while | managed to keep my voice
light, | was surprised by how much jealousy wished to seep through.

“You are not aguest,” he said.

| pondered asking him what he considered me—a prisoner, a curse, a thorn in his
side—but kept quiet, and once he was finished tying the laces, | turned to face him.
He offered his hand, and when | did not take it, his features grew hard.

“You have delayed my evening long enough,” he said.

“What power you have given me,” | said, amused.

He bared his teeth. “I am voracious,” he said. “| shall feast tonight. Whether on food
or on you, the choiceisyours.”

“1 will hardly quell your appetite.”

“Oh, sweet thing, | think you will.”



The way he spoke was not lost on me, asif he and | were an inexorable truth.

| took his hand and let him lead me from my room, and as we passed into the hall that
led to the portico, | could not help staying close to him to keep distance between me
and the wall of thorned vines.

He glanced at me. “ Afraid of my flowers?’

“Mistrusting,” | corrected. “Aswith al thingsfae.”

“But you arefae.”

The urge to tell him to stop saying that clawed up my throat, but | did not speak,
fearing if | did, he would torture me with those words.

We were quiet for only a beat, and then he spoke. “Y ou spent time in my garden.”
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It was as if he were making an observation, and then | wondered if he had been
watching me. Had he heard me speak with the selkie?

| glanced at him. “Isthat a question?’
“Did you enjoy it?’

“Enjoy is not a word | would use to describe anything | have experienced here thus
far.”

| glanced at Casamir, noticing how his jaw popped as he ground his teeth.
“Why do | doubt you have enjoyed anything in your life thus far?’

| jerked my hand away from him and curled my fingers into fists as they hung at my
sides.

We did not speak, and as we entered an unfamiliar part of Casamir’s castle, | stayed
one step behind, allowing him to lead. | hated how | now wished | had the warmth of
his hand in mine. It was anchoring in this unfamiliar place, but | refused to reach for
him and buried that want.

| needed no one.

Life had taught me that. Why else would it take away everyone who loved me?

We passed down a corridor, one side open to the night, and while | had watched it



suspiciously before, | was suddenly distracted by the beauty of the vaulted ceiling,
which was divided into sections by molding, detailed with vines and roses. The
ceiling itself was painted blue, deep like the sky on a cold winter morning.

The hall opened into a dining room, which was dark, save for afew burning candles.
A long banquet table ran down the center of the room, packed with tall candelabras,

bouquets of weeping flowers, and platters of food. The smell of roasted goose curled
into my nose and made my stomach roar with hunger.

“Where is your court?’ | asked as Casamir made his way to the head of the table,
noting that we were alone.

“Here and there,” he answered as he sat. “Perhaps we will join them after you have
eater].”

A trickle of unease shook my spine. | did not fancy an evening spent with tricky fae.

“Sit.”

He indicated a spot beside him that was already set for me. | did so, though
hesitantly, eyeing the food.

“Help yourself,” he said.

| didn’t, though my stomach gurgled loudly.

“There are rumors about fae food,” | said. “Isit trueif | eat here, | will remain in your
realm forever?”’

“The only way you will remainisif you do not guess my name,” he said.



| watched him and he watched me. | wondered what he was looking for, wondered
what | was looking for in him. Perhaps some sort of sign that | believed him. But my
hunger won out and | filled my plate. The elven prince offered wine, which he poured
into agold chalice.

“Will you not eat?’ | asked.

In answer, the prince plucked an apple from the cornucopia of fruit and bit into the
crisp flesh. | watched his mouth as he ate, unable to keep myself from thinking about
how his lips had skated across my skin.

“Pleased?’ he asked.

Hardly.

| turned to my own food and chose a round globe grape to start. As| bit into the fruit,
the juice burst from my mouth. | wiped it away with my fingers, sucking the
stickiness from them.

When | glanced at Casamir, his mouth had hardened into a tight line, and his long
nails had cut into the tender apple.

“Pleased?’ | returned.

He narrowed his eyes and set the apple down. We stared at one another, and then |
focused on my food, conscious that he was watching my every move. | felt his eyes
on me—on my hands as | reached for another grape, on my mouth as | bit into it, on
my tongue as it darted out to clean my lips.
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“What progress have you made toward discovering my name?’ he asked.
“None save what you gave this morning, seven letters.”
“The selkie gave you no direction?”’

| did not wish to discuss what the selkie had given me, so instead, | asked, “Is the
selkie a prisoner too?’

“1 suppose that depends on what you consider a prisoner.”
“Anyone here against their will.”

“Then | suppose heis a prisoner.”

“What did he do to incur your wrath?’

“He lured one of my own into histrap, so | lured him into a trap, and now he livesin
my pond, where he sings and seduces the vulnerable and convinces them to set him

free.
| did not speak, recalling the selkie’ swords.
One day when you rule this castle, you will return me to the sea.

“Will you visit him again?’ he asked, the words light and careful. | got the sense that
he had to work to control his voice.



“Yes,” | said. “Tomorrow.”

A strange tension built between us, a push and pull. | think the elven prince wished to
know if the selkie had succeeded in seducing me, but | remained quiet and let him
seethe in his uncertainty. What care should he have over who had touched me?

| was not his.

“You are beautiful,” he said after along moment of silence.

| was in the middle of biting into another grape when he spoke, and | froze at his
words and their stiff sound. It was asif he were forcing himself to speak them.

“Excuse me?’

“1 said you look beautiful.”

His brows were low, his features tense, and yet he continued to hold my gaze as he
spoke.

“Why do you seem so angry about it?’

“I"m not,” he snapped. “I told you you were beautiful. Be grateful .”

“Fuck you.”

| took the goblet and tossed the contents at Casamir; the red wine dripped down his
face like blood.

He stood so suddenly, the table quivered, and | flinched, pressing myself into my
chair, which seemed to stun him. His eyes, which had filled with black, returned to



normal.

“Who hurt you?’ he asked and remained standing, fingers curled, asif he might leave
the moment | answered his question.

“What do you mean?’

“There are bruises on your back. Who hurt you?’ he asked again. “| need a name.”

| was quiet for a moment, uncertain of what to say. It was not that | wanted to protect
Roland. It was more that | did not wish to share my life with this prince. Still, Roland
had chosen me to break the curse of the well, and he had done so believing he could

pOSe as my rescuer.

| could make this go away. Marry me.
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Even if he had not meant it, disgust twisted in my stomach at the thought of wedding
the sheriff, at the thought of spending the rest of my life beneath him, bearing his
children and his expectation that | would be an obedient wife.

Stranger still that he thought | would be what he wanted.

“1 fell down awell,” | said.

“Isthat how my brother died?’

“lI wish it were that simple,” | said. If it were, | would not feel so guilty for what | did.

“What did you do?’ he asked, his words whispered in the space between us.

“He guided me from the well, and | thought he would leave once he was free, but
instead, he raced back toward it. | fought him, and in the struggle...he died.”

| left out the part where | bashed his brainsin, though | had no doubt Casamir knew.

“I was told | had to kill the toad in the well. It never occurred to me | could do
anything else.”

“Who told you to kill him?”’
When | did not speak, he prompted, “Was it the man who threw you down the well?’

| met his gaze, and neither of us spoke.



“I will learn his name,” Casamir promised. “And when | speak it, | will curse him to
die aterrible death.”

“Why would you do that?’ | asked, confused by his concern.

“Because he hurt you,” the prince said smply. Then he extended his hand. “Come.”

| hesitated, my hunger hardly sated. Still, | pressed my fingersinto his, and he guided
me from my seat toward another door on the opposite side of the dining room.

“Do you blame me?’ | asked, unable to keep from doing so. “For your brother’s
death?’

“Yes,” he said, and in the silence that followed, | felt guilt wash over me. “But you
are asking the wrong question.”

| eyed him. “What question should | ask?’

“If | care.”

“Do your brothers care?’

“1 imagine they do, or you would not be here.”

He spoke apathetically, and rather than putting me at ease, it only made me angry. It
would be easier to accept that | was a prisoner of someone who deeply loved the one
they lost.

“Have you ever cared for anyone?’

| did not intend to sound so derisive, but | couldn’t help it. If he could not stand up



for those he loved, what did he stand for?

“| carefor mysdlf,” hesaid. “l amall | need.”

“Why am | not surprised?’ | muttered.

If Casamir heard me, he did not speak. Instead, the doors before us opened to reveal
his court and their unabashed revelry. The ballroom—at least | assumed that was
where we were—Ilooked more like a grove, ringed with trees, laden with glowing
will-0'-the-wisps that cast a pale light on the crowd below. The number of fae in the
room surprised me, considering | had seen so few through the day. But fae thrive
beneath the stars, their antics fueled by the dark, and that was true of Casamir’s court.

A cacophony of singing, deep laughter, and snickering jammed my ears, but the smell
of fresh blossoms and sweet water was pleasant enough.

Fae of al types danced and drummed, dressed in the vibrant colors of new spring. My
eyes moved from face to face, attempting to identify their kind, though my gaze
caught on those who looked most like Casamir—tall, willowy elves who stared at me
with contempt. They were all beautiful like him, cold like him, and they hated
me...like him.
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My heart had begun to race, and my hand tightened around Casamir’s fingers.

“Do not fret, creature,” he said and bent close, his breath hot against the shell of my
ear. “No one will harm you...too much.”

He pulled me into the fray without so much as a warning, and my hands were taken
by two fairies with iridescent wings, one very tall and one very short. They dragged
me into their dancing ring.

“Casamir!” | bellowed as the fairies jarred me one way and then the other.

Just this morning, he had begged me to say his name, and | had done so in a heady
whisper, lured by his touch, drunk on the power it gave me. Right now, | screamed it
with rage. | wanted to kill him, but my murderous thoughts were soon overtaken as |
tried to keep my feet beneath me. | did not believe for a second the fae would stop
their merrymaking if | fell. They would pummel my body until my blood covered
their feet.

The fae moved fast, coiling through the grove, hand in hand, while others danced
around us. | craned my neck this way and that, searching for any sign of Casamir, but
it was almost as if he remained just out of sight—a shadow in my peripheral, aliteral
thorn in my side.

“Sheislooking for the prince!” one of the fairies shouted.

“Sheisinlove!” another said, cackling viciously.



“I am not in love!” | snapped bitterly.

| was angry, and when | got my hands on him, he would pay.

The fairies broke from their line, and the tall one took both my hands. We spun, the
weight of our bodies fully in our heels, and | thought that if she let go, | might fly into
the sky. Hopefully when | landed, it would be on the Glass Mountains, | thought.

But the fae did not let go, and she pulled me back into a line, skipping as she went,
and soon | felt my body relax into something more malleable. There was something
provocative about the grove, about the smell of woodsmoke and the sweat beading
off my skin and the pace at which we moved. My body grew damp, and afire kindled
deep in my belly. My face felt warm and flushed, my breasts heavy as arousal tore
through me, as fierce and as violent as it had the night | met Casamir.

| was not sure how long | danced, but | knew that my feet hurt, and by morning, they
would be covered in blisters. Part of me wanted to stop, part of me wanted to keep
going, and part of me wanted to fuck.

Someone pushed me from behind, and | stumbled forward, hands planting on the bare
chest of afae with curly hair and the feet of a goat. He wore a halo of leaves that sat
just behind two black horns that curled out of his head. He spun me and another fae
took my hands, then another and another, until strong arms enveloped me and |
looked up to find Casamir.

His face was warm in the glow of the fire, but his eyes were al black. His hands
pressed into my back, my body bowing against the hard contours of him. In his
embrace, the sounds of the grove fell away and the air grew thicker, heavier. My eyes
lowered with the weight of it.

His hand came up to my cheek, and his thumb brushed my lips.



“Creature,” he whispered, inclining his head as if to kiss me, but before his lips could
touch mine, my legs gave way and | fell into a darkness as deep as the well.

Chapter Eight

The Glass Mountains

| woke up with a start and winced at the bright light streaming in from the window.
Shielding my eyes, | sat up as last night’s events reeled vividly through my mind. |
did not know whether to be unashamed or embarrassed at how | had eventually
played along, as fervent as the fae. It had not been wholly of my own will; the grove
had its own magic, and it had seeped beneath my skin. | could still feel it clinging to
my body.

| shoved off the blankets and discovered | was still dressed in last night’s gown. At
least Casamir had not undressed me, | thought. Though what would that have
mattered? He had already seen me naked more than any man.

| moved to stand, and as | put weight on my feet, it felt asif they had been speared by
a knife. | collapsed onto the bed again and lifted my foot to inspect my soles. They
were red, swollen, and covered in blisters.

Fuck.

How was | supposed to meet the selkie today?

A growl of frustration left my mouth as | stood again. The pain was awful, and each
step was like walking on needles. | should have guessed the consequences of dancing

with the fae, should have known this would happen. | thought about how Casamir had
thrown me into the fray, how he had remained out of sight until the very end.



| wondered now if he knew of my true plans with the selkie, if he had intentionally
tried to sabotage me.

| held on to the bed until | came to the end of it and then hobbled across the floor, one
slow step at atime, grinding my teeth until my jaw hurt.

| did not bother to change and slipped out the door, entering the hall, unable to use
the wall for support asit was covered in poisonous flowers.

| made my way to the portico and sat, sliding down each step slowly. The relief it
gave my feet was short-lived because soon | was standing again and making my way
into Casamir’ s forest garden.

The dirt was no better on my feet, and | noticed that each footprint | made bore blood
in the depressions, but still 1 continued. If anything, this horrible pain fueled my
desire to make it to the Glass Mountains and learn Casamir’s true name so | could be
rid of this place.



Page 33

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 7:48 am

Just when | felt as though | could not walk any farther, | saw the selkie ahead,
perched on hisrock, his curls a burnished crown beneath the sun.

| made my way to the bank of the pond and sat, shoving my throbbing feet into the
cool mud.

The selkie raised his brow.

“Get caught in afairy ring?’

My lip curled at his question. “ Take meto the Glass Mountains,” | said.

| saw no reason to make conversation. | had a bargain to win.

“l am afraid you will have to wait. Y our escort grew hungry but will return.”

| looked away from the selkie, over my shoulder, uneasy, and quickly looked back.
“Areyou lying to me?’

“Are you accusing me of lying?’ His eyes darkened, hinting at hisfury.

“Who isthis escort?’

“A trusted friend.”

“Thereisno trust within these woods.”



“He owes me afavor.”

My shoulders tensed. | did not trust the selkie, and | would not trust him at all, even if
his friend turned out to be real.

“Dip your feet into the water, terrible thing. It will soothe your soles...and your
Woes.”

Again, | felt that dreadful sloshing in my stomach. | kept my feet in the mud and my
knees pressed against my chest.

“How much do you know about Casamir?’

“So you are on afirst-name basis?’

“He commanded it.”

“And you listened?’

| glared at him. “Y ou don’t know anything about him, do you?”’

The selkie narrowed his eyes.

“1 know about him like we all know about him,” he said. “But there is danger to
speaking rumors as truth, especially in Fairyland.”

Fairyland? Was that what they called this place?

“Then speak what you know astruth,” | said.

His mouth was pressed into a hard line. “The prince is cursed like all his brothers.



Some are cursed to despise, some are cursed to pine, but only oneis cursed to die.”

| considered the selkie’ s words and then asked, “Who cursed them?”

“Who didn’t?’ he countered, and his words made me angry, but | also knew that
anything could become a curse if spoken close enough to magic.

“And you? What did you do to end up in the prince’ s pond?’
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Hisjaw ticked, and | knew he did not like my prying question, but he answered.

“1 lured afair maiden to the edge of the sea, and she fell so deep in love with me, she
died from longing. The fair maiden was a fairy queen, and when | |eft the safety of
my sea, her people came for me. They stole my sealskin, and | wandered the land in
search of it until | came to a cottage where a witch lived. | told her my woes, and she
promised to help if | labored for her for seven years. So | did, and at the end, she
offered a red-tipped thorn and said, ‘ Speak your wish to the thorn, and bury it beneath
the full moon.’”

She gave no other instruction, and | did as she said.

“The next morning, | woke up beside my sealskin, which had grown from the ground.
| had not felt such joy in seven years, but as | plucked it from the ground, the elven
prince appeared—the one you call Casamir. ‘Y our sealskin belongs to me for it was
made with my thorn,” he said. And | have lived in this pond since.”

| remained silent following the selkie's story. It reminded me of the cruelty of the
Enchanted Forest and renewed my wish to escape my own looming imprisonment,
not that | lacked desperation.

“And if you were set free? What would you do?”

“Return to my home,” he said. “Return to what is left.”

| squeezed my knees tighter to my chest as | thought about what | would return home
to—my empty cottage, the full well, the geese who wandered in and out of the



Enchanted Forest.

There was nothing else, no one else.

“And what if there is nothing left?’

“Then | suppose | will die,” he said.

A gurgling caw caught my attention, and | tilted my head to the sky, finding a large

black bird circling overhead. He swooped down and landed near me, sweeping into a

bow.

“Thing, meet Wolf the Raven.”

“Wolf is an odd name for a bird.”

“Thing is an odd name for a human.”

“Thing is not my name,” | said.

“Wolf isnot my name,” the raven said.

We stared at one another, and a smirk curled the corner of my lips.

“It isnice to meet you, Wolf.”

The raven's eyes glittered. “It is nice to meet you, Thing.”

“Wolf will take you to the Glass Mountains,” said the selkie.

| looked from the selkie to Wolf. “How are you going to take me to the Glass



Mountains?’

“You will climb on my back, and | will fly you there.”

“But | am far too large to ride on your back.”

“Drink from the selkie' s pond, and you will become small.”

| hesitated. “And when | return, will | drink again and return to normal?’

“What isnormal?’ asked the selkie.

| glared, and he answered, “Y es, you have my word.”

His word was binding, so | knelt by the pond, dipped my hands into the water, and
drank.

| stood to my full height and then felt the world grow larger and larger around me.
The pond was now avast ocean, the flora now a dark and deep forest, and the raven a
monster. My feet did not hurt, and when | lifted my foot, | found that they had healed.
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“Now then,” said Wolf as he bowed. “Climb, Thing.”
My fingers sank into hisfeathers, and | gripped them as | clambered onto his back.
“Hold tight!” he said, stretching his large wings and lifting off the ground.

The beat of hiswings was loud, and the wind felt like a physical thing, cutting across
my face as we ascended into the air and took off toward the mountains, which | could
see in the distance now that | was above Casamir’s castle. There wasn't much |
feared, perhaps because | was not afraid of death, but seeing the mountainsin al their
splendor made me afraid.

They curtained the horizon, glittering in bright, blinding flashes of light. Their
brilliance was almost too much to behold, but | squinted against the splendor, making
out their sharp, needlelike peaks and harsh edges, realizing that without the sun, the
mountains were nothing save slabs of cold rock.

Though that did nothing to lessen the dread boiling in the pit of my stomach.

| peeked at the world beneath my feet, which was thick with forest and cut through by
streams, but my eyes held on the rounded green and gold roofs of what looked like a
palace.

“Who lives below?’ | asked the raven, though | was not certain he could hear me.

“That is the Kingdom of Nightshade. It is ruled by one of the seven.”



“One of Casamir’s brothers?’

“Thethird one, Prince Lore.”

Lore. | remembered him, the one who had taken my knife.

What kingdom had the dead brother ruled? Who ruled it now?

“1f there are seven princes, isthere aking?’

“The Elder King is dead.”

“And he left no heir?”

“He left seven.”

“That is not what | mean. Why are there still seven princes? Why isthere no king?’

“The king could not choose between his sons, so he declared upon his death that

whoever reassembled the Magic Mirror shall be king of the Enchanted Forest. One

piece to each brother and there has been no king since.”

