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To the Ari’s out there who’ll burn it all for the ones they love and crack jokes as they do it.
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Chapter 1

The Night Prince
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Kingdom of Etta

The moon was red. Not bright like fresh blood, more rusted like blood had spilled but dried a day before. For two nights the vibrancy had shifted. Pale pink, like a fleshy scar, then a touch of red, now it was a strange collision of the sunset and a scab.

My mother hated it. Since the first shade over the pale surface, Lilianna Ferus stepped into the open gardens and studied the sky. Surrounded by the silver petals of moonvane, it would be a near peaceful sight if not for the groove between her brows.

My daj said it was nothing, told us to leave her be, but tonight, when his gaze tracked her on her procession from the great hall, I caught the twitch to his lip. Arvad Ferus was a brilliant leader, but a horrid schemer.

Memories of boyhood, playing game hall games at our family’s table, I’d been able to best him by the time I turned ten merely by watching the tells of his face.

If concern for my mother was there, his face flinched, as if he fought the urge to speak or press her for thoughts. Or as if the notion of Maj being distressed simply added to his own.

Perhaps it was exhaustion or irritation at the lack of word from our people in the South, but I was done wondering about my mother’s thoughts. In truth, her unease troubled me. Was I the damn king or not? I could play the bold leader who could demand words from his stubborn mother, or I could make this simpler by wielding the fiercest weapon against Lilianna’s guard. I chose the latter.

“Wear her down, little love.” I tucked the cozy linen blanket tighter around Livia’s tiny body, adjusted her dark, fuzzy head in the crook of my elbow, then took the bold step into the gardens.

My mother was slender, two heads shorter than me, but Timoran blood was fierce. The only one who frightened me as much as my own mother was my wife.

“Maj.” I stopped at her side. “Didn’t mean to interrupt, but I thought you might want to have a few more peeks of this girl before we leave on the morrow.”

My mother turned over her shoulder. At once, her gaze dropped to the bundle in my arms. The discomfited furrow on her forehead faded, replaced by a wide grin. “Oh, let me see her.”

She scooped Livia from my arms, crooning and pressing gentle kisses to the babe’s head as she rocked side to side.

“Must you take her from me so early?” she muttered, not truly to me, still to my daughter. “We are going to the vows soon enough.”

Gunnar was supposed to be taking vows within the month, but the silence from the isles left more dread in my chest than excitement for my nephew.

“The other kingdoms need to meet the new royal,” I said. True enough, traditions once held in Etta were such that when a new royal was born to a bloodline, foreign nobles and royals always arrived to share in the celebration. With the new Ettan heir, we altered tradition and insisted we’d be taking Livia to the allied kingdoms ourselves.

My mother smirked. “Be honest, son. You’re taking her because Herja wants to see Malin and Gunnar, and you are suspicious of the South.”

I glanced at the strange moon to disguise the truth in my frown. Over a turn ago, Bracken had left the Black Palace as our ally.

Or so I thought.

It had been over a month since I’d received a single missive from Gunnar or Ari. Herja insisted she wrote to her son to announce Livia’s birth. I’d half expected Ari to arrive with mounds of Southern gold by the second day.

He’d not even written a word.

Nor had Gunnar.

Elise was hurt at first, then annoyed. Now, like me, she was concerned.

I knew Ari better than I knew Gunnar sometimes. The ambassador was utterly devoted to Etta, and had sent a missive each week in the final months of Elise’s time carrying Livia, simply to assure us all was well and he wanted us to fret over nothing in the isles. Like always, the bastard would end the missive with a line insisting to his queen he would be honored to be a stepfather to our daughter if she finally came to her senses and chose him to be her king.

Of course, he’d end it with a vow of love and affection to me, a jab, but also earnest. Everything about Ari was flowery and busy, but under the words was sincerity. The killer came out in him in the right moments; the brutal warrior he could be was dependable as the sunrise.

I knew him, and something was not right.

“Can you fault me for being concerned?” I finally asked, clasping my hands behind my back.

My mother sighed. “I do not blame you for following your instincts, however, I don’t like the idea of you bringing your daughter with you.”

“Maj, I’d never put her in harm’s way. Besides, it’s a good opportunity to take stock of what is going on in other lands, to show unity.” She nodded and glanced at the moon again. I nudged her with my shoulder. “Will you tell me why it bothers you? The moon.”

She hesitated. “It’s probably nothing.”

“Yet it brings you out here each evening.”

My mother pressed another kiss to Livia’s head. “A memory stirred at the sight of it, one I’d long forgotten. It seemed so insignificant at the time.”

“Have you seen a crimson moon before?” Rare, to be sure. Crimson moons were more drama for tales than they were reality. Still, myths stemmed from somewhere, I’d simply figured crimson moons were too rare to think on.

“I’ve never witnessed one,” she told me, “but the storyteller, Greta, the one who aided us with the curses, she spoke of one once. At your birth gathering. You know, a time when infant royals were greeted properly behind the safety of their gates.”

I scoffed and shook my head. “Livia is destined to change worlds, why not get her started on her adventures early?”

Finally. A grin split over my mother’s face. “Anyway, that was the first time I met the storyteller. Even before the raids the western regions were hardly thought of as a kingdom. More a slab of soil. Apart from Greta and a man who joined her—her cousin, or brother, I think—only a few inner council members of the mad king came.”

My parents had always been diplomatic with the tiny Western world, but even with the small trade and inclusion before the raids, the royal courts of the West were a mystery no one seemed to want to touch. Perhaps because the West rarely stirred mischief, they were never worth a raid or true alliance? Since Elise and I had claimed the throne of Etta, what little effort I’d placed toward the West had only been for Calista’s sake.

I never truly knew why stronger bonds weren’t joined with the broken cities. In truth, the Western Kingdom was largely forgotten in my mind. As though thinking too much on it was a challenge. Strange to admit, but now that it was in my head, it was true. Hells, only now did I realize I didn’t even know the damn king’s name. Something I ought to know, yet . . . not even a flicker of a care to do so took hold.

I shook my head, irritated by the strange ache that came when I thought on the West’s oddities too long. “What happened with the enchantress?”

“They all seemed so uneasy, like they’d stepped into a fairy tale and didn’t know how to escape it. We celebrated you for several nights, but one evening I found Greta and her companion outdoors, staring at the sky.

“We talked of nothing for a moment, then she looked at me and said, ‘I do hope the beauty of this place is not changed too greatly when the crimson night arrives.’”

My chest tightened. “She called it a crimson night?”

“I’ve witnessed the way fate and prophecy take hold, Valen. Her fury was in play when she spoke of fate’s gifts, how we were part of those gifts, how the babe I still had in my arms would be a great leader under the red moon.”

A muscle pulsed in my jaw. Pressure gathered over my shoulders like a weight pressing down with each word.

“At first, I thought she was merely being complimentary and embellishing a bit like a court fool, but she went on.” My mother squared her shoulders to me, still rocking my daughter, but a new glisten sparkled in her eyes. “She spoke of an enemy who rises with a crimson moon with the power to claim every gift of fate. She told me to raise my children to be strong, to face adversity with valor and viciousness.”

“Sounds a little mad, Maj.”

“Do seers and fate workers ever sound coherent?”

I tilted my head to one side. Fair point. “Who is this enemy?”

“She called him darkness, that was all.”

“And how would such a thing be defeated?” I grinned. In my head I settled on the absurdity of the enchantress’s claims. If I didn’t dismiss them, I’d think too long on how strange the world felt. How I’d battled my own unease for weeks.

“Believe me or do not,” my mother said tersely. “But she did say the darkness is only defeated if the final truth is found.”

“A final truth. Vague and impossible to follow like all fate prophecies.” A cool breeze fluttered the blossoms. Livia whimpered in my mother’s arms. I scooped her up and rested her head to my shoulder. “Maj, we did not fight and sacrifice all we did, we did not restore two fated kingdoms, only to have some darkness steal it away.”

She smiled gently and squeezed my arm. “I’m sure you’re right. It was just a little unsettling to see a true crimson moon.”

We spoke of brighter things, my mother made me repeat a list of all the ways I would keep her granddaughter and Elise safe, then insisted I get the babe indoors. I complied, and only when I was inside the first royal chamber did I drop my false smile.

“Stop. Stealing. My baby.” Elise stepped around the corner dressed in a diaphanous sleeping gown that left more than one reminder it had been too long since my mouth had tasted that skin. She jabbed her fists into her hips.

With care, I laid Livia into the cradle beside our large bed. “You’re asking too much, my love.”

Elise snorted and wrapped her arms around my waist. “What’s troubling you?”

“Gods, woman. Can I hide nothing from you?”

“Never.” Elise pecked my chin, then arched a brow, waiting.

I led her to the edge of our bed and pulled her down beside me. “I don’t know what troubles me, but in my gut something tells me Ari has not been silent for no reason.”

Elise’s lips pinched. She smoothed a fur draped over the side of Livia’s bed. “You know we share the same fear then. What do we do about it?”

I slipped my fingers into hers. “We go to the East as planned; no doubt all is well. Then to the isles to introduce our folk to their princess, and I’m sure we will find an excellent reason why our nephew and ambassador have been so quiet.”

“But?”

My mother’s tale, the sharp twist low in my stomach, tangled into one knot of dread.

I held my wife’s crystalline gaze, unsettled and reluctant to admit this feeling of wrong had come to me before—when my curse lifted and I tried to run from the Timoran Kvinna who’d stolen my heart, then again when we’d received the message that war was building in the East.

I lifted Elise’s palm to my lips and placed a tender kiss to the missing fingertips on her hand. “We go,” I whispered, “but we bring an extra blade or two.”


Chapter 2

The Raven Queen
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Moonlight crawled across my face, cold, hard, and unfeeling. The light cooled the skin where tears wetted my cheek, a constant reminder my heart was buried somewhere in the Court of Blood with a man who might be left to sleep eternally.

Darkness was consuming, frightening even, but in the moment, I was glad for the night. I was glad, should someone look closely, they would not see the damp spot on the burlap pillow, they would not see the way my eyes were red and swollen.

Sweet and perfect while in my dreams of him, only to wake to living horror with only memories of our short peace together as companions. Gentle hands. Beautiful, salacious words as his body loved every piece of mine. The sly way he’d smirk when he was about to say something he thought was hilarious.

I dreamed of the darkness that lived behind the golden swirls in his eyes. The vicious side that was more warrior than lover. His brutality was masked by smirks and laughter, but it was made of vicious things fueled by a heart that loved ferociously. A deadly combination, and I missed it to the point I wasn’t certain I would ever draw a deep enough breath again.

I missed his laughter almost more than his voice. There were parts to it, and I dreamed of them all.

When he was delighted, he laughed like a breeze, light and free. If he was teasing or taunting, the sound rolled from the back of his throat in a low rasp. Almost like he didn’t want to laugh at another’s expense, but could not help himself. Then, the last. The sound when rage, and blood, and violence dictated his steps. He’d laugh with a blade at the throat of an enemy, a truly sinister sound. Made worse when an enemy threatened someone he loved.

Ari would laugh and draw his blade, slipping to a place in his mind where he would bring justice, and he’d love every bloody, brutal moment of it.

I swiped a hand over my cheek and rolled onto my back, eyes on the weaver webs dangling like tree moss from the rafters.

I missed him. Not a slow ache of longing. This missing was a molten blade stuck between the ribs. Always there, always burning, always pleading for me to rip it out and either heal the hole or bleed out.

Floorboards groaned. I peeked over the edge of the cot.

Calista crept into the front room of the small tenement flat. She wore an oversized coat made from burlap, as if grain sacks were sewn together. Her bony body drowned in the sleeves, and over her head was a floppy, brimmed, woolen hat, damp with rain.

She knelt beside the small, ashy pit they called a fire nook. A faint glow of embers still lived in the hearth. I would not even call it a hearth. A few walls of stone slathered in white clay that was chipping, but the room didn’t need much to stay warm.

Calista dipped the wick of a burgundy wax candle into the embers, hissing unintelligibly at the stubborn tip until the spark caught.

I watched her saunter to the table in the center of the room. Only three legs kept it upright, and Calista and Stefan had propped the fourth edge atop a wooden box to keep the surface level. The girl slumped into the chair and removed a few sheets of thin parchment from a leather sheath on the top.

From a box at the foot of one chair, Calista removed a raven feather quill and a small, capped inkwell.

For a long pause she hovered the point of the quill over the ink. What was she doing? Then, a slow, melancholy hum followed. A tune like a broken heart, sad and bittersweet. Calista let the tune flow for a few moments before she scribbled over the parchment.

My pulse rushed. Seidr.

Turns had faded since I’d witnessed the act of twisting fate into a new path, a new tale.

The quill scratched against the parchment in a frenzy. Calista hunched over the table, focused only on the words until a soft crack bounced off the walls.

“Dammit,” she cursed under her breath. Calista lifted her quill. The tip was cracked in half. Her slender shoulders slumped and she rubbed the front of her forehead. “Could’ve done without that.”

She lifted her chin and slowly turned her head toward the glow of embers in the soot. I followed her gaze. She wasn’t staring at the soft red glow, her eyes were trained on a dried, brittle rose. Wrapped around the stem was a black, satin ribbon buried beneath a layer of dust.

Calista’s profile pinched as she honed her glare on the rose. “Don’t like to be pushed.”

Who the hells was she talking to?

A shudder rippled through her bony body as she picked up the parchment she’d been using. An ink blot was on the corner, but she didn’t pay it much mind before she held the parchment over the candleflame.

Once the fire caught, the paper was seized in a plume of midnight blue before a sprinkle of ashes piled on the tabletop. Calista let out a loud, long breath, then dropped her forehead to the tops of her hands, as though too exhausted to stay upright.

“You gonna keep staring at me, Raven Queen, or come talk with me?”

The girl had eyes in the backside of her skull. Worse than Eryka, she bleeding knew everything.

I pulled back the quilt and strode across the flat in less than a dozen paces. The chair across from her wobbled when I sat.

Calista’s eyes were like glacier pools, a captivating blue with a touch of green. Almost familiar, almost comforting. Her hair reminded me too much of Ari’s. A golden autumn wheat, and like his, Calista’s never seemed to be anything but a tad messy. Rolls of corded braids were scattered amidst the shoulder-length waves and rounded ears poked through.

She was young, but not a child. More like Eryka or Gunnar.

“You wrote a fate path?”

Calista glanced at the pile of ashes. “Told you, we’re in a dark tale. Bits and pieces need to be written with care. Besides, we can’t expect the Golden King to just sit there while we do all the work.”

“Golden King?”

“That’s what I’m calling your chatty lover now. Stand-in King worked for a time, but now . . . I don’t know, Golden King came to me and I’m keeping it.”

The title, the name, something about it jabbed at shadows in my mind. More memories? A thought, a truth I couldn’t recall.

“Why write a tale for Ari when he’s—”

“Sleeping. I know.” Calista brushed the strange blue tinted ashes off the table. “But fae sleep isn’t normal, now is it? Us women do enough, we better make the men do something while they can.”

“What can he do?”

“I suppose that’ll be up to him to let go and find lost things.”

Lost things?

“Did you write a fate to cure him?” It couldn’t be so simple. She told me it wouldn’t be.

“The cure for that blood poison is on us, Raven Queen.”

“Then what was it you wrote?”

“One thing you ought to understand about me is when I get a feeling, I follow it. I’ve got a feeling there might be something, or someone, who can help guide him through whatever’s going on in his head.”

My stomach clenched. “What the hells do you mean ‘what’s going on his head’?”

Calista sighed. “There is something, some truth, you were meant to discover once you unlocked your curse. It feels as if your fate singer brother had some . . . destiny for you to reach as the queen. But this sleep feels as if it wasn’t meant to happen. Knowledge was meant to be gained before facing this old lover. Now, we must find a way back to the old story.”

Find a way back? Had Davorin’s power grown so strong it could unravel a fated path placed by Riot?

Panic rose, sharp and cruel. My blood was chilled, my skin too hot. Until Calista reached for my hand in a strange moment of affection.

“Look at me,” she whispered, and waited until our gazes locked. “I can do this. I don’t give a damn if some dark bastard is trying to ruin a fated love. I will find a way to twist his twist until you and your king learn what it is you must learn to win this war.”

She believed her power was enough to pull Ari through. But . . . “I don’t know if I can do this.”

Emotions tangled too fiercely in my heart, a reminder I had not been feeling long. I hardly knew how to manage the terror, the anger, the despair that struck one after the other in sharp, poison barbs.

To lose Ari when I’d only just gotten him was a fate I did not know if I could face.

“You can do this,” Calista said, one shoulder popped in a shrug. “You don’t have a choice.”

I let out a long breath, then nodded. “I don’t. My only choice is healing Ari, and making sure he wakes. What did you send to help?”

“Don’t know. Like I said, just had the feeling that someone or something might be able to help. Feels right, feels like a step toward something bigger.”

Life was exhausting and weighed on my spine like a boulder tumbling down the curve of my back. I wanted to cry, but refused to wallow another day. I clenched my fists and sent a silent prayer—no, a command—to my stubborn husband that he’d listen to whatever bleeding thing Calista sent his way.

“Were you . . .” I glanced at the dusty rose on the shelf. “Were you speaking to someone?”

Calista didn’t flinch, she merely offered a half grin. “Myself. Broke my quill, and it means I’ll need to go somewhere I don’t want to be going to get a new one.”

She fingered the broken quill tip, a distant look in her eyes. I didn’t miss the way her eyes flicked back to the rose. A brief glance, but there all the same. I’d spent countless turns being a raven spy in the isles. Not much escaped my notice. But I was missing something here. A secret, a lie, some trick the girl had up her sleeve.

My gut tangled in a sharp jab, almost like whatever I couldn’t see was right in front of me.

I knew little about Calista. A few passing remarks in Ari’s longhouse of the girl who’d helped Valen Ferus find his queen, a touch more about the moments Calista sailed with Ari to the Eastern shores to lock the Northern king in yet another curse.

She was powerful. Truth be told, I thought she might be more powerful than she knew.

“Anyway,” she went on, “We’ll worry about getting my new quill in a moment. I had enough to write a bit of a nudge for your king. Hopefully it takes, and meets the twists in his tale.”

Fate was a strange magic. I’d witnessed Riot fret over his own seidr enough that I knew it offered games, experiences, and at times, brutality to shape each soul for the path they stood to walk.

Ari had fallen off his path, but it meant a great deal that he mattered to folk who could right him again. It meant everything that she was here with me, fighting for our chance at the dull, beautiful life filled with peace in a longhouse deep, deep in an undisturbed forest.

I’d pass on the bleeding crown to anyone who wanted it. Perhaps the isles could become an extension of Etta and Valen and Elise Ferus could rule, so long as Ari and I were left alone.

The obstacle in our way to our blissful existence as deep forest fae was Davorin. The battle lord was free and overpowering the fae isles. I didn’t know what my home would look like when I returned.

I wrapped my arms around my middle. “If the Norns are real, how do they allow your twists in their destined paths?”

“They don’t. Not always.” She propped her chin onto the heel of her palm. “My magic is a push and pull with the Norns. If I pull too much, I get blocked until I find a new path to write.” Again, her eyes flicked to the rose. I considered asking about it, but she barreled on. “What I know about fate is we can choose to step on the path set before us or not. There are consequences either way. I twist the path like I open a new door. Once it’s written, it often overpowers the original path.”

“And Ari’s fae sleep is that new door?”

She paused before going on. “Each change angers the Norns a little more. I must be careful not to overstep my power, which is why I gave your king a choice to trust what he discovers about his place or not. Most don’t get a choice. Once that parchment burns, it is their destiny.”

“What happens if you anger the Norns too much?”

Calista sighed. “I could bring about a true fate curse against us all.”

Like Riot had done. He’d twisted Davorin into a shadow, he’d cursed our lands, divided the magicks of the fae into the kingdoms of today. He’d faded into oblivion.

My brother had done it to protect those he’d loved. Truth be told, I feared I might do the same to protect the beautiful bastard who’d stolen my frosty heart.

And Calista was beginning to sound a little too much like my brother for comfort.

“You were singing,” I whispered. “My brother used to sing.”

Calista arched a brow, studying me with a bemused sort of expression. “Odd.”

“What is?”

“Don’t know. Just feels like that should mean something to me.” Calista scratched the side of her head and stared out the window at the break of sunlight carving through the shacks and tenements of Raven Row.

“Perhaps you’re a bit like Riot. He was powerful, but altered fate too much. I hope you take care.”

“Speak for yourself.” When Calista met my gaze, she smirked. “You’ve been crying and missing your king all night. Not sleeping isn’t caring for you.”

“Hard not to miss him.”

“I told him about you, you know.” Her grin widened. “He didn’t seem too pleased at the time, but I told him about the raven that’d heal a broken crown. Like I said—you were his destiny.”

“You knew of me?”

“Only in the words. Now it makes a great deal of sense. Your moonlight curse showed him the truth. He healed your crown.”

“I have no crown.”

Calista snorted. “Yeah. I’ve heard that before, but funny, the last two who argued the same point are now seated on a throne.”

I shifted on the chair, lacing my fingers in my lap, desperate to speak of anything else.

Perhaps the girl noticed. From the pocket in her trousers, she removed a leather pouch that was attached to a bit of twine. “I have to alter tales with care, but it seems the Norns don’t mind much if lovers meet during horrid circumstances.”

She pointed at the pouch when I hesitated. “Go on. Take a look.”

I dragged my bottom lip between my teeth and opened the small pouch. Inside were three rolled pieces of fibrous parchment. I unrolled the first, my lips parted. “Is this real? Will this happen?”

Calista sighed and slumped in her chair. “Look, Raven Queen, I know how important he is. I had a thought if you got to see him once or twice . . . or three times, maybe it would keep your heart steady and we can dig your damn kingdom out of this mess.”

I blinked against the sting in my eyes and read the words:

Deep in sleep, unmask a secret place within your love’s embrace. To touch, to feel, to know he is real.

A story, a dream, to take me to Ari.

“Use them wisely,” she said, jabbing her finger at me. “No guarantees the words will ever come again to write more.”

My chin quivered as I tucked the parchment back in the pouch. I clutched it to my chest. Whatever it meant, be it a dream or some mystic place where I might see, touch, feel Ari again, I’d do anything.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Calista merely shrugged and rose from the table. She stretched her hands over her head. “Well, should you wish to sleep, do so.” The grin on her face hinted to a bit of mischief. “I’m going to sleep myself. We have a busy morning.”

“Doing what?” Hells, I was anxious to do anything, any move, so long as it brought me closer to helping Ari.

“I need a new quill. That means we need to visit the old hags. They handle post and print.” Calista frowned. “They call themselves the Norns since they’re rune seers. Their prophecies are nonsensical, and they’re always speaking like they’re reading a damn fairy tale.”

“You trust them?”

“I avoid them,” she said. “They’re always looking at me like they’re going to devour me. I need a quill, though. I keep having a thought and won’t know what it means unless I can write it out.”

“What thought?”

“I keep thinking about a falcon.” She tossed her hands in the air, then climbed the ladder to a loft bed that hung above Stefan’s. “Sleep well, Raven Queen.”

When I met her gaze, she grinned again and pointed to her burgundy candle. The same candle she’d used to ignite Ari’s tale for guidance.

My eyes danced between the pouch of three fated tales and the flame. When I looked to Calista’s bunk, she had already rolled over onto her shoulder. The beat of my pulse thudded in my skull when I lifted the candle and trekked back to my cot.

I set the candlestick on the floor and took out the first rolled parchment. My body tingled in anticipation. What would happen? What would a fated tale feel like? My experience with seidr surrounded a curse of a cold heart, but this involved Ari.

Before I hesitated a moment longer, I let the flame devour the small parchment. By the time the final piece scorched to ash, my eyes fluttered closed and I drifted into darkness.


Chapter 3

The Raven Queen
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My hand trembled as I reached for his shoulder. What if I touched him and he was like mist? What if a single touch made him fade away?

His back was to me, and a loose tunic revealed the tanned skin of his neck and upper shoulders. One of his long, powerful arms was braced against a rocky wall, and he peered over the gentle falls into what looked like one of the many steaming springs in the Court of Blood.

The wheat shade of his hair was dark and damp, and the waves struck his shoulders.

My top teeth dug into my bottom lip as the desire to feel the warmth of his skin beneath my palm overpowered fear.

“Ari?” My fingertips brushed the rich black lines of the raven wing spanning up the side of his neck.

A wet sob slid from my throat. His skin was as warm as I remembered. The divots and contours of his muscular shape as firm as ever. And when he turned his head, those bright, amber eyes widened.

“What is this?” He reached his fingertips to my jaw and gasped when he touched my skin.

I closed my eyes. His touch was warm, rough, it was real.

“Sweet menace?”

Tears blurred my eyes. I dared not breathe, dared not utter a sound. Emotion bubbled to the surface, then burst in a maelstrom of tears and sobs and relief. I collapsed into his arms. The familiar embrace smashed me against his chest, crushing me, clinging to me, as if he feared I’d disappear as much as I feared the same.

“No. No you can’t be dead, Saga.” Ari’s face contorted in a look a despair. “Tell me you’re not—”

“Ari.” I trapped his face in my palms, stroking the sides of his jaw until the tension released. “I’m not dead. You’re not dead. You . . . you know that, right?”

He blinked, then looked around for a moment. “I fear, wife, that my normally astute memory is a bit muddled.”

I grinned and kissed the corner of his mouth. “You’re not dead. You’re sleeping.” I hurried through the purpose of his fae sleep, and slowly, Ari nodded.

“It’s a little clearer. But it does not answer how you are here.”

“I found the storyteller. C-Calista wrote three tales. She . . . she told me they would bring you to me, but I didn’t think it would be so real.” I dug my fingernails into his skin. By the gods, it was damp from the spray of water. It smelled like a rainstorm over a meadow. I breathed him in, kissed his jaw, his neck, the corner of his mouth.

Ari said nothing. Instead, he ran his lips across the curve of my neck, the warmth of his breath across my skin sent my heart spinning. He nipped at the lobe of my ear before whispering, “This can’t be a dream, you’re too delectable. Not even a dream could conjure up such sweetness.”

