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To all the curious readers who like their fairytales

with a side of spice.







“I knew who I was this morning, but I've changed a few times since then.”

― Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland / Through the Looking-Glass
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The Shop



Itried my best to warn her. I really did.

I made it glaringly obvious that serious trouble was on its way. I dwindled the crackling fire under my cauldron to a weak little flame, despite the generous amount of stardust I’d been fed the previous morning, which would normally make me roar and bubble with satisfaction. I knocked the three silver bells of the entry door down, so she would know to anticipate the bad kind of visitors. And I even hauled out her favorite oracle deck, so she would finally remember to do her reading—she was indeed very forgetful for a twenty-three-year-old girl.

However, to my displeasure and her misfortune, all of my painstaking endeavors were utterly misconstrued.

Of course, I knew what the problem was. Nepheli Curiosity was a dangerously optimistic girl. She had a relentless yearning for all things magical and a miraculous ability to find beauty in the most unlikely places—and the most undeserving of people.

So when she walked into me this morning, with her silver hair glinting like a bundle of stars and her bright, sea-water eyes wide with excitement, I knew it was hopeless.

This girl was bound to get her heart broken.
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Nepheli



Today was going to be great. The morning light blazed through the arched windowpanes and illuminated every small and large corner of the Shop with a golden, sun-scrubbed kind of beauty. The old, hardwood floors were freshly polished, eager to be worn out once again. The porcelain vases were overflowing with a merry collection of spring blossoms—bluebells and daffodils and little cheerful violets. The cherrywood shelves had been dusted down and fully stocked with all kinds of marvelous curiosities, and I was determined to share them with the world.

Today, I was going to make a sale.

It’d been a full year since my parents retired and moved to the West, and seven whole months since the Shop’s last sale—a wooden mystery box with a large lapis lazuli stone in the middle. I remembered it distinctly. Seven months of watching my savings dwindle to practically nothing. Seven months of idle days and sleepless nights, worrying and pondering a future where the Shop would no longer be a part of me.

The issue here, unlike what one might be inclined to believe, wasn’t with the Shop or with my way of managing it. The issue was with the world.

Well, maybe not the whole, entire world, but with Elora at least, our little bleak, uncurious corner of the universe.

Elora had once been the most magical city in the Southern Kingdom. Not as exceptional as the grand cities of the East with their illustrious Universities and Magical Academies or the mysterious wonderlands of the North, but alive at least. Every neighborhood had been bursting with Curiosity Shops and Oracle Parlors and our once famous upside-down Tea Houses, their colorful structures erected on grounds where gravity was feeling particularly funny—indeed, magic liked to linger in certain places in an almost religious manner.

All kinds of magical peculiarities had made our city extraordinary, with its people’s hearts inwrought with an unremitting sense of wonder. Then the Dreadful Mundane arrived in Elora, and everything here changed.

According to our most assiduous journalists, the Dreadful Mundane was a sickness of a sort. No one knew exactly when or how it had started, only that it was as relentless as a plague and as formidable as the weight of the sun. The sickness squeezed into people’s hearts and obliterated any curiosity and evidence of individuality, leaving them, well, mundane.

The humans of the South never had magic in their blood to begin with, but at least they used to live with it. They used to work with it, cherish it, celebrate it. Now they avoided it like an evil witch’s curse.

The Shop was the last scrap of curiosity left in Elora. It was why my parents had decided to move back to their hometown, where magic was still alive. But I could not bring myself to join them and leave the Shop behind.

Looking around the Shop, all I could see was a capsule of memories. Old books, velvet curtains, and dusty sunbeams pounding on hardwood floors, the sediment of comfort everywhere. There was the dim-lit little alcove in which I’d read all those great, heart-rending books—books that had utterly transformed me. There simmered the black cauldron on the stone hearth, the Shop’s mind and heart pulsing with a relentless crackle. There lay the endless rows of charms and trinkets, the jars of magical serums, the collection of mirrors that showed you silly things, true things, lovely things, the bundle of potions for laughter and joy, and strange, colorful dreams. There hung my favorite pink and burgundy plant pots, purplish offshoots drooping over my neat desk. There glinted the crystals behind the cabinet, refracting the light in countless, uncanny colors.

The Shop slowly but unshakably became the physical manifestation of my very personhood. I was certain that I could not exist without it. It was a part of me as much as my limbs were a part of my body.

I was trying not to be too judgmental of people. It was neither their fault nor their responsibility to see the world the way I did, but it was still hard for me to grasp how someone could simply stop being curious. If there was a sickness, then why wasn’t I affected by it? And why did no one care about finding a cure?

The weavers of the North, the old spirits responsible for weaving magic into the fabric of reality, had to be able to help us with this. So why was no one asking for help?

With a little sigh, I shrugged off my coat, folded it over the back of my chair, and smoothed my palms over the pleats of my skirts. I’d made sure to look presentable for my customers today. I’d fixed my hair in loose curls instead of braiding it and even worn my favorite, most expensive dress. It was the color of a sugarplum, with a pretty, square neckline trimmed with tiny pink roses. It really wasn’t fit for the daytime, but it was my only dress with skirts long enough to cover my worn-out boots.

As I bent down to pick off a loose thread from the hem, a flash of metal caught my eye; the entry’s three silver bells were sprawled in the corner just behind the door.

“By the gods, what are you doing down there?” I muttered under my breath and quickly went to fix them.

From the other side of the Shop, the cauldron made a low, almost gasping sound. I cast a quizzical look at it over my shoulder.

Surprisingly, it was burning very low.

“Wait a second, I fed you yesterday!” I huffed.

The hearth of the Shop didn’t need any logs to maintain a nice, crackling fire. It only took a healthy serving of stardust into the cauldron, which was always brewing something of its own volition, and roaring flames would emerge from the dark stones to lick the aged metal.

Surely, I could be forgetful at times, but not so much as to forget to feed my own cauldron.

I hooked my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes at it chidingly. “This is not the time to get greedy, you know. I’ve been eating bread and olives for two weeks, so you can have your stardust.”

The cauldron gurgled, its frothy green liquid forming tiny mossy bubbles, and the fire upsurged at once.

“Much better,” I permitted, checking from the Shop’s windowpanes the daily bustle of Diagonia Alley.

The cobblestone street had been worn flat and sleek by the countless passersby hurtling to and fro day after day. The ladies with their spring cotton dresses and lace-trimmed parasols, the gentlemen with their black hats and golden pocket watches, the glossy carriages dragging up a thin layer of dust while heading downtown. Such a restless place was Diagonia Alley. Yet the Shop was drowning in an ocean of silence, my breaths the only reoccurring sound like soft waves sighing on an empty shore.

I strolled back to my desk, lit the oil lamp—I had not yet gotten my hands on one of those fancy electrical ones that were the latest fashion in Elora—and perched on the large upholstered chair behind it.

I fiddled with the silver necklace around my neck as I sorted through my correspondence, and the small butterfly pendant was, as always, inexplicably warm between my fingers. I had bought this pendant from another Curiosity Shop here in Elora before it closed down. Most of our curious merchandise came from The Faraway North, a kingdom blessed with ceaseless magical resources, and I always liked to think that my little pink butterfly had traveled all across the Realm and seen all the marvelous places I’d only ever read about in books before it finally found me.

“Hey, look at that,” I chirped, spotting my favorite oracle deck nestled next to the register. “I haven’t done a reading in a while, have I?”

I left the pack of letters aside and got my hands on the deck. I shuffled the cards for a few seconds, then closed my eyes, sucked in a long, centering breath, and plucked one out of the bunch.

I took a peek.

Hmm, how odd. The Stranger.

A little prediction scribbled its way in golden letters along the vivacious animation of the card—this was a very curious deck, after all—and I waited patiently for it to conclude its message before reading it.

A handsome Stranger will walk into the Shop today. Do not entrust him with your heart.

I jumped off my seat with a cackle, flicking the lucky card in the air. “You see that?” I exclaimed at the Shop. “I knew I was going to make a sale today! I knew it!” Merrily, I twirled around myself, clutching the card to my chest. “Gods, I’m so excited. But why would I ever entrust a customer with my heart?” The cauldron frothed in response. I shrugged, chuckling. “I think the oracle is in a silly mood today.”

Now all I had to do was wait. And I was excellent at that.

I used to think of life as the anxious waiting before a major happening, the days no more interesting than an assortment of distracting tasks to pass the time. Until, somewhere along the way, I realized that this profound something was never going to happen, and all these distractions—the small, unnoticeable things—were the very point of life.

For a little while, I busied myself with brewing some ginger and lemon balm tea while reading today’s paper. The usual articles about the Dreadful Mundane were plastered all across the front page, and some news from the North, the title THE PRINCE OF BROKEN HEARTS SOON TO RETURN TO THALORIA screaming at me in bold, black letters.

Too uninterested—and admittedly too thrilled to keep still and read right now—I opted for writing a reply to my mother’s latest letter. According to it, they were doing very well in the West. Money was a little tight, but they didn’t mind because, as stated by Father, they were getting old, and when you were old, you were happy just watching the ocean and the trees and the albatrosses flapping by on the frothy skyline. They missed me and wished for me to join them soon, but they were also very proud of their Little Starshine for not giving up on the Shop.

“I promise to never, ever give up on you,” I whispered to it, my chest hurting from a strange, oppressive feeling that I couldn’t quite name. Not sadness or even wistfulness, just an inglorious, deep-rooted ache. “How could I? You’re the most interesting thing about me, anyway.”

The bells jingled on the door—a short, gleeful ringing that made my heart lurch to my stomach and every muscle in my body twitch with excitement.

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods.

Here it is.

It’s happening.

“Hi—Hello—Welcome to The Little Shop of Grand Curiosities!” I choked out all in one breath as I sprung to my feet so fast that I almost spilled my tea all over Mother’s letter.

The man who walked into the Shop was indeed very handsome. Troublingly, jarringly handsome to be exact. Tall and built, with broad shoulders and a striking face that belonged to a storybook prince.

His skin was the color of burnt sugar. His hair was midnight-black, and his eyes were thundercloud-grey. He had a strong nose, a chiseled, square jaw, and a pair of sinfully full lips. If the most sizzling summer night had a face, it would be his.

But as beautiful as the card had predicted, there was also something very, very curious about this young man.

For one thing, he was completely out of breath, panting from what seemed to be simultaneous exhaustion and relief. And his eyes, albeit mesmerizing, were devoid of… something. Something important.

And the most curious thing of all? The stranger was without a question, not from Elora.

His black garments were so elaborate and out of fashion—the man was wearing a cape for goodness’ sake—that I could have sworn he was from The Faraway North. And this, I believed, was extraordinarily strange because no one in their right mind would ever leave the wonderful North just to travel to dusty, old Elora.

There was no magic veil separating the North from the other kingdoms of the Asteria Realm, but there was still a certain mystifying element to it. It was the kind of place you had to live and not simply read about in stories. Magic, oftentimes, demanded to be experienced like this, fully and presently. Even maps of The Faraway North tended to be unreliable. In a way, the North was the closest thing we had in this world to a real-life fairytale.

“Gods, that was close,” the man sighed to himself, leaning back against the shut door.

I cleared my throat. “Are you okay, sir?”

The stranger met my gaze. Nonchalant. Cold. Unimpressed. Then a clever little smirk popped on his face. “Sure, darling, I’m fantastic,” he drawled, his voice low and rich, if not a bit suggestive.

“Can I help you with something?” I offered in a pleasant manner. A note of tension burrowed between my shoulder blades, but it was probably just nerves. I really, really wanted to make a sale. It wasn’t even about the money. I wanted to prove that the Shop wasn’t finished yet. That magic in Elora wasn’t dead. And that this part of myself still had a reason to exist.

“No,” came his curt reply.

He unglued his back from the door and raked a hand through his messy hair, smoothing back some insolent locks.

“Oh, well, you can look around as much as you like. Everything is fifty percent off.”

The stranger raised his dark brows. “I’m not here to shop, darling. I’m just hiding from the creatures.”

I frowned at him, alarmed. “What creatures?”

“Believe me, you do not wish to know.”

Now, that was not only rude but wildly unacceptable, wasn’t it? Who came into a Curiosity Shop to hide?

I squared my shoulders and raised my chin. “This is not a hiding place, sir. You can’t hole up in here and bring in gods’ know what manner of trouble. I must ask you to leave immediately.”

To my immense displeasure, the stranger did the exact opposite. He sauntered inside the Shop, his heavy leather boots making the cherrywood floorboards creak, and stopped right in front of my desk. The plants on the shelf above stretched their saggy leaves toward him, curious and a little bit excited.

“Apollo,” he said.

“What?”

“My name is Apollo, not sir.” His eyes darted over my body, leaving an unspoken comment of the utmost impropriety. “Unless you like calling me sir, then I’m perfectly content with it.”

Every ounce of blood in my body rushed straight up to my head. I curled my fingers into fists and strode around the desk. “I beg your pardon!”

Apollo’s lips twitched with wry amusement, his eyes sparkling, his head cocked to the side—the portrait of schoolboy impudence. “Begging? Already, darling?”

“I—What—Who do you think you are?” I squealed.

“I think I’m Apollo Stranger. Who do you think you are?”

I blinked, retreating. From this distance, he was so very tall. It made me nervous. He made me nervous, and no man had the right to come into my Shop and make me feel like that. “I—I’m Nepheli Curiosity.”

He rolled his eyes. “Why do Curiosity Shop owners do this? Every single one of you has the same ridiculous last name. Aren’t you afraid you’re going to end up marrying your cousin or something?”

I grabbed from the little shelf next to my desk a tiny viridescent bottle and offered it to him with a look of chill disdain. “Four drops on a piece of clean paper, and it will show you your entire family tree. Sixty percent off if you take it now and promise to never come back here.”

“How charming,” he mocked, grasping at his heart. “Now, darling, tell me, is this the only Curiosity Shop in Elora?”

“Yes,” I grunted.

“Since when?”

“Three years ago.”

“And where did all their merchandise go?”

He asked a lot of specific questions for a man who had accidentally walked into a Curiosity Shop, didn’t he?

And then I realized…

“You can drop the darlings and the clever smiles now. You don’t have to flirt with me to get what you want. If you tell me what you’re looking for, I’m happy to help you out. There is no reason to be embarrassed about it.”

To my absolute delight, Apollo’s haughty expression faltered. He rubbed the nape of his neck. “Sorry, darling. A bit of a bad habit, I’m afraid.”

I scowled at him, crossing my arms over the bodice of my dress. “Flirting is not a habit one should so carelessly cultivate. It’s insulting when it is disingenuous. And I told you to stop with the darlings.”

He blew out a long breath, his eyes hunting for something around the Shop.

“I’m guessing it is of a personal nature—the thing you’re looking for?” I persisted. “Because I do have a potion for excitement that has some very interesting effects on men. It will do the trick, I promise.”

He shot me a truly scathing look. “I don’t have cock problems, darling.”

Exasperation fizzed through my bloodstream. “Then what do you want? I told you this isn’t a foxhole. You can’t hide in here all day and waste my time. You either buy something or you leave.”

He ignored me, scrubbing a hand along his jaw in contemplation. “Are you sure there are no other Curiosity Shops in Elora?”

“If you don’t believe me, then, please, go look for them yourself. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out, yes?”

Apollo gritted his teeth. “Well, that’s fucking disappointing.”

“Excuse me?”

“This is a rather pathetic Shop, isn’t it? I mean, you barely have anything truly curious here. No mystery boxes in sight, and a whole bookcase over there without a single spell book on it,” he scoffed, gesturing to the other side of the Shop.

The bookcase caught the light with something like irony. The hues of the wood were the ones of the seaside; grey-blues and sun-bleached browns. It looked as if it had washed up on the shore of some faraway land one day and had traveled all across the Realm looking for its everlasting harbor to finally find it right here, in this warm little corner of the Shop.

“It is a magical bookcase, if you must know,” I said, barely able to hold back a curse. “And don’t you dare call my Shop pathetic again. You’re pathetic. Look at you, six feet tall and hiding in here like a scared little boy.”

“I’m actually six-five,” he wryly mused.

“Congratulations, what do you want, a medal?”

He chuckled to himself as though I’d said something witty and strolled toward the bookcase. “So, how is it magical exactly?” he asked, brushing two fingers along a shelf.

I had the instinct to slap his hand away, but I managed to contain myself. Someone had to maintain a level of propriety here, and it was obvious that it wasn’t going to be him.

“You can ask for anything you’re interested in, and it will create a book for you.” I cleared my throat and faced the bookcase to demonstrate. “For example, let’s say: I would like a book on how to weave a proper flower crown.”

After a few moments, a green picture book emerged on one of the shelves, providing me with the exact information I had requested.

“Fascinating,” Apollo sighed under his breath.

He crouched down and stared at the bookcase very intently for a moment, studying the knurls and rings of the wood as sun-beamed specks of dust danced in the air above it.

Then he whispered something to it.

This unnerved me greatly because his expression turned somber, almost harsh, and whatever he requested, the bookcase was unable to procure, which had never happened before as far as I knew. There were, of course, limits to its magic, but even I wouldn’t know what those limits were. Magic wasn’t something that could be defined so easily. It changed from person to person and object to object. There was the magic of places and things, such as this bookcase and this Shop. There was the magic of potion-makers and seers—magic that some humans possessed. And then there was the pure, unbridled magic of witches and the fairy folk, of which we had none in the South.

Whatever Apollo had requested from the bookcase, it had to be magic beyond its capacity, and I didn’t like the thought of that at all.

“What did you say to it?” I demanded.

His head jerked back to me as if he’d forgotten I was there. He straightened up and gave me a dangerous little half-smile, which I didn’t appreciate at all. There was a wild, reckless quality to it—the smile of someone who fantasized about doing terrible things to you and didn’t mind you knowing it. “I just asked what is Miss Curiosity’s favorite way of pleasuring herself.”

To my complete and utter horror, a small, pink book was produced by the bookcase. It materialized out of thin air and fell flat on the top shelf with a scandalous little thud.

I scrambled for it, gasping in shock, but Apollo was swifter and snatched the book right away, only to hold it high above his head.

“Give me that! What are you, a child?” I squealed and fumbled like an idiot for the book, jumping up and down with my hands in the air. “Give me that, now! What kind of person asks such a thing about a complete stranger?”

Perhaps this wasn’t the best time to note this, but Apollo Stranger, albeit an ill-mannered, arrogant, man-child menace, smelled spectacular, like spice and woodsmoke and the grass after rain.

“I really like this bookcase,” he announced, laughing a low, gravelly laugh. “I think I’m going to buy it after all.”

“The bookcase is not for sale, you obnoxious prick!” I growled. “The book you requested is, and you cannot buy this one!”

“I’ll give you a whole gold mark for it,” he bluntly offered.

I scoffed in outrage and brushed down my skirts. “You can’t put a price on dignity.”

“I’ll give you three,” he bartered.

“You’re perverse.”

“I have a long journey ahead of me, and I’m in desperate need of entertainment,” he argued.

“You’re still perverse.”

“Five gold marks, then.”

How did this prick have so much money? And five gold marks were a lot of money. I would be covered for at least one more month in Elora, a little less if I bought a pair of new boots and a strawberry cream cake.

Gods, how I missed cake.

I had to admit that, although mortifying, and considering my little and rather unimpressive experience on such matters, the book was probably nothing too disgraceful.

Someone must have said at least once in the entire history of the universe that dignity was overrated. What, no? Oh, well. Perhaps I was the perverse one, then. But tonight, I would feast on frosting.

“Seven marks,” I gritted out, my face uncomfortably warm. “And you better not expect a receipt for this.”

Apollo, now known as the Rich Prick from the North, smirked like a devious house cat at me. “Deal.”

We went back to my desk, and I began wrapping the book with a sheet of sparkly tissue paper, half-regretting my decision already.

“Shop’s not going too well, huh?” The Prick felt the need to point it out.

“What gave it away?” I wryly retorted, handing him the book.

“Why, though?” he persisted, fumbling through a pouch for my seven gold marks. “I mean, we don’t have Curiosity Shops in the North but they’re still very popular in the East.”

I gaped at him, shocked that I didn’t know this. I knew some things about the North through history books and, of course, the papers, but a place this magical was also very elusive. It liked to keep secrets. And I was a Curiosity. Secrets were the bane of my existence.

“Why don’t you have Curiosity Shops in the North?” I asked a little desperately.

Apollo shrugged. “The whole kingdom is a Curiosity Shop, I suppose.”

A sudden, breathtaking daydream came and stole my mind away, filling my thoughts with over-bright images of fairies and castles and enchanted forests. How lovely would it be to live in such a wondrous place?

Sometimes, I would indulge in these fantasies, fancying myself a great wanderer of the world. I would get this funny feeling deep in my gut—a homesickness for a place I’d never been—and I would dream and plan and wish for impossible things. And then I would remember the Shop and the daydreams would die like a flame underwater. I could never leave Elora because I didn’t even know how to be myself without the Shop. The shameful truth was that I would rather be extraordinary somewhere mundane than risk being ordinary somewhere magical.

“You okay down there, darling?” Apollo’s deep voice swam up from the tide of my thoughts.

I sniffed and tucked a few locks of hair behind my ears. “I’m fine. Have a safe journey,” I said dismissively and busied myself with placing the coins into the register.

“You didn’t answer me, though,” he prodded. “What happened to the other Curiosity Shops in Elora?”

“People here aren’t curious anymore. The magic in this city is thinning,” I said in a cool, matter-of-fact manner, despite the tightness in my throat.

Apollo stared at me for a moment, his eyes so deeply grey they looked almost black. “Perhaps that’s for the best.”

“Excuse me?” I scoffed.

“Curiosity can be dangerous,” he said.

I gave him a withering look. “It’s better to have something dangerous than to have nothing at all.”

Suddenly, the door flung open—the bang as loud as quiet went my heart. Dark, amorphous lumps of… something slinked into the Shop, their bodies grimy and sluggish like overlarge worms.

With a yelp, I grabbed my parasol from behind my desk and raised it before me like a weapon. “What—Apollo—What is happening?”

Apollo whipped back his cape, revealing an intricate leather baldric that extended along his chest and hips. The leather sheaths were full of swords, daggers, and hunting knives and—oh gods. He was an assassin. I’d let an assassin into my Shop.

He unsheathed a long, curvy dagger and twirled it in his hand with infuriating carelessness. “I bet you wish you could take back your earlier statement now, darling,” he said, and he lunged at the creatures, wielding the dagger in deft, sweeping movements. But my gods, there were countless of them, squeezing out of every corner of the Shop like sentient mold. They slithered around, knocking down vases and crystals and bottles, everything clanging and cracking and shattering on the floor.

“No, no, no!” I gasped more in disbelief than anything else.

This had to be a nightmare. A horrid, hyperrealistic nightmare—

The cauldron howled from the other side of the Shop, trying to warn me about something. Out of nowhere, one of the creatures toppled on the desk before me, spattering everything with its grey, glossy slime.

I beat my parasol down on it, smacking it again and again, only for it to reform its boneless blob of a body around the lacy fabric. “Die, you supernatural cockroach, die!” I hysterically screamed at it.

The creature swung its tail and knocked down the oil lamp from my desk. For a crippling, dreadful second, as I heard the rough shatter of the glass against the gnarly floorboards, I imagined the whole Shop going down in flames and froze under the weight of my dismay.

But, thank the gods, Apollo was quick. He stepped on the wick and stomped the flame out before spinning around to shout at me in warning, “Nepheli, up!”

I craned my neck. Another creature was crawling on the shelf above me and was about to land right on my head.

I popped my parasol open just as Apollo came and snatched me around the waist. He shoved me behind him and slashed the air with his dagger, trying to hold them back as more and more of them crawled out of the shadows.

“We need to leave. Now,” he panted. “Where’s the door?”

“Are you blind?” I squealed, flicking my parasol shut so I could use the pointy end again.

He glared at me over his shoulder. “The other door, Nepheli.”

Oh, no.

No. No. No.

Just, no.

I had not been entrusted with the Shop’s care only to abuse it like this. Of course, there was another door. Every Curiosity Shop in the world was built upon sacred ground. It was what made the Shops curious in the first place. But these doors were not meant for humans to use. These doors were remnants of the Old World, when gods and titans lived among mortals. It was not only my duty but also my honor as a proud Curiosity to guard the Shop’s Celestial Door with my life if need be and to never, ever, ever let a human pass through it.

A creature sprung in mid-air, making a horrible screeching sound, and Apollo lurched forward to gash it in half with his dagger, only for another and another and another to follow. “A little faster, please,” he snarled, going for the kill again.

“You can’t use the Door. It’s disrespectful to the gods,” I heaved, shaking from head to toe. “Not to mention that it can be very dangerous.”

Apollo swiveled with a flourish and met my panicked gaze. For a second, I feared he might slit me in half like a creature too. “I can be very dangerous, Nepheli.”

With my heart pounding like a broken drum in my ears, I stole a guilt-ridden glance at the purple taffeta curtain behind my back.

Suddenly, the whole Shop tilted to its side as Apollo grabbed me around the waist with one arm and tossed me over his shoulder.

“What are you doing, you bastard! Let me down!” I screamed, jabbing at his back with my parasol. I tried to kick my knees into his sternum too, but his arm tightened around the backs of my thighs and immobilized me further as he continued to march straight down the Shop.

At the unmistakable swish of the curtain, my entire life flashed past my eyes. “No, Apollo! Wait!”

I knew exactly what the pointer inside the engraved disk on the Door showed. It hadn’t changed directions for as long as I’d been alive. The larger, blue needle was pointing North. But the smaller, secondary needle was not pointing at land or sea.

“Apollo, wait, we’re going to—ahhhh!”

Oh, yes. We fell from the sky.
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Icould not die. I simply couldn’t. I had so many more books to read, and kisses to give, and stargazing to do, and people to meet, and risks worth taking.

And I certainly could not die in the arms of this inconsiderate delinquent who had not only led those filthy, atrocious creatures into my poor Shop but had also forced me through the Celestial Door, an offense no Curiosity had ever committed in the entire Shop’s history.

And most certainly, I could not die falling from the sky.

“Stop writhing, damn it, I’m going to drop you!” Apollo shouted over the manic howling of the wind as we plunged through the airspace to what appeared to be our inevitable deaths.

“We are already dropping, you bastard!” I cried.

Below, the clusters of trees enlarged rapidly, and the forestland looked like the yawning mouth of a giant monster, ready to swallow us whole.

Apollo wrapped an arm around my neck and pushed my face into his chest, immobilizing me completely. Blindly, desperately, I fumbled behind his back to open my parasol to create some kind of wind resistance, despite knowing that at this mad velocity, the delicate structure would only break.

“Hold on!” he warned as he brought his other hand around my waist, squeezing me so tightly that I began to fear I would die from asphyxiation before I ever reached land again.

I was unable to see anything with my face buried in his shirt, but I felt the collision with the birch trees. Their long, leafy branches—sharper than a set of claws—scraped over our bodies while furious birds crowed at us for the terrible disturbance, a frenzied symphony of flapping wings and snapping beaks.

For a second, we caught on something—then a fierce rip and crack sounded, and to my utter dismay, we started falling again.

We fell, and fell, and—bam—the ground at last.

“Fuck, that hurt,” Apollo groaned. After a moment of painful stillness, he slipped his fingers over the sides of my face and pushed back the wild mess of my hair. “You okay, darling? Is anything broken?”

I was immobile from shock. I could not believe what had just happened.

For the love of the sky, how were we not dead?

I tried to feel my body for broken or dislocated bones, but other than the persistent ringing in my ears, the frenetic pounding of my heart, and a series of muscle spasms from the tremendous fall, I was perfectly intact.

But then, in a nauseating blur, fury and despair overtook me, as fast and hard as our collision with the ground. I straddled Apollo with my thighs and began hitting him however and wherever I could. “You bastard! What did you do? Take me back! Take me back now!”

Apollo, in one fluid, alarmingly deft movement, seized my wrists and thrust me to the side. Before I knew it, he was on top of me, pressing me down on the forest floor with his powerful body and pinning my hands above my head.

“What did you want me to do, huh? Abandon you with the creatures?” he snarled.

“How about not kidnapping me!”

“I didn’t kidnap you,” Apollo growled. “I saved you.”

“You’re the reason I needed saving, you lunatic!” Pure, blood-curdling panic gripped me in its claws, and a ragged, tearless sob racked my chest. “How—How are you still alive? I landed on you, and you’re completely intact—oh gods, oh gods. I don’t even know who you are or what you are, and I’m stranded in the middle of nowhere with you!”

“You’re not in the middle of nowhere. You’re in the Dragonfly Forest. And I don’t know who you are either, darling, but you don’t see me screaming at the top of my lungs like a banshee on fire,” Apollo retorted, his voice lowering to a rough rasp.

“It’s not the same! You fell from the sky and lived. I’m just a nobody from Elora.”

“How strange,” he mocked. “I’ve lived twenty-seven years in this world. I’ve traveled from North to South and seen all kinds of peculiar creatures, yet I’ve never, not once, met someone who’s a nobody.”

Oh, the bastard really thought himself clever, didn’t he?

I thrashed under him, trying to twist my wrists out of his hold. “Get off me. Get off me now, or you’ll wish I was only a banshee.” 

Apollo lifted off me at once, muttering something obscene under his breath, and went to grab one of his leather sheaths that currently hung from the lower branch of a birch tree. The opal handle of the dagger was illuminated by the long sunbeams that blazed through the boughs and twinkled like a star amid the greenery.

I stood, smoothed down my skirts, whipped back my hair, and walked straight up to him, determined to get some answers. But when he veered, dagger in hand, I regretted the closeness. More so as he leaned over me to pick a leaf off my hair. I tried to keep still, hating to give him the satisfaction of retreat. But it was hard and almost painful not to cower away because, for all I knew, Apollo Stranger was not even human. I could almost see it—the dark creature skulking beneath his pretty skin. Something boundless and wicked and absolutely lethal.

I clenched my jaw. “I demand to know what you are. How are you still breathing after that fall?”

He looked at me like a disheveled demon, with his smoldering lines, ruffled hair, and steely gaze. “Well, darling, ask any girl you know, and they’ll be happy to tell you just how resilient heartless men can be.”

A handsome Stranger will walk into the Shop today. Do not entrust him with your heart.

I froze, a glacial sense of dread setting deep in my bones.

A man from The Faraway North. A man you couldn’t trust with your heart. A man who couldn’t be harmed, for a man without a heart could never be broken.

He wasn’t Apollo Stranger. He was Apollo Zayra. 

“You’re him, aren’t you?” I heaved, my eyes wide in terror. “You’re the Prince of Thaloria. You’re the Prince of Broken Hearts.”

His sardonic little grin turned as bitter as a nightshade. “How nice,” he deadpanned. “My reputation precedes me once again.”

No one knew exactly how the Prince of Thaloria lost his heart. Some claimed that the gods cursed him because of his unbridled hubris, and others believed that he’d insulted an ancient spirit of love, and so as punishment, she’d taken away his ability to feel it. There was even talk of some witch-made curse, but a mortal couldn’t simply curse another mortal. A witch could cast a spell through chants and magical ability, but the recipient had to be willing for the spell to take root. And it was rather absurd that anyone would ever choose to be heartless.

The true story remained a mystery, but everyone in the Asteria Realm knew of the young, handsome royal who roamed from city to city, leaving a bloody trail behind, for he had an insatiable appetite for hearts, as he didn’t have one himself.

Apollo reached for me, anticipating that I was about to flee, so I screamed at the top of my lungs, “Get away from me! My heart is not on the menu, you beast!”

Before I could even think about escaping, he grabbed my shoulders and shoved me against the rough trunk of a tree. He clamped one hand down on my mouth as he drew up his dagger with the other. Every muscle in my body froze, and every heartbeat in my chest stuttered as he raised the shiny blade to my throat and leaned closer, crowding me with his body until there was nothing else to see but him.

“Listen to me very carefully, Nepheli,” he said in a low, reasonable tone, even though there was absolutely nothing reasonable about any of this. “I understand that you’re scared, and I know I messed up coming to your Shop, but you’re in the North now, and I’m sure you think this place is all magic and curiosity, but it is also very dangerous. This forest has monsters and fairies and bandits who will do pretty much anything to get their hands on a piece of gold, and unfortunately for you, only one of us can survive from a dagger to the chest. So you’re going to be a good girl and keep quiet and do whatever I tell you to do, or I’m going to head on my way and abandon you here to fend for yourself, and believe me,”—he threaded the tip of his dagger under my butterfly pendant, the blade ice-cold against my flushed skin—“Little Miss Butterfly,” he sneered, “you do not wish me to do that.”

He took his hand off my mouth, and I gasped for breath, my insides buzzing, and my muscles trembling from fear and adrenaline. “You’re not going to eat my heart?”

He rolled his eyes at the leafy canopy while sheathing his dagger. He did not move away from me, though, and the proximity of our bodies felt as sharp and detrimental as any other of his hidden weapons. “I do not eat hearts, Nepheli. That’s just a nasty rumor.”

I met his devious gaze. “Is it also just a nasty rumor that you break the heart of any girl who loves you?”

“Darling,” he drawled, tilting his head to the side. “Look at me. What do you think?”

“I think I need to get home before something worse happens to my Shop,” I bit out, glaring at him. The mere thought of the havoc the creatures would be wreaking in my poor Shop as we spoke brought tears to my eyes.

My whole life, I had one thing, one lovely, curious, interesting thing, and now it was all just… gone.

“Once we reach the city, I’ll help you get home,” Apollo claimed, his expression utterly inscrutable.

“I cannot trust you to do that,” I growled. “You could do awful things to me.”

Apollo raised a brow. “I could. But that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t like them.”

Gods, the arrogance of this man! No wonder the gods cursed him. He was horrid. Absolutely heinous. After all the damage and chaos he’d brought upon my Shop, flirting with me right now had to be unprecedentedly audacious. And not even a halfhearted apology to offer. Nothing!

I swallowed down a curse and bristled between my teeth, “If you mean me no harm, then you will move away from me right now.”

He narrowed his eyes, suspicious. “Are you going to scream again and invite the entire Dragonfly to our location?”

I shook my head.

“Use your words, Little Butterfly. Can I trust you to behave, yes or no?”

“Yes,” I gritted out. “But can I trust you, Prince of Broken Hearts?”

He stared down at me like I was something he could crush under his boot. “Don’t be ridiculous, darling. Of course, you cannot trust me,” he said, his tone dry and self-amused. “But you don’t have any other choice, do you?”

I looked ahead, at the narrow, verdant path studded with thorny brambles and gnarled trees, the sun pounding on exposed patches along the route—but in the distance, all shadow and inauspicious possibilities.

Suddenly, all those summers I’d spent in the city, locked inside my bedroom with my books and my daydreams instead of going to the countryside with my schoolmates, seemed like a fatal decision. Because Apollo was right. I had no idea how to navigate a forest. I had no idea how to return home by myself. I was left with no choice but to trust him.

“Just to be clear,” I warned, “if you do eat my heart, I swear to the gods, I’ll come back as a ghost and haunt you for the rest of your wretched life.”

“Sounds thrilling,” Apollo cooed. “Someone as fascinating as myself surely deserves at least one obsessive stalker.”

“I will not be your stalker,” I hissed, raising my finger to his nose. “I will be your doom.”

Apollo scanned me from head to toe and huffed out a contemptuous little laugh. “Sure you’ll be, darling. Sure you’ll be.”
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The Dragonfly Forest was as enchanting and peculiar as the stories foretold. There was no sign of the bandits and monsters Apollo had spoken of, but there was still an indescribable, almost transcendent energy shuffling through the air.

The strangeness both exhilarated and frightened me. I must have dreamt a thousand dreams and read a thousand books about places like this one, but dreams and stories were only as vibrant and grand as one’s imagination, and everything here was so much more magical and animated than anything I could have ever dared to imagine.

Mushroom rings sprouted from an unusual, almost cloud-like type of moss, while flowers slid from one color to another in a repetitive, consistent pattern, as though they were the markings of some mysterious, unseen creature. Golden specks floated in the air, and tiny, glinting dragonflies with wings the shape of actual, miniature dragons meddled in between the shrubs and the tall, leafy trees. The trees themselves looked almost sentient, the lenticels of their barks resembling some old spirit’s eyes. Microscopic pixie houses dangled like bird nests from the lower boughs, and day flowers sunbathed on the underbrush, their yellowish petals shrinking and expanding like a pair of anxious lungs. From somewhere between the brambles, I could hear echoes of curious small voices and merry, jingling laughter. And, there, only a few feet away from where we had landed, hanging amid a huddle of saplings, lay my trusty old parasol.

Swiftly, I went to grab it, a silly kind of relief overtaking me.

Apollo groaned. “Just leave it here. We have a long way to go, and we both know that I’m the one who’s going to end up carrying it.”

I glared at him over my shoulder, my fist tightening around the handle’s curve. “No, you will not.”

He noticed my viselike grip and smiled wittily. “Oh, I see now. You’re going to fight monsters with your pink umbrella, aren’t you, Little Butterfly?”

“It is not pink. It’s magenta,” I gritted out. “And it’s a parasol, not an umbrella, you uncultured brute.”

I began plucking the leaves that had gotten stuck into the lacy fabric when a dragonfly came and settled at the pointy tip. Its membranous, dragon-like wings were a stunning shade of green with sparkly, lilac veins, glinting like a layer of dew under the sun. “Hello, little friend—”

“Careful!” Apollo shouted, lunging at me. He knocked the parasol out of my grip and pulled me back to his chest, banding his arms around mine.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I hissed, squirming in his embrace. He kept me trapped against his body for another frantic, heart-throbbing moment, his hot breath teasing along the curve of my neck. Only when the dragonfly stretched its wings and flew away did Apollo relax his hold.

I whirled on him, furious. “What is wrong with you?”

“I’m going to say this once,” he bristled. “Don’t ever, ever try to touch a dragonfly again.”

Dread twisted my insides. “Why not?”

“Because you’ll get dragonfly fever and die. Painfully. Very, very painfully.”

My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe I almost died twice in a single day. I couldn’t believe he didn’t let me touch it just to get rid of me.

“Come on,” he urged, striding away, “we don’t want nightfall to catch up with us.”

I bent down to grab my parasol before scrambling after him.“Where are we going?”

“There is an inn about—” he considered, examining our surroundings with thinned eyes as if he could discern some sort of difference that I was blind to, “twenty-two miles from here. We’ll rest there for tonight.”

I gaped at him. “You want me to walk twenty-two miles before nightfall?”

He veered to face me, cool and sharp like a blade. “You want to go home, darling?”

“Yes.”

“You want to go home with all of your body parts intact?”

I gritted my teeth. “Preferably.”

“Then do as I say and don’t make me repeat myself.”

I had never, not once, met someone who needed to get slapped in the face more than this man. I knew it was probably wiser to stay on his good side, considering I needed him to get me home and that he had the appropriate build to kill me with his bare hands, but, oh, was it fun to fantasize about.

I breathed through my nose. “But the Shop—”

“The Shop can wait,” he cut me off, guessing right about what I was about to say.

“Actually, it can’t. It’s called having responsibilities. Which I understand is a foreign concept to you since, apparently, all you’ve ever done with your princely duties is run away from them.”

Apollo halted mid-step and pinned me with his steely gaze, the muscles of his jaw twitching. “Don’t make me gag you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

I shook with fury. “Gods, you’re so…so…”

“Charming? Attractive? Irresistible?” he offered dryly.

“Heinous! You are a despicable human being!”

“And you are a headache.”

“Well, I hope I split your head in two!”

He cocked his head to the side, smiling wide. “Will you marry me?”

I swallowed my tongue. It was very possible that every blood vessel in my eyes had burst because, momentarily, I lost my vision.

“Ah, finally, something that shuts her up,” he sighed with pure contentment and strolled down the route with his hands in his pockets, as cool as a breeze.

I, on the other hand, was on the verge of screaming and tearing through my hair, so I took a moment to collect myself before running after him.

“How long till we reach the city?” I panted.

“It’s a four-day journey,” he said, then glowered at my feet. “Make it five.”

Gods, help me.

Five days away from the Shop. Five days of worrying and walking. Five days with this horrible beast of a man.

“Five days is a long time,” I grumbled. “What about the creatures?”

“What about them?”

“What do you mean what about them?” I squealed. “They’re probably rampaging all through Elora as we speak. Someone could get gravely hurt, don’t you realize that?”

“Don’t get your wings in a tangle, Little Butterfly,” Apollo mocked. “They were chasing me. Creatures like that don’t go after people for no reason. They most likely returned to their box the moment we left Elora.”

I couldn’t help it. Even with the crippling fear of what might be happening to my Shop packing down my lungs and even with my good sense arguing otherwise, curiosity pricked at my heart. “What box—Wait, why were they after you?”

Apollo sighed. “I accidentally opened a cursed box that I found in an abandoned Curiosity Shop in Elora.”

My eyes rounded from shock. “Are you insane? Why would you ever do such a thing?”

“I didn’t know it was cursed when I opened it, Nepheli,” he said, my name on his lips as unfairly obscene as his exasperation.

I considered, for a moment, using my parasol to make way between a patch of tall weeds. “So these were not some random creatures. They were guardians.”

Apollo glanced at me over his shoulder, looking intrigued. “They were what?”

“When a Curiosity Shop closes down, the owners usually sell their merchandise to other Shops, but if something doesn’t want to leave the premises, it most likely means that it is a fundamental part of the magic that created the Shop in the first place. And it goes without saying that you shouldn’t ever, ever try to remove it from its home because then its guardians will—” I hushed, realizing that I sounded like an obnoxious encyclopedia. But I knew so many things, and it was so rare that I got to use this knowledge, and be anywhere other than the Shop and with anyone other than myself.

Feeling flushed and embarrassed, I clutched my pendant in my hand and averted my gaze from him.

We walked in silence for a few moments, Apollo guiding the way ahead while I waded in and out of the intricately woven route, trying to keep up with him, until he suddenly asked, “Did you buy any mystery boxes when the other Shops in Elora closed down?”

“Well, my parents bought a mystery box a while back. But I sold it about seven months ago,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him in suspicion.

“Great,” he wryly muttered. “Just my type of luck.”

Why would the Prince of Thaloria be so interested in some old mystery boxes? His entire kingdom—a kingdom he would one day rule—was a giant mystery box, as far as I knew.

“What are you looking for anyway?” I asked. “You were looking for something in my Shop too.”

“None of your damn business,” Apollo growled. “Now, can you walk a little faster? Bandits usually attack after dusk.”

On reflex, I squeezed the parasol in my fist.

I knew the North was magically superior because this was where the Celestials—the gods, titans, and spirits—had been born when Time was still young. I knew that the magic here was so dense that if you paid close attention, you could see it in the air at night. You could breathe it in and make it a part of you. I knew that the Queen of Thaloria was an intelligent, generous, and loving ruler—which made it nearly impossible to believe that Apollo had come out of her—and that the King was kind and stoic, although not of a royal bloodline himself. Queen Eloise, in fact, was the first Queen in the entire Asteria Realm to have married a commoner. But no paper or book had ever written anything about bandits skulking in the Dragonfly Forest.

I gave Apollo an incredulous look. “I don’t get why the North is so dangerous. I thought you were a prosperous kingdom.”

“We are,” he said, matter-of-factly. “We’re the wealthiest kingdom in the Realm. Our people are very happy.”

“If they are so happy, then why do you have thieves lurking in the woods?” I prodded.

He halted his striding and turned to look at me, his handsome face serious for once. “You’re joking, right? There are bad people everywhere, Nepheli. There is no such thing as a perfect world. Elora has just as much crime.”

I sidestepped him, skipping over a thick, broken log. “I suppose I wouldn’t know.”

“What do you mean you wouldn’t know? You’ve lived your entire life there, no?”

“I’ve never really ventured very far from Diagonia Alley,” I admitted. “My family’s apartment is right across the street from the Shop.”

I’d been born in that apartment. I’d lived my whole life there, a life comfortable in its repetition, and in the certainty of always knowing what was to come. The morning ritual: tea and raisin muffins and a book on the small kitchen table. A short walk to the Shop. Then back home in the afternoon, when the apartment was lush with sunlight and silence, I would trudge to the back balcony, a basket in hand, and hang the laundry on the metal drying rack, impatient to get it done and get my hands on a book again, something to read while I fixed myself dinner over my old, wood-burning stove.

And now Apollo was judging this life, my life, his face etched with disdain and disapproval. “Gods, you really are living the most miserable little life, aren’t you?”

Abruptly, I swiveled on my heel, and his hard chest smacked right into mine. I pushed him back with the tip of my parasol. “Just because my life doesn’t look like yours, it doesn’t mean that it’s miserable or unimportant,” I declared. “I happen to enjoy leading a small life. Not everybody is dreaming of having some grand adventure.”

Apollo let out a long breath. “You know what, darling? I don’t care enough to argue about this. So let’s just keep going.”

Working my jaw, I veered around, and my boot caught on another fallen branch.

Apollo’s rough hand came up lightning fast to close around my arm. “Watch where you’re going,” he snarled, pulling me straight. “If you break your legs—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” I huffed, wrenching my arm from his hold. “You’re going to leave me for dead.”

◆◆◆

 

I was exhausted. I didn’t think I’d ever been more exhausted for the entire twenty-three years of my life. Even the summer I met Ryker—my almost-fiancé—that we’d spent prancing all over Diagonia Alley from bookshops to tea houses to late-night plays at the theater only to end up back at his townhouse, kissing until our bodies ached, was still less anxious and exerting than two hours of trekking through the woods with Apollo, whose mood alternated between easy charm and disdainful side glances.

And still not a single, I’m sorry, or more appropriately, Forgive me for all the trouble I brought you, Nepheli. Surely, I’ll reimburse you for the damages in your Shop. Don’t worry. It’ll all be okay.

Was simple courtesy too much to ask?

“What are you muttering about?” Apollo grumbled.

I shut my mouth. I was so used to sharing my every thought with the Shop that I didn’t even realize I was talking aloud.

I glared at his back, about to give him a piece of my mind, when I noticed a bramble of common field berries nestled amid the sedges, and my empty stomach argued that I could always pick a fight later on.

“Oh, thank the gods,” I groaned. “I’m starving.”

“Could be poisonous,” Apollo considered, crossing his big arms over his chest.

“No, they’re not,” I huffed as I got down on my knees. I took a long stem and snapped it in half to show him. “See? The sap is perfectly clear. Now, if the sap is thick and white, then it’s poisonous. And if it smells bitter, then you will probably die. These are fine.” I popped a few in my mouth and moaned at their rich flavor. Either these were the sweetest berries I’d ever eaten, or I was indeed not very far from starvation.

“You read that in your little books?” Apollo taunted.

I did not take to his words very kindly. Yes, I had read it in a book. So what? I loved my books. And there was absolutely nothing wrong with that. I loved books more than cake, more than stormy nights and crackling fires, more than afternoon naps and waking up to a steaming cup of tea. I could go without many things in this life, but not without books. And he had no right to mock me about it.

I rose to my feet, ready to retort, but I caught him as he worked himself out of his cape and baldric, and I forgot what I meant to say. He had large, beautiful hands—long fingers, strong knuckles, and veiny backs. He could kill a man with those hands. He could probably make a woman tremble in pleasure too, but I wasn’t going to think about that now—never. I was never going to think about that.

He dropped his things on the ground and perched under the shade of a massive alder tree, its base flush with purple violas. The moss trailing up the gnarly trunk was a curious yellow color, and it almost sparkled when it caught the light.

Apollo let his head loll back on it, exposing his sunbaked throat to the sky, and shut his eyes, letting his long, dark lashes kiss upon his strong cheekbones. His face was full of strength like that. Chiseled lines and meticulous angles. And then his mouth, the exact opposite. Soft. Full. A tender curve.

A nice breeze swirled down the tree and whipped into his linen shirt. The fabric billowed around his chest, reminding me of a ship’s sails about to embark on a magnificent journey. It was strange, somehow, that someone like him could look so serene, so human. Just a beautiful boy basking in the sun on a warm spring day.

I had never thought of a man as beautiful before, and the notion startled me enough that I almost dropped all the berries I had gathered in my palm.

“You shouldn’t mock my books,” I finally said. “Books aren’t just sources of information or windows to the world or even lighthearted entertainment. Books are mirrors for our souls. They force us to contemplate every small and grand aspect of life, and then they make us question how we fit into it. Reading is such a self-reflective practice that you both find and lose yourself at once.”

Apollo opened his eyes and stared at me for a few seconds without saying anything. He was one of those people who could be looking at you very attentively—so much so that I thought no one could ever feel lonely under the beam of his attention—while keeping their face completely nonchalant. It made me so curious about the true nature of his thoughts that my skin prickled from the inside and burned on the outside.

He finally released me from his gaze and relaxed further by folding his arms behind his head. “I don’t disagree, darling,” he said. “But all this self-reflection means nothing if you never show the world the person you discovered in there.” He nodded at my chest, and my heart, strangely enough, skidded at the attention.

With a loud sigh, I went and settled down next to him, propping my parasol against the tree before brushing out my skirts. To my displeasure, I found the hem already green from the damp grass.

Apollo shifted, and his shoulder bumped into mine. His skin felt hot even through the layers of clothing. The heat raced up my arm, and my hand, for some reason, trembled as I offered him the berries. “Want some?”

“I’m fine.”

I munched on a few. “They’re delicious.”

“Enjoy them. You need them more than I do, anyway,” he said.

Nervously, I glanced down at my body.

Sure, I had lost some weight the past few months trying to live as economically as possible, but I was hardly a skeleton either.

“Don’t get all self-conscious now, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Apollo interjected, noticing my frown. “But I’m guessing that if you were willing to sell me that filthy little book, things have been pretty tight for you.” He raised his brows. “No?”

I groaned. “Only good thing about all of this is that you’ll never find out about… that.”

Apollo smirked to himself, some obscene little fantasy sparking up in his grey-blue eyes. “Darling, there are far more interesting ways to find that out than reading about it.”

I smacked him on the head with my free hand. “Don’t you dare flirt with me.”

His smile widened. “Afraid you’ll fall madly in love with me, Little Butterfly?”

I tipped my nose at the sky. “I will never, ever, ever fall in love with you, Apollo Zayra. I’m way too smart for such nonsense. You can count on that.”

Apollo chuckled and picked a berry from my palm. “Good for you,” he drawled as he popped it into his mouth. “I might not eat hearts, but I am still an expert at breaking them.”
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The inn was unironically called The Mad Pit as the mud-splattered sign hanging crookedly from two rusty chains announced to us a hundred meters before the establishment itself emerged on a wide glade.

It jutted up on the sod like a broken-down brothel house, all audacious red planks, outdated stone beams, and stained glass windows with vulgar caricatures of little satyrs holding hands—and their private parts hanging out.

For this to be the first glimpse of civilization I got of the supposedly wonderful and affluent Faraway North was rather disappointing, if not downright disconcerting.

Of course, I knew we were still very far away from the city, but this place was a giant leap from the quaint shops and cozy taverns I had read about in the papers.

I fiddled with my pendant as a flurry of hoots, curses, and hoarse laughter—the unmistakable noises of what could only be described as male debauchery—sprung boisterously from inside the inn. I was fairly certain that the raucous thwack that split the periwinkle dusk in two was a body landing on a large piece of furniture after being shoved with formidable vigor across the room.

I froze mid-step and, inadvertently, reached for Apollo’s arm. “Maybe we should just… sleep under the stars tonight,” I croaked. “The night is rather lovely, isn’t it?”

Apollo scrutinized me with chiding nonchalance. “I’m not risking my neck out in the woods just because you’re afraid of people more than you’re afraid of monsters.”

“I’m not afraid of people,” I hissed at the sheer outrage of the claim. “I’m a saleswoman, for goodness’ sake.”

Although, to be fair to the monsters, history has had countless examples of humans acting far more atrociously than any mindless beast ever could. A human’s rationalized cruelty was perhaps the scariest thing in the whole wide world.

“Sure, darling, this is why you’ve gone as white as the moon,” Apollo mocked.

“It’s perfectly normal to be worried about spending the night with a stranger in this wretched den of sin. I’m not a rake like you, nor a warrior or a witch. I’m an ordinary person. I read books and do the laundry and go to the market once a week. I only find danger exciting when it’s written on paper,” I argued, and the more I realized my predicament, the more my anxiety expanded into utter dismay.

Apollo groaned impatiently. “I’m not going to hurt you, Nepheli. Come on, we’ve already gone through this.”

“That doesn’t prevent other people from hurting me,” I pointed out, and in apt synchronicity, another muffled thwack came from inside the inn, followed by a series of unbecoming cheers.

“I’m not letting anyone else hurt you either,” he snapped, his voice rough like stone. “No one will come near you, okay?”

He did seem genuine as he said this with his eyes clear and serious for once, and the charming lines of his face drawn into a mask of dignity.

Was this the man the Prince of Thaloria was before he lost his heart? Someone reliable and honest? Someone who honored his promises and led a righteous path instead of leaving trails of broken hearts behind him?

I supposed this didn’t matter now. Now, he was the kind of man who would bring a girl the worst kind of trouble and wouldn’t feel a morsel of remorse about it.

“As if the promise of a heartless man means anything,” I said bitterly.

Without another warning, Apollo seized my wrist and yanked me forward, aiming straight for the entrance.

“Stop that,” I grumbled as he kept dragging me behind him.