“That seemslike a horrible way to choose aking,” | said.

Though having met all seven princes, | was certain the king recognized that none of
his sons would make suitable kings.

“Or perhapsit is a perfect way,” said Wolf.

The raven continued to glide through the air until he soared over the Glass
Mountains, and then he began to circle and descend.



| shielded my eyes as the sun reflected off the surface of the mountains and watched
in wonder as we landed on a slope between crests that rose like great pillars and
kissed the sky.

“Off, Thing,” said Wolf, and | shifted my leg over his back and dlid off the raven’s
back.

My feet dipped as | hit the ground, but | steadied myself before | could fall. Still, my
legs felt fragile and shook with my weight after my flight through the sky.

“What do | do?’ | asked Wolf.

“Knock,” he said.

Gingerly, | bent and rapped my knuckles against the smooth surface of the mountain
and was surprised by how the sound echoed around me, vibrating the air, but then

silence fell like a shroud, pressing against my body like a heavy weight.

“Hello?’ | called as | stood.
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“Speak!” Wolf commanded. “The mountains are listening.”

| watched the raven for a moment, hesitating, feeling silly only speaking to the wind.
“I’ve come to learn the true name of the Prince of Thorns,” | said.

Wolf and | stood in the silence again, and as it blanketed us, | scanned the glistening
slopes of the mountains as if someone or something might appear at any moment and

eat me alive.

But then the mountain spoke, and it was as if its voice were inside my head. The
sound resonated, rumbling throughout my body.

“What will you give me in exchange?’ the mountain asked.
My heart beat harder in my chest.
“What do you want?’

The mountain paused and then spoke, “Bring me three hairs from the head of the
Prince of Thorns, and | will tell you his true name.”

Then the weight that had fallen on me when we landed dissipated. My body slumped,
no longer on edge, and | could breathe once more.

| turned to the raven, expecting something more.



“Come, Thing. We must return.”

Climbing onto the raven’s back was harder with the slippery floor beneath me, and |
yanked on his feathers as | mounted him. Wolf sgquawked in pain, but once | was
seated, he took flight. | stared down at my hands, tangled with Wolf’s feathers,
reminding me of Casamir’s thorns. My vision blurred, mind whirling with ways to
secure three of Casamir’s hairs.

Perhaps | could sneak into his room while he slept and pluck them from his head, but
where did he sleep in his vast castle? | thought | had been there once, when | first

arrived, but his castle was like an endless forest and felt impossible to navigate.

Though | should not care, | wondered what the mountains wanted with his hair.
Worse, what if | gave it and received the wrong name?

| tried to recall the exact words | had used when | had told the mountains what |
wanted but could not remember.

“Why would the mountains ask for Casamir’s hair? And only three strands?’

“It is not for me to wonder,” said Wolf, whose help, | realized, only extended to his
wings, which | supposed was enough.

The selkie still lounged on the rock, and when we landed, he straightened.

“WEell, do you have aname?’ he asked in a bored tone.

“I have atask,” | said. “But you knew that.”

“Nothing in thisworld isfree,” said the selkie.



| looked at Wolf. “Thank you.”

| was sincere, grateful that the bird had not tried to trick me or leave me on the
mountains. Though, | was far more suspicious that he hadn’t done anything at all.

He swept into a bow, one wing to his breast. “My pleasure, Lady Thing.”

“l am not—"

But the raven sprang into the air and flew away before | could finish, and | was left
with the selkie, who gestured to the water.

“Drink,” he said. “And you will grow big again.”
The pond was a vast ocean, and my feet sank into the mud as | neared the bank, but |
scooped the water into my hands and sipped. As soon as it touched my tongue, my

head spun and my world was righted once more.

My stomach revolted, and before | could stop myself, | bent and vomited into the
grassy bank.
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“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he said. “Thefarieswill not like that.”

| spit, trying to remove as much of the sour taste from my mouth as possible, and
wiped my mouth with the back of my head, glaring at the selkie.

“Why?’

“They are not fond of anyone who mucks up their space.”

“What was | supposed to do? Swallow it?”

“That would have been better than what they will likely plan for you.”

My stomach churned with dread at his words, but | turned and |eft the pond.

Chapter Nine

A Good Bargain

| had seethed all night, my body simmering with rage and lust, both warring for a
foothold inside me as | replayed my time with my creature. She had rejected my
compliment and insulted my hospitality. All of that | might have punished had she
not flinched when | stood.

It took the anger out of me asfast asit had swallowed my eyes.

“ She expected me to hurt her,” | said.



“You did hurt her,” said the mirror. “Y ou held her down with your thorns, and you let
the red caps throw stones, and last night you let the fae dance with her until her feet
bled.”

| rose into a sitting position where | sprawled on my bed. “She fled,” | said about the
first. “As for the second, | gave her a choice, and the third...that was a mercy. She
said she would visit the selkie again.”

“Did you try talking to her about the selkie?’ asked the mirror.

| crossed my arms over my chest. “Y outry talking to her. She’simpossible!”

“She cannot be any worse than you.”

“When | told her she was beautiful, she threw wine in my face,” | said.

A garbled sound escaped the mirror.

| glared, and it turned into a choke, asif he were swallowing the laugh.

“How did you tell her?” he asked.

“What do you mean, how did | tell her?1 said, ‘Y ou are beautiful.’”

“And...?" he prompted.

“She was confused,” | admitted. “And then | told her she should be grateful for my
compliment, and she was not.”

There was tension in the silence that followed, and then the mirror said, “You are an
idiot.”



| dlid off the bed and stalked toward him. “Careful, you glorified piece of rock.”

“Do you think the creature is beautiful ?’ he asked.

“Of course | think she's beautiful,” | snapped. “As if my raging erection wasn't
evidence enough!”

“Then why don’'t you tell her again,” he suggested. “And this time, mean it.”

“| did mean it!”
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“There is a time for these things,” said the mirror. “Perhapsaftershe has softened
toward you.”

“You must be forgetting the part where | need her to fall in love with me.”

“She will not fall in love with someone she does not know, and al you’ ve managed
to show her is how much of an assyou truly are.”

“l am not an ass!”

| glared at the mirror, and he glared back—or rather, itfeltlike a glare—and after a
moment, | let out a breath and fell against the bed.

“Okay, fine. I'm an ass.”

| stared at my ceiling, which was covered in layers of fabric that draped around my
bed like a heavy cloak in winter.

“Perhaps you could...take her on a picnic,” the mirror suggested. “You could...take
her to afavorite place and...talk.”

A laugh tore from my throat. “That is a ridiculous idea. She will hardly speak to me
at dinner. What makes you think she would follow me into the forest for achat?’

“It was only one suggestion,” said the mirror. “Maybe you could—"

“I’ll ask the prince again,” | said, interrupting him.



“Y ou would give him another chance?’

| noted the surprisein hisvoice.

“Not without consequence,” | said. “I have five days left. No more. | cannot afford to
waste time!”

“Of course not,” said the mirror. “You must be on your way. Hurry before it is too
late.”

His voice dripped with contempt, and if he had not made me so angry, perhaps |
would have inquired after his tone.

Instead, | started to leave.

“Do you even know where she is?’ the mirror asked.

| paused at the door and looked over my shoulder. From this distance, | could see my
reflection.

“Likely in her room,” | said. “She cannot walk.”

When he said nothing, | turned fully toward him.

“Why?’

“No reason,” he said airily. “But if | wished to woo a woman, my day would start and
end with her.”

| ground my teeth.



“What do you know? Y ou are just amirror!” | slammed the door behind me, but as |
made my way to the dungeon, my steps faltered, the mirror’s words worming their
way into my brain.

Where is she?

Fucking mirror.

| abandoned my task for my creature’s room. When | arrived, | knocked and gave her
no time to answer before | entered, too impatient to know if she was there.

She wasn't.

The room was empty, the bed was made, and the sheer robe she’'d worn the night
before lay in a puddle at the foot of her bed. | crossed the room to pick it up. The thin
material was aimost as light as air, and when she’'d stood from her bed dressed in
only this, | had lost any hold I'd had on my anger and spent the entire evening and
night attempting to quell my impossible arousal.
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| should have taken her then. | could have. She would have bent to my will with just
as much enthusiasm, and yet | could not bring myself to close the distance between us
because | knew in the aftermath, she would hate me and | would despise myself.

| pressed the robe to my face and inhaled her sweet, rosy scent.

“What are you doing?’ My creature’ s voice was sharp and demanding.

| turned, robe in hand, to look at her.

She was still dressed in last night’s clothing, her hair windswept and wild, and her
bright eyes narrowed. But her features lacked the tightness of anger. Perhaps she was
too tired to hold on to those feelings, as a darkness gathered beneath her eyes.

She may have dlept last night, but it certainly wasn't restful.

“Where have you been?’ | asked.

A light ignited in her eyes, and it pulled at the corners of my mouth. There was her
fury.

“1 told you yesterday | would visit the selkie.”
“You returned?’ | blanched. “With those feet?”’

“Of course with my feet,” she snapped. “Whose would | have used?’



| dropped the robe and stalked toward her. “| warned you against returning.”

She smiled wickedly. “Did you really think afairy ring would keep me from learning
your name?”’

“Is that what you are doing?’ | asked, stopping within an inch of her. She shifted,
straightening her shoulders, curving her back. She was preparing to fight me, and |
wondered if she knew it. | leaned in a centimeter more and demanded, “Did you
bargain with the selkie?’

“Sowhat if | did?’ she asked.

| reached for her, my hand bracketing her neck where her pulse raced against my
palm.

“Do not toy with me, vicious creature,” | said, voice quiet. “Tell me truthfully, did
you bargain with the selkie for my name?”’

She must have seen something in my eyes that hinted at my anger, because | felt the
fight leave her body.

“No,” she whispered.

“And will you promise never to do so?’

11 NO.H

| narrowed my eyes. “| can give you everything he could and more.”

“There is nothing | want from you except freedom,” she said, but as she spoke, her
eyesfell tomy lips.



| leaned closer, awhisper between our mouths. “Are you certain of that, creature?’

When she did not speak, | lost all control and crushed my mouth to hers. For a brief
moment, she tensed, but as my tongue swept over her lips, she melted, her mouth
moving just as hungrily as my own.

| could not decide where to put my hands. What would she want? I’d had no issue
touching her before, but this felt precarious. The wrong move could end it too soon,
and | wanted this for as long as possible. But it was she who fueled the fire when her
arms wound around my neck to bring me closer. Her breasts pressed against my
chest, her mouth opened for me, and her tongue caressed mine.

Fuck, she was sweet.

My hands went to her waist and then to her thighs, and | lifted her off her feet. Her
legs encircled my waist, and | pressed my weight into her as her back met the door of
her wardrobe. My cock was so hard and so heavy, and as it found friction between

her thighs, | groaned and she gasped, her fingers tightening in my hair.

| sought purchase against the naked skin of her thighs, my palm resting against her
wet heat, my fingerstrailing the slickness gathered there.

“Sweet creature, say you are desperate for me.”
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“Do not speak,” she begged. “1 will hate you more.”

She pulled on my hair and pressed her mouth harder to mine. | froze, reaching for her
hands and pinning them against the door.

We glared at one another, breathing hard.

“Vicious creature,” | said.

“Beast,” she spat.

In retaliation, | ground into her, smiling wickedly when her head fell back against the
door, exposing the creamy column of her neck to my mouth. | sucked on her skin

until a cry tore from her throat.

“Deny yourself my pleasure, creature,” | said, lips trailing her jaw. “1t will only drive
you mad.”

| met her gaze but did not kiss her again. She glared back, her skin flushed, her lips
swollen.

“Let. Go.”

Her demand twisted throughout my body, frustrating every limb, but | obeyed and
lowered her to the ground. | could not bring myself to give her distance, and she did
not push me away. Instead, her eyes lowered to where my arousal strained against the
front of my tunic before she stepped into me, her head tilted back to hold my stare.



“Give me a letter,” she said, her breath caressing my lips. “And | will relieve you of
this misery.”

Her words made my body ache, and | twined my fingers into her hair, claws grazing
her scalp. She barely winced. | wanted to refuse her, but | was desperate and |ust-
filled, and | did not think | could continue with this pounding in my head, heart, and
cock.

“U,” | said.

“Me?’ she asked, aline appearing between her brows.

“U,” | said again. “ The letter.”

There was a breath of silence before my hand tightened in her hair.

“On your knees,” | said, and she lowered to one, then the other, gaze unwavering.

| lifted my tunic and reached into my pants to pull out my heavy cock, red in color
from the amount of blood rushing to the head. | watched my creature as she looked at
it. Her eyes widened, but she took it into her hands and licked me from baseto tip. As
her tongue and mouth closed over the crown, my hands returned to her hair, gathering
it from her face so | could watch her taste me.

She kept her hand on me, a steady pressure that worked up and down my shaft, and
now and then, she would look up to watch my face as if she truly cared for my
pleasure. | leaned into it, begging, hoping,wishing.

“Fuck.”

The word slipped between my teeth as | lost myself in her soft, warm, and wet mouth.



She was perfection at my feet, and | closed my eyes as my body tightened and a
tingling feeling consumed me as | came, a raw sound escaping my mouth as she
sucked me hard before letting me go. | took her face between my hands as | stared at
her, flush and rosy and fucking beautiful.

“You are a sweet creature,” | said, and she rose to her feet and pulled me against her,
her mouth colliding with mine. | could taste my come in her mouth as her tongue
thrust against mine.

| gripped her tight, but she pushed me away.

“A letter,” she said. “For each time you wish to come by my hand.”

| narrowed my eyes, a strange mix of emotions warring inside me. The futile hope I'd
had that she might like me in some small way as she’d taken me into her mouth
vanished.

“Y ou presume much, creature.”

“Tell me when your cock isin my mouth again,” she said.

We were only inches apart, and | leaned closer to her, speaking in a half whisper.

“Do not act as if you are not wet for me, vicious creature,” | said, a clawed finger
trailing down her face. “I touched you. Iknowyou.”

She shoved against me, but | did not move.
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“Leave!” she commanded, breathing hard, fists clenched.

| studied her, unable to keep my mind from imagining what it would be like to take
her sweet center against my mouth. My once-softened cock hardened at the thought.

“Asyou desire,” | said, but | paused at the door after restoring my appearance. When
| looked over my shoulder at her, she was staring a the opposite wall, her profile
tense and angry, and her mood only darkened as | spoke.

“Comewhen | call, sweet creature,” | said. “Or | will come for you.”

Chapter Ten

Three Strands of Hair

| pressed my fingers to my lips in quiet disbelief of what | had done, what |
hadwantedto do to the elven prince. | had not expected him to kiss me, and when he
did, I had been powerless to resist because | hadn’t wanted to. This whole time, I'd

been afraid that he would eat me whole, and here I’ d desperately wanted it.

It was ameansto an end, | told myself. Anything to make myself feel better about the
fact that | had willingly taken the prince’s cock into my mouth.

| could still taste him on my tongue.

| could still smell the warmth of his skin.



| could still feel the sharp tug of his hand in my hair.

And | would gladly take more.

Fuck me.

| knelt and plucked one dark hair after another from my floor until | had three long,
black strands sitting in my palm. Carefully, | twisted them around my finger and
knocked on the doors of my wardrobe. Unlike last time, it opened a crack, though |
could not see who answered.

“1 need a pouch...asmall one to keep something safe,” | said.

The door shut quietly, and after a moment, the fae in the armoire produced a small
square of fabric that closed with two golden ties. | took it, and before | could say
anything, the door shut again. | slipped the hairs inside, pulling the strings tight, and
shoved it between my breaststo keep it safe as | made my return to the selkie’'s pond.

My journey was easier now that my feet were healed, though my mind wandered to
Casamir and the intimacy we had shared, and the more | thought about it, the more |
ached. A desperation took root in the bottom of my stomach, and by the time the
pond came into view, my mind had conjured images of me and the elven prince
locked together and writhing.

| had to get out of here before | did something | regretted.
A fedling of unease shivered down my spine, just as it had when | had visited before.
My steps slowed and the feeling continued, raising the hair on the nape of my neck. |

turned my head slowly, peering into the flora around me, but saw nothing of note.

It is probably fairies playing tricks on you.l thought of the selkie’s parting words, but



my heart continued to race, and | felt an overwhelming sense of dread as | faced the
pond.

“You'vereturned.”

The voice startled me, and | whipped around to face the selkie, who stood in his
human form. He was naked, his burnished body on display. | let my eyes descend
over his hard muscles, unnerved by his erection, but | was seeking his weakness, the
seal skin, which was not near.

“Can you call for Wolf?’ | asked.

The selkie took a step toward me, and | took one back.

“S0 you have succeeded? Y ou have three hairs from the prince’ s head?’

As he spoke, he continued his approach, as sly and stealthy as ajungle animal. | felt
cornered as the back of my feet sank into the muddy bank of the pond.

His eyes narrowed on my neck. | did not know what he saw, but | could guess.
Casamir had sucked my skin hard into his mouth.

“Y ou bear his mark.”

| covered my skin where it was most sensitive and narrowed my eyes.

“1 did not tell you about the three hairs,” | said.
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And then the selkie launched himself a me. | barely had time to move before he
crashed into me. | hit the water so hard, it stole my breath. As | sank beneath the
surface, my chest was crushed under his weight. | struggled to be free even as my
mouth filled with water and my lungs burned.

He held me down until | thought | would die and then dragged me to the surface.

“Where are they?’ he demanded. Gripping me by my upper arms, he shook me.
“Give them to me!”

| could not speak, too desperate for air.

The selkie dragged me up his rock at the center of his pond and held my legs down
with his powerful thighs so | could not kick. | still fought, clawing at his hands,
which drove into my pockets. When he did not find the hairs, he squeezed my breasts.
| pulled his hair and jabbed at his eyes, but his hands clamped down on my wrists.
Once he had them secure, he groped me and then ripped the bodice of my dress,
smirking as he lifted the pouch.

“Foolish thing,” he said, and his fingers closed over the bag as he forced his mouth on
mine.

“No!” | screamed. “Wolf! Casamir!”
“Shut up!” the selkie said, and he placed his large hand over my nose and mouith,

pressing down until | could not breathe. | dragged my nails down his arms, and |
knew that | broke skin because | could feel it beneath my nails. Y et he did not loosen



his hold, and just when my vision began to blur, a shadow passed over us from above.
In the next second, Wolf swooped down and began to claw at the selkie's face with
his feet and peck at his eyes with his sharp beak.

The selkie screamed as blood dripped down his face, and he dropped the pouch he
had stolen from me. | raced to snatch it up and slipped off the rock, wading through
the water asfast as| could.

“Drink, creature, drink!” Wolf commanded, but | could already feel myself growing
smaller and smaller and the pond larger and larger. The bigger it grew, the farther
away from shore | was and the more exhausted | became. And just when | thought |
could go no farther, the raven swept me from the pond with his taloned feet.

| shook uncontrollably as a numbness took hold inside me. | felt nothing, not even the
wind on my face.

“Areyou al right, creature?” Wolf asked, but | did not answer because | didn’t know
what to say. | was not all right, but | had a purpose and | needed to see that through. |
was too close to freedom.

| kept my eyes closed the entire flight, and when Wolf landed, he set me gently on the
cold, glass surface of the same clearing and landed nearby. | rose dizzily into a sitting
position, watching him.

“Why did you save me?’ | asked.

“Because you will marry the prince,” said Wolf. “And when you do, | shall be awolf
once more.”

The selkie had said something similar. | had not believed him then and | did not
believe Wolf now, but | said nothing as | stood, untying the pouch and pulling out



Casamir’s dark hair. It was wet and stuck to my fingers, but | managed to count each
strand to ensure all three were there.