Ari pulled back and took my face between his rough palms. He smiled, a glassy sheen over his eyes. He let out a rough laugh, then kissed me. I was lost and no longer cared to question how this was happening so long as it never ended.

I flung my arms around his neck. He’d never be close enough until he cracked open and let me nestle inside. Ari’s tongue slid between my parted lips. I moaned and crushed my mouth to his with more fervor, desperate to taste the whole of him.

I planned to suffocate on this man.

Passion, desire, anguish, all of it collided in a messy, desperate kiss. Our teeth clacked. I bit his lip. He yanked on my hair, straining my neck.

I couldn’t stand straight by the time he slowed the pace. Ari kissed me tenderly, sweetly, then pulled away to look in my eyes. His thumbs brushed across the ridges of my cheeks, swiping tears aside.

“This is real. Tell me it’s real,” I whispered.

“Gods, I hope so.” He brushed hair out of my face, scanning my features as though he’d never seen them before. “We’re connected, you and I, and you feel real.”

Ari took one of my palms and opened it over the raven head on the side of his neck. The blood feather. A voice of the land, a piece of my heart. It was always meant to form a bond of hearts that held fast into the Otherworld.

“Where are we?”

“I don’t know.” He glanced around. “Perhaps a place of our own making.”

I felt no connection to this land. In truth, it looked like a gilded version of the Court of Blood. Less gray crags and cliffs, and more glittering, cerulean ponds.

All at once, panic flooded my chest until my pulse throbbed in my neck. I pressed my brow to his, my breaths coming too sharp, too fast. “Ari, I don’t think I can do this without you.”

His arms encircled me again. One clung to my waist, the other ran up my spine, between my shoulders, until his firm grip secured the back of my neck. A safe hold in a storm of a spinning mind with too many dreary thoughts.

“You, wife, sell yourself short.” He kissed the side of my head. “Listen to me, Saga. I don’t know how long this will last—”

“I think I’m asleep. Likely until . . . until I wake.”

He smirked. “I hope you are in a deep sleep; you seem tired, sweet menace. Which angers me, really, for I do not think you’re sleeping much at all. I’ll sulk incessantly if ever I find a way out of this, only to know you ran yourself into an early grave from too many nights without rest.”

I let out a broken laugh and shook my head. “Sleep has been the last thing on my mind.”

“So long as the things on your mind have a great deal to do with my mouth and the power it wields.”

A rush of heat ran up my arms. “Leave it to you to speak of your seduction skills when we face dire circumstances.”

“We should laugh our way through gore and violence, or we shouldn’t face them at all.”

Hells, I missed him.

Ari’s smile faded. “Saga, I don’t know . . . I don’t know how to leave this state. It feels as though I am trapped, but I also feel something is coming for me.”

A tremble in his tone hinted to his unease. Calista tried to send guidance. All I could do was hope the ominous sensation came from whatever twist of his path was careening his way. If it was something else, something final, if a single god tried to steal him into the Otherworld, I would climb the branches of their damn tree and drag him back.

“A sense in my gut tells me this is not some aimless sleep. But if finding answers for me puts you at great risk, then promise that you will stop. You will let me go.”

“Stop it.” I pounded a fist against his chest. “Stop saying that.”

“No, listen.” He clutched my face between his hands again. For the first time, I noted the tears in his eyes. “You must let me go if it puts you at risk, understand? An entire kingdom needs you. Do not risk them for my sake.”

“But I need you.”

He blinked and one tear rolled down his cheek. “Grant me this request, please.”

“No.”

“Saga.” He pulled me against his chest, holding tightly. His body trembled beneath my palms.

“What, Ari?” I tilted my head to meet his eyes. “What grand thing are you going to say that you think will be enough to convince me to give you up when I only just got you?”

His mouth tightened, but he didn’t respond.

“Listen to me, husband.” My hands went to his waist. “I know you, and I know your busy head and busier tongue are conspiring together to create some honorable speech about how you are more a detriment to me than a gift. You have likely thought up a list of reasons why this is all proof that you are a curse to the realms. Well, you can save your damn breath. I won’t listen.”

“I won’t lose someone else all so I can live with their blood on my hands.” His voice was sharp, and the way he looked at me with those wide, amber eyes, I wasn’t certain he expected to say anything.

A tug of compassion gathered in my chest. Ari released me for the first time and leaned against the rocky wall again. He dragged his fingers through his damp hair and stared off into the distance of our hidden place.

Gently, I slid my arms around his waist from behind. I pressed my cheek to the warmth of his back. Ari let out a long breath and covered my hands on his flat stomach with his own.

“I love you, you bleeding menace,” he said, voice rough. “Out of anyone, I cannot risk losing you.”

“Trust me, I know, you beautiful bastard.” I pressed a kiss between his shoulders. “Don’t you think I feel the same? I have never loved anyone, not the way I love you. I have given you half my heart, Ari, but with you, I’m whole.”

He adjusted so I was tucked against his side, then tilted my chin with the knuckle of one middle finger. “Did giving up the blood feather weaken you? Be honest with me.”

I refused to tell him the truth on this. If Ari knew my ability was cracked without him, he’d find a way to tear it out of his heart even while sleeping. I didn’t know how it would be possible, but his intensity about defending me would find a way, no mistake.

“I don’t know how much time we have here,” I said, drawing my lips along the line of his jaw. He shuddered and closed his eyes. I grinned against his skin. “And I don’t plan to waste it arguing when we are at an impasse. You are still being a fool, thinking you are a burdensome risk to me, and I am absolutely ignoring every word you say about it.”

It worked. Ari grinned and pinched my side.

I flattened my palm over his middle, sliding my fingers toward the waist of his trousers. He sucked in a sharp breath. “What I would like is for you to find a better way to put that busy mouth to work and kiss me.”

Ari hesitated for half a breath until a flash of desire darkened his eyes. Perhaps he realized our time was fleeting, for he wasted no more of it and spun me around, slamming my back against the wall.

His mouth took mine, deep and sensual. Shoulders, hips, legs, every angle of us collided. Cheeks grew wetter, and I’d lost track of whose tears were whose.

Ari kissed me until my heart bruised my ribs.

I held tightly to my husband, I marked every piece of him to my memory, and when I opened my eyes again, he was gone.


Chapter 4

The Golden King
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I cracked one eye, wincing at the sharp burn of light, then followed with the other eye. Soft sunlight brightened spring grass. The breeze rustled in leaves, and a buzz of iridescent insect wings added natural music to a peaceful hillside.

A few shadows from overhead branches wove through the meadow like fingers threading through the hair of a lover.

“Saga?” My voice was rough, dry. It was as though I’d swallowed a handful of sand then gone to sleep for too many clock tolls. She’d been here, not long ago. Her lips, her body, it had all been mine again. “Saga!”

Nothing answered for a drawn pause. Then, a distant voice, too deep to be my wife’s, lifted the hair on my arms. “You’d better be worthy of that mark inked on your skin.”

On instinct, I covered the dark, black lines of the tender skin where the blood feather mark had been engraved onto my body.

“Hello?” I looked over my shoulder. No one was there, only an empty aspen grove.

The slope of the hill was slight, but I could still make out old homesteads with blossoms snaked around wooden fenceposts and doorways. Some silver blooms even brightened the tops of sod roofs, like a sprinkle of color amidst the dull browns and dreary grays.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. Where had Saga gone? No, one step back. Why was my wife visiting me in a dream? My mind strained to wade through the murky thoughts until it recalled what had happened.

Dying. Hard to forget dying.

Davorin, the battle lord, he’d poisoned me. Hells, it stung like a thousand pins sliding under my skin.

I bunched my tunic in my fists, yanking it up my body, and stared at the space between one hip and my ribs. The skin was bruised and battered, a few black veins scaled my side like an inkwell had spilled across the table.

Not a dream. I was dying.

When Saga appeared, I’d known there were reasons we were kept apart, but struggled with the clarity of those reasons. Now, I remembered. Healers of the blood court, they’d been the ones to suggest a fae sleep. The power of it paused life, left me stagnate, but alive.

“I am in a fae sleep,” I announced to the empty trees. “This isn’t real.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

Near a wild lilac tree, a man touched the petals of one blossom. His hair was the shade of tilled soil before planting and was shorn on the sides with black tattooed runes on his scalp. The ridge of his hair was braided down his neck to his shoulders.

A sharp apprehension clung to my heart. I didn’t know him.

Over one side of his face was a black mask. A shape fitted to the ridges of his cheekbones, half the slope of his nose, until it ended down one half of his face. The facemask hid one brow and his left profile, but it didn’t cover his eyes. Whatever scars and pain the stitching on the black fabric hid away, it hadn’t damaged his eye.

His gaze held mine, almost knowingly, maybe irritated. Hard to tell at this distance. He shared the same sharply tapered points to his ears as me, but his eyes weren’t the glossy black of most Night Folk, these were the color of the rocky ledges after a rain storm, or roasted walnuts with burnt, sugary glazes over the shells during the Jul season. They were ancient, wise, and burdened.

On the side of his face without the mask, one corner of his mouth titled into a smirk. With a slow tug, he pulled up his tunic sleeve on one arm. My throat tightened. There, tattooed in the center, was the same rune crest as Saga’s.

“Who are you?” I muttered under my breath.

The stranger dipped beneath a bough and disappeared around a bend in the forest path.

The Otherworld. I’d died. This had to be it, and because the gods loved to entertain themselves, they proffered me the surliest of spectral guides to usher me to the great hall. Me, a man who rarely stopped thinking or talking, had a silent, grumbly phantom who could take the Nightrender to task on the deepest frown.

“You’re not dead.” The rumble of his voice floated through the shadows in the trees. “Yet.”

Skin on the back of my neck prickled in apprehension. What game was being played here? Instinct drew my hand to the bone blade hilt of my seax, but came up empty. Apparently, masked men could enter my damn mind, but the fae sleep couldn’t keep me armed.

I cursed under my breath and followed.

The path went deeper into the trees. Shadows choked out the sunlight for a few paces before the path widened and spilled out over a grassy hilltop overlooking a small township near the fjords.

My chest squeezed. Ruskig.

From the shanties to the muddy paths we’d once called roads, it was the refuge where I’d once held a rebel king’s throne.

“You are . . . aggravating.”

I spun around and nearly slammed into the chest of my shadowed stranger.

He was about my height, not as broad, but there was a menacing threat in his eyes that left me with few doubts he knew how to kill. Doubtless, he could kill with the ferocity of his bleeding glare. He was dressed in black, and wherever we were had no issues allowing him to carry a polished, bone-cutting seax on his belt.

Nerves urged my tongue to spout out all the reasons it was wholly unfair he be granted a blade and not me, but I fought the instinct to speak. He took slow, methodical steps in a circle. He prowled like a damn wolf.

“You fear me?” he asked, voice deep and dark.

“Interesting question. Do I fear you? Not particularly, although you are rather imposing. What I fear is I’ve either slipped into a state of madness—being that I’m almost certain I imagined my wife here with me not so long ago—or you’re lying and I am dead.”

His mouth twitched, and for the briefest moment, he bared his teeth. “Your Otherworld peace would be in the refuge of your homeland?”

“No. It had a constant reek of body odor. I’d be in a grand bed chamber with frosted saffron buns to await my favorite raven, then I would live out our eternity without clothing.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t need a description. I merely am showing you that you are not dead.”

“Ah, that makes me feel a great deal more at ease.”

“There are reasons for everything, why do you suppose I’m here?”

“Truly? I have no idea. Then again, I’ve never given much thought why strange, ominous men, who clearly have been through battle, might join me in my own fae sleep. No offense meant, but you have scars to match the theory.” I rubbed the back of my neck when the jittery words continued to spill out. “I suspect you’re about to tell me why you’re here.”

For a moment, the man paused his intimidating prowl around me and grinned. Perhaps not so much a grin as a smirk, but still, it was less menacing than before.

“You mentioned a wife.”

“Not the type to answer questions?” I scoffed. “Understood. Yes, I mentioned a wife, and I’m obliged to keep mentioning her if that is how we’re to spend our time. She is, after all, my favorite thing to mention.”

“Good.” The stranger tilted his chin, eyes darkening. “For she is a great reason why I am here. There are more, but for now, you ought to know your wife is one reason for my aggravation.”

“Careful with your words.” My voice grew deep. Rough. “I care little if you are from the Norns or the gods themselves. Speak poorly of my wife, and you will not be speaking long.”

His laugh was a rolling rasp from somewhere deep in his throat. “You are almost exactly how I imagined you.”

“Imagine me often?” I glanced over my shoulder at the snap of a twig. “Not that I blame you, but my heart is claimed. As I just said.”

His grin faded. “You are aggravating since you are here instead of by the Raven Queen’s side.”

“Afraid it couldn’t be helped.” I grinned, but each word slid out like steel through my teeth. “The bastard who likes to embrace the title of battle lord poisoned me. His title brings me back to you—what are you known by?”

The stranger hesitated, then said, “For now, you may know me as Wraith. A phantom of fate.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I’m tired of fate and I’ve known a wraith before. Pleasure to meet you, but I’d rather know only one.”

Wraith ignored me and faced the broken refuge. “There is a story about this place.”

“A war,” I said. “Pain, suffering, and brutality created Ruskig.”

“All those things were pieces of a greater tale.”

“So I’ve been told.” I stared at the sod rooftops, jaw tight. “Davorin said he was the cause behind the wars across every kingdom, a way to regain his power. I suppose he thought it something worth boasting over, but in truth, it makes me want to slit his throat deep enough it takes off his entire head.”

“Give him the credit if you wish,” Wraith said, taking a slow step down the hillside. “I choose to give others credit for what is unfolding.”

There were always notches and grooves carved into the surrounding hills of Ruskig for our guards to stand watch. In this odd illusion, every detail seemed so thought out, so well-formed, I struggled to see beyond the mirage.

“Do you know how to return me to my wife? If a new battle is unfolding as you say, I need to be with her or . . .”

“Or?” He turned, the side of his face shielded by the mask giving way to the scars that must’ve mangled his flesh beneath the cover.

I licked my lips and focused on the distant peak of the old royal longhouse. “Or she must let me go and take back her power.”

I rubbed a hand over the lines inked in my skin. A raven, a symbol of Saga’s heart tangled with mine. A sacrifice she willingly gave, but one I would not keep if it meant she was destroyed.

My phantom’s expression softened. “You have a great deal of power over what becomes of you, but first you must understand this tale of fate if you are to help end it.”

When he turned away again, heading for the refuge, I followed. The soil was damp and loamy beneath my boots, as though a swift rain had pummeled the hovels not long before.

“Wait.” He was more than a dozen paces ahead, and quickening his steps. “What do you mean by that? If I can be free of this and not die, then I will do it.”

I stumbled backward when he wheeled on me. “Is that so?”

I hesitated, but nodded. “I want to be with my wife.”

“Hmm.” Wraith lowered to a crouch, leveling our gazes. There were raised scars peeking out beyond the mask on his face, like angry claws digging into his skin. What mutilation had he survived? “You lie to yourself, and to your wife.”

“I have never lied to her.”

“Then admit the truth. There is a part of you that believes the Raven Queen is better off carving out that feather from your chest. But this is because you do not know the sacrifice it took to bring you here. Nor do you know the consequences that lie in wait should you continue thinking you are a danger to those in your life.”

The words had power, a dark, seedy magic. One that dug deep into the sinews and dark crevices of my heart. A truth I hid well. I believed Saga when she told me she loved me; I clung to those final words like a tether in a rageful storm, but there was another belief that every step I took brought tragedy, death, and pain.

From my family, to the Ettan and Timoran wars, and now in the isles. Wherever I roamed, death and pain followed.

“You see it wrong,” he whispered, and I was beginning to think this apparition could read minds. “You do not see the role fate has designed for you. What you see as a curse, a weakness, you must accept as your power.”

My masked phantom smacked the side of my neck with his open palm. The place where the raven tattoo marked my skin.

I jolted back. “What the hells?”

“Are you worthy of this mark, or are you not? I suppose we’ll find out. Come, you have things to see.” He opened one arm, a gesture to lead me forward.

Clouds shifted in front of the sun. An impossibly swift chill soaked the air, biting through the threads of my tunic to my skin. I glanced at the shadowed huts of Ruskig as unease lifted on the back of my neck.

“Where are we going?”

One corner of Wraith’s mouth lifted. “To the beginning of your story, Ari. To the beginning of all our stories.”


Chapter 5

The Raven Queen
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Calista topped my head in a musty cowl. The trousers were a size too big and had to be secured with a bit of rope. For the first time since arriving, I’d step into the light of Raven Row. Sounds of vendors, drunkards, and game hall arguments had been my constant companions, but I’d been too buried in any writings on fae sleep Calista told me were purchased for an abhorrent amount by seedy dealers in back alleys.

A week had passed since Ari fell asleep, and I’d not shifted to my second form since arriving in the West. A thought that once might’ve brought me a touch of gladness, dried up like scorched kindling.

I’d celebrate the end of the curse over my forms with Ari when he woke. It was a thought I clung to as we descended the rickety steps in the tenement.

The halls were dank and cold. Holes patched with burlap sacks and clay did nothing to fight the morning breeze. Each door to other flats held a brass knob of a raven in flight. Old, tarnished, but a raven that seemed to call to me every time I looked at them.

“We’ll take the back way,” Stefan said, holding open a crooked door that led into a dim alley.

Stefan did not look a great deal like his sister. Where Calista was lanky, he was broad, where she smirked, he frowned. He didn’t say much as we made our way down the staircase, but often cast me strange glances, a look like he had a secret to tell me, but chose not to. That or he didn’t trust me.

Likely the latter.

Stefan held out an arm at the door. “I’ll go first, Cal.”

Calista rolled her eyes. “I’ve already been out this morning, and there is no one out there snatching me.”

“I know,” he snapped. “And you know how I feel about me going first.”

“Like my own personal guard.” Calista tipped the brim of her hat and whispered over her shoulder, “He’s forgotten I’m not a tiny girl anymore.”

She was malnourished and bony, but the fierceness in her eyes would be enough to frighten Lord Gorm, maybe even the forked-tongued Bjorn.

Calista snatched hold of my arm. “One thing you’ll need to learn about this place, is folk keep their noses out of your business if you keep your nose out of theirs.”

“Who rules here?” It was the first time the thought had crossed my mind. Odd. I couldn’t recall a moment, even in my hazy past, where I’d truly wondered about the mysterious ruler of the West.

“Some say the mad king wears the crown, but I’m convinced he doesn’t exist.”

Stefan snorted. “How do you explain the royal house then, Cal?”

“A place where the sleepy council meets and pretends we have a throne.” She nodded as if she’d proved her point. “They don’t want trouble from the other kingdoms, you see. So they keep spouting off legends of our vicious mad king who’s lived for centuries longer than anyone else.”

“What about guards, or warriors, or laws.” I tilted my chin when the blue dawn cast its dreary light over sulking street vendors and staggering folk returning to their hovels after a night of games and ale. I knew nothing of this place. The Western Kingdom was as foreign as the forbidden sea kingdoms.

Called a kingdom, but if Calista was right, a kingdom with no king? No queen? Even the East, with its once-empty throne, at least had a tyrant.

Calista blew into her fists to chase away the damp chill. “No one cares about drunkards and gamblers, Raven Queen. We have the basics, don’t steal unless you want to be robbed. Don’t kill unless you’ve got good reason and the proof to go with it. We’re not a threat. A few of our folk can twist fate, sometimes ships come to steal us away to other kingdoms. We keep our heads down, we survive. Don’t need endless laws, I suppose, when all we’re doing is surviving.”

Calista cleared her throat and took a step away. A habit of hers when she wanted to end conversations. Usually whenever talk turned onto her, or something near to her. Like her home.

The storyteller flicked a steel blade with a roughly carved wooden hilt in her palm like she expected the shadows to leap out and attack. With a glare sharp as broken ice, she slipped around me and stepped into the muddy tracks of the road.

Stefan held out an arm in front of his sister. He glanced side to side, then together they scrambled across the street. Why be so cautious? There were so few folk out and about. Here and there a woman in rags might step out and toss a bucket into the road. Maybe a man, stumbling and drunk, would collapse in a puddle.

The whole of Raven Row was dingy and rotten, but I did not need folk of esteemed morals or honor. I needed the sort who dabbled in seidr, or rune magic. I needed seers and vagabonds who didn’t care to risk a game with fate.

I needed folk who dared go as dark as Davorin, but still had a bit of light in their hearts.

Cobblestones were slick with mud and forced me to keep my eyes focused on every step as I crossed the alleys and roads, until my boots collided with a cracked, stone pillar. I lifted my gaze. Heat scorched through my veins in the next breath, a brisk flash of power, of the same feeling of knowing something deep in my mind but being unable to bring it forward flooded my senses.

What was this place?

A black, stone pillar carved in endless runes and glyphs of the tree of the gods, at the base were the Norns and their threads of fate. Mists hovered over a long, winding, muddy path, but through the haze I could make out a crooked structure. Half longhouse, half palace with three levels. Made of wooden laths with curling bits of whitewash from turns of wear. Shredded satin banners sagged like wet parchment, and the once-vibrant material had grown discolored from too much sun and dust.

The lower half was oddly narrower than the upper floor. Both panes of the entrance door sagged on broken hinges, and above an unbalanced balcony extended out from a gaping hole where, if I had to guess, a door much like the one on the ground level once stood.

A tattered wooden sign jutted out on a filigreed iron post from the rune pillar: Hus Rose.

“Not there, Raven Queen,” Calista said, a little breathless. Apprehension lined her features as her eyes raked over the dust and broken beams. “We don’t go there.”

“What is this place?”

“Go there if you wish to see if the mad king exists.”

“This is your royal house?” No guards? No glitter? No symbol of power? Perhaps the leaders of the West were mad.

Stefan nodded. “No one goes in unless invited. The ones who are invited, we don’t see them again.” He winked, as though the thought were entertaining and not horrifying.

My eyes dropped to where Calista gripped the hilt of her dagger. Her knuckles had gone white. Dark imaginings of creatures with needle-like teeth and vicious ghouls and demons filled my head.

“Hurry.” Stefan poked his head from around the corner of an alleyway.

I followed close behind Calista as her brother led us down a case of stone steps. At the end of the stairwell was an arched doorway, a strand of dangling bones over the top.

Stefan lifted one fist and rapped his knuckles against the door, hard enough the bones clicked together.

We waited for no less than ten breaths before the hinges groaned and a plume of dust broke away when the door cracked open. From the shadows peeked a milky eye, like storm clouds over a blue sea. The eye was buried in sagging skin and hooded beneath wiry eyebrows, but the remaining features were hidden away behind the door.

With an eerie pace, slow and steady, the eye scanned over Stefan’s features. The brow flicked. Then, with a twitch, the gaze shifted to me. For a long breath I was merely studied until the eye narrowed as if befuddled. At long last, the eye fell to Calista.

A gasp slipped through hidden lips, followed by a low, raspy chuckle. “Is this the part where she finds the truth?”

Calista rolled her eyes to me. “See what I mean?” With an aggravated grunt, she looked back to the eye watching us through the crack. “I’m here for quills, Forbi.”

The woman still hadn’t opened the door, but sniffed the air. “Methinks she knows fate is amok.”

Calista’s fists balled. “Three hells, do you want my kopar or not? Keep talking nonsense and you won’t get it.” 

The storyteller reached into the deep pocket of her trousers and removed a few rusted looking copper coins.

The woman behind the door harrumphed. “She knows how it’s done.”

“Hells, take the coin. I’m not here for a silly rune reading, and you’ve read Stef ʼtil he was red in the face.”

Forbi glanced at Stefan, then me. “What about the other?”

I flicked my fingers at my sides. “What about me?”

“Quill for a read.” Forbi sniffed the air again. “Is this the part where two lost crowns find each other?”

Two lost crowns?

“Mad old bitty,” Calista muttered.

“Forbi.” Stefan stepped between us, a smooth grin on his face. “Darling, Forbi. If Princess Saga agrees—” The old woman gasped, the eye peering from the door widened, but Stefan didn’t pause. “Read her path in the runes. But if the story is to continue for more tales to unfold, we desperately have need of a quill.”

Forbi’s mouth pinched into a narrow line. “Is this the part where the moon turns to blood?”

“Ah, you’ve noticed the moon.” Calista rolled her eyes. “As if any of the rest of us didn’t.”

I swallowed thickly. There was something strange here. Within the whole of Raven Row. Perhaps Calista was accustomed to it, or perhaps she chose not to see it, but even here with the odd woman and her milky eyes, there was a soft burn in my veins from power unseen.

Forbi looked to Stefan. “Is this the part that leads to the lost truth?”

“Very likely.” Stefan winked.

Did he not hear the foreboding tone of her voice? Perhaps he thought the woman as mad as his sister did and took no stock in her ramblings. As for me, the hair lifted on the back of my neck.

All at once, the door swung open. Forbi stood a head shorter than me, but her body was thick and imposing. Leathery rolls of skin made up her neck, and her eyes were bold and wide while her lips were hardly there. Long, silver hair rained down her back in a stern braid, and her hips were wider than the doorframe. 

The dress she wore had patches of other fabrics to keep holes covered, and seemed like at one time, the garment might’ve been grand. Red satin like fresh blood, gold trim along the hem and bodice, and a plunging neckline that revealed too much of Forbi’s wrinkled cleavage.

Forbi smoothed her tattered skirt. “Is this the part—”

“No more parts,” I snapped. Irritation grew potent and hot in my throat. The more time we wasted making pathetic, pointless deals, the more time Davorin had to find a way into the Court of Blood, a way to Ari. “I will let you read the path of runes for me, but you must deliver the quill. I know how to deliver the storyteller feathers aplenty, and I’ve no doubt my feather quills are a special kind on their own. If you want the reading, let us in.”

Forbi studied me, head tilted. “I knew a girl like her once. Had power she never could see. I hope she sees better now.”

My tongue felt sticky and thick in my mouth; I was unsettled, and a shiver raced up my arms like the creeping rats in the corners of the West’s hovels. “I suppose I’ll see whatever it is your runes reveal. I’ve survived rune spells before, what is one more?”