“No, you stop that,” Apollo bit back, pulling the hood of his cape over his head. “This place attracts all kinds of people, and, darling, I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but I’m very, very valuable. We can’t afford to draw any attention to ourselves. So don’t talk to anyone unless it is absolutely unavoidable, and don’t call me by my name.”

“How am I supposed to call you, then?”

“Husband.”

I blinked, certain I’d misheard him. “Excuse me?”

“For all intents and purposes, and for the remainder of our stay here, I am your husband.”

“Why?” I squealed.

“Because you’re too pretty for your own good and too smart-mouthed for mine,” he bit out, swung the door open, and shoved me inside.

By the Seven Spirits of Hospitality and the Great Goddess Estia, this was worse than I expected.

A foul amalgamation of cheap liquor, ash, and unwashed linens slapped me across the face the moment we stepped into the overcrowded common room. We were instantly swallowed by the roar of the patrons, chatting, shouting, and swinging their fists at each other. The floor was laid out with muddy footsteps, dubious stains, and shattered pieces of wood and glass. Unsuitably cheerful music was coming from somewhere ahead, but I could hardly see anything past the two burly men in front of us carrying two overlarge rucksacks with a sulfuric scent emanating from them.

I held my parasol to my chest and leaned closer to Apollo as we treaded between the full tables, heading towards the back. Apollo, to my surprise, assumed a humble and polite demeanor, all quiet apologies and sympathetic nods. He blended in easily, and even when a horrid, bedraggled brute threw a bronze chalice across the room and the thing flew right past Apollo’s face before it clanged against the wall, he said absolutely nothing. He merely squeezed my wrist in his hand, almost on reflex, and continued ahead.

Behind a long oakwood desk inwrought with the same obscene little caricatures as the windows sat a grey-haired satyr, busy scratching the spot behind his left curly horn.

Apollo cleared his throat and took a low, serious tone, “Good evening.”

The satyr lifted his head and scanned Apollo from head to toe. His large brown eyes behind his round spectacles were keen with suspicion. “You look familiar,” he said, his voice raw and harsh like sandpaper. “You’ve been here before, young man?”

“No, we’re travelers from the East,” Apollo curtly replied.

The satyr stretched up his neck, trying to get a good look at me as I stayed semi-hidden behind Apollo’s massive frame. “You’re here to drink?”

“We’re here to sleep,” said Apollo, reaching into the inside pocket of his cape. “One room, please.”

A gasp ripped from my chest. “You mean two rooms.”

He ignored me. “One room.”

“Two rooms,” I urged, tugging at his shirtsleeve.

Apollo turned to me, the muscles of his jaw flexing. “One room, my darling wife, because we do not want to be separated. Do we?” he snapped, biting at each word.

The man leaning on the wall next to the reception with a large cup of ale in his hand and a dreadfully menacing look on his face snorted with laughter. “If she gives you too much trouble, I’m happy to take her off your hands. That hair will sell well at the market,” he said, ogling at my hair as if it were made from pure gold.

His little friend joined in, raking his eyes over my body with a look that made me more uncomfortable than falling from the sky. “The rest of her will sell fine too.”

Madness blazed through my bloodstream. I lurched forward, clutching my parasol in my fist. “What did you just say to me?”

Apollo grabbed me around the waist and hauled me back. “My wife is not for sale,” he said, his voice insidiously cold. He drew back his cape with a flourish and showcased his weapons in some silent but clear warning. “Now do you want to continue this argument outside or do you want to apologize to her?”

The two men shared a look, jaws clenched and cheeks bright. The tall one nodded and grunted out a disingenuous, “Forgive us, my lady.”

“Walk away,” Apollo demanded, and there they went. He turned to the satyr with a scowl. “One. Room.”

◆◆◆

 

I was praying to the gods that the squeaking sound I kept hearing as we climbed up the stairs to our room was my boots and not a family of rats, while Apollo next to me did what he apparently did best—act like a colossal prick.

“You just couldn’t keep your mouth shut, huh?” he snarled the moment we reached the first floor. “What were you going to do? Duel him with your umbrella?”

“Parasol,” I hissed. “And as sure as bees make honey, I will duel with my parasol if I have to and not let some drunk brute talk to me the way he did. Something you would be able to understand if you weren’t a heartless, inconsiderate, self-absorbed brute yourself!”

Apollo thinned his lips. “Are you done?”

I squared my shoulders. “Why?”

“We’re here,” he clipped, tipping his chin at the door behind my back.

I stepped aside and let him twist the rusty key into the  bottle-shaped keyhole. The door creaked open, and we were welcomed by screeching hardwood floors and a moldy, wet-wood sort of smell.

A foggy window across, a broken light above, a small, unlit hearth to our right, and—

“Oh no. No. No. No. What is this? What is this tiny, single bed? This can hardly fit a grown person, let alone two!” I cried in unprecedented dismay, gaping at the wooden skeleton with its leaf-thin mattress and the single, rock-hard pillow.

“It’s an inn. What did you expect? It’s pleasant enough,” Apollo claimed as he began stripping off his weapons.

“Pleasant? This place is more suitable for trolls than human beings. And I am not sleeping in this bed with you,” I declared, crossing my arms over my chest.

His baldric clanged on the iron bench that was propped against the foot of the bed. I was such a nervous wreck that the sound startled me, something that Apollo—the horrid brute—found very amusing. “You’re welcome to sleep on the floor, darling,” he drawled, grinning wide.

“Or you can do the gentlemanly thing and take the floor for yourself,” I suggested.

“Place has rats,” Apollo announced casually. “So that would be a no.”

“Why not? Has your rodent kind exiled you as well?” I mocked.

“Funny,” he sneered. “And I’m not exiled from Thaloria. You shouldn’t believe every piece of gossip you hear about the North. I’m still very close with my family.”

“Then why are you sleeping in a rat-infested inn and not at the Dreaming Palace?”

“It’s called seeing the world, darling. Some people like to leave the comfort of their homes every now and then and have actual interactions with someone other than their cauldron.”

Oh, how I wanted to slap that self-assured smirk off his face!

I was not some unsociable hermit. And even if I was, it was hardly his business to judge me for it.

A tiny, vexing voice at the back of my head argued that I too had a tendency to judge people for their way of life, as I constantly complained that no one cared about how uncurious and dull our city had become. But that was different, wasn’t it? The Dreadful Mundane was a sickness, after all. He was just being a world-class jerk.

I whirled around, refusing to indulge him in this pointless conversation any longer, and came face-to-face with an utterly exposed brass bathtub on the other side of the room.

Panic spiked up my blood pressure. “Wait—Where are the walls around the bathroom?”

Apollo pointed to the little arched door left from the bed. “The toilet is through there.”

I must have looked absolutely mortified because he raised his brows at me in genuine surprise. “You’ve seriously never been in any sort of inn before?” When I failed to respond, he persisted, “Not even as a child? You’ve never taken a trip?”

“I think we’ve established that I’ve never been anywhere!” I barked at him, my patience spreading thin.

“Might not want to be this loud when announcing to the world how pathetic you are,” he retorted.

For a moment, I honestly tried to see myself through his eyes, and the image hurt me as much as his words. If the rumors about him were just that—rumors—then he really was some worldly prince who spent his days diving into thrilling adventures, charming his way through all manners of people, and gliding through all kinds of places, while I was nothing but an ordinary girl with a funny Shop.

If life was measured in moments of courage, I began to fear that mine was very small indeed.

I looked away, wrapping my hands around my middle. “You really are heartless.”

“If I had acted truly heartless, I would have sold you to these men just to get some peace tonight,” he bit back.

“Then why didn’t you?” I challenged.

His face hardened, and gods, was it a fearsome sight. His eyes had a wildness to them, an absentminded power. He could kill you with just one cold look, and he wouldn’t even know it. “Maybe I will,” he said, point blank. “They’re still downstairs, aren’t they, darling?”

I swallowed my tongue and turned away, trying to push down a sob.

You will not cry. You are not allowed to cry in front of this horrible man.

I could feel his eyes on me, keen and insistent, as though he waited for me to retort something, to taunt him back.

When I failed to say anything, he cleared his throat. “What’s with the hair, anyway?”

On reflex, I reached for the ends of my hair, the silver curls dangling just below my breasts. “What do you mean?”

Apollo shrugged. “I’ve never seen hair like this on a human before, and I’m pretty sure I’ve seen everything on the face of the Realm.”

I sucked in a breath. I had told this story so many times that my voice left me blunt as I explained, “When I was a child, my parents got a large shipment of stardust for the Shop. The cauldron needs it to stay alive. I was playing around with it, and I accidentally swallowed a bit, but thankfully not enough to kill me. It did change the color of my hair, my brows, even my eyelashes, though, from black to silver.” I shrugged, reaching for my pendant. “Everyone always tells me that I would have been pretty if I still had my dark hair. And, I suppose, I do look a bit odd, but… I don’t know. I kind of like myself like this. It feels like the star is a part of me now.”

“They’re just idiots,” Apollo blurted out. My head whirled back to him. He had leaned against the wall and was now fiddling with a short, hunting knife. His cheekbones, to my bemusement, were stained a subtle shade of pink. “I mean, how many people can say they’ve eaten stardust and survived? You’re a miracle. And apparently as resilient as a heartless man,” he added, offering me one of his charming little half-smiles. “You know, considering you fell from the sky and lived.”

His words rumpled me a little, although I tried not to take them too seriously. The star had changed me outwardly, but there had been no previous evidence to indicate that it had also made me stronger than the average human being. But then again, I had never fallen from the sky before. I supposed it was something worth looking into, but what I really wanted to know right now was how he was made unbreakable, because that must have taken some serious magic.

“Now your turn,” I prodded, tingling with curiosity. “How does one become heartless exactly?”

His smile waned into a thin, stubborn line. “We aren’t doing that, darling.”

“Doing what?”

“We’re not friends. We’re not going to stay up all night, braid each other’s hair, and swap life stories.”

Suddenly, he went to grab the coat rack and chair from the other side of the room, only to drag them in front of the bathtub. With inexplicable diligence, he placed them at an equal distance before jamming his longest sword into one of the seat’s many gaps.

“What are you doing?” I huffed.

He cast off his cape and draped one end over the coat rack and the other over the sword, creating some kind of partition between the bathtub and the rest of the room.

“Have your bath,” he clipped, swiping his pouch and his dagger from the bench. “I’m going to get some food.”

I could not describe it—the expression on his face as he stormed out of the room. For a man with no heart, he looked exquisitely heartbroken.
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Apollo



The gods were fucking with me.

I just knew the old bastards were having a blast at my expense right now. I knew because Nepheli Curiosity was going to be the metaphorical death of me, and this had to be fairly entertaining considering my condition. They put her on my path to mock me. This had to be it.

Okay, fine. So perhaps it had been my choice to walk into her Shop. And yes, it had also been my choice to take her with me and not let the creatures suck the soul right out of her or whatever these guardians did to simple mortals such as herself, but since when was a man going for a little shopping and saving a girl from monsters such a punishment-worthy offense?

Gods, why was I so terrible at kidding myself? If there had ever been a day in desperate need of a little delusion, it had to be this one.

The truth was, this was all my fault. It wasn’t destiny or stars or sadistic immortals. It was just me doing what I did best. Making bad decisions.

I’d known the creatures were following me, and yet I’d walked into her Shop in the same slapdash, impulsive way I did all things. But what else could I’ve done? It was the last Curiosity Shop in the Realm that I hadn’t yet searched. The last place the box could have ended up. I had to try. I had to make sure she didn’t have it.

Not that I would know what to look for exactly. But I always hoped I would be able to feel it if I ever stumbled upon it. It did contain my heart, after all.

In the words of my friend Walder, I was suffering from an incurable case of selfish bastard, and Nepheli—insufferably stubborn, self-righteous, and yes, fine, annoyingly beautiful Nepheli—was just the latest victim of this rotten disease.

A shoulder smacked against mine as I treaded from the common room to the kitchen to order some food, and the tireless bustle of the inn snapped back into focus.

“If it isn’t the pretty boy again,” the thick-headed wanker from earlier sneered at me. “Where is that feisty wife of yours?”

One thing about me: I never got mad. Irritated? Surely. A little impatient sometimes? Oh well, no one was perfect. But raving, mouth-frothing mad? Never. In fact, the only good thing about being heartless was that you honestly ceased giving a fuck about anything and anyone. Perhaps the sole remnant of the man I’d once been was that I was just as even-tempered—if my father had taught me anything, it was that a true gentleman never picked a fight. However, he was inclined to finish them if the circumstances demanded it.

So, I whirled around, swung my fist, and punched the ugly cockwad right in the face.

The room outburst in hoots and cheers as he grunted out a curse and catapulted himself to me, making us both lurch backward and crash against the wall.

The fight was brazenly unequal. He was a human who could die. I was a human who could not. He had picked up his fighting skills by brawling in brothels. I had been trained by the most accomplished professionals in the Royal Guard. So perhaps it was cruel of me that I smashed an elbow into the side of his skull, that tender spot high on his temple, and then grabbed a fistful of his hair, pulled his head forward, and beat my forehead down on his nose. But, really now, any man who thought he could talk to a woman the way he’d talked to Nepheli deserved at the very least a broken nose and a few cracked ribs—so I used my momentum and went for the ribs next.

And to think Nepheli had accused me of being mad because she had stood up for herself. I was annoyed that she didn’t listen. I told her to keep quiet. I told her not to draw any attention to herself, but she just had to start an argument about the damned rooms, didn’t she?

Insufferable woman.

Obviously, things were different when I traveled alone. I could be as reckless and conspicuous as I wanted to be, but Nepheli didn’t have the luxury of an unbreakable body. She was star-made, yes, but not undead. I dragged her here, and it was my responsibility now to return her to Elora as intact as she had left it.

I had to believe that even after everything, I still had this kind of honor in me. I had to believe myself salvageable. Otherwise, this wild, unremitting hunt for my heart was all for nothing. What was the point of regaining my heart only to find that I had lost my soul in the process?

So here I was, bloody and vengeful, instead of enjoying a nice evening of booze, cards, and frivolous company.

The wanker shook off the blow I managed at the base of his lungs, leaving a high, pulmonary sound, and charged at me anew, head first, like a godsdamned bull. He sent me in a backward reel just as his friend stalked behind me and smacked a chair on my head, the wooden planks hailing over me in splinters.

For a moment, I felt pain—deep, bone-shuttering pain, and hope sparked in my chest. Because to have a heart was to feel pain, and to feel pain was to be alive.

But then the moment passed.

The moment always passed.

I spat out blood and hauled up my dagger.

This was going to be a long night.
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Nepheli



The brawl downstairs grew so loud that I could no longer hear my own thoughts, let alone quell my pounding heart. I ended up in the bathtub with my head underwater, holding my breath, and watching the refractions gleam and flutter like a pair of iridescent wings.

The North didn’t have as many advanced inventions as the South since they relied on magic for most things, but thankfully, this was a relatively modern bathtub. However, the pipes had accumulated such an unsettling amount of grime and rust that it was a miracle the thing worked at all.

Initially, I’d had a funny image pop up in my head of twisting the spigots only for something outrageous to pour out—perhaps a talking frog instead of water. I always caught myself thinking of the oddest things whenever I was this nervous. And gods knew I was sick with worry.

I had no idea how Apollo intended to get me back to Elora. His promise to help me was as vague as his manners, and I was anxious for him to return to the room and lay out some sort of plan that would put my mind at ease.

In the meantime, I tried my best to scrub this horrible day off my body before the water got too cold. I found a single bar of unscented soap clinging on a small metal tray atop the footstool next to the bathtub, and although it did a decent enough job to clean my body, when I brushed the lather through my hair, its texture grew tacky and grainy, and I spent a terribly long time trying to rinse it off, groaning incoherent curses under my breath.

Eventually, the door creaked, and heavy footsteps thudded on the old floor. I cowered into the tub, bringing my knees flush with my breasts. “Apollo?”

There was a long pause. Then a tired sigh. “Yes, darling?”

“I haven’t finished yet.”

“You don’t say. And here I was chatting up with the other Nepheli on the bed,” he retorted.

I rolled my eyes at the ceiling. “Can you hand me a towel, please? I forgot.”

Apollo fumbled around the room, opening drawers here and there while muttering unintelligibly to himself. He must have finally found one because his footsteps carried him alarmingly close to the impromptu partition.

“Don’t come closer,” I blurted out, wavering in such panic inside the tub that water spilled from the edges.

“Then how am I supposed to hand you the damned towel?” growled Apollo.

“Throw it,” I bit out.

He made a low, indignant sound and tossed the towel over the partition. I caught it in midair and exhaled in relief.

As I got out of the tub, wrapping the rough cloth tightly around my body, I realized, to my absolute dismay, that, out of habit, I’d left my clothes folded in a stack atop the bench at the foot of the bed. If I were in my Shop now, the cauldron would be gurgling in exasperation as if to say, Where’s your head today, girl?

I got on my toes and took a peek over the partition, clutching the edge of the towel as if my life depended on it.

Apollo was sitting on the bed, crouched low, and busy unlacing his boots.

I turned around, too embarrassed to look him in the eye, and cleared my throat. “Can you please pass me my garments too?”

“Oh, goody,” he wryly muttered. “It is so rare I get to be a handmaiden these days.”

“Is it your job to be this obnoxious?” I hissed. “Is there some sort of competition that I’m unaware of? Will you get a medal for the most odious man in The Faraway North if you win?”

Apollo bristled. “I knew the gods were fucking with me.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” he snarled as he tossed me my chemise. “Get dressed. Your soup will get cold.”

Well, at least he brought some food for me too. I was surprised he thought of it at all.

I dug my nails into the soft, lace-trimmed cotton of my chemise, trying not to think too much that the Prince of Thaloria had just seen and touched my undergarments, and waited patiently for him to hand me the rest.

“Come on, I’m freezing here,” I grumbled, shifting my weight from my heels to my toes to produce some heat. Oh, how I missed my lovely, clean, warm Shop now, with its tireless fire and cozy armchairs. I needed socks and a steaming cup of tea. And a fuzzy blanket. And a good book that preferably had nothing to do with handsome, albeit insufferable princes. “Apollo, where is the rest?”

“I gave you your chemise. How many more clothes do you need for sleep?”

Well, nothing else, obviously, but it was already enough that I was sharing a room and a bed with this horrible man. I wasn’t about to do it wearing only a semi-diaphanous undergarment too.

I chewed at the corner of my lip. “It’s not… proper.”

“Darling,” he said, his voice frothing with sarcasm, “someone got stabbed in the kneecap downstairs, there is a couple fucking in the hall outside our door, and that creaking sound you keep hearing is probably the guy next door rubbing one out on his bed. You couldn’t make things more improper even if you slept butt naked.”

“Rubbing… what out?” I stammered through a wave of confusion.

“Gods, help me,” groaned Apollo.

“Never mind,” I seethed as I slipped into my chemise before folding the towel on the footstool next to the tub.

Now that the sun had taken its rest, the room wallowed in comforting semi-darkness, the only source of light being the yellow-hued sconces on the walls, and so my garment didn’t appear too insubstantial to be considered scandalous. I just had to wake up before Apollo in the morning and get myself properly dressed.

Gods, I was being ridiculous, wasn’t I? But to my defense, even that one night I had spent with Ryker before he left for the East, we had made love late at night in his warm, lightless bedroom, and after we were done, we had fumbled clumsily for our clothes in the dark. So I wasn’t exactly used to anyone seeing me like this, let alone a complete stranger.

I sucked in a breath, balled my fingers into fists, and walked away from the partition.

Apollo was sitting on the bed with his neck stretched all the way back and a bloodied cloth pressed to his nose.

All my silly consternation dissipated, and a genuine sense of worry drilled through my bones as I reeled across the room. “For the love of Estia, what happened to you?”

I crouched over him, trying to check the state of his face behind the cloth, but he wasn’t feeling particularly cooperative.

“I fell,” he rasped.

“You fell?”

“On the stairs.”

I eyed in suspicion his black eye, broken nose, and the two ceramic bowls of food resting on the nightstand. “Yet the bowls didn’t break and the soup didn’t spill?” I deadpanned, my gaze trailing to the red and torn skin of his knuckles. “And let me guess, you fell knuckles first.”

Apollo sighed, straightened his head, and crumbled the dirty cloth in his fist. It was an infinitesimal movement, but I was actually able to see the bone at the bridge of his nose as it snapped back into place.

Gods, he really was unbreakable.

“What do you want me to say, Nepheli? That I got into a stupid fight with the stupid wanker from earlier?” he gritted out, his eyes averted from me. I debated whether he was simply uncomfortable admitting this, or if he was being courteous for once, considering my half-undressed state.

My brows shot up to my hairline. “You did?”

His throat bobbed. “It wasn’t right. What he said to you. How he looked at you. It wasn’t right.”

“I didn’t know heartless people could tell right from wrong.” This I didn’t say with any spite or resentment but with sincere curiosity. It was impossible not to be curious while standing in front of a corporeal marvel of magic. He was healing right before my eyes, and not the way a normal person would heal—a tender bruise shifting from mean reds to cold purples and sickly greens. No. Apollo was healing in reverse, his very existence transcending the restraints of time.

“My moral compass works perfectly fine,” he deadpanned. “I just forget to look at it sometimes.”

“Is it hard for you?” I asked a bit more gently, trying to show him some understanding. “To be without your heart?”

His eyes snapped at mine, cold and inscrutable like the night sky. “The heart is an unwilling lover of the body, darling. It never wants what it’s supposed to want. It never sits and listens. It never asks you for permission. It just breaks and craves until you go mad trying to appease it. I’m better off without it,” he claimed as he raised his now-healed hand to me. “And being indestructible also has its benefits, don’t you think?”

I gaped at him, astonished at this pessimistic take on being human. What was a human without their heart, anyway? Without their ability to love and be loved? Oftentimes—usually after reading something particularly romantic—I asked myself this one question: Are we human because we fall in love or do we fall in love because we are human? Because that was how inseparable love and humanity were in my mind; one could not exist without the other. My only dilemma was whether love was our nature or our purpose.

And now here Apollo was—heartless, loveless, and perfectly human.

I closed my mouth and asked warily, “So you chose this?”

He shrugged. “In a way.”

“And you heal,” I persisted now that he was finally indulging me with answers. “That’s why you can’t die.”

Apollo launched to his feet and towered over me, his dark locks tumbling over his stormy eyes. “The curse made me undead. This is how I can live without a heart. And a heartless man can’t enter the Underworld. The spirits won’t allow me passage. So I heal instead.”

“So, technically, you’re not twenty-seven, since you became undead at the age of…”

“Twenty,” he gritted out.

“Then, again, technically, since I am twenty-three, I’m older than you.”

Apollo gave me a blunt look. “Would that make you happy, Nepheli?”

I lifted my chin. “Actually, it would.”

“Then, darling, you’re older than me.”

“I didn’t realize you cared about my happiness,” I mocked.

“I don’t. I would just like for you to shut up so I can finally take a bath,” Apollo grunted and carefully slipped away. “Eat. If it gets cold, the taste will get worse.”

He stepped behind the partition and immediately started taking off his belt and trousers, the sounds of fabrics swishing and soughing exaggerated in the sudden silence. “You’re staring, darling,” he taunted as he dragged his shirt over his head.

By the stars, I was staring.

Blushing through my bones, I swiveled around and finally went to sit down on the bed. I forced down a few spoonfuls of the foul-smelling mush that passed for soup around here and decided that it was probably smarter to go to bed hungry than risk spending the entire night hugging the toilet. Instead, I sat back cross-legged and began braiding my hair, a soothing ritual I did every night as I prepared myself for sleep. “The food is atrocious. I’m just warning you,” I mumbled.

“I know,” he said over the wailing pipes as they strained to pump out fresh water. “My things are still at the inn in Elora, but I have spare toothbrushes in the brown pouch next to my sword if you want one.”

Rejoiced, I sprung off the bed to go and grab one.

Several toothbrushes were huddled together inside the linen pouch, along with two unopened tins of paste. But what caught my attention was the little brown container that was labeled as a ‘contraceptive’. Of course, he was taking the contraceptive tablets. I had no doubt that this man was as promiscuous as he was unpleasant.

I cleared my throat. “Why do you have so many toothbrushes in here?”

“Whenever I reach a city, I stock up on these things,” he explained.

“Smart,” I admitted.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” he clipped.

The second I heard the water sloshing aggressively around and realized he had emerged from the bathtub, I shuffled toward the small bathroom to give him some privacy. First, I checked if the sink spigots worked—thankfully they did—then I began brushing my teeth with the myrrh and mint paste, only to have the most intrusive little thought come straight at me mid-brush. This was the taste of his mouth. This was the taste of his kisses and his exhales. How strange was it that we shared that now?

As I returned to the bedroom, still toying with that flustering thought, I caught a brief sight of him as he crouched down to throw a lit match into the hearth, the pile of logs going up in flames with unexpected vigor—much like my sanity. Then he stood and turned around. And my heart almost left my body. Because he was wet and naked, apart from a tinny towel that hung obscenely low on his hips.

If there had ever been a debate about whether or not life was unfair, Apollo’s existence would settle the argument once and for all. The gods just had to make him wealthy, powerful, handsome, unbreakable, and with the body of some fairytale knight. They just couldn’t leave something for the rest of us, could they? No, Apollo simply had to have the most beautiful bronze skin and stupendously sculpted muscles, and strong arms, and chiseled abdomen, each and every line deliciously pronounced from his obliques to his pelvis.

Whoever was responsible for the good-gene distribution in this world had some serious explaining to do.

“You’re staring again, darling,” Apollo crooned, grinning his witty rake’s smile.

I swiveled around so fast that I got myself dizzy. “Put your damned clothes on!” I growled, although, to be honest, there were not enough clothes in the world he could put on now to successfully erase that particular image from my head.

“Look at that, Little Miss Butterfly, all flustered and excited,” he drawled, his steps wandering about the room.

“I am not excited, you conceited brute,” I hissed, my cheeks burning. “You’re just a man. There’s nothing special about you.”

“Well, being heartless does make me a bit special, don’t you think?” Apollo mocked. “Of course, my killer grey eyes do add to the general allure of my person.”

“Being heartless doesn’t make you special,” I muttered through clenched teeth. “It just makes you cruel.”

“No retort about the eyes, huh? I see. So you do like something about me.”

As he went to brush his teeth, I remained pinned to my spot, staring at the grey-brown planks of the wall with my skin tingling and my heart taking dancing lessons on the floor of my chest.

Finally, the bed screeched, and Apollo cooed, “You can turn around now, darling.”

I did, hesitantly. He was already tucked under the bedcover with one arm propped behind his head as a pillow. His undershirt was so white that it paled the shadows of the room and made his skin look warmer, almost ethereal, and when his smoldering eyes fell on me, intense enough to make me aware of the most microscopic mechanisms of my body, my fingers flew up to close around my pendant.

He regarded the gesture with a raised brow. “Are you going to stand there all night, Little Butterfly?”

“Not all night,” I clipped and tried to divert his attention away from me. “Aren’t you going to eat first?”

“I ate in the kitchen. These were for you. Now stop stalling.”

I swallowed. “I’m not stalling.”

He sighed at the ceiling. “Nepheli, darling, please don’t make me get up and drag you to bed. We have a very long journey tomorrow. You need to rest.”

At the mention of our journey, my good sense resharpened, and my previous anxieties returned to me at once.

I slipped into the bed, as mindful as I could be of the wisp of linen between us, and rested my head back on the pillow, admittedly grateful that he hadn’t taken it for himself. The covers were already warm from his body, and I pulled them up to my neck, desperate for some heat. He shifted, trying to give me a bit more space. The bed creaked. The fire crackled. My knees cracked. The side of my thigh touched his hip, but neither of us moved about it.

We were so close and so quiet, I was afraid he’d be able to hear the thudding of my heart. I remembered reading something like that in a novel once, and I finally understood what the protagonist meant. That dreadful feeling of being discovered. That harsh betrayal of your own body.

“About that,” I began, my voice hoarse. “How exactly am I going to return to Elora?”

He released a long breath. “Once we reach the city, I’ll get you on the first ship that sails out to the South. You’ll have an escort to ensure your safety and a handmaiden to tend to your needs or to just keep you company if you’re too used to taking care of yourself. Either way, she’ll be there for you. And of course, I’ll reimburse you for the damages, lost business, and all the distress I’ve put you through.” He turned his head to face me. “Does that sound okay, darling?”

He’d really thought of everything, hadn’t he?

Okay, fine. Perhaps Apollo Zayra wasn’t so horrid after all. Of course, he still hadn’t properly apologized to me, but at least I felt a bit more assured now that I knew he had a plan.

And maybe, just maybe, I could go to sleep now and feel a tiny bit excited that tomorrow morning I would wake up in the most enchanted kingdom in the Asteria Realm, the place where magic was birthed and curiosity was forever celebrated.

I tried to picture myself in Thaloria, wearing one of those fancy, elaborate garments I’d read about in the papers while strolling by over-bright storefronts and opulent theaters, my every step leading me to newness, my heart pounding from the thrill of the unknown, my senses taut and outstretched for any evidence of magic. And there would be so much magic to see, to learn, to master, and so many people to talk about all the things that never failed to make the blood quicken in my veins and my heart leap with joy.

How would I look to these people with my strange hair, my curious eyes, my thirsty ears? Would I be just another girl? Would I fit perfectly, like a lost piece of a puzzle? Or would I still be marked by this invisible veil of otherness I seemed to wear? Was the extent of one’s strangeness only as large as the world they lived in?

I stole a glance at Apollo, a man who’d seen so much of the world that I figured he had to have the answer. And I knew he would be honest—brutally so, for he didn’t have the capacity to care about my silly little heart at all.

The handsome line of his profile was perfectly serene, his lips slightly parted, and his black eyelashes lowered, drifting into the calm of sleep.

“Apollo?”

“Yes, darling?”

“Do you think I’m strange?”

He stifled a yawn. “Do you care if I think you’re strange?”

Something caught in my throat—a fear I couldn’t swallow. “I don’t know.”

His eyes opened and met mine. “You like magic, right?”

“Of course, I like magic. I’m a Curiosity.”

“Don’t you think magic is strange?”

“It’s not the same. Magic is magnificent.” I fiddled with the end of my braid, biting down on my lip. “I’m afraid I’m just odd.”

“Magic is magnificent because it doesn’t sit around caring if strangers think it’s odd,” Apollo argued. “You can’t wish for magic and then dread it when you finally meet it, Nepheli. You’ll go mad for contradicting yourself like that.”

“Sometimes, I think I only wish Elora was more magical so I wouldn’t stand out so much. Me and the Shop. I would be like everyone else,” I blurted out, my face flushed with embarrassment.

“You don’t want to be like everyone else,” he said, rather resolutely. “You want to be extraordinary. You’re just terrified of the journey that will get you there.”

I took on a rueful expression. “You think you have me all figured out, don’t you?”

A smug little smirk tugged up the corners of his mouth. “I do, in fact.”

“You know nothing about me,” I hissed.

“Let me paint you a picture and tell me if it rings any bells, yes?” he said, his eyes drifting to the ceiling as if he were watching it all unfold over the wooden planks. “You’re sitting at a table. Let’s call this table life.”

“Oh there’s going to be a metaphor too,” I mocked.

He ignored me, his tone dry but relentless, “You’re sitting at this table, and there is wonderful food being served to you constantly, and everybody else around you feasts and enjoys, but not you. You wait. You save your appetite for something better, tastier. You’re starving yourself, but you don’t care. You’re ravenous, but you don’t wither. You’re too determined, perhaps even too accustomed to the waiting. But now you’re starting to realize all the flavors you’ve missed—the smells, the textures. Not every dish that was served to you was extraordinary, but now you think that maybe it was worth tasting regardless. But you’ve missed it all. You’ve wasted all this time waiting for something you’re starting to fear might not be served at all.”

Irrationally, I wanted to be furious with him. How dare he tell me in this nonchalant way of his what I wasn’t ready to hear? His portrayal of me cracked me right open and left me feeling helpless and hating myself for feeling helpless. Why couldn’t I be more like him? Hiding everything behind a wall of sarcasm and casual indifference. I bet no one could ever make him feel exposed and vulnerable like that.

But I could not siphon enough anger from my bones to say anything about it. I could not scoff or joke or feign offense. Because his hand had fallen in the small space between our bodies, and it was all I could think about now. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it—his little finger resting right next to mine. Electricity sparked in that microscopic distance, in the tantalizing possibility of a touch.

My hand trembled. My breath strained to reach my lungs.

“I didn’t realize I was so easy to read,” I finally muttered.

“You’re not,” he said, his voice keenly quiet. “I’m just getting better at it. I meet new people every day, after all.”

“It must be nice,” I considered. “Being able to make friends so easily.”

“I said nothing about friendship, darling,” Apollo drawled, on the verge of laughter. “But I have to be able to read people if I am to lure them into dubious inns to devour their hearts.”

Furiously, I turned to smack him on the shoulder with the back of my hand. “You’re horrible. Absolutely horrendous.”

“Look at us having an argument before bed. It’s like we’re actually married,” he retorted and shifted to his side, the bed making an alarming creaking sound at the sudden movement.

I glared at his back, resisting the urge to shove him off the bed altogether. But then I reminded myself that making an enemy out of a heartless, powerful royal was probably not the smartest idea, so I breathed through my nose, unclenched my jaw, and turned on my side too.

A few silent moments ticked away, then a quiet rasp, “Nepheli?”

I groaned. “What now?”

“I…” he hesitated, and the bed complained again as his massive body shifted. “I’m sorry. For all the trouble, I mean. I’m never certain when I’m supposed to use the heart I don’t have.” He sighed. “I know an apology doesn’t rectify the situation. But I’ll make it up to you. This much, I can promise.”

“It’s okay,” I whispered, a bit startled at his confession. “I forgive you.”

He paused, just as surprised as I was. “You do?”

“What can I say? Keeping a grudge gives you wrinkles.”

He laughed under his breath. Apollo had one of those laughs that, once you learned it, you could recognize anywhere. Deep and husky, like woodsmoke fuming in the night.

Suddenly, I felt him move closer, the covers rustling, his hands slipping over me. My heart lurched into my stomach. I veered in a panic. “What are you doing?”

The outline of his figure looked daunting in the firelight as he hovered next to me, propped on his elbows.

“I was just trying to cover you with my side of the blanket. It’s really cold tonight,” he bit out, clearly offended. “Gods, Nepheli, what did you think I was going to do?”

To be honest, nothing of this sort.

Surely I wasn’t as seasoned as the Prince of Thaloria, but I was far from naive either. I knew when to be on my guard, and a man who occasionally forgot to check his moral compass had to be on top of the list of people one should suspect of the utmost impropriety.

“I… Nothing,” I stammered, pulling the covers over my head. “Goodnight.”

Apollo snorted. “I’m perfectly capable of keeping my hands to myself, you know,” he said before adding with just the right amount of scorn to infuriate me, “Besides, you’re hardly so irresistible.”

“Shut up,” I hissed.

Although I couldn’t see it, I heard the audacious little smirk in his voice. “Goodnight, Little Butterfly.”

“I said, shut up.”
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Apollo



Iwoke up in the middle of the night when something feathery tickled under my nose. Realization came to me slowly, like a seaweed rising to the surface of the ocean. Hair. Long, soft hair. I blinked a few times, and there she was—Nepheli, curled inside my arms. Her fingers had dug deep into my back. Her face was pressed into my chest. Her knees were tangled between my own. She smelled of magic and wildflowers, and I felt like basking in the sun.

Something that resembled panic overcame me, for how lovely the pressure of her body was, how comforting it felt to be bathing in each other’s warmth, and how perfectly our limps were locked together, in all the right ways and in all the right places.

Or perhaps all bodies fit like this, and I’d simply forgotten. When was the last time I’d stayed around long enough to sleep the entire night next to a woman anyway? Six years? Five? It was impossible to remember.

I slipped out of the bed as stealthily as I could and threw another log into the hearth to keep the fire going before I stepped towards the one window of the room. The glass was fogged, and I had to rub my shirtsleeve over it a few times to take a look outside. The night was cold, but beautiful. The mountains dreaming beneath their verdant covers in the moonlit distance, the giant trees wavering under the wind, the dragonflies flickering like the lights of a faraway city, the sky rolling out in a buttery, delicious shade of plum, and the stars… well, the stars…

I stole a glance at Nepheli, her silver silhouette aglow in the night. She looked like a star, too. Something you could bestow your most unutterable wishes on. Something you wanted to believe in. Something you knew you couldn’t ever have.

Or at least that was how she looked to a man like me.

I taunted her about it because she was fun to tease, but if I was being honest, truly honest, I envied her life. Her reassuring, steady, slow life with its small curiosities and simple pleasures. I could not remember the last time I’d taken pleasure in anything, yet I could easily picture Nepheli taking pleasure in everything. A warm cup of tea in the morning, a lazy afternoon nap on her sofa, a chilly night hiding under the covers with her pretty nose stuck in a book, and her clear-water eyes wide with excitement. Her only tragedy was an internal conflict between her twin cravings for curiosity and life and her twin fears of newness and otherness.

She had no idea how ineffably lucky she was to have the option of being new, to hope for change and discovery.

I could never change. To become someone better, you needed the heart to do it.

If I were normal, I would be in pain now. I would feel a delirious sort of pressure on my sternum. I would feel lightheaded from breathing too hard. I would want to scream to the skies: I’m sorry. I was a fool. Please change me back. I made a mistake. I want to change now. And perhaps some god or ancient entity would hear my pleas and deem me worthy of saving after all.

It was ridiculous, wasn’t it? To stand here, wishing to be able to feel pain and despair once again.

But on nights like this one, it was all I could think of.

To have a heart.
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Nepheli



Sometimes, I had these elaborate, vivid dreams, and when I’d wake up in the morning, I’d be convinced that reality was a dream and that the dream was reality.

I felt exactly like this now, overwhelmed by a dreamlike, upside-down sort of sense.

I was certain that I had opened my eyes to a dream, and in that strange, tender dream, I was trapped. My face was buried in Apollo’s loose undershirt. His huge arms were flung possessively around me, one hand at the small of my back, the other around my neck. His hips were flush against mine, and his knee was tangled between my own. And I was holding on to him too, my fingers deep into his back, making little fists around the fabric of his shirt, as if he’d tried to move away during the night but I’d forbidden him.

I knew I should move, but my body disagreed. The room was cold, and he was so irresistibly hot, like a patch of sunbaked gravel. His heat permeated me to the bone and lulled me back to sleep. For those brief seconds, in that odd yet lovely dreamscape, he wasn’t Apollo Zayra, Prince of Broken Hearts. He was just a boy with rough palms and warm arms, his scent fresh off his chest wrapping me up in notes of woodsmoke and mint. I wished to stay like this forever, basking in the wonderful and almost inexpressible comfort of being held.

But then, I felt something. Something thick and hard prodded at my abdomen.

The realization struck me like a rock in the head.

This was not a dream.

“Apollo!” I yelped and pulled back so violently that I fell off the bed and tumbled to the floor.

“What?” he gasped, springing up with half-opened eyes to fumble for his sword. “What happened? What’s going on?”

“Your…” I panted, grabbing onto the edge of the mattress to lift myself up. “Your…”

Not only was he wearing his white linen undershorts, which did nothing to cover him to begin with, but the size of it too was absolutely preposterous.

Apollo followed the path of my eyes and groaned in utter exasperation, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Oh for fuck’s sake, Nepheli,” he cursed as he tossed his sword back on the bench. “I thought someone got in here!”

“Just…” I snatched the pillow and threw it at him. “Cover it.”

The bastard ducked his head, and the thing flew right over him. “If you’d stop looking at it, maybe it’d go away. It likes your attention, darling,” he mocked, and he had the audacity to adjust himself in front of me before grabbing his trousers from the bench.

Smoldering with frustration, I took a dramatic, no-nonsense tone, striding up to him. “From now on and for the remainder of our journey, clothing is not optional. Am I making myself clear?”

Apollo, unbothered and unimpressed, cocked his head to the side and raked his eyes over my body. “That goes both ways.”

I glanced down at my nightdress to find the thin cotton almost translucent in the bright light of dawn.

Before I could even begin to express my mortification, Apollo slid past me and stormed out of the room.

I whined under my breath. “I hate this man.”

◆◆◆

 

The closer we traveled to the city, the more conspicuous magic seemed to grow.

Pixies and sprites coiled amongst the branches of the trees, shuffling and rustling, chirping and giggling, their soaring bodies like tiny rainbow clouds hailing iridescent dust over the Dragonfly.

A dramatic change befell the scenery as well; the birches gave in to a dense web of shagbark trees, which explained how Apollo had been so able to pinpoint our location yesterday by simply scanning our environs, and the foliage was lusher and brighter, as if the soil here was drunk on magic instead of water. The boughs leaned down to grasp each other, forming arches of fairytale green over our heads with only a few ribbons of light to poke through the intricate mesh. Berry brambles flanked our trail, and tiny, pixie houses sprouted amid the basil bushes and the wildflowers.

Thankfully, breakfast at the inn wasn’t nearly as dreadful as dinner (they had even served tea, and honestly, there was nothing a decent cup of tea couldn’t fix), so I had plenty of energy now to study every magical detail the forest was willing to reveal to me. I couldn’t wait to tell the Shop about the things I’d seen here, to hear its cauldron bubble with enthusiasm, the bells jingling, and the floors creaking melodically in response—the soothing sounds of home.

Apollo, on the other hand, looked far from enthusiastic. His lips were sewn into a tight line, and his eyes were keen on the trail. He had the look of a hunter or a warrior rather than a prince, with his big hands ready for a fight and his tall, muscular body drawn in anticipation.

“Where are we going to stay tonight?” I asked, assuming that his apparent consternation was because of some unexpected bump in the plan.

“At a friend’s house,” he said without taking his eyes off the path. “Tomorrow we’ll have to camp, and the day after we’ll stay at my cousin’s. The manor’s location does add about an hour to our journey, but at least you’ll get some proper rest.”

“Okay,” I breathed out. “So if you have it all planned out, then why do you look so worried?”

“I’m not worried. I’m alert. We’ll have to cross Fairyland soon.”

At once, delirious, merry-gold excitement fizzed through my bloodstream. “Really?” I exclaimed, clapping my hands together. “We’re going to see the fairies?”

Apollo glared at me. “Can you not be so excited to see these horrible beasts?”

“I know fairies can be a little playful and even cunning at times, but they’re hardly beasts,” I remarked, leaning on my parasol to skip over a large moss-covered rock.

“You’re thinking about the fairies of the East,” Apollo noted. “Fairies have a much larger influence here. The Dragonfly is their predominant territory, and I don’t know what you’ve read in your little books, but fairies here will do pretty much anything to keep you in their domain.”

“When you say to keep you…” I trailed off.

“To play with you.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. Playing with fairies must be lovely.”

Apollo rolled his eyes at the boughs. “Not the fun kind of playing, Nepheli.”

I cast him an incredulous look. “Then how come no book has ever mentioned this?”

“Lore changes from place to place because fairies change too. It’s easy to wrongly conceptualize a species that is so unpredictable.”

I slid a finger beneath the warm metal of my pendant, anxiety creeping into my heart. “Have you crossed Fairyland before?”

Apollo gave a curt nod. “I’ve gone through this forest about a hundred times. There is no way around Fairyland.”

“Okay,” I whispered, chewing at my lip.

As he turned his head to me, lace-like shadows sculpted his face softly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”

“I’m fine. Although I am curious—”

“You? Curious? I’m floored,” he deadpanned.

I tried to slap him on the arm, but he slipped sideways with a short, taunting laugh.

“History dictates that every human from The Faraway North has a little bit of magic in their veins,” I ventured. “So how come you don’t have any?”

“You mean besides my infinite charm,” Apollo drawled, grinning wide.

I focused my eyes on the route ahead and did not allow myself to even entertain the idea that perhaps his magic was indeed a devastatingly handsome face and a wickedly clever tongue.

“I know the Queen has magic, and I also know that magic sometimes skips a generation but—”

“My father is from the West,” he explained, shrugging. “That’s why I don’t have any magic. I take after him.”

I waddled closer to him, compelled by interest. “Is it true he was the Queen’s personal guard?”

Apollo merely nodded as he outstretched one hand to lift a low-hanging branch so I could pass under. After that, the path widened, and the underbrush grew smooth and even, the light streaking freer through the boughs. Our steps paced, and I had the chance to breathe in the clean, magic-flecked air before speaking again, “That’s so romantic. He thought he could only love her from afar, but she was willing to defy years of tradition to be with him.”

“Can we talk about something else?” Apollo grumbled, his hand flexing on the grip of the sword that dangled from his hip.

I scowled at him. “You cannot keep a nice conversation for longer than a minute, can you?”

“Yes, darling, that’s it. You’ve finally figured me out,” he wryly retorted before halting mid-step. “Here.”

I frowned at the wide, mossy base of the tree he was looking at. “What is here?”

“A good spot to rest for a bit. Last stop for today,” he announced, shrugged off his cape, and sprawled it like a picnic blanket over the patch of moss.

I hooked my hands on my hips and shot him a suspicious look. “I thought you said you didn’t want to stop at all today.”

He unbuckled his baldric and dropped it next to his cape before settling himself down with a sigh. “I don’t want to stop. But you have been dragging your feet for the past thirty minutes, and I need you in full strength before we enter Fairyland. Now sit your butt down.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t your court who cursed you? They were probably sick of you bossing them around,” I huffed.

Apollo squinted against the sun as he shot his steely gaze up at me. “Are you always this disagreeable just for the sake of disagreeing?”

“I am not disagreeable. You’re just a world-class—”

Apollo flung out a hand, grabbed my ankle, and yanked me forward. I fell right into his arms, and he fell back onto the ground. Our chests collided. Our noses bumped. Our lips nearly brushed. Fury bubbled in my veins, but then… his eyes. His eyes looked more blue than grey from this distance, like the ocean before a storm.

His big hands skidded down to my lower waist and lingered on that spot at the small of my back where my curls ended. I felt his fingers twitching. I could have sworn he was trying to resist brushing them through my locks. I could have sworn he was staring at my mouth like he was dying from thirst, and I was a cupful of water. But then his lips twisted in that self-satisfied, smug little smirk of his, and my good sense reemerged with an unhealthy serving of loathing.

I growled. “I hate you.”

His smile widened. “I know, darling. I kind of like it.”

I curled my knee and knocked it into his groin as hard as I could before rolling off him.

Apollo cursed and groaned, doubling over with his hands between his legs. “Fuck, Nepheli! I was just joking!”

“If you grab me like that again, I swear to the gods, I’ll castrate you,” I snarled, aggressively brushing down my skirts.

He muttered something under his breath that sounded a lot like the
most
insufferable woman, which, if anything, was outstandingly hypocritical given that Apollo Zayra was the Crowned Prince of insufferable.

After he was able to sit upright again, he tossed me the leather flask that he had dangling from one of the many sheaths of his baldric.

“Truce?” he muttered in grudging acquiescence.

Oh, if only I didn’t need you to return me home. “Truce,” I gritted out.

I allowed myself a few moments to regain the rhythm of my heart before drinking hungrily from the lip. I almost finished the whole thing off before it occurred to me to ask if he wanted some water too. “Sorry,” I heaved, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “I should have left you more.”

Apollo shrugged. “I saved it all for you anyway.”

I stared at him, a little surprised.

He merely folded his arms behind his head, closed his eyes, and basked in the tree’s generous shade. He did everything so easily. He was so confident in his body that his every movement was lithe and unself-conscious. I wondered what it was like to go through life like that. Gliding. Acting instead of questioning. Being instead of fearing.

On a surface level, at least, Apollo was easy to watch, easy to get used to. The rough skin of his palms, his bronze neck, the sides of his face, chiseled and sunbaked—and the way his eyes fell on you when he felt like being kind and you felt like seeing a miracle.

I tucked that thought away and lay down next to him, keenly aware of my limps. I liked the way the ground felt beneath my body. It was an unfamiliar comfort. I was a city girl. I had never had those summers in the countryside, toes in the grass, frolicking in the backyard kind of childhood. I thought that maybe, in another life, I would like to live like this.

Slowly, I relaxed. My breathing paced. My mind emptied. My muscles softened. For a few moments, there was nothing to worry about, nothing to consider. Only the leafy boughs wavering in the wind, the light peering through, playful and warm, and the butterflies fluttering from blossom to blossom, indecisive by the plentifulness of the forest.

“It’s nice here,” I murmured. “I can’t remember the last time I sat outside like this. It makes me feel weirdly nostalgic. Like I want to redo girlhood.”

“You should see it in the summer,” Apollo said, quiet, eyes still closed. “Everything’s golden. The air smells of honey. You fall asleep to the rattle of the cicadas. Never too hot. Never too dry. Just right.”

“Do you spend every summer here?”

“I haven’t spent a summer here in years.”

I twisted my neck to glance at him. “Why not?”

“I’ve been traveling a lot,” was his only answer.

“Is this your passion? Seeing the world?”

Apollo grimaced. “I don’t have passions. I am, in fact, utterly passionless.” His voice was as indifferent as ever, but there was an undercurrent of tension that made me think I was edging onto dangerous ground.

“I don’t think that’s true,” I blurted out.

It should be true. A heartless man should be above all else without passion. Without dreams. But I didn’t think this was the case with Apollo. His soul remembered what it was like to be whole. His soul was still alive, and that was obvious. He was inconsiderate, but not unkind. He was impetuous, but not malevolent. No, Apollo had his soul. It just didn’t change the fact that he was still heartless.

I twirled last night’s words in my mind—all his talk about being better off without his heart. But what was the point of life without the heartache, the love, the moments of ineffable happiness? Was he really content with being cursed? Could he even feel contentment?

“There must be other things you want in life. Apart from being an aimless solivagant, that is,” I persisted.

“Oh, Miss Curiosity knows some big words,” Apollo whistled.

“Shut up,” I grumbled.

He laughed quietly. “You first, darling.”

Gods, why did I even bother? I should not speak a word to him for the rest of our journey. That would serve him right.

But to my surprise, he was the one who carried on with the conversation, “What about you, Little Butterfly? What is your passion?”

I cast him a withering side glance. “You don’t have to pretend that you care.”

“I’m genuinely curious,” he claimed.

I narrowed my eyes. “You only say that because you know I can’t resist indulging your curiosity.”

He met my gaze, smirking like a demon. “Then why are you resisting, darling?”

I blew out a breath, feeling strangely flustered. “Well… I’m passionate about many things, actually. I think a lot. And read. I tend to my plants—”

“No, no, no. You’re describing the life you have. I’m asking you about the life you dream of. Do you want to study magic? Do you want to see the world?”

The world. Such a small word. There was not enough of it. There was not enough in it. There was not enough art to feed my eyes. There were not enough books to soothe my soul. There was not enough magic, music, conversations to be held all night long. At least, there was not enough in my version of the world. So perhaps what I really meant was that there was not enough courage
in me
to experience the full extent of the world beyond my own.

“I dream of… everything,” I sighed, facing skyward. “I want the best parts of my life to be real, not just words on paper. I want to stop feeling so empty.” I uttered this last sentence so quietly that I thought he didn’t hear it. I hoped he didn’t hear it. There was a tremor in my voice too, a fearful hesitance as if to say, If you heard that, please don’t say something mean. It’s been so long since I’ve shared something personal with someone.

For several minutes, neither of us talked, or even moved, and I relaxed, thinking the conversation was over.

But then came a careful, almost shy, “Nepheli?”

“Hmm?”

“You’re not empty. You’re just… unfinished. You haven’t figured out who you want to be yet, and that’s okay. But you will, eventually, in your own time.”

Dumbfounded, I mumbled a timid, “Okay.”

“Okay,” he echoed flatly. “We should get going.”

“Yes, we should,” I agreed.

Neither of us moved.

“Five more minutes?” Apollo asked.

I only smiled.
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Apollo



Aplace this familiar should be a kaleidoscope of pretty childhood memories. Small adventures in the hollows of the trees, by the mist-dazed riverside, and by the leafy pixie houses that I used to sit cross-legged on the ground and observe for hours with my little cousin, Isa. Days full of laughter and imagination and possibility, time-bending and delirious with youth.

But all these golden boyhood memories were marred by the events of seven years ago. Now I saw the forest and thought of hunting down leads. I thought of loneliness and regret and things lost to me forever. Hundreds of miles of jittery anticipation: journeys East, fruitless and cold; expeditions West, feeling seasick and exhausted. My whole life was a lightweight stone sinking into deep water.

Gods, my life. What a mess I’d made of it.

I couldn’t feel nostalgia anymore, so I couldn’t really say that I had missed this. I hadn’t missed the reassuring buzz of the cicadas. I hadn’t missed the frothy sunrises of the North, the drowsy greeting of the day. I hadn’t missed sitting in the alcove of the drawing room back home, the windows flung open, the honeyed air whipping inside while I read the morning newspaper, sipping bitter, black tea. I hadn’t missed the solitude of my bedroom, the way rain lashed against the expansive windowpanes during the storm season. I used to cherish that solitude because it was easily shattered. I could just open my door and slip out of it whenever I pleased. People always yearned for solitude until they’d find themselves in places without doors to slip out of.

No, I hadn’t missed anything. And Nepheli next to me, now, all light and beauty, felt more like a part of those distant childhood memories than a part of my present.