“Mountains,” | said. “I have brought you three strands of hair from the head of the
Prince of Thorns.”

After | spoke, the world seemed to go still and silent, the pressure of it pushing
against my ears. Then the ground beneath me groaned and a hole opened up at my
feet.

“Feed me, mortal.”

“Y ou promise to give me the prince’ s true name?’ | asked.

The hole grew bigger, touching the tips of my toes, and | jumped back to keep from
falling in.

“Feed me, mortal!”

My chest tightened, but | obeyed. | thought | had been careful in the way I’d worded
my bargain with the mountains, but | could not remember the exact wording. Still, we
had made a bargain, and | had no reason to believe the mountains would not honor it.
| let Casamir’s hair drop into the darkness below, and the hole closed with a snap, but
then the ground began to shake. It was different from before—not the grumble of a
voice but atremor of anger.

“You think you can trick me, mortal?’ the mountains roared in my head, making my
earsring. | fell to my knees and pressed my palms flat against them.

“It'snot atrick!” | seethed. “The hair came from his head!”



“Liar!” the mountains bellowed. “Only one hair came from his head. The others did
not, and now you must pay for your deceit!”

A smaller hole opened up before me, and the hands that were pressed against my ears
were suddenly flush against the surface of the Glass Mountains.

“Only your flesh will suffice,” said the mountains, and as they spoke, my ring finger
dropped into the opening of the mountain against my will. Just as before when it
closed to swallow the hair, it closed to swallow my finger, sicing through skin and
bone.

The pain was sudden and sharp, stealing my breath for only a beat before a scream
tore from somewhere deep in my throat. | ripped my hand away and cradled it in the

other, blood dripping through my fingers and striking the ground.

| looked at Wolf, who still watched nearby.
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“Come, Lady Thing,” he said and nothing more.

My face was hot with shame, made worse with the knowledge that someone had
witnessed my failure. My eyes fell to my hand, and | wrapped it in the skirt of my
dress before rising to my feet. The raven was gracious and bowed low so | could
mount his back. While he flew, | did my best to keep the emotions mixing in my
chest at a distance, but they raged, threatening and volatile.

When we were within view of the pond, | knew | was in trouble because Casamir
waited at the edge of the water. He was a dark and foreboding figure, haloed in black
thorns and shadow. In one hand, he held the selkie' s sealskin. In the other, he held the
selkie's severed head.

Wolf croaked, circling once before landing on the bank near Casamir’s feet. | tipped
my head up at him, a giant from where | stood, and dlid off Wolf's back. As | took a
drink from the pond and grew, the raven bowed to the prince, but Casamir did not
seem at all concerned with the raven. His eyes did not move from mine.

“How did you know?’ | asked after | had grown tall.

“You called and | came,” he said.

Neither of us spoke for a moment, and then all of a sudden, | rested my head against
his chest and burst into tears.

Chapter Eleven



A Daring Rescue

| did not know what to do when my creature placed her head against my chest and
began to cry, but her tears were like knives, tearing at my heart, feeding a desire to
avenge her pain. | was not used to these feelings, mine or hers.

Bewildered, | looked at the raven, who circled his wings before him.

“What?’ | mouthed.

The raven stretched his wings and repeated the movement.

| shrugged, confused.

“Comfort her, you idiot!” the raven said in a half whisper.

| let my magic recede and dropped the selki€’'s head to place my arm around her, but
before | could, she pushed away.

“1 hate this place,” she said, glaring at me. | felt the full force of her fury asif she had
slapped me. “1 hateyou.”

“l told you not to return,” | said. My body grew hot, my hands tightening in the
selkie's sealskin. She had no right to rage at me. She was here because she killed my
brother, and she was here now because she had ignored my warning. “I told you he
was dangerous.”

“Asif you are any better,” she spat.

“Oh, vicious creature, you do not want me tobebetter. | am the only thing that can
protect you here.”



Her gaze fell to the sealskin in my hand, and then her eyes shifted to the selkie's
head, which looked up at her from the ground.

Her eyes still glistened with unshed tears, like emeralds shining in the earth. | hated
that | had missed the chance to take her into my arms. No doubt | would hear about it
later from the mirror, who was likely watching this exchange with Naeve.

The raven wasright. | was an idiot.

And now she hated me, though | supposed she' d never stopped.

| studied her, noticing the blood on her dress.

“Are you hurt?’ | asked, uncertain if she had just brushed against the selkie's
bloodied head, but then | noticed how she held her hand in her dress. | took a step
forward, discarding the selkie' s skin. “Let me see your hand.”

“I'mfine,” she said, taking a step back.

“Let me seeit,” | said, the words slow and deliberate. Something in my voice must
have convinced her to obey because she lifted her bloodied hand to show her missing
finger. “Whereisit? Your finger?’

“The mountains took it,” she said.

“The mountains have your blood?’
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“| could not resist,” she sad.

“Because you bargained with them,” | seethed. “Foolish creature! What did you
trade?’

She was quiet.

“Creature,” | warned, the word dlipping between my teeth.

She did not look at me as she answered. “Three strands of your hair.”
“Three strands?’

Her gaze met mine. “I only had one. The other two must have belonged to your
mistress.”

“Or abrother,” | snapped.

Her mouth tightened. “This is your fault! 1 would not have traded anything if | had
not wished to guess your true name!”

“No onetold you to bargain with the mountains!”
“Hedid!” she said, pointing to the selkie’ s head.

“He wanted to kill me!” | yelled, kicking the head, sending it soaring into the
surrounding woods. “1 would have given you my name had you sucked my cock for



four more days!”

It did not matter that | did not have the time. It did not matter that she must love me
too.

“If | desired you the least bit, | might consider another trade, but as it is, you are the
last person in this forsaken place | would ever fuck!”

“Do not be so certain, especialy where your freedom is concerned.”

“Do not degrade me for giving you pleasure.”

“l am not degrading you,” | said. | felt myself bending over her, but she was just as
stubborn, rising on her toes to match my venom. “If you let me, | woul dworshipyou.

Perhaps then you might know what it is to be grateful .”

She dapped me and | reeled back, pressing a hand to my face to quell the sting,
though it was covered in the selkie’ s blood.

Her eyes glistened as she stared back at me, and | could not figure out what | had said
that had made her angrier.

“Do not make me feel worse for something | already regret.”

| felt like she had cracked open my chest and laid everything inside me bare, and |
hated it.

“If you had told me why you wanted my hair, | could have saved you a limb. The
mountain does not know my name.”

“1 am beginning to think no one knows your name. Perhaps you have no name at all.”



“1 have many names,” | said. “It is the consequence of living so long.”

“A cruel existence,” she seethed. “ Perhaps you should die, and you would not have so

many.

“Ah, but they do not end when you die,” he said. “I have died many times and | will
come back with more.”

She paled at my statement, and | inched closer to her.

“Give meyour hand,” | said.

She hesitated but stretched her arm out, trembling.

| took her hand and placed her injured finger in my mouth. Just as | predicted, she

tried to pull away, but | held her, sucking hard, and when | released her, her flesh and
bone were restored.
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Her eyes widened with amazement for one second and then darkened with horror.
“No! | did not ask this of you!”

“You did not,” | affirmed.

“T-take it back!” she said, holding her hand aloft asif it did not belong to her.

“I will not,” | said.

“1 do not want to owe you for this.Take it back!”

“Did | ask for anything in exchange?’

“It does not matter that you didn’t,” she said. “Magic aways requires atrade.”

“Then let me worry about what it will want,” | said and bent to pick up the sealskin. |
stepped around her just as the selkie's head rolled out from the surrounding flora,
pushed by atearful winged fairy.

“Do not cry for such acreature,” | said. “He touched what is mine.”

| snatched the head from the ground by his golden hair.

When | turned to my creature again, she was staring at the selkie's head.

“What are you going to do with that?’



“I will plant it outside my window and watch what grows,” | said.

She said nothing, and she did not ask me what | intended to do with the sealskin
either, but if she had, | likely would have told her about my collection of skins, which
ranged from animal to human. One never knew when they might need a different
sKin.

“Come, we must go,” | said. “Dusk is approaching fast.”

Sheraised abrow. “Areyou afraid of the dark?”’

“No,” | said. “But you should be, even when | am near.”

| spoke only once on our return and that was to instruct my creature to walk a step
ahead of me so that | may watch her from all sides. When we came to the palace, |

threw the selkie’ s head into the center of the courtyard and then looked at her.

“The mountains have your blood now,” | said. “They will call to you, and when they
do, you must resist.”

“How will I know if they call?’

“Itislikely youwon't.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Y ou aremostunhelpful.”

| smiled, half-hearted, only amused by her frustration. “Do not leave your room
tonight, no matter what calls.”

Her throat constricted as she swallowed, and my eyes dropped to the mark I'd left on
her skin. | reached across our distance and touched her there. | wanted to kiss her, to



lick her, to suck her skin again, but she winced, so | let my hand fall away.

“Good night, creature,” | said, and she fled.

| returned to my chamber and dodged a shoe as | entered.

“What the fuck was that for?’ | asked, glaring at Naeve, who stood on the bench
beneath the window, hopping on one leg as she tried to take off the other shoe.

“Because you are an idiot! A royal one!” sheyelled.

“What did | do thistime?’ | demanded.
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Her answer was to launch another shoe at me, and | brought my arm up in time to
block my face.

“You should be grateful?” Naeve said, quoting me. “Could you be any less
romantic?’

“That is not what | meant!”

| meant that she might understand how grateful | had been when she’'d knelt before
me and took a part of me into her mouth, and | was desperate to return the favor.

Naeve searched for something else to hurl at me.
“What else was | supposed to say?’

“Anything else! Anythingkind!” she said. “If she is going to love you, she hasto like
you, and there is nothing about you that is remotely likable.”

She plucked a pillow from behind her and pitched it at me.
“ Stop throwing things!”

“You have five days!Five!”

“1 can count!”

“Then make them count!”



“I'mtrying!” | yelled. “Do you imagine this is somehow easy when | have had no
lovein my life?’

Naeve froze, the candlestick she’ d chosen to throw at me next poised in her hand like
a spear.

“Do you imagine | understand kindness when none has been given to me?’ |
continued. “Do you imagineit is easy to be anything other than what | am?’

“Easy? No, | do not imagine so, but change never promised to be, and if thisis what
you want, then you must do more thantry.”

| glared at her and then left my room, slamming the door behind me, begrudgingly
returning to the prince who lived in the depths of my castle. He lay on his thin bed
beneath the window, one leg hanging off and scraping the floor. The strange hat he
usually wore covered his face, and his hands lay folded atop his stomach.

“Your advice did not work,” | said.

The prince startled and sat up, his hat falling into his lap.

“Wh-what do you mean?”’

“I told her she was beautiful, and she did not fall in love with me.”

“Well, how did you say it?’

“Why does everyone keep asking that? | just...saidit!”

“Did you mean it?’



“Yegl”

“And shedidn’'t fall in love with you?’ He seemed confused.

“1 ripped the head off a selkie today. Do you really want to toy with me?’

“Of course, she must be playing hard to get,” said the prince quickly. “Perhaps you
should save her from danger. She will be so grateful, she will realize her love for you
instantly.”

“1 did. Today. | saved her today.”

I’d killed the selkie for what he had done to her. She had seen me holding his head
and his skin.
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The prince opened his mouth and then closed it. After a moment, he said, “And was
she witness to your prowess?’

“Wdll...no.”

“That's it!” he said, snapping his fingers. “You must show her your skill, your
bravery. She will melt at your feet!”

“1f you are wrong, | shall take the feather from your cap.”
“What about my curls?’ he asked.

“What curls?’ | asked, a wicked smile tugging at my lips as the prince paled and
smoothed his hand over his shorn hair.

Chapter Twelve
The Béll

When | returned to my room, a metal tub full of steaming water waited. My body
ached and my bones screamed, and the thought of sinking into the heat made me want
to weep with relief.

| closed the door quietly and scanned the room for any signs of fae but saw none.
Then | turned my attention to the water, attempting to assess if it had been enchanted.
While did, the door opened.



Naeve entered, grumbling. “What are you waiting for?’ she asked. “Get in! You
stink!”

| straightened. “Did you order the bath?’ | asked.

“Who else?’ she snapped.

“Thank you,” | said.

The harsh lines carving the browni€’s face softened at my gratitude, and she averted
her eyes asif it made her uncomfortable.

“Hurry, hurry, before the water cools!”

| smiled at her embarrassment and reached behind me in an attempt to loosen the
laces of my dress. Casamir had tied them, and they had grown tighter over the two
days I’d stayed in this gown. Naeve pushed a stool toward me, climbed it, and took
over. With deft fingers, she had the dress undone in seconds. It was stiff as| pushed it
down.

Once | was naked, | stepped into the bath. | could not help the moan that escaped my
mouth as | sank into the water. For the first time since I'd arrived here, | felt the
tension leave my body.

| could not see Naeve, but | could hear her moving about, and | knew she was near
when a scrub brush popped up over the edge of the tub. It was followed shortly after
by her face as she climbed the chair.

“Lean over,” she said.

| hesitated and considered telling her that | could scrub my own back but decided 1'd



rather keep her favor, so | did as she said. When she was finished, | leaned back in
the bath and immersed myself in the water, enjoying the feel of it cradling my body.
When | surfaced, she scrubbed my hair until 1 thought my scalp might bleed before
she poured a fresh bucket of water over my head without warning and then stood,
holding out atowel.

My bath was finished, and as | stood and the water dripped off me, Naeve said, “Our
princeisanidiot.”

My brows lowered. “What?’

“Takethe towel,” she said and then hopped off the chair.

| stepped out of the bath, watching the brownie as she pushed the stool back to the
vanity.

Once it was in place, she turned and continued, “He is an idiot, and he is not a good
person. He has few positive traits, save that he is handsome, but so are all elven
princes, and he will likely never understand your needs because he has never had to
think of anyone but himself, but that does not mean he will not try.”

“What are you talking about, Naeve?’ | asked, confused by her sudden speech.

“1 am trying to help you fall in love with him,” she said.

“What?' | asked on a breathless laugh.

“To be sure, he has not been kind by your standards,” she said, as if she had not even
heard me speak. “But by the fag, he has granted you every mercy.”
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“Whatmercy?’ | asked. “I am his prisoner, and | mustearnmy freedom, and for what?
Nothing but his pleasure.”

“You must earn your freedom because he cannot earn his,” she said. “Trust me, it is
not a pleasure to watch both of you fail at this every day.”

| stared at her, confused. “What are you talking about?’

“The prince is cursed by the Glass Mountains,” she said. “And if you do not guess
and speak his name in five days time, he will forget it, and if a fae does not know
their name, they fade away.”

“Fade away?’

“Ceaseto exist,” she said. “Never to return to the earthly plane.”

| thought of my earlier conversation with Casamir.

| have died many times and | will come back with more.

Under the curse, | supposed the cycle would cease.

“Why should | care?’

“Because now your freedom istied to his,” she said. “And if you are not free before
he forgets his name, then you never will be.”



“And what does love have to do with this?’ | asked.

“You can guess his name and even speak it, but you must aso love him, or the curse
cannot be broken.”

| could not describe my shock, but the warmth that had radiated off my skin from the
bath suddenly chilled me to the bone.

“Then we shall never befreg,” | sad.

“Let us hope that is not true,” she said, and with that, she left me alone to process this
blow.

Y ou must also love him.

Casamir had completely failed to communicate that part of the deal, though why
would he? He needed me and likely thought himself charming enough to sway me.

“Stupid, arrogant fae prince!” | seethed aloud.

| threw off the towel and crossed to the wardrobe, knocking as | spoke.

“1 need clothes! Something...modest!”

The door opened, and | snatched the white gown the fae offered and dlipped it on as |
crossed to the mirror. It was athin night rail that did little to hide my body from sight,
especialy the parts of me that were still wet from the bath. | laced the ties in the
front, as silly as it seemed considering that Casamir had already seen all of me. It felt

like aform of rebellion.

| turned from the mirror and wandered to the window where the day was fading into



night, only asmall sliver of golden light peeking through the thick foliage outside.

| thought about some of the things that had occurred over the last few days—the way
Casamir touched me on our first meeting, the way he'd taken over lacing my gowns,
the way he had kissed mein thisroom asif he were starved.

But as it turned out, he was just desperate for me to fall in love with him and break a
curse. My hands fisted, my face hot with shame. | crossed my arms over my chest,
frustrated that | had let him indulge in my body at all.

Never again, | thought as tears pricked my eyes.

| was so embarrassed. | felt so stupid. | wasn't even surewhy. There was nothing
wrong with indulging in pleasure. Except that...l think I might have hoped that this
idiot elven prince was actuallyinterestedin me.

“Never again,” | said aoud, and | watched as the golden light turned dark red. Asthe
light faded, | swore | heard the sound of a bell. It was a soft chime | could feel in my
heart, and it drew my attention like nothing ever had before.

| pressed my ear to the window, and it became clearer—a pretty peal of bells. All at
once, | felt calm, the tension and anger that had tightened my insides releasing in an
instant, and | could breathe again. | drew away from the window and left, the sound
growing clearer without the walls of my room in the way. | followed the portico and
escaped into the garden, guided by the echoing chime.

My feet were bare and the earth was cold, but the sound of the bells was warm, so |
did not mind as | made my way through towering wood lilies and shoots of
anemones, between trees hung so thick with brambles and thorns, their branches were
hardly visible.



Page 49

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 7:48 am
The chime did not grow any louder the farther | walked, and yet | followed, as if |
might find the source. But when | came to a clearing where the ground was covered
in flowering convolvuli, the sound abruptly stopped. When the bell ceased to sound,
its hold on me fell away, leaving me cold and alone in the middle of the Thorn
Prince' s forest garden.
“Fuck,” I muttered, turning in a circle at the center of the clearing, but | could no
longer tell from which direction | came. Then | felt a tap on my shoulder and the
color drain from my face as afamiliar voice spoke.
“Do | know you?’
A knot formed in my throat, and | tried to swallow it, but | couldn’t.
“Miss?
| closed my eyes, torn between hope and horror.

| knew the voice, but | had not heard it in years.

“Darling?’ Another voice joined the mix, and a sound escaped my mouth, so pained
and so viscerdl, | could hardly hold myself up, bent beneath the anguish.

The voices were those of my dead parents.

“Darling,” my mother said in her beautiful, breathy voice. It brought tears to my eyes
to hear it, along-ago echo | could never recall. “Look at my face, and you shall know



that everything will be okay.”

“Stop!” | said, choking on a sob that felt like a needle in my throat.

A cold hand touched my arm, and | tore away, squeezing my eyes shut tighter.

“Little one.” My father’ s voice shook me to the core. “Listen to your mother.”

“She is not my mother,” | shouted, my voice raw and rough. “And you are not my
father!”

13 El I a.”

The new voice broke me. It tore my heart out and left a gaping hole, and the blood
that | saw at my feet was not my own but that of my sister.

“Do not be afraid,” she said. “We are all together again.”
| knew not to, but | did it anyway. | opened my eyes and beheld her. My sister,
Winter. She was nothing but a corpse, a skeleton adorned in rotting flesh with an

arrow lodged in her breast.

| reeled away and broke into a run, and my family followed, their shouts shrill and
resonate in the wood.

“Ellal Come back!” my sister called.

“We have come to take you home,” my mother said.

“Geselal Stop running from your mother!” my father ordered in his gruff rasp.



