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        The very least you can do in your life is to figure out what you hope for. And the most you can do is live inside that hope. Not admire it from a distance, but live right in it, under its roof.

        

      

      
        
        – Barbara Kingsolver
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Armand Denderlain stood in his courtyard, back facing the west where his no-longer future king had resided in Ackwood, and watched the final rocks being placed in the small construction meant to lock in the turquoise flames that had been tormenting his thoughts day and night.

      “Higher!” Gunner commanded his men as they lifted stone after stone to seal the final holes in what appeared more like a dome than a desperate attempt to seal in the un-smotherable Dragon Fire that his father, Lord Hamyn Denderlain, had pointed out it was.

      A channel for the Dragon King into your castle.

      The hatred in his heart flared as he thought of his father and how he had turned his back on Eedwood the moment Armand had claimed his title as the true Lord of Eedwood.

      Magic calls to magic.

      He had spent weeks trying to figure out the connection between Gandrett’s magic and the magic of the Dragon King, which obviously had something to do with the ominous flames that wouldn’t subside. At least that was what his father had indicated.

      Magic calls to magic.

      Gandrett had blasted the temple of Shygon below Eedwood Castle, and whatever she had done, when she had torn the earth open with her magic, something must have happened.

      Magic calls to magic.

      In the corner by the north tower, Deelah sat on a leftover stone, a teacup in her hands despite the heat of late summer. He nodded at her as she waved him over with a jerk of her chin, but hesitated until he heard the last rock fall into place before he crossed the yard, voicing his appreciation to the men for their heavy work on his way to join her.

      “This looks better than anything else we tried,” the Child of Vala, who had basically replaced his mother since he was a child, said with an unsure expression.

      She was referring to the countless attempts of filling up the cracks with sand, with stone, with mortar. Nothing had worked. It had even taken them several attempts to build what now looked like a temple of some sort. Armand shuddered.

      “We should bless it in the name of Vala.” He gave Deelah a significant glance.

      The woman nodded, her mildly-lined, freckled face determined. “I’ll do it when the workers are gone.”

      Armand agreed. Deelah had been keeping her membership in the Order of Vala a secret from everyone except for him and his mother, who had hired Deelah for exactly that reason. Also, Deelah had been the one showing him how to use Dragon Water to heal wounds—the same Dragon Water that his aunt Linniue had used to manipulate Joshua Brenheran Denderlain, her son.

      “Have you had the chance to talk to your father?” Deelah sipped her tea then made a face as she burned her tongue.

      Armand shook his head and sat beside her on the stone. “He has been avoiding me.”

      Deelah pursed her lips. “It has been weeks.”

      “I know.”

      “Time for the old man to face reality and share with us what else he knows. It will be all of us—him included—who suffer if that fire becomes a real issue,” Gunner inserted from the side.

      Armand nodded. “He already told me that Gandrett’s magic combined with Linniue’s death affected the substance beneath the castle. And that’s about it.” Armand gritted his teeth at the thought. “Gandrett’s magic might be responsible for waking the Dragon King.”

      “As if we hadn’t already discussed this multiple times,” Gunner commented with all of the respect in his voice that Armand’s title required—and all of the affection that only family could show. Except, Armand didn’t have any family left, considering his father, who had decided to work against him, and the rest of them—dead. So Deelah and Gunnar were the closest thing.

      “And as if you weren’t the one who would spend hours and hours gnawing through ideas to find a solution,” Deelah pointed out with her wrinkly smile.

      Gunnar shrugged, looking less bothered than Armand knew he was. They all were. Every single man, woman, and child in Eedwood was affected by the damn turquoise flames that would hopefully remain locked up for good this time.

      “So we wait?” Armand eyed the two people who he knew were his closest allies in Eedwood now. “That’s all we do?” How he wished he had Gandrett and Nehelon there. And Addie—

      His chest did the violent thing it had been doing since she’d disappeared with Isylte and Selloue Aphapia. And his knees almost buckled under the weight of his loss. Not just his friend Addie—friend, whom he had believed to become more than that—but also his king. Joshua was lost. They both were. Especially if Armand kept sitting in his fortress, helplessly watching untamable flames of Dragon Fire.

      Gunner raised his bushy eyebrows at him. “Even if we put together an army, what enemy are we going to fight?”

      Armand knew he was right. Of course, Gunner was right. There was no enemy to fight with sword and shield. Weeks and weeks and still no word from Gandrett and Nehelon—the Fae Prince. No word from Brax or Mckenzie. And with the flames keeping him busy, robbing his sleep at night as they filled his yard with that eerie turquoise glow that reminded him of his aunt’s crimes—and her sacrifice—he had certainly not been able to go hunt down the Dragon King. Not that he’d stand a chance against a creature like him. Not that he would be able to bear hurting him as long as he possessed Joshua’s body. But he had to do something—

      “The scouts we send out every day don’t bring news about where Raynar could be hiding,” Gunnar continued, watchful of the tension in Armand’s face.

      “But the news is bloody,” Armand finished for him. He knew it. He had listened every day to the reports of the soldiers he sent into his lands to scout for a sign—any sign of Addie or the Dragon King, even of Isylte and Selloue. But they found nothing. Nothing but the gutted corpses of more blood sacrifices. Every day, there were more. It had been spreading like a pandemic over the east of Sives. And there was nothing Armand could do. Even if he positioned guards in every village, the Shygon worshippers found victims elsewhere.

      All Armand knew was that something was stirring in Sives. Something more powerful than the magic flames that leaked from his courtyard.

      Linniue’s death, the magic involved, it woke up more magic in this castle than you can possibly imagine. Why do you think they execute mages of all kinds except for the Vala blessed? His father’s words echoed in his mind.

      More magic. Or maybe a magic that had always been there, just invisible. And now it manifested in the blood and intestines of his people. Ripped from them. Sacrificed in the name of a vengeful god.

      “I cannot do this,” he said to Deelah, who was finishing her tea and slowly got to her feet, setting her cup down on the boulder instead.

      Wearing a smile on her lined face, she reached for Armand’s hand and cradled it between her freckled ones.

      “I know you are hurting, my boy.” Her eyes were wary as she examined the frustration written clearly on his features. “But you are not alone. However much you have lost. You are never alone.”

      Armand placed his palm on their hands and smiled a smile he didn’t feel. Deelah nodded in response.

      “We will deal with whatever comes, one thing at a time.” She retrieved her hands and turned at the dome covering the flames. Most workers had left, only some remaining to clean up the yard and store away the tools they’d used to split stones and lift them into position. So when Deelah lifted her arms at her sides, raising her face to the skies, no one but Gunnar and Armand were paying attention.

      “Oh, Goddess of Life, Goddess of Water. Bestow your power upon these walls. Imbue them with your strength to make them a shield from the wicked forces that dwell beneath. May your water bind Shygon’s fire. May you be the weight that smothers his searing flame. I, Deelah, your servant, ask you to protect us from harm.”

      With those words, she lowered her hands and gave Armand another smile. “Let’s hope she was listening,” she said as she turned away from the dome, Gunner with her.

      “Let’s hope,” Armand echoed, and together, they retreated to the castle for another day of waiting.
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      “Remind me why we’re sleeping up in a tree,” Gandrett hissed through the end-of-summer air that drafted around her head.

      Gordan quirked a brow and pulled a piece of bread from the loaf before handing the latter to her. “You remember what the prince looked like when he returned from his stroll in the forest, don’t you?”

      Gandrett’s stomach balled into a chunk of stone at the image of bleeding, dying Nehelon. The image had haunted her in her sleep, and now that they were traveling through those same forests Gordan had mentioned, she was no longer sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “But we didn’t have any issues on our way to Lei’Vreah,” she pointed out, well aware that that meant nothing. Even with all of those weeks she had spent grounded at the Fae Palace, she had learned little about the lands and what prowled there.

      “That’s because you traveled with the prince.” Gordan popped the bread into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully before he continued, “The Prince of Ulfray to whom the land bows.”

      Gandrett cocked her head, one leg dangling off the broad web of branches Gordan had created for them to rest upon.

      “I’m sure he used this influence to protect the two of you when you traveled together.”

      Gandrett tried—and failed—to find the further meaning in his words. Yes, Nehelon had bent the elements before her eyes. He had built walls out of greenery just the way Gordan had created their resting place for the night.

      “And you can’t do that?” she wanted to know. She remembered how Nehelon had guided her through the Fae forests on sure feet and a path that seemed to cut in a direct line from where they’d entered in the north to the capital. “I thought it was a Fae thing … you know, being all connected to the lands and such.”

      Gordan’s face brightened in what could either be amusement or mockery, she wasn’t certain, but judging by how she had gotten to know the powerfully built, tan Fae male, it was the former. “I’m a lot, Gandrett, but I am not Fae royalty.”

      “So Ulfray answers to its king and prince,” Gandrett summed up, “but not to you?”

      “The lands will only do so much for a common Fae,” he said, the smile slowly leaving his face as he stared out into the falling night through the treetops around them.

      Gandrett took a bite of bread before she packed it away in her pack.

      She studied his profile as he turned his head: black waterfall of hair sliding on his back, a slightly crooked nose, perfectly arched eyebrow, and a russet corner of his lips. Beautiful the way all Fae were. Yet, in Gordan she had found more human traits than in any other of the Fae she had encountered during those short days since they had awoken. That might have had something to do with the intimate conversations she’d had with him in the palace library when he was still trapped in the painting. Maybe it had something to do with the kindness he had shown toward her from the very first moment they’d met in person—well, right after that right hook and throwing her into the dungeon.

      After a long silence, during which the moon climbed half into the sky, Gordan laid back on the branch web, linking his hands behind his neck. “He entrusted me with your safety, Gandrett,” he said, looking up at her with dark eyes full of pride and loyalty. “I will not risk the Maraoul coming anywhere near you.”

      Gandrett pointed at her sword, which she hadn’t taken off, not even to sleep since they had left Lei’Vreah. “I can defend myself, you know.”

      Gordan chuckled. “I’ve heard so.” There was more to his words than what he had said. Somehow, they sounded like he hadn’t just seen her train once or twice but like he had been there with her at the priory, through lessons and lessons full of pain and blood. And through the attack of the Dragon King in Ackwood—

      Gandrett lay down on the other side of the packs which they had stacked in the center of the web and prayed to no deity in particular that she would be able to walk the next day after sleeping on rails of wood.

      “But the prince made himself very clear.” He rolled his head to the side, facing her with a black gaze. “If I let anything happen to you, he’ll ensure I meet a fate similar to the one he barely escaped.”

      Gandrett’s heart stuttered in shock, and judging by Gordan’s expression, that was what he had been going for because he barked a laugh into the night that sent a flock of birds scattering into the clouding darkness.

      “He’ll never do that,” he said as he waited for her shock to clear. “But I’m pretty sure my days as Nehelon’s friend would be counted.” He gave her a look that said more than any words ever could.

      Nehelon might not send the Maraoul after Gordan, but there would be consequences, and they would be severe. How severe, Gandrett wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

      “That wasn’t funny,” was all she said before she pulled her blanket up to her nose and watched the birds settle back into a tree nearby.

      Gordan was still smiling. “It’s not. But you should have seen your face.”

      “Excuse me if the Nehelon I know has all kinds of wickedness and cruelty in him,” she threw back at him, her thoughts on how he had used her to free his brother and his people. How he had manipulated her, shaped her entire life by harvesting her from her childhood home. But she also thought of the Nehelon who had saved her in Ackwood, the Nehelon who had sacrificed and lost so much, the Nehelon whom she had almost lost. And that new side of him that she had only recently discovered after he had healed and his people had been freed—the Nehelon who spoke to her, who gave answers, who didn’t mock her or shy away.

      As if Gordan read all of it in her eyes and had been there for all of it, he pursed his lips and nodded. “All kinds of cruel.” He sighed. “And all kinds of good.” His words hung in the air for a brief moment while Gandrett’s mind was battling to understand how it was possible that someone could be both. Then, Gordan closed his eyes. “Rest well, Gandrett. We have a long day ahead tomorrow and more long days after that.”

      Gandrett didn’t fall asleep until the breeze slowed and the rustling of leaves blended into her dozing like a pillow of sound.

      

      A growl woke Gandrett the next morning way before the sun made it all the way above the treetops. She bolted upright only to remember painfully that she was still on the branch web when she slid with one of her feet into the narrow space between the woven wood. She sucked in a breath and pulled it out, supporting her weight on her other leg as she braced her hands on the branches.

      “Stay still,” Gordan hissed from his place on the other side of the packs, his dark eyes gleaming in the soft morning light with a sharpness that drove fear into Gandrett’s bones.

      She froze, her foot still stuck, her sword at her hip uncomfortably out of reach as she didn’t dare to take more than a shallow breath.

      Gordan narrowed his eyes and nodded toward the ground, his hands tightening on his ax, and when Gandrett followed his gaze through the web of branches, she found a pair of orange eyes staring back from a heap of fresh soil near the base of the tree. Another growl rolled through the forest.

      This time, Gandrett didn’t move. She had understood that whatever the thing in the ground was had made that sound—hopefully not to summon more of them.

      She locked gazes with Gordan to indicate she thought she knew what the thing was. Maraoul, she mouthed, and the Fae warrior dipped his chin, the confirmation sending a shiver down her spine.

      Every nerve in her body remembered those horrible moments when she had spied Nehelon approaching the palace gates after he’d been attacked by Maraoul. The blood—so much of it that she kept seeing it in her dreams. The way his immortal Fae body had buckled under the effects of the poison—

      Gandrett blinked her eyes, waiting for the initial fear to pass, for the threatening petrification to elude her, and counted to ten as she carefully pulled her foot out of its trap. Gordan gave her an approving look as she freed herself in slow motion until she crouched next to her pack, hand on the hilt of her sword, eyes flicking back to the orange orbs in the ground that promised to relish her blood and bones if that creature got its hidden claws on her. She didn’t even need to see it to know there were claws. Nehelon’s wounds had been proof enough of the dimensions of the danger.

      While her pounding heart betrayed her toward all creatures of finest senses—how she hoped the Maraoul wasn’t one of those—she worked through her fear one breath at a time until every part of her was in the calm that made her the best fighter the Order of Vala had ever seen. Even if she was long done with everything concerning the Order. But that was for another day. Now, her undivided attention belonged to the creature that slowly dug itself free from the soil until a dark, leathered, and wrinkly head tore out of the ground, followed by long arms that ended in pitted claws exactly the size Gandrett had imagined. The creature scrambled farther and farther out until its torso rested on the moss beneath the tree. It gurgled and hissed and slithered forward, one paw ripping into the trunk as it pulled itself out of the hole.

      Gandrett stared and stared, prepared for anything to happen, for the Maraoul to leap up and attack from beneath the web of protection Gordan had woven. Then, she noticed why it had taken the creature so long to get out of the soil.

      One of his hind legs was missing, cut clean off right under its knee.

      As if reading Gandrett’s realization, the Maraoul growled again—a warning—and this time, the whole tree vibrated with the deep, ancient voice laced with violence and death. She shuddered.

      “What do we do?” She whispered to Gordan, who had noticed, too, that the creature was missing a body part.

      The male’s chest heaved a breath of relief, and he grabbed his pack with his free hand to sling it over one shoulder before he switched the ax to his other hand and slid into the second strap. With a brief look, he beckoned for Gandrett to get her pack and get ready to flee.

      It took her longer than she would have liked, but when she finally had shouldered her pack, Gordan motioned her closer to the edge of the web high up in the tree, out of reach of the miserable danger beneath them. She glimpsed around his shoulder, hoping to find the path to safety she hoped they were headed to.

      She found herself looking at the lower branches of the next tree, too far below for a human—even a trained fighter like her—to make the jump without slipping off the bark.

      Another growl shook the tree, accompanied by a symphony of splintering wood.

      “The injury slows it down, but it is still too dangerous to confront it in a fight. We need to get out of here another way,” Gordan urged, taking a step closer to the edge.

      But Gandrett grasped his shoulder, shaking her head at him as he met her gaze. “This jump will kill me.” It was difficult enough to admit it, that she wouldn’t be able to do this on her own. There was no other way off the tree besides the way they’d climbed up, which was now blocked by the raging creature at the tree’s trunk, the one that seemed determined to cut the trunk down, little by little, with its claws.

      But Gordan’s eyes sparked, and he lifted a hand without letting her and the Maraoul out of his sight. Then with a flick of his fingers, the branches of the tree he deemed the exit route grew higher to meet them like a gnarly set of narrow stairs. “Ready?” He half-smiled at her before dipping his foot over the edge and held out his hand.

      Gandrett swallowed her pride and took it, sword at the ready in the other. No way was she going to tumble off one of the sides and fall to the Maraoul’s mercy. She hadn’t escaped the Dragon King in Ackwood and Nehelon’s geas only to be eaten by a leather-skinned, saber-toothed monster sharpening its claws on the vegetation in happy anticipation of slicing them through her chest.

      “Ready,” she breathed and followed him along the swaying branches, one step at a time, her heart galloping at the bouncing and cracking of the too-thin wood that had to carry the fully grown male before her and then her—not that her weight would make much of a difference next to Gordan’s muscled body.

      “We need to get away before it realizes we’re gone,” he whispered over his shoulder, his eyes on the Maraoul. “They are fast and strong and lethal, but they aren’t exactly the smartest species roaming the realms.” His eyebrows went up as if amused by his own words. “If we hurry, we can make it across a couple more trees before it realizes we’re gone, and we can continue on the ground where we are faster.

      Gandrett swallowed at the prospect of proceeding like this for longer than just the set of branches they were descending. Not that she was afraid of heights, but she very much preferred solid ground under her feet. Using her sword as a counter-balance, she tested her path along the branch, half expecting it to break any moment.

      “We’re almost there,” Gordan reassured her. Not that she needed reassurance. Well, maybe a little.

      She would have never admitted that to Nehelon. Would never have allowed the Fae prince to see how much she depended on another being right now. Sweat already beaded her neck, not from exhaustion but from a new sort of tension that had nothing to do with anything she had learned in training. Trust. She needed to trust this Fae male before her with her life in order to have a chance to escape. The Maraoul was an enemy that had almost slain the powerful Nehelon. She, as a human—no matter how strong her magic—wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Gordan’s hand held firm around her moist fingers as she clung onto him, inching forward like on thin ice while the Fae didn’t even need to look at the wood to know where he was going. Every time he set his boot down, they descended a bit farther toward the trunk where the branch grew thicker and more trust-instilling. But that was about it. Beneath them, the growling had started again, and this time, hot fury burned within the sound.

      Gordan grunted, swinging his ax as if to intimidate an opponent as he glanced at her yet again.

      “This doesn’t mean anything good, does it?” Gandrett didn’t need Gordan’s nod to know she was right.

      “Worse,” he said with a grim smile. “It’s calling the pack to breakfast.”

      He tugged her forward as he leaped toward the trunk, ramming his ax into the wood in one powerful motion and swinging them around to the other side where he pulled her on, ignoring how she slithered over the wood, losing her balance here and there and clinging on to his hand for dear life.

      “For someone who has been training her whole life, you have shit balance,” Gordan cursed as he hauled her forward, preventing her from stumbling to her death. The fall wouldn’t be the issue anymore, judging by how close they’d gotten to the ground, but the orange-eyed Maraoul had stopped clawing on the tree they were fleeing from and was now crawling in their direction, faster on the ground than Gandrett managed in the treetops, no matter how hard Gordan pulled on her.

      “Excuse me that I grew up in the desert,” she tossed at the Fae male as she focused all of her attention on keeping her feet on the wood.

      Gordan ignored her snarky comment as he slowed just enough to murmur some words. Before them, branches knotted together in a facsimile of the web they had slept on, just less robust and with wider spaces.

      “We need to hurry,” he unnecessarily reminded her as he stepped onto the closest crossing where two branches met, then to the next and the next, giving Gandrett not even a second to consider how she felt about rushing across a fragile web of greenery.

      Her hand tightened on her sword as if it could keep her from slipping. And if not that, at least from plunging into the path of the Maraoul, which, judging by the slithering sounds close by, had to have gained on them.

      One step after the other, they advanced over the web, the branches giving only so much support.

      Gandrett knew she should do better. She had trained on ropes, at least, been able to cross over them with her sword as the only thing to balance her. But this … this wild chase over moss-overgrown wood made her feel like she had no training at all.

      “Only a couple more steps,” Gordan encouraged her, and she could see it there, the next tree trunk. Safety. If only for a second.

      One second.

      But as her foot slipped yet again, not even Gordan’s grip on her hand was enough. She slipped from his fingers, her tunic tearing at the side as it caught on twigs on the way down.

      Gordan’s shouted warning wasn’t enough, for when she hit the ground, the orange orbs that were the Maraoul’s eyes were already trained on her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get to your feet,” Gordan shouted as he landed beside her, ax ready for battle.

      Gandrett’s knees protested as she scrambled in an upright position, her sword still in her hand—that was the first thing she had painfully learned in combat training, never to let go of her weapon. As long as she had her hands on that sword, she had a chance to survive. Memories of thirst and burning muscles attempted to steal themselves into her mind, but she shoved them aside. Not now. She’d deal with the horrible years of her childhood at Everrun later. For now, her head needed to be clear and her attention on the claws that were drawing closer with every limping step the Maraoul took toward them.

      “You can’t let it scratch you or bite you,” Gordan ordered, teeth bared at the creature before them, and Gandrett remembered exactly why.

      Poison.

      One scratch, and she’d be doomed.

      But not only she. If the beast got to Gordan, he’d be beyond saving as well.

      “We need to run,” she assessed through clenched teeth, ignoring the pain in her side where she had hit a branch on her way down, and in her leg, which she had twisted when she landed.

      Gordan didn’t move, except for his lips, which split into a feral grin. “Too late,” he said and drew the sword from where it was sheathed across his back.

      The Maraoul cocked its head at him before it pulled back its dark lips to expose those pointed teeth and growled a warning a second before it launched itself at Gordan, who met it with the flat of his ax, sending it flying into the next tree.

      The creature shook out its limbs as it got back on its feet, the stump of its leg slowing it down as it hurtled for Gordan once more.

      “Climb, Gandrett.” Gordan jerked his chin at the tree nearest to her while bringing his weapons back into position, and Gandrett understood. He wouldn’t risk her getting hurt, not with Nehelon’s order to keep her safe. It was as clear as daylight that that order had passed between them or he wouldn’t want to face down the Maraoul by himself.

      Gandrett was halfway to the tree when the earth beneath her began to shake and her already unstable leg gave a sharp pain. She bit back the curse on her lips and made it all but two steps before the ground opened before her, and a dark, leathery head stuck out to expose a set of foul, yellowish teeth in a bloodlust grin.

      Her curse echoed from behind her where Gordan’s weapons collided with the Maraoul he was fighting, cutting through flesh and bone, judging by the sound of it.

      “Don’t let it touch you,” Gordan said in between gurgling noises that seemed to be coming from the creature at the pointy end of his blades. She didn’t dare turn around to confirm.

      Gandrett had no intention of letting the Maraoul anywhere near her. Sword angled, she retreated a step, and another, with the creature hatching from the hole in the ground in a fluid movement that made it both eerie and graceful at the same time. But with its dark, leathery skin and the deadly claws, eerie outweighed gracefulness by a million.

      Under normal circumstances, she would have taunted the creature, invited it to play, just so she could lure it into her blade’s reach, but this was a poisonous beast, and she had no intention of meeting its teeth or claws.

      Something creaked above her, and her eyes snapped up just in time to see the branches bending and growing downward, right into the space between her and the creature. She didn’t dare eye Gordan, for the second she’d turn her head, she knew the Maraoul would attack. And this one had two good legs and a mouth full of death ready for her.

      Distract it. That was what she needed to do until she could come up with a plan to kill it. The loose curtain of greenery that Gordan had made appear wouldn’t be enough to stop an attack, but it would buy her a moment of consideration until she figured out a strategy.

      No one had told her how to slay a Maraoul, other than that a sharp blade would be everything she needed as long as she could avoid their claws and teeth. But magic? Did magic work on them?

      Without a second thought, Gandrett summoned the flame in her chest and let it trickle into her palm where it gathered to release a blast. Seconds, nothing more was what she had. The Maraoul was already slicing its path through the curtain.

      Behind her, Gordan cursed again, and this time the gurgling answer of the beast he was fighting ebbed to silence.

      He was beside her a beat later, both ax and sword at the ready, one shoulder in front of her as he eyed her with alarm.

      “Whatever it is you’re summoning here, don’t make it fire,” he hissed, a bit out of breath. “If you set a tree on fire, be sure that Ulfray will find its way to avenge itself.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure if that was him making a threat on behalf of the kingdom of Ulfray or if he was speaking about the forests taking revenge. And she didn’t have the time to spend a thought. But she abandoned her plan and moved on to focus her attention on the soil beneath the Maraoul’s paws instead. Slowly, the heat in her palm dissolved as the magic re-channeled itself in her.

      But too late.

      The Maraoul cut through the branches with a clean slice of its claws and shot through it so fast that Gordan’s ax was the only thing preventing it from reaching Gandrett. His Fae speed and strength, to be precise.

      She was still exhaling a shuddering breath when Gordan thrust the Maraoul right back into the tangle of wood and placed himself properly between her and the beast.

      “Climb up the nearest tree,” he urged as he readied himself for the next attack.

      It came so fast that Gandrett couldn’t even see more than a blur before the Maraoul collided with Gordan’s sword this time.

      “Climb,” he repeated in a growl this time.

      And Gandrett knew that it was the only thing that would save her. She had faced and defeated so many fighters in training, had proven herself against Nehelon at least in part, had held out well against Raynar Leyon’s mind-controlled guards—until she’d almost died. But this creature was different. Fast, determined, lethal. It wasn’t the dumb, blood-thirsty beast that she had imagined. Its eyes followed her every step as if it wasn’t just looking for breakfast—and Gordan would have made the much bigger, tastier meal. But it seemed to have chosen Gandrett, seemed to be trying to get past Gordan to attack her. The thought alone made her stomach lurch.

      Despite the pain in her side and her leg, Gandrett readied herself for the attack, bracing her feet farther apart, shifting her center of gravity so she would be able to spin out of the creature’s way should it make it past the warrior in front of her. The thick cords of muscle flexed in Gordan’s neck as he let his sword rotate in his hand once, guiding the Maraoul’s attention there with trained ease.

      He took a step closer, careful to block Gandrett’s view of the Maraoul—or, more likely, the Maraoul’s view of Gandrett—and to her surprise, the beast growled but didn’t immediately charge him.

      It took three racing—and yet endless—heartbeats before the beast struck, and when it did, it leapt right over Gordan’s spinning blade as if timing the attack to perfection. Gandrett stood in awe and petrification, her sword pointing right at the Maraoul’s heart. The beast hissed and growled as it slithered to a halt, but not fast enough. Gandrett’s sword had dug itself into its shoulder where it was now stuck, shoving her backward and out of Gordan’s reach.

      Gordan’s curses filled the soft morning light that filtered through the leaves, but she didn’t pay attention to his words. All she could think of was the thick, black blood running down her blade and if it was as poisonous as the Maraoul’s teeth or claws. Then, did it even matter? Did she have a choice?

      While the creature still struggled against her blade, Gandrett did the only sensible thing a fighter could do in such a situation. She rallied all the courage left in her and drove the sword further into the black flesh. And further, ignoring the shriek of fury that replaced the growl as those orange orbs lit up with a promise of death.

      “Too late,” Gordan snarled from behind the creature.

      A second later, his ax cut clean through the Maraoul’s neck, leaving the head to fall, inky blood pumping from its torso and flooding the moss beneath their feet.

      Gandrett didn’t dare move. She didn’t dare withdraw her blade and release the sinking body for fear it would lash out with its claws even without a head to direct them. Like chicken who continued running long after their head had been chopped off.

      Her teeth chattered in response to the thought—not of chicken but of the danger they had barely escaped, that they were still in, judging by Gordan’s snarled orders to get moving.

      When she didn’t react, the Fae male grabbed the dead Maraoul with both hands and pulled it off her sword, careful not to make contact with the claws. Then he stepped around the carcass and took her hand, pulling her forward once more.

      “We need to get out of here,” he explained as he pulled her along through the trees, eastward from where the morning light was dipping into the gloomy paths.

      Gandrett noted that the soil had started moving as she glanced back over her shoulder at the dead Maraoul. The rest of the pack was arriving for breakfast.

      

      They didn’t stop until Gandrett was falling over her own feet in exhaustion. Then, and only then was Gordan willing to slow down and lead her to a nearby stream to rest for a minute.

      “Keep your eyes open,” he warned, his gaze sweeping the landscape like a hawk before he turned to look her over. “The gods must like you, Gandrett,” he said with too much seriousness. “Had it been any other human but you, I’m certain the Maraoul would have eaten them alive. But you—” He measured her as if trying to figure out what it was about her that was different.

      “I was lucky,” she offered. It was the truth. Nothing about how the Maraoul had practically speared itself on her sword had been planned. Sheer luck, that was all it had been.

      Gordan tilted his head, studying her sweaty face. “Or maybe you’re meant to live.” It was all he said before he bent down to the water to take a drink.

      Gandrett didn’t ask. Even though she felt she could trust Gordan more than any other Fae she had met—even Nehelon, who had a history of betraying her. She had forgiven him; that didn’t mean she had forgotten it. Caution would still be in order if she ever saw him again.

      Too exhausted to acknowledge the melody in her chest that endeavored to disagree, Gandrett followed Gordan’s lead and dipped her face in the cool water.

      They continued at a slower pace, Gordan keeping his ax at the ready even though he had sheathed his sword. He wouldn’t even let her stop to eat. That had to be achieved while walking.

      “We won’t stop until nightfall,” he announced, and Gandrett knew it had nothing to do with him trying to torture her but with his fierce loyalty toward the Fae prince that he kept ushering her along whenever her legs got tired and she dragged behind.

      “The farther toward the borders we get, the safer we are,” he explained when Gandrett glimpsed over her shoulder at the setting sun. “Maraoul keep close to the unpopulated areas around the Heart of Ulfray most of the time.” He gestured at the left path when they came to a fork in the road and slowed so Gandrett could catch up. “They normally roam the lands while they hunt, but then they retreat back to their thicker forests. But we’re closer to the Heart here than we were in Lei’Vreah.”

      All Gandrett could do was continue walking and believing that Gordan was telling the truth. She had a vague idea of the layout of the Fae lands from the maps she’d seen in Everrun, but the details were as much a mystery as the rest of the Fae. Even having seen them, having lived with them for weeks at the palace, it wasn’t as if she knew anything about them, other than what history and fairytales said.

      “How long until we get to the border?” she wanted to know, eyes following the tunnel-like greenery that reminded her a lot of the pathways Nehelon had created for them.

      “Two days,” he said and gestured at the faded green of the leaves above them. “We’re crossing through Autumn lands on our way out of Ulfray.” He had slowed his pace considerably now that it was close to time to set up for the night. “We should be far enough from the Heart to not encounter any more Maraoul once we get beyond that hill.” He pointed ahead to where the path curved upward in a soft bend.

      “We can reach this tonight,” Gandrett hoped more than anything else.

      Gordan answered her with a grin that couldn’t mean anything good.

      “What?” She reached for the waterskin in her pack and gulped down enough to replenish her strained mind more than her body. Her body was beyond feeling anything but the soreness of all limbs. After sleeping on wood for nights and running from a poisonous beast all day, even the endurance of Vala’s Blade couldn’t save her. Maybe her strength was failing her exactly because of that. Because she no longer was Vala’s Blade.

      “Let’s say I can do it tonight. You, however, don’t look up to the task.” He eyed her over and picked up pace as if to prove a point, earning Gandrett’s groan.

      “I’m willing to try if it means I get to sleep on solid ground tonight,” she bargained, pushing her legs to keep moving.

      “We stop when the sun sets, no matter how far we get,” he said, not leaving room for discussions. “The Ulfrayan Forests are too dangerous for a human once the lights go out.”

      And that was that.
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett’s legs were still sore and her waking dreams full of the eerie gaze of the Maraoul two days later. The only good news was that they would be crossing into no man’s land that day. No man’s land, meaning the Calma Desert, which had once belonged to the Fae when Ithrylan in the west had still been home of one of the Fae courts, was uninhabitable except for the priory at Everrun. Even the settlement, the city of Everrun, which had once hosted merchants and people from each realm—except for the Fae, of course, who had been dormant already two hundred years ago—was now abandoned and uninhabitable.

      Any life that wasn’t desert lions, or came with travel supplies that lasted a week, was doomed once they ventured into that desert. Not that it was so much deadlier than normal deserts … there was just something about it that made it unnatural. Part of it being that it hadn’t been there two hundred years ago—at least, not to a full extent. There was no scripture that explained it, and the gods knew Gandrett had haunted the bookshelves in the library at the priory to learn what exactly had caused the land to go barren and life-defying. All that she had found was that the Battle of Ithrylan had something to do with it and the desert had spread over centuries, claiming the land, little by little, until two hundred years ago, it had become uninhabitable in full. But that was a mere description of what had happened, not a reason.

      For a moment, she considered asking Gordan, but even he had been trapped in a painting at the palace library in Lei’Vreah for the better part of half a millennium, so she refrained from bringing it up and all the time he’d missed. They hadn’t become close enough for her to put her nose in his matters.

      The latter had fallen silent while she had ventured into her own thoughts, abandoning his chitchat, which had been a bright contrast to Nehelon’s brooding silence and Valyn’s expectant nobility.

      Valyn—

      This was the first time she’d thought about him in a day. Really thought about him more than just his name. It still seemed like she’d escaped a trance when she had left the palace for good, and everything that had happened there was something she wouldn’t have any trouble committing to memory and never drawing up again.

      Not everything. Kepha was still there, and the girl had been her only friend when Nehelon had still held her captive and graciously waited for Gandrett to fall in love with his brother.

      Gordan raised an eyebrow at her unfiltered huff. “Thinking about anyone in particular?” he wanted to know, his voice cautiously indifferent. So indifferent that it was obvious he was trying to hide something. And Gandrett had had enough of secrets.

      “Whatever it is, say it,” she prompted and faced him, attempting to ignore the falling leaves around them as they stretched into an almost surreal tapestry of natural wonder.

      Gordan grinned, his eyes crinkling and a dimple appearing in his stubbled chin that Gandrett would have never thought possible on a perfect Fae—for that was what they all were. Inhumanly beautiful. Gandrett could imagine it would be a shock to look in a mirror again after watching perfection for days.

      “You only ever have that look when you think of him,” Gordan noted, leaving Gandrett to wonder which him the male was referring to. The king or the prince. Or someone else entirely.

      Only, she had thought of him. Both hims, to be precise. She felt her face heat and decided it was better to face the leaf-covered ground.

      “I understand if you don’t want to talk about him, though,” Gordan let her know. “There’s quite some history there.”

      He left it up to her to interpret, and she decided that now was not the time. Gandrett was still digesting the thoughts of both the Idresea twins when the crunching of leaves under her boots ceased and her soles finally met familiar ground.

      She looked up and found—

      Crusted soil.

      Mountains on the one side, framing miles and miles of dead land from the point where the forest ended as if cut off by a knife behind them to the end of the horizon. Dry, dead land.

      “Welcome to Hel’s realm,” she said and found Gordan’s perplexed face as she turned to check why he wasn’t responding.

      “And I thought he was joking,” was all he said.

      “About what?” Gandrett kicked a pebble into the dreadful landscape that spread before them.

      Gordan crouched beside her and placed a hand flat on the ground. “That life has been cut off from the heart of Neredyn.”

      The way he said it was like a punch in the gut because she could see in his eyes that he had once walked these roads and had read, instead, something other than the joke of a place Calma had become. The Calma Desert.

      “We should have filled our waterskins at the stream,” Gandrett said in response, even though she knew they were all brimming full. It was the knowledge of how hostile this land was that made her want to cringe and run back to Lei’Vreah—even if going back wasn’t an option. She had just escaped. Would returning to the priory be entering only another prison? Was that the story of her life?

      Gandrett couldn’t find a conclusion before Gordan gathered himself and straightened, shock and sadness lingering on his features. “We follow the mountains until the closest point to Everrun,” he shared the plan—the only plan that included a chance of survival for a human like Gandrett. Even with Nehelon, they had gone north from the priory until they’d hit the mountains before he had led her east toward Ithrylan. And they’d been on horseback. Now they were on foot, and Gandrett could only trust Gordan had some magic that would protect them from the deadliness of the land that had been the fence around her prison for ten years.

      Gordan didn’t look back when he led the way into the desert, and Gandrett didn’t either because, at the end of this ocean of drought, the only family she had left was waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The desert was everything and nothing like Gandrett remembered it. After tracking along the foot of the mountain range for a week straight, stocking up on their provisions whenever they could—Gordan was a great hunter—they entered the open fields of death that were Calma.

      It took less than a day until she struggled with the familiar dryness in her mouth. After the second day in the desert, her body was screaming for a break, for trees and shade and a stream or even a muddy pond to rest by. But there was nothing. Nothing but cracked soil, stones, and sand. No place to hide, nowhere to cower behind to tend to her needs. They gave each other what privacy they could whenever their bladders called for relief, walking ahead and turning a blind eye—and ear. Still, Gandrett imagined the earth swallowing her up every single time. That would have been less daunting.

      And the nights—

      The nights were nothing like sleeping in Nehelon’s magic shelter drawn from the earth itself. All Gordan managed was a shallow pit that shielded them against the biting wind, but that was about it. And with Gandrett’s provisions running low, her energy down, she wasn’t much help when it came to shaping the elements.

      By the fifth day, usually even-tempered Gordan had turned into a disgruntled male, chewing on some dried meat like his life depended on it.

      “We’re not going to make it, are we?” Gandrett asked, exhaustion so prominent in her that she was inclined to sit down and never get up again.

      Gordan shot her a look that would have sent lesser humans running. But she’d endured all of Nehelon’s moods and come out stronger. Gordan’s glare she took exactly for what it was; the unfiltered image of his frustration—maybe with her slow, mortal speed. Maybe with the growing heat of the desert air as noon approached. Or maybe, just maybe, with how far away the beige spot on the horizon seemed to be. For there, in the far, far distance, a familiar cluster of walls had appeared.

      “If you shut up and walk, we’ll make it in two days,” was Gordan’s only answer besides reaching into his pack and handing her his waterskin.

      Gandrett shook her head. “I’ve got some left.” How the prospect of draining the half-full waterskin in his hands lured her. How any thought of water threatened to make her become reckless and simply pour what she had left onto her face just to get the dirt and dryness off her.

      But Gordan kept his hand in front of her, wordlessly insisting she take it. So she did.

      One tiny sip.

      When the water touched her lips and peeled her tongue off the roof of her mouth, it was like a promise of salvation. Another sip. And then she allowed herself one deep gulp before she returned it to the male, who eyed her warily.

      “If I leave you behind, I’ll make it there double the speed of what we’re making now,” he mused then paused as if waiting for her to agree—or object. Anything, really.

      But Gandrett wasn’t ready to open her mouth and allow the unforgiving heat of the desert air inside to dry her all over again.

      So Gordan continued after a long pause, “But if anything happens to you while I’m gone, the prince will never forgive me.” A hint of a grin stole itself onto his lips. “And even though he’s worthy of dying for, I don’t exactly strive at the idea of dying at his hands.”

      “Cruel and wicked?” Gandrett reminded him.

      Gordan barked a laugh. “Only if you get on his bad side.”

      He took the waterskin from Gandrett’s outstretched hand and took a brief drink before he stowed it away.

      Gandrett watched him, the male, so similar to Nehelon with his powerfully built body, his piercing gaze, the attitude he carried himself with even as they were slowly dying out there in the desert, and yet … yet he was so different. Open. Friendly even. Helpful. He didn’t taunt her or tease her or provoke her to a breaking point. He was just … there. A friend, maybe.

      “Then, I guess I’ve been on Nehelon’s bad side from the very start,” she only said, swallowing all the memories, the emotions that came with the thought of Nehelon.

      Gordan chuckled and slowed his pace enough that not every word she said made her pant, and she fell into step beside him, wondering if any conversation about Nehelon was a good one. Too much had happened—

      “You don’t know him well enough to have seen his bad side,” Gordan simply said, his grin no longer beautiful but a distorted, feral thing. “You haven’t fought in the war beside him, haven’t seen him slit one throat after the other—”

      “He and I fought the Dragon King together,” she interrupted the male, content to do so because she knew this one wouldn’t lash out at her. Gordan wouldn’t pin her against a wall if she disagreed; he wouldn’t hurt her or let her get hurt. “And as for his bad side … well, you weren’t the one he got stuck in the Order just to forge a weapon to free his people.”

      Gordan’s throat bobbed at the mention of the Dragon King, but it was the sudden sadness in his eyes that made Gandrett wonder if she had said something wrong.

      “I keep forgetting what you have endured in your short life, Gandrett.” He placed a dusty hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. “And I keep forgetting that, for your kind, the burden of centuries is hard to grasp.” It wasn’t an insult, just an observation, and Gandrett took it as such.

      They walked in silence until the sun vanished behind the horizon in the west where miles and miles of desert and Ulfray lay between them and the Glistening Blue. Only then did Gordan stop and sigh, rolling his shoulders as he dropped the pack on the ground.

      “We stay here for the night,” he announced, and it was the promise of lying down and resting her feet that had her wordlessly agreeing.

      She didn’t bother with craving a bath or even a quick rinse. Sweat and dirt had worked their way through her clothes, making the fabric of her uniform hard as thin leather, but not remotely as smooth to the touch. She crinkled her nose at her own smell, wondering if the creases between Gordan’s brows were fueled by her odor or if there was something else on his mind.

      “I promise I’ll wash first thing when we get to the priory,” she said in response to his attentive gaze.

      His lips twitched. “It’s not like I smell so much better.”

      That was hard to believe. Nehelon, at least, despite sweat and blood and dirt, had always managed to smell like … she searched for words and couldn’t find them. Unique. Amazing. Intriguing. Like Nehelon. There was no other way to describe it.

      Gandrett fished her waterskin from her pack and shook it weakly. “This will last less than a day,” she realized, not with horror—she was too drained for that—but it wasn’t exactly an encouraging sensation either, the knowledge that she’d be spending the final day without anything to drink.

      She knew the feeling too well. The Meister had locked her up without food and water during training to see how long she’d last, how she’d cope under extreme conditions. She had been barely ten years old then. A shudder of a different kind ran through her at the thought of facing Pete Nemey.

      Gordan didn’t comment. Instead, he pulled his equally empty waterskin from his pack and took a small sip. “One day is enough to make it within scouting range of the priory,” he said, seemingly unbothered by what lay ahead. “And if you collapse along the way—” He gave her a long, measuring look that made it clear that there was no way she could get around what came next. “Well, then I’ll carry you the rest of the distance.”

      Gandrett avoided his gaze for more than one reason. First, in no version of this would she arrive at the priory, passed out in a Fae male’s arms. Second, she didn’t want Gordan to do the heavy lifting—not that she was that heavy, but she wanted to stand her ground next to the warrior. After all, he was Nehelon’s eyes and ears, and what would the Fae prince think…

      Gandrett knew exactly what Nehelon would think. That all that training, everything had been in vain. Or maybe he wouldn’t care now that he had gotten everything from her that he wanted.

      “You have that look on your face again,” Gordan commented as he scrambled to his knees and raised his hands over the ground to bend it into a shallow pit beneath them. The soil sank all but half a foot before he tumbled and had to brace himself on his arms.

      Gandrett straightened enough to place her hand against his bicep, indicating she wanted to help him, but her strength was at an end, too.

      “It’s all right,” she told him. Gordan growled his disagreement. But Gandrett didn’t stop. “You have been using your powers to supplement my human weakness. You might be Fae, but even your strength comes to an end at some point.”

      It seemed this was that point. If a desert lion decided to surprise them that night, they’d be doomed.

      “You know, he was right,” said Gordan in response, leaving Gandrett to figure out who he meant.

      “About what?” She opened the waterskin and held it out for him just to do something if she couldn’t help otherwise.

      Gordan grinned and sat back on his haunches, but he didn’t respond. “About the raw diamond hidden inside the Child of Vala.” His smile touched his eyes, and in the darkness, his pointed ears looked only half as inhuman as they usually did. She could have been sitting there with Kaleb for all that was worth.

      But this was still a Fae, someone Nehelon trusted, and Nehelon wasn’t to be trusted.

      She bit back the melody inside her chest that tried to convince her otherwise and said the only thing she could say, “For him being indisposed by the aftermath of a Maraoul attack and you being trapped in a painting most of the time, you sure found time to talk about me a lot.”

      Gordan laughed and took another sip of water. “You were the first thing he asked about when he woke up.” He fingered the lid back onto the waterskin and dropped it on the ground beside him, appearing purposely nonchalant. “And the only thing until he was convinced you were safe. He practically wrestled his way out of the covers to get to you—an amusing view, by the way, should you ever be in need of something to make you laugh—”

      Gandrett’s mouth twitched at the image Gordan had put into her mind, but not at that exclusively.

      “He might be a grumpy bastard, but he is fiercely loyal to those he loves.” Gordan’s eyes snapped up to hers, a flash of something there that explained everything and nothing, and Gandrett blinked, trying to read more and not read at all of what was written there.

      “His people—” She cleared her throat. “You mean his people.”

      Gordan cocked his head in inquiry.

      “All the things he did—he sacrificed—for his people,” she explained.

      Gordan nodded. “Including you.” His hands ran over the ground where the pit curved upward just enough to lean a quarter of his back against it, his eyes never leaving hers. “I know my prince—my brother; he’s like a brother to me,” he corrected, “and it nearly killed him, sacrificing you.”

      Gandrett studied him for a moment, trying to unpack all the meaning in the simple words he had spoken … and struggled to believe any of them. “Then why sacrifice me, to begin with? Why sacrifice anyone?” She knew the answer, and she knew that it was the only answer that made sense. “Because he loves his people more than anything.”

      It hurt more than she’d expected to hear the words, however noble they were, because some tiny, naive part of her had hoped, against all reason, that the powerful male who had saved her life in Ackwood would care for her more.

      She grunted at herself for even allowing that part to take voice.

      “He does care for you.”

      “Well, too bad I am apparently in love with the King of Ulfray,” Gandrett snapped with what little strength she could rally.

      Gordan raised an eyebrow, night cutting hard his starlight-filled features, and waited for her to understand something she was too exhausted to try to figure out.

      “How lucky we are,” he said eventually, with an edge in his voice that should have bothered her, and stretched out on the ground, his body filling the whole length of the pit. “Rest well, Gandrett.” He folded one arm behind his neck and held onto his sword with his free hand. “The gods know we have something ahead of us that not even the gods can save us from.” He closed his eyes, and his breathing turned even as he dove into sleep, leaving Gandrett to her thoughts.
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      The crackling of the fire had become Addie Blackwood’s familiar companion over the past days. Her only companion. When the Dragon King had left after studying her for hours of lying petrified in agony, unable to say a word, to even scream, she had resigned herself to her fate—that he had finally achieved what he had wanted with her and had left her to die.

      The magical flame in the fireplace had turned turquoise over the endless hours—in the beginning, she had been trying to count the seconds in her mind in order to distract herself from the pain, but then she had reached the limit of numbers she knew. The pain hadn’t subsided for what had to be days—or weeks; she had stopped trying to track the time, unable to tell night from day in this Shygon-cursed place. And all Addie had been doing was waiting to die already. For Hel to have mercy on her and take her swiftly.

      But even when the pain subsided, Addie hadn’t been able to move as much as a finger. Her eyelids were the only things able to flutter, and they had grown tired. She faded in and out of a dreamlike state, and every time she returned, the room seemed smaller. At first, it had been the table that seemed closer to her, as if someone had lifted her and repositioned her against the long wood where she had dined with her torturer before.

      Yes, he had ordered Isylte and Selloue to not hurt her before, and when he had carved open her scar over and over again, it had no longer hurt. He had seen to that. But he had let her bleed and bleed and bleed for days on end. And eventually, he had watched her suffer when the pain had started.

      It will be done soon, Adrienne. Very soon. Those had been his last words to her before he had left her.

      Soon. And yet, it seemed like days, weeks, she couldn’t be sure. But that wasn’t the only thing that bothered her. The walls of the room were closing in rapidly since this morning as if the room had begun to shrink.

      With every uncounted hour that passed, something changed. The fire-lit darkness was no longer dark; the ceiling felt almost within reach if she could only lift her arm. But even her arm felt different. Off, somehow. Too short. While she had been able to feel her elbow against her side earlier and her palm against her hip, she couldn’t feel anything but the stone beneath her. Also, her back began to ache the longer she rested on it, the flat surface beneath pushing it into an unnatural position.

      Addie groaned—and this time, for the first since Raynar had laid her on the floor, a sound came out. Only, it wasn’t a human groan. It was the sound of nightmares. A deep growl that would have sent her running, whether or not she was paralyzed on the ground, had it not come from her own throat. A throat that felt all wrong. Too long, too—

      Adrienne, Raynar’s voice sounded in her mind the same way it had the day he’d left.

      Addie started … and much to her surprise, her body moved. A huge, heavy body that was broad and long and had its limbs in all the wrong places.

      Adrienne, he spoke again.

      Addie didn’t deign to respond. Not even with a thought. He had left her to die. May he believe her dead for all she cared.

      But Raynar didn’t give up. I can feel you, Adrienne. I can feel that you are almost ready.

      She shuddered at the honeyed tone he used even when he spoke directly into her mind. Had she not known what a beast of a creature he was, she may have believed he sounded like he cared.

      Addie shuddered again, and this time, her body flipped over in response.

      And she found herself on her feet. Her four feet. Only her feet were claws that ended in pointed talons.

      She lifted one of them, finding her body unbound and free to move, and for the first time since she had left her home over a year ago, Addie’s mind was empty. It was the deathlike sort of emptiness that threatened to tear the world apart.

      What did you do to me? she screamed in her head, but she didn’t hear her own thought because her mouth opened, and out came a roar that made the rocks tremble. Gravel and dust trickled from the ceiling, which was now so close that if she craned her neck, she could almost touch it with her nose—her nose, which she couldn’t see but was sure looked very different from what it looked like when Raynar had last cut into her scar.

      As she brought her head upward, shifting her weight to one side, the muscles in her back flexed in response, and an alien sensation ran through her that she could only blame on the pair of wings that sprouted from her shoulders. She turned her head and confirmed with one horrifying glimpse that every part of her she could surveil was black and scaled and utterly dragonish, from the leathery wings that hung to the sides, heavy yet fragile with their thin membranes, to the shiny tail that coiled like a snake at the end.

      Reczi mellezorn, Raynar said into her mind, and this time, she didn’t need a translation.

      Dragon maiden, she echoed. And finally, she understood.

      Raynar Leyon had let her bleed, had made sure she lived because he had other plans for her, different ones from being the human sacrifice Linniue Denderlain had planned for her to be.

      He had made her into a dragon.

      A soft chuckle filtered into her mind as she realized with horror what he had done, and in the voice of a lover, he cooed the words to her that he’d spoken once before. You, my dear, will conquer the world with me.

      

      Brax Brenheran sat alone at the long dining table in the great hall. It had taken him weeks to be able to stay in the room longer than a minute, let alone sit through an entire meal at the table where his family had last feasted together. With bitterness, he shoved the memory aside, the memory of the hope for a prosperous future for Sives that would now never come to pass.

      It all had ended with Joshua being taken by the Dragon King.

      In all these weeks since his family had been decimated, leaving behind only his mother and himself, the new Lord of Ackwood noted that Mckenzie had not given word. She hadn’t immediately responded to his letter, but that was to be expected. Messages traveled slowly in the realms of Neredyn unless it was gossip. Gossip like the one about his brother’s diplomatic mission that had been taking too long to seem credible. His guards and soldiers, what few he had, brought him news about what the people of Ackwood were whispering—of the future King of Sives who had fled because he wasn’t up to the task to rule and unify the lands. People were laughing about him and his family. It seemed, after all, his father had been the last lord they respected, and now, with him left to rule the west—

      There was little he could do. Nobody could know Josh had been taken, so who would listen to him if he wasn’t the ruling lord?

      He was surveilling the stained glass window, deep in thought, when hurried steps announced a presence. His guards outside the door stopped whoever it was with the necessary force the former chancellor had drilled into them. Everything to protect the Lord of Ackwood—

      It wasn’t like anyone had tried to harm him since Josh’s disappearance, but one could never be safe enough.

      What a shame for once daring Brax Brenheran to have come this far. Once, before all that had happened, before he had met a certain Child of Vala, who had twisted his heart, he would have enjoyed the adventure, the daring of not knowing who he’d meet. Maybe a beauty from the city who would warm his bed—that was about how far Brax’s thoughts had reached back then when he had drowned his uselessness as second-born son of the Lord of Ackwood.

      “My lord,” one of the guards announced himself before he crossed the threshold.

      Brax waved him forward with a gloved hand, not ready to get up from the table for anything other than an emergency.

      “A letter, my lord.” The guard stepped up until he was close enough that Brax could fetch the envelope from the man’s hand with ease.

      “Drop it on the table and leave,” he ordered and watched the guard do so. Only when the man had disappeared through the door did Brax pick up the letter and studied the sigil embossed into purple seal wax.

      His heart fluttered in his chest for the first time in weeks as he recognized an M and a B wound together in the fashion of the Brenheran court.

      Mckenzie. This letter was from his sister, whom he had been missing so dearly sometimes his chest ached. He ripped open the envelope and pulled out the piece of parchment without delay, and when his eyes found Mckenzie’s handwriting, free of tear blotches this time, a mountain of rock tumbled from his chest.

      My dearest Brax, Mckenzie wrote. Things in Khila are not what I expected, in a good way. Not in the best way anyone could hope for, but at least, no one is forcing me to do anything. They leave me alone in my chambers when I bite them enough. Brax chuckled at the image of servants yelping and jumping out of Mckenzie’s path when she bared her teeth at them. She had always been a force of nature—hidden in elegant dresses and beneath perfectly draped hair, but a force of nature anyway.

      I met Prince Taghi’s cousin, Miitra. She seems to be someone witty enough to make the effort and talk to her.

      If you are expecting any political gains out of my being here, you better let me know now, for I have no intention of playing the good wife here in this suffocating hot house of a city.

      Again, Brax smiled at the temper of his sister he had so often experienced first-hand—and which he admired to the day.

      And by all means, send me some weapons, so if things ever escalate here, I can defend myself. The knife I brought might not be enough if Taghi truly sold his soul to the Dragon King.

      Brax could virtually see Mckenzie’s hands fly up at her sides in frustration. But more than that, he could see that in her anger—her justified anger—she needed a way to defend herself. Taghi had brought her there as his bride against her will. Brax cursed. He should have thought of it the first time he sent a letter, should have sent a cache of weapons. A dagger, a crossbow, something to kill her way out of that palace if she needed to. But would a trunk of blades and arrows make it to her, or would Taghi and his court intercept it before it got even close to her? Would she ever know he had tried to send anything? Was Taghi intercepting her mail? Controlling her?

      Brax took a steadying breath before he read on.

      Do not worry about me too much, brother. I will find my way back sooner or later. But you need to make sure Father’s legacy holds and Joshua’s imagined path for Sives won’t fall apart. Our Ackwood is yours to keep safe.

      Write me when you get this. I need to know what is going on in our city.

      Love, Mckenzie.

      Brax folded the letter in half and slid it into the pocket of his jacket.

      He would write to her. Brave Mckenzie. And if Taghi ever harmed a hair on her head—

      Brax hadn’t finished dreaming up ways to hurt Taghi Saza Brina when Crystal Brenheran entered the great hall on silent feet.

      “Braxley,” she said by way of greeting.

      Brax nodded in response.

      She fleeted along the table, her lavender dress too bright for the mourning widow she was supposed to be. Brax pushed back the hateful words he had in store for her. It wouldn’t help anyone to bring up the same thing for the millionth time.

      His mother stood by the corner of the table, eyes on the empty envelope before Brax.

      “She didn’t write to me,” she said, turning the paper rectangle with two fingers.

      Brax eyed her with fading patience. “That might be because you sold her to the enemy.”

      His mother’s gaze locked on his. “I know you’d like to see me as the one whose fault all this is,” she said with a voice that was that of a master manipulator rather than a loving mother, “but this is really no one’s fault.”

      Brax frowned. “Is that so?” He laid his hand over the letter in his pocket.

      His mother said nothing for a long while before she turned to leave but halted and turned back. “I came here to inform you that fires have been sighted outside the city walls, but I assume now is not a good time to do so, is it?” The concern in her voice didn’t seem authentic. But her eyes changed, the hardness gone as she said, “Don’t think I don’t know that it was foolish to send her away. But what choice did I have? Would you rather have her here where half our palace was mind-controlled before, where we don’t know who to trust?” She paused, eyes tired, shoulders slumping, revealing the worn mother behind the Lady of Ackwood. “You hear the guards. You know that the Shygon worshippers are spreading their seed all over Sives. It won’t be long before we will have war, and the lucky version will be to fight an enemy who hasn’t rooted in our own lands.” She paused, waiting for him to say something, and when he didn’t, “Our enemy has your brother, and don’t look at me like I don’t care about Joshua because I do. We need to work together in order to prepare for what is coming before it is too late.”

      “I am working together with the Lord of Eedwood,” Brax reminded her.

      They were doing everything they could to keep the exchange of information flowing, each of them informing the other about unusual events in their regions, and both of the regions were being overrun by the Shygon cult.

      He stared her down, but Brax had recognized the truth in her words, the wisdom. Still, he couldn’t admit that she was right. Not to her face. Too much had happened, and the burden rested on his shoulders now. Josh wouldn’t come back to pick up his crown and rule over Sives, no matter how many men he’d send to search for him (not many, for he hardly had enough guards left to keep the palace safe). So he picked up the envelope and got to his feet, heading for the small side entrance that was hidden in the ornamentations on the wall.

      “You can’t run away forever, Braxley,” his mother called after him, but he was already out the door.
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      The water didn’t last half as long as Gandrett had hoped. By the time the sun crossed its pinnacle in the cloudless sky, Gandrett was ready to crawl on the harsh surface that was the Calma Desert. There wouldn’t be much fluid left in her to bleed out, anyway.

      Gordan had walked at her eastern shoulder, his broad form providing a sliver of shade for her to hide in, but it hadn’t taken long for even that to be drained by the merciless light that poured from the ball of fire above them. She had long abandoned trying to ignore how parched she was, how her mouth felt like paper and her skin like torn leather.

      Maybe, dying in the forests from the Maraoul’s poison would have been the easier, faster death.

      As if reading her mind, Gordan shot her a glare that could have brought night upon them in an instant. “Don’t even think about it,” he commented, reading her face and the rapid progression of resignation there.

      Gandrett cleared her throat—tried to at least—and rasped, “Or he’ll kill you if you let me die, I know.”

      Gordan raised both eyebrows. His own waterskin had been long ago drained, not only because he had offered it to her on a regular basis since hers had been emptied. “Not kill,” he corrected, tone strained but still full of life, “but something much, much worse.” The grimace that followed was enough for Gandrett to know that it meant getting on Nehelon’s bad side, and that was something, she had learned, was not advisable.

      She pushed herself for a few steady steps before she staggered … and, had it not been for Gordan, would have hit the ground to do exactly what she was ready for—crawling.

      “We rest for a minute, and then we continue,” he only said, not wasting his time on discussions that meant little when the situation was that obvious. They needed to make it to the priory or Gandrett’s life would come to an unheroic end. Not that she’d ever thought much about heroism, but after everything she had endured, all of the monsters she had fought—human and non-human—wouldn’t it be a pity to dry out in the desert like a forgotten, stray cat?

      A nod was all Gandrett managed as she sank to her knees.

      Ahead, where the desert spread endlessly, horizon broken only by the small elevation that was Everrun, the wind was sweeping along clouds of dirt as if to taunt her, to show that it would stand like a wall between her and her destination.

      Hands braced on her thighs, she panted against the screaming signs of exhaustion. But the minute was over, for Gordan wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to her feet without a comment. There wasn’t anything he could have said anyway. It was clear that they had to continue. Giving up now, no matter how enticing the thought of closing her eyes and backing out was, was not an option. Not for her, not for Gordan, and certainly not for her rescue mission.

      One step after the other, Gandrett scrambled along, supported by the Fae male, who had been Nehelon’s friend, following through with his promise: his best warriors to save Addie. He was only one male, but he was, by all means, stronger and more magically potent than any of the human warriors Gandrett had faced in her short life.

      Addie. Mckenzie—

      They had to make it so she could save her friends, each of them from their own horrible fates.

      Her knees wobbled with every step by the time the sun sank. Even if the water had lasted until that morning, she had been rationing it for too long, spreading her energy thin. If she’d ever had any magic, she could no longer tell. Her body was empty, just … empty.

      And the sky was no longer blue but graying before her eyes with her shallow breaths a melody to her dragging steps. Gordan’s arm tightened around her, tucking her closer into his side just when her legs gave out and the night drenched the desert in deepest, darkest black.

      “Where are the stars?” she asked, her voice weak and hoarse.

      She hadn’t noticed clouds drawing into the skies, hadn’t even bothered to look up for the past hours, focusing on nothing but putting one foot in front of the other, on carrying her own weight as much as possible so she wouldn’t unnecessarily burden the Fae male beside her.

      “There are no stars where you’re headed,” a breathless voice responded—a familiar, breathless voice.

      Gandrett looked up and found his face above hers, eyes peering down at her in all facets of diamond blue.

      “Nehelon—”

      He blinked.

      “How are you—”

      “Here?” he finished for her. “How am I here?” One brow quirked as if she had made a joke; then his face twisted into a crooked smile. “I am not.”

      Gandrett wanted to tell him that this wasn’t a good time for one of his jokes, but he intercepted her weak breeze of annoyance.

      “I am only in your imagination.” He reached for her face with his hand, resting his palm against her cheek. “You are fading, Gandrett. If you don’t wake up, this will be the last time you fall asleep.”

      By Vala, Gandrett knew he was right, could feel how her body craved to give in to the shroud of heaviness that rested upon it. But the feel of Nehelon’s hand against her cheek—

      She closed her eyes.

      Before she could spend a thought on how much that hand felt like home, Nehelon’s voice tore through the layer of comfort, “Move your ass, Gandrett Brayton, or I swear to you I’ll haunt you even when you’ve crossed into Hel’s realm.”

      Gandrett blinked and found Gordan eying her with apprehension. “Move your ass, Gandrett Brayton, or your Fae prince will haunt me even when I cross into Hel’s realm.”

      Gandrett jerked awake, startled by more than one realization. One, she had obviously lost consciousness. Two, where her subconscious took her was—Nehelon.

      She ground her teeth and cringed from the feel of sand in her mouth.

      “I’m awake,” she rasped and struggled upright.

      Gordan didn’t let her get very far before he swept her into his arms and started walking again.

      “We are not pausing tonight,” he announced. “I still have enough strength left to get us to the priory if you promise not to waste my energy by fighting my chivalry.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure if she imagined the humor in his voice. Then, she noticed her pack had been removed from her back and was now strapped across Gordan’s shoulder.

      She didn’t have it in her to complain, so she just watched as slowly, one by one, the stars came to life above them in the skies. With every steady step Gordan took, she felt more reassured that he had been speaking the truth, that he would get them to the priory, and when they arrived there, at least one of them would be alive.

      

      When Gandrett woke up, her whole body was cramping. The pain was everywhere, from her toes to her neck, from her fingers to her chest—in every imaginable corner of herself, muscles were screaming for something she was sure they hadn’t gotten since they had left the forests of Ulfray.

      “She’s waking up,” a familiar voice assessed before she could open her eyes or voice her pain.

      Gordan.

      “Quick, we need some of that tonic you prepared.”

      There were footsteps, fast and light like music. Then more voices, hushed and too far away for Gandrett to make out any of them … or even a single word they spoke.

      A hand on her shoulder pushed her into a soft mattress. “You’ll be fine, Gandrett,” Gordan murmured beside her ear. “I am healing you as best as I can.”

      She wondered for a brief second if dehydration was something someone could be healed of, or if only fluids, and plenty of them, could help her. The sensation spreading from where Gordan was touching her informed her that, at least in part, it had to be possible.

      Gandrett opened her eyes and found the male smiling at her, his tan face worn and dirty as if he hadn’t even taken a moment to clean up before he had planted himself next to her bed.

      Her bed, literally, because that was where she was lying. Her bed in her room at the priory at the Order of Vala in Everrun. She recognized the narrow room, Surel’s bed at the opposite wall, the desk with the hidden hole in the wall where she had once stowed her mother’s necklace—the necklace she had sent to her brother with Lim.

      Andrew—

      She was back. And Andrew had to be somewhere—

      “They are fetching you something to bring back your strength, but until they return, I have some water here,” Gordan said by way of greeting, his dark eye twinkling with relief, while the cramps slowly eased from her body.

      “You look horrible.” A grin split his lips as he assessed her head to toes.

      Gandrett opened her mouth to tell him he looked like shit himself, but no sound came off her parched tongue.

      “Here.” He slid his free arm under her neck to lift her head and held a glass of water to her lips. “Take a sip.”

      He waited, watching her with wary eyes as she greedily emptied the glass then propped her head up on a second pillow he pulled from Surel’s bed—the room was so small he could reach there with his long arms—before he refilled the glass from a jar on the nightstand.

      Gandrett cleared her throat before she spoke, and this time, a sound did come out. “You carried me all the way here?”

      A thin smile split the dirt-smeared face of the Fae male. “What were my options? Leaving you behind to die?” The way he said it made it pretty clear that there was no other option for him even if there had been a hundred.

      Gandrett swallowed, her body relaxing against the bed as it sank in that they had made it, that they both were alive. But her throat tightened all over again at the thought of why she had survived, what Gordan had done. The words formed on her tongue, the words that had once damned her to be stuck in Lei’Vreah, and no matter how grateful she was, no matter how much she owed her life to the male’s strength and will to save her, she couldn’t speak them.

      Thank you, she thought, and said, “I guess I was lucky I was traveling with you.”

      Gordan nodded, understanding in his eyes. “It is an honor, Gandrett.” He squeezed her shoulder before he folded his hands in his lap. “You are important to him, so you are important to me. Even if he hadn’t given the order to protect you, I would have chosen the same path, have acted the same way.” The fervent sincerity in his near-black eyes was enough to knock the breath out of her.

      “You love him that much.” It was hard to believe and as logical as that the day is bright and the night is dark, that Gordan would feel this way about his prince. But that bundle of emotions was something she wasn’t ready to touch because it meant she would have to figure out how she felt about the Prince of Ulfray. Gandrett swallowed again and reached for the glass on the nightstand.

      Gordan’s eyes were waiting for hers when she had drained the water and returned the glass. “I would die for him.”

      The blunt truth in his words hit Gandrett like a blow to the chest. I know, she wanted to say but sighed instead.

      Before the silence between them could grow awkward, measured footsteps in the hallway announced the arrival of the one person she had feared facing since she had decided she needed to return to Everrun.
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      It had taken all of his determination, his will of steel, and his centuries-honed patience not to follow Gandrett out the gate. Yes, it did help that the one person who wasn’t blood, but he considered more a brother than Valyn could ever be, was traveling with her. Gordan had fought at Nehelon’s side in the war. He had been there in the training ring when the Fae Queen had taken out her anger on Nehelon and Valyn. Gordan had always had his back—until that forsaken day when the Queen had cursed the lands and forced all Fae into paintings and had petrified his brother into the throne where he’d had to watch how they all disappeared.

      And yet, it had been Gandrett who he now longed for. Not his brother—blood or non-blood. She was all he could think about night and day. It bordered on ridiculous. It was obvious she loved Valyn, or the Fae wouldn’t have woken. It was easier to blame it on his feeling of guilt for all he had put her through from the day he had collected her from her parents’ farm than to admit that there was something more. Something that, spoken aloud, would stir ghosts from his past. Ghosts he had buried alongside Ygri and not looked at in over a century.

      Nehelon heaved a breath and glanced out the high window of the dining hall where he had once sat alongside his father, King Taegan, and his mother, Queen Liri.

      Across the table, Valyn swirled wine in a jeweled goblet, eyes on the crimson liquid.

      “I thought after four hundred years you wouldn’t be such a killjoy,” said the king with a smile, “but some things never change, I assume.”

      Nehelon shrugged in response and picked up his water glass to toast with his brother. “A lot has changed since you turned to stone.”

      Valyn tilted his head to the side as if to ask what.

      “Your choice of women, for one.”

      Valyn raised one eyebrow beneath his silvery hair, the hair that was the last reminder of their mother’s curse. The palace was lively again, as was the city. Fae courtiers populated the hallways since the day they had woken. It was almost like no time had passed at all.

      Only, it had.

      While Valyn had missed four centuries since their father’s funeral, Nehelon had suffered each day. Had searched for a way out each day. Had hoped each day … and had been disappointed over and over again. Until he had found her.

      And now, she was Valyn’s.

      “She is rather spectacular, isn’t she?” The latter gestured at the painting he had ordered of Gandrett.

      Nehelon didn’t miss the irony that the woman who had set his people free from the palace gallery was now in a painting herself. His stomach did a weird thing every time he looked at the beautiful work of art—and he didn’t mean the painting itself.

      “Easy on the eyes,” he agreed and swallowed all of the other descriptions he may have found for Gandrett. He drained his water, taking the time to find something more appropriate to say to his brother. “You chose well, brother. Politically,” he added. “The people of Ulfray will welcome her back”—if she ever came back—“to these lands as the Savior of the Fae. And at the side of the king—”

      Valyn chuckled and put down his goblet, sapphires and gold catching the evening sun. “You are aware that she has left, aren’t you?” There was an edge to his voice that Nehelon knew too well.

      “She will return to you,” he only said. “She loves you.”

      Valyn sighed. “The curse—”

      They had talked about all of the details, Nehelon suppressing the pain that came with the memory of all the choices he’d had to make in order to free his people.

      “Mother has a twisted sense of humor,” Nehelon only said and studied the venison that had appeared on a plate in front of him. The smell of roasted vegetables traveled alongside that of spices and meat.

      “She doesn’t forgive easily, for sure.” Valyn helped himself to more wine.

      Nehelon speared a piece of carrot and led it to his mouth, wondering what it would have been like to once share a meal like this one with Gandrett—just the two of them. Dinner at the small restaurant outside the palace walls hadn’t been exactly private, despite the shield of hard air that he had woven around them. He had spent months with Gandrett alone, traveling, in the clearing when he had taught her how to handle her magic, and yet, it had felt nothing like that one evening. That one time that she wasn’t the woman who would break the curse but just Gandrett.

      Valyn’s Gandrett.

      “Are you even listening?” Valyn brought him back to attention.

      “I am still a bit—” Nehelon cut himself off. Apologizing to the king wasn’t something the servants in the palace should see. It wasn’t part of the culture their parents had established. And most certainly nothing Valyn wanted the public to see. It makes us appear weak, Taegan Idresea would have said. Fae don’t apologize, especially Fae royalty. “Preoccupied,” Nehelon finished.

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me? It must be strange for you to be back among your own.” Valyn cut the meat on his plate thoughtfully.

      You have no idea how strange, Nehelon wanted to say. What he said was, “Now that you are back to your full strength as are the rest of the Fae, I can go to the forests for a while and investigate what has been going on with the Maraoul.” He rubbed his chest where a long scar would mark him for the rest of eternity.

      “And miss the banquet?” His brother gestured a jeweled hand into the air to express his humorous outrage. “We haven’t spent time together in half a millennium”—he lowered his voice—“and I am speaking about the type of time that we used to spend when we both were young and unbothered by politics.”

      “We were never unbothered by politics.” In fact, they had grown up as their mother’s soldiers, tools to be wielded. Not sons.

      Valyn dismissed his comment with a wave of his hand. “You know what I mean.”

      Nehelon did know. The banquets and parties that had involved a lot of wine and a lot of females; the wild solstice celebrations. Somehow, neither sounded appealing to him now. But this was his brother. The one he had risked everything for, he had given up everything for. To save him and the people of Ulfray, Nehelon had sacrificed even her.

      “You can go hunt those blood-thirsty beasts another day—and come back in one piece this time,” Valyn added, his smile faltering for just a second. “But this week, we are celebrating.”

      Nehelon wanted to point out that he didn’t feel like celebrating, but he didn’t say that either. The curse was broken. His sole purpose for almost half a millennium fulfilled. And now he felt—

      He didn’t know exactly how he felt. His own feelings hadn’t been top on his priority list for almost as long. The only thing he did know was that Gandrett’s absence bothered him. And he didn’t feel like celebrating.

      “I won’t accept no for an answer,” Valyn pushed, and his smile returned with all the royal smugness Nehelon was used to on his brother’s face. “We’ll talk about our mother, about the Dragon King, about any danger to Neredyn after a three day celebration. You can even go to hunt down the Maraoul after that. But we owe it to our people to show our faces more often. After such a long time—”

      Valyn’s tasteless joke hung in the air, ripe to pluck. But Nehelon didn’t laugh. He only nodded, acknowledging the order behind the light words.

      Nehelon also saw the other purpose—the one that wasn’t for the entertainment of the people but to secure political alliances among the courts after such a long time of dormancy. It would be crucial that he was there alongside his brother. The twin Fae royalty. The only royalty left in Ulfray. They would need to make sure their supporters were still loyal. With their own mother placing the curse on Ulfray, he wouldn’t be surprised if that would have led to questions—questions that had remained unanswered for centuries.

      “All right,” Nehelon sighed, and Valyn clapped his hands and rubbed them together.

      “This will be festivities all of Neredyn hasn’t seen in centuries.” He made a mock-thoughtful face. “Right, because I haven’t been around to throw one of them.”

      

      Nehelon stepped into the training ring for the first time since he had gotten so gravely injured. It wasn’t like he felt one hundred percent back to normal, but he felt better. Good enough that if he didn’t get his hands on a sword sometime soon, he’d use one of the trees behind the palace as a punching bag.

      He hadn’t asked one of the palace guards to spar with him the way he would normally do. He needed some time away from everything he had worked so hard to recover, needed to take a breath and calm his mind—not that that was an even half-possible task. So he settled for pulling a light sword from the wooden stand and swinging it a couple of times.

      “You look like you could use someone to talk to,” a familiar young voice greeted him from the corner by the stables.

      “Kepha.” A smile hatched onto his features when he turned to find the orphan girl in a bright blue gown that made her look like a very dark-skinned doll with very bright eyes. “You look—”

      “Like someone played ‘dress-up the human’?” Kepha suggested.

      Nehelon laughed. “You are taking the words out of my mouth.” He swung the sword again while the girl stepped up to the fence, climbing to sit on the top plank, her dress tearing at the hem.

      Kepha just shrugged. “Did you know the wardrobe keeps spitting out new stuff for me?” she commented, eyes following his movements with interest. “It’s like the palace is playing dress-up with me.”

      Nehelon couldn’t help but laugh again.

      “The queen’s room is enchanted to provide for its inhabitant,” he explained and earned a frown from Kepha.

      “I knew that.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “The king explained it to me.”

      “Of course he did.”

      Nehelon didn’t need to tell her how little he liked that she was wandering the palace of Lei’Vreah without someone to watch out for her most of the time. But it was still better than having her travel with Gandrett into the desert and to the priory she had spent the past year hiding from.

      He probed his muscles with several stances and positions of the sword, flinching at some of them then dropping his arms, sword tip pointing to the ground.

      “You are pathetic,” Kepha noted with the same amusement she always featured. Like nothing could break her notoriously good mood.

      Nehelon gave her a smile that was more forced than he cared to admit. “I guess I am.”

      For a while, the girl sat there, legs bouncing back and forth, surveilling Nehelon as he rammed the sword into the ground and dropped down beside it to do push ups.

      He counted to twenty-five before Kepha said, “I can sit on your back if that helps.”

      Nehelon paused and considered. Under normal circumstances, he’d have dared her to try. But his body was still recovering, and with Raynar Leyon on the loose, he’d need every ounce of strength, so he’d better not exert himself during training.

      “As you mentioned, I am pathetic,” he answered her with a smirk.

      Kepha laughed, the sound free and fearless and so unlike what Nehelon had been used to for the better part of half a millennium. He wondered how long it would take him to adapt to the fact that none of his brother’s court had experienced the years and years that he had been searching for someone to break the curse. All of those times he had believed he’d found her, and the moment he had stopped believing. His bargain with Pete Nemey, his only friend at that time. A man he owed—even if he had already held up his end of the bargain and sent Fae soldiers to Everrun to protect the priory, his payment for Pete’s service in training the cure to the curse on Ulfray. He owed Pete more than that. The Meister of the Order of Vala had almost broken the woman who had saved his people. A bitter taste rose on Nehelon’s tongue as he bit back the violence in him that was a response to someone hurting Gandrett. The hatred for himself—for it had been him who had started all of it.

      A glance at smiling Kepha was enough to have to suppress a shudder. Had Gandrett not been the one to break the curse, how many times would he have allowed for this to happen? How many kids would he have been willing to take to the priory?

      He knew the answer: however many it would have taken. Until one day, one of them would have broken the curse.

      “You think too many dark thoughts, Prince,” Kepha commented on his change of mood. “Who are you killing in your mind this time?”

      Nehelon continued his push-ups, ignoring the spreading pain as he passed a hundred. Just a couple more. “No one.”

      “Then you are thinking of Gandrett,” she diagnosed. “You always have that look when you think of her.”

      Nehelon frowned. Was he that easy to read? Or was it just Kepha and the fact that he kept forgetting that even though she was just a child, she had survived the desert and the wilderness and dealing with shady people along her travels to Ulfray? Then she had been surviving there, too. She had made it through the Fae lands without falling victim to the Maraoul. What a crafty little creature. Not even ten years and already wittier than most grown humans he’d met.

      He knitted his brows tighter together. “You mean this look?” he quizzed between two pumps.

      “The murderous one,” Kepha confirmed.

      Nehelon laughed without humor. Of course, he had a murderous look when he thought of Gandrett. But not because of Gandrett. It was because of him and all of his wrongdoings. All of the things he had promised to atone for and now couldn’t because his damn, poisoned body was healing too slowly to be there when she had to step in front of the Meister. That he couldn’t be the friend she had asked him to be. How he despised that thought—friend—even when it was clear that was all he could ever be.

      “Yep, that one.” Kepha leaped off the fence and pulled the sword from the ground, almost tipping over at the weight of the steel.

      “Careful with that.” He pushed himself to his knees, ready to catch Kepha or the blade, whichever fell first.

      But the girl remained upright, stabilized herself against the sword, and slowly led it through the air.

      “Chances are I will need to know how to use this at some point,” she said with the same amused fire in her eyes. “Will you teach me?”

      Nehelon nodded. It went without thought that if he could do anything to protect the young mage from the dangers of this world, he would do it—especially because he had promised Gandrett to have an eye on her. But even without that promise, Kepha deserved to learn to defend herself. Neredyn would be thrust into war sooner or later, and if he could be of use during the weeks he was trapped at his own palace, he would make every day count.
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      Gandrett didn’t manage to sit up straight before the Meister of the Order of Vala appeared on the threshold, hands folded behind his back, his beige uniform covered from shoulder to boot with a russet cloak, and on his timeless face, a half-smile that Gandrett knew so well meant the worst was yet to come.

      “I heard Vala’s Blade has returned,” he said by way of greeting, voice filled with the cold politeness that only the Meister could shape into a thing of nightmares. Nightmares of her childhood, mainly, when that tone had meant punishment.

      As if reading her tensed body, Gordan angled himself a little, bringing his shoulder between her and the head of the Order.

      “Meister,” Gandrett bowed her head in reflex more than by conscious decision. How many times had he let her stand with her back bent just to show how low in the hierarchy she was, no matter how swift her blade, how strong her arm, how cunning her fighting.

      “Isn’t that a picture for the pages of history?” He stepped into the room, back straight, every bit as intimidating as Gandrett remembered him. “My little bird has returned home.”

      Gandrett’s mouth was so dry that she could have still been in the desert. Before she could even clear her throat, Gordan wordlessly handed her a glass of water.

      “And you are?” The Meister cocked his head at the Fae male.

      Gordan didn’t deign to stand as he responded. “Gordan Sterngrove.”

      While the Meister inclined his head at the Fae, Gandrett’s stomach plunged into her knees.