Forbi beckoned us inside. I kept a hand on one of the knives from Calista’s flat and followed behind Stefan. Calista squared her shoulders to the old woman as she strode deeper into the house. From floor to ceiling, the laths were coated in what looked to be centuries-old dust. Pungent hints of mildew and damp linens struck my nose. I parted my lips to breathe through my mouth. 

To one side was a dilapidated staircase. Every other step was cracked or broken, and the railing tilted precariously to one side. We were led down the narrow hallway with plenty of candle sconces on the walls, but no candles. Thick, humid shadows surrounded me, almost heavy enough to taste. I was forced to reach out and take hold of Stefan’s arm. 

He didn’t protest, even muttered, “Keep close, My Princess.”

I didn’t dwell on the title, didn’t even think much on the fact that he’d claimed me as his princess.

He was keener to proper semantics than his sister, or so it seemed, and it likely was nothing more than a rough man from the dregs of the West trying to be polite. To those in the South I was more queen than princess since Riot was gone, but I enjoyed the title of princess. It made it seem like my brother was not watching from the Otherworld, like he still held the throne. 

Forbi trudged us through the house for what seemed like hundreds of paces, until at last, the corridor widened to a circular room.

The furnishings were simple, a few benches made from twigs and branches, a small table with wooden cups filled with water and cloves for a makeshift tea. In the center was a bear fur rug that was matted and tattered from turns of use. 

Two more women sat atop one of the longer benches, drinking the clove water. One shared Forbi’s thick hips and neck, but her eyes were clear and dark. The second was rod-thin with curled, yellowed fingernails and plump lips, like she’d been stung by a wasp moments before. 

Calista rolled her eyes and faced me. “Meet the hags who call themselves the Norns. Forbi you already had the pleasure to meet.” Calista pointed at the skinny woman. “That’s Danna, and the melancholy one over there is Oviss. They’re seers with a proclivity to connect the past, the present, and the future into one forward path. Hence, the Norns.”

“You are hesitant to speak with them,” I muttered. “Why?”

“They unsettle her because they say things that frighten her,” Stefan whispered, smirking at his sister.

Calista took out a small knife from her belt and spun it around, more like a habit than a threat until she pointed the blade toward the woman and grumbled, “They do not. They’re irritating.”

“Is this the part where whispers call her home?” Danna asked, much like her sister. Glassy eyes, low tone.

Calista looked away, a pulse to her jaw.

“Cal,” Stefan said. “You told me all that had ceased.”

“It has,” she hissed back.

“Has it? Because I also told you to keep me informed.”

“So you can worry tirelessly?”

“Gods.” Stefan closed his eyes. “No, but it is important that I know if—”

“What are you talking about?” Irritation sparked in my chest. The feeling that Calista kept secrets fueled an instant need to lash out. I would not risk Ari’s life, and if dangerous secrets were being kept, I had little patience.

“Nothing that involves you, Raven Queen. Only a few ghosts of the slums.” Calista glared back at the three women. “We’re here for other matters, not voices in the dark. Now, if you old hags would shut your mouths, we can get to it.”

Now, Oviss lifted a brow. “So, this is the part where the strings of the two fates collide?”

Patience was spent. “Enough talking. I have a husband locked in a fae sleep, and I need some damn help getting him free of it. If you cannot be of use, then I am done speaking in circles.”

Forbi peered at me, head tilted. “What else brought the royal her to us?”

“She’s talking about you.” Calista nudged my ribs.

My tongue was dry, my throat parched, my whole body seemed to exhaust at the thought of all the risks we faced. My shoulders slumped. “My husband sleeps, but his body is infected with a dark magic that will consume him. He must wake, but I must heal him first.”

Forbi tapped the center of her chin with one finger. She closed her eyes for what seemed like a thousand breaths, then, finally, snapped her eyes open. “A familiar darkness.” She spun around on her sisters. “Is this the part where it begins?”

“Where what begins?”

Forbi looked over her shoulder, a vicious smirk on her lips. “The end.”
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“What do you mean the end?” I flicked my fingers at my sides, my pulse racing.

Forbi shuffled around the table to her sisters. “This is the part where the third gift returns, and lies hide the last.”

“Stop muttering amongst yourselves and speak to me,” I said, practically pleading by now. “Tell us what we can do.”

There was a piece of my heart that believed these three lunatics were utterly a waste of time, but another piece that kept my feet planted in the dust and cobwebs. As though this was the place I needed to be.

“This is the part where you give two bloods,” Forbi muttered, holding out one hand.

The old woman handed Calista a knife and held her stare on the storyteller before she flicked a finger to me in a gesture.

Two bloods. I glanced at Calista. The girl grumbled a few curses, but understood, and sliced the tip of the knife over the meat of her thumb. She winced when a bubble of dark red blood split to the surface.

“You’re up, Raven Queen.”

I took the knife and cut a gash over my palm.

Forbi swiped her finger over the blood on our hands. I swallowed a bit of sick in my throat when she slid her bloodied finger over her tongue. Next, her sisters each did the same.

Danna crossed the room and took a crooked beeswax candle off the shelf. The stick in which it was placed was tarnished and chipped. Oviss knelt on the rug, her joints cracking and popping with each movement, and she reached beneath the table. In her hands was a wooden box with an engraved image of the gods’ tree on the lid.

Once the sisters were gathered around the table, Danna lit the candle, and Oviss opened the box. Inside were wooden pieces engraved in runes, much like the ones Yarrow had used to return Davorin’s name to my memory in the Court of Serpents.

The difference between Yarrow’s runes and the Norn sisters was the way the chips glowed the instant the candle was lit.

I stumbled back. Stefan caught me by the arm.

In the same breath, the three sisters clasped hands, circling around their runes, and began to hum. A slow, steady tune that brought a thickness to the room. Like too much air gathered in one spot and pressed against my chest.

A choked scream slid from my throat when Forbi’s eyes opened; the paleness was sharp and consuming now. The whole of her iris, her pupil, was swallowed in the swirling white.

“Many fates align as history repeats,” she whispered, dark and low.

Her eyes closed in the same instant Danna’s opened. The same as her sister, Danna’s eyes were swallowed in a ghostly paleness. Her even voice filled the room. “A foe threatens the present with the vengeance he seeks.”

Oviss took the lead when Danna closed her eyes. “Misery awaits within defeat.”

They repeated the cycle with new words each time.

Danna began to sway when she spoke again. “A falcon’s game for which he plays brightens deep your heart of pain.”

“You mentioned a falcon,” I whispered.

Calista shook her head. “Means nothing, Rave—”

“Shhh.” Forbi glared at the two of us.

I snapped my mouth shut and let the sisters go on.

“Dispatch your call.” Oviss winced. “Makers of shadows and mountains, come them all. Patience you need when darkness feeds, lest all thrones fall.”

Danna hummed. “A king will rise, but only to his heart’s cries.”

“A caution follows with this tale, should the first bond break, you will fail.” Oviss blinked her eyes open at the final word. She glanced at Calista. “This is the part where she takes our words.”

“It made little sense,” I whispered.

“Never does, Raven Queen,” Calista said with a touch of sadness.

“A final word for the royal her.” Oviss took my hand tightly. “Strike the flesh. Dim the foe. When the moment is right, you will know.”

The old woman turned away and said nothing else.

“Quills,” Danna interjected and handed Calista a pig-skin pouch filled with feathers.

Calista tucked the pouch under her arm and reached into her pocket. A piece of parchment had been folded three times. “Don’t know if this is the wisest, but you’re my only option for post. Send this?”

She dropped the parchment into Danna’s palm with a dark kopar coin.

Danna’s eyes widened. “Is this the part where she sends word to night to reach the sun?”

Calista quirked her head. “Sure. Yes. This is the part. Send it off in a hurry, now.”

The sisters spared a look between them, then said nothing more before they spun on their heels, escaping through a door at the back of the room, leaving us silent, stunned, and in the dark.
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“Who will receive the missive?” I asked once we were outside the crooked house.

Calista hesitated. “I assume Lump since it’s for him. I mean, the Sun Prince.”

My brows tugged in a furrow. “The Night Folk prince?”

“We were trapped together in the cells before the Northern war,” Calista said. “I like to think we kept each other alive. I knew he had more to live for than being a big lump of silence in the dark. Didn’t know he was a prince, of course. But he told me to keep connected.”

A prince with the emblem of the sun in his title who lived in the dark. Night was dark.

Send word to the night to reach the sun.

I swallowed the unease that came when I replayed the eerie words of Danna. Or, did it mean night because Sol Ferus was Night Folk? Did Calista not see the connection through the words? Was it possible—even slightly—we were stepping into a cruel game of fate and those old Norns had sensed it?

I shuddered against the thought and focused on the present predicaments. “I don’t know what move to make. If we come up with nothing, Ari could die.”

“As could you,” Calista said. “I thought he was a love worth the risk of death.”

Her words jabbed into my heart. I’d offered up my heart to the man, I’d promised him I’d fight to heal him, I’d fight to bring him back to me. “I will change the whole bleeding world if it means he lives.”

“We’ll just have to make sure it doesn’t come to that. You have a throne to claim. Let’s get out of here.” Calista tugged on my arm, wheeling me away from the shadowed gates of Hus Rose, almost as though it were an instinct.

A knot formed in my belly. I did not wish to sit upon a throne; the thought of ruling seemed too daunting. Unless I imagined Ari at my side. A small grin tugged at my lips. Ari had an aura of a king, the confidence of a leader. He would not overpower me, yet I knew, if needed, he would stand at my side and be a formidable, mesmerizing force.

With Ari, I almost believed I could claim the title of queen.

My eyes dropped to my arm where the faint swirl of silver lived beneath my skin from the blood feather. In truth, if we had the power of the land divided between us, I wasn’t sure there was another option but the raven queen and king to sit atop a broken throne.

I bit my tongue until we stepped back into the muddy street. The air was heavy with approaching rain, and the damp tangled with the hint of rot and vomit in an unpleasant breeze.

Before Calista could sprint back toward her tenement building, I gripped her elbow. “Why did it feel as though the reading they gave was not only for me, but for the both of us?”

“They’re mad. Don’t waste a moment fretting.” She winked, but I was vowed with Ari. A man who knew better than anyone how to hide disquiet beneath grins and sly words.

“You’re hiding something. What more do you know about all this? Because I find it hard to believe the storyteller who not only aided the North, but the East as well, has no inkling about these wars that keep unfolding. Funny, don’t you think, that you seem to be there for every new royal.” I narrowed my eyes. She could have ulterior motives, a game she kept tucked up her sleeve.

I wanted to shake the truth from her until she wheeled on me, until her eyes filled with glassy tears she fought to tamp down, until the burden of the gifts she held reminded me fiercely of the shadows I once saw in my brother’s eyes.

“I’m not hiding anything, and I’m not up to no good. I didn’t mean to get tangled up with my kings and queens, all right? They just . . . they became part of me. Like I’d been searching for them all along, then—there they were.

“I don’t know what’s happening, Raven Queen, but I’m gonna help because the Golden King was damn kind to me when I was frightened on that sea ship, and because he fought for my kindhearted queen and the cursed king. Because he has an unshakable place in this story as much as you.

“I’m not stopping until I help find out what it is and . . . what it has to do with me and the whispers in . . .” Calista choked off her own words and turned away.

I licked my lips, a little ashamed of my suspicions. I reached a hand for her shoulder. “You do hear whispers. I know what that’s like. This darkness—Davorin—he whispered in my head before I remembered him. Perhaps, you should listen to them. You might find answers for yourself.”

Calista’s jaw ticked. “I’ve always heard whispers. I even told Lump about them when we were trapped together. They’re nothing new.”

“Cal,” Stefan said. “Be honest, we need to help each other now. These words are guidance, instruction. I’ve told you it might be wise to heed—”

“No.” She glared at her brother. “No, I don’t need to have a place in the tale. I already have one—I’m the bleeding hero who saves my kings and queens. Now, let me just keep it at that.”

“Calista.”

“No. They’re just my own thoughts puzzling out struggles. I was teaching myself because I’m learning my gift, Stef, that’s all it is.” Her eyes flashed like an icy storm when she looked back to me. “The singing, that’s new, but only because I had a thought to try it, almost like a memory. It wasn’t some spirit in the dark telling me how it was done, got it? Now can we move on from this?”

Without another word, Calista hurried across the street, leaving me and Stefan alone.

“Fear is talking,” Stefan said, adjusting the brim of his hat over his messy hair. “Fear for what might become of those she’s come to care for, but also fear of discovering she has more of a place here than she wants to accept.”

“What are these whispers in the dark?” Such a thing reminded me too much of Davorin to be at ease.

“Who can say?” He grinned, almost like he might be able to say, but simply didn’t. “But if it is something Cal needs, I hope she finds it. Come, we have the musings of fate to puzzle through.”

Stefan followed his sister, but I hesitated. My eyes scanned the crooked houses, the pubs and taverns and game halls. Raven Row was dirty and foreboding and . . . there was a strangeness to the place. A feeling almost like a presence was watching our every move.

It wasn’t as dangerous as Davorin, there wasn’t the same twist in the stomach or rush of blood from fear. This was different, simply there, watching.

The hair lifted on my arms. I rubbed the chill away and raced after Stefan and Calista, too uneasy to even spare a glance over my shoulder.
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Calista wasn’t agreeable about my idea, but I didn’t give her a choice.

“We need to figure this out,” I said when she tried to distract me with a monty card trick for a third time. “The sisters mentioned a falcon the same as you. I think it’s something we ought to piece together.”

Stefan gave me a reassuring nod, like he wanted me to keep pressing the matter since his sister wouldn’t.

Calista hadn’t been the same since returning from the Norns. It didn’t take a great deal to see the truth that she was afraid to dig too deep, afraid it might shackle her to the danger of our crumbling world.

I wanted to reassure her, but what could I promise?

Davorin would destroy us all if we failed.

The battle lord was filled with vengeance and hate, and he knew how to influence the hearts of folk across the lands as greatly as my brother’s songs of the heart once did.

We needed Riot.

We had Calista.

“Calista,” I said softly and reached over the table to cover her hand with mine. A jolt of something tickled my skin. A feeling like I’d done this exact thing before. “I won’t let anyone put you in chains again.”

Her glassy eyes held mine for what seemed a thousand breaths. “You can’t promise that. Sometimes fate has different plans.”

“Then I will not stop until I unwrite your fate.” I leaned closer. “You are powerful, for you have the appreciation and loyalty of three kingdoms. I know you feel something deeper, but you fear getting too tangled. I swear to you, I will unravel you from this if you help me heal Ari. If you keep trying to help him wake. That is all I ask. I will not ask you to fight, but if your magic is leading you on a path to save him, then share whatever thoughts are in your head. We will face it together.”

Calista hesitated. Her lips twitched. She curled her fingers around mine, squeezing. For a moment she looked like a mere girl, one I would truly protect into the Otherworld. A bond formed, an affection for a young woman I hardly knew, yet felt as though she had become a part of me.

With a stiff nod, Calista released my hand. “You’re right, Raven Queen. I spoke such grand words about helping, then let those hags get into my head.” She dragged her palms over her trousers, wiping the sweat away. “I was surprised by how deep their bleeding rune speak went. I want to go through the lines to see if it matches with my own gut. Never tell them this, but I feel like there could be some guidance to pull from it.”

I reached for the thin parchment again. Stefan had a memory for the ages, and the moment we returned to the small tenement flat, he’d penned the words of the three seers in sharp, neat lines.

A way for us to scour each word, to find a way to save the isles.

A way to save Ari. I slowly took the parchment from Stefan’s hands and read the first line.

Many fates align as history repeats. A foe threatens the present with the vengeance he seeks.

“I mean, we can all guess that one, right?” Calista tapped a blade back and forth against the table. With the low flicker of lanternlight on her face, she looked different. Darker. Wilder. Her hair was longer than I thought now that she’d released some of her braids, and the locks fell in golden waves. “History is repeating. Your ass of a lover is back.”

“I’d prefer if we all stopped referring to Davorin as my lover.”

Calista held up her hands. “Fair enough. But this happened before.”

“Yes. Davorin rose against our people long ago.”

With a sigh, Calista rose, then slumped onto a lumpy mattress Stefan used for his bed. “Then, the next few lines are simply painting a horrid picture of what we’re facing.”

I scanned the parchment. She wasn’t wrong. It was a dreary outlook.

A foe poisons with vengeance he seeks. Misery awaits within defeat.

I wanted to throw something at the damn wall. With a strangled kind of growl, I dropped the parchment. “Obvious. Davorin poisons the land, and lucky for us, if we lose, we’ll be utterly miserable.”

“I’ve no doubt you’ll find your way through this, My Princess.” Stefan chuckled and shook his head. By the hells. Perhaps it was the lack of sleep, the endless worry, the pure violence raging in my heart that my bleeding husband was not at my side, but I wanted to ram one of Calista’s quills through his hand.

I’d blame my short temper on Ari. To blame him felt comforting, like I could go on pretending he would burst through the door and spar words with me at any moment.

Ah, sweet menace, speak true. The rage you feel is not from missing me, but from missing the things my hands can do. Be honest.

He’d be right. The rage stemmed from missing those hands. Brutal, safe, fierce, warm hands that killed on my behalf, and held me close when nerves and panic raged in my blood.

Hands that touched gently and slaughtered mercilessly.

Yes, I missed those hands, for they were attached to the man I let claw into my skin, and I never wanted him to claw back out.

“Princess Saga?” Stefan encouraged when I froze, eyes wet, fingers trembling.

I spared him a glance, afraid to blink lest tears spill down my cheeks in vicious waves.

I read the next lines out loud. “A falcon’s game for which he plays brightens deep your heart of pain. Makers of shadows and mountains, come them all. Patience you need when darkness feeds, lest all thrones fall.”

“Makers of shadows and mountains,” Calista said. “Again, obvious enough we’re talking about the cursed king and shadow king.”

She wasn’t even looking at us and had her eyes clenched, her fingers massaging the sides of her head.

I concluded the same on my own. Valen Ferus could bend and break the earth—he could create mountains. Kase Eriksson was not called the Nightrender for nothing. He used darkness and fear to terrorize.

“What about the part about darkness feeding and thrones falling?”

Stefan and Calista shared a look.

“What?” I rested the parchment on the tabletop. “Do you understand it?”

“It’s been a feeling.” Calista stared at her hands. “I even sent your husband and the thieving prince missives about it before all this began. I had . . . a dream, I guess. If my royals from other kingdoms stepped into shadows before I found . . . something, then I saw their thrones burn.”

“You don’t know what you what you were supposed to find?”

Calista shook her head. “As I said, these fate words dig into my heart and become feelings sometimes. I knew there were missing pieces, the kind I couldn’t find on my own. I don’t know what they were, but we need to take care when it comes to the other kingdoms.”

By the hells. I picked up the parchment again. “If they hear nothing from us, there will be no keeping them off the isles. Not to mention, Gunnar is supposed to be taking vows. How long can we keep his mother and father away?”

“It’s a conundrum, Raven Queen.” Calista brushed a thin braid out of her eyes. “But I think this dark battle lord will hurt them in a strange way. It feels almost like he . . . needs them to step on the land before we can fight back, like they are part of his victory.”

“Because dark glamour like this grows,” Stefan interjected. “It strengthens and finds new abilities. Think of the risk if every fated throne were to be in one place where he could reach them.”

“They can never set foot on the isles?”

“I would be wary until our enemy is dead,” Stefan told me.

I let out a heavy breath. “Then we have little time to find a way to kill him. Ari has not been in contact with his people for too long already.” When I’d only been a thrall in his household, I knew the foreign ambassador was impeccable with his consistency in sending the North updates on relations with the South and with the young prince.

“We’ll find a way,” Calista said.

“And we’ll need to do it fast. Davorin will have the ability to overtake them,” Stefan said, speaking his name for the first time with acidic bitterness. “He’ll expand his influence to other kingdoms and our world will be lost.”

With a twitch to my lip, I looked to the table. “Then we agree—we do what we can to keep the distant kings and queens separated from this fight.”

“Won’t be easy. They do love to take blood when others piss on their folk,” Calista said.

I could understand the thirst for blood in that regard. “The falcon. It comes before the different kingdoms are mentioned. Let’s figure out what it means, since it has now been mentioned by two.”

The steady tap, tap of Calista’s blade was the only sound that followed for a few breaths.

“Calista,” I said. “Anything to make of a falcon and games?”

She didn’t answer; her gaze held on to the upper rafters and her blade kept the steady beat against the wooden posts.

Stefan rubbed his chin, clearly as lost to answers as me. I slumped into the chair, my eyes gouging the parchment, the heels of my palms pressed into my forehead. Why a falcon? What did a falcon have to do with anything?

Brightens deep your heart of pain.

My heart? Ari’s absence was a heady kind of pain. There was no light so long as he was lost to me. Ari was the light in my heart. All gods. I sat straight again.

Ari was my heart.

“Wait.” I tapped the word brightens excitedly with one finger. “This . . . it means Ari. The only way light fills my heart will be if he wakes. A falcon’s game . . . brightens the pain in my heart. It wakes Ari.”

A rush of heat filled my blood, as though whatever magic flowed through those rune seer words confirmed the truth of it.

I re-read the words. A falcon’s game. What game? What the hells did it mean?

Calista smiled with a twisted look, almost vicious. “Want my thoughts?”

“Desperately.” Why did she even hesitate?

“I keep trying to convince myself I’m wrong. It puts a great risk to the other kingdoms if I’m right. Seeing how we need to keep them away, this’ll make it harder.” Calista fiddled with a snag on her trousers, voice low. “I didn’t think of a falcon-falcon earlier; I thought of a Falkyn.”

“What’s the difference?”

“One’s a bird, the other is more criminally inclined.”

Like a fist pounded against my heart, I fumbled to take a breath. The Falkyn Guild of the East.

“I mean, he’s a thief and smuggler, naturally he’d play games,” Calista went on, “but if anyone can whip up some tricky potion to heal the Golden King, it’d be him. We all can admit that.”

I knew of the Falkyn Guild, but didn’t know any of them personally. I’d heard them discussed in passing with Ari and Gunnar. I’d met a few members of the guild when Bracken still searched for Eryka.

“Who do we need?” I asked.

She swung her slender legs over the side of the bed, leapt off the edge, and landed in a crouch. “The Falkyn lead. Niklas Tjuv.”

My eyes popped. I shot to my feet. “He . . . he’s a potion master—an Elixist.”

The term was one I’d learned during the battle of the East, but speaking it now seemed oddly familiar. Then again, Alver Folk and Night Folk once lived amongst the isles under Riot’s reign. How many Elixists had I truly known in my life? I rubbed my forehead as muddy memories still shaped from a past I was still unraveling.

Calista nodded. “Niklas is tricky with those elixirs. Helped bring back the shadow king when his memories got all scrambled. Helped break out the cursed king when he was trapped, good and tight, in the North, too.”

I choked on a laugh. It was a ridiculous noise, wet and thick, but it was the first burst of relief I’d embraced since Ari fell asleep.

Niklas’s magic lived in potions and herbs and poisons. It lived in understanding different abilities. There was a slight enough chance he could help us with Ari’s sleep, with the poison Davorin placed in his blood.

“Gunnar Strom is waiting for my word,” I said. “He lived amongst the Falkyn Guild; he can reach out to them.”

“The thieving prince could do that,” Calista said, sheepishly. “But I already sent word.”

“What?”

“You ask that a lot. I said what I said: I already sent word that he might be needed. I shared a little—well, mostly a lot—enough to get him to act. Told him to keep his mouth shut around the shadow king too.”

“And when a falcon was mentioned you just thought it was best to keep that little detail quiet?”

“Didn’t put it together until now.”

I let out a groan of irritation.

Stefan chuckled. “Always a step ahead, Cal.”

“Wait.” I held up my hand. “Why didn’t you tell me, and when did you do this?”

Calista’s cheeks pinked and she fought to hide the embarrassment from being pressed into a corner. “The day before you arrived. There’s no telling if calls for help can even be sent from the isles right now, not with your stupid old love . . . I mean that tyrant running around. And I didn’t tell you since it was a hunch I needed to let sit for a time. Look, I think the hags are fools, but when they mentioned a falcon—I knew.”

My scalp tingled as blood rushed to my head. “If Niklas Tjuv knows of Ari, he’ll come.”

“Well, if he’s wise and heeds his wife,” Calista said. “I wrote to the lie taster. She’s the one who took me home after I was freed from the North. It’ll take time to get there, then they’ll need to prepare, and travel themselves. While we wait, we prepare what we can, then . . . I think we ought to return to the isles.”

“Agreed.” A burst of heat bloomed in my chest. I wouldn’t sleep, wouldn’t bleeding eat until we were ready to leave. The pull back to my kingdom was insatiable. I wanted to protect my folk, but I wanted to place eyes on my husband even more.

Calista pointed to the last line. “I think this is about your king. A king will rise. He’s the only king on his back—well, except the dead ones.”

A king will rise, but only to his heart’s cries. Hope swelled in my heart. If it spoke of Ari, then he would wake.

“Strike the flesh, dim the foe. When the moment is right, you will know.” I grinned. “Sounds like we need to maim Davorin.”

“My favorite part of this whole prophecy,” Stefan said with a laugh.

Calista spoke through a yawn. “Remember, some of their words could be nonsense. Takes time to figure it all out.”

“No ideas what the first bond is then?” I slumped in my chair. “Because if it breaks, we’re destined to fail.”

“These are the last steps.” Calista tilted her head. “What I know about the words of fate, the path of destiny, whatever it is you want to call it—it’s best not to shift out of order. We have a few answers. The smuggler and hiding the isles from bloodthirsty kings and queens. Let’s start with those first.”

“She’s right,” Stefan said, puffing out a cloud of white smoke. “Sometimes answers to the rest become clearer as you go.”

“Stef,” Calista said. “Do you think you can win us a boat ride to the fae isles?”

“You offend me, Cal. You know I’m about to get banned from Olaf’s if I clean out the game patrons again. I’ll win us whatever the hells we want.” Stefan cupped one side of her face with his dust-smudged hand. “This step is dangerous; it will show you things about who you are that will frighten you. Trust me when I say you are strong, and whatever happens, you are ready to face it.”

She flushed. “Sounds like you’re the one writing stories now, Stef.”