“Go away!” | screamed and covered my ears. “ Go away, go away, go away!”

| tripped, and when | hit the ground, | did not move. | felt as though my chest had
been cracked open, the pain so great, | could barely breathe.

| sobbed, and my tears wet the earth beneath my head, and | only rose from where |
lay when | felt something touch my cheek. | sat back and saw that it was aleaf. As |
watched, the leaf sprouted a longer stem, and the stem sprouted a golden bloom, and
the bloom opened to reveal a sleeping fairy. She was covered in gold. When she
opened her eyes, she sat up and stretched and then smiled wickedly as she blew dust
into my face.

“Fuck!” | heard Casamir curse, and the sound of his voice made my heart race in a
way it never had before. | started to turn to him, but his voice cut through the air like
awhip. “Close your eyes!”

His command was visceral, and | knew fairies well enough to trust him. | did as he
had ordered, and a laugh sounded from the golden fairy, small and impish, though it
quickly turned into a gurgled scream.

| covered my eyes with my hands, except that they were quickly ripped away.

“No, you must look! Look!” said avoice.

| could not see the source of the power that kept me from obeying Casamir, but | was
not strong enough to resist. When | opened my eyes, | saw the Prince of Thorns

holding the golden fairy within his clawed hand, teeth bared as if he were about to
devour her.
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“Casamir!”

| did not know what possessed me to speak his name, but | did not understand
anything that was happening to me anyway.

When he looked at me, | suddenly understood what the fairy had done. Her magic
was desire, and as soon as Casamir’ s gaze connected with mine, heat erupted between
my legs and an unearthly groan escaped from my mouth.

“What. Did. |. Say?’ He spoke between clenched teeth. His entire body had gone
rigid, and | couldn’t speak, noting his heavy erection.

The fairy had gotten him too.

“Fuck,” he cursed as he tossed the fairy aside. She landed with a thud and did not
move as he stormed toward me and dragged me to my feet.

| thought—hoped—he would kiss me. | was ready for it, desperate for it.

My fingers tangled into his shirt as | angled my head and opened my mouth, but he
turned me away and drew my back to his chest, his hands on my hips.

An unearthly whine escaped my mouth as his arousal settled against my ass. | could
not help grinding into him. | arched my back and reached behind me, hoping to
secure my hand behind his neck, but his hand came down on my wrist, and then he
trapped my arms beneath his own.



“Don’t,” Casamir gritted out.

“Please,” | begged, panting, unable to think past the desperate need pulsing
throughout my entire body. | had never been this aroused.

It was more than desperation.

If he did not fuck me, | would die.

“You hate me,” he said, but he pulled me closer and held me tighter. It was the
smallest reprieve, the tiniest stroke of friction. | wanted to weep. “You will hate
yourself.”

“It'snot asif wecan helpit,” | argued.

“1’d rather not fuck someone whose lust for meisonly a spell.”

“Y et you had no trouble when | sucked your cock.”

“That was different. Thisis different.”

“How?”’

“Stop talking,” he said. “Thisis harder when youtalk.”

“Why should 17’ | chalenged, frustrated. “1 would have never guessed the Prince of
Thorns was a man of honor.”

“l am not,” he said, his voice grating.

He lifted and carried me beneath the branches of a nearby tree where he sat with his



back to the trunk and me before him, cradled between his legs. He kept me pressed
against his front, his arms trapping mine as they encircled my waist. His erection was
hard between us, and despite his resistance, even he could not keep from shifting
against me.

“l can easeyou,” | said. “| have done so before.”

“Creature,” he warned.

“1 am only asking for you. Nothing more.”

He did not respond. The longer | sat there untouched, the more distressed | felt. |
rubbed my thighs together to create some kind of friction, desperate to end the
throbbing at the apex of my thighs.

“Please, Casamir,” | begged.

“Don’'t. Make. This. Harder,” he said between his teeth, his fingers pressing hard into
my skin.

“I will die,” | moaned.
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His face fell into the crook of my neck, and his lips brushed over my skin as his
tongue darted out to taste me. | twisted toward him, and our mouths collided in a hot
and vicious kiss. | let my legs fall open, frantic for his touch, hoping he would not
resist, but he kept his hands planted firmly around me. | lifted my dress and broke the
kiss, letting my head fall against his shoulder as | parted my own flesh, twisting my
wrist to reach deeper inside me.

“Fuck.” The curse slipped from his lips.
A moan broke past my lips, and | whispered to him what | never wanted to say aloud.
“l am so wet,” | said as he watched me pleasure myself over my shoulder.

“Fuck me,” he whispered as his lips danced across my shoulder and up the column of
my neck, teeth scraping hungrily.

“l am trying,” | said, shifting my legs over his so that | was far more exposed. “Don’t
you want to touch me?”’

“That is a foolish fucking question,” he said as his teeth nibbled at my ear, but it
worked.

One of his hands broke away and tangled in my hair, and he jerked my head back so
he could kiss my mouth, but his action only freed me enough to pleasure myself far
easier than before. As | moved inside my heat, bliss threaded throughout my body,
curling deep in my belly to the point that | could no longer contain my orgasm. |
opened my mouth against Casamir’'s as | came. When | removed my hand and



reached for him, he caught it and brought my fingers to his mouth, sucking each one
clean. Ashedid, alaugh drew our attention.

The fairy Casamir had tossed to the ground had risen, and her wicked smile returned.

“No useresisting,” she said, her voice as pure as the chimes that had led me here. “It
would have come to this eventually.”

Casamir went rigid behind me.

“What is she talking about?’ | asked.

“1 do not know, but if she does not shut up, | will pluck her head from her body.”

The fairy giggled again. “I only gave you what you truly wanted. Your deepest
desire. It is not every day | find two people who want each other. Consider yourself
lucky.”

Then she fluttered away, and silence stretched between us.

“Release me,” | said.

He didn't listen, his body growing tense against mine.

“Casamir,” | warned, and then my hands were free. | shifted onto my knees and faced
him. His eyes were dark, our need screaming between us.

“l hate you,” | said, even as | straddled him and his hands curved against my ass.

| had to say it because what | was about to do didn’t make sense.



But | wanted this.

| wanted to be wanted.

A small smile curved hislips.

“The feeling’s mutual, creature.”

As my mouth collided with his, Casamir tore my dress in two, each piece falling off
my shoulders and pooling around my waist. | didn’t care, couldn’t care. My need for
release had gone beyond anything rational, and | was consumed by him—~by his
mouth and his touch, both of which were now on my breasts.

“Isit true?’ Casamir asked. “Isit true that you desire me?’

| was quiet.

“Answer the fucking question.”

His hands tightened on me, his lips pressed to my neck.

“Yes,” | breathed. “And you?’
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The sound he made was something between a growl and asigh.

“1 knew you wanted to fuck me,” he said.

“Beast,” | said, pushing against him. “ Answer me!”

“Yes,” he growled and kissed me hard on the mouth, his hand knotted in my hair.

When he pulled away, he spoke. “Y ou will call me Casamir if you want my cock. Do
you understand?’

| parted my lips and offered a small, teasing smile. This prince was about to discover
he had no control.

“Casamir,” | breathed his name, my lips hovering over his.

He kissed me again, hands digging into my body as he shifted and pressed me to the
ground. He sat back on his heels, eyesfull of black.

“You are beautiful,” he said, and this time when he spoke, | knew he meant it.

Then he shed his clothes, and his cock was thick and full. He settled between my
hips, only wearing the silver chains, which were cold as they rested against my skin. |
sighed with relief at the feel of him against me, widening my legs so that his crown

rested within my heat.

He paused for a moment and brushed my hair from my face. The movement was



strangely gentle, and then he spoke, voice warm and low. “l will give you
everything,” he said. “But right now—"

“You have never been charming,” | said, interrupting him. “Do not waste my time
with it now.”

He smiled shrewdly and then pushed inside me in one fluid movement. | hadn’t
known how much | needed this until now. We both groaned, and | let my head fall
back against the ground as his fingers wrapped around the column of my neck,
though he did not press. As much as | hated to surrender to this creature, lying
beneath him right now, it only seemed right.

“Chokeme,” | said.

He did not need encouragement, and | had expected this because since our first
encounter, he had had an obsession with my neck. As he gently squeezed and thrust
inside me, | thought | might die from the rush of pleasure that blossomed throughout
my body, only growing in intensity as he continued to press on either side of my
neck.

| grasped his forearm and tried to take a breath when my chest started to burn. He
loomed over me, watching my face, and then he bent to kiss my mouth before
releasing me. | took a deep, guttural breath, light-headed but so fucking aroused |
could barely hold on to my orgasm. | did not want this to end because beneath
Casamir’ s heated gaze, | felt likesomeone.

“So fucking beautiful, so fucking wet,” he said, panting, but he whispered the words,
as if he were only speaking to himself. Then his hand returned to my neck and his
pace shifted into something far more visceral and carnal. | loved it and wanted it
more than | had ever wanted anything, even my freedom.



When he released me, | came, but he continued to move, chasing his own release.

“Comeinsdeme,” | sad.

“Fuck you,” he breathed, but he planted his arms on either side of my head and
leaned close, and | reveled in the crush of his body against mine. Perspiration
gathered on his brow, and | held on to him, fingers pressing into his skin until he
kissed me, coming with his mouth against mine.

| wrapped my legs around him to keep him inside me, expecting him to soften,
expecting to find myself sated, but as the prince pulled back and met my gaze, the fire
that had spurred us on from the start reignited.

“What kind of magicisthis?’ | moaned as | arched against him.

“Thisis not magic,” he said and bent to press a kiss to my neck, then my jaw. It was a
sweet gesture, and it sent a strange feeling of comfort throughout my body, even as
the heat from our coupling raged inside me. “ Thisisneed.”

If this was need, | had never known it before, but | was certain | could not live
without it, and | had sense enough to feel the dread of that thought before | was
consumed once more by passion for the elven prince whose name | did not know.

Chapter Thirteen

Enchantment

| was only half-awake, but there was a part of me that was aware of the heat and
hardness pressed against my back and how heavy Casamir’'s arms were around me.

The longer | lay there, the more | became aware of my body and the places where |
ached. Despite how exhausted | felt, a fire still raged beneath my skin, desperate to



take this elven prince inside me once again.

| had to be enchanted, | told myself, but even | knew that was not true. If either of us
were still under the fairy’s spell, we would not have falen asleep. We would have
continued to come together beneath this cursed sky.

What was wrong with me?

Casamir was my jailor. He was a beast.



Page 53

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 7:48 am

He was fae and he lived within a place that had taken so much from me.

| could not do this. | could not let this happen again no matter how much | wanted
him.

Desperately.

Casamir stirred, and as he moved, | sat up, my back to him. It seemed wrong to face
him, especialy in the aftermath of what we had done, though | wanted to. We were
not lovers, and | had no tender feelings toward him.

| couldn’t, though that thought made my chest ache.

| felt his eyes on me, and after a moment, he spoke.

“Areyou well?’

The question straightened my spine.

It was the last thing | expected him to say. | thought he would taunt me, remind me of
how he had known | wanted him.

| swallowed and turned my head to the side to answer. | still could not look at him.
“l...don’'t know.”

“Did | hurt you?’



“No,” | answered quickly. “No, you didn’t.”

We were silent after that, and | remained where | was, even as Casamir stood. | was
not certain what he was doing, but after a moment, he walked into view, half-dressed,
histunic in hand. My eyestrailed up hisfront, and | met his dark gaze.

“Will you come with me?’ he asked.

Perhaps it was because he had asked and not commanded, but | placed my hand in his
without question, and when his fingers closed around mine, warmth blossomed

throughout my body at the thought of everything these hands had done to me.

He helped me to my feet and trailed afinger across my cheek and then over a spot on
my shoulder, frowning.

“Youlied,” he said.

| lowered my brows. “What do you mean?”’

But when | looked at the place he traced on my skin, | saw what he meant. | was
scratched and bruised.

But so was he.

| met his gaze.

“It's...not asif you could help it,” | said.

Still he frowned, but his fingers tightened, and he tugged me along through a curtain

of trees and down a sloping hill. At the bottom was a small body of water that was
fed by atrickling waterfall. Here, | could see nothing beyond the thick wood.



Casamir dropped his tunic to the mossy ground, and the rest of his clothes followed.

“1 thought you might want to bathe,” he said.

| stared at him for a few seconds before my gaze shifted to the shimmering pool. It
was beautiful and felt isolated, though | did not trust it was private.

“It'ssafe,” Casamir said, and when | met his gaze, he added, “| promise.”
From a fae, those words bore the weight of a blood oath. Despite what he had
promised, | could not help thinking about how the selkie had attacked me, and though

he was dead, the memories had me hesitating at the edge of the water.

| felt Casamir approach, and he touched my side with the tips of his nails.
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“Do you trust me?’ he asked, his mouth close to my ear.
| took a breath, turning toward him slightly.
“This second, yes, but | can promise nothing beyond this moment.”
He pressed a kiss to my shoulder, and his hand flattened against the small of my back
as he guided me into the lake. | stood for afew moments in the water, thigh-deep, and
when nothing happened, | dove beneath the water to put distance between us. When |

broke the surface, | faced him.

He had not moved, and | could not place the expression on his face. It was dark and
sensual. It made me feel desired and it also scared me.

“Why did you leave the palace?’ he asked.

“l heard a bell,” | said, and even now as | thought about the sound, the beauty of it
brought tearsto my eyes. “And | could not help but follow.”

“Where did it lead?’
“To my dead family,” | said.
His jaw tightened and | expected him to ask about them, but he didn’t.

“The bell was the mountains' hold over you,” he said. “Your family...that was the
fairies.”



| did not ask why because | knew. Casamir had warned me about the mountains, and
the selkie had warned me about the fairies and their retribution.

“Naeve tells me you are cursed,” | said.

Casamir did not react.

“What did you do?’

He waded farther into the lake, and | tracked him as he moved, but he did not speak
until he dipped below the water and resurfaced, his dark hair plastered to his face.

“1 dept with a daughter of the Mountains,” he said. “And she fell hopelessly in love

with me, and because | did not return her love, the Mountains cursed me to forget my

true name.”

“Unlessit’s spoken with love,” | said. “lsn’t that right?’

He only stared at me.

“Isthat what you hoped for from me?’

The hollows of his cheeks degpened as he ground his teeth.

“1 do not hope for anything,” he said.

We circled one another.

“1 cannot believe that no one has fallen in love with you.”

“Many have,” he said. “But none are clever enough to guess my name.”



“And if | do not guess, you will cease to exist?’

“Eventually,” he said, and then he smiled, reaching to draw a piece of my hair behind
my ear. “ Something for you to look forward to.”

| wanted to argue, to tell him | would never feel that way, but the words were stuck in
my throat, and | swallowed hard.

We did not speak after that, and once we had finished swimming in the lake, we came
to shore.

“Put this on,” Casamir said, offering his tunic. It was a reminder of how | had come
here and how | was leaving, my nightdress torn in two, a mark of the desperation we
had felt to be inside each other.
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A rush of warmth burned my skin.

| took his tunic and dlipped it over my head. There was an element of regret as his
smell surrounded me, and it pulled at memories from long ago when | would climb to
the roof of my parent’ s cottage with my sister and watch as the sun rose, the morning
light catching on the dewdrops, making our little hollow glimmer.

| used to think it was magic, but now | knew otherwise.

Magic was the darkness that existed between the trees, the place where light did not
shine, and it had taken everything.

“Areyou so regretful 7’

| opened my eyes and looked up at Casamir, whose features were harsh but not angry.
| could not tell exactly how he felt, but there was a tightness to his mouth and eyes
that made me think that he was struggling, but with what, | did not know.

“Itisnot asif we can help what happened,” | said and looked away before | could see
his reaction. | was too afraid to know what he was thinking or how he realy felt.
What if he regretted me?

“Will you not look at me?’ he asked.
So | did. We glared at one another, a tension building between us that | could not

exactly place, but it was hurt and angry and strange, and even with all those emotions,
| still felt akeen desire for him.



“How much do you hate me now?’ he asked.

| ground my teeth and lowered my brows. All | could manage to say was, “I don’'t
hate you...not for this.”

| did not think that would make him angrier, and yet his eyes darkened and his jaw
ticked, and this time, he looked away.

“Come.”

We left and | remained a step behind him as he led me from the clearing in the woods
where our madness had come to a head. He was shirtless and the muscles in his
shoulders rippled with each tiny movement. His back was scored with red lines from
my fingernails. | liked that | had marked him in some way, but the fact that others
would see it andknowembarrassed me, though | wasn’t sure why | cared.

Perhaps it was because | was supposed to hate him.

| was supposed to hate him and...I didn’t.

Why don’t | hate him?

It was not as if he'd done anything to deserve my favor, but there had been a few
strange and tender moments last night that had made me feel something beyond the
cold anger that had seethed inside me for years. For once, | had not been invisible or

forgotten or alone.

Casamir paused and held out his hand to halt me. The sudden stop made my heart
race, and | looked at him as he spoke.

“Stay here,” hesaid. “I'll only be gone a moment.”



Anything could happen in a moment within his woods, but | stayed where I’ d stopped
and did not move a single muscle as he vanished into the surrounding trees, returning
amoment later as he had said with ared apple in hand.

“Here,” he said, holding it out to me. “It’s safe to eat. | promise.”

Promise.

| liked that word coming from his lips, and | wanted to hear it more. | should have
said so, but the strain between us had only grown since we had begun our journey
back, so | held on to those words.

| took the apple but only stared at him.

“What' sthisfor?’

He shrugged and looked a little uncomfortable. “I thought...you might be hungry.”

| laughed. | couldn’t help it. His actions were so contrary to what | had expected. But
he remained very serious, so | pressed my lips together to keep quiet and then cleared

my throat.

“Thank you,” | said, and | took a bite from the apple, which was crisp and sweet,
noting that Casamir watched my mouth as| ate.

He seemed to realize he was staring and then turned away.
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“We should get back.”
We did not speak for the rest of the walk, and when the castle came into view, | felt a
sense of dread. | did not know where it came from or what spurred it until Casamir
paused and faced me. Suddenly, | realized | did not know how to move beyond this
point. There was no going back to whatever had existed between us before, and while
that had not been easy, it was better than this strange longing inside me now.
“1,” he began but did not continue.
“What?’" | prompted.
He took a moment to speak, but as he did, his tone became more biting.
“Another letter from my true name.” | could not help feeling disgusted by his words,
and still he continued. “Did you not set the rules for our encounters? A letter for each

time | come by your hand?”’

| was so shocked by his words, | couldn’t think, could do nothing but strike him. My
hand stung, and his cheek was red.

“How dare you.”

He did not flinch, did not even press his hand to the mark on his face to soothe the
pain.

“1 only thought I should give you something you wouldn’t regret.”



“When it comes to you, Casamir, | regreteverything.
| turned from him and fled.

The sooner | learned his true name, the better.

| had to get out of here.

Chapter Fourteen

Rule of Three

| watched my creature retreat with all the fury of a storm. | did not understand her.
Perhaps | did not want to. | had given her what she wanted, offered her a letter from
my name so that her shame might not feel so heavy, and instead of expressing
gratitude, she had struck me.

It is because you are an idiot.

The mirror’ s voice echoed in my mind, and | ground my teeth against his words.
“She clearly regretted our time together,” | said aloud.

Did you ask her what she regrets?

“Shesadit!”

Only after you offered a letter. Perhaps she was not so regretful but more
embarrassed.

“They are the same.”



They are not the same.

“You expect me to rejoice that my creature was embarrassed about our time
together?’

Perhaps it has nothing to do with you, said the mirror, who paused and then
added,ldiot.

| pressed my hand to my face, but the memory of her lived beneath my skin and all
over my body. | knew | would never be rid of this hold she had on me. It was just as
strong as the Mountains that had cursed me, and | did not know why, but | felt it with
more certainty than | had anything else in my long life. It felt silly to think such a
thing, especially in the aftermath of what we had done, but | had had sex with many,
many people, and | had never felt thisway before.