      “Sterngrove,” she mumbled, suddenly finding Gordan’s presence way more compelling than the fear of the Meister. “Like Nehelon Sterngrove?”

      “It’s a long story,” was all Gordan said, not taking his eyes off the Meister.

      Gandrett understood it would have to wait, but… “I’d like to hear it sometime soon.”

      The male’s chin dipped an inch, and satisfied, despite the million questions in her mind, she turned back to Pete Nemey, whose eyes were on her, the calm before the storm written there.

      “You have been busy, I heard,” he said, tone that of the man who had brought a rod down on her back countless times, who had poisoned her and locked her up in the basement of the citadel. All for the benefit of making her the best fighter—Vala’s Blade. But that hadn’t been the real reason, Gandrett had learned.

      “I guess a little bird whispered the news,” she bit at the man who held her future in his hands. The future of her brother, too—

      By the gods, she had to control her anger.

      “You may say so,” the Meister returned with a twitch of his lips then took a step toward the bed, eyeing her with a hawk-like gaze. It felt more like an inspection, which she didn’t know she would pass at the state she was in.

      Had Gordan not healed her earlier, she would probably still be aching and cramping. She owed it to the male that she could look the Meister in the eye at full consciousness and capable of gathering a clear thought after almost dying in the desert.

      Gandrett forced herself to hold the Meister’s gaze. She had fought the Dragon King. She had just lifted a curse off an entire people—she could look the man who had almost broken her in the eye and keep her chin up at the same time. She could do it.

      The air was still too warm for her taste, the sound of the waterfall from the roof of the citadel, a thundering background noise locked out only in part by the drafty windows. It was all her world had been for such a long time, and now—she didn’t belong anywhere. Not even here, no longer a Child of Vala.

      Did the Meister know? Had he learned about her heart, too? Had the little bird—potentially a fat gray bird with the name Riho—whispered this news as well, that she, apparently, was in love even if she didn’t feel in love?

      Before any of those questions could fall from her lips, hurried footsteps filled the hallway. A second later, Nahir appeared behind the Meister, squeezing past the stoic authority figure with ease.

      “Apologies, Meister, I have the tonic for Gandrett,” was all she said as she bustled to the returned acolyte’s bed, concern replaced by relief the second their gazes locked. “Welcome home,” the housekeeper said as she offered Gandrett a glass with the dark-green liquid.

      “You delivered the medicine,” the Meister interrupted the second the glass had passed hands. “Now leave.”

      Gandrett’s heart threatened to burst when Nahir retreated from the room again, mouthing, Later, as she disappeared behind the Meister. All she wanted was to throw her arms around the woman who had been the one to comfort her through those first years at the Order. The closest thing to a mother she still had. And Pete Nemey didn’t even allow her that one moment of happiness, to see Nahir again.

      Bitter tears would have welled up then and there hadn’t Gandrett been drained and emptied by the desert sun.

      “Drink,” he ordered, untouched by the silent exchange between the housekeeper and his best fighter.

      Gandrett drank. Not because she wanted to, or because she trusted the Meister, but because Nahir had never once given her anything that harmed her, and Gordan had announced that someone was on their way with a tonic, so she assumed the male had sanctioned it.

      The taste was as repulsive as the thought of staying at the priory for one second longer than demanded to gather her brother and make sure Surel and Kaleb were all right.

      The Meister scanned her while she was draining the glass, surprisingly patient, while Gordan shifted in his chair, fingers slowly wandering to his ax.

      Pete Nemey didn’t even look at him as he said, “You won’t need this, Mister Sterngrove.” He waited for Gordan’s hand to relax before he quirked his mouth into a crooked grin. “How is it to be part of this world again?”

      Gandrett didn’t fail to notice the poison in the Meister’s tone.

      Neither did Gordan, apparently, for he leaned back in his chair, arms folded across his chest, and smirked back at the head of the Order. “I couldn’t have chosen a better time.”

      A moment passed between the two of them, their eyes now locked on each other, until they seemed to come to a silent agreement.

      “I appreciate that you brought her home,” the Meister eventually said.

      Gandrett’s stomach did a squirm of unease.

      “I didn’t bring her home,” Gordan corrected.

      Pete Nemey took a step closer to the desk where he leaned against the worn wood. “It looked different when you carried her through the gates last night.”

      Last night? Had he made in half a day what would have taken her over one and a half? He had waited until the last moment to help her, had let her keep her dignity until he no longer could risk it. Gandrett couldn’t even begin to fathom how that made her feel.

      “Think of it what you want, Pete. I escorted her on behalf of the Prince of Ulfray.” Gordan’s face turned smug the way only a Fae male could be while the Meister’s lips tightened into a thin line of anger.

      The gods knew he deserved it, that someone stood up to him, defied him, if only in little things. But if it might impact the Meister’s willingness to let Andrew go—

      She didn’t dare bring her brother up now that the Meister’s mood had been impacted.

      “I trust Prince Nehelon fares well?” the latter inquired with more enthusiasm than Gandrett would have thought possible.

      “The prince is staying with his brother, the king,” Gordan emphasized. “Ulfray has been asleep for a long time. But I don’t need to tell you that.”

      Gandrett had never been more grateful for someone to lead a conversation. Gordan was doing a perfect job of distracting the Meister from her and the mess she was. She needed a day or two to rest. A night, at least, so that she’d be able to stand in front of him, able to hold a sword and defend herself. Because, no matter how displeased he would be once he heard the full story, she wouldn’t allow him to punish her for anything. She had endured enough. As had Surel and Kaleb. And Andrew should never have to endure anything like what they all had.

      “I remember like it was yesterday that he came to my door.” Pete’s expression didn’t change.

      “He held his end of your bargain,” was all Gordan said in return.

      The Meister nodded and pushed away from the desk, agile like a young man, despite his age, and crossed the room to the window. Gordan tensed as the head of the Order passed by, and he gave Gandrett a look that was more apologetic than all of the other things it certainly was, in part, but Gandrett had no clue how to name.

      “What do you need half a battalion of Fae warriors here for anyway?” Gordan didn’t look away from Gandrett even though his attention was clearly on the Meister, whose gaze was on something in the yard.

      “Not even a quarter,” he corrected. “And it is none of your business.”

      A muscle feathered in Gordan’s jaw, but he said nothing.

      “Back to you, Miss Brayton.” The Meister turned so abruptly that Gandrett almost dropped the empty glass in her hands. “What an interesting case you are. Savior of the Fae, or so the new guards of the priory have told me.”

      Was it just Gandrett, or did he sound like he was mocking her?

      It might not have been a good idea to come here after all. She should have gone to search for Addie right away.

      But where? Where would she find a Dragon King who didn’t want to be found? Where would she find traces of a girl who had disappeared by the power of some rune magic that she wasn’t familiar with? No matter how much she despised the Meister, at least, he was knowledgeable; he knew Neredyn’s history and all of the corners where the war against Raynar had struck the lands.

      To be fair, Nehelon probably knew as well and even lived through a major part of history, but she had been so busy hating him, then fearing for him, then dreaming of finally getting away that she had simply not thought to ask. And Gordan. She had been avoiding any topic that led back to Nehelon as best she could—and still, they had ended up talking about him more often than not. But the war and anything connected to Addie’s disappearance would have brought up more topics connected to Nehelon, and she simply wasn’t ready for it. Not for the thought of how she had believed he may have saved her in Ackwood because he had feelings for her—and her heart’s willingness to believe it.

      She pushed her focus back on the Meister. All emotions would have to wait until she was alone again.

      “An interesting case indeed. Strong enough to fight men and Fae and capable of lifting a curse,” he mused as if she were a fascinating historian of scripture. Of course he did. That was probably the sole reason he had entered that bargain with Nehelon, to begin with. He had wanted to know if it was even possible to create a cure to a curse when one of the most powerful people in all of Neredyn hadn’t been able to find one. “A heart of steel that has never been in love,” he quoted, almost solemn. “And now, you are.”

      Gandrett’s stomach clenched—she wasn’t sure if that was an aftereffect of drying out, or the effect of the poison, or simply her body’s reaction to the fact that the Meister had spoken the one thing she had hoped she would never again have to think about.

      “Apparently, I am,” she repeated what she had told Gordan, what she had been telling herself even if she knew it wasn’t true. She wasn’t in love with Valyn. Hadn’t even gotten to know him well enough to fall in love. But the curse was lifted, and she was here while her brother was somewhere close by, hopefully intact. She needed to get this conversation over with fast so she would be able to go find him—if she was even able to stand.

      “I hope I don’t need to remind you that even if your circumstances are … different … you are still property of the Order of Vala. Your duty is to the Order and not to the King of Fae.”

      Hadn’t her stomach clenched before, it certainly would now. No.

      She didn’t even need to say it. The Meister read it from her face the moment she thought it because his features darkened into those of the man who had told seven-year-old Gandrett that it was for her own good to be locked up in the dark for days. The man who was as much a monster as the Dragon King in his own ways.

      “I don’t need to remind you that, at the moment, a family member of yours is a guest at the priory.”

      Andrew. Of course he didn’t need to remind her.

      “Where is he?”

      “Safe and sound. For now.”

      Gandrett could have sworn Gordan’s teeth squeaked as he gnashed them.

      It took her all her strength to not leap from the bed and try to strangle the head of the Order. If he had harmed a hair on Andrew’s head—

      “He is fine, and whether or not he will remain fine is up to you.”

      Gandrett blinked away phantom tears. Thank the gods, she couldn’t find words before the Meister continued or she would have risked his wrath.

      “Your Prince of Fae may have paid for your mission to Ackwood, to retrieve the heir to Lord Tyrem Brenheran. He may have sent the soldiers he promised in exchange for—you know that part already, don’t you?” The Meister surveilled both Gandrett’s and Gordan’s reactions as he spoke. But while she struggled to keep herself in place—and her magic, which was waking up beneath her skin, preparing to burn, the male beside her gave away nothing, his usually so open face locked up behind a dark facade.

      Gandrett tamed her magic, the licking of her power against the surface, and stared down the man who had been occurring in her nightmares—until the Dragon King had recently replaced him.

      “Even if her heart no longer belongs to the goddess?” Gordan asked, his voice too calm to put anyone at ease.

      The Meister gave him a look that suggested he stay out of this, but Gordan didn’t deem leaving the matter be a feasible option. “I’ve familiarized myself with all the details before I came here—on behalf of Prince Nehelon.” His statement hung in the air like a threat, making it difficult for Gandrett to breathe.

      Holding Gordan’s gaze, measuring the male, Pete Nemey stepped closer, hands locked behind his back. “I won’t be discussing matters of the Order with outsiders.”

      The stern expression on his face gave Gandrett the chills. Gordan, however, appeared unimpressed.

      Silence so thick Gandrett felt like sinking in quicksand filled the air, but the Meister didn’t speak. Neither did Gordan or Gandrett.

      Not until the Meister turned and stalked to the door. “I expect you in my study at sunrise tomorrow.” He turned on the threshold, throwing her an unreadable look. “And don’t even think about bringing your new bodyguard along.”

      Gordan’s objection was a given, but the Meister didn’t stop to listen to what the Fae male had to say. The message had been clear. If Gandrett didn’t manage to lose her new protector by tomorrow morning, she wouldn’t get her brother back.

      “What an uncomfortable human,” Gordan commented as the echo of the Meister’s steps had vanished from the hallway.

      He crossed the room in two long strides and shut the door so quietly that Gandrett had to look twice to acknowledge it really had been closed, then perched on the edge of her bed, offering her another glass of water.

      “We need to talk,” he announced with a serious face, and Gandrett’s stomach did a double twist in anticipation of the worst.
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      It was still dark outside when Gandrett snuck from the room the next morning. Gordan had slept on the floor next to Gandrett’s bed, not having been given different quarters, and Gandrett had been denied any request to see her friends or even Nahir. Surel hadn’t come to their room to sleep, and that alone made Gandrett believe the worst.

      What if the Meister had punished her friend for Gordan’s speaking so bluntly. It wouldn’t have been the first time that he had locked up one of them to punish the other.

      She hadn’t slept much, even if exhaustion was still settled deep in her bones. She had, however, practiced her magic, her flame and little gusts of air. That was all she allowed herself for now.

      The tonic had worked wonders, making the leathery feeling vanish from her tongue and her body feel fresher, and Gordan had insisted she drink so much water that if it hadn’t been for all of her fears and worries, she wouldn’t have slept because of her bursting bladder.

      “Be careful,” was all Gordan had said as she’d stepped from the end of her bed, moving toward the door where she had grabbed her boots on the way out.

      Now, she was halfway through the priory, leaving the residential building behind and making her way toward the Meister’s study where everything had begun all those months ago.

      Months. It felt like a lifetime.

      She didn’t run into acolytes or priests and priestesses as she crossed the yard, feet even more silent than they had been when she’d left with the Fae prince. Not that anyone would have noticed—the sound of endless water falling from the citadel roof and hiding the entrance would have covered up the roar of a dragon.

      She had stopped by at the communal bathing room to wash up and change into her spare uniform. Not a necessity, but something that would allow her to meet the Meister, looking less like a wild animal and more like the proud fighter she was.

      Her stomach growled, but she swallowed the hunger. She would stop by the kitchens later and see if she could talk to Nahir for a bit. The woman may be able to update her about anything that had been going on during her absence.

      She was almost at the citadel, ducking past the corner of a building when a fat, gray bird landed on a windowsill a bit ahead.

      “Riho.”

      The sight of the curious messenger almost made her cry. She hadn’t seen him in so long that it felt surreal, the way he hopped along the edge, clicking his beak impatiently as if he were telling her off for something.

      “Where did you come from?”

      The bird didn’t answer—of course he didn’t. But he cawed and held out his leg where a small scroll of parchment was attached just the way she remembered.

      “Who is it from?” She scratched the bird’s head with a fingertip, and he leaned into it, giving her a cranky look that may have been saying, about time someone did that.

      “Are Nehelon’s moods rubbing off on you?” she asked him with a smile.

      Riho simply cawed again, beak pointing toward the scroll.

      “All right. Taking it off right now.” She untied the scroll from the thin leg and unfurled it, half-dreading what the note might say—if it even was for her.

      A look up confirmed that the sky was still dark enough that a minute delay wouldn’t bring the Meister’s wrath upon her. So she angled the parchment in a way that the pale light of dawn caught and allowed her to make out the slender script that she would recognize anywhere. Nehelon.

      “He sent you?” she unnecessarily asked—Who else would have?—and started reading.

      When you get this, Gandrett, you have made it through the desert in one piece. I don’t know what awaits you at the priory, but be aware that against the Dragon King, we will need any ally we can find.

      Gandrett couldn’t tell why disappointment spread inside her at the technicality of his words. What has she expected? He was still Nehelon. Even if they had found a common ground where she no longer hated him, and he apparently no longer felt the need to taunt her and tease her. A friend concerned for a friend. Nothing more.

      Riho cawed, and she continued reading. If Pete threatens you, rest assured that you are no longer alone in Everrun. Gordan is not the only one with the assignment to watch out for you.

      That last bit made her feel slightly better, mostly because it annoyed her that he had taken it upon himself to decide she needed someone to look out for her—and had been right. Annoyance was still a more familiar feeling than that hollow sensation that came with the shattered hope of a kind word from the Fae male.

      Gandrett was about to fold up the message and shove it into her pocket when she noticed a movement on the sliver of wall that was visible from between the buildings. It was a tall, broad, male form that reminded her of Gordan, but a cape was fluttering in the wind that she doubted Gordan even owned. What she saw on the battlements reminded her of the palace guards in Lei’Vreah.

      With a whole new sense of unease, she stuffed the note into her pocket and hurried on, pausing only to gently pat Riho on the head as she passed. The bird cawed after her as if upset she hadn’t given him a message for the prince, but the first rays of sun started pouring over the horizon, and it was time for her to leave all emotions behind and steel herself to face the Meister.

      

      “Come in,” the Meister’s voice beckoned when she knocked on the plain wooden door of his study, her breathing uneven more from the fact that she was going to stand in the crossfire of his questioning in a minute rather than from racing up the stairs to be on time.

      With a hesitant hand, she pressed down the door handle. Deep inside her chest, her magic was stirring again as if in preparation to defend her. Her secret weapon—which had failed her more often than not—that she could still use if the Meister brought out the rod or threatened to lock her in the dark chambers beneath the citadel. No more. She would take none of it.

      With a deep breath, she eased her fear from her mind and crossed the threshold.

      “Vala bless the new day,” she said by way of greeting.

      “And the ones who fill it with their presence,” the Meister finished the greeting, not looking up from the stack of papers he was shuffling on the broad, wooden desk.

      Gandrett didn’t bow. She no longer was a Child of Vala. That hadn’t changed. Even if she was aware there wouldn’t be an easy way out of this. He would hold her to the duties she owed to the Order, would use Andrew as bait.

      And she would find a way out of it.

      She had to.

      We will need any ally we can find.

      Gandrett clutched the note in her pocket as she waited for the man who had shaped her into a tool to break the curse on Nehelon’s lands and inhaled a steadying breath.

      “When I say sunrise, I mean sunrise, Miss Brayton,” the Meister said, busying himself with more papers from a stack on the shelf behind the desk.

      Before she’d left, Gandrett would have remained mute like a fish, desperate not to draw the Meister’s attention, careful not to upset him or displease him. But the girl who was good at fighting and nothing else had died the day he had sent her on that mission, sold her to the House Brenheran. The submissive Gandrett, who held her tongue and kept her thoughts a well-hidden secret had been torn apart when she had almost died in Ackwood, when she had been broken in so many pieces in Lei’Vreah that she had thought she was beyond repair—and had come out stronger.

      “With all due respect, Meister, I don’t want to waste both our time by watching you do your paperwork.” The words rolled off her tongue with ease, emotionless as if all those moments in her childhood, her youth, up to this day, had prepared her for this moment.

      Pete Nemey lifted his gaze, wearing an expression on his face that she had never seen there before, but not exactly a good one.

      “See who has found her words,” he said, voice the epitome of serene calm. No wrath—at least, not yet.

      Gandrett counted to ten in her head, waiting to see if there would be more, if there would be something other than the curiosity that had entered his features. But nothing came. So she closed the door and took a step closer.

      “I’m here. I’m listening, Meister.” She did her best to sound respectful, but her impatience shimmered through.

      “And you haven’t bowed, Acolyte,” he pointed out.

      Gandrett considered bowing, just because it would have been the smart choice. But everything inside her screamed in defiance. So she held onto the tendrils of magic that snaked through her and kept her back straight.

      “You and I both know I am no longer an acolyte in the sense the Order understands,” she said instead of bending her back. “I might have never been. After all”—she searched his gaze and held his stare as she continued—“you knew from the beginning what you damned me to when the prince brought me here.”

      She used Nehelon’s title so her voice wouldn’t catch on his name. No shred of emotion could leak from her now that she was negotiating her future.

      “Was it he who taught you to speak so bluntly?” The Meister rubbed his hands, a gesture that reminded Gandrett of what came as a punishment for speaking up.

      She didn’t swallow her words, however, but took another step closer. This wasn’t about making enemies or confrontation. This was about the future—not only hers but that of all of Neredyn. She remembered Nehelon’s words. Allies were what they would need to defeat Raynar Leyon. The Shygon cult had been spreading in Sives, and it would be a matter of time until it took root in the other territories. So pride and vengeance for her past weren’t what she had in mind when she took a deep breath and said, “The Prince of Ulfray has broken the curse on his lands with my help. With your help, too, because you lent me to him, lent the skill and training of Vala’s Blade to him.” It hurt to say the words aloud, but they were what needed to be said.

      The Meister didn’t speak. He didn’t stop her. All he did was lean back in his chair and give her his full attention, his eyes inviting her to go on.

      So she did.

      “He came to you in times of need, and you opened your doors for him despite knowing what he was. You let a Fae into your walls, welcomed him, and offered him sanctuary from the world that had almost broken him.” Something shattered inside her chest as she pieced everything Nehelon had told her together from a new perspective—that of the prince who had been devastated to find courage and hope after searching for a way out for his people for such a long time. A time that Gandrett could only imagine because history books existed. She pieced together the story of a prince who had lost the woman he loved—the one who he suspected might have been his Mate.

      But Gandrett didn’t let anything shine through other than her acknowledgment for the Meister’s role in the plan’s success.

      “You entrusted me to someone who had need of me—not just my skills but me as the potential answer to what he was hoping for four hundred years.” The gods knew, this was true in more than one way. Nehelon may have been a royal pain in the ass and a cocky bastard, but there was another side of him that Gandrett had glimpsed—and that side…

      Gandrett didn’t want to go there. Not now that she had finally mastered her fear of the man who had terrorized her childhood.

      “And you were right to do so. The Fae are awake; their king is in my debt. And, of course, you are aware of the specifics of what it took to break the curse,” she assumed, indicating what she hoped was an intimidating prospect of insulting the Fae King if the Meister harmed her.

      “You had to fall in love with the king,” the Meister said as if that weren’t a life-changing matter.

      “And I did,” Gandrett said, her tone less bitter than she felt. It still didn’t fit in her head how it could have worked while her heart held firm affections for Valyn, yet nothing close to love. Not the way she imagined love—an all-consuming emotion that could burn the world to ashes.

      But what did she know? What man had she spent enough time with to even consider falling in—

      Gandrett stumbled over her own thoughts. She couldn’t allow herself to go down that road. Not with the Meister in front of her. Not with her duty to make sure Andrew was all right—and her friends, of course. And most certainly, not if she hoped to break free from the shackles of Everrun to finally go searching for Addie.

      “And now my heart no longer belongs to the goddess.” It was all she would allow herself to admit. And she did it out loud, for it was safer to be interrupted by the Meister’s response than to dwell in the mights and mays of her imagination.

      The Meister studied her with interest, his hands folded in front of him on the papers, gaze bringing back the familiar sense of discomfort.

      She didn’t balk. All of the words—they weren’t what she had planned to say. She hadn’t planned anything other than to stand her ground, to get out of the meeting unscathed. But with Nehelon’s note in her pocket, her priorities had shifted. Neredyn, not her. Her brother, not her.

      “Is that all?” he finally said after a pause that threatened to rip Gandrett’s nerves apart.

      She considered, leash tight on her magic as it threatened to burst from her for the first time since the clearing. Her face remained the mask she had put on before she had entered the study.

      “All,” she confirmed and braced for the storm that was coming.

      Only, it didn’t.

      Pete Nemey got to his feet and picked up a piece of paper that lay on top of his stack.

      “This,” he said with a voice calmer than the deadly calm she was used to, “is part of a map that hasn’t left the walls of this priory since its founding over a thousand years ago.”

      His response took her by surprise so much that she forgot to hold her straight posture and her impassive face. She was about to inquire what map it was when he continued, “I have heard about how you awoke the Fae King and his people.” Nothing but calm words. No subtext that promised punishment—at least, not yet. “But I have heard about more than that. Things are stirring in Neredyn. You have seen those things with your own eyes. The Dragon King is on the loose again—”

      “How do you know?” Gandrett interrupted … and almost bit her tongue for daring to.

      The Meister even gave her a schooling look but only said, “I have been in touch with your Fae Prince long enough to be able to decipher his messages. When he speaks of an old evil, there is only one old evil that can reawaken in the Heart of Ulfray.”

      Gandrett didn’t question that Nehelon informed the Meister about recent developments. She had even witnessed parts of the message exchange between them, and Riho had found her not even half an hour ago—

      Pete Nemey stopped closer, hands loosely at his sides, but even in this unthreatening position, Gandrett cringed from him.

      She immediately regretted showing such weakness.

      But the Meister didn’t comment. He didn’t show any signs he was going to slap her or hit her the way he had countless times. He just stood there and measured her with wary eyes.

      “I know you won’t believe me when I say your brother is safe here and you needn’t fear for him.”

      “You are right. I don’t,” Gandrett interrupted again, her magic wandering into her palms, ready to burn her way out of the study if she needed to.

      “Andrew is safe. He has been training with Surel and Kaleb, and he helps on the fields,” he only said. “He will be safe here when you leave to find the one person who is responsible for the Dragon King even being around to be reawakened.”

      Instead of full of fear, Gandrett found herself confused. She had heard enough stories—first-hand from the twins who had slain the Dragon King—about the end of Raynar Leyon, about the woman who had betrayed them and the King of Ulfray seven hundred years ago. “You can’t possibly mean—”

      The Meister cut her off before she could finish her thought and held up the map between them. “You, Gandrett, will find Queen Liri.”
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      Queen Liri Idresea. Nehelon’s and Valyn’s mother. Gandrett swallowed hard as she stared at the yellowed parchment in the Meister’s hands. She tried to say something smart, something to recover from being taken by surprise like that. But she was no diplomat. She was no courtier even if she had pretended to be a lady during her short weeks at Eedwood Castle.

      A part of her wished Nehelon was there with her. He would have known what to say. He had grown up in court, had even acted as a chancellor in Ackwood to Lord Tyrem Brenheran, may the gods cradle his soul.

      The Meister watched her as she studied the map—not really studied it but simply stared at it to have something to do while she tried to wrap her head around what he was trying to task her with.

      Did he know what role the Fae female had played in placing the curse on Ulfray? Did he know how much Nehelon and Valyn had suffered in their mother’s care?

      She chose to wait until he explained himself rather than to ask the questions. It might have been cowardice, but after everything she had braced herself for, she hadn’t been prepared for this.

      “You are looking at the Lost Mountains,” the Meister explained with the tone of a scholar, all the reassurance about Andrew, Surel, and Kaleb forgotten.

      But Gandrett hadn’t. And it was the thought of them that made her speak. “What do you mean, I will find Queen Liri?”

      Pete Nemey lowered the map and said with a tone she had never heard from him, “You already saved one people of Neredyn. Isn’t it time to save the rest?”

      It was those words that made it difficult to see him as an enemy. Despite everything he had done to her, despite the scars she carried on her arms and her back, witnesses of those dark hours, he had a point. And she hated him for it. She hated that he was speaking calmly as if he had never once locked her up and starved her. As if he had never broken a rod on her back, as if it was the most natural thing that he could summon her to send her on a mission.

      Her magic twisted inside of her, and she opened her palm, bringing it in front of the paper before she let a flame flicker to life. “I am not your slave, not your tool to wield. I am not a Child of Vala.”

      The Meister’s eyes widened, and he pulled away the map as the fire flickered between them, rescuing the age-dried parchment from sure destruction. But he didn’t flinch away. “Your magic is certainly not Vala-blessed,” he noted as Gandrett let her flame grow higher.

      “It is not. And I want to see my brother before I talk to you about finding a Fae Queen who is as much part of the reason that I became a tool in a centuries-old game as you are.”

      There went her diplomacy, what little she was capable of all used up.

      Nehelon wouldn’t be happy. But when had her job ever been to make Nehelon happy?

      Her job had been to break the curse. And that was done. She didn’t owe anyone anything—

      Except for her brother. As his only family, she owed Andrew to be there for him.

      The Meister lifted his free hand as he took a step back. “All right. If that is what you want.”

      He didn’t sound as if he was giving in to something—more like he had been expecting her magic would eventually break free.

      “It is,” she said, without the slightest satisfaction, because it didn’t feel like a win. It felt like she had stepped into a trap.

      

      The room was too small for Addie to move properly. Not that she could move properly. Too new was the body of the beast she was trapped in, too heavy those leathery canvases that spread from her shoulders and were supposed to be wings. And the tail—

      Addie didn’t want to think about it. All she wanted was to open her eyes and wake up from the nightmare that had grown out of the horror she had been enduring in the Dragon King’s fortress.

      My dragon maiden, Raynar’s voice sing-sang in her mind.

      She shook her head, hitting the table with it, and half-expected pain to blast through her skull. But instead, the table broke into splinters where she had touched it.

      You are safe, Raynar lured. Calm down. You will tear down the walls and bury yourself alive if you don’t.

      For a moment, that sounded like a tempting scenario. Addie stomped one foot in an attempt to take a step forward and felt how a dent crumbled around where her weight fell. The room shook, gravel trickling from above and bouncing off her, without leaving as much as a scratch on her skin—not skin. Scales. She now was covered in black scales. Had she had hands, she’d have flung them to her face just to feel how it had changed. There was no mirror either, so all she could do was extrapolate from what she had seen on her back and tail—tail!

      Easy for you to say, she screamed in her head. You didn’t just turn into a winged, clawed beast.

      Addie wasn’t sure if she imagined the quiet chuckle that echoed in her mind.

      You are magnificent, Raynar’s voice spoke to her, the sound a melody of adoration and awe.

      Wait. Did that mean he—

      Addie turned around, smashing her tail into the fireplace, causing pieces of stone to rain to the floor in its wake, and found Raynar standing in the doorway, his face a beautiful thing of nightmares.

      “You are magnificent,” he repeated and took a cautious step into what was left of his chambers.

      Addie shrank away, driven by an animalistic instinct that she had never experienced before. It was an instinct to run from danger—to fly, literally. Only, she hadn’t found the right muscles to spread her wings. Her blood pulsed through her body, cold as ice and not in an uncomfortable way. The sensation of cold was as soothing as a hot bath had been to her human form.

      Her human form.

      Would she ever change back into that? Or had Raynar trapped her in this monstrous body, damned to become a Dread of the Skies?

      Addie took as many seconds to breathe as her new body would allow her. What few those were gained her one meek breath. One slow dragon breath.

      She was close to tears. Only, this body didn’t allow her to cry. She felt her eyes burn with the heat that wanted to rise there but couldn’t, locked in by the cold of her new form.

      “My dragon maiden,” Raynar whispered into the icy air and held out a hand in invitation for her to come closer the way one would do with a horse or a dog.

      “Leave me alone,” Addie wanted to scream. What came out was a growl that made the ground shudder.

      But Raynar shrank back a step, whether he had understood her or not. His eyes, however, emerald jewels gleaming with excitement and that same affection she had noted that first day she had woken in her cave-cell in his fortress, remained on hers.

      “Don’t fear me, Adrienne,” he cooed. “I apologize for the pain of your transition. It was the only pain I couldn’t spare you. But I will never hurt you again. Not in one lifetime and not in a million—for that is how long we shall live and reign.”

      Addie heard his words. Heard but couldn’t comprehend. He was small compared to how she remembered him. Small enough that his head would easily fit into her mouth.

      I advise against trying that, he spoke into her mind.

      Addie shrank back against the wall until her scales rubbed against the carved stone and her tail got caught in a wooden structure. She roared, and the wood splintered as she broke free.

      A second later, her dragon heart beat so fast and loud that she could hardly hear her own thoughts, let alone the Dragon King’s as he continued, You were made of Dragon Water and my magic. You are bound to me in a way that you soon will learn to understand. But for now, believe me when I say you don’t want to hurt me.

      Addie paused to study the Dragon King—and she found no threat in his gaze.

      

      Armand returned from his scouting trip in the early morning. The villages in the east of Eedwood had all been suspiciously quiet since last night when he had made his round. His men hadn’t found any blood sacrifices in the past couple of days. That was a novelty since the spreading of the Shygon cult had been expanding even before the solstice like a cancer on the lands.

      He let his gaze graze the warm streaks of morning light on the late summer horizon. Not too long, and fall would break over Sives, sweeping the leaves off the trees and capturing the lush life in a palette of reds and browns. The grain harvest was almost done, and it had been a good harvest. Enough for his people and then some to keep fed until the end of the next summer—and that from the wheat and rye alone. He inhaled the scent of the cut grains that carried on the calm breeze.

      Things looked good. Too good for what he knew they should look like. Especially with a Dragon King on the loose somewhere in Neredyn. If only he knew where so he could do something about it.

      But even if he knew—what could the Lord of Eedwood win against a king of terror who had tyrannized all of Neredyn before? He had sent a messenger to Brax Brenheran, inquiring about the developments in the west, and had gotten a brief, informative answer: If we don’t act soon, the Dragon King will have enough followers through the Shygon cult that we won’t have an army big enough to keep even them at bay.

      That had been all. No request for help—or an offer of such. Just a simple confirmation that the situation in the west was as dire as it was in the east.

      And he had been hoping so dearly for Joshua Brenheran to unite the lands. What a fool he had been to believe that a righteous king would rule over Sives. Now Joshua Brenheran was a costume for Raynar Leyon, and the longer they waited, the less likely it became that Joshua would ever return.

      Armand hardly noticed the business in the courtyard when he entered through the main gates. Only when his horse bucked did he look up.

      “Thank Vala, you’re here.” Gunner came running from across the yard where the dome they had built a mere week ago now lay in rubble.

      He leapt off his horse, the latter trotting toward the stables on its own accord, and met Gunner halfway across the yard. “What happened?”

      Gunner gestured at the ruins. “It happened less than an hour ago. An explosion.”

      Armand followed the gaze of the man as they approached the crater in the castle yard. A crater where before a few simple cracks had defined the aftermath of Gandrett’s magic in the Shygon temple below ground.

      “Did anyone get hurt?” was his first question.

      To his relief, Gunner shook his head. “Most of us were inside at dinner, and the ones who were out here were lucky.”

      Armand’s heart felt a bit lighter at this news.

      “I only saw it because I was on my way to check on the side gates on my morning rounds,” Gunner added as he shoved rubble aside with his boots to get through to the edge of the crater.

      Armand followed him on nimble feet, his eyes darting around the yard to assess the degree of destruction the rocks had brought upon the facade. Thank the gods, not much. A few cracked windows here and there, some dents in the stone walls; besides, most of the damage seemed to center around the crater itself as if the explosion had occurred underground and the yard had caved in completely.

      “We were lucky that the ground didn’t sink beneath the castle walls or we would need to rebuild the entire northeastern part.”

      Armand followed his gaze and dipped his chin in agreement. Lucky indeed. Even if the north tower hadn’t been populated since the times the Dragon King had resided in Eedwood Castle, cracked walls and crumbling structures would make the fortress more vulnerable in times of war. And times of war were coming. Armand could taste it in the air—maybe not today or tomorrow, but they were.

      He turned his gaze back to the crater as they came to a halt at the edge, a wide hole yawning before them.

      “What are we looking at here?” Gunner asked before Armand could ask the same thing.

      He tried to see through the settling dust, but it for sure wasn’t turquoise flame. Whether or not that was a good sign, he didn’t dare judge.

      “I have no idea.”
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      Gordan was waiting for her in the shade by the waterfall when Gandrett left the building. The sun had risen enough to tint the world into pinkish-orange, making the priory look like a pretty little village rather than the training camp it was. She sucked in a breath of humid air—the only humid air one would find in the desert but good enough to make her feel alive for one brief second.

      “You didn’t kill him, I assume,” Gordan said by way of greeting, eyes on her sword, which was dangling at her side like an accessory even when it had ripped through countless men by now.

      She smiled. “Not yet.”

      Gordan’s lips split into a white-toothed smile. “What’s the verdict?”

      Gandrett sighed. She had promised the Meister not to tell any Fae about the mission he had assigned her—or would, once she had seen Andrew and Surel and Kaleb and confirmed for herself that they were fine.

      The Meister had dismissed her with directions to find them on the premises, and she was going to check in before she gave the head of the Order one single detail she knew about the Dragon King, about Nehelon’s and Valyn’s mother, or anything else he had asked her. Knowledge was power in this oasis, and she was no longer a pawn in anyone’s game.

      Gordan pushed away from the palm tree that had swayed under his weight and joined her on swift feet.

      “What’s the plan?” he inquired with unusual caution in his tone.

      Gandrett whipped her head around to check what his face would give away and found his eyes waiting for her.

      “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

      Gandrett shook her head. “But he reminded me of why I hate this place so much.” It was all she had to say for now.

      Gordan walked with her in silence. Only when they entered the residential building once more did she see other acolytes. Some faces were familiar, others new, young—too young, first years. She swallowed. All of them, however, watched her and the powerfully built male beside her with curious eyes. Not with fear as she had expected at the sight of a Fae; Gordan hadn’t glamoured himself to appear human. Whether it was out of pride or lack of knowledge of how the rest of the world perceived his kind, she didn’t know. She also didn’t care. All she cared about for the moment was to get something into her stomach before she headed to the side buildings where the Meister had pointed her at her question of Andrew’s whereabouts.

      Gordan followed her to the dining hall, his presence even more intimidating in the confined room than it had been in the open yard; she could tell by the way the others made a wide berth around them. None of them waved at her in greeting or said a word. None of them. Not even Kaleb and Surel, who were sitting at their usual table, clad in the same sand-colored linen as the rest of them, and simply stared.

      Gandrett’s heart did a somersault at the view of her friends, both safe and in one piece.

      “Please don’t scare them,” she whispered at Gordan, who, she was sure, heard her even if she didn’t turn to look at him. Then, she crossed the room in her best imitation of someone who couldn’t care less what the world thought about her and sat in her usual spot next to Surel. “Oatmeal day?” she asked by way of greeting and peered into her friend’s bowl while Gordan flopped down beside her, a mountain of muscle compared to any of the children and youth staring at them.

      “So it’s true.” Surel wiped her astonishment off her face with an umber hand before she threw her arms around Gandrett’s neck. “You are really back.”

      All the tension of months tumbled from Gandrett’s shoulders as Surel held her, and she nodded into her friend’s neck. “I am here.”

      It took all but a second before Kaleb wrapped his long, lanky arms around both of them and murmured at her, “I couldn’t believe it was true when the Fae soldiers arrived a couple of weeks ago. When they said that Vala’s Blade had broken the curse on their lands.”

      Gandrett broke free from their embrace enough to glance back at Gordan, who sat, half-amused by the display of affection in front of him, and nodded.

      Weeks—that meant Nehelon must have sent them here the day the Fae had awoken. Or the day that he had woken up from his poison-coma. She swallowed hard and squeezed both Surel and Kaleb. “I can’t believe it either.”

      Only when Kaleb let go of them and moved back to his seat did Surel say, “And it seems you brought more.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure if there was displeasure in the Vala-blessed’s voice or if that was something else. She drew out of Surel’s embrace to measure the onyx-eyed face of her friend.

      “He brought himself,” Gandrett said and smiled over her shoulder at Gordan, who raised an eyebrow as if inquiring what exactly she meant by that. But she shrugged and asked, “Do Fae eat oatmeal?”

      Gordan laughed at that and rose to his feet, lifting two fingers in front of him. “You’re going to eat, too, aren’t you?”

      She dipped her chin and watched the warrior saunter through tables of whispering acolytes, unbothered by the world, it seemed. But when he glanced back at her from the table in the corner where stacks of plates and bowls framed a pot of oatmeal and baskets of bread, his expression was tense, attentive, as if he was listening to all the conversations in the room at once.

      “So is this him?” Surel asked, excitement shining in her eyes.

      “Who?” Gandrett kept staring at Gordan as he shoveled oatmeal into a bowl.

      “Your Fae King,” Kaleb chimed in from across the table.

      Gandrett felt her cheeks warm but bit back the urge to reach into her pocket to reassure herself the note was still there.

      “Really, Surel?” Gandrett scolded her with a sideways glance. “A stranger basically kidnaps me from the priory overnight, and when I return after months, the first thing you ask is if the male on my heel is my Fae King?”

      Both Surel’s and Kaleb’s faces went blank at her sharp tone, and immediately, she felt guilty. “I mean, no … that’s not him.” She hadn’t meant to upset anyone or scare anyone or whatever that reaction of theirs had been.

      Maybe she had been spending too much time with Nehelon, and his broody moodiness had rubbed off on her. This time, her hand dipped into her pocket where her fingers wrapped around the already wrinkled paper.

      “He is here as”—she considered her words before she spoke them—“my friend.”

      Kaleb raised both his eyebrows, and Surel giggled. “Nice friend.” Leave it to Surel to notice Gordan’s stunning exterior first.

      Gandrett rolled her eyes. “I trust him.”

      At that, Surel’s giggle stopped. “You know Fae can’t be trusted, right?”

      Gandrett knew too well where trusting a Fae could lead, but she had also learned that they were driven by motives and by fears and by love the same way humans were. They weren’t the wicked creatures that played with human life just because they were ancient and powerful and really, really bored. At least, not the few she had spent more time with—which were basically three of them; out of which one had betrayed her, one was in love with her, and one had pledged to protect her to the one who had ripped her to shreds all of those weeks ago.

      “I know,” she sighed, and Surel squealed, drawing more curious gazes from the nearby tables.

      She threw her arm around Gandrett and pulled her close again. “You are back. And safe and look like someone has been robbing your sleep.” She made a face that might have meant that she was upset or that she was thinking of an amorous companion who was responsible for that crime, then beamed. “But you’re back.”

      “We were so worried about you when you disappeared.” Kaleb steered the conversation away from everything Fae, and Gandrett remembered why the blond-curly boy had been her favorite person at the priory. “When Nahir showed us your message, we thought we would never see you again.”

      Gandrett remembered that day too well when she had hidden her note in Nahir’s secret cookie box, tricking Riho, who had surveilled her as she was packing to meet with Nehelon at the Meister’s study. She remembered, yet it felt like a lifetime ago. Her gaze grazed the hall, the curious faces, the looks of suspicion webbed in between. She no longer belonged here.

      If the priory was a tree, she had grown too far from its stem, was a fruit who had fallen off a branch that had reached from the blinding desert sun into the cool shades of a life outside the Order where she could see nuances and shadows and smell the richness of adventures. Gordan met her gaze on his way back through the tables, a bowl in each hand and his sword and ax on his belt as out of place as the rest of him in the midst of the children that made up the major part of the priory’s population.

      “And then when, after months, we had given up on finding a way out of here to go searching for you”—Kaleb brought her attention back to their own table—“your brother showed up at the priory, your note in his hands and asked for us.”

      Gandrett remembered that day, too, when she had scribbled a note to Andrew in a clearing in the forest, eager to give him a chance of fleeing from the Shygon cult but even more eager to give him a chance of surviving that journey through the desert. Lim, Nehelon’s horse had found him and carried him to safety. Her fingers were still playing with the piece of parchment in her pocket when Gordan folded himself back onto the bench beside her and placed a bowl of oatmeal in front of her.

      “Thank”—she stopped herself—“Vala. Thank Vala they still have food here,” she corrected, so easily falling back into the habit of basic politeness when among the other acolytes that she had almost forgotten that thanking a Fae would put her in their debt.

      Gordan flashed his teeth and leaned closer. “You’re welcome.”

      Unsure whether she should laugh or cry, Gandrett nudged the warrior’s arm with her elbow and spooned some oatmeal into her mouth.

      “Is he all right?” she asked before she took the next spoonful.

      Kaleb and Surel shared a look that could have meant anything but something good.

      Beside her, Gordan tensed, and she could have sworn she felt his free hand grab his ax under the table.

      “Whatever it is, tell me,” Gandrett demanded and wasn’t surprised that Kaleb was the first to speak.

      “He has been having a hard time adjusting to life here, but that is something we shouldn’t be talking about here, especially not when everyone is giving us their undivided attention.”

      Gandrett followed his gaze around the room, which confirmed that no one was eating with their eyes on their food and everyone was watching her and Gordan—especially the latter—while they shoveled their oatmeal.

      “Later then,” Gordan said to Gandrett’s surprise, entering the conversation for the first time.

      Gandrett realized that she hadn’t introduced him and was about to do so when he flashed a smile and took matters into his own hands. “Gordan Sterngrove,” he said and inclined his head at both of Gandrett’s friends. “Not her Fae King, but the male who will eradicate anyone who dares to harm a hair on the Savior of the Fae’s head.”

      His words had been spoken loud enough that half the room must have heard them, and judging by how some of the younger faces had gone pale with fear and some of the older ones had lit up as if invited to a challenge, she knew that Gordan had intended it that way.

      Kaleb paled at the bold introduction while Surel gnashed her teeth before she turned to Gandrett and whispered, “Is he always like that?”

      Gandrett considered laughing, but discrediting her Fae friend in front of the entire body of acolytes didn’t seem like a great idea, so she nodded. “I have seen him fight worse than men with swords, and trust me, you don’t want to get in an argument with him.”

      “Pleasure,” Surel chimed, and Kaleb nodded.

      “I’m grateful that Gandrett had someone as fierce as you at her side out there,” Kaleb commented.

      Thank Vala, he hadn’t thanked the Fae in a full thank you.

      Gordan didn’t speak for the rest of breakfast but sat like a statue, from the moment he finished his oatmeal, and surveilled the acolytes as they surveyed him.

      Gandrett inquired about how Surel and Kaleb had been faring since her departure from Everrun, glad they had been helping Andrew adjust and cope with their mother’s death. The pang of sadness at the mention of their mother came as surely as came the gratitude that they had been there for Andrew when she couldn’t.

      “He is an angry young man, Gandrett,” Kaleb mentioned as they finally made it toward the side buildings, leaving the gaping mouths and the staring eyes behind.

      “What do you mean, angry?” Gandrett wanted to know, their words almost drowned out by the noise of the waterfall as they passed by.

      “I don’t think he has been coping very well with losing you, losing your father, and now your mother, too. He has a lot to chew through.” Kaleb’s face was serious, and his words weren’t exactly what Gandrett had hoped for when she heard about the brother she hadn’t seen in so long. But it was what it was.

      “He is a good guy at the core,” Surel came to Andrew’s defense, her dark face suddenly a shade pinkish if that was even possible.

      Gandrett raised an eyebrow and noted Gordan’s chuckle beside her.

      “Are you trying to say he is a bad guy otherwise?” he asked, his eyes screening the yard and nodding at something or someone on the walls.

      “He is difficult sometimes,” Surel explained, “not bad.”

      “Show me one teenage boy who isn’t difficult sometimes,” Gandrett countered, and Surel laughed. It was a sound Gandrett had missed for such a long time.

      Kaleb protested beside them that he was a teenage boy and he most certainly wasn’t difficult.

      At that, Gandrett chuckled, too.

      This was good. It was … normal somehow even if it wasn’t all right, how they had ever ended up together at the priory. But it was the only kind of normalcy Gandrett knew, so she took it in a heartbeat if only to let her restless mind find peace for a moment until Surel parted for the temple and Kaleb for the training grounds.

      “Aren’t you coming?” he asked when she didn’t join him.

      Gandrett shook her head. “I’ll be visiting Andrew first and then—” She halted mid-sentence. She wouldn’t break her promise even if it had been a promise to the Meister. She wouldn’t tell anyone about her potential mission. Her main motivator was a small, folded paper in her pocket that wouldn’t survive long if she kept kneading it with her fingers.

      “I’ll see you later then,” Kaleb said with a smile. He had always been the lightest spirit of the three of them, and Gandrett could have hugged him right then for how normal he treated her. Just Gandrett—the Gandrett he’d grown up with, not the one who had woken the Fae and fought the Dragon King—if he even knew about the Dragon King. If everyone involved in the situation in Ackwood after the solstice had been holding their word and keeping their silence about the resurrection of the Dragon King, no one but the Meister should know here at the priory.

      “I look forward to it,” she responded and waved as she headed for the side buildings, Gordan trailing her with an unreadable expression on his face.

      “They all are curious of what really happened out there with you,” he commented on the acolytes who were slowly populating the fields and the paths between the buildings as they hurried to whatever lessons or training or fieldwork was on their schedules.

      Gandrett tried not to look too closely, her chest tightening at the unwanted attention—but even more at the way Gordan had indirectly threatened the acolytes in the dining hall.

      “You might not want to walk around here, making enemies through your threats,” she told him, and when he gave her a questioning look, she added, “Nehelon sent a message.”

      “Does he miss you already?” The mild amusement on his face made Gandrett wonder if he was making fun of her.

      “Of course not,” she responded a bit too quickly.

      Gordan chuckled to himself. “What is he writing?” he wanted to know.

      Gandrett didn’t respond but fished Nehelon’s note from her pocket and held it up for Gordan. “See for yourself.”

      Gordan stopped, plucking the parchment from her fingers, and read with a smile, “The fact that you love my brother doesn’t change that I care for you.”

      Gandrett jerked around, ripping the paper from Gordan’s hands and turning it over and over to find what he had just been quoting. “Where did you read this?” she demanded.

      Gordan chuckled again.

      “It’s not written on here,” she concluded, not in the mood for jokes, especially not when it came to the highly confusing emotions that came with the thought of the Fae prince. “Nehelon didn’t write that.”

      Gordan agreed with a dip of his chin. “But he should. At least, he would if he had one shred of decency in him.” Gandrett stared at the warrior beside her whose eyes were glowing with excitement.

      “I thought you were his friend,” she reminded him.

      Gordan shrugged. “I am. But what about you?”

      “What do you mean?” She started walking, folding the note up and stowing it back in her pocket, ignoring the surge of disappointment that those words hadn’t actually been written there.

      “I think you know very well what I mean.” Gordan had fallen into step beside her, face serious once more as he watched her from the side.

      Gandrett didn’t—or she didn’t want to. So she said nothing other than, “Do you truly believe that this is a good time to be discussing whether or not I am your prince’s friend.”

      Gordan shook his head. “Not talk about it, but think would be a good start.” They walked until the end of the main buildings in silence, the waterfall the only sound tapestry, and Gandrett found everything other than Gordan interesting to look at. The cracks in the walls, the dust on the cobblestones, the acolytes and how they picked up their work in the fields, some of them using tools, others Vala-blessed water magic. “However,” Gordan continued, “it would be a great time to think about loyalties.”

      Gandrett almost jerked around to defy that her loyalties to Nehelon had changed, and embarrass herself with the statement, when Gordan added, “The prince is right. We need to collect allies along the way.”

      “So you did read the actual message.” Gandrett slipped around the corner to where the side buildings were situated, Gordan following suit.

      “Of course I did.”

      Gandrett guessed that it went without saying that he had but was glad he confirmed, anyway.

      “If what both Nehelon and you told me about what happened in Sives, then we are racing against time to build up a network of allies and informants who will support us when Raynar Leyon strikes.” Gordan gave her a look of a man who had suffered through this before. “It won’t be easy to convince people to stand up against him—especially if his return has been kept a secret.”

      “What do you suggest we do?” Gandrett asked, the thought of the great evil suddenly much easier than facing the prospect of stepping in front of her brother after so many years. Her stomach clenched in a most uncomfortable way that she had learned to identify as nervousness.

      Gordan ran his hand over the pommel of his sword. “We prepare to fight, and we prepare to die.”

      It was the most somber she had ever seen the friendliest of Fae she had met to date, and it almost broke her heart, for she knew it wasn’t just empty words. Gordan would die to protect his prince, his friend, and the lands that had finally broken free of the curse.

      “I am sorry.” She laid a hand on his forearm, and he reached over hers with his free one to squeeze it.

      “You did nothing to bring this about,” he returned, his voice gentle, sincere.

      But Gandrett knew differently. “If Nehelon hadn’t saved me in Ackwood”—she thought of the bloodbath that Raynar had left behind after slaughtering the Lord of Ackwood and body-snatching the Heir of Sives—“he would have had the energy to keep the Dragon King locked there with his magic.”

      Guilt rumbled deep in the darker pits of her consciousness.

      Gordan shook his head. “If he had let you die, I would never have gotten to know you,” he said with that same gentle tone. “And that would have been unforgivable.”

      Unsure what to make of his words, Gandrett didn’t respond. There wouldn’t have been time to say something anyway, for they had reached the door to the place where Andrew supposedly had set up camp.

      Her hand shook as she lifted it to rap on the door.

      “It will be all right, Gandrett.” Gordan inclined his head in a way she had seen him do in greeting the nobles in the palace of Lei’Vreah, and for some reason, her throat tightened with emotion.

      She let her knuckles hit the door and was surprised when the door opened in an instant.

      “I was just—” The boy—young man—stopped mid-sentence as he looked up, brushing his blond curls out of his forehead, and his blue eyes found hers. “Gandrett,” he whispered and dropped the boot in his hand which he had seemed to struggle into while getting the door.

      Gandrett’s eyes burned with tears at the pretty face of her brother who looked—even though older, more mature—still the same as he had as a five-year-old. The same dimples appeared in his cheeks as he broke into a smile, and he flung his arms around her.

      “Andrew.” His name came out in a gust of breath as he pulled her against his chest.

      “You’re here.” His voice was chopped by sobs. “You are really here.”

      Gandrett just nodded into his shirt and cried, her own arms wrapping around him as best they could in the tight hug.

      They stood for a long while. Gandrett didn’t care that her new friend was witness to the reunion. If anyone knew what it meant to see someone he cared for after a really long time, it was Gordan, who had been trapped in a painting for centuries.
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      Drew heaved a breath, inhaling his sister’s scent, marking every detail of her as he released her from his embrace. Over ten years since he had last seen her. And she was everything like he imagined her. Her eyes, even if reddened with tears, a beautiful moss green that reminded him of the forests south of Alencourt, her face strewn with freckles and framed by chestnut hair. Her head reached to his chin but her shape was anything but weak. The girl was muscle and strength, and relief streamed through him at the thought that people at the priory had spoken the truth when they said that she could look out for herself, that she was the strongest fighter in the Order.

      She looked every part as badass as Surel and Kaleb had described her—despite the tears. Those only made her human.

      “Gods, I can’t believe you’re here.” She pulled him back into an embrace that made all of the doubts about whether things would ever be all right melt away.

      It was only when she let go of him after a long minute that he noticed the man beside her. Not man—male. He was a pure-bred Fae warrior, even more intimidating than the ones who had been guarding the walls of the priory day and night since their arrival. Drew shrank away, remembering all of the bedtime stories for naughty children that he had grown up with, where the Fae weren’t the protectors of humankind but their downfall—especially the Fae males that of young women.

      Drew shot the tan warrior a glare that he hoped would say everything he could never speak.

      Much to his surprise, the male fashioned a grin and stepped closer to Gandrett’s side. “It is good to know how much you care for your sister,” he said instead of growling the way Drew had expected. “I, too, have a brother—if not by blood—whom I would kill and die for.”

      Gandrett nudged the male’s side, and they both smiled.

      “And a sister now, too, it seems,” the male added.

      And that was that.

      Drew’s worry for her didn’t melt, but his initial fear faded into the background, drowned out by the excitement of their reunion.

      “Why don’t we go inside where we can talk in private,” Gandrett suggested, and Drew was only too happy to follow her suggestion even if the Meister had summoned him to drop by in the morning. The Meister could wait. This was Gandrett, his lost sister, and he owed the priory nothing now that she had returned.

      So he took her by the hand and tugged her inside, gesturing for the Fae male to join because he was certain the Fae wouldn’t stay outside even if Drew insisted.

      Gandrett looked out of place in the shabby room that Drew called his temporary home. He had preferred this to the residential building, where the acolytes lived, even if he visited there every day to meet with Kaleb and Surel. A smile tugged on his lips at the thought of the fiery Phornian fighter.

      While Gandrett settled on one of the mismatching chairs at the table in the corner, the Fae male lingered by the window, eyes screening the outside morning activity.

      “Does your companion have a name?” Drew asked his sister, without taking his eyes off the warrior—especially the deadly ax on his belt.

      “Gordan,” the warrior said and met his gaze. “I am happy to meet someone who means so much to the Savior of the Fae.”

      Gandrett frowned as Drew let his gaze wander between her and the male. “Is this what they call you?” he asked, and when Gandrett dipped her chin, Drew knew that everything they had said about her was true to the last detail. That she had indeed awoken the Fae in Ulfray. Whether that was something he was happy about, he had yet to decide. For now, all that mattered was that she was there and that she was in one piece.

      He had been training with the acolytes in part over the past weeks, ever since the Fae warriors arrived with news of the human woman who had fallen in love with the King of the Fae. That first day, he had been so scared that it was embarrassing to even think about it. But over time, he had gotten used to the coming presence of the deadly soldiers who populated the walls. At least it relieved Kaleb from guard duty and he had someone to talk to in the evenings. Not that he didn’t enjoy spending time with Surel, but Kaleb had been a great buffer for the growing tension between them.

      His sister studied him with her large eyes the way she used to when they had been children, silently inquiring about something he couldn’t read from her face.

      The room fell silent, none of them having anything to say that could be expressed in one simple sentence or two. Her whole life she had spent in this horrible place, and he would have understood if she had remained in Ulfray with her Fae king and never looked back. But she had come back for him.

      Gandrett cleared her throat, tears finally dried. “Are they treating you well, Andrew?” she asked, and the sound of his name spoken in her voice reminded him so much of their mother that he felt his chin wobble.

      “I have nothing to complain about,” he said truthfully. Not that he hadn’t been complaining anyway just because he hated how his life had narrowed down on being on the run or depending on others’ decisions.

      Gandrett didn’t seem convinced as she looked him over.

      “Thanks for the horse,” he said instead of talking about the daily routines of training that she was familiar with. The only difference was that he hadn’t once tasted violence from the head of the Order while all the other kids—well, they weren’t as lucky. He swallowed. “And the note. I might have never made it here if you hadn’t sent help.”

      A shadow of pain crossed Gandrett’s face before she smoothed it over. “Is he here?”

      Drew knew that she was talking about the horse. He nodded. “In the stables. A curious beast, for sure.”

      Gandrett mumbled something that sounded like, “You have no idea.” But he didn’t prompt her to repeat herself, too busy just marveling at the fact that she was truly there.

      “I visit him every now and then, you know, go for a ride so he doesn’t go crazy in the stall.” Those few trips around the priory on horseback were the ones where he had been truly tempted to bolt from the priory, but Surel and Kaleb had convinced him that running wasn’t the smart move. In less than a year, they would be assigned to posts somewhere in Neredyn, and they would have more freedom to operate, and by then, he hoped, Gandrett would have found a way to get him out, too.

      “That’s kind of you,” Gordan noted, his presence less disturbing than Drew had imagined.

      But Drew shook his head. “Not remotely as kind as Gandrett returning for me when she has a Fae king waiting for her. He turned to his sister. “Surel and Kaleb have explained to me how difficult the situation is for any of you here at the priory.” He didn’t need to go into specifics in order for Gandrett to understand. The tight line of her lips informed him that she knew exactly what he meant. “You didn’t need to come back for me. You could have remained in Lei’Vreah and free of the Order and everything it demands from you.”

      Again, he knew by her gaze that she would dismiss his words like it hadn’t been a sacrifice for her to come back to the horrors of her childhood.

      “I have left you here alone for too long already,” she simply said.

      Gordan shifted by the window.

      Gandrett lowered her gaze to her hands, which she had laced together in her lap. “Besides … it is more complicated than that.”

      “Complicated is an understatement,” Gordan commented, and Gandrett smiled a wry smile.

      Drew envied the Fae male that he knew his sister so much better, that he had spent weeks of travel with her on their way from Ulfray and probably a lot more time before that. But also, he was still grateful for someone as indestructible as him to have been at her side.

      He was tempted to invite her to share the entire story, but Gandrett spoke before he could. “I don’t know exactly what the Meister’s plans are for me,” she said, her voice solid now that she had recovered from the initial emotions of their reunion. “He will probably find use for me here.”

      “And you want to stay?” Drew asked, unable to believe for a second that she would prefer the shit hole of Everrun to any other place in Neredyn—even the Fae lands, which she was the only human to have seen in hundreds of years. Drew’s gaze wandered over to the Fae warrior by his window who raised an eyebrow in response.

      “Of course not,” Gandrett confirmed, and Drew sighed with relief. “I have things I need to do, people who rely on me.” Her gaze informed him that she had rather already been on her way, and how frustrating it was for her to be trapped there at the priory.

      Gordan nodded infinitesimally as he joined them at the table but remained standing beside Gandrett.

      And then, Gandrett told Drew about the Prince of Sives and how he had been lost to the Dragon King. His entire body shuddered violently at the thought of the beheaded evil that had snuck its way back into Neredyn. He had used his spare time at the priory well and followed the one passion he had never been fully able to live at their parents’ farm. He read. Day and night if he could. But he read not for entertainment but to gather knowledge. And since the Meister had allowed him to use the library as he wished, he had absorbed one history book after the other just to be able to understand better what it may be what that Shygon cult in the north was trying to achieve. He had stumbled upon paragraphs on the rise of power of Raynar Leyon, the last Dragon King, and had seen a pattern there. Shygon worshippers and the rise of a Dragon King.

      But what Gandrett was telling him was beyond his wildest imagination. Even the Fae warrior beside her cringed when she spoke about how the immortal evil had put on the Prince of Sives’s body like pajamas and snatched one of Gandrett’s friends as a vessel to sacrifice to the god of dragons.

      It took him a couple of deep breaths to digest everything when she was done speaking, but eventually, he spoke. “We’ll face it together.”

      

      “We’ll face it together,” Andrew said, and in Gandrett’s heart, a tiny fissure cracked open. Not because of the hope in her brother’s eyes but because she knew that, had he been present in any of those situations she had told him about, he wouldn’t have walked away in one piece—had he walked away at all.

      Gandrett knew then that it didn’t matter how much he hated the Meister, how little she trusted him. She had to put her faith in Surel and Kaleb and Nahir—and maybe some Fae warriors who Nehelon had assigned to protect her—and go find the Queen of the Fae if it bought them a chance of defeating the Dragon King.

      She had come to see that he was safe, healthy, cared for, and now, she had to face what no one else should be facing. She had to piece together all of the parts that may bring her closer to saving what family she had left and the friends without whom she would not be standing here today.

      “What chores have you been assigned for the day?” She changed the topic, feeling Gordan shift beside her, his hip brushing against her shoulder in silent affirmation he had noticed her desperation.

      Andrew grinned vaguely. “Field work.”

      Gandrett smiled back. “Well, then it is good you are a farm boy after all,” she teased.

      How good it was to look at him, all grown up—well, not entirely. But his face was so much like their father’s. Andrew had become a handsome young man. She was certain he had turned the heads of the girls in Alencourt—probably even at the priory, even if none of them would ever be allowed to act on any attraction.

      He would be all right for a little while longer here at the priory, and she would negotiate conditions with the Meister to ensure his safety.

      Hugging Andrew before she left was almost painful because she knew she wouldn’t get to know her brother before she set out on her mission again. She didn’t let her sorrow show as she waved at him and wished him a good day in the field when they separated on the threshold a bit later. Gordan didn’t comment even though he squeezed her shoulder the moment they made it around the corner and back onto the main path to the citadel.

      They walked in silence until the sound of the waterfall dominated the dense tension in the air. Only then did Gandrett turn to the warrior beside her and say, “You will need to find a way to convince the Fae soldiers to make protecting Andrew their main priority.”

      Gordan didn’t ask why; he just nodded, and Gandrett knew he would get it done.

      He didn’t follow her all the way back to the Meister’s study but continued straight ahead toward the main gate while she slid back into the soothing shade of the archways of the citadel and behind the waterfall. A couple of younger acolytes rushed out the door, their eyes wide as they beheld Gandrett in her worn uniform with her air of determination. They whispered to each other as they passed by and out of sight.

      Gandrett wondered if they were afraid of her for her image as Vala’s Blade or for her affiliation with the Fae, but then she decided it didn’t matter what anyone thought, other than the few people who counted and those she had already talked to. All of them except for Nahir. She made a mental note to stop by the kitchen on her way back to her room.

      It felt strange to think of it as that—her room. This was no longer her home. She knew by the way people glanced at her when they thought she wasn’t looking, by the way everything about the place felt wrong, suffocating, like the prison it had been for too many years. And yet, she was dependent on it. Needed it to keep Andrew safe and the skills of the young warriors who may play a role in the war to come. No one had spoken out loud that there was a war coming, but there was no way to prevent it if she didn’t find a way to eliminate Raynar Leyon soon. And where to start looking? There was no indication he had left Sives—or was still in Sives. He could be anywhere.

      So what she could do was follow Nehelon’s request of making allies—even the most despicable ones—and prepare whatever she could to gain them an advantage against the Dragon King for when the time came.

      

      “You returned sooner than I expected,” the Meister said by way of greeting when she entered his study half an hour later. She had spent a while in the stone corridors, running her fingers over the ancient carvings that told the history of Neredyn, searching for details she had never before thought to pay attention to. The Fae were there, etched into stone, along with humans in the Battle of Ithrylan. Then there were dragons that spat fire like ice and images of heroes and heroines of Neredyn. Among them, she found a pair of Fae, both with swords raised over a beheaded man under a tree. She traced the relief with her fingers, wondering if those were Valyn and Nehelon seven hundred years ago when they killed the Dragon King. She wouldn’t put it past possible that she had walked past the Prince and King of Fae on a daily basis for ten years, unwitting that one day, she would save their people.

      She smoothed her expression as she sat in the chair the Meister offered her—much to her surprise—and, ignoring the squeamishness in her stomach at facing the man who had destroyed her childhood, got right to the point. “Queen Liri. Why exactly do we need her to defeat the Dragon King?”
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      Nehelon hadn’t worn his royal finery in longer than the curse had lingered on the lands of Ulfray. The jacket, heavily ornate with golden embroidery along the front and the cuffs, made him feel less princely than he had in almost that long, even if the symbols and swirls showed off his status in the Fae court. The basic black fabric was a reminder that the royal court of Lei’Vreah didn’t belong to any seasonal constrictions. Around Lei’Vreah, the seasons passed the same way they did in the human lands while, in the seasonal courts, eternal spring, summer, fall, and winter were holding the balance of the lands.

      “Are your clothes no longer fitting you, brother?” Valyn inquired in a whisper from his throne where he sat, the ever dignified king, and greeted his guests with the unemotional smile of a monarch.

      Nehelon glanced down from his position beside him where he stood on the dais, enduring the words of gratitude the arriving Fae rained down on him.

      “They fit too well for my taste.” Nehelon discreetly tugged on his collar that felt like a shackle rather than the stiff, white shirt it was.

      “Then why fidget like your pants are one size too small?”

      Nehelon chose not to comment. Instead, he inclined his head to a female who was assessing both him and Valyn like they were something to eat.

      He had forgotten how much he despised these events where he was put on display like a treasure to be looked at but not touched. The twin to the king. A threatening reminder of how the Idresea line was secured in double even if something would happen to the unmated, childless king.

      “I hope to get a dance with you tonight, Prince Nehelon,” the female said as she stepped past the dais after a low curtsey to Valyn, her black sheets of hair swinging around her shoulders and waist as she stalked toward a group of courtiers who were clearly from the winter court in their colorful attire.

      Valyn chuckled at him. “Still popular with the females, aren’t you?”

      “I assume it’s my unique face,” Nehelon countered, and Valyn burst out in a brief, authentic laugh before he retreated back behind the mask of the king.

      It had always been like that, even when they had been young, inexperienced males, when both Valyn and he had shared even the same hair color, that they had gotten all of the female attention. If it hadn’t been for the fact that they were identical, then it had been for their positions of power—first as the two Princes of Ulfray, then as king and prince. A long time ago, their father had even urged them to find a male or a female as a partner so they would be spared the political intrigue of the seasonal courts trying to attach their sons or daughters to them.

      But Fae didn’t work like that. They didn’t marry the way humans did or commit the same way—unless someone found their Mate. And that wasn’t anything that happened on a regular basis. Mates were rare. They were precious. If a Fae found their Mate—or was found by them—it was something that came with fundamental change. A Mate wasn’t always obvious. It sometimes took years for that bond to shine through, but sometimes, it was instant.

      Nehelon hadn’t given it much thought, only that he wasn’t going to fill the position at his side with just anyone. He had a twin brother who was king, and they were immortal. There was no need to go searching for a Mate. At least, there hadn’t been before the curse when he hadn’t known what it felt like to be in love.

      Then, Ygri had come along. And feeling like that—

      Nehelon bit back the bitter-sweet memories of waking up to the sight of Ygri’s beautiful face, her onyx eyes, her lovely smile, and of the day she had drowned in the water she had summoned. A human mage, whom he had believed had been the one to break the curse. Now he knew she hadn’t been, and he might have found some measure of happiness with her. If only for a while. Even if she hadn’t been his Mate.

      The thought she might have been still tormented him some days. It meant that there might never be another one for him and he had wasted those mere weeks with her, trying to restrain himself.

      “You look like someone just died,” Valyn noted, and Nehelon’s mind sprang back to the present.

      “Sentimental mood,” was all he offered as an explanation.

      Valyn inclined his head. “It has been a while since we did this.” He looked around, his eyes drinking in the room full of males in finery and females in daring dresses, some of them in conversation, some of them waiting in line to greet the king, and some in uniform around the entrances and exits toward the gardens behind the palace.

      Gandrett would have found this spectacle hilarious, he was sure of it. The thought alone was enough to bring a smile back to his face. A pair of dark lips grinned back at him from across the room, bright eyes sparkling as they peered through the assembly of Fae.

      He waved Kepha over with a quick hand, eager to get her away from the claws of Fae nobility. This was no place for a human child—even less than the settlements at the edge of the forests where the Exiles dwelled.

      “Milady.” He bowed, and Kepha giggled, the two of them earning a look of displeasure from Valyn.

      Nehelon shrugged and offered Kepha an arm to escort her to the dining room where some of the guests were already gutting the buffet as if they hadn’t eaten in centuries. Another smile stole itself onto his lips. How fitting.

      “I thought I’d asked you not to come tonight,” he reminded the girl of their last conversation, which, for her, had apparently ended in a different conclusion than for him.

      “And here I am anyway,” she simply said and spun around in her crimson silk dress, ready to take compliments.

      Nehelon clapped his hands in a show of approval. “Nice—you shouldn’t be here, no matter how pretty the dress.”

      But Kepha was Kepha, and she slipped in between two jabbering females who were clad in the pastel hues of the spring lands and grabbed a plate of fruit. “You’re a grumpy old male.” She held the plate out for him. “You should eat something.”

      Nehelon sighed and picked up a slice of fruit, agreeing in his mind that he was old—at least by the standards of the human child—and his mood hadn’t been the best since he had watched Gandrett leave. And it bothered him more than he cared to admit, that when the first time since Ygri, a woman had caught his eye, it had to be the one he couldn’t have.

      His eyes wandered to the portrait of Gandrett that Valyn had commissioned and that seemed to now taunt Nehelon for all the tiny and not so tiny things he had done wrong by her.

      I will make it right, he promised in his mind as he met her moss-green portrait gaze. The wrong shade of moss-green, he noted with no short amount of disturbance. Besides, everything was wrong about her in the painting. Her lips were fuller when she smiled—at least the rare times she had smiled at him. Her hair was too red, and her waist was too—

      No, her waist was perfect. Exactly as he remembered it from the solstice celebrations when he had held her in his arms for a dance or seven. Nehelon swallowed at the sudden dryness in his mouth. There was no denying that the Savior of Ulfray had an effect on him. An effect that he had better never acknowledge again. Especially when his brother was the one to whom her heart belonged. Who knew? Maybe she even was Valyn’s Mate.

      He felt his face go pale before Kepha commented, “You look better when you don’t beat yourself up about what happened to her.”

      When he turned to the side, Kepha’s eyes were on the painting he had been studying so absently.

      “You know that you are a fool for believing what you believe, right?”

      Nehelon searched for a response but didn’t even understand what she was trying to tell him with her statement, so he shrugged. It was the universal response for anything he didn’t want to deal with at the moment since he had woken up after the effects of the poison.

      “The king wants me to play diplomat.” He dismissed all thoughts of Gandrett and turned back to the room. “That means lots of boring conversations about who supports whom in Ulfray.”

      Kepha looked eager.

      “And when I mean boring conversations, I mean really long, long, long, and boring.”

      Kepha laughed. “I survived the desert and the forests of Ulfray. Don’t think I won’t survive a Royal Fae banquet.”

      Nehelon raised an eyebrow at the girl’s foolish bravery only to get a nose-crinkled grin from the girl.

      “You’re not that scary, you Fae-lot,” she explained when Nehelon stared her down the way he had stared down seasoned warriors. “Besides, if Gandrett forgave you for all you did to her, I forgive you, too.”

      It hit Nehelon right in the heart, the unexpected absolution from a child who had nothing to do with what had happened between Gandrett and him, all the things he had put Vala’s Blade through, and for a second, he forgot that he was in Lei’Vreah, in the palace, back in his role as the Prince of the Fae. For a fleeting moment, he had Gandrett’s scent in his nose and the sound of her voice in his ears, and the sensation of her warmth between his arms tortured him like a phantom pain.

      “See?” Kepha looped her hand around his arm, claiming his full attention. “It’s easy.”

      Again, Nehelon had no idea what the child was talking about, but the longer they stood, the more curious eyes landed on them, and he nodded his polite agreement.

      “Maybe we should dance instead of discussing,” he suggested, and to his surprise, Kepha nodded.

      The female from the winter court who had indicated her interest earlier gave him a burning look as he led Kepha into a dance that he had learned during his time in Phornes. He inclined his head at the female, showing her all the respect that was expected of him as a prince.

      Kepha grinned broadly as she observed the silent interaction. “They are on the hunt for a prince,” she noted, again, too observant for her own good.

      “I shouldn’t be talking to you about this,” he said in return. “You’re a child.”

      Kepha pouted. “And children don’t know a thing about the world.” She finished the thought that must have been written plainly on his face.

      “That’s not what I meant to say.”

      “Then what did you mean?” She eyed him with her piercing gaze as they danced to the swelling music. From the corner of his eye, Nehelon watched how a delegation of the autumn lands greeted Valyn, their faces grave, even more so than they usually were.

      He forced his attention back on the girl who reminded him of the miniature Gandrett’s he had carved countless times—only this version spoke. And well at that, finding his faults as if she were a Maraoul sniffing for its next kill.

      “I meant that you shouldn’t be bothered by the politics of Ulfray and how pairing with certain courts would or wouldn’t be beneficial for Valyn’s power position.” It was the truth, and Kepha knew it. Had he been able to lie, he would have spun a flowery tale to distract her from the fact that Valyn seemed to want him to be hunted by the females of power.

      Kepha stopped mid-step and patted his chest with one of her small, dark hands. “Don’t worry about it, Prince. As long as you don’t forget that you have learned patience over the past centuries. You will be able to be patient a little longer.”

      Nehelon stopped and blinked, wondering what the girl had meant as he watched her disappear through the crowd that had formed around the dance floor—hopefully back to her chambers where she would be safe.

      “May I have this dance?”

      Nehelon turned and didn’t find the female from the winter lands but one clad in the powdery tones of summer.

      He blinked again, trying to get accustomed to the unusual combination of silver hair and violet eyes set in a tan face.

      In any other place, Nehelon wouldn’t have cared what anyone thought if he declined the request. But this was his home, his people. He had waited four centuries to return, and now he needed to act as the prince they expected. A glance at Valyn was enough to know that his brother was all for him spinning the beautiful female around the throne room—and maybe out of the throne room, too.

      So Nehelon indicated a bow and held out his hand, surprised at the delicate fingers of the female grabbing it with unexpected force.

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Prince Nehelon,” she chirped.

      Nehelon tried to remember where he had seen that face before.

      “The honor is all mine Lady—”

      “Wenja,” she finished for him.

      “Lady Wenja.” The name didn’t ring a bell. But the face—

      Of course he knew that face. He had walked by countless times before the curse had been lifted. The painting of the female half under the covers with two enamored males. Nehelon swallowed.

      “So you do remember.” She chuckled as she looked up to him from under her eyelashes.

      Nehelon found it better not to comment. Not because he had a problem with what type of romance she preferred but because he didn’t want to encourage her to draw him into a triangle like that. The way she looked at him clearly spoke of her intentions.

      “How are the summer lands, Lady Wenja?” he prompted instead and watched her smile falter when he blocked her from any other topic. “Have you settled in well after you … well, after you returned from your dormancy?”

      He had talked to Gordan about what it had been like to be trapped in a painting, if he had been aware at all, had understood what had happened to him, and if he had felt time pass. Gordan’s response had been a long, heavy silence before he had clapped Nehelon on the shoulder and said, “I don’t envy you for what you were tasked with and what it cost you, brother, but after four centuries of holding up a sword and an ax, my arms feel like minced meat.”

      They had laughed the way they had as younglings, grateful to be alive and there and free of the curse, but the heaviness hadn’t faded. Gordan had been sentient during his absence in the painting. His message to Gandrett, his warning written in blood had been proof enough.

      “I have to admit it took a bit to get accustomed to wearing clothes again,” she said with a spark in her gaze, which Nehelon chose to ignore. Not even ignore—it simply didn’t have any effect on him.

      With pursed lips, Wenja realized that Nehelon wouldn’t enter her game but recovered quickly. “The forests have become more dangerous since Queen Liri left the lands,” she said, hitting him in the guts with her assessment.

      She was right. Of course, she was right. Nehelon had experienced first-hand what the forests were like. He led Wenja off the dance floor, one hand reaching to his chest, rubbing his scar—after the hair, now the second characteristic that distinguished him from his twin.

      “Is that your assessment of the situation?” Nehelon inquired, keeping his face neutral. “That her absence has something to do with the unusual sentience of Ulfray’s most dangerous predators?”

      He didn’t refer to Liri as his mother so as not to remind the female who she might be insulting if she spoke out of line.

      Thankfully, Wenja didn’t seem to care. “The Queen did wrong by her sons when she placed the curse on their lands,” she said with a breathy voice as if the dancing had been too much for her.

      It had become common knowledge who had cursed the lands and its people the same way it had become common knowledge that the human woman who had awoken the king and saved the Fae had left the lands to an uncertain return.

      “And the Maraoul,” Wenja continued, “may be a residual effect of her spell.”

      Nehelon considered for a moment. The Maraoul dwelled around the Heart of Ulfray, spreading from there like a disease through the forests, but they had never been as dangerous as they were now. He was almost certain that there was a connection with the reawakening of the Dragon King. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? Raynar’s evil may have even fed into the lands over the centuries; Nehelon wouldn’t put it beyond possible.

      But he didn’t voice his own suspicions. The reappearance of Raynar Leyon on the board of the realms was a secret for now. Only once he knew which of the Fae courts Valyn could count on when it came to confronting the Dragon King—again after seven hundred years—would they share the facts.

      “And what does the Lord of Summer think about it?” he led the female along the edge of the dance floor back toward where Valyn seemed to be falling asleep in his throne. It seemed the event wasn’t remotely as entertaining as he had hoped.

      “You are talking to the new Lord of Summer,” she informed him with an intriguing smile, and Nehelon, for the first time since the curse had befallen Ulfray, thought of the power struggles in the courts, how Summer had been without a leader when Queen Liri had damned them all into paintings.

      “Congratulations, Wenja, Lady of Summer.” Nehelon met her gaze, and the flirtatious air of the female vanished completely, making way for a more regal one.

      “Prince Nehelon.” She inclined her head, not deigning to drop into a curtsey the way anyone below the status of a lord or lady of one of the courts would.

      “It’s good to see Summer back in order,” he commented just as they reached the throne from where Valyn welcomed them with a wave of his jeweled hand, which outshone his fir-green finery.

      “I see you have already made acquaintance with the Lady of Summer,” he noted and got to his feet. Around them, Fae from all seasonal lands turned their heads to witness what their king was up to.

      Nehelon put on his best diplomat face, the one from Ackwood where he had been the chancellor.

      “Welcome to my home, Lady Wenja, to my humble home,” Valyn half-inclined his head, as much as he would as a king to his subjects, but it was about as far as he would go. Nehelon had only ever seen him more polite with Gandrett.

      Maybe it was a good thing that she loved him. Her presence might have turned him into a better male. Not that Valyn had ever been anything other than that. Only, his priorities had always been different.

      “Has my brother finally learned how to dance?” Valyn smirked playfully.

      There was something in his eyes, though, that made Nehelon wonder if Valyn would have liked to be the one to sway Lady Wenja around the room.

      “Oh, he is excellent,” the lady responded and shuttered her eyelids so rapidly it made Nehelon’s head spin.

      Nehelon didn’t get to play the game and tell her that it had been all her and not him, the way the conversation would have usually gone, because the delegation of the autumn lands joined them, two males and a female, all clad in the rich colors of fall, their hair reflecting shades of russet and chestnut in the warm light that decorated the throne room.

      “Lyrryn Stesea,” Valyn greeted the Lord of Autumn and his Mate with less enthusiasm than the Lady of Summer, “And the lovely Elewys.”

      Nehelon inclined his head at the pair that had been ruling Autumn since the House Idresea had won the crown over the Fae lands when Arryn Stesea lost the seat of Fae power in Ithrylan. It was a strange thought that everyone in the room had missed almost half the time since that had happened.

      “The last time I saw you, King Valyn, was when your father was buried and your mother had nothing better to do than to curse your sorry ass,” the Lord of Autumn said with a sneer.

      Open hostility would have been the better description, but Nehelon refused to believe that Lyrryn didn’t know better than to openly accuse the King for their mother’s actions.