“Maybe I am.” He wrapped her in his arms for a few breaths, then stepped back. “Be ready to move. It could take a night, could take days.”

“Better get packed.” The way Calista grinned, I suspected she was more thrilled than she let on. As the sisters said, the girl had a shield in place. One she did not wish others to see. A vulnerability that, like so many of us, added a bit of fear should she succumb to it.

My stomach flipped. One step closer. Hells, we were one bleeding step closer.


Chapter 9

The Nightrender
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The Black Palace

Sleep had abandoned me since the missive came. While Malin slept soundly, I’d stared at the parchment, the name on the front, and tried to ignore the pressure mounting in my chest. Instincts kept me alive as a boy and as the Nightrender.

The same instincts were still intact enough as a reluctant sort of king.

The strange, bloody glow of the moon added a bit of danger to the missive, like an ominous taunt that made it hard not to tear it open and read whatever was there on the page. It wasn’t for me, yet it was delivered to the Black Palace. The name addressed made it even stranger.

Why was it sent here? Odd timing was all.

By the time sleep finally crept behind my eyes, drawing me back to the comforts of Malin’s warm body, the door opened with a bang against the wall.

“Up! The North is here.” Tova leaned one shoulder against the doorframe.

I cursed under my breath and propped onto one elbow.

“What are you wearing?” My voice was rough. A hand swatted me in the chest. Malin, pale and a little green in her cheeks still, glared at me. “What? She’s in a dress.”

“So?” Malin hissed.

I dodged a second swat. Not that Tova looked unseemly, more that I couldn’t recall a time when I’d seen her in a dress.

“Don’t you like it?” Tova inspected her skirt, then popped a cloudberry onto her tongue from the stack cupped in her palm.

“Hard to run in a dress,” I said. “And climb. And spar. And—”

“Sometimes we women wear nice things.” Tova glared at me. “Does everyone in this bleeding place forget I’m not a man? Shall I lift the skirt and remind you?”

“Damn, Tova.” I sat up. “I was just surprised and didn’t know you owned a bleeding dress.”

Malin snickered into the pillow and mumbled something.

“What was that, Mal? I didn’t catch it.” Tova cupped a hand around her ear, cat-eyes narrowed.

Malin lifted her head slightly. “I said you’ve only owned a dress since Bard returned from Hemlig.”

A vicious grin split my lips, only to widen when Tova’s dark cheeks deepened in color. “Ah, now I see.”

She tossed the rest of her berries onto her tongue and spun back into the corridor. “Get your asses out of bed, my awful king and queen. Your presence is needed if we’re still pretending any of us knows how to be dignified. Which, by the way, you two do not.”

I laughed and fell back onto the down pillow once her rant faded in the hallway. Malin tried to sit up but groaned, and, like me, fell back to the pillow, a hand to her head. Amusement faded, and I reached out, rubbing her forehead gently.

Hells, I wanted to make the discomfort stop.

“Relax, Kase.” She chuckled and peeked at me from between her fingers. “You turn into a board the instant I turn a little green.”

“I don’t like it.”

She lifted my hand and kissed three of my fingertips. “This is why I love you, Nightrender. Frightening to others, then a tender lover to me.”

“There you go using all kinds of words like tender and lover that don’t suit the image, Mal.” I kissed her brow, careful not to touch her lips in the morning. I’d learned before food hit her stomach, anything near her mouth and nose had Malin hunched over, retching.

I bent over her growing belly and pressed a kiss in the middle. Most knew of our news. Only those in the South were kept in the dark. Malin wanted to wait for the gathering to Gunnar’s vows to surprise the princeling and his star seer.

Truth be told, if she couldn’t keep a bit more food down, I wasn’t convinced we’d be going to the vows.

Two littles. Confirmed by Lynx four weeks ago. They’d been too busy for Malin to sleep night after night. Desperate, she’d turned to him to see if his mesmer might bring them to a calm, even for a few clock tolls.

We hadn’t anticipated he’d sense two. They were clearly made of us—already wreaking a bit of havoc.

I did not show much of what my heart felt to anyone beyond my wife, but there was a delirious kind of love and devotion to two small things I’d never even met.

“You feel up to greeting Valen and Elise?”

“Yes.” She tossed her arm over her eyes. “I need to see the battle babe.”

I snorted. Elise had been with child during our fight, and Malin had dubbed the new princess a warrior from the earliest moments of her existence.

“It’ll be good to get a reminder that all this is worth it. Go ahead.” She waved one hand lazily. “I’ll be along . . . soon.”

I dressed quickly, snatched the folded parchment, and left the chamber.

By the time I arrived in the hall of the palace, Valen and Elise and those they brought from Etta were already surrounded by Kryv and a few stragglers we’d picked up along the way.

Little Von ran between Luca and Dagny’s legs, trying to get his parents’ attention when they huddled around Elise and the babe in her arms. Raum and Halvar Atra already had horns with ale in their hands, and Herja Ferus used finger speak with Hanna (even if both could hear), explaining the crown of silver blossoms she’d brought for the girl.

Hagen stood off with Valen. I tucked the parchment into my tunic, not seeing the face belonging to the missive, and joined the king away from the boisterous crowd.

“Kase.” Valen took hold of my forearm.

“King.”

“Palace life suiting you?”

I scoffed. “Hardly. I told the Kryv to board up or destroy any room that held a bad memory for them. I think we now have maybe six still left open.”

Valen smiled, but there was a touch of sympathy in it. We hated the Black Palace, but slowly, surely, it was becoming a new place for us since Felstad was still half in shambles from the fire that destroyed it. This place was almost a home for thieves, not a palace filled with horrors and torture from the Masque av Aska and Lord Magnate.

“How’s Malin?” Hagen asked.

“Ill every morning. I never know what to give her. Something that works one day, the next will toss her stomach.”

“It was the same with Elise until Livie was born.”

Hagen nodded. “I was only around Herja at the beginning with Gunnar before they separated us, then at the end with Laila. But she told me in letters the only thing she enjoyed were red plums.”

“They’re stronger than us.” I paused for a long breath, then pulled the parchment from my tunic. “Has your brother not come with you?”

Valen shook his head. “He, Tor, and Aleksi will be sailing to the isles with my parents for the vows. Hagen and Herja wanted to see Gunnar beforehand, so they joined us.”

My insides knotted. It wasn’t mine to share, yet those damn instincts raised the hackles on my neck that something was not right here.

I held out the parchment. “He’s . . . Lumpy, though, right?”

Valen’s eyes darkened when he read the title on the missive. “That is what Calista calls him, yes.”

“This was received last evening. I expected to see him.”

“Why would she send something for Sol here?”

“Perhaps she expected him to be here.”

Valen narrowed his eyes and took the missive. “But how would Calista know we were coming?”

“She works in fate. I hate fate. It’s too sly for my liking.”

Valen considered the note for a long while. He glanced to where Elise laughed as Lynx stiffened like a frightened bear once the infant princess was placed in his arms, then the king looked back to me.

“It’s not mine to read but . . .”

“Seems odd, doesn’t it?”

“Feels odder.”

Hagen cleared his throat. “Not my place, perhaps, but I’ve not heard from my son in a month.”

“What?” I snapped.

“It’s true. We’re all pretending like it’s nothing to fret about, but let’s be honest—we’re all wondering. To me, if there is a strange missive from a writer of fate, I’d open it. Sol would tell you to do it.”

Valen let out a breath but tore into the note. His eyes tracked a few lines, then stopped. “It makes little sense, but it’s written as if she wasn’t sure Sol would be the reader. See what you think.”

My face heated. I truly didn’t know if they were aware I took turns to read a damn note. The jumbled mess of words in my head was a curse. Still, I was curious enough about the missive, I’d succumb to mortification and have the king read it to me.

“I’ll read it.” Malin appeared at my side and gave me a slight smile as she threaded her fingers through mine.

Sly. Beautiful. Mine.

I kissed her knuckles, grinning. She never made a fuss over anything, and I rather liked how protective she was over my struggle with words.

Valen paused for a breath, then tilted his head to Malin. “Mal, good to see you.”

“And you, Val.” They took pleasure in rhyming their names, and did whenever we met. “Your daughter is beautiful, and I plan to never give her back.”

“Those are warring words.” The king tipped his head. “You look lovely, and I expect we’ll feel much the same about your littles soon enough.”

“I look like I haven’t slept in days.” She gave Hagen a quick hug. “And it’s true.”

Valen gave her the parchment. “Tell me what you think.”

Malin read out loud softly. “Lumpy—or whatever sod is seeing this—remember how we always told each other riddles in the dark? I have another one for you now. More than a riddle, it’s a tale, a warning I need you to heed. It’ll be no good for any of you to choose now not to trust me.

“Blood red sky reveals a great lie, of which we’ve all believed. A Falkyn comes to a world undone, a hope for those deceived. Be nearby, yet stay your might, ʼtil the raven is free for flight.” Malin lifted her gaze, befuddled.

“Is that it?” I asked.

“She simply ends with: Take care. I don’t want anyone getting hurt. Be wise. Be safe. Cal.”

“She mentions the blood moon.” Valen frowned. “My mother said the enchantress had mentioned a blood moon too.”

I didn’t like that. I didn’t like anything to do with fate magic. Not since it had nearly gotten us all killed.

“Why that face? Did you notice something, Mal?” Hagen asked.

“It’s just . . . look at how she spelled out Falkyn—it’s the way the Falkyns mark their title.”

I lifted a brow. “You think she’s talking about Niklas?”

“Is he here?” Valen asked.

“He’s in Skítkast. Ash just left last week to help him unload herbs from Furen—purchased herbs, of course. Not stolen or smuggled.”

“We should reach out to him,” Valen said. “If this—”

“Are we going to bleeding eat?” Raum shouted, drawing us apart. “Some of us do not spew everything we try to swallow and happen to still love food. No offense, Mal.”

“Thank you, I hate you,” she said with a sneer.

Raum’s silver eyes glittered with amusement, and he took the liberty of ushering everyone into the banquet hall.

“We’ll speak later,” Valen whispered, then joined Elise as though nothing was amiss.

Former servants of the Black Palace (still employed by us, I supposed, but never allowed to call me foolish titles like Lord, or Highness) had lined the table with meats and cheeses and sweet syrups for flaky rolls.

Malin wrinkled her nose at the cheese that had looked decent at the far end of the table, and opted for spiced ginger candies Herja sent every week.

We toasted the new Ferus princess. We laughed. We pretended as though something ominous were not hanging overhead.

All day we drank, ate, and relived overexaggerated heroics from the battle of the Black Palace. When the halls were quiet, and the hideous moon cast its bloody sheen into the windows, Malin and I stepped into a small study in the lower palace.

The pop of flames and hint of woodsmoke already filled the space. Valen held his daughter beside Elise on a plush sofa while Hagen and Herja spoke in low tones by the window.

I locked the door behind us. “All right, we need to figure out what Calista was trying to tell your brother and what Niklas has to do with it. I’ve already sent a note for him to come to Klockglas. I’d expect him in about two days.”

“I wouldn’t.” Herja let out a whimper. She was a warrior, but her eyes filled with tears, and when Hagen encircled her shoulders with his arms, she seemed almost brittle. “He’s not there.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Herja.” Elise stood and went to her sister. “What is it?”

“Something is dreadfully wrong, and we’ve all felt it for days now. I think . . . I think Gunnar and Eryka might be in danger. Maybe Ari and the others.”

“What do you know?” I didn’t mean for my tone to come out like a snarl, but it did, and I couldn’t take it back.

“Hanna told me this earlier, and I thought nothing of it until Hagen mentioned Calista’s note. Ash wrote to Hanna two days ago. He was excited and boasted that he . . . he was going on a journey with Niklas and Junius because they, too, received note from the girl he called a ‘little Norn’.”

Calista. My jaw tensed. “What journey?”

Herja’s chin quivered. “The Southern Isles. Ash told Hanna they were going to save someone Calista called a Golden King from deadly darkness.”

“Maj spoke of a darkness with a red moon,” Valen said, lifting his gaze to his sister. “She said the enchantress who cursed us during the raids mentioned darkness.”

Herja closed her eyes. Hagen held her tighter.

“Something is happening in the South,” I said. “We’ve all been without word from Gunnar, and it seems even your ambassador who never stops talking is silent.”

Elise paled. “What do we do?”

“We’re going,” Hagen said. “I’m not sitting here if my son is in danger.”

Valen rose. “Elise, you stay—”

“Don’t even start, Valen Ferus. We’re going.”

“We have Livie here.”

“Yes, and she is well guarded in these walls, and your mother told me to call for her if needed. She was mentioning blood moons and darkness to you. Seems everyone feels the unease.” Elise folded her arms. “I’m not planning to go to battle, but I will not sit back and let Ari or Gunnar be at risk when they would never leave me.”

“We’ll call for your folk. It isn’t a long journey anyway,” Malin said, a hand on Elise’s arm. “Prepare and plan what you expect to do in the isles in the meantime. But even if they did not arrive, it would be a battle between the Kryv, Inge, Hob, or Dagny on who would not let Livia out of their sight.”

“I’m going as well,” I said. “My Kryv is there. Ash might think he’s off to an adventure, but I’m not losing another one.”

Malin wrapped a hand around my arm. “I’m with you.”

“Is it even worth me asking you not to go?”

“No.”

“Then you must swear to me, vow it, if there is danger, you put our littles over me, and you protect them.” I pinched her chin between my fingers. “Swear it.”

Tears lined her lashes, but eventually she nodded. “I swear.”

I kissed her sweetly. “Tova will enjoy being queen for a time. Livia is safe here. We’ll see to it she is well looked after. As Malin said, if Lilianna is not here, Dagny will devour her, and will likely use it as a way to convince Luca they need another.”

Elise seemed torn, but nodded. There was no simple way to leave their heir, but there was an undeniable sense that something was amiss in the South. We wouldn’t leave our people, not with veiled threats against them and our kingdoms.

A dreary side of bearing the burden of a leader meant stepping into the path of danger to keep what sliver of peace we’d all won.

They would go for the sake of their daughter. To protect the world they’d fought for her inheritance. The same as we were doing for our young ones.

“Get some sleep,” I said. “Tomorrow, we prepare to leave for the South.”


Chapter 10

The Golden King
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Wraith kept a steady pace through the trees. Silence seemed to be his conversation level of choice. Not ideal when a thousand thoughts, questions, and comments all rattled about in my skull. Still, I bit the tip of my tongue to keep quiet until the harsh tang of blood filled my mouth.

“I can practically hear your thoughts they are so busy.” The stranger broke the quiet and chuckled. “Interesting her heart fell for a man of endless words.”

“Why is that so interesting? And I don’t have endless words. Proof of my ability to be solemn and dull has been made the entirety of this journey through the wood. Where are we going exactly? What I thought were the trees outside of Ruskig now look quite new and different.”

He chuckled again. “As I said, endless words.”

“Saga enjoys my words,” I murmured.

“We’re here.”

Wraith stopped at a thick hedge. A hint of sweet struck my senses, a clean breeze of rain and damp grass. Before I could question anything, he tugged back the hedge to reveal a vine covered wooden door. A gate, really. The brass knob was polished and in the shape of a raven taking flight.

Wraith dragged his fingertips over the raven knob. “The fate king knew his sister was often taunted for her ability to shift.”

“Folk dared taunt their princess?” My mouth set in a hard line.

“Children can be cruel whether they hold titles or not.” He gripped the arch of the brass raven’s wing. “After Lord Tyr died, the king tried to fill his stepfather’s shoes as best he could.”

A deeper pang of longing carved through my chest without the constant ebb of fear she held in her eyes, but the ferocity she carried even if she was afraid. Gods, I missed that bleeding woman. It was colder without her touch. Beautiful as this strange wood was, without her it was harsh and lonely.

“The king didn’t know how to prove she was remarkably blessed with her gift, so he added ravens throughout the palace grounds.” Wraith turned the raven knob. The latch split down the middle, leaving one wing on the post of the gate, the other on the door as it swung open to a sprawling garden.

Trimmed hedges and shrubs, sprawling vines and willows, endless rows of blossoms and flowers lined a shallow, blue-glass creek. There were cobbled pathways, stone benches, wooden benches, and a handful of bowers made from ivy climbing archways.

“I don’t understand why anyone would be leery of a raven shifter,” I said. “Hardly the most threatening creature. Don’t mistake me, before I knew the truth, the sight of a raven following my every move was wholly unsettling, but if folk knew who was shifting, why the unease?”

“Tyr was from a long line of court spies, of the wisdom keepers of the gods. They were sly, cunning, and nervous folk love to create grand tales of their tricks. That legacy fell to Tyr’s heir.”

I snorted. Superstitions abounded in the isles, but there were those even in Etta, in Klockglas, that feared tales and tricks from the Otherworld.

“Lord Tyr’s greater legacy,” Wraith went on, “was one of a respected warrior. The Rave army of the fate kings was named after his raven blood. The Heart Singer king knew his sister had a fated path, as much as I know you do. You are part of her path.”

My jaw pulsed. Habit, perhaps, urged my tongue to argue the point that I had upset her destiny. She ought to be on the throne now, I ought to be beaming with a bit of pride, boasting in the Otherworld, that my wife was a damn raven queen.

Instead, she was somewhere searching for a way to help me. No doubt Davorin had poisoned half the isles by now and Saga was in the thick of it.

“This way, Ari.” My phantom’s voice drew me back to the moment.

We weren’t in a garden any longer. The hallway was arched with thick beams overhead, carved in symbols of the gods. Underfoot, a woven runner made of soft dyed cotton and wool padded the stone floor.

“Where . . .” I spun around. “How did we get inside?”

“I want you to see something.”

Elegant wooden doors swung open to a great hall. Finer than the one at Castle Ravenspire and the Black Palace. Posts carved in gold runes held up the impressive arched ceiling. Wooden slats made the rooftop, and hanging from a sturdy beam down the center were iron hoop chandeliers with dozens of candles.

My gaze turned to a fur lined platform with twin thrones, and my heart stalled.

“Saga.” Her name slid over my tongue, almost like a plea, a desperate need for her to hear me.

Dressed in a gown made of midnight blue velvet, Saga rocked on her heels. She was different, younger, with a bright giddiness alight in the steely blue of her eyes. A hint that life had yet to take its toll.

Her dark hair was pulled half up on her head and tied in a ribbon.

I pressed a hand against my heart when the burn of longing became too much. A ribbon in my warrior wife’s hair. So girlish, so . . . innocent.

My fists curled when I accepted the man at her side was not me.

His face was burned in my brain, and it would remain there until I took his head off his shoulders, but even Davorin was different. Before me wasn’t the same man who’d slaughtered Bracken.

He donned dark clothing, but his hair was trimmed, his eyes not as hollow, and his smile was almost genuine as he covered Saga’s hand with his beringed fingers.

On the edges of the court, guards in dark tunics with crimson filagree on the hems stood at attention but for one—a man with a cloak pinned in a raven wing broach, and a fox head fur over his shoulders. The guard bore two crossed blades sheathed over his back, and another gilded sword hung from his hip. Between his teeth was a lit herb roll, and a skinny child beside him kept fumbling with a knife and a holster on his thin belt.

“Hush, boy,” the guard grumbled. “Be still.”

The boy gave up on the knife and merely held it against his belt. He obeyed the guard and lifted his chin when, from one of the thrones, a man rose. His hair was a roasted brown to his shoulders, shorn on the sides, and like Wraith, tattooed runes were on his scalp.

Riot Ode. The fate king.

“What is this?” I whispered. “Can Saga see me?”

“No. Listen and watch. You have reason to see everything I will show you.” Wraith jutted his chin, a gesture for me to watch and be silent.

“It would seem this day brings a great deal of celebration,” Riot said. His voice was like thunder: rich, powerful, demanding. But a grin played on his lips, one riddled in affection for his sister when he placed his palms on her shoulders.

“We have your blessing, then?” Saga’s voice squeaked.

My Saga didn’t squeak. She was soft-spoken, but powerful.

Riot took her hand and pressed a kiss to the top, grinning. “You have my blessing.” He faced Davorin. They clasped forearms. “Vow to me, brother. Vow that you’ll care for her.”

“Always. I’ll give my life for her if asked,” Davorin said.

The skin pulled white over my knuckles when I clenched my fists. The captain congratulated his princess after the king, then faced Davorin. “Congratulations, scrap. Official consort and battle lord. I could not be prouder of my prodigy.”

Davorin tipped his chin. “I learned it all from you, Annon.”

After more soft words of excitement, together, Davorin and Saga left the room, practically spewing lust and satisfaction.

Only once they were gone did Riot slump back in the throne. On his face he wore a look of exhaustion, there and gone, before he straightened and nodded at the captain with the fumbling child.

“Annon,” Riot said, “I am told you have someone for me to meet.”

The guard took the boy by the cuff of his tunic and practically dragged him before the king. “Your Highness, forgive the intrusion on this blessed day for your family, but as I discussed with you regarding the thief—” The guard paused to glare at the boy. The child shuffled his muddy feet and kept his eyes trained on the stone floor until the guard went on. “And the . . . unique things he says.”

Riot rubbed a hand over his chin; his eyes locked on the child. Every few breaths the boy would lift his eyes, then hurry to look down at the floor again. A few moments later, the king stepped off the podium and stalked toward the boy.

“So, you are the urchin they found trying to steal a horse from the royal stables?”

The boy’s eyes darkened and a flush of crimson spread over his cheeks. “Wasn’t stealing no horse.”

The guard swatted the back of the boy’s head; the fur slid off to reveal a messy mop of hair, dark like damp soil, but with kisses of red as though sunlight carved through shadows. “You speak to the king, boy.”

Said king looked as though he was fighting a grin more than anything.

The boy couldn’t have been more than six or seven turns, but he puffed out his chest like a challenger against the king himself. “I didn’t have no place to sleep, and I saw the place I should go. So I went. Wasn’t my fault the stupid horse got out.”

“Left the gate open,” the guard grumbled.

Riot regarded the boy with an arched brow. “I see. When you say you saw the place you should go, do you mean with your eyes, or was it another way?”

When the boy didn’t answer, Riot crouched in front of him. “Boy, I am a busy man. I don’t have time to wait for you to save your own neck. We don’t tolerate thieves. I am needed elsewhere, so when I ask you to speak, you ought to speak.”

The boy swallowed, loud enough the gulp echoed around the room. He leaned closer to Riot and whispered, “You don’t want too many people to hear me.”

The king glanced at his captain, after a pause he gave a nod. At once, the captain ordered the guards to clear the room until only the boy, the captain, and the king remained.

“What is it you wish to say?” Riot folded his arms over his chest, waiting.

The boy cracked his skinny fingers more than once, then spoke to the floor, not the king. “I keep seeing words in my mind. They’re like the lullabies my maj used to sing. They tell me stories of . . . this place. And . . . some folk in it.”

Riot’s jaw pulsed. “You see things, words, about the royal house?”

The boy nodded.

“What kinds of things?”

“Not bad things, and mostly about the heir.”

Riot’s expression tightened. “We’ve not introduced our heir to anyone outside the walls.”

“I know. Because you . . . you weren’t sure it was safe for people to know, ‘specially the war man who . . . who just left. And you don’t like feeling that way over him because . . . you’re brothers. Sort of. Right?”

Riot looked to his captain, the threat in his eyes before it ever escaped his tongue. “Annon, if you repeat anything you might hear in this room, I’ll cut out your tongue and feed it to you before I kill you.”

The captain didn’t flinch, and pounded a fist over his heart. “Riot, we’ve known each other too long for the need to threaten. Not a word, My King.”

“Tell me what you know, and how you know it,” the king said to the child.

The boy’s eyes were glassy with tears, his voice quivered. “You’re . . . you’re right to be a little afraid. I think . . . your heir and the princess someday might get put in danger.”

Riot’s nose flared. “Tell me what you saw.”

“I don’t know.” The boy whimpered and started to curl into the side of the captain. “I saw tears and . . . and fire, and it was a sad song.”

“A song.” Riot gripped the boy’s slender arms. “You were singing?”

Tears fell onto the boy’s cheeks. “It just started not so many months ago.”

Riot looked to the captain. “A fated event happened not so many months ago.”

“A birth of an heir.” The captain arched a brow. “Why would a gift from an unknown bloodline suddenly take hold?”

“Reasons I don’t know, and that is what brings me alarm. Why wouldn’t I know?” Riot looked back to the boy, softer now. “Do you sing songs for anyone else?”

The boy shook his head. “Only once before. The rest have only been for your house, King.”

“What was the other song about?”

“My daj told me to hum when I fished, kept you awake, he’d say. Right before the start of the frosts, I was humming and fishing, then it felt like bleeding fire lit right here—” He struck his narrow chest. “And when I hummed, fish came. Like I called to them. Never happened. After that, I started to see things about the palace, about . . . the heir and queen and sometimes the princess and you.”

“All gods.” Riot gaped at his captain.

“As I told you, My King.” The captain gave a quick bow.

Riot dragged his fingers through his hair and gawked at the boy. “A fate singer. Another one? Strange to be almost restricted to songs of one house, though. I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“I brought him to you since the boy said he sang a song about our princess that left him confused.”

“No, I didn’t.” The boy shook his head. “I don’t want to bother a king no more.”

“Listen well, Ari,” Wraith said. “You’ll find this part most interesting.”

I flexed my fingers and took a step closer to the scene.

The king grinned. “No bother, boy. You had a thought about my sister?”

The boy shook his head again, eyes clenched.

Riot crouched in front of the skinny child. “May I tell you a secret?”

“Me?” He wiped sweaty palms down his trousers. “Yeah, I s’pose.

“I’ve used my gift to seal the bonds between many lovers in our kingdom. Strong bonds, the ones that last into the Otherworld. Every fated love has a tale, you see. They call it a heart’s song, or in the old words, a hjärta.”

My mouth dropped. “We . . . we use that term in the North.”

“Yes. It is a valuable power for those who find that love,” said Wraith.

“I’ve never been without words, boy,” Riot admitted. “Until my own sister. I never found her song. Two people I care so much about, my sister and oldest friend, and I cannot think of a song for their happiness. Now, I’ve given my blessing for a match I am not certain is fated to be.” The king crouched in front of the boy again. “So, if you have something to tell me, it would ease a king’s heart.”