Perhaps this was the Mountains' attempt to curse me further. Had they taken her flesh
only to make me craveit?

Y ou have always craved it. You have always craved her. You only expected that your
appetite would ebb once you had ataste, but it has only made you ravenous.
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| left the garden outside my palace and went to visit the mortal prince, who was
standing on the bench beneath his window, hands wrapped around the bars.

“1 will give you anything you desire if you tell my father where | am being held
prisoner,” he was saying.

“Careful of offering desires,” | said. “That is a good way to end up giving away your
firstborn.”

The prince froze and turned toward me, his eyes wide with fear.
“Don’t...don't kill me.”

“1 will not kill you,” I said. “But | will settle for stripping you of what you hold most
dear.”

“You mean my hair and the red feather in my hat?’
“1 have not yet taken the feather in your hat,” | said. “But | will take it now.”

The mortal was wearing his hat over his shorn hair, and the feather vanished from it
with a pop. He did not take it off to check that it was gone.

“ S0 you saved her from danger, and she still does not love you?’

| knew she did not love me, but there were moments when she looked at me
differently since last night, and | did not know what they meant or if they were even



real.

“When you rescued your princess, what happened?’

The prince shrugged. “ She was grateful.”

“And?’

“And?’ he repeated, confused.

“What else happened?’

“We returned to her kingdom where her father declared that we would wed,” he said.
Then he asked, “Did you rescue your princess?’

“I did,” | said.

“And what happened?’

“1 fucked her in the woods all night long.”

The prince gasped and his eyes widened. “You... Areyou married?’

“Do llookmarried?’

“WEell, not exactly, but you cannot...fuck...a lady until you have married her. You
will ruin her!”

| raised a brow. “Have you never had sex?’

“Not with alady. | amhonorable.”



The prince might be many things, but honorable certainly wasn't one.

| frowned. “How is sex not honorable?”

The prince hesitated. “I...l don’t know.”

“Then why do you speak on things you do not know?’

The mortal was quiet and then he asked, “Do you love this woman? The one you
fucked in the woods?’
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| did not know what to say.

“You must,” said the prince more to himself than to me. “Or you would not want her
to love you.”

“Do not presume to know how | feel, mortal,” | hissed. “Ineedher to love me.”
| needed her to speak my true name.
“At some point, if you do not love her, someone else will.”

“What do you know about love?’ | countered. “All your advice has only made my
creature hate me more.”

“What worked for my princess may not work for yours. Have you tried asking her
what she wants?’

She wanted freedom, and that was beyond what | could give even if | wanted to.
Magic was binding. She was the only person who could free herself now, and her
choices were to speak my name or live out the next six years while | descended into
madness and eventually ceased to exist.

“What if she does not tell me?’

“Then | suppose you will take something else from me.”

Chapter Fifteen



A Riddle

The prince of thornsis anidiot, | thought as | sprawled on my bed, staring up at the
bland ceiling.

| wanted to hate him.

| was definitely angry with him, especially at how we had parted this morning. After
everything we had shared, he'd thought to diminish it by offering a letter from his
true name.

Anl.

| already had aU.

| should feel excited. It was two steps closer to guessing Casamir’s true name, and all
| needed were five more letters, but | could only think of last night. It wasn’t even the
most passionate parts that clung to my memories now. It was the moments when the
cruel elven prince had gently kissed my forehead and asked if | was okay, when he
had offered his shirt and then the apple, when he had expressed concern over my
wellness and feared he had hurt me.

He had made mefeelthings...not just desire butdesired.

He had done all that and then ruined it with a stupid letter.

Why is he an idiot?l fumed.

| tried not to think about him but failed.

| had already softened toward him, had already felt the long-forgotten rise of hope



inside me, and now that it was awakened, | could do nothing but wallow in misery
and try to convince myself that nothing that had happened last night was real.

Except that every time | looked in the mirror, | saw reminders of his touch—bruises
and swollen skin—and | could recall every action that had led to each blemish.

Those thoughts drove me from my room and motivated me to search the castle for
any clues that might lead to Casamir’s true name—if they existed. | only hoped |
could avoid the elven prince as | roamed his corridors, but as | did, | noted how this
place was far from personal.

If | had wandered here on my own, | would have assumed the castle was abandoned
with its moss-covered walls and flowering vines crawling from floor to ceiling. There
were no portraits, not even of himself, and instead of soft carpet, there was an array
of ground cover—vines, shrubs, mosses—at my feet. One fed into the other as |
turned down each winding hall, pausing to look out windows that were either draped
with vines or obscured with thick branches from trees that had grown into the facade
of the castle.

There was no doubt about its beauty, though | wondered if all elveslived thisway.

| came to the end of a hall where a set of stairs rose into darkness. | looked about
before | took them, slow and steady as they wound upward and opened into a large
bedchamber. While the colors in the room were dark and grounding, there were four
floor-to-ceiling windows that made the room bright and full of light.

A large four-poster bed sat against one wall, each post richly carved, and the curtains
that hung to veil the bed were open and dark green in color. A broken mirror hung

between two of the large windows.

| realized | had been here before, that this was where Casamir’s five brothers had sent



me at the start of my punishment. | remembered the soft carpet at my feet and the
hearth and fireplace nearby.
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Unlike the other rooms, the plant life was contained to a corner where several shelves
were lined with flowers, vines, and weeping greenery. It was strange, considering the
whole castle was overgrown in flora.

“Y ou must be the mortal our prince is obsessed with.”

| gasped and turned to see who was speaking, but no one was there.

“Who'sthere?’ | asked.

“Over here,” said the voice, which sounded like it came from the windows.

| crossed to look behind the heavy curtains.

“No, no. The mirror,” said the voice.

My brows lowered as | stepped in front of the broken shard of glass, but | saw
nothing, not even my reflection. | started to peek behind it, thinking that perhaps a fae
was playing atrick.

“What are you doing?’

| gasped and released the mirror. It clanked lightly against the wall.

“1 thought you might be fag,” | said.

“1 told you | was amirror.”



“Have you aways been amirror?’

“Yes. What kind of question is that?’

“1 thought you might have been cursed.”

“l am not cursed. | am enchanted.”

“What is the difference?’

“Perspective, | suppose.”

| stood, silent for a moment, before the mirror.

“You are the Magic Mirror,” | said, recalling my conversation with Wolf about how
Casamir’ s father had deemed the next king would be chosen.

“S0 you have heard of me,” he said, hisvoice filling with pride.

“1 do not know much, | am afraid. Only that you are not whole.”

“There is not much to know beyond that,” he said.

| turned to look around the room. “So this must be Casamir’s chamber?’

Though | had been here before, | had not taken the time to observe. | had been too
consumed by the elven lord in front of me to focus on anything other than him and

survival.

“Have you comein search of him?’ he said.



“No,” | said. “I would rather not see him today or tomorrow, perhaps not ever again.”

“That does not bode well for him,” said the mirror.

| glanced at the mirror. “Y ou know about the curse?’

“Y ouknow about the curse?’ he asked.
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| stared at the mirror, and | think he stared back. We were both silent.

“If you have not come for Casamir, then why are you here?’

“I camein search of histrue name,” | said.

“Ah,” said the mirror. “Y ou will not find answers here.”

“Where will | find them?’

| imagined that the mirror shrugged as he answered, “Here and there.”

| ground my teeth, frustrated. | walked to the end of Casamir’s bed, and all | could
think, all 1 could imagine, was us, tangled together in a sea of dark silk. If we had sex

again, would it be different? Would he be gentler, sweeter, far more protective?

It all made me too angry. | should not even be thinking about a next time. | should be
focused on my goal of getting out of here.

| ground my teeth and turned to look at the mirror, leaning against the end of
Casamir’s bed.

“Do you aways watch him?’ | asked.
“l have no choice,” he said. “I am amirror.”

“Doeshe...” | started. “Does he have...visitors?”’



“He does not,” said the mirror.

| hated the relief that unfurled in my body, hated that | had asked at all.

“Why does he keep these plants when his whole castle is agarden?’ | asked.
“Helovesthem,” said the mirror. “That iswhy the castle is a garden.”

My brows lowered and | crossed again to the corner where all his plants were on
display. Suddenly | saw his home in a new light. | had thought there was nothing
personal about it, but the whole thing...it was areflection of what he loved.
Something warm filled my chest.

“Why does he love plants?’

“l imagine it is because with plants, he can be who he truly is without consequence.”
“And who is Casamir?’ | asked. “Truly?’

“1 think you know,” said the mirror. “ The question is, are you willing to see it?’

| pursed my lips and crossed my arms, feeling strangely exposed.

“Whereis he?’

“1 can show you,” said the mirror. “Though you may not wish to know.”

| waited and watched as the mirror’s surface warped and changed, and | saw Casamir

waist-deep in water. He was washing a spray of blood and gold dust from his body. |
did not think | needed to know what he had killed. | could guess. The fae who had



drawn me into their trap last night, the fae who had blown into my face and made me
ache for him.

His features were hard, and there was a part of me that wanted to trace away the
tension between his brows and his mouth. | followed his hands, trailing over the hard
muscles of his shoulders and arms, his chest and stomach, before he disappeared
below the surface of the lake.

When he rose again, he waded to the shore. As his body was slowly revealed to me, |
could not help but ache for him again, and as much as | wanted this to be magic, |
knew it wasn't.

| took a deep breath and turned from the mirror.

“How do | find his true name?’
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| had to find it. | had to speak it.
“Youdon't,” he said. “It will find you.”
“How? How when no one knows it?”’
“Everyone knows his name. It knows no stranger. It is the wail on the lips of a
birthing mother, the howl from the mouth of a grieving lover. It is the cry that breaks
the night when death is summoned and the scream that echoes at daybreak when truth

makes you ache.”

“I am not looking to solve a riddle,” | said, frustrated by his words but also
processing them, feeling them. “I need a name.”

“You know hisname,” said the mirror. “Y ou have felt it.”

| considered what he had said and could acknowledge that | knew what it was to
watch death arrive and steal away life. | knew what it was to wish through the night
that it wasn't true. | knew what it was to have my heart broken each morning at
daybreak.

“1 know grief, that istrue,” | said. “But grief is not aname.”

“ Anything can be a name,” said the mirror. “But you are right. Grief is not Casamir’s
true name.”

We were silent for a moment, and then the mirror said, “Think on it, creature. You



have four days.”

Chapter Sixteen

Love Me, Leave Me

| waited for my creature to come as | had called, just outside the entrance to the
dining room dressed in my finest robes. | felt ridiculous and uncomfortable and the
anticipation was driving me mad. It ate within my chest like a seething parasite. Why
did | feel thisway? | had seen her before, a hundred times, but this time was different
because | had been inside her. | had given her pleasure and she had writhed beneath
me, and | wanted that again even if she did not.

| was not prepared for her when she came into view. She had always been beautiful,
but tonight she was exquisite. She wore a fitted gown, as thin as fairy wings. The
colors changed as she moved, from pink to gold.

The elvesin her wardrobe had done well, the best since she had arrived.

She stopped in front of me, and we stared at each other in a strange and
uncomfortable silence.

“You look beautiful,” | said, and | hoped she could tell how much | meant it.

Her chest rose as she took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

| held out my hand for her. It took her amoment to accept, and when she did, | pulled
her to me. Her eyes widened, and one of her hands pressed flat against my chest but

she did not push me away.

| held her gaze and brushed afinger along her cheek.



“I want you,” | said, and the truth of it echoed in my bones.

“A letter,” she said, her voice quiet and her eyes lowered to my lips. “And you can
have me.”

Anger twisted through me like a knife.

| wanted her to want me too. | wanted her to want me without expectation, though
there was a part of me that knew | had done this when | had given her a letter this
morning.

“A letter,” | said. “And you will serve me dinner. Naked.”

She pushed away from me.

“Fuck you.”

“I"d really rather not talk about fucking,” | said, scowling.

The mood between us changed rapidly, and athick tension descended. | hated the feel
of it, making me feel overdressed and on edge.

“You are despicable,” she said.
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“Then be free of me sooner and accept the fucking offer.”
“1 thought you didn’t want to talk about fucking,” she spat.

We glared at each other, and then she lifted her head, chin jutting out, eyes flashing
confidently. “Two letters.”

“Fing,” | said and turned from her, stalking into the dining room where | took a seat
at the head of the table.

“Undress,” | ordered.

“The letters,” she said.

“A,” | said. “The other after you are naked.”
“l hate you,” she said.

“The feeling is mutual, mortal.”

“Ey

| stood, the chair scraping against the floor as | did, silencing her. My hand came
down flat on the table, the sound echoing in the dining room.

“What did | say?’



She glared, her eyes gleaming, and with her silence, | sat. She reached behind her and
managed to loosen the ties of her dress. | would have liked to help, would have liked
to feel her skin against my fingertips as her dress pooled to the floor, but | knew she
did not want that. Still, it was a pleasure to watch her. She was glorious. | shifted
uncomfortably, my arousal growing long and hard.

“Why are you angry?’ she asked.

“You make me angry. You make meinsane,” | said.

“Y ou asked for this.”

“Youasked for this!” | said. “Words in this world are binding, vicious creature, or
have you learned nothing living in its shadow?’

Her fists clenched.

“Give me the second letter, bastard.”

“S” | said. “Areyou pleased?’

“1 will never be pleased by you.”

“We both know differently, creature.”

“That wasnota choice.”

“But it was adesire, was it not? No matter how much you wish it wasn't.”

She was silent as she crossed to the table where the food had been piled among
glittering candles, choosing to ladle soup from a silver tureen.



As she worked, she glanced at me.

“What happened to your nails?’

| fisted my hand so she could not see them, though it wastoo late.

“1 cut them,” | said. Because they had hurt her, because | could not pleasure her with
claws.

The choice seemed silly now in the face of her hate.
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She said nothing, and once the bowl was full, she crossed to me, spit in it, and placed

it on the table in front of me.

| could feel her eyes on me as | stared at it, quiet and still, before swiping it off the
table and reaching for my creature’ s wrist. | stood and pulled her to me, trapping her
against the table. As | settled my hips against hers, she gasped. | twined my fingers
into her hair and pulled her head back.

“Not achoice?’ | whispered as | trailed my lips over her taut neck. “Are you certain,
creature?’

Her hands tightened in my shirt.
| reached for the closest bottle of wine, uncorked it, took a drink, and kissed her with
the liquid in my mouth, feeding it to her as | tasted her. It spilled from our mouths as

our lips and tongues moved desperately together.

She did not push me away, so | guided her onto the edge of the table, and when her
thighs parted around me, | pulled away.

“Do you want this?’ | asked.
“What isthis?’ she asked.

| smirked and spoke, my lips hovering over hers. “My mouth. My tongue. My
fingersMe.”



She stared at me, and when she did not answer, | began to pull away, but her hands
fisted in my shirt, halting me.

“No,” she sad.

“No?’ | asked.

“l mean yes,” she said, breathless. “Yes. | want this.”

| had never felt such relief, and | kissed her for it before pulling back again to look at
her.

“Fucking beautiful,” | said, appreciating how she was spread before me, legs parted,
her breasts heavy, her eyes hooded. “I will show you what it would be like if you
were to stay with me forever. The pleasure | will give you. The care | will take. You
will beg for it. Y ou will loveit.”

Y ou will love me, | thought. | hoped.

| took the wine, and she gasped as | poured it over her body. Trails of deep red
beaded down her skin, over her breasts and down her stomach, pooling in her navel
and over the dark curls between her thighs. When | was finished, | bent and licked the
bittersweet liquid from her. | started with her pillowy breasts, taking each into my
mouth and sucking her nipples into harder peaks. Her back arched, her body curving
toward mine, and her fingers glided through my hair, nails scraping my scalp.

| moved down her stomach, kissing and letting my tongue swirl and taste, sucking
parts of her skin into my mouth until her breath caught. | had no motive save her

pleasure, knowing she had chosen this without the influence of afairy.

Tomorrow, she could not run from this.



| came to her hips and kissed each before letting my lips feather across her thighs.
Her breaths were short and shallow, and she squirmed beneath me. | let my tongue
touch her heat and she groaned, offering a keen whimper as | pulled away. | met her
gaze as she reached for me, guiding my head between her legs.

“Touch me. Casamir,please.”

“Remember that you begged,” | said, and then | let myself have her. | licked her
slowly. | licked every fold. She tasted so good, she tasted so sweet, and | buried my
face in her, chasing her as she wiggled beneath me. | moved to her clit, which was
swollen and full, heated against my tongue. | licked it and sucked it, and as | touched
her there, | let my fingers slide inside her.

She gave a guttural cry and lifted off the table. | pressed my hand down on her
stomach to keep her in place, looking up from my place between her thighs, watching
as her head rolled back against the table, her hands squeezing her breasts.

Fuck me. She was glorious.

My lust was so acute, my cock hard to the point of aching. | wanted to be inside her
again, | wanted to feel her come around me, but | would settle for this tonight. If she
wanted more, she would have to come to me.

My creature’s heels dug into my shoulders, her knees fell open, and she moved
against my mouth, grinding harder, writhing. When she came, it was decadent and
delicious, and | kept my mouth against her until she went slack. Then | climbed up
her body and kissed her, my tongue stroking hers until | could no longer taste her.

Her hands tangled in my hair and dug into my scalp. Her legs wrapped around my
waist, sealing our bodies together, and then she tore her mouth from mine.



“1 need you inside me,” she said.

“Do you need me?’ | asked, breathless. “Or do you want me?’

“Doesit matter?’ she asked. “I have asked. | have begged.”
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“Want or need, vicious thing?’

She pushed against my chest, and | straightened, staring down at her as she sat there,
marked and rosy by my mouth.

“Do you not want me?’ she asked.
“That isafoolish question,” | said.
| was desperate for her.

Her eyes lowered to my erection, which strained against the fabric of my trousers,
and darkened. Her foot caressed me there, teasing.

“Then take me,” she said. “I am offering.”

“Youwill regretit,” | said. “Asyou regretted last night.”

Her eyes hardened, and as much as | hated to deny her, | did not trust that she wanted
me. She was caught in a haze of pleasure, and in this state, she would welcome me

even if she did not truly want me, and that would bring her no closer to loving me.

She pushed off the table and leaned forward on the tips of her toes, her face close to
mine.

“Coward,” she said, letting the word dlip between her teeth.



Then she snatched her dress from the floor and fled.

Chapter Seventeen

Sweet Poison

| raced to my room, stumbling, blinded by tears | refused to shed for
that...patheticexcuse of amanwho was not a man at all but a horrible, conniving,
vicious elf. When | was safely in my room, | leaned against the door and closed my
eyes, waiting until my heart rate eased, until the heat in my face lessened, until | had
swallowed enough that the tears no longer threatened to release.

What did hewantfrom me?

| had done everything he had asked.

He said “Beg,” so | begged.

| should rejoice that he had stopped, because what had | been thinking? | had been so
caught up in the pleasure of his mouth, histouch, | was willing to compromise myself
further, and thistime | would not have an excuse for enjoying him because | had been

under no enchantment.

But instead, | only felt ashamed, ridiculous, rejected, because in the end...l had truly
wanted him.

How could | want him?

He was an elven prince, and | was his captive.

| pushed away from the door and threw the gown | had worn to dinner into the corner



of the room. | wasn't even sure why | had bothered to dress. | should have worn the
sheer robe the elves in the wardrobe had crafted. It would have been more fitting for
what Casamir had planned.

That thought made me angrier.