      Instinctively, he took a step between the two of them, not sure if it was Valyn who needed protection or Lyrryn and Elewys Stesea.

      “I take it you are still upset that your family lost the crown,” Valyn assessed with cool nonchalance. If he was going for the diplomatic route, he might have been using the wrong words there.

      Lyrryn gnashed his teeth, and the second male beside him had his hand on his sword in an instant.

      Nehelon unleashed his magic just enough to throw a wall of hard air around his brother—an ability that Valyn had never truly mastered. The king’s strength was strategy and water magic. Almost like a Vala-blessed, only a lot less innocent.

      “That is history, King Valyn,” Elewys interjected before her Mate could say anything they would all regret.

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed that the palace guards had drawn closer, their focus on the king and his conversation partners. They weren’t gabbing for their swords, but he could sense their magic sneaking closer, ready to attack or restrain the autumn Fae.

      “Why don’t we all take a breath and consider this event an opportunity to leave old grudges behind us,” Nehelon suggested, no longer wearing the mask of a diplomat on his face but aspiring to save the moment by becoming one. That had been his message to Gandrett, hadn’t it? Make allies—even if you don’t like them.

      They would need allies of all kinds to be ready when the Dragon King came out of hiding. If the Fae wanted to stand a chance, they would need to work together even if some of the Fae nobility had never gotten accustomed to the change in ruling houses, that it was now the Idresea dynasty that held the keys to the royal palace of Lei’Vreah, and not the House Stesea.

      “How wise my brother has become,” Valyn noted, not mocking him this time but all the dignified royal he had looked up to since they were children.

      A lot had changed, though, since then. Valyn taking over the throne after their father’s death had brought him a lot of enemies in the realm. Had their mother not placed the curse on them, Nehelon was sure there would have been several assassination attempts on the king’s life by now—and on the prince’s, too.

      The curse was lifted, but that didn’t mean life would get any easier.

      “Have you tried the summer wine, Lady Elewys?” he added, seeking an ally in the Lady of Autumn. Not necessarily a political one, for now, but one who would keep the conflict at bay.

      Elewys caught on quickly and looped her hand around her Mate’s. “That’s a wonderful idea, Prince Nehelon,” she said to him before she tugged on Lyrryn’s arm, leading the male away from the king.

      Nehelon waited until their guard let go of his sword and the rulers of Autumn disappeared toward the dining room.

      “You got better at this game,” Valyn acknowledged the obvious.

      While even as a child, Valyn had lived to learn everything about being king, Nehelon had never wanted any part in it. He had avoided official events as best as he could. Only through his role in Ackwood had he become truly accustomed to taking an active role in politics. It seemed now the time had come for him to do the same in his homeland.
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      The Meister stared out the window, watching the sun fall over the edge of the world in the west, rather than responding to Gandrett’s question. They had been spending most of the morning discussing the risks of traveling to the Lost Mountains and how it would be a stealth mission where he wouldn’t be able to send anyone else with her. That was all right with Gandrett. She even preferred it if no one else would be put at risk because of her. They had studied the piece of parchment that was the map of the islands in the west where the Meister suspected Queen Liri was hiding. And by suspected, he meant he had heard rumors.

      It didn’t surprise Gandrett that he had heard something. He seemed to have informants everywhere, even outside the network of Children of Vala who he had positioned in temples and courts all over Neredyn. It wouldn’t surprise her if he knew when she’d last had her period.

      Gandrett got up from the chair where she had settled after a brief visit to the kitchens at noon—no sight of Gordan—and had spent a couple of minutes with Nahir, who had hugged her for the better part of that time span and asked her to return at night so they could talk.

      Now, she was back at the Meister’s study, their conversation stagnant for the first time since he had told her why he thought Queen Liri might be of any use, and he was successfully avoiding responding to the one question she had asked before she would be willing to agree to his terms—she wanted to be released from the Order at her return. That and Andrew. And Surel and Kaleb, of course, if they decided they wanted to leave, too.

      She should have demanded way more—the freedom of all of the children at the priory wouldn’t have been remotely enough of a price to pay for a chance to save Neredyn, but Gandrett was daring with her demands, not foolish. She knew that she would only get so much, and she would rather use it to set free Andrew and her friends.

      “What do you say, Meister?” she wanted to know and stalked to the window where she leaned against the windowsill, blocking the Meister’s view with her set features.  She wouldn’t balk. Not this time. Not when, finally, she had the upper hand in a conversation with him, when her fears had curled up behind her magic and she was ready to stand her ground should he raise a finger against her.

      Nehelon would have encouraged her to be diplomatic—he basically had in the note—and here she was, putting forward demands and insisting on a quick response. The opposite of diplomacy. But there was one thing Nehelon hadn’t considered. Gandrett had something the Meister wanted. She was excellent with her sword, and she had magic—real magic. If any of his fighters could take on the task of finding Liri and bringing her back, it was Gandrett.

      “Very well,” the man sighed as he leaned back in his chair. “Your brother will be free the day you return.” He agreed to one of her conditions, his face sour as if it hurt to do so.

      “And Surel and Kaleb,” she pushed.

      To her surprise, he nodded with a flicker in his eyes that couldn’t mean anything good.

      She folded her arms, giving her best impersonation of Nehelon’s indifferent face so he wouldn’t see how much it meant to her to have achieved anything with him at all. Her freedom was still a topic of negotiation, and she wouldn’t move until she got it.

      “And I will no longer be in the service of the Order from the day I find her and deliver whatever message you choose to send.” Because that was the mission Pete Nemey had tasked her with. Find Queen Liri and deliver a message. Nothing more, nothing less.

      It seemed almost like too easy a task. Hadn’t she heard before about what the former Queen of Fae was capable of, she might have even set out the same day to find a lost queen. But she couldn’t unknow what Valyn had shared with her, how the mother of the King and Prince of Ulfray had treated her sons. How she had seen soldiers in them, had basically treated them as cannon fodder in what might have been an attempt to weaken their threat to her crown. Gandrett hid a shudder in a cough and dropped her hands while she continued to stare down the man who had made her into cannon fodder. She had been made to fight, to kill, to wield her sword against anyone who was a threat to the Order. And now, she demanded she wield her sword for no one other than herself.

      The silence of the Meister was excruciating, a torture of its own and unlike any other silence she had experienced before. Not even the silence in the dark chambers beneath the citadel when she had been a child.

      Gandrett was about to shatter from the tension when he finally cleared his throat and said, “Your life is in the service of the goddess of life, Gandrett Brayton. I cannot reverse a consecration.”

      She was about to fling herself at him with her coiled magic, ready to demand what was different about her, why he would let her friends go, but not her, when he held up a hand, cautioning her to wait.

      “Your life belongs to the goddess as does that of Surel and Kaleb, but while they are dispensable”—he made a gesture that gave Gandrett the chills, as if their lives were worth nothing—“you have been chosen by more than one god. Vala chose you as her Blade, and Nyssa elected you to be loved by an immortal king,” he explained while Gandrett tried to unweave the hidden words between the disturbing, obvious ones. “You are way more valuable than you believe—especially now that you have lifted the curse on the Fae.” A mixture of excitement and possessiveness swirled in his eyes as he leaned forward. “You, Child of Vala, could do anything. And I will not allow you to do anything for anyone other than the Order.”

      Gandrett’s heart slumped into her knees, but her magic was ready to strike.

      “I will not allow you to sever ties with the Order even if you have broken the code of the Order. You have fallen in love; you have kissed and the gods know what else—”

      “Wine,” Gandrett interjected with a sneer. “I got wasted at the solstice. And to no short amount.”

      The Meister chuckled as if he found her defiance endearing, making Gandrett’s magic burst from her hands without a conscious decision.

      The desk went up in flames before she could stop herself, fire darting around the Meister’s startled shape, leaving a black smoke in its wake. For a second, all he did was stare at her, wide-eyed. Then, he turned around in a slow half-circle until he faced the table.

      He didn’t say a word as he lifted his hand and waved at it in an elegant motion. A second later, the fire was gone—and Gandrett had trouble breathing.

      Her throat tightened as her lungs gasped for air, her body instantly going on red alert at the invisible danger.

      No. This couldn’t be happening. He was pulling the air from the room around him, all of the corners and spaces except for right where he stood. The Meister had magic beyond the water magic of the Vala-blessed—and he was using it to take her down. On his face, cold fury was burning like a flame of ice, sending shudders through Gandrett once more as she gasped for breath.

      “Stop,” she wanted to scream, but no sound came out.

      He was going to kill her if she didn’t do anything about it—and fast.

      With every fiber in her body screaming for oxygen, Gandrett pointed a finger at the Meister and grinned at him while she reached for her sword with the other. With one powerful motion, she drew it and rammed the pommel into the window behind her, not stopping as the glass shattered around her fist, leaving deep, painful cuts along her fingers and up to her wrist.

      A second later, the room filled with air, enveloping her as it streamed in through the window, and Gandrett leaned against the windowsill, head spinning as she panted, still overcoming the shock.

      “I see you haven’t changed, Gandrett,” the Meister commented from his position by the desk where he was sorting through leftover shreds of paper. “Still the stubborn, hot-headed girl you were that first day you came to Everrun.”

      “I wouldn’t have qualified as the woman with a will of steel had I changed, would I?” The words tasted bitter on her tongue, but the expression on the Meister’s face at her unbroken determination was priceless. Gandrett ignored the throbbing pain in her hand and wrist and enjoyed her moment of victory.

      “You may have found your magic powers, girl,” the man hissed, “but you are in no way a match for me.” There was no doubt he could have smitten her then and there had he so pleased, but something in his eyes told her he wasn’t done with her. He still needed her.

      And she … well, she wasn’t ready to kill him. Even if it was unlikely he would be a true ally to anyone other than himself, it would be smarter not to make another enemy by letting the Meister of the Order of Vala disappear through a magic accident. Fighting this brewing war on one front was more than hard enough. She didn’t need to have the Order as an enemy as well. At least, not if she hoped to stand a chance against the Dragon King and ever see Addie and Mckenzie again alive.

      Make allies. Nehelon’s voice shot into her mind like a rough breeze after the moments of fighting for air. She acknowledged for a fleeting moment how much she missed that voice—even as it had only recently begun to speak friendly to her. A gaping hole had appeared where Nehelon’s presence used to be an unwelcome situation forced upon her through circumstances.

      She swallowed her pride—and all of the emotions, good and bad, that were welling up inside of her—and said, “My offer stands. Set me free, and I’ll leave to find Liri Idresea after a good night’s sleep.”

      The Meister grumbled, “I will suggest a compromise, Gandrett, that you had better agree to, and I will only suggest it once.” His face darkened, his hand—the free one where he wasn’t holding the only map that had survived Gandrett’s attack—open before him in a silent threat that he wouldn’t let her interfere a second time.

      Gandrett knew then that she might have become more powerful, but that the Meister had never shown his true power before. It was an illusion that she’d be able to outmatch him. At least, for now, until she fully understood what she was capable of. Nehelon had trained her, yes, but that didn’t mean she was in full control of her magic. She wasn’t a danger to herself and her environment, at least, but using her magic as a weapon the way the Meister just had, the way she had seen Nehelon do countless times … it would take a while to be refined like that.

      “You will return after you deliver the message to the queen, and when you return, you will remain in my service. You will no longer have to live by the rules of the Children of Vala. If you want to marry your Fae king, I will even allow you to do so. But trust me when I say I will have ways to know if you betray me.”

      Gandrett’s blood went colder as she let his words sink in, every single memory of her early years at the priory flashing by in a blur of fear and agony, making her palms sweaty, her breathing shallow, and her limbs as useless as they had been when she was little. She knew that he wouldn’t threaten a second time, but if she didn’t agree, he would cut her air off for good—along with her brother and Surel and Kaleb. And that thought alone would have been enough to make her immobilized by panic. But he wasn’t done.

      “You will go where I send you, and if I send you to the Fae lands, you will be there at my mercy and not because it is your choice. I will let your friends go and your brother, but you will remain mine.” He took a step closer, his gaze the same he had before locking her up in the darkness, and a childlike fear took root in Gandrett. “If you betray me, I will find your friends and your brother and they will not survive your failure. Am I clear?”

      Gandrett couldn’t bring herself to say a word as he pinned her with his gaze, again the seven-year-old he had locked up in the dark chambers beneath the citadel, again the ten-year-old who had left his study bruised and bleeding, and again the fifteen-year-old who had defeated every single fighter in the Order who had challenged her—every single one but him. She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat.

      “Am. I. Clear.”

      She nodded once, her body unlocking as he released her from his gaze, discarded like a tool now that she had agreed to fulfill her purpose. Then, she sheathed her sword, suppressing the gasp at the strain of her injured hand, and stalked toward him.

      She would find a way around this. She wouldn’t be a slave of the Order forever—of Pete Nemey, now, it seemed, for this no longer had anything to do with the Order.

      “Give me that gods forsaken message,” she growled and held out her good hand. “And the map. I guess I’ll need it.”
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      Gandrett didn’t look left or right as she stormed from the citadel right back to where she had found her brother in the morning. She didn’t stop or slow for the curious gazes of the acolytes, she didn’t look up when a male voice called her name—not Kaleb, her brother, nor Gordan; she would have recognized all of them in her sleep with her brother’s husky tenor the newest addition to voices that she would never forget.

      It was only when she made it to the side buildings that a tall, lean man caught up with her. Not man—male. He fell into step beside her, his eyes on her instead of on the rest of the priory that seemed to be observing them.

      “Hail thee, Savior of the Fae,” he said by way of greeting.

      Gandrett stopped in her tracks, trying to decide whether she should laugh or cry.

      She chose neither but inclined her head at the male with his sharp cheekbones and beautiful umber skin.

      “It is an honor to meet the creature who woke my people,” he said, his black eyes holding her gaze, expecting her to say something.

      “Did he send you?” Gandrett thought of Gordan, who hadn’t shown up since they had parted this morning.

      “If by him you mean the prince, yes.” His lips twitched into a heartbreaking smile.

      Why again did all Fae have to be so darn pretty?

      “Prince Nehelon,” the male specified when Gandrett didn’t react other than stare. “His order was that if you ever came to the priory, we were to protect you.”

      Gandrett nodded at the old news. Her hand automatically wandered into her pocket to fiddle with Nehelon’s tiny letter.

      “Am I in danger?” she asked the male instead of taking the time to make polite small talk.

      He glanced over his leather armored shoulder, where his fir-green cloak fluttered in the wind, to the building where Gandrett had been headed. “Pete Nemey ordered two of us not to let anyone near your brother—especially not you.”

      Gandrett huffed. It made sense the Meister would order that. He knew her too well to think she wouldn’t make the trip to find him and try to get him out before she left in order to eliminate any liabilities. Smart move.

      “And you are one of those two?” She clenched and unclenched her bleeding hand, biting back a groan of pain.

      The male shook his head. “I am the one who protects you from herself.”

      Gandrett blinked at him, waiting for an explanation.

      “If you try to get to him now, you will get hurt. Even if my men will not attack you, the men of the Order, who are positioned alongside them, will.

      “And your soldiers won’t protect me then? They will disregard an order from their prince?” Gandrett challenged, already having made up her mind that she would go and try to get Andrew out, no matter what.

      “They would protect you, of course, but that wouldn’t be the smartest move and wouldn’t help your intentions,” the male said truthfully—for Fae couldn’t lie. “If you exercise a little patience, Gordan and I have been working on a better plan ever since he heard about what the Meister demanded this morning.”

      His words hit her right in the gut. So Gordan had overheard their conversation this morning … and she had lied to his face. Shame crept through her at the thought that Gordan had said nothing and let her keep her face when she had hidden from him the Meister’s intention to find Liri.

      “He knows of my mission?” Gandrett asked just to clarify she wasn’t misunderstanding. “Also, you know of my mission and the conditions the Meister set it under?”

      The male nodded, his eyes sparking with something that Gandrett could only read as bloodlust. “If we allow any of his threats to come true, Prince Nehelon will never forgive us,” he said curtly then added, “And if he won’t make us suffer for it, King Valyn certainly will.”

      Gandrett allowed herself to let a shudder take over, and it came with the force of all of the suppressed ones from the Meister’s study. Nehelon had made sure she wouldn’t be alone at the priory—Gordan as a travel companion and confidant and now this male as a representative of the Fae soldiers Nehelon had sent—

      “What plan exactly have you and Gordan been working on?” she asked, ignoring the impulse to run from the creature of infinite strength before her. Thank the gods, he wasn’t plotting against her or she would be lost.

      He gave her a measuring look that made her want to cringe. Had she just been brave in the Meister’s study? She couldn’t remember having ever been brave.

      “Leave it up to us to ensure your brother is safe while you are away. I promise he will come to no harm—and you know in contrast to Pete Nemey’s promise, mine is binding.” His eyes softened a bit at Gandrett’s concerned frown. “I will tell him you tried to stop by and that you entrust his well-being to us.” His dark forehead crinkled as his brows knitted together. “And that you will be united before long.”

      Gandrett couldn’t help but feel a pang of affection for the male whose name she hadn’t even asked.

      “I will not forget your assistance—” she said instead of thanking him. “What should I call you?”

      “Palvin.” The male inclined his head again. “At your service.”

      Gandrett smiled at Palvin.

      “Now, be on your way, Savior of the Fae,” Palvin sent her off, her chest filled with mixed emotions as she headed down the cobbled path to the residential building. Gratitude, on the one hand, knowing Andrew was taken care of and he wouldn’t fall victim to the Meister’s plotting, and sadness, on the other, that she wouldn’t be granted a moment to see him again before she left.

      Silent stares followed her until she made it inside, her mind preoccupied with the events of the day and her fingers busy crumpling the note in her pocket like an anchor that guided her through the mess that had welcomed her at Everrun.

      “You, my girl, need to eat a cookie or seven.” Nahir’s rich voice brought her back to attention, calling from the kitchen even before she made it to the base of the stairs.

      Without thinking, Gandrett turned around and followed the promise of comfort cookies and the prospect of talking to the one person who had told her, on the very first day Nehelon had shown up, that the latter was trouble.

      “It’s so good to see you in one piece.” Nahir beamed at her, plate of cookies in one hand, gesturing at the small table in the corner with the other.

      Gandrett was about to slouch to the table when Gordan said from the corner, “Not in one piece.”

      Gandrett’s head whipped around, and she tucked her hand behind her back, embarrassed that the Meister’s attack had left a mark on her body—even if it was self-inflicted.

      Nahir put the plate down and bustled over, but Gordan beat her to it, holding out his hand as he surveyed her with a gaze that made clear that they would talk about it—all of it—the moment they were alone. “Let me see your injury,” he requested, and Gandrett reluctantly pulled her hand to the front, flinching as she brushed her sword in the process.

      “By Vala,” Nahir stopped in her tracks as she noticed the bloody streaks on the back of her palm. “What happened?”

      Gandrett knew that look. It was how Nahir eyed each of the acolytes when they returned from one of the Meister’s punishments, bruised or limping or half-starved.

      “It’s not what you think,” Gandrett ground out before Nahir could jump to conclusions. “I broke a window.”

      Gordan raised an eyebrow and smiled. “It was a sight to behold.”

      “You weren’t there,” Gandrett objected, but Gordan’s smile grew wider.

      “Not in the room, but I told you I would watch out for you—and that I didn’t want to meet the prince’s wrath.”

      Beside them, Nahir cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t we be cleaning the wound?” She had done that countless times for Gandrett.

      “You keep forgetting, my friend, that I am Fae.” He said it with the same amusement as he had told her that he had spied on the conversation with the Meister.

      Gandrett’s stomach clenched in an indefinable sensation as the male took her hand in his, turning it over and studying the incision made by the glass shards.

      “It’s not very deep,” Gandrett explained, “not even bleeding anymore.”

      Gordan shook his head. “Hold still for a moment.” Then he closed his eyes, and a tingly warmth spread from where his hand touched hers.

      “By the gods,” Nahir exclaimed. “You’re a practical one, aren’t you?”

      When Gandrett understood what Nahir meant, her wounds had fully closed, leaving only the crimson lines of drying blood behind.

      The housekeeper caught her composure before Gandrett did. “Well, let’s get you cleaned up, anyway. Blood doesn’t look pretty.” Gandrett allowed the woman to tug her to the sink where she washed her hands thoroughly, but Gordan’s gaze was like a weight on her back. She could sense that there were many words brewing inside of him that he would dump on her the next best moment he had a chance.

      “I’ll pack provisions for your journey,” Nahir babbled along, oblivious to the silent tension in the room. “It will be easy to carry enough water and food when you travel on horseback. Gordan here already informed me that you will be leaving first thing tomorrow.”

      Gandrett dried her hands on a dishcloth and turned around. “So you’ve planned out my trip already?” she asked, arms folding across her chest.

      “Your trip?” he asked, eyebrow still up. “I’m coming with you.”

      And that was that. Gandrett didn’t argue. She was glad she wouldn’t face whatever came alone. But would bringing a Fae to Queen Liri be beneficial for reaching her goals? She didn’t think about it either. There would be weeks of travel to have that discussion. If she believed the map the Meister had shown her, they would have to travel by ship, even.

      “Your friend here”—Nahir pointed at Gordan—“told me he is in the service of the Prince of Fae.”

      Both Gandrett and Gordan nodded.

      “Was the prince the one who came to get you from the priory?” she continued as she picked up the cookie plate again and offered it to both Gandrett and Gordan.

      Gandrett took a hand-sized oatmeal cookie and bit into it, savoring the taste of comfort and Nahir’s motherly warmth. “That’s the one,” she confirmed between moments of chewing.

      Gordan shifted closer to the counter, eyeing the plate with interest.

      “Told you, he was trouble,” the woman said with a cocked head, watching Gordan gingerly pick up a cookie. “You haven’t eaten much human food, have you, Lord Sterngrove?”

      Gordan weighed the cookie in his hand. “I am not a lord,” he corrected. “And, no, I haven’t eaten food made by humans in half a millennium—except for the stew when we arrived, and that was excellent.” He curled his lips into a convincing smile.

      Gandrett suppressed a chuckle.

      “I have learned to be cautious with food,” he added. “The Fae courts will teach you caution.”

      His statement made Gandrett wonder how much about the Fae courts there was that she didn’t know. Basically, she knew nothing but what she had witnessed herself. She hadn’t questioned the edibility of the food in Lei’Vreah. The food was more or less the same as in the human lands, only tastier somehow. Suddenly, she felt naive.

      “Prince Nehelon is very concerned with Gandrett’s safety,” Gordan flipped back to the topic. “He wouldn’t want to see her hurt.”

      Nahir kept her inquisitive gaze on the Fae male. “And what about King Valyn?”

      Gandrett wanted to say that she’d talk to Nahir about that another time when they were alone, but Gordan was faster. “He didn’t send me—nor the others, for that matter.”

      Nahir turned her gaze to Gandrett, surprise on her wrinkly, dark features. “I thought you loved him.”

      Gandrett swallowed and took another bite of her cookie, both Nahir’s and Gordan’s expectant gazes on her now. And then, she shrugged.

      Nahir took a step toward her, her wistful eyes needle-focused on her. “You, girl, don’t look like the love-drunk fool you are supposed to be after waking your beloved king from eternal sleep.”

      Gandrett stopped chewing. “I’ll never be a love-drunk fool for anyone,” she clarified and earned a laugh from Nahir.

      “Believe me, Gandrett, that if you have been living as long as I have and observed humans fall in and out of love, you would see what even a blind woman would see.”

      “And that is?” Gandrett asked, knowing the answer for herself but wanting someone else to speak it so she wouldn’t have to.

      “You are not in love with the King of Fae.” Nahir braced one hand on her hip, gesturing at Gandrett with the other.

      “Maybe I’m just not in a good mood because I almost died in the desert,” she countered. But Nahir only grinned.

      “If you were in love, you wouldn’t need to look for excuses why you aren’t even half-enthusiastic. And you will not, for one moment, hesitate once you realize you are in love. You won’t be able to stop thinking about him. When you see him, your heart will flutter and race, you’ll crave to be close to him, and it will never be close enough, no matter how close you get.”

      Beside her, Gordan had gone still as a statue.

      

      Gandrett fiddled with the map the Meister had given her. There were two routes to the Lost Mountains; one through Ulfray and one through Lapidos, and both included a trip by boat. While Gordan had given his opinion that he would prefer Ulfray in general, he had also agreed that after the Maraoul attacks in the forests, it wasn’t a smart choice—especially when the most direct path led right past the Heart of Ulfray. If the Maraoul were dangerous at the outskirts of the Fae lands, they would be inescapable there, by their lair.

      So the decision had been easy, and when Gandrett had sought out the Meister the next morning, he had handed her a sealed envelope and said, “Make sure Queen Liri reads this and no one else.”

      There had been warning in his eyes, and Gandrett had nodded before she had wordlessly plucked it from his fingers, swallowing all of the bitterness that came with leaving under such forced circumstances. Hadn’t she had Palvin’s and Gordan’s promise that Andrew would escape soon, she would have outright refused to set even one step outside those gates. But with their reassurance, she swallowed all instincts that told her to not leave her brother out of her sight, to not trust the Meister for one second, and if she hadn’t had Gordan with her, she would have never been able to stomach the fear that overcame her when she faced the rising sun in the desert, knowing that the next time she’d see running water—or any water than the one in their waterskins and the canteens strapped to their horses’ saddles—would be in over a week’s worth of travel in Nisea.

      “He’ll be all right,” Gordan said as if reading her thoughts, “and we’ll make it to Nisea safely.”

      Gandrett bobbed her head and spurred Lim, who Gordan had insisted she use as her mount, while he took the sturdy, brown mare he was offered by the Meister, who hadn’t questioned that Gordan was going to accompany her.

      “Don’t forget where your loyalties and your duty lie,” the Meister had reminded her before they’d left.

      And Gandrett had agreed, “Never.”

      She never would forget—that her loyalties weren’t with Pete Nemey. And she would never forget how he had threatened her and her brother.

      The first day went by without much talking, Gordan riding beside her with his eyes attentive to their surroundings as if he was expecting an attack or that someone had followed them. But when the priory had become a distant settlement on the heated horizon, the air cooling for the night as the sun hid behind the rim of the world, he finally halted and unpacked some of the dried meat and bread that they had brought.

      Gandrett used her magic to form a hole in the ground that was deeper than what Gordan had managed on their way into the desert, and he gave her an appreciative glance.

      “You need to ration your strength,” he reminded her—as if she needed reminding after those horrible days not even a week ago. Had someone told her she’d survive the desert just to go back out there on a mission she might not survive, she would have chosen to stay in Lei’Vreah after all. Maybe.

      “I’d rather I create a nice place to rest for us and you carry me the last mile again rather than the other way around.” Gandrett winked at him, and Gordan chuckled.

      “You know I get what Nehelon sees in you, and you are right to see in him what you see in him.”

      Gandrett almost choked on the piece of meat she had been chewing on. So, the moment had come when Gordan would no longer beat around the bush and would address the fact that he had noticed something the night before in the kitchen. That something being her own recognition that Nahir had been right.

      “You mean an insufferable male who has manipulated my life into misery just so he could free his people?” She knew it was unfair to say it like that, especially when she had forgiven him, when she understood why he had done it, how much he loved his people.

      “That,” Gordan said, terse, “and the other thing.”

      Gandrett swept her braid back over her shoulder. “What other thing?”

      But Gordan didn’t allow her to pretend she was clueless. Not this time. “The thing where you are in love with him.”

      This time, Gandrett did choke on something, only it wasn’t the meat that had long made it down her esophagus but the painful realization that there was a part of her that wanted to agree, a part that knew that whatever the sensation was that Nehelon managed to stir in her wasn’t the same that Valyn could evoke—the one that supposedly had been needed to save the Fae.

      And then there was a part that made her wonder if acknowledging it would mean that she would fail the Kingdom of Ulfray.

      That other part was stronger. “Not true,” she objected. “Haven’t you heard? I am in love with the king.” Even she heard the mockery in her words. Nahir hadn’t believed it, and Gordan believed her even less.

      “Has he ever told you what it took to wake up the Fae?” Gordan’s dark gaze held hers, unfaltering, reading every emotion as he let her think, let her put something together.

      Only, it eluded her.

      It was like trying to read between written lines where every word was blurry.

      “I needed to fall in love with Valyn,” she repeated what she knew, what she had been told.

      “Not that,” Gordan stopped her. “What were the exact words he said?”

      Gandrett frowned as she settled down in the hole she had created. “I’d rather not go back to the day he informed me of what exactly had been happening in Lei’Vreah.” Why he had pushed her away like that, why he had put the geas on her, to begin with.

      “Maybe it’s time you did.” There was understanding in Gordan’s eyes, wisdom even.

      With a sigh, Gandrett closed her eyes and allowed herself to wander back to that painful day when Nehelon had returned from his hunt in the forest, wounded, dying. When he had shed his mask and told her all those things, how he regretted that he would never get to kiss her now that she was in love with his brother… She shivered at the horror of the memory, the fear for him as he had bled out before her. And a shiver of a different kind—one that made her want to hear him say those things again. Just to know he remembered them the same way she did.

      She couldn’t be sure. He might have been delirious from poison and blood loss. But Gandrett shoved all thoughts down—and all of the emotions that came with them—to return to the moment he had shared the most important line with her. The one that had broken her all over again.

      “In order to wake the rest of our people, you needed to fall in love with the king,” Gandrett quoted the words Nehelon had murmured to her while his fingers had been clutching at his destroyed chest.

      Gordan sucked in a breath that made Gandrett’s eyes flutter open, only to find him looking at her as if he just had an epiphany.

      “What is it?” she prompted and raised her waterskin to her lips to take a good sip. It was the only thing she could think of to keep herself occupied while she waited for Gordan to speak.

      “And I was beginning to think you were particularly slow for a human,” Gordan said and held up a hand in apology. “No offense, Gandrett, but I have been waiting for you to figure it out on your own. I only understood the night before the Maraoul attack just how deep your feelings for him run.”

      Gandrett shifted uncomfortably and chose to focus on her waterskin. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Gordan chuckled. “I mean, Gandrett, that Prince Nehelon left something out when he filled you in about what happened.”

      Now, Gandrett looked up, unable to wipe curiosity off her face, no matter how dearly she wanted to not care, how desperately she needed to protect herself from fleeting hope that might be shattered yet again.

      “What did he leave out?” She couldn’t help it. The words came out.

      The male across from her eyed her solemnly as if he had just drawn a line between the unreachable stars. “There was only one way the curse could have been lifted, and that was for you to fall in love with the rightful king.”

      “With Valyn,” Gandrett agreed and gave it another try, searching to see if there was anything for the moonlight-haired Idresea twin that made her heart ache. There wasn’t.

      “But you aren’t in love with the king,” Gordan pointed out. She didn’t need to say a word for him to know it was the truth since he was aware of that. But his eyes narrowed, and his brows knitted together as he leaned closer and whispered, “At least, not with the ruling king.”

      Gandrett was about to ask what he was talking about when it dawned on her that Gordan had made a clear distinction between the ruling king and the—

      “Valyn is not the rightful King of Ulfray,” she stammered, her throat suddenly dry as paper.

      Gordan shook his head. “According to your heart, he is not.”

      Her hand flung itself to her chest as if by that, she could control the little organ beating like a wild hunt. “But—”

      “But you love the rightful king, Gandrett, and you know who that is.”

      Gandrett didn’t respond. She didn’t need to, for both Gordan and she knew who he meant.

      They were quiet for a long while, the horses huddled together at the edge of the hole, heads lowered as they nibbled from the fruit and grain pellets that were their provisions, creating the sound tapestry to the falling darkness.

      It was only when Gandrett turned over for the hundredth time on her bedroll that she dared to ask what had been circling in her mind for half the night. “Does he know?”

      Gordan moved on his bedroll, heaving a deep breath before he answered, “I don’t think so.”
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      Addie couldn’t tell how many days she had spent in her new body. Five, maybe more, maybe less. Time seemed to trickle between her claws as she shredded one furniture item after the other to pass it, and whenever Raynar returned to speak to her, he found his chambers a bit less hospitable.

      Addie had wondered once where he slept now when she was occupying his bedroom and threatening him with her bared teeth whenever he entered. He had tried several times to get her to listen for longer than a moment, but she wasn’t ready. Too fresh the shock of what he had done to her—even after almost a week. She growled whenever the door opened and someone shoved in buckets of raw meat—hadn’t touched one of them. She’d rather starve than eat the blood-dripping, shredded animals Raynar had sent to her new residence.

      She had, however, drunk the water he had conjured to the room in a bathtub-sized basin, uncaring if it was Dragon Water, because … what did it matter now if it was? She was a dragon.

      Adrienne! Raynar’s voice disturbed her thoughts like a knife, and she stumbled back a few steps from the door, half-expecting him to walk in.

      But he didn’t. He was only in her head the same way he had been after her transition.

      Addie thought of fresh grass in summer and blossoms in spring and sunshine, just to annoy the Dragon King, who had chosen a fortress under a mountain of ice as a hideout.

      What beautiful images you have ready for me today, Adrienne, he remarked instead of scolding her.

      It was a bit disturbing, this new Dragon King, the warmth in his voice, the affection in his thoughts as he sent them her way.

      And what he had said about them reigning together for eternity—

      Addie hissed and watched her breath form white fog in the icy room. It was the kind of icy she enjoyed now that her body had changed. In her human form, she would have hated it.

      I have fresh meat for you, Adrienne, he whispered as if that would entice her.

      Addie growled in her mind—and out loud. She wasn’t going to eat it if it was raw. It reminded her too much of the blood sacrifice she had been supposed to become—and which she wasn’t sure might have been the better option for her future. At least, then she would have been dead, while now … now she was Raynar’s tool, and she didn’t even understand yet how he would make use of her. The only thing she knew was that his threat kept echoing in her mind like a painful melody that rang true.

      You were made of Dragon Water and my magic. You are bound to me in a way that you soon will learn to understand. But for now, believe me when I say you don’t want to hurt me.

      She thought the words one moment, rolling them over in her mind, trying to figure out what they meant. The next moment, Raynar’s voice sounded in her head. Don’t fight me, Adrienne. Don’t refuse my extended friendship. I am a Dragon King, and you are my dragon. We work better together if you work with me instead of against me. At his words, something tightened around Addie’s chest, a memory of the pain that had overtaken her at her transformation.

      She gasped, and it stopped.

      I don’t want to hurt you. I promised you I wouldn’t ever hurt you again. But if you choose to attack me, I will defend myself, and believe me, my power is not a thing you want to be exposed to. At least, not if you favor your sanity.

      Addie snorted, the sound eerie in the bluish light of the hearth fire. I am not sure I am still sane, she thought at him, and a dark laugh met her in response.

      Promise me something in return, dragon maiden, he murmured into her mind.

      Addie held her breath; too gentle was the tone to not be intimidating.

      Promise me you will not make me use my powers on you.

      She couldn’t promise him anything. She didn’t even know if she would ever see daylight again since she was too big to get out of the room and the stone was too thick to break free.

      You will get out soon, Raynar answered her unspoken question.

      Again, Addie growled. Get out of my head.

      A chuckle that reminded Addie of someone else—of a time of dancing and celebration, of a fighter with a chestnut braid and a prince with emerald eyes whom she had put her faith in—

      She could almost remember his name. But not quite, memories blurring in her head as Raynar’s voice grew more urgent. Let me come to you and feed you. You will need your strength the first time you fly.

      Fly.

      Something in Addie’s chest lightened, and in her back, a set of muscles she hadn’t been able to deliberately use tightened, making her wings twitch.

      I can’t eat raw meat, Addie thought at him.

      It isn’t raw, he responded, and a light knock on the door followed his thought.

      Addie stomped and turned around, the sound summoning her to the wooden panel that was just wide enough to stick her head through, but nothing more.

      “Also, it isn’t just meat,” Raynar continued as he cracked open the door to the scent of roasted vegetables and rosemary filling the air.

      Addie wasn’t sure how her dragon body worked, but she was sure she wanted to eat the bucket full of food that was floating ahead of the Dragon King on a phantom wind. She didn’t even spare a thought to try to figure out what else he could do with that power but sniffed the herb-scented air, allowing it to tickle her palate.

      Raynar stopped and closed the door behind him, a sign he wasn’t going to leave this time but that he was determined to see this through—whatever this was. Addie wasn’t sure she cared anymore. Hunger drew her forward until she was a foot from the bucket, which he had set down between them, and dipped her nose into it.

      Tried to.

      It didn’t fit. And her tongue was too clumsy to lift a potato in between her jaws. A grunt of frustration escaped her.

      Raynar didn’t laugh but took a step closer and said, “I can help you if you allow me to.”

      That would be a first, Addie thought, that he asked her for her consent about anything.

      “I’m not your enemy, Adrienne,” he reminded her and waited for her to retreat a step before he reached into the bucket with a gloved hand and picked up a potato. He held it out to her, beckoning her to come closer.

      With regret, Addie realized that this was the easiest version of getting something into her cold stomach. At least, something other than water. Yes, she could push over the bucket and try to pick them up from the dusty floor, but that may turn out even more humiliating than eating from the Dragon King’s hand like a kitten.

      All right, Addie thought at him, trying to remember who it was that the cold king reminded her of. Help me with the potatoes, and I will choose not to have you as my meal today.

      Addie knew that it was an empty threat. She knew by the way Raynar’s lips curled at the sides and his eyes locked on her dragon ones.

      “You are adorable, Adrienne,” he murmured into the icy light that would have made Addie uncomfortable all those days ago when she had been something different, something vulnerable.

      But now, the light lent her more focus, and she was no longer that creature that had been sliced open with a knife over and over again. She was strong enough to bring down stone, to tear wood apart. Strong enough that even the most powerful magic wielder in history appeared in awe before her as he picked up a potato, his gaze never leaving hers, and held it out for her.

      She sniffed, finding the rosemary and thyme of Sivesian summer strong in her nostrils, stirring images of late nights in a beautiful, ancient castle in the east, of a young man with golden hair and hazel eyes, of rich, blue tapestries and small flowers, of laughter and rhymes. And it hit Addie, for a moment, that there was someone outside this fortress who might be looking for her, someone whom she cared for, and who cared for her.

      A name started to form in her head, something with A—

      “Adrienne,” Raynar sing-sang her name. “Adrienne, stay with me.”

      Haze formed in her mind where there had been some clarity for a moment, and Addie found herself trapped in the emerald depths of the Dragon King’s eyes.

      “You are hungry, Adrienne. You need to eat. You’ll need your strength.”

      She lowered her snout over the calloused hand with the comparably small potato resting in its palm and opened her jaws.

      The Dragon King didn’t flinch. Not even an inch. He stood his ground against the scaled beast she was, against her icy breath and her piercing gaze, against the bulk of flesh and bones that she was, with her wings now hovering behind her, half-spread like shields to wrap around her in case of an attack. And her tail. He didn’t as much as blink when her tail flicked from one side to the other, the horned end rattling the ground as it landed. Instead, he placed the potato on her rough tongue, reaching in between her razor-sharp teeth as if they were a curtain of satin and not the deadly sabers they were.

      “Eat, Adrienne,” he repeated as he dropped the vegetable into her mouth and pulled his hand back out. “And then we go fly.”

      

      Lapidos. Nehelon growled into his room, ignoring the fact that he had intended to keep from any emotional stir when it came to Gandrett below the surface. He had long given up pretending to himself that those feelings had little to do with guilt for what he’d done to her, what he’d put her through, and were much more about actual feelings for the Savior of the Fae.

      Good that besides Kepha, the rest of the Fae seemed to remain oblivious. Especially his brother, who was still under the impression Gandrett would one day return to him and be his. And had it been another Fae, Nehelon would have agreed. Another Fae would probably one day have returned to the king, in fifty years or a hundred when she had forgotten what the prince had done, and they would spend a century together for only fifty days, but they’d be together for a while—until Valyn grew tired of her. And then, the Savior of the Fae would be a political guest at the Court Idresea.

      But human Gandrett wouldn’t last that long. If she chose to return to Valyn because she loved him, it would have to be fast, and by fast, Nehelon meant the next five years, maybe less. A woman like Gandrett would find admirers wherever she went. Ackwood, Eedwood, they both had been proof that she didn’t even need to be aware of her allure in order to find those admirers and steal their hearts like a breath of fresh air after a long, stuffy winter by the hearth.

      She would be happy somewhere else—somewhere far away from the fleeting attention of the fair folk.

      At least, that was what Nehelon told himself every other day when court politics became a nuisance and his mind drifted off to the feisty fighter.

      And now that he was holding the small piece of parchment in his hands, he couldn’t make his mind up if he should be relieved that she had thought to inform him at all or if he was upset that she had chosen the route through Lapidos to get to the Lost Mountains—that she was attempting to travel there at all. He couldn’t even begin to guess what she hoped to find there, except for the Dragon King. But it was more likely Raynar was hiding in the north. Dragons preferred the cold, and he had been tied to a dragon too long before his temporary death. He hadn’t told Gandrett his suspicions, anxious she would go ahead without him to confront Raynar and rescue Addie. Not that she wouldn’t be able to achieve what she put her mind to. He was sure she’d find a way if she wasn’t surprised like she had been in Ackwood. If it was her who planned the attack—the rescue mission—she might be victorious. But he couldn’t stand the thought of not being there to both witness her bravery and lend his strength to her in any way he could.

      Riho cawed at him, round eyes blinking with expectation.

      “All right, friend,” he said to the bird and extracted a cookie from the bowl on the desk in the library where he now spent every free moment—the only place where the rest of the court wouldn’t seek him out.

      Riho picked up the cookie and cracked it on the windowsill.

      “Is she all right?” he asked, watching the bird feast on crumbs.

      Riho clicked his beak once in response before he whispered all the details of how she had arrived, unconscious in Gordan’s arms.

      Nehelon crumpled the note as he clenched his fist to hold himself in place.

      “What in Hel’s name happened?”

      The bird told him of her dehydration, of the hours he’d waited on the windowsill outside her room at the priory to make sure he witnessed her recovery. A kindness of Riho, to take a close look at the woman who had saved Nehelon—had saved all of his kind.

      “And you are saying she left the same morning she sent you to me?” he inquired, already calculating in his mind how many days he had to make it to Nisea, the outpost at the border, and catch her there. Or if he was too late for that, whether he could make it to the port near Ilaton before she got on a ship and sailed off to an uncertain end.

      Riho cawed and spread a large crumb until it fell apart, not responding to Nehelon’s demand for reassurance. Of course not. The bird may have looked like a fluffy, cuddly pet, but he was a creature of the skies who prided himself with loyalty and accuracy.

      “How many days did it take you to get here?” Nehelon tried instead, and this time, Riho refused to answer.

      Ten—ten—days. Nehelon’s teeth ground together violently as he picked up a piece of parchment, scribbling down two lines that he hoped would reach her before she reached the shore. Then he rolled up the note and attached it to Riho’s leg.

      “Take it to her,” he whispered and watched the bird take off with a crumb in his beak through the open window into the early fall afternoon. There was only one thing that kept him from dropping everything and heading out the door, then and there, and that was the knowledge that Gordan was with her, and Gordan would rather die before he failed Nehelon.
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      The wound on Mckenzie’s knee had almost healed by the time she left her rooms again. After the escapade in the leisure halls, she had not found any motivation to see the prince, and so she hadn’t set foot outside the door so as not to risk the chance of having to face him. Yes, she was still mad at him, at her mother, at the world in general. But mainly, she was just disappointed through and through.

      Her own mother had used her like a pawn. Had she sold her the way Mckenzie had initially thought she had, it would have been easier to live with. A clear failure and a reason to hate her. But what Crystal Brenheran had done was more difficult. Letting Mckenzie believe she had been sold in the hope that Mckenzie would simply take it as a given and wed the prince without any questions—

      That was somehow even worse. Apparently, Mother didn’t believe she could be trusted with important political alliances, that she wasn’t smart enough or responsible enough to simply go with the prince when she would have asked.

      And maybe Lady Brenheran had been right to push her with a half-lie the way she had. Mckenzie would have never left Brax alone in Ackwood had she had a choice.

      But what was worse was that apparently everyone around her knew that she wasn’t there as a sold bride but as a lady who had been offered sanctuary by the Kingdom of Phornes. And she had hissed and bitten at everyone who had offered help over the weeks—months even. She had acted like the ungrateful, insane nobles she had always despised.

      How could she not have seen it?

      How could Taghi let her make such a fool of herself like that?

      One word would have been enough, and she might have changed her attitude, might have worked with him instead of against him. But now—after weeks of letting her believe her presence at the Khilalian court was nothing more than an act of trade between two houses—

      Mckenzie flipped open Strategies of War and Peace and started reading. Anything to distract her—especially from the idea that the prince wasn’t as bad as she had thought, that the charming man she had gotten to know in Ackwood before the solstice celebrations hadn’t been a complete act.

      Then, as Brax used to say, “A man can be charming and still be an ass.”

      Mckenzie closed the book again and started pacing.

      She hadn’t gotten far when a knock on the door stopped her in her tracks again.

      “Whoever you are, get lost!” she barked at the door.

      Unsurprisingly, the visitor didn’t let her scare him away.

      “Lady Mckenzie,” Nalesh, the guard who seemed to be at her door, day and night, stuck in his head. “There is someone here for you, and you might want to hear them out.”

      Mckenzie raised her eyebrows and tossed her cut-off curls back with a dynamic swing of her head. “If it’s the prince, tell him he can go drown someone else.” She knew it was childish to keep playing this game, to pretend that he was still the enemy.

      Well, maybe he was. Maybe all of it was just a ruse and he was in league with the Dragon King after all. He had made a pact with him, hadn’t he? Granting access to Phornes to the evil that had taken her brother. Bastard … bastards. Both of them.

      “It’s Norha Miitra,” Nalesh said, his voice the ever calm flow of words she had gotten used to during her more daring days at the palace of Khila. Especially from the way back to her room after she had hit her knee on the mother of pearl tiles in the leisure halls.

      Mckenzie grunted. She missed Miitra, her blunt ways of calling her on her acts.

      “All right, send her in.”

      She was relieved she didn’t need to face the handsome face of Taghi Saza Brina—yet. And that visit with the Queen and King of Phornes would be on the agenda someday soon as well.

      Instead of facing her fears, Mckenzie flopped back onto the sofa and picked up the book, pretending to read.

      Miitra was a vision in crimson as she breezed into the room, her smooth, black hair pulled into a sleek ponytail with golden strings woven into the lengths. Mckenzie wished for a moment she hadn’t cut off her hair.

      “You look better than the last time I saw you,” Miitra said by way of greeting, crossing the room and sitting down beside Mckenzie without invitation. “And by better, I mean dry.”

      Mckenzie tried to stare down the cousin of the Crown Prince of Phornes … and burst out laughing after half a minute.

      Miitra’s lips twitched, and she picked up the book from Mckenzie’s lap. “Nice try.”

      Mckenzie caught herself and smoothed over her face enough not to appear like the complete maniac she must appear as. “I am always prepared for a visit from the prince,” she retorted as Miitra studied the page she had been reading.

      “Mostly by reading about tactics to destroy the enemy?”

      Mckenzie wasn’t aware what page she had been reading. “I guess so,” she responded and leaned back on the sofa, her mind swaying between embarrassment and amusement.

      “The enemy hasn’t sought me out since he tried to drown me.” She adjusted the cream-colored cuffs of the shirt as she sat and waited for Miitra to speak the reason she had come.

      “I told you he was an ass.” Miitra’s lips spread into a wide grin, nose crinkling. “Also, I told him he is an ass.”

      Mckenzie remembered only too well that day when Miitra had basically thrown the Prince of Phornes out of his own leisure halls to give Mckenzie a little privacy and space to process what had happened.

      “And I have forbidden him from coming up here before you’re ready to talk to him.”

      That was a surprise.

      “And he listened to you?”

      “Apparently.” Her eyes sparked with mischief. “I’ve been known to be a good influence on the future ruler of Phornes.”

      Mckenzie studied Miitra, her own smile not wanting to spread farther than her lips. “I don’t know if I am still upset with him,” she admitted. “Or with you, or with myself.”

      Miitra raised a perfect dark line that was her eyebrow. “I understand if you are upset with him. Or with me.” She closed the book and laid it on the coffee table with an elegant hand. “But why would you be upset with yourself?”

      Mckenzie considered for a long second but eventually didn’t answer.

      “Maybe I’ll stop being upset once I understand why everyone is keeping me in the dark,” she pointed out, instead. “Why is it, exactly, that he decided to keep me in the dark about the deal he made with my mother?” she added, using the opportunity to talk to Miitra, who had also kept her distance after the incident.

      The latter turned her head and traced the pattern on the sofa with her pointed fingernail. “I shouldn’t be talking about his reasons,” she said, not helping Mckenzie’s frustration. “As for mine—I promised him not to tell you unless it was to prevent a bigger crisis.” There was accusation in her onyx eyes, but Mckenzie didn’t feel it was directed toward her.

      “And what happened in the leisure halls was a bigger crisis?” she demanded, all prior amusement, the need to smile at Miitra like at an old friend, gone.

      “The Crown Prince of Phornes accidentally drowning his future bride?” She gestured at Mckenzie with gold-ringed fingers. “I would call that a bigger crisis.”

      “Would you care to explain to me what happened that day?” Mckenzie requested, hoping that Miitra was still willing to explain anything to her after she had locked herself up here in her room.

      “Again, that’s for Taghi to tell you. All I can say is that if you can swim, hanging out with Taghi at the pool is fun.” Mckenzie found her statement questionable. “But as you can’t swim and made it clear you’re not willing to learn, I guess you’ll never find out just how much fun.”

      The riddle in Miitra’s response threatened to make Mckenzie leap to her feet and start searching the palace for the prince. Not to learn to swim but to shake all the answers out of him if she had to.

      She folded her arms across her chest, the chiffon of her shirt soft beneath her hands. “I don’t know if I can trust him even if he gives me all the answers in the world.”

      Miitra gave her a look that told Mckenzie she knew the feeling, but then a smile crossed her face again, and she reached out with her hand, placing it on Mckenzie’s forearm. “This court is not the rattle-snake nest that you are used to from the north. Taghi is an honorable man. He makes mistakes, but he doesn’t do it to hurt anyone. If he ever does something questionable, you can be sure he does it to protect this court.”

      Mckenzie didn’t know what to say, so she stared at Miitra, whose smile had grown wider.

      “And he’s still an ass,” she said and got to her feet, aiming for the closet.

      Mckenzie jumped up and followed her. “What are you doing?”

      She tried to see over Miitra’s shoulder, the latter rummaging through layers of fabric and colors until she pulled something out that Mckenzie knew had to be from the stack of new clothes the servant had brought in the other day and which she hadn’t even deigned to touch, still too upset with the world—and with Taghi Saza Brina in particular.

      “This”—Miitra held up the flowing dusty green tulle fabric that was highlighted with red and white in a pattern that Mckenzie couldn’t immediately identify—“is what you’ll wear tonight. And I want no excuses.” There was a charming sort of authority in Miitra’s voice that was as regal as it was that of a patronizing friend.

      “Wear for what?” Mackenzie prompted, fearing she already knew.

      Miitra only smiled and held the dress up on Mckenzie’s body until she was satisfied then pushed it into Mckenzie’s arms. “I said Taghi wouldn’t talk to you until you’re ready. But I never said anything about his parents.”

      

      When Mckenzie climbed down the stairs, feet in satin slippers the color of the white and blood-red roses that wound down the bust all the way to a tied belt, the same shade of red, her heart threatened to leap out of the low V-neckline at the prospect of facing the King and Queen of Phornes.

      She had been successfully avoiding being summoned to dinner or any formal encounter at court, but tonight, there was no way out. Miitra had made it clear that she disagreed with how Taghi had handled things, but she would no longer tolerate Mckenzie’s disrespecting the rulers of her realm. She hadn’t threatened any consequences if Mckenzie wouldn’t follow tonight’s invitation. She hadn’t needed to. After holding a grudge for nearly a week, Mckenzie knew that in Miitra, she had found a new friend. Even if the friendship stood under difficult stars. She didn’t want to lose the one person she trusted in the palace of Khila. The only friend she had there. Mckenzie had found it was easier to forgive Miitra than Taghi for their deliberate silence, for Miitra didn’t know about Taghi’s other failing—that he had invited the Dragon King into their home. And so, maybe Miitra was as much a victim in this case as Mckenzie was.

      She floated along the corridor, the dress making her feel more like the noble she was than she had felt since the moment she had left Ackwood. It wasn’t as much the fact that it was a dress with skirts and frill and all but that it was a dress that didn’t belong in this court.

      “Are you sure you will be all right, Norha Mckenzie?” Nalesh inquired, following her around the corner into the broad hallway that led to the banquet hall Miitra had described.

      Mckenzie nodded. “I have to.” It was probably the most honest thing she’d said since she had come to Khila. Nalesh caught up with her and offered a smile.

      “You don’t have to be anything in this court other than what you already are,” he said, his Phornian accent making his words sound poetic.

      Mckenzie returned his smile. “Thank you, Nalesh.” Maybe Miitra wasn’t the only friend she had made in this court—despite her temper tantrums.

      The thought alone made her heart a bit lighter.

      As she walked, she observed the colorful mosaics along the walls, the stark contrast in which they stood to the pale green of her dress. It was a palace full of life. Mckenzie had noticed them before, but how much life, exactly, she only noticed when she stepped into the banquet hall where about twenty people were seated at a long, broad, mahogany table, their rolling conversations all stumbling to a halt as she set her first step into the room. Their eyes scanned her with caution, and Mckenzie suddenly wasn’t sure she would be able to make herself all right after all.

      She had promised herself that she would live through this first meeting with the rulers of Phornes without allowing herself to let the circumstances of their acquaintance push her into wanting to displease them. She didn’t need to marry Taghi. No one had promised that she would. So her position was a very new one that she had yet to learn to keep in mind. She was a refugee in this palace, and gratitude was something hard to show for a noble. But she had thanked Nalesh, and it hadn’t hurt. Maybe she could find the right words to show her gratitude to Prince Taghi one day. As for now, not bolting from the room under the heavy stares of what had to be half of Khila’s nobility was about as much as she could hope she’d manage.

      Mckenzie hadn’t crossed half the colorfully tiled floor to the head of the U-shaped table where, framed by nobles in equally colorful clothes, a woman and a man sat, side by side, a matching pair of crowns sitting on top of their heads, the jewels in them sparkling at the warm light of the evening sun. Shyrrik and Nazanin Saza Brina—King and Queen. Siblings, not a married couple, Mckenzie remembered.

      Whispers accompanied her endless seeming walk, quick and rolling Phornian phrases that she couldn’t identify in the conglomerate of voices.

      Mckenzie didn’t even know where she would sit. She had expected a small dinner, more intimate than being paraded to the entire court, but that wasn’t something to think about at the moment. One step after the other was where her focus needed to be until she would be close enough to curtsey to the pair of rulers.

      From beside the king, Miitra smiled at her, an encouraging nod all the help she could spare. She had explained before that Mckenzie would need to pay respects to the king and queen before she would be given a seat at the table—only Mckenzie had not expected … well, this.

      As her feet sluggishly moved forward, the whispers grew louder, and now Mckenzie understood some of the words the courtiers and nobles chanted.

      Norha Mckenzie, the Shrew.

      The courage she had worked up on her way down, the sense of confidence the dress had given her, suddenly drained from her as if someone had pulled a plug. Still, Mckenzie held her head high, chin up, back straight, no longer sure what she would say, what was even expected from her to say.

      Mckenzie the Shrew. It sounded about right. Fully deserved after her weeks of biting at servants and declining royal invitations. Maybe she deserved to be mocked, to be reprimanded by whispers. Maybe it would absolve her in the eyes of whatever deity still cared to watch over her in this suffocating place.

      It was when her mind drifted to all of the beautiful ways out of this by simply living up to the reputation she had made for herself in this short time she had spent at the palace, and her feet turned sluggish, that a gentle hand landed on the small of her back, and Taghi Saza Brina appeared at her side, a wary look on his face. “Allow me,” he murmured to her in Sivesian, his fingers brushing away from her spine as he pulled his arm forward to offer it to her.

      Mckenzie shuddered.

      “Mother, Uncle,” he said to the queen and king, his gaze wandering to the rulers he’d addressed. “Let me introduce to you Norha Mckenzie Brenheran.”

      The queen met Mckenzie’s gaze, her eyes, dark as coal, sparkling in a challenge Mckenzie couldn’t decipher, but she didn’t turn away. Didn’t lower her gaze. Deep down, she knew that her sudden inner calm had a lot to do with Taghi Saza Brina leading her up to the king and queen, willing to stand by her after the way she had treated him.

      But that didn’t make her despise him any less for how he had lied to her. How he had let her believe her fate had been sealed. No matter how noble his reasons, Mckenzie preferred honesty. Blunt and brutal honesty. It was the hardest thing to get in a royal court and the one trait she hoped to one day find in a man so she may allow him to love her.

      “I have heard so much about you,” Queen Nazanin said by way of greeting as Taghi halted, stopping Mckenzie with him, and bowed.

      Mckenzie dropped into the type of graceful curtsy she had reserved for serious situations. In Ackwood, she had done what she could to get away with inclining her head. But before a queen … and a king…

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Queen Nazanin,” Mckenzie said and allowed her eyes to take in details of the gold ornamentation on the sand-colored finery of both queen and king. “King Shyrrik.”

      The latter inclined his head in greeting. Beside him, Miitra shifted in her chair, bringing McKenzie’s attention to a golden tiara woven into her open hair and her red shirt and pants ensemble laden with exotic embroidery. Miitra’s eyes, wary as they studied Mckenzie’s moment of humiliation before the nobles, went back and forth between her and Taghi.

      “Rise.” The queen gestured upward with an elegant hand, and for a brief second, Mckenzie marveled at the golden chain that dangled from a bracelet along the back of Queen Nazanin’s palm to the multiple rings on her fingers. A delicate and unique piece of jewelry.

      Taghi tugged on her arm slightly, and Mckenzie straightened to face his mother with a stiff spine.

      “Welcome to Khila,” Queen Nazanin said with an unreadable expression on her face.

      Mckenzie forced herself to ignore the whispers that rose behind her where the taunting eyes of the nobles were now peering holes into her back.

      “Thank you, Queen Nazanin,” she said, wearing her best court-face, voice deliberately calm and free of emotions that might give away an inch of how the momentary confidence Taghi had brought back in her was now being swept away by tides of wanting to make a good impression and wanting to turn her back on every single noble in the room—including the prince—and set out to return to Ackwood and to her brother, whom she missed so much and who might need someone he could trust, now that he, as the new Lord of Ackwood, was damned to lie to his people about what happened to the Prince of Sives. “Your son has been doing his best to make me feel welcome.” Including trying to drown me. But she didn’t say that.

      Taghi, however, seemed to know exactly what lay hidden beneath her words, for he glanced at her from the side for a short moment before he said, “Only the best for our esteemed guest.”

      She allowed herself a peek at him and found it there, in his eyes, that he had picked up on her game and was playing it now, too. Better even than she did.
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      It took about three long minutes of awkwardness and exchanging superficial pleasantries until Taghi finally escorted her to a chair that Mckenzie realized, to her horror, was right beside his at the head of the table where he took a seat beside his mother. The latter eyed her from head to toe as she crossed the room and eventually slid into the chair that Taghi pulled out for her.

      In Ackwood, a servant would have taken on that part, but here—

      To be honest, as much as she had studied Phornian culture and the language, she hadn’t come across detailed court protocols. From her short time here and what few trips she had made from her room to explore the palace, she could tell that it was very different from the north. Liberal in a sense that women held positions of power in the ranks of the nobles. But not just that. In a way she wasn’t used to in Ackwood, women seemed to be heard here. At least, under the Saza Brina reign. The house Dumcon, she was very well aware, liked their women opinionless and decorative.

      The sudden impulse to compliment Taghi on how respectful he had been treating her, despite the lies, rose in her throat, but she swallowed it down. Even if she would have legitimate reason to thank him for coming to her aid in front of the scornful gazes of the nobility that shared the evening, the time hadn’t come to forgive him.

      So she plastered on her most neutral face and nodded at Queen Nazanin, holding her own in front of the Khilalian court.

      Taghi sank into his chair, the glorious prince incarnate, and flashed his pearl-white teeth at her. If he hadn’t dazzled her a bit with it, she might have been even more upset with him. But since he didn’t speak to ruin the effect, she forgave him. Baby steps, she told herself. Officially facing the court of Queen Nazanin and King Shyrrik was already an achievement on her part, and she wasn’t sure if she could manage anything else that night.

      The nobles, however, didn’t seem to think it was enough. Their disdainful looks followed her every movement as if she was a part of a theater piece and had unknowingly picked the role of the villain.

      “Should be ashamed—” one of them hissed to another in Phornian, clear enough that even Mckenzie understood.

      Beside her, Taghi shot the man a sharp glance that made the latter pull on the collar of his sunset-colored tunic, covering up the sliver of umber skin on his chest in an uncomfortable shift.

      “They are wrong to speak like that,” Taghi whispered to her at the same moment as music filled the room.

      Mckenzie spun around in her chair to locate the flute and lute-like instrument that were producing the ensnaring melody. The next moment, a line of servants entered through a back door, the trays in their arms loaded with fruit and meat and arrays of nuts. A young man carried a clay pot of what had to be wine, judging by the deep red liquid he poured for the queen and king before he moved down the table. A woman appeared on Mckenzie’s side with a similar pot, lowering it over Taghi’s glass, and filled it before she stopped at Mckenzie’s.

      “This is the best wine in all of Phornes,” Taghi narrated, swirling the fluid in his glass with an elegant hand. “It has a note of sweet berries and sugar cane.” He led the glass to his lips, sipped, and nodded. “The lifeblood of Phornes.”

      Mckenzie eyed him from the side, wondering if the little performance had been for her benefit, for the woman with the clay pot was still waiting for Mckenzie to accept or decline the lifeblood of Phornes.

      “I’d love to taste it,” she said to the servant, meeting the woman’s dark eyes with a smile and thoroughly ignoring Taghi in the process.

      “Good decision,” the latter praised as if Mckenzie had spoken to him.

      Mckenzie waited for the woman to fill the glass before watching her move down the row to her right, offering the wine to each courtier and noble seated in the select group of people.

      Taghi raised his glass toward his mother, who held hers in a similar manner, silently—and smilingly—toasting, and the feast began.

      There were no formal speeches, no waiting until the king and queen had started eating before the rest did. No women declining a second helping of delicious honeyed nuts in fear of gaining a pound or two until they no longer fit into their corsets. This was a healthy court. A court full of life, of conversations—and it was all not meant for her because everyone but Miitra and Taghi still cast her suspicious glances between bites. They spoke behind their wine glasses. Even Queen Nazanin surveilled her with an assessing look every now and then before she put her head together with her brother’s.

      It was only after the second dessert, when Mckenzie dreaded she’d burst out of her dress, that Miitra stood from her chair and marched over, the graceful image of onyx and blood, her skin so dark, her clothes so radiant that she appeared like a part of the ornate palace herself.

      “You survived the worst,” Miitra informed Mckenzie with a red-lipped grin as she shooed Taghi out of his seat.

      Taghi didn’t protest but took the opportunity to move to Miitra’s place where he sat and talked to his uncle. Mckenzie was impartial about whether or not it bothered her.

      “Thank the gods.” She took a sip of wine, savoring the heavy taste of summer and sweetness in her mouth as she inhaled through her nose.

      Not one minute longer would she have been able to stand the scrutiny of the Khilalian court. With a gaze around the room, she verified that every single whispering courtier and noble was still there—only, they were no longer focused on her. It seemed that Miitra’s and Taghi’s rochade had marked the beginning of an entirely new phase of the feast.

      “What is happening now?” Mckenzie jerked her chin at the large, empty space between the parallel rows of tables where people were gathering.

      Miitra responded with a laugh. “In theory, you are free for the night. You sat through dinner with bravado and deserve to rest.”

      Mckenzie couldn’t agree more. But she was curious. Especially when the music changed and the men and women lined up in pairs, readying themselves to dance.

      “Or you could stay for the fun part of the night.” Mischief glimmered in Miitra’s eyes, and she held out her hand for Mckenzie, a different sort of challenge in her eyes.

      It took Mckenzie a long second to consider if she was ready to allow Miitra to drag her into another adventure after the nerve-wracking event the evening had proven to be so far. But when eventually everyone else was on their feet, even Nazanin and Shyrrik, it seemed like a smart choice to not exclude herself. So she laid her hand into her new friend’s and allowed her to drag her to her feet.

      “I promise you will regret it.” Miitra’s laugh chimed in through the music like golden bells, making Mckenzie’s heart lighten for the first time since she’d arrived in Phornes.

      

      It took approximately seven minutes for Miitra’s statement to prove as true from the moment Mckenzie joined the dancers. At first, it was simple. Light, leaping steps, followed by slow spins, and the same in the other direction, switch to the next partner, and repeat. With every other time the sequence was repeated, the music sped up a little. Every courtier and noble—no matter the age or if male or female—excelled at the dance, and they all surveilled her with wary eyes as if waiting for her to make a mistake, to fall over her own Sivesian feet or vomit the feast she’d devoured all over the makeshift dance floor. By the time Mckenzie faced the one person she had been hoping to avoid, she was ready to leave, but Taghi locked his dark eyes on hers in silent request for her to stay.

      Seven steps to the one side, spin. Mckenzie used the moment of turning away from him to sort her thoughts. She would confront him about everything that he had done another day. Leap to the left. She wondered how he could be a skilled, powerful fighter and still appear so effortless in a dance. Spin to the right. He was suddenly too close. Closer than the other partners had gotten, and his gaze was no longer an invitation but had turned into a million questions.

      “Tell me what to do so you speak to me again,” he said through the music, just loud enough for her to hear. “Tell me how to draw you out of that little hideout you have created for yourself.”

      Mckenzie stopped in her tracks, his words asking for the one thing she wasn’t ready to do. She couldn’t let him in. Couldn’t let him tell her more lies.

      Had it been a lie, too, when he had told her he had struck the deal with her mother because he couldn’t stand the thought of losing her? Mckenzie’s breath accelerated as she studied his handsome features, how full of remorse they were as he, too, forgot to move with the music.

      She hardly noticed how the other dancers maneuvered around them, how the music sped and sped along, and how she started to make her way backward, out of the mingling courtiers and the royal pair that had settled back into their places at the head of the table from where they were observing everything.

      Only when she reached the door did she realize she was more than ready to leave. To bolt from the room and run back to her room. She even made it halfway down the hallway to the stairs that would lead her into more private regions of the palace before rhythmical footsteps hurtled along after her.

      She made it to the bottom of the stairs just in time to find Taghi leaping up the first couple of steps to force her to acknowledge him.

      Mckenzie stopped, hands grasping her skirts so she wouldn’t trip over the hem on her speedy way up. But as she met Taghi’s gaze, she knew it was in part to keep her from slapping him on one or both of those angled cheeks.

      “I don’t know what to say,” he told her. “I—” He locked his hands behind his back, all prince and little warrior as he measured her silent stare.

      Mckenzie thought of Miitra’s words—I have forbidden him from coming up here before you’re ready to talk to him—and stepped around the man in whose hands her fate lay.

      Until she took it back.
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      Brax Brenheran’s nights were short since his brother had disappeared. He usually spent them staring at the crown that had been meant for Joshua and which now sat uselessly above the fireplace, until he finally fell asleep. Then, after a nightmarish rest, he woke early, staring at the crown again. Or at the stars, which seemed useless to him now, until the sun wiped them out with its unrelenting brightness.

      This night was no different. However, it hadn’t been his restlessness that kept him awake but the sounds in the palace that weren’t exactly familiar, other than the knowledge that they were the sounds of fighting.

      His hand wandered to the sword he kept by the head of his bed, sharp and ready at all times to slice into a potential enemy. Now that he was Lord of Ackwood, he needed to guard his own life more than ever—especially with no one to follow after him. No children, no available siblings, and his mother—

      Before he let the west of Sives fall into her crafty hands, he’d rather offer it to the Lord of Eedwood in a will. A will he had yet to make but had been procrastinating. He refused to give up on the dream his brother had built together with Armand Denderlain. A peaceful, united Sives where east and west collaborated instead of fighting each other. Forcing the west to bend a knee to the House Denderlain through a hasty will wouldn’t achieve anything for the future Joshua had wanted.

      He rolled out of bed silently, as he had practiced over the past weeks, when in the beginning he had flinched and cringed and reached for that blade at every sound, every cracking of wood in the night, and slid into his pants. It took him half a minute until he was at the door, his footsteps near-silent in the moonlit room, but the sound of what clearly was metal on metal drew him forward, despite what his senses told him, that it was wiser to run.

      With his free hand, he cracked open the door just enough to see into the hallway. What he noticed first was that it wasn’t any brighter than in his bedroom, all torches gone out from whatever force was winding its path through his palace. There was no one within sight, but the noise got louder, accompanied now by grunting and footsteps which were of more than one man.

      Brax’s hand flipped to the emerald pendant that Gandrett had returned to him, fingers clutching tight. He wasn’t sure why, but it gave him some sense of confidence to feel the cool stone in his palm as if Gandrett had left a piece of herself enclosed in its green depths to protect him.

      A scream tore the night, shrill and pain-stricken, and Brax was running in the direction it had come from down the hallway—his mother’s chambers. His hurtling feet on polished stone was the only sound now, the fighting and her scream both ceased.

      He found the first dead guard halfway to his aim, blood still leaking from the cleft beneath the man’s chin where his throat had been slit. Brax leaped over the puddle of blood only to land with his bare feet in a long streak of liquid that led right to his mother’s open door. There was no time to cringe at the knowledge of what he had just stepped in as he continued, one foot after the other, right to the threshold. There, he halted, stomach turning at the sight of his mother pinned to the wooden floor by her wrists with knives, her nightgown ripped and her chest sliced open.

      For a moment that couldn’t have been longer than a second but felt like an eternity, Brax remained frozen in place, his mouth wide open in a soundless scream at the sight of brutal violence. Only then, when his mind was saturated with what he couldn’t believe was true, reality no longer deniable, did his gaze wander up to the face of the woman he had distrusted for the past weeks, the woman who he had ignored, had despised for how she had hidden from him that Joshua wasn’t her son but a Denderlain, the woman he had held responsible for what had happened with Mckenzie … and the woman who had still been the only family he had left and was now gazing into space with unseeing eyes, the anguish of her death having petrified an expression of horror onto her face.

      Brax heaved a breath, held it in, and counted to seven. It was what had helped him calm as a child. But it didn’t help now. There was nothing he could do for her now, other than making sure whoever had killed her wouldn’t find another victim in the palace.

      “Guards!” His voice ripped through his own petrification, setting him back into motion, and he searched the room for left-behind intruders.

      There were none.

      “Guards!” he repeated, his shout echoing back at him from the hallway.

      No one came.

      Tightening his grasp on his sword, Brax left the scene of gruesomeness behind, bile still boiling in his throat, and stepped into the hallway, straining his ears for any sound that might lead him toward who had done this. Whoever had been so bold as to kill Lady Crystal Brenheran in her sleep, under her own roof, couldn’t have much of a head start.

      Brax followed the sound of footsteps toward the stairwell, battle noise mixing into his ragged breathing by the time he reached the corner.

      There were no more dead bodies strewn across the floor, thank the gods. At least, some of his guards had to have survived in whatever sneaky attack this had been.

      “Milord,” a voice called from the bottom of the stairs.

      With relief, Brax recognized the man as a palace guard even in the dim light the stars provided—they had their use after all. There were more people down there, positioned in a circle formation with their weapons pointed at something in their midst.

      Brax’s mouth twisted into a bitter line as he ambled down the stairs, trying to make out who it was that his guards had caught. But he was too short to be fully visible behind the guards’ broad, looming forms.

      “What are you waiting for?” Brax called as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Seize him and throw him in the dungeon.”

      Patience had been little with him since the Dragon King had murdered his father and abducted his brother, but since he had just stumbled upon his mother’s mutilated body, he was ready to kill first, ask questions later. So he wanted the captive safely behind bars until he was ready to ask questions.

      None of the guards moved any farther than half a step then bounced back to their spots with grunts of pain or cursing violently.

      “What’s wrong?” Brax tried to see past them. “Do it.”

      One of the guards gave him an apologetic look, his teeth bared in strain, and said, “It’s not that easy—”

      It was then that Brax reached the circle and saw through the gaps between his men—

      And loosed a curse that would have made Shaelak proud.

      At the center of a chalk-drawn pentagram stood a young woman, her small frame clad in wool and fur, her wild eyes meeting his with the damning fire of Hel’s realm.

      Brax didn’t recognize the woman, but the runes, drawn in symmetric patterns on polished marble … those he recognized. He had seen them in the highest spire of the palace where the Dragon King had performed an evil ritual on the woman Lord Armand had brought to the solstice.

      “Shygon worshipper,” he hissed at the girl whose face changed into a sneer of victory. “You killed Lady Crystal.” The words had barely left his tongue when the guards gasped in shock.

      None of them had been up there in the hallway to protect her. The woman of the Shygon cult had kept them busy, clearing the path for someone else to reach the top level of the palace.

      The woman’s lips tore into a grin that made Brax’s caution go out the window.

      He leaped in between his men, right onto the runes … and was flung back out of the oval by a force that was of the strongest men. Or magic.

      He cursed through gritted teeth, pushing himself up before one of the guards could come to his aid, and turned to face the woman who was still grinning at him.

      “It seems you haven’t learned since last time,” she chirped in a voice so sweet it made him sick.

      He didn’t give her the satisfaction of asking what exactly it was he had been supposed to learn.

      Ignoring the cautioning words of his men, Brax stepped closer to the runes once more, one step further in than them so his toes were an inch from the chalk. There, he planted himself, spitting blood that had seeped into his mouth from his split lip, and said, “Tell your king that there is nothing to gain here in these gods-forsaken halls.” He sneered back at her, putting all of his hatred, his frustration, his desperation into it. “Tell him that I will find a way to avenge my family.”

      The woman chuckled a melody of deadly honey, and a shiver ran through Brax even though he forced himself not to acknowledge it.

      “Your family,” the woman said, her tone a shade colder. “He couldn’t care less about your family. You were right, Braxley Brenheran. There is nothing in this palace to gain.” She half-turned as if about to walk away—but where would she go? There was a wall of guards surrounding her. “At least, not now that we got the last thing of value in these halls.”

      She didn’t stop to explain but disappeared in a flash of light, leaving the armored men and the half-naked lord behind, useless and gaping at what they had just witnessed.

      When Brax returned to his chambers that night, he understood what the woman had been speaking about. On the mantle of his cold fireplace where the Crown of Sives had been staring at him, night after night, a circle in the dust was all that was left.

      

      The gray morning light creeping into the room through white curtains made Gandrett stir from a restless sleep. Gordan was already up, a quiet shape against the dawn.

      “We will leave Nisea tomorrow,” he informed her by way of good morning.

      They had left the priory about a week ago and, after days of enduring the heat and dryness of the land, had arrived in the small merchant village at the Lapidonian border where the traders’ route from Phornes met the desert.

      “We can leave now,” she retorted, still half asleep.

      After their conversation about whether or not she loved the King of Ulfray—the rightful King of Ulfray—their journey had been not as talkative as it usually was. Then, the desert had silenced them, made them save their strength for riding. Once they reached Nisea, they had agreed travels would be easier.

      When they had arrived the night before, Lim and Gordan’s mare had drained several buckets of water in the stables of the inn, and Gandrett and the Fae male had drunk from the tap on the wall, both of them out of reserves. After that, they’d gotten a room at the same inn—the one that looked most formidable and least shady—and everyone had cleared their path in fear of the Fae-creature at her side.

      Gandrett hadn’t lifted a finger to correct them when some had bolted out the door, their absence making the process of getting a place to rest so much faster. And Gordan … he hadn’t complained either, even though he had shared with her later that he was used to being treated like that by humans. That she was a glorious exception. And that was only thanks to the Prince of Ulfray.

      At the mention of Nehelon, their conversation had ceased for the rest of the night.

      “You need to rest,” Gordan claimed and pushed away from the windowsill, crossing the room and settling on his bed.

      “You need to rest, too,” Gandrett reminded him.

      Gordan shrugged. “Not as much as you do. However, if you insist, feel free to explore Nisea at your leisure. But the horses need a day’s rest.”

      Gandrett knew he was right. Her body protested when she moved to roll out of bed, but she straightened anyway, biting through the pain and the dryness in her mouth, and flexed her arms.

      “Breakfast, then.” She ambled for the small adjacent bathing room where she washed up and rinsed her mouth, acknowledging the grumbling of her stomach in anticipation of a filling meal.

      When she returned to the room, Gordan was waiting by the door, buttoning up his shirt.

      “I’ve heard they have bothenia crust,” he said with a grin.

      Gandrett’s stomach rumbled in response, and she returned the male’s smile with a rare one of her own.

      The inn was busy with travelers when they got into the tavern-like room where the breakfast was provided, but the same as the night before, the animated conversations stopped and turned into hisses and whispers the moment Gordan carried his powerful Fae body inside. Gandrett half-enjoyed how they all realized that he was someone not to mess with. And she enjoyed properly that none of them heeded her a look. They had no idea who she was and what she was capable of. And that was nice, for a change. At the priory, they had all known who had returned and what she had achieved—it could have been called an achievement to stick a bloody finger into a sleeping king’s mouth and then fall in love with the other, crownless king.

      Gandrett grimaced and slid into a chair by the window, observing the merchants who were packing up their wagons to continue their journeys wherever they may lead them. Gordan sat across from her, fingers laced together on the table in a way that reminded her a lot of Valyn, and scanned the room with his Fae-senses, eyes stopping at tucked-together heads where words ceased the moment he caught them.

      “Even if you could snap their necks with half a thought, it’s unfair of them to gossip behind your back like that,” Gandrett commented.

      “It’s not even behind my back,” he pointed out, turning his gaze at the window instead.

      “Still, not fair.”

      A low chuckle escaped his lips, and he leaned back in his chair. “I could snap their necks easily,” he agreed, and for the first time since Gandrett had met him, she found he lived up to the predatory side of the Fae she had noticed in Nehelon plenty of times.

      “But you won’t,” she reassured herself more than him. “Because, unlike the Prince of Ulfray, you are a decent Fae.”

      Gordan burst out in a rumbling laugh. “Have you ever met a decent Fae?”

      It was true. Even Valyn, with all his gallantry … there was something about him that reeked of ruthless power. And Nehelon—

      She didn’t even want to get into how indecent Nehelon was.

      “I haven’t met many of your kind,” she explained, waiting for Gordan to laugh again.

      But Gordan, being Gordan, brought her the exact opposite of what Nehelon or Valyn may have told—or not told—her.

      “Fae are immortal creatures, and if you have millennia on your hands, you might make a mistake or two. You might even get away with them and learn that it is all right to claim what you want and disregard anything that lasts shorter than a blink of an eye.” He shifted, obviously uncomfortable with the truth he was sharing. “Because that’s what humans are to most Fae—what flies are to you. They are insignificant to humans the same way your kind is insignificant to us. Most of us,” he corrected. “Playthings at best. Something to warm the bed, to entertain, to pass time.”

      Gandrett grew colder as he continued talking, suddenly not so sure she wanted to know the truth.

      “The stories—the ones your grandmothers and mothers tell you in warning—do have their justification. Before you, Fae hadn’t been dependent on humans for over seven hundred years when the last alliance between our kind defeated the Dragon King. Then, with the curse, Nehelon needed to find a human woman to free us. So you suddenly became interesting again.”

      Gandrett’s stomach churned, not from hunger this time. Thank the gods, the man behind the counter was ambling toward them with two plates in his hands.

      “We have coffee or tea,” he said by way of good morning, “or milk.”  There was uncertainty in his words as if he wasn’t sure Gordan would want either of them—or if he would demand human blood.

      Gandrett involuntarily chuckled.

      “Milk will do,” Gordan told the man with the politeness of a courtier, and the man turned the second he put the plates down, forgetting, in his eagerness to get away, to ask Gandrett what she wanted to drink.

      When he returned a minute later, he held a jar filled with milk and two mugs in his hands and gingerly set them down, flinching when Gordan straightened in his chair to pick up his mug.