The captain pressed his palm on the boy’s back and nudged him forward.

With a slight tremble in his voice, the child lifted his gaze to the king’s and sang. A soft, melodic sound of a child’s voice.

She, the raven fair, grows cold till North winds rise.
He, the peasant king, wakes her from the endless night.
Hand in hand, band by band, they join a fated fight.



The boy shrunk back closer to the captain. “That’s all I thought. I . . . I don’t want fights or battles, but everyone knows the princess, she . . . she was joinin’ with the battle lord, so fighting might be what comes. But he’s not a peasant or a king.”

Riot stood, a bit of unease in his eyes, but he covered it with a grin at the boy. “You have a remarkable gift. No need to be afraid of it, nor is there reason to think battles and horrid things are coming. Fate magic, or seidr, can be difficult to master. The voice, the song, it can get away from us if we are not schooled on how to use it properly.”

With his hands on his hips, Riot considered the boy for a few moments. “Where are your folk?”

“Got taken by the frost coughs.”

“I’m sorry. My mother and father are gone too.” Riot clapped a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “One final question, do you swear not to speak of what we’ve discussed in here today? Not to anyone.”

The boy blinked. “Swear.”

“Good. I’d like you to stay here, study under Captain Annon to serve your king, and in turn, I shall teach you how to hone your seidr.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “I’m . . . I’m not heading for the rack?”

Both the captain and the king chuckled.

“No,” said Riot. “Not today.”

Shadows spilled from the corners of the throne room. The walls turned from mighty beams of thick wood to grainy mist until nothing remained. No boy, no king, only my phantom guide and me.

“You were always in her path, even before you existed, Ari.”

“Why did you show me this? Why did her brother not stop it after the child sang a new fate for her?”

He faced me, eyes narrowed. “Fate writes our paths. At times we are given many ways to walk them, but other times choice must be considered. You saw for yourself, the princess was enraptured by her heart’s desire.”

“But that bastard broke her.” The words slid from my throat like pebbles underfoot.

“Bruised her. Like you are bruised. Together you form two wounded pieces, but the cracks in your soul fill hers. The way hers do the same for you. Her song was you. It is time to look forward, let the past leave its scars, but now you must stand together and whole.”

A burn of emotion tangled in my chest—love for a woman who’d unraveled every facet of my existence, only to piece it together again into a life I’d never dreamed for myself. One I hadn’t dared imagine, and now that I had it, down to my soul, I feared I would lose it.

“I did not realize the fate king had an heir.” I waved a hand to the shadows. “Saga never mentioned her brother had a child.”

Wraith held my stare until my skin prickled under his watch. “Your wife was not wiped from existence as was the direct bloodline of Riot Ode.”

“You know, I think you fate folk think your words are simple to follow. Often you give pieces and expect those of us who do not know any context of your tales to simply understand.”

Wraith sighed. “Your wife recalls her brother existed because of their shared connection through their mother, but how long did it take for her to remember he was even vowed?”

Saga hadn’t recalled her brother’s wife, not even Davorin’s name, for a time. Fate was a magic of tricks and manipulation, and the more I learned of it, the more I feared it and despised the way it meddled in lives.

“To protect the throne the king made a sacrifice.” Wraith paused, as though words failed him. “Too great a sacrifice. The outcome? Any remnant of his direct bloodline was wiped from the threads of life and fate. Your wife does not remember his heir for by all accounts an heir never existed.”

“Never existed?” My insides swirled in a new kind of turmoil. What bits and pieces of life were still lost to Saga? Moments of joy? Of laughter? What more had been stolen from her because of Davorin?

“You’ve been given a great deal to think about.” Wraith tilted his head, a faint grin on his lips. “There is more to the tale, so when you are finished, find me and we will continue.”

“Find you? What—”

There wasn’t time to answer before the phantom faded, along with the ground beneath my feet.


Chapter 11

The Golden King
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My back slammed against the ground, stealing the air from my lungs. Damn the hells. Where had the masked bastard sent me now?

I groaned and rolled onto one shoulder, coughing through the ache.

“I thought I’d done something wrong.”

The twinge of cramped muscles, the twisted arm when I landed, faded when I shot to my knees, my focus over one shoulder. A laugh, heavy with relief, broke free. I fumbled back to standing and rushed across a frosted creek.

Saga’s eyes were bright as a stormy morning. She opened her arms and choked them around my neck when I crushed her against my chest.

“It feels as though you’ve been gone for centuries,” I admitted, “yet you were just here.”

“It only feels like centuries to me.” Saga kissed the side of my neck. “So much is happening, Ari.”

“Here as well.” I bit the inside of my cheek.

“What do you mean?” She rubbed my ear between her thumb and finger, kissing me every few breaths as though she couldn’t help herself. “Calista said she planned to send you help.”

Ah, now the appearance of my phantom guide made a bit of sense. Another worker of seidr had summoned him. I pressed a kiss to Saga’s forehead, then pulled her against my chest. “She sent help in the form of a rather temperamental spirit who never developed the ability to laugh.”

I hoped Wraith heard me, wherever he was.

“You truly are not alone here?” Saga asked. “Who joins you? A man?” Her jaw tightened. “A woman?”

I was a fiend, for I enjoyed too much the flash of envy in her eyes. My palm curled around the back of her neck. I yanked her into me until our lips hovered close. “Listen to me, my darling menace. Every step I take, alone or otherwise, is to find my way back to you.”

“I am trying to find a way to heal you.” She hesitated. “I have the same dreams, Ari. Peaceful dreams of you and me in the longhouse where no one troubles us.”

I tightened my hold around the curves of her waist and buried my nose in her hair, breathing her in. “Saga, there is something I need you to promise me. Davorin knows what you sacrificed for me, he knows you’re weakened. You must swear to me, if it keeps you and the others safe, you . . . you will take it back.”

“The feather?” She took a step away from me, a furrow on her brow as though I’d struck her. “You want me to carve it out of you?”

“I love you for the sacrifice you made to keep me alive, but—”

“No.” Saga held up a hand. “You wish for me to abandon you because of what, Ari? Because it might be a harder fight until we find a cure for your blood? I will take the difficulties if it brings me you. Do you fear you will not wake? Because you will.” She held my face in her hands, brow to mine, practically gasping. “You will. I won’t stop until you do. So tell me, what would ever bring me to consider taking back what I freely gave you?”

“Because I am not worthy of you!” I pulled away and dragged my fingers through my hair. “Because there are still demons in my mind that tell me my wife is . . . safer without me.”

Her eyes widened. For an agonizing pause she said nothing. I almost feared she would agree. I almost hoped she would.

Saga’s fingertips traced the muscles on my forearm. Her voice was soft when she spoke. “You know, I also have nightmares. Moments where I wake alone in the night after watching . . . watching you turn away from me.”

“I would never choose to turn from you, not unless I believed it was the only way to keep you safe.”

“Sometimes the nightmares are so vivid, I’m not so sure they aren’t real. You have fought your wars. You don’t need to fight another. Not really.”

I placed my hands on her shoulders and nudged her back to meet her eyes. “You are my wife. Your wars are my wars.”

She dragged her bottom lip between her teeth. “I am your wife. You have my heart, but it was not as though you had a choice. I would not fault you for returning to your land once we find—”

“I hate this conversation, and will throw the mightiest of tantrums should it continue.” I trapped her face between my palms. “Never think such a thing again, understand me? You are my wife. To me that means you are my every bleeding sunrise.”

The corner of Saga’s mouth curved in a small grin. “Is that so? Curious that you were the fool who began this conversation with a demand that I open you up and take back my feather.” Her gaze narrowed. “If I am your every sunrise, then you are my every sunset. So you can stop trying to frighten me away, it won’t work. You aren’t cursed, you aren’t my detriment, you are my future. My life.”

Gently, I took her hand and pressed the tips of her fingers to my lips. “I will never deserve you.”

“Likely not,” she said, grinning. “But I insist you make it your life’s ambition and keep trying. That means, you must live, Ari. You . . . you must.”

On the final word, her voice cracked. I yanked her against my chest, arms around her, and held her tightly until I could hardly take a deep breath.

“I’m trying to be patient, but each day I’m away from you, I grow angrier,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck. “I hate that you dwell here instead of standing at my side where I can kiss you.” She crushed her lips to mine, startling me before she pulled back. “Where I might touch you.” Saga slipped her hand beneath the hem of my tunic, tracing the planes of my chest until a shiver rushed through my veins. She held my gaze for a few breaths. “Where you are mine outside of my dreams.”

With care she lifted my palm to the rapid pound of her heart. Her skin was warm under my hand. I closed my eyes, wishing to keep it forever.

“This has always beat for you,” she said. “This woke for you. I thought I knew love, Ari. It was nothing but infatuation and manipulation. I loved you before I knew I didn’t hate you. The feather was yours, and yours it will stay.”

I buried my face into her shoulder. To die now, with this woman in my arms, would be a death worth having. I could not bring her close enough. I dragged her to the ground, me on my back, her round, full breasts smashed into me. Saga leveraged over my hips, straddling me.

I’d never lied to Saga. There was a poison in my mind, a curse I let linger over me like a disease. Safety lived when folk stood on the outside of my heart. If the fates had me in their sights, then everyone I cared about would be better off avoiding the dreary, treacherous climb of my fated path.

But with my menacing wife against my body, there was a heat burning in my heart, a new truth swallowing the darkness, that a life with her love, no matter how short, would be grander than a long, empty existence.

“I vow to you,” I sat up and brushed my lips against her neck, “I will fight to free myself from here. You must promise me you will keep yourself safe, so you’re there when I wake.”

“The Otherworld will not touch me until I taste you in the daylight again.” Saga kissed the hinge of my jaw. “We are making plans to heal you, Ari. You had better help us along.”

The way Saga spoke, I had the feeling she was trying to conceal dirty bits of truth. I supposed I was too. How could I tell her what I’d heard from the boy fate worker? How could I tell her I’d seen her brother?

We both walked strange paths, and whatever schemes awaited us would be riddled with risk and danger. But time together in these odd dreams was fleeting. I had no desire to waste a moment. Preferably with much less clothing.

A quick glance at the trees, no sign of Wraith, I leaned back from Saga and ghosted my mouth over hers. “I cannot stomach another moment without your body wrapped around mine. Talk of dreary things can wait.”

I tilted her chin up until our lips collided. Gods, the burn of her mouth on mine, the sweet, cherry taste of her tongue cut my strength at the knees. Our hidden refuge was different than the last. Here we were in a meadow, a few bits of frost still coated new leaves and blossoms. The soil was damp and cold, but I fell back until Saga’s lithe body sprawled over the top of mine.

I bent one knee, fitting her thigh between my legs until the weight of her sent my head spinning.

“Don’t send me back,” she gasped out between kisses. “I don’t want to leave you again.”

“Me? Send you back? Woman, what did I say?” I let my teeth scrape over her throat. “My dream of dreams is to stay holed away in a bed with you for the entirety of a month. If I could keep you here, I would never let you go.”

Saga’s eyes burned with the same heat and want that pulsed through my veins. She stroked the side of my face, a tick in her jaw as I dragged a palm along her waist, her ribs. A shudder trickled through her body, followed by a breathless moan when I took her full breast in my grasp.

I closed my eyes, reveling in the sensation of my wife’s body in my hands again.

“Ari.” She gripped my wrist, pressing my hand firmer against her body, as though desperate for more.

I shoved the simple woolen sleeves off her shoulder and tugged the gown until it was gathered around her waist. Saga gasped against the chill of the breeze, or perhaps it was the way I sat up, taking one of her hardened peaks into my mouth like a bleeding starving man.

She dug her fingernails into my head and killed any space between us. If she was sinister, if she wasn’t mine, I’d think she was trying to smother me against her flesh. Not a terrible way to go. But I knew my menace—she was as starved as me.

I worked one palm up the smooth skin of her thigh and shoved past the skirt of her dress until I found her wet center.

“Miss me, wife?” I chuckled and dragged the tip of my tongue across one nipple before moving to the next. “Feels that way.”

Her claws dug into the back of my neck. “Stop talking and make me miss you even more.”

I laughed, a wicked kind, and slammed two fingers into the warmth between her legs. Her core clenched, and Saga’s cry carried on the breeze. She rocked against my hand and hips, adding to the strain of my length against my trousers.

The last thing I wanted to do was spill out all over myself like a bleeding boy, but in the same breath, interrupting her perfect movements seemed like the worst idea I could ever have.

Saga pulled off my tunic, her mouth finding the ridges of my shoulders. She kissed and nipped at my skin. I deepened my touch. Inside her, I curled my fingers, using my thumb to trace and tease the sensitive bundle at the apex.

“Ari, there . . .” Saga rocked faster against my hand, lips parted.

Soft gasps escaped her throat, and when I added more force to my fingers, more pressure with my thumb, she collapsed with a violent shudder.

Saga drew in a sharp breath and let her head fall back; no sweeter sound existed than my name fluttering from her lips over and over. Sweat gathered over her brow. A delicious flush colored her cheeks. Saga’s breasts rose and fell with heavy breaths as she blinked her gaze back to mine.

“Hells, I miss you and these wicked hands.”

I laughed and went to kiss her, but Saga shoved me flat on my back, her palms on my chest.

Whether this was real or not no longer mattered. When Saga hooked her fingers in the waist of my pants and pulled them down, blood rushed from my head, and the only thought I could form was our bodies entwined, nothing between us but skin and sweat.

Saga climbed over me again and gripped me in her palm as she slid over the tip of my length. A moan—from her or me, I didn’t know—vibrated through us until I gripped her hips and lifted her over my shaft.

Saga choked on a bit of surprise when I buried myself inside her with a rough thrust. One of my hands slid up her spine until I gripped the messy braid behind her neck.

“Hells.” I gritted out when she quickened her pace, almost like she was hells-bent on punishing me. “You are my bleeding addiction. This feels . . .” Real. It felt so real, but I pushed the word out of my head, desperate to forget this might’ve all been a cruel dream.

“Perfect,” she whispered.

I gripped her hips with both hands and pulled her closer, our bodies grinding together, needing more. Always more.

Release gathered deep in my gut; it built and built as heat and friction drew out a frenzy in us both. Saga scraped her fingernails down my chest, lips parted, eyes closed as she destroyed me.

With a breathy pant, she went still, a delirious shudder rolled through her body from the top of her head to the curl of her toes. I claimed her in an unforgiving rhythm, once, twice, until I lifted my shoulders off the ground, and held her against me through my own climax.

My skin tingled in heat and exertion, as though I’d been running all morning. Saga hugged me close and stroked my hair incessantly. Adrenaline and sweat and breath pasted us together, our hands roving over each other as if we’d be wrenched away any moment.

When she stayed soft and warm in my hands, I gave into the lethargy of my muscles, and fell back to the cold ground. Saga rolled off and tucked her body against my side. We stayed motionless for a long pause; her fingers traced the scar down my chest, mine threaded through the wild tangles of her hair.

“You are worth every risk, Ari Sekundär.” Saga’s voice was distant. “Believe that and return to me.”

“Saga.” I turned my head in time to see the shape of her fading. I jolted to sitting, reaching for her. “No, no, no, stay here. Gods! Just a little longer.”

By the time my palms made it to where she’d been, nothing but frosted soil remained. I clawed at the dirt and cried out my anger. The pain of still having her taste on my tongue, but the rest of her lost to me tore through my blood in an unfamiliar rage.

“Dammit!” I curled over, my forehead pressed to the chilled earth.

My chest tightened until I couldn’t breathe, and for a moment, I was certain I felt a bit more of my heart crack into nothing but worthless shards.


Chapter 12

The Raven Queen
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Sun filtered through the smudged, waxy parchment covering the window. Every time I woke, it was as though Ari had only left my bed. He was so tangible, so real. The press of his skin against mine still lingered, a whisper in the dark. Everything burned in need for him. A throbbing between my legs remained a hint he’d filled me in my dream without mercy. The way he’d taken me was raw and feral, it was riddled in pain and love.

The whirlwind of escaping a fate tale was disorienting. What was real and what wasn’t? I lifted the hem of the oversized tunic used for sleeping and checked my skin for marks. Memories of the way Ari’s teeth scraped over my stomach and breasts, there would be signs.

A thick bulge of agony clogged the back of my throat.

Only the scars of past pain were visible.

The burn of ever-flowing tears scorched behind my eyes. I blinked it away. There was too much to do, too much to prepare for, to spend the dawn sobbing and pitying myself. I kicked away the scratchy quilt, dressed, and set to packing.

Four days had passed since meeting with the old sisters. While we gathered supplies and prepared for the return journey to the isles, I’d held tightly to the second dream tale, afraid to use them up too quickly. Soon enough, I grew desperate for my husband’s skin.

One left, and I would cling to it. Truth be told, I prayed to the horrid Norns I’d never have need to use it. My hope was Ari would wake before the ache drove me to escape into dreams again.

In the days since the hags gave their rune prophecy, we’d bartered for strange blades made of bone from goats and cattle. Horns were filled to the brim with oat cakes chopped into small squares, wild honey I found in a small wood near the gates of Raven Row, and dried meat that had an odd flavor of both herring and oily venison.

Today we’d leave the rickety tenements and muddy, cobbled roads of Raven Row. We’d escape to the tides of the Fate’s Ocean until the lush Mossgrove of the isles came into sight.

I tied the leather bindings of a fur lined pouch before the sun rose, too anxious to sleep another moment. With careful steps I slipped into the main room of the tenement to clean my mouth and scrub the fine layer of dust packed on my cheeks.

Calista slept on a mat against the wall, a sheathed dagger hugged against her chest. While I swished powders and water in my mouth, I studied her profile cast in the dim flicker of a lone candle.

Such a strange girl. Bold and brave, yet terrified in one breath. A girl who feared her own fate, and I didn’t know why. I didn’t know why I was drawn to her. Not because she was here to help Ari, it was different. Instinct brought me to her. The moment Ari was set to fall asleep, the storyteller I didn’t know came to my mind.

I’d expected a deal, a few bits of help. To form a connection to the woman of the West was never a thought.

“Said what I said,” she whispered through a groan in her sleep. The girl rolled over on her shoulder, so her body faced me.

I froze, listening.

Lips parted, she seemed to drift back into a deep sleep until words slid through once again. “A new . . . line. A new tale. Blood . . . Eli . . . will rule this land.” Calista winced in her sleep. “Spark in your heart.”

With another groan, her face softened, and only gentle breaths filled the room.

Did her tales of fate speak to her during dreams? The name Eli seemed familiar. I pushed it to the back of my mind as something to ask later and turned to finish until my eyes snagged on a black petaled rose tucked beneath the pallet keeping Calista’s mat off the floorboards.

I rinsed my mouth and carefully made my way to her bed. The rose on the mantle had petals dried like old parchment. My thumb and forefinger pinched a creamy petal on the new rose. Cool and soft as velvet.

Around the vibrant, thorny stem was a black, satin ribbon.

“Toss it, Raven Queen.”

I jolted back, the rose landing in a puff of dust. Calista stared at me, eyes wet and wide.

“What are these?” I lifted the rose.

“Gifts from ghosts. They mean nothing.”

“You don’t know who sends them?”

Calista stretched and spoke as she freed a loud yawn. “Don’t know what sends them.” Scratching her head, she swung her legs off the side of her mat. “Probably an admirer. Hard to believe, but I’ve earned a few with my little snippets of destiny. A little trick I learned while I was chained in the North.”

“And it doesn’t bother you that an admirer slips into your room to leave roses?”

She snorted. “They don’t slip into my room. They leave them outside. Stefan always finds them.”

I glanced at her brother. He snored softly, sprawled out on the second mat, half naked. His bare skin gave up scars and a black ink tattoo of a sword surrounded by raven wings printed between his shoulder blades. A symbol I’d noticed more than once in Raven Row.

“As protective as Stefan is,” I whispered, “I’m surprised he brings them and doesn’t hunt down the sod leaving them. That’s how my brother was too.”

The corner of Calista’s mouth twitched. “I like when you speak of your brother. It lights up your eyes, sort of makes my heart warm too. Must’ve been a good king of fate if his memory causes such things in us.”

I smiled. “He was a wonderful king. Fair and strong. But he was an even better brother and husband. Everyone from every edge of the kingdom knew he would bring war should anyone touch the women in his life.”

“Seems like it runs in the blood.” Calista rose and walked to the basin to wash. “No one, once they speak to you, would ever doubt your willingness to burn every isle to save the Golden King.”

Her praise was a beautiful shock to my heart.

In my memories, I knew if Riot ever discovered how Davorin was slowly breaking me, the whole of the kingdom might burn. One reason I kept his slow descent into cruelty a secret; that, and utter fear Davorin would slit my throat or my brother’s.

But it was true once again. I would forsake the kingdom if it meant Ari lived. Perhaps it was selfish, perhaps it was wrong, I didn’t care.

Once Stefan roused, we packed in a hurry and abandoned the cobwebs of the tenement room before the sun rose over the dregs.

Stefan had secured a skiff through a favor he called in after turns. We loaded and lurched into the surf of the sea as the mists faded. Calm waters held for two nights. Bland food kept us full. Shanties sung by Ror, the captain, about bone ships and sea serpents kept us entertained.

By the second night, my stomach bounced with each dip into the black swells. The air was warmer, thicker with fragrance from nearing blossoms of the isles. We were close to home. Close to Ari.

A soft tune hummed in the night. Almost involuntary, but I couldn’t resist the pull of the isles the closer we came. There was nothing but the expanse of the Fate’s Ocean before me, but without reading a map, the call from the land, the voice of my glamour, spoke to my blood.

“Careful, love. Don’t want to be calling up the sea singers,” said Ror. He was thick as boulders with fae ears, a beard filled with tiny braids and bone beads, and hooded brows that hid his dark eyes.

He said few words but for the occasional offer of oat cakes and dried cheese, or letting us know where we were on the sea.

He’d taken no qualms over Stefan’s request to sail us to the isles. Truth be told, it was as though Ror had merely been waiting for someone to ask to use his vessel.

The last time I was on a ship was returning to the isles, owned by an enemy. I chuckled at the irony. Now, I stared at the dark waves of the Fate’s Ocean on a quest to save the same enemy, only now he was my husband.

How I wished I’d taken the time shoved onto Ari’s longship to know him a little better. I’d give anything to have him chattering on the small sloop now.

He’d be making Stefan laugh with comments about the grand way he steered the boat. Or he’d have Calista rolling her eyes. Or he’d have his arms around me, a promise that for a moment nothing could touch us.

We’d arrive at the eastern coves of the isles by early morning. Then, we’d face the challenge of the damages caused by Davorin. He’d been free for two weeks, and I knew him. He’d stake his power across the isles in a frenzy.

I closed my eyes, sending a silent prayer to the stars the Court of Blood was untouched.

“Consider stepping back from the rail, My Lady.” Ror used his chin to point at the sea. “We’re crossing too near the Chasm for comfort, and what with you out here hummin’, I can’t say what’ll happen.”

“The Chasm?”

“Boundary between the sea king and the land folk. Here there be sea singers who take the fae of the land and eat their bones.”

I rubbed the chill off my arms. Ari had met the sea fae king in the East. I didn’t want to tell Ror the sea king had been slaughtered by Valen Ferus. A seaman like Ror would take it as bad luck and turn us around. The sea singers he spoke of, though, were the sort of creatures I’d rather not encounter.

I’d seen enough of the river demons who’d pulled in three of Astrid’s guards when we sought out the feather. It was not a death I desired.

The tug of curiosity drew my gaze over the rail as I backed away. For the slightest moment, I was certain I caught sight of a glimmer of gold beneath the dark surface.

“Best to rest while you can,” Ror said. He pointed to a small canvas tent he’d fashioned over the stern. Stefan was curled on one of the benches, one arm dangled off to one side, but Calista was tucked beneath the tent.

I pulled back the flap and settled beside her. My movement rustled her leather pack where she carried parchment, ink, and her new quills from the sisters. I took note of the black ribbon tied around her wrist. A ribbon like the one around the dusty roses back at her tenement.

She moaned and rolled onto her shoulder, muttering soft words. “Cursed every day twenty-two . . .”

I paused, one brow arched. “Calista?”

Her eyes fluttered open, a little wild, until she found me. “Raven Queen. We there?”

“Almost.” I laid back and rolled so I faced her. “Were you having a dream about a curse?”

She yawned. “What curse?”

“I don’t know, you said every day twenty-two, then something about a curse.”

Calista rubbed one eye with the heel of her hand. “Sounds like the cursed king’s tale. Probably dreaming of how they went all stupid and asked me to curse him again.”

I smirked and stuffed a satchel under my head. “When we reach the isles, we’ll need to tread carefully. I don’t know what defenses Davorin has placed in our way.”

“Never was one for surprises,” she said. “But I also have to trust the thieving prince and a few warriors are keeping watch.”

There was some relief knowing Gunnar Strom, Stieg, Frey, even Rune were on guard, waiting for me to return. They were clever. Gunnar had strange magic, stronger than any compulsion I knew, and Rune was frightening in his own right.

They weren’t weak, and Davorin did not know all they’d survived, nor the will they had to keep surviving.

“You are brave, you know,” I whispered. “You’ve aided several wars now, yet you keep coming to help.”

Calista stared at me, her eyes like bright crystals in the moonlight. “Or maybe it’s to keep from being snatched again. I know as long as I’m helping you sods fight your wars, I’m safe. Selfish reasons, Raven Queen.”

I chuckled. “How old were you when you were taken to the North?”

“Don’t know. Maybe seven, I suppose.”

“And you’re now what? Eighteen, nineteen?”

“I guess.”

I propped onto my elbow, bemused. “You guess? How old are you?”

Calista glared at me for a long breath before rolling onto her opposite shoulder. “I was sleeping, and I’d like to get back to it.”

She fell silent, breathing heavily as though she wanted me to think she’d instantly fallen asleep.

Odd girl. Hells, the more I got to know her the stranger she became.
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“Take care,” I snapped as Ror guided the sloop into a small cove.

We were on the edges of the Court of Blood. The dark stone cliffs and peaks making up Hells Pass were visible beyond the edges of the Mossgrove.

Water lapped at the sides of the ship as Ror rowed into a tributary shielded with thick spruce trees and towering oaks. We’d covered our heads and darkened our faces with some of Calista’s ink, but my skin prickled, like a thousand eyes watched our every move.