He had humiliated me, and in exchange for what? A few letters—U,l,A,S—four of
seven that were completely useless.

The more | thought about it, the angrier | grew. | snatched my robe off the end of my
bed and dslipped it on as | reached for my ax. The handle was still full of thorns, but |
did not care that they pricked my hand as | ventured out of my room and made my
way to Casamir’ s bedroom in the dark.

| held my ax aloft, the stab of each thorn in my hand sharp, my hand already sticky
with blood. | was unsure of what might come my way in the night, but | was so full of
rage, | waswilling to fight just about anything. Perhaps the fae knew not to tempt me,
because | made it to Casamir’s room with no trouble.

Despite how determined | was, | hesitated, standing outside his door. | felt a deep
sense of dread...a knowledge that once | entered here, | would not come out, and yet
| wished to end this. To end him.

| touched the handle of his door and turned it carefully. | dlipped into his room and
approached his bedside, parting the curtains dlightly to look at him. A dlice of

moonlight cut across his bare chest.

“Have you come to kill me?’ he asked.
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| did not answer but climbed onto his bed. It was tall and | felt clumsy as | struggled
to keep hold of my ax, each sharp point digging farther into my skin. He did not
move as| straddled him, just looked at me with those gleaming eyes.

| held my ax close to my chest. He did not try to take it, but he did frown as he
observed the blood seeping between my fingers.

“Y ou are wounded.”

| lifted my weapon over my head and held it there. | wanted to hurt him, but | also
wanted to fuck him.

“If you are going to do it, aim for my head,” he said.
“Which one?’ | asked. “The one | am looking at or the one between my thighs?’

“If you cut off the one between your thighs, you likely will not get what you came

for.
| lowered the ax alittle. “I want to hate you.”

“l know,” he said, his voice quiet, and as he rose to me, he wrapped his hand around
my wrist and his mouth collided with mine.

| lowered the ax, letting it fall to the floor. He gripped my face, fingers digging into
my scalp. | held on to his forearms, unsure what | intended, only knowing that now |
could not think beyond the pleasure of his mouth moving against mine, demanding



my complete submission. | was ready for it. | opened to it, and when his tongue
moved past my lips to coil with mine, | sighed into his mouth and my body relaxed
into his. My arms dlipped around his neck, and | crushed myself to him, relishing the
feel of his arousal against me as | shifted closer, addicted to the way he made me
feel—completely lost and not of this world.

Casamir broke away and his hands tightened in my hair. As he pulled my head back,
he growled against my throat.

“Y ou are poison, sweet creature. | want you in my blood.”

Then he sucked my skin into his mouth until a cry broke from my lips, and once it
had, he pushed me onto my back and sat on his heels, staring down at me.

“Thank fuck for wicked fairies,” he said as his eyes skimmed over my body, veiled
by the sheer robe. The longer he looked and did not touch, the more impatient |
became, warmed and writhing.

| reached for the tie at my waist, but Casamir stopped me.

“Let me,” hesaid.

| held his gaze. “Y ou have seen me like this before.”

“And it will never be enough.”

| stared, unable to fully comprehend his tone, but he spoke as if he were reciting an
oath, sincere but forlorn, and it shifted something inside me.

| let my hands fall away and gripped the blankets beneath me as he pulled the tie and
parted my robe. And though it hid nothing, he acted as if he had unveiled the most



precious gems in the world.

He bent and pressed a kiss to my stomach, his eyes meeting mine for only a moment,
burning like coals in the darkness.

Then he kissed me again and again, trailing down to my thighs. | fisted the blankets
and arched my back. | would have rubbed my thighs together just for the sake of
friction, but Casamir was between them, teasing me with featherlight kisses.

He smiled at my desperate writhing.

“Casamir,” | said, my chest so tight with anticipation, | could barely takein air.

“Y es, sweet creature?’

His voice rumbled against my skin.

“Thisistorture.”

“Ah,” he said, lips grazing the bottom of my stomach. “But isit good?”’

“It could be better,” | said.

“Isthat so?’ he whispered. “How?’
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“Touch me.”
“1 am touching you.”

| gave a guttural cry and reached for his head, but he pushed me flat against the bed
with one hand and used the other to spread me apart. But all he did was stare.

“Forgive me, sweet creature,” he said. “Y ou must be starved.”
Then he licked me, circling my clit, and | thought I might die from the rush of it,
from the sheer pleasure that twisted low in my stomach and threaded throughout my

body.

“Fuck.” | lowered toward him, spreading my legs farther, and he took the invitation,
dlipping afinger inside me, then two. “Yes.”

It did not matter that he had just done this earlier; it felt even better now. His touch
and tongue were different, far more intense. | felt all of him and everything, asif my

body were one exposed nerve, every part of me pulsating around him.

| never expected this strange fae to become the center of my universe, but | would lie
beneath him forever if | could feel like this every second of every day.

Here, where there was no pain and no loss.

Here, where | was not alone.



| reached for his head, grinding into him, and a sound | had never made came from
deep in my throat as he chased my pleasure. The pressure built and built, and | could
no longer contain the sounds escaping my mouth.

“Yes, yes, yes,” | whispered until my words broke on a sob, and | came against his
mouth so hard my body shook. As Casamir pulled away and pressed kisses to my

lower stomach and up and over my chest, he was breathless, and still, he kissed me,
desperate, as if he had gone too long without me.

His body was warm and damp against mine. | reached between us and wrapped my
fingers around his cock. He was hard and soft at the same time, and he groaned

against my mouth as | touched him.

When he pulled away, he must have understood the desire in my eyes because he
drew hisfinger over my lips and answered, “Only if you wish it.”

| would correct him and tell him | never wish for anything, but this, | wished for.

We traded positions, and as he stretched before me, | stared, eyes roving the planes of
his chest and the swell of his arousal, which pressed against his stomach. He was
beautiful and it made my heart ache.

| met his gaze.

“You were made for this,” | said.

He smiled and asked, “Made for what, sweet creature?’

Pleasure, | wanted to say.Sex.

But instead, | answered, “Heartbreak.”



He remained still, but there was an edge to his expression that told me he did not
disagree. If he was going to speak, | did not know, because | kissed him, pressing my
lips to his stomach as he had done to mine.

He held himself up but reclined, moving my hair over my shoulder. | could feel his
cock between my breasts as | moved down his body, and when the crown touched my
chin, | shifted and closed my mouth over the tip.

Casamir took a breath, and | looked up at him as | released him and licked him from
root to tip before taking him into my mouth again. He braced his hands behind him,
his head falling back, neck exposed as | worked.

His breath came heavier and he moaned louder. His fingers threaded through my hair,
but they did not tighten.

“Fuck,” he said, hisvoice airy. “Y ou are a sweet thing.”

Come beaded thickly from the tip of his cock, and it tasted salty on my tongue. |
thought of all the times he had come inside me last night, how | had demanded it and
wanted it again.

| did not know what he was feeling as | touched him and sucked him, but | felt the

power of having him in my hands and mouth—I controlled his very breath, and right
now it was ragged.

It made me ache for him, and when | released him, | climbed up his body and pressed
my mouth hard to his before rolling so that | was beneath him.

He rested between my legs, fingers brushing strands of my hair from my face.
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“Are you sure about this?” he asked, studying my face, searching for something
beyond the confirmation | spoke.
He wanted to know that | would not have regret.

“l came,” | said. “And you did not have to call.”

He stared, then his eyes dropped to my lips, and he kissed me softly and lushly,
letting his hips press into me before he rose onto all fours. As he shifted closer, |
widened and lifted my hips. He drew the head of his cock along my entrance and slid
inside.

| took a breath as he settled all the way in, and instead of moving, he lay against me.
“Last night,” he began, and | silenced him, fingers pressed to his mouth.
| did not wish him to speak ill of last night. | did not wish for him to regret it.

Last night was our beginning, and | did not wish to look at it with anything less than
fondness, magic fueling our passion or not.

When | was sure he would be silent, | drew away. We stared at each other for a
moment longer before Casamir’s lips fell to mine and he began to move. | moaned at
the feel of him inside me, and his tongue dipped into my mouth, twisting with my
own. He still tasted like me, and a powerful and warm feeling blossomed in my chest.
| opened wider for him, lifted my hips higher to meet his thrusts.



Casamir pulled back, bracing his arms on either side of my head, and watched me
with an intensity that made me feel raw and exposed, as though he could see my heart
and how it beat hard for him.

He shifted to reach for my leg, which he cradled in the crook of his arm. A sound
escaped my mouth at the pleasure of this new position, and | pressed my head into
my pillow as wave after wave of pleasure rocked my body. Casamir bent to kiss my
neck and take the skin into his mouth, sucking hard.

| moaned, my fingerstangling in his hair, bracing behind his neck.

“Yes,” | whispered. “More.”

“More of what, sweet creature?’ he asked.

| did not know, to be truthful, but | lifted my other leg and dug my heel into his ass,
and my body moved against his, driving apart and ramming together, and there was
nothing beyond thisto focus on or to feel.

| pressed my palms against the headboard to keep my head from hitting it. Casamir
seemed to notice because he placed his hands atop my head, and then he kissed me,
moving harder, faster, deeper. Our bodies became damp and the air smelled thick
with our sex, each of us on the cusp of erupting.

| felt my release in my bones and Casamir followed after, his arms shaking as he
lowered himself to kiss me, his tongue stroking my mouth with a soft passion | felt
deep in my gut. When he pulled away, | questioned who this man was who had made
love to me so tenderly.

It left me feeling strange—changed.



There was a part of me that wanted to run from it, but | was still beneath Casamir and
he had yet to leave my body. | could not deny that | liked it here.

He brushed my lips with thetip of hisfinger.

“Areyou okay?' he asked, his voice aquiet whisper.

“Yes,” | said, though my body still shook. “More than.”

He offered a ghost of asmile, asif he did not trust my words.

“Areyou okay?’ | asked in return.

He smiled alittle more.

“Yes,” hesaid. “More than.”

He bent to kiss me, and | closed my eyes, expecting to feel his mouth on mine, but
instead, he pressed his lips to my forehead and rolled off. | instantly felt cold without
him and wanted to turn into his heat, but he left the bed entirely, stepping outside the
curtains.

| considered asking him what he was doing, but | could hear water dripping into a
basin and could guess. He returned only a few seconds later with a cloth in hand. He
said nothing as he handed it to me and closed the curtains as | cleaned myself—first

focusing on the blood that had since dried on my hands from the ax, then the rest.

“I'm...finished,” | said, feeling awkward when Casamir appeared and held out his
hand to take the cloth. | hesitated.

“We have become too familiar with one another for this to be embarrassing.”
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He might be right, but that did not keep the warmth from my cheeks as | handed over
the cloth.

When he returned, he placed one knee on the bed but did not return to my side.

“Do you wish to leave?’ he asked, his expression neutral, though | sensed that he was
working hard to remain in control of his emotions, unwilling to show disappointment
if 1 said yes. But | had no intention of leaving. | was still cold, and | wanted his
warmth.

“No,” | whispered.

Casamir released a breath and then pulled the blankets back so we could crawl
beneath them. | waited for him to lie down before | rested beside him, curling against
his warmth. | let my hand rest on his chest, and beneath my palm, | could feel his
heart beating fast. | closed my eyes, and in the quiet, the steady thrum lulled me into a
guiet sense of calm. But as my body relaxed, Casamir spoke.

“What happened to your family?’ he asked.

| opened my eyes and stared into the dark. It was a question that made my heart
clench, asif he had taken it into his hand and squeezed.

“They died,” | said.

Thinking about it made me sick and sad. | was the reason they were gone, the reason
| was alone. My blood had killed my mother, | had wished for my sister’s death, and



my father had died of heartbreak from her loss.

“Your sister died too? Or was she murdered?”

| curled my fingers on his chest, and he covered it with his.

“Tell me,” he said. “Please.”

It took me a moment to speak because | suddenly felt like my tongue was swollen.

“When | was younger, | would dance with the fairies on the edge of the forest. Small
ones with butterfly wings. | loved them and they never harmed me. When my sister
found out, she chased them away. | was so angry, | wished she were dead, and she
transformed into a deer right before my eyes and raced into the forest.”

| paused and swallowed the thickness in my throat.

“1 searched for her in the forest for years, and on the final day of the seventh year, |
found her, resting beneath a tree, but when | started to go to her, an arrow flew from
the trees and hit her.

| will never forget how her eyes widened, and as she fell, she became human again.
There was so much blood, and | couldn’t stop it, so | just held her and told her how
sorry | was...how much | wished | could undo what | had done. Then, asif the forest
had not punished us enough, | noticed something slithering and saw that roots were
shifting beneath us, wrapping around my sister. | screamed and clawed at the wood,
but the tree took her.”

This time, | could not keep the tears from dliding down my cheeks. | took a
shuddering breath and whispered, “I have never wished for anything since.”



There was a beat of silence as Casamir’ s hands tightened around me.

“Your sister is not dead,” he said.

| pushed away from him and sat up. “Donot.”

Casamir rose with me and reached for my hands. | tried to pull away, but he kept
them close to his chest.

“Sheishealing, not dead,” he said quickly. “Trustme.”

| stared at him, searching his eyes for the truth, but he looked so serious and so
sincere, it took the breath out of me.

“What are you saying?’

“If the tree took her as you said, then she is healing. It is not quick. She could be
within its roots for years, a hundred even, but it islikely that her heart still beats.”

| scrambled from the bed.

“Creature,” Casamir hissed. “Where are you going?’

“To my sister!” | said, searching for my clothes, but recalling | had come only in a
robe, | ran for the door.

Casamir caught me about the waist.
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“1t istoo dangerous tonight.”

“Let me go!” | snapped, clawing at his hands, but he would not let me go.
“Not in the dark,” he said, his mouth against my ear. “Please, sweet creature.”
“But sheisalivel” My voice broke. | was no longer alone.

“And sheislikely still in the tree, where she will be tomorrow.”

His words stole my fight, and | sagged against him. His arms were tight around me,
and his head still rested in the crook of my neck.

“1 will take you tomorrow. | will take you as soon as day breaks. | promise. | swear
it.”

After amoment, | turned to face him.

“Why promise?’ | asked. “Why swear?’

He seemed confused. “Because...it iswhat you want.”

My chest felt warm and open, and | felt as if my heart were beating in my whole
body. | gripped his face and pulled him to me. As our lips collided, we staggered and

Casamir’s hands fell to my ass, gripping me tight, his arousal hard between us.

“Down,” | commanded, and we knelt to the floor. | guided him to his back and



straddled him, grinding over his cock. | bent to kiss him again, letting my tongue
collide with his. Casamir’s fingers pressed into me as | chased friction we both
sought, and when that wasn’t enough, | guided him inside me, hips grinding into hips,
hands planted against his chest. When | grew too tired, he sat up and gripped me,
helping me move, our foreheads resting together, our bodies warm and wet. As the
pressure built between us, Casamir kissed me, lavishing my mouth with his tongue,
and | came, collapsing against him. He held me as he settled onto his back, and we
lay there until our breaths evened.

NE

| winced at the letter, and Casamir stiffened, expecting me to tear away from him. But
instead, | remained where | was, body heavy against his.

“l did not mean it,” | said.

“You did,” he said. “At least when you first spoke the words, but | did not offer it
because of the bargain. Think of it as a gift, another letter closer to freedom.”

“Is that what you want?’ | asked, feeling the slightest twinge of pain at the thought
that he would want me gone.

“lsn’t that what you want?’ he countered.

| thought about it, uncertain now, and after a moment, | spoke.

“] want achoice. To stay or go.”

Wasn't that freedom? A choice.

“Which would you choose?’



“l cannot say,” | said, my words slow and sleepy. “I am not free.”

Casamir stared, and | wondered what he was thinking, what was moving behind his
dark eyes, but he rose to sit. With my legs wrapped around his waist and my arms
around his neck, he stood and carried me to bed. As | lay beside him, my mind reeled
with thoughts of what it would be like to do this for the rest of my life, and | did not
hate it.

Chapter Eighteen

The Old Willow

“Wake, sweet creature,” said avoice, quiet and warm.

Groggily, | opened my eyes to find Casamir standing over me, fully dressed. A
golden-orange light burned behind him. The sun was rising.

“It isdaybreak,” he said. “And | have promised to take you to your sister.”

Those words woke me immediately, and | rose and swung my legs over the bed. |
was naked and suddenly beneath Casamir’s appraising gaze. His eyes roved and my
skin warmed, the bottom of my stomach igniting with a desire so keen, | shifted
closer to the edge and parted my legs.
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Casamir’s gaze held there, and his tongue slid across his bottom lip.

“Oh, sweet creature,” he rasped. “This morning is not for temptation, for | have made
promises.”

He touched my chin and tipped my head back while his other hand fisted my hair and
he ravaged my mouth. He pulled away with a groan and rested his forehead against
mine.

“Get dressed,” he said, stepping back to hand me a pile of clothes.

| was surprised when he did not watch and instead crossed the room toward his plants
as| changed into apair of leggings and along dress with high dlits for riding.

“Rested?’ avoice asked.

| snapped my head toward the mirror, and my mouth fell open, but | could not
respond. | had forgotten about him.

“Ignore him,” said Casamir, his back still to me.
“How do you ignore him?’ | asked. “He' sthere.”

He hadseeneverything.Heardeverything.



My cheeks flushed at the thought.

“Trust me, the more he speaks, the easier it is.”

“Do not worry, creature,” the mirror said. “| am used to the prince’ s lovemaking.”
“Ohreally?’ | asked, my embarrassment overtaken by a sudden shock of jealousy.
“Do not say it like that, you foolish thing,” Casamir said.

“How should he say it then?’ | asked.

“Yes, how should | say it?’ the mirror echoed.

Casamir continued to inspect his plants, oblivious to the anger boiling my blood.

“To say | have made love to anyone but you is afallacy,” he said. “And | have spent
the better part of ten years pleasuring only myself. If the mirror has been watching
anyone fuck, it must be one of my brothers.”

“Would he not know the difference?’ | countered.

“Well, heisonly amirror,” he said, and then he turned to me, his expression serious,
growing far more severe the longer he stared. After a second, he crossed to me and
reached for the remaining piece of clothing that lay on the bed—a cloak that he
draped around my shoulders and clasped at the front. He let his fingers glide down
the edges of each side until his fingers twined with mine.

“Beautiful,” he said.

My gaze fell to his lips, and | leaned closer, just grazing his mouth with my own



when the mirror spoke.

“That was well done, Prince,” he said.

We both glared.

“You know you do nothaveto speak,” Casamir said.

“1 only wish to offer a compliment,” the mirror said. “Y ou have improved since last
time.”

My brows lowered, and before | could speak, Casamir took my hand and dragged me
to the door.

“Itistimeto go.”
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He did not let go of my hand until we came to the courtyard where a white horse
grazed. His coat shined beneath the sun, so bright it was almost blinding.

“1 did not know you had horses,” | said. | had seen no stables since | had arrived.

“l don't,” he said. “Balthazar iswild, but he has agreed to help us today.”

“Y ou do not keep animals, but you keep humans?’

“Animals are pure of heart,” he said. “Humans are not.”

| did not disagree. | pet Balthazar’ s nose.

“Have you ridden before?’ he asked.

“Of course,” | said, and he stepped back as | mounted Balthazar. He followed and
settled behind me, arms circling my waist, hands smoothing down my arms to my
hands.

“Do you know the way?’ he asked.

“l know the tree. | go there every day,” | said, then corrected myself. “I used to. It is
an old willow by the wide river.”