It was odd to be here with her like this. My head was heavy. It was full of her. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all. 
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Nepheli



Ifelt much more relaxed and energized after our little break, but Apollo, to my surprise, seemed to grow even more pensive, and as our route split in two by a knoll shaded with curious orange trees, I couldn’t help but wonder about the accuracy of our direction.

“Left or right?”

“Left,” he said without a doubt.

My eyes drifted to the tall apple tree that stretched out above us, where a little sprite was currently gorging herself on a shiny red apple.

“Maybe we should ask for directions. Just to make sure,” I suggested.

Apollo scowled. “We don’t need directions. We’re going left.”

“You look apprehensive,” I pointed out, and in apt synchronicity, the vein in his forehead ticked, ticked, ticked.

“I look annoyed,” he deadpanned. “It’s because you’re annoying me.”

Gods, the mood swings of this man! And to think that a few minutes ago I was actually enjoying his company.

I turned my back on him, hooked my hands on my hips, and chimed politely to the sprite above us, “Excuse me, Miss? Could we bother you for directions?”

The sprite ignored me, her face still buried in the apple.

“Um, excuse me?”

A contemptuous little laugh came from Apollo. I glared at him over my shoulder. He rolled his eyes, put two fingers under his tongue, and whistled. The sprite finally looked down at us, irritated, if not a bit murderous.

Apollo gifted her his charming little half-smile. “Hello there, beautiful.”

The sprite, to my utter astonishment, perked up the second she settled her round purple eyes on him. The apple fell from her little hands and tumbled on the sod at my feet. She turned a burning shade of pink, looking truly thrilled, and grinned a cunning, sharp-toothed smile. “Hello, handsome.”

Oh, for goodness’ sake.

“Which way is Fairyland, beautiful?”

She lay down on a branch, lowered her glinting lashes, and asked in a tiny but sultry voice, “Looking for trouble, aren’t you?”

Apollo shrugged with his hands in his pockets, the portrait of boyish carelessness. “Only way to cross to the other side, isn’t it?”

The sprite nodded and gestured right from the knoll. “From the path you sometimes see and you sometimes don’t, it’s faster, but the route gets steep and rocky. A little dangerous for land-bound creatures.” Then she pointed left. “The path that’s always there will add twenty minutes to your journey, but it’s smoother. Just follow the wild basil. It’s a straight line to Fairyland—although some people would not find this a very good thing.”

Apollo mocked me with a haughty raise of his brows. “Told you.”

“Thank you for your time,” I sighed to the sprite.

Her lips widened to a monstrous, nightmarish grin. “Go get your ears eaten.”

A kind of terror descended on me. “What?”

“It’s how we say good luck in the North,” Apollo interjected. 

“That’s… not disconcerting at all,” I dryly muttered.

Apollo tipped his jaw for me to follow. “Come on, we’ve wasted enough time.”

When I lifted my gaze again, the sprite was gone, and only a thin trail of glittering dust remained behind.

The path left from the orange knoll was indeed smooth and welcoming. In fact, the forest seemed to get out of its way to clear our path. The trees and brambles were shuffled to the side so neatly that you’d think they’d been planted there by an assiduous gardener instead of nature’s hands.

I wondered if the sprite had called this the path that was always there because of how uncannily convenient it was—I could not imagine it being blocked even during the snowy winter months. Perhaps the fairies paved the way with the help of magic to lure humans into their domain. After such a pleasant journey, any traveler would be much more relaxed and therefore easier to trick.

After several minutes of echoey silence, I finally cast Apollo an inquisitive glance. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

“And we’re talking about…” he trailed off, the sarcasm sizzling in his voice.

“Your incessant flirting with everything that breathes.”

“Careful, Nepheli,” Apollo drawled. “You sound jealous.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I hissed. “I was merely wondering if this odious habit of yours is what has earned you your ominous title.”

“My title?”

“Prince of Broken Hearts?”

“Ah,” he mocked.

“So?” I persisted.

“So, I still think you sound a little jealous.”

I’d never met a person who was more averse to straight answers than Apollo Zayra. It was a miracle that he wasn’t going into physical shock every time I opened my mouth.

I raised my chin defiantly. “Believe it or not, Apollo, not every woman in the Realm is obsessed with you.”

Apollo smirked. “Says the woman who slept in my arms all night long.”

“Yes, and I almost suffocated under the weight of your giant—”

“Cock?”

“Ego!”

Suddenly, Apollo’s hand jutted out and seized my arm.

“What—” I started with a gasp as he yanked me to his side.

“We’re here,” he said, his eyes manic, flicking toward every direction at once.

My brows knit. “There’s nothing he—”

At once, the most curious sight befell my eyes.

Opalescent swirls of mist emerged from the underbrush, wrapped around the barks of the trees, and braided through the saggy branches. The vapor glazed everything with its eerie, dewy tactility, dancing in the air like the prelude to some thrilling fever dream, luring and sensuous, and secretly lethal. A glum, tomb-like silence fell over the forest, as if every living creature that was previously buzzing and chirping with life met its sudden death.

My heart skipped a beat. The breath thinned in my lungs. Fear burrowed deep between my shoulder blades.

I tightened my grip around the handle of my parasol and whispered, “What is happening?”

The mist dispersed slowly, dreamily, revealing a grand, marble archway. Two glowing pillars and a pediment emerged from the sod, the massive, pale stones sculpted into masterful representations of flowers and vines, stars and suns, and tiny fairies holding up jugs outbursting with fairydust, each carving so detailed and animated I could have sworn they were one breath away from coming into life. Strange yellow-hued branches sprouted from the ground and twisted up the columns, pink and lilac flowers tumbling like a head of curls over the edge of the pediment.

Everything around me faded out, blended into a haze of unimpressive shapes, darkness sweeping over and sucking out all the colors until the arch was the only beautiful thing left in the world, the only thing worth seeing.

“Gods, it’s magnificent,” I gasped, stretching out my hands. I longed to thread my fingers through the pretty leaves and press my palms flat upon the stones. I was certain they’d be cool like rain to the touch, and my hands all of a sudden were hot and sweaty, and I craved the relief.

Apollo seized both of my wrists and spun me around. “Nepheli, focus on me for a moment, please,” he urged, and although he was standing right in front of me, it was still very hard to discern the lines and contours of his face.

All I wanted was to turn and gaze at the glorious arch again. I wanted to touch it and be absorbed by it. I wanted to become something as interesting and beautiful as it was.

Apollo was saying something, his deep voice reaching me like sea foam. Every time I was about to grasp it, it retreated into the arms of the ocean.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” I mumbled, my eyes trailing back to the arch.

Apollo took my jaw in his rough hand and squeezed my cheeks hard enough to hurt. “At the edge of Fairyland, there is a bridge we’ll have to cross. Once we reach it, we’ll be safe. But until then, you cannot, under any circumstances, wander off and certainly not look behind you. You should never look behind you in Fairyland. That’s how they trap you. Most fairies are incorporeal until you acknowledge them. Once you do, things can get very real, very fast. So no matter what the fairies tell you, you cannot believe them.”

“Why shouldn’t I believe them?” I manage to form the question, my voice echoing in my ears.

“Because one’s greatest desire is oftentimes one’s greatest prison,” Apollo said.

There was something about his words and his tone that jolted me a little. “Apollo—” I heaved. “I’m a Curiosity. I don’t know if I can do this. I would want to look—I already want to.”

Inexplicably, Apollo gripped the edge of his shirtsleeve and ripped it off the seams.

“What are you doing?” I squeaked.

“Making sure you don’t become some capricious fairy’s slave,” he growled as he brought the fabric over my eyes and tied it in an almost painful knot behind my head.

Once my eyes were covered, my senses resharpened. Apollo’s fresh scent, the warmth of his body, his fingers on my face—everything became stark again, and my previous fascination morphed into ice-cold fear.

“Can you see anything?” he asked, adjusting the blindfold lower on my face.

I shook my head. “No, nothing. Will you be okay?”

“Magic is an emotional practice. I don’t have the heart to be affected by it,” he explained, guiding my hand to his arm so I could hold on to him.

“You sure you’re ready?” he insisted.

My fingers tightened on his bicep. “Just…don’t let go.”

Apollo released a breath. “Right back at you.”

The first few steps were easy. The ground beneath my boots was smooth and sturdy. I could tell that we had passed under the arch because the very air in my lungs changed, sweetened, and the scent was weirdly nostalgic, reminiscent of golden summer honey and crisp autumn apples. The silence thickened, too. Nothing moved in the undergrowth, nothing shone through the fabric of my blindfold, nothing chirped between the boughs.

“Apollo?” I whispered, digging my nails into his arm.

“I’m right here,” he reassured. “I got you.”

Then the voices came.

Low, clear, mirthful voices caressed my ears like a lover’s whisper, enticing and seductively irreverent. A cool breeze rushed through me, raising the hairs at the nape of my neck. My skin pebbled. My breath caught in my throat.

I’m right behind you, one warbled, and indeed something like vaporous hands fiddled with my hair. If you turn around and play with me, I’ll make sure your life is always filled with magic and curiosity.

I bit down on my tongue, trying to keep my senses taut. But my body felt nearly afloat, drifting by into some pretty, otherworldly realm.

Different voices reached me, all cheerfully impatient. If you stay with me, I’ll show you the face of your one true love—But if she stays with me I will show her the world—Yes, but I will show her the stars—Νo, the moon—No, the Realm where the gods bask in their eternal glory.

Then came another voice, and unlike the others, it was deep and vast and exceedingly dreadful. It crawled inside me and grasped my tender little heart into its claws. It squeezed it until I was certain it had crumbled, that I would return home an empty vessel.

No, it cooed, she’ll stay with me. Because I’m the only one who can save her from him. What? Don’t tell me you believed him, Nepheli. A heartless man’s promise? Darling, it mocked, its tone growing dauntingly similar to Apollo’s, he’s going to devour you whole. He’s not helping you. He’s taking you to his lair. You’re almost there. Just lift your blindfold and see for yourself.

Suddenly, I became hyperaware of Apollo’s body next to mine, his strong hand slipping to my waist to press me to his side. Pressing and pressing until I could no longer breathe. My vital organs were pressurized into my ribcage, and my heart had no other choice but to rise to my throat, and—Here he holds you like a gentleman, but there’s the dagger, shining in his other hand. A pretty betrayal. He’s going to carve your heart out and eat it raw.

And we all know he is going to do it slowly, a shy little voice considered.

So, so slowly, one added.

Then a cruel little laugh. And no one will come to save her. That’s for sure. Her family left her behind. Her lover too.

She can’t even save herself. She knows nothing of life. Nothing of use. All those silly books. Will she make a weapon out of meaningless words now?

Pressure packed down my chest. A sob left me.
I didn’t want to listen anymore.
I wanted to disappear. I wanted to be inscrutable, something that couldn’t be judged. I wanted to run away, and hide deep in the heart of Fairyland, and be lost forever. And I had the vague sensation of running already, although not with my own two feet. As if Apollo had bundled me into his arms and was now sprinting through the forest, anxious to take me to that wicked lair of his, where all the other girls had lost their hearts before me.

And of course, she has no friends to help her either, the voices persisted, cutting me open, bleeding me slowly. Always too eager, too awkward.

All she does is talk to herself all day.

Death suits her. She’s been dead for a long time now, anyway.

Yes, yes. Let him feast on her heart.

Let him leave nothing behind.

The dark, fathomless voice emerged again. What a waste. Such a pretty face for such an odd girl.

“Stop,” I whimpered. My blindfold was wet with hot tears, and I reached up to wipe my burning face.

“Nepheli? Are you alright?” Apollo’s muffled voice sounded somewhere around me.

We stopped moving. Although numb in my fear, I was still able to feel his fingers digging into the skin of my shoulders as he put me to my feet. “Let go of me!” I panted, reaching for the blindfold.

“Nepheli, no!” he grunted, trapping my wrists in a painful, viselike grip.

In a sick panic, I tried to wrench myself free. “Stop, you’re hurting me!”

Apollo let go of me so fast that I lost my balance and toppled over the ground. Sucking a dollop of breath back into my lungs, I propped myself on my elbows. I wanted to stand and run, but a crippling, sinking sensation overtook me. The undergrowth came to life, eager to swallow me into its depths. What felt like vines threaded around my ankles, my torso, my neck. They pushed me into the ground until the cold dirt was all I could feel. I was going to die here. I was going to turn into soil. I was going to grow roots and morph into a tree.

And no one would even miss me.

“Please, get these off me! Get them off! Please!” I shrieked in a frenzy and fumbled for the blindfold again.

Apollo descended on top of me and held me down for the vines to do their worst. “Nepheli, the fairies are messing with you. It’s just me. There is nothing on you, I promise.”

His weight between my thighs became as unbearable and oppressive as the vines. I thrashed for freedom until my body trembled from as much exhaustion as terror.

“Get away from me!” I howled.

Here comes the dagger, the fairies sang.

“Nepheli, please, we’re so close to the bridge!”

I readied myself for the sharpness of the blade. I tried to summon some dignity, but there was only fear and regret in me—the most undignified kind of despair. “Please, don’t kill me,” I begged him with a ragged sob. “I want to live. I haven’t—I haven’t done anything yet. Please, I need more time!”

Apollo growled. “What are they telling you, damn it?” He pinned my wrists above my head and immobilized me completely by leaning forward to bring his chest flush against mine. “I’m sorry, Nepheli. But I don’t know what else to do,” he said. And bit me.

First, his hand clamped down on my jaw, angling my head to the side, and then his hot mouth was on me. It was no light nimble or gentle graze. His teeth pierced that tender spot on the base of my throat, and I was instantly flooded with horror. A cry burned out of my lips, fresh tears stinging in my eyes. The pain slowly took hold of me, squeezing in between the fog of my thoughts and the numbness of my bones.

Suddenly, everything came back to me in a bright swipe of memories; the creatures, the Celestial Door, my Shop waiting for me to return.

I put my hands on his shoulders and tried to shove him back as his tongue glided over my throbbing skin, trying to soothe the sting of his bite. “Stop!” I snarled. “Apollo, I swear to the gods, if you don’t move your mouth from me right now, I will spend the rest of my life trying to find a way to kill you!”

“Oh thank the gods,” he heaved, and I knew he was off me because I could breathe again, and my body began shivering from the abrupt lack of his warmth.

I searched blindly for something to hold on to. “Apollo?”

“I’m here, darling. You’re okay,” he soothed as he slipped one hand under my knees and one around my waist to bundle me up in his arms. “Are you with me?”

“Yes,” I croaked. “Just get me out of here.”

“Put your arms around my neck and don’t let go again, okay?”

The moment I did, he started running so fast that the air whipped over us with a near-unnatural force. Until all I could hear were his labored breaths and the hiss of the wind, manic and reverberating, as though we were speeding through a large tunnel. I knew it had only been minutes, but it felt as though hours had passed by until Apollo let me down to my feet again.

The blindfold was dragged away from my face, and light blazed over my eyes like a theater’s spotlight, white and troublingly bright. My senses hummed back to life as I took everything in: the shadowy embrace of the forest, the impenetrable canopy of branches, and Apollo, bending down to grasp his knees with the curvy handle of my parasol dangling like a sword from the strap of his baldric.

I didn’t know if I wanted to thank him or slap him across the face.

“You okay?” he panted at the ground.

Tremulously, I brought my fingers to the tender skin at the curve of my neck. The spot he’d bitten was still throbbing with pain, and I had no doubt it already bore an ugly bruise. “I can’t believe you bit me!”

Apollo gritted his teeth, red-faced and breathless. “Pain was the only thing that could snap you out of the fairies’ influence. I could never hit you—”

“So you bit me!”

“Yes, damn it!”

“And you couldn’t have bitten my wrist, you heathen?”

Apollo straightened up and growled at me like a beast indeed. “I just saved your life, and this is what you have to say to me?”

“Saved my life? Saved my—You’re the reason my life was in danger to begin with! I was safe. I was home, and I was happy and—”

—and I was blissful in my ignorance, not knowing how cruel and unlovely magic could be.

An inexplicable, almost irrational sense of grief befell me, as though I’d lost something very important. Perhaps my idea of what curiosity actually looked like beyond magical trinkets and ink on paper.

Apollo had been right. Curiosity was dangerous. Magic was dangerous. Perhaps the Dreadful Mundane hadn’t come to Elora to strip it of its color, but to save us from such cruelty. Perhaps it wasn’t a sickness, but a blessing.

“Nepheli?” Apollo insisted, his tone a perfect dichotomy between calm and urgency. “What did the fairies tell you?”

I averted my eyes, busying myself with dusting the dirt and moss off my skirts. “Nothing.”

“You were so scared,” he pressed. “I don’t understand. I’ve crossed Fairyland many times, but nothing like this has ever happened before. They’ve tried to tempt me, but that’s all. They only ever promise sweet nothings to me.”

“Of course, you idiot!” I exploded, my blood quickening with anger. “You’re fearless. You don’t have a heart to feel scared, truly scared. Of course, their only option is to toy with your desires.”

His throat bobbed. His eyes softened. “I should have realized—”

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favorite man in the whole wide Realm,” someone drawled in a low, husky voice, and we both spun to our left.

A little cobblestone bridge arched over a viridescent pond, and at one of its low, ornamental pillars, a stunning fairy sat. Her skin was the color of a sunset, her hair was the pink of freshly kissed lips, and her eyes were catlike, yellow, and curious. A pair of veiny, translucent wings flapped rapidly behind her back, so big and wide they filtered the sun, breaking the light apart in countless crystal-hued strips.

She crossed her long legs, and the high slit of her gauzy dress parted tantalizingly as she cocked her head to the side with a coy little smile on her lips. “Apollo, sweetheart,” she said wittily, fully aware of the irony of calling a man without a heart sweetheart, “what great offering have you brought me this time?”
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Nepheli



Offering? Why was I an offering?

Very carefully, I turned to face Apollo. He was, as always, on the edge between nonchalance and flirtation, one brow raised, the corner of his mouth slightly tugged up, and his eyes narrowed into two slits of grey skies. “She’s not the offering, Trix, and you know it,” he said to the fairy, almost endearingly. He smoothed back his cape and hauled out of his pocket a large, gleaming ruby.

I gasped in simultaneous relief and astonishment.

Who carried uncut jewels in their pockets while traveling across the world?

But then I remembered him saying that he’d crossed Fairyland before, so he’d been anticipating this.

I didn’t even want to think about what happened to the people who had nothing of value to offer the fairy. Were they killed, or were they forced to remain in Fairyland forever to be perpetually tormented? I couldn’t decide what fate was worse.

Apollo tossed her the ruby, and she caught it in mid-air, her delicate features crinkling with disdain. “I’m so tired of jewelry. Give me the girl, and I’ll let you pass.”

Apollo sauntered indolently toward her with his hands crossed behind his back. “Come on, Trix,” he coaxed, and once he reached her, he took her chin between his fingers and pressed his thumb down on her pouting lower lip. “You know you can’t forbid us passage. I brought you a good offering, so you have to let us leave.”

“You brought me an offering,” Trix crooned with a sardonic little laugh and glanced at me over Apollo’s shoulder. Her yellow irises sparkled with something like hunger. “She hasn’t.”

A butterfly caught in a spider’s web—that was how I felt under the weight of her scrutiny. She dashed through the air and emerged right before me, her scent a dizzying fusion of wildflowers and spice.

“I don’t have any money,” I bit out.

She traced with a sparkly fingertip the side of my face. “It doesn’t have to be money,” she cooed, and I noticed, with no small amount of horror, that her teeth were pointy and sharp, like a fox’s. “It can be the color of your eyes. A year of your life. Your favorite childhood memory.” She slipped her cool, soft hand over my clavicle. “Or your true love’s kiss.”

“Getting a little handsy there, Trix?” Apollo said. His inflection was playful, but there was tension in his jaw and alarm in his eyes.

Trix twirled around me. “Are we feeling a bit possessive, Apollo sweetheart?” she mocked, giggling to herself. “Now that would be a first.”

Apollo unsheathed his curvy dagger with the opal handle, the one he’d used to fight the creatures in my Shop.

A gasp of shock escaped me. He wasn’t going to kill her, was he?

But Apollo only proffered it to her with a little bow of his head. “My favorite dagger,” he said. “Consider it her offering.”

Trix tutted as she took a strand of my hair between her fingertips. “It doesn’t work like that, and you know it. She has to lose something of value to me,” she chirped. “But, I suppose, I would be content with the little Stareater’s hair.”

Exasperation swarmed in my veins like drunken wasps. “Why does everybody in this wretched kingdom want my hair? I’m so fed up with you people,” I snapped and marched over to Apollo to snatch my parasol from his belt. “You can have my parasol, and that’s it,” I growled as I threw it down at her sandaled feet. “And I did not eat a star, for the love of the sky. It was only some dust.”

“Come on, Trix honey,” Apollo egged on, taking an infuriatingly seductive tone with her. This horrible man would probably flirt with the very air he breathed if it had the shape of a woman. “I’ll bring you a crown next time.”

Trix pouted. “Promise?”

Apollo clutched at his empty chest as he drawled, “Honey, of course.”

Kaleidoscopic fairydust rose from Trix’s skin and flecked the atmosphere with her dizzying magic. “Oh, how can I say no to such a handsome face,” she purred.

Apollo winked at her, looking like an enamored idiot.

I cleared my throat. “Are we done here?”

Trix took my parasol and the ruby and crushed them between her dainty hands, leaving only a wisp of rainbow dust to scatter through the air. Then, with a flutter of her wings, an imperceptible layer of magic—a diaphanous wall, almost—lifted off the bridge, allowing us passage at last.

“You should hurry,” she chirped. “Dusk awaits. You poor little souls don’t want to get caught in the dark.”

Dusk? But the sun had been high and hot in the sky when we had first reached the arch.

Apollo gripped my arm and nudged me towards the bridge, exchanging his flirty demeanor for a scowl. One step on the cobbled passage, and everything changed. Trix was gone. The sweet, magic-speckled air turned damp and chilly. The sky transformed into a deep shade of periwinkle, the clouds rolling out blue and melancholic.

“I don’t understand,” I wheezed, and I couldn’t resist checking over my shoulder now that we were safe.

We were back to our original shagbark path, with no sign of the grand arch in the distance.

“Even time gets lost in Fairyland,” Apollo said grimly. “Don’t worry. We’ll make it to Walder’s before it gets too dark. The cottage isn’t that far from here.”

I didn’t even bother to ask if Walder was the friend he’d mentioned earlier. I only yanked my arm out of his hold and strode ahead, tamping down the anger that kept rising in my chest like the giant waves of the West.

The fairies’ words kept turning in my head, hissing in dark corners of my mind where my most unutterable insecurities had taken refuge.

But the fairies couldn’t have been more wrong about me. I had not been abandoned by my parents, and certainly not by Ryker. They had wanted something better and bigger for themselves, and who was I to hold them back from their dreams?

Ryker’s soft face sprung out of the bundle of my memories: his warm brown eyes, his slightly crooked nose, his lovely chestnut curls that I used to love messing up by brushing my fingers through them, and that collected, dignified expression of his. He’d wanted me to follow him East. He’d wanted a lot of things from me that, when it’d mattered the most, I’d been unable to give him.

I had no right to feel abandoned. It had been my choice and my choice alone to stay in Elora with the Shop. And I was happy with that choice. Maybe not thousand-pink-butterflies-in-my-stomach happy, but content and comfortable nonetheless.

At least in Elora, I was safe and independent. Here, all I could do was hope for Apollo’s mercy, and I hated that. I hated not having control over my fate. I hated that he was the one I had to rely on to survive this beast of a forest. You couldn’t throw your safety at the feet of the person who crushed it and expect they wouldn’t trample all over it again. That was just plain stupid. And I was a lot of things, but I was not—

“Nepheli!” Apollo called behind me, but I ignored him, strutting determinedly ahead with my fingers balled into fists at my sides. “Nepheli, slow down, damn it!”

His hand gripped me around the elbow and forced me to stop in my tracks. I jerked away. “Don’t touch me!”

“Why are you mad?”

“I’m not mad. I’m just tired.”

He inched closer.

I staggered backward, facing the other way.

“Look at me,” he said.

Something in his tone made me obey. The way he stood there, edged on anger, with a demand on the verge of his lips, he looked no friendlier than a dark forest god with his guise flung off. “Tell me what the fairies said to you.”

“Nothing I didn’t already know.”

Absurd, uncontrollable tears rolled down my cheeks, and I hated that too. I hated that I was so emotional. I hated that I always got so excited about things only to get myself heartbroken and disappointed in the end. For a moment, I truly, deeply hated everything about myself, and that was a whole different kind of despair.

I clenched my jaw and picked up my pace, but Apollo blocked my way again with his massive frame.

A deep line emerged between his brows. “You’re crying,” he stated with the blatant puzzlement of a man who’d just seen the sun change color.

I sniffled, wiping the tears off my cheeks. “People with hearts do that sometimes, you know.”

“Are you hurt?” he demanded, raking his eyes over my body.  “Did I hurt you earlier?”

An indignant groan welled up in my throat. “You idiot! I’m heartbroken!”

Apollo blinked, bewildered. “Why?”

“Why?” I squealed. “Oh, I don’t know, Apollo, maybe because I’ve spent my entire life thinking magic is this pure, wonderful thing that transforms people’s lives and fills their hearts with curiosity and color and beauty when in reality it’s just…” I heaved on a breath, grasping at my bruised heart. “It doesn’t feel right. For the first time in my life, I’m surrounded by magic, and all I can feel is frightened and disappointed and painfully overwhelmed.”  

Apollo, flushed and confused, reached for my face. It startled me, and he hesitated with his hand paused in mid-air between us. I had the dreadful feeling that my eyes were telling him things I didn’t want him to know. Because instead of pulling away, he swept his thumb over my cheek to brush away a tear before gliding down to take my jaw between his fingers. He tipped up my head, leaving me with no choice but to look straight into his eyes.

His throat bobbed. “Is it okay that I’m doing this?” he rasped.

“I suppose,” I croaked. I couldn’t really say much. His touch was a magic spell. It struck me right in the heart. It destroyed logic with emotion. How unfair it was that he could affect people like that while feeling absolutely nothing about them.

“Magic is a double-edged sword, Nepheli,” he said on a long exhale, withdrawing his hand from me. “It can be both wonderful and dangerous. Beautiful and cruel. Nothing in this world is perfect, darling. Not even magic.”

Reflexively, my hand slipped to the base of my throat, where Apollo had bitten me. “I’m surprised you didn’t leave me back there,” I murmured.

“I got you into this mess, and I will get you out of it,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck a bit awkwardly. “Look, I’m not going to tell you to trust me because, honestly, trusting me has never been proven to be a good idea. But I can at least promise you that you will return to Elora in one piece.” He averted his gaze. “I was going back home anyway, so it’s not like I’m doing you some great kindness by taking you with me or anything. I’m paying off my debt to you, that’s all.”

“How gentlemanly of you,” I deadpanned.

“Well, I’m not a gentleman,” he wryly retorted, bowing before me in mock reverence. “I am a prince.”

“You’re a heathen.”

“Careful, Nepheli,” he crooned, a dark smile playing on his lips. “The other side of your neck looks awfully lonely.”

My face burned with fury. “Keep your mouth off my neck.”

“Would you prefer me to put it somewhere else on your body?”

“Why are you trying to infuriate me?”

“Because it’s fun, Little Butterfly. You should try it sometime.”

“Infuriate people?”

“Having fun.”

“I do have fun. But not at the expense of others. I believe it’s called decency.”

“Darling,” he sighed, “you’re so good that I’m afraid you’re no good at all.”

I sulked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll figure it out, Little Butterfly,” he teased, leaning down to flick my nose. “Eventually.”

I threw my most scathing look in his direction, but he didn’t notice. A band of silver light fell over him, and his eyes drifted skyward. I followed them, curious to know what had captivated him up there. “What are you looking at?”

“The stars,” he said, his tone enigmatic. Apollo had such a remarkable way of being in the moment without having to try too hard. He could tell you to look at the stars mid-conversation, and you wouldn’t find it mawkish. You felt compelled to see the world through his eyes.

And indeed, a bright constellation glittered between the boughs, a spill of diamonds on a single patch of purple sky.

“But it’s not even dark yet,” I gasped, wide-eyed in wonder. I could not help but stargaze alongside him, something I didn’t do very often in Elora since the night sky there was always murky with gaslights and coal smoke from the factories.

“Maybe they’re looking after you,” Apollo murmured.

I straightened my neck and frowned at him. “What do you mean they’re looking after me?”

He met my eyes. His lips had already parted, but a sudden, reoccurring clip-clop coming from somewhere along the path ruined his answer.

My pulse picked up. Hoofbeats?

In an instant, Apollo slipped in front of me, one hand already at the handle of his sword, the other gripping my wrist behind his back.

“A rider?” I whispered.

Apollo shook his head.

Then I saw him—a centaur taller than any stallion galloping towards us. His equine skin was a fathomless midnight black, and his humanoid upper body was a deep mauve color, bare and flecked with blood. His angular face was strong and valiant, and his long, dark hair danced like silk ribbons in the air behind him.

I would be gushing in awe at his incomparable, outlandish beauty had my breath not caught in my throat from terror for what was dangling from his fist. A giant wolf’s head. The dismembered creature looked positively demonic, frozen mid-howl, jaws wide and bone-white, eyes glassy and wild, and its gray-black fur streaked with gore.

The centaur halted, rearing on his hind legs, and stared down between us with a gaze so penetrative that I felt it in the deepest parts of my existence.

But Apollo seemed to relax. He even released me from his grip and tipped his head in greeting.

“A human,” was all the centaur said to Apollo, his voice depthless.

“She’s mine,” Apollo declared.

I had to bite my tongue not to scoff at the sheer outrage of the claim, but the centaur cocked his head in some kind of understanding. “Don’t travel too close to the river,” he warned. “Boggarts have nested along the bank.”

Apollo nodded. “And the wolves?”

The centaur gestured with his free hand towards the other side of the forest. “They won’t get in your way as long as you don’t get into theirs. But be wary. They have recently appointed a new Alpha, and conflict, as I’m sure you know, makes creatures very unpredictable.”

“Thank you, Eiran,” Apollo said in a quiet, respectful tone.

Eiran shifted his attention to me, and I felt myself straighten  out of instinct.

His expression was harsh, almost reprimanding, as he turned once again to Apollo. “Be careful, Prince,” he said, like the solemn bearer of an ominous prophecy. “You’ve already lost your heart. You do not want to lose your soul too.”

Without another word, Eiran reared, his forelegs reaching so high that they ruffled the saggy boughs before he cantered on his way.

A little wheeze escaped me. “What did he mean by that?”

Apollo shrugged and strolled ahead. “Nothing, darling. Centaurs are known for being wildly dramatic. Now, hurry up. It’s getting dark.”

For a heartless man, Apollo could be a horrendous liar sometimes.

The creatures here knew him. They were on friendly terms with him. But it was clear that the Dragonfly wasn’t suited for humans, so why would Apollo go through it so many times when he could just as easily travel to the mainland by sea? Simply for the adventure of it? Or was he looking for something? And what was he looking for?

I narrowed my eyes on him. “Eiran… is he your friend?”

“He’s Eiran,” he snorted. “You go through the Dragonfly once or twice, and you’re bound to meet with him. A lot of the creatures here consider him their King.”

“He’s truly majestic,” I agreed.

“I’ll tell him you said that next time I see him,” he mocked.

I cast him an exasperated glare. “Why did you tell him that I was yours?”

“As the Guardian of the Dragonfly Eiran is very mistrustful of humans. A lot of criminals cut through the forest to avoid getting caught by the authorities at the port. I claimed you as my responsibility, so he didn’t have to… deal with you.”

“Oh,” I mumbled. “I see.” Then, upon some reflection, “You should give me one of your blades.”

Apollo raised his brows. “Is that so?”

“I think it’s been well established that the Dragonfly is a very dangerous place, and I don’t like feeling like a helpless damsel. You can show me a few moves after dinner.”

Apollo whistled. “Very assertive, Miss Curiosity. I like it.”

“Do not—”

“Flirt with you. Yes. Yes, I know,” he drawled as he unbuckled the scabbard that held his favorite dagger. “May I put this on you, or are you going to knee me in the balls again?”

I gritted my teeth. “Gods, you have such a foul mouth.”

Apollo smirked. “You don’t know the half of it, darling.”

The second he stood close enough to secure the belt around my waist, my breath hitched and my skin pebbled. I hated that he affected me like that. My whole body felt soft and wieldy, like I was a wave and he was the moon. I couldn’t help but get pulled by him.

I never understood lust. It was so quick and mindless, yet singular. You could see a dozen handsome people walking down the street and feel absolutely nothing about any of them, and then, suddenly, your eyes would meet with one random person, and your entire body would light up for no good reason at all. They were no less of a stranger than the rest to you, yet, inexplicably, that didn’t seem to matter.

“There you go,” Apollo rasped as he hooked a finger under the leather belt. He tugged at it a few times to make sure it was tight enough before finally stepping away and releasing me from this torment.

“Heavy,” I observed, my voice hoarser than usual.

“To remind you that you shouldn’t use it lightly,” he said before hauling up the dagger to show me the clean, shiny blade. There was an artful engraving trailing along the sleek curve.

Blood is rare when spilled in honor.  

I raised my eyes to him, looking for an explanation.

“Have you read about the Vampire Hunters of the West?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Well, my grandfather was one of them. Before humans made peace with the vampires, of course. That’s why the blade is curved like that, you see. To penetrate a vampire’s hard skin. He gave this blade to my father before he died, and my father gave it to me when I turned eighteen.”

“Apollo,” I sighed, truly bemused. “I cannot take this.”

He shrugged. “Sure you can. You have more honor in your little finger than I have in my entire body. It’s a disgrace that I still carry it, really.”

He didn’t allow me to ponder the words, let alone respond. He veered around and continued down the path, his tall, dark silhouette looking like an unyielding pillar amid the saggy trees.

I sucked in a breath and scrambled after him. “Are there vampires in this forest?’

“No.”

“Have you ever seen a vampire?”

“Yes.”

“After the treaty?”

He scowled at me. “I’m only twenty-seven.”

“Right,” I panted, struggling to match his long strides. “Are they as beautiful as the stories say?”

Apollo visibly tensed—lips tight, jaw clenched, eyes dark. “They’re bloodsucking, high-handed wankers.”

“As opposed to being a heartless, high-handed wanker?”

“You’re just desperate for me to gag you, aren’t you, darling?” he grunted.

I smiled. “Why are you displeased?”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re displeased I think vampires are beautiful,” I remarked, and it was a keen observation indeed, for that poor little vein on his forehead was ready to pop.

“And why would I be displeased with your preferences?” he bit out.

“Maybe you want my neck all to yourself,” I taunted.

“The only thing I want from your neck is to return it home safely. I made a promise to you, Nepheli. This means something to me, okay? Now, come on. We’re late as it is.”

I didn’t pester him too much for the rest of our journey. But I did catch myself thinking that for a heartless, inconsiderate, conceited delinquent, Apollo Zayra would make a brilliant king one day.
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Apollo



The moment we reached the familiar, poppy-kissed glade, I recognized all the telltale signs of Agathe’s presence in Walder’s cottage. 

Walder’s little haven in the very heart of the Dragonfly was seemingly unchanged, boasting ivy-clad stone walls, a pink gabled roof covered with wild wisteria, an arched green door with incoherent swirling patterns for a touch of whimsy, and flower-bursting window boxes in the most exuberant colors imaginable. Despite the lack of glaring evidence, I knew Agathe was here by simply breathing in the sweetened air and feeling the particularly mirthful grass with my fingertips. The golden specks of dust, which always rose high after sundown in dense mist-like clusters over the entire forest, wafted left and right with a bit more vibrancy than usual. A scene so discreetly enchanting that I thought only a Curiosity could fully appreciate it.

Nepheli was beaming indeed. Her earlier worries and fears dissipated, only for her relentless curiosity to emerge stronger than ever.

It wasn’t the first time I caught her glowing like that. The glow was as pale as the moon, and I didn’t believe she was aware of it. But I had noticed. It was impossible not to notice, and not only because this woman was practically a walking star. Nepheli was just… nice to look at, I supposed. Her face was a collection of interesting features. The soft arch of her silver brows. The fullness of her mouth. The little slope of her nose. The wild opalescence of her hair and the way her pretty blue eyes sparkled as she stretched her throat to the sky and squinted against the starlight, oblivious to how the blazing horizon tried but failed to compare to her beauty.

Our journey had been easy after our little mishap in Fairyland. She’d asked questions, and I’d evaded them. I’d made crude jokes, and she’d scoffed at them, glaring at me the way she did, all dignity and umbrage.

I was strangely aware of her body next to mine now as we crossed the garden, past the trellis and the rosebushes and the quaint little chairs around the metal oval table at which Walder liked to take his breakfast. I was fixed on the swishing of her skirts, the tide of her breathing, and that red-purple mark on her elegant neck that taunted me with its dramatic obviousness.

What had gone through my head to bite her of all things I could not determine without questioning my sanity. But Nepheli had been so frightened and frantic that I’d had to snap her out of the fairies’ influence one way or another before she ended up hurting herself. And this, apparently, seemed like a good idea at the moment.

With a sigh, I tugged on the entry’s golden drawstring, and the three little bells dangling over the arch of the door jingled their merry song.

Walder’s featherlight footsteps sounded from inside the cottage, and if I had a heart now, I knew I would be overwhelmed with a bittersweet sense of nostalgia.

Feelings like these were what I missed the most. The ones that were evidence of a life well and fully lived. Nostalgia, gratitude, awe, a lovely sort of melancholia while gazing at a sunset, the sky bleeding and my eyes starving for its death.

I’d like to say that the things I was willing to do to get these feelings back frightened me, but I was beyond fear.

Or so I believed.

There had been a moment today in Fairyland when I’d gathered Nepheli in my arms and ran as fast as my body could manage that I could have sworn something inside me had pounded—throbbed like a frightened heart. But that was probably just me losing my mind, right? This wild hunt had finally driven me mad.

The door creaked open, and there he was—not my oldest friend, but my dearest, for he had met me as a heartless man but never treated me as such. After all, Walder was not the kind of creature that could be broken by someone like me.

His kind, ageless face widened, first with surprise, then with genuine delight. He laughed under his breath, and we exchanged—as Mother would say—our unpleasant pleasantries: embraces that involved slaps on the back and calling each other bastard.

I took a good look at him. His wise black eyes, his gleaming dark skin—flushed from an early glass of wine, no doubt—and his full lips, as always on the verge of smiling. Lush foliage trailed from the sides of his neck and moved upward to cup his cheeks like the phosphorescent scales of a river kelpie.

He was perhaps the most significant and powerful being in the Dragonfly Forest. Although Eiran was its Guardian, Walder was its Heart. 

“You look good, old man,” I drawled.

Walder raised his dark brows and fixed the collar of his silk white shirt. “I’d tell you how you look, but we are in a lady’s presence, I see,” he said in his generous, baritone way as he turned to Nepheli.

With a hand at the small of her back, I ushered her forward.“Walder, this is Nepheli Curiosity. We are… traveling companions.”

For a microsecond, Walder’s expression turned deviously sardonic, both at the unnecessary explanation and the evident mark on Nepheli’s neck.

“Hello,” Nepheli croaked as her nervousness and excitement peaked.

Walder bowed, slipping his palm under hers to leave a brief, reverent kiss on the back of her hand, something that made Nepheli blush up to her hairline. “Charmed,” he warbled. “I am—”

“A forest spirit,” Nepheli blurted out, breathless in awe. She smoothed her palms over her mud-stained skirts in clear embarrassment. “I—I didn’t know.”

Okay, so there was no doubt that Walder was one outrageously handsome bastard, but for fuck’s sake, she looked like she was about to fall into his arms and profess her eternal devotion to him.

Of course, her shock was justifiable—spirits, although habitually living amongst mortals for centuries now, were hardly lesser than gods. But, seriously now, they were staring into each other’s eyes like lovestruck idiots for what seemed to be an entire damned minute.

I finally cleared my throat, and Walder cast me a wry, sideways glance. “Well, Nepheli, it seems like Apollo didn’t warn either of us because I certainly had no idea he had such a lovely traveling companion. But please don’t be alarmed. Guests are always welcome here. Come—Come inside. Make yourself at home.”

We barely managed a step before Agathe burst out of the doorsill, exclaiming a jolly, “Apollo!”

Her butterfly wings left a pink trail of magic behind as she flew straight at me and wrapped her tiny arms around my face. She was no bigger than my forearm, but she was as strong as ten young warriors, and I stumbled backward at the impact.

“By the sky! How fortunate to be visiting Walder at the same time!” She released me with a little laugh, clapping her hands together. “And you brought a girl too!” That, she said it the way I thought Mother would say it, with exaggerated relief and indignant joy.

So I clarified once again, “We’re traveling companions.”

Walder mocked me with an insidious little smirk. “Are you repeating it because you’re afraid we’ll forget?”

I gritted my teeth, swallowing down a curse.

Thankfully, Nepheli wasn’t paying a morsel of attention to either of us. “You’re a weaver,” she gasped, gaping at Agathe. “An actual weaver.”

“Nepheli isn’t from around here, obviously,” I said dryly, and Walder glared like he wanted to slap me for the remark.

“It appears so,” Agathe laughed endearingly. “Come on, Nepheli, why don’t we get you washed up and ready for dinner? Walder is a marvelous cook.”

Nepheli stepped inside the cottage with Agathe’s pink-and-purple form floating like a cheerful cloud above her head. “I have questions,” she breathed out.

“Let me guess,” Agathe chimed. “You’re a Curiosity…”

Their voices dwindled as they moved further into the cottage. Agathe said something, and Nepheli laughed. She had a very nice laugh, clear and fluid like a gurgling brook. The sound mesmerized me, and something uncomfortably—inexplicably—warm flared in my chest. Not a feeling, but perhaps the shadow of one.

I moved forward, compelled by some unseen gravitational force, but Walder put a hand on my chest and got in my way.

He towered over me, the silent question sizzling in his eyes.

“Don’t start,” I groaned.

“Where exactly did you meet your new traveling companion?”

“It’s a long story.”

Walder sighed. “Apollo, is this what I think it is?”

The accusation wasn’t, by any means, irrational. It wasn’t even cruel. I was desperate to get my heart back—as desperate as I could be in this void of a body, at least. But the mere thought of doing something like that to Nepheli fueled me with such shame that I almost believed myself cured. To Nepheli of all people, who wore her heart on her sleeve and her soul in her eyes, who stopped to blow a wish whenever she found dandelions in the forest, who feared transformation almost as much as she craved it, who longed for magic unknowing of the brilliant magic within herself—and anyone this kind and clever and funny was magic. She had a heart, a stupidly beautiful one, and therefore, to me, she was the most magical girl in the world.

I could never use her like that. Walder had to understand this. He had to believe that I’d done my best to be as crude and annoying, and downright vulgar to her without being cruel. And, gods knew, it was far from easy pushing Nepheli away. I genuinely enjoyed spending time with her. I liked how sharp and witty she was. I liked her honesty and her willingness to share herself with me. Whenever I talked to her, I felt this massive weight lifting off my shoulders. I could breathe again. I could even pretend that I was normal. I could get so easily addicted to her company. And that was a problem. Nepheli was too clever to give her love to someone like me, but she was still kindhearted enough to offer me her friendship, and I was selfish enough to accept it. So perhaps I needed to be cruel. Perhaps it was the only way to protect her from me, and like Eiran had said, to keep my soul at the very least.

“I promise you, it’s not what you think,” I reassured Walder, letting out one long, exhausted breath.

“The girl has a love bite on her neck,” he deadpanned.

“It was no love, believe me.”

“So you did bite her,” he accused.

“Only to save her,” I protested.

He scrutinized me through unimpressed eyes. “From what? Finding a proper suitor?”

“Don’t be clever,” I snorted. “The mark will fade in a couple of days. Certainly, her suitors back home can last this long, no?”

For all I knew, Nepheli didn’t care about finding a suitor anyway. She was independent and smart and willful. And it was obvious that she had some kind of star-magic inside her that the North had awakened. So the only thing Nepheli should be doing right now is studying at one of the Magical Arts Academies of the East or apprenticing in Thaloria. She should be experiencing the world, not simpering over soft little boys who were hardly deserving enough of her to be called suitors.

In fact, I hoped that mark never faded from her neck.

Walder crossed his arms over his chest. “Then what exactly happened?”

“Fairies. Like I said, long story.”

“I have time.”

“You also have wine,” I remarked. “So, can we maybe do this sitting down?”

Walder considered. “She’s very pretty.”

“Really? I didn’t notice.”

“Seems nice too.”

“Too nice if you ask me.”

Walder’s frown deepened, although he didn’t seem mad or even disappointed in me. He looked hopeful. After seven years, it bewildered me that there were still people in my life who cared about me like that. I couldn’t offer back even a morsel of this affection, and yet they loved me enough to even entertain such a terrible idea.

There was something so unlovely about love. More often than it should, it was painfully unequal.

“Does she have feelings for you?” he asked, lowering his voice to an urgent whisper.

“That woman hates my guts,” I scoffed. “I’m just helping her return to the South, is all.”

“But she could be—”

“Walder, please,” I groaned. “Wine.”

“Fine,” he muttered, casting a disapproving glare at my clothes. “But you better clean up first. I don’t serve dinner to filthy brutes.”

I bristled, shrugging off my cape as I took a step inside the cottage. “I swear, you and Nepheli are made for each other.”
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Nepheli



Ihad to be dreaming. Perhaps I had fallen asleep on my desk at the Shop and this was all some wild product of my subconscious, a fanciful scene to help me escape the mundaneness of my life. Because, honestly now, what were the odds of me actually being in a spirit’s house talking to a butterfly-winged weaver as we passed room after room full of marvelous curiosities?

And the cottage was without question of ineffable magical beauty. I was so overwhelmed that I didn’t know what to experience first. The colors, the textures, the smells. Each cozy alcove boasted upholstered armchairs and wooden tables abounded with twinkling mushroom-shaped lamps and curious little knick-knacks. Cherrywood shelves and cabinets displayed a plethora of books, potions, serums, talismans, and artifacts, everything looking both incredibly valuable and perfectly absentminded, almost mislaid. Cups of tea and stray bookmarks. Crooked picture frames and loudly ticking clocks. The clocks were perhaps the most interesting part, for none of them agreed on the time. Every rhythmic tick-tock suggested something different, as if the days here, colorful and curious, meandered to an unbound, time-bending version of the world. A jumble of flowers dangled from the ceiling, along with strings of feathers and crystals, sparkly candles, and garlands of opalescent marbles—the scene was uncanny. The whole cottage smelled of rosemary, oranges, and wine, and the temperature was deliciously balmy, the kind of warmth that could lull you into the easiest sleep of your life.

It had to be a dream. Or perhaps I was still trapped in Fairyland, and I was hallucinating it all while my physical form withered.

“Are you okay, Nepheli?” Agathe’s sweet voice came from the top of the staircase. Mushrooms were growing on the steps, sprouting from between clusters of soft, green moss. I grabbed onto the railing and hopped around them, trying my best not to stomp on the little things. I was afraid they might be sentient beings. So many curious things have happened to me lately that I started to rethink my definition of the impossible.

“I’m just wondering if this is all real,” I panted, finally reaching the top.

Agathe pinched my arm.

I cried out, astonished at how strong the tiny weaver was.

“See? Real,” she chirped and dashed down the long, dim-lit hallway—much longer than what the outer structure of the cottage indicated.

I followed, seized by a sense of blissful enclosure, as though nothing bad could ever happen in the strange pathways of this place. Then, we entered another room, passing through a snow-white arched door, and my mouth fell open all over again. The bedroom bore cream-colored furniture with delicate golden carvings and gorgeous sky-blue wallpaper. Actual clouds hung from the frothy ceiling, casting a discreet yellowish light over the lush four-poster bed in a perfect balance of opulence and whimsy.

“It’s exquisite,” I sighed, craning my neck to take it all in.

“We’ll share the room if you don’t mind,” Agathe said as she gestured at the small walnut-shaped bassinet perched on the windowsill with quaint lacy curtains framing it. “I always sleep by the window because the starlight replenishes my magic,” she explained.

“I really, really don’t mind,” I squeaked, trying and failing to contain my excitement. I had no idea how to conduct myself in front of her. Weavers weren’t simply magical, after all. They were magic itself, and I was more than unprepared for such an incredible opportunity. My head was a mess, and my dress was dirty, and I did not seem to be able to recall any of the thousand questions I’d wanted to ask her.

Agathe went to lie down on the bed, where she stretched out her spotted wings and folded her tiny arms behind her head like a pillow. “You don’t have many weavers in the South, huh?”

I approached but refrained from sitting down, hating to dirty the beautiful powder-blue bedding. “Not anymore,” I sighed as I leaned against one of the bed’s poles. “After the Dreadful Mundane spread in the South almost every magical being left for other kingdoms.”

Her periwinkle brows drew together. “The Dreadful Mundane?”

I frowned back, feeling as perplexed as she looked. “It’s a sickness. It has drained the South of its magic. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it. The papers in Elora can’t stop talking about it.”

An endearing little laugh left her florid lips. She shook her head, and pink dust speckled the sheets. “Oh dear. There is no sickness in the South, and certainly not one that drains entire cities of their magic.”

“But…” I stammered, confused. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. No one cares about magic in Elora anymore. In fact, I own the last Curiosity Shop in the entire kingdom.”

“The one who seeks magic will always be able to find it, Nepheli,” Agathe said enigmatically, and when I failed to respond, she clarified, “Curiosity is a choice. And a very hard one at that. Magic does not come without its own pitfalls and perils.”

Nervously, I hooked a finger under my necklace. “Yes, I’m starting to get that.”

“Well, the Southern Kingdom is mostly populated by humans, and humans like safety and comfort. You like stability and predictability, and planning ahead. Uniformity makes better sense to you than unbridled, inexplicable wonder. To accept such strangeness,” she vaguely gestured toward the window, and another thin layer of glimmering dust peppered the air, “you have to open your mind and heart so wide that it starts to hurt. Because it hurts to grow, doesn’t it?” She considered, shrugging her little shoulders. “But, of course, this is not up to us weavers to decide. Every being will carve its own path and grow in its own way, and we have to respect that. We magical creatures are drawn to the North because this is the land where the gods were born. There’s always going to be magic here. It’s embedded in the soil. It spills down from the sky when it rains. And although traces of it will always exist in the rest of the world, like your Curiosity Shop, it is only natural where humans thrive for magic to wane because, in a way, they’re perfect opposites.”

I blinked at her, utterly and thoroughly gobsmacked.

I tried to recall all those endless articles about the sickness, always speculating and dissecting it to pieces, yet unable to find its root. It finally dawned on me that this was our way of making the truth more palatable to us. We blamed a fantastical sickness when, in reality, we as humans made a conscious choice every day not to see the magic in the world.

I met Agathe’s gaze, my heart thrumming in my ears. “Maybe a few weavers could help Elora become magical again.  We once loved magic. So maybe we can learn to love it again. We can change,” I said desperately, clutching the pendant in my fist so hard that the skin of my palm started to burn. “People can change.”

Agathe’s lilac eyes softened. “You can’t force people to change, Nepheli. You can only show them kindness and acceptance and understanding. And if they wish to change, then they will do it in their own way. I’m more than four centuries old, and if there is one thing I know, it is this: If you always try to force people into seeing the world the way you do, you will never love anybody. You will only love the pieces of yourself you find in others.”

I flinched at her words, despite their gentle delivery.

Was this what I was doing? Was I only seeking to find myself in other people? Was this the reason I was so hopelessly alone? I called to mind what Apollo had said to me earlier, You’re so good that I’m afraid you’re no good at all. Were my boundaries really so austere that I had left no space in my life for something different and no way to see the world through somebody else’s eyes?

The thought suffocated me. I felt humbled and embarrassed. My face grew so hot that I wanted to fling the window open and stick my head out into the chilly night. “I didn’t realize how selfishly I’ve been thinking all this time…” I muttered. “Everyone in Elora does seem pretty happy with how things are.”

“But you don’t,” Agathe observed.

“I’m…” I hesitated. “Well…”

“You’re a Stareater.”

Not this again.

I groaned, exhausted. “I do not eat stars. I accidentally swallowed some stardust when I was little.”

Agathe grinned conspiratorially. “In the North, we don’t believe in accidents,” she claimed. “Every human here has a bit of magic inside them. It’s why they always return to the North. The magic calls them home. Perhaps it called you too. Perhaps it was destiny that brought you here, after all.”

“An inconsiderate brute—that’s what brought me here,” I deadpanned.

Agathe flew to me, her wings beating so rapidly behind her back that a sweet-smelling breeze wafted into the room. She placed her small hand on my collarbone and permeated me with her magic. A warm, fluid sensation overtook me. Something jolted inside me in response, and I flinched back from shock. But Agathe didn’t budge. She pressed closer, her brows threading in concentration, then raising in surprise. “Do you know where the stardust came from?”

I considered it for a moment, raking up my memories. “My parents bought it from a common stardust collector. But I have no idea where the star fell.”

Agathe narrowed her eyes at me, pondering. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-three.”

At once, jolly excitement sparked in her face. “A star fell twenty-seven years ago just outside Thaloria, and the merchants went absolutely bonkers for it. Stardust collectors came from all over the Realm to get a little piece of it. I bet the stardust your parents bought came from this very star.”

“Really?”