“I’m dropping you off on the edge,” Ror muttered. “I need to catch the tide back.”

With each tug of the water drawing us nearer to the shore, a compulsion to reach Gorm’s court and place eyes on Ari overtook any rational thought. In this moment, I almost dared Davorin to strike. The way my blood hummed in an anxious energy, no mistake, would have me gnawing out his throat with my teeth in mere moments.

Ror nodded at the shoreline, told us to gather our things, and eased the sloop toward a knobby, twisted tree. Sludge and swamp grass hid the edge from view. We’d trudge upriver if needed.

I hopped over the edge, careful not to make too much noise. The water was frigid and struck me to my thighs. I shouldered the pack filled with a few blades and clothes, and lifted my palms. The song was aimed at the trees. Warm glamour heated my veins. Words and requests for the isles melted into the slow tune.

The way Riot had taught me how to use the seidr of the land was to treat it like a trusted companionship. I’d tend to the care of the isles, and in return, the isles would care for me. It took time, and patience, and practice to get the language of the land. Then, it took a bit more to earn the trust and connection to the glamour in the soil.

The song was there, my glamour and the blood feather provided it, but if I did not protect the land or respect it, there was always a chance it would abandon me as well.

Tonight, there was a weakness to my song.

The trees shuddered, and a smile crept over my lips when the branches lengthened and reached over us, shielding us from sight. They answered my call, but doubtless, if Ari were here and conscious the trees could’ve formed an entire fortress.

“Impressive,” Stefan said at my back.

It would do. For now.

I crouched and gestured to Calista and Stefan to follow, but there wasn’t a sound.

“What is it?” I hissed.

Still on the boat, Stefan stood behind his sister, but Calista stared at the shore with a furrowed glare.

“We need to get out of sight,” I insisted. “What’s wrong?”

“We’ve never been here, right Stef?” Calista asked, a shudder in her tone.

“Not in this lifetime.” Her brother nudged her ribs. “Come on, we need to go.”

At long last, she blinked and eased into the water. Without a look back at Ror, we scrambled into the damp brush on the riverbank.

My teeth chattered as I tugged at my tunic top. “I’ll t-take to the tr-trees and scout a path.”

“No need.” Calista stiffened and stared into the trees. “Looks like we’ve already been found.”

I spun around and, at once, my hand went to the knife tied to my leg. The trees parted, and the glint of steel beneath the moonlight was all I saw before Bo tugged down a strip of black fabric from over his mouth.

He grinned—no, snarled—at me. The tips of his fingers curled around his sword, and I let out a sharp gasp. His skin had faded to a dark blue, and his eyes, those weren’t Bo’s eyes. Black veins snaked over the whites like spilled ink.

“Welcome back, Saga.” Gods, his voice was rough like dried straw coated his tongue. “Our Lord wishes to see you.”


Chapter 13

The Raven Queen
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“Not a friend?” Calista asked from the side of her mouth.

“Once he might’ve been.” I snatched the knife from the rope on my thigh.

Bo was joined by a few familiar Borough guards, all drowned in the Wild Plague much like him. They had no light in their eyes. They were captivated by the lust of a kill, for war, for hatred. Any small grievance in their life, Davorin would swell into a vengeance fierce enough to spill blood.

No doubt, if Bo believed me to be a traitor to his homeland and battle lord, he was spewing out no less than a hundred ways to slaughter me piece by piece.

“I have no lord to see, Bo. You see, I am the heir of this land.” I spun the knife in my hand. All those turns as consort to Davorin, and I only learned the blade after he betrayed me.

“Don’t embarrass yourself.” Bo chuckled with an arrogance he never had before. A few of the corrupted Borough guards did the same, and unsheathed silver axes or bronze seax blades.

I’d trained with Bo. I knew the blade as well as him. I knew his weakness as well as his strengths. Bo favored his left and used heavy strikes. If I could get him out of his comfort side, my lighter, swifter strikes could do more damage than his brutal ones.

My weapon paled compared to the battle blades, but I spun it in my grip as though it was coated in blood from slitting a dozen throats.

“I think by the time this is over, you will be the one embarrassed, Bo.”

I lunged at him, calling to the soil, the trees, to the whole damn Mossgrove to aid us in the moment.

Bo met the slice of my knife with a stunned, tilted block. As if he hadn’t anticipated I’d truly attack. What Davorin must think of me? Still his simpering consort who didn’t know what end of a blade held the hilt. Bo was lost in his mind. The Saga he once knew was tainted by the call of Davorin’s glamour.

My time with the Borough guards was empty; I’d been deep in my curse of a cold heart, but it served me well in some ways. Without feeling, I focused on killing without thought. Even with love and a living heart, I managed to slip into a thoughtless warrior without a care.

Bo struck. I parried and kicked his knee. He stumbled backward, a look of shock on his face. My small knife slid past his sword and nicked one side of his chest.

Glamour woke in my veins. With every pulse of my heart, the call to the land, the forest, grew stronger. A rough laugh scraped out of my throat when an oak tree snapped at the trunk. It fell onto its side, sacrificing itself for me, and landed behind Bo.

He fell backward.

“At your back, Raven Queen!” Calista’s cry was tinged in a maniacal sort of laugh. She slashed at thighs and ribs like a feral dog nipping at the weak points on a body.

The storyteller whooped when branches bent, when the river trudged onto the land, swallowing the guards in mats of fallen branches, leaves, and thick mud. She tilted her head back, laughing, as thin boughs whipped the eyes of the guards.

Stefan had more skill than he let on. He had a dagger in hand and—gods—he still had an herb roll between his teeth as he rammed the blade into the underside of a guard’s chin.

Bo found his footing. He drew his blade down. I grunted when we collided in a lock overhead. Face to face, nose to nose, his lip curled. “Cease the fight, Saga. You stand no chance.”

I bared my teeth. “Then why am I winning?”

A simple note, a plea through my glamour, and the land answered. Grass lengthened into thick blades, like noxious weeds. They wrapped around Bo’s ankles and wrists, tethering him to the ground. Shrubs and briars clamped around his neck in thorny shackles.

I held the knife over his heart and leaned close. “The only reason you are still breathing is because I promised Rune I’d do what I could to save you. He loves you, you know. I watched the two of you, and I wonder if you once felt the same.” I slapped Bo’s cheek. He didn’t flinch. His jaw pulsed and he glared at me, but there was a flicker—the slightest shift in his eyes. “Pull your head out of Davorin’s ass, Bo. See what life you might have with someone who truly cares about you.”

Bo sneered. Before I could move back, his hand broke through one of the thorny vines and gripped my wrist.

I let out a cry when he pulled me into the tangle of briars. Needle tips sliced over my skin. I turned my face to avoid the jabs to my eyes.

“Saga!” Calista cried out. Heavy footsteps pounded over the soil.

Bo threaded his fingers in my hair, his nose to mine. “Why does he want you, Saga? You’re nothing but a guard who once spread her legs for powerful men. He told us all about his favorite whore.”

“You know nothing.” I shifted, trying to break free. Bo’s second hand snapped free of my trap. Words dried over my tongue. The call to the earth drew blank in my thoughts. A tingle of seidr, of my glamour burned beneath my skin, but panic clouded the use of it.

Memories of Davorin’s cruelty had a way of poisoning my mind. The things he would do to me now if I was brought to kneel at his feet suffocated me into a debilitating numbness. I couldn’t fight. I could only think of fear and the frenzy in my mind.

You promised, Saga. Ari’s voice pleaded. I tried to drown out the fear by replacing the sneer of my former consort with the fierce eyes of my husband. I’d promised I’d be there when he woke; I intended to keep that promise.

“Fight him, Bo!” The words slid through my teeth. “You can fight him. Come back to us.”

Bo’s nose crinkled when his lips curled, but deep in the inky veins in his poisoned gaze, was a flicker of recognition. A softness, deep and buried. The sleeve of my tunic slid up, revealing Riot’s royal seal on my forearm. With a swift glance, Bo studied the mark, then met my gaze again.

“Bo, don’t—” A scream burst from my throat when all at once Bo collapsed, cradling his wrist that had bent at an odd angle.

He cried out in agony, but it wouldn’t last. A burst of dark mist swallowed us whole. I coughed against the smoky filament and stumbled back when Bo’s broken grip finally released its hold.

On hands and knees, I coughed and shouted for Calista.

The burn of the smoke drew splashes of tears on my cheeks. I couldn’t see a damn thing. Then, it ended.

As though a breeze fluttered through the clearing, the smoke was swallowed up again. The Borough guards, Bo included, were slumped over, sleeping. Their chests rose with deep, peaceful breaths.

I flipped onto my back and scrambled away when three hooded figures stood amongst the warriors picking pockets and snatching the blades. The tallest of the three tossed a pouch of coins between their palms. The smallest spun a jade crusted dagger in their grip. After a moment, the small one tossed back the hood.

A lanky boy with messy dark hair and a sly grin glanced my way. He pointed the dagger at me, chuckling. “Nice touch with the wrist, don’t you think, thrall?”

He was familiar, but my mind spun too wildly to place him. Not until the other two figures removed their cowls.

Niklas Tjuv and his wife, Junius.

Niklas tucked the coin purse into his trousers, eyes on me, and threaded his fingers with brass rings. The man had shaggy brown hair to his shoulders, and tattooed runes coated the tops of his hands and over the front of his throat.

Niklas was tall, not as sword strong as Ari, but he was not the kind of man I’d like to meet in the dark. The way he smiled when he met my stare left no doubt he knew how to stick a blade through the flesh with enough finesse the victim would never even know they were dying.

His wife kept her hand on his bicep. Her long ebony braids spilled over her shoulders, and kohl along her cheeks and eyes darkened her brown skin. They were clever; I’d witnessed how Niklas used his skills with potions and poisons, how Junius devoured the lies of others to entrap them.

“Glad to know you got my missive.” Calista hopped off the top of a boulder. She stepped between us, to protect me or to greet them, I couldn’t tell. “Didn’t know you’d be bringing the bone breaker, but I’m not complaining.”

Calista winked at the boy.

One side of Niklas’s mouth twitched. “Ash was in Skítkast when Junie got your note.”

“No question, you just left?” Calista rubbed her chin. “I feel a tad powerful.”

Niklas chuckled, his gaze jumping to me for half a breath. “Junie didn’t taste a trap, and you used some impressively ominous language. Plus you asked for unique elixirs made to target corrupted blood. What Elixist could say no?”

I glanced at the sleeping guards, lost to the smoke when we still stood. “You were able to target their blood without . . . without knowing the affliction?”

Niklas sneered. “Impressive, aren’t I. Now, what is this about Ari and the end of our kingdoms? Tell me the chatty bastard isn’t making a go for another throne. We’ll never hear the end of it.”

They were jesting, but talk of Ari rammed into my chest.

“Oh, he made a go at a throne all right,” Calista said. She jabbed her thumb over her shoulder at me. “But maybe you ought to hear it all from her.”

“The treasonous thrall?” Niklas folded his arms, a wicked kind of grin on his face.

I wasn’t convinced he’d let me speak long enough to explain myself before he used whatever poisons he had on his person to send me to the Otherworld.

Niklas was still, but Junius studied me.

“I’m Junius, in case you didn’t know, and I have a few questions for you.” She crossed the space to me. “Have you harmed Ari?”

“No.”

She licked her lips, testing the truth of the reply no doubt, then tilted her head. “Surprising. Last I knew he was your despised master. Is this no longer the case?”

“It’s not,” I said softly. “I’m not Ari’s thrall any longer. I’m . . . his wife.”

I’d anticipated stun, but not laughter.

“Curse the hells.” Niklas dragged a hand down his face. “Ari went and got vowed and didn’t tell her?” He glanced at his wife. “The queenie is going to slaughter him.”

Junius snickered and faced me again. “Only his wife? I feel as though you’re keeping something from me. What is this Calista said about Ari taking a throne?”

I shifted, glancing around at the bodies strewn out over the ground. “I will tell you everything, but we shouldn’t stay in the open.”

“Give me a moment, and we’ll be protected for the better part of a clock toll.” Niklas removed a pouch from his canvas jacket and walked in a wide circle, sprinkling white powder around us until the contents were gone. He tossed the leather pouch and wiped his hands. “There. No one will be able to cross that line, nor see us until the spell cast wears off. I’d get to talking.”

My voice dropped to something low, something harsh. “Once I explain, I ask not to be questioned again. I’ve been parted from Ari long enough, and my patience wears thin. I fear soon, I will be forcing action through blades and blood.”

Junius grinned. “Sweet as honey. No lies off her tongue.” She took hold of my arm the way she’d done to her husband. “I hold a special place for Ari Sekundär. I’ve known him since he was the king of the rebels in the North. I was held captive by him.”

“Like Stieg.”

“Exactly.” Junius met my gaze with a fire in the dark shade of her eyes. “I didn’t fear being your husband’s captive, for even when we hardly knew each other, I never once tasted a lie. He hid a great deal, that much any of us could tell, but if you’ve been the one to snare his heart—I’ll stand with you.”

My fingers twitched at my sides. I needed to move, to act, anything.

“One clock toll.” Niklas tilted his head toward the white powder. “We’ve been waiting for Calista to show for nearly two nights. Do you know how muggy it gets this close to the water? Now, tell us why we’re here.”

Words came slowly at first, but little by little the tale bloomed from beginning to present. I told them how I was numbered amongst the cursed royals, how Ari scorched my heart free of the ice surrounding it. I spoke of Davorin, the influence of his treachery across centuries, across kingdoms. Junius and Niklas listened, and unconsciously stepped closer to each other the longer I spoke until their fingers were laced tightly. The boy, Ash, listened with rapt attention, a pensive look on his pale face.

I explained the betrayal against Ari at the death of Princess Signe and our journey to clear his name and heal the wild plague.

“So that is the affliction.” Niklas gestured to the fallen guards.

“Yes.”

“Good thing that smoke they ingested boils them from the inside out if we let them sleep long enough. We’ll put them out of their misery.” Niklas grinned, as though the thought was both merciful and thrilling.

“No!” I gripped the Falkyn’s arm before I could think better on it. “Do you recognize him?” I pointed at Bo.

“Now that I look at him . . . he was with King Bracken at the end of the battle at the Black Palace.”

“Yes. Bo. He is a tracker, fiercely loyal to the Southern Isles. He is twisted in such a way he hardly recognizes me, but I can’t let him die.”

The Falkyn hesitated, then strode over to Bo and shoved a blackened leaf onto his tongue. Bo didn’t move, but Niklas said, “There. He won’t die. Yet.

Niklas’s sly grin was long gone. He looked at me with a touch of trepidation, maybe even fear. An unnerving look on a man like him. “What happened to Ari?”

It took ten breaths to find the words. My voice cracked to the point of embarrassment, but I managed to spew every horrid truth. The pain he endured against Davorin, the poison leeching through his blood. I paused, a hand to my heart as I admitted he was locked in a fae sleep and I did not know how to end it.

Niklas paced around our small circle, already lost in thought. He rubbed his stubbled chin, muttered under his breath, and occasionally dragged his beringed fingers through his hair.

Junius had an arm draped around Ash’s shoulders even if the boy met her in height. She seemed protective, like all at once, she regretted having a young one with them.

“You were right to seek me out.” Niklas said at long last.

“I didn’t,” Calista said. “You came to my head, and I know better than to ignore such thoughts.”

“I’ve studied a great deal on fae sleep since the war of the North,” Niklas explained. “I was there when Valen and Sol woke their parents from a centuries-long sleep. Theirs was different in ways—done by fury, since Lilianna Ferus is not Night Folk.”

“What are the differences?”

Niklas pinched his lips. “Fury sleep is undone through cantrips and a key to wake them. In their case, the blood of their children was the key. Fae sleep is deeper.” His eyes darkened when he stepped closer. “In fae sleep it is a journey to wake. A mental tribulation where the fae wakes only once a stronger power pulls them free.”

Blood in my veins sparked in heat, it rushed through my insides in sick waves. “What if he never finds the way out?”

Niklas didn’t need to answer—his face revealed the truth—still, he did. “Then, he is lost to us.”


Chapter 14

The Golden King
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Practically naked in the meadow, I’d long ago stopped feeling the bite of the wind. My eyes were dry from staring at the place where I’d had her perfect body pinned above mine. Torturous thoughts of her sighs, the way she moaned my name, the shredded skin across my shoulders from her frantic clawing.

Now, I was stuck here, despondent and purposeless.

“How long do you plan to sulk?”

“Tell me—please tell me—you haven’t been there this whole time.” My hands trembled as I grappled with my low-hanging trousers, and Wraith stepped from the line of trees across the creek.

His eyes, even the one beneath his half mask, roved around the clearing, landing on the crushed grass. “Judging the state of things, standing off to the side during . . . all that. . . would’ve been the last thing I’d ever do.” He tilted his head. “I guessed by your expression you were lamenting all your woes again.”

“I’d never lament, but I have grand plans on finding a way to follow wherever she went. Or I’ll opt to fade into nothing, which would be a pity since I made my wife a salacious promise about a month-long tryst, and I’d hate not to deliver. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to be alone.”

Wraith chuckled—more scoffed—but at last there was a touch of humor in the tone. “Stop going on, you can wander like a worthless lump of skin, or allow me to guide you through it.”

“Why won’t you free me of this place? You’re keeping me here, aren’t you?”

Wraith backed toward the trees, his silent way of demanding I follow, and said, “There is much for you to learn if you wish your wife to have the best chance at survival. I did not expect you to learn it in a sleep, but fate is surprising at times. Go if you wish; I won’t stop you. I won’t tell you how, of course, but I won’t stop you from trying.”

Only once he disappeared into the shadows did I let out a petulant groan, slip my tunic on, and slink after him into the wood.

We cut through trees in silence, but each pace altered the terrain. White aspens melted into pillars. Dewy grass hardened into wooden floorboards. The fresh chill of a spring breeze shifted into musty air, like parchment and ink and dust.

“Your story has been built piece by piece, moment by moment,” he told me when the forest thinned and trees shifted to weathered pillars around an outer courtyard. “Every piece has brought you to your present. It will only serve you in this fight to see how.”

The clang of steel against steel bounced against stone walls. Wraith pulled back a low branch to reveal a round courtyard. Ankle high grass lined a field arranged with stacks of blades, arrows, spears, and bludgeons.

The same captain from the last vision marched with four others between lines of men and women, barking clipped commands. He pinched an herb roll between his teeth and helped adjust the footing of a young warrior.

All ages marked battle stances and strikes at the call of their commanders. From the seasoned warriors with runes inked over cheekbones, to the skinny boys who didn’t have whiskers yet.

Riot was across the sparring field in front of a group of young ones with wooden blades. The children marked simple strokes and shouted the steps at each motion. Riot wore a fine green tunic, dark enough it nearly looked black, and applauded the youngest of his warriors when they finished.

“Well done. The Rave would be proud to have any of you.”

The children beamed, and once the king dismissed them, most sprinted toward a table with glistening fruit juices and stacks of carved meat and cheese.

“Silas.” Riot tugged on the neckline of a boy’s tunic before he sprinted away. “Where are you going?”

The boy turned around and my eyes widened.

“That’s the boy who sang the song,” I muttered. A touch older, maybe a turn or two, but unlike the skinny, dirty boy they’d dragged into the great hall, this boy wore clothes to fit his frame and had more meat on his bones.

“More than one worker of fate has played a part in this tale, Ari,” Wraith said.

The boy staggard back toward Riot. “I was gonna go with them.”

“Oh? Was the lesson concluded then?” The king folded his arms.

“Um . . .” The boy shifted on his feet. “Well, I thought—”

“Let the boy be a boy. I assure you it won’t kill anyone.” Laughter came behind them. A woman with summer lightened hair entered the courtyard. “Besides, we have visitors.”

My breath caught in my chest when another face followed behind the first woman.

Saga.

I was quick to ignore the haughty wretch at her side. Better to pretend like he was not there.

My wife wore a fine gown made of blue silk and satin, the underskirt rustled as she walked, and her scar-free skin was wrapped in red stones on golden chains, her hair in curls and braids and a damn ribbon again.

Innocent, and unaware what turns her life would soon take.

In Saga’s arms was a bundled child. From the plump leg and size of the little, I’d guess the child to be nearing two turns. Meaning Saga had been royal consort to that bleeding maniac for nearly as long.

Riot smiled. “This is a surprise. I thought you were arriving tomorrow. Rave, your battle lord arrives.”

At once, the guards sparring snapped to attention, then pounded fists over their hearts as Davorin strode to the king.

He glared at the warriors and barked, “Out. I speak to the king alone.”

Without a moment of hesitation, the captains repeated the battle lord’s orders and ushered the sweaty warriors out of the courtyard.

My fingers twitched at my side. If only I could take up the sword on the king’s belt and run the point through the battle lord’s throat.

The first woman reached for Riot’s arm and pressed a kiss to his cheek before looking down at the boy behind the king. “You keep running the boy ragged with your lessons.”

Saga snorted and stepped next to me, her eyes on Riot, but—gods—she was right there.

Perfect and terribly out of reach. Still, I tried.

“You are not here, Ari,” Wraith told me, a hand on my shoulder. “She will not react to you.”

I ignored him, pulse racing, and reached for one of Saga’s long curls. I’d had her in my arms not long ago, but it wasn’t enough. Any chance to touch her would never be enough until I had her for certain, awake and alive.

I’d expected nothing when my fingers touched her, a breeze of air, a whisper of sensation, but her hair was soft in my hands. Silky and rife with lavender soap. I stepped directly behind her, closed my eyes, and breathed her in.

The vision of Saga jolted, she glanced over her shoulder, looking straight through me, and shuddered before she took a step nearer to her cruel consort.

“Interesting.” Wraith rubbed his chin. “She did feel you. Proof that mark on your skin connects to all versions of her heart.”

“No need to make up explanations,” I said. “You can let me think it is because I’m irresistible, even during fae sleep. Not because my skin is inked in her feather.”

Wraith frowned. “Just watch and do your best to be silent.”

“I assure you, my best will not be good enough for you.” I turned away before he could retort, and watched the scene unfold.

“What are you teaching him?” Saga asked as she pressed a kiss to the child hidden in the blankets.

The boy opened his mouth to answer, but Riot held out a hand, cutting him off. “Literacy.”

Davorin chuckled. “Have I kept your borders too peaceful that our king must pass his time by teaching orphans to read?”

“It’s honorable to care for his folk,” Saga said.

Davorin glanced at her like she was ridiculous, like she had nothing but air in her skull.

A moment that happened in the past had earned him another vow of torture from me. Perhaps I’d take an eye for the way he rolled his. There was no shortage of ways in which I wanted to destroy him.

Without acknowledging her further, Davorin moved beside the king. “There are issues to discuss.”

Riot glanced to the boy. “Silas, go get drinks for our guests. Take what you want for yourself.”

The boy didn’t need to be told a second time and bolted toward the table.

“What’s the trouble?” Riot looked back to Davorin.

“We should speak privately.” The battle lord tilted his head toward the women.

“What a pretentious sod.” I shook my head. “This is one of his shortcomings—underestimating women. Hells, they’re fearsome creatures, in life and in battle. The North was won at the command of my bleeding queen. Who exactly does he think is out there fighting for the isles? A damn queen.”

Wraith chuckled—a true laugh, and he seemed rather bitter that he’d let it slip. “You do not need to tell me his shortcomings, I see them well enough. Use them to your benefit.”

Hells, I planned to.

“Dav, you know there aren’t secrets between me and Anneli,” said the king. “Shouldn’t be secrets between you and your stronger half either.”

The slightest flinch to Davorin’s jaw caught my attention. A tell, a weakness. He did not like to be seen as the lesser in a room, not even in a jest, not even compared to the woman he was supposed to cherish.

If ever I escaped this sleep, I’d buoy the woman up until she stood so far above him, there would be no escaping her grand shadow.

“The earth fae,” Davorin said, voice low. “They’re growing powerful, Riot.”

“Good. Their unique gifts would be welcome in securing our borders against the turbulent sea folk.”

“Unless they rise against you.”

Riot’s brow furrowed. “Is there talk of such things?”

“For all I know—”

“There isn’t,” Saga interjected. “Dav, you told me yourself it is only a possibility, but no one has given any hint of doing such a thing.”

For a fleeting moment, anger flashed in his eyes. A glimpse at the murderous bastard was there, and he wanted to silence his unruly consort. I had my answer—he’d lose both eyes for the way he kept looking at her.

“Did you consider, my love,” he said through a tense smile, “I’ve been protecting your own anxieties? We both know how you are when you fret.”

Saga’s cheeks heated in embarrassment, and she shrunk back.

The woman in my heart would shove my chest, stand against me, and smart off about my own weaknesses should I say such a thing. I’d retort with how the weakness was a desirable trait, then I’d dream of all the ways I could put her tongue to other uses.

“You’d let her speak, Ari?” Wraith asked.

“To silence her would rid me of the sweetest sound.”

“She challenges you for she is safe with you. The Raven Queen knows she can fall, and you will catch her. She knows she can fight, and you will sharpen her blade. She knows she can speak, and you will give her the room. Again, use these strengths to your benefit.”

Fists clenched, I took a step to be beside Saga. She rocked the child, avoided meeting Davorin’s eyes when he faced her brother again, and became the silent consort he likely dreamed of having.

“It’s my advice,” Davorin told Riot, “that you make a move to remind the earth folk that they are your subjects.”

“And how should I do such a thing?”

“Regulations on their glamour,” Davorin said. “Require service to the Rave for a space of ten turns. Train loyalty to your army from the time they are young ones. Then, consecrate gifts to your court with harsh penalties for any glamour used outside the bounds of your order.”

Riot’s face pinched. “A penalty for using their gods-given gifts?”

“If it is not for the building of your kingdom, then it is not for the benefit of all folk.”

“I don’t want more servants, Dav. I want my people. My father battled for freedom, he united the magicks. I plan to see it stay.”

Davorin stepped closer and lowered his voice. “They have the power to break the ground on which we stand, brother. Is that power you want to leave unchecked? Your father won your crown, true, but it’d be a pity to lose it to the earth fae.”