      “See?” he said to Gandrett when the man had left to observe them from the safety of his counter. “This human is smart as are all of them. They fear us.”

      “I fear you,” Gandrett pointed out, and it was the truth.

      “Not the same way they fear me.” He sipped his milk then cut open a bothenia crust to fill it with butter. “They fear us for what they believe we are capable of while you fear us for what you know we are capable of. And after what Nehelon did to you, that sets quite a mark.” There was no emotion in his voice. No empathy. Just cold facts.

      “I am not afraid of you,” Gandrett claimed, and it was also the truth. Gordan had been nothing but kind to her, had been a friend as much as Surel or Kaleb would have been on their journey.

      “That’s because different rules apply to us.” He bit into the bothenia crust, a smile tugging on his lips as he chewed. “This is rather enjoyable,” he commented. “Even better than what I remember.”

      Gandrett hadn’t even touched her food, too tense in anticipation of an explanation, but when Gordan didn’t speak again, she demanded, “What rules?”

      The male swallowed and pursed his lips while he studied her as if deliberating whether he should tell her. Eventually, he laid down the piece of bread he was about to plop into his mouth and said, “My kind can be cruel and heartless, but there is a different side of us when we love. I love Nehelon like a brother, and thus I cannot be cruel and heartless toward someone he cares for. It comes with the loyalty we feel toward the ones we love.”

      His words, laid bare on the table between them, shed a different light on everything she had known about the Fae so far. Heartless and cruel, that’s how Nehelon had treated her until—

      Until she had seen that what he’d had to do in order to break the curse had broken him.

      Because you already made your sacrifice. And it was time for me to make mine.

      His words clanged through her as she saw his diamond eyes before her, shattered, lackluster, full of remorse and anguish.

      “You never told me the story about how you became brothers,” she said instead of allowing herself to relive every single emotion that had come before and after those lines.
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      Gordan held her gaze even though he seemed to dip into memories behind those dark eyes. He chewed slowly, his jaw the only part of him moving as he went through the-gods-knew what stories of his past that involved the Ulfrayan prince.

      “We were both young, and Valyn was already being groomed to become king,” he opened after he had swallowed the bite in his mouth. “Nehelon is a bit younger than me. Not by much, just about twenty years.”

      Gandrett almost laughed at how little a quarter lifespan of a human meant to a Fae, but then she remembered that the male before her had seen hundreds of years—even before he had fallen into the dormancy of the curse—and it no longer felt right to even smile.

      “Nehelon’s mother and father weren’t exactly what you would call loving. Even though younglings are precious among the Fae because they are rare, and twins are even rarer, the King and Queen of Ulfray didn’t seem to think of them as more than the insurance of continuation of the Idresea line in case anything happened to them. Until then, they were even a threat to their throne—at least, that was what it sometimes looked like.

      “While they prepared Valyn to take over one day, they were much harder on Nehelon. He trained in the royal army like a soldier—and he was treated as such by his family. Even Valyn tended to appreciate Nehelon the Fighter more than Nehelon the Prince.” His expression clouded over at the unfairness of what he told her.

      “Is that where you met him?” Gandrett wasn’t sure asking questions in between would make him stop talking the way it sometimes did Nehelon, but she was too curious to hold them back.

      Gordan huffed. “I met him long before he ever set foot into a training camp.”

      There was pride in his voice but also something like pity.

      “He and I used to play as children when he hid from his parents, who were trying to get him dressed and ready to sit through banquets and audiences.”

      Gandrett could hardly imagine Nehelon had ever been anything other than what he was now—the powerful, beautiful male. But he had been a child once, and he had been smaller, more fragile … and maybe part of that fragility had carried on, molding him into the cynical, cold male that he had become.

      “He used to sneak away, and since my mother and I lived on the palace grounds, it was easy for him to hide at our humble apartment.”

      Gandrett tried to remember where that could be. She hadn’t seen any extra houses on the premises of the palace in Lei’Vreah.

      “You lived in the palace?” she clarified.

      Gordan shook his head. “My mother was in charge of the stables. She took care of the horses before—” He lowered his gaze. “Everything changed in those final months of the Dragon War. By the time Nehelon and Valyn beheaded Raynar, the Fae world no longer was the same. Too many died and, among them, my mother.”

      In Gandrett’s chest, a familiar ache throbbed at the mention of Gordan’s loss. “I’m sorry—” It was all she could say because this was the sort of loss that hurt even ancient creatures like the Fae it seemed.

      “It was the more merciful option,” Gordan said with a grave face. “The Dragon King had special legions that delighted in torture, and my mother—may the gods cradle her soul—fell victim to one of them. Dying fast was a blessing.” It was all he was going to say on that matter; she could tell by the change of his face as he continued with the initial story. “Before the war escalated, both Nehelon and I were in the royal army together, training together, becoming even closer as we learned that our lives would depend on each other one day.

      “When we didn’t train, he kept hiding out at the stables with us even when we had both grown up. He even helped clean the stalls to pass time while he ditched court events.” A chuckle played on Gordan’s lips, and Gandrett mirrored his expression. It was hard to imagine Nehelon in horse shit, but somehow, she would bet everything she had on that he preferred horse shit to the sort of shit he had experienced in his parents’ court—if it was anything like what she had observed in Ackwood and Eedwood.

      It had probably been worse. His own mother being in league with the Dragon King behind everyone’s back, betraying her people, her family, and sending her sons into war to face the evil she supported. The cracks in Nehelon’s personality made more and more sense the more she learned about him, and it scared her that with each new revelation and understanding, he became a more wholesome creature to her. Not Nehelon—the Prince, or Nehelon—the Chancellor of Ackwood. Or Nehelon—the accomplice of the Meister of the Order of Vala. Not even Nehelon—the rightful King of Ulfray. But Nehelon Sterngrove. The male who she met first. Full of an untamed wildness that had no place in a court—but also more genuine in his words and actions than a prince or chancellor or king could ever be.

      “At some point, my mother told him that he could call himself a Sterngrove any time he wanted and be proud of it, for he had most certainly earned it by shoveling horse shit.” Gordan laughed. It was a light and free sound that spoke of an era before darkness had befallen their lands.

      “He didn’t cheat by using magic?” Gandrett asked, still perplexed by how much about the rightful King of Ulfray there was that she didn’t know, even when she knew he had centuries on her and a human lifetime would already have been enough to bear mysteries to fill a century.

      “He enjoyed the physical labor, for a change, and getting his hands dirty in contrast to the nobles at court who would wrinkle their noses when he returned to the palace, smelling like he had rolled in horse dung.”

      They smiled at each other, each of them lost in their own thoughts, but eventually, Gandrett grabbed her bothenia crust and said, “I’m glad he had a friend like you to grow up with.”

      Gordan inclined his head. “I’m glad he has a friend like you now that the same shadows start filling the world again.”

      

      Nisea was everything and nothing like Gandrett imagined it. While in the southeast, a mountain range spread along the Lapidonian-Phornian border, their peaks glistening in the sunlight, in the south and west, the rough lands of Lapidos spread like an endless promise of the sea. Just like where she had entered and exited the Calma Desert before, right through Nisea ran a line where, on one side, everything was dry and dead while, on the other, plants sprouted from every corner and crack in the walls and soil. Gandrett stopped, ignoring the shouts of merchants and the braying and whinnying in the background as they continued on their journeys, carts stacked with goods, or empty, on their way home. She bent down and plucked a purple flower that was richer in color than all of the others sharing the patch of grass between the stables and the inn and led it to her nose.

      “It is interesting that you should pick that particular one,” a voice that sounded like it hadn’t been used in ages spoke, making Gandrett’s hand flick to her sword in response.

      “Oh, don’t bother to draw your weapon against a frail old man, child.”

      When Gandrett jerked around, she found herself looking into the milky, blind eyes of a wrinkly old man. His tan face and dark gray, frizzy hair spoke of Lapidonian origin as did his heavy accent.

      Gandrett let her hand sink.

      “Wise of you not to fight a lame fellow, child.” He shifted in his chair, which, to Gandrett’s surprise, featured large wheels, and pointed at his legs, which hadn’t moved an inch while his arms had.

      It was the first time she saw one of those for real. While in the library at the priory, she had seen sketches, yet she had never been exposed to someone in need of such a device. She wondered what might have befallen the man that he had lost the ability to use his legs—or if he had been born that way.

      As if reading her thoughts, he smiled, exposing a set of yellowed teeth. “I was a merchant on my way from Ilbroit to Eedwood,” he said and tugged on the legs of his linen pants. “I was thirty-two, and it was an accident. I haven’t left Nisea ever since.”

      Gandrett felt pity rise in her chest but wasn’t sure if pity was what the man was asking for—or what he wanted from her, anyway. So she held her flower out to him with a smile she wasn’t sure he’d be able to identify with his eyes.

      He reached out and took it. “This blossom is the symbol of the lands of Lapidos. It is said to protect travelers who follow where it grows. That they will always find water and food as long as they stay where the flowers bloom.” He chuckled. “You are traveling into Lapidos for the first time,” he assessed. However he knew, Gandrett couldn’t tell.

      The man studied her, eyes only half-focused. “You have a long path to go before you’ll find what you are looking for.”

      Gandrett didn’t know what to make of his words, if they were those of a seer like Kepha or if he was just an old man out for money, telling nonsense prophecies to unsuspecting travelers in hope for a coin.

      “I don’t have gold or silver to pay you for your wisdom,” she said and was about to turn away when the man grabbed her arm, his frail hand surprisingly strong around her wrist. Gandrett didn’t reach for her sword this time but merely halted.

      “I don’t care about coin,” he hissed. “I have everything I need here in Nisea and more. But you don’t. Your destiny is searching for you, and you will need to remember who you are before the end.”

      Gandrett tugged her arm out of his grasp and stormed away, her boots crushing the purple flowers in her path.

      Babbling old fool. He could say this to anyone. Maybe that was the way he passed his time, scaring young travelers with false prophecies. Her destiny had never found her because her destiny had been forged by the Prince of Ulfray and the Meister of the Order of Vala. There was no other destiny for her now, other than to make sure her brother was safe and her friends would make it out of their prisons—Addie from the Dragon King’s claws and Mckenzie from those of the Prince of Phornes.

      When Gandrett stumbled around the corner, Gordan was waiting for her, eyes pensive, but he plastered on a smile the second he saw her.

      “Did something happen?” he asked by way of greeting.

      They had split up after breakfast, Gandrett in search of some peace and quiet so she could sort through her thoughts, and Gordan—he probably had just realized that was what she needed and had given her space. However, she was certain he hadn’t truly been gone all this time.

      She shook her head. “Everything’s fine. I’m ready for dinner.”

      The old man’s words didn’t leave her head when she lay down that night or when she woke up the next morning. Not even when they set out into the rugged beauty of the Lapidonian wilderness. It was the thought that she had never truly had a chance to even think of what she wanted to do with her life, of who she might have become hadn’t someone else decided her fate, that gave the man’s words ground to circle and circle like a vulture. And there wasn’t one single thing she could think of that might have been what she was destined to be.

      

      It was madness to even try, Nehelon thought as he basically flew across the ground, following the Vreah river past the Heart of Ulfray. He had seen what those Maraoul had become. Sentient creatures that hunted in packs rather than the mindless, hungry loners they used to be. They were more dangerous than ever, and he had lost his mind, going so close to the place he had buried the Dragon King seven centuries ago—from where the same Dragon King had escaped only recently to torment the world all over again.

      But it had been the perfect excuse when he had left in such a rush, that he needed to check on the source of the Maraoul infestation that seemed to spread like a cancer through Ulfray. At least, Valyn had not been able to guess the real reason he was headed that direction, and if he never returned, if the Maraoul got him, at least, Gandrett would never learn he had given his life in search of her.
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      The farther they got into Lapidos, the more Gandrett understood why people called it the realm of rocks and blossoms. They trudged through endless spreads of land, slow on horseback because they had to watch out for uneven ground and grass-covered stones where their hooves might slip. After they left Nisea, their packs refilled with provisions and their hearts lighter, they no longer needed to fear for their lives in the baking sun of the desert. For days, they didn’t encounter a single soul. Not even shepherds, despite the occasional flock of sheep or goats they waded through.

      In the east, the mountain range that formed the border to Phornes towered into the sky, reminding Gandrett that she wouldn’t be able to just skip her mission and drop by in the neighbor realm to see if Mckenzie was all right. Her chest ached at the thought of how easy it would have been to take the route east of the mountains that led into Phornes and continue the merchants’ path to the capital. But that wasn’t how it worked. She, Andrew, Surel, and Kaleb would be free if she managed to reach Liri and deliver the small, sealed letter that she pulled out every now and then to stare it down in the hope it would reveal something about its contents.

      The Meister had warned her that he would know if she opened the seal, and however much she was itching to do it anyway, just to spite the man who had stolen her childhood, she kept her calm and stuffed it back into her pack every single time, allowing her mind to circle around how well that plan Gordan and Palvin had come up with would work.

      “We’ll reach the river soon,” Gordan tore her from her thoughts and pointed south, shielding his eyes against the sun.

      Of course, he could see ahead with his superior Fae senses. However, what he could see couldn’t exactly be something pleasant.

      “What?” Gandrett prompted, straining her eyes to see farther, to make out something against the brightness ahead. “What is it?”

      Gordan turned to face her, his features drawn in indecision. “There is a village ahead. And it’s burning.”

      Gandrett didn’t think twice but kicked Lim’s flanks, spurring the horse into a shaky trot. She had seen too many burning villages in Sives—she wouldn’t stand by if there was anything she could do to help.

      Gordan caught up within a heartbeat. “We shouldn’t go there,” he pointed out. “Especially knowing what that smoke could mean.”

      She shook her head at him. “I know exactly what it means.” She could see it now even if she had made it only a minute further into the lands, but a cloud had covered the sun in part, and without the brightness, a column of smoke was visible in the far distance. “I know what it means to find gutted and disemboweled bodies between incinerated houses.” Her stomach turned at the memory of the boy in Sives, so long ago that it felt like a different life. She hadn’t been in control of her magic as much then as she was now. Maybe it could be of use—

      “We can make it sooner than tonight, can’t we?” She hoped.

      Gordan frowned into the distance. “By the time we get there, it will be too late.” He didn’t need to add what she knew his words implied: that however many were trapped in the flames—or in the hands of the Shygon cult—they wouldn’t make it out alive. By the time she and Gordan reached that gods-forsaken village, blood and ashes would be all they’d find.

      “Then we bury the bodies,” she snarled, determined. “But as long as I haven’t seen it for myself, I won’t believe there isn’t a chance I could save even one of them.”

      As if Lim understood her every word, he fell into a gallop, leaping over rocks and patches of grass in a rabbit-like zigzag. Gordan’s mare kept up easily, following Lim like thunder.

      They went as long as the horses were good to continue before they took a short break, but Gandrett’s pulse didn’t quiet for one moment, even when she forced herself to drink some water and eat of the dried fruit Gordan had bought for them from the merchants in Nisea. In her mind, she kept seeing the tumbling cave beneath Eedwood where Linniue had tried to sacrifice Addie, the great hall in Ackwood, where Raynar Leyon had spilled Lord Tyrem Brenheran’s blood, where he had controlled the minds of the palace guards. Every single person who could be saved from the Shygon worshippers would be a win—if even a minuscule one, but a win anyway.

      They reached the village late that afternoon, no squeals of pain, no whimpering or crying audible in the crackling of flames.

      Gandrett bent down to tear a strip of fabric from her tunic and tied it around her neck to cover her mouth and nose against the stench and smoke before she slid off Lim’s back and hurtled into the village, sword drawn and ready. Behind her, Gordan mumbled something to the horse. Then he appeared at her side, his ax at the ready and pointing his free hand to the only building that was still engulfed in bright, sizzling fire.

      There, on the ground, face down, lay a woman in a puddle of her own blood. Gandrett didn’t stop to check if there was gore in it—the woman was long gone—but her eyes found, on the only wall not blackened by flames, a symbol that she knew from the Shygon temple under Eedwood. It spread across the unburning wall like a warning, but Gandrett couldn’t decipher its meaning.

      The fire had to stop. Even if there was no one left alive in this village, she needed to do something to stop what the Shygon cult had done there.

      She reached into the power deep in her chest, determined to vanquish all life from the flames, drew it into her hands until there was enough to sweep dust-filled wind into the fire. For a minute, she kept it up while Gordan cursed behind her as he saw her really use her powers for the first time.  And slowly, one by one, the flames, suffocated by a thin layer of earth, died away.

      Gandrett sighed a breath as she took a step closer, ready to step into those ruins and search for anyone, alive or dead, so she could either learn about what exactly had happened there, or she could bury the ones who hadn’t been as lucky.

      But as if she were back in the parching desert, her head began to swim, vision blurring, and her feet no longer felt like they were hitting the ground. Only, this time, it wasn’t the heat that filled her but an icy cold that was too familiar to pin it on the view of death and destruction.

      “My dragon maiden,” the glacial voice of Joshua Brenheran—of Raynar Leyon—filled her head. “Fly!”

      Gandrett noticed she had shifted from reality when Gordan’s shouts tore through the black veil between her and the world, his hands banded around her arms as he held her upright.

      “What in Hel’s name is going on?” he demanded when she finally came around.

      His eyes were full of a sort of fear she had never seen on the male’s face before, not even when the Maraoul had attacked them in the wilderness of Ulfray. She blinked, unable to find her voice, at first, then jerked from his hands as she realized what she had heard.

      “Either I’m going insane, or Raynar just spoke into my mind.” She could hardly believe the words she was saying. But Gordan’s reaction, the wild horror on his features, was enough proof that he didn’t put it off as insanity. He was actually considering it a possibility.

      He took her by the hand and pulled her sideways toward a boulder in the grass, a good couple of steps away from the bleeding body and the symbol on the wall. With a gentle tug, he sat her down and crouched before her before he let go of her hand and pulled his ax from his belt again, his gaze scraping over the ruins behind her.

      “What did he say?” he demanded, his eyes not meeting hers as if anxious to find an answer there.

      Gandrett strained her mind for the exact words. It had been only a few seconds, and they had included two words that, in combination, could mean only one thing—

      “My dragon maiden, fly.” Gandrett repeated Raynar’s words and watched Gordan’s face go sickly pale in a way that made his tan skin look greenish.

      For a moment, he remained still as stone, but when he finally did look at her again, he said in a voice that seemed to come from a grave, “We might be too late to stop the Dragon King.”

      

      Gordan made sure she was all right before he allowed Gandrett to check the remains of every building. There was no living soul left, and of those who had fallen victim to the flames, little was left. She kept the strip of fabric over her nose and mouth and, together with Gordan, laid the bodies out on the blackened meadow before the village—cluster of houses was the better expression, for it hadn’t been more than ten—thank the gods. She used her magic to heave soil and dig enough graves to bury them all. Only when all of them were covered up, she placed her hand on the ground and whispered a prayer to Hel to take them under his eternal protection.

      “May the gods cradle their souls,” she ended and trudged back to where the horses were grazing on untouched grass. There, she sat down and cried.

      She cried until the evening sun tinged the sky in the colors of fire and blood, her body stiff from riding all day, her chest empty after everything that had happened. And her mind—

      Her mind was tired, so tired. As if someone had drained all of her capacity to think.

      “Would you like to talk about it?” Gordan asked after a long, long time of simply being there.

      Gandrett shook her head. “But I have to.” She was aware that the Dragon King’s words in her mind meant more than just that there was some line—she didn’t know exactly how potent that line was—between her and the evil that had reawakened. The evil that held Joshua Brenheran’s body hostage and had abducted her friend as a blood vessel.

      She wondered if Addie was still alive. If they were too late to stop him from killing her the way the Shygon worshippers had killed that disemboweled woman she had just buried. A shudder so violent it hurt her muscles ran through her.

      “When you said earlier that we might be too late to stop Raynar—” She lifted her head and faced the Fae male through her silent tears.

      Gordan reached out to wipe them away but halted an inch from her face. “I was going to tell you not to cry, but this”—he gestured at her wet cheeks—“is the only sane reaction to hearing the Dragon King in your head.”

      It wasn’t an answer to her unspoken question, but it held enough meaning for her to wipe her tears with her sleeve and straighten. “I don’t usually cry,” she informed him, shame creeping through her alongside old memories from the priory where tears would have gotten her worse punishments than losing a fight.

      “It’s all right to cry,” Gordan said in response. “There are things in life that hold such horrors that the body needs tears to siphon them.” A smile played on his lips, full of warmth and camaraderie. “But there are also moments of happiness where only tears are able to express what words fail to. I hope that you find those moments, too, Gandrett.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and she rested her head against him, leaden heaviness filling her body from head to toe.

      “We’ll ride for another hour before we make camp,” he said. “It wouldn’t be wise to stay here until someone gets the chance of accusing us of having wreaked havoc on this poor settlement.”

      Gandrett agreed—at least, she was too tired to disagree.

      So she allowed Gordan to pull her back to her feet and help her onto her horse, and together, they rode off into the crimson twilight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It surprised Addie to no end how fast she got used to allowing her enemy to feed her—and how serious the latter took his task of supplying roasted meat and vegetables on a daily basis. By the end of what she thought had to be the second week, she had stopped cringing in his presence, and by the third week, she eagerly waited by the door whenever it was time to eat, greeting the Dragon King with a hungry roar when he entered, bucket in hand and a gleeful expression on his features.

      She had spent too long in this room, seeing no one but him and getting used to her new shape that felt less heavy, less alien to her as she learned how to flex her wings and control her tail. She had still not seen herself in a mirror yet … one of the things she dreaded most. But even if the raw panic of her initial hours as a dragon were over, she still asked Raynar every single day if he would turn her back, and every day, his response was the same. “You were useless in your human shape.”

      Today, he was speaking those words into her mind as he watched her eat, an expression of delight playing on his features. Addie no longer cared if he felt her hatred, if he heard her thoughts when she wished for him to be swallowed up by Shaelak’s darkest night.

      You know, one of the benefits of this mind-speaking is that I can eat and talk at the same time, she said in response, not even half expecting the laugh that burst from the Dragon King’s sensual lips.

      “You truly are a delight, Adrienne. Magnificent.” He eyed her as if she was a precious treasure and took a step closer as he picked up another chunk of meat. “You have been patient for such a long time, have endured so much to become my dragon maiden.”

      Addie shuddered at the words. She had endured a lot. More than Raynar could imagine. And she was tired of it. She needed fresh air, daylight, to move her legs—and wings, it seemed, for they twitched at the thought of going above ground.

      “I know I have been promising that I will take you flying, Adrienne, but you weren’t ready,” he answered her thoughts as if she had addressed him.

      She growled in response. Take me now, she demanded, knowing that it wouldn’t speed up the process one bit, that he wouldn’t give in to her pleas if she pleaded or to her threats if she threatened—the gods knew she had tried.

      But today, something in his eyes was different, the glacial cold pushed back by a flicker of spring as his emerald gaze met hers.

      Addie lowered her head to study him from up close, to understand what it was exactly that she was seeing, but it was gone so fast she couldn’t tell if it had been real. Instead, the wintery cold returned into his eyes, and he stepped past her head, right toward the wall beside the bed.

      “If I take you outside today, will you allow me to move back into my chambers?” He studied the scene of destruction that had once been his sleeping place. “Of course, I will need to refurbish.”

      Addie wasn’t sure if this was another trap, what would happen if she said yes—and what if she declined. So she slowly turned around to keep her enemy within sight and waited for whatever it was he was offering.

      “Flying, Adrienne. Today we go flying.” The enthusiasm in his voice was hard to miss. Like a little boy, he bounced once before he regained control over his body.

      Addie noticed every tiny slip, proof that there was weakness somewhere within the depths of the Dragon King. There were things he cared about and things that—however hard it was to believe—brought him joy.

      Flying? she asked quietly. You promised a while ago, and it never happened. Addie had learned over the weeks that she could speak to him like this and get away with it—unlike Selloue and Isylte, who both paid for every misstep harshly. She had heard them cry out in pain, the sounds carrying through the stone caves in terrorizing echoes. Neither of them had come to feed her once. Not that she cared. But she did feel compassion for them even if it had been the Lady of Ilaton and her daughter who had carved her up in the spire in Ackwood and forced her into Raynar’s power. In pain and in death, everyone was the same. And monsters like the two women were no exception.

      Maybe Raynar was. He had died and been reborn. Who knew what physics and rules applied to him?

      “Don’t dwell on the problems of mortals, Adrienne,” he commented on her thoughts. “Their fleeting existences will no longer matter to you once we achieve our immortal reign.”

      We. You keep speaking as if I were part of the deal, Addie asked bluntly in his mind and earned a chuckle that was like an icy breeze on the fire-lit air.

      “You, my dear, are part of me now. You will not survive without me. But if you choose my side, you will be everything to me.” There it was again, the strange affection that made the Dragon King even more eerie than he usually was—a bodiless being of power, inhabiting the Prince of Sives. A creature of nightmares and legends and a future of destruction. How could she ever choose him? And had she ever even had a choice? What would he do to her if she decided against him?

      “That, my dear, you don’t want to find out.” The sparkle in his eyes didn’t allow any room for doubt that such a choice would be equally painful as it would be the last choice she’d ever make.

      Addie shuddered, her tail twitching in anticipation of a fight.

      But Raynar simply smiled and raised his palms against the wall, placing both beside each other on a line of runes and murmured unintelligible syllables that Addie believed she understood despite their strangeness.

      The ground began to shake, making Addie dart for shelter—but there was nothing large enough to accommodate a dragon. Raynar laughed and pointed at the empty darkness where the wall had been before. “Follow me, dragon maiden,” he said and stepped into the hole of night.

      

      The tunnel walls were closer than Addie liked to admit to herself, giving her the sense of being swaddled in stone, but Raynar hadn’t looked back since he beckoned her forward into the darkness … a darkness which gradually began to dissolve before her dragon eyes, revealing shadows and outlines and a lot more than she had ever believed possible would be visible in the absolute absence of light.

      Where are we? she asked for the first time since she had arrived in this ancient fortress, and even though she knew what the answer would be, she waited for him to confirm it.

      “Lands End.” He said exactly what she had expected he’d say, amusement rolling in his brief answer like the merciless thunder of long fall storms. “But you knew that.”

      Addie focused on her claws scraping along the uneven ground instead of thinking. An idea of how exactly she was going to get out still eluded her—or where. Wouldn’t the people of Lands End see her? Whatever few were still living in the northernmost village of Neredyn, at the foot of Dragon Mountain.

      It was ironic that she should end up in the prison in the north all over again after having just escaped this spring when Linniue had picked her up—a lamb ready for slaughter, she had learned later. But she hadn’t become Linniue’s vessel. She had gotten away—saved Joshua if only for another couple of months.

      Raynar stumbled over a rock, catching himself on the roughly hewn wall with a gasp. But before Addie could form an opinion about whether or not it was appropriate to ask her captor if he was all right, he had straightened again and was gliding forward with near-silent steps.

      “We are almost there,” he reassured her, his voice cutting through the skittering and hissing of her claws and her tail behind her as it dragged along on the stone and the swishing of her wings along the walls and ceiling.

      Thank the gods, Addie thought, and inhaled deeply, sniffing the air that had turned even colder than what she was used to in Raynar’s room. Her dragon skin twitched at the tickling draft of fresh, dry winter air that kissed her body all over. It was a sensation she had never before experienced, and it felt like freedom.

      “Just a little farther.” Raynar sounded even less patient than Addie felt.

      Again, she found herself studying his silhouette, a small shape against the dawn of the tunnel. Vulnerable in a human body compared to her powerful jaws, her claws, the strength of her tail. By Hel, she could even lie down on top of him and smother him, and he’d be dead for good—at least the body he inhabited. She wasn’t as certain about the evil mastermind that dwelled within the prince’s skin. A prince into whom she had put her full faith until recently. Into whom Armand had put his full faith.

      The image of the Lord of Eedwood flashed before her eyes, his hazel eyes full of humor as he told an unspeakably bad rhyme. Addie halted.

      Armand. The name clanged through her like a shackle tearing at her heart. A chain she couldn’t pull out of her chest and which would never set her free until the end of her days.

      Raynar cursed in that ancient language as he stumbled again. This time, however, he wasn’t as quick to get back on his feet. It took him a long moment to gather himself and push away from the wall.

      Addie wasn’t proud to admit that his exposure of weakness gave her a certain satisfaction but reined in the entire spectrum of feelings the second she realized that, from now on, his weakness might be her weakness, too. For she was bound to the Dragon King, and nothing she could do would break that bond; he had made that very clear.

      “You should save your breath for when you spread those wings for the first time,” he commented on her thoughts. “Also, if you continue pondering all the ways to kill me, I swear to the sacred deity that Shygon is that I will end you before you get the chance to take me with you.”

      Addie couldn’t help but notice the shakiness of his tone as if he was struggling to remain in control of his tongue. Whether or not that was a good sign, Addie didn’t dare evaluate based on the information she had about how Raynar Leyon worked—that was … none at all.

      He led her onward up a steep section of the tunnel that ended in a broad staircase where the light brightened so suddenly that Addie had to close her eyes and blink from between what she believed were lashes but couldn’t be entirely sure. Her paws were too broad to fit onto the individual steps, so she dug her claws into the surface, leaving marks on the ancient stone beneath her until she finally felt ground greet her, and her eyes had adjusted enough to risk a glimpse into the blinding white that surrounded her.

      They were standing at the head of iced-over stairs that ended in a wide, snowy plateau. And from there, the view was on white and more white and even more white, in every direction, as far as Addie’s new eyes could peer.

      “Welcome to the Harbor of Dragons,” Raynar said against the icy wind, his bodily voice half-carried off into the swirling snowflakes, but his mental voice had spoken at the same time, piercing into her massive head like a spear of ancient knowledge.

      It was then that Addie knew that there was no way back to what she had once been. Her dragon heart was leaping in her dragon chest, her dragon blood pumping like liquid ice in her dragon veins, and her dragon wings jerked open in a movement that was so familiar that she could have been spending the past eighteen years doing nothing else. A roar escaped her dragon throat as she pawed into the snow and ice beneath her, all thoughts of a lord named Armand forgotten.

      Inside that massive dragon skull of hers, Raynar’s voice tickled her mind, honeyed and filled with glee. “My dragon maiden—fly.”

      With a push into the ground, Addie took off into the skies, feeling the icy wind cradling her like a pair of supporting arms, and everything that had been heavy in her fell away. She roared again, and it sounded like thunder in a snowstorm, she, herself, being the storm covering the world in ice.

      Isn’t it exhilarating? Raynar asked into her mind. The freedom of the skies, the beauty of weightless soaring.

      Addie’s wings flapped once, twice, before she allowed herself to glide just beneath the blanket of clouds. The biting air was like gentle fingers petting her scales, the bright light piercing through the snow-filled layers above her illuminating her vision. Everything was beautiful.

      Taste the freedom, Adrienne. Fly.

      Except for the voice in her head. She pumped her wings again, faster, and climbed through the gray haze to the blinding sun. Feeling it on her skin was like a balm to her mutilated soul after months below ground. She wasn’t even sure the Addie who had been carved up was still there, somewhere curled up in the depths of her dragon self, but she called out to her anyway, encouraging her to feel and breathe and believe that there was still something left in this world for her to enjoy. Even if it was just a moment of spreading her new wings and dashing away for a while.

      Not too far, Raynar intercepted her thoughts before she could make up her mind. Before she could push herself to get out of his reach—if that was even a possibility. She had no idea how exactly the connection between them worked.

      She strained against his call to return, against the silken voice that was luring her back.

      I am waiting for you, my dragon maiden.

      She roared as she dove back through the clouds, and it echoed off the mountains below, setting avalanches in motion that were big enough to cover villages. Thank the gods there were no villages left in these mountains. North of Lands End, there were only mountains and then, in the distance—

      Addie could smell it before she saw it. The sea. It was the horn of Neredyn where the East Sea met the waters in the north and where now, on the horizon, a strip of deep blue appeared where the glacial ice of the mountains plunged into the waves.

      The sea.

      How many times had she stood on top of the north tower in Eedwood and dreamed of one day visiting the ocean? The voice in her head became duller as the memories became brighter, more colorful.

      Return, Adrienne, Raynar demanded.

      But Addie could taste the sea now. She could almost feel the water on her skin. She needed to—

      A roar of pain escaped her as the Dragon King pulled on that leash connecting the two of them. It ripped right through her chest in a straight line from where she had left him behind at the Harbor of Dragons, and if she hadn’t known better, she would have believed blood was spraying from her open heart.

      Now, he urged. But there was more than the momentary brutality in his tone. Something softer that, had she not known better—for the Dragon King cared for no one other than himself and the power craved—she might have believed he was concerned about her. But it was gone so quickly she couldn’t be sure it had been there at all. A flicker of light in what was Raynar Leyon’s evil self.

      She didn’t strain against the leash, but turned around, her lungs struggling for air as the pain gradually lifted from her chest with every wingbeat she heaved back toward the Harbor of Dragons.

      He had told her to fly, hadn’t he? He had encouraged her.

      Probably not to try and make a run for it.

      The closer she got, the heavier her heart felt with the thrill of soaring through the skies pulled from her like a rug from under her feet. And when she landed, she growled at the Dragon King, who had extended a hand to her as if he was going to pet her like a dog.

      You will have flying privileges if you work with me, he said, ignoring her anger—the anger that had replaced the pain. But if you don’t, I will keep you below ground.

      His words hit their mark. As if he had slapped her in the face, she whimpered. Now that she had tasted that kind of freedom, she knew she would do anything to experience it again.

      And of course, she didn’t need to speak a single word. Raynar was in her head, hearing every single thought.
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      The former lord of Eedwood was lounging in a chair, a goblet of wine clutched firmly in his fingers, when Armand entered the sunset-tinted room. He hadn’t truly hoped to find his father in his chambers, nor had he allowed himself to hope to find the man in a state more lucid than he had in what had to be months. Ever since the entire disaster with the Shygon cult had started, Lord Hamyn Denderlain had preferred the wisdom of east-Sivesian wine to that of any of the courtiers of Eedwood Castle.

      “Son!” he shouted his greeting then pressed his lips into a thin line.

      “Father.” Armand inclined his head, forcing himself into politeness when all he wanted was to shake every single detail his father knew about the Dragon Fire that was again leaking openly into the courtyard out of him.

      The old man took a sip of his wine, his face more sour than the drink could ever be. “So you haven’t found a solution,” he concluded with a smirk.

      “To what?” Armand prompted in response. “Your ridiculous drinking or the turquoise issue we have in the yard?”

      Lord Hamyn roared with laughter. “The wine keeps the thoughts at bay, son,” he whispered, cutting off his laugh as suddenly as it had come, and leaned forward as if sharing a secret. “And as for the fire”—he waved a hand in dismissal—“no longer my problem.”

      Armand had heard those words before, that the Dragon Fire was now his problem since he had taken on the responsibility of calling himself Lord of Eedwood.

      “It is all of our problem, and I have told you so before, Father. When the Dragon King rains his havoc on Neredyn, neither of us will be spared, lord or farmer, servant or king.”

      Lord Hamyn grimaced at the wine once more. “You have no idea how right you are, son.” He swirled his goblet and leaned back in his chair, his face partially peaceful.

      Not peaceful, Armand noticed after a moment. Resigned.

      “Is that why you have held your tongue about the dark doings of Aunt Linniue, Father? You’ve given up?” Voicing his assumption hurt more than he could have imagined. His father didn’t as much as flinch at the accusation.

      “What did you expect me to do, son? After everything, I am no longer in power. What do you expect of an old fool?” He bit the words out, anger slumbering beneath the mask of indifference.

      “And what a fool you are.” Armand crossed the room in a few fast strides and knocked the goblet from his father’s hand. “A drunken, power-hungry, ignorant fool.”

      Lord Hamyn chuckled. “Your mother was the same pacifist that you are, and she gave her life to bring on the future that took little more than a gust of wind to be destroyed.”

      “Mother died at your crafty, murderous hands, Father.” Armand felt ire boil in his throat, in his chest, in his arms and legs, and behind his forehead. It would have been so easy—so painfully easy—to simply draw his sword and end the lord who had taken his mother from him, who had taunted him and humiliated him for years.

      But Armand swallowed the impulse. If he resorted to measures like ending his own father, what peace could ever reign in Sives? If not even rulers found ways to deal with conflict in just and honest manners.

      “I”—Lord Hamyn got to his feet and swayed toward his son, finger pointed at Armand’s chest—“did not kill your mother.”

      Armand grimaced. “No, you didn’t,” he spat. “You merely didn’t help her when she needed aid. You let her die—which is almost as bad as killing her.”

      Lord Hamyn nodded. “That’s the difference. Almost as bad.” He reached Armand and clapped his shoulder, eventually resting his sweaty hand there to brace himself against his son. “I am not Shygon or Shaelak or Hel.” Disgust crossed Hamyn’s features.

      With a quick twist aside, Armand slid out of his father’s grasp and left the man stumbling a few steps. “What? You don’t like those deities? Aren’t they the ones who have served your purpose best until now?” Hamyn’s measuring look weighed like lead. “Hasn’t Hel done well, taking your wife while Shygon claimed your sister-in-law, while you kept standing by, concealing your involvement in Shaelak’s darkness? Until you were Lord of Eedwood.” Armand flexed his fingers then balled his hands into fists to hold himself in place. “And for what? To lose it all to Shygon as he claims your castle and Hel as he claims your people, and Shaelak as he covers the lands in a different sort of darkness.”

      “No longer my people,” Hamyn reminded him. “Had it been up to your mother, they would have never been my people. She wanted you to rule. She had always seen in you the keeper of peace that you are—well, I call it a soft-hearted failure of a son.” Hamyn spat on the floor between them, words and actions, both hitting Armand right in the chest.

      “I don’t care what you think of me, Father, but I do care about what will happen to our people. Ours, not because you or I rule over them but because we are one of them. We both are Sivesian. If this world goes to shit, we will go to shit with it.” Armand hated the old man before him, the way he carried himself with pride and aggression while his face was that of an angry, bitter man who had resorted to speaking badly about the world instead of changing even one blade of grass in it.

      But who else was left who knew how the nobility of east Sives worked? Who else was left who had some influence on the people? Plus, he had never believed in simply giving up—neither on a mission nor on people. So Armand steeled his spine and turned to face his father, his thoughts filled with the image of his mother and her shining eyes when she dreamed of a peaceful Sives.

      “I will say this once, father, so you’d better listen.”

      Hamyn’s eyes sparkled with something that Armand could only call challenge.

      “I am intending to survive the war that will surely come, and when it’s over, I want to rebuild this land, even if it is just the east of Sives, to give our people a place where they don’t need to fear being burned by mercenaries or by religious fanatics. And I will need help building that dream. So if you have one shred of decency in you, you will get over whatever hatred took root in you. You will leave behind the useless drunk that hasn’t lifted a finger to help the people who had been looking to him for aid and protection. And you will fight on the right side in this war.”

      The lord was silent for a long minute, his features playing a set of emotions Armand had never noticed there before, and opened his mouth to speak—

      The floor shook beneath their feet; the chandelier rattled above them, and a roar so violent it iced Armand’s blood tore through the air.

      Without ever speaking the words stuck on his tongue, Hamyn Denderlain dashed for the window, Armand following on his heels.

      “By the gods—” Armand wiped his face with both hands, not even thinking about the sword he possessed, for no sword would help with what was climbing out of the crater where the turquoise fire was no longer licking in single flames but blazing man high.

      Beside him, Lord Hamyn was still the mute fish he had chosen to be a minute or two ago.

      “Whatever you know about what Gandrett’s magic did to this place, Father, now would be the time to tell me.”

      Armand didn’t wait for his father to speak but grabbed the man by the sleeve and pulled him from the room.

      “Magic calls to magic, you said,” Armand repeated. “That her magic woke the Dragon King.”

      Hamyn nodded as he followed Armand, surprisingly stable on his legs.

      “Did her magic wake that, too?”

      Hamyn shook his head. “I believe that your friend is powerful, that her magic is different from the Vala-blessed water-plays we’ve seen the members of the Order of the goddess perform, an older magic that is connected somehow to that of the Dragon King.” Armand shuddered at his father’s words—or at the view of the black, scaled, and winged creature that was climbing out of the hole in his courtyard. “But I doubt she can summon a dragon.”

      

      The roar still echoed in the hallways of the castle as they made it to the bottom of the stairs, now hearing the screams echoing from all directions. Armand didn’t even think whether or not his father would assist in protecting the castle; he simply reached for a spear on a suit of armor that was decorating the alcove by the stairs and shoved it into his father’s shaky hands.

      “If I die tonight, I don’t want to die thinking my father was a coward,” he said and led the way out into the courtyard, heart pounding in his throat while his stomach had slumped into his feet.

      Lord Hamyn Denderlain took the spear wordlessly and followed like a shadow.

      The ground by the crater where the dragon—by the gods, a dragon—was clawing the rubble of the wall was stable enough to carry the weight of the beast. How in Hel’s name was this possible? There were no dragons left in Neredyn. He had read enough history books to know that. And still, the creature with its shiny black scales, its huge, leathery, tent-sized wings, and the maw filled with dagger-sized teeth—

      He gasped each breath he was able to take, and each time he exhaled, he shuddered. He had seen drawings and paintings, statues even. But a real dragon.

      His father cursed as he caught up with him outside the door. “This is not what I thought would happen,” he claimed and planted his feet in a stance that told Armand that either his words had made an impact or that it had taken the appearance of a mythical creature to make his father wake up to reality and fight.

      “What did you think would happen?” Armand asked as he waved over a group of men and women seeking shelter from the beast, which had death written all over it. It was reflecting in the claws, in the horned end of the snakelike tail, in the smooth scales on its forehead, and Armand was certain that if he got close enough to look into them—those dragon eyes that seemed to be searching the yard for something.

      “Over here!” he shouted to Gunner, who was exiting the building from the other end of the yard, Deelah beside him.

      Armand’s stomach churned. Deelah was Vala-blessed and, as a member of the Order, knew how to use a sword. But how many years had passed since she’d wielded one?

      “What is this?” Gunner said, out of breath. Armand never saw Gunner out of breath. The man was a fortress in itself.

      “What do you mean, ‘what is this?’” Deelah bit as they reached Armand in the corner of the yard, as far away from the dragon as they could possibly get without hiding behind the castle walls. “It’s a Dread of the Skies, for Vala’s sake. However it got here, only the goddess knows.”

      Deelah’s calm air rooted Armand, gave him confidence that this wasn’t the end of the world even if it may as well have been, and he found the courage to step forward and shout to what few people were still rooted in place in the yard, “Save yourselves. Get inside.”

      His command got their attention enough for them to tear their horrified gazes from the dragon before them and push them into running for their lives. Good. At least, his people wouldn’t be the first ones to feel the power of a Dread of the Skies.

      “What do we do, my lord?” a guard asked as he joined them in their corner, accompanied by a group of men. “Do we attack?”

      Armand stared at the dragon, who calmly and patiently stood there and scented the air as if in thought. He had no idea how to kill a dragon—if it was even possible without magic. If it was even necessary or if the ugly beast would take off if it didn’t find someone to feed on and move on to the next sheep meadow.

      “We wait,” he decided and turned to Gunner. “You go on to the battlements and take command there. We don’t attack unless it attacks first.”

      Gunner nodded. “I doubt our arrows would get anywhere through those scales.” He gestured at the palm-sized, black, tiled scales that made an armor stronger than any man made breastplate.

      “Deelah, you go with him,” Armand requested and was surprised when the woman didn’t argue but grabbed Gunner’s arm and urged him toward the door.

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t shit himself,” she said as they were almost by the door, a humorous goodbye in case they would never get to see each other again.

      Armand pursed his lips and nodded. It was all he allowed himself to do, or he would run after them, back into the castle, and hide, for beneath the facade of the Lord of Eedwood, a scared child had awoken to a nightmare of Neredyn history.

      For moments that felt as fleeting as a drop of water in eternity, there was absolute silence in the yard. The servants and courtiers had found refuge inside the buildings; the guards on the battlements were in position, Gunner within sight and Deelah right next to him. Beside Armand, his father stood like a statue, and what few guards had remained with them seemed to not be breathing.

      Then, the creature trained its gaze on them, and it roared a deafening sound that made the earth shudder all over again. Screams erupted from open windows, and Armand thought he was hearing prayers to the goddess of life mixed into the horrified voices. But he didn’t turn to see who was beseeching Vala for her aid, for the light-blue eyes of the dragon locked on his gaze, glacial and full of imminent death.

      Armand heaved a breath and whispered his goodbye to the world in time before an inferno of turquoise flames burst from the saber-toothed maw that was ready to devour him alive.
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      The fire burned like iron chains being ripped from Addie's throat as she tried to hold them in.

      No! She had been shouting the same word again and again in her mind from the moment Raynar had sent her into the tunnels, his human feet not fast enough to follow her but his mind locked into hers as if he were there himself.

      Do it, he urged, his tone no longer the honeyed one she remembered. Kill them.

      Addie’s paws crawled forward as if on their own accord.

      She had managed to remain still for a brief moment, not even long enough to take in the familiar structure of the courtyard. Familiar, yet way smaller than she remembered. And in the corner there, by the door, was a cluster of people she knew wouldn’t survive her visit. Not because she was a bloodthirsty dragon but because Raynar wanted it that way.

      Fire, he breathed into her mind, and she felt the flames climbing their way out. No matter how she kept her jaws locked together, Raynar’s words forced them open again. Destroy them.

      Addie screamed in her mind and into the world, a roar that shattered windows and brought down stones from the battlements. Up there, people sought shelter behind the higher parts of the walls, terrified of her mere presence, but her fire … her fire scared them senseless.

      All of them but the man in the courtyard, their leader, who had called for everyone to get to safety, the one who had drawn a sword that wouldn’t even scratch her scales if he got close enough to try to pierce through them. If anything, it may have served as a toothpick.

      Run, she thought at him.

      Raynar’s laugh, a cold melody of violent delights, answered in her head. You need to unleash your nature, Adrienne. You need to learn to kill.

      They weren’t the same words he had spoken when he had sent her into the endless tunnel a week ago. Then, he had lured her with the promise of flying back the entire way if she managed to get through. She hadn’t been stupid enough to trust he would keep his word, but she had hoped.

      What a stupid habit, hoping. Hadn’t she learned that there was nothing for her in this world … nothing but flying?

      Something stirred inside her chest—the memory of gliding beneath the clouds, of the smell of salt and water, the icy fingers of the wind high up in the skies.

      I will keep my promise, Adrienne, he murmured as if he were offering her a drug. You will fly all the way back to my fortress if you kill them. If you unleash that wild creature inside of you that feeds off flesh and blood.

      Addie itched to spread her wings and take off without another thought at what pain would rip through her if Raynar disapproved. But his urging hiss in her mind kept her focused on her supposed prey. One slow step after the other, only a couple more, and they would be within reach, neither of them well enough protected or armed to do her any harm.

      The old man first, maybe. His life was closest to a natural end.

      Or the young one, who kept staring at her as if he was ready to die—

      “Fire!” he shouted, and from the battlement, a shower of arrows rained down on her.

      She shrieked, and her dragon body coiled toward the attackers high up between the towers.

      She had been wrong. Their arrows were able to do her harm, if only a little, but the slight scratches on the membrane of her right wing were enough to annoy her, to make fury boil up inside her icy chest.

      “Reload!” someone ordered on the battlements, and rapid, synchronized movement followed as they reloaded arrows into their crossbows.

      Addie whipped her tail around until it hit the wall beneath them, leaving a hole above which the battlements crumbled in a V-shaped notch. In her mind, Raynar chuckled with delight.

      That’s my dragon maiden.

      Addie growled at him more than at the itching wounds on her wing, but the men in the yard shrank back anyway. They knew now that she wasn’t just an ancient nightmare incarnate but that her wrath was nothing to be summoned.

      Destroy them, Raynar pushed again.

      Addie’s paws carried her forward until she stood so close that she could scent the men before her, their sweat, their fear—

      And something more.

      Addie didn’t have time to categorize that scent before Raynar’s order barreled through her mind once more. Now, Adrienne. I am losing patience.

      Her chest constricted as the leash tightened around it in a silent threat.

      She huffed a breath accompanied by a sickly sound that made the hazel eyes of the young man widen. Not in fear but in something other Addie couldn’t name.

      “You can hear me, can’t you?” he said, his voice like honey—real, sweet nectar of blossoms.

      Don’t pay attention to him, Adrienne, Raynar warned and pushed another set of flames out her throat.

      The man, standing alongside the uniformed guards and the older man, who had a similar facial structure to the young one, leaped aside now that her flames could reach them.

      Raynar snickered cruelly.

      Is this your sort of amusement? Addie demanded in her head. Torturing humans? Is this how you pass time when you are immortal?

      Raynar didn’t respond other than ripping on the leash until Addie whimpered.

      And this is your way of not hurting me ever again, the way you promised, Addie pushed, struggling against the iron grasp of Raynar’s mind on hers.

      She could feel it. One more wrong thought, and he would smash her—however that worked with him half a kingdom away. Could he shatter her mind? Did he possess such power?

      She took another step before she snapped her jaws shut over the first attacking blade that shot her direction. The man’s scream as she ripped his arm out was dulled by the horror of his blood filling her mouth.

      Why are you making me do this? Her words were all but a plea.

      Raynar didn’t respond, his presence gone utterly still now that she had turned into that blood-thirsty monster he wanted her to be. Now that she had made her first kill. She watched the dying man twitch for a second before she pinned her focus on the next attacker. This time, it wasn’t the Dragon King who shoved the fire up her throat and out her maw, but it was an instinct that had awakened. An instinct almost as old as the one that had told her how to fly, how to soar above the clouds. It was an instinct she knew from being human, too—survival.

      It was against all logic, whatever small shred of humanity was left in her had claimed. The men were no real danger to her. Those six, tiny creatures before her, all shivering at her mere presence—

      Not all of them, she noticed as the fire melted the spear from the attacker’s arm, both hot and like ice at the same time. He screamed in pain before he retreated, bolting for the building that was as little of an obstacle to her as the air, which she knew from the way it had felt when her tail had cut into the wall earlier.

      She turned to the next one. The older one, whose face was unnaturally pale, either from fear or from lack of sunlight for a long time, she didn’t know. But for some reason, she did care.

      Not having seen the sun in a long time was something she could empathize with. She halted as the man lifted his sword, face going even paler.

      “We won’t hurt you if you leave, dragon,” the younger one with the hazel eyes and the voice like honey claimed.

      Addie remained still, trying to sort through her memories to find why that voice made her think of laughter and spices and beautiful wildflowers.

      “I don’t know where you came from, dragon, if you have been trapped down there for seven hundred years or if you are newly born, but I beseech you, take off, claim the skies, but let my people live.”

      Something in Addie melted at his words, just a shard of ice but enough to let her mind unfreeze, to let Raynar’s presence slither to the back where he couldn’t reach her. Just long enough for her to recognize those hazel eyes.

      Armand! she screamed in her head. A roar filled the air so violent it made the stones beneath her claws crack as the earth shuddered with it.

      Armand’s eyes iced over, the pleading in them, the goodheartedness of the lovable, loyal lord hidden beneath a layer of panic. He knew he would be dying. And Addie knew there was little she could do to not kill him.

      

      Nehelon had followed the Vreah river almost to the mountains of their origin, with little more than his sword and the clothes on his body as a carry-on, when the air started to change. Summer leaves became wilted. Not the fall-sort of wilted but a sort of wilted that spoke of death and decay.

      He didn’t halt when animal bones sprinkled the ground or when the sounds of birds and bees and small mammals ceased in the underbrush. All he could think of was to stay away as far as he could from the place where Raynar Leyon had escaped and from where the Maraoul were spreading out to hunt—whatever it truly was they were after, for it seemed they did have a taste for more than just the animals of the forest.

      He didn’t stop when the earth beneath his feet started to rattle or when the daylight dimmed at the closest parts around the Heart of Ulfray. He kept going, one foot after the other, leaping across rocks and bones and dead moss, knowing that he had to make it through. There was no other option. Maybe, if he was lucky, Riho would get to Ilaton ahead of time and scout the area, but by the time the bird would make it back to him, he’d already be there himself. So his best hopes were that Riho would find Gandrett and Gordan and let them know he was on his way.

      

      They traveled for a good week before the outskirts of Ilaton came into view, low buildings announcing the capital long before the outline of the magnificent buildings Lapidonian nobility inhabited came into view. They would reach Ilaton soon, but for now, they would spend the night in the small village they had been aiming for since it appeared on the horizon a day earlier.

      “About time.” Gordan got off his horse and waited for Gandrett to do the same.

      She flexed her arms, ready to find a place to sleep—even outside behind some stables. The mild climate of Lapidos allowed for such adventures without the need to worry about waking up with all toes attached.

      It didn’t take them long to find such stables, and a farmer’s family, friendly enough to allow two strangers—one of them a Fae-brute as they called him—to sleep in the stack of straw in a barn and offer them a bowl of potato casserole each.

      “That’s too kind of you,” Gandrett said to the woman who handed them the food.

      The latter dismissed her gratitude with a wave of her hand. “May Vala bless your meal,” she said and was about to turn, her hands digging into the blue apron of her dress, but she halted on the threshold, blue eyes clouded by a sadness that Gandrett recognized as remorse. “My husband used to offer a sleeping place to travelers whenever someone asked for one.”

      Gandrett didn’t dare to ask where the woman’s husband was now but got the answer anyway.

      “He disappeared about a month ago.” The woman eyed them over, her face tense as she seemed to struggle with herself before she asked, “On your way here, did you see anything strange? Any … runes?”

      Gandrett felt Gordan turn to stone beside her while she barely managed to shove down the images of what they had last found beneath a rune—and what had happened in her mind.

      The woman waited quietly for what felt like an eternity but couldn’t have been more than half a minute, before she made another gesture with her hand, withdrawing it from her apron. “You haven’t been in Lapidos long enough to know what has been haunting these lands.”

      To Gandrett’s surprise, Gordan responded in a tone as gentle as the one he had used to soothe her before, “We may not have spent much time in Lapidos, but we have seen what haunts the kingdom in the north, and I can assure you finding runes in Lapidos wasn’t as much a surprise as you may think.”

      The woman’s face brightened at his response, drinking in the information.

      Gandrett, however, wasn’t as open with her own knowledge. They were guests in her home—her barn—yet, she wouldn’t offer up knowledge of what had happened either in Sives or in the unholy village where Raynar Leyon had touched her mind. He hadn’t gotten through to her since, and she hadn’t tried to seek that glitch in time and space that seemed to connect her. It was too dangerous a game to play. Too risky. If he hadn’t tried to speak to her again, he might not be aware of that connection, and it may stay that way. But once he figured it out? What other powers may he possess over her?

      “Why are you asking?” she prompted, watching the brightness leave the woman’s eyes again.

      She wiped her hand on her apron and fingered the seam before she reached into the pocket and pulled out a wrinkled piece of paper. “Because that’s the last thing he showed me before he disappeared.” She held it out for Gandrett to look at, and what she found was what she had seen before on the altar beneath Eedwood Castle—symbols that spoke of a slow, painful death.

      Beside her, Gordan sucked in a sharp breath.

      “It has been over four centuries since Fae have wandered the human realms of Neredyn,” the woman said to him, acknowledging the otherness of the warrior at Gandrett’s side. “I’m sure it has some meaning that you appear now that things are happening in our lands.” There was a question in her eyes that might have suggested the Fae had taken her husband.

      “You are right to fear my kind, woman,” Gordan responded, hurt in his features for a fraction of a second. “But I am not the one who took him. The Fae are not the ones wreaking havoc on the lands of Lapidos—not this time, at least.” His voice turned grave as he referenced the countless times in Neredyn history that his kind had been at war with some territory, never losing but always coming to some sort of agreement that meant sacrifice for the humans in order to gain a treaty or real peace. “The Shygon cult has been spreading, and I fear it is collecting followers as well as sacrificial lambs. We ran into enough sites of destruction on our way here.”

      Gandrett didn’t need to add all of the encounters—direct or indirect—with the cult in order to prove a point; Gordan’s held enough sway on their own.

      “You think he fell victim to the cult?” the woman wanted to know, now stepping closer again, joining them while they stirred the food in their bowls.

      Gordan took a bite and swallowed. “One way or the other, it is likely.”

      His response didn’t seem to be encouraging to the woman. And how could it be when the cult meant human blood sacrifices and the support of a reign of terror of a resurrected king that had once commanded an army of worshippers and worse—dragons.

      “What’s your name?” Gandrett asked before she tasted the soup and was surprised by an explosion of unfamiliar spices that all made her think of the ocean she had never visited—that she would soon be crossing, according to the map the Meister had given to her.

      “Efimia,” the woman offered. “And my husband is Yanni.” She laid down the parchment between them on a stack of wooden boards that served as a table. “We got married a year ago, but I have known him since childhood. He is a good man and would never hurt anyone. If anything, that cult has taken him against his will.”

      Gandrett didn’t find it in her to tell Efimia the Shygon cult didn’t tend to take hostages. At least, that was what it looked like. Whenever she had stumbled upon their sites of destruction, all she had found were dead bodies—burned or carved open as blood sacrifices.

      “Do you have any idea what they mean?” Efimia pointed at the symbols that Gandrett would never forget. It wasn’t exactly right that the cult had never taken a human being alive. Addie had been alive when they had taken her, but what had happened to her since, there was no way of knowing.

      She took another bite of casserole and chewed while she sorted through her thoughts.

      Gordan seemed to do the same, for he took surprisingly long before he swallowed the bite in his mouth.

      “Please. Not many people come through this village because it’s off the merchants’ route. You are the first people from outside of Lapidos I have seen in a while, and I am desperate for anything that could help me find him.”

      Gandrett considered for a moment before she nodded at herself, her thoughts going in a direction that might be beneficial for all of them—at least when it came to sharing information.

      “What do you know of the current whereabouts of the Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton?” she asked, trying to make her voice sound neutral and keeping her expression as blank as she had learned from Nehelon in those first months of their acquaintance.

      Both Efimia and Gordan eyed her with surprise at the question, but it was Efimia who answered right away, “Lady Isylte and her oldest daughter have been staying at Ackwood for Selloue to be considered the bride of the future King of Sives.”

      It didn’t surprise Gandrett that the news of Joshua’s dual bloodline and claim to the throne had made word to the farthest corners of every realm of Neredyn, but it surprised her that no mention of Joshua’s absence and its reason seemed to have leaked from Ackwood palace, exactly the way Brax had planned to keep it quiet until there was a solution. Or maybe the news was still too fresh and only slowly seeping through the lands, not yet having reached this remote village outside the capital of Lapidos.

      “Why are you interested in Lord Grenta’s wife?” Efimia inquired, her hand flattening the note between them.

      This time, it was Gordan who responded. “The Shygon cult seems to have rooted more deeply in the courts of Neredyn than we would like to admit, and we have heard rumors that the Lady Isylte has been involved—”

      “Isylte has been striving for power since the day she left Ilaton. I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t shy away from worshipping an ancient, cruel god in the hope to be bestowed with such power.” Efimia’s response was as surprising as it was an accurate description of what probably applied to many of the cult members. Not that Gandrett knew, but she could imagine that strive for power drove people to do despicable things. The tale of the curse of Ulfray told of even a Fae Queen who would give her alliance to a King who served in the name of Shygon—who might even have been a living, breathing incarnation of the god of dragons, who knew? If someone of almost infinite power and immortality could be tempted … how easy would it be to tempt someone without a prospect of ever getting into power? Because for Lady Isylte that had to be true. The court of Ilbroit, where Isylte’s new family, the Grenta family, resided wasn’t a court that held any sway in Lapidos or Neredyn—at least, not anymore.

      “You know that for a fact?” Gordan wanted to know.

      Efimia shrugged. “This is Lapidos. The social lives of our nobles are what entertains most of the population. Especially that of the royal family. The scandals, the pomp, the colorful picture that we all love and hate at the same time.” She paused, fingers still on the paper on the wood. “What does this have to do with Yanni?”

      Gandrett shook her head. “This cult is spreading like a disease all over Neredyn, it seems. And we have seen people who have fallen victim to the Shygon worshippers. Even if Yanni is still alive, that doesn’t mean he will even recognize you if you ever see him again.”

      Efimia’s eyes tore open in horror at the picture Gandrett had painted.

      “I mean, we have seen soldiers who ended up doing the cult’s bidding unknowing of what they were doing.” She said the cult’s bidding instead of what it had truly been—the Dragon King’s bidding—keeping the secret as promised. But by the rate the cult was spreading through the lands, she didn’t know if it was still the right path to go, keeping the people uninformed about the greater danger that was lurking, waiting to gain strength before it hooked its claws into all of Neredyn—

      “We have seen”—and she included Gordan, for he had seen the same things happen, even if seven hundred years earlier—“people raise their swords against the ones they ought to protect, their minds clouded by the force of Shygon and his cult.”

      Gordan nodded. “We are sorry your husband disappeared. I hope he returns to you unharmed and his mind free of the cult’s claws.” His words were as much consolation as they were dismissal, and Efimia understood, judging by how disappointment took over her face.

      She wiped a tear from her eye and turned to leave. “I wish the two of you more time and more happiness than Yanni and I were granted.”

      Gandrett didn’t even bother to let the woman know that that wasn’t how things were between her and the Fae male but gave her a sad smile and a nod of gratitude. There was nothing else she could say or do right now.

      When the door closed after Efimia, Gordan turned to Gandrett, his face unreadable. “It won’t be long before the cult is equally dangerous as the Dragon King himself.” He finished his food before he lay down in the straw a couple of feet away from the makeshift stalls where Lim and Gordan’s mare were grazing hay side by side. “Yanni won’t be the last Lapidonian husband to disappear.”

      “You think it truly was the cult?” Gandrett asked, joining him on the straw, her body so tired from days and days of riding and her mind even more tired from everything that she had no power over. The Meister, the Dragon King, the fact that she had led herself to believe she was in love with the wrong Idresea brother—

      All of it was a blur in her mind that wouldn’t let her sleep. So she indulged in a couple more minutes of conversation with the friend by her side.

      “It is likely. Even though there are other dangers in the Lapidonian wilderness that may have gotten him.”

      “Anything I should be worried about?”

      “Not if you have magic.” Gordan frowned at the ceiling where long ropes were crisscrossing from side to side, bundles of drying grass hanging from them like a meadow turned upside down. “And your magic is strong, Gandrett. I wonder how a human came by such strong powers.”

      It was the first time someone had questioned that. Not that many people knew, to begin with, but only the ones who had been with her in Eedwood and Ackwood when she had used her powers—plus in the courtyard in Lei’Vreah, of course, where she had hauled Nehelon’s dying ass into the courtyard by moving the earth beneath him—had seen what she was truly capable of.

      “How do humans even have magic?” she wondered aloud. In all of the human world, Neredyn magic, beyond what the Vala-blessed were, was such a taboo that she had never learned where it truly came from. “Are we somehow related to Fae?”

      At that, Gordan laughed. “I believe in a way we are all related if only that we share the same world and breathe the same air.”

      It wasn’t exactly the answer she had hoped for, but she didn’t complain.

      Gordan turned his head and studied her with dark eyes, his hair sliding back on his head, an ebony layer on golden straw. “I wonder if it was the gods who played a joke on humanity when they randomly bestowed magical gifts upon your kind or if they wanted to give your kind a fighting chance against my kind.” There was no humor in his eyes. Just wonder.

      “The gods gave us magic?” Gandrett prompted.

      “The way Vala still blesses her consecrated children,” Gordan explained.

      “Only some of them,” Gandrett pointed out and wondered if he was right and, if he was, which of the gods had given her magic of that intensity. Elemental magic of earth and fire and air. She still hadn’t tried water—out of respect for Nehelon’s fear of what had happened to Ygri, she quietly admitted to herself. What point was there in trying to deny it had been for him—

      “Are the gods evil?” she asked instead of following her train of thoughts. “Do they like to put humans on a game board and push them around?”

      Gordan chuckled. “I am not sure if the gods still take enough interest in our realms to bestow anything on anyone—any other god than Vala, of course,” he added. “The goddess seems quite interested in keeping water magic alive in Neredyn.”

      “Why?” Gandrett didn’t truly expect an answer.

      So she was extensively surprised when Gordan made a serious face and said, “Maybe she is the only one who cares. Maybe because she is the only one who gets massive attention from your people and that’s why.”

      “Shygon has been getting plenty recently,” Gandrett pointed out.

      “And look where that got us.” Gordan closed his eyes.

      They were silent for a while. So long that Gandrett believed the male had fallen asleep until he rolled over to the side and murmured, “Good night, magical creature. Rest well while you can. Soon, we’ll reach the shore, and then, the real adventure begins.”

      Gandrett wished him a good night with a smile on her face and turned to the other side, her sword beside her and her thoughts circling around something entirely else. If she had magic, had her mother or father had magic, too? Did Andrew have magic?

      Andrew—

      Gordan had promised her that he would get out. That Palvin was making sure her brother was freed from the priory and brought to safety from the grasp of the Meister. But he hadn’t shared how exactly that should work, other than that sneaky Fae were involved, and the less she knew, the better for her sanity. While she understood that he wanted to keep his plans a secret, she honestly wondered how much of her sanity was even left to protect.

      She was in the middle of that thought when a scream tore her from her musing, making her bolt upright in the straw, sword in hand, and magic coiling in her chest. She didn’t need to stir Gordan, for he was already on his feet, his dark gaze pinned toward the wall behind the horses.

      “I smell fire.” He didn’t wait for her to get to her feet before he dashed from the barn.
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      Gordan was already halfway across the yard by the time Gandrett made it out of the barn, Lim and the mare trotting after her. She had freed the horses just in case. Who knew how fast the fire—especially if it was one fueled by the wish of Shygon worshippers—would spread.

      The flames greeting her from the farmhouse were a deep orange against the night, setting the world aglow around her in the worst possible way. And by the house, just out of reach of the fire, two male figures were pinning someone down on the ground who looked a lot like the woman who had offered them refuge.

      “Let her go!” Gandrett shouted against the crackling noise of the flames that were slowly devouring the house.

      Gordan reached them before she did, his Fae feet so much faster, and raised his ax in silent threat as he pulled one of the assaulters back.

      Gandrett was about to release a breath of relief, but the man easily broke free from the Fae’s grasp, something that no human was supposed to be able to do. The male growled and blocked the attack of a broadsword that the second man brought down on him.

      With horror, Gandrett was reminded of the guard at Ackwood palace, who had developed superhuman strength—or simply lost the fear of pain as they had lost their own will to the Dragon King. Those men hadn’t refrained from attacking Nehelon even when they had known that, as a Fae, he was stronger. They hadn’t balked from his skill and the precision of his strikes.

      These men were no different. They kept coming at Gordan, who whirled his ax above his head but was unable to land a hit on either of them. But at least, he was leading them away from Efimia, who was a shivering bundle on the ground, right out of reach of the flames’ searing heat, but not far away enough to be protected if a gust of wind would stir the fire.

      “Get her out of here!” Gordan shouted between strikes and grunts as he kept fighting the two worshippers who Gandrett could now see more clearly as she got closer to Efimia. Two men in Lapidonian clothing, their build strong and their sword skills comparable to those of a Sivesian soldier.

      Gandrett deliberated for a moment if she should come to his aid first but didn’t get a chance to make a decision, for from between the farmhouse and the barn, a group of more worshippers stepped forward, blocking her path to both her fighting friend and the woman on the ground.

      They were chanting something in an ancient language that reminded Gandrett of the turquoise flames beneath Eedwood Castle, and her blood turned cold, the fighter in her awakening.

      Five of them, of different sizes and builds, men and women, all had their focus pinned on Efimia as if she were a particularly juicy prize. She needed to stop them before they reached the woman.

      Her magic flexed in her body, awakening alongside her fighter’s focus. But there was something new about the way it welled up. More potent than she remembered.

      “Whatever you do,” Gordan warned between blows, “be careful not to use fire or air.”

      One look at the scene was enough for Gandrett to understand what the male meant. If she summoned flame, she would risk burning them all, and if she used air magic—

      A gust of wind blew from the west as if to prove a point, sending a burst of flames licking into the yard and making the horses buck and bolt.

      She planted her feet apart for balance and called at the worshippers, “Why don’t you go after someone your own size?” It was the easiest way to distract them from their target without risking the havoc of fire.

      And it worked.

      They spun around, their gazes finding her in the orange glow as she stood like a statue, sword reflecting the light as if it was made of flame itself.

      “Come play if you want.” She flashed her teeth the way she knew warriors hated. A challenge to force their rage onto her and give Efimia a chance to crawl to safety.

      She hadn’t been able to make out if the woman was injured or simply petrified by fear, but she hoped that Efimia would realize that now was the time to make a run for it.

      The first of the worshippers charged when they were a good twenty steps away, giving Gandrett the chance to analyze his physique, his weaknesses—his left side was stronger than his right side—and remained motionless as if scared to death until the man raised his sword and directed a blow at her shoulder. She danced aside in a graceful spin and landed the flat of her own blade on the back of the man’s head, making him tumble to the ground with a groan.

      There he would lay until the end of the night, she hoped.

      A glance to the side informed her that Gordan had managed to bring down one of his opponents, and he was now focusing his entire strength on the one who was still bringing his sword down on Gordan’s ax, again and again.

      When she turned back to the four worshippers in her path, they were all stepping toward her, slowly, deliberately, their blades raised before their chests—all but one. The woman on the side didn’t even have a blade. Instead, she was painting invisible symbols in the air with her hand.

      Magic.

      Gandrett reached into the pits of her powers on instinct, readying herself for an attack that would come without the slicing force of a sharp blade but something more intricate. Something less predictable.

      She had to take out the woman first, just in case.

      As if the men had read her mind, they attacked in unison, their swords riding down on her with the strength of falling boulders.

      Gandrett ducked and twirled between them, parrying each blow with more effort than it should have taken her. For a moment, she wondered if the weeks of travel had weakened her. Then she noticed the smirk on the woman’s face as Gandrett’s movements became heavier and heavier.

      What foul sort of magic was that that it sucked her strength from her?

      Gandrett gritted her teeth against the strain and cursed. She had to take the woman out now.

      With half a thought, she reached into the depth of her gathering magic and drew it into her free palm, ready to release it, no matter in what form it came.

      Flames sizzled from her fingers in a straight line, wrapping around the perplexed woman whose smirk vanished as if burned off her lips.

      But Gandrett didn’t get to see if her strike took the woman out, for from her blind side, something sharp and heavy sliced into her arm.

      A scream ripped from her throat as she whirled toward the attacker who towered over her as she stumbled a step back—and right into another man.

      “If you stop fighting now, I promise your death will be in honor of the god who will once again reign over these lands,” the man behind her murmured in Lapidonian—Gandrett recognized enough of the words, the basics of which she had studied at the priory to understand. “And you will have a place at his side in the eternity of death.”

      Ice crackled up Gandrett’s spine. Shygon. The man was speaking about Shygon. And he was promising her a sacrificial death.

      She used him to regain balance and, ignoring the wound on her arm, stabbed backward with her sword, her body surprisingly light again.

      The man’s scream as she pierced his thigh drowned out the noise of the raging fire for a moment. Then a string of curses followed by a chant in that ancient language sounded behind her.

      She reeled around, careful not to let any of the remaining four Shygon worshippers out of her sight.

      The woman had somehow managed to kill the flames and was gesturing in the air again, symbol after symbol, as she tried to regain control of her magic—however that magic worked, Shygon given or otherwise. The man she had stabbed in the thigh was limping a step back, closer to the mage, and the third one had gone into a fighting crouch, ready to attack. The fourth—

      The fourth loosed a scream from behind her as Gordan’s ax ripped through his throat just as the man’s sword rose to slice into Gandrett. He slumped to the ground, revealing a sour-faced Gordan who stepped to Gandrett’s side.

      “You’re hurt.” He noticed the gushing wound on her sword arm and reached for her to heal it.

      But the other man attacked, intercepting Gordan’s hand and cutting into it.

      The stench of smoke and soot and blood hit Gandrett’s nose as the wind turned and a wall of flames rushed toward them so fast that running was the only option.

      Gordan grabbed her by the arm, pulling her away from the flames, but Gandrett’s gaze fell to Efimia’s crawling shape. She wouldn’t make it. Not without help.

      The worshippers were already bolting—all but the woman, who stood in the middle of the fire, smirking.

      Gandrett tore free of Gordan’s grasp and started toward Efimia, but he understood what she meant to do and hurried ahead, his Fae feet, again, surpassing hers in speed. “Run,” he ordered over his shoulder.

      But Gandrett couldn’t as she stared after him and the way he grew closer and closer to the fire that speedily made its way across the yard. She needed to stop it. Needed to do something. Needed to—

      She looked around, desperate for anything that could be of use.

      There, by the barn. The circular shape of a well.

      Gandrett ignored everything that screamed inside of her not to do it as she reached into her magic and pulled it up.

      Water. It was what would stop the flames. What would protect Efimia and Gordan, the friend she had never hoped she’d have and who had been saving her, over and over again, since they had left Ulfray. It was her time to save him.

      The magic felt harmless as she commanded it to dive into the well and pull out its contents, as did the water when it trickled toward her, slowly at first, then faster and faster and faster, until a wall of it sped toward the flames, dense enough to drown them all. She clung to her power as she willed it to disperse, to become heavy rain rather than a mobile ocean, and it obeyed her. Only, too slowly, too reluctantly. So when the water hit her, it was still a solid wall, slamming into her, flattening her against the ground as it shoved itself into her mouth, her nose, her lungs.

      Through the noise, a familiar caw touched her ears along with a roar of horror that she thought would break the world apart. Then, her body buckled under the strain, and everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been pure luck that he had spotted Riho upon crossing the river, the bird on his way back north to find him. And it had been even more of undeserved luck that Riho had come with news of Gandrett and Gordan. They were so close. Not even a day’s worth of travel from the waters that streamed westward to meet the Glistening Blue. His feet had been flying day and night, over rocks and over hills, through valleys, until the river had slowed him for a moment. He had considered swimming to the other side when he had spotted a bridge that led toward the capital of Lapidos.

      It hadn’t been there the last time he visited this realm, the stones so freshly hewn from the mountains at the Phornian border that they didn’t tell any stories of who had crossed here yet. So he had continued his frenzied run, finally with a clear aim in mind.

      He didn’t stop at nightfall this time. Not even for an hour or two the way he had before, to replenish his strength and be able to continue at full speed. He simply kept running, no longer caring if people—what few he met at these late hours of the day—recognized him for what he was. Fae. A tale of nightmares made flesh. They didn’t know any better. How could they? All they knew was what had been told since the Fae had retreated into their lands after the defeat of the last Dragon King. They had known the Fae under his parents’ rule, not Valyn’s.

      His brother was a way gentler ruler, and he didn’t see humans just as playthings the way a lot of his people did. Maybe that was why Arryn Stesea had such an issue with the current King of Ulfray; had it been Arryn on the throne, he would enslave humans without a second thought. It had happened before—Nehelon knew from his own people’s history—that humans had worked the fields of Ulfray and served in the Ulfrayan courts in more than just one way. His stomach clenched at the thought of the injustice, of how one people could take advantage of the weakness of another like that. No matter how short their lives, how weak they were compared to the Fae, they were beings like any other, proud of their achievements, worried about their loved ones, striving for knowledge and wellbeing.

      Only the understanding of those terms seemed to be an entirely different one from what the Fae believed—at least had believed under the reign of Laeroth when the humans had been freed in the battle of Ithrylan.

      Riho led the way, a light gray speck against the starless night, as Nehelon’s legs pumped across the land. Until the darkness was lifted by the glow of the capital at night, but west of it, something else ate up the night with a fierce orange light that could only mean one thing—fire.

      No! He forced himself to his limit. Faster. He had to go faster. If Gandrett was anywhere near that fire—

      He couldn’t even finish the thought, the image of her lifeless body in the great hall of Ackwood pushed itself to the front of his mind. He couldn’t go through that again. Couldn’t watch her fade again.

      It didn’t ease his mind remotely enough that Gordan was with her, that the male would lay down his life before he let anything happen to Gandrett. Only seeing her alive, hearing her speak his name with a familiar scowl would set him at peace.

      The miles shrank beneath his swift feet, and Riho lost his head start with every step Nehelon rushed on, his focus only on the flames that were now clearly visible to his Fae eyes.

      “Is that where we’re headed?” he shouted up at Riho, who cawed in response, the only confirmation he needed.

      He didn’t marvel at the lilac blossoms that were scattered between the rocks and patches of grass or how their petals swirled into the air in his wake. All he noticed was the burning village a couple of miles ahead that seemed to burn brighter by the minute.

      By the time he was close enough to make out details, the sound of steel on steel greeted him as if fate was mocking him. A scream tore the air, and his blood iced over.

      “Gandrett—” he whispered as he followed the sound on instinct rather than by conscious decision.

      The flames raged like a wall behind the silhouette of a fight, a massive shape towering over a small one—Gandrett—and in the back, more fighters, one of them, he hoped, Gordan, who was there to run whoever had hurt Gandrett through with a sword, or rip out their throat with his ax. Nehelon honestly didn’t care. Either version was good as long as it ended the bastard who had hurt her.

      Not far. If he called out for her now, she might hear him, but distracting her in the middle of a fight while he was too far away to do anything to help her, would rob her of her chances and him of the element of surprise. Only a quarter mile, and he’d be able to send out his magic.

      The fire flared high as if pushed by a gust of wind—a broad gust of wind, which shoved it forward like a wall.

      “Run,” Gordan’s voice cut through the noise of devouring flames.

      And gods, how Nehelon hoped Gandrett would just do what she was told for once. The fire was rapidly closing the gap between the farmhouse and where they were still standing while the other men had already taken Gordan’s advice and dashed for safety out of sight.

      Instead of taking his own advice, Gordan had chosen to make his way toward the fire—what in Hel’s name was he doing?

      But Gandrett didn’t run. She didn’t even walk. She just turned on the spot, looking for something, it seemed until—

      Nehelon’s heart flipped in his chest, and he was sure it was the last time it would ever do a thing like that, for Gandrett’s magic filled the air, fierce and strong and ready to be unleashed.

      “Don’t,” he shouted, but Gandrett couldn’t hear him, too focused on the water that was now rising from the old well near the burning barn. Panic filled him, hot and fresh as if he was being run through by a branding iron.

      His feet fought the yards that lay between them, his magic uncoiling as he released it to stop the water. But Gandrett was faster, pulling up a wall of water equaling the fire that was racing for them from one side, both ready to shatter her between them.

      He couldn’t see her face as she turned to pull the water faster and faster until she halted, her magic changing, the raw force turning into a mesh of power ready to grate the water like a block of cheese.

      Nehelon was ready to take a breath, sending out his own magic to support her, to break apart the wall before it hit her and smothered her like an iron fist.

      But it did just that a second before he could break apart the surface to let her through.

      It hit her, flattening her body to the soil of the yard, her scream—had she even tried to scream—stifled by the wet masses that forced themselves upon her.

      Riho circled above her, his caw one of horror, and while Gordan cursed as the dispersed water met the fire he was running from, Nehelon’s knees hit the wet ground as he slammed himself down beside the Savior of Ulfray, beside Vala’s Blade, beside the woman whose life he so cruelly had destroyed, only to see that if there was one thing in the world that could destroy him, it was her.

      

      Gandrett had never felt so heavy. Maybe in the dungeons of Eedwood when she had woken in her own piss, or when she had been dying in the great hall of Ackwood, but never had she felt like she couldn’t breathe except—

      The hands shoved her into the consecration pool. It didn’t matter how much she struggled and fought, they were stronger—Nehelon’s hands were stronger. But the hands pushing her underwater were someone else’s. They held her down, and the more she thrashed and kicked, the faster her oxygen was used up so that, eventually, she couldn’t help but suck in a breath of icy water that burned like the fires of Hel’s realm. She screamed an airless scream until slowly, stars began to dance before her eyes, and the world faded to blackness…

      “Gandrett—” His voice was so real as it enveloped her like a velvet shroud.

      A different image flashed before her eyes. One of a gossamer tent of music and Nehelon’s swaying body against hers as he led her in a dance. She inhaled his scent, the air burning her throat like glass shards, and flinched.