“Certainly,” she reassured, nodding to herself. “No star has fallen since. I remember when it fell distinctly because Queen Eloise gave birth to Apollo that night.”

Out of everything—and there was a lot—this little piece of information bemused me the most, and I staggered with a gasp. “What?”

Agathe gave me an all-knowing, self-amused look. “Destiny, Nepheli, weaves people’s lives together, whether they believe in it or not. You say a mistake brought you here but mistake is just another word for fate. You see, sometimes the stars work to separate people, and other times they conspire to unite them.”

I snorted. “I don’t think the stars are rooting for me and Apollo, Agathe.”

“Well, this star is certainly rooting for you,” she argued. “It lives vicariously through you, doesn’t it?”

It was true that celestial objects couldn’t really die. The stardust should have killed me, but it changed me instead. It  had nested somewhere deep inside me and became a part of me, a new vital organ. But to say that it was living through me the same way magic lived through people was something else entirely. It would mean that I myself was… well, magic.

Agathe said something I didn’t catch in the bustle of my thoughts. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Has it manifested, yet?” she repeated. “Your magic, I mean.”

“I don’t have any magic.” She shot me a chiding look, and I amended quickly, “Okay, technically, I have but I can’t do anything with it.”

“Have you tried to do magic and failed?” she prodded.

“No,” I admitted grudgingly. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

She grumbled under her breath in an exasperated, old-lady manner. “Well, isn’t this what Academies are for?”

I averted my eyes, not knowing how to explain to someone like her that I’d allowed my sense of responsibility to grow greater than my heart’s desires. I loved the Shop, but oftentimes this love was the anchor that pulled me down to that lightless, cold place where dreams went to die.

“I’ve made you sad,” Agathe noticed apologetically.

“You didn’t, really. It’s just… a lot to take in.”

I released a breath and, finally, slumped on the bed, unable to hold on to my feet any longer. Frazzled, I stared at the frothy canopy as equal parts of anxious excitement and tremendous confusion paraded around my head, a marching band of thoughts. The fluffy clouds on the ceiling reminded me of the seaside, and I started picturing a small boat slamming into a terrible squall, left with no choice but to brave the angry waves. I knew exactly how that poor little boat felt.

Then, all of a sudden, it dawned on me…

I propped on my elbows and met her gaze. “Agathe, do you know what I can do with it? The magic, I mean.”

Agathe smiled a brilliant, mischievous smile. “You can shine.”

I pouted petulantly. “That’s not ambiguous at all.”

She laughed. “Well, maybe you should stay and find out for yourself.”

“Stay where?”

“Here, of course. In The Faraway North.”

The notion was as outrageous as being a vessel for a half-dead celestial object. I’d always been so adamant about not leaving the Shop, that I’d never seriously entertained the idea of moving to the North. At this point, I couldn’t even imagine what Thaloria might look like. Would the myriad of stories I had read do it justice, or was it a place as dangerous as the forest that surrounded it?

I supposed there were plenty of things I could do with my life here. I could become a witch’s apprentice, a potion-maker, or even attend university to study history. Or I could simply open a new Shop. I could call it Starshine and fill it with all kinds of starry curiosities.

The possibilities were endless. But I wasn’t. And that scared me—the impermanence of my condition. I only had so many years ahead of me and so many things I wanted to do with them. It was impossible to choose to be one person when life was so interesting and intricate. There were so many people I wanted to be and so many lives I wanted to live. And in the end, I found comfort in the familiar. With that, at least, I already knew the outcome.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and admitted both to Agathe and myself, “I could never leave my Shop.”

Agathe stared at me intently. “But you could leave Apollo?”

A sort of panic descended on me. I actually felt my left eye twitch. “What are you talking about?”

“Well, aren’t you two—”

“No!” I squealed, launching to my feet. “No, no, no. It’s not like that between us. I hardly know him. We’re just…”

“Traveling companions,” Agathe wryly offered. 

“Yes.”

“I see.” She pouted her lips, looking strangely disappointed. “So you don’t like him.”

An excruciatingly vivid image of Apollo barging into my Shop with his easy charm and dangerous smile sparked like a firework in my mind. My heart, for no good reason at all, started beating very fast. “Apollo…” I paused, struggling to find words capable enough of describing the breathtaking paradox that was Apollo Zayra. “Ever since I met him, all kinds of terrible things have happened to me. My Shop was attacked by vengeful guardians, and I fell from the sky, and twice people have tried to get their hands on my hair. But Apollo… I don’t know…” I bit into my lower lip. “For a heartless brute, he isn’t terrible, I suppose. He’s… well, he’s funny and adventurous and fearless. And wildly unpredictable, which—and this might come as a surprise—is not the worst thing in the world. I’ve never met anyone like him.”

The moment I noticed Agathe’s satisfied smirk, I regretted every single word that had just left my mouth.

Was my description of him too generous? Did I sound infatuated?

Am I infatuated?

Gods, what was I thinking? I just needed some tea. And a good book. And a week-long nap. That would clear my head.

Agathe must have read my mind because she chirped just then, “Okay, you’re starting to look a little green, so why don’t I bring up some tea and biscuits while you take a nice, warm bath, yes?”

She flew to the other side of the room and opened the door to the adjoining chamber. Pink tiles, floral wallpaper, and a giant brass bathtub caught my attention.

“Do you know your measurements? I should start with your dress for tonight as well.”

My head whipped back at her. “My dress?”

A little silver sewing needle materialized at her fingertips, and I had the incomparable pleasure of watching a weaver sew magic into life.
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Nepheli



The dress was made of stars. A close-fitting bodice with satin ribbons on the back and delicate embroidery of drunken constellations on the front unraveled into full silver skirts, each lush layer as soft as satin and as gauzy as lace. It was a bit scandalous too, with a slit running up the left leg and a square neckline that could only be described as generous. Back in Elora, I would be mortified to be caught wearing something this daring, but here, in the liberating embrace of magic and adventure, I felt more beautiful and confident than ever as I slipped into it. In fact, I wished for the night to never end so I could keep wearing it and feel like this forever.

Agathe helped me fix my hair in an elaborate updo as well, pinning up some of my curls with sparkly, star-shaped hairpins.

“Isn’t this a bit much for dinner?” I wondered, staring open-mouthed at the new Nepheli in the mirror. I could not remember the last time I’d attended any sort of dinner, much less a formal one. Was it the night I met Ryker’s family or the last Winter Solstice I’d spent with my parents before they moved West? Both felt like an eternity ago.

“Nonsense,” Agathe huffed, and with a stitch of her needle, her simple pink attire transformed into a twilight-colored dress embellished with tiny amethyst crystals. “Life is too short not to dress like a princess at every given opportunity.”

I narrowed my eyes at her with comical incredulity. “Aren’t you immortal, Agathe?”

“Well, you’re not,” she said dramatically. “I’m trying to be supportive here.” She grabbed my wrist with both hands, hauled me up, and dragged me out of the room like it was nothing.

“You’re freakishly strong, you know that?” I wheezed.

Agathe grinned at me over one wing as I followed her to the mushroom-ridden staircase. “I can knock a grown man down by simply blowing a wisp of air at him,” she declared.

“Oh, please, do that to Apollo tonight,” I cackled, and we didn’t stop giggling all the way to the dreamy, candlelit dining room.

A marvelously set table, only big enough for four, unfolded before an arched window that overlooked Walder’s glorious backyard and the twinkling night sky. The hearth right next to it was already crackling and roaring, the mantle adorned with vases full of the most peculiar blooms I’d seen in my life, a cross between roses and begonias but with wide open faces like a sunflower’s.

“By the sky,” Walder sighed, jumping to his feet the moment we entered the room. He came and kissed the back of my hand, bowing from the waist. “You look absolutely ravishing, my dear,” he said in his rich, animated voice, and I was fairly certain that I blushed like an enamored idiot at that smile he flashed me. I had no idea spirits were such charmers. “Like a newborn star.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Can we hold back the simpering nonsense, please?” Apollo, who didn’t even deign to look at me, much less rise from his seat around the table, grumbled and gulped down what remained of the wine in the crystal cup in his hand.

To my surprise, he’d spruced up a bit. He had washed and shaved and got dressed in a loose white shirt, black trousers, and suspenders that fit him rather handsomely. The light from the candles placed high on the shelves around the window dazzled over his chiseled face and made a halo of his hair, giving him an ethereal, almost fairy-like look. The dark jumble of his hair was combed back, but a couple of insolent locks still fell over his eyes as he leaned over the table for the wine bottle. That was Apollo in a picture. Absentminded and carelessly beautiful.

Walder cleared his throat. “Didn’t I say something about not serving dinner to brutes?”

Apollo sighed, rolled his eyes at the ceiling, and finally turned his head. A rush of heat went through me at the snap of his attention. He stared at me for a few long, long seconds with his hand paused on the wine bottle and his eyes flickering over my body like broken lamplights, momentary and unsteady. Then he looked away, swallowed once, and grumbled, “Can we please eat now? I’m starving.”

Walder groused under his breath, “Impossible boy.”

Of course, Apollo couldn’t even spare me a disingenuously polite comment. Why was I even surprised? It was ridiculous to feel disappointed, standing in this beautiful, glimmering room with a mahogany piano to my left, a crackling fire to my right, and a meticulously set table before me, all while being in the company of two kind and brilliant magical creatures. This was going to be a lovely evening, and not even the Prince of Broken Hearts couldn’t ruin it for me.

“Why don’t you take a seat, Nepheli,” Walder said in resignation, and he ushered me to the empty chair next to Apollo.

Agathe settled down on the miniature set of furniture that Walder had attentively arranged on the spot across from me, amid the generous dishes and various candles that spread over the table. He made sure to serve us all wine and food—a mouthwatering assortment of roasted potatoes, salt-baked sea bass with warm tomato vinaigrette, and herb-buttered vegetables—before settling down himself, opposite Apollo.

“Everything looks absolutely delicious, Walder,” I crooned in pure delight. “Thank you so much for your hospitality.”

Walder raised his glass to a toast, winking at me with boyish mischief. “To charming new friends.”

For a little while, we all luxuriated in his divine dishes and outlandishly sweet wine. The wine in particular struck me with a keen sense of magic, as it only took a few sips of the vermillion-and-gold liquid to make me feel light and fever-warm. But I drank merrily, as indulgently as the evening demanded.

“Pace yourself,” Apollo shot at me, cutting with unnecessary aggression through his fish.

I glared at him. “You pace yourself. You’ve alone drunk half the bottle.”

“Don’t worry, dear. There’s plenty more where it came from,” Walder reassured and conjured between his long fingers a second bottle of wine, the clear glass glinting mirthfully in the candlelight.

I started with a gasp. “How did you do that?”

Walder shrugged. “I’m a spirit. I can quite literally spirit away to the shadow-world and conjure back to reality anything I desire.”

“That’s fascinating,” I sighed, tingles of wonder trailing up my bare arms. “I’ve read that spirits are in direct connection with the unseen, but I would love for you to tell me more about the shadow-world later, if it’s not too much to ask.”

“It’s just a little magic,” Apollo cut in, brushing back the locks from his eyes with an impatient hand. “What’s so fascinating about it?”

I raised him a brow. “What is up with you tonight?”

He ignored me and leaned over to take the bottle from Walder.

“I would be delighted to answer all of your questions, my dear,” Walder graciously ventured, “But first, I’m dying to hear all about your journey. How are you finding the North so far?”

A prickle of anxiety jabbed at my chest. I sat back on the chair as my eyes drifted to the pink candle that burned next to my plate, its little flame quivering like a tiny fearful heart. I saw my whole life flashing in that uncertain yellow-orange light, the past shrinking into a smaller, less curious place while the now seemed to expand, a bright door left ajar to countless possibilities. “Daunting. Dazzling. Vast,” I admitted. “I’ve only been here a couple of days, yet my life back home already feels like… like the first chapter of a very long book. A chapter that was dull and unmemorable, and utterly incomparable to the current one, where everything is so magical and vibrant, and a bit scary,” I blabbered on until I raised my eyes from the candle and realized that everyone was staring at me. “I’m sorry. I’m rambling.”

“On the contrary,” Walder encouraged, “I adore hearing people’s first impressions of the Dragonfly. I still remember how astounded Apollo was when he’d found my cottage.”

I shifted in my seat to look at Apollo, who seemed entirely disengaged from the conversation. “Why were you astounded?”

“I expected something less… quaint,” was all he contributed, glancing away from me and out of the window.

“Did you stumble on it by accident?” I pressed.

“It’s a long story,” he blurted out before Walder could reply on his behalf.

Agathe sighed in exasperation. “And apparently you’re too busy to entertain us with it now.”

“Can I please eat my dinner in peace?” Apollo groaned.

“You’re hardly eating,” I observed, following his gaze to the twinkling sky outside. “What are you looking at anyway?”

“I believe Apollo is quite taken with the stars tonight,” Agathe crooned.

“Oh, you’ll always find Apollo staring at the sky,” Walder said with a giant, coy smile. “Did he tell you he wanted to be an astronomer when he was young?”

Apollo’s head whipped around. His lips were red from the wine and his cheeks pink from the attention, and I just loved watching him fidget in his seat. “I’m not telling you anything ever again,” he growled at Walder.

Walder laughed in pure contentment.

I cast Apollo a teasing sideways glance. “An astronomer, huh?”

He snapped his eyes on mine, dark grey stones melting in the candlelight. “I was a boy. I was just being silly.”

“There’s nothing silly about a dream,” I argued.

“There is when it’s unreachable.”

“Why is it unreachable?” I insisted. “Haven’t you had enough of traveling? Why not settle down and follow your passions since you’re clearly not interested in politics?”

“I never said I wasn’t interested in politics.”

“Then why leave your court?”

“You ask a lot of questions, darling.”

“Only because I never get proper answers.”

I thought his eyes darkened just to taunt me. His heated gaze held me captive. My only option was to stare back at him. I wasn’t sure how it had happened, but we had somehow moved closer to each other, and now his knee was bumping mine under the table, and our forearms were fighting for space atop it.

He must have registered the sudden closeness too, because we leaned back and faced our plates at the exact same time.

Tamping down this strange sense of thrill that spread through my entire body and turned my insides liquid, I took a long sip from my wine to cool off and a bite from my plate to distract myself from him. “This is so good, Walder. It’s the best food I’ve ever had, honestly.”

“Told you he’s a marvelous cook,” Agathe chirped, drinking from her tiny cup.

“Good company is always inspiring,” said Walder. “You know, you’re more than welcome to stay for a few more days if you want to rest before you continue with your journey.”

“Walder,” Apollo warned.

“Apollo,” Walder echoed ruefully, some sort of challenge shimmering in his eyes. An entire silent conversation unraveled in that tense look they shared. “Since you’re clearly not very hungry, why don’t you play us something on the piano? I’m afraid I’ve grown too rusty to entertain you properly.”

“You play the piano?” I squeaked, nearly knocking my glass over.

I wasn’t sure why I found it so outrageous—he was a prince, after all. I just couldn’t picture him pouring into something so pleasant and appropriate. In fact, the only things I could picture Apollo Zayra practicing—most likely in the mirror—were dangerous smiles and indecent words.

“I had a very thorough education,” Apollo bit out and took yet another generous sip of wine. Was that his third glass already? Gods, how many glasses had I had?

“He’s also proficient in several fae dialogues, is an accomplished fencer, and is an excellent ballroom dancer,” Walder egged on.

I snorted with laughter and clapped my hands together. “Okay, that I have to see.”

“Oh, I know just the song too!” Walder exclaimed, launching to his feet. He went to the piano, sat down on the little matching stool in front of it, and began playing the most beautiful, sweeping melody, the kind of music that could lure you into all kinds of wild daydreams and romantic fascinations.

Apollo, who’d grown an alarming shade of red, shot daggers at his friend’s back. “Too rusty, huh?”

Walder grinned at us over his shoulder, his fingers deft and unfaltering on the keys. “Like I said, good company inspires me.”

“Come on, Apollo,” Agathe goaded. “Dance with Nepheli.”

I choked on a piece of potato. “Gods,” I coughed and gulped it down with wine. “I’m not a very good dancer. I hardly remember how—”

“Apollo can show you,” Agathe interjected before I could even finish.

“Nepheli doesn’t want to dance, Agathe,” Apollo gritted out.

“Nonsense! Of course, she wants to dance!” Walder cut in, the melody reaching a reprieve before outbursting again. “If I were your age, I would never be found sitting down.”

Apollo cast him a withering look. “You’re eternal.”

“And you’re a bore,” Walder tutted. “Would you prefer to play the piano while I dance with Nepheli?”

For some reason, this seemed to aggravate Apollo even more. “Will you leave me alone?” he growled.

“No!” Agathe and Walder chimed in unison.

Apollo sighed in resignation, rose to his feet, and offered me his arm. “What do you say, darling? Want to get it over with?”

“How can I refuse such a heartwarming invitation,” I mocked, slinking a hand around his elbow.

The warm, sparkling sensation the wine had given me shot from my chest straight to my knees as I stood up, and I had to tighten my grip on Apollo’s exquisitely hard bicep for some steadiness. He didn’t seem to notice my teetering, though, as he guided me to the little space between the piano and the table. His face was a perfect mask of cold sobriety.

Perhaps it was the wine talking, but he did look like the cultured young prince he once was as he stood there in the firelight before me. Poised and handsome and very certain within his body. The way he led my hand to his shoulder. The way he slipped his own over the small of my back and nudged me closer. The way he looked down at me, a bit flushed but steadfast and assured. And he smelled good, too. So good, I had the urge to bury my face in his chest and drown myself in his scent.

Oh, this was definitely the wine talking.

He fixed his hold on my waist and stepped closer. The sudden nearness made me keenly aware of my tactility, the bones beneath my skin, and my heart squeezed in the middle. We’d touched before. We’d been this close—closer, even. Yet this felt different somehow. These had been touches of necessity or unavoidable proximity. This was both easier and harder. Easier because his warm, strong body fell into such effortless alignment with mine, you’d think we’d done this a hundred times before. Harder because the closeness made my head swim with stars and my stomach swarm with butterflies.

I licked my dry lips and admitted, “I don’t think I remember how to do this.”

“When I step forward, you step back,” he said with a demonstration. My body complied, remembered perhaps, and although initially stiff and awkward in his embrace, I fell easily into his rhythm once I got the hang of it.

We swayed and span and swayed again, and somehow, each step brought us a little closer until my chest was flush with his and his thighs were brushing mine with every slight movement. The music drowned. The room faded. There was nothing but us, swinging in the golden semidarkness.

I cleared my throat. “You’re really good at this. Dancing, I mean.”

“You’re good too,” he said, something of his coldness thawing dollop by dollop.

“You must be very drunk if you just said something good about me,” I snorted.

Apollo tilted his head down, slid past my mouth, and whispered in the shell of my ear with playful secrecy, “Walder conjures his wine from the Fae Realms.”

My mouth fell open. “We’re going to be delirious.”

“Don’t worry, darling,” Apollo teased, and his hand on the curve of my back tightened possessively. “I won’t take advantage of you.”

I mocked him with an irreverent look. “Maybe I will take advantage of you.”

He raised a brow. “I’d like to see that.”

“I was just—”

“Joking, I know, Little Butterfly. I’m not new to the concept of sarcasm.”

I scowled. “Gods, you’re insufferable.”

His eyes fell on my mouth. “You’re more than insufferable. You’re my worst nightmare.”

“Good for me,” I tried to retort, but my voice left me a bit breathless.

He didn’t notice. He was still transfixed on my lips. “Good for you, indeed.”

I swallowed, fumbling for courage. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

He swayed us again, still staring down at me the way he did. The slit of my dress billowed away, and his knee eased between my legs. I had to bite my lip not to make some obscene little sound.

“How am I looking at you?”

“Like my heart is on the menu.”

He smirked, dark with amusement. “Your heart is safe from me, darling.”

I stared back at him, right into the void of his eyes, and felt as though I were falling, the floor beneath my feet losing gravity. “And the rest of me?”

He licked his lips. “What about the rest of you?”

“Is it safe?”

I was clearly delirious, mad, off my head. I was flirting with him. Actually, not only did I flirt with him, but I enjoyed it too.

Apollo’s eyes dropped to the generous neckline of my dress. His hand on my waist glided upward, and his thumb skimmed the underside of my breast. A shockwave of heat rushed through me. A ragged exhale escaped me. I felt so hot that I thought I was going to explode and set the whole cottage on fire.

“Do you want it to be safe, darling?”

No.

Yes.

Maybe?

In a strictly carnal, surface-level way, Apollo, I thought, was attracted to me. Not that this made me special. I didn’t believe his standards were very high to begin with. In fact, I was pretty sure Apollo had as many meaningless dalliances and one-night flings as books I had read. But the desire was there, and it was obvious in his drowsy, lust-stricken eyes, his hands that brought me closer, his knee that kept slipping between my legs. The question was what I wanted to do about it. If I wanted to do something about it. I had never experienced lust this way before, and certainly not for a man I hardly knew. But perhaps that was the point, besides his blatant, ridiculous attractiveness, of course. The irresponsibility of it made it exciting. To be careless just this once…

“Don’t answer that question,” he rasped, his voice dropping to a whisper, something meant only for my ears.

I frowned. “Why not?”

His jaw clenched. “Just don’t answer.”

“Fine.”

He released a breath and swayed us a bit faster, following the tempo of the music perfectly. Our bodies fused together, and I started to think that only the Prince of Broken Hearts could make such a dignified dance feel so sinful.

He lowered his head to my ear again, and his sweet, hot breath drew goosebumps on my skin. “The dress… it suits you.”

I feigned surprise. “Really?”

“Yeah, you look…you know how you look.”

“Is that so?”

“Don’t get cocky, Little Butterfly.”

I raised my chin. “Why not? I look fantastic.”

“You look dangerous.”

“Dangerous?”

“Very, very dangerous.”

For a dizzying, head-splitting second, my heart skittered from the possibility that he was going to kiss me right then and there because he stopped moving completely and just… bore into me, touching me with his eyes in a thousand different ways and in a thousand different places. Until I felt possessed by him, taken in some intangible but significant way. He looked at me the way people look at the sky at night when there are so many things to see, so many mysteries to uncover. And for that daydreaming—dangerous—second, I wished for his lips on mine. I wished for his taste in my mouth. I wished for his hands on the curve of my hips. I wished for his impulsiveness with the same kind of passion that I hated it. I wanted the world to cease, the colors and shapes of this room to melt into some unknown realm, and leave us here all alone, in the skittering uncertainty of the moment.

But then he blinked. He blinked, and swallowed, and jolted as though a bolt of electricity had just shot through him.

“I’m sorry,” he choked out and stormed off, leaving me flushed and breathless to stare at the empty spot in front of me.

The music ceased, and Walder came to offer me his arm. “Why don’t we finish our dinner, dear? I made chocolate cake for dessert.”

Something must have been terribly wrong with me because here I was about to refuse a slice of cake, and gods knew how sacred cake was to me.

I glanced over my shoulder toward the lightless staircase. “Shouldn’t we go—”

“Give him some time,” said Walder gently, guiding me back to my seat.

“What’s gotten into him? Did he have too much to drink?”

Walder shook his head. “I pushed him. And I shouldn’t have. He told me not to.”

I frowned at him, more confused than ever. “Pushed him? You were playing music. You were being a good host.”

“I was being selfish.”

“Selfish?”

Agathe sighed resignedly, and the both of them shared a  strange look, a secret something I clearly wasn’t privy to.

“To you,” said Walder. “You see, after the curse, Apollo lost a lot of people from his life, and he has hardly tried to form new relationships. He’s trying to protect us. His family, most of all. To love someone who can’t fully reciprocate your feelings comes with a great deal of heartache, and he’s done his best to spare them from it. Always away, always moving. But that is how I know Apollo is a good man. He does the right thing, even when it’s hard. Even when he doesn’t understand it. People often do good things because it makes them feel good. Apollo doesn’t feel at all. He has to navigate life only on instinct and logic and faded memories of the person he once was. And the more he stays heartless, the more he forgets what it was like to have a heart—to be thoughtful and kind. Moral decisions that might seem trivial to you puzzle him more than he would ever care to admit. It’s such a lonely existence. To have yourself as an enemy. I was just happy to see him here with you. To see him with a… traveling companion for a change.” He sighed at himself. “I shouldn’t have pushed him tonight.”

I hadn’t even considered the possibility of Apollo being unhappy with his curse. He seemed plenty content gallivanting across the Realm, diving headfirst into adventure, flirting with everything that breathed, and experiencing life without a care in the world, except maybe where he’d sleep at night. He didn’t seem lonely, either. He seemed careless and appallingly arrogant and—

Gods, I was doing it again, wasn’t I? Judging people without ever trying to understand their true nature, the motives and traumas that had formed them into who they were.

No wonder I had no friends. No wonder no one would miss me if I literally fell from the sky and disappeared forever. It wasn’t only because I couldn’t find anyone to connect with in Elora. I was too self-absorbed, too comfortable in my aloneness, too scared to reach out. And I wanted to change. I wanted to be the kind of woman who could laugh and dance and flirt unabashedly. I wanted friendship and companionship and affection. I wanted to have a conversation with someone other than my cauldron. I wanted to be looked at the way Apollo had looked at me tonight. I wanted to shatter all of my walls. I just didn’t know… how.

“So the rumors are true. He didn’t choose this. Apollo is truly cursed,” I said hoarsely, a flurry of questions storming inside my head.

Walder’s brows bunched together. “He hasn’t told you anything?”

“We’re not friends,” I murmured, staring at my hands. “We really are just traveling companions.”

“Perhaps if you both tried a little,” Walder mused, “you could change that.” 

“Friendship takes time, and we don’t have much left,” I argued, and a small part of me ached at the thought of going back home to an empty apartment and a tedious routine, utterly unchanged.

Walder tasted his wine with a thoughtful expression on his face. “I’d like to believe that time doesn’t determine how you feel about someone. It’s the experiences and conversations and interactions, no matter how brief, that bring two people closer.”

Feeling dizzy from the head-splitting combination of wine, anxiousness, and the spider-thin prickle of indecision, I chewed at the corner of my lip while some kind of resolution slowly took space in my chest. You can do it, Nepheli, a small voice inside me cheered. You can become someone better. You can learn how to reach out. It’s not too late.

I sucked in a breath.
“I think I’ll go check on him.”

Walder broke into a giant, heartening smile. “You do that.”

I headed toward the rosewood staircase, my skirts swishing with impatience around my ankles and the little butterfly pendant on my clavicle burning with something like hope.
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Nepheli



Iknocked on Apollo’s door a couple of times—the dark blue one on my left, as Walder had instructed—before cracking it open and sticking my head inside.

“Apollo, are you here?” I called, and here he was, indeed, with his suspenders dangling from his hips, his trousers half-unbuttoned, and his shirt completely undone, the bronze valley of his chest and abdomen peering in between.

He whirled on me. “Who the fuck knocks on a door and doesn’t wait for an answer?”

“What can I say? Your crude ways are rubbing off on me,” I drawled as I strolled inside, preoccupying myself with the details of the room and not the beauty of his body.

The room was ocean-themed. Turbulent seas for wallpaper, sand-colored rugs on the floor, and clusters of foamy lights hanging from the ceiling.

That’s it, Nepheli, keep looking at the lights. Keep your eyes on the—

I stole a glance at him. He was leaning against the mahogany dresser, looking annoyed—and a little flustered. “How can I help you this fine evening, Nepheli darling?”

“You were supposed to show me how to use my new dagger after dinner, remember?” I prodded as I tottered towards the four-poster bed and hooked my arm around one of its lean columns for some steadiness. My knees felt numb and my head heavy, which was not ideal, but if I’d been sober, I wouldn’t have found the courage for this conversation at all.

“Not in the mood,” he said as he turned away to face the gold-framed mirror above the dresser. He shrugged off his shirt, and for a hazy, wine-infused moment, I found myself wondering how it would feel to bury my face in that perfect curve on the slope of his back. Everything about him was so masculine, so perfectly hard. But that curve on his body was sculpted by a tender hand.

Get yourself together, girl. He’s just a man, the voice of reason huffed inside my head, but another voice, a clearly intoxicated one, felt the need to point out that not many men had backs that looked like that.

I shook my head as if it were possible to physically expel the thought from my mind. “Let’s do something you’re in the mood for, then,” I offered, hoping I didn’t sound too eager.

Apollo glanced at me through the mirror, his face dark. He had demons in his eyes. Destructive ones. “Lie back on the bed for me, darling,” he said.

I blinked, certain I’d misheard him. My heart—much like the rest of me—floundered in confusion. In fact, I could not remember a time in which my heart had beaten such a fragile rhythm. I could feel it just below the surface of my skin. Throbbing. Leaping. “What did you say?”

“Go to sleep, Nepheli,” he sighed tiredly as he threw the rumpled shirt into the first drawer. “We have a long journey tomorrow.”

“It’s going to rain tomorrow,” I announced, sitting down at the foot of the bed. I rested my weight on my palms and felt the plush duvet with my fingertips. It was softer than a heap of feathers, and I was very much tempted to collapse over it. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay and spend some time with Walder? You didn’t talk much with him tonight.”

“It’s not going to rain tomorrow,” was all Apollo said.

“My knee is bothering me, so it’s definitely going to rain.”

Apollo veered, crossing his arms over his bare chest, each sculpted muscle flexing. “Your knee?” he deadpanned.

“It’s a real thing,” I assured him.

“Of paranoid people?” 

Ι sighed at the canopy. “So you’d rather travel in the rain and mud than confront your friend? He’s clearly worried about you.”

“No confrontation is needed,” Apollo clipped. “We just disagree on something.”

I squinted at him, prickling with curiosity. “On what?”

“None of your damn business.”

This wasn’t going very well, was it? I wasn’t even sure what I’d expected coming here. That Apollo would suddenly become a decent human being and have a heart-to-heart with me? That we would emerge as friends? I was ridiculous for even thinking about it. Absolutely ridiculous and—

“What are you doing?” Apollo growled at me.

Slowly, too slowly, I realized that I’d fallen back on the bed, my hands resting on my stomach and my eyelashes drooping over my cheeks. I was so exhausted and drowsy and warm that even as the sensible voice inside my head screamed at me—You’re not allowed to drink wine ever again!—it was easy to ignore it and let myself wallow in the comfort of his bed.

“I’m just a little tired,” I yawned.

“You’re drunk,” Apollo accused.

“Not more than you,” I pointed out, although, in all likelihood, I had it worse than him. The various knick-knacks atop the dresser seemed to have obtained halos of light that stretched beyond their physical boundaries, and I was fairly certain that this was odd even for the Dragonfly.

My eyes flicked back at him just in time to catch the cords of his neck tensing and his lips thinning into a hard line. It was a terrible time to be looking at his lips, really, because now I started thinking very intently about them. He was probably a great kisser. Passionate and firm. He would know what to do with his tongue and his hands. He would not be too tender or too sloppy about it. He would—

“Nepheli,” he warned, the rough rasp of his voice doing terrible, unspeakable things to me. “Don’t make this harder than it already is.”

I frowned, struggling to make sense of what he was saying. “What do you mean?”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. “You need to leave this room, right now.”

“What? Why?”

There was something tortured about his next words, as if he were in tremendous physical pain. “Because you’ve no idea what you’re doing to me.”

“But I’m not doing anything. I just want to understand what happened to you,” I finally confessed. “I want to understand you.”

“Okay, that’s it,” Apollo grunted.

Then he was on me.

He seized my wrists, yanked me off the bed, and before I knew it, he was pushing me up against the wall, his forearms bracketing my face and his knee slipping between my own, until I was pinned like a butterfly inside a picture frame with no hope of escape.

Thrill and fear pulled me into alertness. “Apollo, what—”

“You want to know why they call me the Prince of Broken Hearts, darling?” His hands roved down my body and gripped my hips. I braced my hands on his naked chest to push him away, but the contact with his hot skin was a shock to my nerve endings. A jolt of arousal spiraled through me. My mind screamed at me to escape, but my body melted in his hands. “It’s because silly little girls like you get charmed by a few disingenuous smiles and frivolous compliments and start thinking they can get through me. But no one can. You want to lie back on my bed again, Nepheli? Is this why you came here? You want to fuck until we ache and then forget that it happened in the morning? Great, darling, I’m all for it. But don’t come to me for a polite conversation. Don’t act as though it is possible for us to be friends just because you’re so miserably lonely and Walder felt cruel enough to put a few ideas in your head tonight. He’s not your friend, either. He’s no less than a god, and you, Little Miss Butterfly, who loves to read about magic, ought to know that no matter how benevolent, gods can’t even fathom what it means to bear a broken heart.” He looked straight into my eyes as he said it, pointed, deliberate, like pushing a blade into a body slowly, to savor the agony. 

An incandescent swipe of fury shattered my insobriety, and I began trembling. There was a raw ache in my throat. The sweet aftertaste of the wine grew bitter on my tongue, and for a moment, I wanted to crash my lips on his, force him to taste his own words, and kill him with their poison.

I rose on my toes and met him breath for breath. “For a man who’s supposed to be fearless, you’re acting like a scared little boy. You want me away? I’m gone. It’s not my job to fix you. But at least show me the respect I deserve and tell me the truth. Tell me you’re terrified of hurting someone. Of becoming the heart-eating monster the papers love to write about. Tell me we can’t be friends because I have a heart and you don’t, and we both know what this means. But don’t insult me with empty threats and vulgarity. I’m not nearly as silly and pathetic as you believe I am.”

I pushed him back with my clenched fists and aimed for the exit. Apollo stalked behind me and put a hand on the door just as I opened it. He pushed it shut, trapping me in between. A little unsteadily, I braced my hands on the cool, wooden surface, panting, my pulse wild, my skin burning. His front pressed against my back. I wanted to recoil, but I couldn’t. I was adrift in sensation. Skin and warmth, and that low groan that escaped him, vibrating through me. Something hot and fluid pumped in my veins, and it wasn’t blood, or anger, or even adrenaline. Suddenly, I understood exactly what he meant when he said that the heart was an unwilling lover of the body. Oh, I thought, I see now. Because my heart knew better, but my body disagreed.

In the nick of that nervous silence, I heard his every ragged breath. I heard the bob of his throat. I heard that little fuck me he muttered through his teeth. And then: “Nepheli.”

Gingerly, without exhaling a single breath, I turned around. “What?”

I thought he was going to apologize to me.

I thought he looked perfectly ashamed. Perfectly alone. Perfectly heartbroken.

How silly of me, indeed.

“Be ready at dawn or I’m leaving you behind,” was all he said, cool and collected, and extraordinarily heartless.

I clutched the doorknob in my trembling hand. “For someone who has seen so much of the world, you really are terribly small, Apollo Stranger.”




16



Apollo



Apiece of advice: you should never, ever drink wine on a mostly empty stomach, and certainly not if said wine is a fae thing.

But what was worse than the splitting headache, the churning stomach, and that gods-awful sweet tang that wouldn’t leave my mouth was that nothing about last night had been done drunkenly. No, I’d been plenty aware of my actions. And their consequences.

I began to understand the true power of words the first few months after the curse. It became the easiest thing in the world for me to hurt the people I loved without even realizing that I was doing it. A curt reply, a piece of unsympathetic advice, an absentminded murmur to a serious question, or simply saying nothing at all. Imagine being so powerful that even your absence could destroy someone—that was how obliterating words were.

And Nepheli needed to hear them. She needed to understand just how heartless I was before she started hoping for my friendship… or worse.

Tell me you’re terrified of hurting someone. Of becoming the heart-eating monster the papers love to write about. Tell me we can’t be friends because I have a heart and you don’t, and we both know what this means.

Of course, she’d seen right through the act. I didn’t expect anything less from Nepheli Curiosity. But the words hurt her nonetheless, and that was all that mattered. She needed to hate me. She needed not to stare up at me, wine-dazed and expectant, wondering about my mouth on hers.

I’d wanted to kiss her too. I’d wanted to do terrible, wicked, marvelous things to her, and gods help me, I’d been closer than ever to losing control.

She was so, so beautiful. The way she’d lain back on that bed with the slit of her dress billowing off her thighs, her pale skin flushed, and her wine-stained lips slightly parted was almost devastating to watch, knowing I couldn’t ever have her. But her beauty was also so much more than skin and shape. She was beautiful for the way she talked about the things that excited her. She was beautiful for wanting to give someone like me a chance. She was beautiful for the way she craved companionship but was too scared of not being good enough for it—ironic how it was always the best people who were worried about not being good enough.

And Nepheli was more than just good.

Nepheli was a star. She affected others like that. Instantly, in the second of a glance. You looked at her, and you felt her softness blazing down on you, filling you to the bone. Starlight.

I stood on the silent doorstep of the cottage five minutes before dawn, wishing she would not come. Walder could help her get home, or I could send someone to escort her once I reached Thaloria. She was a grown woman. She could manage on her own after that. It’d be better this way.

It was impossible, I knew, but something like guilt swept over me at the thought of leaving her at last night’s words, harsher now in the morning light and the brutal sobriety.

I stared at the rolling hills that surrounded the cottage, swimming in yellow-and-violet wildflowers, with a tireless litany playing through my head, Don’t come. Don’t come. Don’t come.

She came. Dressed in a blush-pink cotton dress, with her curls loose and a leather rucksack dangling from her back. I hoped she had taken that silver dress with her. Gods knew the image of her in that dress would haunt me for a long, long time. The generous curve of her breasts. The slope of her hips. Her soft thighs peering through the gauzy material. And those sparkly hairpins—how I’d imagined myself picking them off one by one until her silver curls unraveled and I could freely brush my hands through them.

Nepheli passed under the little archway of the door, cold and distant, and clearly exhausted, her under-eyes bearing the purple stains of a sleepless night. “I’m surprised you waited,” she clipped, cheeks flushed.

“Give me that,” I said as I went to take the bag from her.

She slipped away, hissing under her breath, “I’m perfectly capable of carrying my own bag.”

“Just hand it over, Nepheli.”

“Why?”

Your back will hurt. “You’ll slow us down.”

A muscle twitched in her jaw. “Fine,” she bit out, shoving the bag against my chest.

“Well, good morning,” Walder emerged at the door, still sleep-ruffled in his long blue robe.

Agathe fluttered her wings at his side, smiling in melancholy for our imminent separation. “Are you leaving already?”

“We have a long day ahead,” I said, avoiding Walder’s attentive gaze. I wasn’t mad at him—not that I could feel truly, deeply mad—but I still had this sense of disappointment gnawing at me for the way he acted last night, pushing Nepheli and me together. I knew his intentions were honorable. I knew that in his eternal, mystifying to us mortals state, he couldn’t fully fathom the damage I could do to a woman like her. But he should have listened to me. He should not care about me as much as he did.

Nepheli smiled politely. “Thank you, Walder, for everything. And Agathe, gods, I’m so grateful for the dresses and the conversation. It meant a lot to me.”

Agathe flew to hug Nepheli around the neck. “I’m going to visit you in Elora, yes?”

Nepheli sniffed, tears sparkling in her eyes. “I would love that. I would love that very much.”

Walder conjured between his fingers a little vermillion box of matches and a miniature terracotta jug—or so the objects appeared to be—and offered them to me. “Take these. Fire and dinner for tonight. Oh—” A paper bag full of muffins popped up in his other hand. “And something for the road. Did you take enough water?”

“Yes. Thank you,” I said with a curt nod as I crammed everything into Nepheli’s bag, pleased to find a blanket rolled at the top—and silver gauze glittering beneath.

Walder pulled me in for an embrace. “Don’t be a stranger, you filthy bastard,” he laughed his deep, clear-water laugh, then added quietly, only for my ears, “Don’t mess this up. She could be the one to cure you.”

I said nothing, and there we went, past the trellis, the rosebushes, and the little metal chairs. Then, Agathe called out, “Hey, Nepheli! Don’t forget!” She made a little arch with her tiny hands, and pink dust peppered the early morning fog. “Shine.”

I had no idea what Agathe meant, but in the meager, mist-dazed light, Nepheli was indeed shining.

◆◆◆

 

It was growing close to sundown when the dandelion-paved crest of the hill emerged in the distance, the sky above heavy and melodramatic, all grand sweeps of yellow and grey. The little cave below the hill was where I counted on us resting tonight since Isa’s manor was still too far away to reach before dusk.

Nepheli and I hadn’t exchanged a single word all day—in fact, she was doing an excellent job acting as though I didn’t exist at all—and the usual noises of the forest seemed exaggerated amid our thorny silence. The pixies giggling, the sprites murmuring, the birds chirping and—

I lunged forward, grabbed Nepheli around the waist, and clamped a hand down on her mouth. “Don’t make a sound,” I whispered in her ear as I dragged her behind the thick trunk of a tree. I twisted her around, pressed her back up against it, and covered her with my entire body.

She stared up at me with huge eyes, growling threats and curses against my palm.

“Shh, Nepheli, please.” 

The noises neared. Clawed paws rustling on the underbrush and furs swishing amid the bushes. Sounds that had been carved indelibly inside my brain ever since one of them attacked me the last time I went through the forest, about a year ago. They jumped out of the shadows one by one and made the ground beneath us quake. Massive black-grey silhouettes with furs drenched in blood from a recent killing and lethal jaws snapping in the air. The wolves. The demons of the Dragonfly.

Thankfully, Nepheli couldn’t see them from her vantage point, but she must have felt their sinister energy because she  finally stopped trying to wriggle out of my arms. Her face went as white as a knuckle. Her chest caved into mine on a ragged breath. I pressed her further against the tree, wishing I could wrap her in my body and have my skin be her armor.

I inched my head to the side, just enough to see what was happening. The seven giant wolves communicated something to each other with low, almost sighing sounds. They paused to determine their direction, twisting their monstrous heads left and right, and once they decided to continue southwest, they howled skyward and lunged over a tall cluster of brambles, disappearing in the shadowy landscape of the forest as fast as they’d emerged from it.

I kept Nepheli in my arms for a bit longer. To make sure, I told myself. Not to savor the warmth of her body, the scent of her skin, or the silky sensation of her hair. And definitely not to wallow in the sugary pressure of her perfect, full breasts on my lower sternum or her hips grinding against my—

“Apollo?” she hissed under my palm.

I shook myself into clarity and removed my hand from her mouth.

Nepheli heaved on a breath. “Are they gone?”

I only managed a nod, knowing that my voice would betray me as much as my body.

“Then can you maybe let go of me?” she snarled. “You’re crushing me.”

“Sorry,” I rasped, lurching backward. “I was just trying to cover your scent.”

She brought a hand to the lace-trimmed neckline of her dress to quell her pounding heart. “Gods, what kind of creatures were they? They sounded like wolves.”

“Shifter demons, actually.”

“Demons?”

“Might want to keep it down, Little Butterfly. They’re not far gone.”

Her face turned into a jarring bright red. “Why does the Dragonfly have demons?”

“Because the magic here attracts them. They prey on magical creatures, and the Dragonfly has plenty. Magic makes the soul tastier, I suppose.”

“The way you say it so nonchalantly,” she growled as she  anxiously checked over her shoulder again, chewing at the corner of her lip. “Apollo, maybe we should head back to Walder’s. It’s getting really dark and—”

“Hey,” I breathed out. She veered and met my gaze, looking pale and shaky. If this were seven years ago, I would take her face in my hands, brush back the tender curls off her forehead, and tell her that she shouldn’t worry about anything. I was here, and I would never let anything bad happen to her. But all I was able to say now—all I was able to mean—was a dispassionate little, “We’re fine.”

Nepheli’s eyes turned from fearful to contemptuous in the matter of an afterthought. “What can you do against a forest demon, anyway? Undead or not, you’re still just a man.”

“I’ve killed a demon before,” I gritted out. “I don’t carry these blades just for show, you know.”

She visibly stiffened. “Oh, goody. He’s a killer too.”

Do not engage. Do not— “Better than the pathetic little boys you distract yourself with in Elora.”

What was wrong with me, damn it? Why couldn’t I just stay quiet and move along? I kept losing control of my tongue, my eyes, my hands. It was driving me insane. She was driving me insane.

“These men at least know how to properly behave around a woman,” she bristled.

“Darling, these boys don’t have the slightest idea of what a woman actually needs.”

She licked her lips. “And you do?”

I wanted to lick her lips too. “I know you know I do.”

Nepheli blushed but didn’t falter. She merely glared at me, dauntless—and a little murderous.

I could just take a step now, and she would be up against that tree again. I could fall down on my knees, hike up her skirts, and show her just how much I knew what she needed.

What would she taste like? Starlight? Hope? Terrible decisions?

Suddenly, cold, sharp droplets of rain speckled my flushed skin. I glanced up at the silvered sky, darker by the second, the boughs standing out tender and grey against the black clouds. With a raucous thunder, the whole world flashed and tore in two, and a cataclysm descended upon us.

“Fuck,” I growled, ushering Nepheli back under the tree’s canopy.

“I told you it was going to rain!” she squealed.

Her hair was already drenched from the manic downpour, and the hem of her dress was soaking in the fresh mud. So I did the sensible thing: I slipped one arm under her knees and one around her waist, scooped her up, and made a run for it.

“Let me down!” she cried, kicking her feet in the air. “I can run on my own, you heathen!”

“Will you stop that?” I shouted over the howling of the wind, my boots squelching on the sodden underbrush as I sprinted straight toward the hill. “Damn it, Nepheli! Stop squirming! I’m going to drop you!”

She raised a hand to protect her face from the brutal lashes of the rain and coughed against the collar of my shirt. “Apollo, I swear if I get a lung infection and die—”

“You’ll haunt me for eternity. I know, darling. I know.”

 

◆◆◆

 

The cave was as cold and dark as I remembered, the yawning mouth of some forest beast. Moss-covered stone, half-unburied minerals poking through the slouching ceiling, and abrasive, dusty ground.

The moment I let Nepheli down to her feet, she attacked me with her fists, pounding them on my chest hard enough to bruise us both. “If you pull something like this again—”

I caught her wrists and pushed her off me. “You’re seriously mad at me for getting you out of the rain as fast as I could?”

She whipped back the drenched strands of her hair and thundered me with her silvery ire. “I’m mad at you. Full stop.”

Well, what’s new?

I could not breathe without making this woman mad. Yet, for some reason, I thought it was a good idea to open my mouth again and make it worse. “We’re in the middle of an enchanted forest with literal demons running around in circles. If you want to survive, you’ll have to learn to cooperate with me, whether you like me or not. So stop acting like a petulant child just because I hurt your little feelings last night—”

“Do not talk about last night!”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s nothing to talk about!” she seethed, her voice echoing around the stone walls. She squared her shoulders and looked me in the eye. Proud. Fierce. “I was careless with my wine, and you were careless with your words. End of story.”

But I hadn’t been careless with my words. I had been careless with my body. I had been careless in the way I danced with her, touched her, stared at her mouth like it was land and I was drowning.

I loosened a breath as I scrubbed a hand down my dripping face. “It’s better for you like this and you know it.”

She lifted her chin. A droplet of rain glided down her jaw and found rest just above the swell of her breasts. Suddenly, I was parched, and the only thing I wanted was that single drop of water.

“I haven’t given you the right to decide what is better for me,” she hissed.

“I merely—”

“No!” she yelled, and this time her voice broke a little. “I’m not interested in what you have to say anymore. I will not be your fool again.”

I am the fool, Nepheli. I am. Not you.

But, obviously, I couldn’t say that. So I turned away, shrugged the bag off my shoulders, and fumbled for Walder’s matches. I pushed the wet tips of my hair off my eyes and managed to spark one up despite the tremor in my hands. Instantly, a small bonfire emerged on the cavern floor, smokeless and odorless but as warm and comforting as the real thing.

Nepheli gasped and crouched over it with rounded, magic-starved eyes. The pitter-patter of her sodden clothes and hair didn’t disturb the fire at all, so she leaned further down and teased the flames with her fingertips, fearless in her curiosity. “It’s warm, but it doesn’t burn,” she whispered, her eyes gleaming in the orange light.

I hauled the fluffy blanket out of the bag and sprawled it in front of our magical bonfire before checking if Agathe had packed another day dress for Nepheli. Thankfully, she had. I pulled out the purple cotton garment and tossed it to her. “Change out of your clothes and sit down to warm yourself up.”

Nepheli glared at me, the silent warning stark in her eyes: Do not tell me what to do.

“Hurry up,” I pressed. “You’re going to get sick.”

“And you care?” she huffed.

“I don’t want you as my personal ghost,” I retorted, flashing her a wide, mocking grin. “Since you’re so keen on staying with me for eternity, evidently.”

“You’re an insufferable—” she began, but was interrupted by a violent sneeze.

“Get out of this dress before I get you out of it,” I snarled.

Nepheli gritted her teeth. “Turn around.”

A phantom feeling—something between frustration and nervousness—prickled from the inside of my skin. I faced the other way, and for a few moments, there was only the rustle of clothes slipping up and down the curves of her body. My mind conjured images of my hands slipping up and down her body too, her skin on my skin with nothing else between us. My hands on her breasts, her hands in my hair, her calves on my shoulders as I pounded—

No. Just no.

For the love of the sky, I was a grown man. Where had my self-control gone, damn it?

I tried to distract myself by naming the magical minerals that peered like treasure through the rocky ceiling while I restlessly tapped on the leather strap of my baldric. Citrallite, pink kreel, blue lopronite, green—

She cleared her throat. “I’m decent now.”

I veered to find her perched on the blanket in front of the fire, running her fingers through her wet hair. Her nose was pink from the cold, and her lips looked swollen and red, as if she’d just been kissed. Her eyes darted up. She frowned. “Why are you staring at me?”

I chose my most dry, unimpressed tone. “You think very highly of yourself, don’t you, darling?”

“Apparently you do too, since you can’t seem to take your eyes off of me,” she bit back, her cheeks heated.

Since there was no way I could answer that without making things worse than they already were, I focused on getting myself out of my cape and baldric before settling down next to her with a long exhale. “Are you hungry? Walder made us dinner.”

“Very kind of him, but I’m still full from the muffins. I want to get warm first,” she said, her fingers moving deftly through her hair to weave a long, silver braid. She glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “You don’t have to wait for me if you’re hungry.”

I folded my arms behind my head and leaned back on the hunched wall. “I’m fine.”

With a tiny groan, she outstretched her legs too, and as the hem of her dress slid up her calves, I noticed that the skin right above her ankles had gone red and almost raw from the friction with her leather boots. At the sight of it, something sank in my chest, like the anxious sensation of falling through a dream. “Why didn’t you tell me your boots were hurting you? We could have stopped.”

“I didn’t want to slow us down,” she clipped, her jaw tight.

Gods, I was such a bastard. “If something hurts you, you tell me. You don’t have to power through the pain.”

“And what would you have done?” she snorted.

“Carried you, for one.”

She glared at me. “I don’t want your hands anywhere near me.”

Of course, she didn’t. I was so remarkably good at being a heartless wanker that this woman would prefer to have her skin scraped raw than spend a second in my arms.

All of a sudden, she froze next to me, her round lips popping open in surprise. “Look,” she whispered as she leaned forward to lower her palm on the dusty patch of ground between the blanket and the bonfire. She brushed and brushed, and there it was: a heart carved into the stone floor, boasting two sets of crookedly scribbled initials in the middle. “Lovers,” she whispered dreamily.

“Idiots,” I argued.

Nepheli rolled her eyes. “Of course you would say that. You’ve clearly never fallen in love with anyone but yourself in your entire life.”

Oh, the irony was just too good.

If I could feel resentment now, I would be choking on it. I would be compelled to confess how I’d once known love as intimately as the heart I had lost. I’d known all its colors and contours. I’d known it like a pilgrim knew his god—and a vicious, hungry, merciless god it was. The kind that craved blood. The kind that demanded sacrifice. Because if I looked back at love now, all I would see were the pieces of myself I had lost to it.

“And you have, darling?” I mocked, my tongue sharp and bitter. “With someone who isn’t fictional, I mean?”

Nepheli scowled. “If you must know, I almost got engaged a year ago.”

My brows shot straight up to my hairline. “You were?”

“Are you seriously so surprised that someone wanted to marry me?” she scoffed, pushing furiously the end of her braid off her shoulder.

“I’m not surprised someone wanted to marry you. I’m surprised they let you go.”

Fuck, I shouldn’t have said that. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut every time I talked to this woman? There was a plan, a script. I was supposed to be acting like the complete and utter wanker I was, not blurting out sweet nothings in the semi-darkness like a lovesick adolescent.

“He didn’t let me go,” Nepheli said, her expression a dichotomy between offense and incredulity. “I did.”

Do not say that this makes more sense. Say something stupid. “A little heartbreaker, aren’t you, darling?”

She smiled coyly. “Feeling fortunate that you don’t have a heart for me to break, Apollo?”

“I’m the luckiest bastard in the world.”

“For not having a heart?”

“For being immune.”

“To love?”

“To you. I’m perfectly immune to you,” I said a little absently, fighting the urge to take that unruly curl that had fallen over her eyes between my fingertips.

Nepheli seemed distracted too, but managed a haughty little, “Otherwise you would have been half in love with me already, right?”

I smirked. “Confidence suits you, Little Butterfly.”

She sighed, her head lolling back. “Agathe said that I have magic inside me. Because of the stardust. I’m just trying to figure out what this new magical Nepheli ought to look like.”

As she said it, her hair and skin gleamed pure silver in the firelight. Ever since I was a boy, I’ve been besotted with the sky and its many, outlandish mysteries. And now, here I was, looking at a real, breathing star, desperate not to yield to her light.