“He speaks of Night Folk,” I said, not truly to Wraith, more musing thoughts out loud.

“Yes. There was such a time when the realms were united as one kingdom.”

I knew the truth of it. Night Folk were, after all, called cousins to the fae of the isles. Alvers in the East were another distant relative of fae folk and mortal. We were all connected, each with differing powers, but still similar in many ways.

Strange to think fae folk once lived as one people.

A whimper from the child drew the attention of Saga, then the queen. Davorin used the moment to tug Riot away, an arm around the king’s shoulder.

“This is my duty, brother. To protect your court and your crown. Why the sudden mistrust in my instincts?”

“Questions are not mistrust. What you are saying is I should regulate other magicks, while ruling them with my own. That is not the fair kingdom I wish to create, nor is it how my seidr ought to work. There are consequences for misusing fate’s gifts.”

“Yes, and there is a great deal of dark glamour out there, my friend. It is better to keep control than lose it. We are the people of fate, gods-chosen to overrule lesser fae. There is nothing wrong with proactively quelling any thoughts to rise against the throne.”

“When there is not even a whisper of a threat?”

Davorin looked over his shoulder, then dipped his head closer to the king. “I speak gently with your sister, Riot. I . . . I wasn’t entirely honest. The earth fae have been encouraging those with the power to bend the earth to stake a claim, as if they, too, deserve to rule their own realm.”

“Isn’t that what’s s’pposed to happen?” the boy had returned, three drinking horns hugged to his chest, and another hand precariously holding a handful of crumbled cheese.

Davorin’s eyes fell on the boy. “What did you say?”

“He meant nothing,” Riot said, a sharpness to his voice when he looked to the boy.

The child curled his shoulders a bit and pinched his lips.

“No, what did he mean that’s what is supposed to happen? Speak, boy,” Davorin shouted.

Riot held an arm out in front of the child and his battle lord, but it was too late. The boy, frightened enough he dropped his cheese, muttered the truth before the king stopped him. “I was only talking about the broken kingdoms.”

“What broken kingdoms?”

“Davorin, let it be,” Riot warned.

The battle lord didn’t. He leaned forward to meet the boy straight on. “Speak. You wear the mark of a Rave; you answer to me.”

The boy glanced at the sewn-on patch of a raven wing and tilted sword on his tunic.

Fear or obedience broke the child. and he spoke again before his king could step between him and the rage of the army’s lord. “The kingdoms broken by hate and gods-magic. Like you said would happen . . . right?”

The boy faced his king, fear in his features, as though he wanted to stop speaking and couldn’t.

“What is this?” Davorin’s face hardened. “Has something happened, are you planning something without me?”

“Not at all,” Riot insisted. “The boy—”

“The raven’s mark burns across a golden king who hails from folk of the night,” the boy rambled on, a melody beginning in his voice he tried to hide. But a small voice added to his. A high, pitchy hum, sleepy and sweet, came from across the hall.

“Is that the voice of Riot’s child?” I asked.

Wraith didn’t answer the question, simply said, “Watch.”

“What king do you speak of, boy?” Davorin insisted.

The boy’s voice softened as the humming faded. “He’ll . . . he’ll bring broken lands together again.”

“He is speaking a prophecy.” Davorin wheeled on his king. “You have more seidr users here?”

“There is no reason my gift cannot be shared by others, Davorin.”

Davorin tilted his head and whispered, “Is he your bastard?”

Riot’s eyes flashed in anger. “You would accuse me of betraying my wife?”

With a dismissive scoff, Davorin shook his head. “You would not be the first powerful man to visit the beds of others, Riot.”

“Careful how you speak, brother, seeing as you are consort to my sister. I do hope that was not alluding to anything?”

Davorin’s face softened. “You know me better. You’ve kept the boy a secret from me. Me, Riot. Am I not the one you trust to keep your sister, your wife, and your heir safe?”

“You are.” Riot gripped Davorin’s shoulder, as brothers might. “No one knows of the boy but Neli and Captain Annon. I’ve been schooling him, that’s all. He is talented, but our gifts are not the same.”

“What does he do?”

“He seems to connect to only one tale, an alternate path. Not even one that is a true tale of fate. I am trying to teach him how to use his gift to create a well-formed, attainable path. To sing the songs of hearts.”

I watched Riot closely, then looked back at Wraith. “He’s lying.”

“Not entirely. Heart singers can do different things. Seidr is the vein of all magicks, but not all fate workers can sing as powerfully as the fate king did. Sometimes, it takes more than one. Alone, this boy could only sing for the royal house, no one else.”

“And Riot didn’t want Davorin to know this?”

Wraith didn’t answer and urged me to look back to the room.

Davorin’s gaze bounced between the boy and his king. “This talk of a raven’s mark on a Night Folk? Couldn’t be your sister’s mark he speaks of, could it?”

Riot chuckled. “You are not of our cousins’ blood, and if anyone shall earn the mark of the raven, it is you.”

“Tell that to her.” Davorin smiled. “Forgive me for being uneasy, brother. I only want to protect you.”

“I’d never trust my family to anyone else,” Riot said.

I puffed out my lips. “He’s stroking the bastard’s weak balls. Gods, how was he battle lord when the slightest discomfort brought him to tantrums?”

Wraith tugged my arm toward the corridor. “It is not over.”

Shadows circled us, painting a new scene, a darkened corridor and hushed voices. The boy with his wooden sword crouched behind a thick pillar, still holding a drinking horn, eyes clamped tightly as if willing himself to disappear.

Once I saw who stood around the beam, I understood. And I wanted to draw blood all over again.

“What is your reluctance, woman?” Davorin’s strong form hovered over another, smaller figure. Saga. He had her pinned to the wall, his face a hairsbreadth from hers. “Have I not proven my affection for you? Or is it something else?”

Her voice quivered, her fingernails dug into the wood of the walls. She was terrified. “There’s no secret reason, Dav, but it’s a great responsibility. My father told me it is rare to give it up.”

“Your father was vowed to a queen of seidr. Your mother had more power; it was not the same.”

“He wants her feather,” I said. “Is that what this is about?”

“Yes,” said Wraith. “Strange how she resisted sharing her heart with the battle lord, yet for you—” He peeked at the raven tattoo on my neck. “It was instant.”

I needed to see my bleeding wife. I needed to put a knife in Davorin’s heart.

“You do not wish me to be as powerful as you?” Davorin pressed.

“You have power aplenty, my love.” Saga shrieked when Davorin smacked the wall beside her head, and I was halfway across the hall before Wraith yanked me back.

“You cannot stop it, Ari.”

My teeth ground together. My breaths quickened. All I could do was bleeding watch the creature threaten and torment my damn wife.

“Do you give yourself to another?” Davorin’s silky, snake-like voice lifted the hair on my arms. He dragged the backs of his fingers down Saga’s cheek, her throat, over her breasts until he reached her thighs. “Do you spread these legs and take any bastard who’ll have you?”

She cried out when he yanked her legs open under her gown.

“Dammit.” I glared at Wraith. “Why do you show me this when I can do nothing?”

“Watch, Ari. Your fate as enemies was sealed this day.”

“Davorin,” Saga whispered. “You’re hurting me.”

He grinned, sickly sweet, and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Trust me, princess. I shall do much worse if you think of sharing your gift with any man but me. Mark me, the Night Folk will meet their ruin should they come near you.”

“W-What are you talking about?” Tears dripped onto her cheeks.

“I’m not sure yet.” His smile widened. “But I am certain that the woman in my bed is expected to prove her devotion, or I will find it elsewhere.” Another kiss to her nose, and Davorin finally stepped away. “Something to think about, Saga.”

The corridor bled to darkness again.

“You were his unraveling,” Wraith said. “His obsession, and he did not even realize who you were. A child’s prophecy undid an entire world.”

“This moment was when Davorin changed?”

“Fear does strange things to the mind. Fear of losing his power, his ambition, to one he considered lesser. It festered like a disease.”

My phantom guide offered no more warning, no more words, before he gripped my arm and once more, tore me away.
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Blood drained from my cheeks, leaving my skin cold and dry. Lost to us. No. It wasn’t a reality I could willingly accept.

“I told you,” Calista whispered. “The Golden King has work to do as much as us.” In a rare show of affection, she slipped her fingers through mine. “He’ll fight to find you, that much I know.”

“Fate told you?”

She smiled sadly. “No. My heart.”

Niklas adjusted one of the rings on his fingers. A splatter of something like rust stained the edge. Blood, no doubt. “I have no plans to watch Ari sleep through whatever fight awaits us now. You have my word, I’ll not stop fighting until he is free.”

I nodded, numb and distant. “We need your help finding a cure for the poison that rots his blood. Even if he wakes—”

“When,” Ash muttered. “When he wakes. You’ve got to believe he’ll wake. It’s what Mal had to do when Kase was lost.”

I blinked through a sting of emotion and stared at the boy for a moment too long. “When he wakes, if we do not cure the poison in his blood, he will die.”

“I understand,” Niklas said. “Blood poisons are potent, but the good thing is we should have all we need.” He pointed at Bo. “Like him. I’ll need to test the corruption in his blood to get exact antidotes. He won’t like it, but we won’t give him much of a choice. Once I study that out, I’ll impress the lot of you with my skill.”

Niklas wiggled his fingers, chuckling, but there was still a glisten of fear in his brown eyes. “One of the swiftest ways to begin the purification of blood is to mix the ingredients with the blood of the cursed’s family. There is power in the bonds between bloodlines.”

“Familial blood?” My heart sunk. “Ari’s family is dead. All of them.”

Niklas tilted his head. “I thought I was looking at his family.”

Unbidden, the curl of a grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. Me. I was of House Sekundär. Not by blood, but by choice and heart. I tipped my chin at the Falkyn. “You are.”

“Good, then you’ll want to be ready to bleed.” Niklas’s smile faded into something stern, something grim. “You must tell me everything you know of this corruption, no matter how small a detail, tell me.”

I told Niklas everything I knew of Davorin’s rise to power when Riot still held the throne. I told of his ability to switch faces and overtake hearts. He used it to kill. He corrupted. The more a person loved, the more they hated if the darkness of corrupted glamour spread to their heart.

Ari was guarded, but I’d never known a man who loved as fiercely. He’d be a monster if we did not alter the path of Davorin’s corruption.

Niklas scratched notes on a thick piece of vellum he’d removed from a satchel on the ground. Every few moments he’d pause, close his eyes, then reach into another pack his wife had placed beside him. The Elixist rummaged through vials and herb pouches. He’d dab a few spices or drops of sour smelling liquids onto his tongue.

Sometimes he’d write more notes. Sometimes he’d merely give me a nod to keep going.

“Now, you said when this mimicker fae took hold of Frey, your power forced him out. Explain that to me.”

I let out a long breath. “My gift speaks to the isles. I am the caretaker. If there is a threat to our land, my glamour communicates. It was more a feeling, or a whisper, that the glamour in the soil would cause him pain. Not long, but enough to wound him. It was like a collision of opposites. Davorin poisons, and I heal the land. But I can also adjust the land to alter a fated path. Like Calista writes, I might build new mountains, new rivers.”

Niklas scratched the scruff on his chin. “That’s fascinating. Can you do it anywhere like Valen?”

“I don’t believe so. In the West, I had no connection to that land.”

Niklas rolled up the scroll. “All right, well, I have a start, but it will be a challenge. We’ll need to take the tracker for his blood. He’ll be a good test subject.”

“You won’t kill him, will you?”

“I should hope not, or I might end up killing Ari.” Niklas tapped the center of his chin. “Just in case, perhaps we ought to take more than one guard.”

“No time,” Stefan said. He plucked the herb roll from his mouth. “Do you feel it? Something is coming.”

I froze, I hardly breathed. In the distance a steady beat of drums, the thrashing of brush being crushed beneath boots, lifted over the treetops. “More guards. They’ve overtaken this place. We need to get back to the Court of Blood.” I studied Bo with a touch of sympathy. “He’s not an enemy. Not really.”

“Right now he is.” Stefan stepped to my side. “This power that holds him hostage, it will spread. It can infect others. You know this.”

I bit into my bottom lip, hating Davorin for upending my home and heart, but nodded. “Bind him.”

Stefan and Ash bound Bo’s wrists with a rope brought by Niklas. I wrapped the end around the tracker’s throat, leaving enough to use as a fetter to hold. Stefan took the rope in hand as I cupped some of the water puddling in the soil.

With a soft hum, I splashed it over Bo’s face, urging him to wake.

“Did you see that?” Niklas said to his wife with true awe. “I have so many questions.”

She simply smiled and kissed his knuckles.

Bo spluttered and thrashed, swiping at his cheeks. Those hardened, dark eyes locked with mine in such a sense of hate, it stole my breath.

“You are coming with us as a prisoner and traitor to the isles of the fae,” I told him.

“Then you’ve signed your death.” He spat at my feet. “You are the traitor.”

A smirk curled in the corner of my mouth. I crouched in front of him and patted the side of his face with a bit of condescension. “Someday soon, you’ll eat those words, and I’ll expect a grand apology. Groveling, Bo. A great deal of it, or my husband will not be satisfied, I assure you.”

Bo laughed, a sound like knives on glass, cruel and uncomfortable. “Your husband? Is he not dead yet?”

A pain clung to my chest. Once, Bo laughed beside Ari at his table. More than once, Bo mentioned his respect for the Northern Ambassador, the way he connected with not only his own folk, but everyone across the kingdoms.

Now, he was a shadow of the loyal fae he was. Davorin destroyed friendship, love, hope. He replaced it with greed, hate, and bloodlust.

“Enough chattering, Raven Queen,” Calista said. “He’s not the friend you knew.”

Stefan tugged on the rope around Bo’s neck. Niklas rubbed a strange paste over his twisted wrist that had Bo screaming in pain, until all at once the bones were straightened and only a swollen bruise was left where Ash had shattered the tracker’s wrist.

Bo remained stoic on the journey deeper into the trees. Every few paces, he’d mutter about our weakness, or how he’d laugh over our corpses. He described the strength of his lord like Davorin was a bleeding god.

No mistake, all the ways he planned to kill us rambled through his skull. His dismissal of me, of Ari, left me feeling much the same.

Rune owed me for allowing him to keep his tongue.

Shadows crawled over knolls and stones. Paths in the thick Mossgrove were covered in leaves and twigs and made silent steps difficult. Not more than a length into the trees, I tossed aside a few brambles and grinned. “This is an old troll burrow. Take cover here. I’ll be back before the next toll. Feel free to muzzle him.”

Calista’s eyes brightened as she snatched up a handful of moss. She laughed with a hidden brutality as Stefan and Niklas pinned Bo to the ground and shoved the moss into his mouth. He spluttered, but Calista made it worse when she took out a tattered, linen scarf from her satchel and wrapped it around Bo’s chin and mouth.

“We’ll keep a watch on him.” She beamed at me, and for half a breath I almost feared for Bo. The girl had a wildness about her, something feral and untamed, and I was oddly drawn to it.

“You’re not going out there alone, are you?” Junius said.

“You mentioned there was more I kept from you. It was true. There is a piece of the tale I have not shared. Did Ari ever speak to you of being followed by a raven?” Niklas and Junie shared a strange look with each other before facing me again. I didn’t explain more and ducked behind a shrub to strip free of my clothes. “It’s true. He does have a raven who is quite devoted to him.”

Eyes closed, I embraced the burn of my shift. Without Astrid’s cruel curse, to shift felt much like sliding into a new set of trousers. One layer of my body shed, while a new texture took form. My body bent into something small and lithe as seamlessly as releasing a long breath.

“By the bleeding gods.” Niklas gaped when he saw my second form. Junius clung to his arm, lips parted.

I spread my wings and shot toward the treetops.
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From the sky the world always looked different, but tonight—it was unrecognizable. My heart pounded in my narrow chest as I found a position near the top of an evergreen. By the hells, the isles were not the isles I knew.

A bite of relief bloomed through my body when the walls I’d helped secure with Gorm and his court still surrounded the blood fae. More than that, Gorm seemed to be constructing a wall with watchtowers. Several panels of spiked logs were already erected, along with half a tower.

Loyal. Unyielding. Strange. I planned to praise the blood lord until his last breath.

The Court of Blood seemed to be the only place where light remained. Across the barren strips of land where the Mossgrove did not cover, black tents, torches, and smoke from battle camps dotted the ground. Trees were blackened as though they’d been scorched. Massive chunks of the Mossgrove were withered and deadened.

I tried to make out any hint the Court of Serpents was shielded, but shadows surrounded the swamps, from Davorin or spell casts by the forest folk, I couldn’t tell. In the distance, the gleam of the ever-lantern in the divination tower flickered like a star. Honored seers lived in that tower, a round space filled with pamphlets, vellum, and books riddled with star seer prophecies.

Had they been lost to Davorin’s armies? The Court of Stars was reclusive to most fae, and they would fight to keep it so should they be attacked. They cherished their sacred prophecies more than they cherished their children.

Eryka might know. Thoughts of the starlight princess drew me back to the refuge in the Court of Blood. We needed to find a safe route to the gates. I would be seen in the open should I fly out of the trees.

Caves near the hot springs might provide enough cover, then again there could be countless guards surrounding every entrance to the Court of Blood. I needed to signal to Gorm, or Gunnar, or anyone within the gates that we’d returned.

The snap of a branch beneath me drew out a shrill squawk.

“Easy, easy. Saga? That you?”

I blinked. Ten branches away, amber eyes met mine in the dark. The rest of his face was coated in mottled paint, but when he grinned, I knew him at once.

I flew down to Gunnar Strom. He was armed in a bow and quiver of arrows. His blood came from both the earth fae and Alvers, meaning his mind tricks with his mesmer controlled the elements in his arrows.

He never missed his target.

I landed on a branch beside him and pecked his arm.

“I thought I saw you and tried to follow,” Gunnar said, voice low. “Come on, we can’t stay here. There are archers everywhere. In fact, there was one in the tree over there, but he unfortunately ate his own arrow.”

Gunnar winked and tapped the side of his head.

“Hurry,” he said. “We use Hodag’s and Dunker’s burrows. They’re the only way we can manage to move about.”

I fluttered to the ground. The moment he touched the ground, I pecked his head.

“Gods.” He swiped at me. “What?”

I flew toward the old burrow where I’d left Calista. Gunnar cursed but had the brains to follow. He moved like a shadow. His time with the thieves and the guild of the Nightrender paid off now.

When we reached the lump of the overgrown burrow, I went behind a boulder and slid from one form to the next.

“Gunnar,” I said, rough and low. “My clothes, they’re in the burrow.”

Gunnar didn’t wait for me to respond before he pulled back the overgrown vines.

“Ash?”

“Gunnar!” The boy’s thrill drew a faint smile to my lips. Muffled laughter hinted he’d been tugged into the prince’s embrace. “You should’ve seen this score I got by the docks, Gunnar. Huge. Bigger than Kase coulda got.”

“Boy, I’ve no doubt you’ll be the trickiest Kryv. Well, second to Hanna.” Gunnar grunted. “Watch where you’re hitting, Ash. I still have vows to take. Gods, when did you get so damn tall? And what are you doing here?”

Boots shuffled over twigs as more people joined at the mouth of the tunnel.

“Nik.” Gunnar let out another laugh, one heady with relief, and more claps of palms over shoulders and backs woke the night. “It’s good to see you, but why . . . how did you know to come? Wait, Kase and Malin, they can’t—”

“Take a breath, princeling,” Niklas said. “We came alone. For now. But you know as well as me, much longer and we won’t be able to keep anyone away from these shores.”

“Hello, thieving prince,” Calista’s taunting voice sang from the hole. “How’s your scarred lover? Still crying over the sea fae’s mark?”

Gunnar scoffed. “She’s stunning as ever. Is that the tracker?”

“Bo is coming with us,” I called out.

Gunnar laughed, but the sound was tinged in bitterness. “How does it feel to be in the shackles, you bastard? You’re tearing down your own people.”

I didn’t look, but the smack of skin on skin led me to believe Gunnar, the playful, young thief, struck Bo. Based on the moan that followed, I’d wager he struck him hard.

“Angry?” Calista said through a snort.

“He invaded a small township filled with merchants and innocent folk. He helped steal their daughters, enslave their sons, and sent them to his lord. I don’t need to guess what’s become of them. Angry is not the word I’d use.”

My stomach lurched and bile slithered up my throat. If we ever reached the true loyalty of Bo’s heart, he’d despise himself like Sofia.

“Come on out. We must hurry,” Gunnar said. “There are watchers everywhere, and they’re brutal.”

“Clothes. Someone.” I hugged my naked body, shivering and irritable.

“Yeah, yeah. We’re coming,” Calista said. She tossed my tunic and trousers over the boulder, then leaned against it like a silent sentinel for my dignity.

I dressed hastily, my tunic crooked and hair disheveled by the time I rounded the boulder.

Niklas met me, arms folded over his chest again. “You are Ari’s raven?”

“I shift, yes. I was no traitor to you in the East.”

“You saved our queen.” Junius spoke with somberness. “You saved Ari’s queen.”

“Can’t wait for Valen and Kase to find out.” Gunnar winked at me.

The past didn’t matter right now. I waved the notion away. “We need to get to the Court of Blood. Gunnar, you said there are burrows leading inside?”

“Yes. Saga, you need to know we’ve learned something this bastard can do. It’s not good.”

“As I said,” Stefan muttered, his gaze on me. “Dark glamour learns, adapts, and grows.”

I clenched my fists by my sides and nodded. “We’ll meet and all share what we know.”

The prince sped off in the direction from which we came. He kept a wicked pace, but earned no complaints from any of us. Those walls were the only safe place left on the isles.

I was a frenzy of dips and knots in my belly. Calista kept glancing about, a pinched expression on her face as she studied the trees, the landscape, even the sky seemed to unnerve the girl. Stefan was the most at ease of us all. He only discarded his herb roll to hide the red glow of the end, but had an unlit roll between his teeth.

Glamour warmed my blood; I called to the trees to shield us, for the shadows to encircle us. My breaths were ragged from the exertion by the time Gunnar held up a fist, bringing us to a halt between two dead aspen trees.

He looked side to side then cooed like a dove in three different tones. Moments later, two mounds of sod shifted.

“Frey, Stieg,” I whisper-hissed. The two warriors emerged from their position, dirty, painted in dyes of pitch and forest green. Atop their heads and pinned to their gambesons were patches of dried grass and twigs.

“Ah, you caught the tracker. Good.” Stieg beamed at the sight of us. “Welcome back to the hells, Saga. Calista, always an unwelcome pleasure. Junie, gods, woman it is a relief to have your delicious tongue with us.”

“Odd choice of words, warrior.” Niklas frowned.

Stieg laughed and took the Falkyn’s forearm. “You know I merely mean her lie tasting, Nik. You think I’d want to cross you?”

“I’d hate to see what would happen should you try.” Niklas smiled, but wrapped a possessive arm around his wife’s shoulders.

She grinned and pinched his ribs.

“All I know,” Frey said, “is if Calista is nearby, it likely means blood and curses are as well.”

“Try again.” Calista huffed. “It’s whenever you folk come sniffing around me that I get dragged into nonsense.”

“We can blame each other later,” Stieg said. “The Borough guards will be back around soon. Gunnar led them off when he caught sight of you, Saga, but it won’t be long before mesmer wears off.”

They took us to a shadowed space, and between two logs was the opening to a troll burrow. “Hodag’s spell makes it so anyone who is friendly to you and Ari may enter,” Gunnar explained. “She thought it would be simpler in case armies of Northern and Eastern folk arrive.”

“Makes sense.”

“Yes, but dangerous,” Frey insisted. “That creature can shift into one who’s friendly to you. How do we know he can’t slip through in their body?”

Frey shuddered. He knew better than us what it was like to have Davorin take hold of his body, like a leech drawing the blood away.

“And that sly trick of his of melting into the ground,” Stieg said. “Gorm has wardings all around the blood court. So far they’ve held, but we never know when one might fail and he mists his way inside.”

“We’ve been standing guard since you left,” Gunnar explained.

“The prince is rotting his brain with all the ale he must drink to turn watchers and guards away,” Stieg told me.

“We will need to have someone take over for you,” I said. “You cannot exhaust yourself. We need you in this fight.”

Gunnar’s smile was strained, but he gave me a nod of agreement.

Darkness wrapped around my throat when I slid into the burrow. It was hard to catch a breath. Hodag dug deep, but with Dunker’s help, the burrow went into the rocky soil. The air was heavy in damp must, and I could not make out a hand in front of my face. We all clung to each other in a straight line until, at long last, a glimmer of a torch cast ghostly shadows against the packed soil walls.

“The trolls have been burrowing all over the Court of Blood, to Whisper Lake, they’ve tried to get one to the Court of Stars,” Gunnar told me as we approached the light. “We haven’t made it yet. The center isles near the townships and borderlands of every court are smothered in the battle lord’s corrupted armies.”

“What about to the shore? Can we leave, or are we trapped?”

“There are three different burrows that lead to hidden coves where Gorm and his blood fae watchers have several longships at the ready.”

“Davorin hasn’t found them?”

“Not yet,” Gunnar said. “But they are surrounded by blood glamour. Cuyler, as it turns out, is incredibly skilled at warding with blood rites.”

“He is?” I cursed myself. I’d raced away without discussing any real strategy but walls and the need to find a cure for Ari. I knew so little of what we had at our disposal. I touched Gunnar’s shoulder and offered a grateful smile. “Thank you for leading. I don’t always know how.”

He grinned, the white of his teeth stark against his painted face. “Trust me, Saga, I come from royal blood, but I’m a thief in my heart. What you see has not been leadership, it’s been a scheme to steal a kingdom once again.”

“I don’t care how it was done, I’m still grateful.”

Gunnar dipped his chin and nudged me forward once we reached the end of the short burrow. “Come. I’ll take you to your king.”


Chapter 17

The Raven Queen
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This was not the Court of Blood I’d left behind. Blood fae watchers marked nearly every ten paces at the gates. Bone-splitting spears were in every grip, and they stood stalwart as stone. Then again, stone was the other difference. Shattered bits of stone limbs, torsos, and plenty of heads littered the shrubs around the blood court. 

“Rune,” I whispered. 