      “You’re not dead,” Nehelon’s voice repeated over and over again. “Not dead.” Like a chant, a prayer. Whatever deity the rightful King of Ulfray may be praying to, Gandrett didn’t know. Didn’t care. All she cared was that before her foolish end, that deity had blessed her with a vision of him.

      She blinked her eyes open and found his face so close that, had he not been a dream, she might have scolded him for it, but she was already crossing over, and this was Vala’s final gift to her. Or Nyssa’s, for as his diamond blue gaze met hers, she knew that everything Gordan had said was true. That she had fallen in love with the rightful king, and her love had saved his people.

      “You’re awake,” he noted, his brows pinched, and his fingers wrapped tightly around her shoulders, causing warmth to stream into her where his palms met her arms.

      “You’re here—” she breathed, his nameless scent enveloping her as he leaned his forehead against hers.

      “I’m here.” His hair tickled her cheek as he nodded against her brow. “I’m here,” he repeated as if to convince himself he truly was.

      For a long moment, he remained still, a statue frozen in eternity, so close … closer than she could imagine he had ever been. Close in a different way than he had been at the solstice or how he had been when he had healed her after fighting the Dragon King. Just—close.

      “You’ll be fine. I’m healing you.” His words were like a summer breeze on her face, and he finally lifted his head and looked at her from up close, his gaze full of warmth, of sincerity, of … something sweet, a promise of more than just healing her body but of making her whole.

      And as he studied her how she lay, wordless, drowning all over again in the depths of his eyes, a pained look entered them, closing off that softness behind a wall so familiar that she finally realized that this wasn’t a dream, that he was real. That he was there with her, fingers clinging to her as her mind slowly unfogged.

      “Gandrett, by the gods,” Gordan’s voice came closer until his arms wrapped around her, basically ripping her from Nehelon’s arms. “What were you thinking?” He crushed her against him in a hug that should have shattered her bones, but Gordan being Gordan, he was as careful as ever not to break her—to protect her at all costs.

      “I’m all right,” she muttered over his shoulder, eyes on the Prince of Ulfray—no, the King. The king without a crown, who had sat back on his haunches and was examining her with wary eyes and a saddening sort of relief on his features that seemed to have something to do with Gordan taking the place between them like a buffer, a shield.

      “You could have died.” Gordan said what she could read in Nehelon’s eyes.

      “I didn’t.” It was all she could get herself to say before she had to swallow the lump in her throat that grew bigger by the second as Nehelon got more and more distant, his face closer and closer to the male who had picked her up in Everrun that very first day. “Where is Efimia?” she asked instead of allowing herself to assess in detail the lines of strain and concern that were threatening to cut through Nehelon’s composure. “Is she—”

      “She is right there.” Gordan detached himself from Gandrett to point at a patch of grass far from the blackened and wet soil where they were hovering. “I got her out in time.”

      Good. Then her magical accident hadn’t been in vain. At least, she had saved one life. It was impossible to know how many other villagers had lost their lives tonight, but a glance to the side allowed her enough view on the rest of the settlement that she knew probably none. The farm was the first set of buildings, and there were no flames raging behind where the remains of what she had smothered glowed between rubble and ashes.

      She tried to push herself up, but Gordan’s hands caught her and lifted her to her feet with enough force to turn over a mountain. Behind him, Nehelon flinched, hands flipping up in what appeared like an attempt to intercept his actions and pin her back to the ground—or lift her himself, she couldn’t tell. For he dropped them, one grabbing the pommel of his sword, the other reaching into his pocket as if that was the only thing he had been intending to do.

      With effort, Gandrett tore her gaze away—away from the face that she had gotten so used to and which, with her new knowledge—the acceptance that he meant more to her than anyone else—looked so different. Every crease between his brows suddenly bothered her. The cold that had entered his gaze bothered her. The way he averted his eyes when she met his—it bothered her. More than she had ever been able to imagine anything could bother her.

      So she turned to Efimia, stalking to her on wobbly legs and leaving the two males behind.

      Not that they would stay behind. Gordan, at least, followed her like the bodyguard Nehelon had made him.

      “Thank you,” Efimia said to Gandrett from where she was sitting in the grass. Gandrett sank down beside her, forcing herself not to let her head whip to the side to get Nehelon into her peripheral vision.

      There was awe in the woman’s eyes—and fear. Fear from Gandrett’s magic, probably. From the power that had almost killed them all. That had driven away the Shygon worshippers and flooded the yard. A power so strong even Gandrett was surprised.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save your farm.” It was all she could think of to say. The woman had lost too much. Her husband, her home—her future. That was probably what she had lost, too.

      Efimia waved her off with a shaky hand. “You saved my life.” Her hand reached for a scratch on her face where blood had crusted in the heat of the fire.

      Automatically, Gandrett turned to Gordan. “Can you heal her?”

      “Do you really need to ask?” Gordan smiled and placed his hand over the woman’s cheek, and when he slid it off a minute later, the angry, red scratch had disappeared.

      “Do you have somewhere you can go?” Nehelon’s voice sounded from a couple of feet behind them, and Gandrett jerked around, still anxious he had only been a dream, a delirious wishful thought.

      The woman eyed him with skeptical eyes.

      “It’s all right,” Gandrett told her. “He’s a friend.” The word friend had never felt more wrong, and when she met his gaze, she could have sworn a fraction of that wrongness had echoed in his eyes. But it was too dark to make out details, so she shoved the thought aside into a deep, inaccessible corner of herself, for another time when they were alone. When she didn’t feel like screaming and crying all at once because she had just almost died but woke to find herself lost in the diamond eyes of Nehelon Alleyan Idresea, the rightful King of Ulfray.

      “I have a sister in Ilaton,” Efimia eventually said, voice still shaky. “It’s only an hour and a half ride from here—” She broke off, her eyes on the barn.

      Gandrett hadn’t seen any horses there. She hadn’t seen any animals on the farm. It was the type of grain farm that was more common in Sives than anywhere else she had learned, but apparently, Lapidos had them, too.

      “You can have one of the horses,” Nehelon gestured behind him where Gandrett only now noticed Lim and Gordan’s mare as they stuck their heads together. “I found them behind the barn,” he explained. They shied away from the fire, but Lim never goes far.” There was sadness in his voice, and Gandrett remembered that he had lost Alvi to the Maraoul. She had been his travel companion the same way as Lim.

      Efimia straightened and nodded her thanks. “I will not forget your kindness—”

      “Nehelon,” Nehelon finished her sentence.

      “Nehelon,” the woman repeated.

      Gordan guided Efimia to his mare and helped her up onto the mount’s bare back. “Can you ride like this?” he wanted to know, his gaze wandering between the burned-down barn and the horse, which had only a halter on with a piece of rope dangling from it. He picked it up and attached the loose end to the halter, too, so it would serve as reins.

      “I grew up on a farm,” Efimia merely said as if that was answer enough.

      “Ride,” Nehelon said. “And don’t stop for anyone before you reach the city.”

      Gandrett struggled to get to her feet, using her sword to stabilize herself, and waved at Efimia, who gave her a small smile in return.

      “You hold the power of the universe, Gandrett,” she said as she grabbed the makeshift reins. “Don’t allow anyone to take it away from you.”

      And with those words, she spurred the horse into an instant gallop, the noise of the mare’s hooves on Lapidonian soil disappearing into the night.
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      The silence that followed was as oppressive as the heat of the Calma Desert, as uncomfortable as the darkness below the citadel of the priory, as endless as the snowy peaks of the mountains in the north of Sives as Gandrett stood between her friend and her friend, both Fae males perfectly still as their eyes followed Efimia into the night.

      It was only when Gandrett’s strength failed her again that they unfroze and both reached for her at the exact same moment.

      “I’m all right,” she dismissed their help and hobbled back to the dry patch of grass where she sat down and rested her head on her knees.

      Anything not to have to think about what had happened—about the seven Shygon worshippers that had attacked the farm in search of a new victim to sacrifice to the blood-lusting god that Shygon was. Had Gandrett’s magic turned them away from the village, or were they just biding their time until she was gone so they could attack again?

      She dropped her sword in the grass and reached for her arm where one of the men had landed a blow with his sword to find nothing but smooth skin. Nehelon had healed her.

      A peek through her hair informed her that the two males were still standing where she’d left them, both of them with grave expressions on their faces and in a discussion too quiet for her human ears to pick up on. Instead, the curious caw of Riho touched her ears.

      “Hello, friend,” she greeted him and held out a hand for him to hop onto.

      To her surprise, Riho didn’t taunt her with a birdish glance but flapped his wings for a short flight to land on her wrist.

      “Did you bring him here?” she wondered, her eyes yet again finding Nehelon in the growing darkness.

      Riho nudged her with his beak, a gesture that Gandrett interpreted as a yes.

      She studied his round, beetle black eyes for a moment. “I’m not sure if I should be grateful or upset with you.”

      Riho gave her a look that suggested that if anyone had the right to be upset, it was him.

      It drew a smile onto Gandrett’s lips, amidst all the destruction, the violence she had escaped from.

      Did it matter what her heart asked for? Did it matter if Nehelon cared more than just to want her safe? She was on a mission to find the former Queen of Fae—Nehelon’s mother, for the gods’ sake—and delivering the Meister’s message would ensure Surel’s and Kaleb’s freedom. That was all she wanted now that Gordan had promised her Andrew would be free long before she returned. That, and that the Meister had called her a chance of defeating the Dragon King.

      So she forced herself to forget, for now, all the feelings, all the sensations that had stirred at the sight of Nehelon’s face, at the scent of him so close to her, at the touch of his brow against hers—

      It had to wait, whatever it was. At least, until she had found a way to inform him that she was on her way to find the woman who had cursed him and his brother and the entire people of Ulfray, the woman who had betrayed him and had made his childhood a place almost as hostile as her own.

      And even after that, her list was long, with Mckenzie and Addie and Brax and Armand. All of those people who she had failed in Ackwood by relenting to the Dragon King’s magic, for buckling under the weight of the guards’ blows. Only if she righted that, only if she helped them first would there be time to worry about herself, her own needs and feelings.

      Riho gave her an encouraging caw as she struggled back to her feet, sword in her free hand. But she got only a couple of steps before Gordan was at her side, Nehelon a couple of strides behind him.

      “We need to make plans,” the latter said matter-of-factly, and by the sour look on his beautiful features, Gandrett knew that Gordan had gotten ahead of her and Nehelon knew what, exactly, her mission was.

      

      Mckenzie trudged through the palace of Khila, her hair, an inch longer than when she had cut it in defiance of her new situation, fanning out in the breeze that carried along the mosaic-plastered corridor. She had spent the past week, avoiding Taghi like a disease, darting around corners, and practically fleeing whenever he was about to approach her. She hadn’t gone back to hiding in her room, knowing that people would talk whether she stayed away or was in plain sight. Honestly, she preferred they gossiped to her face rather than behind her back.

      The banquet with the King and Queen of Phornes had been a disaster, but, at least, now she knew what all of Khila thought of her—potentially all of Phornes.

      Mackenzie the Shrew.

      Mckenzie turned the last corner to Miitra’s chambers—the friend she had in the palace—if Miitra could be called that, a friend—when quick footsteps caught up with her too fast to simply dash into the next alcove. She sighed and stopped, hoping whoever it was would make their way past her to wherever it was they were going, but of course, the gods couldn’t just allow her one moment of good luck.

      “Norha Mckenzie,” Taghi called in his melodious voice, and Mckenzie bit her lip to prevent herself from speaking any of the ambiguous thoughts in her mind.

      Traitor. Why had he opened his lands to the Dragon King? And why had he not told her a word about not having paid a coin for her? Of course, because she didn’t deserve to hear a word about any of it after how she had unloaded every Sivesian and Phornian curse she knew on him. And because, as Miitra had put it, he hoped for an alliance with House Brenheran anyway—even if he knew that the King of Sives was in the claws of the Dragon King. Mckenzie still didn’t know how that made her feel.

      Taghi stepped around her, blocking her path even though she was already standing still, and inclined his head in greeting.

      “I have been trying to speak to you,” he said by way of greeting, his deep brown eyes reflecting the morning light.

      Mckenzie thought of all of the things she wanted to say to him, what an ass he was sitting at the top of the list, and not just for his stupidity with the Dragon King but for half-drowning her in the leisure halls.

      His gaze lingered upon her as he impatiently remained silent, examining her with caution.

      When she didn’t speak after a while, he said, “I have been hoping to get an hour of your time today. I’ve got things”—he stretched out the word—“I need to discuss with you.” His accent made everything he said sound more pleasant. No matter how much Mckenzie wanted to ignore that fact, she couldn’t help but acknowledge it.

      She was half-about to respond. To tell him to go to Hel’s realm and get an hour of someone else’s time there, when she thought better and reined in her tongue.

      “It might be easier over breakfast,” he suggested, face fallen, discouraged by her silence. He glanced over his shoulder to the point where Mckenzie had trained her own gaze—Miitra’s door. “We can invite Miitra to join,” he offered, “if you were on your way to her. I’m sure she won’t—”

      He stopped mid-sentence as Mckenzie stepped around him and continued her path down the corridor. She wasn’t ready. Call her shrew, but she wasn’t ready to hear what he had to say. She wasn’t ready for what she would say in return. Hadn’t she made a fool of herself in this court long enough with the words she’d so carelessly spoken? Words based on assumptions rather than on truths.

      She should be hearing him out. But not today. She needed to understand more about this court before she would give him an hour of her time—or even a minute.

      To his credit, Taghi didn’t follow her. He didn’t linger in the hallway as she stopped to knock on Miitra’s door and waited for a short moment until the latter opened.

      “Come in,” Miitra called, already on her way to the small, low table by the window where she dropped onto a pillow and pulled a berry from the twig of a potted bush. “You should try these,” she said and sucked the juice from the pale-orange fruit.

      Mckenzie closed the door behind her—not without a peek outside to confirm Taghi was truly gone and Nalesh had taken position nearby. Nalesh still followed her around like a puppy dog, and after the banquet, she was grateful to have someone watch her back. Who knew if, of all those nobles and courtiers, there were any ready to get rid of the Shrew?

      She joined Miitra at the table, lowering herself onto a giant blood-red pillow. “Your cousin is a royal ass,” Mckenzie said as she helped herself to a cup of tea.

      Miitra chuckled. “I have been trying to tell him that, but all he keeps telling me in return is that you seem to like his ass.”

      Mckenzie’s jaw dropped before she could take a sip of the dark, aromatic brew in her cup.

      “I don’t—” she objected, but Miitra’s laugh cut her short.

      “It’s all right, Mac,” she said and whipped another berry into her mouth. “I have seen the way you look at him.”

      “Like I’m imagining smashing his face into a wall?” Mckenzie retorted, still recovering from the thought of Taghi’s sightly behind. How had they gotten to this topic again?

      “Like that,” Miitra giggled. “Or like you would very much enjoy laying your hands on his royal ass.”

      Mckenzie scowled, deciding to not respond to that, but since they were already talking about Taghi—

      “He said you knew about the Dragon King.” Mckenzie placed the statement on the breakfast table without regard for what it would do for the taste of the food—or the smile on Miitra’s face.

      Miitra nodded. Of course, she nodded. Miitra had been nothing but honest and supportive since the very first day they’d met. She had assisted Mckenzie in any way she could with navigating the Khilalian court. “He told me the day he returned from Sives.” Her laugh had vanished as if someone had sucked the breath from her. “He was supposed to tell you about everything, but you already hated him so badly, and he didn’t want to push you away even more.”

      Miitra studied her as she kept her teacup near her lips but never taking the sip she’d intended to take.

      “It’s not an excuse, I know. And if we’re already speaking about royal—” She gave Mckenzie a knowing look. “He royally messed up. It had never been an option to form an alliance with Raynar Leyon, but when Taghi realized what was going on—when he ran into the Dragon King, hosted in Joshua Brenheran’s body—he had to make a choice. And he had to make it fast.”

      A choice. Mckenzie shook her head. The right choice would have been to tell the Dragon King to go rampage somewhere else. To draw his scythe and—

      No, not even she would have done that. Not even Gandrett would have pulled her sword. No one would have driven a blade into the heir of Sives. Not if there was a chance of recovering him from the claws of the ancient evil. Not even Nehelon—

      Mckenzie kept her thoughts to herself.

      “You could have told me,” was all she said.

      In her opinion, Miitra was taking it way too easy that she had kept such a detail from Mckenzie.

      Miitra sat up a little and frowned, an expression Mckenzie had rarely seen on the radiant woman. “Would you have believed a word I said?” she prompted. “And even if … how could I have simply imposed myself on you and told you that your husband-to-be was in league with the man who abducted your brother?”

      Mckenzie rolled the thought over in her head. Would she have believed Miitra? Probably not. Would she have wanted Miitra to tell her anyway?

      “You spent the first weeks locked up in your room. No one saw your face until you started pacing the hallways in whatever attire you chose, in hopes to upset the prince,” Miitra pointed out.

      “And, did I succeed?” Mckenzie asked half because she wanted to prove a point, half because she was curious.

      “Upset him?” Miitra laughed. “Taghi is a man, but he has never reduced anyone to their choice of clothing. Especially not the woman he chose to court—” Miitra’s hand flapped to her mouth as if she had said something she shouldn’t.

      “Court?” Mckenzie repeated. “He pretended to buy me from my mother after he sold a realm that isn’t even his yet to a power-lusting monster. If that is what you call courting, I swear to Nyssa, you have no idea what courting means.”

      Miitra’s umber face turned slightly green. “Taghi isn’t stupid, Mac. He made a call, and it might have been the wrong one, to allow Raynar to roam Phornes freely. But it also takes us off the map as a target, for now, and gives us time to come up with a plan to get rid of him for good.” There was nothing but cold determination in Miitra’s eyes even if her skin tone suggested she knew at what cost the execution of such a plan might come.

      “The king and queen don’t know—” Mckenzie started, but Miitra was already nodding.

      “They didn’t in the beginning, but as the Shygon cult keeps spreading and spreading, Taghi decided to tell them.” Miitra paused for a long moment, silence heavy as she allowed Mckenzie to digest the meaning of her words.

      “Does anyone else know?” she asked, hoping that the secret would stay at least within a small circle. If, somehow, word got around that the Heir of Sives had been body-snatched by the ghost of the man who had brought destruction over Neredyn almost a millennium ago, there would be no way back. Her family would be discredited, and if there would be no hope for Josh—had there even ever been any hope?

      “Not for now,” Miitra responded, drawing a sigh of relief from Mckenzie’s lips.

      At least, that was something. She couldn’t care less what Taghi had pretended about buying her as long as his bargain with the Dragon King wouldn’t put Josh at risk, or Brax.

      “The south is more powerful than most of Neredyn tends to believe, Mac,” Miitra said with comfort in her voice. “Just because they haven’t waged war on anyone other than our own Phornian nobles doesn’t mean we have forgotten how to build an army to defend our realm.”

      Her words were soothing even if they held the promise of violence, of the death of many when the day came. If the day came, Mckenzie hoped. But hope was something she may have left at the Sivesian border.

      “You’ll need to start working together, you know,” Miitra pushed. “Taghi and you.”

      Mckenzie gave her an inquisitive look.

      “You two are the only ones who were actually there when it happened,” Miitra explained. “You must have seen the changes in your brother, right?”

      Mckenzie tried to remember, and she did. She had blamed the changes in Josh on his time in Eedwood. On what had happened to him there. How they had kept him a prisoner in his own mind, had controlled his actions. She shuddered. “I wasn’t there when it actually happened,” she said, voice suddenly weak. “We were sent out of the room when Josh began to yell in foreign tongues.”

      How this memory still frightened her. Josh—her brother and friend—taken by the Dragon King, yet again a prisoner in his own body. If he was even alert enough to realize he wasn’t the master of his actions.

      “And by the time things went wrong in the great hall, Mother was already urging me to pack.” She could almost taste the fear from that night, the desperation when Lady Crystal Brenheran had informed her that she would be leaving that same night. The moment Phornian guards had taken over her protection and she had been given a moment to write a letter to Brax before she’d dumped the basics into her trunk and left—been forced to leave.

      Never would she forget that night. No matter how much safer she was now—if there even was a safe place in Neredyn anymore.

      Finally, Mckenzie took that sip of tea.

      

      The conversation with Miitra followed Mckenzie far into the day. No matter how she tried to enjoy the colorful blossoms by the ponds in the small courtyards or the fresh fruit she found in one of the sitting rooms where there was always a snack prepared for the nobles on her way toward the leisure halls, it wouldn’t go away, the feeling that she was missing something. Some detail.

      She hadn’t gone near the leisure halls where Taghi had almost drowned her in the pool, but today, the water seemed to be calling to her. Not the water as in putting her head under the surface but as in the undisturbed surface with quietly floating flower petals that she remembered from her last visit. Besides, nothing could happen as long as Nalesh kept on her heels.

      “Can you swim?” she asked the guard and slowed so he would fall into step beside her.

      It took him a moment to realize Mckenzie was waiting for him, but then, he joined her, catching up with a few quick strides of his long legs.

      “I was born in water, Norha Mckenzie,” he responded, gaze on the pattern of shadow the archways threw into their path.

      Mckenzie cocked her head at him. “A saying or a fact?”

      Nalesh chuckled. “A fact.”

      Mckenzie considered for a moment. “How does that work?” she eventually asked, unable to wrap her head around how a woman could manage to pop out a baby and not drown at the same time.

      Again, Nalesh chuckled. “I am not sure if this is a topic for a palace guard to inform you about.”

      Mckenzie wasn’t sure if he was joking or if he was just attempting to avoid an uncomfortable topic.

      “Tell me anyway,” she demanded. “The entire palace has made up their mind about me, and this one little conversation won’t change a thing about that,” she told him, her thoughts wandering back to the banquet yet again, to the whispering.

      Mckenzie the Shrew.

      “What is it exactly that the palace thinks of you?” Nalesh inquired, face polite, all amusement gone, his hand on the handle of his scythe the way it always was.

      Mckenzie shrugged. “I don’t think anyone here likes me—except for Miitra.” Mckenzie paused. “And as for Taghi, I am not sure if he likes anyone.” The last words were added for her own sake, to distance herself from the Phornian prince and keep herself from spending another thought on him.

      Nalesh eyed her from the side. “Princess Miitra is not the only one,” he stated, his gait as sure as ever, his entire body alert even if he wasn’t paying as much attention to their environment as usual.  “I like you, Norha Mckenzie,” he informed her with a tone that reminded her, despite the heavy Phornian accent, of the way Joshua used to speak to her.

      “You have to like me enough to make sure nothing happens to me,” she corrected him, and Nalesh chuckled once more.

      “We’re no longer in Sives or Lapidos, Norha. In Phornes, even servants are allowed to have an opinion. If I told Taghi today I couldn’t stand you, he’d assign me another task and have someone watch you who cares enough to want to succeed.”

      No one had ever spoken to her like that in Ackwood. Especially not the guards—or the chambermaids, or anyone who worked for the House Brenheran. Suddenly, all of the kind words spoken by the women and men who had tended to her in her home felt like lies.

      Mckenzie paused and turned her head to Nalesh. “I am glad you want to succeed.”

      He inclined his head and smiled before he marched on. “Are you going to swim today, or will you just enjoy the lower temperature in the leisure halls?”

      Mckenzie wouldn’t swim—ever. But she didn’t need to discuss that with Nalesh.

      “Just sit by the water, I guess.”

      They reached the antechamber where the blossoms floated on the long, glasslike pool, and the guard positioned himself at the entrance, nodding at her to continue if she wished.

      So Mckenzie walked into the large, tiled hall with the swimming pool the size of a small Sivesian lake. There she settled down on the bench where Miitra had stacked towels the last time—the only time—she’d been there and closed her eyes.

      A minute or two of allowing the cool air to snake into her lungs would be enough to clear her mind, she hoped, Mckenzie told herself. When she woke again, startled by a splashing noise, the hall had gone dark except for torches that had come to life by the entrances and half-spherical bowls filled with flames by the edge of the pool.

      Mckenzie bolted to her feet, ready to live up to her reputation at the Khilalian court and smash her fist into someone’s face. But there was no one within sight.

      The noise came from the pool where a dark figure cut its path through the water, one long arm after the other, slicing through the surface in elegant strokes.

      She stepped closer to the pool, hypnotized by a way of moving that she had never seen before. Comfortable in water like a fish. The face came up only every so many strokes to suck in a breath of air, then vanished again for an unsettling long amount of time. So long that, hadn’t the arms still been moving, she’d be wondering if the person had run out of air.

      By the time the figure made it to the end of the pool, Mckenzie was standing there, watching with the sort of fascination that let her forget she was afraid of falling in.

      The figure grasped the rim of the pool, pulling himself up and, with strong arms, hoisted himself out of the water—began to do so—then stopped as his eyes fell on Mckenzie’s peach pants.

      His head tilted up as water streamed down from his hair onto his arms and back, making the wet strands stick to his shoulders. With wide, dark eyes, Taghi assessed her in the firelight.

      Mckenzie’s heart pounded so fast she had trouble keeping her face composed. She had been avoiding him so well all of those weeks. How had she ended up alone by the pool with him?

      Not her choice, she reminded herself. She had fallen asleep on the bench and woken to Taghi’s swimming. It wasn’t as if she had tracked him down and—

      “Good evening, Norha Mckenzie,” he said in Phornian, his words the melody of a desert night.

      Mckenzie shivered. His eyes had found hers, and he had lowered himself back into the water, hiding his muscled torso from her view. Not that she cared—at least, that was what she told herself. But a tiny part of her longed to go back to that moment before he had realized she was there, when he had been himself without regard for her presence. Even if he had only swum.

      Mckenzie curtseyed. She hadn’t meant to. It was out of reflex, out of habit from her life in Ackwood before she had decided to despise a Phornian prince and never speak a single word to him again.

      Taghi studied her from the flickering shadows the fire painted on his umber face. “I didn’t notice you there.”

      She kept still, considering if she should turn and run. Nalesh would be waiting for her. He might have even checked on her during the time she had been dozing by the water.

      Taghi shifted a yard to the side before he pulled himself out of the water and padded to an alcove a couple of feet away where he bent over to pick up a towel. Only when he had slung it around his hips, hiding the tight-fitting bathing suit he was wearing, did he turn again.

      Mckenzie brought her gaze back to his face just in time before his eyes locked on hers.

      “I would have chosen a different time for swimming had I known you were here.” He sounded almost apologetic.

      And Mckenzie felt the words building in her throat, that it wasn’t his fault, and that it was his palace, and he could come swim whenever he felt like it. But she held her tongue.

      Taghi kept studying her like he found volumes to read in her eyes, in her face, which, Mckenzie was suddenly aware, was so pale and easy to make out in the dim light while his dark features gave away nothing.

      He stepped forward, one hand braced on his hip, the other one gesturing at the wall—or what lay behind it. “I was planning to go into the city tonight. I’d be honored if you joined me.”

      Mckenzie’s stomach did a funny thing—not exactly funny. She remembered the sensation from when she had studied the chancellor of Ackwood all those months ago. When she had dreamed of what it would feel like to kiss him. And then, eventually, had kissed him. It cost her all the restraint she had not to give in and give him a word or two. To not just forget what he had done, who he was, and how he had purposefully kept her in the dark about it. But her lips remained sealed. Not one second of weakness. She was half-proud of herself.

      Half.

      Until Taghi took another step forward, until he was a foot from her, his features suddenly readable with orange firelight dancing over them, laying bare the struggle on his face.

      “I know I promised Miitra not to push you,” he said, his voice no longer the one searching for a bridge between them but the murmur of someone who already had found it. “And I won’t. I promise I won’t speak to you … not about all the things you’d rather not talk about. But please, Mckenzie, talk to me.”

      Mckenzie remained mute like a fish. Not because she didn’t have anything to say to him but because she couldn’t believe that the cunning prince, who had allowed the Dragon King into his territories, would ask her for anything. Beg her. For that was what his eyes were doing.

      “Rage at me, Mckenzie. Tell me what you think of me and everything I have done wrong. But speak to me.” He gestured into the air between them, his wet chest heaving, moving with rapid breaths that spoke of a different sort of desperation. “Rage at me. Even throw your footwear if you feel like it. I’ll take your shoes any day if it means I don't need to take your silence.”

      Something cracked open in Mckenzie, and she wondered if Taghi would ever speak to her like that again if she didn’t react now. If she didn’t give him a sign of her goodwill.

      The cool, humid air suddenly felt too thick, suffocating her, and his eyes on her—

      They spoke of long nights of musing about the course of the world, of endless meandering in a colorful city, of poems and jokes, of quiet words murmured into her ear as she gazed out into the setting sun over Khila.

      All those promises she found there, unspoken and yet so very readable, they scared Mckenzie to the bones.

      “Another time, Prince Taghi,” she said and was about to turn and leave when he caught her by the hand and pulled her back lightly enough for her to rip her fingers from his grasp if she so wished.

      Mckenzie halted and met his gaze.

      “Another time what, Norha Mckenzie?” Taghi asked, a spark of humor in his eyes. “Hit me over the head with your slippers, or let me show you the city?”

      Mckenzie felt her lips quirk at one side as she pondered his question. “I was thinking the city,” she said as she drew her hand from his, “but maybe I’ll do both.”

      As she walked away, leaving a less sorrowful Taghi behind, she found herself smiling.
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      Armand recognized the stench of the gods-forsaken dungeons before he opened his eyes. What on earth was he doing in the dungeons? It took him a moment to recap what had happened before he had lost consciousness—had died, for that was what he had thought had happened.

      The dragon, opening its maw at him and breathing fire. The flames bursting through the courtyard, devouring everything in their path, including some of his men. His father—

      Armand jerked around and instantly regretted having moved at all. His body was sore in so many places that he wasn’t sure there was any part of him that was whole. He groaned into the empty, torch-lit cell—a cell similar to the one Joshua had locked Gandrett in all of those months ago.

      Whatever had happened in the yard after he had blacked out, he hadn’t left Eedwood Castle, and he wasn’t sure that was a good thing. There was no sign of anyone—either captive or captor—along the hallway as far as he could see through the bars of his cell. Just more torches and silence. Utter silence. The fear that overcame him was worse than what he had felt when the dragon had attacked. Worse than the fear of a fast—even if painful—death. It was the fear of slowly wasting away under the castle that he used to call home.

      

      It had been last-second when Addie had snapped her jaws and sealed her lipless maw to save the Lord of Eedwood. For him and only for him had she halted, swallowing her fire instead of allowing Raynar to force it into the world. For the fire, even if it hadn’t been her who had wanted to unleash it, she would spend a long, long time in Shaelak’s darkness before Hel would welcome her to the peaceful parts of his realm—if there was such a thing. As for now, Addie was no longer sure any god but Shygon held sway in this world. Having become the flame-spitting dragon puppet of an immortal evil made her seriously consider that none of the gods, other than the god of dragons, was even paying attention to the realms of Neredyn.

      Wouldn’t Vala have already interfered, saved her, if she watched over the lands? Or Demea? Or Nyssa, for all that was sacred; wouldn’t Nyssa have protected the ones she cared for?

      Maybe Nyssa had been watching over her after all because Addie finding the strength to fight Raynar’s order, his will in her mind … she wouldn’t have managed had it been anyone other than Armand in her path. For anyone else but him, whose deep, hazel eyes widened in fear of what she had become, of what she had been about to do, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to stop herself.

      For now, all of those thoughts had space in her head, unusual silence reigning there while Raynar’s whispers and commands had ebbed almost immediately with her moment of clarity that had stopped her from killing the young lord. For now, there was peace in her mind. At least, from the one who had made her into what she was now—a monster. Addie shuddered.

      It was a matter of time before the Dragon King would break back into her thoughts, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to get to know his true wrath. She had endured enough since she had been brought to the prison in the north, and then to Eedwood, and back to Lands End. When would it end?

      If you choose to defy me again, Raynar spoke into her mind, voice a sugared version of death, never.

      Well, that was a clear statement, and by the stream of violence that vibrated in his tone, Addie wasn’t sure if she had done Armand a favor, leaving him alive.

      You didn’t, Adrienne, Raynar informed her, and the ice that coated his words was enough to freeze the tunnel all the way back to Lands End from where she was cowering beneath Eedwood Castle. If you are not willing to do my bidding out of free will, Armand Denderlain will ensure me your loyalty.

      Addie shuddered, her wings twitching in the sudden wind that ghosted through the stone tube.

      “Armand Denderlain will rot in his cell if you don’t become what I intended you to become,” Raynar said from behind her, his sudden presence instilling a whole different level of fear in her. Where had he come from? “Good,” he commented. “I thought you were smart enough to play nice, to work with me. I thought you saw the benefits of being my dragon maiden. I thought that in you, I had found the partner I lost when they killed Lamore.”

      Lamore.  Addie tried to remember if she had ever heard that name. Lamore.

      Raynar stepped forward, out of the shadows of the tunnel, the shadows that Addie’s dragon eyes pierced through anyway. But seeing him there—his handsome face, the face that had a different meaning to her if she could only remember what meaning that was—it did something to her stomach that had little to do with the pain that shot through her as he tugged on the invisible leash.

      “Yes, you can cringe and flinch and even cry, Adrienne,” he said, voice as glacial as the snowy mountains she had flown across. “If you don’t obey, I will stop at nothing to destroy the Denderlain boy.”

      Addie growled a warning, and it was enough to make Raynar laugh, a velvet sound that sickened her even more.

      “A boy, Adrienne,” he scolded her. “And such a weak one at that.”

      Addie thought that she didn’t need to let him speak about Armand like that, but any thought of him would give away even more how much the young lord meant to her. Not the young lord—her friend.

      That brief moment of staring into his hazel eyes had bought her enough clarity to remember anything and everything she felt for the Lord of Eedwood.

      Raynar stepped past her and sauntered down the tunnel toward where she had broken through the ground in the courtyard. That same courtyard where she had killed people—not on her own accord but forced by Raynar’s roaring commands in her mind. The courtyard where she had almost killed Armand.

      Where is he? she demanded, her mental voice so much stronger than her quiet, human voice could have ever been.

      Raynar’s head whipped around, summoned by her words.

      “Somewhere safe,” the Dragon King said and shoved his hands into the pockets of his cloak before he turned the corner. “Don’t wait up for dinner,” he added before he disappeared. “If you’re hungry, there are enough corpses strewn in the courtyard. Take your pick.”

      Addie growled after him, ready to snap the man’s neck—no, not man, but what was he if not human? Ghost? Demon? Fae? She wondered if, a thousand years ago when he had roamed the lands on the back of his snow-white dragon, anyone had ever cared to document the nature of the being Raynar Leyon was.

      The snow-white dragon. It hit Addie like a boulder on the head. Lamore. Lamore had been Raynar’s mount when he had taken Neredyn, one realm at a time. And now, he was expecting the same thing of her.

      She would carry him across the lands, be his ride into battle, be the shield against the blows of sword, spears, and magic alike. And he knew she would do it gladly, for now that he held Armand hostage, Addie would do anything to make sure he didn’t suffer.

      

      Drew had done exactly as the Fae male had told him since Gandrett had left in a hurry. She had stayed one night. Ten years of not seeing her, of not having a sister, and then one brief moment with her had to have been enough. It was almost impossible to believe that she wouldn’t even stop by to say goodbye. And she had. Only, she hadn’t been allowed to see him. The Meister had prevented it—more accurately, the Fae male who sat across the table from him had prevented it at the Meister’s order.

      “You are sure today is the day?” Drew asked, his voice hushed to a level that only the Fae would hear him.

      Palvin nodded, his umber face decorated by the frown of the century, but didn’t speak.

      “And how do you know it’s today and not yesterday, or two weeks ago when she left? Or tomorrow?” Drew stared down the male who had been his guard over the past weeks. The male, who had been clarifying at every opportunity that patience was key. That the Meister had to believe he wouldn’t run so when he ran, he wouldn’t be prepared. And by prepared, Palvin meant multiple priests and priestesses of Vala alongside sword-fighting Children of Vala standing in their way.

      “There will be no bloodshed,” Palvin said, and it wasn’t debatable. “Gordan wished for it to be this way, and the prince would wish for it, too.”

      Drew, yet again, was surprised at how peaceful the Fae he’d met so far were. He’d almost pissed his pants the first time he’d seen them, fear-driven by the stories he’d been told as a child; he now sat and ate dinner with one of them, at ease with his company. Not that he had much choice.

      “Why today?” he asked again, sweeping his gaze over the cobbled stone path outside his window where the sun was tinting everything in orange and gold.

      “Tonight,” Palvin corrected. “And because Surel and Kaleb are both busy with other tasks, neither of them are on guard duty at the gate.”

      Drew threw the male an inquisitive look, and the latter grimaced.

      “Are you really that thick, boy?” he asked and smoothed his leather armor on his chest. “Or are you just trying to test my patience?”

      Drew shrugged. “I guess I am that thick.” He gave Palvin a sour look.

      The latter sighed and leaned forward. “Them being away from the gates and occupied otherwise, preferably in plain view of the Meister, will take any suspicion off of them when it comes to aiding you in your escape.”

      It struck Drew that he could have seen that himself, but he wasn’t a soldier. He was a farmer. His skills regarding strategy and tactics went about as far as talking to the seeds when he sowed them in spring and fall. “I see,” he said with more darkness in his tone than he cared to admit.

      Palvin’s face smoothed over, and he found a smile which he unpacked onto his lips. “It’s all right, boy,” he said as if talking to a child. To Palvin, he probably was a child. None of the living, breathing Fae could be younger than four hundred years—those four centuries during which they had been dormant in the forests of Ulfray. Drew had heard some fragments of the story from Gandrett and some from Palvin, but not remotely enough to piece together the entire picture.

      “We travel lightly,” Palvin instructed. “A spare set of clothes, your meek weapons, a waterskin … and I’ll bring food in an extra pack.”

      Drew was about to ask where to meet and how they were going to get out, but Palvin answered the question before he could open his mouth. “When night has fallen entirely at the tenth hour, meet me by the barracks by the eastern gate.”

      Following Palvin’s glance out the window informed Drew that the male was speaking about those ramshackle buildings at the edge of the priory where the wall all but melted into the roofs of the city beyond.

      “Why there?” Drew asked, and he feared he already knew.

      “Gordan mentioned that the prince used to take that route in and out of the priory when he lived here.”

      Drew knew he should have been shocked that a Fae prince lived here once—especially when the rest of the Fae were asleep in some paintings, but what he really wanted to ask was how, by Vala, the Fae believed Drew would be able to climb the unclimbable wall. He had spoken to Surel and Kaleb countless times, and the conclusion had been the same every single one of them—there was no way out of the priory unless the Meister allowed it.

      And since the Meister kind of held him hostage to ensure Gandrett would come back, and probably would continue to use him for that exact same reason when he sent her on the next mission and the next and the next, he knew that trusting Palvin to get him out was the only way—if there was a way at all.

      “The tenth hour,” he repeated. “Anything else I should consider?” He thought of horses and informing Surel and Kaleb or even saying goodbye to Nahir, who was the one to tell him repeatedly what a strong person his sister was, that she would come back for him, no matter how much she despised the priory and, especially, the Meister. But he read it in Palvin’s gaze that there wouldn’t be any goodbyes.

      “Come alone. Make sure no one sees you sneak out—except for the Fae guards. They will turn a blind eye.”

      “Even if your prince assigned them—you—to the priory, to serve the Meister?” Drew quizzed, still not a hundred percent convinced he’d ever make it out of there.

      “Your sister saved my people. It is the right thing to help her brother, don’t you think?” Palvin didn’t stop to let Drew respond. “Besides, my loyalties and the loyalties of the Fae guards lie with the Prince of Ulfray. Eventually, his command overrules all. And if his general gives an order, that means that we will act accordingly.”

      Drew had no further questions.

      

      When he snuck out of his temporary home, Drew had nothing on him but the clothes he was wearing, a bundle filled with a spare set to change and a waterskin, and his mother’s necklace that Gandrett had sent with the horse all of those weeks ago. Of course, he brought the weapons he owned; that came without saying. The clock had struck quarter to ten, and the priory lay in darkness except for the torches that lit the path between the main buildings. He would make his way to the meeting point off the path, rushing from wall to wall, keeping in the shadows and out of sight of the guards—even the Fae ones if possible. At least, then they wouldn’t need to lie later when the Meister demanded if they had seen him disappear.

      His stomach knotted when he remembered the stories from his childhood; Fae couldn’t lie. One more reason to remain unnoticed.

      From one shadow to another, he picked his path, careful not to make noise. He had learned from Surel and Kaleb how to move like that; even if it would have taken years to perfect his sly-footedness, this was better than stumbling along like the farm boy he had been when he’d entered the priory.

      How he had despised every single order he’d been given. How he had hated Surel and Kaleb for putting him to work. He hadn’t realized, until the night Surel had caught him running away, that they were actually concerned about him, that they were trying to help him fit in and stay under the Meister’s radar. They had promised him to take him with them when the day came that they would set out from Everrun, and he had been grateful for that. His chance to escape. Yet, now that he had gotten an earlier chance—a better chance—he was leaving them behind. Leaving them to their fate and Vala-knew-what punishment they’d receive. Not that anyone would be able to prove they had been involved in his escape, but apparently, the Meister didn’t care much about what was just.

      Not a soul crossed his path on his way to the eastern walls where Palvin had told him to meet. It was almost too easy. Drew had given up on easy the day their farm had burned down in Alencourt, and every step of his journey had only reinforced his perception of the world. So it was an utter surprise when he arrived in the shadow of the roofs that almost hit the priory wall and found Palvin ready with one pack on his back and one in his hand, face tight until Drew joined him, out of breath—not from running but from the fear of getting caught.

      “Did anyone see you?” Palvin whispered by way of greeting.

      Drew shook his head.

      “Good.” Palvin looked Drew over with black eyes before he turned to the wall. “Let’s climb.”

      Drew’s hope sagged into his knees as he looked up at the smooth stone that wouldn’t allow him to find a foothold anywhere all the way up to its rim.

      Palvin chuckled darkly, the sound swallowed by the faint echo of the citadel’s waterfall thundering along. “Don’t worry, Drew,” the male said between gritted teeth as he tossed the pack at him. “You’ll have magical support.”

      So that was their way out? Magic? His stomach tightened at the thought of magic. How dangerous magic was. How the Shygon cult was worshipping the god of dragons for the bestowal of magical powers.

      Nevertheless, he slid the bundle in his hands into the pack then strapped the latter over his shoulders. “Ready,” he told Palvin with shaky knees, still looking for a place to start his ascent.

      Palvin raised his palms and placed them against the wall, his eyes intent on the stone, and as Drew followed the male’s gaze up the stone, small grooves appeared in regular intervals. “Up with you,” was all Palvin said before he started climbing himself, showing Drew the best way to navigate the climb.

      Drew carefully placed his fingers in a groove above his head and searched for a second one before he gingerly hoisted himself up. His fingers barked at his weight. Yes, he had climbed before—trees primarily—but this was impossible. He hadn’t even made it two steps up when he knew he would tumble to the ground and break his neck unless Palvin had a better plan.

      “Don’t worry,” the latter hissed from high up where he was already sliding onto the top of the wall. “I’ve got you.”

      Like a gentle hand, a gust of air wrapped around his chest and slung itself under his shoulders, mimicking a rope. Drew almost let go of the wall, startled as the air-rope pulled up, and Palvin grinned down. “Now, try again.”

      Drew did as he was told, and this time, he climbed with ease, finding footing and not struggling once to pull his weight up. So this was what magic felt like? When it wasn’t destroying, of course. The rope could have as easily strung itself around his neck and hung him from the top of the wall. He gritted his teeth and put more muscle effort into his task, hoping that if Palvin’s Fae magic would fail him, he wouldn’t plunge to his death.
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      It had been a silent night since they had marched off from the scene of destruction, Gandrett between the two Fae males, Lim at her back like a dog rather than the proud horse he was, but the silence was a roaring kind that made her want to say something just to tune out all of the anxious thoughts of anticipation filling her mind.

      She couldn’t. Every time she was about to speak, her throat went dry as if she had lost her voice entirely.

      It didn’t help that Nehelon hadn’t as much as looked her way since she had informed him that she wasn’t ready to make plans other than finding a safe place to sleep and close her eyes. Gordan had reassured her they’d find that place and she would be able to find that sleep she needed so dearly—especially after using up such tremendous amounts of energy by forcing a wall of water across the barnyard.

      Nehelon hadn’t commented on that either. Her magic and what she had done with it—even when she had gotten away with her life—was exactly how Nehelon had lost Ygri. She swallowed and glanced to the side where the rightful King of Ulfray was prowling through the Lapidonian darkness like a desert lion.

      Her feet were tired as were her legs, but she didn’t dare pause and climb into the saddle. She didn’t want their pity or their concern—neither Gordan’s nor Nehelon’s. For now, she only needed to sort her thoughts.

      There were approximately five things she needed to bring up by the time they reached the shore—at least, Nehelon hadn’t questioned that they would search for a sleeping place in the direction of the ocean. One, her quest to find Nehelon’s mother. Two, the ominous letter the Meister had entrusted her with. Three, the Meister’s general involvement in Neredyn’s politics and how he knew that Liri was hiding in the Lost Mountains. Four, that Valyn wasn’t the rightful king. And with that came five, the fact that Gandrett hadn’t fallen for Valyn, and yet, the Fae had awoken. As to where that left her and Nehelon … she didn’t even dare put that on a list of topics to cover.

      Nehelon’s head whipped to the side as if he was reading her thoughts, his face glazed with the glamour he usually wore in human lands. Their gazes met for a fraction of a second before Gandrett averted her eyes, focusing on the stones and roots on the ground.

      The territory had changed beneath her feet, more bushes and trees cluttering along their path than they had since Gordan and she had entered Lapidos, the melody of a stream in the background a promise that they would soon find a place to rest.

      Gandrett had marked the slowness in Nehelon’s gait. Proud and dangerous as ever, yet … tired somehow. As if he had run all the way from Ulfray just to come to her aid that moment she needed him.

      She shook her head. She didn’t need him.

      And yet, he had saved her.

      Or had she saved herself? It had been her who had swept the water over the fire, her who had dispersed it to protect Efimia and Gordan. Her, who had—

      She had almost drowned herself, she admitted with a sinking chin. Even if she had managed to save them, she had almost killed herself in the process. The truth stung like a rapier in the side as did Nehelon’s silence.

      Had he found her, saved her, cradled her against him, only to go back to being the emotionless bastard she was used to. And, by Vala, how could she be in love with him?

      She only realized she was looking at him again when his diamond gaze flickered to meet hers, a channel through the mask he was wearing, and from beneath, a different Nehelon was peering at her.

      He opened his mouth to speak, wetted his lips with a flick of his tongue, inhaled—

      And closed his mouth again, jaws so tight a muscle feathered.

      “This looks good,” Gordan saved Gandrett from screaming in frustration.

      She turned to see what her friend was referring to and found an arrangement of rocks high enough to provide shelter against the wind and against any predators that may be coming their way. They only needed to pull up a wall in the gaps between the man-high stone.

      Nehelon crossed in front of Gandrett, his attention trained on the place Gordan deemed safe enough to spend the night—or what was left of it—and nodded in approval.

      “It will be rather cozy, but we’ll manage,” he assessed, and Gordan grimaced in response.

      Nehelon patted Gordan’s shoulder and hopped into the center of the space between the rocks where he lifted his palms, and with them, earth and roots wove a wall high enough to hide him and the stone from view. He only left a gap broad enough for the horse to pass through before he stepped outside and beckoned for Gandrett and Gordan to go in.

      Lim went first, not waiting a second to follow the invitation of the Fae male, but Gordan hesitated, his eyes on Nehelon’s face. A silent conversation passed between them that Gandrett couldn’t hope to understand. Hundreds of years they’d had together, even before the curse on Ulfray. They had fought together, suffered together, laughed together, and probably had had plenty of fun together, too. Brothers, Gordan had said, and when Gandrett observed their wordless exchange, there was no question that they were—even if not in blood but only in familiarity and trust. Love. Nehelon had once said that the Fae love just the same as humans, and the love of family was a kind of love that they knew as well. She had seen him frantic at the sight of his petrified twin, gleeful as Valyn had awoken from the curse at the touch of her blood to his lips. But she had never seen him like this. A brother speaking to another brother in silent understanding.

      “I’ll take the first watch,” he finally said, and Gordan patted his shoulder as he stepped past the prince—the crownless king—and disappeared into the shelter Nehelon had created.

      Gandrett wasn’t sure her legs would carry her inside, but she tried anyway, setting one foot after the other until she stopped on the threshold formed of dirt and wood and stone. There she turned to find his eyes waiting for her, the mask only partially in place, glamour slipping as he studied her in silence, waiting … waiting for her to say she was ready, that she would talk. But she wasn’t. Not about either of the five points on her list. And especially not the sixth that hadn’t even made it on the list.

      She braced a hand against the wall and smiled at him, that gesture the only one she could think of, the only one that felt right. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said after a long moment of withstanding his answering silence.

      Then, she turned and collapsed onto the bedroll Gordan had already spread for her.

      “Sleep,” the male said and pulled a blanket over her with gentle ease. “You have a lot ahead of you, and I don’t necessarily mean your mission.”

      Gandrett wanted to ask what he was referring to, but she wouldn’t risk it with Nehelon’s pointed ears just around the corner. Nothing that would give any of the words that had passed between them over the past weeks away. Gordan had become her trusted friend, and she hoped his loyalties to her were strong enough that he wouldn’t sell out her secrets to his rightful king.

      “Gordan?”

      He halted on his way to curl up on his own bedroll. “What is it, Gandrett?” His voice was soft as the star-flecked nightlight.

      She wanted to thank him for all he’d done for her. How he’d kept her sane and safe. But all that came out was a croaked, “Good night.”

      Outside the walls, Gandrett could have sworn she heard Nehelon sigh. But she didn’t allow herself to even think of it. After a couple of hours of sleep to replenish her cache of energy, everything would look very different, maybe even less complicated. As for now, she closed her eyes and dozed off to a dreamless sleep.

      

      The cicadas were as loud as Nehelon remembered them here in the Lapidonian wilderness. Even in the cities and villages. He sighed and leaned his back against the wall he’d shaped with the last of his reserves. He’d drained himself, running like the wind all the way from Ulfray, and even if sleep sounded like an inviting option, he didn’t trust himself to sleep next to her—even with Gordan there as a buffer who would keep him from doing anything stupid. Still, having his strong-willed, pure-hearted, exhausted, and utterly beautiful Savior of the Fae remotely close could make him lose his grip on his self-control.

      How it had hurt to release her from his grasp when Gordan had pulled her into his embrace, and how grateful he was that Gordan had. Had he held her a moment longer, he would have confessed—and destroyed—everything then and there at the sensation of relief that had flooded him when Gandrett’s breath had returned, when she had groaned, blinked her eyes open, and gazed at him like he was a miraculous figure from her dreams. Gazed at him like that until she’d realized it hadn’t been a dream, and her closeness had become overwhelming to him, a spring tide similar to the one that had nearly killed her, and he was almost certain that, if he couldn’t bring some space between the two of them, it would devour him whole … and lead him to challenge the King of Ulfray about a human girl.

      

      Gandrett had been right about how the world would look quite different after a couple of hours of rest—only, not in the way she found it different as she opened her eyes to the glistening morning light piercing into their shelter from the east. She blinked her eyes open, pulling up her arm to shield them against the sun, when a dark figure blocked out the blinding light.

      “Morning,” Nehelon’s voice greeted, rough as if sleep had eluded him.

      “Morning,” Gandrett breathed, waiting for her vision to adjust and make out his features.

      He towered on the threshold for a moment before he hesitantly stepped inside the circular room he had created the night before. Gandrett tracked his movements with a tightness in her stomach that she, no matter how she wished to, couldn’t blame for not having eaten breakfast.

      Nehelon stopped by Gordan’s empty bedroll. “He went hunting,” he explained before Gandrett could inquire where the other Fae male had gone. And Lim.

      Smart choice. For there hadn’t been anything left for them to eat. They hadn’t had a chance to refill their packs when they had left from the burned-down farm, and their target—Gandrett’s target—lay at least two weeks ahead, if the map was to be believed, until they reached the main island of the Lost Mountains.

      She nodded and sat up, pulling the blanket around her shoulders.

      “You cold?” Nehelon asked as if not really paying attention, head turning away as he rolled up and packed Gordan’s sleeping place.

      Freezing was what she was, despite the warm greeting of sunlight on her face. She remembered a time when she had slept and slept and slept after using up too much of her magic, and the few hours she had gotten last night left her raw, more on edge than she could have believed was possible with the Fae male—the rightful King of Ulfray.

      Well, it wasn’t entirely true. She had been like that when she had first traveled with him, careful of how she chose her words, anxious to upset him—or not upset him, for that matter. Concerned of what his Fae eyes would find on her features if she didn’t school them into an indifferent blankness.

      But time had taken a toll on her Vala-given fighting calm. The past months—him included—had left their mark, and her face would no longer keep her secrets.

      So Gandrett turned her back to the male, pretending she was enjoying the sun—which she was. Only, not in the same way the ladies in the Sivesian courts enjoyed the sun but in a more desperately grateful way of having something to turn to in order to avoid looking at the one thing she was yearning to look at.

      “Here.” Nehelon dropped a blanket on her lap and settled down beside her, a good distance between them, on the other side of the gap he had left to slip in and out of their shelter.

      His sudden presence made her jump, and she could have sworn he chuckled under his breath. She didn’t dare turn to study him, to verify that was what she had heard.

      “Will he be back soon?” she asked instead, wondering how long she could keep up ignoring everything she had learned since she’d left Ulfray.

      Nehelon did laugh this time, the sound familiar in the worst possible way. Mocking and taunting and a promise of teasing colored his voice as he answered, “They only just left.”

      All right then. This was the moment she had been dreading. This was the moment that she could no longer avoid talking to him. Thank you, Gordan, she hissed in her mind at the other male whom she would scold later about what friends didn’t do. Things like this, for example. Leaving her alone with the male Gordan knew she feared to be alone with.

      She bit the inside of her lips until they hurt and counted to fifty.

      When she was at forty-six, Nehelon cleared his throat and slid closer, purposefully noisy so she’d know what he was doing, and picked up the blanket from her lap to wrap it around her shoulders.

      When Gandrett opened her eyes again, he was kneeling before her, blocking out the sun, hand still clasping the corners and tugging it tight.

      He met her gaze with a smile she could hardly make out in the shadows that lay on him, but she was certain it was there.

      “Still cold?” he asked with the same tone he’d used back in Everrun, all of those months ago, as if nothing had ever happened between them—neither the fights, nor the moments that had driven heat into her cheeks and made her blood boil in her veins, nor that he had placed a geas on her to force her into Valyn’s presence so she’d get to know the King of Ulfray well enough to fall in love with him.

      Gandrett snorted at her own thoughts.

      Nehelon’s head tilted in response, a silhouette against the morning sun. “Did I say something wrong?” he asked. “Or do something wrong?” His fingers let go of the blanket, and he sat back on his legs, the way he had done before when she had traveled with him in the forests of Sives and Ulfray, and each time, a different male had been studying her face, trying to read her. Gandrett silently wondered which of the many Nehelon’s she had met over time was the real one. If there even was a real version of him. Or had his countless masks spread the true Nehelon thin?

      Gandrett shook her head. “I think it’s the magic,” she explained and leaned against the wall of earth and roots and stone that Nehelon had created with only a thought of his Fae mind.

      How she wondered what was going on behind those diamond eyes. How she wished that, for once, there wouldn’t be a world with constrictions and rules and expectations so she could simply exist in the moment without concerns for what came after—

      “I told you in Lei’Vreah that I would come and find you when I was healed. And I came.” Nehelon leaned against the wall on the threshold, too, so that the corner separated them, but this way, Gandrett had a view of his shoulder and arm and above, the muscles of his neck, half-hidden by black strands of hair, and his profile … the straight nose and sharp cheekbones that she had grown so used to looking at over the months she’d spent with him that she had forgotten how beautiful he truly was. Even with his glamour in place.

      Gandrett was certain he registered her lingering gaze, the way her breathing had become shallow, but he didn’t turn to face her, didn’t turn to expose her, make her feel uncomfortable. And for that alone, Gandrett loved him just a tiny bit more.

      “I also told you that I would right my wrongs once I found you.” His throat bobbed as he paused. “Little by little, until I can look at my own reflection again without seeing the monster I had to become to free my people.”

      “Your people—” Gandrett echoed, and the truth rang in her words.

      Nehelon’s head snapped to the side, his eyes finding hers so fast that she didn’t have time to avert her gaze before she was locked in by blue diamond.

      “Valyn’s people.” He heaved a breath, eyes intent on hers, digging through every layer of her, little by little. “I will never be able to express adequately how grateful I am you woke my brother and the people of Ulfray.”

      It was all Gandrett could do, not to reach out for his hands in his lap, to reassure him that there was nothing to be grateful for. That she had forgiven him—even if the memory of the pain he’d inflicted on her echoed through her every now and then. That he had been part of breaking the curse as much as she had.

      “My brother misses you, Gandrett,” he said, face unreadable except for the starlight in his eyes—a light that reminded her of the night, despite the blazing sun in the east.

      She didn’t respond, fearing to hurt his feelings by telling him that she didn’t miss the current King of Ulfray at all—the one with Nehelon’s face but moonlight-pale hair. Nehelon had fought for four hundred years to break the curse, to wake his brother, to wake his people, and if he knew how he had been in his own way by pushing her and taunting her and teasing her the way he had—

      “He had a painting commissioned,” he continued. “Of you. It hangs in the dining hall.” A smile flashed over his face.

      “What?” Gandrett wasn’t able to hide her horror before it spread on her features, and Nehelon laughed in response—a real laugh, so soft and to the core that she couldn’t help but pause a beat to just marvel at that fraction of genuine Nehelon.

      “It is pretty good, actually.” His smile lingered as he studied her from top to bottom as if comparing the painting to the real thing.

      “I hope you take it down the next time you return to the palace,” she told him, trying to keep still under his scrutiny, even if her whole self screamed to either jump up and run or weld herself against him. Either option seemed a bit extreme, so remaining still it was.

      Nehelon’s smile faded. “I am not planning on returning any time soon,” he informed her, his fingers lacing themselves together in his lap.

      Gandrett swallowed before she asked because she feared she knew the answer. But she had to ask anyway. “Why is that?”

      It was Nehelon’s turn to remain silent under her stare as he seemed to ponder what response he ought to give her. Eventually, his hands came free of each other, reaching for the corners of the blanket that was like a shield from his piercing gaze, and tugged himself forward an inch against the fabric, and her. “I won’t leave your side,” he breathed, leaning in until his face was close to hers, his breath like the morning breeze over Alencourt, his scent the nameless wonder that had made her heart stutter too many times, “until I can right my wrongs.” His hand let go of the blanket, smoothing back his hair on one side and exposing his Fae ear. “I promise I won’t leave you.”

      A Fae promise. That was what he was telling her. It was a Fae promise that he wouldn’t leave her until he had righted his wrongs against her. And those had been countless.

      Gandrett shivered at the innocent intentions of his closeness, at the disappointment that followed when he leaned back against the wall once more, his gaze releasing hers.

      What had she been expecting? That he would take serious interest in her as a woman? Even if he had teased her like that, had indicated that he found her attractive, that didn’t mean anything. At least, not on the level of her own feelings.

      Gandrett cursed under her breath and earned a confused glance. If only Gordan would return with Lim so she wouldn’t need to deal with Nehelon alone.

      But what would that change in the bigger picture? It would only shift the moment until she’d need to face the awkwardness again.

      So she gave herself a push, beseeching Nyssa to guard her heart and Hel to take her swiftly if she couldn’t navigate a conversation without making a fool of herself, and sat up so she faced him.

      “Pete Nemey wants me to deliver a message to your mother,” she said in a rushed breath, anxious she would never say the words if she didn’t say them now.

      Nehelon’s head snapped up, eyes unreadable, but no obvious rage or fear captured in their diamond blue.

      “Gordan told me of your quest, Gandrett.” His words sounded like a dismissal, and Gandrett was about to retreat back into her shell when Nehelon sat up, bringing himself closer yet again.

      “I don’t like that he is sending you on such a mission,” he said in a voice so deadly that Gandrett thought the Meister must be feeling it all the way to Everrun. “I don’t like the way he is threatening you, how he has been treating you—all your life,” he added quietly, and his hand grabbed the blanket once more, ripping it off her shoulders this time until he could get through to her arm, which he grabbed and pulled her sleeve up just enough to expose those first thin scars that crisscrossed along her body.

      Gandrett froze, her entire system going on alert, but Nehelon was gentle as he brushed his fingers over the white lines. “This is my doing as much as it is his. Every single scar on you is my doing.” Anguish entered his face, his breath shaky as he trailed his fingertips back and forth on one tiny scar, the origin of which Gandrett had long forgotten. “It was inexcusable what I did—” He paused, searching for words while his eyes wandered across her skin, the stripe he’d exposed, as if he may find them there. “I had no choice, Gandrett. I needed to wake Valyn. Without him, my people would never have awoken, and you—” His other hand brushed her cheek in a feather-like stroke. “You were the answer to every lonely day written in the future of the last waking Fae.” His palm found her cheek, calluses scraping over her skin, and while her heart broke for him, for the desperation that broke out of him, Gandrett sealed her own hand over his. “I will go anywhere with you until I redeem myself in the eyes of the gods, in the eyes of everything that is sacred,” he pleaded. “Even to find my mother, who has damned me to become what I am.”

      Gandrett held her breath as she pondered his words, their meaning. And when she spoke, there might have been millions of things she could have said that were smarter, but what came out was, “What is it that you are, Nehelon?”

      He exhaled a slow, shuddering breath. “I am a stranger in my own court, Gandrett, driven to divert from what his species used to be by a curse.” His mask crumbled with every word he spoke, revealing that Fae, that male she had glimpsed before when she had thought there was something between them, there could be something between them.

      “You’re more than that,” Gandrett heard herself whisper, and she wasn’t sure if he was breathing as he looked up to study what was there in her eyes.

      His fingers halted on her arm, and the world went entirely still as he leaned forward and his lips, so warm like the morning sun, so soft like velvet, brushed a kiss on her cheek right above the corner of her mouth—right where she had kissed him in Lei’Vreah. Gandrett’s stomach flipped and flopped and knotted eventually when he squeezed her arm lightly before he pulled back.

      “I’m glad to have you as a friend, Gandrett,” he whispered. “The world wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      And by that, Gandrett knew he was being literal. His world wouldn’t be the same. His people would still be trapped in paintings in a waking sleep. The fact that his words were true, that she had told him in Lei’Vreah that they were friends, didn’t save her from the disappointment that crushed her yet again.

      It took all of her courage to catch his hand on her arm before he could withdraw it, and clasp it in hers.

      “You’re more than what you believe, Nehelon,” she said in a fresh attempt to let him know that it had been him, all along, who had been destined to break the curse on Ulfray—by melting her heart of steel.

      He watched her with the utter stillness only Fae possessed.

      “You are—” She swallowed, unable to admit in words what she felt for him.

      He blinked, frustration furrowing his brow as he pulled his hand out of hers. But Gandrett held fast—and Nehelon didn’t force his freedom but yielded to her wish to hold him.

      He shook his head. “It’s all right,” he murmured. “I’m all right with whatever forgotten edge of Neredyn I need to travel to with you if it means I can ease your burden.”

      No. That was not what she had been going for. It wasn’t what he should be doing, no matter how much she craved his company. His place was elsewhere—with his people.

      It was Gandrett who shook her head now, silencing him and watching him become a handsome statue once more, even his fingers frozen in her grasp until he blinked and tilted his head.

      “What is it that—” She didn’t let him get further than that before she gathered whatever was left of the courage of Vala’s Blade, because it would be the last time she would think of herself as that, and rose just enough so her face was level with his. And there, she held her breath and closed the gap between them with a kiss. A quick, clumsy kiss that made her feel like she was a goat walking on a thin rope, but a kiss nonetheless.

      His breath caught as her mouth touched his, and when she pulled back a second later, she could have sworn she glimpsed fire in his eyes before he smoothed his face over.

      “What, in the gods’ names, was that?” he asked, voice hoarse.

      By the time he had finished his sentence, shame had already flooded Gandrett, and she doubted it had been a good idea to even ever think that there could be more. But it was beside the point. This wasn’t about whether or not he returned her feelings but about showing him that it wasn’t Valyn she had fallen for and that the curse on Ulfray had been lifted anyway.

      Swallowing her pride, she let go of Nehelon’s hand, the emptiness in her palm bothering her even more than the absence of the smooth warmth of his lips that she had tasted for a moment so brief that Vala might not even have noticed. But it no longer mattered.

      “You are more than what you believe, Nehelon,” she said with a smile, waiting for his mask to break.

      It didn’t, caution now the only thing plain on the surface.

      “I will not return to your brother because that isn’t my place,” she explained, waiting for him to understand, hoping she wouldn’t need to spell it out for him that it was him, not Valyn.

      “He will be sad to hear that,” Nehelon commented, confusion now added to the caution.

      “I won’t live long enough for him to be sad about that part,” she countered with what she hoped was humor, but judging by the way a muscle feathered in Nehelon’s jaw in response, she knew she had failed miserably.

      “Why did you just kiss me?” he eventually asked when Gandrett couldn’t find words to make the situation any better, his voice husky, breathless, as if it was hard for him to admit it had even happened.

      It had. And Gandrett had only one answer she could give.

      “Because Valyn is not the rightful King of Ulfray.”
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      “Repeat that,” Nehelon demanded, both composure and glamour wiped off his features and diamond blue eyes all but swirling from the headache her response surely must have given him.

      Gandrett debated getting to her feet and leaving him and her embarrassment behind for a couple of glorious moments, but before she could make up her mind, he had leaped to his own feet and started pacing outside the shelter, his silhouette wandering past the gap every couple of seconds.

      He stopped just long enough to give her an accusing stare. “What do you mean, ‘Valyn is not the rightful King of Ulfray’?” Then, he went back to trampling grass and purple flowers in a more or less straight line.

      By Shaelak, what had she done? What had gotten into her to kiss him?

      By the way Nehelon kept throwing her a look that made her want to cringe into the darkest shadows in the shelter, she knew he was wondering the same thing.

      “Did someone from the autumn court get to you? Did they approach you with their lies and their history of being sore losers?” His words flew through the air like a tirade of political failure, and it hit Gandrett right in the chest where she had believed no one would ever be able to touch her—especially not the insufferable bastard of a Fae king-to-be who now refused to understand that she—

      “You think I would believe a random Fae if they approached me miles and miles away from Ulfray?” Gandrett asked, words leaving a sour taste on her tongue. “And even in Ulfray, you were there all those weeks while I experienced how trustworthy Fae exactly are.” Accusation was heavy in her voice now too, and it made Nehelon stop in his tracks right on the threshold.

      “Valyn is not the rightful king,” Gandrett repeated and watched Nehelon’s features freeze all over again.

      “How dare you, Gandrett. Just because you saved my people—” He paused, throwing his hands in the air before him, for once at a loss for words. “You know he is, for Hel’s sake. You love him.”

      Gandrett felt ice run through her at the subdued rage that simmered behind his eyes, that shone through in every syllable. No one was allowed to speak like that about the King of Ulfray. Gandrett knew only by looking at him.

      But there was something else that made her cold to the core, made her shiver with realization; Nehelon hadn’t—not once considered that there might be real feelings between them. At least, his reaction suggested it, otherwise, by now, he would have understood.

      “That’s exactly what I am trying to tell you,” she said, voice surprisingly steady, despite the slow shivers that worked their way up her back. Was this what rejection felt like? Like dying a little bit, or being vomited up by one of the less benevolent deities? Gandrett swallowed any and every emotion that threatened to work its way up inside of her. This wasn’t about her and what she felt. This was about the truth. “Your people. Not Valyn’s, Nehelon. They are your people.”

      Nehelon’s face went expressionless as he seemed to hear her for the first time.

      “My—” he breathed and stepped over the threshold before he crouched down before her, trying to read her. But Gandrett had already averted her face.

      Nehelon reached under her chin with a finger and gently tilted her head up—and Gandrett let him. The gods help her, she let him. There was nothing she could do other than savor the moment of his touch even if it wasn’t the sort of touch she craved from him … another thought even harder to admit.

      “You love my brother,” he said matter of factly. “Your love for the rightful king saved the Fae.”

      He waited for her to respond, eyes intent, body tense, and nothing but endless patience settling behind his irises as she allowed herself to fall into his gaze.

      She heaved a steadying breath, not at all ready to speak the words, and said, “No to the first,” she told him, the attempt of humor not even remotely surfacing in her tone. “Yes to the second.”

      Nehelon’s gaze bore into hers, eons of thoughts aligning themselves in it. “You love my brother,” he repeated.

      Gandrett shook her head.

      “You love the rightful king.”

      She nodded again, making his finger slide along her jaw at the motion.

      “Glad to see you found something to do to pass time while I’m gone.” Gordan’s voice, laced with humor, made them bolt upright, Nehelon on his swift Fae feet so fast that he was standing at the other side of the shelter by the time Gandrett had straightened even halfway.

      Gordan’s gaze flickered from her to Nehelon and back to her, surprise obvious on his face, but not in a bad way. “Hungry anyone?” he asked with a smirk after a moment of gruesome embarrassment, during which Gandrett didn’t even dare as much as peek at the male whose lips she would probably never not feel on hers after now that she had kissed him—even if it had been a mere brush, the sensation had been enough to imprint itself into her memory. She prevented her hand from reaching for her mouth and tracing where they had touched.

      “Good, you found game,” Nehelon said to Gordan in response, voice almost that of the Nehelon Gandrett used to know and only a slight bit the new Nehelon who had tried to read from her what she hadn’t been able to put into words.

      Gandrett first glanced up at him, then when she didn’t find anything but a smooth, serious face there, his eyes on Gordan, she turned her gaze at the male, too … and found a dead mountain goat draped over his shoulders.

      “A hearty breakfast,” Gandrett commented, her pulse still pounding so violently that she wondered if either of the males could hear her over the noise. “I like the way you’re thinking.” She didn’t sound half as badass as she’d hoped she would … more like a young acolyte who had lost a fight in the training ring and was still trying to catch her breath.

      

      Gordan laid down the goat on the ground and pulled out a hunting knife. “Look away if you have a sensitive stomach,” he said to Gandrett over his shoulder before he opened up the dead animal.

      Gandrett turned—not because she couldn’t see blood but because behind her, Nehelon was standing quietly, and she couldn’t help but feel squeamish at the thought that he was observing her—and found his gaze waiting for her, a frown on his features that was as difficult to read as the ancient Phornian texts she had held in her hands in the library at the priory before. Had she been wrong about it, that understanding had flickered in his eyes?

      If Nehelon had indeed understood what she’d been trying to tell him, none of it showed on his face now.

      “So, what route were you planning to take to the Lost Mountains?” he asked with all of the cool of the male that had paraded her into Ackwood palace that first day.

      Gandrett turned again, preferring to watch Gordan gut the goat to seeing Nehelon fall back into old patterns. There was no way back now that she had kissed him.

      Kissed him. She flung her hand to her forehead and plopped down on a boulder where Lim was nibbling grass, stroking the gelding’s mane with fingers that weren’t remotely as steady as she intended.

      “Anywhere with as few people as possible,” she said over her shoulder, not even bothering to look at him. “We don’t want to draw attention to an unusual traveling party such as us, do we?”

      Nehelon was quiet for a moment before he agreed, “We don’t.”

      Gordan was halfway done with the goat when Nehelon eventually chose to step into sight and sat down on a rock on Lim’s other side. Gandrett’s gaze flicked to take in his powerful form before she returned to watching Gordan’s efficient hands.

      “We’ll need magic to grill this,” the latter commented as he noticed her stare. “Do you feel up to the task?”

      She didn’t wait for Nehelon to offer he’d do it but opened her palm, summoning a fickle flame. “Where should I start?”

      Nehelon chuckled beside her, a sound so tortured she almost gave in and looked at him, but then she remembered that she’d prefer the soil swallowing her up. What had she been expecting? Kissing him—

      She made a mental note to never allow herself to give in to his allure—ever again.

      The flame dancing in her palm flickered at her thoughts—or at the gaping pit in her stomach that had yet to be filled with food so she could recover from emptying her magic cache the night before.

      “Can you keep that up long enough to roast the whole goat?” Nehelon asked, genuine interest in his voice.

      Gandrett shrugged and let the flame flare a bit higher.

      “I suggest we follow the river to the sea and pick a fishing village to rent a boat,” Gordan suggested, ignoring Nehelon’s question. “Around this time of the year, they should be busy enough not to have much time pondering what we want with the boat.”

      “Humans always wonder,” Nehelon said to him. “They wonder about where we came from and where we are going and whether or not they’ll still find their children sleeping in their beds the next morning if they refuse us.”

      Gandrett didn’t fail to notice the sarcasm in his words. She thought of Efimia and her reaction to Gordan, of the merchants in Nisea—

      No, none of them had been eager to come anywhere near Gordan. If he didn’t put on a glamour, they might intimidate some Lapidonian fishermen into gifting them a barge just so they left them alone, but there would be whispering and rumors afterward, of two Fae warriors and a human woman escaping into the forgotten territories of the scattered islands that were the Lost Mountains.

      “Whatever we do,” Gandrett said with as much calm as she could muster, “we need to remain as inconspicuous as possible.”

      Gordan raised an eyebrow at her and her dancing flame, indicating that inconspicuousness was a matter of impossibility for a Fae.

      “At least try a glamor, Gordan,” Nehelon came to her aid, understanding—for once—exactly what she had been trying to say.

      Gandrett gritted her teeth and made the flame climb toward where Gordan had laid out slices of meat on a rock until it met them with a sizzle.

      While she kept the fire going, she watched Gordan incline his head at Nehelon, silent confirmation that he had taken the order. An order phrased as a request.

      “Where exactly does Pete think my mother resides?” Nehelon asked with the same cool tone that could have meant he didn’t have a care in the world. But by now, Gandrett knew him well enough to know just how much lay beneath that mask of indifference. She had glimpsed that male too many times.

      With her free hand, Gandrett pulled the Meister’s map from her pocket and shook it out until Nehelon plucked it from her fingers. “The main island,” she said, her eyes back on the roasting meat, which, despite the fact that she had never eaten goat, and it didn’t even remotely smell tasty, appealed immensely to her grumbling stomach. “Supposedly, there’s an ancient ruin that predates the—” She stopped mid-sentence, remembering that both males on the receiving end of her lecture probably knew more about the Lost Mountains, the ruin and its origins, or had even traveled there before.

      “The Dragon War,” Gordan finished for her, a grim smile on his tan face. “The lands there supposedly are uninhabitable,” he continued. “Similar to the Calma Desert, though not a desert but hostile ground that is hard to cross on foot.”

      At that, Lim whinnied and shook his head.

      “I know.” Nehelon patted his neck absently, his glance meeting Gandrett for a fraction of a second as she turned to the upset horse. “Don’t worry. I won’t make you go on a boat.”

      “Where will he go while we’re … well, crossing that uncrossable terrain?” Gandrett asked, a surge of pity for the horse filling her hungry stomach.

      “No one said uncrossable,” Nehelon corrected. “And Lim will go to Ulfray.”

      “Why?” Gandrett thought of the Ulfrayan forests and the dangers lurking there. Nehelon had already lost Alvi there. He couldn’t risk losing Lim—

      “Because an old friend will welcome him there if things went according to plan,” Gordan responded, his face brighter than before and decorated with a knowing look.

      “Kepha,” Gandrett realized and shuddered at the thought of Kepha alone in the royal Fae court. How had the seer girl fared in her absence? Had Valyn kept his promise and taken good care of her, made sure she was safe?

      Of course he had, she told herself. It had been a Fae promise. Nehelon’s face, too close to hers, his fingers brushing back his hair to expose his ears, flashed through her mind. A Fae promise.

      “Not Kepha,” Nehelon interjected. “Someone you care for very much, though.”

      Gandrett’s glance went back and forth between the two males, both of them eyeing her with smugness until she groaned in frustration.

      “Andrew, Gandrett,” Gordan finally said, and his smile returned, genuine and broad, and the way she had gotten to know during their journey together.

      “So that’s the plan?” she half shrieked. “Getting him out of the Meister’s claws, just to deliver him to a pack of untrustworthy immortals?” She almost flung her hands over her mouth as she realized what she had said but thought better of it, staring at the roasting meat instead, which, by the color of it, seemed to be close to done.

      “Good to know how high your opinion of my people is, Gandrett,” Nehelon responded in a growl.

      Gandrett couldn’t help but notice the way he emphasized the word my, and it made her wonder if it was his wicked and twisted way of rubbing in her face that he knew. That he was aware of what feelings lay etched into her inexperienced heart, and that he didn’t return those feelings. She ground her teeth and got to her feet, flames still driven by one hand, the other drawing her sword from her belt and spearing a chunk of meat.

      “He’ll be safer with the King of Ulfray, who is in your debt for saving the Fae, than at Everrun where the Meister has been cooking up his own plans,” Gordan reassured her, and for some reason—even if both males couldn’t lie—his truth calmed her anxious heart, at least, a little bit. “Palvin will be with him all the way to Lei’Vreah, and then, Lim will be there, too.”

      “And Kepha,” Nehelon added with a disgruntled tone, and when Gandrett prowled over and held out the meat at the tip of her sword to him, he raised an eyebrow at her, leaned forward, and sank his gleaming teeth into the roasted goat as if he were a Maraoul himself. “Tasty,” he chewed and flashed a grin.

      Gandrett felt the urge to smack his pretty face.

      “This is not funny,” she noted with more heat than intended, her outburst as unusual as his taunting was the norm—had been, for a long time. “We’re talking about my brother. My blood. The only blood left.”

      His grin disappeared as if she indeed had smacked his face, his tone sincere as he told her, “I am serious, Gandrett. He will be fine in Ulfray. Valyn will take him under his protection, and he won’t be alone with Kepha there. And Kepha won’t be alone either.”

      Was she imagining it, or was affection for the girl ringing in his words?

      And she wondered something else—

      Had Kepha seen all of this? Did she know … about Nehelon being who he was, about their trip to the Lost Mountains to find a Fae Queen, about her brother? Would she welcome Andrew into her life the way she had welcomed Gandrett?

      She should have asked Gordan sooner, should have insisted on getting the full plan, and not just reassurance that Andrew would be fine.

      With a shuddering breath, she extinguished the flame that had still been burning with half a thought and examined the rosy meat where Nehelon had left a bite-mark. “Breakfast, I guess,” she announced, not in the slightest feeling like eating, but that was beside the point. She needed her strength for when they would go on the boat and later off the boat onto the terrain that she now believed would drive them all to their limits—her more than the others. And she would need her magic. So, putting on the frown that Nehelon had ditched, she bit into the meat and chewed, grateful to have her mouth occupied with something more useful than trying to kiss Nehelon—or forget she’d kissed him, for that matter.
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      It had been days since the incident in the leisure halls, but Mckenzie couldn’t help but find herself thinking back to that moment her lips had twisted upward at Taghi’s words.

      Another time what, Norha Mckenzie? Hit me over the head with your slippers or let me show you the city?

      Part of the reason her thoughts kept circling back to him may have been that she ran into him every second time she left her chambers to stroll the hallways, almost as if he were waiting for her to show up just so he could throw her a grin. She didn’t let it scare her—neither the grinning nor the effect the grinning had on her.

      After the whispering of the nobles at the banquet, Mckenzie had sworn to herself that she would change the perception the Khilalian court had of her. Shrew. She had no problem with that but with the reason why they called her shrew. They should have been calling her ungrateful instead. It would have been more fitting. Ungrateful and bitter and a vengeful thrower of slippers.

      But the Khilalian court didn’t have enough humor to think like that—or enough decency. They just called her Mckenzie the Shrew. A generalization that made it easy for them to depict what they thought of her character.

      When she turned the corner, Miitra was waiting for her in the sitting room the way she’d promised, a cup of tea in her gold-jeweled hand and a book in her lap.

      “What’s on the agenda for today, Princess?” Mckenzie mock-curtseyed, and Miitra laughed a rolling laugh.

      “How about a walk through the palace?” Mckenzie suggested but plopped into the closest chair, her pale-green gown—she had chosen to wear a gown for a change—heavy in the humid air.