It was our mortal destiny. We looked at the stars, but the stars did not look at us. And so she sat there, more precious than anything I’d ever known, utterly oblivious to what she was doing to me.

“She looks pretty good to me,” I said in the most noncommittal tone I could manage, covering the look of want in my face with a mask of boredom.

Her eyes hardened, but it wasn’t anger, or resentment, or even spite. It was more raw, more vulnerable, a sentiment I didn’t have the emotional depth to fully comprehend. “She looks silly to you, Apollo,” she said. “She looks like someone you don’t even respect.”

How powerful she was, really. She was so strong that she didn’t feel the need to pretend that I hadn’t hurt her last night but instead admitted to it openly, in the most human way possible. If I’d had a speck of that dignity in me seven years ago, I wouldn’t be in this situation right now, and Nepheli would still be kingdoms away, safe and warm, and probably much happier.

Tell her that. Tell her everything, my slow-dying sense of morality screamed into the hollow of where my heart was supposed to be.

But reason won me in the end. What’s the point?

I pretended to yawn and lowered my eyes to the flames, looking no more engaged than someone who was about to nod off in the middle of a conversation.
“So what happened? With your almost fiancé.”

Nepheli blew out a breath, disappointed at me but unsurprised. “He left Elora to attend university. He wanted me to follow him. That’s why he proposed. He was so sure I was going to accept that he had already talked to the High Priestess. I couldn’t leave an offering at the Temple for weeks without getting dirty looks.”

“Why didn’t you accept?”

She shrugged. “I couldn’t leave the Shop. So we just… grew apart. I’m not even sure where he ended up. Kartha most likely,” she considered, and I wasn’t sure if the wistful look on her face was because she missed him or because she regretted not going with him. Either way, I hated it, and I had no idea that I was in a position to hate anymore. Perhaps hatred was a thing of the soul and not of the heart—dark and assiduous, and gut-wrenching. But wasn’t love the same? So maybe my soul had nothing to do with it. Maybe Walder was right. Maybe she could change me. Maybe I was already changed. Maybe she was my only chance at a cure, a chance I shouldn’t miss. Or maybe I had become so good at imitating an actual human being that I couldn’t recognize how hollow I still was.

“Do you still care for him?” I asked casually.

She didn’t even have to think about it. “I will always care for him.”

I could have sworn a jolt of pain went through me—a sort of stabbing sensation in the middle of my chest. “So you regret not leaving with him,” I said, not much of a question in my voice.

She answered anyway, a hesitant whisper, “I don’t know.”

A pang of disappointment jabbed at my ribs, but I managed to keep my face straight. “Do you want to find him?”

Her brows furrowed. “What?”

“If you’re still in love with him, I can help you find him.”

“You’d do that?” she gasped.

If there is one person who deserves all the happiness in the world, it’s you. “Well, I do owe you,” I said matter-of-factly, shrugging my shoulders. “Shop’s damages and all that.”

“And all that,” she echoed, a little bewildered.

“Although, you’re probably better off.”

Her face hardened, but there was something pleased in it too, as though she was secretly glad that I didn’t want her to find her ex-lover. “You don’t know that I am better off without Ryker. You don’t even know him.”

“It has nothing to do with him,” I blurted out. “The problem is with love.”

Nepheli’s fingers slid to her pretty butterfly pendant. She did that a lot in a self-soothing manner every time she was nervous or needed some courage, and I’d grown fond of the look of her twirling it between her fingers. You’d think that after being alone for so long, it would be hard for me to find someone else’s unconscious habits and nervous ticks charming. But it wasn’t hard. I was starved for such tender human things. I was so hungry, I could just lay back now and feast for hours, for days, forever, at her every mannerism, every slight movement of her body.

I was not lonely. Not like Nepheli was. But I was still very much alone. And I was starting to get sick of it.

“What’s so problematic about love?” she argued. “With the right person, I imagine it’s wonderful.”

“Only the beginnings are wonderful. Love…” I sighed and closed my eyes for a moment. A constellation of memories rocketed past the orbit of my thoughts. Smiles and kisses and promises twirled kaleidoscopically behind my closed eyelids. Shouts and accusations and a thousand broken how-could-you bleeding out from invisible wounds. “Love dies screaming. Ask me. I would know.”

Before she could say anything, I stood up and strode off, craving the dank, pitch-black night, and to disappear into something as empty and lightless as I was.

“Apollo,” Nepheli called after me, but I didn’t respond.

I stepped outside. Dragonflies glittered in the leaves of the trees and in the tall ferns and in the basil bushes, their wings sparkling like the distant lights of a city. The underbrush was still soggy from the rain, and the air smelled of petrichor and pine. And the night? The night was neither empty nor lightless, after all.

It was hazy with stars, stars, stars.

Suddenly, I was twelve years old again, tucked into my childhood bed and gazing at the glistening spatter of stars across my ceiling as I waited for them to twinkle me to sleep. But sleep would not come, so I would tiptoe my way to my telescope, thrilled and impatient, my hand too small for the focuser and my eye too eager for the eyepiece. And there the stars would be—slipped off my ceiling and into the sky, free in their true, glorious forms.

◆◆◆

 

When I got back inside, Nepheli was lying on her side with her hands between her knees. Serene, with her eyes shut.

I sat down next to her. “Nepheli?” I whispered. “Are you asleep?” She didn’t budge. As delicately as I could, I took a lock that had escaped her braid between my fingertips and brushed it aside. It was soft. As soft as her heart. “You want to know a secret?” I said quietly, the words choking me on their way out. “I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean any of it. I don’t think you’re silly. I think you’re lovely. I think you’re smart and funny and interesting, and terribly kind. You’re lovely. And I am so horribly, thoroughly unlovely that I don’t know what to do with myself around you. You’ve no idea how much I wish I was just a normal man who walked into a random Shop one day and met this brilliant woman. He thought she was clever and pretty, and way too good for him. But he was young and impulsive, and asked her out on a date anyway, thinking that nothing too bad could come out of it. And somehow, the stars aligned, and she said yes. And they went on that date, and they talked and laughed and kissed until their lips were numb, and thanked the fates for their good luck—oh, how lucky they were to have found each other. It’s outrageous, isn’t it? How can someone’s life change so irrevocably in the span of a single day? And you know that nothing will ever be the same for them from now on. Because now they’ve learned each other’s faces. Now they’ve held hands. Now they’ve whispered promises in the dark. Now they’ve dreamt next to each other, woke up next to each other.” I tried to swallow, but something tremendous was stuck in my throat, and the next words were hardly more than a whisper. “But I am not a normal man. I’m not someone who can experience all this loveliness again. What I’m trying to say, Nepheli… is that I’m sorry. For what I said. For making you feel like that. I’m sorry for the mess. I’m sorry for barging into your life only to disarray it so thoughtlessly. But I am mostly sorry that I can’t feel sorry. Truly, deeply sorry. Because you deserve that. Gods know you deserve it.”

I didn’t feel unburdened by my confession. In fact, by the time I lay down next to her and started drifting off to sleep, I felt hollower than ever.
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You’re lovely. And I am so horribly, thoroughly unlovely that I don’t know what to do with myself around you.

I woke up numb from confusion. My body ached from having slept on the hard ground all night, and my head felt like a nest of wasps, endlessly buzzing and swarming.

I had only pretended to be asleep last night because I’d been angry and hurt and disappointed that Apollo hadn’t even bothered to apologize, let alone admit that his behavior at Walder’s had been nothing but a cheap act, and I’d been determined not to entertain him in pointless conversation any longer and just get some much-needed rest.

But now… What was I supposed to do now? Act as though I hadn’t heard any of it? As though his words, genuine or not, hadn’t made my blood sing and my heart skip as if it wanted to leave my body? As though I hadn’t wanted to turn around, open my eyes, and confess too: I know you didn’t mean those things you said at Walder’s. But they still hurt me. They hurt me because I’m afraid that they’re true. I’m terrified that I will never be good enough for anyone. I’m scared of going forward. I’m scared of going back. I feel suspended between time and space, floating in an arbitrary in-between. Here. With you. I kind of hate you for using my insecurities against me. I kind of can’t take my eyes off of you either. I kind of want to never see your stupid face again. I kind of want you to kiss me, touch me, make me feel…everything. Because I know you can. I know you can revive me as easily as you can break me.

Was I supposed to say that? Was I supposed to make a fool of myself again just so he could have the satisfaction of belittling me under the pretense of doing it for my own good?

No. No, I was smarter than this.

My back made a horrible crack as I propped on one elbow. Apollo was sleeping right next to me, or I should rather say right behind me, as the curve of my backside was pressed to his groin. He had his hand loosely flung around my waist, and as I moved, it slipped lower, down to my stomach. He pulled me closer in his sleep, letting out a low, almost guttural sound. A delirious sort of pressure built inside me, a craving unsatisfied. I wanted to push back against his hardness. I wanted his hand lower on my body. I wanted him to soothe the ache between my thighs. And I knew he could. I knew that those beautiful, big hands of his could do the most marvelous, filthy—

Gods, what was I thinking?

I pulled out of his embrace and sat up with a gasp. Mercifully, he didn’t wake up. The tide of his breathing was still calm and oblivious as I watched him closely. He had a tiny bump on the bridge of his nose, a small birthmark on the underside of his square jaw, and a faded childhood scar above his left dark brow. I drowned in his perfect imperfections.

Apollo was so, so beautiful. Beautiful, like neck kisses and midnight storms. Beautiful, like the fun kind of secrets. Beautiful, like summer sunsets and unexpected romances.

His long, feathery eyelashes fluttered behind a few messy locks. He blinked, frowned, then very slowly withdrew his hand from my stomach and folded it behind his head as he turned on his back.

“Hello,” he rasped, his voice exquisitely harsh and a little roguish. He looked like a debauched rake after a sinful night in the woods with some no-longer-chaste maiden—hair ruffled, shirt half-undone, eyes drowsy and dark.

“Hello,” I said a little timorously. “Did I make too much noise and wake you up?”

He shook his head. “Just felt you pull out of my arms. You started shivering in your sleep last night. That’s why I… I don’t want you to think—”

“It’s okay,” I reassured. “It was a cold night.”

“Are you feeling sick?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Good.” His eyes trailed to my throat. “The mark has almost faded too.”

“I don’t want another one,” I deadpanned, and it shocked me how much of a lie it was. All I could think about now was his mouth on my neck, his teeth grazing that tender spot, his tongue soothing it over, making me teeter on the edge between pleasure and pain—me, who always preferred gentle kisses and even gentler touches.

Apollo had asked me last night if I missed Ryker, but the truth was, I didn’t miss much from my life in Elora apart from the Shop. Yes, sometimes I regretted that I hadn’t left Elora with him, but that had nothing to do with Ryker, really. And as for right now, I didn’t seem to want gentle anymore. I wanted reckless. Deep, deep down, I thought I wanted to break a little just to have an excuse to build myself anew.

“What are you thinking about so intensely?” Apollo asked.

I hated that he wanted to know what I was thinking.

I loved that he wanted to know what I was thinking.

“Just that I’m excited to see the city tomorrow,” I croaked.

He nodded a little absently and leaned closer.

I fell back on my palms. “What are you doing?”

He pointed at my throat. “Your necklace is stuck to your hair. Do you want me to—”

“I can do it,” I muttered, glancing down to indeed find a lock of my hair wrapped around the chain. I tried to detangle it by tugging my hair up while pulling the chain downward, but then it popped and slipped off my neck altogether. “Oh no,” I murmured, gathering the broken silver pieces in my palm. “I ruined it.”

“It’s okay. At least your little butterfly is safe,” Apollo said gently. “When we get to the city, I’ll buy you a new chain. A prettier one.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I whispered.

He exhaled, suddenly exasperated, and stood up at once. “Let’s not make it a big deal.”

He fished the matchbox out of his pocket, opened it, and the magical fire swooshed back into it instantly. Then he busied himself with fastening his baldric and putting on his cape.

“Apollo?” I pressed.

“Yes, darling,” he said disinterestedly, not turning around to look at me.

It’s pointless, Nepheli. Forget about him and just focus on getting home. The Shop is waiting. You can still have a nice life in Elora. You can still find a way to grow in the same space you’ve always been in.

But if there was one thing I had learned from the plants in my Shop—and plants were indeed excellent teachers if you ever bothered to listen—was that when something stopped blooming, you didn’t just throw it out. You changed the soil. You repotted it. You gave it more room to grow.

I knew change couldn’t come without change, but I did not feel brave enough to tell myself this truth now.

“Nothing,” was all I said, exhaling, and finally got up to my feet to help him gather our things. “Let’s just go.”

At one point last night, I had taken off my boots to relieve my skin from the friction, and as I grudgingly grabbed them now, I found the collars lined with soft, cottony pads. A little sound of surprise escaped me as I realized that Apollo must have taken them out of his own boots and put them in mine while I was asleep. “Apollo—”

“Shhh,” Apollo suddenly warned.

I swiveled around.

He was half-crouched under the cave’s mouth, his body drawn forward, ready to lunge at something.

Quickly, I slipped my boots on and stalked behind him to see what was going on outside and—oh gods. A massive grey-black, breathing ball of fur was blocking part of our exit. A wolf. A demon.

Panic blazed down my throat and set my insides on fire. “What is it doing here in broad daylight?” I whisper-yelled, clutching Apollo’s arm to pull him back inside. But he was immovable. His eyes were bright with clarity, pinpointed on the wolf’s curled form.

“It’s injured,” Apollo said, and as I inched my head to the side and took a closer look at the creature, I indeed found that the knuckles of its spine were forced into a wrong angle and the fur around them was muddied with blood. It was clearly sleeping, letting out pulmonary sounds as though it had a hard time breathing. “Its pack must have left it behind. Fuck, it was probably prowling around the cave all night, and I didn’t even notice it.” He cursed under his breath again, furious with himself.

“Why didn’t it get in here, you know, to eat us?”

“Because this cave is sacred ground,” Apollo explained with a hiss. “Demons are soulless. They can’t enter it.”

The creature let out a guttural growl, and Apollo, quick as thunder, interposed himself between me and the exit.

“What are we going to do?” I wheezed, trying to remain calm and… think. Take a breath and think for a moment. There’s always a way.

Apollo glared at me over his shoulder as he unsheathed his sword, the clean, long blade shining in the cavernous semi-darkness. “You aren’t going to do anything.”

I slipped with more stealth than I knew I had in my body right in front of him. “You can’t fight it.”

His nostrils flared. “Can you please not feel bad about the soul-sucking demon?”

I’m not worried about the demon, you idiot brute! “It’s sleeping. We can sneak past it,” I argued. “You said it yourself. The manor’s location adds an hour to our journey, so we certainly can’t afford to waste precious daylight just because you want to swing your sword around.”

“It’s blocking our way,” Apollo growled.

“Give me that,” I muttered, stealing the sword from his hand.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he seethed.

I ignored him and pressed my back against the side of the entrance, then plunged the sword into the sunbeams that streaked over the wolf and into the cave. The shiny blade caught the sun, and as I angled it upward and left, the light bounced off the metal surface and onto the demon’s back.

“Are you trying to infuriate it?” Apollo snarled.

“I’m trying to make it shift its position,” I bit back, and sure enough, a low grunting sound escaped the creature. Sluggishly, it raised its head and looked around with half-opened eyes, its torn muzzle twitching. Then, with a strenuous push, it lifted its wounded body a few inches off the ground and crawled over the underbrush to a shadier spot.

I lowered the sword and veered around to shoot a triumphant grin at Apollo. “See?” I chirped, handing him back his weapon. “Violence isn’t always the answer.”

“It will attack us the moment we step outside,” Apollo decided. “Or it will follow us and—”

“Apollo,” I stopped him with a sigh. “It’s dying. It’s suffering.”

“It’s a demon. It doesn’t have a heart to suffer,” he said, and there was something so raw and stripped-down in his voice that the words pierced right through me. How was it possible that he could sound like that, given his heartless state? His face looked harder than I’d ever seen it before, not hard like stone but hard like glass—the kind of hardness you could so easily shatter.

“That doesn’t mean we should be cruel to it,” I said, my voice patient.

Apollo looked away, working his jaw. “Fine. But have the blade I gave you in hand, don’t just throw it in your bag.”

“Okay,” I muttered.

We gathered the last of our things and ventured carefully out of the cave with breaths drawn and weapons at the ready.

The creature did not move, attack, or follow us after all. And Apollo seemed almost angry about it, convinced that something as heartless deserved nothing better than an unkind, inglorious end.
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After a long but uneventful day’s journey, with only a small break to have Walder’s dinner for lunch under the generous shade of an elm tree, I was certain that the hardest part of this impromptu adventure was over.

Tonight, we were going to get some proper rest in a secure location, and tomorrow morning we would be in Thaloria. Apollo and I would say our goodbyes, and I would go home and finally sit down to make some serious decisions about my life.

I could have never imagined that in an enchanted forest occupied by evil fairies, demonic wolves, and heartless men, the greatest agony would befall me from something as small and insignificant as a dragonfly.

The little thing didn’t mean to hurt me. It had a broken wing and could not fly straight. It staggered through the air. I barely saw it coming. It simply crashed on me—bam—right on my collarbone.

The pain was sharp and instant, like getting stung by a bee. But more than the unexpected ache, it was the sudden, shocking rush of fear that made me cry out as the recollection of Apollo’s warning slammed into me as fast and hard as that injured dragonfly: Don’t ever, ever touch a dragonfly…You’ll get dragonfly fever and die.

Apollo heard my cry and veered. “What—”

I met his eyes, dazed and shocked. Then his gaze dropped to my clavicle, where the dragonfly had left a searing red mark. I watched him, immobile with horror, as he lunged forward and wrapped me in his arms just before the whole world fumed and tipped to its side. And then I couldn’t see anything at all. My eyes fell shut. My body slipped off my hold and tumbled into a pit of fire. A shockwave of heat rushed through me, brutal and delirious.

Distantly, I could hear Apollo screaming while shaking me violently—Nepheli! Nepheli! Nepheli!—but I could not respond. My tongue became a furious flame in my mouth. I was burning, bubbling, sizzling from the inside out so rapidly and intensely that I thought the star in my veins was the sun itself rising on the horizon of my body.

“Nepheli, please, please don’t close your eyes, darling. We’re almost there,” Apollo was panting with each word as he ran, ran, ran through the forest with me bundled in his arms, a breathing ball of fire. I frightened myself thinking I would burn his hands, blazing as I was, and I tried to push out of his embrace, but it was pointless. The flames, licking me from the inside, had turned my limps to ash. I was crumbling, piece by piece.

“Please, Nepheli, I beg of you. Open your eyes. Come on, darling, open your eyes for me.”

I wanted to obey, but my eyelids had melted, and like candle wax on paper, my eyelashes were glued together.

With incomprehensible difficulty, I forced my lips apart and felt as though I breathed out a lump of fire. “Apollo… I think…dragonfly fever...dying,” was all I was able to mumble.

“No one is dying,” Apollo growled and ran faster, so fast that I could only hear the hiss of air as he pulled it into his lungs. “Look, Little Butterfly. Look, we’re here. You’re going to be okay. You’ll go home tomorrow. I promise you, darling. I promise you.” He sounded as manic and incoherent as the swirl of my thoughts. Words slowly lost their meaning. There was only the fever eating at every part of me.

“Isadora!” Apollo’s voice came loud and broken, and my eyes ripped apart.

The first thing I saw through the white-hot blur of my vision, was a granite staircase bedecked with ivy and yellow moss leading to giant double doors, the glossy black surface looking like a portal to another world. Above, the setting sun blazed garish and cruel. Blood-red sweeps of clouds. A wildfire of a sky. And Apollo on his knees, leaning over me, panting and wild, his skin gleaming with sweat. He placed me down on the mat of moss and pounded his fists on the door. “Isadora! Isadora open the door!”

The door opened, but my consciousness fell shut.

 

◆◆◆

 

“You said fifteen minutes.”

“I said it would take about fifteen minutes.”

“Are you sure you gave her the right antidote?”

“Apollo Zayra, you did not just ask me that!”

I had a hard time believing that only fifteen minutes had passed, for I felt as though I’d been awakened from a week-long dreamless slumber.

My muscles were stiff and heavy, my skin was clammy and cold, and my eyes had trouble adjusting to the light as it blazed down from…Was that a glowing caterpillar that dangled over my head?

I blinked a few times and realized that it was only a caterpillar-shaped light. I lay there for a few seconds on what felt like a velvet couch and just stared at the odd ceiling light, devastated by a dead-butterfly-floating-on-the-surface-of-a-pool kind of feeling.

Finally, I managed to bring a hand to my clavicle, expecting to feel the dragonfly’s mark, but the skin was smooth and empty under my fingertips. For a moment, I panicked, thinking I’d lost my pendant, before I remembered blearily that I’d tucked it in my dress pocket earlier. I released a relieved breath between my teeth, and with all the strength I could siphon from my groaning bones, I pushed on my palms and sat up on the fainting couch.

It took some effort to spot Apollo through the cheerful chaos of the unfamiliar room. The place was crawling with curiosities. Glimmering vials filled with liquids of every color imaginable, pans and pots, wands, and measuring cups were sprawled all over the floral carpets and the green wooden furniture, some even dangling from the caterpillar ceiling lights.

Apollo and the girl—his cousin probably—kept muttering furiously to each other with their backs turned on me.

I rubbed my eyes with my knuckles, swallowed down the horrible tangy taste in my mouth, and cleared my dry as sandpaper throat. “Um, hello?”

“You see!” the young woman exclaimed, swiveling on her heel. “Fairydust, ginger root, and a dollop of wasp honey. It always does the trick!”

Apollo’s grey eyes fell on me like a cold shower. It was a different kind of coldness than his casual indifference, though. His jaw was tight, his brows bunched, his mouth pulled into a rigid, downward line. “You okay?” he rasped.

I brushed a few damp locks away from my face and managed a nod. “I…” I wasn’t sure what to say. I was nonplussed, shaken. He had saved my life. Well, the antidote had saved my life, but if Apollo hadn’t gotten me here in time…

The girl got right into my sphere of vision, commanding my attention. She didn’t look older than twenty-five, delicate-framed, with an open, heart-shaped face. She had Apollo’s coloring; bronze skin and two long braids of thick dark hair, but her eyes were big and gentle in a lovely shade of hazel, unlike Apollo’s feline grey-blue eyes that always struck you with a sense of debauchery.

“Thank you,” I finally breathed out. “I am eternally grateful to you. Whatever you gave me saved my life.”

“Oh, don’t mention it! It happens all the time. I got stung by a dragonfly twice this month. Apollo is just being dramatic. I’m Isadora, by the way, but friends call me Isa,” she said all in one breath in a high, mellifluous voice.

Isadora Zayra, as Apollo had explained to me during our little picnic earlier today, was his uncle’s one and only daughter. Prince Sirus, the Queen’s older brother, died a few years ago from a major heart attack, leaving Isadora not only the estate but also his title and position in the court. But according to Apollo, Isadora preferred leading a quiet, secluded life here in the Dragonfly and only visited the Palace on exceptional occasions.

I’d wondered if it was dangerous for a human woman to live alone in this wild beast of a forest, but Apollo had assured me that Isadora had plenty of magic in her veins—a gift from her witch mother, who had tragically died in childbirth—to render the manor impenetrable to all kinds of intruders.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, treading across the overflowing space to an oval table where a large cookie jar, a ceramic carafe, and a few empty glasses were lined next to a basket filled with tiny heart-shaped vials. She filled one glass with water, put a couple of cookies on a napkin, and came to offer them to me. “Here, it will help with the antidote’s aftertaste.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Apollo interjected, still standing in the furthest alcove of the room with his cape drawn back and his arms folded tightly before his chest.

“Yes, I’m just a bit rattled. The fever was…horrible. I thought I was going to die,” I admitted with a shudder.

Apollo flinched as though I’d said something to offend him. I was too exhausted to ask about it, so I merely raised the glass to my parched lips and drank the whole thing in three long gulps.

As I stretched over the arm of the couch to leave it on the small end table next to it, I almost knocked a little purple jar down.

“Careful!” Isa squealed and lunged to catch it just in time.

“I’m so sorry,” I blurted out.

“No, I’m sorry for the mess,” Isa sighed as she showed me the golden annulet that encircled her pointer finger. Curiosities often bought their merchandise from potion-makers, so I recognized the magic object immediately. Potion-makers wore annulets like this one to prevent themselves from getting affected by the potions they created. Once the potions were bottled, they were safe to be around, but they could be quite powerful while still simmering on the stove. A full-blooded witch would not get affected by her own concussions, of course, but witches were mostly focused on creating spells and curses rather than bothering with the tedium of potion-making. It was common for humans with a bit of magical inheritance, though, to choose the profession of potion-maker, which demanded some magical ability but was not entirely dependent on it.

And indeed, Isa explained while I munched on the sugar cookies: “I’m a potion-maker, you see. I have a Shop in Thaloria, but I fulfill most of my orders here since the manor has way more storage for my herbs and dusts. Plus, it is far safer than making these things in a tiny Shop in the city. The potion-maker next door once blew off his Shop’s roof trying to make a courage potion for a marriage proposal. I swear, he still screams every time he hears something pop.” She sucked in a quick breath, wincing to herself as she turned to Apollo. “Sorry… I’m rambling…I’m still shocked to see you here. How long has it been this time? A year?”

Apollo exhaled. “One year, eight months, and twenty-five days. But who’s counting?”

I gulped down the little sound of disbelief that threatened to escape me. Was Apollo really counting the days he spent away from his family? Had Walder been right, after all? Was the Prince of Broken Hearts actually lonely?

To my further bemusement, Isa’s face hardened, accusation rising in her eyes. “You didn’t even write us this time. We’ve all been worried sick about you, Apollo.”

Apollo gifted her his usual blend of cool indifference and wry amusement. “Now, that’s a terrible way to waste your time.”

Isa clenched her jaw as she met my gaze. “Why don’t I show you to the guest room? You need a warm bath and some rest,” she suggested, and scrambled out of the room before I could even thank her for her hospitality.

Warily, I whispered to Apollo, “Hey, are you sure we’re not imposing? She seems a little… overwhelmed. And not to mention busy.”

Somehow, I knew he was going to lie to me even before he opened his mouth. “Don’t worry, that’s just Isa.”

A shiver crawled up my spine, and it had nothing to do with my almost dying from dragonfly fever. Something was wrong. I tried to put my finger on it, but I couldn’t. I was used to watching Apollo go through emotions—or I should rather say, reactions—faster than he was probably going through lovers. He should be calling me darling by now and teasing me about my terrible luck or making some self-deprecating joke about the way he’d overreacted.

But he looked too shaken to simply move on this time. Was he truly so worried about me, or had something happened while I’d been passed out? Or, better yet, was this all a game to him? Pushing me away, then whispering sweet nothings to me in the dark, then trembling for my life as though it meant something to him, then his coldness all over again, his silence like a frostbite on my heart. It was too much to both burn and freeze in one day. I needed something to console me now. A word. A touch. A look. I would be content with only one soft look from him. I would not ask for more. It would not even mean anything. It would just be a kindness.

Was it really so hopeless of me that I craved his kindness, knowing what he was?

“Apollo—”

“You need to rest,” he said curtly before slipping out of the door.

An anxious feeling overcame me. The butterfly in my pocket burned. The stardust in my veins hummed in something like a warning.

◆◆◆

 

The bedroom was a wilderness of fabrics. Rich floral tapestries on the walls, elegant upholstered furniture, and buttery plush bedclothes. But not even the unexpected prettiness couldn’t put my mind at ease. A keen sense of apprehension bubbled in my bloodstream as Isadora flung back the heavy drapes and opened the windows to let some fresh air into the room.

“Are you okay, Isa?” I asked carefully.

Isa gave me an absentminded smile over her shoulder. “Oh, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

She returned her attention out of the window. The grounds of the manor were in springtime bloom. Almond trees and daffodils and neat rosebushes as far as the eye could see, bees gorging themselves on pollen, and butterflies fluttering from blossom to blossom. The air was sweet, but it wasn’t a floral sweetness. It was the scent my cauldron exuded after a generous serving of stardust. Magic.

I pressed my lips together and tried again, “Apollo said you’re okay with us staying here tonight, that we aren’t imposing, but—”

Isa whirled around. “Apollo is heartless. He doesn’t care if he’s imposing.”

Her curt tone unsettled me almost as much as the hurt expression on her face. I struggled to find a courteous enough reply. “Oh, I see. Well, then—”

“I’m sorry,” she interrupted, her cheeks as red as the roses in her garden. “Of course, you’re not imposing. You just shouldn’t listen to everything Apollo says.”

She went to leave.

I got in front of her, my pulse picking up. “Wait, what do you mean?”

Isa sucked in a breath and bit into her bottom lip in something like regret. “I know how Apollo can be. Believe me, he’s practically my brother. I grew up idolizing him. I know he’s charmed you.”

I opened my mouth to disagree, but Isa held up her hand and continued, “Don’t deny it. You’re falling in love. It’s obvious from the way you look at him. And I know you don’t want to hear this. But please be careful, Nepheli. They don’t call him the Prince of Broken Hearts for no good reason.”
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Isa sprung her little enigma on me and left me to drown in my questions.

Physically, I was exhausted, but my mind didn’t want to rest. It reeled from one wild scenario to another as I locked myself in the adjoining bathroom to wash this horrible day off of me.

They don’t call him the Prince of Broken Hearts for no good reason.

Apollo was far from the heart-eating monster the papers described, but he still must have done something to deserve such a cruel title. But what? And why should I be careful? He and I were just… traveling companions, after all. Maybe I didn’t want him to get eaten by a demon, but that didn’t mean I cared about him. Okay, I cared a little, but not romantically. And, yes, I did find him insanely attractive and charming and thrilling to be around, and the skin would probably melt right off my bones if he ever tried to—

“Get yourself together, girl,” I snarled to myself in the mirror that faced the bathtub. I looked flushed and wild-eyed, neck-deep in bubbles. I released a breath and started rinsing myself off, curiosity still gnawing at me.

Walder had claimed that Apollo kept a distance from his family to spare their feelings, but surely there had to be another reason as well. Apollo was looking for something. I’d known it from the moment he’d walked into the Shop. He’d kept asking about mystery boxes and other Curiosity Shops that might carry them. But what could a mystery box obtain that would interest Apollo so much? A cure, perhaps? Could there be a cure? I supposed that depended on what kind of curse it was. Was it witch-made? Or was it from the gods? And most importantly, what had he done to deserve such a horrible punishment?

The questions were like needles pricking me from the inside, and the fact that Apollo was going to put me on a ship tomorrow morning and I would leave Thaloria without ever obtaining the answers only made my curiosity sharper. It was nearly unbearable.

Hours later, I got dressed and ventured out of my bedroom to find the moon high in the sky, dangling over the manor like a bright, silver spotlight.

I meandered around the whimsical, overflowing rooms until I discovered a library, dark and tremendous, with floor-to-ceiling cherrywood shelves and enormous upholstered armchairs. I spent what felt like an hour in there, scanning Isa’s impressive collection of potion-making books, until I spotted one of Rya Ellison’s Encyclopedias, which I had read all except for the one in front of me—a complete and extensive catalogue of demons, creatures, and the fairy folk. These types of books were always mysteriously missing from our local libraries and bookstores back home, and even my magical bookcase couldn’t recreate something exactly like them. Magic was often too stubborn to leave the North, even in the form of simple information.

I tucked it under my arm and went on a mission to find the kitchen. A cup of tea and a little bit of reading in front of a cozy fire would soothe my mind enough to even salvage the day.

It was strange to think that I almost died this morning, and now I was thinking about tea. Life had such a funny way of becoming marvelous or unbearable, only to fall back into its usual rhythms as if nothing of consequence had happened at all.

As I crossed the abounded with curiosities foyer for the second time, I started to suspect that Isa was managing this entire estate with the use of magic alone, as there were no maids or butlers around to ask for directions. A secluded life indeed, but certainly not one devoid of color and whimsy.

I entered another room, still searching for the kitchen, which ended up being Isa’s private study, judging from the massive worktable in the center crawling with ominous-looking black grimoires and spiraling vials containing mysterious pink liquids.

Not wanting to impose, I backed out and continued my exploration toward the other side of the manor.

At last, I heard the soft murmur of voices from inside a room and quickened my steps.

The voices got louder and angrier.

Then, I heard my name and froze mid-step.

“Gods, Apollo, I can’t believe you brought this girl here. What were you thinking? Nepheli could have died today!” Isa shouted.

I pressed my back against the wall next to the half-opened door and watched as the light leaked out in the hallway with my heart pounding so avidly inside my chest that I was terrified they’d hear it.

“You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t realize the consequences of my actions? I’m heartless, not a fucking idiot! But what was I supposed to do, huh?” Apollo’s voice thundered, harsher than ever. “Fuck up her whole life and abandon her to pick up the pieces?”

“You shouldn’t have fucked up her life to begin with. You were supposed to be more careful. After seven years, you ought to be more careful!” There was a pause. A moment of realization. Then, in a panic, “Unless you did it on purpose. Oh gods. Oh gods! Did you destroy her Shop on purpose?”

My heart stopped. I felt myself go numb. The bodice of my dress seemed to tighten around my sternum, cutting off my oxygen until everything around me spun.

“You honestly think I would do that?” Apollo snarled.

“Yes,” Isa hissed. “Gods, I swear, Apollo, if you break this poor girl’s heart just to—”

“I won’t!”

Isa scoffed. “As if you haven’t considered it already!”

“I have considered it, damn it! I have! But that doesn’t mean I will act—”

“Please,” Isa implored. “Please tell me the truth for once. Tell me you’re not using this girl to break the curse. I know what Walder told you. Love breaks all curses. But damn it, Apollo! Making someone fall in love with you just to break your curse is too cruel. Even for you.”

Making someone fall in love with you just to break your curse—

I jolted sideways and bumped into the marble pedestal to my left. The porcelain vase atop it staggered and shattered on the ground in countless smithereens. The book under my arm followed as my hands flew up to my mouth in shock.

“What was that?” Apollo’s gasp came from inside the room.

For a second, I stood perfectly still, on the edge of confusion, watching their long shadows slip in and out of the light.

Then fear hit me—hard and fast, like a slammed door.

Then adrenaline.

And then, I ran.

I ran as if my life depended on it. I ran as if I were trying to escape the clutches of a terrible dream where the whole world was upside down and everything my eyes saw was nothing but a cruel illusion. As if by running until every little mechanism of my body strained and throbbed and ached I could snap myself into a less horrid reality.

Please let it be a dream. Please let me wake up now.

Tears welled up in my eyes, spinning everything around me into a haunted dream space, the manor’s darker, more sinister twin closing in on me with its towering walls and its daunting endlessness. But I could not stop. I could only hear my heart ripping from my chest as violently as my boots were stomping on the granite. I could not think of slowing down or where I was going to go. All I could think was, of course. Of course, this was why Walder kept pushing Apollo and me together. Of course, this was why Agathe was trying to convince me to stay in the North. And like an idiot, I’d believed all of their talk about friendship and belonging and reaching out. Gods, how they must have laughed at me. Silly, ignorant, desperate Nepheli.

Was Apollo pushing me away at Walder’s just another trick? And his confession last night? Was it premeditated too? Another manipulation? The cursed prince who wanted to keep me at a safe distance but couldn’t resist telling me how he really felt?

Oh, how tragically romantic.

And I’d fallen for it like a fool.

Cold air whipped into my lungs, and as I blinked the tears away, I realized that I’d already left the manor behind. The star inside me pulsed like a second heart, fueling me with such force that it became impossible for me to stop running. Even as my limbs burned and my lungs collapsed and my heart bruised inside my ribcage, I could not resist my descent into the yawning mouth of the forest.

A fog, thick like cotton, swept over my path. The ground beneath my boots cracked and crumbled like dry land. The wind lashing past me smelled of loam and rot. The brambles, sharp like talons, reached for my ankles and scraped at my calves. Above, the trees outstretched, shot out into the sky, the clouds rolling out bruised, black and blue and purple, the stars peering in between like the gleaming eyes of a celestial beast.

I could have sworn I heard murmurs and saw things—deadly, horrid things—glinting amid the thorny shrubs. But I was more scared of the monster I had left behind to turn back around.

What if the fairies had been right? What if Apollo was planning to do something awful to me? There were certain magical practices that required the sacrifice to be willing in order for them to work. What if this was the case? What if there was some kind of ritual and Apollo was planning on making me love him before ravaging my idiot’s heart?

If I were a heartless monster, I would choose someone like me too. Someone easy to manipulate. Someone who was friendless and inexperienced. Someone no one would look for, at least not in time.

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods.

I ran faster and faster until I was only instinct and fury interrupted by cleaving sobs.

And then—“Nepheli! Wait! Stop!”

My foot caught on an uprooted tree, and I tripped and fell forward on my hands and knees. A tremendous gasp tore off my chest as I fought for breath, the act so painful that fresh tears swelled in my eyes.

“Nepheli!” Apollo shouted. His hands, large and firm, seized me around the waist and pulled me up to my feet. “Darling, are you hurt? Did you scrape your knees?”

“Don’t touch me!” I choked out, staggering around. “Don’t you ever touch me again!”

I wiped my tear-stained face on the sleeve of my dress, trembling from fear and exhaustion, and the permeating cold.

In the blue-black blade of the night, Apollo looked like a god. A dark one. A cruel one. The kind that ate hearts and bled his victims’ heartbreak. The kind that was as rotten on the inside as devastatingly beautiful was on the outside. His face was part darkness and part moonlight, and his eyes were harsh and wild, almost inhuman. He had never looked so much like him—the Prince of Broken Hearts.

“Did you plan it?” I demanded, a sound etched between anger and despair pushing at the back of my throat. “Did you bring those creatures into my Shop just so you could have an excuse to drag me into your kingdom and make me fall in love with you? After all, everyone here knows you. You had to seek a woman from another part of the Realm.”

Apollo kept perfectly still as the wind rampaged through his hair and the moonlight cut his face in two. “If I wanted you in love with me, then why push you away at Walder’s? Why not seize the opportunity?” he argued. “Come on, Nepheli, you’re smarter than this.”

“Oh, now I’m smart?” I snarled. “I thought I was just another silly little girl.”

“Nepheli—”

“You knew what you were doing! It was perfect, wasn’t it? The tortured prince, who doesn’t want to hurt me, whispers sweet nothings in the dark. How romantic, right?”

He stepped forward.

I stepped back. 

“What sweet nothings?”

“I heard you last night!”

His throat bobbed. “You weren’t asleep?”

“As if you didn’t know!”

Apollo took another step, his hands raised in mid-air between us. “Nepheli, please, listen to me—”

“Were you looking for someone like me in Elora? Did you realize I was all alone and you thought I was the perfect victim?” A little voice inside me begged me for breath, for reason, for a moment to consider: You’re just scared and overwhelmed. There has to be some other explanation for what Isa said. Deep, deep in my gut, a windswept sense of wrongness told me Apollo didn’t want to hurt me. But I still felt frightened and almost heartbroken, betrayed by my own self. Could I have really been so wrong about him? Why was it easier to believe Apollo had been trying to trick me all along than to believe he’d meant those things he’d said to me last night?

Apollo shook his head, the motion almost manic. “No. No. I didn’t plan any of this. Please, Nepheli, you have to believe me. I never, ever meant to hurt you. Yours was just the last Curiosity Shop I hadn’t searched yet. I was just looking for…” he hesitated. The muscles along his jaw spasmed. His eyes turned to stone.

“For what?” I heaved.

“My heart!” he exploded, white knuckles beating against his chest. “I was looking for my heart!”

What does that even mean? I was about to ask, breathless and confused, but Apollo surged forward lightning-fast and trapped me inside his arms.

“What—” I started, shaking from as much surprise as adrenaline.

He clamped a hand down on my mouth and tried to shove me behind a giant alder tree.

But it was too late.

“Now, what do we have here?” A hoarse, male voice sounded from beyond the glade. I twisted around, scouring the dark. A tall, bulky figure emerged from the fog-dazed darkness. Behind him, another man followed, shorter and leaner but with a horrid edge to his look. And another one, with a gritty scar cutting along his face. But what alarmed me more than their off-putting looks and threatening smiles, were the belts full of blades that dangled from their hips.

Apollo yanked me behind him and drew his body forward in a fighting stance. My stomach twisted into a tight knot. A terrible, awful inkling hiked up my spine—an inward sense of doom. And the worst, most shocking thing of all, was that in a moment of such gut-wrenching panic, my first instinct was to seek protection from the man I had just run away from.

The man with the scar trailed to our left, laughing a low, vicious laugh. “I’d say a certain rogue Prince and his newest plaything.”

“I wonder how much the Queen will pay for her son’s safe return to Thaloria?” the tall one mused darkly, his wide, green eyes leering at Apollo.

“I wonder how much the merchants will pay for that hair,”
the short one crooned at me, inching closer.

Apollo growled. “Don’t look at her.”

“Oh, the princeling thinks he can fight,” the short one whistled.

“I don’t want to fight. But I will kill you if I have to,” Apollo warned, and his hand, out of sheer habit, went to where his sword would be sheathed. But Apollo had no sword with him. No dagger. No weapon of any kind. He was dressed only in a billowy white shirt over his black trousers and boots.

We were completely unarmed.

The taller of the bandits whipped his dagger out and came to wield it against Apollo’s throat, turning the blood in my veins to ice. “With what exactly are you going to kill him, boy?”

It happened so fast. Apollo grabbed the bandit’s arm and yanked it forward with one hand as he swiped the dagger with the other. Then he spun, beat his elbow on the back of the bandit’s head, knocking him out, and moved forward to bring the dagger against the other one’s midriff.

Suddenly, there were hands on me, hauling me from behind. I screamed and thrashed and kicked in the air until the cool metal of a blade hungered against my throat and I was forced to still.

“Might want to drop the knife, princeling,” the man behind me hissed, threading his fingers into my hair. He tugged at the roots and yanked back my head to fully expose my throat to the blade, dragging a whimper out of me.

Apollo froze at once, his eyes wide and feral. In his condition, it shouldn’t be possible to feel mad, truly, incandescently mad. But the white-hot fury in his face was as pure and raw as any emotion known to man, so much so that it frightened me. For a moment, the only movement around us was the flounder of my heart. Thud. Thud. Thud. Then, with a slow, calculated bend of his knees, Apollo dropped the dagger on the ground, and the deadly little thing glinted like treasure amid the underbrush.

Within seconds, the other two grabbed Apollo around the shoulders and forced his hands behind his back. Every muscle in his body strained, wanting to resist but holding back for my sake.

A brutal pang of shame went through me, even more excruciating than my despair. This was all my fault. I had allowed judgment and fear to overtake me once again, and this was my punishment. Why couldn’t I have stayed and listened to what Apollo had to say instead of running away? Why couldn’t I show some faith to someone other than myself, for once?

“You want to take me for ransom?” Apollo growled. “Take me. Do as you want with me. But let’s keep this between us. She isn’t worth anything.”

I tried to console myself with the fact that Apollo was unbreakable and that they couldn’t really hurt him. He was strong and skilled and deviously smart. He would find a way to escape them. He would have already escaped them if it hadn’t been for me. He was going to be okay. We were going to be—

The man gripped my hip from behind with his free hand as he buried his face in the curve of my outstretched neck. Instinct begged me to recoil. But I was immobile from fear, the dread pumping in my veins with a violence. “She’s worth something to you, clearly.”

Apollo thrashed. “Take your fucking hands off her—”

One of them punched Apollo in the face, and a rivulet of blood poured from his nose. “Apollo!” I screamed, lurching forward.

The blade scraped my throat. “You move when I tell you,” the bandit snarled in my ear.

Apollo spat the blood from his mouth and curled back his lips into a wild, scarlet sneer. “You deserve what’s coming to you.”

The man laughed. “What’s coming to us, boy?”

A sudden rustle sounded from behind the wall of shrubbery, then a familiar, relentless gallop tore through the glade.

Eiran lunged out of the shadows and landed right between us, massive and imperious, and as jarring as the night. He reared on his hind legs, his long sword glinting in the dark like a beacon as he declared in his deep, haunting voice, “Death.”

I seized the opportunity to swing my elbow upward against my captor’s face. He reeled back with a curse, cradling his broken nose just as Eiran wielded his sword… and decapitated him.

A soundless scream left me as the man’s head tumbled on the forest bed before me, spattering the wildflowers with gore, the blood looking thick and black like oil in the night. I wanted to close my eyes, but I did not seem able to look away, not as Eiran galloped after the other two and took their heads as well with only one sharp swipe of his sword.

“Nepheli!”

With a gasp, I swiveled just as Apollo reached me, and our bodies collided.

He gathered me into his arms, and I let him. A sudden, deafening silence fell over the world as I pressed my face on his chest and he wrapped his arms around my neck. For a second, I couldn’t think or feel anything else. Only us, shaking into each other’s arms.

“Are you okay?” he panted as he slipped his fingers through my hair and tilted back my head to examine my throat. “Did he hurt you?”

My mouth went dry. “No,” I rasped, curling my fingers into his shirt to steady myself. His chest was frantic. “Gods, Apollo, you’re breathing so fast.”

His hand in my hair tightened as he dropped his forehead on mine. “I can’t remember the last time I felt this scared.”

“I thought you couldn’t feel.” 

“I thought I couldn’t feel too.”

Eiran cleared his throat, and we tore apart at once, stumbling in opposite directions.

“Are you injured, Lady Nepheli?” the centaur asked in his solemn manner.

I shook my head, willing my eyes away from the splatter of blood that glistened on his naked torso. There were a lot of things I was anxious to tell the Shop about my journey. Witnessing decapitation, however, was not one of them.

Eiran caught my nauseated expression as easily as he had slaughtered these men. “Forgive me for the brutality, Lady Nepheli. But there are certain offenses the Dragonfly does not forgive,” he said, and with these words, something changed about the air. The night became cooler, almost bluer, unfolding into a swift, wintertime breeze that wafted over us like a silky curtain. I could have sworn I heard whispers rising all around me, not the mischievous pixies or the insouciant sprites, but as if the trees were talking, rustling something of great importance to each other. A nearly invisible sheet of magic swept over the severed bodies, and one by one, they misted through the air. Their corporeal forms turned into nothing more but clusters of golden specks, twinkling in the desolate stillness of the night.

I gasped in shock, burying my mouth in my palms. I had thought that this eerie golden mist that enveloped the entire Dragonfly was the trail of some night creature. I would have never imagined something as dark and morbid as dead souls.

“I will escort you back to the manor,” Eiran said, his long, dark hair dancing like the branches of a willow in the speckled wind.

“Thank you,” Apollo exhaled in relief. “I owe you.”

Eiran almost smiled. “I’m just glad your soul is still intact, old friend.”

Apollo faced me, as pale as the moon. “Are you okay to walk?”

“Of course,” I croaked.

He nodded a bit spasmodically as he rubbed a hand along his forehead. “Look, I know you have no reason to trust me. I know you’re scared, and rightfully so, I mean, look where I brought you. But please come to the manor with me and let me explain. And if you don’t want to see my face ever again after that, I’ll leave first thing in the morning, and Isa will help you get home. Just, please, come with me now. I won’t ever forgive myself if something happens to you.”

He offered me his hand as he waited for my decision. It was not an easy decision to make. In fact, it was the hardest and most frightening thing I’d ever had to do. Believe. Believe in the world and the people beyond my Shop and my books. Believe that it was possible to open up to someone and not have my heart ripped out of my chest. Believe that even if I did end up getting hurt, the experience was worth it regardless.

But a part of me must have already taken this decision because it was hardly a breath before I stepped forward and surrendered my hand to his.

Apollo laced our fingers together slowly, firmly and did not let go of me all the way back.
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Iwas so overwhelmed with questions, questions, questions, and at the same time, so high on adrenaline that it was a miracle I didn’t pass out the minute we entered the manor’s candlelit kitchen.

Breathing hard, I leaned against the marble edge of the counter as I waited for Apollo to say something. Anything. I had no idea how to read his silence. I also had no idea how it was possible for someone to feel so conflicted. A part of me wanted to forget this journey ever happened and go home, where I was safe and in control of my surroundings. But another, brand new part of me wanted more time, more days, more adventure. To get to know him. To get to know myself next to him. I wanted to hate him. I wanted to trust him. I was such a mess.

Apollo began rummaging through the many drawers and cabinets of the kitchen for what ended up being a heap of bandages and an opaque bottle of rubbing alcohol.

“What are these for?” I asked, frowning as he handed them to me.

“You fell on your knees earlier. You should disinfect the scrapes if there’re any.” His eyes raked over my body, cold and unaffected, but the hoarse quality of his voice betrayed him. “I’d help you, but I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage—”

“I don’t,” I blurted out.

Apollo crouched over the counter next to me, grabbing the edges with white-knuckled hands. He shut his eyes for a few long, torturous seconds. The silence became as thick as treacle, the only lively sounds coming from the crackling fireplace and the long, pendulum clock in the corner across the room. Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

I left the bottle and bandages on the countertop and tilted my head to the side, searching for his eyes. “Apollo?”

“Fuck, Nepheli,” he snapped with a ragged breath. “This is all my fault. You could have been really hurt today, and it’s all my fault.” He scrubbed a hand down his face, suffering from something fiercer than regret and more darting than shame.

Guilt.

But how? How was it possible that he felt anything at all?

“I ran,” I argued, moving a little closer. “You told me it was dangerous in the forest at night. You warned me. I didn’t listen. I heard what Isa said and panicked. I should’ve let you explain first. I don’t know why it’s so hard for me to trust you.”

“The longer you spend life on your own, the harder it becomes to trust anyone other than yourself. Believe me, I understand,” Apollo said. “But, Nepheli, you have shown me trust. More trust than I deserve.”

“I ran,” I repeated shamefully.

“You ran because of me. You ran because I dragged you here in this beast of a place without explaining—” he choked on the words, cursed again, and turned around with a long, weary exhale.

We stood there, right next to each other, and for a few throbbing heartbeats, I could only register the brush of his elbow against mine and the warmth of his body radiating in waves.

I cleared my throat and refocused. “You said you were looking for your heart.”

Apollo merely nodded, his eyes pinned straight ahead on the pendulum.

“Why would your heart be in Elora?”

“Because of Verena,” was all he said.

“Verena?”

“My ex-fiancee,” he wryly offered.

Everything tugged on my face. My eyes, my mouth, my brows were all twisted in a mask of pure shock. “You were engaged?”

“Are you seriously so surprised that someone wanted to marry me?” he threw back the exact words I’d said to him in the cave last night. The recollection brought complicit smiles to our faces, and a hint of surprise, as if we couldn’t believe that in the briefness of our adventure, we had become two people with mutual memories to smile about.

He half-laughed, half-sighed. “Our relationship was protected from the public. That’s why you never read about it in your little gossip columns.”

“I do not read gossip columns!” I protested.

He playfully pinched my arm, his smoldering eyes falling on my lips. “You little liar.”

I prayed to the gods I didn’t blush like a lovestruck idiot, but I was beginning to fear that even the Celestials couldn’t do anything against this man’s charm.

“Verena and I were supposed to announce our engagement after I returned from university. Like every other Zayra before me, I was supposed to study political science in the East, finish my martial training, and tour the kingdom before getting Crowned at the age of twenty… then get married. My whole life was planned out. A perfect, shiny, fairytale life. So you can understand my shock when I returned home to find Verena in the arms of someone else. Finn. My oldest, dearest friend Finn.”

“What?”

Apollo laughed mirthlessly at my scandalized reaction, as cold and insouciant as ever. “Gods, I’m boring myself just telling you the story. I mean, the guy was writing me heartfelt letters while he was fucking the girl I loved under my own roof. It’s such a terrible cliche, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think it’s a cliche. I think it’s just terrible,” was all I managed to say around the boulder in my throat. I could not even begin to fathom what this kind of betrayal could do to a person. I imagined that the disillusionment alone had been horrific, but the heartbreak… the heartbreak must have been absolutely devastating.

“I thought it was terrible too,” he said dryly. “In fact, I thought I was heartbroken. In reality, I was just stupid. Stupid and young. And, I swear, time felt eternal back then. Time paused at that exact moment, and I wasn’t strong enough to endure its stillness.” His head lolled back, and his eyes drifted upward to the stone-beamed ceiling. “You know, people always talk about grief when someone dies, but no one ever talks about the grief you go through when a dream dies. I lost a lot of things that day. I lost my first love. I lost my best friend. I lost my dignity, my faith in people, my boyish innocence. But most of all, I lost the dream of the life I was supposed to have. This fairytale life in which I was someone good and honorable. Someone loved. I lost myself too, which, in the grand scheme of things, turned out to be the greatest loss of them all. And I wanted it to stop. The pain. The memories. The whispers of the court about my sudden misbehavior.”

“The papers wrote about it too,” I muttered hoarsely. “How the Prince of Thaloria returned a new man from the East. They said you fell in with the wrong crowd.”