“Hold on,” he said. Our fingers tightened into Balthazar’ s mane, and the horse bolted
into the Enchanted Forest. | could not tell if Casamir guided the steed or if he knew
the way, but he carried us deeper into the woods on a smooth and even gait, dodging



l[imbs and bramble walls. Soon we came to a river, which Balthazar followed until it
forked, at which point he made a hard l€ft, right into the river.

The water splashed us, and | gasped at how frigid it was. Casamir chuckled near my
ear but said nothing as Balthazar waded through to the bank and continued galloping
through the forest, always within sight of the river, which curved like a snake around
tall trees and between hills. There came a moment when the surroundings looked
familiar and | realized | knew this place.

My heart rose into my throat as the willow came into view, its long, slender branches
sweeping the ground like a cascading waterfall.

Balthazar slowed to a stop and Casamir dismounted. | followed, and once my feet
touched the ground, | raced to the tree. The ground was disturbed by an elaborate root
system, making it difficult to stand beneath its eaves, and yet | managed to walk the
perimeter until | found the spot where Winter had once lain. But there was no sign

that anyone had risen from these roots.

| felt panicked as | fell to the ground and tried to pry the roots apart, but they would
not give.

Then Casamir’s hands covered mine and | stilled, meeting his dark gaze.

“Feel her,” he said and pressed my palmsflat to the roots.

“lcan’t,” | said, my voice too high, my head too light.

“Breathe, sweet creature,” he said. “Your sister is not far away.”

My chest rose and fell rapidly for a few seconds longer before | closed my eyes and
took a deep breath, focusing on the warmth of Casamir’s hands atop mine and the



roughness of the willow’ s roots beneath my palms.

Then | felt it—afaint pulse against my skin.

A heartbeat.

| opened my eyes.

“She’'salive”

| met Casamir’s gaze, and | could not quite place the expression on his face. It was
caught somewhere between kind and compassionate, and | was not prepared for how
it would complement his beauty.

“l told you,” he said.

My brows lowered. “But...how long until she’s healed? It has been ten years.”

“The willow does not often heal mortals,” he said. “She likely only did because each
of you have some fae blood.”

For thefirst timein my life, | was grateful for that little bit of blood.

“She may rise in a day or ten. She may rise long after you and | are dead and the
world no longer looks the same.”
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Tears welled in my eyes at the thought of being without her for any length of time
beyond today, now that | knew her heart beat.

“How will | know? She cannot rise alone.”

“She will not be alone,” said Casamir. “The fae will help her. By then, she will be
fully one of them...one of us.”

My gaze snapped to him, but he did not look at me, asif he did not wish to know my
reaction to this news.

He rose abruptly and left me beneath the willow.

| lingered a moment longer and pressed a kiss to the willow roots, whispering, “I love
you. I'll come for you. Ipromise.”

When | left the eaves of the tree, Casamir stood at the center of the meadow,
Balthazar waiting nearby. To an untrained eye, he looked menacing and dangerous,
but | knew the truth.

| started toward him but stopped a few feet short of reaching him.

“Why did you do thisfor me?’ | asked.

“Because it was what you wanted,” he answered.

| shifted on my feet, swallowing hard.



“And what do you want?’

| thought he would reply quickly, but he waited a moment, and when he answered, he
spoke slowly, almost uncertain. “I would like to keep my name.”

“Why is your name so important?’

“It reminds me of who | was and who | have become,” he said.

“And you cannot remember al that if you choose a new one?’

He nearly flinched, and | wondered what tumbled around inside his head as | spoke. |
stepped closer, careful, as if | were approaching a predator. | stopped inches from
him, our heads inclined, the tension between us thickening, a weight | could barely
breathe beneath.

“Isit the name you truly want?’ | whispered, my eyes lowered to hislips.

“Thereis nothing else to desire beyond atrue name,” he said. “Yours or mine.”

His words confused me. “Not even love?’

Casamir’s brows lowered. “ Are you taunting me?’

“No,” | said.

He stared at me and then let hisfinger trail softly over my cheek, warming my skin.

“Could you love me?’ he whispered.

The question stole my breath and burned my lungsin the silence that followed.



| wanted to answer, to whisper yes into the space between us, but | was afraid.

What if | confessed but he could not love me in return?

Did it even matter if | was content to spend my days with him?

His features grew cold and distant, and he took a step back. The tension that had built
around us burst, leaving my limbs weak.

“We should return,” he said and crossed to Balthazar.
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He waited for me to mount before joining me, and he rode without holding me or the
horse. And while | would usually be hyperaware of his presence, | was now
hyperaware of his absence and found that | hated it far more than | had ever hated the
Prince of Thorns.

Chapter Nineteen
What is Love?
Could you love me?

What astupidquestion, | seethed as we returned to the castle. Of course the creature
never could, never would love me.

Despite being desperate to touch her, | curled my fingers into fists, refusing. | could
not let myself fall deeper into this well—into the hope that she might find me

somehow enough.

| thought | would feel some sort of relief when the castle came into view, but | would
find no such reprieve. Instead, this feeling of distance created turmoil in my chest.

Balthazar halted, and | dismounted, only to turn and help my creature dismount, my
hands closing around her waist.

Once she was safely on the ground, she turned to me.

“G,” shesaid.



My brows lowered. “What?’

“A letter from my name,” she said, and then her eyes fell from mine as she added,
“You will never know how grateful | am to know my sister lives.”

Without another word, she whirled and left the garden. | stared after her, even when |
could no longer see her, my mind a chaotic mix of emotions | did not understand, and
the longer | felt them—the confusion and strange affection for this mortal
woman—the more frustrated | grew. And so | found myself again outside the mortal
prince’s cell.

“What islove?’ | demanded.

| was not certain what he had been doing before | arrived, but he had his face pressed
between the bars of his small window so hard that when he turned to me, | could see
thelr impression on his face.

His eyes widened. “Wh-what?’

“Love,” | sad. “What isit? What does itfedllike?’

His mouth opened and closed, and then he cleared his throat.

“Well, itisafeeling,” he answered. “It...uh...it feelsnice.”

“Nice?’ | repeated with aclick of my tongue.

“Yes, you know...good,” he said, rubbing his palms on his clothes as if he were
sweating profusely, though it was cool in his cell. “It's good.”

| drew my bottom lip between my teeth, nodding.



“Tell meyour greatest desire,” | said.

He stared. “Isthisatrick?’

“Itisnot,” | said, and when the prince did not speak, | added, “Y ou have my word.”
Though that promise felt like glass between my teeth.

“My greatest desireis not so simple,” he said. “Whileit isto be free, if | do not return
to my kingdom with a golden apple from a tree that grows in the depths of the Glass
Mountains, | cannot marry my beloved.”

It was the most articul ate he had been since | began seeking his help.

| raised abrow. “Must you marry her?’

The prince balked. “Of course! If | do not marry her, she will marry someone else.”
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“Then she must not love you.”

“Sheloves me,” he said. “But sheis a princess, and all princesses must marry.”
“Who says?’

The prince hesitated and then answered, “Her father.”

“And if her father is dead?’

“If he is dead and no one has married the princess, then there is no king.”

“So you wish to be king?’ | asked.

The prince said nothing, and | knew | had hit at the root of his desire.

“So all this advice you have offered...?

“1 did not lie,” said the prince defensively. “Y ou asked how to make a maiden fall in
love with you, not how to fall in love withher.”

My face felt hot with frustration, but the prince was not wrong.
“$0...has shefalen for you yet?’ he asked.

“Would you be here if she had?’



The prince paled, but he was not deterred. “But you have fallen for her?’

“That iswhat | am trying to figure out,” | gritted out.

“Well, how do you feel?” he asked.

“Insane,” | said.

“1 think you were insane before her,” said the prince.

| glared.

“l cannot describe it,” | said after amoment. “I only know that | do not wish to know
the world without her.”

The prince hummed softly and then replied, “Wéll, if you are not in love, then that is
apromising start.”

| met his gaze and scowled. “Y ou are most unhelpful.”

| vanished, returning to my room. Naeve, who had been making my bed, yelped as |
landed on the mattress. | ignored her, reached for a pillow, covered my face, and
screamed.

“Feeling better?’ the mirror asked when | was finished.

“No,” | said, the pillow muffling my snappy response.

Naeve yanked it off my face and then hit me with it. | scowled at her, and she hit me
again.



“Why are you here? Y ou should be wooing your creature! You have only three days
to make her love you!”

“l havedoneall | could!” | said, sitting up.

“Y ou mean you have fucked her?’ asked Naeve.

“1 did more than fuck, you naughty little sprite!”



Page 75

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 7:48 am

“And you think that is enough?’

“1 cannotmakeher love me, you idiot! Love is achoice, and she has not chosen me.”
There was silence, and then | heard Naeve' s sharp inhale.

“Well, we have finally made progress.”

| stared at her, confused.

“What are you talking about?’

“If loveisachoice, then you can choose it t00,” she said.

“Sheis supposed to fall in love with me, Naeve, or have you forgotten?’

She shook her head. “Y ou have one day to live however you desire before you forget
yourself forever. How do you wish to spend it?’

| was silent.
“How?’ she demanded.

| growled, my teeth clenched together as | answered, “With her, you frustrating thing!
| would spend it with her!”

Asthose words left me, | suddenly felt exhausted.



“She makes me fed like it won't matter if | have a name or not. So long as | know
her, | will know myself.”

A choked cry erupted in the silence, and | looked toward the mirror.

“Areyou...crying?’ | asked.

“Of course not,” he said, voice quivering. “I am only amirror.”

| rolled my eyes.

“Perhaps instead of worrying over whether she loves you, you can spend these last
few daysloving her.”

“What if shedoesn’'t want it?’ | asked.

“ She seemed accepting from my vantage point,” said the mirror.

| scowled. “Could you...notfor oncein your life?’

“Itisnot asif | haveachoice. | amonly...”

“If you say ‘only amirror’ one more time,” | warned, the words slipping through my
teeth.

“Focus!” Naeve snapped. She lifted her hand as if she were going to slap me, and |
bared my teeth. “Don’t let this woman forget you, Casamir, even when you do not

know your name.”

| looked at her and then at my hands. “What should | do then?”



“May | once again suggest apicnic,” said the mirror.

Chapter Twenty

A Pleasant Picnic

U, I, A, SN.
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| lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling again, considering how the letters of Casamir’s
true name fit together and which ones | might be missing, | found myself wondering
what would happen when | learned his name, when | spoke it and managed to free
myself. Did | have to leave? Did | have to return to my lonely cottage on the edge of
the Enchanted Forest? If | stayed and Casamir did not know himself, would he still
know me?

The thought hurt more than | liked to admit.
Of courseg, al thiswould be remedied if | loved him.

But what was love? True, | had loved my mother, my sister, my father. | had loved
them and hurt them.

| did not want my love to hurt Casamir, not when he took away so much of my pain.

A knock sounded at my door, and | let out a breath, blinking rapidly to clear my eyes,
which had blurred with tears.

| sat up and stared at the door, mistrusting who might be on the other side.
The knock sounded again, and | rolled onto my knees and reached for my ax, which
had been returned to my bedside table, likely by Naeve. Its handle was no longer

riddled with thorns but smooth—Casamir’s magic, if | had to guess.

“Comein,” | said.



The door opened, and Casamir entered.

| was startled to see him, given his cold departure, but as he closed the door, a slow
smile spread across his face.

“Preparing for battle, creature?’ he asked.

| held the ax to my chest.

“That depends,” | said. “Have you come to declare war?’

“1 was thinking something alittle less bloody.”

| raised abrow, and his features became a little more serious.

“Perhaps a picnic?’

| pressed my lips together, attempting not to smile at the thought of the Prince of
Thorns on a pleasant picnic.

“Do you even like picnics?’ | asked.

“1 like anything with you,” he said.

| stared and swallowed.

“Well?’ he prompted.

“Yes,” | said. “I'll go on apicnic with you.”

He smiled, full and real, and as if he could not be any more beautiful, he suddenly



was. He stole my breath.

“1 will meet you in the courtyard,” he said.

| nodded, and when he left my room, | let out along breath and collapsed against the
bed.

What was happening to me that | desired his presence so much? This was more than
wanting his body in mine.

| had sought him out.

| had wanted him.

And lying here alone had only made me wish for him more.
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| rolled off the bed and knocked on the wardrobe door.
“1 need something to wear to apicnic,” | said.

The door opened, and | expected the elves to toss something at me as they aways did,
but instead, six pairs of eyes stared back, assessing. After a brief moment, the door
closed quietly. | was surprised by their discreet action and continued to be when they
opened the door afew seconds later to dangle another white dress before me.

| took it and held it to my chest.

“Thank you,” | said and then turned from them to dlip into the airy gown. It was off
the shoulder with a laced front, which | tied loosely. The fabric was nearly see-
through, as the fairies were keen to craft. | slipped on a pair of flat shoes and checked
the mirror. My hair was wild and wispy from our earlier ride to the willow tree, and |
smoothed it into a braid before | left for the courtyard, unable to calm the strange
fluttering in my stomach.

It did not lessen, even when | found Casamir waiting for me. If anything, it burned
hotter, filling my veins and flushing my skin. He wore black trousers and a loose
white shirt, the collar of which was open, exposing the long column of his neck and
chest, his creamy skin marked by my mouth.

His eyes darkened as he took mein, and | shivered beneath his gaze.

“Areyou ready, sweet creature?’



“Yes,” | said, voice quiet.

He held out his hand, and as | took it, he drew me to him, his arm snaking around my
waist.

“You are beautiful,” he murmured.

| smiled up at him. “Y ou are getting very good at giving that compliment.”

His fingers touched beneath my chin. “It is easy to say when it is the truth.”

| felt asthough | couldn’t breathe and let my gaze fall to his chest, fingers tracing his
sKin.

“1 thought we were going on apicnic,” | said.

“Weare.”

“Y ou have no basket,” | said. “No blanket.”

He chuckled, and the sound drew my attention again. His eyes gleamed with mirth,
and | loved it. | wanted to see that expression in hisface every day.

“Come, sweet creature.”

Casamir did not release my hand as he led me into his garden. As we passed clusters
of blooming flowers, sprites rose from the petals, flying in swarms ahead of us. As
before, the garden grew thicker and fuller the farther we walked, and despite being
with Casamir, | could not help feeling on edge. The garden seemed to open up and
fall away until we stood at the center of a clearing where the ground was covered in
small white flowers. Trees with crooked and twisting trunks framed the space, but it



was beneath the tallest one that our picnic was splayed on a white quilt. Amid
bouquets of small, pink flowers and pillar candles were bottles of wine, plates of meat
and cheese, and sweet treats.

“Isit to your liking?' he asked.

“Morethan,” | said, smiling.

| had never seen amore beautiful picnic, but then | had never been on one.

He held my hand until we were seated and poured wine into elegant glasses. |
watched as Casamir reclined on the blanket, looking relaxed and far too beautiful. |
sipped my wine, which tasted like raspberries, both sweet and tart. Now that we were
here, | felt so uncertain and so confused.

“I never thought any part of the Enchanted Forest could be beautiful,” | said.

“Itisal beautiful,” he said. “But that does not make it any less dangerous.”

| offered a small, aimost sad smile. “If | didn’t know better, | would think you were
talking about yourself.”

“You think | am beautiful?’ he asked, amused.

“Of course,” | said.

His stare captured and held mine, too intense to release.
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| took a breath. “What are we doing?’
“Having apicnic,” he said.
“No, Casamir. What arewedoing? | don’t understand this...us.”

He frowned and then rose, setting his glass aside. He leaned toward me and drew my
hair behind my ear, fingers lingering along my jaw.

“Do you need to?" he asked.
“I think | should,” | said. “Before | make a mistake.”
“What mistake could you possibly make?’

His mouth hovered over mine, his breath caressing my lips as he waited for my reply,
but it never came. Instead, | let my tongue slip into his mouth and gave in to hiskiss,
which deepened with aslow caress.

Casamir tugged on the ties of my dress, and | helped him pull the neckline down,
dlipping my arms from the sleeves. It pooled around my waist. Bared to him, | swung
my leg over his and he jerked me forward, hands beneath my knees, until | settled
against hisarousal. | groaned at how he fit against me. Just the promise that he would
soon be inside me was pleasure, and for a brief moment, | considered how | had ever
lived without this—without him.

Casamir kissed me as he squeezed my breasts and then took each one into his mouth.



| gasped, raking my fingers through his hair, pulling on his long strands until he
released me and brought his mouth to mine.

“Tell me what part of thisis a mistake,” he said, and his hands swept beneath my
dress, over my thighs and hips before he gripped my ass, his fingers digging into me
as he moved me against him, his arousal creating a delicious friction between my
thighs. All the while, Casamir’s mouth explored my jaw and neck, my collarbone and
my breasts. He was everywhere al at once, and somehow | still wanted more. Then
he shifted and rolled me onto my back. He gave me no time to adjust as he moved
down my body, leaving a path of fire in his wake as he descended to the apex of my
thighs and kissed there, his mouth closing over my clit, his tongue dancing in gentle
circles, his fingers parting my flesh, curling inside me. When | came and lay boneless
and breathless, Casamir pulled my dress off and then stripped himself of his clothes.
Everything inside me felt like liquid fire as | watched him, lean and hard, return to
me.

He settled between my legs. | expected him to kiss me, but all he did was stare, his
heavy arousal growing harder, pressing into the bottom of my stomach.

“What'swrong?’ | asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “I am just trying to memorize you.”

“Are you saying you will forget me?’ | asked, my tone light, teasing, but he frowned
and | felt the dread blossoming inside me.

“I don’t know.”

| studied him and then took his face between my hands.

“1 wish that | could have at least given you freedom,” he said. “I do not wish for you



to watch me fade away.” There was something in his dark and deep eyes | had never
seen before—a hint of fear—and it felt like it was more for me than for him.

My heart stuttered in my chest.

“Youwon't,” | swore. “I will remind you of who you are.”

“Every day?’ he asked.

“Until you remember.”

“I will never remember.”

“Will you remember me?’ | asked, voice trembling slightly, unable to keep my fear at
bay.

“1 never wish to forget you.”

We stared at each other in silence for a moment, and then | brought him to me and
kissed him, reaching between us to position him against my heat. In one thrust, he
was inside me.

There was a slow and sweet rhythm to the way we began. | felt every ridge of him as
he moved, and our breaths came quietly, quickening as his pace increased. | began to
move with him, and then we were suddenly completely different and desperate.

His hand went to my neck, but he did not squeeze. | waited, and then ordered it. He
kissed me instead, and when he broke away, | felt his fingers press on either side of
my neck and relished in the pressure building in my head. When he released me, the
pleasure nearly shattered me.



| gave a guttural cry and lifted my head toward his. Our lips crashed in a messy kiss
as | gripped his forearms for some semblance of control. But | was already lost, and
when | came, he followed shortly after, my muscles clenching around him, eager for
every drop of come he possessed.

We lay on the quilt afterward, and Casamir fed me grapes and plums. They were
sweet and ripe, and after | finished, he would kiss me, tongue swirling, lapping at the
sugar on my skin.
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There came a point when he hooked my leg over his and spread me wide and entered
me as he lay on his side behind me. | arched against him, my hand anchoring behind
his head so | could bring his mouth to mine until | could hold on no longer and
instead braced myself against the ground as he thrust inside me. My eyes watered
from the bliss of it, and he kept going until | felt like | could no longer handle the
ecstasy of it and | burst open.

As | came down from the high, | felt raw and exposed, and | wondered if Casamir
could see how | felt—how much Iwishedto have this for the rest of my life.

He placed a kiss in the hollow of my neck and spoke near my ear.

“1 would give you aletter,” he said. “But | fear | cannot recall my name.”
| frowned and lifted my head to look at him. “It isn’t time to forget.”

He smiled faintly.