      Miitra raised her arched eyebrows and swept her gaze across the ornately decorated bodice of Mckenzie’s dress. “How do you breathe in that?” she asked, not for a second uncomfortable as she examined the golden vines that wound over Mckenzie’s breasts. “Not that it doesn’t work wonders for those—”

      Mckenzie giggled, yet again reminded of how different Khila was from Ackwood, how she wasn’t required to be squeezed and tied into the neat shape of an hourglass just to impress the men in the court. “I was homesick,” she excused her attire, and it was the truth. She hadn’t heard from Brax in too long. So long that she half-feared he would show up at the doorstep with an army to come to her rescue. After the last letter she’d sent, it wouldn’t surprise her if her reckless, impulsive brother would get such ideas.

      Miitra’s smile faded, and she put down the book and tea to reach over and touch Mckenzie’s forearm. “You have a new home here,” she said with all of the warmth no Sivesian ruler would ever show.

      But Mckenzie doubted that Khila was truly a new home. Not considering how the nobles viewed her—and the King and Queen—

      “It doesn’t feel like home.” She leaned back in her chair and stared out the window. How different she had imagined moving away from Ackwood would be—one day.

      “You impressed some of the nobles at the banquet,” Miitra said with a smirk. “Even if they call you the Shrew, they are not necessarily against a union between you and Taghi.”

      Mckenzie frowned at the arched panels on the wall. “I am against a union between me and Taghi,” she clarified and pursed her lips. “Besides, if the Dragon King flattens Khila into the ground with his unholy armies, I’m sure it no longer matters whether anyone approves of a union. He will have betrayed his people and paid the price.” He already had betrayed his people, only none of the good people of Phornes knew he had.

      All of those secrets. Mckenzie was sick of them. Taghi being in league with the Dragon King was only the most recent one. Long before that had come Joshua and his Denderlain heritage—

      Mckenzie growled at the palm tree outside the window and rested her head back in her chair.

      “Have you, for one moment, considered the alternative?” Miitra asked with a voice as if she actually were the Queen of Phornes. “Should he have let you die? Let everyone die in that palace?”

      Mckenzie’s anger evaporated at the thought, at Taghi’s confession from all of those weeks ago.

      It was the only way to get out of that palace what I couldn’t live without. His words echoed through her as if he were speaking them again, all of the restrained emotion in his dark eyes peering at her from within her memories. And I would do it again if it means you get to live.

      Not only her. But Brax, too. Brax and Gandrett and the Lord of Eedwood. All of the courtiers and guards and servants. Mckenzie’s chest tightened. All of those lives saved—

      “Nalesh told me I’d find you here,” Taghi’s voice sounded from the threshold as if her thoughts had summoned him.

      While Miitra greeted him with warm words, Mckenzie couldn’t bring herself to eye the handsome prince to whom she owed all of those lives.

      The sound of his feet on the carpet informed Mckenzie that he was coming closer—until he stopped right by her chair. She looked up, following his sand-colored tunic to his dark, silken throat, and further up until she met his gaze.

      No humor shone there today.

      “Norha Mackenzie.” He inclined his head, holding out an envelope for her with an elegant hand.

      Mckenzie’s heart leaped into her throat at the sight of Brax’s sigil. Her fingers darted to retrieve the letter, the brief “thank you” on her lips hardly audible as she craved for the world to disappear so she could read Brax’s words in peace.

      At least, Miitra seemed to understand, for she got to her feet in a fluid motion and placed her hand on Taghi’s shoulder, indicating for him to go with her. But he shook her off, eyes on Mckenzie, who felt his stare like the weight of a leaden cloak.

      He waited until Miitra had vanished through the carved door before he said, “I know I am probably the last person you want to see right now—in general, probably—but if this letter contains what I think it contains, I don’t want you to be alone when you open it.”

      His grave tone set Mckenzie on alert, but it also made her take a second look at the prince who had betrayed her—and saved her—and found his eyes matching his tone.

      Her throat bobbed. “You didn’t open it, did you?” She turned over the envelope in her hand, examining it for signs of forceful opening, but found none.

      “I have told you before, Norha Mckenzie, that I would never do that,” he said sincerely, but the darkness in his voice didn’t disappear.

      His presence, the way he hovered by her chair—it was different from the light, humorous tone he usually found when addressing her. This was—wrong.

      She turned away in her chair just so she wouldn’t waste any words to tell him to get lost before she got to read her brother’s letter. Then she opened it and pulled out the folded piece of parchment with shaky hands.

      My dearest sister,

      I am writing to inform you that the worst has occurred. While I have been doing my best to keep this court safe, Mother was killed in her sleep by members of the Shygon cult.

      Mckenzie sucked in a breath of sandalwood-scented air, suddenly feeling like she couldn’t breathe.

      Behind her, Taghi shifted. She didn’t care if he noticed how the words she had read unsettled her, how she was gasping for breath.

      Blinking away the moisture in her eyes, she lowered her gaze and continued reading.

      I am almost certain it was the Shygon cult or even the Dragon King himself. I am almost certain her death was a ruse to lure me from my chambers when they entered the palace because, when I returned to them, the crown was gone. The crown of Sives was stolen and is now in the-gods-know-whose hands.

      Mckenzie shook her head. The crown. She had seen it once or twice but hadn’t spent a thought on what had happened to it when Joshua had disappeared. She hadn’t even known it had remained in the palace. She took a deep breath, finally able to do so as the initial horror of the message about her mother was lulled to sleep by a realization of a different kind. She knew nothing. Mckenzie Brenheran, twin sister to the acting Lord of Ackwood, sister to the Heir of Sives—no matter how indisposed Joshua was with the Dragon King populating his brain—knew nothing. Not about the crown that had been meant for Joshua’s head or the plans Joshua had dreamed up for Sives, not about what her mother had been truly intending by sending her to rot in the southernmost territory or about why Taghi had been reckless enough to promise the Dragon King access to his lands—not even his lands. Lands he may one day inherit. She grimaced as she read on.

      By the time you read this, Mother will be buried and the flowers on her grave wilted. I am mourning, sister, even though my heart is full of rage for how she treated you. For how she treated us—both of them, Father, too. They kept Joshua’s heritage a secret all our lives. Had we known, maybe we would have been able to do something, to help.

      Each and every one of his slenderly scripted words bit into her with truth. Yes, they could have helped, even if it would have only meant looking at Joshua, not as the future Lord of Ackwood but as a ray of hope for a less bloody future for Sives. Had she known, she might not have agreed that the east Sivesian population needed to bow to the west, the same way that Lord Armand Denderlain of Eedwood did not expect the west to bow to him. It might have changed all of that, but not that the Dragon King had snatched him away. That horror, it wouldn’t have spared them.

      I am alone in this palace, despite the guards who walk the halls on high alert. I eat alone. I sleep alone. I ponder the fate of the west of Sives alone. And I find no pleasure in this sort of loneliness. Some days, I stay in bed until afternoon and watch the city from the windows. Black flags are waving at me from balconies and towers, from poles on roofs, and from the statues at the city gates. Our people mourn their Lord and Lady of Ackwood, and they are asking for Joshua. Demanding to see him. And all I can give them is a man full of bottled-up fury, who has no one in the world to confide in but a sister, miles and miles and miles away, across forests and a desert and mountains.

      The muscles in her stomach clenched into a ball of fiery anger and burning pity … and the powerlessness that came with knowing that Brax was on the worst possible path. Even with all the blows fate had handed them and him being the one who had to deal with the aftermath in Ackwood, the Brax she’d grown up with—shared her mother’s womb with—wasn’t like this. He was cynical, maybe, but used to wear the burdens of his ever-changing situation at court with an attitude of nonchalance and mischief. Not with—resignation. It took Mckenzie a moment to find the word she was looking for, but then she realized resignation was it.

      Behind her, Taghi cleared his throat, as if testing if she was already done reading, and Mckenzie shook her head in response.

      I would send you weapons as requested to get you out of Khila and back to me if only I knew that Prince Taghi’s court wasn’t the safer place to be.

      Mckenzie’s heart throbbed once, painful. So now, he had arrived at the conclusion they all had come to. She was safer here. And he would no longer try to do anything to get her out.

      Make the best of your time in Khila, sister. Make friends, strike alliances. Become the lady our mother never believed you could be but I know deep in my heart you always have been. The lady who isn’t there to be pretty and please the men in her court but the one who leads armies.

      A war is coming, Mac, and I am not sure Sives will be on the winning side. Maybe, where you are, there is still hope.

      I love you.

      Brax

      Mckenzie felt the tears fall. One thick blob of salty water down her cheek first; then a dam broke inside of her.

      Brax hadn’t needed to spell out his last thought. She knew him well enough to add that for herself—Brax had lost hope.
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      The warm, humid air choked her, and the colorful walls and furniture pained her eyes. The warmth was too hot and the cool tiles under her feet were too cold. And everything hurt. Gods, it hurt—from the inside out, as she shook in her chair, tears streaming down and her own arms not strong enough to keep herself in place.

      Taghi’s arms were but a whisper of strength when they wrapped around her, light like a velvet blanket and secure like a steel cage that kept the outside world where it belonged—outside.

      “I’m here,” he said in Phornian, the melody of his gentle voice rolling into her hair as he bent over her like a shield. “I’ll make sure no one hurts you.”

      How he knew what to say, she couldn’t tell. But she was sure that he had to have heard the news of what happened to her mother or he wouldn’t have stayed behind and waited all of those horrible, silent moments while she had studied Brax’s letter, crumpled the edges, folded and unfolded it, and read it again until her tears had blurred her vision and her sobs had prevented her from doing anything but hope she wouldn’t get seasick from rocking like a nutshell in the stormy ocean.

      “You’re not alone, Mckenzie,” he murmured to her, arms tightening as he lowered himself to perch on the armrest of her chair. “Even if this doesn’t feel like home yet, it will. I will do whatever I can to ensure that.”

      Words, so soothing, so easy to believe when she listened to the Phornian rhythm of speech, to the poem-like structure of the language. It was entrancing, almost, in the way it was woven, the way his words fit together in one long string of vowels and consonants. So beautiful that she could have listened to it for the rest of her life.

      Only, it wasn’t his place to console her. It wasn’t his place to do anything for her. What he’d done had been enough.

      Without a word, Mckenzie pushed herself up and out of his embrace and stalked to the door, not stopping when Nalesh gave her an inquisitive and sorrowful look halfway down the hall where he had been keeping watch. She simply followed the now-familiar colorful patterns on the floors, rushed past the ornamental decoration on the walls, ghosted up the stairs, her skirts swishing in her wake, and struggled to breathe as the corset of her dress threatened to crush her with every coming sob.

      

      It had been days since he had woken up in his own dungeons. Armand had counted each and every hour the way he learned to track the minutes as a child when he had played hide and seek with Deelah in the corridors below the castle. Deelah—

      How he hoped the woman who had practically raised him was safe—or dead. He wasn’t sure which one was the more merciful option. And Gunner. And his father.

      And all of the people who resided in Eedwood palace. Were they still alive? Had the dragon slain them all?

      The dragon—

      His mind kept circling around the impossibility of a dragon roaming Neredyn again. It had to have something to do with Raynar Leyon’s return from the dead—or was it just coincidence, a bitter joke of fate that would eventually screw the entirety of the continent?

      Armand brushed a couple of crumbs off his shirt and sat up straight at the sound of footsteps in the corridor. They had been feeding him three times a day. Good food like what he was used to. No Sivesian wine-and-spice soup, though.

      While at first, when he had woken in the dungeons, he had believed his life to be over, nothing had happened. The quiet servant he had never noticed before hadn’t told him why he was down there or what was supposed to happen to him. Or when anyone would get him out of there. All she did was set down the full tray and pick up the empty one an hour later—thrice a day.

      When he had called for help the first day, no one had responded. When he had called for Deelah or Gunner, or even his father, there had been only the echo of his own voice filling the air. So Armand had resorted to biding his time, to trying to figure out by the sounds that occasionally filled the hallways who—or what—had imprisoned him. He tried to keep his emotions contained as best he could, tried to keep a positive attitude—hope. He tried.

      But with the loneliness and uncertainty that snaked through the days, it was hard to find even the bright torches on the wall encouraging.

      He was finishing his daily workout—even if that left his clothes reeking with sweat—when footsteps approached, lighter than the ones he was used to, and he managed to get to his feet just in time before a female form appeared before his cell.

      “Well, good morning,” the woman said with a smirk on her familiar face and held up a bottle of water.

      Armand inclined his head for lack of a better response. “Selloue Grenta,” he recognized the woman—would have recognized her even if he hadn’t met her at the solstice celebrations at Ackwood, for her similarity to her mother, his aunt’s friend, Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton. The very same woman who had whispered into Linniue’s ear about the god of dragons.

      “The last time I saw you, you looked so much healthier,” he noted, knowing that he could only make his position worse. Yet, he couldn’t find himself caring about anything other than that last time he had seen her … in the circular room at the top of the spire at Ackwood where she had disappeared with Addie.

      Selloue gave him a broad grin that had little in common with expressing the emotion of happiness.

      “Were it up to me, you’d be rotting down here until as little of you is left as of Lamore’s bones,” she hissed at him, that smile sticky on her features.

      Armand grabbed the bottle from her hand as she stuck it through the bars. “Thank the gods it isn’t up to you,” he retorted and flashed his teeth. “Were it up to me, you would have taken Addie’s place on the cot and bled to death.”

      His words hung in the air, tangible, almost.

      “Say that again.” Selloue pulled a dagger from her belt—the same dagger that had carved into Addie in the tower that night—and held it up, pointy end aiming for his throat.

      He didn’t pull back.

      “Tell me, Selloue, is it worth it? Killing innocent people for the affection of a god who delights in your misery?” He had no clue where the words were coming from, only that they had something to do with the weeks and weeks on end without being able to take even the slightest action against the Dragon King, without being able to search for Addie, to search for the Heir of Sives—the King of Sives, who should have been sitting on a throne and uniting the land. Instead, Joshua’s body was hosting the last Dragon King—the resurrected Dragon King. And his slave was catering Armand’s drinks. He barked a laugh. “If you wash your hands, do they ever come clean of the blood you spilled?”

      Selloue’s grin finally faltered, and she hissed, “You should take a place right beside Adrienne, Lord of Eedwood. But you don’t deserve the honor.”

      Armand’s heart missed a beat. “At her side—” he repeated. “What does that mean?”

      Was she dead? Did Selloue mean a grave? Armand couldn’t bring himself to believe this most likely option. And even if Addie was dead—he doubted Raynar Leyon would have taken the time to bury her after he gutted her like the rest of the Shygon cult’s victims.

      “Adrienne is no longer how you remember her, Lord Armand,” Selloue said, taking as much delight in seeing him writhe with the anticipation of the worst as much as in piercing his skin with that dagger. “She has a higher purpose, and our King has taken her into his service.”

      Armand loosed a breath of shock and relief all at once. She was alive. That alone made enough hope spark inside of him to forget the horrors of the past days. But the Dragon King had to have done horrible things to her, even worse than what he’d seen in Ackwood—what Selloue had done and, before her, his own aunt—to break Addie.

      “And what, if I may ask, is that purpose?” He stared down the woman before him, noted her plain dress, not fit for a lady but for a servant. Selloue was a servant in the Dragon King’s court the same way Lady Isylte was. The same way Addie had been in his court even if not for him but for his aunt.

      “That is not for me to tell,” she said in a voice less condescending. “It is for His Majesty to tell if he so sees fit.” Her gaze lowered to the ground as if she were bowing to him in her mind.

      Armand grabbed the bars between them with his free hand and pulled himself so close that her blade almost cut into his throat. “Tell your King that I don’t care for his royalty any more than I care for his fire-spitting dragon. If he doesn’t get his immortal ass out of Eedwood Castle, I swear to your cruel dragon god that I will find a way to avenge every lost soul on east Sivesian soil.” Armand bit the air between them, fingers sliding over the rusty bar as he gripped it harder.

      Selloue just gave him a glance that seemed to tell him “whatever you say” before she spun on her heels and stalked down the corridor.

      “I mean it,” he called after her, but Selloue disappeared around the corner, a wordless laugh bouncing off stone and iron in her wake.

      With gritted teeth, Armand smashed his hand into the bars then yelped at the impact and crouched on the ground, grimy hair sliding into his face. There he remained for a long while, hope and panic fighting for the upper hand in his chest.

      

      Raynar greeted her with a flawless smile as she stomped out of her cave—Lamore’s cave, he had informed her that first day in Eedwood—a fire-crackling yawn spreading sparks of blue into the tunnel.

      He didn’t shy away.

      “How was your rest, my dragon maiden?” he asked in that honeyed voice that used to promise her an end of pain.

      Addie didn’t answer purposefully, trying not to form words in her mind, but couldn’t help unleashing an anguished groan at the thought of how long Armand had been in the dungeons.

      “It’s not that long if you think about it, my dear,” Raynar pointed out, adding in his mind, seven hundred years are long.

      She didn’t need to ask what he meant by that. The seven hundred years he had been buried by the Heart of Ulfray, right where the King and Prince of Ulfray had beheaded that monster’s first body.

      How was it even possible he inhabited someone else’s flesh and bones—and mind? Again, Addie’s thoughts went to that dark place that used to hope Joshua was still in there somewhere.

      In her mind, Raynar’s lover’s chuckle touched her like a brush with an icy blade. She stumbled a step backward.

      “How stubborn you are, Adrienne,” he acknowledged aloud. “Stubborn and adorable when you hope.”

      Addie didn’t feel hopeful, or adorable for that matter. She was a house-high dragon with saber teeth and deadly fire in her stomach—or chest or wherever that originated. There was nothing anyone could find adorable about her. Not that anyone cared enough to take the time and talk to her, to give her a chance to make herself understood. All of the servants Raynar had sent to bring her food had bolted from the cave the second they set down the food.

      She remembered the cave exactly. It was the part beneath Eedwood Castle where the Shygon temple had crumbled under Gandrett’s magic, where Linniue had stabbed herself to finish the sacrifice Addie had been meant for. The altar was gone, but a wall had broken down behind it, opening the path to the well of Dragon Water. That same well where she had descended to every day to fetch a bucket of water for the misled aunt of the young lord. The woman who wished for her son to sit on the throne and reign over all of Neredyn—more her son’s body, hosting the Dragon King’s mind.

      “Ahhh, Linniue,” Raynar sighed. “She was meant to become what you are, Adrienne. But since you refused to die in a sacrifice, she took your place as a vessel.”

      How he knew exactly what had happened, she couldn’t tell, but Addie shuddered at every word, her massive dragon body brushing against the walls and ceiling of the narrow tunnel as she scrambled farther away from him.

      She was a monster, the same as you are, she shot at him while, to herself, she thought that if she called them monsters, she’d have to call herself a monster, too. For that was what she had become. A killing monster. The Dragon King’s pet.

      Again, he laughed that sensual laugh before he reached out with his hand and brushed his fingers along her jaw—which Addie struggled to keep shut, her instincts screaming at her to just bite off his head and be done with it. But he had warned her multiple times that his death would be hers. That they were blood-bound.

      So she endured his touch and counted the grain fields around her parents’ burned-down house in her memory.

      It was only when she noticed the slow footsteps approaching in the torch-lit darkness—a darkness that no longer blinded her—that her thoughts ebbed and her dragon instincts went on alert.

      “Your Highness,” a familiar voice whispered, the familiar face that went with it appearing around the corner.

      “Isylte,” Raynar greeted her and waited for her to drop into a low curtsey.

      Isylte did. However, her eyes didn’t lower to the ground; they remained glued to the dragon that she saw for the first time.

      “You remember Adrienne?” He said in a voice that reminded Addie of humor but was also bitter like the aftertaste of bothenia ale.

      Isylte’s mouth stood open as she searched for an appropriate expression for what she took in.

      A dragon. I’m a gods-damned dragon, Addie offered in her mind.

      Isylte couldn’t hear her, and her eyes snapped to Raynar, who laughed a melodious laugh, sugared and poisonous at the same time. “She looked different the last time you saw her,” he pointed out.

      Isylte was still searching for words, her face saying one thing more clearly than anything else. She couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.

      “Magnificent, isn’t she?” Raynar offered, and Isylte nodded, mute like a fish. “Extraordinary.”

      Addie found herself frowning—if a dragon face could even frown—as she eyed Raynar out of one light blue eye. Sometimes when he spoke like that, she could have sworn he was in love.

      Raynar’s eyes snapped to her, gaze pinning her with icy intensity that made Addie shrink back a foot or two.

      You don’t know what you are talking about, he shot at her, his tone searing her mind in a painful lash.

      Addie whimpered, the sound ripping Isylte out of her stunned silence.

      “Your Majesty, I have news of the prisoner,” she said into the dim tunnel, her breath fogging before her face.

      Prisoner? Addie asked in her mind and knew the answer before Raynar could respond with a mental sneer. Armand.

      “How is the Lord of Eedwood faring?” he asked, his eyes on Addie rather than on Isylte who was shivering in her cotton dress, muscles tiring from the curtsey he hadn’t released her from.

      A surge of longing and fury rolled through Addie at the mention of Armand, the image of the horror in his eyes when she had last seen him—and recognized him. He hadn’t known it was her who had almost sentenced him to death by dragon fire. And it was best he’d never find out. It would be best if he didn’t know she was still alive, for in this form—

      In this form, Addie Blackwood was death and destruction. And Armand Denderlain deserved life and prosperity.

      “He has stopped calling for his father,” Isylte said with more sorrow than Addie cared to acknowledge. “He has also developed a spine, it seems, and threatened to avenge every single one of his people that have come to death at—” She hesitated.

      “To death at what?” Raynar demanded, his eyes now pinning her instead of Addie.

      Addie wasn’t certain if that was more or less scary than being under the Dragon King’s scrutiny herself. He had already done everything anyone could to her, and she was a lost cause, but Isylte—Isylte was human and a servant out of free will. She might change her mind and escape one day. There was hope for her—if hope existed at all in this darkest of places in Neredyn.

      “At your hand or the worshipers’ of the god of dragons. Or at the dragon”—her eyes met Addie’s—“herself.”

      Addie’s heart throbbed, and she could have sworn pity crossed Isylte’s face as she kept studying the scaled and horned face that Addie now called her own.

      “Well, that is what I call an interesting development,” Raynar mused and stepped within reach so he could brush his hand over her neck.

      Addie suppressed the urge to roar with objection. Instead, she focused on the one thing that would tide her over the dark days that lay ahead. Armand was alive and still within possession of his own thoughts. Unlike what Linniue had done with Joshua, or Raynar had done with the guards in Ackwood, his self hadn’t been rendered useless, trapped within a cage made of Dragon Water and Shygon knew what spells.

      She bit back the thought and the gratitude with it a second before she felt Raynar’s mind sliding into hers.

      He is my insurance for your loyalty, Adrienne, he reminded her. And you will prove to me just how loyal you can be.

      He didn’t need to add that he was talking about every treacherous thought she had entertained from the beginning since she had woken in her dragon form, every single time she had imagined snapping her teeth over his neck or crushing him with her weight or slicing him open with her claws. It was implied that that bloodlust was the same that he wanted her to unleash upon his enemies and all of Neredyn. And Addie wasn’t ready to do that.

      “Let’s give him something to avenge then,” Raynar said after a while of pondering, of probably listening to her every thought. His eyes sparkled with emerald ice as he faced her, dismissing Isylte with a wave of his hand.

      The woman sighed at the relief of both her body being allowed to straighten and disappearing from under the Dragon King’s all-seeing eyes. At least, that was what Addie imagined she saw when their gazes met for a brief second.

      Maybe also the relief of getting away from the black-scaled monster that she had seen for the first time.

      

      Armand’s head hurt after he’d drained half the bottle of water. Normal water, he hoped. The well had been sealed; he’d personally seen to it. But what did he know about what had happened since the explosion beneath the castle?

      If he were drinking Dragon Water, he hoped that Deelah’s method of protecting his mind from being hijacked would work.

      He was just about to dump the rest of it on the dusty ground had not the sound of nearby footsteps interrupted him.

      “I hadn’t planned on paying you a visit, Lord of Eedwood,” Joshua’s voice greeted him with all the ice of the mountains in the north.

      Armand jolted around, not even half-ready to face the Heir of Sives—the King of Sives—who was no longer in possession of his own mind and body, and found the familiar, handsome face right before the iron bars that made the front of his cell.

      Joshua halted and cocked his head, eyes sparking with interest. No. Not Joshua. The Dragon King.

      Armand’s heart pounded in his chest like a war drum. That piece of scum who had taken Joshua—and Addie. He bit back a scream of fury. What he needed to do was focus and find the right words to discover as much as he could about the situation, about Addie’s whereabouts, her new role in the Dragon King’s court—and about his father, Deelah, Gunner, and everyone else who, by serving him in this castle, had chosen a fate worse than death. He couldn’t suppress a low growl.

      “Apparently, you made quite an impression on my servant or she wouldn’t have run to her mother about it”—he paused, pursing his lips as if thinking—“who then came to me about how you have plans of avenging your people. What was the wording again?”

      Armand didn’t respond. So this was how it was going to happen. The Dragon King would eliminate him so he couldn’t take revenge.

      “Where is my father?” he asked, hoping to learn at least something of value. His father, however useless he had been over the past years, had stood by him in the courtyard, ready to defend the castle and the people living there. More than what Armand had ever expected the old man would do.

      “Lord Hamyn is safe and sound in his chambers, boy,” the Dragon King said with a smirk that Joshua would have never brought onto those features.

      Armand buried the urge to let his fist sail through the bars at the straight nose that had once belonged to his cousin.

      “As a prisoner,” he added and flashed his teeth.

      “Of course.” It was all Armand was able to grind out before he stepped back from the bars. He didn’t fail to notice the flare of uncertainty at the Dragon King’s statement. His father had betrayed his mother, had indulged in the privileges of Armand’s title. He had not lifted a finger to stop the hatred between the east and the west of Sives even when Armand had claimed his lordship and tried to enforce peace.

      And yet, he was anxious for that fragment of a good man that his father still had in him.

      The Dragon King marched back and forth before the cell, his elegant, black cloak worthy of a dark king, his eyes trained on Armand and the water bottle in his hand.

      “I hope you have been finding our treatment as acceptable,” he said as he assessed Armand’s grimy clothes, the dirt on his face and hands. Armand didn’t respond. “You know, I have ordered them to not harm a hair on your pretty head—” He stopped, locking his hands behind his back, and arched an eyebrow so elegantly that it made Armand want to vomit. “As long as I don’t see the need for it.”

      “And now you see the need?” Armand asked, well aware that provoking an immortal evil wasn’t exactly brave—it was reckless, stupid, the clear expression of a death wish.

      “You are smart, Armand Denderlain,” the Dragon King claimed with a half-smile that was too perfect. A mask. “You know that people like me don’t take prisoners.”

      Not unless he wanted something from them, Armand finished in his head. The Dragon King wanted something. Whatever could he have that the Dragon King wanted from him?

      “You already took my castle,” Armand told him, knowing he was throwing his importance out the non-existent windows.

      The Dragon King nodded, Joshua’s golden brown hair shifting on the walking horror’s head.

      “I doubt you want jewels,” Armand mused, an edge to his voice that had little to do with the fact that losing the family trove of the House Denderlain would leave him without the ring his mother had handed him for his future bride, briefly before the Lady Denderlain had died—may the gods cradle her soul. The ring, which was now sitting in a vault beneath the west tower and would potentially never be put onto a smiling bride’s hand.

      “Jewels are for mortals,” the Dragon King mocked and turned to pace once more. “And for the Fae.” He shrugged. “Even though I wouldn’t object to wearing that crown again.” He threw a significant look through the bars that made Armand shrink an inch. “You know … gold with a couple of gemstones, plain but decorative.”

      Of course, Armand knew that crown. How could he not? He, himself, had handed it to Joshua Brenheran in Ackwood. A gift for the future King of Sives. How naive had he been back then? How little had he seen how everything was interconnected. The little dots that each attacked village, each mind-controlled guard, each sacrificed being presented on the map that was Sives—that was all of Neredyn, potentially. Even that traitor of a prince, Taghi Saza Brina had made a pact with the Dragon King, so the claws of everything to do with Shygon and the uprising of the cult … it all had to be connected. All leading up to that one, world-changing event of Raynar Leyon, the last Dragon King, returning to the game board.

      “I no longer have the crown,” Armand said coolly, finally ready to control his emotions enough to look his opponent in the eye. Even if they weren’t delivering blows with a sword, Armand felt the challenge in every word, the attempt of the Dragon King to make him lose composure.

      Raynar laughed Joshua’s laugh. “Of that, I am aware, boy,” he huffed and stopped his pacing. “Because it is I who has the crown of Sives now. Only, on my head, it is the crown of Neredyn.”

      Armand’s blood went cold at the spoken confirmation, not of the crown’s whereabouts but of its meaning to Raynar Leyon.

      “You remember how it all started out here in Eedwood, don’t you, Armand?” Raynar asked with the silken tone of death.

      Armand didn’t respond. He didn’t so much as breathe.

      “How I took Neredyn, city by city, flying out from this very castle. How Lamore used to dream beneath the north tower, and how the earth shook when she woke at my call.”

      No. He didn’t remember. He hadn’t been born yet, not his parents or grandparents or generations before that. A thousand years had passed since Raynar Leyon had taken Eedwood.

      “But, I’m rambling, boy. It wasn’t my intention to come down here to tell you about things you already know.” The Dragon King took a step toward the cell, pulling out a key from his pocket. The key, Armand knew, was the only way out. He had tried for hours and hours to find a workaround, a weak spot in the cell, but his ancestors had built it well and maintained this level of cells better than the one where Joshua had locked up Gandrett all of those months ago. He shuddered at the memory of the Child of Vala in her blood-smeared, soiled dress, the wounds on her face and hand, the panic that had ridden him at the sight—and to Joshua, struck down by her magic.

      “Then why are you here?” he prompted with enough bite to coax a smirk from the Dragon King.

      “Why, I’m glad you asked, Armand,” the latter said and turned the key. “It’s time to meet my court.”

      He waved him out of the cell, causing a grasp of ice-cold magic to wrap around Armand’s wrists like frozen steel before he pointed at the stairs at the end of the corridor. “After you, Lord of Eedwood,” the Dragon King sing-sang, and the invisible shackles pulled Armand forward.
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      After an endless-seeming walk through the hallways of Eedwood Castle, a castle he had once called his own, Armand Denderlain’s heart was throbbing with the burden of having failed his people. He saw it in their eyes, in their faces, in the glances they shot each other when he passed by, paraded in front of them like an animal for slaughter.

      He had failed. Failed to protect them. The same way he had failed Addie when he hadn’t been able to save her in Ackwood. How he yearned to know what had happened to her. But bringing her up to the Dragon King was about as smart as jumping from the west tower into the Eedpenesor. Dangerous. Life-threatening. And utterly stupid.

      If he wanted to stand a chance of survival and of getting his people out safely, he needed to be smarter than to carry his heart on his sleeve. He had learned that from asking about his father.

      Of course, there was something else on his mind—the one question that he had been asking himself day after day after day since Raynar Leyon had snatched Joshua’s body: Would the real Joshua Brenheran ever break free of the Dragon King’s grasp? Was there hope? Not for Addie or him or his father but for Sives? For he would give his life gladly if it meant Joshua could return.

      They stopped in the yard, the guards on the battlements turning as if summoned by the soundless click of the door behind them. Armand’s eyes scanned the yard for Addie. Every inch, every shadow until—

      “You know that I am still patient, boy,” Raynar hissed from so close by his ear that the breath—cold as ice—made the hairs stand on his neck. “I didn’t expect to return so … strong.” He chuckled. “Your aunt’s sacrifice was enough to bring me back. Back, but weak. A half-life rather than one of power. It should have taken years and years of sacrifices to bring me to full power. But something”—he paused and stepped around Armand, facing him, as the shackles tightened around Armand’s wrists—“called with more power than what the sacrifice could have ever managed. Something—” For a moment, the emerald eyes clouded over, and Armand glimpsed a different being in the gaze that had once been Joshua’s. Something so familiar that he could have sworn what he had seen was the Heir of Sives. But then the ice was back, and the Dragon King turned on his heels, marching ahead while the invisible shackles mercilessly dragged Armand on. “Something of ridiculous power happened,” he finished without a glance back and didn’t speak again until they reached the center of the yard where, on a wooden dais, Lord Hamyn Denderlain was kneeling, his hands bound the same way Armand’s were and a look of horror in his eyes that for the first time in years allowed Armand to see the father he had known as a young child. The father who cared enough for him to be anxious as Armand was walked up as if to his execution.

      “Oops,” the Dragon King chuckled, the sound of ice chips bursting in the autumn air. “Did I say safe and sound?”

      He pushed Armand forward, up the two steps until he stood beside his father, the latter opening his mouth to say something, but Raynar’s voice boomed in the language that belonged in Neredyn’s history and not into the courtyard of once so prosperous Eedwood Castle. The same yard that was now blackened with the soot of dragon fire and filled with scattered rubble—and spectators who used to serve his house with pride.

      Now, they eyed him like a traitor.

      Armand didn’t get to ponder if they had been brainwashed with Dragon Water or with some spell or wicked magic that the Dragon King possessed, or if they truly believed that it was what he was—a traitor—for from the crater in the corner of the yard, the monstrous shape of Raynar Leyon’s dragon emerged.

      

      The first thing Addie saw when she entered the yard, summoned by the horrifying call that vibrated through air and rocks and mind, was the handsome face of Armand Denderlain right beside his father, both of them sharing the same expression of petrifying fear as they knelt on the wooden dais at the center of the spectators whose faces she had once known.

      The second thing she saw was the Dragon King, black cloak billowing on a phantom wind, face smooth with the lack of expression—until his eyes met hers, and a lover’s smile spread across his pale features.

      Welcome to the show, Adrienne, he greeted her mind to mind, tone the exact opposite of what his face was so boldly putting on display.

      Addie forbade herself to shy away from that tone—the tone that would force her to do anything.

      “People of Eedwood,” he opened, ignoring the gasps of horror at the sight of the dragon as he addressed all of them. But his gaze lingered on Addie’s massive head, on her maw. “We have gathered here to see a one-time spectacle that should remind you of your loyalties.”

      With horror that equaled that of the people in the yard, the guards on the battlements and in the corners by the doors, all of whose eyes had turned to Armand and Hamyn Denderlain, Addie realized that this was not a family reunion. This was an execution.

      Not him, she screamed in her mind before she could help it.

      Raynar gave her a melodious chuckle, only in her mind, so that she knew that he had absolutely heard her plea. Even if it had been a defiant one, it was a plea nonetheless.

      Which one? The old one? Or the boy?

      Addie didn’t respond to that. She didn’t have to, for her eyes involuntarily snapped to Armand’s proud form on the dais, his eyes that were trained on her—not on her, on the dragon he was seeing emerging from the icy hole in his yard.

      Join me, my dragon maiden, Raynar lifted his hand, curling in his fingers to summon her by the wooden platform that held the only thing Addie’s heart had recognized through Raynar’s wrath and command.

      Armand, she tried to say, a low growl escaping her maw. The sound of it made the people in the yard quiver with fear—as did he. Armand feared her. And right he was.

      Shame flooded Addie at the recognition of how every move she made, no matter how benevolent, would register as a threat. Armand didn’t know who that dragon in front of him was—and neither should he ever know.

      “My dear people,” Raynar’s voice sliced through the suddenly too hot air, despite the iciness in his tone. If anyone believed he held the people of Eedwood dear, they must be under the influence of Dragon Water and his mind control.

      Judging by the looks on their faces, the latter was the case, for when he spoke, their faces lit up with admiration. All faces, even Deelah’s, who Addie had spotted behind the platform. There was something else beneath that devoted glance at the Dragon King—something like terse anticipation. Something that made Addie’s stomach jolt with hope that one human being in this yard was of their own free will.

      She averted her eyes and found the dust beneath her claws exceptionally interesting for a change, just to make sure Raynar wouldn’t notice what she had noticed.

      As if summoned by her thought, his attention snapped to her. Are you ready, my dragon maiden? He asked into her mind. Are you ready to prove you will do my bidding?

      Addie couldn’t help but whimper at what she knew was coming. The cruelty lacing every single one of his words had spoken tales of what he was capable of—and what he would make her do.

      You cannot do this, she objected, more helpless than ever without her voice to allow someone other than the Dragon King to bear witness to her words.

      I can, he whispered, emerald eyes flashing with authority, and I will.

      Addie inched backward, but Raynar’s leash caught her and dragged her forward.

      “Today, Eedwood will say goodbye to one of its humble lords,” the Dragon King said aloud, confirming the worst of what Addie could have imagined. “And the blood of the one upon whom the honor will fall will pay tribute to Shygon in his eternal greatness.”

      Some people in the crowd aahed and oohed. But a majority remained silent, watching the spectacle with anticipation, the horror in their eyes turning into fascination the more often they dared to steal a glimpse at the dragon in their midst.

      So, this was what it was going to come down to. Raynar would kill one of them, and he would have her beg—or watch.

      The Dragon King’s head whipped around, and he gave her a smile so soft it made her want to hurl her dragon guts up.

      No, Adrienne. Not me. He stepped closer. And closer. Until he was right beside her, his shoulder grazing her massive, scaled shoulder blade. You are going to kill one of them. Then, maybe, I’ll allow you to fly again.

      

      Armand wasn’t sure he was breathing when the dragon moved forward in slow, slouching steps, claws scraping along the dirt, leaving imprints.

      “The creature of Shygon himself will perform the sacrifice,” the Dragon King added, his eyes turning to the monster beside him with a glazed gaze of pride.

      How he had ached to see Joshua’s face like that. Full of pride as he took his throne. But this—

      This mockery of everything he had worked toward—

      It didn’t matter if the dragon killed him now, for he knew, from now on, Eedwood was lost. If his people had fallen under a spell, even Deelah and Gunnar, whom he had spotted as he’d climbed onto the dais, had not shown a sign of recognition. And his father—

      Armand tore his gaze away from the death waiting in the beast’s maw to look at his father and found the latter returning his gaze.

      “So this is it,” Armand said, no longer feeling the horror, the gut-wrenching fear.

      “So this is it,” his father echoed, his eyes wide with what Armand had already accepted.

      And despite the direness of their situation, or exactly because of it, an understanding seemed to pass between them. Forgiveness. Neither of them shed a tear as they turned back to the winged dread of the skies that had come to the ground to plague Eedwood, their hands tied by invisible bonds and their fates sealed—the fate of one of them.

      A growl tore through the air, making the castle walls shake.

      “Go ahead, my dear,” Raynar said to his dragon as the latter halted again like a bucking horse. He stepped around the dragon, closer to the dais until only Armand and his father could hear him. Then he whispered. “Let’s give you a death to avenge, Armand.”

      It was all he had to say for Armand to know that he wouldn’t be slaughtered just yet. But his father would.

      His head snapped to the side, eyes searching once more the face of the man who had not acted like a father for most of his years but still was.

      The dragon took another step toward them, but while Raynar remained unflinching at the proximity, Armand found himself and his father cringing. Eventually, the lack of sensations, the absence of fear was flooded as if a dam had broken. Every last bit of him was in a panic.

      His father would die because he had misspoken in the dungeons. Misspoken to a servant of the Dragon King. And apparently, that was what his revenge looked like. Not the artful slaying with an elegant dagger to the throat but a public feeding of his dragon.

      Thank Vala that Addie wasn’t there. There was no way he could live with Addie being part of this. Of seeing this. She deserved to be somewhere far away—even if it was in a cell. Anything was better than this.

      

      The pressure on Addie’s chest grew as Raynar pushed her forward, step by step, while the mindless servants of Eedwood Castle remained dumbfounded by how the monstrosity that she was approached the platform—and the two men upon it. One destined to die, the other destined to be shredded to pieces through the suffering of seeing his father die.

      Addie kept telling herself that it was all right that Hamyn Denderlain would die. All those years he had fueled the hatred between east and west. All those lives lost. Including her parents’, she kept telling herself.

      But there was nothing that could justify the killing of a human being, whether she hated the man or not.

      A bit faster, Adrienne, Raynar sang into her mind, his voice a lure so strong it was hard to resist. A lure, still, and not the command she knew it would become the moment she refused.

      She inched forward, feeling the ground beneath her feet, the stagnant air that brushed her wings, the stench of day-old sweat and blood—

      Her eyes snapped from Hamyn Denderlain to the young lord—to Armand—whom she only now dared assess more closely. His skin in layers of dirt from days in the dungeons, old blood crusting his cheek where he had cut himself on rocks and gravel falling out of harm’s way when Addie had unleashed her fire. She flinched at the thought. His hair was darker than what she remembered, the honey-gold covered in grime and dust the same as his clothes. Yet, his eyes were the same attentive hazel orbs the depths of which she had dwelled in for a couple of days during her time at Eedwood—the happy weeks after he and Gandrett had saved her.

      The next step she took was even harder than the ones before.

      I do enjoy a good torture, Adrienne, but making me wait is not it. Raynar’s words were half-amused as he brushed his hand along the wing within his reach.

      Addie cringed away from his touch, earning another round of aahs and oohs from the spectators.

      But from the young lord, she gained a curious look as if he had noticed something she, herself, wasn’t aware of. Then he glanced at his father, features twisting at the sight of what he’d lose.

      The look that passed between the two of them made Addie pause … just a brief moment of deliberation over whether she was ready to do this, to kill someone. The father of the man she used to believe could be more to her than a friend.

      Raynar caught up with her head, bringing himself closer to the platform on Armand’s side, and gestured for Addie to continue her path toward Hamyn Denderlain.

      She growled, her thoughts unable to sort themselves as she kept struggling with the fact that what she had once believed no longer mattered. He, the hazel-eyed man with the kindest of hearts and the worst of poetry couldn’t matter.

      That moment of hesitation was enough for Raynar to warn her with a touch to her mind. If she didn’t kill Hamyn—

      She shook her head in defiance.

      She couldn’t.

      And she no longer knew if or what she had been about to do—or not do—at the breathless shout of pain that blasted from Armand’s throat.

      Armand!

      In her mind she was yelling his name as she watched him tumble to the wood beneath him, body rigid and eyes unseeing as they rolled in their sockets.

      What are you doing to him? she demanded, a roar accompanying her voiceless words.

      This time, the area around the dais cleared as people darted from her reach. But Addie hardly noticed them. All she could see was Armand’s face, frozen in a grimace of pain.

      Stop it—stop it—stop it, she begged, resorting to a plea rather than demanding anything of the Dragon King, who had slain countless men, women, children, both human and Fae, and was about to do the same to—

      Armand. His name clanged through her like an iron bell.

      In her mind, Raynar’s voice trickled like poisoned honey. You know how to stop it, Adrienne. He waited for her to understand, but when she couldn’t form a clear thought, Kill Lord Hamyn now, and your boy gets to live another day.

      Poison would have been offended to be compared to the tone of his voice, Addie realized as he hummed, strolling toward the old Lord of Eedwood.

      “Quite a fortress you have here, Lord Hamyn,” he said aloud, hands locking behind his back as he turned away from Armand, leaving him where he had dropped.

      The lack of Raynar’s attention loosened the petrification on the young lord, and he began twitching in pain, whimpering as he tried to scramble to his feet, to gain some control over his body.

      “I liked it all those centuries ago,” Raynar continued, now up on the dais and circling around Lord Hamyn like a bird of prey. “Now that I am back, I find it has been poorly maintained.” He met the man’s fearful gaze, ignoring the shaking of his body, the silent prayers to Vala that he kept filtering through his barely-moving lips. “Honestly, all that gravel. Someone needs to clean up this yard.” He wheeled around, eyes halting on Armand. “Maybe you … that is if you survive today.”

      Enough. It was enough. Addie screeched, and the windows closest to her burst from their frames.

      Do it, Adrienne, Raynar said with patient cruelty. I can play this game all day long if you don’t obey.

      Addie stomped her claws into the cracked ground, ready to push herself forward and snap the Dragon King’s neck instead of Hamyn Denderlain’s.

      Instantly, the leash tightened around her chest, and she writhed against it, against the pain that surged through her like searing fire.

      I am not going to force those flames out your maw this time, Adrienne, he explained as if he were depicting the process of making tea. It has to be all you this time. An offering of loyalty to the god of dragons—and to me.

      His eyes snapped up to hers at those last words, and she could read there that he had meant every single one of them. He was ready to torture Armand for days if she didn’t get herself to kill his father.

      Armand’s groan of pain pierced through the conversation in her mind, bringing her massive body to a sudden halt. She lifted her snout and scented the air once more … and there was nothing that spoke of the beginning of fall outside the castle walls, or the freedom she had hoped for when Armand had led her to the dance in Ackwood.

      Armand—

      It took all she had to turn away from him and lower her head at the level of the former Lord of Eedwood.

      With Armand’s groans as reassurance that this was the only way, she submitted to the Dragon King’s wish and opened her jaws right in front of the man.

      She could have sworn the scent of piss filled the air, but she didn’t glance down. Her eyes were on Lord Hamyn’s, and besides the fear, there was something else.

      Again, she yielded to the sense of wrongness. She couldn’t—just couldn’t kill him—

      Armand’s groans grew weaker, his shuffling limbs slower.

      “Do it, or I’ll kill the young Lord of Eedwood,” Raynar said aloud, his voice echoing in her mind, too, a fist of iron punching her guts from the inside and outside alike.

      It was then that Lord Hamyn’s fear grew real and a plea appeared on his lips. “Do it,” he repeated. “I don’t know if you can understand me, dragon, but if you don’t kill me, he will kill my son. And I can’t allow that.” Tears streamed down the lord’s cheeks, beaded lines of raw, crystal emotion that meant that after everything—after all of the years of sending his son into his lands to rid them of Brenheran followers, after ignoring Armand’s wishes, his hopes for a united Sives, after letting Armand’s mother die—the old Lord of Eedwood was more than a power-hungry fool. In the end, he cared for his son. Enough to give his own life.

      Armand coughed under the burden of Raynar’s invisible torture, and a glimpse at him informed Addie that he was spitting blood a second before she scented it in the air.

      “Please,” Lord Hamyn whispered and closed his eyes.

      Addie’s maw remained wide open as she shoved it so close to the lord’s head that but an inch separated his throat from her teeth.

      Snap her jaws shut, it was all she had to do—and all she couldn’t bring herself to do. She couldn’t kill him. She couldn’t just—

      Something hit her lower row of teeth, the impact coming with the taste of warm blood on her slitted tongue. It spread, running along the line of saber-sharp white, dripping from her muzzle, and eventually—

      Addie lowered her gaze and, as the weight lifted from her maw, found lord Hamyn slumping to the ground, blood pooling around his twitching shape where he had rammed his own throat into her teeth to save Armand. His eyes locked on hers in silent absolution. And it was all Addie could do as she roared at the gods to end her so she wouldn’t need to hurt anyone else, not to spin around and make Raynar her next victim. Her maw was already bloodied … but Armand’s choked murmur saved her from herself.

      “Father—”

      Armand—

      Addie stumbled back as Armand crawled to his father’s body—Lord Hamyn, who, by taking matters into his own hands, had saved Addie from the guilt of taking his life.
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      The Brittle Sea greeted them from afar the third morning after Lim left them for Ulfray.

      The first day, both Fae males had been hovering over the envelope the Meister had given her, probing it with both fingers and magic. At first, Gandrett had been scared about what would happen if they managed to open it. Then, when they hadn’t managed to even leave a scratch on the parchment, she had begun to wonder what magic it truly was the Meister possessed. What he was capable of. And Nehelon had confirmed that even he hadn’t known of that magic. She had ended up pocketing the thing with a phrase of defeat and a knot of worry in her stomach at the expression in both Gordan’s and Nehelon’s eyes as they watched the item disappear between layers of fabric.

      “So we just give up?” Nehelon had prompted, and Gandrett had nodded with the words, “If you destroy it attempting to open it, he’ll know,” she reminded them of the Meister’s warning. “And I can’t risk Surel and Kaleb.” And her brother, of course, but Gordan’s promise that Andrew would be leaving the priory put her mind at ease now.

      The next two days, Gandrett had spent most of the time refining her plans on how to convince the former Queen of Fae to not tear off her son’s head at his arrival at her hideout, and while Gordan had been talkative and supportive the way only Gordan could be, Nehelon had returned to being his brooding self—the one she had spent months with before Lei’Vreah. Whatever time she didn’t spend on that, she spent on avoiding being alone with Nehelon for even a minute. Too dangerous the terrain for her to slip up and seek his nearness—and be rejected yet again.

      “In case you have anything constructive to add, now would be the time,” she informed him as she stopped, finally able to see the outline of the fishing village the two males had been talking about for hours.

      “To what?” Nehelon prompted, pulling his pack from his shoulders and rummaging in it for his waterskin.

      “What are we going to say to Queen Liri?” Gandrett repeated what she had asked a moment ago, right before they had reached the crossroads.

      “I’m not going to say anything,” he informed her with a frown that made him look older than his glamoured self.

      Gordan flashed Gandrett a knowing grin.

      “And why is that”—she paused, suppressing the urge to call him Prince or King or any other title that he may or may not be aware he should hold—“Nehelon?”

      The latter cocked his head as if the answer were common knowledge before he opened the waterskin with his teeth and drank deeply, leaving droplets of water escaping his lips and sliding down his chin and throat as he kept his gaze trained on her.

      “Savage,” she complained.

      He shrugged. “It would hurt if that complaint came from a lady.” He pondered for a moment, eyes sweeping over her dusty pants and tunic. “I’ve never had a lady complain about my … well, savageness,” he added with a grin that made Gandrett wish to throttle him—and conjured crimson heat into her cheeks. She turned away so quickly she almost stumbled over her own feet. She, a trained fighter who never lost her balance. That Fae bastard—

      Gordan’s features twisted, and he shot her a look that she couldn’t fully interpret. So she stopped trying and continued on her track. “We don’t even know where exactly to find her. And we don’t know what state we will find her in—if we find her.”

      Gordan nodded while Nehelon lifted his shoulders an inch, piercing her with diamond blue eyes. “I already told you I am not going there for her. I am going there for you.”

      It was all he said. And it hit her with the force of a battering ram. Right in the chest.

      For days, it had been as if their conversation had never happened, as if they had never reconciled in Lei’Vreah, and as if she had never kissed him—and as if he had never rejected her. He was just the same old Lonnie for whom Gandrett had so many violent words that she could hardly voice one of them.

      And yet, there were those moments when his honesty laid her bare. Like that moment, just now, when he reminded her of his promise with words so plain and direct that she wondered if that male was the same who had just made her blush with fury—she told herself it had been fury. It was easier to admit than that a part of her was quite curious to know that savage part of him.

      “The last time someone returned from the Lost Mountains, they spoke of marshlands, forests, and deserts, all on the main island, while the smaller ones are basically mountain tops, rough, clefted stone that holds no room for life other than insects and birds—snakes maybe,” Gordan changed the topic back to the task ahead.

      “Then it’s perfect for Queen Liri,” Nehelon noted with a snort.

      Gandrett didn’t fail to notice that he hadn’t called his mother his mother but that he had called her Queen Liri. It said more about their relationship than she was comfortable knowing.

      Anything Nehelon used to be was a mystery—most of it still was—but getting to know that side of him, the side that had parents and a bad relationship with them, and still struggling with getting over what happened hundreds of years ago … it made him human in a way nothing else ever had.

      “She would do equally well as a troll in the marshlands as she would in a snake pit,” Gordan added, more for Nehelon’s benefit than for progress of the conversation. However, his comment coaxed a dark chuckle from the male who was supposed to wear the crown of Ulfray.

      “Why don’t you two tell me a bit more about what to expect when we get there, rather than speaking in bad metaphors?” she suggested and earned a nod from Gordan and a frown, paired with an expression of unease pulling on his mouth, from Nehelon.

      “Is there a way I can convince you not to go?” he asked in a tone that informed her that he wasn’t expecting a yes.

      Gandrett shook her head and continued down the winding path that led to the fishing village a bit land-inward from the ocean where the river opened into a fertile delta framed in purple and lilac—the flowers that spread wherever there was water and life in Lapidos; she remembered the hint from the old man in Nisea. She also remembered his other words.

      Your destiny is searching for you, and you will need to remember who you are before the end.

      A glance at the brooding male with the diamond gaze was enough to stomp the idea that he might be her destiny farther back into the darker pits of her stomach. He was Fae. He might have already found his Mate in Ygri all those years ago—and lost her too soon to even acknowledge the bond—and might have lost all ability to love again.

      The way his lips twisted as he gave her a sour look only fortified that there was no way that he was the fate that had been searching for her.

      “So what do you want to know, Gandrett?” Gordan asked, more helpful than she could have ever hoped for.

      She kicked a stone out of her path and shrugged. “Anything useful. Like, what magic does she have? Does she have any weaknesses? Is she more of a talker or a doer?” Her questions hung in the air as they marched along, Riho circling above them.

      Nehelon had decided to keep the bird with them on their journey so he could scout ahead and report anything noteworthy—good or bad. So far, all Riho had found were burned-down houses scattered across the lands and the prospect of a barge within the next few days. Gandrett tried not to think about the former and tried to be hopeful about the latter.

      “She is horrible at rhetorics,” Nehelon offered, much to Gandrett’s surprise, but before she could respond in any way, he added, “she was horrible even at bedtime stories.” She might have laughed, had he not given her a sideways glance that made her shudder with the darkness he had endured as a child—or youngling, whatever it was Fae called their little ones.

      “Do you remember when she told stories about the Dragon King?” Gordan asked, and his lips split into a grin—for the briefest of seconds before his face turned dark with the ghosts of their past.

      “You didn’t need to listen to them,” Nehelon quipped at Gordan, the two of them walking side by side the way the first-year acolytes used to at the priory when they attended their first lessons.

      Friends, she noted with gratitude that Nehelon hadn’t been alone through all of it. Even with Valyn around, Gordan had been closer than his twin brother.

      “No, I only had to listen to your hour-long retellings.” They shared a knowing look as they strode, both of them strong, powerful, deadly—and both of them lovable in their own way.

      Nehelon laughed. A real laugh this time. “Why should it be only me who suffers,” he said with a grin, which, for a moment, wiped the brooding male off his face and allowed Gandrett a glimpse at the Nehelon who had entrusted his soul to the male who walked beside him.

      “All right,” Gandrett huffed, pretending she hadn’t noticed, gifting them that moment of sharing an unpleasant and a pleasant memory at once after the long, long time Nehelon had been on his own and Gordan had been trapped in a painting. “Not a talker then—at least, not a good one.”

      She slowed, letting the males lead the way even if there was no way to lead, for their destination was in plain view. She just felt like hiding for a bit. Gathering her thoughts, her own childhood memories. Those of her mother, who would never see her as a grown woman. Of her father, who would have put both Nehelon and Gordan to work on the farm had he spied their biceps—

      “She has magic similar to Nehelon,” Gordan finally said, glancing back over his shoulder with a look that spoke more than just the meaning of his words. Unfathomably powerful, it seemed to say.

      “The elements,” Gandrett listed, “healing, speaking to animals.” She paused and trotted along behind them, her legs so much shorter, and the two of them in sync as if they were falling into an old pattern. “What else can you do?”

      Again, it was Nehelon who responded first, but his answer was more of a punch to the gut than she could have imagined. “You mean besides what all those ladies praise me for who don’t complain about my savageness?” He glanced over his shoulder and winked.

      Gandrett could have sworn Gordan chuckled.

      “It’s not the elements he can manipulate,” Gordan responded. “He can bend nature to his will.”

      As if to prove it, Nehelon held out a hand to the side, and violet blossoms rose into the air in his wake, dancing around Gandrett in swirls until they spiraled above her head and out of sight. She gaped after them, believing for a brief moment that she had never seen anything more beautiful.

      Then, Nehelon turned around, walking backward and grinning, glamour-free for once as he studied her reaction.

      “Nature,” he repeated before he turned back to face their path toward the west.

      “And your mother can do the same?” she quizzed, jogging for a couple of steps to catch up with them.

      “She used to make beautiful arrangements in the palace gardens,” he retorted, his response not at all helpful and very much frustrating.

      Gandrett fell into step beside Gordan, eying Nehelon around the male’s powerful chest. “You are not being helpful, Lonnie,” she shot at him, and his gaze met hers, a spark flickering inside the diamond for a fraction of a second before it was smothered by the all-business face that he conjured.

      “Lonnie?” Gordan asked with a snort, and Gandrett couldn’t help but laugh, mind wandering to that first time she had called him Lonnie. The force of his body as he had pinned her against the wall, his scent as it had tickled her nose for the first time, the realization of how other he was. How unspeakably fascinating and beautiful and utterly annoying. Her laugh faded as Nehelon growled.

      “It’s kind of a nickname,” Gandrett explained and earned another growl.

      “It’s not,” Nehelon objected, voice so cold even the Dragon King would have frozen before him.

      Both Gandrett and Gordan looked up, his tone implying that there wouldn’t be any discussion about whether or not Lonnie was his nickname.

      “What is it, brother?” Gordan finally asked, not shying away from the darkness in Nehelon’s gaze.

      And Nehelon sighed. “It’s what my mother called me.”

      

      They made it to the village before nightfall, Gandrett letting herself fall behind again and Gordan and Nehelon whispering at Fae volume about their journey, about the past four hundred years, about Vala or Shygon or Hel, she didn’t know and didn’t care. All she could think about for now was how she had hurt Nehelon by calling him the name his mother had called him. Had she known—

      No, had she known, in the beginning, it would have only encouraged her more to use it to provoke him.

      But later…

      Had she known later, she would have refrained from piercing into his ancient heart with a needle that originated in his own blood. Lonnie—

      A smile tugged on her lips as she studied him from the side as he fastened his glamour and checked Gordan’s before he scanned the village with his Fae sight.

      “There.” He jerked his chin at the pier under the small tavern where some of the fishermen were seeking distraction in the regional liquor assortments.

      Gandrett strained her eyes to see what he had been gesturing at.

      “Do you think we should even try to obtain it in a legal way, or should we just—”

      “Pay for it, of course,” Gandrett interjected before Gordan could finish his words, even if she could only guess he was talking about stealing a boat.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Nehelon winked at her as he strode past, and her stomach did a funny thing that she truly had no patience for at the moment. So she packed away her grin and followed him, Gordan right behind her, down to the pier where a couple of men were hauling in a barge big enough to provide at least a bedroom or two and a small kitchen.

      She had never been on a boat, but she was certain her room from Everrun had to fit inside.

      On the way down, curious eyes followed them in the orange light of the setting sun, the intense glow making it hard to see details as they descended a graveled path that crossed the main square and led directly to the pier Nehelon had been aiming for. She wasn’t sure what the captain saw when he spotted Nehelon and Gordan, but he shrank an inch at their approach before his eyes fell on Gandrett and he smoothed his face over.

      “We’re done for the day,” he said by way of greeting, his accent heavily Lapidonian.

      Nehelon reached into his pocket and flipped a leather pouch at the man, who caught it with one hand, his bushy eyebrows rising beneath his gray mane.

      “You’re not one for words, are you?” he asked as he dropped the rope in his other hand into the waiting fingers of another fisherman, and shook the pouch, face brightening at the clinking of coins inside.

      “Believe me, words have never been his thing,” Gandrett confirmed and earned a warning look from Nehelon.

      She didn’t care. She might not have much experience in the real world, but it was time she spoke, at least to a couple of people who weren’t members of the Order of Vala or Shygon worshippers trying to kill her or Fae trying to annoy her. Just … well, people. It might have been her last chance before sailing off to the Lost Mountains where no sane human would ever travel.

      “You better count the coins before you give us your boat,” she added. “He has been known to deceive people.”

      Nehelon shot a look like daggers at her while Gordan snickered behind her.

      “I don’t deceive people,” Nehelon objected, turning to Gandrett and leaving the dumbfounded captain to count the gold that was undoubtedly plentiful enclosed in the soft, brown leather.

      “Right.” Gandrett stepped forward and laid her hand on his forearm in a gesture so normal that she only noticed when it lay there. When she glanced up, his eyes were waiting for hers, millions of questions hidden beneath diamond blue.

      “Is it enough?” Gandrett asked the captain, who looked up from the gold in his palm with glazed eyes.

      “Of course it is,” Gordan responded, no doubt in his words, and by the look in the captain’s eyes, he agreed.

      Gordan stepped past the fishermen, who all seemed to leap out of his way as the powerful male approached. No matter how good his glamour was, Gordan was a beast of a man, a purebred warrior. Beside him, even Nehelon’s impressive amount of muscle paled.

      “Don’t expect it to be returned in one piece,” Nehelon said as he slid out from under Gandrett’s hand and took the rope out of the fisherman’s hand to toss it back on board. “And don’t bother to unload the provisions. We’ll need them.”

      And that was that.

      Obviously dismissed, all fishermen stepped away from the boat, leaving a couple of ropes for Nehelon to pick up and send sailing back over the railing before he held out his hand to Gandrett to help her up the gangplank.

      Gandrett watched, wordless, the way the two Fae males took over the boat, but she didn’t take Nehelon’s hand when he nodded at her to move. Instead, she set one proud step after the other. She knew very well how to walk on her own, and the narrow plank didn’t intimidate her half as much as holding Nehelon’s hand—even if it was for a mere second.

      “I thought Fae couldn’t lie,” she whispered at him when she strode past him, head high, despite the sweat and dirt on her face.

      All she got in response was a low growl. Enough to know she had hit a nerve. She smiled.

      “Thank you, Captain,” she called and saluted with two fingers to her forehead the way she had seen guards do in Ackwood and Eedwood.

      The captain was still too busy, trying to understand what had just happened, as were his men.

      By the time they unfroze, the boat was already moving, driven by a wind that hadn’t been there a minute ago, and Gandrett found Nehelon’s eyes on her, teeth bared, and the glamour gradually fading.

      

      Gordan was a blurry shape in Gandrett’s peripheral vision as he leaned against the railing, eyes intent on Nehelon’s back as he studied his friend, but his chuckle touched her ears nonetheless.

      “You want to tell me you don’t deceive people?” she provoked.

      The boat was fast enough to leave the village behind within minutes, allowing Gandrett to barely notice the rocking motion of the boards beneath her as all she could focus on was the male before her.

      “Lying and deceiving are two entirely different things, Gandrett,” he growled, a muscle feathering in his jaw as he pinned her with his gaze.

      “And you cannot lie. But you can deceive,” she pointed out. “You have been deceiving people for centuries.”

      “It was necessary,” he retorted. “And it is none of your concern who I deceive.”

      “Because what, Nehelon?” she prompted. “Because you did it all for the greater good?” Gandrett wasn’t sure where the heat was coming from as her words shot out like projectiles. “Because you did it to save your brother?”

      “I did do it to save my brother.” He lowered his hands to his sides as if readying himself to draw the sword and hunting knife on his belt but froze there. “More than that. I did it to save the King of Ulfray. And his people with him.”

      Gandrett burst out in laughter. “The king,” she repeated. “You really have no idea, do you?”

      The sun vanished behind the horizon, leaving only an orange glow that gave both Fae males a heart-cracking outline. Gandrett reined in her amusement as Nehelon growled again.

      “I don’t know what?” he demanded, voice so tense she was sure that if she pushed him, this time he wouldn’t hold back and toss her over the railing.

      Gordan shoved away from the latter and stepped closer, his hand reaching for Nehelon’s shoulder. However, Nehelon had already taken a step toward Gandrett, more intimidating than he had ever been before, now that he didn’t need to hide a thing from her.

      “I did it to save the king,” he snarled.

      Gandrett couldn’t help but chuckle with irony. “And yet, here he is, putting himself in danger as he searches for a way to save all of Neredyn.” The words were out before she could stop them.

      Nehelon turned into a Fae-sized statue in front of her, his gaze burning with crystal fire the only thing in motion as he demanded, “What, in Shaelak’s name, are you talking about?”

      “If you need me, I’ll be at the helm, making sure we don’t hit rocks and shatter the boat while you’re distracted,” Gordan offered, and Gandrett didn’t fail to notice the humor in his words.

      She made a mental note to thank the male later. He could have told Nehelon the truth a long time ago, during those first days in Lei’Vreah when he’d woken from the curse. Or any time since Nehelon had joined them in the fiery ruins of the farm. Instead, he had left it up to her to tell him when she was ready. Not that she would ever be ready.

      And now—

      Now, it was out, and Nehelon was eyeing her as if she had just plunged a sword into his chest.

      “What are you saying, Gandrett?” he asked, his voice hard as the diamond in his eyes.

      Breathing became an impossibility as his gaze bore into hers, questions and accusation heavy as he took another step closer.

      Gandrett swallowed the lump in her throat as she inched back against the railing until her fingers could curl around the rusty metal, the waves behind her suddenly a less scary option than the lethal creature before her. Her breath came in nervous gusts, and her heart sloshed in her throat like a wild animal.

      Where was the cool, calculated fighter? Where was Vala’s Blade? As if in answer, heavy, gray clouds covered the stars that were beginning to glimmer in the darkening sky.

      Every muscle in her body was coiled to defend herself as the rightful King of Ulfray took another step forward, his face towering above her, his chest an inch from hers, his gaze speaking volumes of pain and violence as he growled. “I may not be able to lie, Gandrett, but you most certainly can.”

      For a moment, the world stood still, his eyes locked on hers, their breaths mingling on the breeze that swept along the boat, and for a brief second, Gandrett believed she saw something like hope flicker in the pale-blue orbs that kept staring her down.

      For a second.

      Then, Nehelon turned on his heels and strode for the cabin door, not looking back once as he followed where Gordan had disappeared to.

      

      What, in Vala’s name, had just happened?

      Nehelon grabbed the doorknob so hard it pulverized in his grasp as he fled into the cabin. From a couple of feet ahead, Gordan measured him across his shoulder, dark eyes full of understanding and disappointment all at once.

      This couldn’t be happening. None of it. He hadn’t just spent days and days and days to convince himself that Gandrett may one day be the queen at Valyn’s side only to let Gandrett’s taunting pull him under.

      Was this her cruel vengeance for everything he’d put her through? If so, he deserved it—the gods knew he did.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Gordan asked, concern now adding to the palette of emotions on his tan features.

      Nehelon shook his head.

      Not now. Not later. Not ever.

      Not until—

      He could still hear her heart racing. And the fear in her eyes as he had approached her—

      Nehelon shook his head once more. “There are more important things ahead that we’ll need to deal with. Gandrett Brayton’s moods aren’t one of them.”

      Gordan raised an eyebrow in response but didn’t push him. “I’m here to talk, you know that.” He sounded exactly like he had four hundred years ago before the curse had fallen. His friend. His brother.

      “I do.” Nehelon joined Gordan at the helm, eyeing the two small doors at each side that lead to what had to be bedrooms, kitchen, and washroom. He’d been on enough barges to know how they were built. He also knew that he’d rather sleep on the floor beside Gordan’s bed than expose himself to Gandrett’s allure one more second.

      He joined Gordan in observing how the river opened into the night-tinted ocean, half a thought keeping the wind up so they would move forward with that unnatural speed. Far, far away from all the dangers that they had left behind, on solid ground, and right into new dangers the dimensions of which Gandrett had no idea.
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      Gandrett felt the sea deep in her stomach. The uncomfortable swaying of the barge pretending to rock her to sleep. However, sleep eluded her. All she could think of were Nehelon’s bared teeth and his hard gaze—no sign of any recognition of what she had let slip.

      She turned over in the narrow bed, wondering if she’d made a good choice, getting onto a boat with Nehelon where the only escape would be the black waters beneath them.

      At least, her stomach had kept the bread and cheese down that Gordan had brought to her room.

      She frowned at the boards that made up the wall, wondering how many layers exactly separated her from plunging into the wet depths outside.

      Gordan had given her a tired smile as he’d sat down beside her on the bed and said, “If you want him to know, you’ll need to spell it out for him.”

      And Gandrett had shaken her head in frustration. One, because she wasn’t sure if she wanted him to know—not that he was the rightful king but because of the implications that came with it. Two, because —

      There was no reason why other than her damn pride and worry over what would happen if he did know. If he would reject her just the same.

      “Why don’t you tell him,” she had countered. “You’ve known him for a day or two. You should know better than I do how to get his Fae head to grasp it.”

      He had ruffled her hair and put down the plate between them. “I will tell him in two days’ time.”

      “Why not sooner?”

      “Because I wasn’t sure that it’s the truth until you admitted you love him.” He had gotten to his feet and reached across the narrow space for the door—on which the knob was still intact, compared to the one on the outside of the cabin. “And since I heard you tell him today—even if it was in the twisted Gandrett way that only you can come up with, and even if he didn’t fully understand—I want to give you the chance to make up your mind and make him understand.”

      She’d given the male a horrified look and asked if Nehelon could hear them through the walls, which Gordan had answered with a wave of his hand into the air. “Shields work wonders in all sorts of ways,” he’d pointed out. And then he had bid her goodnight and left her to become a shrimp-like curl beneath a thin woolen blanket.

      She hadn’t stopped thinking about the what-ifs of the situation, and all of them led to one and the same conundrum. He had to learn the truth of who he was, but he couldn’t learn about how she felt for him. At least, not before they made it to the Lost Mountains and back. Then her mind would be open for reassessing whether or not showing him a hint of her feelings would end in a disaster.

      Her head heavy with thoughts and her stomach full of rocking sea-waves, Gandrett didn’t notice when the door opened and a tall figure slid into the room, at least, not until the clicking sound of the door closing again drove her to sit upright in her bed. Her hand rushed to her sword, the other balling into a punch-ready fist as her magic stirred, readying to strike, and she cursed quietly that she had extinguished the small oil lamp that hung from the low ceiling.

      “And here I thought I could sneak up on you,” Nehelon murmured into the darkness.

      Gandrett exhaled a sigh of relief and inhaled a breath of a different sort of fear the next moment.

      She had been counting on Nehelon’s evasive nature to make it through the two days Gordan had promised without having to tell him—or at least, to have some time to think about how to bring it up again. Or—the more senseless hope had been that they’d make it to the island before the two days were over. On land, they’d be busy enough not to get into any drama—

      She focused on breathing evenly.

      “What—no sharp words?” Nehelon asked, the taunting and teasing back in his tone. “You aren’t kicking me out?”

      Gandrett closed her eyes, considering his question before she prompted, “You would simply turn into a Nehelon rock again and refuse to let me shove you out, so what’s the point?”

      His chuckle flowed into the night like liquid velvet as he leaned against the wall next to the door, head slightly ducked so he wouldn’t hit the ceiling.

      “And if you find this funny, I can’t help but think you truly are the heartless, cruel Fae I was brought up to believe you are.”

      He chuckled again, the sound laced with irony this time.

      “Why are you here anyway?” Gandrett bit at him, her hand remaining on her sword out of instinct, not because she believed she could defeat him with it if she needed to.

      Nehelon moved in the shadows, so quiet the sound of waves crashing against the barge swallowed up any noise the movement of his sly feet could make. The room, small on its own, became crammed with Fae, with Nehelon, his scent tickling Gandrett’s nose as he sat at the edge of the bed as far away from her as the space would allow it.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” he huffed and folded his arms across his chest, and she noted the dim light of stars breaking on the pale fabric of his shirt.

      Gandrett cocked her head and slid back toward where a wall served as a headboard. “And you couldn’t haunt any other part of the boat? It had to be my room?” She wasn’t sure if her annoyance came across as authentic. The truth was her heart was beating for more than one reason, and the darkness between them was only a minor one.

      “I could have,” Nehelon agreed in a tone that made it clear that there was no way he would have. “But then I heard you toss and turn and was wo—” He cut himself off, leaning against the wall at the foot of the bed.

      Gandrett tried to pierce through the shadows that lay on his face with her gaze, tried to read in his eyes what it was that he was holding back, but her human eyes were weak.

      “Unfair,” she mumbled more to herself.

      But Nehelon prompted, “What is unfair?” He turned his head so the light fell on his face and she could make out his profile; the angles and planes that she had studied for so many weeks during their travels. “Life in general or just that there isn’t a bed long enough for me on this boat?”

      She could make out the attempt at humor in his words, but his tone told her that he was serious. That life wasn’t fair and least of all to him.

      And, by the gods, how right he was.

      A long silence spread that thickened the darkness to an impenetrable haze.

      Gandrett reached into her magic cache and pulled a tiny flame from her fingers that she sent up toward the oil lamp until the wick caught onto it and the warm glow grew enough to fill the cabin.

      “You’ve made progress,” Nehelon complimented, his features now heartbreakingly visible.

      Gandrett huffed her agreement. She had made progress. Every time she had used her magic, she had learned anew how powerful it was—and how dangerous for herself and others. She had practiced little things. Summoning crumbs of soil on breaks or while walking when Nehelon and Gordan had been walking ahead, debating things at Fae volume, or pulling flames from the fire they’d built some nights.

      “It’s important that I can control it to a full extent,” she told him truthfully and found him nodding, his brows furrowing.

      Their gazes met, and for a moment, there was only the softening crystal in his eyes that existed, and for that one moment, Gandrett couldn’t tell if it was the swaying of the boat or him that made her feel like she no longer had solid ground beneath her.

      When her stomach had turned into a fireball, and Nehelon still wasn’t looking away, she heaved a breath. “I wish I could see inside your mind,” she whispered, barely daring to say the words.

      Nehelon didn’t look away. “Ask me again,” he murmured, “why I’m here, I mean.”

      Gandrett’s mouth went dry at his request, her voice a croak as she asked, “Why are you here?”

      For a painful second, he was silent, a statue once more, but not of shock but of beauty in firelight.

      “I couldn’t bear the thought of not knowing,” he admitted, not turning his gaze away.

      Gandrett felt the fireball climb from her stomach up to her chest. “Knowing what?” Her voice trembled like young leaves in a spring breeze.

      “If you lied.” He straightened and slid along the edge of the bed until he was within arm’s reach. “This morning,” he added. “I don’t usually need to ask, you know, with centuries of calling people on their lies, but this—”

      His throat bobbed as he lifted his hand, hesitantly reaching out to brush a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “About the king—” His voice trailed away as if he was embarrassed to even bring it up, but his eyes remained locked on hers, determined to unearth all lies, all secrets.

      Gandrett’s heart thundered in her chest, a treacherous beast that she would not be able to tame. Not with Nehelon’s hand lingering in the air before her, a silent reminder of how his touch had set her on fire at the solstice in Ackwood. All she wanted was to remember why it wasn’t smart to allow herself to give in to the need to experience that sensation once more.

      All of the moments of pain since she had met him, all of the times she had thought that there had been something between them, just to be reminded that she was nothing more than a tool, a means to an end—

      Gandrett closed her eyes to gather her thoughts. She had freed the lands of Ulfray of the curse because she had fallen in love with the rightful king. The rightful king. King Nehelon Alleyan Idresea.

      His fingers grazed along her cheekbone, a silent request for her to relieve him from his doubts.

      When Gandrett’s eyes fluttered open, she knew what she had to do.

      Nehelon’s eyes were still on her, their blue a stormy gray in the firelight as he waited, waited, waited for Gandrett to breathe, to find her courage—the one that the fighter never lacked but her heart had given up on.

      “The king on Ulfray’s throne is not the rightful king.” She finally found her voice.

      For a heartbeat, Gandrett thought he would burst out in laughter or rage about how she could even suggest something like that. That it was treason to even think it. The gods knew he had gotten upset about less. But he remained still, the diamond in his eyes shattering into a million fragments as he was trying to dissolve the meaning in her words.

      And Gandrett waited for him to understand.

      “Why?” he finally murmured, the shards piecing themselves back together in an array of glamour-free Fae beauty. “What makes you believe that Valyn is not the rightful king?”

      Gandrett heaved a breath. It was now or never.

      “Because I saved the lands of Ulfray by falling in love with the rightful king.” She paused, trying to read from his face if he had aligned the truths in his mind, but his expression remained neutrally calm, not unreadable, though. Something like a flicker of hope glimmered in his eyes. “And my love is not for him.”

      Nehelon’s fingers twitched as he released them from their static position beside her face.

      “He is not the rightful king,” he whispered, and finally, his face lit up in a spark of understanding. “He is not,” he repeated, his finger now grazing up her cheek. “Not him but—”

      Gandrett nodded, and this time, all awkwardness fell off her like a shell the sudden fire in his gaze had cracked open. There was no Gandrett, Child of Vala, not even the goddess of life she’d once served. It was just Gandrett, the human girl who had hatched from a cocoon the world had forced upon her. And outside of it, Nehelon was waiting, face full of recognition and a different sort of fear that she had never seen on his face before.

      “Nehelon Alleyan Idresea,” Gandrett breathed.

      Nehelon dipped his chin an inch, just enough to let her know he understood, and pulled his hand back.

      

      “Nehelon Alleyan Idresea.” Gandrett’s words hung in the air between them. The air that had gone taut.

      Could it be? Could it be real that after all those months of shoving aside any emotion that stirred in the presence, at the mere thought of Gandrett Brayton, he had been denying himself something that would be his salvation?

      He dropped his hand, no longer able to touch her. No longer capable of being close to her without his need to crush her against him taking over.

      But Gandrett’s face didn’t fall with disappointment this time the way it had at his reaction after her lips had brushed his earlier. By the gods, she had kissed him. She had tried to tell him, and he had been too busy denying himself to understand—

      By his own reflection in her moss green eyes, he knew that he had shed all the masks he’d so desperately clung to in her presence. All the layers he’d pulled around himself—his heart—to keep sane. And he knew she saw him. Saw the male who yearned for every breath she took, for every word she spoke. For everything she had to offer, whether it was her friendship—which he would have gladly taken, had she not just told him that she loved Nehelon Alleyan Idresea.

      Him.

      His hand twitched back toward her, eager for the warmth of her skin, and when Gandrett leaned closer, eyes shuttering as she inhaled deeply, he knew there was no way back for him. Not if he gave in now.

      But he had promised her something a long time ago—a lifetime ago, it felt like. A lifetime when Valyn had been the rightful King of Ulfray and Nehelon’s sole purpose had been to find someone to break the curse, someone who could love the rightful king.

      Her face was so close that all he needed to do was take a deep breath, and his lips would seal over hers. But he halted, reminding himself of that promise.

      “Not until you ask me to,” he whispered against her mouth, losing himself in the depths of her eyes, in the mysteries that her thoughts were and had always been.

      And he was almost certain she would balk, that she would turn and run or reach for her sword at his mindless assumption she was waiting for him to touch her—to kiss her.

      “Kiss me, Nehelon,” she whispered.

      And her words, a soft brush of warmth on his lips, were his undoing.

      

      When Nehelon’s lips crashed down on hers, it wasn’t the sweet kiss she had imagined, neither the passionate explosion she had dreaded. It was a slow heat like twigs catching fire. And the flames spread—through her mouth, her chest, her arms, and hands until they welled all the way down to her toes.

      “Gandrett—” Her name was a moaned rush of heat onto her lips as he pulled away for a moment. Just long enough to catch her breath. “I—”

      Whatever was on his mind, whatever words he couldn’t manage to speak, Gandrett didn’t care with her skin tingling where his fingers brushed along her jaw, her throat, behind her neck where they lingered, fingertips digging into her hair.

      “I—” he tried again, his voice hardly recognizable, raw, and brimming with emotions that Gandrett could only guess. Emotions she couldn’t truly guess, for despite everything, Nehelon remained an enigma. An enigma capable of coaxing a groan from her as the tip of his tongue swept over her lower lip.

      Her mouth fell open, a reaction she couldn’t control driven by the intensity of a sensation in her stomach that probably no one in all of Neredyn could have controlled.

      Nehelon’s hand tightened at her neck, securing her mouth against his as his kisses deepened, and the taste of him—

      It was hard to keep a coherent thought as his tongue explored her mouth, her teeth, in soft, delicate strokes, but she didn’t want to forget one single second of this moment. None of it. Especially not the way her magic coiled in her chest as their breaths became ragged, gasps of desperation to melt into each other. Not the feel of his lips as they devoured hers, not the heat that each tickling touch of his tongue to hers induced. Not the sound he made deep in his throat as she grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him closer, closer, until he was pushing her back onto the pillows, his muscled chest against hers, the blankets beneath them, and everything else fading from her mind.
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      Gandrett woke to the shrieks of seagulls and the warmth of Nehelon’s arms banded tightly around her. It took a moment to remember how she had gotten there—or how he had gotten into her bed. A bed in a tiny cabin on a moderately small barge, which was supposed to take them to an island of the Lost Mountains where Nehelon’s mother dwelled.