Apollo shrugged. “It’s probably true. But I hardly remember any of them. They weren’t my friends,” he scoffed. “After Verena, all I wanted was a distraction, so I surrounded myself with people who could offer me exactly that. And like I said, I was young and stupid.” His gaze turned bleary with remembrance. “One night, in a drunken spell, I ventured out into the city alone. Before I even realized what I was doing, I knocked on a Witch Shop’s door. It was closed, of course, but I knocked and knocked, and eventually, someone came downstairs and opened the shop. She must have been a hundred years old—the witch, I mean. I told her everything. I told her that I couldn’t stand my own damned self anymore and that I needed a spell, something, anything to help me heal.” He turned to me, and his eyes hardened at the cruel, sharp blade of regret. “She told me to wait. Time would heal me, she said. But I didn’t listen. I told her that I would pay any price she would name if she made the pain stop, stop forever because I certainly didn’t want to feel like that ever again. She said the only way to avoid heartbreak is to no longer have a heart to break.”

“Oh, Apollo,” I whispered, finally beginning to understand. “You were willing. That’s why she was able to curse you.”

“She didn’t trick me. She warned me that it would be a curse. A very old one.” Apollo put a hand over his vacant chest, wrinkling his shirt in his fist. “She bound me with some spell, a chant in a strange, ancient language, and my chest ripped open, right before my eyes. She clawed the heart out of my body, and for the first time, I learned what it is to be animated but not alive. My heart—it was this tiny, tender thing, but aflame, with a strange opal light enveloping it. It was the curse—the spell she chanted was what encompassed it with that glowing shield. The very curse that made me undead was the one that kept my heart beating, kept me alive. I told you that the curse made me invincible, but that’s not the whole truth. Although my body is immune to death, my heart isn’t. If something happens to it in this vulnerable state, I will be able to feel it. And I will die, instantly.”

“So she put your heart in a box. To be safe,” I understood. “That’s what you’re looking for.”

Apollo nodded. “She said that if I changed my mind, I could always return to the shop where my heart would be safe, and she would put it back in my chest and I would be restored. For a fee, of course. And I agreed. In fact, I begged for it. I remember there was a voice inside my head screaming that I was about to make the worst mistake of my life. I didn’t listen then. But I understand now. There is no shortcut to healing. There is no magic spell that can rid you of all the ugly bits and leave you clean and whole and untouched. You have to feel it all. You have to feel until you’re raw. Until you break apart completely. Until you’re ready to start piecing yourself together again. The shape of you won’t be the same. Perhaps it will be sharper, more unrefined, but it will still be you. A different you, but you.”

As he said all this, I pictured everything in excruciating detail. Not only his terrible misfortune but beyond that, our separate lives, mine and his, converging on the same obscure point: destiny. The star we had in common, his mistake with the witch, my mistake with the stardust, the stray chance that he would walk into my Shop, that I would be here now listening to this impossible story. Life was so unbelievably strange sometimes. One moment you could find points of connection everywhere, then suddenly, all turned to chance, random decisions and random disasters, with you hovering over the edge of a vast uncertainty.

For the first time, I saw Apollo as he truly was, without the charm and aloofness and clever remarks. Just a person like I was, looking at all the great probabilities of life and not knowing what to do with them.

Under a surge of compassion, I slipped my hand over his. It was a simple touch. Friendly and consoling. But it seemed to break his defense somehow. Because instead of pulling back, he snapped his dark eyes on mine, turning my hand over to brush his thumb along my palm. Then, slowly, without looking away, he raised my palm to his mouth and left a kiss on it, right in the middle. His lips were soft and hot, like the sun. They burned my skin. My hand would never forget the imprint of his mouth. And he would never know it, but this would forever be the first kiss that made me understand why people use their lips to show affection.

I unfolded like a love letter read in secret. I trembled through my bones. I tried not to show it.

“I’m so sorry for so many things,” he rasped against my skin.

“I’m sorry too,” I whispered.

“Don’t be, darling,” he said, letting my hand drop. “I deserve this. I was selfish. I didn’t think about anyone else but myself, and now I’m paying the price for it.”

“What happened to your heart? Can’t you take it back?”

“After a month of… let’s just say horrendous behavior, I began to realize that I wasn’t only hurting myself, but the people around me too. I thought the curse would stop the pain. But, in a way, it only misplaced it. I should have known. Unfelt pain always finds its way back to you.”

“That’s where the title came from,” I realized. “The Prince of Broken Hearts.”

“Gods, Nepheli, you’ve no idea. I was horrible. Not only to my court but to my family too. I was cruel and self-indulgent and disrespectful—” He sucked in a breath, shaking his head. “I got what I wanted. I became heartless and unbreakable. But I was not oblivious to my cruelty. Deep in my soul, I was still able to understand how wrong my behavior was. So I went back to the shop to reclaim my heart. But it was boarded up. I went next door and asked the merchant about the witch—I’d been so drunk that night that I didn’t even get her name. He told me she died of old age and that all of her merchandise had been sold and shipped away.”

“To Curiosity Shops,” I gasped.

“To Curiosity Shops,” he echoed. “So I got myself together, learned to listen to my good sense when I couldn’t trust my impulses, and started looking for it. I traveled day and night, East to West. Seven years. Occasionally, I returned home to see my family. But it was too hard. For all of us. My parents…” He closed his eyes for a moment, and every muscle on his face and neck tautened. “They are good and generous, and two of the proudest people I know. The proudest people, and I humiliated them.”

“You didn’t,” I argued, stepping in front of him. I caged him between the counter and my body. I felt bold and assured, and a little overwhelmed, not having fully processed everything yet. But before I could talk myself out of it, I slid a hand across his broad, hard chest, and pressed my palm on that spot where his heart once pulsed. “You were young and in pain. You made a mistake.”

He opened his eyes, and they were only pupils, wide and dark, as he straightened himself over me. I began retreating, but he curled an arm around my shoulders and nudged me closer, clamping me to his body. To anyone else, it would look as though we were preparing to dance when, in reality, we were just spellbound on each other. Every time we touched, it was like this—a drizzle of sensation, then a cataclysm.

“I was weak,” he said. “And careless. I messed up. I keep messing up. I hurt you too, didn’t I?”

“You didn’t hurt me,” I countered, breathless and flushed. “This journey has been good for me, Apollo.”

“I destroyed your Shop.”

“I’ll fix the Shop.”

“You fell from the sky.”

“And learned that swallowing stardust makes you quite resilient.”

“You got tormented by evil fairies.”

“Now I know not to romanticize magic.”

He scowled. “You caught dragonfly fever.”

“It will make a good story one day.”

“I bit you.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh. “I kind of liked it.”

I expected him to tease me about it, but his face turned jaded stone, and his arm around me tightened like a vise. “That bastard put his hands on you tonight.”

“Good thing you owe me fighting lessons.”

“Darling,” he sighed.

“What? I’m a fast learner. Next time we go through the Dragonfly, you’ll be hiding under my skirts, I’m telling you.”

Finally, a roguish little smirk tugged up the corner of his mouth. “Next time?”

A rush of heat went through me, my body’s visceral response to him. I was too exhausted to resist it this time. Instead, I pressed closer, aligning my hips with his. “Next time.”

His hands settled on the curve of my waist. My hands slipped on the counter behind him. We stayed like this, teetering on the verge of… something. Something new and nameless and dangerously exciting. I didn’t move closer. He didn’t pull back. We simply let ourselves wallow in each other’s tactility.

“What you heard Isa say,” Apollo ventured, his voice quiet and rough, “it’s only just a theory. I approached Walder a few years ago, hoping he’d have a cure for me or at least be able to point me in the right direction. But Walder said that there wasn’t much he could do as long as I didn’t have my heart. He tried to conjure it, but nothing came out of it. If I find my heart, though, he will be able to put it back.”

“And what about the other thing?” I whispered, hating to repeat Isa’s words about him using me to break the curse.

“Love has a long history of breaking curses, Nepheli. I’m sure you already know that.”

My brows rose in understanding. “Walder believes the curse will break if someone falls in love with you.”

Apollo met my eyes. “Walder believes the curse will break if someone makes me fall in love with them.”
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Ijerked out of his arms, staggering through a wave of confusion. “But Isa said—”

“Isa has seen me at my worst, so I really don’t blame her for thinking I was trying to trick you. Even Eiran considered it. Walder was worried too in the beginning. He was afraid that I wasn’t being genuine with you and that I was stringing you along just to see what would happen. But after I explained to him how we met, he got hopeful and started pushing it by inviting us to stay and the dancing and talking you into coming up to my room…” he sighed, shaking his head. “I want you to know that he didn’t mean to hurt you. Walder cares about me—don’t ask me why, he’s probably insane. But he really wasn’t trying to manipulate you. He just wants to see me happy.”

“It’s kind of reassuring if you think about it,” I considered. “Even spirits do selfish things for the people they love.”

“Only you would find the silver lining to being an inconsiderate wanker, Little Butterfly,” Apollo teased, flicking my nose.

Without realizing it, we moved closer again, as though our bodies were drawn to an unseen gravitational field that only existed when we touched. My next words left me with a shuddering breath, “Do you believe it will work? Love?”

“No,” he said immediately, not sparing the notion a second thought. The disappointment must have been glaring in my face because he quickly added, “I’m sorry, Little Butterfly. But my heart won’t return to me because of love. And I refuse to hurt someone just to try. Walder is an eternal being who lives a life of endless possibility, but we both know that this is not the case with us humans. Heartless men don’t fall in love and spells don’t break with kisses. There is a reason we call certain stories fairytales.”

I couldn’t disagree with that. Love was the greatest cure in every fairytale, but in reality, it took a lot more to heal a person. It took patience and kindness and determination. It took failure and setbacks too. So I had to believe that Apollo’s story wasn’t over just yet. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, clutching his shoulders to hearten him. “Nothing’s lost. You can still find your heart.”

He shook his head. “I’ve already searched everywhere.”

“You’ve searched for a box. You don’t know if the box had something else inside it, though.”

Apollo frowned, considering it. “Wouldn’t I be able to feel it somehow? Let’s say I had already stumbled upon it.”

I chewed at the corner of my lip. “I don’t know. I’ll have to do some research when I return to the Shop. I can write you if you want.”

He smiled that dangerous, sharp-witted smile of his. “Is it going to be a love letter, darling?”

I slapped his arm. “You’re impossible.”

He caught my wrist and guided my hand flat over the counter behind him, making my body his prison as he cocked his head to the side and watched me through dark, drowsy eyes.

My whole body sparked up in anticipation. What is he going to do? Gods, what am I going to let him do?

But Apollo only asked quietly, almost pleadingly,
“Will you forgive me for what I said at Walder’s? For the way I’ve been acting?”

I pretended to think about it. “I don’t know. Do I forgive you?”

“I thought you said keeping a grudge gives you wrinkles, Little Butterfly,” he drawled.

“Yes, but this might be a wrinkle-worthy offense,” I said ruefully.

His eyes fell on my mouth. I hated it when he did that. I hated that he had the power to make my whole body pulse with the mere possibility of a kiss. “Do you want me to grovel, darling? Is that it?”

“Depends,” I said, swallowing. “Are you as good at groveling as you are at pushing me away?”

Apollo bit into his smile, some obscene recollection dancing recklessly on the grey-blue floors of his eyes. “You know I had to push you away that night, right? I still should.”

I ignored this last assertion and asked instead, “Why are you smiling like that?”

“Just thinking about you in that dress, on that bed.” He brushed my hair off my shoulder and leaned down to whisper in my ear, “I would have done terrible things to you that night. And you would have loved them all.”

A hot shiver went through me. Was it really so wrong that I wanted to feel his hands on me now? Surely, I could let myself indulge just this once. Even if it was a little reckless, a little foolish. I knew about his curse now. And I wasn’t stupid enough to fall in love with a heartless man. So why shouldn’t I let myself experience this unbelievable attraction? What was the worst that could happen anyway?

I took a deep breath, trying to give myself some courage. “You can still do them.”

“Nepheli,” Apollo warned, but he didn’t push me away.

“I’m not talking about love. I know it’s impossible for you. Unless…” I hesitated, feeling star-bright and as weightless as air. “Unless a part of you still wants to see if Walder is right.”

“Allowing ourselves to get close just to see if my curse will break is the most unromantic thing in the world,” Apollo grumbled.

I mocked him with a little laugh. “I didn’t know you cared so much about romance, Apollo.”

He glared at me. “I don’t care about romance. I care about—”

“About?” I pressed, my cheeks burning.

He exhaled, relinquishing. “I don’t want to hurt you, Nepheli. I’ve made a lot of bad decisions in my life, and I don’t want you to be one of them.”

“Is this what I am? A bad decision?”

He looked conflicted, yet his hands, as if they had a mind of their own, skidded down to my hipbones. “You’ve no idea how impossible it is to resist you when you’re looking at me like that, darling.”

“Really? I didn’t realize I had such power over you,” I drawled, emboldened by his words and the look of absolute surrender on his face. I traced with my fingertips the neckline of his shirt, my eyes following the hypnotic play of his muscles beneath the flimsy fabric.

His head dropped back. His eyes drifted upward. I fought with the urge to tilt forward and bring my lips to the exposed column of his throat as it bobbed again and again. “Fuck, Nepheli, you’re the sensible one here,” he growled. His forehead fell to mine, his fingers digging deeper into my hips. “Don’t let me touch you.”

I licked my lips, my heart thrumming in my ears. Fast. So fast. “What will happen if you touch me?”

He groaned under his breath as he brought my body flush with his. A tiny gasp escaped me as I felt his hardness pressing up against my lower abdomen. I must have lost my mind a little because I found myself grinding on him, desperate for some friction. Here, in this strange, warm room, I blurred into him. And it didn’t scare me. It didn’t scare me at all.

“I’ve been a terrible influence on you, darling,” he rasped.

“I don’t think so,” I sighed, my chest caving into his. “I’m hardly acting like an inconsiderate, arrogant, heartless brute.”

“You’re acting reckless.”

Perhaps I was. But I was glad that I wasn’t all up in my head for once. I felt brightly, alarmingly immersed in this moment, trying to absorb it all. “I’m in the middle of an adventure. There’s no better time for recklessness,” I decided.

His eyes dropped to my lips again. “We can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t have the heart to do this properly.”

I smiled. “Then do it improperly.”

Suddenly, I was spinning. The small of my back hit the cool edge of the counter, and Apollo caged me in between, his body before me as hard and unwavering as a wall.

“Tell me this is wrong,” he demanded. “Tell me you hate me. I’m horrible. Tell me to get my hands off you.”

I rose to my toes and brought my lips as close to his as our height difference allowed. “Kiss—”

He kissed me.

Apollo kissed me and lit a fire in my bones.

His hand took over my jaw, and his mouth collided with mine—all indelicate demands and imperative requests. He asked my lips to open, and they obeyed. He asked my tongue to follow his, and it obliged. He asked my head to fall back in his hand so he could slant his mouth over mine and deepen the kiss, and my head, without hesitation, slipped into place, a surrender complete.

He kissed me fast, hard, possessively, one hand lacing through my hair, the other sliding down around my waist. He kissed me like a starved man, a madman, a man who’d do anything to never stop kissing me. And I had to reciprocate. I had to tug at his shirt and bite down on his lip and stroke my tongue over the seam of his mouth, and taste him, taste him, taste him until the taste became an indelible experience in the notepad of my senses. He smelled just like the first day we met in the Shop: spice and woodsmoke and cold wind. It made me a little mad. Everything about him made me mad. His scent, his lips, his demanding, perfect hands.

I wrapped my arms around his neck, and kissed him harder, sweeping my tongue over his until my lips felt bruised and he was grunting in my mouth. His sounds reverberated through me and weaved into my bloodstream. Now I knew he’d be a part of me forever.

His arm around my waist dipped to my hips and pulled me up to him so he could kiss me without bending down, not allowing that small shred of space to exist between our bodies. I felt dizzy and fizzy, like I was made of effervescent stars, and when his other hand tightened in my hair to angle my head back for better access, shock and pleasure exploded behind my eyes. His mouth fell hot and wild on my neck, kissing a greedy path back to my lips. With a deep groan, he teased the seam of my mouth with his tongue before plunging inside again.

I was so perfectly surrendered to him that I couldn’t feel the pleasurable burn of his fist in my hair anymore. Everything he did felt sweet and tender. Even the terrible things.

I slanted forward and brought my palms to his hard chest to steady myself as my knees wobbled, and he straightened too, lowering both of his hands to my backside, following me, chasing each of my movements as if he couldn’t allow me to get away.

He gripped me harder over my skirts, pushed his tongue deeper into my mouth, and this time, I was the one who couldn’t hold back a moan.

He broke the kiss to check on me. His eyes were as black as the night. “Did I hurt you?” he panted against my lips.

I shook my head, struggling for breath. “No. I want you like this.”

“Like what, Little Butterfly?” he rasped, his hands roving upward. He cupped my breasts over the bodice of my dress while angling his hips in a thrust. His erection pressed further onto me, making my whole body feel heavy and almost in agony. Suddenly, he grabbed my waist and raised me atop the counter. I heaved in shock as he stepped between my knees and put his hands on my thighs, the warmth from his palms seeping through the layers of my skirts. My legs, entirely of their own volition, inched up his sides and wrapped around his waist. I nudged him forward, and his hold on me tightened in response. “You want me to be a little rough with you, Nepheli? Is that it?”

All the blood in my body rushed straight to my face, but I managed a nod. “Yes. Yes, that’s what I want.” I shuddered as I heard the words leave my mouth. I’d never wanted anything like that before. I never sounded like that before. So breathless and ready and certain of myself. It exhilarated me. It made me question my sanity too.

His mouth landed on mine again, and he kissed me hard and deep for a few delirious, fever-dream moments before his lips traced up the side of my neck and lingered at the tender spot just below my ear. “So dangerous, my Little Butterfly.”

“Why—” I began, but as Apollo grazed his teeth along my throat, all comprehensive thoughts escaped me momentarily. I swallowed hard. “Why do you keep calling me dangerous?”

Unexpectedly, he hesitated, breathing hard against my neck. He cupped my jaw and held me like that for a moment, looking into my eyes. Then a whisper: “It’s dangerous to be someone others are afraid to lose.”

My heart skittered inside my chest. I wanted to say something. What was it? I couldn’t remember. I could only feel his hands slipping down my parted thighs until he reached the hem of my dress. He searched for my eyes. “Is that okay?”

I nodded, biting down on my lip.

I didn’t think it was possible, but his eyes seemed to grow even darker. “I’d like to hear you say it, darling.”

“Touch me,” I breathed out. “Please.”

“Please?” he teased, a truly heartless grin on his face. “Well, as long as you’re begging…” He leaned forward and claimed my mouth again, slower this time. Lazy strokes of his tongue and indolent exchanges of breath. Then he pushed up my dress. Up my ankles, up my calves, up my knees. My skin pebbled at the sudden exposure to the air. Or perhaps his hands were to blame—his rough fingers that roamed so possessively over my fever-flushed skin.

He pulled back and examined the twin bruises on my knees. “Damn it, you did hurt your knees.”

“I fell pretty hard,” I rasped.

Apollo ran his fingers alongside them, making my skin tingle in anticipation. “An awful way to bruise such pretty knees, really.”

I raised my brows. “Is there a good way?”

“Darling,” he laughed, looking at me as if to say, Come on, Nepheli, you know what I mean. 

The realization finally dawned on me, and I scoffed in outrage. “That’s it. You’re absolutely terrible.”

His fingers slipped up, up, and—Oh. “Isn’t that why you want me, though?” he asked, teasing me with two fingers over my undergarment while pressing down his thumb on that perfect spot. “To do terrible things to you?” He squeezed me in his broad hand with enough pressure to make my eyes roll all the way inside my head, my lips parting in a desperate sigh. I almost fell back on the counter, but he brought his free hand around my waist. “I got you, darling,” he reassured, nudged my undergarment aside, and pushed a finger inside me.

I gasped at the sudden fullness, and the bastard actually laughed at me. “Let me ask you something, Nepheli. Every time you fight with me and call me terrible and a heartless brute, are you this wet for me? Do you secretly want me to fuck you until you can’t walk? Because I know I do.”

Oh gods.

“You’re despicable,” I moaned.

“I know,” he said soothingly. “I know, darling. That’s why you’re dripping all over my hand.”

A moment of unimaginable pleasure swept over me as he angled his finger to reach that body-shattering spot before adding a second one inside me.

“Gods,” I cried, reaching up to clutch his arms.

“You okay?” he asked, slowing his thrusts to a more merciful pace.

But I didn’t want him to be merciful. No, I didn’t want him merciful at all.

I wrinkled his shirt in my fists. “Don’t slow down.”

He buried his wicked little smirk into the curve of my neck and breathed me in. “You want to come on my fingers or on my tongue?”

My jaw fell open. “I didn’t know I had options.”

“There’s a third option too, but you’re not ready for it, darling,” Apollo said, thrusting his fingers so deep inside me that a spasm of pleasure spiraled through me. My back arched. My legs shook. I was so close to orgasm that even the slightest stroke of his tongue would send me over the edge.

“I want to feel your mouth on me,” I heaved.

Apollo removed his fingers to slip his hands under my knees. “Well, you did want me to grovel…” With one sharp pull, he brought me to the very edge of the counter and pushed my legs further apart.

Then he got to his knees. He knelt, and I just knew that there was no god or force in this world powerful enough to save me from this man now because the way he stared up at me with his tousled hair and swollen lips and rumpled shirt, was so feral and hungry that I felt utterly and thoroughly consumed.

But he was patient as he seized my left calf and traced his lips up my leg, kissing, tasting, savoring. That was the thing about Apollo. He was a head-splitting paradox of harshness and gentleness, and he had this way, this effortless way of making you crave both at the same time.

“Gods, you’re so beautiful,” he murmured against my skin before leaving two slow, reverent kisses on each of my bruised knees. “I’m so sorry you got hurt today.”

I stared down at him, breathless and mesmerized at the softened sight of him in the flickering firelight. “I just stumbled. It’s not a big deal.”

“It is to me,” he said as he lowered his mouth on the inner side of my left knee and began trailing up my thigh. I closed my eyes and braced my hands on the counter, my heart pounding, my core aching, my whole body clenched and ready for him.

And then someone yelped.

“Oh gods!” Isa exclaimed at the same time as Apollo growled, “Oh fuck!”

Quickly, he helped me off the counter and bent to straighten my skirt while Isa clamped her hands over her eyes, hurling all kinds of curses at him.

Apollo, to my further mortification, winked at me as he smoothed his shirt and brushed back his hair. “We’re both decent, Isa. You can open your eyes now.”

Isa split her fingers apart and took a peek, hissing, “There is nothing decent about this.”

“I am so, so sorry,” I mumbled, wishing for the floor to crack in two and swallow me up. “We… we just got carried away.”

“No, you didn’t,” Isa sighed. “It’s that damned potion I’m making. I was looking everywhere for you to give you these annulets.” She held out the two golden bands identical to the one she wore as a potion-maker to protect herself from the magical side effects of her concoctions.

Every muscle in Apollo’s body tensed all at once. He stared at her, pale and alarmed. “What are you talking about?”

Isa gave us a guilty look. “I’m making a potion for a couple with… marital problems. It exudes a certain amount of lustful energy. That’s why I was looking for you to give you these. I knew you’d be affected. It’s quite strong. Gods, I’m so sorry. And Nepheli, I’m sorry for earlier, too. I have such a big mouth…”

She went on with her apologies and explanations, but I couldn’t listen anymore. My heart plummeted to the pit of my stomach. I felt as though I’d been dunked into a pool of ice-cold water, a drowning voice inside my head pleading inconsolably, It wasn’t a lie. It wasn’t a lie—

“Of course,” I heard Apollo whisper to himself, his whole face sinking. He turned to Isa, cutting her off mid-sentence, “Can you give us a moment, please?”

Isa closed her mouth and nodded shakily, looking apologetic. “I’m just going to leave these here,” she said as she left the two annulets on the long, wooden table in the middle of the kitchen.

Apollo waited for his cousin to exit the room before he faced me again. “Nepheli,” he sighed. “I didn’t know. I would have never touched you if—”

“It doesn’t matter,” I choked out, covering the distance between us to brace my hands on his chest. “I don’t regret it—”

He stumbled away, grabbed one annulet from the table, and came to put it on my ring finger, each movement curt and precise. “Do you regret it now?” 

A horrible sense of disenchantment befell me. It swept over me like a veil being drawn back to reveal a piece of art. A strange groundlessness, the sort of feeling you got when you accidentally looked yourself in the mirror late at night, and didn’t recognize the person staring back at you. It was not the pang of shame that made every nerve in my body tug inward as if to hide from the world, but the lack of regret that was more shocking and shameful than any mistake.

Yes, my senses sharpened to register things beyond my physicality. But the need was still there. Maybe not as immediate and consuming as a fire, but imperative and effortless as a breath. I still wanted him to take me into his arms. I still wanted him to get me upstairs to his bedroom and make love to me all night long, and let me bury my face in the slope of his back and tell me how it did not matter that he had no heart. That my heart was enough for the both of us.

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? Apollo wouldn’t do any of those things. He would take me on that counter, make me feel wonderful for a few flitting moments, and then put me on a ship tomorrow morning and promise to write me, although we both knew he never would.

I didn’t want to be the kind of person who endured such coldness while secretly waiting for the other person to change. Change was a personal journey. I knew that now. And so I understood that Apollo was in no position to share anything meaningful with me while still looking for himself.

“Go to your room, Nepheli,” he said, cold as the rain. “Lock the door. Forget this happened.”

My heart stuttered in my chest as it tried to reconcile his words with what had just passed between us.

I could not accuse him of playing with my emotions this time, like at Walder’s. This time, we were equal in responsibility. So I swallowed around the boulder in my throat and looked him in the eyes, clinging to my last shred of dignity. “For what it’s worth, it wasn’t just the magic,” I said.

“I know,” he admitted coldly.

It was so easy for him to slip a mask of indifference on his face. Here I was, a trembling mess, and there he stood, cool and collected and looking almost relieved.

“Be happy, Little Butterfly. You’re going home tomorrow,” he said. And left me all alone in the room.

Heartbreakingly, I recalled how he’d called me earlier a bad decision and finally realized what he meant. Apollo had made a mistake coming into my Shop. He had made a mistake by taking me with him through the Celestial Door. He had made a mistake by getting close to me. He had made a mistake by kissing me.

To me, he was the greatest adventure of my life. But to him, that was all I was. A mistake in a life that was already full of them.
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Apollo



She kissed me. She kissed me, and my chest flooded with stars. If only stars didn’t die so cruelly. 
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Nepheli



Magical wasn’t a magical enough word to describe Thaloria.

Apollo and I reached the city the next morning after an unsurprisingly awkward breakfast with Isa and an equally uncomfortable journey in the meandering switchbacks of the Dragonfly.

I knew Apollo hadn’t slept last night because our rooms at the manor had only been separated by a wall and were connected by a large balcony. With a steaming cup of peppermint tea and a quilt around my shoulders, I’d perched on the little chair on my side of the balcony and watched all night long the light drift from his room, an oblique, orange band on the mosaic floor. I had hoped that he would come out and talk to me—just talk until there was nothing more to talk about. But he hadn’t come out, and I, fruitlessly, had tried to make some sense of it all in my reeling head. His confession, our kiss, Walder’s conviction that love could break all curses.

I agreed with Apollo about that, at least. I did not believe love could break his curse. Walder was a spirit, and his sense of possibility was much wider than the reality of mundane creatures such as ourselves. But something was changing Apollo, whether he wanted to admit it or not. He was starting to feel again. I just didn’t have anything to do with it.

But that didn’t matter now. Now, I was in Thaloria. Now, I was going to go home and leave all this madness behind me.

In the hot, sun-dazed brilliance of midday, the dense body of trees dispersed and the narrow, hazel-flanked path at the edge of the Dragonfly widened before it gave in to long, provincial roads. Sizzling gravel. Prairies for miles. Tall, verdant mountains in the distance with sheep grazing along the slopes and little quaint houses scattering around the crests. The openness overwhelmed me after days under green canopies and shadowy treetops. The sky was huge and inhumane, so vast that I felt both freed and oppressed by it.

We crossed strawberry fields and orange orchards. We passed by vineyards and farms and opulent manors. We encountered traveling chariots, horses dragging enormous plows, and sunbaked farmers who did not recognize Apollo but welcomed us with warm smiles and invitations to lunch that we had to politely decline. We paid tolls and treaded over a massive cobblestone bridge that arched over a gurgling river, its cyan waters overflowing with kelpies, their phosphorescent bodies looking brilliantly distorted underwater.

Then Thaloria emerged in the distance. A kingdom of endless possibility and inexhaustible magic.

The city was made up of endless slabs of sun-kissed stone buildings and glittering temples. Storybook-worthy streets dotted with shops in colors supernaturally bright led to narrow, cobbled passageways that weaved intricate, almost maze-like patterns. The air was alive with magic and lush with the scent of honeysuckles that trickled out of the towering townhouses’ window boxes and the tall cypresses that lined the pink-hued sidewalks.

People were dressed in rainbows, a sea of elaborate, over-bright garments, and funny, ornamented hats. Buskers were singing in every corner. Vendors were calling behind their portable counters, swimming in delicious-looking food, mysterious talismans, or heaps of magical herbs. A fortune teller with jingling wristlets was shuffling her oracle cards over her workbench, and the blushing group of girls that was gathered around it giggled at the prediction.

I had the impression of walking into a rapidly unraveling spell. Everything compelled me all at once, yet I didn’t feel overwhelmed. I was thrilled and buzzing with curiosity, my eyes rounding to take it all in. All of my worries dissipated. The Shop, Apollo, the daunting mystery of my future, everything faded into the unremarkable realm where misery went to hide in moments of unexpected happiness.

Apollo stopped in his tracks next to me, closed his eyes, and took a long, cathartic breath. When he opened them again, they were more blue than grey, and his face, perhaps for the first time since I met him, was truly calm, not just cold. His broad shoulders relaxed under his black cape. His hair flew off his forehead under the pleasant morning breeze. “I forgot,” he whispered, almost to himself.

“What did you forget?” I asked.

“How beautiful the city is. How the magic here makes you feel that everything is possible.”

“Is it hard for you to return here? The memories…” I hesitated, slipping my hand into my pocket to clutch my pendant. “I mean, even after everything, you must miss her.”

I didn’t ask if he still loved Verena because I knew he would only evade me by reminding me yet again that he was incapable of love.

But Apollo seemed different here, softer, and there was no sarcasm or bitterness in his voice as he admitted, “Three years ago, I bumped into Verena and Finn in a village outside of Cerlia. They got married. Had a child.” He glanced down at me through his thick, dark lashes. “I have forgiven them, Nepheli. The question is, how do I forgive myself?” He turned around and gazed at the view behind my back, looking truly mesmerized.

I veered too. And there it was. His home. The Dreaming Palace. A tremendous rose-colored daydream emerged high on a succulent-green hill. Sparkly sky-blue copulas and ornamental spires upsurged in the hazy distance as purple flags with golden seven-pointed stars in the center danced in the wind, everything piercing right through the frothy skyline.

“I always wondered why the journalists called it the Dreaming Palace,” I sighed, breathless in awe. “Now I understand. It looks like it’s sleeping amid the clouds. It looks like it’s dreaming.”

Apollo came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. It was the first time he touched me since last night, and my body instantly responded. I leaned back against his chest, my head lolling on his shoulder, as I took in a deep breath to fill my lungs with his scent.

He bent to whisper in my ear. “Is it everything you expected?”

Drunkenly, I smiled at the glittering horizon. “More.”

“Come on, then,” he urged, taking my hand in his, “I’ll show you around the square.”

◆◆◆

 

The square was a large, rectangular court, cluttered with shops, taverns, and colorful, towering buildings. Elegant carriages were parked alongside the cobbled road while people hurried to and fro, the sun coating everything and everyone with a honey-gold glaze. The ladies with their baskets and their parasols, and the gentlemen with their half-capes draped over their shoulders and their smiles just as charmingly crooked. They said Thaloria was the most romantic city in the Asteria Realm, and I was beginning to understand why.

“I’m going to see what time the ship sails,” Apollo said, pointing at the little counter alongside the road that offered brochures with various activities for tourists. “Don’t wander off, okay?”

I faintly nodded, too mesmerized to respond, as I craned my neck to admire the marvelous peach-colored tea house that upsurged next to me, announcing in curly, fuchsia letters: Tea Stories from The Faraway North. There was a little Help Wanted sign hanging in the window display, and for a moment, I couldn’t help but imagine myself walking inside the shop and asking about it. I imagined living in one of the apartments in these tall, candy-colored buildings. I imagined working here while studying magic and learning about the star that lived in my veins. I imagined meeting with Apollo late in the afternoon for a stroll around the square. I imagined him squeezing me in some dark alley between buildings and kissing me until I was drunk on him and delirious for more.

And then, I imagined my Shop, empty and abandoned, suffocating under thick coats of dust, withering from loneliness, and my chest tightened so much that I ached.

How brave it was, really, to leave behind all the things that were no longer meant for you. Did I have such bravery in me?

Something tugged at the skirt of my dress, and I started with a squeal.

“I’m sorry, Miss. I didn’t mean to scare you,” a half-human girl with a spatter of white freckles across her cute nose chirped. Her deer-like ears and antlers twitched shyly. “I’m just a flower girl,” she said as she raised a basket full of colorful flower crowns to me. “Would you like to buy one?”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I don’t have any money with me.”

A charming young man dressed in an elegant cream suit halted mid-stroll and turned to us with a brilliant smile. “I’ll buy you one, sweetheart,” he said, digging his hands into his pockets.

My cheeks flushed. “Thank you, sir. That’s very kind of you, but there’s really no need—”

“Please, I insist.”

“What exactly are you insisting on?” Apollo’s grim voice sounded behind me.

The man’s smile waned. He squared his shoulders and cast Apollo a contemptuous look. “Buying the young lady a flower crown.”

“The young lady is with me,” Apollo growled, actually growled at the poor man. And he wondered why I called him a brute. “So I will buy her the flower crown.”

“Really, I don’t need—” I tried to interject, but Apollo was already paying the girl.

The young man merely tipped his hat at me and sauntered on his way.

Furiously, I whirled at Apollo. “I don’t believe I asked you to buy me a crown.”

Apollo brushed with his little finger a lock of hair away from my face before fitting the pink and lilac crown to my head. “Well, I wasn’t going to let that wanker buy you one. Besides, it suits you. Matches with your dress.”

I glared at him, the blood boiling in my veins. Only Apollo would have the audacity to kiss me the way he did, tell me to forget it happened, and then act like a jealous prick.

Gods, I hated this man.

“He wasn’t a wanker,” I bit out. “He was very polite. Quite charming, actually.”

Apollo worked his jaw. “Oh yeah?”

“Absolutely.” I mocked him with a coy smile. “Unlike some men I know.”

He leaned rather menacingly over me. “You didn’t seem to mind my impolite ways last night when you practically begged me to make you come on my tongue.”

I scoffed in outrage. “I was literally breathing lust-infested air!”

A vein jumped in his forehead. “I thought you said it wasn’t just the magic.”

“And I thought you said to forget it happened,” I hissed.

He straightened up and crossed those ridiculous arms of his over his equally ridiculous chest. “Forgive me, darling. I didn’t realize you came to Thaloria to find a suitor.”

“I didn’t come to Thaloria,” I bristled. “You brought me here. Flung over your shoulder, remember?”

Apollo loosened a breath between his teeth. “Right,” he gritted out. “Look about that… Earliest ship for the South leaves tomorrow morning.”

The ship. Of course. Gods, where was my head today? I was supposed to be on my way home, not arguing in the middle of the street with this heartless brute of a man.

“Oh,” I mumbled. In truth, I felt far from disappointed, but I still had enough pride not to show it.

“Are you okay with staying one more night with me at the Palace?”

“The Palace,” I echoed, deadpan and unblinking, as I gestured at the dreaming spires in the distance. “That Palace?” 

“Yes, Little Butterfly,” Apollo sighed impatiently.

“I—I can’t. You want me to meet the Queen? Looking like that?” I glanced down at my exhausted dress, greened and muddied around the hem from our journey.

“We’re not that formal with each other, really,” Apollo reassured, rubbing a hand at the nape of his neck. “But if you want to be rid of me, I can arrange a room in the city for you.”

I gulped down a thick mixture of anxiousness and excitement, and managed a shaky, “Fine.”

“Fine, I should arrange a room?”

“Fine, I’ll come with you.”

Apollo’s eyes widened a little. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Great,” he exhaled. He looked almost relieved. Almost happy. Almost whole. And I almost admitted that, deep down, the last thing I wanted was to be rid of him.

“It’s a long way, so let’s get something to eat first. You must be starving.”

My stomach growled in perfect synchronicity, and that was response enough.

◆◆◆

 

We ate the most delicious egg-and-cheese muffins from a street vendor while we strolled around and talked about the mythologies, history, and architecture of the land (folktales of vengeful fairies, vampire politics, and pediments made by this sculptor or that) before Apollo insisted on getting me the biggest strawberry cupcake I’d seen in my entire life from one of the many cheerful little bakeries in the square.

As I struggled to swallow down my last bite of pink frosting, I noticed a large group of young men and women dressed in identical dark blue garments and pointy hats crossing the street to enter a tall vermilion building that resembled a storybook castle.

“Why are these people in uniform?” I asked Apollo.

He slipped a hand at the small of my back to guide me on the inside of the sidewalk as he explained, “They’re students. This is Thaloria’s Academy of Magical Arts. Not as grand as the Academies of the East, but it has excellent professors.” A thought flickered in his eyes. An unexpectedly serious thought, judging from the sudden shift in his demeanor. “I meant to tell you…” he hesitated.

I leaned closer, perked with curiosity. “What is it?”

He squinted at the sun and raised a hand to cover his eyes until we found shade again under a shop’s striped awning. The day was viscid and warm, reminiscent of summer, and he had drawn back his cape and rolled up his sleeves, providing me with a rather enticing view of his beautiful forearms and the intricate network of his veins, flowing like undiscovered rivers. “I know you love your Shop, Nepheli,” he ventured, sobering me up by mentioning the Shop. “And I respect that. Your devotion to your family’s legacy is beyond admirable. But when you return to Elora, just… don’t forget to take care of your own needs too, okay?”

I peered up at him, nonplussed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you should follow your passions. You’re not just a saleswoman. You should be practicing your magic or studying history—”

“How do you know I’m interested in history?” I gasped.

His brows raised. “Are you serious? You shine like a whole damn constellation every time you learn something new. You absorb every little piece of lore you hear like a sponge. You’re constantly overwhelmed by your own questions. Your curiosity is the most beautiful thing about you, and, darling, you know you’re gorgeous. Nepheli, you fear that you’re ordinary when, in reality, you are nothing short of a star. A brilliant one. And I just worry that you’ll go back to Elora and let all the mundane stuff suck you in again.”

I stared at him, shaken and dumbfounded.

How was it possible for someone who knew me so little to understand my desires so well? Perhaps he didn’t see me as I was exactly, for I was far from that star he’d just described, but he did see the woman I wanted to become. And I knew that if I told him now about this woman and all the things she craved to do with her life and the fears the vastness of those things brought her, he would not mock me. He would not talk about impossibilities.

To be known for all you were was lovely. But to be known for all the things you could be was extraordinary. And there were no words beautiful or meaningful enough for me to express how he made me feel now, how much courage and heart his certainty brought me.

I recalled what he’d confessed to me that night in the cave, It’s outrageous, isn’t it? How can someone’s life change so irrevocably in the span of a single day? And you know that nothing will ever be the same from now on.

Indeed, I thought, with my heart being no calmer than a fitful, winged creature trying to escape the cage of my chest. Nothing will ever be the same. How am I supposed to return home now and pretend I’m unchanged, that my heart and body and soul don’t yearn to be elsewhere?

Suddenly, Apollo seized my hand and urged me across the sidewalk, startling me out of my thoughts.

“What are you doing?”

“Look,” he said, pointing at a luxurious storefront with lush orchids decorating its sparkling window display. The sign above the glass plate gleamed under the striking morning sun, the pink cursive letters announcing: Oliar’s Palace. “You need a new chain for your butterfly.”

“Apollo, you don’t have to buy me—” I protested, but he was already twisting the crown-shaped doorknob.

I smoothed back my hair, straightened out my skirts, and followed, anxious to see the inside of a northern shop.

And the shop did not disappoint. It was a treasure trove of ribbons, feathers, fabrics, jewelry, and trinkets. Old watches, silver cosmetic boxes, crystal perfume bottles, and vanity table accessories—combs and brushes and mirrors—all glinting behind rows and rows of glass displays. I wandered between them, taking in the shapes and colors of each object and brushing my fingers over the ribbons that dangled from above, overwhelming my senses with their textures.

An old man with a full head of white hair and a long, greying beard emerged behind a precarious stack of velveteen boxes. “Oh, hello there!” he singsonged in a warm, low voice, pushing up his round spectacles on the bridge of his nose. He came around his overflowing-with-orders desk, and as he took a better look at us, he bowed from the waist, causing his lower back to break into a series of disconcerting cracks. “Your Highness.”

Apollo hurried to the man’s side and helped him straighten up. “Please, you don’t have to do that, Mister Oliar. I didn’t think anyone would recognize me anymore.”

“Ah, I remember you,” the man drawled endearingly, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening as his smile widened. “You used to come in here with your mother when you were a boy. Always messed up the ribbons, you little rascal.”

Apollo laughed under his breath. “I promise to behave myself today.” He met my gaze and gave me a little wink, and damn me if I didn’t feel it all the way down in my lower belly.

“How can I help you this fine day?” Mister Oliar asked, turning to me with a meaningful look. “Something for the Starshine Princess, perhaps?”

“Yes,” Apollo began at the same time as I croaked, “I’m not a Princess.”

The man let out a sweet, short laugh. “In this shop, every woman is a Princess, dear. So, come on, tell me what you’re looking for, and I’ll make it happen.”

I took the butterfly out of my pocket and proffered it to him. “I’d like a chain for this pendant, please.”

“Oh!” he exclaimed, plucking it off my palm. “What beautiful craftsmanship. Look at these details. Hmm. Let me see,” he murmured to himself before disappearing in a flurry of excitement behind a frilly, taffeta curtain.

“Hey, Little Butterfly,” Apollo called from the other side of the shop, and I veered to find him holding up an exquisite, lace-trimmed parasol. “It’s magenta.”

I rolled my eyes at the ceiling. “Ah, he learns.”

He leaned against the paneled wall, a crooked smirk emerging from the meticulous lines of his face.

I narrowed my eyes, hooking my hands on my hips. “Is there a reason you’re smiling like a hungry demon, Zayra?”

He shrugged. “Just remembering the moment you popped out your parasol at the Shop and started fighting the creatures.”

I snorted. “I must have looked ridiculous.”

“You looked fearless,” Apollo countered. “You looked like someone you wouldn’t ever want to mess with.”

“But you did,” I sighed, feigning annoyance.

He chuckled. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to see a parasol again without thinking about you.”

“Oh please,” I huffed. “You’ll forget me the minute I board that ship.”

His smile waned. His eyes darkened as they traced my face. “No, I won’t.”

“Here we are,” Mister Oliar hummed as he approached us, carrying a velvet-lined tray with various sterling silver chains lined up. He placed it on the counter next to me and considered it for a moment. “The pendant is quite bright in color, so maybe a paler hue of silver for contrast?” he suggested, and with a deft flutter of his fingers, the cables changed one by one to a muted, almost pinkish silver.

A little gasp left me at this casual display of magic. I remembered Agathe telling me how every human from the North had a little bit of magic inside them, and this was why they were drawn here. This was why I was drawn here.

“So?” Mister Oliar prompted.

I glanced nervously at Apollo next to me. “What do you think?”

Apollo picked up a simple, clavicle-length chain with a pretty rosebud clasp. “I like this one.”

Mister Oliar took it and passed the chain through the pendant’s bail. “A perfect match,” he said contentedly, holding up the necklace. The butterfly’s pink wings caught the light with something like approval.

“Let’s put it on you,” Apollo said, and Mister Oliar handed it to him, immediately.

I swallowed, gathered my hair up in my fists, and turned around for him. The heat of his body behind me was an electric current, bright and painful, and his soft exhale at the back of my neck as he brought the necklace around it sent a shockwave through my bones. Brief but heart-rending recollections of kisses and bites and fingers dipping lower and lower on my body emerged at the forefront of my mind just to torment me. Suddenly, it became a chore to breathe.

“There it is,” Apollo rasped, his hands lingering on my shoulders, warm and a little rough to the touch. “Back where it belongs.”

“Thank you,” I managed, blushing to my hairline.

“We’ll take it,” Apollo said to Mister Oliar. “And the parasol.”

My head whipped around. “Apollo, please, the chain is enough—”

“It’s my fault Trix took yours,” he interjected, a scheming smile popping up on his face. “Let me get you this. For fighting monsters, Little Butterfly.”

Grudgingly, I nodded.

Part of me wanted to start yelling at him right in the middle of the shop. How dare you be kind and generous and charming one moment only to go ahead and absolutely destroy me the next?

He did not destroy you, Nepheli, the voice of reason admonished. His behavior doesn’t affect you so profoundly because you’re not in love with him, remember?

I raised my hand to my collarbone and clutched the pendant in my fist, breathing shallowly. Of course. Of course, I’m not falling in love with him. I’m not a fool.

Apollo smiled at me over his shoulder as he paid Mister Oliar. And gods help me, my heart lost a beat.
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Nepheli



Stop fidgeting,” Apollo growled under his breath as we stood side by side in the Grand Hall of the Dreaming Palace, waiting for the King and Queen to arrive.

The massive, glinting hall was made of nothing less than sunset-colored daydreams. It was wrapped in hues of white, yellow, and peach, with pink wall panels and breathtaking gilded moldings interrupted by windows framed with white, gauzy curtains. The coffered ceiling was in the loveliest shade of sky-blue known to man, the perfect backdrop for the clouds that sleepily traveled to and fro, as animated as reality. Five prism chandeliers dangled in between the passing clouds, sparkling with a substance that reminded me of Agathe’s weaver magic.

Although empty at the center, the corners of the grand space were diligently furnished with freestanding and built-in benches upholstered in peach plush, as well as two high-backed gilded chairs raised on a hardwood pedestal at the far edge of the hall.

“I’m just a little nervous,” I breathed out, wondering if I should sit down at one of the benches and try to quell my heart.

“There’s no reason to be,” Apollo said through clenched teeth, his gaze pinned straight ahead. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was more of a nervous wreck than I was.

“What if they hate me?” I muttered.

He finally turned to me. He had given his cape, baldric, and bag to the white-gloved man who still lingered next to the gilded double doors, and in this opulent room with his billowy white shirt and noble features, Apollo looked more princely than ever. “You’re impossible to hate, Nepheli,” he said quietly, only for my ears. 

For a heart-skip of a moment, we just stared at each other, our throats bobbing and our lips parting as if to say…something. Say something, I begged myself. Say something or look away.

I was saved by the sudden banging of the doors as they flew right open. A woman with wild, candy-pink hair burst into the room, her beautiful bronze face twisting into an expression of simultaneous shock and joy. A man followed behind her, tall, strong, and grim. His feline eyes were a familiar shade of grey-blue, a color that I already knew I would never be able to completely erase from the notepad of my mind.

The Queen seized Apollo in her arms, lifting to the tips of her satin shoes. “My boy,” she cried, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. “My little boy is home.”

The King smiled a small, dignified smile and patted Apollo on the back. “I swear you got taller,” he said in a deep, bass voice.

“That’s what you said last time,” Apollo groaned as his mother squeezed his cheeks harder.

I tried not to giggle at the sight. But then she turned her attention to me, her brown eyes still bright with tears, and I panicked, not knowing what to do with myself.

Should I bow? Should I try to console her?

Gods, I hated meeting new people.

“Hello there, dear,” she sniffled.

“Hello, I’m Nepheli—” Before I knew it, she was yanking me into her arms too, the huge puff sleeves of her sparkly yellow gown wrapped around my neck like a bow. For such a tiny woman, she was quite formidable.

“Thank you for bringing him home,” she said, her voice cracking towards the end.

“I didn’t. He was—”

“I was already on my way home, Mom,” Apollo muttered as he grudgingly met his father’s permeating gaze.

“Nothing new?” the King asked, his breath drawn in expectation.

The muscles along Apollo’s jaw visibly tensed. He lowered his head. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

“There is nothing to be sorry about,” the Queen gasped, her pink curls flying over her forehead. “You’re home. You’re home, and you’re well, and you have a friend with you.” She kneaded my hand, smiling wide. “I love your hair.”

I blinked, taken aback by the unexpected compliment. “I–I love your hair too, Your Majesty.”

“Your Majesty?” she scoffed. “Gods, I’m just Eloise.”

“And I’m Xander,” the King contributed gently.

Eloise jumped on her toes and clapped her hands together. “Let’s throw a ball tonight. Yes, a Welcome Home ball. Doesn’t that sound amazing?” She turned to her husband, wide-eyed and breathless.

His eyes softened on her, like snow falling upon a bed of flowers, an imperceptible but significant collision. Something inglorious flared in my chest—not jealousy, just a girlish sort of yearning. To be looked at like that.

I knew what it was like to be wanted. But not loved. Never loved. I was an absolute stranger to this kind of devotion. It could be staring at me right in the face, and I wouldn’t know how to recognize it.

“Yes, my love,” he said. “Sounds perfect.”

Eloise beamed. “Apollo? Nepheli? Are you okay with it? I don’t want to do anything that will make you uncomfortable.”

“I’m actually excited to attend one of your famed Northern Balls, Your Ma—Eloise,” I stammered, stealing a nervous glance at Apollo.

Apollo averted his gaze from me. “It will be a nice farewell, I suppose.” He sucked in a breath and raised his brows at his mother. “Just don’t put us on the spot in front of the court.”

“No. No, I promise,” Eloise reassured. “It will be a simple celebration. No honored guests.”

A thin layer of pink dust speckled the atmosphere around Eloise’s elegant figure. I had once read that the Northern Queen’s magic was quite literally spreading joy, which had seemed rather peculiar to me back then, but as a sense of warmth and ease branched inside my chest now, I began to understand just how powerful such magic could be.

“I’m going to begin preparations right away,” she gleefully announced, fisted her skirts, and rushed out of the room.

Xander offered me a courteous smile. “My wife gets very excited about… well, everything.” He laughed quietly. “It’s what I love most about her.” Then he turned to Apollo, “Are you going to stay in your room?”

Apollo shrugged. “If it’s available.”

“It always is, son.” The King glanced between us, his expression growing a tad uncomfortable. “Will Nepheli be joining you?”

Panic sparked in my veins. “Oh, no, we’re not—”

“Nepheli should have her own quarters,” Apollo interjected, slipping a hand on the small of my back. “And we should probably get some rest now since there’s going to be a big party tonight.”

Xander nodded, looking disappointed. “Yes, of course.” He went to leave but hesitated. “Apollo? If you’re not too tired this afternoon, before the ball starts, spend some time with your old man, yes?”

Apollo’s throat bobbed. “I promise.”

Xander exhaled and continued down the glimmering hall a few more steps before he veered again with a charming, almost roguish smirk that, unfortunately for me, I knew all too well. “Oh, and Nepheli dear, welcome to The Faraway North.”
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Nepheli



Ayoung Lady of the Court, dressed in the most gorgeous blue taffeta gown I’d seen in my life, came to show me to my room. She had beautiful fawn-like eyes and gleaming deep-brown skin, and her black hair was in a magnificent coil atop her head, with only a few curly bits framing her sweet, round face.

“I’m Dorothea,” she chirped in her soft, cheery voice as we sauntered down a long hallway with wide windows that overlooked the exuberant gardens of the Palace. “But you can call me Thea.”

“I’m—”

“Nepheli, I know. The whole court has been buzzing about you all morning.”

I frowned, anxious at the thought of anyone buzzing anything about me. “Why?”

Thea shrugged her delicate shoulders. “Well, you know how it is. The Starshine Princess from the South and all that…”

“I’m not a Princess. I’m a Curiosity, actually,” I said a bit shyly.

Her eyes rounded on me. “Really? Oh, I’ve heard about Curiosity Shops. You must tell me everything. I love, love, love magic. I haven’t manifested my own magic yet, but I’m working on it.”

A nervous chuckle was my sole response.

Thea stole a glance at my hair. “Do you know what kind of magic you have?”

“A weaver was recently able to discern that I possess star-magic. But I haven’t manifested it either,” I explained.

Thea’s entire face sparked up like a firework. “Great, then we can practice together. I’m usually free in the afternoons.”

A sudden sense of despondency packed down my sternum as I forced myself to say, “I’m actually leaving tomorrow morning.”

“You are?” she gasped, her brows bunching. “But I thought… Everyone is saying that you’re engaged to Prince Apollo. They saw you two promenading this morning at the square. They say that you broke his curse and that’s why he returned after all this time.”

“What?” I squealed, halting mid-step. “No! We’re not—He’s not—He’s still—”

“Heartless?” Thea wryly suggested.

I sighed. “Very much so.”

“It is terrible, isn’t it?” Thea asked in a confidential manner, leaning in and lowering her voice. “What happened to him, I mean.”

“That witch should have never agreed to cast this curse on him,” I hissed. “If someone came into my Shop drunk and heartbroken and asked me for something like that, I would have given them a glass of water and a slap across the face, not removed their heart from their body only for it to end up gods know where.”

Suddenly, I was struck by two countervailing emotions: regret that I didn’t say this to Apollo last night and anger for the incredible misfortune that had befallen him.

“Exactly,” Thea bristled. “You know, a lot of people here say that he brought this upon himself, but I honestly don’t believe he understood what he was doing at the moment. It was so out of character for him. I’m a bit younger, so I was never in his friend group, but from what I have heard, he was such a thoughtful and kindhearted person before Verena.”