“Perhaps | have miscounted the days,” he said in a sleepy voice, and as he fell into an
untroubled sleep, | lay awake, desperate for his name.

Chapter Twenty-One
The Riddle

We left the clearing and returned to the castle where | followed Casamir to his room.
For a few more hours, | was able to forget my fear of losing him. When he was in



front of me, touching me, making love to me, it was hard to imagine he would ever
forget me, but | knew the evil of magic. It had hurt me before and it would again.

Casamir dept beside me, his warmth a welcome weight, and though | was exhausted,
| could not stop my mind from reeling, turning over the mirror’s riddle in an attempt
to make sense of the words.

His name knows no stranger.

It isthe wail on the lips of a birthing mother,

the howl from the mouth of agrieving lover.

It isthe cry that breaks the night when death is summoned

and the scream that echoes at daybreak when truth makes you ache.

Y ou know his name. Y ou have felt it.

| turned my head and stared at his profile and tried to imagine returning to my solitary
life, knowing that his memory would always live beneath my skin. | would never be
able to let him go. He would drive me mad, and he would not even know it because
he would not know me.

Despite being tired, | left the bed and dlipped into the white dress the elves had made
me for the picnic. Dawn was just breaking, and a pure golden light warmed the
curtains covering the windows. | crossed to the corner of the room where Casamir’s

plants thrived.

“Will he remember why he loved them?’ | asked as | took a velvet leaf between my
fingers.



“He will remember nothing about himself,” said the mirror. “That is the power of
losing one’ s name.”

My chest felt tight, and | swallowed something hard in my throat.

“And if | were to give him my name?’ | asked and then looked at the mirror. This
time, | saw my reflection, haunted and pale.

“Well then, that would be power too.”

| left Casamir to sleep and wandered into the garden, hoping to clear my head. |
needed time to think, to cycle through the letters | had and the words | knew. Now
that | was faced with losing Casamir, | felt a bone-deep sorrow.

It hurt and ached.

| had been alone so long, | never thought | would desire anyone, but here | was,
wishing for an elven prince to love me.

| halted in my steps.

Surely that was not what | had meant.

| wanted Casamir to remember me, notloveme.
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A sudden and intense rush of dizziness overtook me, and | shook, unable to breathe
as | came to terms with the truth of my feelings. | wanted Casamir to love me because
| loved him, but | needed his name.

What was hisname?

The more frustrated | grew, the less hold | had on my emotions. | felt frantic and my
chest tightened, and my heart felt as though it was beating all over my body. | bent at
the waist and tried to take in air, repeating the letters of Casamir’s name.

U,I,LA,SN.

| said them over and over until | could breathe again.

Slowly, my thoughts turned to the mirror’sriddle, and | recalled the times when | had
wailed and howled and cried at my family’s deaths. My grief had spanned mornings,
and all | had ever felt was agony. All | had felt was—

Anguish.

My heart rose. That had to be Casamir’ s true name.

My body danced with delight, vibrating with excitement. | whirled, intending to race
to him and speak it against his lips as | confessed my love, but as | turned, | came
face-to-face with aman.

“Well, hello,” he said, and while he tried to sound pleasant, | immediately felt on



edge.

| got the sense by the way he approached, as if | were a wild animal, hands
outstretched, palmsflat, that he had been trying to sneak up on me.

He wore a purple hat and strange purple clothes that seemed to be missing buttons
down the front, for his shirt hung open, exposing his chest and stomach.

“Who are you?’ | asked, my pulse racing. He tried to circle me, but | followed,
wishing | had my ax. | would show him what to fear then.

“I am a prince. A mortal one,” he added, as if | could not tell. No fae would wear
such clothing. No fae would approach me asif | were the threat. “My nameis Flynn.”

He paused to bow and added, “At your service.”

“1 do not need your service,” | said.

He watched me, blue eyes sparkling.

“Are you the maiden the princeisin love with?’

| wanted to ask how he knew about me, but | was stunned by his words.

Had he said the prince was in love with me?

| opened my mouth and then closed it, finally deciding to ask, “Why are you here?’

“The same reason you are here, | imagine. We are captives, are we not?’

| did not speak and instead took a step away.



“Do not be afraid,” he said, inching closer. “I will not hurt you. | am here to rescue

you.

“1 do not need rescuing,” | said.

“1t looks to me like you do,” he said.

Casamir’s name was poised on my tongue. | knew if | called, he would come, but
before | could speak, something tight wrapped around my wrists and mouth—vines.

Something struck me from behind, and | fell to my knees. When | looked up, a cluster
of pixies flew from behind me, hovering near Prince Flynn. They were the ones who
had left slugs in my room on my first night in Casamir’s castle.

Each held out a hand, and he popped a button from the cuff of his sleeves. The pixies
took them in hand, the buttons as big as them, and they dragged them away, wings
beating furioudly.

It was their magic that restrained me, their magic he had bargained for. Two
remained, each sitting on one of his shoulders.
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“The pixies tell me you have been to the Glass Mountains.”

Fucking fae. Casamir would not have the pleasure of tearing them to pieces because |
would tear them limb from limb.

“You will take me there,” he said. “And once | have obtained a golden apple from the
Mountains, you will come to my kingdom and aid me in conquering the Prince of

Thorns. Do you understand?’

| glared, and then he produced my ax from behind his back. and my eyes widened.
Another bargain made with the pixies, no doubt.

“If you try anything, | will not hesitate to bury this blade in your head. It's what you
deserve, after al, for fucking afae prince. Up!”

| rose to my feet on shaking legs, and the mortal prince put his hand on my forearm.
“The pixies say there is a pond you depart from, and from there you call awolf.”

| tried not to react to what the pixies had told the mortal, knowing he had to have
made a desperate bargain. What had the prince given up for this aid? More than
buttons, | imagined.

“1 shall know if you lead me astray,” said the prince as he pushed me ahead. “Walk.”

| led the way as | considered my next move. It was as if the pixies knew | was
considering my escape, because the vines tightened on my wrists and around my



mouth, but they could not stop my thoughts, which wished for Casamir, for Anguish,
for my elven prince to wake and realize | was gone.

All the while, Prince Flynn kept busy, rattling away about his time in the dungeons of
Casamir’s palace.

“And did you know he came to me for love advice?’ he was saying. “And each time
he took something from me. First my hair, and then the feather in my hat, as if the
hair could not grow back, as if | could not obtain another feather. The fae, they are
foolish!”

His words made me cringe. Even if he managed to obtain a golden apple from the
Glass Mountains, | knew he would come to regret those words, though | wondered
why Casamir had asked for his hair and the feather in his hat. | knew the Prince of
Thorns, and he did not ask for anything without reason.

“For a harlot, you are a picky thing.”

| jerked in his hold at his horrible words, and he wrenched me against him, placing
the sharp blade of my ax against my neck.

“Ah, ah, ah,” he said. “Remember what | said?”’

“Fuck you,” | tried to say, but the vines tightened to the point that my jaw ached.

The mortal prince laughed and then pushed me forward.

“Do asyou'retold, and the pixies might let you survive this.”

The walk to the selkie's pond seemed to take forever, but when we arrived, | turned
to face the prince.



“Well? What now?’ he asked.

| stayed silent. It was not asif | could speak with the vines wrapped so tight around
my mouth. He seemed to realize this and chuckled.

“Oh, of course,” he said and lifted the ax. “Allow meto help.”

When | started to move away, his hand braced my head.

“Careful,” he whispered. “1 wouldn’t want to cut you.”

He touched the blade of the ax to the vine and pressed. They snapped, and | felt the
distinct burn of acut on my skin.

| hissed and the prince chuckled.

“1 told you not to move.”

| considered kneeing him in the groin, but he still had the ax aimed at my chest, and
without my hands freeto grab it, | worried it would end up buried inside me.

“Now what, harlot?’ he asked.
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| ground my teeth.
“Drink the water,” | said. “And I'll call for Wolf.”
“Drink the water?”’

“You must drink the water to grow small enough to ride Wolf,” | said. “Do you want
your apple or not?’

He looked from one shoulder to the other where the pixies still sat, and once they had
confirmed what | said, Prince Flynn grabbed me and directed me to the water. He
kicked my feet out from under me, and | fell hard, mud splattering my entire body.

“Youdrink,” he commanded. “And then | will.”

| could not wait to gouge out his eyes, and | would do it with my thumbs and revel in
the feel of it beneath my nails. | bent, hand still tied behind my back, and slurped the
muddy water into my mouth. As | did, | felt the familiar dizziness that came with
growing small. | ended up in a pool of water my knee had created on the bank of the
pond and waded from it onto the soft ground.

“Well, would you look at that,” he said, and | watched as he hurriedly scooped water
into his cupped hands and drank.

When | called Wolf, | shouted his name and hoped that the wind would carry my
summons to the castle as well, but the longer we waited, the more anxious | became.
Would Casamir catch up with us soon? Would he realize | was gone and think | ran



away? Would he even remember me if he truly had miscounted the days?

| chewed the inside of my cheek.

“You had better not be lying,” the prince threatened as a shadow passed over our
heads.

When | looked up, Wolf was circling.

“What isthat?’ the prince demanded.

“Wolf,” | said.

“That is not awolf!”

“I did not say Wolf was awolf,” | replied.

The raven landed and bowed his head.

“Lady Thing,” he said. His beady eyes narrowed at me, noticing that my hands were
tied behind my back and blood dripped down my face from the slice of my ax. “How
may | assist?’

“This is Prince Flynn of the Kingdom of...” | paused and looked at the prince. | did
not know from where he came, but | wanted to know, because later, when | had
plucked his eyes from his head, | would return them to his father in a glass coffin, so
that his whole kingdom would know what happened when he crossed me.

Prince Flynn hesitated and then spoke. “ The Kingdom of Rook.”

“Rook,” | repeated. “He wishes to be taken to the Glass Mountains to obtain a golden



apple.”

“She must go too,” Flynn added quickly. “Y ou must take us both.”

The raven looked from the prince to me.

“Of course,” he said. “But, Lady Thing, you cannot ride with your hands tied. Allow

me.

The prince raised the ax to threaten Wolf, but he moved quickly and snapped the
vines around my wrists, then he shifted and plucked the prince up by the scruff of his
neck and launched into the sky. The ax fell from his hand and landed at my feet, and |
was hit hard by the violent splash of mud and water.

The mortal’s arms flailed and despite how tiny he had become, | could still hear his
desperate screams as the raven continued higher and higher until they were nothing
more than atiny, black dot in the sky.

“1 command you to let me go!” he said, and when that did not work, he dissolved into
tears. “Please, let me go! Let me go! | will give you anything, anything!”

Wolf obeyed and let the tiny prince drop, but before he could hit the ground, a large
hawk shot from the trees and snatched him up, gobbling him whole.

| stood, staring blankly at the sky where he had been, before | knelt and drank from
the pond, head spinning as | grew. When | came to my full height, something zoomed
past my face—the two pixies who had helped the prince capture me. They came so
close, | could feel the vibration of their wings and hear their shrill laughs.

| reached out and managed to capture one in my palm, its joyful cackle turning into a
terrified scream as | squeezed. The pixie cracked and burst, and when | opened my



hand, its bloody and broken body lay at the center of my hand, wings contorted, legs
twitching.
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A high-pitched scream sounded, and | looked up in time to see the other pixie racing
toward me, but before it could land a blow to my face, | dapped it, and it landed
some distance away in the grass and did not rise again.

| washed my hands free of the blood and bone in the water and reached for my ax
when | noticed black thorns and solid shadows trailing across the ground. As |
straightened and turned, | found Casamir before me, his magic surrounding us like a

wall, acomfort | never thought | would want but desired now forever.

He took me by the shoulders and brought me close, his eyes as black as the night sky,
gleaming like the stars.

“Casamir,” | breathed.

| wrapped my arms around him, though he looked vicious and bloody. If | had to
guess, the other pixies who had helped the prince capture me had met their ends at his
hands.

“You are hurt,” he said.

“Itisonly ascratch,” | said, pulling back to look at him. “The princeis dead.”
Casamir bared his teeth.

“l am sorry. | did not know—" he began.

“It'sall right, Casamir,” | said and pressed my fingers to hislips. “It does not matter.



| am well and | know your name. Y our true name.”

The harshness etched on his face did not ease.

“My name?’

My brows lowered. “Aren’t you pleased?’

| thought he would be. Wasn't this what he wanted?

It was what he had said when |’ d asked him what he wanted most.

My name. My true name.

“I lied,” he said. “When you asked what | wanted most. | want you. | know myself
when | am with you.”

“Casamir,” | said and drew a stray piece of his hair behind his ear, then | smiled
before whispering, “My nameis Gesela.”

His eyes widened, and | leaned in, whispering his name before my mouth met his.
Chapter Twenty-Two

Happily Ever After

It was almost noon, and the sun burned high in the sky as | road into the town of Elk
on Balthazar’s back, dressed in a gown of thorn and shadow. On my head, | wore a
crown of twigs and iridescent wings, a gift from Casamir. They’d come from the

backs of the pixies who had aided the mortal prince in abducting me. | wore it
proudly, amark of my status as his future wife.



The thought made my chest feel warm, and as it spread through my limbs, | sat up
taller.

“Gesela,” Casamir had murmured as we lay together in bed once we returned home
from the selkie's pond, once we had washed ourselves of the mud and blood.
“Princess of the Kingdom of Thorn.”

| shivered at the sound of my name on hislips, at the title he would bestow on me.

| looked down at him, tracing his mouth. “But that is my true name,” | said. “Only
you can call me by my true name.”

Only he and death.

He smiled. “True,” he said. “What would you like to be called by everyone else?’

My grin matched his. “Princess would suffice,” | said, pausing. “Princess...Ella. It is
what my sister would call me.”

| only hoped that one day soon, she would emerge from the roots of the willow tree
where she had lain and healed to hear her call me that again.
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“Princess Ellait is,” Casamir said.
| laughed quietly, shaking my head.
Casamir raised abrow. “What isit?”’

“The selkie was right,” | said. “And so was Wolf. They both said | would come to
rule at your side.”

The elven prince did not speak. He only stared, and | bent, my lips close to his.
“How does one turn araven into awolf?’ | asked.

“Hmm,” he said, his arms tightening around me. “I suppose you could make a wish
and | could grant it.”

“Wishes come with great consequences,” | replied.

“And if the consequence means remaining at my side for the rest of our eternal life?’
“That is not a consequence,” | said. “That isagift.”

We kissed and descended into our own heated madness.

Later | would ask, “Why did you demand the hair upon the prince’'s head and the
feather in hishat?’



“The prince was too blind to see what he had before him—his golden curls might
have become golden apples, his red feather a key to his cell, the buttons he traded to
the pixies, feed to summon a horse. He had al the tools he needed to escape me, but
he chose to use them incorrectly.”

We spent the rest of the evening together in bed, and the next morning, Casamir
granted my wish, which saw Wolf the raven return to his true form as a great, white
wolf.

In histrue form, Wolf bowed and spoke.

“l aminyour debt, Lady Thing,” he said. “I will come when you call.”

And as he disappeared into the surrounding wood, | mounted Balthazar who Casamir
had aso summoned from the Enchanted Forest.

“Are you certain you wish to return to your village?” Casamir asked before |
departed.

“Itisnot my village,” | said. “But yes, they must know what they have done to me.”

| wanted them to look upon me and fear me, to know that their actions had created
something far worse than a curse.

Now, as | passed cottages and shops, | smiled. The townspeople left their cottages to
watch, and | heard their whispers.

| thought she was dead.

She has been ravished by fae.



Look at her dress! How indecent!

It was true the dress was indecent, exposing wide strips of skin, the thorned vines
only covering my thighs and my breasts, but | loved it because it was a gift from
Casamir.

| halted by the well just as bells rang in the late morning, disturbing the quiet. They
were not nearly as beautiful as the ones that had drawn me into the forest, as if they
were cracked, the sound harsh and jarring.

The doors to the chapel swung open, and more people spilled out onto the steps,
among them many council members and the mayor of Elk, all of whom had voted to
send me down the well.

In some ways, | had them to thank for my life’'s turn of events.

Their merrymaking silenced once they spotted me.

Behind them, Roland appeared dressed in powder blue and Elsie al in white, her
straw-blond hair threaded through with white chrysanthemums,
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| was not so surprised to see that the two had chosen each other. After they had led
me to the well, they deserved each other.

They halted atop the steps, both pale as the snow still piled around the town.

“Gesela,” Elsie said, breathless. “We—we thought you were dead.”

“What a surprise it must be,” | said, “to discover | am not.”

Roland and Elsie exchanged alook.

“We went to your house, searched the whole thing,” said Roland, who attempted a
hard and indifferent expression but could not hide the haunted look in his eyes. “You

were nowhere to be found.”

“1 imagine you did not expect to find me at al,” | said. “Which must be why all my
things have gone missing.”

There was silence.

| looked at those gathered, their faces much the same as the day | left, a mix of pity
and fear and discontent.

“What will you all do to atone?’ | asked.

“Atone?’ Roland seethed. “You cannot blame us for thinking you were dead! Y ou
fell down the well!”



“l can blame you all | want,” | said. “There is no part of this that isn't your fault,
Roland.”

He shivered as | spoke his name, and | rested my hands atop one another as | sat,
elevated above them all, on Balthazar.

“1 shall ask you again. How will you atone?’

The mortal ground his teeth and released Elsie’ s hand. Taking a step down, he drew
his sword.

The gathered crowd gasped, and Elsie reached for hisarm.

“No, Ro!”

| did not move as he bellowed. “Y ou are awicked spirit come to haunt us!”

His dramatic display brought a smirk to my lips.

“Y ou dare draw your blade against me?”’

“Do you think you are someone? Now that you have survived the wood?’

Whispers erupted, and Roland silenced them with a shout.

“Be gone, beast!” he hissed.

“Sheisnot abeast,” said Casamir’svoice. “But | surely am.”

The thorn and shadow of my dress began to move, sliding over my skin.



“What witchcraft is this?” Roland demanded as Casamir took form behind me, his
arm banded around my breasts, hiding my nakedness now that | no longer wore his
gown of thorns.

The crowd gasped in earnest now, shocked by the sight of him.

“An elven prince!” someone shouted. A few people screamed and some fainted at the
sight of him, which | was certain he enjoyed.

“Silence!l” Roland cried. “ Gesela, what is the meaning of this?’

| felt Casamir stiffen at the sound of my name on the sheriff’slips.
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“Forgive me,” | said to Roland and placed a hand on Casamir’s thigh to comfort him.
“For | have yet to introduce you. Roland, meet my future husband, the Prince of
Thorns, the seventh son, brother of the sixth, who you ordered me to kill.”

“Husband?’ he whispered.
A stunned silence followed.

“Yes,” | said. “You asked who | was now that | had survived the forest? Here is your
answer. | am Ella, lady of thorns and keeper of wings, wife of the seventh brother,
and | have come to wish you onlyAnguish.”

At the sound of Casamir’s true name, a shattering sound filled the air, and then shards
of gleaming glass rained down from the sky and speared Roland through the head,
aong with the mayor and every terrible townsperson who had treated me with
contempt. Despite Elsi€’s participation, she remained unharmed, staring in horror as
her new husband bled at her feet, her dress spattered with this blood.

Amid the pure clink of the glass and the screams of the villagers, | turned to my elven
prince.

“1 love you, Anguish of Thorn.”

He pressed a hand to the side of my face, aligning our lips. “I love you, Gesela of my
heart.”

We kissed amid the carnage, but we did not feel the sting of the glass, for Balthazar



had already begun the journey home, through the Enchanted Forest, past my sister’s
willow, to our castle of thorns.

And we lived happily ever after.

The End