      She inhaled the male’s scent, allowing herself to drown in it for a moment before she turned her head just enough to see his face. And at the sight of the glamourless beauty of his relaxed features, memories of the night before returned, not only to her mind but her entire body.

      Her lips tingled at the phantom touch of his mouth, so did her throat where he had grazed along the way he had at the solstice. Only, this time, he hadn’t pulled back, and she hadn’t scolded him. She had made sounds she hadn’t even known herself capable of. And she hadn’t stopped kissing him until exhaustion of a different kind had taken both of them over and they had fallen asleep still half glued together.

      The waves of the sea rocked them like an extra pair of arms, cradling their own little world in careful hands. She knew it would be time to get up and face what lay ahead of them soon, to at least pilgrimage to the bathing room across from her bedroom to change into a fresh pair of clothes, the ones she was wearing drenched in Nehelon’s scent. She wouldn’t object to smelling that fairytale odor for the rest of eternity, but what would Gordan think? What would Nehelon think if she kept on those pants and tunic until they fell apart?

      As if her thought were his cue, Nehelon stirred, his arms around her tightening before he unfolded the one on top of her.

      “Good morning,” he murmured, blinking at her as if he was still waking up from a very captivating dream.

      Gandrett rolled to the side so she was facing him, no longer anxious that if she moved, he’d magically disappear.

      “Good morning,” she echoed.

      For a long second, she allowed herself to marvel at the clear blue of his eyes, the thick black frame of lashes that made them look like sleepy stars.

      “I had a dream last night,” Nehelon murmured as the muscles in his arm under her neck moved when he caught the end of her braid from her shoulder.

      Gandrett waited silently for him to continue, too absorbed in the way his face didn’t ice over when he met her gaze, the way his lips curled at the sides, not in a mocking, taunting grin but a tiny smile that she wasn’t even sure he was aware of. She tucked the sight away in her memory for when she would eventually have to wake up and face what awaited them on the island.

      “I dreamed of summer in Lei’Vreah,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. “I dreamed of music and dancing and the trees by the Fae Falls raining flower petals.” He played with her braid, his gaze, despite the fact that it was locked on hers, absent like in a different year, a different century.

      Gandrett wondered if the magic of the night before was wearing off, if it was time for her to simply slip out of bed and take the memories as a keepsake. The King of Ulfray—the rightful King. What was she thinking?

      But his free hand slid under the blanket to find hers between them, fingers lacing into hers as he pulled both their hands to his chest and sighed a breath that spoke of more than the four centuries he had been hunting for someone to break the curse on Ulfray and fall in love with the king—fall in love with him.

      “I don’t know what last night means,” he said, now studying the ceiling rather than meeting her gaze, and Gandrett felt the familiar cold of rejection creeping into her bones. But Nehelon tugged her closer with his arm around her shoulders and smiled. “I don’t know what it means for Valyn. I don’t know how I can step back into his sight, knowing that I have kissed the woman he is waiting for to return.”

      Gandrett’s stomach unclenched and curled into a ball of iron a moment later.

      “I don’t know either,” she agreed, not ready to think about it—or anything else—before she had gotten used to Nehelon’s warmth beside her, before her senses were saturated with his scent.

      “I—” he started just the way he had when they had kissed. But he didn’t continue. And Gandrett didn’t ask. For now, he was all that existed. Not the rightful King of Ulfray but Nehelon. The male she had hated so dearly before she had gotten to know hidden facets of him, before he had all but tossed her into Valyn’s arms, who she had hated, and learned to forgive. And who she loved.

      “Shhh…” It was all she could think of to say, and when she nestled her head onto his shoulder, he didn’t object. He pulled her even closer until she lay flush against his side, and heaved a long breath.

      “I could lie like this forever,” he murmured into her hair, his heart beating steadily under their hands and the waves no longer making Gandrett’s stomach uncomfortable. Every last bit of her was busy feeling him, hearing him, smelling him as she closed her eyes, content to go back to sleep, for, within Nehelon’s embrace, Gandrett finally felt like home might be a word she could add to her vocabulary once more. She nodded an inch, just enough to let him know she agreed, and his low chuckle told her he understood.

      

      It was about noon when Gordan’s voice tore through the wooden door, his fist bumping against it and making it rattle. “Lazy pack. Up with you!”

      Nehelon sat upright in the small bed, arms sliding off Gandrett as if someone had caught him red-handed, committing a crime.

      That was exactly how Gandrett felt, too. She rolled out of bed and to her feet, wondering if she would have continued marveling at Nehelon’s features while he was resting with closed eyes and no frown attached to his general expression for once, had Gordan not taken it upon himself to bring them back to reality.

      “Those two days are not over,” Gandrett shouted at the door as she stepped into her boots and felt that the washroom was a good idea after all.

      Gordan’s chuckle greeted her over Nehelon’s shoulder as the latter opened the door, shirt hanging out of his pants on one side and hair ruffled unruly like he had been—well, exactly what he had been doing.

      “I see I don’t need to deliver the news,” he said to Gandrett, dark eyes full of light as they went back and forth between his friend, and rightful king, and Gandrett.

      She hid the crimson of her cheeks behind a grin and countered, “It seems there is one thing that outdoes his broodiness.” And when both males gave her inquisitive glances, she shrugged and added, “His nosiness.”

      While Nehelon frowned, Gordan roared a laugh. “A quite un-royal trait,” he noted, and Gandrett joined in, her heart light for once at the sight of her friend and the male who had kissed her, side by side, one rolling with laughter, the other trying to suppress a smile that seemed to be tugging on his lip.

      Her chest swelled with emotion, and she couldn’t help crossing the space between them, grabbing each of the males—Gordan around the neck, Nehelon around the waist—and hugging them as tightly as her human arms allowed.

      The laughter stopped, and Gordan’s arm flipped around her a second before Nehelon added his on top. “You’re both insufferable,” she breathed into the gap between them, “and I love you both.”

      The words were true even if they had different meanings for either of them. For the way she loved Gordan was the way she would have loved an older brother—centuries older to be precise. And Nehelon—

      Her love for him was not a secret anymore. So she might as well voice it. Especially when Gordan’s presence made it sound more harmless.

      She wasn’t sure which one of the two patted her shoulder and didn’t get to lift her head to see, for a wave hit the boat, shaking it so hard that Gandrett’s knees buckled, and both of the males stabilized her before Nehelon let go and leaped out the open door, mumbling something about there being a reason they were called the Lost Mountains.

      

      When Gandrett stumbled outside the cabin, grabbing onto whatever she could so the shaking wouldn’t bring her to her knees, Nehelon was standing at the head of the boat, arms spread wide as he manipulated the air to keep them on course. Gordan joined her, his broad hand grabbing her arm and leading her to the railing where she could grasp the iron and focus on the wind at the same time.

      “We hit one of the mountains underwater,” Nehelon shouted over his shoulder, aware of their presence, but not giving them any more information as his focus remained on keeping the boat moving. “Thank Hel the damn nutshell didn’t break. We’ll need to navigate through the waters more carefully,” he added. “I’ll do what I can to speed up our journey.”

      Gandrett watched him as she allowed her magic to collect in her chest. It flexed and swirled down her arms until it hooked itself into the air and pulled a steady stream to join Nehelon’s. Once the wind was moving, it was easy to maintain it, allowing her to make her way along the railing to join Nehelon.

      He eyed her from the side. “Are you sure you want to be out here?” was all he asked. Not one single word telling her that it was too dangerous, that she should be inside, hiding until the worst was over. No. Not Nehelon. He had seen her magic; what it could do. And he had known what she was capable of.

      “Not if you’re out here,” she whispered into the salty air, the words carried away with the wind the moment they left her mouth, but Nehelon’s eyes softened as they met hers.

      “Keep up the flow of air to move the barge forward,” he instructed. “I’ll focus on navigating the underwater summits.”

      His words didn’t reassure her at all, and as if that wasn’t enough, a spray of salty water splashed aboard, wetting her face and tunic.

      She cursed and spat, no longer sure if she had ever truly wanted to know what the sea was like.

      From the back of the boat, Gordan shouted, “We should have taken the path through Ulfray after all.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure she agreed. Having to face Valyn was even higher on her avoidance list than praying to the goddess she’d turned her back on to grant safe passage through waters. So she prayed, her mind half on the air and half on Nehelon and Gordan, who were keeping the boat steady, and her heart full of fear as she realized just how much she’d lose if either of them were harmed.

      

      Brax, Mckenzie wrote. I am still at a loss for words. That is why it has been taking me so long to respond. The horrors that you have faced in our home—she crossed out those last words—your home, I can’t even begin to understand how dealing with keeping things a secret is becoming an impossibility. And how being the brave man I left behind must be tearing you apart. There is no bravery in this world other than for the ones we love … and when those depart for Hel’s gentle darkness, who do we remain brave for?

      She pulled out a handkerchief and dried her eyes. Eyes which had been blotchy for the past days since she had read his letter, since Taghi had consoled her with a quiet embrace, a wordless presence that had given her strength.

      Brax no longer had a presence like that in his home, and her heart broke for him even when it had already broken. Just one more shard in a heap of shards.

      I prayed to the gods to watch over you, brother. Vala knows you need her more than I do.

      Please lay a flower on our mother’s grave for me. I doubt I will get to see it before Hel takes me.

      It was the truth. Mckenzie no longer believed that she would get out of Khila. If war was coming, and from all the signs, from everything she’d observed in Ackwood, from what had happened, and from how Taghi had assured the safety of Phornes by opening the lands to the Dragon King and his followers, she was sure war was closer than either of them cared to believe.

      A soft knock on her door made her look up and stuff the handkerchief into her pocket.

      “Come in,” she called and slid a book over the letter.

      To her surprise, Nalesh stuck in his head, his expression cautious, and said, “The prince asks if you would be willing to meet him in the yard, Norha.” No hello or other formalities.

      Mckenzie considered for a moment. “Which yard?” she asked eventually, earning a nod from Nalesh, whose dark features twisted into a grimace of understanding—the palace had about fifty courtyards if she had counted correctly.

      “The yard in front of the palace,” he specified. “He says he will be waiting until the seventh hour.”

      Mckenzie inclined her head in thanks. “I have something I want to finish before I follow his invitation,” she said, knowing that Nalesh wouldn’t judge the forced smile on her lips and the redness of her eyes. At least, she was no longer raging at servants and kicking them out as when word got around. When she walked down hallways these days, the courtiers were still whispering about Mckenzie the Shrew, but they were also whispering about a girl with an impossible fate. An orphan.

      Nalesh’s head disappeared, and the door closed with a soft click.

      With a sigh, Mckenzie pulled out the letter again and wrote the final line that she needed to let her brother know.

      I am not ready for whatever it is the Dragon King has planned for Neredyn, and as long as you hold Ackwood, I’ll be moving the gods’ realms and the soil we walk so Taghi holds his end of the bargain with Mother—may the gods cradle her soul. I will find a way to send help so your home may remain your home, and if we ever get Joshua back, he’ll have a Sives to rule.

      She didn’t sign the letter this time but simply folded it and sealed it before she headed out the door where Nalesh greeted her with a weary smile.

      “Can I take this somewhere for you, Norha Mckenzie?” he asked, his hand held out for the envelope in her fingers.

      Mckenzie handed it over before they started walking. “My brother,” she said and followed the guard down to the main hall all the way to the gilded threshold that she hadn’t even considered crossing since the day she had set foot into the palace. At least, not this way. In broad daylight, willingly seeking the presence of the prince she had been sold to—not been sold to, she knew that now.

      But when the humid heat struck her face alongside the brightest of sunlight, she squinted her eyes to find a hint of freedom waiting for her in the shade beneath the palm trees. A hint of freedom. And Taghi Saza Brina.

      “I would believe you are a mirage, Norha Mckenzie”—he gestured at her with a faint smile on his lips—“had I not seen Nalesh escort you down here.”

      A glance around informed Mckenzie just how many eyes were following their exchange, probably oblivious to the content of the conversation—not that there was any content—so she decided a brief curtsey was the right way to go. Showing the Prince of Phornes some respect in front of his people and courtiers might appease them, at least a bit. They didn’t need to see her ground teeth as she dropped and picked up again.

      “You wanted to see me,” she prompted, unable to conjure a smile. Too heavy was the sorrow for her brother and the grief for her mother, her parents, her childhood. This was a new Mckenzie. A responsible one. Even if she hated it.

      Taghi flinched at her words, just enough for her to notice. “I’m sorry—” She studied him, the way his full lips were pressed into a thin line. “Did I say something wrong? I didn’t mean to—”

      Taghi shook his head. “It’s not that I wanted to see you,” he corrected. “I was hoping to see you.”

      Mckenzie averted her eyes, allowing her gaze to follow the line of palm trees all the way to the end of the premises. She had watched the area from above, from the safety of the palace.

      “Here I am,” she breezed and got her lips to curl at the sides in what she hoped was a half-convincing smile.

      The last time she had seen the prince, it had been that day Brax’s letter had arrived. He hadn’t followed her when she had decided that his arms had been consoling her for long enough. And he hadn’t sought her out since. She felt like his last words to her, that he would do whatever he could to make this place home for her, were something better unheard. And since unhearing his melodious voice was a thing of sheer impossibility, she could at least ignore them.

      “Here you are,” he echoed and gestured to the side where the palm trees opened to let a broad path pass through all the way from the palace doors to the gate at the end of the premises. “I thought I’d take it upon myself to take your mind off—” He paused and rubbed his stubbled chin. “To cheer you up a bit,” he corrected.

      Mckenzie was pretty sure he was avoiding looking at her as much as she was him.

      “What’s the plan?” she asked instead of dwelling on what he wanted to take her mind off.

      In the distance, horses whinnied, and a fountain splattered refreshing wet into sunlight that slowly changed its tint to orange.

      Taghi shifted his weight from one long leg to the other, the movement catching Mckenzie’s attention. He wasn’t wearing his usual attire. Not the sand-colored or black formal wear or the shirt he used for workouts. He was clothed in simple linen pants and a shirt that reached almost to his knees and was slitted on each side. Buttons of light brown wood decorated the front and led Mckenzie’s gaze up to his throat where the shirt stood open just enough to show his collarbones.

      “If you agree, we’ll leave the palace grounds,” he said as if it was an explanation for the commoner clothes he was wearing. She had seen those ensembles on their way to Khila.

      She glanced down her front, wondering if her peach and sand pants and shirt were too fancy to match his, and Taghi shook his head as if reading her mind.

      “You’ll be fine. Whatever you wear, you’ll stand out in Khila.”

      Mckenzie raised an eyebrow, but Taghi just shrugged as he gave her a quick once over. “You’re milk and honey in between an ocean of dark jewels.”

      She cocked her head. “You’re comparing me to food?” She glared and wished she had never cried in front of him.

      Taghi’s dark eyes gleamed with what she wasn’t sure was amusement or well-concealed anxiety. “You’re alabaster. Is that better?” he asked.

      Mckenzie shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what you say or do, Prince of Phornes. It doesn’t matter what you promise. Your city will never be my home.”

      His face fell as she gestured at herself and then at him. At the obvious difference between the two of them. And something in her chest ached for something … for a bridge between them. If only one could be built of ebony and alabaster, she would set an unstable foot after the other to meet him halfway.

      Behind her, hooves crunched in the gravel, and Mckenzie spun around, her gaze meeting that of a sturdy black horse. It stomped its hooves where a servant was waiting, reins of the black one and another, pale brown one in his hands, and eyes on the Prince of Phornes.

      “How about you take the dark horse and I the pale one?” Taghi suggested. He didn’t wait for her response as he marched up to the mounts and took the reins from the servant’s hand, dismissing him with a gesture of thanks. Again, Mckenzie had to reassess her opinion of the prince. No matter how much she had hated him, sometimes still did, and sometimes so desperately tried to, he wasn’t a bad man. Miitra had been right. Taghi may not always have the words to, but he sure meant well, and he did his best to make her feel better—in a very clumsy and non-princely manner, Mckenzie had to admit.

      He led the horses back to Mckenzie, handing her the reins of the black one, and smiled over his shoulder as he climbed into the saddle of the other horse. “You can stay here and scowl, or you can join me for a trip to paradise, Mckenzie the Shrew,” he said before he spurred his horse into a trot, leaving her to make up her mind.

      For a brief second, all she could do was gather her temper and breathe. But she didn’t feel sorrow, at least. She felt anger or annoyance or the urge to throw something at Taghi’s head. And it was so much better than the numbness of grief and loss, which she had been cowering from, that she didn’t think twice as she launched herself into the saddle and galloped off after him.

      

      Mckenzie caught up with Taghi at the main gate, flashing a smile at the guards on each side when they saluted the prince first, and then her.

      “So, where are we going?” she asked as she followed him out the gate, the horse beneath her, which looked like an overgrown pony, falling into step beside Taghi’s horse.

      She didn’t get to hear his response, for, before her, a sight unfolded that had little to do with the dark places she had been in her life—in her mind. Khila. The streets before her were brimming with life and business, colorfully clothed merchants on one side, along a market by the palace walls and, on the other side, a long boulevard that led to the ocean.

      The scent of spices and seawater hit her nose, and she inhaled deeply, wondering how to describe the sensation to Brax in her next letter. It smelled of life and music and colors, and when her eyes scanned the streets ahead, they found all of it. Colors on every facade, blue windows, green tiles on the balconies, sunflower-yellow stripes on the walls, red circles laid into the cobbles that paved their way. And music—at every corner they turned as Taghi led her farther into the city. The singing bartering of the merchants, the tootling of a flute at the corner where an old man was teaching a group of children how to play. The melodic chattering of pedestrians and carriage drivers alike as they cursed at each other at crossings. There was life. So much life. Children running along the blue-cobbled side street, a dog hopping along with them.

      She didn’t even realize that she was staring, mouth gaping, until a woman met her gaze, eyes widening, and shouted in Phornian, “Long live the Prince and his lovely blossom!”

      Mckenzie’s stomach lurched, and her eyes searched for Taghi—who was right beside her, smiling benevolently at his people and waving as they joined in. “Long live Prince Taghi and his lovely blossom.”

      Lovely blossom.

      “They mean you, Norha Mckenzie,” he stated the obvious. Only, Mckenzie felt anything but lovely. And all but a blossom.

      Taghi greeted some by name as he made his way through the cluster of people, all of them welcoming him like—well, like the prince he was. And her at his side.

      Mckenzie forced back a frown and smiled. If his people loved him so much, then she wasn’t going to taint that by being the sour woman she had become. She waved, enduring the sensation of being eyed, and hoped that Taghi had a better path in mind than the one paved with the cheers of his people. Unless—

      Unless that was exactly why he had led her here. To show her just how much his people thought of him. To shame her.

      Well, if that had been his intention, he had succeeded. Mckenzie bit her lip and prayed to Vala that the spectacle would be over soon, her gaze now locked on the prince’s smooth, dark face, and the love for Khila that shone so plainly in his eyes.

      He waved as he led the way on his horse, farther along a side road that bent and wound up a hill not too far ahead, and as they continued moving, the crowd dissolved, the cheers and friendly words the people of Khila held for the young man who had opened the lands for the Dragon King bouncing off sandstone buildings and tiles of all colors and shapes. Only when they made it to the foot of the hill did Mckenzie feel safe to glance back over her shoulder.

      A girl with bright blue eyes was waving at her from the shadow of a narrow building, her smile broad and missing two front teeth. “The lovely blossom,” the girl squeaked and ran a couple of steps after them, trying to catch up with them, one hand extended.

      In Ackwood, the guards would have ripped the girl away, but here—

      Taghi halted his horse, and Mckenzie’s stopped in sync, becoming a black, silk-furred statue, and they stood until the girl reached her heel, holding up an ivory blossom.

      “For you, Norha,” the girl said in the heaviest Phornian accent Mckenzie had ever heard. “The blossom of life.”

      Mckenzie hesitated as she reached for the flower, but when Taghi turned on his horse and smiled down at the child, her fingers curled around the stem.

      “How considerate of you,” he praised the girl in Phornian. “I am sure Norha Mckenzie will cherish the blossom the way Khila cherishes her.”

      The girl curtseyed at Taghi first, then at Mckenzie, her grin broader even than before, and skipped off, back into the street where music and chattering had replaced the people’s chanting, and business was going about the way it had before they’d left the palace grounds.

      “Should I be asking what this was about?” Mckenzie wondered as Taghi kicked his horse’s flanks with his heels, and they set in motion once more.

      “Only if you’re ready to hear the answer,” he said with a grin. Again, almost as broad as the girl’s, mischief sparking in his eyes as he beckoned for her to follow him up an empty road that wound into greenery. Not palm trees on sparse grass but lush vegetation, bushes and ferns and moss, and trees of all sizes. A jungle, it seemed, in the middle of the capital.

      Mckenzie wasn’t ready. But she asked anyway, “Why are they calling me a lovely blossom?”

      Taghi patted his horse’s neck and grinned. “Are they not right to call you that?” he answered with a question, leaving another question to ask, but she didn’t dare, for that answer she was truly not ready to hear.

      So she shoved aside the thought of why exactly he was convinced Khila was right to call her a lovely blossom and instead noted, “The people of Khila love their prince.”

      “As I love them,” he said plainly, grin slipping, replaced by an expression of pensiveness that she had never seen on the young man’s face.

      The path made a sharp left turn under a roof of darker shades of green that blocked out the heat of the sun and doubled the humidity. Mckenzie’s clothes were sticking to her body, not from sweat but from the salty, misty air that Taghi led her through.

      She considered his words and found that since the moment she’d met him, he had done nothing to suggest this wasn’t the truth. He did love his people. A people he might one day rule over. Something like pride swelled inside her chest as she eyed him from behind, his horse climbing the steep path in front of hers and Taghi, a straight-spined, dark shape atop, swaying in time with the horse’s movements. She had never seen him so relaxed, so at ease.

      “Where are we going?” she finally asked when the greenery became denser and denser.

      Taghi chuckled. “Patience, Norha Mckenzie. We’re almost there.”

      And right when she was about to tell him that patience wasn’t exactly one of her good traits—not that she had shown him much of her good traits so far—the roof of leaves opened above them, and the path opened into a small plateau with a carved pavilion at the center.

      Taghi stopped his horse and climbed off, sending it to the well by the pavilion with a clap on the hip.

      Mckenzie, however, could not think to move. She simply stared at the view that presented itself before her—

      Khila, an ocean of colors and shapes, canvas roofs the shades of the sunset behind them bridging narrow streets. Clusters of people snaked along the rows of houses, their clothes as colorful as the buildings, and the music—

      It came from around the hill, from every direction. A cacophony of voices and instruments all fitting somehow together as if they were meant to.

      “I come here sometimes when I need to clear my head,” Taghi said from beside her, his fingers combing through the thick black mane of Mckenzie’s mount.

      “It’s beautiful,” she marveled. “Like a breathing painting.”

      Taghi chuckled, a sound that made her gaze at the prince rather than the world of colors that separated the hill from the glistening ocean behind it, and found him gazing back at her, his smile open and gentle as he was observing her. “Beautiful,” he echoed, “like a lovely blossom.”

      Mckenzie felt the heat in her cheeks but didn’t look away, hand tightening on the flower the girl had gifted her. “Why are they calling me that?” she repeated, this time, ready to hear what he had to say.

      “Because it is the truth,” Taghi said, and his hand let go of the mane to brush over the white petals in Mckenzie’s fingers. “Lovely and unique and only just beginning to bloom.”

      He held her gaze for a second longer than was comfortable before he turned to the pavilion, leading the horse along.

      “I thought a change of scene might help you forget how much you hate being here,” he said, voice a bit hoarse as he stopped by the well, holding out his hand to help Mckenzie off the horse.

      She slid down easily without his help, no longer caught in dresses the way she had been in Ackwood, but out of respect, she took his hand anyway once her feet were on the ground, and the horse trotted to join Taghi’s.

      His fingers were smoother than expected, despite the callouses from handling his scythe, but that wasn’t what dominated her thoughts as they closed around hers, but the way he gently tugged her forward a step, closer toward him.

      And another step.

      Mckenzie felt it building between them, the beast that she would never be able to wrestle down if she allowed it to rise.

      So she turned away, eyes locking back on the city at the foot of the hill, below the cliff atop which she was standing with the Prince of Phornes, who loved his people, and had still damned them to once become the Dragon King’s slaves.

      She knew from history books what Raynar had done to Phornes the last time he had conquered all of Neredyn. He had butchered them by the thousands, and the ones not so lucky had been committed into slavery, had lost everything. Their fields and lands and houses no longer their own, their children no longer their own.

      Mckenzie’s teeth ground together as she prevented herself from asking the one question that stood between the Taghi she had just seen down there in the streets, who had halted for the child, and who had made an effort to cheer her up by bringing her to this amazing place, this lush fairytale dream, and the prince who had entered a pact with the immortal evil that was the Dragon King.

      When she eventually eyed Taghi again, she wasn’t sure which of the two versions of him she was looking at.

      “I wish I had a cure for your sorrows, Norha Mckenzie,” he sighed and marched to the pavilion where he slid onto a bench facing the city.

      Mckenzie remained where she was, allowing the warm light of the sunset as it bounced off the silver waves in the distance to trap her attention. “It is not your responsibility to make me feel better, Prince,” she said eventually, feeling his eyes on her even if she tried hard to not be so aware of every little thing he did, every glance he stole of her.

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” He braced his forearms on his knees and turned his head so he was facing the city, too. “I brought you to Khila, and you have been suffering from the day your mother ordered you into my carriage.”

      “May the gods cradle her soul—” Their voices mingled as they both spoke in unison.

      Mckenzie’s lips twitched in suppression of a sob.

      “I thought I was doing something good for you. I thought I was helping—”

      “Helping isn’t telling people what to do but allowing them to make their own choices,” she shot at him, not bothering to turn where she’d have to see his handsome features. “Helping isn’t letting someone believe, for weeks and weeks, that their mother sold them like cattle. Helping isn’t actually selling your own lands—your people—to the Dragon King.”

      There it was. The words she had been avoiding and the words that had slipped anyway. The Dragon King. He was everywhere. He was in the memory of her father and her mother. He was in every thought of Brax. He was actually possessing Joshua’s body and mind, and he was here. In every moment Mckenzie spent with Taghi, Raynar Leyon was there with them—the reason she was still alive and her father wasn’t. The reason she still couldn’t help but hate Taghi Saza Brina.

      With a shudder, Mckenzie swallowed her tears and demanded, “I want to go home.”

      Only, this time, she didn’t mean Ackwood but the palace she had despised for so many weeks—and which was slowly becoming exactly what she had sworn it never would.
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      Mckenzie wasn’t surprised when Taghi tried to convince her to stay a bit longer.

      “At least until the sun sets,” he tried to entice her. “I had hoped for you to see what my city looks like from up here when the lights flicker to life.” His eyes were two dark disks, unreadable as he stood and leaned over the railing of the pavilion, close enough for her to see the lighter specks within his pupils.

      Mckenzie gnawed on her lower lip, leaving all of her upbringing as a lady aside, and stared him down. “As you please, Prince.” She curtseyed, her gaze, she believed, full of little daggers.

      Taghi’s eyebrows knitted together as she held his gaze, her anger burning beneath the surface, which, she hoped, was that of anyone but Mckenzie the Shrew. Anyone. But also not Mckenzie the Lady. She no longer knew who she was or where she belonged.

      All she knew was that it didn’t matter how much she wanted to push Taghi down that cliff, there was one thing she wanted more—and that was to help Brax.

      So she swallowed all impulses—those to threaten the prince, those to leap onto her horse and run, and those to give in to the magnetic pull that seemed to originate somewhere between Taghi’s arms and chest.

      “All right.” She marched over to join him in the pavilion where she settled on the edge of the bench. “If that’s what you want me to see. I’ll see it.”

      It hurt to say the words—and it didn’t. For Brax, she would find a way to secure the Prince of Phornes’s loyalties.

      “It’s not what I want,” he pointed out. “It’s what I was hoping for.” He chose the same phrasing as before, and Mckenzie realized that it was more than him correcting her. It was showing her that he respected what she wanted. If she’d insist on leaving, he’d leave with her. She knew by the way he looked at her as he perched on the other end of the bench, hands folded on his thigh as he turned to face her. “There is a lot I am hoping for and little I demand.”

      Mckenzie studied him, a rock in the stormy ocean that was her emotions.

      “What is it that you demand?” she wanted to know.

      For a moment, Taghi gazed at her, features twisting as if he were debating whether or not he should tell her. Then he said, “I demand that everyone in the kingdom of Phornes is treated with the same respect.” His tone was formal, that of the prince, not of the man who had debated the use of her footwear.

      “That’s not what you meant,” she called him out, knowing from the look in his eyes that he had been about to say something different. She had seen it in court at Ackwood, had grown up around people who never said what they meant, who used their words to manipulate others.

      Taghi frowned. “It’s the truth.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Mckenzie countered, “and it’s honorable. Only not what you were about to say. You had different words on your tongue.”

      A smile tugged on Taghi’s lips as he smoothed back his hair before he leaned forward just as if he was about to share a secret. “That, Norha Mckenzie,” he whispered. “Exactly that is what I demand from you.”

      It was her turn to frown as she tried to solve the riddle.

      “Your blunt and honest words. Your authentic self.” He paused as he scrutinized her face, waiting for a reaction—and waiting in vain. “I don’t care what they say at court—what they call you. They don’t know what a strong and wonderful person you are. They don’t know how you have suffered and how you have never been allowed to be that woman in your own home.”

      Mckenzie’s mouth was dry as sandpaper as she searched for words—some, any—to object, to prove him wrong.

      “And here I am, offering you a new home. One where your spirit is appreciated. Offering you more than that—” He stopped himself; maybe because of the look of horror on her face or maybe because he simply didn’t want to share.

      Mckenzie thought of the banquet where she had been introduced to Queen Nazanin and King Shyrrik. They had accepted her, but in no way had she felt like her spirit had been appreciated. The same was valid for the courtiers, for the nobles, who had whispered—who still did, whenever she turned a corner at the palace.

      With a sigh, he leaned back, surveilling the city at his feet—a city that loved him—and when Mckenzie followed his gaze, she found little lights popping to life all around the hill, their colors as soft as the spring blossoms at Ackwood.

      For a heart-wrenching moment, she could feel the spring breeze on her skin, could hear Brax and Josh laugh as they hunted each other through the palace gardens as kids. Then, the touch of salty air on her palate reminded her that Ackwood no longer was her home.

      “And what do you hope for?” she asked, not looking up from the lights, which melted into each other in small chains along the houses as the twilight spread into early night.

      Taghi was quiet so long that Mckenzie stopped believing he would answer, when he said, “I hope for a day where you see more in me than a captor. More than someone who lied to you. More than someone who sold his people to the Dragon King. Because that is not who I am.”

      Mckenzie chewed on his words in her mind, turning them over and over in search of a response that would make her stomach stop wanting to turn. Because he was all of that.

      “Who are you, then, Taghi Saza Brina?” she asked, fighting hard to keep her eyes on the lights—and failed, finding his eyes waiting for hers, dark and even darker behind the irises. “You, yourself, confirmed that it is true that you entered a pact with the Dragon King. Was that a lie? Then you are even more the liar you don’t want me to believe you are.”

      “Not want, Mckenzie,” Taghi said through gritted teeth, either his patience ending or holding back more words that would only complicate their situation more. “Hope.”

      “I don’t understand why you are putting such an emphasis on the difference. There isn’t much difference in my world.”

      Taghi stared at her, whether it was because she had offended him with her words or he was genuinely shocked, Mckenzie couldn’t tell. Not until he exhaled a controlled breath and said, “That’s exactly what I mean, Mckenzie. Your court in Sives didn’t allow for you to want or hope or distinguish between someone else’s wishes for your life and your own. You were a mare to be given away for breeding. Those weren’t your mother’s words when she agreed to my proposal to take you to Phornes, but I saw it in her eyes that it was what she thought of you.” He rubbed his eyes with two fingers, frustration heavy on his features now as if he had shed a mask.

      “It is not my place to want anything from you. It isn’t anyone’s place. It is your place to decide what you want to do with your life. Whether you want to be the Shrew the courtiers see in you or the creative and spirited woman I see when I look at you—or someone entirely other. It is up to you. All I can do is hope that when you know who you want to be, I will fit in somehow.”

      Mckenzie didn’t breathe as he dropped his hand, revealing his face, which showed nothing other than he had been speaking the truth.

      “Whether as your husband or not, it doesn’t matter. There is more to life than that. I could be your friend just like Miitra. I could be an ally for Sives.”

      Mckenzie’s heart beat fast—not because of what he implied with his words but because he was giving her a choice. With everything. He was offering for her to pack her things and leave if she pleased.

      Her heart twisted painfully as she finally found words. “Tell me, Taghi, that you are not planning on letting a war ravage the lands and take your people without a fight, or you will lose any shred of respect I have for you. Then, tell me one good reason why I should trust you, and I will gladly stay in Khila—and figure out who it is that I want to be if you so please. But I’ll stay.”

      Taghi squinted his eyes. His features were hard to read in the dimming light, but what Mckenzie could make out made her uneasy. “That is a valid request and one I am willing to follow.” His tone was princely again, but there was more warmth in his tone than his face. “I made a pact with the Dragon King to save you and everyone outside the great hall in Ackwood. I already told you that. But I didn’t tell you about what else it includes.” He tugged on his sleeve, playing with the seam.

      “When I agreed to the bargain, my own life was also on the table. He would have killed me then and there. There is no way I can defeat an immortal, magical creature like him. He offered me to keep my life if I handed over Phornes.”

      Mckenzie’s stomach tightened anew. “Why didn’t you—”

      “Because it didn’t matter. I voiced my demands in addition to my life—and yours—when I understood that Phornes was so far from his focus for now that I would have time to find a way out. I’ve been searching for a way out since the day I made the bargain, Mckenzie.” His eyes found hers in the falling night. “I will do whatever I can to put a halt on the Shygon cult. I will make sure our armies are ready and under my control by the time the Dragon King comes to collect. I will not give up my people.”

      His gaze, fierce like the bonfires at winter solstice in Ackwood, didn’t leave room for doubt.

      “Your mother doesn’t know, and neither does the king,” Mckenzie reminded him. “Only Miitra—”

      “Miitra is my most trusted ally in this court, besides my mother and my uncle. And they all know. I told them after the banquet when I thought that you hated me.” He straightened as if a burden had been shed from his shoulder. “For now, all I need is time to stop the spreading of the cult so Raynar Leyon will not find fertile ground or supporters. I need a way to control the House Dumcon’s influence on the city but even more on the rural regions of Phornes where the cult has been spreading fastest.”

      Dumcon. The house Saza Brina had freed Phornes from Dumcon, who had supported slavery and had used women for breeding—

      “They still have influence?” she asked quietly, once more grateful that it had been Taghi and not one of the House Dumcon who had taken her to Phornes as a bride to be.

      “Who do you think spread the word about the Shrew from the North?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “They may no longer rule, but their wealth still secures them an ear with the courtiers—some of them.” He shook his head. “Believe me, if it were up to me, I’d have their tongues cut out for how they talk about you.”

      Mckenzie grabbed his wrist in shock. “That would be a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

      “Also, it wouldn’t fit the philosophy of the Saza Brina rule,” he added. “Equality and freedom of speech are top on our list of values to uphold. It wouldn’t reflect well on a prince if he censored his own court.”

      “It wouldn’t,” Mckenzie agreed.

      Taghi eyed her hand on his forearm, pale on the brown of his tunic the same way the little blossom in Mckenzie’s other hand was pale.

      “Those were two of the things you requested,” he let her know. “I cannot give you the third.”

      Mckenzie hardly dared ask, “Why?”

      “Because”—he pulled his arm out of her grasp—“if you don’t trust me yet, there is little I can say to convince you now.”

      With those words, he got to his feet and eyed the bright city below them. “I’m tired, Norha Mckenzie. I’d like to return now.”

      It was only when he spoke the words that Mckenzie realized that he hadn’t used her title the entire conversation—until now that he seemed to be locking that open prince behind the shell of the man he had to be at court once more.

      She stood and held out the blossom to him. A peace offer. “I trust you, Taghi,” she decided as she spoke, and when he glanced at her, she could have sworn he was smiling deep down inside.

      

      Five long days of constant magical surveillance had kept the three of them busy around the clock before the waters became less dangerous and the main island appeared on the horizon. Gandrett could barely remember whether she was waking or sleeping; that was how exhausted she was by the time Gordan waved her off with the words, “The farther north we get, the less dangerous it will be.”

      He had explained in a less stressful moment that the Lost Mountains were called that because most of them had sunk and only their summits peaked through the waters—most of them. But some had drifted beneath the surface and were now deathtraps to ships and anything large enough to carry more than ten men. It had been their luck that the barge was shallow enough to only scrape along those hidden traps and not get spliced open, or not even Vala could have saved them.

      Gandrett wasn’t sure how she felt about the news. He could have told her sooner, but then, it seemed, Fae males had an issue with delivering relevant information in a timely manner.

      She grumbled at the moon, which was rising too early, and headed off the deck with a tired smile at Gordan, moving toward the cabin to wake Nehelon for his shift.

      He was fast asleep when she snuck into the room—Gordan’s room. They hadn’t had another hour alone since the barge had hit the first mountain top. Those small moments, when they woke each other up to take over the shift, were the only ones they had to themselves—and most of them were filled with exhausted silence and brief seconds of holding hands.

      They hadn’t spoken about what had happened between them other than those initial few words when they had woken side by side.

      She took a second to study his glamourless face—the face of a sleeping king. Her king.

      Her heart swelled in her chest at the thought.

      Then, she sat on the edge of the bed and brushed her fingers along his hand.

      “Is it time?” he asked, eyes popping open and drinking in her storm-torn shape.

      She nodded and wished that, for once, she could simply plop into bed beside him and breathe in his scent. Nothing more, nothing less. Just him and her, without the dangers ahead and around and beneath.

      He sat up, a smile playing on his lips as he brought his face closer. “You look exhausted,” he noted, he, himself, not looking his best. Pushing the boat through the Lost Mountains had taken a lot of strength out of all of them, and she was only human. Her strength was fading faster than the two Fae’s.

      She shrugged off the comment, the prospect of lying down in a minute appeasing her upset organism.

      “Gordan says we should arrive by dawn if nothing unexpected happens,” she informed Nehelon, whose eyes became guarded.

      “Then you better rest.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head, a gesture that made her stomach tighten even if it was as innocent as the morning sun that would await them above the shores of the island.

      She nodded and reached around his waist with one arm as he was about to get up.

      “I need to—” he started but didn’t finish telling her what it was he needed to do, for they both knew. He had to go assist Gordan.

      “Promise me something,” Gandrett said, freeing Nehelon.

      He remained where he was, his eyes guarded as he waited for her to speak.

      “Promise me that we will get some time together without dangers and ominous messages from the Meister sealed in envelopes we’re not allowed to open.”

      Nehelon gave her a weary smile. “I cannot promise either of it, Gandrett.” With those words, he straightened and was about to leave but paused at the door. “It is not because I don’t want to, Gandrett.” He looked back over his shoulder, gaze hitting her right in the heart. “It is because I don’t know if there will ever be a time when there is no danger. Especially now that Raynar Leyon is back on the board.”

      Gandrett knew he spoke true, and it wasn’t because he was Fae.

      She nodded, pulling up the brave face she had learned to keep at the priory, and watched him disappear out the door.

      This time, Gandrett didn’t bother to go back to her own room. Too tired to get back to her feet, she curled up in a ball right where Nehelon had slept, his scent soothing her into a dreamless sleep, and woke only when the first light of day broke the night.
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      The Lost Mountains were deadly, below and above the water, Gandrett figured out as soon as she set foot on land. The air was a sulfurous yellow where it rose from tears in the ground and, in between—nothing but sand and rocks. Even the Calma Desert felt like a welcoming oasis compared to this.

      Thanks to Nehelon’s and Gordan’s familiarity with the terrain and to the Meister’s map in Gandrett’s pack, they had known where to land the boat and were now less than two days of walking distance from their destination—even when, with the dead land before them, it felt like it could take an eternity to cross. Which wouldn’t be much of an issue for the immortals in their traveling party. As for Gandrett, she wasn’t even remotely ready to spend the rest of her life on this island, especially now that she had something to look forward to after they had delivered the letter—something other than duty and rushing to the aid of those she loved.

      A glance at the rightful King of Ulfray informed her that he was still there, testing the path with his magic while Gordan held his ax at the ready, scanning the surroundings with piercing, black eyes.

      “It’s too quiet here,” he noted, his grip tightening on the wood of the handle.

      Gandrett wished she were of use. She couldn’t see as far or hear as well or penetrate the layers of the land with her magic the way Nehelon could. She had yet to master that. So she focused on not making too much noise in the dead silence that spread ahead of them and the low whisper of the waves behind them.

      For hours, they continued like that until her stomach grumbled and both males gave her a look that made her believe they’d forgotten she was only human and needed to eat at least one full meal a day in order to keep her strength, two if she wielded her magic.

      “Maybe a short break is a good idea,” Nehelon commented and put down his pack on a boulder to rummage inside for provisions.

      He conjured a bundle of cloth filled with dried fruit and a loaf of bread and handed them to her with a smile.

      Gandrett still hadn’t gotten used to the sight of him smiling.

      “Tha—” She stopped mid-word, realizing she had been about to thank him, and clapped her hand over her mouth.

      In response, Nehelon laughed. “You don’t need to thank me, Gandrett. For anything.”

      Gordan reached over her shoulder to rip a piece of bread from the loaf and grinned. “Never thank him,” he advised. “It will only give him ideas—”

      Nehelon growled at his chosen brother and tossed him a slice of cheese, which Gordan caught out of the air with the blade of his ax and peeled it off with his teeth. “Tasty,” he commented with a grin and chewed.

      Gandrett laughed. “You two are like little kids,” she pointed out and was about to sit down on a smaller boulder next to Nehelon when the world went black before her eyes and a voice, sweet as honey and cold as a glacier, filled her head. “The crown, Adrienne,” the voice said in all hues of arrogant excitement. “The crown has been waiting for my return.”

      Gandrett felt her knees give out.

      “Your Lord of Eedwood should be glad to see it on my head. At least, it is sitting above the right face.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure if she had even gotten up this morning. Everything seemed surreal, like wafts of a nightmare drifting into her senses.

      “Even if the wrong mind is now smiling from the King of Sives’s eyes.”

      “You are a monster,” a second voice—Addie’s voice—hissed, the sound cruel and bitter, but unmistakably hers.

      “I am no longer alone in being a monster,” Raynar Leyon pointed out. “You have done as I asked, and now I will keep my promise.” He paused, and a growl filled Gandrett’s head. “Fly.”

      

      Nehelon couldn’t leap fast enough to catch her before she hit the ground. Like a puppet with a cut string, she sagged before him, toppling over.

      “Gandrett—” He darted for her head, grasping it before it could hit the boulder it was aiming for, and looked into moss-green, unseeing eyes.

      “What’s happening?” Gordan wanted to know, joining them on the dry and gravelly ground.

      Nehelon didn’t know what to tell the male other than, “Something that is scaring me out of my skin.”

      Gordan grabbed his shoulder and knelt beside him, assessing Gandrett with a couple of professional movements.

      She wasn’t reacting. Not to words, not to touch, not to magic as Nehelon reached out with his healing powers, determined to force whatever it was that held her captive out of her mind.

      Gandrett twitched under his fingers, her eyes searching without noticing his desperate stare.

      This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t have endured all of those months of doubt and anguish and arrived in a place where his arms were finally welcome around her, only to have some dark magic take her under. It had to be magic. What else could it be?

      A groan from her throat made the initial fear chase him into outright panic.

      “Is this my mother’s doing?” he asked no one in particular.

      Gordan answered anyway. “I doubt that she has noticed our presence here on this gods-forsaken island.” His tone was calm, reassuring. The commander, the fighter he had gone to war with. “Take a breath, Nehelon. Your panicking doesn’t help her.”

      Gordan was right. Of course, he was right. Why, by the gods, couldn’t Nehelon find enough control to simply breathe and form a clear thought? That would help Gandrett if anything.

      So he let go of her head, forcing himself to his feet as he left her in Gordan’s capable hands, and breathed. Once. Twice—

      After about ten deep breaths, his body relaxed enough to be able to face going through options.

      This could be temporary, and she could come around by herself, or it could be permanent—unless they found a solution. If it was the latter, he wasn’t sure what he would do. He wasn’t sure about anything … other than that he had lost someone a long time ago. Someone who he had thought could be his mate. And it had almost destroyed him.

      He didn’t know what the past days between them had been. By telling him he was the rightful king, she had basically told him she loved him. And by the gods, had he wanted to tell her he loved her back. But Ygri and that moment he had lost her to water magic—

      How could he even consider love when all it led to was pain? Hadn’t he suffered enough? Hadn’t he combed through the world for four centuries in search of someone who could love his brother—when actually, he should have been looking for someone who could love him?

      And was it even true? How could he consider it the truth unless they stood side by side, Gandrett and his brother, the king, and Gandrett remembered how she felt for him?

      He shook his head and crouched beside the fighter on the ground, whom he had lost too many times and whom he was no longer willing to lose.

      “Addie—” Gandrett groaned, eyes still wandering in their sockets, desperate to see.

      Nehelon grabbed her hand for lack of anything better to do.

      “Can you hear me, Gandrett?” he asked and placed a kiss on the back of her palm. There it was again, that sensation that had haunted him since that very first day he had met her, that dangerous, dangerous hunch that there was more to her than what he had hoped for. He ignored the tingle in his mind, in his heart, and even layers beneath from what thoughts and feelings could describe.

      Again, there was no response. None, other than her twitching.

      “Physically, she is all right,” Gordan stated. He reached for his pack and pulled a blanket from it to put it under Gandrett’s head. “She’ll have a couple of bruises from the fall, but otherwise—”

      Nehelon knew without looking that she would have a bruise on her knee and one on her shoulder where she had hit the ground, but Gordan didn’t allow him to voice that.

      “Maybe it is what happened in the village—” he mused and gave Nehelon a look that promised nothing good.

      “What happened in what village?” he prompted unnecessarily. Gordan was already willing to share, about to share, and Nehelon couldn’t just hold his tongue and listen. He had to push, had to channel his anger, his helplessness.

      “We think she might have a connection with the Dragon King,” he said, a serious look gracing his features. “I thought she might have told you—”

      A snarl tore from his lips. “It seems she and you have a lot of secrets.” Nehelon knew it wasn’t fair. Especially when he, himself, had sent Gordan to travel with Gandrett, to keep her safe. But that knowledge didn’t help much.

      “Breathe, Nehelon,” Gordan commanded.

      And Nehelon breathed. It didn’t help much, but it kept the gathering storm in his chest at bay.

      “Keep your magic under control or you’ll draw attention.”

      Gordan was right. They had enough problems as it was.

      “When we came across a destroyed village, she blacked out looking at a Shygon rune, and she said she heard him speak in her mind,” Gordan explained, his eyes cautiously surveilling Nehelon’s every move, every breath, ensuring that he was in check of his own powers—something they had practiced as younglings a lot when Gordan’s powers had stagnated and Nehelon’s had continued to grow and grow and grow.

      He remembered the pieces of furniture he had destroyed when he had sought refuge from his parents’ banquets or his mother’s scolding for avoiding them. All of the emotions welled up—and alongside that, small hope that after all, he had found his—

      A scream ripped the air.

      Nehelon reached for her, both hands clasping her shoulders as if he could shake her out of her shrieking.

      He called her name, desperate to get through to her, wind whipping around him as his magic broke free, and his hands not as gentle as they should have been with a human, but he needed her to wake up.

      Gordan’s words of warning were tuned out by her screaming and the storm that he had unleashed.

      He needed her to look at him with those wondrous green eyes that had held only kindness for him since he had kissed her. And he wasn’t ready to lose her.

      

      A gust of cold air hit Gandrett’s face, and a scream tore from her throat as someone grabbed her by the shoulders, shaking her. Actual hands, not the claws of the Dragon King’s voice—and Addie’s voice. Addie was alive. She needed to go back, to tell Nehelon and Gordan what she had witnessed.

      Gandrett tried to open her eyes, but they were open, she just couldn’t see.

      “Gandrett—” Nehelon’s voice broke through to her, a silver thread in the darkness. A plea. A command. A lure. All of it.

      And the scream froze in her throat as she recognized the hands clasping her shoulders as his.

      “Can you hear me?” he asked, breathless. “I’m here. I’m right here.” One hand squeezed her arm, sliding down to her hand. “You’ll be fine.” It sounded more like he was trying to convince himself.

      Gandrett wanted to nod, wanted to tell him that he didn’t need to be worried, but all that came out was a croak.

      “Nod if you can hear us,” Gordan said from nearby.

      Gandrett nodded.

      A second later, Nehelon’s hands left her other shoulder and slid up to her cheek, thumb brushing along her cheekbone.

      Another second later, Gandrett’s vision cleared, and she found the face of the male above hers, so close that it blurred.

      “Thank the gods,” he breathed and swept her into his arms where all Gandrett could do was lay and breathe in his scent until her heartbeat calmed and her fear quieted.

      “Are you all right?” he asked into her hair, arms tucking her in more tightly as if desperate she’d vanish if he let go.

      Gandrett nodded an inch, the gesture followed by a sigh of relief from both Nehelon and Gordan, who was still kneeling a couple of feet away, his eyes squinted against the ceasing storm and hands braced on his thighs.

      It took her a good minute to find her voice, but when she did speak, even in a hoarse mutter, both of them heard her, Gordan’s eyes widening, and Nehelon finally detaching her from his chest as she said, “I was in his mind again. Longer this time.”

      She took a steadying breath before she recapped every single word Raynar had spoken—and to whom.

      “Addie is alive.” It was the first conclusion Nehelon drew, and Gandrett could have kissed him for that alone—that he found something positive first, before he dove into the dark implications of the connection her mind seemed to have established with the evil eager to eradicate the lands.

      “It seems so,” Gandrett agreed. “If what I heard indeed was her voice.” She had no doubt. Not the slightest. Addie had saved her, and she had saved Addie. They had seen each other at their best at the solstice and at their worst—carved open or soiled and battered—in Eedwood. They were connected for life, the same way Armand was a part of her—a tiny, shining piece in her heart.

      “If you say it was, then it was,” Gordan and Nehelon said together, and Gandrett wasn’t sure what moved her more, the fact that they were of one mind or that they both thought so highly of her that they wouldn’t doubt her on this.

      “And Raynar—” Nehelon prompted, his diamond eyes darkening with brewing storms as the name left his tongue.

      Gandrett rubbed her shoulder where she was sure a purple blotch was already spreading, gaining a moment to think.

      “Last time it was in a burned down village, and I was staring at a Shygon rune,” she explained. “I didn’t think it would happen again.”

      It wasn’t exactly the truth. She had wondered if it would happen again, only she hadn’t said a word about it. Enough things had pushed on their mood—the mystery of the Meister’s letter, Nehelon’s mother, the Lost Mountains. “I thought that the rune might have been the reason why a connection opened.”

      Nehelon frowned at Gandrett first, then at Gordan. “And you never thought to tell me that it happened in the first place?”

      The disappointment in his tone hurt more than if he had raged at her. She was used to that, to the fire in his eyes when fury took him over, or the cold calculation when he had belittled her, but this—

      This was new. It was an honest emotion that rang in his words and showed on his features, and it broke Gandrett’s heart to realize that after all, he was right. She should have told him. The same way she should have told him about Gordan’s and her theory about his rightfulness.

      And yet, even if he had known—

      “It wouldn’t have changed a thing,” she said, keeping her face neutral. “You couldn’t have protected me.”

      By the look on both Gordan’s and Nehelon’s faces, she knew she was right. Nothing could have protected her from whatever it was that had invited her to listen in on Raynar’s words.

      When they both remained silent—pensive—Gandrett pushed herself to her feet with a groan.

      “Shouldn’t we be grateful that it is me hearing him and not the other way around?” she pointed out.

      Nehelon growled in response, a tone so dark and dangerous Gandrett was sure she had never heard it before. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in a dead voice. Dead, because anything of emotion had channeled into that growl before.

      “And you do?” she simply asked.

      To her surprise, Gordan responded first. “Raynar is not your average villain, Gandrett. He used to be almost invincible—and that was before he returned from the dead. Who knows what he’s capable of now?”

      Gandrett considered for a moment then shook her head. “He possesses the mind and body of an innocent. If he can do that, he can do anything.”

      She turned her gaze to Nehelon, who was still watching her with anxious eyes. “There is little that we know of Raynar and his current powers, but we do know that if he is even half of what he used to be, you don’t want him in your mind.” His gaze became solid ice. “We need to find a way to shield your mind so he cannot use the connection against you.”

      Her heart throbbed at the glacial cold that emanated from Nehelon. Not that she hadn’t seen it before, only, it hurt double now that she knew that he could look at her differently.

      “What do you suggest we do?” she asked instead of dwelling on it.

      Whether or not Nehelon had an answer to that, Gandrett didn’t learn, for, behind him, the ground tore open, and a dark, leathery shape jumped from the dry rubble, orange orbs peering at her over his shoulder, and from a lipless maw, a needle-toothed grin greeted her.
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      Gandrett didn’t think as she grabbed Nehelon and ripped him to the side, her body covering his a fraction of a moment before the Maraoul hooked its claws into thin air where the male’s shoulder had been a second ago. Her hand was at her sword as soon as she could catch a breath.

      Thank Vala, Gordan had noticed the creature, too, and his ax zoomed past her right into the creature’s forehead.

      “Stay down,” Gordan ordered both, and Gandrett rolled to the side enough to give Nehelon a view of the bloody fight that Gordan was working through.

      Nehelon’s arm wrapped around Gandrett’s waist and pulled her off as he intended to get to his feet.

      “He said to stay down,” she pointed out, eyes on Gordan’s powerful shape as he cut down the Maraoul with one blow after the other. “You don’t want to get in his way.”

      It was one of the things she had learned during her training at the Order, that if someone had a situation under control, you let them fight unless you can end it in one blow without distracting your ally.

      Nehelon ground his teeth as if he remembered the same lesson and watched blood splatter as Gordan’s ax cut through the Maraoul’s throat.

      A moment later, the beast dropped to the ground, back into the hole where it had come from.

      “This must be a joke,” Nehelon snarled. “They cannot have possibly spread all the way to this remote island.”

      He was obviously talking about the species that plagued Ulfray, too.

      “What, aren’t they part of the usual welcome committee?” Gandrett asked, managing less humor than she had intended as Nehelon pinned his piercing gaze on her.

      “You just saved my life,” he said, not even remotely sounding grateful.

      “You’re welcome.” She raised an eyebrow and drew her sword, not balking from his stare.

      “You fool,” he barked. “You could have been killed.” Genuine fear shone in all facets of blue diamond, and it spoke volumes that he wasn’t able to keep his mask up this time.

      And it didn’t matter. “So could you,” she countered. “It almost had you.” Emotion boiled up, spilling into her words like poison.

      Gordan stood still like a statue by the hole in the ground, either focused on keeping watch or pretending not to be there at all as both Nehelon and Gandrett hit a new truth that she wasn’t sure either of them was ready for.

      She panted while Nehelon’s nostrils flared with something other than ire. He snorted. “I don’t know if all human women are like this, Gandrett, but you seem to be a particularly bad case of stubborness.”

      “It’s just me,” Gandrett bit, pushing herself up and brushing the dirt off her clothes. “I’m a particularly bad case. You know, growing up in a poison-house like the priory will do that to a girl.”

      Nehelon gahed and balled his hands into fists. “You are”—he twisted his mouth into a grimace that made his nose crinkle and his eyes squint—“impossible.” He found his words. “That’s it. Impossible.”

      Gandrett felt that strong impulse of the first days, to stick her tongue out at him, but allowed words much sharper than that gesture could ever be to roll off it instead.

      “Why? Because I don’t take your bullshit? Or because I am strong enough to tackle you and force you to safety?”

      Gandrett was sure that if she pushed him a bit more, he’d explode. And she didn’t know why she cared so much that he did. Maybe it was because when she looked at him, she didn’t find the Fae male who had kissed her staring her down but the one who had teased her and manipulated her, and that male, she never wanted to see again.

      “Because you—” He wrestled for words, eyes now on the shrouded morning sun instead of her.

      “Because what, Lonnie?” It slipped out so fast she couldn’t think to stop herself.

      Nehelon scoffed before he trained his gaze on her once more, diamond blue and hard like armor—armor of his heart. “Because you insist on putting your life at risk for me.”

      “I insist on saving your ass,” she pointed out, her temper long gone as he didn’t attack her at her misstep.

      “I saved both your asses over here,” Gordan threw in from the background, more to calm the situation than to actually remind them he had. How could they forget? The blood was still wet on the ground between them.

      Both Gandrett and Nehelon ignored him, and Gandrett didn’t push it.

      “Why do you insist on saving me?” Nehelon asked after a pause full of small bursts of wind.

      “Because”—she paused, searching for words that were remotely the truth without laying her heart bare—“your life is worth more than mine. You’re a king—supposed to be one.”

      He glared at her for a beat, more upset than she had ever seen him—not even when she had provoked him on purpose during those earliest days of their acquaintance. “And you are?” he prompted.

      Gandrett breathed in and out, in and out, until her head cleared enough to say the words. The words that had been hanging in her mind, ripe and ready to be plucked. “Because I am a tool that has served its purpose.”

      She didn’t need to say that she was referring to the curse, that now that it had been broken, he no longer needed her. Who was she now that she was no longer a Child of Vala, that she no longer was of use to the lands of Ulfray? The Meister’s messenger one last time so she could free Surel and Kaleb—but then? Where would she go? Where would she live? Who would she become but a lone blade in the storm of an upcoming war?

      The ire in his gaze guttered as if someone had snuffed out a candle by sticking it into a heap of dirt.

      “Is that why you didn’t tell me?” he asked, the wind ceasing around them as if he had put a leash on it. “Is that why you kept to yourself how you feel—”

      Gandrett averted her gaze. Not now. Not with Gordan to listen. Not on his mother’s soil. Not—

      “Can’t you see that I couldn’t live with myself if you died saving me?” He said and closed the gap between them, one hand reaching under her chin to tilt up her head.

      His words made her yield, made her allow him to lead her face toward his. And as he kissed her this time, it was fierce and full of heat—like the aftermath of his fury transformed into an affirmation of his words.

      Gandrett scrambled out of her initial petrification after a long, breathless minute. Only then did her lips unfreeze beneath his and fall into a familiar dance which she believed could have stopped time … hadn’t Gordan cleared his throat.

      “I don’t want to be disrespectful, Your Majesty,” he said to Nehelon, who groaned onto Gandrett’s mouth at the disturbance, “but we have company.”

      Nehelon’s lips nipped at hers once before he turned away, and when Gandrett followed the direction the two males were gazing, she found moving heaps of soil that reminded her of that day in the Ulfrayan forests when the Maraoul had hunted them.

      With a shaky hand, she drew her sword while, with the other, she grasped Nehelon’s fingers and gently squeezed, her eyes already on the company Gordan had alerted them to.

      “I will always save you,” she told him and meant it.

      Nehelon gave her a weary smile. “As I will you.”

      

      The first Maraoul broke through the soil a foot from Gordan, who had positioned himself between the danger and his king. It was clear to Gandrett that with every breath he took, he was serving the rightful King of Ulfray even if he would have protected him for being his friend and brother alone. But there was more to it now. A pride that Gandrett hadn’t noticed before.

      The powerful warrior was on the Maraoul the second it stuck out its head, and it lost the latter another second later. But it wasn’t the only one. Behind the carcass, another hole opened, and more Maraoul leaped out. Two, three—

      Gandrett counted, and while she was about to loose a string of curses, the ground opened beside her, and a pair of orange eyes glared up at her with obvious hunger.

      “Shit—” It was Nehelon who cursed first, his sword already engaging with the claws of the beast that had dug up on the other side. And it wasn’t the only one.

      Wherever they cut one down, another sprang up, leaping at them with ready claws and teeth.

      “Don’t let them touch you,” Nehelon snarled in between blows, dancing closer to Gandrett so they stood back to back, guarding each other.

      “I have no intention of letting those stinking bastards anywhere near me,” she pointed out and stabbed into the arm of one that was about to reach out for her.

      It shrieked and hissed and spat before it attacked with the ire of the half-defeated. And it made the creature reckless. One more stab into the dark-leathered chest, and she’d be able to move on to the next.

      She swirled around, drawing on her magic to push the Maraoul back with a gust of wind. It staggered into the one behind her.

      Keep them at a distance; it was all she needed to focus on. If they managed to get their claws on her, she’d be lost. She shuddered at the memory of Nehelon dying in the palace yard. The blood leaking from his chest, the moment she’d thought he was heaving his last breath—

      Her sword cut through one Maraoul after the other, and one by one, they fell, twitching heaps of tangled limbs as they gurgled their final breaths.

      A glance at Gordan informed her that he was struggling to fight off five of them at once, even with his magic supporting him, so she retreated a couple of steps, making sure she’d still be able to guard Nehelon’s back even if she was a bit farther away from him now.

      Behind her, the clanging of metal against claws and bone informed her that he was keeping the upper hand in his battle, and it only put her half at ease to tell her that he was the strongest of the three of them, best capable of protecting himself.

      Gordan, even if stronger in build, didn’t have the same powers to aid him in his battles, so Gandrett pushed out her magic and set an avalanche of stones flying toward the Maraoul that were encircling Gordan. The latter gave her a nod of thanks as they stumbled back and attacked with fresh strength.

      Fresh strength that Gandrett no longer possessed when the next creature attacked her. She groaned at the impact of a set of claws on the flat of her blade, gritted her teeth against the pressure as it grasped the end of her sword and pulled so hard that Gandrett lost balance.

      Pain spread in a flood-like surge as her knees hit the gravelly ground, and she gasped, fighting to hold on to her sword.

      The Maraoul was too strong. Even when she poured her magic into the air, busting away the other beast that was sliding from the ground, the one at her sword seemed determined not to let go. It kept pulling her forward with one arm while the other was already reaching across, closing in on her arm. Above the sword, its ugly, wrinkly face sneered down at her, too sentient to be just a wild beast. It was determined to slice into her, she could tell by the fierce yellow gaze that bore into hers, the same as Gandrett was determined to end it before it could lay a claw on her.

      She jammed her feet into the ground, slithering along as the creature pulled her farther and farther, out of the circle of protection that Gordan and Nehelon’s presence meant. One more step, and she’d be out of their reach if things went south. Within heartbeats, she was left with a choice: take the risk and bide her time until the Maraoul made a mistake, or give up her sword.

      Gandrett didn’t get to make the choice, for before she could make up her mind, something pierced her side. Pierced and ripped through her clothes as it grated down her ribs.

      A scream stuck in her throat, Gandrett wrapped her magic around her in a whirl of sand and stones. It made the creature on her sword pause long enough for her to tear her blade from its grasp, and when Gandrett turned, she found a dead Maraoul at her feet, its claws crimson with her blood … and above it, Nehelon, teeth gritted against her storm and eyes screaming with pale horror as they assessed the depth of her wound.

      “I’m fine,” she managed, saving more of her breath for the deadly strike she had yet to deliver. So she turned once more, gathering her magic, and the stones and bits of sand and soil with it to release them in one spike at the clingy Maraoul that had tried to get the best of her.

      Not today, she promised Hel. Not today would she meet him in his everlasting gentle darkness—or the fiery parts of his realm. Not today. Not tomorrow.

      The Maraoul hissed and spat as the stone and earth dug through its chest like a column of steel, and Gandrett watched it as it toppled over, orb-like eyes turning dull and sightless. Only then did she allow herself to breathe, to feel what damage the claws had done on her body.

      Nehelon’s fingers wrapped over her ribs before she could gasp at the sight of open flesh, his lips moving in soundless utters.

      “I’m fine,” she repeated and earned a tired smile.

      “You will be.” His thumb brushed over her skin where it sealed back together. “It was just the claws.” In his eyes, she could read what he had feared. That the wound wouldn’t heal. That it had been the teeth, the poison of the Maraoul, that had kept him from healing in the forests of Ulfray, had slowly incapacitated him.

      They had been lucky, Valyn had kept some antidote in the palace. Without it, Nehelon would have died. But here in the wilderness of a lost island, with the only thing a pair of lost towers surveilling them from the distance … where would they get an antidote to Maraoul poison? Where would they get aid, when all the island had to offer was deadly land and more of those poisonous creatures? And an exiled queen who had cursed her own sons—

      “I will always save you,” he murmured onto her cheek alongside a kiss before he whirled back to where the soil was breaking open once more, leaving Gandrett to both marvel at what it felt like to have his strength and support on her side and fear that this might be the last time she had it.

      She didn’t allow herself to dwell on either as she dove back into the fight, retreating closer to both Nehelon and Gordan, and watching her sword gleam with blood as she ripped it through the arm of another Maraoul that attempted to get a hold of her.

      She didn’t count them as she left a trail of carcasses. Only went on and on until the attack ebbed and their path was clear—for now—and she could finally check on Gordan and Nehelon, both of whom seemed to have the same thought as they rushed to her side after they wiped their sword and ax on their shirts, leaving a crimson strip of proof of the battle they’d fought.
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      “My scream must have summoned them,” Gandrett mused as she trudged on after the two males, her shoulder still hurting from the fall, and her cache of magic more or less drained from the effort of freeing herself of that one Maraoul.

      “Or the lack of control on my magic,” Nehelon offered, ready to take the blame.

      “It doesn’t matter what summoned them,” Gordan interjected before they could get into another argument.

      The sun had long passed its pinnacle by the time they made it to a safe distance from the battlefield, and Gandrett’s throat was dry from heat and thirst. She took a sip from the waterskin Gordan offered but refrained from draining it the way he suggested. “Who knows when we’ll get the chance to refill them,” she pointed out.

      “The towers aren’t far.” Nehelon slowed and fell into step beside her. “There has to be a well there, or Mother couldn’t have survived all those centuries.”

      “If she even is alive—” The thought clanged through Gandrett like a falling iron chain. She hadn’t considered once that could be a possibility.

      Her fingers, caked with blood, searched her pocket for the note from the Meister, curling around the envelope with hope as they found it safe and sound where she had stored it before leaving the boat. What would she give for knowing its contents? She had debated opening it—more than once, during those long nights on the journey here—and yet, her fear of what would happen if she did, what she’d have to sacrifice, kept her in check.

      All of those months ago, when Nehelon had picked her up from the priory to drag her on a quest she had never signed up for, she’d had little to lose other than her hope to see her family again. And now—even with losing so much—she had more than ever to fight for.

      A glance at Nehelon confirmed that her heart still picked up pace when he met her gaze, and it was more than just that love for the rightful king that burned inside of her when he reached for her free hand and laced his fingers in between hers. It was all the things that had happened between them—and those that hadn’t—that made her entire body react to him, her entire self. Whether she liked it or not—

      “Will she welcome you with open arms?” she eventually asked, returning to what lay ahead—the looming towers, growing and seeming to glow with their own, eerie light as they slowly approached.

      “It would be a first if she embraced me,” he said without emotion, and yet again, Gandrett realized just how hard Nehelon’s life had to have been.

      “It would be a first if she did anything other than send you to your death,” Gordan added darkly.

      Gandrett’s chest ached for the rightful king and all he had suffered, her fingers squeezing his and a smile on her lips—a smile for him and for everything good he was, everything good he had become despite what fate had thrown into his path.

      They sought shelter in a formation of rocks as the sun set after an endless seeming walk. Gandrett was sure that, had there been any more Maraoul on the island, they’d have shown up by now and tried to sink their teeth into them. But the land was quiet as it had been before. No bird, no humming insect, not even the sad growl of a desert lion. Just sand and stones, and more sand the closer to the towers they got.

      The temperature dropped the second the sun disappeared behind the horizon just as it did in the Calma Desert during the spring and winter nights.

      “We can’t risk a fire,” Nehelon said as he set down his pack and unfolded his bedroll. No one disagreed.

      Had one of them ever mentioned Maraoul were scared of fire, she’d have set the desert ablaze to ensure they slept safely, but this way, she only dropped her own pack and unfolded a blanket to wrap around her shoulders.

      “First watch,” she claimed and settled on the smallest rock where the wind wouldn’t reach if it decided to bite just the way it did in the Calma Desert.

      She was about to get cozy when Gordan patted her shoulder and bent down to whisper in her ear, “You should use the night better than to stare at the gods-forsaken towers of doom.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure she only felt like she was blushing or if her face had turned positively crimson. But she nodded and got to her feet, making space for Gordan to sit.

      Before she left, she slung her blanket around him and bent down to give him a hug, both of which the male took with a grumble.

      “Wake me if anything interesting happens,” she demanded, and only when she got an affirmative nod did she turn and pad back into the shelter of the rocks.

      Nehelon was already lying on his bedroll, hands locked behind his head and staring at the starless sky.

      “He told me the same thing when I wanted to come after you,” he said, eyes trained on the moving clouds, the darkening shades of gray that would soon become night.

      A smile was playing on his lips, so tiny that she could have been mistaken. When she prowled to her pack to lay down, Nehelon turned to the side, and the smile remained, broadened, showing a thin line of pearl-white in the twilight.

      “The night will be colder than the ones we’ve spent together in the desert,” he said and lifted his blanket on one side, a silent invitation for her to join him.

      When heat flooded her cheeks, this time, Gandrett was certain her face was every shade of crimson. But she straightened and crossed the space in slow steps, eyeing the narrow strip of bedroll that wasn’t filled with Nehelon. Then, she took a deep breath for courage and stretched out beside him, flat on her back, one shoulder on the ground.

      His warmth folded over her, led by his arm, which wrapped her in the blanket before he slid his other arm beneath her shoulders and rolled her to the side, pulling her closer until her back lay flush against his chest. She wasn’t sure if it was his body warmth or the fact that she was lying there with him, his scent enveloping her like a shield that kept the horrors of reality at bay, that made it feel like a mid-summer evening in Sives. He was there. Truly there. And she was there with him.

      Gandrett couldn’t bring herself to breathe properly, heart galloping in her throat as she relished his shape against hers, and she could have sworn she wasn’t the only one.

      His chuckle tickled her neck as he snuggled even closer. “Had anyone told me a week ago I would get to sleep on the cold, hard ground with you as company, I might have scared them to death just so I wouldn’t have had to live with the hope—and disappointment.”

      His words hung in the air for a thrilling moment before Gandrett dared breathe and reminded him with a whisper, “We have slept on the cold desert ground before.”

      “Not like this.” Three plain words. Three words of truth. And Gandrett’s core tightened as he slid his hand along her arm and down her side until it came to a halt on her hip. “Never like this.” He tugged her even closer until her entire body, head to thighs, pressed against his front, and what she felt was the leather of his pants, she told herself or she would never be able to sleep. For there was a different form of creature awakening inside of her. The melody that had been singing to her at the solstice in Ackwood where he had—

      His lips brushed her neck in a quiet kiss, making her fingers grasp the blanket.

      “When we get back from this nightmare of a quest, I’ll take you to Ulfray, and we will sort things out,” he murmured sincerely. “We’ll find a solution to my brother’s role. He can stay on the throne for all I care as long as I have—” He stopped himself, lips at her ear, nipping, and Gandrett gasped in a breath that had been stuck for she couldn’t tell how long.

      “We don’t need to figure out anything tonight,” she whispered and was about to turn and capture him with a kiss, the need to feel him suffocating her.

      But Nehelon locked her in his embrace. “Sleep, Gandrett. Tomorrow will be a long day. We’ll deliver the letter to my mother, and after that”—he placed a kiss on her hair that she was certain was supposed to calm her but didn’t—“after that, we’ll figure things out.”

      By the gods, he was right, and by the gods, how could he lay there like a monk? Did he not hear her racing pulse? Did he not feel the heat that threatened to rip her apart?

      Nehelon simply chuckled, and then he hummed a song that reminded Gandrett of the falling blossoms in the Fae forests, of the turquoise water of the Fae falls, and of a fairytale world where no Dragon King was looming over all their fates.
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      When Gandrett woke, Nehelon’s comforting warmth was gone, and the cover of night made their murmured conversation feel like a dream. She yawned and sat up, eyes scanning the space for any sign of him.

      “I’m glad you got some rest,” he said by way of good morning, not at all looking as if he had as he plopped a slice of cheese into his mouth then held the small loaf out for her.

      She held out a hand, catching it with ease as he tossed it before reaching for a loaf of bread.

      Gordan grumbled his good morning a second later, unfolding from his bedroll.

      When Gandrett gave the two males an accusatory glance, Nehelon shrugged. “Between the three of us, you need the most sleep,” he commented on the obvious fact that he had taken a shift while Gordan had been sleeping.

      She wasn’t sure if it should infuriate her or please her that he had thought of her first.

      “The plains are quiet, still stink the same,” he continued, a twinkle in his eye that couldn’t have truly been humor. More a desperate attempt at sarcasm at what they were about to face.

      Gandrett picked up Nehelon’s hunting knife from beside the bedroll and cut herself a slice of cheese and devoured it shamelessly before she stepped into her boots and stretched her arms over her head.

      “I’m not even remotely ready, but—”

      “Let’s get it over with,” Gordan finished for her. He leaped to his feet and rolled up his things.

      Nehelon followed his lead, bundling up his bedroll and packing up his pack with a few efficient movements. Then, he halted and brushed his knuckles over Gandrett’s cheek. “It’s almost over,” he said with a smile that was so real that Gandrett’s heart threatened to burst.

      She nodded. “Almost.”

      They were out and moving in no time, the goal so close, and however much she had feared to walk those final miles that separated them from the towers, she was now eager to see it through. There was something waiting for her at the other end of this day, and she couldn’t get there fast enough.

      A glimpse at Nehelon informed her that he no longer looked as weary at the prospect of facing the female who had brought him up—at least, not now.

      The farther they walked, the more his face turned back into the stone-cold mask of the Fae male she had met that first day in Everrun.

      It didn’t help that they walked the last mile in silence, each of them straining their senses to watch out for traps, for more Maraoul, or other monsters that could be waiting in the sand and gravel. And the closer they got to the towers, the more details Gandrett’s eyes found. Lines of green wound through the dark, ancient stone, intricate lines that seemed alive with magic.

      Gandrett didn’t stop to marvel at the massive gate that bridged the gap between the two identical towers. Tall and topped with spikes and standing half-open.

      “This used to be the entrance to a palace at some point,” Nehelon informed her as they finally came to a halt a good distance from the massive stone formation, all three of them craning their necks to make out the tops of the towers.

      “What palace?” Gandrett had heard a lot at the priory, read even more, about the history of Neredyn, about its wars and rulers. But not about a palace on the main island of the Lost Mountains.

      It was Gordan who responded first, “The Palace of the Gods.”

      Gandrett’s head whipped around. “You are joking.”

      Nehelon shook his head in sync with his chosen brother. “Well, there isn’t much left of it except for those two lost towers.” His brows quirked as he gave her a quick glance before he returned to assessing the full height of the buildings. “Haven’t you ever wondered what was before the Neredyn we know? Before the war at Ithrylan that broke the bonds between humans and Fae? Or even before that, when the Fae weren’t the most dangerous creatures walking the realms?”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure she was ready for the answers. Of course she had wondered. She had asked all the questions at the priory and hadn’t gotten any answers. Not to this, at least. But she remembered the carvings on the corridor walls in the citadel; motifs of legends and myths, of the wars of the past, of heroes. She wondered if Nehelon and Valyn were carved into some stone there, too, the heroes who defeated the Dragon King—

      She glanced at Nehelon’s profile, how he stared up at the mighty structure that supposedly contained his mother.

      “Palace of the Gods is a metaphor,” she assumed and took a step closer to the towers as if that single foot she gained on them would unveil the riddles of the past.

      “The gods didn’t just make the lands; they supposedly roamed the lands a long, long time ago,” Gordan said in a hushed voice as if anxious he would wake them.

      Gandrett didn’t feel the surprise she’d thought she would, but a tingling of excitement ran all the way to the core of her powers. It was like a subtle ringing that originated somewhere outside of her. A calling—

      “You can feel it, too, can’t you?” Nehelon noted, one hand on his chest as if trying to contain his magic with his palm. “The residue of the gods’ presence.”

      Was that awe in his tone? In his eyes as he studied the patterns that wound around the towers?

      “No wonder she chose that place to regroup,” Gordan said untouched by the thrumming of energy that emanated from those green lines. Green, not turquoise.

      Something lightened in Gandrett’s heart at the thought that this Palace of the Gods may be proof that there was something just as powerful as the powers Shygon gifted his followers. Something that wouldn’t lead to death and destruction, to mind control and torture.

      “Can I see the note again?” Nehelon asked without shaking his eyes off the towers.

      It took Gandrett a moment to tear her gaze away from them, too, and when finally she did, she felt drained as if she had run three rounds around the priory walls. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the envelope, which was surprisingly uncrumpled for having been stuck in her attire for so long, and handed it over.

      Nehelon took it with careful fingers, holding it up and turning it over as if to see through it against the green shimmer.

      “It doesn’t feel right to walk inside to deliver a message we don’t know,” he said, familiar frustration furrowing his brows.

      Gandrett almost laughed. “It’s what every human messenger does every time they deliver a confidential, sealed message,” she pointed out, earning a look from Nehelon that suggested he was offended she’d even think he would read confidential messages.

      Only, this particular one seemed to give him a headache—as it did her.

      She plucked it back from his hands before he could get any ideas. In no way would she allow him to risk this mission now that they were almost there.

      “We’ll walk inside. We’ll deliver it. And then, we’ll walk out again and commit this island to our nightmares if anywhere,” she said, not leaving any room for doubt.

      Gordan gave her a grim smile, the only approval he’d give, and only for her, for it was obvious he hated to be here even more than she hated it. He hated it for Nehelon and what awaited him inside the towers—one of them. Which one, they had yet to find out.

      With a second of pause to dive into her fighter’s state of mind, Gandrett readied herself for anything that could await them. A friendly family reunion—unlikely—or the cold, hateful words that she could almost taste in the air would come from Nehelon’s lips.

      She squeezed his arm. “Let’s go.”

      Nehelon simply drew his sword and started walking, Gordan flanking him, ax at the ready.

      “We need to be careful,” Gordan cautioned as they reached the broad set of obsidian stairs that led up to the entrance.

      Of course, they had to be careful. The male voicing it made her even more desperate to get it over with. She was at a point where dropping the note on the doorstep, knocking, and running sounded like an appealing plan. But that wasn’t the way things would be going.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, the gate creaked open, heavy doors turning inward and revealing a gigantic entrance hall—not even entrance hall, but it seemed to be the entire first level of the tower in space, only, it reached up to what had to be half of the height of the tower. Green light reflected from the walls, painting the obsidian floor with patterns and lines, and in the center of the room—

      “Is this how a prince should face his mother?” The voice originated from a tall, female shape that had to be Liri Idresea, words referring, unmistakably, to his worn clothes, dirty from traveling, and the human face he’d decided to put on.

      Gandrett knew from the way Nehelon stiffened beside her, one foot on the smooth black of the floor, the other still on the threshold. At his side, Gordan growled, a sound initiated by instinct, she was certain, for his face was as impassive as if he were pondering the importance of a grain of sand.

      As for Gandrett herself—her system was on red alert, every muscle coiled, sword raised before her chest, and eyes trained on the exiled Fae queen, trying to identify her features in the half-light.

      “You brought a pet, how sweet,” she chirped. “And that stable boy of yours.”

      Gandrett couldn’t see her eyes from a distance or her smirk, but she could hear it in her voice, the disdainful look that she must be giving Gordan.

      With a sideways glance, Gandrett checked whether both Nehelon and Gordan were keeping their calm—for the gods knew she was close to losing it. If she felt nothing about the female, she would have hated her for those two sentences alone, but with everything she did know—

      “I would say ‘good to see you,’ Mother,” Nehelon hissed. “But I could have done another good four centuries without it.”

      His voice tore right through Gandrett’s core, so cold she wondered if he was a different male entirely, if she had imagined his gentle side. But when she looked at him, she found his glamour on, the mask that had been protecting him for all of those hundreds of years—and which was protecting him now.

      “And here I was thinking you missed me.” Liri’s voice was the shade of emotionless that Gandrett only knew from the hierarchies in the Order. Her heart broke all over again for the male beside her and what he’d endured.