My chest tightened. “He still is,” I whispered, feeling Thea’s keen attention on me. “In his own way.”

Apollo couldn’t love, but he was still able to care, not with his heart but through instinct, logic and, perhaps, memory. It would be so easy for him to shut down completely and live a mindless life full of selfish pleasures and meaningless indulgences. But that was not Apollo. Apollo was honorable and unyielding in a soldierly sort of way. He was forgiving and generous to a fault. He held himself accountable for his mistakes and fought relentlessly to fix them. And to me, there was nothing more human than that.

Thea looked at me the way Mother did whenever she’d find me at five in the morning, still reading with a flickering lamp under my covers. A kind of endearing exasperation. “You like him.”

“I…” I coughed. “Well…”

“I’m not judging you if that’s what you’re blushing about,” Thea reassured, taking on a scandalous tone. “That man is absolutely scrumptious. I mean, those arms?”

“The eyes,” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

“The hair.”

“And have you ever noticed his hands?”

“Well, you know what they say about the size of a man’s hands.”

Our eyes met, and we started cackling so avidly that the poor guard at the end of the corridor startled, which only made us giggle even louder.

“Are you sure you’re leaving tomorrow?” she managed to ask, wiping tears of laughter from the corners of her eyes.

“That’s the plan.”

“Too bad,” she sighed as she linked her arm with mine. “I was really looking forward to us becoming friends.”

I blinked at her. “You were?”

“Well, I am a Lady of the Court so naturally we would spend a lot of time together if you married Prince Apollo,” she explained. “My best friend got married recently and moved to Kartha. Her wife is a scholar at one of the Academies there. And to tell you the truth, I’ve been pretty lonely ever since. The other Ladies are much older than me.” She bit into her lower lip. “I was close to getting married too. It’s why my parents sent me here, actually. But it didn’t work out in the end.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Thea,” I said, understanding her position more than words could express.

I’d been absolutely devastated after my breakup with Ryker, and oftentimes I had questioned my decision out of sheer curiosity, a gnawing what-if. It was impossible not to wallow in the vague tenderness of faded memories, lovelier now than what they had been, as all things of the past were. In retrospect, the more irretrievable something was, the lovelier it got.

“Oh, believe me, it’s for the best,” Thea chirped. “I’m only twenty-one. I want to find myself first. Learn about magic. Maybe travel a little, make some friends. Boys can wait.” She glanced at me. “What about you, Miss Curiosity from the South?”

“Same as you,” I admitted. “Besides my Shop, I don’t have much else in Elora.”

She nodded. “It’s hard to form friendships as an adult, isn’t it?”

“It’s the worst,” I groaned. “I get all panicky and in my head every time I have to talk to someone I don’t know. And then I go home and overanalyze every little interaction until I never want to leave my house again. If overthinking was unlawful, I would spend the rest of my life in prison.”

Thea chuckled as she tipped her chin. “Come on, we’re here.” She stepped forward and put her hands on the twin golden doorknobs to our left, looking very excited as she announced, “The Sunset Quarters.”

I followed her inside the apartment, wide-eyed and open-mouthed in wonder. A gorgeous annular foyer led to a massive bedchamber with walls dressed in pink-and-orange damasks bordered with wide gold stripes. And the ceiling? Oh, the ceiling was the hour before dusk, when the sky was blushing, all grand sweeps of vermillion, orange, and violet.

Thea cast an equally dreamy gaze at the room. “Isn’t it gorgeous? As exquisite as the Queen’s. Prince Apollo requested this bedchamber for you specifically.”

My brows shot straight to my hairline. “He did?”

She narrowed her dark eyes at me in comical suspicion. “Are you sure there’s nothing going on between you two?”

Nervously, I nodded and picked up the first book I spotted on the round cherrywood table at the entrance of the room, just to make myself appear busy. I was flicking through the pages when my eyes fell on a rather… interesting choice of words. I shut it at once and turned it over. The cover boasted a drawing of a half-naked man on a white horse, titled The Rogue Lord Verlion.

“Thea! This book is filthy!”

She hooked a hand on her hip, grinning knowingly. “Filthy good, that’s what it is. Eloise loves this series, you’ll find copies everywhere around the Palace.”

I burst into laughter. “I think I’ll like it here. Very, very much so.”

Someone brought us tea, sandwiches, and cake, and we ended up sprawled over the plush duvet on the bed, talking, giggling, and plotting our futures. And for a little while, life was perfect.

◆◆◆

 

I was drifting off to sleep the way I sometimes did on my days off work when the late afternoons unfolded sweet and lethargic after a big meal or a busy morning of doing house chores.

There was a wide window next to the four-poster bed, and the sun blazed through and fell over me like a blanket, so hot and full I could almost touch it. And just as I was about to slip into blissful mindlessness, a curt knock came on the door. Grudgingly, as I forced my eyes open, I noticed the white lace gloves on my nightstand, over-bright under a strip of sunlight. It was probably Thea, I realized, returning to retrieve them.

“Come on in,” I permitted, stifling a yawn into my pillow. I turned on my back and closed my eyes again, half-listening to the soft footsteps thudding on the carpet.

“You forgot your gloves, huh?” I murmured, resting my hands on my stomach.

“These aren’t really my style, I’m afraid,” Apollo’s deep rasp sounded.

My eyes tore open, and my head veered to find Apollo leaning against the windowsill, his strong silhouette backlit and ethereal in his all-white attire. White informal trousers and white linen shirt, sleeves rolled up and collar fully open. Skin everywhere.

Suddenly, I was wide awake.

“Are you trying to scare me to death?” I growled, springing off the bed.

“You said to come in,” he countered coolly as he strolled to the vanity to take the long silk robe that was folded over the upholstered chair.

He sauntered back and handed it to me, his eyes elsewhere. I glanced down at the frilly corset Thea had made me try on over my nightdress since she’d assured me that my gown for tonight would absolutely require it, and I felt my cheeks redden.

Of course, he’d seen me in less that day at the inn, and for goodness’ sake, he’d had his fingers inside me only the night before. But I supposed things were different now that we knew just how good each other’s bodies felt. I could pretend all I wanted that nothing happened between us last night, but I would never be untouched by him again.

I slipped into the robe, and Apollo finally returned his eyes to me.

I smiled wittily. “Look at you being a gentleman for once.”

“Let’s just say you’re lucky you can’t read my thoughts right now,” he rasped and walked back to the window. He rested his hip against the sill and cast a distracted gaze outside. His hair was a little damp from a bath he must have taken earlier, and his black locks were curling on his forehead. I cursed myself for not brushing my fingers through his hair last night when I had the chance. Now, the urge was devastating to me.

I cleared my throat. “Would you like some tea? They brought it up earlier. It’s quite good. Well, not as good as mine—”

“Of course, Miss Curiosity’s tea is better,” Apollo taunted.

I raised my chin. “I’ll have you know I make a mean cup of tea.”

Apollo smirked. “Oh, tea is never mean. It is always polite. Like you, Little Butterfly.”

I sighed in resignation. “Did you want something, or did you just come here to mock me?”

To my bemusement, his smile waned. He leaned further back against the windowsill and started unrolling and rolling again one of his shirtsleeves, looking truly nervous. “Yes… I wanted… I…” he paused, cursed under his breath, and tried again, “I just wanted to see if you settled in. Do you have everything you need? Is everything to your liking? Besides the overly polite tea.”

“Are you serious?” I chuckled. “Look at this place. I feel like I’m dreaming.”

He nodded, his throat bobbing. “Good. Good.”

I frowned at him. “Apollo, are you okay? You seem a bit… nervous.”

He met my eyes. “I was thinking that you should stay for a few more days.”

Gradually, I realized the words, the meaning, the tone.

I’d been imagining our separation all day long in a pathetic, self-pitying manner. I’d pictured Apollo sending me off in the same indifferent, slapdash way he’d barged into my life. Take care, darling. And don’t forget to have fun every now and then. The idea of becoming some distant memory of his, just another story in a life dazzlingly full of them while he would forever be my greatest adventure, hurt me more than it should. More than it was wise. 

“Stay?” I echoed, numb with hope.

“To see the city, I mean. And the Palace. We have a library here that you will probably need a lifetime to go through. Not that you should stay here for the rest of your life. Unless you want to stay—”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Hysterically almost.

“Will you stop that?” he growled.

“I’m sorry,” I snorted with laughter. “I’ve just never seen you this distressed before.”

He came and seized my face in his hand. It happened fast, impetuously. One moment I was wiping the corners of my eyes, and the other he was holding me, his long fingers on the hollows of my cheeks, stealing my breath. “Keep it up, and I will—”

“What?” I heaved, not finding it so funny anymore. “What will you do to me?”

His eyes drifted upward. “And she wonders why I call her dangerous.” He withdrew his hand from my face and put some distance between us. “Will you just think about it?”

“I will,” I promised.

He nodded, and as he turned to leave, his eyes fell upon my nightstand and sparkled just to taunt me. “Lord Verlion, huh?”

I groaned. “Please, don’t mock me.”

Apollo pursed his lips, trying not to laugh. “No, I like this one.”

“You do?” I deadpanned.

“It has a nice epigraph, too,” he claimed as he went to pick it up and read aloud, “The day humans will stop writing and reading about love is the day humans will no longer be human.” He considered for a moment, and his handsome profile was no longer bright with amusement but dark with something like melancholy. “If love is really so defining to us, what do you suppose that makes me?”

“Apollo…” I whispered, my throat constricting and my insides twisting. “The broken parts of you do not make you any less human. You must know that.”

He didn’t acknowledge my words. He merely brushed them off and headed for the door, looking as insouciant as ever. “See you at the ball, darling?”

I sighed at the ceiling, resigning. “Will I have to watch you flirt with every woman who isn’t related to you all night long?”

He turned, hands in his pockets, head cocked to the side, and a smile that could make goddesses swoon. “What if I promise to only flirt with the ones who have silver hair, blue eyes, and hate my guts?”

I threw him a look of facetious defiance. “What if they don’t want you to flirt with them?”

“Then I’ll behave,” he said.

“Just like that?” I teased.

He bore into me, serious now. “For you, Nepheli, anything.”

For absolutely no good reason at all, my knees went weak. In fact, every single muscle, organ, and joint in my body went weak for this man. But I was too proud to let him know that, so I braced myself, put a wry smile on my face, and tried to make light of the situation. “I bet you a whole gold mark that you won’t even recognize me in that ballroom tonight.”

Apollo smirked. “Darling, I would recognize you anywhere.”
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Apollo



Seven balconies outlined the outer structure of the ballroom, and on the fourth, larger one, Father stood in his formal tunic and trousers. His hands were crossed behind his back while his legs formed a habitual fighting stance.

It was no secret that my father didn’t have any magic in his blood, but I would argue that being able to recognize someone’s footsteps as easily as someone’s voice was certainly some type of magic.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” he said the moment I stepped onto the balcony, passing in between the gauzy white curtains that blew out into the night. Beyond, the sky burst into gemstone colors—uncanny blues and purples with pitch-black edges. “The ball is about to start.”

“Sorry, I’m late, Dad. I fell asleep,” I said, bracing my hands on the stone balustrade.

I was lying, of course. I had not fallen asleep. I had tried to write a letter. In the overwhelming familiarity of my childhood bedroom, I’d sat down at my writing desk and tried to put into words what was happening to me, to conjure answers to things I didn’t even know how to ask.

On a whim—a very selfish one—I’d invited Nepheli to stay here a little longer, but deep down, I knew she wouldn’t. I knew she would leave tomorrow morning. I knew there was not enough time to fully understand, let alone express, the way I felt about her. The fact that I felt altogether, perhaps not with my heart but with my soul.

I was shocked to be even thinking about this. I should be relieved to get rid of her. I should want to be released from this torment. This random, persistent jab of sentimentality after seven years of numbness. I would be fine without her. Without her sarcastic remarks. Without her supercilious judgment. Without the rustle of her body in the morning. Without her beautiful laughter. Without her looking up at me like I was someone good and salvageable. Without her tongue stroking over mine.

But there were things I needed to say. To evict from my body. Things, I thought, they’d kill me to keep quiet.

So, I considered writing her a letter and slipping it into her bag. I’d imagined her discovering it somewhere along her journey, unfolding it carefully between her pale fingers, the way she did all things, and settling down at some cozy corner of the deck, the harsh sea air lashing back her hair and her florid lips parted in a shocked oh as she skimmed the words. I’d imagined her being relentless, not regretting her decision to leave, but heartened to know that she was someone who touched people’s lives like that. Someone easily needed, thoroughly understood, secretly yearned for.

But I’d been unable to write such a letter. As it turned out, I was an embarrassingly nervous writer. Nepheli, I’d scribbled down, my penmanship a mess of curves—it had really been a very long time since I’d written anything down. Then I’d crossed it off.

Nepheli

Darling

Little Butterfly

Nepheli, my darling,

I seem to have developed the most inexplicable habit of not being able to breathe whenever you are not near. I believe the only option left is for you to stay by my side forever to save me from this miserable fate.

I need you.

Desperately so.

Don’t leave.

That was it. That was all I’d written. And then I’d spent an hour or two staring at the page, unmoving and unblinking, when someone finally knocked on my door to remind me of the time.

I sucked in a quick breath. The air was sweet; magic, cypresses, and honeysuckles. Home.

Father was examining me closely, the way he would an opponent, with a furl in his brow and a ticking muscle in his jaw.

“What?” was all I said, bending to rest my elbows on the balustrade.

“You seem different,” he said. 

“Different how?”

He returned his attention to the horizon, and his wordless answer burned and bubbled inside me like a witch’s spell. Then he sighed in calm dignity and subtle accusation. “Does Nepheli know about your curse?”

“Of course she knows,” I bristled, whirling on him. “What kind of question is that?”

Dad raised his hands between us. “I don’t wish to fight. There’s just a lot of speculation going around—”

“Nepheli isn’t going to break my curse. Let’s start with that,” I cut him off, wondering how many more times I would have to explain this before they finally got it into their heads and I lost mine. “She is a brilliant young woman who has a thousand more adventures to live, and she is going to get on that ship tomorrow morning, and she will go to live them. End of story. A happy ending.”

Dad raised his brows at me. “Whose happy ending?”

“Hers.”

“And what about you?”

“I don’t deserve a happy ending. Not after all I’ve done—”

“No one is blaming you for anything, Apollo,” Dad interjected, his gruff tone and soft words a wild contradiction. “I am blaming that witch who found a twenty-year-old drunk, heartbroken boy at her doorstep and didn’t send him home.”

“I was a grown man, Dad,” I said. “I knew what I was doing. I’m the sole perpetrator of my misery. I deserve this. You’ve taught me to always take responsibility for my mistakes. Well, I’m taking it. But Nepheli cannot and will not be one of them.”

His eyes widened on me. “You care about her,” he whispered in half-shock, half-hope. “You genuinely care about her.”

“She’s easy to care about.”

Gods, Nepheli was so easy to care about. So easy to need. So easy to long for. I tried not to think about last night. I tried to be a decent man. I tried to pretend that it was possible to unlearn the pathways of her body. But I could not, for her body had told me things, and I had listened, learned, memorized faithfully. Because how do you unlearn the taste of one’s mouth? How do you forget the face they make when they surrender to you? How do you erase the feel of someone’s warmth from your fingertips, the sight of their skin from your eyes, the sound of their pleasure from your ears? How far back in time would I have to travel to forget what it felt like to want her? Last night? The night at Walder’s? The night she slept curled in my arms at the inn? The minute I walked inside her Shop?

I could not—I did not want to unlearn. I wanted to become.  I wanted to transform myself into the man she deserved. Someone reliable, someone with honor, someone she needed intimately—an inseparable and irreplaceable part of her life.

Yes, there was hope, but there was not enough time for it to come to fruition. And I couldn’t be selfish with her again and demand more. I had to think of what was best for her. And it was not me. Gods, anyone would be a better option than me.

Dad clamped a hand down on my shoulder and shook me out of my thoughts. “Apollo, don’t you understand what this means? You’re starting to feel again.”

I shrugged him off. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I cannot believe I’m hearing this,” he scoffed. “You’ve spent the past seven years hunting down your heart, wishing, hoping, dreaming this would happen, and now you’re telling me that it doesn’t matter?”

“My heart won’t return to me just because of love, damn it!” I snapped as something like panic welled up my throat, making it harder and harder for me to breathe. “That’s just a recipe for disaster. You know how I can be. You know how easily I can change. One moment I’m in control of it and I’m thinking straight, and the next I do all the wrong things or say all the wrong things, and someone always gets hurt. And I will not hurt her. I will not be the one to break that woman’s heart. In fact, if anyone ever breaks her heart, I will hunt them down and kill them with my bare fucking hands if I have to.”

Dad gaped at me. “You love her.”

“For fuck’s sake, you can’t love someone you hardly know,” I growled. “This isn’t a fairytale.”

“What nonsense is this?” he demanded. “Love doesn’t have a timeframe. You should know by now that love tends to be strongest when it is the most unreasonable. I fell in love with your mother from the moment—”

“The moment she marched into the middle of your training session and demanded you show her how to properly use a sword because she refused to be the kind of Queen that could not fight her own battles, I know. I’ve heard the damned story about a hundred times,” I bit out.

“Do not disrespect our story, son,” Dad said somberly.

Guilt crawled beneath my skin. “See? One moment we’re having a nice conversation, and then I’m acting like a complete fucking wanker. I cannot do this, Dad. I cannot—”

He took my shoulders again, shaking me a little harder this time. “Breathe,” he ordered, and I tried. “That’s it, one more time.”

I breathed in and out. Again and again. But it was pointless. Something had packed down my sternum. A pain, almost. An agony.

“I’ve never met anyone like her,” I panted and started pacing up and down the balcony like a madman. “She’s insufferable, really. She’s frustrating and stubborn and never listens to me. She’s quick to judge and even quicker to take offense—I swear that woman burns like ale on fire. I’m telling you, she makes me insane. Worse. She makes me murderous. If a man even looks in her direction, I want to kill him. What’s up with that, huh? And she’s so… so…” I grunted. “Perfect. Surely someone can’t be perfect. That’s just the insanity talking, right?”

“She’s perfect for you,” Dad said with a smug little smile on his face that actually managed to enrage me even more. “That’s all that matters.”

“I can never give her the love she deserves. I invited her to stay, but I understand now that it was a mistake. Another mistake. Let’s say she does stay, not for me but for reasons of her own, then what? What happens then?”

“You tell her how you feel and pray she feels the same.”

The pressure in my chest convulsed and expanded. “But it is not enough! It is not enough that I care! It is not enough that I see, understand, desire her! She deserves to be loved. Wholeheartedly.”

Trumpets exclaimed from inside the ballroom, probably announcing Mom’s arrival.

Dad stepped out of the balcony, nodding for me to follow.

The room’s sky had transformed into a midnight dream: dark blue clouds, bright constellations, and a silvery full moon. The prism chandeliers had dwindled to a candlelit glow, and the heavy draperies had been exchanged for gauzy, wraithlike curtains. Rectangular tables had been set up along the corners of the room, overflowing with golden plates of food, fountains of sparkling wine, and tall vases with exuberant bouquets of white roses and blue hydrangeas.

The orchestra had assembled and was ready to perform as the court gathered in the center dressed in the night’s hues: blues, purples, blacks, and silvers. And of course, my mother was already with a glass in hand, making a toast, smiling for miles while her eyes hunted for me in the crowd. She said something, and they all laughed. But I could not listen. I could hardly keep myself upright as I finally spotted Nepheli in a corner across the room, talking animatedly with a Lady of the Court.

The magic of the room waned before her, like the sun at dusk yielding to the stars to let us lowly creatures know that it was time to dream. What was it about the stars that always made us dream? We looked upon the sky every night, and instead of seeing a graveyard of celestial objects, we saw beauty and possibility. Perhaps it was our nature. We were bodies of light, and we couldn’t help but worship the things that guided us through the darkness.

So how could I resist?

In all my life, I had never seen anything so beautiful. So unreachable. So easy to love and so hard to possess.

She was wrapped in a midnight-blue gown, the garment cinching in that perfect curve of her waist before unraveling into a long bouffant skirt. Her shoulders were bare, save for the delicate puff sleeves that fell on her upper arms. Blue butterflies trailed her neckline—real ones, fluttering delicately with their glittering wings. Mother’s work, no doubt, to match Nepheli’s pendant, the silver chain aglow on her clavicle.

To think that I had tasted that spot on her neck was both a curse and a blessing. I’d never been very respectful of the gods, but in the lines and curves of her body, I knew there was faith to be found.

The other woman said something, and Nepheli laughed harder. Her head tipped toward the ceiling, her eyes sparkled with amusement, her loose silver curls trickled down her shoulders like all the secret wishes the mortals had bestowed on the sky.

Then, somehow, she looked straight at me. Our eyes collided, fast, hard, and brutal, like planets out of orbit, and I could only hope my face didn’t betray the magnitude of my longing.

“Whatever you feel about her,” Dad said quietly, “she feels the same.”

“What are you talking about?” I whispered.

“The way you look at each other,” he said. “She knows about your curse. She knows all the volatile, shameful parts of yourself. You think you’ll hurt her with your darkness, and here she is, looking at you like you’re the sun.”
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Abrilliant symphony swept everyone up in a spinning, graceful dance, the room unrolling in hypnotic vistas: drunken constellations, exuberant colors, and wisps of magic twinkling in the air. And beyond all this starry excitement stood Apollo, devastatingly handsome and dangerously heartbreaking.

He wore a loose night-blue shirt with matching formal trousers and a half cape that slinked a little rakishly over one of his powerful shoulders, as though someone had tried to undress him but had been suddenly interrupted. I knew this was the fashion of the North, but I was still mad with jealousy for this supposed someone who’d dared to put their hands on him.

Locks of dark hair fell over his eyes, yet I could still discern them perfectly, even in the hazy distance—wild and heart-rending, they took me in and didn’t let me out.

Fire crackled within me, and he knew it. He knew exactly what he was doing to me, staring like that. His lips, after all, were on the verge of smiling.

I was fairly certain that a man had approached and invited Thea to dance because I felt her warm hand on my forearm and heard her feather-soft voice asking, “Is it okay if I dance for a little bit?” But I could only nod in response, lost in that blazing daydream Apollo’s eyes shared with mine.

Then—bam. A hard shoulder collided with mine, and the butterflies the Queen herself had bespoke on my dress startled and flew away, scattering straight up to the ceiling before exploding in tiny balls of glitter.

The room snapped into focus—the masterfully strung music, the brilliant garments, the chatter and laughter—and the tall, lean man next to me who was murmuring his apologies.

I blinked. And I blinked again.

Pure, utter shock bestirred me so hard that I lurched back a step.

“Ryker?” I gasped as he swayed to steady me with an arm around my waist.

It seemed impossible, fanciful, inconceivable, and yet… there he was. Ryker, with his big brown eyes and curly dark hair, pouty lips, and crooked nose, staring at me open-mouthed, just like he had that very first day we’d met: two strangers hurtling down Diagonia Alley, busy looking elsewhere and inevitably colliding with each other.

It had not been love at first sight. In fact, I could not recall when it had become love at all. When had we crossed that invisible but formidable line of friendship and courtesy to meaningful smiles and stolen kisses in the dark? The lack of remembrance as he stood before me now, like some dream creature that’d sneaked out of my subconscious, bothered me. Although I had such a hard time remembering the things that had brought us together, I already knew that I would not forget my days with Apollo so easily. My affections would only be nurtured in his absence, in all the things left unsaid, in all the daily scenes left unshared. This would be a love thriving in the distance.

“What—When—How?” Ryker stammered, incoherent in his astonishment.

I shoved off his arms, blurting out, “What are you doing here? I thought you were East.”

“I was,” he muttered, rubbing at his forehead the way he always did in moments of awkwardness or tension. “I’m just serving an apprenticeship with Lord Dunver.” He gestured toward an older man in silver-grey garments, currently chatting with the King and Queen across the room. Isa was among them, in a gorgeous purple gown. She caught my eyes and waved at me, smiling brightly.

I managed to smile and wave back despite my frightfully discombobulated head, and tried to regather my reeling thoughts. If Ryker was here in the North, did that mean…

“You’re learning magic?” I demanded, unable to hide the shock in my voice.

Ryker had always been disinterested in magic. There had been nothing I’d hated more than the way he would dismiss me whenever I tried to talk with him about it. “Can we please discuss this later, dear?” he would suggest with his glacial gaze and veiled indifference, and I would nod in compliance, feeling irrelevant and small in his presence, and watch him—him, who cared about all the important things in the world—tolerate me while I chased after my daydreams.

“Politics, Nepheli,” Ryker clarified, a little offended at my suggestion in that too-serious tone of his.

I nodded a bit spasmodically. “Right. Right. Yes, I remember you saying something about that.”

Ryker inched closer, his cheeks flushed and his voice urgent.“Nepheli, for the love of the sky, what are you doing here?”

“She’s with me.” Apollo’s deep, dark voice sounded behind me, and before I could even turn to face him, he flung an arm around my shoulders and pinned me to his side.

I’d been confident that nothing could ever feel more uncomfortable than falling from the sky, or being mentally tormented by evil faeries, or having a group of bandits attack you the same day you almost died from dragonfly fever, but evidently, I’d been gravely mistaken. This was worse.

Ryker’s face turned a disconcerting shade of red, and Ι didn’t have to look in the gold-framed mirror on the wall next to us to know I looked no better. “Prince Apollo. Welcome back. It’s an honor to meet you,” he said graciously, bowing at the waist.

Apollo stared him down with his unwavering nonchalance. “And you are?”

Ryker offered his hand. “Ryker Leonos, Your Highness.”

To my utter dismay, Apollo didn’t shake it. He only removed his hand from me, his eyes narrowing into twin slits of darkness. “Ah, I see,” he said with a noncommittal lilt in his voice. “The fiancé. Well, that’s a rather fortunate turn of events, isn’t it, Little Butterfly?”

“I—”

“Wait a second,” Ryker interjected, outraged. “You’re the Starshine Princess? You’re engaged to him?”

“No!” I blurted out, loud enough for a few heads to turn in our direction. Apollo grinned and bowed at them in mockery of respect, and they immediately veered their heads, whispering in a scandalized manner to each other.

“We’re not engaged,” I hissed, irritation rising in my bloodstream. “It’s just a ridiculous rumor.”

“Of course,” Apollo drawled. “Can you even imagine our darling Nepheli being engaged to a heartless rake like me?”

“Your Highness, I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t fret, Mister Leonos,” Apollo cut him off with a gruff little tut. “Nepheli Curiosity remains all yours.”

The second he finished that sentence, the tips of my ears started to burn. Heart pounding. Blood boiling. Who did he think he was, telling Ryker that I remained his? As if I were an object that he owned and could decide its fate, just like that!

I swiveled on my heels, ready to give him a piece of my mind, and damn me if I cared who listened.

But Apollo was gone, his massive frame cutting through the party.

Oh, no. You’ll have to walk faster than that to get away from me.

I fisted my skirts and started after him, but a hand around my elbow stopped me abruptly.

Gods. I forgot about Ryker.

“Nepheli,” he pressed, his eyes pleading with me. “Can we talk for a moment?”

I checked over my shoulder at Apollo’s shrinking silhouette. I wanted to follow him. I wanted to fight him. I wanted to scream at him.

I wanted to kiss him until he had a heart again.

“Sure,” I croaked, trembling as a nerve-racking combination of anxiety and anger took over my body. “We can talk.”

Ryker guided me through the party to one of the quaint little balconies that overlooked the Palace’s sprawling gardens. Above, the stars were a spatter of treasure on a velvet map, and the moon was a crooked grin, cunning and insidious. But what captivated me the most was the view below. Behind a cottony veil of mist, tall, thick hedges adorned with opalescent blossoms formed a massive, intricate maze shaped like a seven-pointed star, with each point serving as a secret exit.

I put my hands on the cool, sleek balustrade and basked in the night for a moment. The evening chill stroked over me, the kind of cold early spring clung onto before the swift, sun-dazed shift into summer, and my teeth started to chatter. 

“Here,” Ryker said as he stripped off his jacket to drape it over my bare shoulders.

“Thank you.” I smiled a little distractedly at him, my eyes falling off the balcony again, to the captivating maze.

“Nepheli, what are you actually doing here? What happened to the Shop?”

“That’s a very long story,” I sighed.

He seized my shoulders and spun me around, his expression as chilling as the night. “Can I get your attention for one minute, please? You owe me that much.”

“Owe you?” I scoffed in as much bafflement as fury. “I don’t owe you anything, Ryker. We took our separate ways. It was your choice to leave Elora, remember?”

“And it was your choice not to come with me,” he bit back. “Yet here you are, in The Faraway North of all places. You said that you could never leave the Shop. You asked me not to expect this sacrifice from you. Was it all an excuse? Were you just trying to get rid of me?”

“I wouldn’t use the Shop as an excuse, Ryker,” I said firmly. “Circumstances change. People change.”

He laughed under his breath, the sound mirthless and self-deprecating. “But you couldn’t change for me, right?”

“That’s the point!” I snapped. “Don’t you understand? If I leave the Shop and start a new life somewhere else, I will do it for me. Not for you. Not for my parents. Not for anyone. I will not follow someone else’s path and hope to find myself along the way.”

“You followed him here,” he accused, his face heated.

“No, I didn’t,” I gritted out. “But that’s the problem. That was always the problem with us. You see me as someone who would drop their entire life to follow a stranger to the other side of the world. You have no idea how much I respect the life I have in Elora, and all the hard work my parents have put into the Shop. You’ve no idea how much I’ve struggled with letting go of this responsibility and allowing myself to grow into who I am meant to be.”

“Nepheli—”

“I’m happy for you, Ryker,” I cut him off before he said something he’d regret later on. “I really am. I mean, look at you, here in the Dreaming Palace.” And indeed, in his stately silk suit, with his confident posture and bold expression, he looked nothing like the polite but reticent boy I’d once loved. “Can’t you be happy for me too?”

His face softened with understanding, slowly, like water slipping through the drain. He let out a breath. “Of course, I am happy that you’re going after your dreams, Nepheli,” he said as he cupped my cheek with his soft, lean hand. I consciously allowed him this small comfort, this indulgence in the familiar, knowing his next words. Knowing mine too. “I just… I’ve missed you.”

“Ryker,” I exhaled. “You don’t know me well enough to miss me.”

His hand dropped from my face. He took a staggering step back, looking hurt and offended. “How can you say that? We’ve spent years together.”

“Time doesn’t determine how deeply you know someone. Time isn’t a measure of love,” I said as I shrugged off his jacket, and gave it back to him.

Warily, as though it were some lethal weapon, he took it back, frowning in contemplation. “You sound so…” He struggled with the word, his throat bobbing to push it out. “Different.”

“I know,” I whispered. “It’s been quite the journey.”

Below, a tall, dark figure emerged from the nightly mist, heading toward the maze. I narrowed my eyes at the powerful shoulders, the elegant waist, the strong thighs. I remembered how Apollo had said earlier that he would recognize me anywhere, and I wondered if that was true for me too. Would I recognize him even if he were a shadow, a mere outline of a body in the night?

Ryker seized my arm to draw my attention back to him. He didn’t seem jealous or upset. He looked genuinely worried for me as he lowered his voice in a warning, “Nepheli, please be careful. I’ve heard terrible things about him.”

I found the scandal in his tone so amusing that I started to think that Apollo had indeed been a terrible influence on me. In mockery of gossip, I leaned closer and crooned, “And to think that some of these things are actually true.”
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Iruined my beautiful satin slippers sprinting through the gardens with the magic-flecked mist dampening the gauzy layers of my gown and the sharp sting of the evening chill scraping over my exposed arms and collarbone.

Apollo whirled around the moment he heard the shuffling of my steps on the neat grass of the maze. A look of genuine surprise braced his face. And I slapped it right off of him.

He staggered, one hand holding his reddened cheek, the other grasping the hedge behind him. “What the—”

“You had no right to tell Ryker that I’m his! You do not decide for me, Apollo Zayra, do you hear me?”

“Nepheli—”

I slapped him again. My palm was already tingling from the first collision, but gods did he deserve it!

Apollo groaned, “Fuck! How are you so strong?”

I shoved at his chest with my fists, pushing him back against the hedge. “What do you want from me, huh? You kiss me, and then you tell me to forget that it happened, and then you have the audacity to act jealous every time a man breathes near me! You have no right! You hear me? No right!”

I went for a punch, but he was better prepared this time and caught my wrist in midair. So I tried to kick him instead.

“For fuck’s sake, Nepheli,” he bristled, and by the hold he’d secured on my wrist, he spun me around to pin me against the same leafy spot he’d just been. “Just give me a second to—”

“I hate you. I should hate you. You’re the most selfish, impulsive, arrogant man I’ve ever met. I should be repulsed by you.” I writhed, trying to break free. But the more I fought, the more his body pressed up against mine, and the more I didn’t want him to let go, the struggle dwindling to a half-hearted, please-don’t-stop-this kind of wrestle.

He angled his head to the side and loosened a breath I ended up inhaling. “But?”

“I just hate you. There’s no but.”

“Yes, there is,” he panted, licking his bottom lip. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have followed me out here.”

“Is this a game to you?” I snarled. “Are you testing me?”

“I was trying to make it easier for you,” he growled.

“Don’t you mean easier for you?”

The vein in his forehead pulsed. “You honestly think it was easy walking out of that room?”

“Then why did you leave?”

“Because of the way you talked about him the other night!” he exploded. He looked wild and undone—and a little broken. “I was trying to do the right thing for once and not let this ridiculous passion between us get in the way of you and the man you love.”

“Love? I do not love Ryker. And you and I share no passion,” I hissed.

He loomed closer, crowding me, closing me in his body until I began shaking. The want washing over me like a tide.

“Then what would you call this?” he demanded.

“A continuous lapse of sanity.”

His fists tightened around my wrists. He leaned forward and carved his hips into mine. “Is there a but, Nepheli?”

Looking at him became almost unbearable. He was everywhere and in everything. In my caving chest, in my burning skin, in the next words that left my mouth without permission, “But then you look at me. How dare you look at me?”

He smiled. A slow, lazy curve of his mouth. “I’m sorry, darling. My eyes don’t obey me anymore.”

“You’re lucky,” I whispered. “Nothing in my body obeys me anymore.”

Carefully, his hands left my wrists and glided downward to cup the sides of my face. I wanted to collapse on his shoulder. I wanted him to hold me really, really tight and tell me that it was all going to be okay. That it didn’t matter he was heartless. He would find different ways to care for me. That my heart, this pounding, fragile thing dangling so precariously between our bodies right now, was enough for the both of us.

“Kiss me,” I said. It sounded impulsive, a request plagued by the heat of passion, but it was as imperative as my next inhale.

A shiver went through him. I raised my hand and cupped his cheek, waiting, wanting, asking. He closed his eyes and leaned into my touch for a long, rending moment. When he opened them again, they were dark like onyx and hard with resolution. “I have to let you go, Nepheli. I don’t want to hurt you. And I will hurt you. Eventually. Inevitably. That’s what I do. That’s what I did to myself. I used to think heartbreak was a personal thing. An inward agony. But it’s not. It’s the people you hurt afterward, when you’re raw and unhealed, who suffer the most. So don’t ask me to kiss you. Do the wise thing and ask me to let you go.”

But I could not let him go. I tried to remove my hands from his face and only ended up gliding them over the hard plane of his chest. I tried to reason with myself, remember that I had protected my heart from the world my whole life. How could I put it in danger so carelessly now?

Easily, the bold, star-made girl inside me argued. So very easily.

“Kiss me.”

Apollo shook his head, yet his body aligned with mine, his hands slipping down to the lowest part of my waist. “Ask me to get my hands off of you.”

“Kiss me.”

“Tell me you never want to see my face again.”

“Kiss—”

“Nepheli!” he begged, shoving off to knock a fist against his empty chest. “Darling, I’m heartless. I’m as volatile as the wind. I’m a danger to your sanity. One moment I’m a decent man, and the next I act in ways I don’t want and say things that I don’t mean, and I have absolutely no control over myself when I’m around you—”

“Do you want me?” I demanded, stepping forward.

He stepped back. “Aren’t you listening to me? I’m bad for you.”

I took another step. Stomach flipping. Ears ringing. Heart throbbing. “Do. You. Want. Me?”

He only stared at me, wild-eyed and breathing hard. His silence was an axe to the chest. It struck me right in the heart.

Not bearing it anymore, I went to leave.

He caught my wrist. “Like a madman,” he gasped. “I want you like a man possessed. I need you like the air I breathe. My head is so full of you, you’d have to kill me to grant me some peace, and I cannot be killed, damn it! You think you’ll leave Thaloria, and I’ll be okay? That I’ll be rid of you? There is not enough distance you can put between us to repair the damage you have done to me. You are all I want and everything I cannot have.”

Desperately, my body collided with his, and our foreheads found each other. “Kiss me,” I whispered. “Kiss me until you have a heart again.”

I rose to my toes and brought my mouth to his, and before I knew it, he was kissing me back a million times harder, as if the kiss were an object I threw in the air and he caught mid-fall.

My lips parted on a ragged breath, and his tongue swept into my mouth, tasting me like it was the first time, the very last time. And I liked him like this. I wanted him to feel for me. Yield for me. I wanted to burrow into his body and become the heart he was missing. To beat inside him. To bleed. To own. To know that he could not stay alive without me.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my whole body to his, needing the friction, the relief of his intimacy. My knees weakened and my breasts ached. I felt feverish and drunk. I felt like I was going to start screaming if he didn’t put his hands on me right now.

And just as I was about to beg him for a touch, his hands raced to the slope of my back and settled on the curve of my backside. He squeezed me over the layers of organza and chiffon, nudging my pelvis forward.

I moaned into his mouth and he left a low, satisfied sound in mine. “You like that, darling?”

“I like everything you do,” I sighed, my head dropping back in ecstasy.

He landed his mouth on my exposed throat and kissed and bit and licked on my skin until starlight burned in my veins. “Even the terrible things?”

“Especially the terrible things,” I exhaled.

He traced a path back to my mouth, threaded his tongue between my lips, and kissed me so deeply that, for a moment, I felt possessed by him. I slipped a hand between our bodies, wondering if he felt the same. And, gods, he did. He was so hard that I couldn’t fully grasp him over the taut fabric of his trousers and only managed a few strokes with the pad of my palm.

With a rough growl, he removed my hand from him and pinned it over my head. “Please don’t make me come in my pants like a fourteen-year-old.”

“Let’s go to your room, then,” I said, emboldened by need. “And you can come on me if you’d rather.”

“Nepheli,” he groaned, his voice strained. “Don’t tell me such things.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll kill me.”

“You’re undead.”

He shook his head. “I’m more alive than ever.”

My heart leaped from me, but I was not alarmed by its escape. I knew exactly where it went.

I sneaked my arms around his neck and curled my fingers into his hair to finally experience their softness. He took my jaw in his hand and held my face a mere breath from his, looking both determined and surrendered to me. “My room is in the east wing, but we can cut through the maze.”

My eyes darted to the lightless, intricate path behind him. “What if we get lost?”

“Darling,” he said darkly. “That’s the point.”
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We didn’t get lost. However, Apollo did a marvelous job trying to get us lost, shoving me into dark corners every chance he got, kissing me until I was dizzy, whispering things in my ear that made even the stars above us blush, and touching me until every nerve ending in my body was delirious for some relief.

We tottered out of the maze, breathless and drunk on each other, crossed the short cobbled path that followed afterward, sprinted down glinting hallways and climbed winding staircases, passed through a jungle of damask and gilt, and finally, finally reached it. His star-dazed bedchamber.

A sprawling space, full of dark furniture, midnight-blue walls, and a black stone hearth crackling in the corner. Above, a sky of constellations: countless silver stars twinkling on a depthless ceiling. The magic of the animation was so vivid that as it expanded towards the floor-to-ceiling window, it seemed to connect the sky of the room with the sky outside. The window overlooked the city, the buildings glimmering like a hive of fireflies in the faraway distance. You could see the Dragonfly from here too, a haunting dark diorama sprawled amid the rolling mountains and speckled with a golden mist. But the window’s purpose wasn’t to enjoy the view, no matter how breathtaking it was. No, this window was for stargazing. A massive golden telescope was positioned on a wooden pedestal before it, pointing at the always-busy night sky.

My exhale sounded harsh in the silence of the room. “This is absolutely incredible.”

Apollo smirked only the way he could do it so recklessly. “I agree,” he said, looking at me very intently.

I licked my lips. They were swollen and a little numb from our kisses, yet all I wanted was for him to kiss me again. “I really like your room.”

He started undoing his cape with his dark eyes pinned on me. The garment dropped to the floor with a soft thud, and he continued loosening the collar of his shirt, just enough to torment me with a sliver of smooth, bronze skin. “I really like you in my room.”

I bit into the inside of my cheek, feeling a little awkward and jittery now that we were all alone here. Everything became very real, very fast, and I was trying my best to register the moment, fragment by fragment, frame by frame. I wanted it etched in my brain forever. How could anything feel more exhilarating and frightening than watching yourself get close to someone like this?

“You know, for someone who is always mocking my books, you’ve got plenty yourself in here,” I hoarsely said, gesturing with a tremulous hand to the leather-bound books piled atop his window-lit desk. It was a quaint little thing, full of ornate stationary, frivolous trinkets, and mysterious artifacts. I imagined him sitting there—billowy shirt, messy hair, brows furled in concentration. Different from the Apollo I’d come to know, but one I yearned to learn just the same.

“I wasn’t mocking you,” he said. “I was just trying to make you hate me.”

“Technically, it worked,” I teased.

Grey eyes glittered with amusement. “How misfortunate to have failed on a technicality.”

I strolled over to the small bookcase next to the desk and traced the spines of his books with my fingertips, craving to learn his tastes.

He leaned against a wall in that lazy, effortless way of his and watched me. I felt him watch me even as I faced the bookcase completely.

“Turn around and look at me,” he said.

A wave of liquid tension burrowed between my shoulder blades.

“Darling, don’t make me ask twice.”

Shakily, breathlessly, I turned.

His heated eyes took a dive into my body before snapping back on my face. He looked at me like I was his. Like there was not a part of me that wasn’t meant for him. “If this is our last night together, I don’t want to waste a second not looking at you.”

I allowed myself a moment to consider, because that was what sensible people did. But my heart already knew. And for once, I wanted to listen to it. “I’ll have to write to my parents.”

“About what?” he asked, holding back his breath.

I looked straight at him, confident in my decision. “About selling the Shop.”

Impossible things braced his face. Relief, happiness, fear, doubt, longing. Things a heartless man shouldn’t be able to experience at all. “Nepheli,” he sighed, my name soft on his lips like a prayer. “You don’t have to sell it. I know how much you love the Shop.”

I did love the Shop. I would always, always love the Shop. And because I loved it, I couldn’t bear to watch it crumble into oblivion anymore. I knew it needed a new story, a new breath. The Shop deserved someone who would give their whole heart to it. Someone who would be able to reintroduce the element of curiosity to Elora. It wasn’t an impossible job. It just wasn’t the job for me.

“The Shop doesn’t need me anymore,” I said, the admission as painful as a dagger but, at the same time, deeply liberating. “But someone else might need the Shop.”

Apollo bore into me. “And what do you need, Nepheli?”

I stopped my strolling and leaned against one of the thin columns of his four-poster bed. “Magic. Adventure. Your hands on me.”

In a heart-skip, he reached me, his hands on my hips, spinning me around. My back collided with his chest, and his hardness pressed into my backside.

I untethered, melted, crumbled in his arms.

He took two fistfuls of my dress. “Can I take this off you, darling? I really need to touch you now.”

“Yes, please,” I breathed.

I felt him working through the laces, the bodice loosening until the gown peeled off my body and pooled around my ankles, leaving me only in my corset and my frail, white camisole.

He lowered his mouth on my shoulder to kiss a slow, wet path to my neck. “Are you sure about this?” he murmured against my skin.

Flushed and delirious with need, I veered around to face him. “Do you need me to show you how much I want this, Apollo?” I rasped, taking his shirt in my hands to guide it up his chest. He raised his arms for me, and the garment flew to the floor next to my dress. He stepped out of his shoes, and I stepped out of mine, each movement easy and fluid like a dance.

“I’m talking about this, Nepheli.” He groaned a little as I traced the hard muscles of his chest with my fingertips, entranced by each chiseled line and contour. “I’m talking about us.”

My hands paused. I met his eyes. “I know it won’t be easy. I know who you are.”

Tenderly, he brushed the curls off my forehead. “Who am I, darling?”

I grinned. “A dangerous, beautiful, selfish man.”

Suddenly, he seized my waist, lifted me up, and tossed me on the bed, making me gasp at the abrupt collision with the silk sheet.

“You’re right,” he said, climbing on top of me. His hands framed my face as his knee parted my legs. I stopped breathing. “I am a very selfish man. I do not care about love. I really don’t. But I do care about devotion.” He took my face in his hand and brought his mouth a breath away from mine. “So tell me, Nepheli, my darling, are these lips mine to kiss?”

“Yes,” I panted.

He kissed me, his tongue as possessive in my mouth as his hands were on my body. With a hard tug on the plunging neckline of my corset, he exposed my breasts to the warm room. My head fell back into the bed with a moan as he brought his mouth over one while squeezing in his rough hand the other, his tongue and thump teasing my nipples until I was arching desperately into him for more.

“How about these, Nepheli?” he finally asked, staring up at me with drowsy, dark eyes. “Are these mine?”

I muttered something incoherent, and as punishment, he nipped at my nipple, dragging a whimper out of me. He soothed the sting with his tongue, tracing a few gentle circles before laying it flat on the tender spot. “I didn’t hear you, darling. Say it loud and clear for me.”

“Yes,” I gasped. “Yours.”

His hands traveled to the hem of my camisole. He pushed it up to my hipbones and put one hand on each of my knees to pry them further open. My undergarment was embarrassingly wet, and he made a low, satisfied sound as he touched me over it with the very tips of his fingers before pulling it aside and pressing down with his whole palm. He plunged a finger inside me, hard and fast, and white spots flecked my vision. “And this, Nepheli?” he demanded, breathless this time. “Is this mine too?”

“Yes.”

Suddenly, he closed my waist in his hands and dragged me into the middle of the bed. He stood to work himself off his trousers but not his undershorts. And this piece of linen I knew was going to be my undoing because it did absolutely nothing to cover him, and the mere sight of his hardness through the fabric made my whole body pulse with anticipation.

“And you, Apollo?” I asked as he climbed back on the bed and came to hover over me. “Are you mine?”

“Body and soul,” he promised. “And if I had a heart, have no doubt, my darling, it would have been yours too.”

A wave of dreaminess washed over me—a sense of floating above the clouds. In a feverish haze, I passed my fingers over his body. His refined collarbone. His sculpted chest. His chiseled abdomen. His pronounced hipbones. I hesitated at the waistband of his shorts, then looked up, directly at him. His eyes were closed in pleasure, and his lips parted on a shallow breath. I let my hand slip in and wrapped my fist around him. “Prove it,” I said.

Without warning, he flipped me onto my stomach, and I gasped against the pillow. He started tugging at the laces of my corset, and with each pull and each unraveling ribbon, he unraveled me too. The garments were peeled off my body carefully, in outspoken devotion. But when I was left utterly bare with his chest pressed against my back and his mouth kissing on my shoulder, he was not so reverent anymore. He was wild and starving, and did not know what to taste first.

I realized then that need, although not lovely, was a kind of devotion too.

He turned me over again, and I watched him marvel at the sight of my naked body. His eyes touched me everywhere. I kept as still as I could, feeling surrendered to him. As if to say, This is me. This is how I was made. This is what is now yours.

“You’re so beautiful,” he sighed, smoothing back some curls from my face. “Looking at you always makes me want to wish for impossible things. I want to bestow my most unutterable hopes on you.”

I could not speak. I was aflame, warmth rushing through my body in waves of emotion and hope and magic. And then, I didn’t want to speak at all because he gripped my thighs, brushed them wide open, and buried his face between them.

My back arched, my fingers found purchase on his shoulders  and my mouth fell open to a sound I could not push out of me.

Finally, I understood why the gods wanted to be worshiped and not loved. It was an awing, flawed, freeing thing to be worshiped so indelicately. To be tasted like water and breathed in like air. To be the grace someone else was starving for. That was how he made me feel. Like something he would look for between the clouds and secretly pray on.

His tongue stroked and flicked and soothed. His fingers traced and plunged and curled until I was trembling, almost hurting from the pressure. Tightness built in my lower abdomen, and overwhelmed by the sensation, my body tugged up and away from him. With a low, almost inhuman grunt, he yanked me back down, wrapping a hand around my thigh to lock me against his face.

“Apollo!” I cried.

He didn’t stop. He went harder instead, and my orgasm came like a tide pulled by the moon. Violent and overflowing.

I was soaring and drifting off in some murky dreamscape, in awe that my body could feel like that.

“Nepheli,” I heard him call, but in my euphoria, I could hardly breathe, let alone answer. “Nepheli, darling, you’re glowing.”

My eyes fluttered open.

I was glowing. My whole body was silvery and sparkling, the light twinkling off my skin like sunbeams on a metal surface.

I looked at him, gaping in shock.

“I think your star likes my mouth,” Apollo teased, still panting a little, a halo of sweat gleaming along his forehead.

I laughed, giddy with happiness. “Apollo, I’m magic!”

He tilted down and kissed my temple. “Yes, you are, darling.”

“Do you suppose it knows that I’m staying in the North, and that’s why it’s glowing?”

“I think that for the first time in your life, you’re letting yourself feel without fear or judgment, and it has awakened your magic,” he rasped before dipping into the curve of my neck to leave a kiss here and here and there. “May I please fuck you now?”

“Such a gentleman,” I mocked.

He grabbed the back of my knees and dragged me lower on the bed. “Do you want me to be a gentleman, or do you want me to make you come on my cock?”

I felt my whole body clench at his words. “The second one, please.”

The barest of smiles emerged on his lips. “Why do I love it when you beg me like that?”

“Because you’re despicable,” I hissed.

He lowered his mouth to my inner thigh and sucked on the tender skin hard enough to mark me. “What was that for?” I cried.

“Because you like it when I’m despicable,” he taunted, slipping off his linen shorts.

A little desperate sound left me as I finally saw him fully unclothed. He was almost too much to take in: his body of stone, his wild feral stare, his lips like summer—hot and irresistible.

“Are you okay, darling?”

I swallowed, watching wide-eyed as he shamelessly stroked himself against my core. “Just… a little nervous.”

He stopped and hooked two fingers under my chin. Our eyes locked together. “We can stop now if you want. There’s no rush.”

“Please don’t stop,” I whispered.

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Just go slow.”

“However you want it,” Apollo promised. “And if you change your mind or something makes you feel uncomfortable, you tell me, and we stop then. Okay?”

I didn’t know why, but I almost felt like crying. I could not remember a time in which I’d felt more assured than right here, with his strong arms wrapped around my body.

He slanted down and kissed me on the lips, deeply, leisurely, until all of my worries and fears waned and want started rising in my blood again. I locked my legs behind his back and nudged his pelvis down on mine, needing the friction.

Apollo groaned. “You’re killing me, darling.”

I slipped my hand between our bodies and wrapped my fingers around him. I couldn’t really stroke him in this position, but it didn’t seem to matter. My touch was enough to make him cave into the curve of my neck, grunting and panting. “Fuck, Nepheli.”

“I need you inside me now,” I sighed in his ear.

He shifted his weight so he could look at me better. “Yes?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding.

He did go slow. He teased me for a while, rubbing himself on me until I was so wet and needy that I felt boneless, liquid. And then patiently, breathlessly, he pushed inside me. We gasped at the same time, staring almost in disbelief at each other as though we didn’t know our bodies could connect like that.

The veins on his neck and forehead throbbed as he forced himself into stillness, throwing his weight on his palms, waiting for me to adjust. “You feel okay?” he panted, his lips trembling.

“I feel perfect,” I breathed out as my muscles slowly unclenched and relaxed around him, the sense of fullness shifting from overwhelming to pleasurable. “I feel right.”

He dropped his forehead on mine. “I feel right, too. I feel. You make me feel. You.”

Little by little, he let himself go. His hands found the depths of my back and sculpted a perfect arch for him to thrust easier, harder, faster inside me. I could feel the strength of his whole body in each push, in his hands that held me down, moved me up, made me new. The room exploded into sound. Pants and plunges, sighs and incoherent pleas—all the noises bodies made in their most ecstatic state.

My pulse quickened and then lowered to a hum of electricity, buzzing every time he collapsed into me. His hands on my thighs. My calves on his shoulders. His skin everywhere.

“I want you on your hands and knees,” he growled, not stopping.

“Have me,” I sighed.

Before I knew it, I was on my stomach again, his fingers digging into my sides to push up my hips. My face fell into the pillows, and his knees widened between my own. Every movement was as easy and natural as breathing. He found his way back into me with one hard, unhindered thrust, and I screamed a little, scrunching the sheets in my fists.

Apollo was good with patience and brilliant with harshness. He moved slowly, then maddeningly, lovingly, then devastatingly, looking for that perfect combination of tenderness and irreverence. And once he found it, he was merciless with it.

I felt raw and novel and alive. There were no tomorrows and no decisions to be made. I was nothing but sensation and missing heartbeats and sounds that I did not know I could make.

How good it felt—to be so thoughtlessly reborn.

Apollo leaned over me, slid his arm past my collarbone, and pulled me up to him, my back on his chest, his thrusts so deep I felt him in my stomach.

“Apollo,” I whimpered, digging my nails into his forearm.

He slowed his pace. “Gentler?”

“Harder.”

He cursed under his breath but obeyed, dragging his lips up my shoulder to pepper my skin with kisses. I came breathing out his name, my body soaring and aglow. For a moment, there was no sound or light or color—only my release crashing into his.

I almost fell forward on the bed, but his arms tightened around my chest. “I got you, darling,” he said, breathing hard.

My head lolled back on his shoulder, and for a little while I closed my eyes and simply let myself luxuriate in the safety of his embrace, his scent, his bare skin on mine, hot like the sun.

“I know,” I said at last.
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Apollo



She was in my arms, with her face buried in my chest, her knees tucked between my own, and her palms pressed on my back. I thought about the odds, the probability of it. In a world so vast, we somehow found each other. People still found people who made them feel like this. Like home and safety and acceptance.

“I smell like you,” she whispered with her eyes shut, dozing off. 

“I smell like you,” I took her words in my mouth, aroused to know her tongue had brought them to fruition.

“I wish I could feel like this forever.”

“No, don’t wish that,” I rasped into her hair. “Wish to always appreciate it whenever you do feel like this.”

“Hmm,” she hummed, the sound vibrating against the skin of my sternum.

She fell asleep, and I held her as tightly as I could without hurting her. Suddenly, the darkness of my condition didn’t scare me anymore. She was a star, and she had lit up my sky just by being herself.

For the first time in a very long time, it didn’t matter that I was heartless.

I had her, and she was my heart.




31



Nepheli



Iwoke up at his touch, his arm pulling me in and his lips exploring my shoulder. The moon blazed through the expansive window to cast curious shadows on the hollows of the room, and I lay there for a few moments, feeling him feel me, until I was full of intimacy and I rolled over to face him. His hair was a mess, his mouth soft, his eyes a little sleepy. He looked more handsome and human than ever before. He looked mine.

An inkling of a smile curled his lips. “There she is.”

“I don’t even remember falling asleep,” I admitted, rubbing a knuckle over an eye.

He slanted his face directly over mine and pressed a kiss on the tip of my nose. “Did I wear you off, darling?”

Indeed, I was a little sore. My muscles felt liquid, and my head was blissfully muddled, yet somehow, a stream of worry managed to overtake me as I gazed up at him now.

How could I not be worried when there were so many questions and so many things left unsaid?

Should I expect him to feel things for me that he wasn’t equipped to feel? Would he only learn to imitate love for my sake, and would I grow to resent him for it? Did we even have a future beyond the cold edge of tonight?

There was nothing more frightening than uncertainty for lovers. Now all the things we hadn’t talked about beforehand crept on me like phantoms, pale and grim, wavering out of the darkest corners of my mind. But I was not sober enough to confront them. I was still drunk on him. Still dizzy from his touch and still hoping for more. I wanted to stay in this blissful torpor forever, for our lives to become an endless continuation of this night and nothing more.

I summoned some heart and shot him a mischievous smile as I slid my hands over his naked chest. “I have plenty of energy, Zayra.”

He raised a brow, curling a hand at the nape of my neck. “I’m fairly certain that’s your I-have-questions face.”

My thoughts stammered as his thumb traced my mouth with an indulgent back and forth before pressing down on the seam to nudge my lips apart. Without permission, my tongue darted out to taste him, and he groaned as I sucked him in.

“Nepheli, I’m trying to have a serious conversation here,” he grunted, withdrawing his hand.

“But there is no need,” I whined.

“I can practically see your brain overanalyzing something, Little Butterfly. Did I do something—”

“You didn’t do anything,” I blurted out, a sense of panic rising in my blood.

His head fell back on the pillow, and I watched as his eyes shadowed and the column of his throat constricted. His voice came out broken, “I want you to be happy.”

Needing the reassurance of his skin on my skin, I leaned down on him completely. My hair draped like a curtain around his face, and my pendant dangled between us, just above his own neck, a flash of silver in the semidarkness. “But what about you?” I whispered, everything floundering inside me. “Can you feel happy?”

His eyes were moonlit and surprised staring up at me. And soft. Soft, like the next words he uttered, “Nepheli, I don’t think you understand how much light and beauty and laughter you’ve brought into my life by simply existing a few days in it.” He took my hand and brought it flush with his hard, unwavering chest, his lack of pulse stark in the moving moment. “I have nothing in here but you.”

Nothing could rise to my throat in response. It was impossible to put into words the way he made me feel. So I put it into touch. I traced with my fingertips the familiar lines of his face—the arch of his brows, the slope of his nose, the irresistible shape of his mouth. Time seemed to stand still for us, but it was an imperfect stillness, all skipping breaths and stuttering heartbeats.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he whispered.

“You’re so beautiful,” I murmured, leaning in to kiss his brow.

“In Thaloria,” he said, “we believe that if you kiss someone above the eyes, you won’t see them again. Are you telling me goodbye, Nepheli?”

“No,” I promised. “No. I meant what I said earlier.”

He lifted his chin and crashed his lips on mine, his hand slipping over the back of my head. We kissed like this for a while, deeply, indolently, until our lips grew numb and raw and we had to pull apart.

“I can come to live with you in Elora if that’s what you want,” he said.

I chuckled, thinking he was joking. “Apollo, you’re the heir to the throne. You cannot permanently move out of Thaloria.”

He pulled back and raised himself up on his elbows, the blue sheet falling to his stomach. I searched for his eyes, alarmed by the sudden shift in his demeanor. “Nepheli,” he said somberly. “I will never become king.”

I frowned, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“As long as I am without a heart, I am unfit to rule. Thaloria will not have a heartless ruler.”

The proudest people, and I humiliated them, I remembered him saying at Isa’s manor. This was what he meant. This was why he’d been searching without rest for all these years. He was trying to earn back the life he’d lost in more ways than one. And I knew he would say that he’d brought this upon himself, but it was still so unbelievably unfair—one heartbreak and one mistake to alter a life forever.

Apollo deserved a second chance. He was more than his mistakes and more than his past. No one should only be defined by the broken parts of themselves.

The more I thought about it, the more this sense of selfhood overwhelmed me. A sense of being me in a form that was new but not unfamiliar. A version of myself I had misplaced and Apollo, without meaning to, had helped me find, and now all I wanted to do was help him back.

I slipped on top of him, straddling him around the hips. “Then we’ll start looking again,” I said, determined. “Together. We won’t stop until we find your heart and you’re restored and able to claim your throne.”

He gave me the barest incline of his head, a curl of a smile. “You’re glowing again, darling.”

I didn’t have to look down at my body to confirm it. Silver light landed shadows on the hollows of his face. “I’m excited,” I admitted. “It will be an adventure.”

“You’ll teach me about curiosities,” he said.

“You’ll teach me how to fight,” I added.

“Sounds like a good plan, Little Butterfly.”

“But we’ll have to fix and sell the Shop first. It needs to go to a good family. People who will love and appreciate it.”

He fitted his hands on my waist as he raised his hips, just enough to make me fall forward into his arms. My breasts grazed his chest, and even that simple skin-on-skin sensation made my body grow heavy with need again. “Anything you want,” he said before threading his tongue between my lips.

I could already feel his hardness between my thighs, the tip grinding against that perfect spot. I moved my pelvis circularly to intensify the friction, and Apollo shut his eyes, groaning, “You’ll be the end of me, Nepheli.”

And just as he was about to slip inside me and release us both from this torment, the most unbecoming growl came from my stomach.

Apollo stopped moving and burst into laughter. “What do you say we get dressed and down to the kitchen? There must be enough leftover food from the ball to satiate whatever’s growling in there.” His hands drifted downward and squeezed my backside. “And then we’ll come back to satiate other parts of your body.”

Suddenly, I was ravenous indeed.

◆◆◆

 

The Palace was eerily quiet. Dawn crept in through the paneled windows of the corridor, and the soft light made everything look purple and lush, almost haunted. Every hour of the day was so distinctly colorful here that I still had trouble believing I wasn’t only experiencing this place through some wild fever dream of mine.

“Come here,” Apollo rasped as he caught my waist and maneuvered me around until my back was pressed up against the wall.

“Apollo, someone will see,” I halfheartedly complained.

“Good,” he said, his voice deliciously rough. “They should know you’re mine.”

For a little while, we kissed under the periwinkle glaze of the corridor until the only thought left in my head was that, for the first time in my life, I wasn’t just comfortable and content. I was a thousand-pink-butterflies-in-my-stomach happy.

A sudden, loud thump, followed by a muffled curse, disturbed the velvet silence and we pulled apart at once. Apollo, on sheer instinct, flung his body before me. But it was only Isa at the end of the long, dreamy corridor, struggling to open the door of what I presumed was her bedchamber. “Why did I have to lock it, damn it?” she was muttering to herself as she unsteadily twisted the gilded knob.

“Isa!” Apollo called, on the verge of laughter.

Isa started with a squeal. Her face was flushed, and her gaze was disconcertingly bleary. “Oh, hello. How strange. I was actually looking for you,” she mumbled, each of her vowels outstretched from insobriety. “I wanted a chance to talk to you two. I feel absolutely terrible about the way I behaved at the manor.”

“Isa,” Apollo cut in, his head cocked to the side in part amusement and part incredulity. “Are you just returning from the ball?”

The redness in her cheeks deepened. “Maybe,” she said with a little hiccup.

Apollo chuckled under his breath as we rushed to her side. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drunk.”

Isa teetered in her heeled shoes, and I caught her around the waist to steady her while Apollo worked to unjam the door, twisting the gilded knob left and right. “I’m surprised there aren’t any guards here to help you,” he grunted, shoving the door with the side of his shoulder until the hinges finally gave in with a disapproving screech.

“They’re probably on a break. And I’m not drunk,” Isa grumbled, holding on to me for dear life. “Eloise’s fruit punch was just extra fruity tonight.”

A giggle rolled out of me as I fastened my arms around her waist.

“Okay,” Apollo drawled. “Let’s just put you to bed.”

The room, lush and enormous, was already lit by tall, lavender-hued candles. Curiously enough, the decorative scheme held nothing of Isa’s taste—at least not from what I’d seen in the manor, which had been full of quaint pieces, exuberant tapestries, and a plethora of curiosities. Apart from the rich wallpaper boasting swirls of thorny vines in deep shades of purple, the space was elegant and understated, with only the necessary furniture in dark mahogany.

I helped her to the four-poster bed while Apollo went to the little built-in bar across the room to fill a glass of water for her.

“This room was my mother’s, you know,” I heard her murmuring, sitting upright with her eyes already closed. “It still bears her magic. It’s embedded in the walls. I can do almost anything in here.”

She started leaning forward, her neat dark locks tumbling over her forehead. I grabbed her shoulders just in time and kept her straight, wondering if she could even lie down in her bouffant gown. “It’s nice that you’re still connected with her like that,” I tried to soothe, looking over my shoulder at Apollo.

“You’re out of water, Isa,” Apollo said, holding up the empty carafe. “I’m going to go get some, okay?” He turned to me, a little worried now that Isa was looking so green and fragile. “Don’t let her lie on her back.”

I nodded. “Don’t worry. I got her.”

Sorry, he mouthed.

I smiled and mouthed back, It’s okay.

He crossed the room in a hurry, but the door was acting stubborn again.

“Is it jammed?” I asked as I stacked two pillows one on top of the other, before guiding Isa to lay down on her side.

Apollo kicked and twisted and pushed. “I don’t know,” he grunted. “Isa, did you lock the door when we came in?”

When I faced Isa again, she didn’t look green at all. Her skin was cool like rain. Her hazel eyes were lucid and wide open. Something wicked washed over her expression. A shadow. A darkness.

Slowly, horribly, she stood up. The flames around the room flickered with an off-putting swoosh. “You weren’t wearing that when you came to the manor,” she said, and the sudden clarity and depth in her voice drew goosebumps on my skin. “But something tells me you’ve had it for a very long time…Little Butterfly.”

I stumbled back, gasping. “What are you talking about?”

Isa smiled a monstrous, knowing smile. She lunged for my neck and ripped. “His heart.”
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Nepheli



Two words, and the whole world tumbled. Two words, and everything inside me floundered and scrambled, my entire body inwrought with a grim sense of doom.

His heart.

“Isa, what—” Apollo started, but the words died inside his throat as Isa held up my necklace. The butterfly pendant glowed with a translucent, flame-like quality, the silver cracking, breaking. Something wild and very much alive shifted beneath.

It throbbed. It pulsed.

I felt like a sleepwalker interrupted mid-dream, dazed and immobile. My muscles locked in place and my brain stuttered, every part of me on pause to let the realization sink in.

His heart. His heart. His heart.

Isa careened forward, and Apollo sprinted across the room, reaching me in a heart-rending instant of disbelief.

“The concealment spell really was my best work. I mean, it hid the necklace’s true magic even from me. I didn’t feel its presence in my house at all.” She laughed a dark, bitter laugh, the sound snapping me into alertness. Apollo stepped in front of me, trying to shield me from her, but her sharp eyes followed me. They pierced through me like arrows. “And you had it with you when you came to the manor, didn’t you? You’ve had it all along.”

From this vantage point, I couldn’t see Apollo’s face, but I heard the rage and hurt in his voice in that single, broken, “Isa—”

“Shut up!” she screeched, and the whole room shook before her fury. The blinds of every window snapped shut, ensuing a flurry of ear-splitting bangs. The candles burned higher. The floor shuddered and roared. The vines on the wallpaper seemed to crawl to life, one black thorn at a time.

This room was my mother’s, you know. It still bears her magic. It’s embedded in the walls. I can do almost anything in here.

Just like that, all the blazing panic and my thousand questions clarified into deep, guttural fear. It pounced through me. It left me breathless.

“Isa, Isa, Isa,” she mocked. “I’m so tired of listening to the sound of your fucking voice.” She clutched the pendant in her fist, and the last piece of metal melted away like iron under fire. A tender, throbbing organ cocooned in opalescent flames remained between her long fingers. And then, she clutched it.

Apollo let out a tremendous gasp, stumbling backward as though a spear had gone through him.

I grabbed him around the waist from behind, but he was too heavy, and we both staggered further back and collided with the wall.

“It was you,” Apollo snarled, struggling to form the words as Isa tightened her grip on his heart.

“Of course it was me,” Isa scorned, stepping into the circle of light the candles cast on the floor. The flames wavered, the shadows trembled, and I wondered with no small amount of horror if even the darkness in this room was hers to command.

We needed to get out of here. Right now. I shut out the buzz of my thoughts and scanned the room for something—anything to use against her.

“You think an ordinary witch could do what I did?” she continued. “My father was a Zayra and my mother an Andria, one of the greatest witch lines the North has ever seen.” The room shuddered as if to applaud her declaration. Apollo pressed his back on my chest, making his body my shield. “You really thought I was going to spend my life making potions and let a magicless half-breed nothing rule in my kingdom?”

“It is not your kingdom,” Apollo thundered.

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, he slunk to the side, inching towards the vanity table to our left.

The letter opener, I realized as I noticed the sharp object glinting in the purple semidarkness.

“I’m next in line for the throne, aren’t I?” Isa wryly mused, toying with the flaming heart in her palm.

“You did this for the crown?” Apollo kept her talking, not averting his eyes from her as he edged closer and closer to the table.

Isa pinned him with the weight of her hatred and disdain, her lips curling back into a sneer. “The way you say it like it’s nothing only proves how unfit you are for it. Of course, you’re unfit. You’re your father’s son. A nobody’s son,” she spat, his heart a tender, trembling thing in her palm that she could crush at any moment on a whim.

Apollo’s eyes darted to me, and then even more discreetly to the nightstand, to the large silver vase that looked heavy enough to do some serious damage.

I slipped to the side, pretending to cower away from her as she approached.

“I thought about killing you,” she said nonchalantly, as if murder was nothing too hard for her. “But killing the Crowned Prince of Thaloria means years upon years of investigations and memorials and faking tears every time someone mentions your fucking name. You would have become a hero, and I would have become the Queen who had some big shoes to fill. No, it was far more gratifying to turn you into a joke.” She glanced in admiration at the alabaster flames around his heart, the very spell that kept it beating while it was ripped away from its owner’s body. “Murder is such a man thing to do. But patience…patience is a womanly art.”

Apollo seized the opportunity of her wavered focus and snatched the letter opener from the vanity. But before he could even raise it fully, she jabbed her fingers deep into his heart, and Apollo crumbled.

He screamed—he screamed, and the horrible, heart-shattering sound pounced through me and punctured every bone, every joint, every muscle in my body. I could hardly feel my limps ignite into motion as I changed directions at once.

He collapsed on the floor, heaving, spasming, grasping at his chest. “No!” I pleaded, tearing across the room. “Stop! Please!”

And just as I was about to reach him, my fingertips almost at his shaking shoulders, something pulled me back. Something handless but tremendous picked me up and shoved me across the room. I landed hard on the wall with a ragged cry, my head spinning, my ears ringing, and the air leaving my lungs so violently that black spots fell upon my vision and the candlelight burned dark through my eyelids.

Then, the wall came to life.

The vines uncurled and poked out of the wallpaper. They slithered over my body and wrapped around my throat, my wrists, my ankles, pulling me back into the baseboard until I was fully and inescapably trapped inside a black cocoon of thorns.

“Nepheli!” Apollo howled, trying to stand through the pain with a white-knuckled fist around his only weapon. Isa dug her fingers into his heart again, and he fell on his back, every muscle on his body convulsing all at once. He looked up at Isa, his jaw so clenched that the words barely made it out, “I swear to the gods, I’m going to tear you to pieces if you harm her.”

Isa stepped with her heel on his wrist, forcing the little object out of his hand. He growled in pain, and I thrashed underneath the vines, twisting around and pushing against them until my dress tore on the thorns and my skin was just as raw as my fear.

She’s going to kill him, was the only thought left in my head. And a prayer to the stars, the stars who hadn’t taken me, who’d forgiven my childish mortal mistake and had made me a part of them instead, to tell me now what to do.

What should I do? What should I do? Gods, what can I do?

“You really are pathetic,” Isa tutted, sharp-edged and cruel, strolling around Apollo’s shuddering body like a vulture with carrion. “You made it so easy for me after Verena. You practically told me what to do. Your glorious, miserable heartbreak gave me the idea. And you didn’t even notice me, ruining you one potion at a time. Of course, you didn’t notice. Why would you? I’m just your second best.” Isa squeezed his heart, and he arched in agony, grunting on the floor. “But I was always there with your disgusting, imbecile friends, slipping my potions into your drinks. Magic is an emotional practice, you know. For a potion to take full effect, it needs to be fed by its host. The potions intensified your pain and desperation to a breaking point because you fed them pain and desperation.”

“Isa,” Apollo choked out, trying to sound reasonable. “If I  ever hurt you—”

“I told you to shut your fucking mouth,” she snarled, and this time she rammed her fingers so forcefully into his heart that even the flames quivered in pain.

“Please,” I sobbed hysterically. “Please, don’t hurt him.”

Isa whirled around, alight with fury. “He hurt himself. By consuming each and every potion I slipped into his drinks. By being so unable to see past the illusion of the old witch. By begging me to stop the pain. What better way to make an heir unfit to rule than by stealing his very ability to feel, understand, empathize with his people? Everything worked out perfectly. I couldn’t steal or alter his memories, my magic has its limits, so I had to be thorough. It had to look real, so the Queen and King had someone to blame, something else to investigate. I bought merchandise and staged an entire Witch Shop that was always closed during the day because the witch was too old and only worked whenever she felt like it. I guided him to it. I’m no illusionist, so I cast the most basic illusion spell over myself that if he had a speck of magic inside him, he would have been able to see right through it, even stinking drunk. But he made it so easy. I told him about the spell. He consented. I put his heart on a necklace. A random, worthless necklace. I cast a concealment spell so no one would ever be able to know it for what it was, even if they held it in the palm of their hand. I faked the old witch’s death. And, of course, I didn’t want to keep the evidence with me. I was only a young witch back then, and the North has too many magical beings that can work through a concealment spell. I had to get it out of here. So I sold everything, including the box with the necklace, to Curiosity Shops in the South—the other side of the world. And then,” she curled back her lips, eyes shining, “you found it.”

The room around me became a spinning blur of distant remembrances—the day I found and bought the necklace, the first night I slept with it on my neck and never took it off me again, the day Apollo walked into the Shop, and after seven years, he found his heart at last.

I was in agony; every nerve ending, every organ, every emotion bruised and crushed. My mind wanted to shut down, but doubt crept in, cutting and stark. It wasn’t real. None of it was real. His heart had drawn him to me from the start.

His heart, which I’d had all along. I’d wished on it, prayed on it. I’d dreamt with it at night. I’d took it in my hand whenever I needed courage. And then Apollo came into my Shop and couldn’t leave without it.

“What is it, darling?” Isa laughed at the burning-hot tears that rolled down my cheeks. “You thought it was real love? You thought the stars brought you together? You were literally wearing his heart around your pretty neck, Little Butterfly. Of course, he couldn’t stay away from you.”

“Don’t listen to her!” Apollo groaned, struggling to push himself up on his palms.

“By all means, don’t listen to me,” Isa derided. “Delude yourself all you want. It doesn’t make it any less true. There was an invisible string connecting you with him all along. And that string wasn’t fate or destiny, and it certainly wasn’t love. It was just bad fucking luck,” she seethed as she clenched her fist, dragging another gut-wrenching groan of pain out of him. “He was never supposed to find the necklace because there weren’t supposed to be any Curiosity Shops left in the South, much less a girl so infatuated with magic that she would be compelled to wear a thing like that around her neck.”

Her words fell through me like a rock, the realization hitting hard and fast. “You,” I choked. “You’re the Dreadful Mundane.”

Isa’s too-white grin was the stuff of nightmares, wide and hypnotic—the whole room shrank to it. “I thought he would eventually stop, but he never did. He kept looking for his heart, traveling closer and closer to the South. He wouldn’t recognize the necklace even if he found it, of course, but I didn’t want to risk it. Magic is too unpredictable. It betrays you so easily. I mean, how many times have you heard about curses being broken by something as ridiculous as love? I’d worked too hard to leave it all to chance. I had to take action one last time. If Curiosity Shops closed down, he’d have no choice but to abandon his search and return to Thaloria to finally forfeit his crown. It only took me a month in Elora to spread some rumors about magic potions gone wrong, mystery boxes with vengeful ghosts inside, evil oracle cards that conspired for the reader’s destruction. A handful of people started fearing magic. And the wonderful thing about fear is that it is the most infectious disease in the world. It spreads and festers and rots. It leaves nothing behind.” She sighed dramatically. “It was a perfect plan, really. The only plan that could never be tracked back to me. And then he brings you here, and he starts fucking feeling again because his heart is literally beating five breaths away from him. I knew you were trouble the moment I laid my eyes on you. I tried to scare you away, but you’re like an enamored pest, aren’t you? Because even after everything, here you show up to the Palace, with my spell dangling around your neck, and the entire court starts talking about the way he looks at you and how the Prince of Broken Hearts is finally cured, and I can’t have that now, can I?” She snapped her eyes at mine. Her face was all burning embers and sharp edges. Her rage was a dagger she was about to wield. “All this hard work, so Little Miss Curiosity from Elora to turn me into a murderer.”

With a raucous upsurge of magic, the vanity mirror cracked into countless intricate cobweb patterns. Uneven knife-sharp fragments flew off the purple frame, their silvery glare falling into stillness as they paused in midair to point straight at me.

In a sick panic, I pushed against the vines, and the thorns poked into the balls of my shoulders, my clavicle, the base of my throat. I gritted my teeth, trying not to make a sound even as I felt the warm, viscid blood trickle down my arms. I tried to keep quiet because I didn’t want him to break. I didn’t want him to utter the exact words that escaped him just then, “Please,” Apollo choked, writhing in pain at her feet. “Isa, please. You want to kill me? Kill me. Torture me. You want the throne? Take it. Take everything. But please, I beg of you, please don’t—” His words died with a wring of her hand.

“Don’t… what?” she mocked, putting a finger behind her ear. “Come on, dear cousin, don’t slur your words.”

Apollo grunted incoherently, thick beads of sweat gliding off his face like tears.

“Oh, you mean kill her?” Isa cooed. “You want to save the girl, princeling, is that it?”

The glass fragments fluttered impatiently in the air, the rustle so alarming that I began shaking uncontrollably. Although at a great distance, I knew that it would only take a surge of her magic and a few seconds for them to pierce my chest. I sucked in a breath, readying myself for pain, for death, and for seeing Apollo’s face for the very last time—his beautiful face that was twisted in a mask of agony now as he managed a nod to her question, choking on a desperate, “I’ll do anything.”

Isa bent over him, grabbed the collar of his shirt, and forced him up to his feet. “You’ll have to write a letter,” she said, relaxing the grip on his heart just enough to keep him upright.

“If I do what you ask, will you let her go?” he grunted, biting down on the pain.

“No! Apollo, don’t do it!” I pleaded with him. “She’ll kill us both!”

Apollo met my eyes, ravaged by guilt and despair. He tried to tell me something through the struggle, but failed. Isa tightened her hold on his heart again, and he collapsed forward on the vanity’s little seat. “Nepheli, I’m sorry,” he gasped, his whole body trembling. “I don’t know what else to do.”

“Enough with the melodrama,” Isa sneered as she shoved a piece of paper on the table in front of him and forced a pen into his hand. “You ran away with our darling Nepheli,” she dictated, and Apollo wrote with a shaky hand. “You can’t come back to Thaloria because everybody knows that a heartless man cannot become the just and benevolent ruler the North deserves. You will try your best to start a new life somewhere else. You’ll miss them, but they’ll have to accept your decision because it is the best for everyone. You don’t want them to look for you. You want everyone to heal and move on.”

Apollo scribbled down the words, stealing glances between me and the glass fragments as though looking away was what would cause my demise in the end.

“Sign it with your blood,” Isa demanded.

Apollo clenched his jaw, stabbed the fountain pen into his pointer finger, and signed the letter in his blood.

“I did as you asked,” he breathed out. “Do as you want with me now. But you will let her go, Isadora. You will release her because we both know you are a lot of things, but not a murderer.”

“You don’t know what I am!” she snarled, her teeth bared and hungry.

Apollo didn’t retreat. “I understand you feel cheated. You’ve lost so much, and now it’s your time to take. I haven’t lost my own parents, so I won’t insult you by saying that I understand what that feels like, but I do relate to your pain, Isa. I don’t expect you to forgive me for not being there for you when you needed me the most. So take the crown and spare her life. Listen to me, Isadora. Do it for you. For your conscience. Don’t spend the rest of your life haunted by the things you’ve done.”

The air deadened. The flames lay flat on the cables, like we were trapped inside a dream, objects looking almost normal but too motionless and exaggerated to belong to reality.

Isa stared at him blankly, her nails on his heart. “You know, when I first devised this plan, I was just a young girl, barely eighteen years old. I didn’t want to get my hands too dirty. But now, I really want to see you bleed.”

A low chant left her mouth, and a booming outburst of magic shook the room. His whole body bent over a devastating crack. A crack so bright it was almost as if a theater’s spotlight had snapped over him. His chest split open like unwatered soil, and a wild stream of light poured out and stretched towards the pulsing organ in Isa’s hand. Her voice rose, the words dark and powerful, and with a jolt of her arm, she rammed Apollo’s heart back into his chest.

He screamed as a violent spasm went through him and he fell to his knees. I struggled to see past all the light. To call out to him over the clangor of magic. To beg him to look up and see that one of the glass pieces had flown back to Isa, and was now nestled inside her fist.

He was still screaming in agony at the tremendous pressure on his chest when the sharp fragment began descending to his throat.

“No!” I howled, wailing and thrashing against the vines until there was not a part of me that was not bleeding. “Don’t! Please! Don’t do this, please!”

Her head turned to me slowly. She looked almost inhuman in her magic. “You’re right,” she crooned. “He should see you die first. To remember one last time what it means to bear a broken heart.”

The fragments tore through the air—fast, so fast—but not as fast as he was. With his heart restored and his body finally his own, Apollo sprung across the room in a blur of desperate lunges and catapulted his body to mine. I was saved by a microsecond. The shards lanced right through him instead.

I could not believe it. I could not reconcile with it. The first moment he had a body that could die, he made it my armor.

A second of dreadful silence. A second of horrible stillness. Then he opened his lips—“Nepheli”—and blood poured out.

No.

No, no, no, no.

He held on to me, his hands bracketing the sides of my immobile chest, and tried to say something, but he was crumbling, choking on the inflow of blood. “You’re glowing,” he managed before he collapsed at my feet.

Ragged, inconsolable sobs racked my chest. My very soul quaked in brutal pangs of rage and agony and despair—that broken voice inside my head wailing that the man I loved was lost to me forever.

Then, in a white flash of memories, his words settled in. He was trying to tell me something. He was trying to remind me of what stars did best.

They blazed.

Power, deep, internal, and blood-curdling, surged through me. With a raw, visceral scream, I blazed out of my thorny shackles and rocketed through the room, burning, shining, a fallen star spellbound to destroy everything at its passage. Things broke and splintered, my light booming, shaking the room to pieces. A rain of glass hailed over us as the windows cracked and shattered from the outside, the stars in the sky shoving into the room to see me shine.

Isa shrieked and snarled with eyes shut to the starlight and chanted things to no avail, spells bouncing off the star’s opalescence like arrows on an iron shield.

And then, I was on her, shoving her to the floor with my hands wrapped around her throat. “How could you!” I screamed, shaking her violently. She writhed beneath me, clawing at my arms, but the sharp shoots of pain only gave me a horrid, ugly thrill that made my light burn brighter. “Answer me! What did he ever do to you?”

“He took what’s mine,” she hissed.

“You took what’s mine,” I howled back, my tears falling incandescent, searing and sizzling upon her skin. “You should have known that when stars fall, they burn the ground with them.”

She screamed in agony, thrashing against the silver, blazing droplets. I kept her down by the shoulders and burned her with my tears. The room tried to help her as the vines surged out of the walls and rushed right toward me, only to turn to ash upon contact with my light.

Finally, the magic of the room crumbled completely, and the doors gave out, banging into the walls. Guards, who had either heard the raucous of the windows breaking or Isa’s manic screams, barged inside, and the room stumbled into a flurry of heavy boots, flashing swords, and horrified sighs.

I heaved in relief as I staggered up to my feet, allowing my light to dwindle so they could approach. “He’s hurt. Apollo is hurt—”

But instead of rushing to his aid or seizing Isa, the men came straight at me. I felt like fainting, watching them race toward me. The tilt of the room had an inescapable, nightmarish wrongness. On one side was Apollo, immobile and red. On the other was Isa, in a sick hysteria. She sobbed, huddled in a banged-up corner, and coughed out her accusations: “She tried to kill us! She did this to him!”

In my shock, I didn’t resist as two guards grabbed my arms and forced them behind my back while another prepared a pair of obsidian shackles for me, the only stone in the world that could subdue someone’s magic.

I squirmed and cried out to warn them. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I had no other choice. I would not be imprisoned. I would not let him die and her win. With only instinct and heartbreak to guide me, I summoned the light—the fiery, starlit sensation rising through my bloodstream like a violent tide.

But then—

“Don’t touch her.”

It was barely more than a grunt, a harsh, pained whisper. But it was his. It was his. It was his, and my heart beat again, and my lungs pumped air and the light from my bones hushed into a tender, harmless glow.

“Apollo,” I gasped.

“It was Isa… She did it,” Apollo panted and tried to prop on his elbows, only to slump on the floor again, coughing out chunks of blood.

I wrenched out of the guards’ hold and ran to him, yelling hysterically, “What are you all waiting for? Move! Someone get a physician! Now!”

I did not care about Isa’s howls and curses as the guards forced the obsidian shackles on her. I did not care about her protests and promises of revenge as she was dragged out of the room. I did not listen to the barrage of questions the men hurled at me.

I only fell on my knees next to Apollo and did my best not to look at the back of his shirt, sticky and scarlet, each wound bleeding as avidly and hopelessly as the heart inside my chest.

He groaned as the side of his head dropped on my lap. “I’m so, so sorry, Nepheli.”

“Shhh. It’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay. You’ll be fine,” I soothed in a hoarse, cracked voice I barely recognized as my own. I brushed with trembling fingers the wet locks from his eyes. His forehead was pale and beaded with a cold sweat. He was like a handful of stardust, beautiful and half-dead, slipping through my fingers into a moment away from reality.

“I’m so proud of you,” he murmured, his eyes glassy and damp. “My star. You shined.”

Don’t leave me, I wanted to beg. “Don’t speak,” I only said. “Don’t strain yourself. The physician is coming.”

My eyes drifted to the gaping double doors, then to the shattered windows, their frames dangling, bared, and crooked, like broken bones. The stars outside twinkled, watching down on us with bated breath.

Please, I prayed. Please, please, please, save him. Please don’t take him from me so soon.

“Nepheli,” he muttered.

I looked down. He was grasping at his chest. Tears, his first tears in seven years, fell from his eyes and rolled over the sides of his face. “Nepheli, my heart beats so fast,” he said.

And closed his eyes.
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Apollo



My heart was beating again. It was beating for her.

She put her hands on either side of my face, and the world dissolved. There was only her, holding my bleeding body in her arms with her light shining over me like a glorious constellation falling into place.

There was pain too. But the pain was not as unbearable as I’d once believed it to be.

How strange it was. After all this time, I regained my heart, only to lose it again. To her.

It’s been yours all along. It will always be yours.
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Nepheli



The clouds were a melancholic blue. As I walked past window after window on the long, familiar corridor that led to Apollo’s bedchamber, the sky outside seemed to grow denser, each frame darker, as though the sun was setting instead of rising. I wondered if perhaps the sky felt the same kind of wrongness as me.

“Nepheli!” A male voice called out to me, urgent and a little exasperated, as if he’d requested my attention more than once already.

I stopped in my tracks and turned, feeling both numb and aching, anxious and inert.

“Ryker,” I realized as his tall, lean silhouette enlarged at his approach. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

He was dressed for a journey, with a long half-cape draping over one shoulder and a large rucksack over the other. “Hello, Nepheli. I was actually looking for you.”

I shook my head, surprised. “You’re leaving your apprenticeship already?”

“No, I’m just going to visit my parents for the Spring Festival in Elora.”

Something flipped inside my stomach. Of course, it was the Spring Festival. Of course, life was still moving forward, people were still celebrating, the sun was still rising in the mornings, and the sky was not growing darker at dawn. The sky was the same. I was the one who looked at it differently.

It hadn’t been that long—fourteen days since the last time the sky had looked normal to me—yet it felt as though it’d been years, decades, a standstill moment in time.

He was healing, and I was patient. I was told to show patience. But patience was a period of eternity for the one who waited.

Thea—wonderful, kind, generous Thea—had tried her best these past few days to distract me with magic. But what would have once made me shimmer with happiness now brushed me with indifference. She was helping me practice my summoning technique, but no matter how many times I was able to conjure starlight between my fingertips, I could not feel any contentment, let alone joy. I didn’t know how to feel joy in the same world in which he was suffering.

Ryker stared at me intently, waiting for my response. I swallowed the lump in my throat and forced myself to smile. “Give your parents my best, will you?”

I went to leave, but he put his hands on my shoulders. “Nepheli.” He took a deep breath, as if he needed to give himself some courage, before reassuring me gently, “He will be okay. And you will be okay too. Just—”

“Be patient?” I clipped, averting my eyes.

He searched for them regardless. “Don’t lose your hope. Perhaps you were right. Perhaps I don’t know you as well as I thought I did. But to me, you’ll always be the most ineffably bright and optimistic woman in the entire world. Yes, the world isn’t as beautiful and romantic as you thought it was, but that doesn’t mean you should cease believing in all the things that have made you who you are. I understand that your journey to Thaloria has changed you. I know you want to be new. I know because I felt exactly the same when I first got here. But don’t disregard the girl you once were for the woman you are now. She was perhaps a little naive, a little softer, but she still deserves to be a part of you.”

“Ryker,” I sighed, dumbfounded as to what had incentivized him to say all this to me. Ryker had never been prone to such displays of sentimentality, much less to heartening monologues. In fact, this was the longest I’d ever heard him speak for something other than his own ambitions.

He read the question in my eyes, and his face softened. “This is the fourth time this week you’ve passed me by at the hall without noticing. I just hate to see a friend so despondent.”

A smile rose to my lips. It was small and exhausted, but it was there, and there was hope in it. “Thank you,” I said. “For being my friend.”

“Always, Nepheli,” he promised. “Write me when he awakes and you feel a bit better, okay?”

I nodded. “Write me when you get home, too. Tell me all about the Festival.”

Ryker bowed his head in farewell and continued down the hall.

I watched his familiar figure shrink in the distance, smiling to myself and feeling heartened. Because, well, would you look at that? Life induced those moments of connection and friendship and beauty despite everything. Life continued to offer joy despite itself.

◆◆◆

 

You could spend a lifetime looking for connections and never work it out. What were the chances? What were the chances that our lives, mine and his, would come together with such violent force only to be driven apart under the most excruciating of circumstances? What were the chances that a handful of stardust would spark the love for magic inside me, only for that love to lead me to his heart? As I looked at Apollo now, I saw it clearly: our lives, bound by that star—a celestial convergence of destinies that existed now and forever.

He was frighteningly pale today. For the life of me, I could not understand how someone as robust as Apollo could ever look so fragile, as though one wrong breath could kill him.

He was lying on his bed in an endless sleep, a fresh linen sheet wrapped around his hips and his chest moving slightly beneath his white shirt—the sole indication that he was still with us. 

It should have been me, I thought for the millionth time.
It should have been me lying motionless on that bed right now, not him. But, of course, Apollo had to be the most infuriatingly protective man in the Asteria Realm and get between me and death. What were you thinking? I wanted to scream at him until my voice was raw. What were you thinking using your body as my armor? How dare you make me suffer like this?

And then I reached his bed, and suddenly the only thought left in my head was that I needed more time. I needed more time to watch his eyes turn black in moments of desire. I needed more time to memorize the sensation of his hands on my body, his voice in the morning, his smile moving slowly across his face like a drowsy sunrise. I needed to live with him all the days and all the nights to that first I love you. Not the I’m falling but the I fell.

You. I need you.

Eloise stood from the couch and came to greet me. She and Xander had placed a wide, upholstered couch—large enough to sleep on—right next to Apollo’s bed a week ago when he was first transferred from the infirmary to his bedchamber. Most nights they slept here, watching over their son, and when they didn’t, I was secretly, selfishly relieved, for those nights I could curl on his side and watch the tide of his breathing until exhaustion would win me over.

I stared at him over Eloise’s shoulder as she hugged me. “How is he?”

“The same,” she sighed.

“I thought he shifted earlier,” Xander muttered, looking almost as pale as his son. “I swear I saw his eyelashes flutter.”

Standing here in this room, gaunt and shaky, watching them be as devastated as two humans could ever be, I felt like my flesh and bones were made of clouds—massive, grey clouds—and I could not stop raining over them.

“Shouldn’t he be awake by now?” I rasped, fighting with the boulder in my throat. “It’s been two weeks. There must be a healer who can perform magic—”

“Nepheli, dear,” Eloise soothed, rubbing her palms over my arms, “the physician did have magical assistance. Otherwise, Apollo would have been—” Dead, she meant to say but couldn’t. She was struggling with tears of her own.

“Let’s give you some alone time with him,” Xander suggested before he came to wrap an arm around Eloise’s dainty waist to usher her towards the door. I’d hung three little bells around the gilded doorknob, for protection, as we Curiosities believed, and for some sense of normalcy. The jingle made me think of my Shop and the day Apollo walked into it. That first smile. That infuriating charm. That initial darling, I’d hated so much. I would give anything to hear it again.

“Thank you,” I whispered to them belatedly.

After the door closed behind them, I slipped off my shoes and climbed onto the bed as carefully as I could.

Sometimes I would tell him about the Palace’s latest gossip. Sometimes I would read him the paper or one of his massive astronomy books. Sometimes I would unfold that letter I always kept in my pocket—the letter I’d found on his desk while tidying up his room one day—and ask him how dare he write something so beautifully messy and not tell me about it.

Today, I merely watched him, tracing with my fingertips the lines of his face until I knew them like my own and my fingers could recognize his texture even with my eyes closed. Then, I leaned over him and pressed my ear to his heart.

It was neither slow nor fast, just… steady. Unchanged.

For fourteen days I’d been listening to his heart, yet the sound was still novel to me. I craved a time when his beating heart would no longer be new. Because I would have heard it so many times and learned it so intimately that I would recognize it anywhere, in a different body, in different worlds, in a crowd of a million heartbeats.

“I’ve never told you this,” I whispered with my face pressed on his chest, “but I’ve always hated stories with unhappy endings. In fact, whenever I would get the sense that a book would end tragically, I put it aside and made up my own ending. If only I could do that now. We’re so powerless in real life. We can’t do much but endure the tragedies and hope that the next chapter will be a bit more bearable. But I don’t want to leave this chapter without you, Apollo. Don’t you understand? I cannot bear to know that after everything, I am your unhappy ending.” I was sobbing now, shaking and panting for breath. “You told me that I made you feel, but I never got the chance to tell you that you made me feel too. You made me feel things I didn’t know I could feel… Gods, I’m begging you. Please. Come back to me. Come back before I lose my heart too. I swear, Apollo, it’s going to leave my body. I don’t know what’s wrong with it. I don’t think it wants to belong to me anymore. It wants you. It belongs to you.”

“Darling, don’t cry. I have a heart now. You don’t want to break it already.”

I could have sworn that even my tears froze. His heart was no longer steady. It beat fast. As fast as mine.

My head jerked up. His eyes were open—the most remarkable shade of grey. And he was smiling at me.

“Apollo!” I gasped and sobbed harder, the weight of my relief almost unendurable. I threw my body at him, flinging my arms around his neck. He groaned in pain. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you? Are you okay? I should call—”

He seized my hands to prevent me from leaving. “Just… let me look at you for a moment.” He looked at me for several moments. He looked at me until I knew what it felt like to be seen. Then the barest of frowns was carved between his brows. His voice came harsh after days of inactivity, “You didn’t go home.”

I threaded my fingers through his hair, laughing through my tears. “I am home.”

With a ragged sigh, he leaned forward to brush his lips against mine. The kiss was so brief and fragile that it made me tremble.

“How are you feeling?” I whispered.

“Like glass went through me,” he rasped as he tried to sit upright. I bent over him and fixed the pillows behind his back, my movements as jolty as the heart in my chest.

He is okay. We’re okay. Gods, we’re going to be okay.

Apollo fitted his hands around my waist and gently pulled me back. “I’m fine, darling. You don’t have to do that for me.”

I nodded, wiping my face with the sleeve of my dress.

“Is Isa—”

“In prison. But she is well,” I reassured him. “Your parents are far more gracious than I am. I would have killed her for what she did to you.”

Apollo laced his fingers through my hair. “Don’t say that, darling. We both know you don’t mean it.”

“I’m so angry,” I admitted. “It’s eating me alive.”

“The anger will pass,” he promised, lowering his lips to my forehead. “We will rise above it.”

His hand at the nape of my neck started to tremble, and panic flared in my chest at once. “Apollo, are you okay?”

“I’m just… I still can’t believe…” He shut his eyes for a moment, breathing so hard that I was afraid he was going to faint. “I could have lost you. I dragged you into this mess and—”

“It wasn’t your fault, Apollo,” I choked the words out. “Please don’t blame yourself for this. Promise me you won’t.”

He turned his face away from me and gazed toward the window, more reticent and solemn than I’d ever seen him before. Then, in a kind of breathless disbelief, he slipped a hand over his chest.

“Your heart,” I muttered. “You have it now.”

He glanced at me. “I’ve had it from the moment I met you, as it seems.”

Without knowing how to even begin this conversation now that he was still tender and recovering, I pulled his letter out of my dress pocket and unfolded it carefully between my fingers. A spark of surprise kindled in his eyes. Then a knowing smile.

“I found this at your desk,” I said, my voice strained. “Why didn’t you give it to me?”

“Darling, I’m full of letters I haven’t given you yet,” he said.

Stardust began fizzing through my bloodstream. “But…Haven’t your feelings changed? Now that I don’t literally own your heart, I mean.”

A rakish grin crossed his face. “Throwing myself in front of flying glass for you wasn’t enough of a statement, huh?”

I scowled. “Don’t tease me.”

“Don’t make it so fun to tease you, darling,” he laughed. But I was too scared and overwhelmed to join in the laughter. Instead, I waited for realization to sink in, for him to lower his eyes and tell me that he was sorry, that it was all a mistake, that it was his heart dangling from my neck that had been drawing him to me all along and not love—how could he ever love a girl he knew so little?

“Nepheli?”

“What?”

“Look at me, my darling.”

Desperately, I raised my eyes to his.

He slid his hand across my jaw, taking my face in his palm, before silencing my doubts and fears forever. “I don’t know if it was stars, destiny, or just incredible luck that you found that necklace and that we found each other. I suppose people always like to think that something or someone up there is rooting for them. We might never know. But what I do know, what I’m certain of with every morsel and fiber of my being is that all these years you kept my heart safe, and I can only hope now that you’ll continue to do so. Because it’s still yours. You’ve had it, and you will have it for as long as you want it. I’m yours, for as long as you want me.”

How could I ever put it into words? I didn’t feel relieved, happy, or even renewed. I felt something that was more akin to awe at how much relief, how much happiness, and how much newness the right words from the right person could bring upon you.

“A year?” I asked, smiling as wide as my face allowed.

“A year,” he promised.

“A decade?”

“A decade.”

“Forever?”

He smiled the way he did. “Forever.”

“Forever is a very long time,” I argued. 

His eyes cleared—a fresh, cloudless sky. “I disagree.”
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Nepheli



The Shop slowly returned to life as I sprinkled a generous amount of stardust into the cauldron, the gushing bubbles  shifting from a foul grey to the green of clovers after rain. The reawakening was an unhurried, almost imperceptible process, but to the eye of the Curiosity was as stark and brilliant as the midday sun. The colors of the woodwork deepened. The garlands of crystals slightly veered to catch the golden morning light. The purple plants tilted upward in conspicuous exhalation. The bookcase in the corner shone like a giant sea-rock pushed out to the shore by an angry wave.

The Shop.

The Shop was awake.

Apollo and I dusted and swept, mopped and tidied, and now the Shop looked almost the same as I had left it, although I could not say the same about myself.

Nostalgia swelled in my chest—the anticipation of missing something in the near future—but not regret, and certainly not fear.

Apollo, recovered and as sturdy as a mountain once again, drew the purple curtain over the Celestial Door and gazed around in satisfaction. “I think it’s ready,” he said, putting the broom aside.

I nodded as I sat back on my chair behind the desk and started sorting through my correspondence. I had already written to my parents and tried to tell a story that I still had a hard time believing myself, and now they were awaiting us in the West, anxious and excited to finally meet Apollo.

We planned on visiting Walder and Agathe next before returning to Thaloria. I was going to be busy attending classes at Thaloria’s Academy of Magical Arts while Apollo was going to reassume his royal duties as the whole Asteria Realm had learned by now that Prince Apollo was finally cured. Even weeks after his recovery, the papers were still speculating about what had actually happened, with each story being more fanciful and absurd than the other. Apollo didn’t want our personal lives plastered all over the papers, so most of the articles told the tale of the Starshine Curiosity, who had restored the Prince of Broken Hearts with true love’s kiss.

Indeed, life had such a curious way of making fairytales out of our hardships.

Apollo came up behind me, put his hands on my shoulders, and scanned the letter I held between my fingers. “It was nice of Ryker to help you find a family to take over the Shop,” he said with grudging acquiescence.

I tucked the letter away and stood to lean against the edge of the desk, smiling coyly. “Look at you using the words nice and Ryker in the same sentence.”

Apollo put the chair aside and came to slip his palms over the wooden surface behind me, trapping me in between. “I’m not jealous that you’re friends with your ex-fiancé. If he so much as tries something inappropriate with you, I’m going to kill him, but I’m not jealous.”

“Apollo!” I scolded.

“Right, right. Of course, I’m not going to kill him,” he said ruefully. “I’m just going to torture him until he begs me for death. So it would be a kindness, really.”

I slapped his arm, grumbling, “What am I going to do with you?”

Apollo flashed me a roguish little grin. “Hopefully something dirty,” he said as he fished out of the back pocket of his trousers a small, pink book. “Look what I found behind your desk earlier.”

I squealed, realizing it was the book. The obscene little guidebook to my pleasure Apollo had requested from the bookcase that very first day.

“Please, don’t read this!” I implored, springing off the desk with my hands in the air, trying to catch it.

Apollo raised it above his head, his other hand slinking around my waist to press me up against his body. “But I’m curious,” he drawled, flicking it open.

Slowly, he lowered it to a reading distance and his brows shot up with comical incredulity as he skimmed over the first page. “That’s it?” he said, unimpressed. “Well, that’s easily achievable.”

One moment he was tossing the book on the floor, and the other he was boosting me up on the desk.

“Apollo! We can’t do this in here.”

He smiled that heart-rending smile of his as he stepped between my parted knees and reached for the hem of my dress. “Does giving my girl an orgasm offend the Shop’s tender sensibilities?”

“You’re impossible,” I growled, my cheeks burning. 

He slipped a hand under my skirt. “And you’re wet. Not to mention cruel. You won’t marry me. You won’t stay with me. Don’t take away my privilege of making you come, too.”

My bones turned liquid as he nudged my undergarment aside and teased me with the very tips of his fingers. I dug into the edge of the desk and managed to breathe out, “The only reason I won’t stay with you this fall is because the Palace is too far away from the Academy. I need to be in the city if I am to attend classes with Thea every day. And I will marry you…eventually.”

The truth was, I didn’t want to move too fast. I wanted to savor this time of getting to know myself and him. I was still giddy about going on dates with him. I was still shaking every time he touched me or whispered something filthy in my ear. Everything was so new, so tender. And I was happy with not planning too far into the future and simply enjoying the journey that would get me there.

“Just admit that you like watching me grovel, Little Butterfly,” Apollo rasped into the shell of my ear.

Despite everything, he still called me Little Butterfly. He called me many things. Darling, when he wanted to challenge me. My star, when he wanted to hearten me. My girl, when he wanted to make me smile. And Little Butterfly, when he wanted to remind me that his heart was still mine, whether I wore it around my neck or not.

He pushed a finger inside me, and I caved into his shoulder with a shuddering sigh.

Suddenly, the cauldron made a choking, almost coughing sound that brought me back to reality. In a fevered haze, I pushed him back, sprung off the desk, and straightened my skirts. Apollo laughed and licked the finger he just had inside me.

My poor knees went weak at the sight. “You’re a heathen.”

He smiled as he leaned down to smack a loud kiss on my cheek. “Yes, but I’m your heathen.”

The cauldron quietened its roar to a murmur, and for a moment, the whole Shop seemed to stand still, brilliant and warm, streaked with ribbons of sunlight. I took a deep breath, taking its sweet, magic-flecked air into my lungs. 

“You know,” I finally exhaled, burrowing into Apollo’s hard arms—my favorite place in the whole wide world, “I always thought the Shop was a part of me. But now…”

“Now?”

“Now I think that for a little while, I just got to be a part of it.”

“I was thinking earlier how life is a bit like a Curiosity Shop, too,” he said, playing with a strand of my hair.

I frowned up at him. “How so?”

“Well, it’s full of wonder and color and strangeness. Some things about it are funny and comforting, others are mysterious and dangerous, and there is always a hidden door—a leap of faith you have to take in order to discover.”

The cauldron bubbled across the Shop.

I smiled, knowing what it meant.




The Shop



The little girl was mesmerized by my fire. Her parents were busy restocking the shelves while her older brother catalogued the inventory, but she was glued to my side, indulging me with sprinkles of stardust while talking in her breathless, cheery manner. She had countless stories to tell me about her life in the countryside and her several encounters with magic. She loved magic, although she was too young to fully understand it, and to me, that was the very definition of love—the blind faith that if you listened, nurtured, and cared for something, then this something would eventually become not only comprehensible but a part of you.

It was perhaps immature of me to be playing favorites—I was approaching my second century of life, after all—but I was indeed most fond of that girl. I couldn’t help it. She was a curious little thing.




Authors Note









When I first started working on The Little Shop of Grand Curiosities my only intention was to indulge in a low-stakes, whimsical little fairytale inspired by the gorgeous imagery of Howl’s Moving Castle
and one of my favorite fantasy books of all time, Neil Gaiman’s Stardust. But the more I worked on this book, the more the story became less about the fairytale itself and more about giving a metaphorical nod to adulthood. This book is about healing, empathy, identity but most of all, it’s about self-discovery, and as in real life, the journey was flawed, messy, sometimes ambivalent, and a little bit unfinished.

But I do hope you enjoyed Apollo’s and Nepheli’s little adventure as well as this curious Realm of theirs, because I do intend to return to it with Thea’s story and many other new characters.

I know my self-indulgent and, at times, overly romantic writing isn’t for everyone, so I do appreciate you giving this self-published book a chance.

Thank you so unbelievably much. It has been a fairytale.
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