      “What brings you to my humble home?” she asked, beckoning them inside with an elegant hand.

      Nehelon followed the invitation with sure steps, Gordan at his heels, taut like a bowstring. And Gandrett … she wondered how long she would be able to survive in the middle of immortal, powerful Fae before something would blow up. She could taste the magic in the air now that they were inside the tower.

      “Welcome,” Liri breezed and glided toward them with a few dancelike steps … but only so close that her face was unveiled from shadows.

      Delicate features, as youthful as Nehelon’s appeared in the greenish glow, making Gandrett want to curse and fall to her knees at the same time. Inhumanly beautiful, that was what she was. And regal.

      “Not so shy, little pet,” she said to Gandrett as she stepped closer, drawn by the mystery of how evil could wear such a pretty mask.

      Liri turned to Nehelon, who was one swift footstep behind Gandrett. “Adorable she is. Is she a present?”

      Nehelon growled, more predator than Gandrett had ever seen him. “She is mine,” he hissed and brought himself between her and his mother.

      The latter laughed like wind chimes, but her gaze was cold as frost. “Is she now?”

      Gandrett could have sworn Nehelon was about to launch himself at his mother, blade first, but he just shifted his weight so he blocked Gandrett from Liri’s view and said, “Oh, wouldn’t you like to know.”

      This wasn’t going well at all. She should have come on her own—at least, entered the tower on her own so the explosive potential of family history would have been kept outside the door. But Nehelon had insisted. And after last night, Gandrett knew that she couldn’t have left him behind. Not with the dangers that lurked inside the towers and out. They were strongest together, and now wasn’t a good time to try proving otherwise.

      Before Nehelon could speak again—or Liri—Gandrett reached into her pocket and extracted the envelope.

      “We traveled from the heart of Neredyn to bring you this,” she said, leaving all emotion aside as best she could. A couple of minutes were all she asked for, and Nehelon was already at his limit. She could tell by the way his teeth audibly ground together as she stepped around him. Gordan shot her a look that was more a plea to get it over with so they could be on their way.

      Liri cocked her head as she noticed the parchment in Gandrett’s hand.

      “So now that you managed the undoable task, an errand boy for the human realms is what you chose to become?” she asked Nehelon, disdain all but spilling into the room in liquid form.

      Nehelon is hardly a boy, Gandrett wanted to smash at the female’s head. But she knew better than to give away even a hint of how much Liri’s belittling him upset her. For now, all that counted was handing over that little envelope and for them to be gone.

      “I’ve found humans to be a comforting species.” Gordan got involved instead.

      “Why? Because their short lifespan makes them experience everything so much more intensely?” She smirked. “Or do they make you experience everything so much more intensely?” She did talk to Nehelon, even though her eyes had flicked to Gandrett.

      “They are so brilliantly innocent when it comes to the malice of immortality,” Gordan threw at her, lowering his ax as he was fighting with sharp words instead.

      Gandrett wanted to ask what he meant, what all three of them meant, but held her tongue as Liri chuckled.

      “Oh, stableboy,” she said and took a graceful step toward him, “you have always been particularly amusing.”

      Gordan took it with dignity, even though the anger was making his grasp tighten on his ax. Gandrett knew the feeling too well not to notice.

      “So what is this message you are talking about, human girl?” Liri demanded, turning back to Gandrett, who bit back a sigh of relief as the exiled queen’s attention snapped back to her, releasing both Nehelon and Gordan from her scrutiny.

      “The Meister of the Order of Vala sends it,” she said and wondered if she should just walk up and hand it over but thought better and continued, “I am here to deliver the message, and that’s it. It’s all I want to do, and then I’ll be on my way again.”

      Liri cocked her head to the other side while her smoke gray gown billowed on a phantom wind. “Let’s see it then.” She held out a slender hand and waited expectantly for Gandrett to move.

      So she did … even though everything in her body was screaming to keep a distance, to stay as far from the Fae female as the room would allow it, she did. And Nehelon moved with her—as did Gordan. Each of them taking a flank.

      Stay by the doors, she wanted to tell them, be ready to leave. We’ll run the second the paper is in her hands.

      But she didn’t say the words, and Nehelon would never listen anyway. Neither would Gordan. Both of them seemed determined to follow her into this new sort of danger—the danger of the unknown. Whereas, it was only the unknown for her. The two males knew exactly what they were dealing with, and if they assumed she needed their protection, who was she to disagree?

      Gandrett could make out Liri’s features clearly now. The familiarly full lips that both Idresea twins had inherited, the black hair that seemed to have a mind of its own. But that was about all there was in similarity. And wasn’t Gandrett grateful for that.

      Liri hadn’t moved other than blink when Gandrett was close enough to drop the letter in her outstretched hand.

      “Here,” Gandrett said and held it out, waiting for the queen to grasp the other end of the envelope, and as her long, jeweled fingers ripped it from her grasp, Gandrett inclined her head. Unnecessary, maybe, but a gesture to indicate that that had been it.

      The Meister was somehow hoping that Liri would be the key to defeating Raynar, but it didn’t matter. There was nothing Gandrett wanted to discuss with the woman who had so bitterly scarred both her sons. What she wanted was to leave, and now.

      The rustling of paper informed her that Liri was working on opening the letter. Whether she managed or not, Gandrett didn’t care. Her instincts were screaming for them to get out.

      In and out. It would be easy, she had told herself. And when she turned and started moving back toward the door, both males retreating with her, walking sideways as they kept an eye on Liri, she told herself that it was.

      Only, it wasn’t.

      Not when the door fell shut and shadows started moving in the dark alcoves around the room.

      “What in Hel’s name—” Nehelon didn’t get to finish his sentence, for from every angle, Maraoul were coming for them.

      Even with her sword out and her magic collecting in her palm so fast that it had to be a new record, she wasn’t nearly prepared when the first creature reached her, and all she heard was Nehelon’s scream of horror when a set of claws locked around her arms.
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      Nehelon’s breath froze in his lungs as the Maraoul poured from the alcoves. Why, by the gods, hadn’t he smelled them or heard them before? Why? His mother must have veiled their stench with her magic. And here, in these towers, her already unnatural strength seemed to have expanded even more.

      The creatures scrambled along, orb-eyed and organized in a way he had never seen before. Not even in Ulfray on that damned day when one of them had sunk its teeth into him.

      His sword was ready to strike, as was Gordan’s ax. They didn’t need to share a glance to know that either of them would fight until the end if it meant they could get Gandrett out. It went unspoken that Nehelon would die for his chosen brother, too.

      The circle drew tighter around them, and Nehelon didn’t wait for the closest one to attack before he cut it down with two strikes of his blade. There were too many. It would be a matter of time before they’d be trapped—they already were trapped. Trapped by a set of magical doors that blocked their path on the one side and a group of Maraoul that seemed to answer to his mother on the other.

      Was this where they came from, why they had become sentient? Had Liri domesticated them in a way? Trained them to make them her pets? Her poisonous weapons? It wouldn’t surprise him. Nothing would surprise him with his mother. She had betrayed her family, her people, her realm, and on his father’s grave, she had cursed them.

      How his magic itched at the thought of what his people—his people—had gone through. He didn’t care as much about himself. He had endured. He always would. For them. And now, also for her, for Gandrett, to whom he was determined to keep a promise. He was going to find the time to figure things out, to understand what his new position meant in the Ulfrayan courts. And what all of it meant for her—for them together. If together was even meant for them.

      He sliced into another Maraoul that got too close. And another. On Gandrett’s other side, hissing and spitting and dying gurgles informed him that he was doing an equally thorough job.

      He was about to lift his sword again when one of them darted for Gandrett so fast that even he with his Fae senses couldn’t detect it in time before—

      “Nooo—” He threw himself at the creature, but his path was blocked by another.

      Without a second thought, he ran it through with his sword, ready to strike.

      “I’d yield if I were you, son,” Liri said, all chirping and false sweetness falling off her voice. “For now, all it does is restrain her. But if you insist on freeing her, I might unleash it and allow it to take a bite.”

      It was then that Nehelon realized just how much control Liri had over the Maraoul. They were her new army. Her loyal soldiers—whatever it was that she promised them to make them obedient—and this was a trap. Had been from the beginning.

      Gandrett gasped as she tried to wrestle free from the Maraoul’s claws.

      Nehelon smelled blood, and it wasn’t only the black blood of the Maraoul he had cut down. It was fresh, crimson blood, and he knew its flavor.

      Gandrett’s blood.

      A glance at her arm was enough to see how the tips of the claws dug into the flesh of her arm. If she noticed, she didn’t let on, and it drove him up the walls to watch how the creature sniffed at her, probably already deciding which part of her to devour first. And all he could do was stand there and watch. Anything he’d try in order to free her would loosen his mother’s tongue, and Gandrett would be doomed.

      Behind Gandrett, Gordan cursed as he sliced open a Maraoul that had tried to grab him.

      Liri lifted a hand and the attack halted, the creatures falling back to all fours from their upright positions. All but the one that had Gandrett—his mother’s bargaining chip to ensure she got what she wanted. Whatever that was.

      “You didn’t think I’d allow you to leave just like that?” she challenged.

      Of course, he hadn’t. When had his mother ever simply allowed things to end well? Of course, she’d never had intentions of letting them leave again. She had probably sent the Maraoul the day before to test them or wear them down. It wouldn’t have been the first time that she had betrayed everyone.

      Only this time, he had been expecting it. And still, it came like a knife in the chest. Especially because it wasn’t him she was after—not this time. It was Gandrett. Because in those simple few words he had spoken, he had given away what the human meant to him—and now both of them were going to pay the price for it. Gordan was just a convenient catch on top to make him suffer more.

      Nehelon growled, watching, powerless, how the Maraoul dragged Gandrett along toward the center of the room where Liri was waiting with a cruel smile.

      “Drop her there.” She pointed at the brightest spot on the floor, where the Maraoul shoved Gandrett to her knees with brute force. Nehelon cringed at the sound of her kneecaps hitting polished stone—and her low gasp that escaped despite her clenched teeth as she tried to bite back the pain.

      He had spent enough time with her to see through the brave facade, the fighter who was ready to take on the world. Even if she was ready, she was still vulnerable, breakable … human.

      Her body wouldn’t heal itself, even with her magic. He didn’t even know if she possessed the gift of healing. And even if—the last days had demanded so much of all of them that their magic wasn’t exactly at its fullest.

      It took him all of his self-control—every last ounce—to remain where he was as Liri crouched before the young woman whom he owed so much. Not just his kingdom—if that was to be believed—but his beating, swelling heart which, after over a century of being cold as stone, had warmed and was now burning.

      “So you are the one, aren’t you?” Liri said, her fingers reaching under Gandrett’s chin to force her to look at her. Gandrett kept her head high, but it was impossible for Nehelon to see her face from this angle. He could only guess from the anger in his mother’s eyes that Gandrett had found a more interesting spot in the room to look at and was working hard on avoiding giving the queen what she wanted.

      “Pretty for a human,” Liri noted and gave Nehelon a smirk, then Gordan. “Do you share her like brothers? The way you share everything else?”

      Nehelon coiled to attack, ready to slice the female’s head off, but Liri simply waved her hand at the nearest Maraoul, which lowered its head to the level of Gandrett’s shoulder and flashed its yellowed teeth. It was enough to petrify Nehelon to the spot.

      Gandrett responded with a laugh—a laugh that was laced with the effort of breathing through pain, but a laugh anyway, dark and harrowing; she was still up for a fight. “Who says they share me?” she asked, doing a great job at pretending she was unfazed. “Maybe it’s me who shares them.”

      Gordan coughed a couple of steps away where he was standing as powerless as Nehelon, despite his brute strength.

      Nehelon, however, wanted to run to her and kiss her for finding a way to spit into Liri’s face so elegantly.

      Liri acknowledged Gandrett’s statement with a bored look. “If you are waiting for me to be scandalized, you need to wait for another day.”

      She stepped around Gandrett, her fingers sliding along the woman’s cheek, neck, then shoulder. Again, every muscle in Nehelon’s body was tightening—or tightened more. It wasn’t as if he had relaxed even a bit since the Maraoul had grasped Gandrett by the arm.

      “Pity. I wish I’d known sooner a human girl is all it takes to get you to fall in line,” Liri said, vengeance shining in her eyes as they wandered between him and Gandrett. “I might have never had to curse you.”

      Nehelon’s ire was real. It was fueled by desperation … and it was for nothing. Because there was nothing he could do. If he fought his way toward her, the Maraoul by her side would bite her, and she’d be lost. If he didn’t, the same thing would likely happen when his mother got tired of her game. So all he could do was stand and watch and burn as the flicker of hope Gandrett’s kiss had brought into his damned immortal life was smothered with every ticking second.

      

      The stinking breath of the Maraoul was the only thing she could focus on as she knelt on the cold, hard ground. That, and the pain in her knees and her arm where that creature of nightmares had slit open her skin.

      “Pity.” Liri gave her a haunting look which Gandrett tried to hold without as much as a blink. “I wish I’d known sooner a human girl is all it takes to get you to fall in line. I might have never had to curse you.”

      How she wanted to spit in the exiled queen’s face … and how badly it would end if she did. The teeth were too close for her to move even an inch and would—she was certain of that if she was certain of nothing else—snap into her shoulder or neck or any other place of their liking, the second she moved more than an inch.

      So she did the only thing she could, gathering the last drops of poison in the darkest pits of herself, and channeled them into her words. And she did it, knowing that it would slice right into Nehelon’s heart just as much.

      “Why curse anyone if a human does the trick?” she scoffed, already regretting she had chosen to go down this path. But now there was no way back. “Quite some male your son if he can be manipulated so easily. “

      She felt more than heard how Nehelon sucked in a gust of air, along with his magic rumbling through the hall in response to her words. Her poisonous words, which she should have never spoken but might give them just the edge they needed.

      Please be smart, Nehelon, she pleaded in her mind. Show her how little you care about me. Fight your way out.

      She wasn’t sure how she knew that the worst was yet to come. But she did. She knew it just as she knew that Gordan would be smart enough to play along with her act, and if she couldn’t save the rightful king of Ulfray, he would.

      “What a clever girl you have picked, son.” Liri stepped around her, striding toward the source of the all-consuming power that was Nehelon’s and still resonated between the green glowing light. “I understand why you chose her.”

      Chose? Gandrett whirled around, unable to stop herself. Chose for what? she wanted to ask, but something hard hit the side of her head, and she slumped to the ground, teeth chattering as her face kissed the polished floor.

      “Gandrett!” both Nehelon and Gordan shouted her name.

      With a groan, she rolled onto her back, blood filling her mouth as she opened it to tell them she was fine … then closed it as no sound escaped. But she could finally see Nehelon’s shell-shocked eyes across the room, closer than she had expected, one Maraoul on each side, their claws so close to his throat that she wanted to leap to her feet and rip their throats out with her bare hands if she had to.

      Her sword was gone, so she reached for her magic, finding only a flicker of it in the depths of her chest. Carefully, she drew it up until it unspooled like a ball of yarn into her fingertips. There, she kept it. Not much. But something to work with when the opportunity arose. And it had to. This couldn’t be the end.

      Trust me, she told Nehelon with a blink, and for a moment, she thought he’d understood, but Liri’s billowing dress blocked her view the next.

      Gandrett studied the tall female through the eyes of the Child of Vala she no longer was. Graceful, balanced, powerful. Fae reflexes and magic. But also vain, impulsive, and eager for vengeance. She didn’t know how she knew those details. Maybe it had been her time in Valyn’s presence where she had found at least the vanity. Or Nehelon’s where, despite the calculated fighter that he was, his emotions surfaced way more easily, she had learned, than what it seemed like. Or her own hate for the Order and what had been done to her that she understood the craving for vengeance. But it was all there in that female—more ancient than any other creature she had met before. Except perhaps the Dragon King.

      “I didn’t choose her,” Nehelon said, voice defeated as his memories surely went back to that first day they had met—not in Everrun but the day he had picked her up from her home as Sives’s sacrifice to Vala. The gods knew, Gandrett’s memories did. “I had to pick a child, so I did.”

      “And you made sure it was a girl.”

      Gandrett didn’t need to see Nehelon to know he nodded.

      “The Meister of the Order of Vala sent a sweet message.” Liri spun around as suddenly as she had changed the topic, her eyes locking with Gandrett’s, amusement dancing in the familiar oceans of blue.

      “A love letter? How sweet.” Gandrett spat blood and struggled to sit up. Her head throbbed at the movement, but she didn’t care. She had to do something. Lying on the floor before the enemy like a flipped-over beetle wasn’t what would help them get out of there.

      The amusement in Liri’s gaze froze over. “You’re lucky I have use for you, or you’d be dead by now.” Her words sliced through the air like a sharp blade.

      “And what use is that?” she prompted. “What can it be that the Meister wrote that makes you act like you want to win the worst mother in history prize?”

      She could have sworn she heard Gordan chuckle—and Nehelon gasp.

      However, the Maraoul at her side came dangerously close to her arm once more, hissing a laugh of anticipation as it brought its teeth close enough to feel its cool breath.

      Gandrett didn’t flinch. Every muscle in her body locked up instead, except for her face. There, she forced a smirk and continued to push. “Tell me, Liri. Was it hard to condemn both your sons to a fate worse than death?”

      Liri had found composure once more. “You believe you’re smart, girl, but you have no idea what you got yourself into.”

      “I didn’t get myself into anything,” Gandrett interjected. “I was gotten into this mess.”

      “Is that so?” Liri glanced at Nehelon over her shoulder, whose face turned into a mask of guilt and shame.

      “And that’s the male you love? After all he did to you?”

      Gandrett bit her split lip and cursed at the pain, but at least that kept her from blurting out a response that would make Nehelon even more vulnerable.

      “Why don’t you get it over with already?” She asked, holding the queen’s gaze with all the strength she had left, fingertips tingling with collected power. “Or tell us what you need so we can get it over with.”

      It wasn’t the diplomacy she’d been taught in Ackwood or the swordsmanship she’d been trained in for a decade at the priory. It was a side of her that was done with the world, with pain, with secrets, with manipulative creatures who used her for their own benefit. It was a raw Gandrett that had been buried for too long and who no longer had any patience.

      “You think I don’t know who you are, Gandrett Brayton?” The female addressed her by her name for the first time. “You think it would take Pete Nemey’s message to learn who you are?” She moved a dangerous step closer. “You think I don’t have my spies in Ulfray who informed me the day you set foot in my realm?” Her fury was a flood of lava pouring from her gaze. “You think I didn’t hear about how Valyn woke and how you fell in love with the wrong twin?” She paused at that, her head whipping around to Nehelon and Gordan, who both eyed her with horror over sets of claws ready to restrain them—to kill them if necessary.

      Gandrett swallowed, ignoring the tang of iron on the tongue. “The Maraoul,” she whispered.

      Liri laughed. “They did a great job killing the king you chose, Gandrett. Until—”

      The king you chose, Gandrett. Her words echoed in her mind. She hadn’t chosen anyone. She hadn’t—

      Nehelon’s eyes were on her. Gandrett could feel them like orbs of fire. But she didn’t dare look up, more coward before her own heart than before the raging female.

      “But he survived through some miracle. And here you are … the girl who saved Ulfray and made my second-born king.” She turned to Nehelon. “And here you are. My second-born, who killed the man I loved.” A hysterical giggle escaped her red lips as the light in the tower darkened. “I was about to kill you, son, but the Meister of the Order gave me something so much better. The girl you love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      So that had been the message. Not the letter itself but Gandrett. A vessel, an offering to Queen Liri to aid them in their fight against the Dragon King. Gandrett’s life in exchange for her alliance against the immortal evil. Only, Nemey had been oblivious to one tiny detail—

      Liri had loved Raynar Leyon. And, judging by her actions, still did. Or she wouldn’t be giggling like a madwoman over the opportunity to rob Nehelon of the one thing he … loved. Gandrett’s eyes locked on Nehelon’s as the meaning of Liri’s words clanged through her. Loved.

      It was there, in the fathomless tenderness of his expression, the truth of how he felt for her. The words he had never spoken—she had never spoken either. That they loved each other.

      Warmth spread through Gandrett, despite the cold of fear, the claws of which had taken root deep inside of her. Loved—

      “I remember how you disapproved of my methods of interrogation, son,” Liri continued as if she hadn’t just unpacked more than either Gandrett or Nehelon were able to digest. “I bet you will even more when I try them out on her.” She nodded her head at Gandrett, who shuddered at both the prospect of more pain and the fact that Nehelon’s own mother was willing to go to such lengths to take revenge.

      “What do you mean, chose?” she asked, genuinely curious but mainly to distract Liri from her train of thought. To win time.

      Her eyes flickered to Gordan, whose ax was still tightly grasped in his fingers.

      Get him out, she begged after a quick glance at Nehelon.

      Gordan dipped his chin an inch. Enough to tell Gandrett, she could count on him.

      It went unspoken that it implied she might no longer be around to witness.

      “By falling in love with him, you chose him,” she explained a logic that was new to Gandrett. A logic that gave her a voice, a role, a purpose in all of this other than being a tool, a means to an end.

      “It should have been Valyn.” Nehelon found his voice … a voice so rough that Gandrett wasn’t sure it was desperation tainting the velvet she had indulged in the night before or anger.

      “It should have been … could have been,” Liri repeated. “Yet, here you are, King Nehelon the Crownless.”

      Nehelon huffed a dark laugh that made Gandrett’s heart break. “I never wanted a crown.” It was all he said before his eyes found hers again, defeated.

      Liri’s eyes gleamed with violence as she spun to face Gandrett, lips set in a perfect smile. “Any last words for your king?” she prompted as she reached to her belt, extracting a jeweled hunting knife.

      Gandrett debated what she could say to distract the female from what she was about to do.

      There were so many things she wanted to tell Nehelon—

      That she loved him. That she was sorry she didn’t tell him sooner. That she would come back to haunt him if he as much as shed one tear over her. That she regretted not having that promised time with him, to figure things out. That she wanted to know why of all creatures she had met in Neredyn, his scent was unique and so intoxicating that she had trouble thinking straight in his presence. That and all the other things that she would never get to ask him. The flower-petal beds at solstice night in Ulfray that he had mentioned once and she had trouble forgetting. The way Liri probably didn’t need to kill her because Nehelon already annoyed her to death—

      All of it and more, or nothing at all.

      She gave him a long hard look that she hoped would fool all of them, no matter how much it hurt, and said, “He is not my king.”

      Gandrett didn’t allow herself to dwell on the flicker of pain she noticed in Nehelon’s eyes as she unleashed what magic she had, not at the queen, not at the beast beside her—she merely kicked that one in the gut—but at the Maraoul that was restraining Gordan. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to bring it down long enough for Gordan to react.

      And thank the gods, Gordan was ready. He sent his ax flying for the Maraoul on Nehelon’s left then leaped after it, picking up the ax from the blood spray a second before Nehelon kicked into motion.

      His sword sliced through the limbs of the creature that was still standing beside him, but he didn’t turn to cut down the ones already lining up to take its place, instead zooming for Gandrett, his magic searing ahead in an icy gust of wind. Not the storm he’d had at his disposal the day before, but enough to keep Liri busy for a short moment. A moment that allowed Gandrett to scramble to her feet and limp out of the radius of poisonous teeth. There she sank back to the ground … because her body was at its limit.

      “Run,” she shouted at Nehelon, who was about to fling himself at her, ready to protect her—to save her the way he had promised. But he didn’t get far.

      Gordan was already behind him, dragging the protesting male back toward the doors with superior strength as he cut down one Maraoul after the other on their way to freedom. But even when he managed to get there, the doors were locked. There was no way out. And Gandrett would be the first to go.

      Gandrett didn’t dare look at Nehelon, who had gone oddly silent. Instead, she focused on the foul breath that touched her cheek, the snarl by her ear that made her yelp with terror.

      So this was it. This was what would be carved into her gravestone, died of stupidity and lack of wits—and of Maraoul poison.

      She closed her eyes, thanking Nyssa for the moments with Nehelon and that, at the end, she had found love, no matter how brief.

      The Maraoul inched closer, its teeth not far from her neck now.

      “Stop,” Liri commanded, and the Maraoul yielded.

      Gandrett could have sworn she felt Nehelon’s breath of relief caress her like a summer breeze, blowing away the stench of the Maraoul’s maw. But when she opened her eyes, she found Liri kneeling above her, and the jeweled blade right under her chin.

      The tip of the knife sliced into the outer layers of her skin, slowly and with such precision that Gandrett would have complimented Liri for her skill, hadn’t it been for the outrageous pain that came with the art of torture. She held in the gasps that would have given away just how effective Liri’s knife was and silently wondered if Nehelon would break if she so much as whimpered.

      She didn’t need to force herself to hold still, for her body was locked in an invisible grasp, similar to what she had experienced when she had first discovered Nehelon’s Fae ears. But this was so much worse. There wouldn’t be any bantering with Liri, any arguing, or hope. This was exactly what Liri had implied. Revenge—not on Gandrett, but on her son.

      Gandrett breathed through the pain—in and out, in and out, like she had taught herself over ten long years at the priory—every second like a minute, every minute like hours. She hoped that Gordan was still in on her plan to somehow get Nehelon out of there because Gandrett had surely given her last try. And she had failed so bitterly, that she deserved every last bit of agony delivered by the tip of Liri’s blade.

      In another life, she would have told Nehelon sooner. She would have found the words, and maybe—just maybe—they would have been happy. But in this dark and magic-ridden version of the world, her minutes were numbered and full of suffering.

      “Wait!” This time it was Nehelon’s voice that saved Gandrett—if only for a moment, the distraction making Liri lift her knife to give Gandrett the chance to breathe deeply a few times before she set the tip back into her skin.

      “You would regret killing her, Mother,” he added, but Liri got back to work, unimpressed by the cold threat in Nehelon’s voice. Gandrett had heard him like that when he had spoken to Raynar, and it drove shivers of ice down her spine.

      From the corner of her eye, she noticed a movement, but tears were now blurring her vision as a set of claws pinned down her abused arms. She bit back a gasp.

      “Out with it if you have something to say,” Liri threw at Nehelon, not even bothering to look up, digging the knife deeper for a moment, eliciting a scream from Gandrett. Nehelon’s wordless snarl filled the hall in response, followed by Liri’s chuckle of delight.

      “Nothing?” Liri continued her cruel works without another look at her son. “Such big words and then—”

      “Because if you kill her, I will kill you,” Nehelon hissed, and Gandrett wasn’t sure if she was dreaming. Because this time, his voice came from far closer.

      From right behind the queen.

      And when she looked up, Gordan and Nehelon were flanking Liri, their weapons pointing at her neck from each side and emanating power that had little to do with their magic and everything to do with their determination to save Gandrett.

      Gandrett panted in pain, barely able to think, but she was sure that this couldn’t end well. The Maraoul’s foul breath was too close. If either of the males harmed even a hair on Liri’s head, it would bite and slowly devour her as she fell into petrification. And if they didn’t—

      If they didn’t, she would die a long painful death at Liri’s hands. Either version wasn’t what Gandrett had had in mind for her own end, but they had run out of options.

      Nehelon’s eyes found hers, the hard diamond shattering for just a moment as a plea for forgiveness flashed on his face. He didn’t wait for her to be able to make sense of it before he turned back to his mother, cold and hard like stone.

      “I will stay in her place.” His words barreled through Gandrett like thunder. Too loud in her throbbing head. He couldn’t—

      Liri remained silent, knife at Gandrett’s throat an additional threat to the danger of poison at her neck.

      For a beat, no one in the room seemed to be breathing, except for the Maraoul blowing stinking gusts at her face.

      No.

      “I will offer this only once, and I want you to take my offer,” Nehelon urged, voice steady as if he were negotiating the price for the harvest.

      He couldn’t. Just couldn’t—

      Gandrett tried to scream her objections, but all she could get out was a croaked “no”.

      But she wasn’t heard.

      A rush of blood pounded through her head, thrumming in a rhythm so violent she wasn’t sure it would make her skull burst.

      “A slice through your neck, Mother, is all it takes,” Nehelon threatened when Liri didn’t respond. “Do you really want to die now that he is back?”

      Of course, he would know what to do. He always had a plan. Always found a way out. Even if this plan involved giving himself up.

      “Nehelon, no,” Gandrett croaked again, and this time, he heard her.

      A smile cracked his cold mask as his eyes met hers. “It’s the only way.”

      No. There had to be a different solution. One including Nehelon walking away from the tower with them. But however much Gandrett strained her mind, the situation remained the same. If they killed Liri, the Maraoul would kill her. They were too exhausted to take on the Maraoul and the queen, and if they didn’t try, the two males would be next.

      He was right. And Gandrett hated to admit that he was right. How she hated that she was powerless this time, that she had something to lose.

      Gandrett could see it in Liri’s eyes that she had come to the same conclusion.

      “Up with you,” she gestured at Gandrett with an elegant hand, knife still at her throat.

      It took Gandrett a moment to push herself to her feet, but Nehelon was there, one hand stabilizing her while with the other, he kept his sword at his mother’s throat.

      His touch brought instant relief, making the pain recoil with his healing powers enough to clear her head.

      With a glance at Gordan, Nehelon reassured himself that his mother was taken care of. Then he eyed the Maraoul that was still barely a foot from Gandrett, ready to bite if he as much as made a wrong move. Even with his Fae strength and speed, he wouldn’t be able to defeat it. Not now that his magic was depleted. She could see it in his tired eyes that he was at his limit, too. She had seen him like this only once, and that had been after he’d saved her in Ackwood when she had been fatally wounded.

      “Make it quick,” Liri hissed, eager to get it over with, now that she had agreed to the bargain.

      Gandrett’s heart almost stopped when he turned to her in the middle of blood and gore, in the middle of disaster, and smiled as if they were back in Ackwood in the tent for that brief moment when they had ignited together.

      “You promised—” she began, but Nehelon cut her off.

      “Look at the stars, Gandrett, and think of me.” His voice was a canvas of emotions.

      “You can’t do this.” She shook her head, tears spilling over her cheeks. “Not now. Not—”

      Nehelon silenced her with a gentle finger to her lips, ignoring the deadly creature behind her and his mother behind him. For one brief moment, it was only him and her. And she needed to smile. Even if it was the last thing she felt like doing. It was what she owed him. One last smile. For the brave male he was and the love he deserved.

      “When you lie down at night and close your eyes, I will be there, in your dreams,” he murmured, moisture collecting in his star-like eyes. “Never give up hope, Gandrett. Never. There is a life ahead of you, a role for you to play before the end. And when the day comes, I will be with you. I promise that if I can promise nothing else.”

      Nehelon’s fingers brushed her cheeks as he gently took her face between his hands.

      “One last time, allow me to feel your breath in my mouth. Burn me with your kiss so I can keep that scar as a reminder you were real.” He leaned down and stopped an inch from her lips, his breath hot and full of his nameless scent, fogging her senses.

      And then he kissed her, sweetly at first but desperately a second later, lips urging her bruised ones apart, tongue tasting her, driving a shiver of pain and pleasure down her spine. This couldn’t be the end. Not like this. Not after everything—

      His lips were gone as fast as they’d come down on hers.

      “Go, Gandrett, live. Live for both of us.”

      She didn’t have the words to tell him that she didn’t care for living if it meant leaving him behind. Couldn’t bring herself to voice what it would mean to return to Ulfray, bearing the news that she had lost the rightful king to the woman who cursed his lands. What would she tell his people? What would she tell his brother?

      How would she sleep at night? How would she dream? How would she—

      “Smile, love,” he breathed, a chiseled smile gracing his own lips. “I will be all right as long as I know you are out there somewhere, safe and dreaming.”
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      When Gandrett Brayton sailed out of the ruins of the lost towers mere hours later, Gordan at her side, the rightful king’s commander and her only friend in the wide, empty ocean that would soon surround them, she didn’t have tears in her eyes. She had lived as an acolyte at the Order of Vala long enough to know what sacrifice meant. And Nehelon had sacrificed everything so she could be free. So she got away. So she could turn Neredyn upside down until she found a way to bring him back. And so she would.

      She glanced over her shoulder to find Gordan’s waiting black eyes, remains of terror darkening them to a flat black.

      “To Ulfray?” he asked, tone bleak.

      Gandrett heaved a breath and glanced into the setting sun, at the shimmering waters of the Glistening Blue, and shook her head.

      “Not Ulfray,” she said, voice strong, despite the desperation she’d been fighting since that first step she’d taken to leave Nehelon behind. Gandrett swallowed the anguish at the thought of what she’d left him to face—

      Beside her, Gordan cocked his head, hope flaring in his eyes as he noticed determination in hers.

      Gandrett gripped the railing and forced a smile, lips aching with every bit she got them to curve upward. But she didn’t give in. Not at something as simple as this. Not with everything that lay ahead of her. Everything she had found and lost and that had left her bare and bleeding. “There’s somewhere else we need to go first.”
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Chapter 1

      MARAY

      “You want me to kill myself for my birthday?” She stared down incredulously at the colorful package on her knees, hands shaking as she reached out for the dagger.

      “Not at all.” Her father shook his head with a smile and watched her extract the metal from the box—she had never seen anything like it: ornate silver and black inscriptions. “It’s a family heirloom.”

      “We don’t have family heirlooms,” Maray objected. The Johnsons, she knew, were a family of little history.

      “Not on my side,” Gerwin Johnson agreed. “Your mother’s side has a lot of history.”

      Maray dropped the dagger back into the box as if she had burned herself and looked up to study her father’s face. “But we hate Mom,” she said cynically and put the box on the table—too cynically for a sixteen-year-old.

      Gerwin never talked about her mother much, and if he did, they weren’t very good things.

      “We don’t hate her,” Gerwin corrected. “We don’t agree with all the choices she made… We meaning I don’t agree with all her choices.”

      His face seemed older, the way it always did when he spoke about her, his brown eyes too dark to read anything from them.

      “She abandoned us,” Maray said, not sad like she had been when Laura had left them five years ago, but with a sense of acceptance. “Do you think she is happy?”

      “I dearly hope so.” Gerwin looked like he meant it.

      Maray gazed out the ceiling-high window. The new apartment was a modern interior set in an old building structure; probably from before eighteen-something, just like almost everything in this city. Her view was of a pale yellow building. It was set on a hill, watching the surroundings with its arched entrances and windows. It looked like part of a palace, yet not like a place people would have lived in.

      “Where do you think she is now?” she asked, not really expecting to get an answer. “Still Texas?”

      Her father leaned forward and patted her arm. “Your mother was never one to stay in one place for too long.” He got to his feet and crossed the room to get to the slate-grey kitchen and pick up two plates from the granite counter. “This world was never one for her.”

      He appeared between the columns separating the kitchen from the dining area and placed the plates he held in his hands onto the table. “Cake?”

      With reluctance, Maray guided her fingers away from the dagger, taking plate and fork instead. They ate in silence, both of them studying the weapon between them.

      “So, Mom’s—” Maray prompted, and Gerwin nodded almost the second she spoke. “Was it her father’s? Her mother’s?” She didn’t think of them as grandparents. Never having met them did its part in feeling a bit detached.

      “It was Rhia’s.” His voice allowed for the same affectionate tone that someone would use to address a stone.

      “We don’t like Rhia—” that was her grandmother’s name, “—either,” Maray remembered and shoved a fork-full of Sacher cake into her mouth, grimacing at the explosion of chocolate couverture and apricot. What was it with Austrians and their obsession with apricot-jelly?

      “We—” her father creased his eyebrows, scolding her for including him in her generalization of negative emotions towards her mother’s side of the family, “—have nothing against Rhia,” he clarified.

      “At least nothing that would work,” Maray muttered between two gulps of water. What Laura had told her about Rhia mostly fortified her belief that there was hardly anything to like.

      “Can you stop that?” Gerwin hissed, losing his usually so well exercised patience.

      Maray sat back in her chair, not at all embarrassed about her behavior. Her mother, Laura, had left them. She had disappeared in the middle of the night after a call from Rhia, kissing Maray goodbye with the promise to be back soon. That had been five years ago this day: her sixteenth birthday. And every year, it wasn’t the anniversary of her birth; it was the anniversary of the day her mother had bolted from the family, never to be seen again. The times she had heard of her ever since, she could count on one hand. A phone call or two in the first weeks, then a letter after a month, and a postcard after a year—from Texas. No one knew what had brought her there.

      Her father had processed the breakup surprisingly well—if she ignored the angry comments he sometimes made when single-fatherhood became too much of a hassle. Gerwin was a diplomat, and his patience and principles were almost as sacred to him as his love of their little family. Little—meaning Maray and him. It spoke volumes that he sometimes couldn’t help himself when Maray’s mother came up in a conversation. He had done everything for his daughter those past years, and now that he had finally taken a step back into his career, accepting the position as an ambassador in Vienna, Austria, she felt it was finally time for Maray to do something for him—even if it was a little thing like biting back a snide comment.

      “I am sorry, Dad,” she said, putting on a brighter face. The annual rage at her mother would have to wait until a little later. “So, what’s with the family-heirloom?” she quizzed, hoping to erase the lines on her father’s forehead, and lifted the dagger out of the box, this time examining all of it.

      “That’s a story for another day,” he said and smoothed his dress shirt as he got to his feet. “I need to head out, or I will miss the opening speech.” He kissed her on the forehead and grabbed his tie and jacket on the way to the door. Before he opened it, he stopped and turned around. “Happy Birthday, Maray.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” She waved with her free hand. “Show them they hired the right man for the job.”

      Gerwin gave her a half-smile and left to his first official appearance as an ambassador for... What was it again? Now that she thought about it, she realized that her father had never actually shared. She had asked many times and always gotten an answer that had seemed satisfying at that time. But had he ever truly named it clearly? “Ambassador,” he had said, “They need someone over there in Europe to take care of some cultural disputes.”

      Maray had never asked what type of conflicts. Not that she didn’t want to know. Only, her father was such a secretive man when it came to his job. He couldn’t talk about it much. His employer—some big corporation in IT—didn’t want him to. And it had to be fast. They needed someone like yesterday, and so they had taken this step to move to Vienna more or less overnight. Now that she was thinking about it in detail, it didn’t make full sense why an IT business would need their own ambassador.

      The dagger in her hand weighed heavy, and she imagined that this wasn’t a weapon for fighting. It looked more like a ritual dagger. She turned it over one last time before she put it back in the box and grabbed the dishes. It took only a couple of minutes for her to clean up the kitchen. It used to be her mother who would do it, but ever since she’d left, Maray had taken on most of the kitchen duties while her father took care of laundry. It was a silent agreement that helped them avoid bringing up the topic of Laura.

      With everything back in its place, Maray had an entire afternoon and evening to pass by. Her friend—one friend—in the States was probably just starting her day, and she didn’t want to disturb her. So she stepped into her shoes, grabbed a jacket, and danced down the historical staircase.

      Living in Vienna was like living in a museum. Only here, every architectural masterpiece of the past was still inhabited. As she made her way down to the nearby castle—a relic of the Austrian monarchy—she passed ornate facades painted in subdued colors. It was the first day of November, and still the city was packed with tourists. They had their coats up to their noses, protecting themselves from the merciless wind as they rushed from the metro stop to the grand yellow building across the street.

      Maray had laughed when her father had told her they’d have a castle in their back garden. Well, it wasn’t the back garden but close enough: a seven minute walk.

      “Where is entrance?” A woman asked in a heavy Chinese accent. She knew that accent from D.C.

      With a smile, she pointed toward where the rest of the crowd was headed and watched the woman walk away toward a sign saying ‘Ticket Office’. Maray felt less and less like following the tourist masses like a sheep. Instead, she turned right after the massive iron gate, passed the gift-shop, and followed a gravel path into a park that unraveled behind the castle, ready to leave the multi-language-babble behind her and explore.
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      Maray glanced up at the perfect arch of gnarly wood, a long tunnel twice her height or more, framed by bushes that looked as if they had been cut back, year after year, for over a century. There were no tourists here, just her and the dusty gravel.

      Curious, she set a foot in and marveled at the fairytale feel of the archway. It must be beautiful in summer, she thought and strolled further into the long tunnel of drab wood. The wind played with what few leaves were clinging to the branches, and the sky above was a deep purplish blue, the shade she knew from home when a thunderstorm was brewing. Here, it seemed to be the normal color of the sky for the season.

      Maray kicked a stone ahead of her as she made her way further in and watched it roll into the frame of dead leaves along the shrub.

      When the stone hit the side of the path, noise caught her attention: metal on metal, an angry sound accompanied by labored breathing, and a scream.

      Alarmed, Maray stepped aside, heart thumping in her throat, and stumbled into the sharp, trimmed branches.

      As the noise approached, she could see the outline of two young men in the fog that suddenly spread ahead of her, fighting, swords held overhead. She shrank back into the bush, tearing her jacket in the process. Swords? She hadn’t seen a sword since her last visit to the museum in D.C. The two sword-fighters hadn’t been there a second ago; she could swear it.

      The clatter of metal piqued, and a ripping sound, followed by a thud, ended the noise.

      Maray peeked through the branches, hoping to get a better view of what was going on. Adrenaline rushed through her system, making her fidget.

      There, in the fading fog, laid one of the two boys, flat on the ground, face down, motionless. She stepped forward, careful not to draw attention, but the second boy had disappeared. She glanced around, double-checking. The park seemed as dead and empty as it had a couple of minutes ago—except for the still figure before her feet.

      From the way he was laying, it was difficult to tell if he was alive or dead. Maray ignored her impulse to bolt and crouched beside the boy. His clothes were like nothing she had ever seen. They reminded her of things she had seen at a medieval fair mixed with high-tech materials. She forced herself to stop staring, focusing on the slow rise and fall of his back. He was breathing.

      “Can you hear me?” She touched his shoulder with a hesitant finger, careful not to push on the gashing wound across his upper arm. He didn’t respond.

      A shock of caramel hair hid his face. She brushed it aside with her hand, revealing a cheek smeared in dust and blood. She shrank back, glancing over her shoulder. What had the other boy done to him?

      “Hello?” Maray tried again, hoping the boy would react. She needed to call an ambulance. The wound on his arm didn’t look good, and there was a cut across his cheek that seemed like it might be down to the bone. “My name is Maray Johnson,” she said in a clear voice like she had learned in first aid. “I am here. I am getting help. If you can hear me and can’t speak, give me a sign.”

      The boy remained still.

      Maray pulled her phone from her jacket and tried to remember what 9-1-1 was in Austria… 1-3-3? 1-4-4?

      Before she could decide which one it was, the boy twitched, then he gurgled and coughed, thin lines of spit and blood running down his chin.

      “Are you awake?” Maray had dropped the phone the second he moved and was now hovering over him, one hand sliding under his head to help him get the liquid out of his mouth. “Can you hear me?” she repeated.

      He couldn’t be much older than her—seventeen, maybe eighteen—but it was hard to tell through the layer of grime.

      One second he leaned into her hand, the next his eyes tore open, and he jumped up into a kneeling position, holding a short sword up to her throat. He panted, trembling under the effect of the cut on his arm.

      A pair of wide, bright eyes glared at her, locking her in place as much as the pointed metal under her chin.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are you?” He coughed more blood.

      If she hadn’t been petrified by his sudden attack, she would have noticed the figure behind her. But she didn’t. All she saw were those eyes, cold and defensive, and the agitation in the boy’s words.

      Maray’s heart threatened to escape her ribcage as it hammered in her chest from fear. She could have asked the same question: Who was he?

      Take a breath, she told herself. What options do you have?

      The stranger’s hand was trembling, making the sword come dangerously close to her throat. Even if he was weakened by the wound, there was nothing much she could physically do to fight off the stranger. One inch, and she’d be dead.

      Speak to him, she remembered, stall.

      “You are badly wounded,” she acknowledged in a voice that resembled calm even though she felt more like screaming.

      She glanced down at his chest. His shirt—looking like a cross-breed of chainmail and cotton—was slashed open from collar to sternum, leaving a cleft of flesh. It wasn’t bleeding even though the fabric was blood-soaked.

      The stranger cringed as if he was just realizing that she was right. For a fraction of a second, he peered down before his eyes snapped back up to fix on Maray.

      “This is nothing,” he commented with a twitch of his lips.

      Nothing? If that was nothing, she didn’t want to know what something was.

      “I’ve had worse before breakfast.”

      The trembling in his arm faded as he spoke, and when she allowed her eyes to check his wound, she noticed the bleeding had stopped.

      It was just in that moment that the figure behind her moved. She caught a glimpse of something furry from the corner of her eye before the stranger in front of her launched himself in the air with a push of his legs. Not even having a second to wonder how he’d done it, she squinted, readying herself for the impact, and was surprised as the blow didn’t come from the front but from the back.

      As she crashed face-forward into the gravel, a squeal tore the air, the sound running through her flesh and bones.

      “Don’t move.” The boy hovered beside her as quickly as he had disappeared above her head.

      Maray waited for the metal to reappear at her neck.

      “Are you hurt?” asked the stranger, as if asking whether she liked the color blue. As if it didn’t mean anything to him.

      Maray picked herself up from the ground, and as she lifted her hand to pull gravel out of her scarf, the sword was at her throat in an instant.

      “Didn’t I say, ‘Don’t move’?”

      Maray held her hands up to indicate she wasn’t going to try anything.

      “No, I am not hurt,” she lied, biting back the pain in her jaw. She was sure it was bruised. She tasted blood on her lip as she spoke and spat out a piece of gravel. “What was that?” she asked, feeling trapped. Whatever it was that the stranger had executed behind her, she wasn’t able to turn around and look.

      “Maray Johnson,” he said, ignoring her question, and stepped around her so she could see him.

      “So, you did hear me earlier,” she commented in a surge of defiance.

      “Thanks for caring enough to check my vitals,” he said, ignoring her words again. Somehow he didn’t sound grateful.

      “I didn’t check them.” Maray pursed her lips as the boy eyed her closely.

      “You didn’t have to,” he countered.

      There was something about the way he held up his sword that gave away the idea that he wasn’t going to use it on her.

      “So, if you aren’t going to kill me,” said Maray, “why don’t you tell me what you want?”

      As he measured her face from up close, she didn’t dare look him in the eye, but she could smell his scent: blood and sweat and leather. For a long moment he studied her, then his hand grabbed her chin—not rough, but like a judge appraising a horse or a sheep. Her eyes snapped towards his as she pulled her face out of his grasp.

      “You look like an exact copy of her,” he murmured, and there was hatred in his voice, well-concealed behind an indifferent expression, but it was there.

      “Who are you talking about?”

      Maray tried to focus. This hadn’t been an accident. She hadn’t stumbled upon him—them—by mere bad luck. This stranger had been searching for her. She could tell by the look in his eyes. He despised her, and it cost him all the effort he could bear to take down his sword and let it disappear into a belt at his side.

      The clicking sound of the cross-guard hitting the sheath brought instant relief.

      Maray was scared, but not petrified. The way he kept staring… Something wasn’t right—besides the obviousness of a swordsman in contemporary Vienna and whatever that squealing, furry thing was he had slaughtered behind her.

      “Identify yourself,” he demanded, not releasing her gaze.

      Maray didn’t know what he wanted. She had told her name. Hadn’t that been enough?

      “Now.” His hand, still tight around the hold of the sword, moved an inch up. He was going to pull it out again if she didn’t react; she was aware of that.

      “Maray Johnson,” she repeated, caving under his glare.

      His shoulders squared, tensing for a fight. It would take him less than a second to draw the sword. She had seen how fast he’d moved before; too fast for human eyes.

      “That’s impossible.” The stranger shook his head. “You look the same, and yet you are so much younger.”

      The hostility in his gaze was slowly replaced by a look that reminded her of her father when he was trying to crack a really difficult Sudoku. She took it as a sign the imminent danger was over.

      “What was that behind me?” she asked and turned slowly, not knowing what to expect.

      The stranger didn’t stop her.

      The first thing she saw was dark fur. Massive amounts of dark fur. She blinked as if to clear her vision.

      She pointed at the dead, animal-like shape before her feet, unable to take her eyes off of it, and unable to verbalize her shock.

      “Thank you for saving my life?” The stranger suggested and stepped to her side, observing her with interest as she stared at the head of the beast.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, overcoming the initial shock. “This is not a wolf,” she noted, observing the razor-sharp teeth and the heavy paws, “or a bear. It’s a little bit of both.”

      The stranger nodded beside her.

      “It’s a Yutu,” he informed her, gesturing at the furry mountain.

      Even if the situation hadn’t been surreal the way it was, Maray wouldn’t have known what to say. The huge wolf-bear in front of her would have been intimidating enough without the sword sticking out of its forehead. Blood was trickling down its grey-brown head into its muzzle.

      “If I ran, would I stand a chance?” Maray wondered aloud and looked at the stranger.

      The wound on his cheek had almost healed. So had the cuts on his chest and his arm. How was that possible?

      He shook his head, his caramel hair freeing itself from behind his ears. “I wouldn’t try if I were you.”

      She glanced at the Yutu and back at him.

      “I’ve been tracking it for days,” he said and kicked its massive paw with his foot. “It almost got you.”

      Maray didn’t fail to notice that the coldness was leaving his voice a little bit more with every word he spoke.

      “You’ve been tracking it for days?” Maray prompted. “Do those run around a lot in Austrian parks?” She was going for sarcasm, but all she got from the stranger was a look of disappointment.

      “For a moment, I thought you were one of us.”

      Maray shoved her hands in her pockets, protecting her fingers from the icy wind. Why did he keep evading her questions?

      “You know, it would help if you actually told me what you’re talking about,” she suggested, hoping that she’d get him to talk if she provoked him. What was the worst that could happen? That he’d draw his sword again?

      The stranger shrugged, not touched in the slightest. “You wouldn’t believe me. He snapped his fingers, and the wolf-bear was swallowed in fog.

      “What just happened?” Maray stared into the dissolving haze; the same that she had seen when the two boys had appeared.

      “I sent it back,” he said as if what he had just done was the most normal thing in the world.

      “Back to where?” Maray tried to keep track of what was happening, but it was almost as if every question she asked triggered a new one.

      Hands grabbed her so suddenly that she almost shrieked. They were his, and he leaned toward her, so close she was forced to look directly at his face. Underneath the grime and blood, there were sharp angles. Dark eyebrows perfectly arched across his bright-blue eyes. They were narrowed as if he was struggling.

      “Look,” he said after a moment of peering into her eyes with an intensity that let her guess that whatever he was about to say was something he wouldn’t normally share. “I would kill you if it weren’t for my oath to the crown.”

      Maray considered interjecting a comment about the Austrian monarchy being part of history, that they were a republic now, but she held her tongue, remembering how fast the boy had speared the wolf-bear—Yutu.

      “Unfortunately for you, you look so much like the queen regent—” he didn’t sound affectionate, “—that I have no other option than to take you with me.”

      That didn’t sound good. Besides the fact that she still didn’t know what he was talking about, now he also was considering abducting her.

      She dropped the plan to provoke the stranger into answers. It wasn’t working. What would her father do? He was a diplomat, trained to negotiate his way through life. He would find a way out of this.

      Maray took a slow step back, lowering her shoulders so she would appear more confident, and raised her chin.

      “I am glad you are taking your oath that seriously,” she complimented him, appealing to his honor. “It would help me to understand why you would have to take me with you—and where that would be.”

      Not bad for a first attempt, she thought. But the boy didn’t seem to think so. His face darkened, and he grabbed the hilt of his sword again.

      “You don’t only look like her; you are trying to manipulate me just like her.”

      “I’m not trying to manipulate you,” Maray defended. “I am trying to understand what’s going on.” Maybe honesty was the better way. “I have never seen a wolf-bear—Yutu—whatever you call it, and I have no idea who you are. You just killed a monster, threatened me with a sword; you fought someone who has disappeared into thin air—” she referred to the second boy, “—and now you are threatening to kidnap me.”

      The summary sounded worse spoken aloud than it had in her mind, and as the boy saw how Maray was trying to handle the situation, he seemed to feel a surge of compassion.

      “Jemin,” he plainly said as if expecting her to understand.

      Maray frowned in frustration.

      “Jemin,” he repeated and waited a moment for her to comprehend that he was introducing himself.

      “I would say, ‘pleasure to meet you,’” she said coldly, “but it’s not.”

      “I can assure you, the feeling is mutual.”
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        * * *

      

      The wind blew Maray’s dark pony tail into her face, making her reach up and tuck it back where it belonged. Jemin watched her as if his life depended on it, but the grip on his sword loosened.

      “So…” Maray put her hands back into the warmth of her pockets. “Is it safe to ask questions, or are you going to attack me?”

      Jemin featured an unamused smile and shrugged. “Do what you need to do,” he said indifferently, “but don’t be surprised if you don’t get what you want.”

      Maray copied his smile and looked around. The tunnel was still a tourist-free zone, and the early twilight of November was settling in over the city.

      “Where is the other boy?” It probably wasn’t the most pressing question, but it was one of the many she had.

      “Back where he belongs,” Jemin said with the same indifference as before. Only, it was increasingly difficult to notice the slight changes underneath the surface of his expression.

      “Where exactly is that?” Maray wanted to know, and this time, she was ready for an answer.

      Jemin opened his mouth to speak but closed it again, raising his finger to his lips while his other hand silently drew the sword, eyes gesturing to their left.

      Maray turned to search for what he was seeing there, but all she could see was a wall of wood and half-dead leaves. She was about to open her mouth and ask what was wrong when fog rose from the ground under the bushes, making it difficult for her to see anything.

      “Come with me,” Jemin whispered, suddenly close beside her ear, and grabbed her hand. “This place isn’t safe any longer.”

      At his touch, Maray felt a sting in her skin, almost as if holding an electric cable with low voltage. It was hard to tell what was more uncomfortable—the sense of danger or the sudden sense of safety—as he pulled her along behind him.

      “Where are we going?” she whispered, ignoring the feeling, and tried to keep up with Jemin as he led her further into the darkening tunnel.

      The purplish-blue of the sky had turned a dark shade of grey, and what little daylight was left quickly faded behind clouds and fog.
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        * * *

      

      One moment, everything around her was bright white as if her head was stuck in a cotton ball; the next, she was in the exact same spot she’d been before she’d entered the fog, looking at the same gnarly, trimmed branches, stepping on the same dusty gravel, and feeling the same icy wind.

      Jemin stopped abruptly, making her crush into his back.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, wondering what material it was he was wearing. It looked heavy and sturdy but was smooth and light to the touch. She felt the hard muscles in his shoulders as she pushed herself away from him.

      He turned around and tapped his fingers impatiently to the hilt of his sword as she straightened out her clothes. Her jacket had caught some of the grime from Jemin’s coat-like armor, and she was wondering if it was on her face too when his hands shot up, catching her hood and pulling it over her head, covering her face so she could hardly see his from under the seam.

      “If you don’t mind,” he said as if that was explanation enough when Maray reached up herself, trying to remove it. “I don’t want anyone to see your face.”

      “Well, that’s hurtful,” she noted, still struggling to pull down the hood and losing against the iron grip of his fingers which were pulling the other direction. “Am I really that hideous?” She tilted her head back, giving in to his wish, and exposing her pale, freckled face as she glanced up at him, earning a look from his bright eyes that was hard to identify. It wasn’t the hateful vibe she’d gotten before, but it wasn’t friendly either. Cautious might have been a good word to describe it, but there was a hint of amusement in the corners of his lips that made her want to ask what he was thinking.

      “So, where is that place you’re taking me where it’s supposedly safe?” she asked instead and glanced around, gesturing at the unchanged surroundings. “We haven’t gotten very far, have we?”

      Jemin’s fingers detached from her hood, and his face changed back to the alert expression he’d worn before they had stepped into the fog. “We’re already here,” he said and grabbed her hand again, pulling her along.

      “What do you mean, ‘here’?” His words didn’t make sense. They were walking down the same tunnel as before. Nothing had changed.

      “Welcome to Allinan,” he said in a voice that told her he wasn’t exactly thrilled they were there—wherever ‘there’ was.

      As Maray struggled to keep up, the settling darkness was broken by orange lights ahead where the branches ended.

      “Wait—what?” She had one of those moments where it was hard to walk and think at the same time.

      “Allinan,” he repeated and slowed down just enough for her to fall into step beside him, but his hand remained uncomfortably tight around hers. “The other Vienna.”

      She noticed his eyes on her as he led her forward, closer to the light. “What do you mean, ‘the other Vienna’?”

      “We just travelled to a different dimension.”

      Maray stopped in her tracks, almost ripping her arm off as Jemin continued forward. Was he serious?

      “You took me to another dimension?” she barked at him. Besides the obvious—that this couldn’t be real—she felt like tearing one of those gnarly branches off the nearest bush and hitting Jemin over the head with it.

      “Get over it,” he said dryly and set her in motion again with a harsh tug on her hand. “Looking how you look and having seen the Yutu—” he shot her a look that reminded her of those first words; that he’d kill her if it wasn’t for his oath to the crown, “—and me, you don’t get the luxury of being surprised.” His grasp tightened as if to make a point. “If anyone is to feel surprised, it should be me.”

      Maray found it difficult to follow his thought-process. Less than an hour ago, she hadn’t even known there was something called a Yutu, or that people could heal from deadly injuries within minutes, or that there were alternate dimensions—at least one…if she believed Jemin. She quietly looked up at him, catching up beside him again, and tried to make out the scar of the former gash on his cheek. Something was terribly wrong. Either she was going crazy, or there was an entire reality she had never heard about.

      “Keep your head down,” Jemin instructed as they stepped out of the tunnel and into the torch-lit yard of the castle; the same castle Maray had avoided because of the masses of tourists which had been wading toward the entrance earlier today. The scene she found now was an entirely different one. People, dressed similarly to Jemin, were walking back and forth along the pale-yellow castle walls. The signs that pointed to the ticket office and gift shop were gone. Lights shone behind lace curtains in high, arched windows, silhouettes moving behind them. “And don’t speak to anyone.”

      Maray nodded, unsure if he’d notice under her hood. If there were more of those wolf-bears around or people of Jemin’s fighting skills, it would be wise to stick to his orders, no matter how tempting it was to bolt and pretend all of this had never happened.

      As they entered the brighter parts of the yard, he let go of her hand. “Stay by my side,” he warned in a murmur. “If you get seen by the wrong people, there is no way you’re ever leaving this plane alive.”

      “And I thought you brought us somewhere safe,” Maray sneered but obediently kept pace with him. If he was right and she wasn’t going crazy, defying his instructions would be about as smart as stepping onto train-tracks.

      “I never said it would be safe for you,” Jemin corrected coldly.

      Had she before felt strangely safe with him? What was wrong with her? She knew nothing about the boy—except that he had saved her life. Whether that had been by chance or purposeful was something she had yet to find out. For a moment, she felt the deep urge calling within her to bolt, just run back to the apartment, but if what he said was true, there would be nothing to run to.

      Maray shrank closer to Jemin as a man in official-looking clothes approached them near the archway that led from the main building to less ostentatious quarters on the side.

      “Report,” the man prompted, stopping so close to them Maray could hear his nervous breathing.

      She couldn’t see his face, but the polished gleam of his boots gave away that the man had spent his day indoors. A couple of steps on the gravel, and they would have looked like her sneakers or Jemin’s boots, covered by a thin layer of filth and earth.

      She wondered if the man took any notice of how different she looked compared to everyone else. Besides her jacket, which was a neutral grey, and shoes, her jeans and red scarf would stand out in the strange fashion of Allinan.

      Beside her, Jemin straightened and cleared his throat. “Commander Scott, Sir,” he chanted. “Reporting, Yutu tracked down and eliminated in Sector 13.” He moved slightly away from Maray as if to act like she wasn’t there. “Yutu remains returned to Master Feris. Heck Brendal portaled back to Allinan about—” he lifted his arm, “— fifty minutes ago. Report end, Sir.”

      Fifty minutes? Her father would not even have heard half of the opening speech. By the time he got home, who knew if she’d still be alive. Who knew what other surprises this dimension—it was hard to even think it, let alone believe it—held for her.

      Commander Scott kept silent for a long second before he spoke. “Sector 13. That’s the third one this month,” he repeated Jemin’s words. “Any idea what it was after?”

      The commander started walking without a warning, and when, after a couple of steps, Jemin wasn’t beside him, his deep voice bellowed impatiently, “Are you coming, Boyd?”

      “If I may, Sir,” Jemin replied apologetically, “I’d like to return to my quarters and get the destroyed pieces fixed first.”

      Commander Scott didn’t stop. “You have ten minutes to clean up, Jemin Boyd. Find me in the councilor’s chambers.”

      Jemin relaxed just to fall into a new tension.

      “Come,” he said and grabbed Maray’s arm. “We need to hurry.”

      Wordlessly, she let him guide her through the archway, never lifting her head, pretending she was invisible when people in armor like Jemin’s rushed by. He took her up a staircase, leading her as if they were hunted by a Yutu, before they turned into a dimly-lit corridor. Their footsteps echoed off the white walls, covering the sound of Maray’s racing heart. Their journey ended when he pushed her through an emerald door and closed it behind them.

      Maray stumbled over the threshold and almost fell, but Jemin’s hand caught her by the shoulder. Maray’s breath got caught in her throat at the force of the impact.

      “You can take off the hood,” he said as he released her and stepped past her to a small basin on a sideboard.

      As she slid out of the fabric, the first thing she saw was a narrow bed with clean, white sheets. A carved, wooden chest stood at the foot end between her and the bed. It looked as if it belonged in a museum, but where the keyhole had been, a shiny, glass-like surface reflected the light in the room.

      “Where are we?” Maray asked and looked around, finding a Renaissance version of a dresser next to a narrow window and then Jemin standing bare-chested at the basin, face dipped into the water.

      Maray swallowed as she laid eyes on the ropes of muscles she had felt under his armor earlier.

      Jemin held his arm out to the side. “Could you hand me that?” He pointed at a towel-like cloth hanging on a plain wooden chair which reminded her oddly of the chairs in her dining room.

      With hesitant fingers, she reached over to grab the towel and put it into Jemin’s waiting hand. He took it and led it to his face first then turned around, drying his hair.

      Maray couldn’t help but stare. Uncovered from blood and dirt, Jemin was stunning: a hint of bronze defined the undertone of his skin, face and forearms a little darker than the rest. His cheekbones, in perfect angles with his eyes and eyebrows, together with the line of his lips, reminded her of someone from a fashion magazine.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” he commented on her open-mouthed staring.

      Caught, Maray blinked, regaining her composure. “Not excessively,” she countered.

      In her old school in D.C., they’d had enough rich prats who thought every girl swooned just because they were in the same room with them. She’d learned to handle them. “How many minutes do you have left, Boyd?” she asked, imitating the commander, and shot Jemin a dark look.

      He dropped the towel and flew to the wooden chest, kneeling down beside Maray, and pressed a finger to the shiny surface that seemed to be the lock. The second it clicked open, he dove into the chest, pulling a similar chainmail-like shirt out, and slipped it over his head. Maray used the moment to study his movements. Every shift, every step, seemed to be deliberate; there was nothing left to coincidence in the way this young man moved.

      Silently, like a cat, he closed the chest and straightened up, stuffing the strange armor under his weapons belt.

      “What is that?” Maray reached out her hand, unable to suppress her own curiosity, and took a fold of Jemin’s armor between her fingers. He tensed under her touch, as if readying himself to fight.

      The fabric felt the same as the first time: light to the touch, soft, and yet it seemed hard enough to keep swords off Jemin’s skin.

      “Thaotine.” He twisted out of her grasp and crossed the narrow space to the dresser. “A carbon-like substance, soft as silk and hard as steel. Unique to this dimension.” He pulled open a drawer and grabbed something out of it, shoving it into his weapons belt. “Once you wear it, you’ll never want to go back.” His hand ran over his arm before he pulled as much of his chin-length hair into a ponytail as would stay there. “Trust me.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” Maray quizzed and pulled her phone out, checking for connectivity. ‘No service,’ it said; and that there was little time for whatever Jemin had in mind.

      “I thought I would have more time,” said Jemin, disappointment weaving into his tone. The first time she’d heard an emotion that plainly from him. He ran his fingers through the rogue honey strands on his forehead and looked at her for a second as if waiting for an epiphany. “I don’t have one.”

      Maray waited for more to come, but he remained silent.

      “One what?” she prompted.

      “A plan.” He lifted his hand again, and this time, she saw that he was wearing a thin bracelet that reminded her of a jewelry watch for women. “Two minutes,” he said, “I need to go.”

      “What about me?” Maray asked, her chest tightening at his words. He was going to leave her behind. “How do I get back home? You still haven’t told me anything.”

      “I’ll send Heck,” he said, restoring his indifferent face. “Promise you’ll sit tight until he is with you.”

      He waited for her reluctant nod before he rushed out the door. “And don’t touch anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Maray was pacing the limited space in what she believed was Jemin Boyd’s bedroom. His towel was still there on the cupboard beside the basin. With a quick glance out the dark window, she broke her gaze away from the basin-like sink. She had stared at it for minutes, hoping something would give away where the water had come from, but it remained the same metal bowl with ornamentations around the edges.

      Everything in the room seemed to be either from a long past century or from a futuristic movie—or both. What few objects were sitting around on the surfaces were either books or weapons. There was nothing that indicated what this dimension actually was. Or what rules applied here. Maray picked up one of the books on the bedside table and read the title: ‘Gan Krai - Laws and Rituals.’ The words didn’t ring a bell.

      How long had it been since Jemin had left? She pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at the screen again, hoping that he’d be back soon or that the other person he had announced would keep her company. Maray hated to be left alone. It reminded her of those first days without her mother. The hope she would be coming back, the dread that she wouldn’t, and the final realization that she wouldn’t for sure. It was different with her father. She knew he always returned. He was the closest thing she had to someone she could rely on. Until today, she’d thought she could rely on herself. Recent events had taught her otherwise. This was something she couldn’t get out of by herself. She needed Jemin, and since he said he’d send someone, apparently she needed that someone, too.

      “Not the best of Gan’s works,” a musical voice said behind her, making her drop the book, “but definitely worth a read.”

      She spun around and found herself looking into a pair of twinkling, chocolate-brown eyes.

      “Stab my soul,” the boy said and drew his sword; the same kind of weapon Jemin had held to her throat.

      With a sigh, Maray lifted her hands, palms toward the boy, feeling as if she had a Deja vu, readying herself to have the blade against her throat in a second.

      “Let me guess,” she said, studying the boy’s expression, “I look exactly like someone you know, and you wonder how that’s possible.”

      The boy’s eyes widened, all twinkle gone, yet he didn’t threaten her but placed the tip of the sword on the floor, rested both of his hands on the hilt, and knelt. “Forgive my bold words, Your Majesty. I wasn’t prepared to stand in your glorious presence.”

      “Excuse me—what?” Maray thought aloud. For the first time today, she felt like laughing.

      The boy peeked up at her reaction, confusion spreading on his handsome features. He looked a bit the way she imagined a knight of the roundtable would in his Thaotine armor and his leather gloves with cut-off fingers—just a more exotic version with olive skin and locks of ebony that fell into his face.

      “Your Majesty,” he said, seeming a bit lost, “I don’t understand.”

      Maray felt a pang of sympathy for the kneeling boy and reached out a hand to him, offering to help him up.

      “Your Majesty…” He flinched away from it. “I am not worthy of your help.”

      “I have no idea why you’re calling me ‘Your Majesty’.” Maray grabbed his hand and pulled him up. He got to his feet obediently. “Did Jemin send you?” she asked, uncomfortable at the boy’s stare.

      He nodded, apparently unsure what to call her if he couldn’t call her Majesty.

      “Your name is Heck?” she asked, remembering that Jemin had mentioned it.

      The boy nodded again, fidgeting under her glance. “Heck—Hendrick Brendal—” he inclined his head, “at your service.”

      “Maray Johnson.” She extended her hand, under the impression a handshake was a formality Heck would expect, and held back a grin of awkwardness when he scooped up her hand with his fingers, carefully leading it to his lips, and bent down to breathe a kiss onto the back of her hand. “What are you doing?” Maray pulled back her arm, ripping her fingers out of Heck’s reach. “What did Jemin tell you?”

      Heck stared in shock, and his cheeks burned crimson in embarrassment.

      “I apologize for my wrongdoing,” he said with a quick glance at Maray’s hand before lowering his gaze.  “Jemin told me he had a problem in his room he wanted me to take care of.”

      “Me,” Maray concluded aloud. “I’m the problem.”

      “I don’t understand why Her Majesty would ever consider herself a problem,” Heck murmured.

      “And I don’t understand why you keep calling me ‘Your Majesty’,” Maray stated, losing her patience. “I am not anyone’s Majesty. Jemin brought me here from a different dimension after killing one of those giant wolf-bears.” She used her hands to amplify the word. “He said it would be safe here—and then, he left me here to wait for you.”

      Heck listened with wide eyes, his mouth twitching upward at the corners as she spoke.

      “What’s so funny now?” she asked, all of a sudden feeling self-conscious. The way he was looking at her had changed. It wasn’t the same respectful gaze from the beginning, but he looked at her as if at a new person.

      “For a moment, I thought this was like the other problems Jem needs me to take care of.” He shoved his sword into its shaft.

      “What do you mean, ‘other problems’?”

      Heck didn’t answer her question, instead glancing at the neatly-made bed behind her.

      “So, he found you in the other dimension?” he asked, all formality gone from his demeanor as he stepped closer to eye her face. It wasn’t the same, cold, appraising look Jemin had given her, but it did feel nearly as uncomfortable. “No wonder he brought you here.”

      “Would you mind?” Maray stepped aside, putting more space between the two of them. “I know there is something wrong about the way I look. Jemin mentioned something…”

      “I can assure you there is nothing wrong with the way you look,” Heck interjected with a grin.

      “That’s not what I mean,” Maray cut him off before he could make it worse. “Jemin said something about me looking exactly like someone, just younger.” She watched comprehension spread across Heck’s face. “What did he mean?”

      “This is the first time you’ve ever come to Allinan,” he concluded, “right?”

      Maray nodded and wished she had never left the apartment. She could still be sitting in the loft-like place, musing about apricot-jelly. Instead, she had to find out her Snow White face wasn’t as unique as she’d always thought.

      “You have never seen a picture of the queen regent.”

      He was also right about that.

      With a quick stride, Heck squeezed past her and pulled opened the bedside table to pull something out, then turned on his heels, holding up a square object. A picture.

      Maray’s face was smiling back at her from the frame with the dignity of a royal. She grabbed the wooden frame in both hands and turned around to stare at herself in private.

      “That’s impossible,” she exclaimed. Only, it wasn’t. She was holding a picture of herself that had never been taken. “Who is this?”

      Heck didn’t respond but wandered around her until he faced her again, waiting for her to make the connection.

      “The queen?” she asked in shock.

      “The queen,” he confirmed and displayed the mockery of a bow, “Your Majesty.”

      At least Heck’s reaction made sense now.

      “You thought Jemin had the queen in his bedroom?” She wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about that proposition.

      “You never know with Jem,” was all the answer she got, and that for certain made her stomach tighten. Not that it mattered. For all she knew, Jemin couldn’t care less about what happened to her.

      “So, the queen?” Maray wiped away all emotions and tried to focus on finding out as much as she could about this dimension-hopping thing—and her queen-doppelgänger.

      “Yes, the queen. At least that’s what she looked like last time someone saw her in person.”

      Maray threw him a questioning look.

      “There are only three people who have seen her in the past eighteen years.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “She keeps to her chambers, only letting in the most trusted of her servants. And when she speaks to the rest, she speaks through a curtain.”

      Maray pondered his words for a while, staring at the picture. The same black hair as hers was twisted up on the queen’s neck in a braided bun. A thin, silver crown rested above, sparkling with gems as did the silver staff she held in her hand. It was as if looking at herself in a costume.

      “If no one has really seen her in years, how do you know what she looks like? You only have this picture.” She held up the photograph.

      “That’s what she looked like at the age of twenty-one, long before she started to hide in her chambers. That’s the image we swear our oath to.”

      Maray stared at him in disbelief.

      “Unfortunately for you,” Heck said with a line of concern between his eyebrows, “the queen doesn’t seem to be the forgiving type.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She would find it much easier to deal with the situation if these people wouldn’t speak in riddles all of the time.

      “She wouldn’t like to hear there is another version of her running around in Allinan. That’s why Jem is hiding you here.” Heck carefully took the picture from Maray’s hand and gestured at the red-dressed version of her. “If any of the queen’s advisers saw you, you would end up in the dungeons.”

      “Dungeons?” Maray heard her voice climb up in distress. “You guys have dungeons here? This doesn’t look like a medieval castle, more like eighteen-hundreds.”

      “Doesn’t mean the queen doesn’t have special places for special prisoners.” He winked as if having done her a favor by giving her this information.

      “I am not a prisoner,” she pointed out, earning a doubting look from Heck.

      “Oh… aren’t you?”

      “No.” Maray folded her arms across her chest, regarding him matter-of-factly. “I preferred when you called me ‘Your Majesty’.”

      Heck laughed a hearty laugh. “Just joking.” He patted her arm. “You’ve got nothing to worry about from me. I’d never betray Jem.”

      “Good to know,” Maray said, still not entirely sure if the handsome boy was going to help her or not. “Doesn’t solve our problem, though.”

      “What’s the exact problem?”

      “How do I get back to my father?”

      Heck smiled, but his eyes were serious. “You really don’t know anything about our dimension,” he said and handed the picture back to Maray.

      “Well, I’ve learned about Yutu, Thaotine, and an inaccessible queen who supposedly looks like me. I wouldn’t call that nothing.” She lowered the picture and sat on the edge of Jemin’s bed. “But it’s nothing that would help me return home.”

      Heck sat beside her—a big enough gap to seat a Yutu between them—and eyed her from the side. “I will do my best to help you,” he promised, and his words soothed her. They reminded her of the brother she’d always wished she had.

      “While we are waiting for Jem,” he grinned at her, “you might as well tell me a little bit more about you.”

      There wasn’t much to tell; at least nothing she’d want to share with a stranger.

      “Ordinary girl, ordinary life,” she summarized and earned a quizzical look.

      “That sounds like a mantra, not like your life story,” Heck commented and eyed her expectantly.

      “Let’s start the other way around,” Maray suggested, hoping she’d be able to avoid sharing the painful story of her youth with the grinning boy. “What about you? Did you grow up in court?”

      “If you were from Allinan, you wouldn’t need to ask,” he explained. “Every Allinan child knows that the Brendal family has a long history in the guard of the crown.” He automatically straightened up as he mentioned his heritage, pride entering his voice. “My father and grandfather served the queen in the first breach of dimensions when the demons of each side were crossing over to the other side.”

      Maray gave him an appreciative look even though his words didn’t make sense to her, hoping to not offend him with her lack of knowledge. Demons?

      “The first breach of dimensions,” he repeated as if starting a history lecture, “is an incident which happened twenty years ago, when the barrier that separates both dimensions was torn by an astronomical amount of power, sourced from the darkest corners of each dimension. The ones responsible wanted to unite the darkness of both dimensions to overthrow the crown.”

      “Overthrow which crown?” Maray clarified.

      “There is only one crown in Allinan, and all lands are united under it. This is a dimension of peace, while the dimension you’re from is a dimension of conflict.” He gave her a knowing look. “Every now and then, our own demons try to disturb the peace, and if we don’t watch out, they manage to cross over to your dimension.”

      “I am not certain I am getting this,” Maray interrupted, trying to slow the boy down, giving him an apologetic look.

      He fell silent and smiled, understanding. “You’re not the first to not ‘get this’,” he reassured her.

      “Demons? Darkness? Breach of dimensions?” Maray repeated. What had she gotten herself into by attempting to help the stranger in the tunnel? Now there was no other way but to learn as quickly as she could about the world he had brought her to and what to expect of it.

      “All of those,” Heck re-confirmed with a grin, “in that order.”

      His teeth were distractingly white against his skin, making it hard for Maray to focus on anything else for a moment.

      “What do you mean by darkness?” She finally managed to form a question. “And by demons? What demons are there in my dimension?”

      Heck’s smile widened as he noticed her stare. “Darkness—dark energy that evolves around or comes with demonic activity,” he said as if he was reading from a textbook.

      His words still didn’t make sense. Maray had never heard of anything like that. Of course she knew of demons in religion and occultism, but she had never wasted even one moment believing that it could be true.

      “What demons?” she repeated, tightening her scarf around her neck as she got icily cold all of a sudden despite her thick jacket. Did she really want an answer?

      Her father always said, ‘Don’t ask what you don’t want an answer to, and you’ll spare yourself a lot of pain.’ Those were the words he sometimes used when Laura came up and he didn’t have the strength to ignore the topic. Was he right after all?

      “Every creature that draws upon negative energy for their strength,” Heck explained, not making Maray any wiser, and as she kept waiting for him to make sense, he tried again. “They come in all shapes and sizes, sowing seeds of distrust and destruction.”

      “That sounds a lot like the girls in high school,” Maray commented under her breath, earning a confused look from Heck. “Nevermind.”

      “They feed off the negativity they create until they have enough excess energy to use it.”

      “What do you mean, ‘use it’?” Maray interjected.

      “Imagine it like magic,” Heck said with a frown. “Dark magic.”

      That moment, as Maray was about to question all her beliefs, the door swung open, and Heck jumped to his feet, drawing his sword as he flew through the air, landing between Maray and the door.

      “Heck,” Jemin hissed, his own sword in his hand, looking like an upset statue as he waited for Heck to lower his weapon.

      It was so good to see him that Maray almost forgot how upset she was about the situation.

      “We’re fine,” Heck said as he dropped the sword back to his side, waiting for Jemin to do the same.

      Jemin’s glance wandered over to Maray as if to check she was still there—and still her. His face was different somehow, more guarded than before, more official.

      “What did you tell her?” he accusingly said to Heck as he noticed the confused look on Maray’s face.

      Heck patted his shoulder in response. “Relax, Jem,” he said and sat down on the bed again, this time closer to Maray than before he’d jumped up, his elbow almost touching her arm as he gesticulated. “Just giving her a little history lesson.” He winked at her.

      “You were supposed to watch her,” Jemin scolded Heck, “not get cozy.” He leaned against the dresser and laid his sword down beside him.

      “She has been taking it well,” Heck said with a grin and picked up the picture of the queen, holding it up for Jemin. “Even her resemblance to Her Majesty.”

      Jemin’s face went pale from one second to the other. “You showed her?” he hissed as if Maray wasn’t there. “Are you insane?” He almost swept the sword off the dresser as he threw back his hands disbelievingly. “We don’t even know who she is. She could be a spy. Or worse—”

      “Or what, ‘worse’?” Maray got to her feet. A spy? Who did he think she was? She hadn’t even known this dimension existed until earlier today. “I am right here,” she reminded both the boys and ripped the picture from Heck’s fingers to hold it up herself. “This,” she retorted, pointing at the image of herself in the crimson dress, “is freaking me out.” Even though she considered herself an even-tempered person, this was pushing her over the edge. “Apparently, there is someone running around in this dimension with my face, and no one has seen her in years.”

      Jemin and Heck both watched her outburst with composure, but while Heck’s lips twitched at the sides, showing signs of amusement, Jemin’s already pale face turned white. He folded his arms over his chest and became still. As different as their reactions might have been, neither of them said a word until Maray gave up and dropped back onto the bed, picture in hand.

      “How do we know you are who you say you are?” Jemin demanded.

      Maray snorted. “For that, you would first have to care enough to ask me who I am.”

      He shot her a chilly look. “I have.”

      He was right. He had in the park … in the other dimension. And she had had nothing better to say than her name. That hadn’t been what he had asked her. He had wanted to know if she was the queen.

      Maray took a deep breath, steadying her emotions. “Jemin,” she addressed him directly, speaking his name for the first time. Hearing it come from her own mouth made the absurd situation feel strangely real. “My name is Maray Johnson. I am from the other dimension. Before I ran into you, I didn’t even know another dimension existed.”

      For some reason, he didn’t seem convinced.

      Heck’s chuckle sounded somewhere in the background. “You two should go outside and fight,” he commented.

      “Not funny, Heck,” Jemin snapped at him without taking his eyes off Maray.

      “I have nothing to do with your court or your queen.” Maray ignored Heck’s comments. “All I want is to go home and forget this ever happened.” But from the look in Jemin’s bright-blue eyes, she knew that even if she ever got back home, there would be no forgetting.
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