Gunnar’s jaw pulsed. “He’s proven his loyalty over and over, Saga. Last night, Lord Gorm had to force him to stand watch over Ari simply to give him time to rest. His glamour is terrifying, but deadly to him should he keep using it so forcefully.”

I sidestepped a stone head. The fae’s face was cracked, and his mouth was ajar in a silent, eternal scream. 

“You force Rune to serve you!” Bo shouted at my back. “If he dies, I won’t forget. I’ll avenge him with your blood.”

My heart pinched. For a few moments there was almost something tender, something afraid, in Bo’s tone for his former warrior brother. The outburst left a bit of wonder that perhaps Rune’s feelings were not unrequited after all.

“Rune saw the truth, Bo,” I said, despite the knowledge that arguing with him was pointless. “I hope you will too.”

The blood fae watchers moved aside when we stepped toward a spiked gate. Two guards pulled back the heavy door and bowed as we stepped inside. 

Breath caught in my throat. Not so many days before women wore classic satin gowns, and men with strange eyes laughed as they went about their lives. 

Now the Court of Blood was a war camp. 

Those laughing men now sparred in organized units. Steel clashed, grit and pebbles skidded beneath boots. Powerful blood fae with slight fangs, or red eyes, or pronged tongues like Bjorn, barked commands. Warriors shifted through stances at each word. 

Women passed out sharpened blades. Some threaded arrows with crow feathers. Others had taken up weapon belts and daggers and stood guard as fiercely as the men. 

Calista spun around, taking it all in, the same bemused expression on her face. I opened my mouth, ready to query about her thoughts or if she had any impressions, but was stopped by a thick sob. 

“Raven sweetling!” Hodag burst from Gorm’s longhouse, twenty paces off. Her voice carried over the slashing blades and battle commands, and all eyes seemed to pour into me, halting me in place.

The troll roared her tearful relief to the heavens, then rumbled forward. Trolls were not soft creatures; they were brisk and thick. Hodag moved like a rolling boulder down a hillside. She pummeled through the warriors, knocking folk out of the way, until she slammed into me. 

I was tossed back against Gunnar’s broader frame. The prince chuckled and held me steady as the troll squeezed my ribs until I feared they would snap. 

“Ho-Hodag,” I grunted, patting her head. “Air.”

She sniffled and pulled back, swiping at the big, glassy tears. “You came back to us. Nick of time, sweetling. Nick of time.” Her eyes shot to Bo and the ropes around his neck. A snort of air puffed from her nose. Hodag marched in front of Bo, held his eyes, then kicked him square in the shin.

“Godsdammit!” Bo crumpled to his knees and glared at Hodag. “You bleeding—”

“Hush.” She swatted the back of his head. “Been wretched, dark sweetling. The most wretched of wretched. Break our poor hearts, you did.”

Stieg’s deep, rumbling laugh coated Bo’s mumbled curses at the troll. “No one stomps on the heart better than Hodag. All we need to do is send her to this battle creature’s camp for a good reprimand, and he’ll be begging for forgiveness.”

Hodag flushed when she looked to Stieg, as though she hadn’t noticed him before. The troll hugged his waist, her head only reaching his ribs, then she pressed a kiss to his dirt-coated palm. 

“Missed ye most.” 

Stieg laughed again and led Hodag to get acquainted with the visitors. She studied Calista and Stefan for a moment longer, eyes narrow. “Something strange about ye two.”

“Not the first time we’ve heard that,” Stefan laughed and struck a matchstick to light his new herb roll.

“I need to see Ari.” I blinked, refusing to cry while everyone was watching.

Smiles faded. Gunnar nudged the small of my back toward Gorm’s longhouse.

“What am I supposed to do with him?” Stefan asked, tugging on Bo’s rope. 

Frey clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll show you where Lord Gorm keeps prisoners.”

Inside the longhouse, a familiar hint of pine wood and leather struck my nose. Incense and herbs drifted into the dim corridor from nearby rooms. Pressure tugged in the center of my chest, like a tether kept shortening its slack until I was pulled forward without thought. 

As though my heart sensed his nearness. 

I rounded the corner and nearly slammed into Cuyler. 

His pale eyes widened. “My Queen. You’ve returned.”

Gorm and Bjorn stood in front of Gorm’s chamber doors. The moment Gorm saw me, he grinned. 

“I need to see Ari,” I said, a little breathless.

“Yes,” Gorm said. “What else would you need to do first?”

“Who have you brought to us, Saga?” Cuyler asked, glancing at Calista and the others until Gorm smacked the backside of his son’s head. “Gods, what the hells, Father?”

“Address her properly.”

“It’s all right,” I hurried to say. “I have no title right now.”

“Queen,” Gorm said, matter-of-factly. “Queen is your title, My Lady. It is one of those titles that does not come and go.”

“I like this blood fae,” Junius muttered to her husband. “Direct. No lies.”

Gunnar muffled a rough laugh. 

“Right,” I said, shaking my head. “Thank you, Lord Gorm, for explaining.”

“It is my pleasure.”

I turned away from the huddle in the corridor. My hand paused on the knob to Gorm’s chamber, then held there for ten breaths. 

“Down, My Lady. You simply pull the knob downward and it clicks open,” Gorm said as he demonstrated how a knob might work. 

“Thank you, Lord Gorm.”

“Again, my pleasure.”

Cuyler bit his teeth into his lip at my side, hiding his smile. On my other side, Gunnar offered a reassuring grin. I blew out the air from my lungs and stepped into the room.

A window was open, allowing the breeze to filter the room. Clove and rose incense burned, bringing a calming warmth to the space. 

“Saga, you’re back.” Rune shot to his feet from a wooden stool. He looked weary: slumped shoulders, disheveled hair, a red rim around his lids that stood out against his dark eyes. “I’ve, well, I’ve looked out for the Ambass—the king’s—room.”

He forced a smile, but the pain of all that had happened gleamed through the shadows of his eyes. 

“Thank you for keeping watch, Rune,” I whispered, a crack in my voice. “Um . . . we’ve captured Bo.”

Rune drew in a sharp breath. “What?”

“He’s being taken to Gorm’s prison, still very much lost.”

Rune shifted on his feet, glancing at the door nervously. I smiled, ashamed that I was a little envious that he could converse with the one he loved. Foolish to be envious of such a thing. Rune’s situation was not much better than mine. Bo was corrupted by a dark hatred and would sooner kill Rune than kiss him. 

“Go,” I told him. “You don’t need my permission.”

Rune’s breath quivered when he released it. “Thank you.”

Once the door clicked shut, my eyes blinked to the bed. A sob choked in the back of my throat. I pressed a hand to my chest as though it might dull the agony in my heart. Ari was on his back, his head tilted to one side as though he might wake at any moment. 

My fingertips ran over the fur coverlets and duvets over his strong body. Someone had removed his shirt, likely to give his skin air. His hair was damp along with his face and smelled of fresh sage soap. 

The healers cared for him well. 

With the way his head was tilted, the side of his neck with the mark of the fine line raven tattoo was visible. Against the sun-kissed shade of his skin, the raven was majestic. It looked as though it had always belonged. 

Tears blurred his beautiful face as I reached a trembling hand for the few locks of hair that had fallen over his brow. I brushed them out of his eyes, then broke. 

A well of emotion spilled from the center of my chest, over my tongue, until it shook me too fiercely to remain standing. I kneeled over the bed and wrapped my arms around Ari’s waist. My cheek pressed against the long, jagged scar over his heart. By the gods, his skin was so warm, so alive. The dull, slow cadence of his heart was there, lulling me into a trance. Even the gentle rise and fall of his chest wrapped around me like a shield against the truth. 

He was sleeping. Nothing more. I could almost pretend if I shook him hard enough, he’d rise and poke my ribs until I was laughing. 

Great heaves of tears drenched his skin. I ran my palms across his chest, his arms, taking him in, desperate to keep him close. In a few moves, I leveraged my body against his side, took one of his arms, and draped it over my waist. 

I cried until my throat ached and my lashes were heavy with salty clumps.

“Ari,” I said, voice rough. “Can you feel me?”

Silence beside Ari Sekundär was the worst kind of torture. I did not know if he could hear me or even sense my hands on his skin, but I craved a touch of normalcy, of levity that followed the man even in the dreariest of circumstances. 

We shifted into new roles.  Ari became me, silent and stoic. I was him, allowing words to spill over my tongue like a sieve. 

“I don’t know if you can or not, but I’m here,” I said. My fingertips stroked the side of his stubbled face. “You are still one of the most beautiful bastards I’ve ever seen.” 

I gave him a wet chuckle. “If anything were to wake you, I thought it might be that. You ought to wake and correct me by letting me know you are the most beautiful of bastards.”

My chin trembled when his face was unmoving. I arched my head and pressed a kiss to his lips. Still warm, a little dry, but they were mine. They were home. 

“But I suppose you can’t wake yet, can you?” I said. The hard truth was, no matter how desperate I was to hear his voice in these rooms, I could not keep him if Niklas’s elixirs failed us.

“I don’t know if Calista’s dream tales are real, so I don’t know what you’ve seen of me, or what you know from my side.” Tears dripped off my lashes onto his cheek when I pulled away. “Besides, the last time you walked in my dream we were . . . occupied in other things.”

I laughed softly, aching to see a smirk, or hear some jest about his prowess with claiming me the way he had in the meadow.

Silence.

The smile faded from my lips like a shadow of night chasing away the sun. “We, um, we brought Niklas Tjuv to you. I’m hopeful he’ll have an elixir to help heal the poison from your blood.” 

I glanced down at the pulpy stain near his ribs. Davorin’s corruption had halted as the healers promised, but how swiftly would it spread should he wake and we still had no cure?

“I’m hopeful about a lot of things, Ari,” I whispered, “but gods, I wish you were here with me. There are times the only thing that keeps me moving forward is the thought of you. Even memories. In the waking hours, I’ve been thinking a great deal of all our interactions these last few turns. The good and bad.” 

I traced the lines of the raven on his skin. 

“With all the extra thoughts and reminiscing, I think I’ve found out a secret you’ve kept for some time now, Ambassador.” I pressed a kiss to the center of his chest. “Tell me if I am right. A rule for new recruits in the Borough guard is the requirement to state our age and the day of our birth. Of course, I didn’t let on that my birth turn was quite a long time ago. 

“For turns, the Borough guards, Sofia, the king, they all knew when my birth was, yet I never received a thing. With a cold heart, I hardly cared, until I met you. Then, I’ll admit, there were times I missed the way my brother and daj would celebrate. I missed being remembered, I suppose.

“Funny how the instant I was bound to your household, I woke thinking it would be another turn of aging and no second thought from anyone. But . . . outside my door was a blackberry honey cake, wrapped with my name on the package. From Dunker, of course.”

I propped onto my elbow, smiling down at his gentle features. With my first finger, I traced his jawline, his cheek, the ridge of his nose. I leaned closer to whisper against his ear, “But we both know Dunker couldn’t stand me. But you, Ambassador, made certain to acknowledge everyone in your household on the day of their birth.” I kissed his cheek, then pressed my brow to his. “I’m onto you, Ari.”

A new tear bubbled over my lashes, sliding down my face. “I love you. You better come back to me, or I’ll go back to hating you as I promised. I’ll make it worse for you, Ari, I swear I will. It’s really in your best interest to heal and wake up, so I can love you instead.”

I shifted down in the bed again and rested my cheek on his chest. My arms held him close, and I pretended we were merely going to bed after we’d spent hours touching and kissing and taking each other’s bodies as we did in the Court of Serpents.

I closed my eyes and soon sleep took me. For the first time, with my husband at my side, I slept peacefully.


Chapter 18

The Raven Queen
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“Saga. Wake up.”

I blinked. The fresh rain scent of Ari’s skin was pressed against my face. I tightened my hold around his waist, not willing to leave his side yet. I clung to his sleeping body.

My palm covered the deep, red, rune mark on Ari’s wrist. A few clock tolls after we’d arrived, Gorm marked the lot of us with Riot’s royal rune with a needle heated in a flame. Bjorn thought the High King’s mark was the true symbol of the isles, and Gorm was never one to argue with logic he determined as sound.

The blood cantrip in the rune kept us free to leave the blood court and return without trouble. It was also a connection to each other. Should we find ourselves in trouble, others would be signaled to come to our aid.

Ari’s skin was irritated, but it mattered knowing if harm were to fall to Ari, if somehow the court were infiltrated and he was in danger, we would know. He would despise being rendered helpless, and when he woke, I had no doubt he would refuse to know how much the healers had been coddling him or he might never show his face to any blood fae again.

“Saga.”

Another shove to my shoulder and I was forced to crack my eyes entirely. “Rune, what? I would like to sleep again.”

“Not tonight, you don’t.” Rune flicked my ear. Strange and welcome all at once. We’d never been close as Borough guards. Hard to get close to someone like me who’d had a cold heart, but since he’d fought Davorin’s corruption and returned with us to the Court of Blood, Rune had been a steady place for me, like a brother.

He hovered over me. “The fate teller you brought with you, she’s written something.”

I shot up in bed. The movement drew out a sigh from Ari as though he was stirring from a dream, but little by little my mind caught up with the truth. He was slumber’s captive. Without a cure, it was beginning to feel as if he always would be.

“Hold on a little longer, Saga,” Rune said, voice soft. “We have complex magic to mix.”

“I know.” I cleared my throat, pressed a kiss to Ari’s damp forehead, then followed Rune outside the longhouse. “Where are we going?”

“She went to the prison.” Rune’s jaw pulsed. “Along with your Alver thief.”

The prisons of the blood court were made from one of the many rocky caves. Steam from the hot springs kept the air muggy and wet, and torches in iron sconces lined the grated pathway into the cave.

A few bones and skulls littered the cells, but only one was filled with a living soul. Bo sat on the ground, his back to the stone wall. When we stepped into his line of sight, he glared at me, then Rune, and slowly slurped a thin broth from a wooden bowl.

“Ah, the traitors.” He licked his lips. “Take your pets away. This one talks too much, and this one thinks he’ll take my blood. I’ll kill him first.”

Niklas fiddled with a glass vial, but chuckled. “Oh, many folk have tried, my friend. As you can see, none have succeeded. Now be a good boy and give me your arm.”

Bo had no time to protest before Frey and Cuyler appeared from the shadows and yanked the cell door open. Bo was tethered to the wall, but struggled against their hold, trying to bite, kick, claw. In the end, Frey tossed him into the dirt and kneeled between his shoulders while Cuyler forced his arm out to the side.

Bo lifted his eyes and glared at Rune. “I always thought you had honor. You’re nothing to me.”

Rune stiffened. I rested a hand on his arm and urged Rune to turn away. Nothing good would come from the vitriol Bo would spew through the poison in his heart.

Niklas shoved his way into the cell, spinning a small knife and popping the stopper off the vial with his teeth. “This’ll be quick if you stop moving. If you irritate me, I’m more inclined to take my time.”

I turned away, doing what I could to block out the curses and shouts of Bo as Niklas worked.

Calista kneeled a pace away, her yellowed sheets of parchment were sprawled out in front of her, and the new quill pen scratched in a frantic pace across one sheet.

Seated on one of the jutting boulders, I noticed Sofia.

“Sof.” My heart skipped. Last I saw of her, she had been dazed and lost as she recovered from Davorin’s influence.

Sofia drank a horn of steaming tea. Each sip let off a pungent wisp of spiced ale and lingonberry. Shadows darkened her eyes, but at least she was out of her room, breathing new air.

She gave me a smile, one that seemed practiced and forced. “Saga. Look at me, still living.”

“Sof,” I reached for her, then pulled back. “It’s . . . it’s good to see you.”

“Is it?” She looked to the side and laughed. “Everyone says that, don’t they, My King. But the looks I get are more that they’re glad I haven’t taken a leap off Hells Pass.”

My eyes flicked to the empty corner. My King?

“Sof, who—”

“The king says he’s pleased to see you again, Saga,” she said, grinning wider. She sipped her horn. “He hopes you don’t bring shame to his crown.”

By the gods.

“Saga,” Rune whispered, stepping to my side. “I was going to tell you.”

I turned into him, pulse racing. “How long has she been . . . speaking to Bracken?”

“Started about two days after you left. The healers believe she’s trying to live in a new existence where he is not gone. They tell us she likely knows he is dead but is refusing to accept it.”

I pressed a hand to my heart as though it might burst through my ribs. “We’re supposed to let her believe he’s there?”

Rune shrugged. “Not forever. But we have greater matters to worry about right now. At least she is eating and somewhat living.”

Sofia sipped her tea and snickered at something the ghost of Bracken must’ve said. How could I fault her? I was visiting my husband in dreams. Should the roles be reversed and I was the hand that brought Ari’s death, I might prefer to exist in those dreams eternally much the same.

Cuyler had joined Calista and Stefan, now that Niklas had the blood, and Stefan kept muttering insights about his sister’s seidr. Cuyler watched Calista with fascination, and if Gorm were here, his son would likely get a swat to the back of the head for not acknowledging my presence.

Truth be told, I’d rather not be the focus of the room.

“Calista?” I sat beside her. “You have something?”

“I do.” Calista kept writing for a few more moments, then let the quill pen fall, and lifted her eyes to mine. “I couldn’t sleep. There was something needing to be written, but I couldn’t reach it. Stef told me to clear my head in the trees. There aren’t many here, obviously, but I found this meadow filled with blood roses. It was so peaceful to me. Why is that?”

“I don’t know.” I took note of a fresh rose by her knee and recalled the dusty rose in her tenement. “You like roses, right? Your admirer sends them?”

“I never liked them until recently. Now, gods it feels important to me.” Calista’s blue eyes glistened. Bright as they were, there was a touch of fear behind them. As if this story frightened her as much as it did the rest of us. She shook her head. “But that doesn’t matter. I had a feeling this sod—” She jabbed her quill at Bo, “had something to say after I wrote this.”

She showed me a parchment with the scratched words:

A loyal heart lost in the dark, misspoken words bring the start.

A few spaces down, Calista had drawn a sunburst shape and an added note that read:

Eyes closed, safe and sound. Eyes open—found.

“What made you think this spoke of Bo?”

“He’s loyal, right? That’s why he’s so lost.” Calista wiggled her brows. “See how I pieced it together? So, I had to get him to misspeak.”

“I told you nothing.” Bo sneered.

Calista chuckled. “Oh, trust me, you did.”

With a flush to his cheeks, Bo lunged toward the bars. “Take your witch and leave. Better yet, drown in the springs or the sea. Fall off Hells Pass. I’ll take any death for you lot.”

His rant only made Calista laugh harder. “This is what I did, Raven Queen. I strolled right in here after my visit to the meadow, and all I said to him was, ‘Well, we found it. Quite a camp.’ You know, because I figure a battle lord would have a camp. Then, I told him his death would be swifter and we’d let him hold his blade if he gave up what he knew.” She blew out her lips. “Should’ve seen his face, and he started spluttering about how he’d die before he’d give up anything about the point stronghold.”

My eyes widened. “The Point, he said that?”

“He did. Mean anything? I hope so, because if not, then I’m excited for nothing.”

“The Point could mean Divination Point. In the Court of Stars.”

A sharp gasp echoed through the cell. Gunnar stood in the doorway, his hand clasped tightly in Eryka’s. The star seer’s face paled more than it already was, and a glisten of tears filled her eyes. “I knew it.”

A chill crept into my blood. All eyes turned to Eryka. She’d dressed in the dark satin of the Court of Blood, a stark contrast to the icy shade of her hair and features.

“Eryka,” I said softly. “What is it?”

She blinked her gaze to Gunnar. He kissed her knuckles and nodded.

“I’ve been . . . I’ve been unable to send or receive any word from my mothers,” she said softly. “But two nights ago, the stars spoke. Over and over, they shouted the same words. Words of my mothers fading into shadows and this feeling, deep inside me, that I must kick and bite and fight.”

Gunnar’s jaw twitched, a steely rage burned behind the gilded color.

“I told my love only last morning it felt as if there were secrets hidden in the stars. Even I guessed such a rambling meant my court.” Eryka swallowed. “What if . . . what if there is some reason the battle lord is near my folk? We must get to them.”

“Have we heard anything from the Court of Stars?” I asked, looking to Cuyler.

“Yes.” He dipped his chin. “Some have been taken by the wild plague, but we believe Lady Celeste and Lady Iris to be safe and barricaded within their walls.” He blinked back to Eryka. “There have been no reports of their capture or harm.”

Eryka hugged her middle. “We were angry when we last spoke. They questioned my vows, they questioned this match.” She looked to Gunnar, tears falling on her cheeks. “The last words I said—”

“Don’t.” Gunnar pulled her against his chest. “Don’t do that. They love you, and know you love them. We’ll find them and bring them to us.”

“But there was—” Eryka swallowed with more effort. “The other part.”

“Star seer,” Calista said, a new kind of authority in her voice. “Say what you need to say. Each moment has the power to become part of a greater tale.”

“I wrote it down,” Gunnar said. He reached into his tunic and hand me a folded piece of parchment. “She said it in her sleep. Several times. Eryka doesn’t always remember when she wakes, but it felt important.”

Calista closed her eyes and told me to read.

Only one line, but I read it slowly. “Hidden deep, a blade of old lies in wait for the king to hold.” I groaned. “A blade of old? There are hundreds of ancient blades in the blood court alone.”

“Lies in wait.” Rune pushed off the wall. “It’s a specific blade.”

A snort came from the cell. Niklas chuckled. “Gods, another artifact to find. We did the same searching for my queen’s fated ring. So, what now? We must find a blade for a king—Ari, is a king—to hold and . . .” He trailed off as though giving the rest of us time to consider the tale.

Blades were used in war. A king held his blade in a war. Blades were used to strike and . . .

A small shriek slipped from my throat. “Strike the flesh, dim the foe.” I spun around. “Calista, Stefan, it’s what the seer said. Strike the flesh, dim the foe. A blade, a sword.”

“Told you it was important, don’t doubt your words,” Gunnar whispered and kissed Eryka’s head.

For the first time the star seer smiled.

“Wonderful.” Calista huffed. “Come one, come bleeding all. We’ve been tossed into another game of the Norns filled with clues and nonsense. Prepare yourselves, I have a feeling this one will become rather violent.” Calista rose from the dusty stone floor and folded the parchment on which she’d been writing. “Do we agree we ought to look into the star court a little deeper?”

The moment I nodded, Bo laughed in his cell. Cruel and low.

He pressed his brow against the bars. “Yes, come meet me if you think you’re bold enough. I think you’ve forgotten what it means to stand against me. I’ll remind you soon, little raven.”

“Dammit!” Calista shouted. “Eyes closed, Raven Queen. Eyes open—found. We’re found!”

My stomach lurched. I rushed to the cell, shouting for Gunnar, “Tell him to sleep. Close his damn eyes.”

Bo’s twisted grin was warped into something different, a look not native to his features. His eyes had gone cold and gray, the blue of a hazy storm.

“You want to sleep well into the dawn.” The prince snarled his command.

Bo’s lip curled and twitched, but his lashes fluttered and his body slumped, striking his cheek on the bars before he toppled back.

Niklas crouched, studying the contorted wince left on Bo’s features “What the hells was that?”

My shoulders heaved in great swells of harsh breaths. I couldn’t draw air deep enough. I blinked, fighting to find the words.

“Saga,” Niklas snapped. “What happened?”

“That was Davorin.”

Rune clenched his fists at his sides. “The more folk he overtakes, the more strength he gains. His power is linking him to them all, like a bleeding hive.”

“He takes their magic.” Gunnar’s voice was dull, almost anguished. “That’s what we wanted to tell you. He can rob his wild fae of their gifts. The longer he has control, the more he feeds.”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, he . . . he never could do such things before. He mimicked. He stole their likeness, he could possess, but—”

“It grows, Princess,” Stefan said, touching my arm. “Dark glamour grows.”

Dammit. I speared my fingers through my hair and tugged at the roots. It was no wonder the other kingdoms needed to stay away. Davorin would take fury, mesmer, he’d rob them of their gifts and become unstoppable.

Niklas rolled the glass vial of Bo’s blood between his fingers. “My mesmer helps me break down poisons and other magic. Give me time, and I will know the smallest of his abilities.”

“He’s a leech,” Stieg said. “He corrupts them, uses that connection, but also takes from them. Gods, I hate him.”

Niklas scrubbed his face, pacing near the cell door.

I stared at Bo’s unmoving form. “Davorin is taking Bo’s glamour. Bo can find anything.”

“And if he’s looking for secrets in the stars,” Eryka whispered, but let her voice trail off. “He will know how to track.”

All gods.

“Think he can take any magic?” Gunnar pressed. “Like Uncle Valen’s? Or Kase’s?”

The room silenced.

“To take from the fated gifts found in other kingdoms would make him strong as the fate king.” Stefan rolled an herb roll between his thumb and finger, but never lit the end.

“Fate King?” Niklas pressed.

“My brother,” I told him. “A true fate king connects to all the magicks. He could write fate for anyone, no matter if they were mortal, Night Folk, forest fae, or Alver.”

“Your war never ended. It faded.” Niklas rubbed his chin. “It could be his plan. He had his power which did not defeat your brother, but nor was this battle lord defeated. If he keeps the dark glamour he had before, while also becoming connected as your brother was to various magicks—he’ll be damn hard to stop.”

Davorin was a plague to the whole of the world.

“Until he takes every throne,” Sofia said lightly. “And when there is no other king to worship, the people will have no choice but to bend the knee to their battle lord. He won’t need to corrupt them anymore.”

Rune’s face blanched. No mistake, he thought the same as me, as all of us. Bo would die from Davorin’s poison, an expendable pawn in his war games. He’d continue to spread, to ruin fae folk, until the rule of every land was his.

“Wonderful.” Frey pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand, with the other he gestured at Bo. “What are we supposed to do with him if he’s a bleeding window to us?”

“Kill him,” Cuyler said, easily.

“No.” Rune ground his teeth.

“Oh, oh.” Calista bounced on her toes. “We could blind him.” She whipped out a small knife from her boot. “I’ll make it quick.”

“Stop.” Rune said. “Anyone touches him, they lose a hand.”

“His life for all of ours?” Niklas chuckled. “Not a fair trade.”

Rune narrowed his eyes and bounded to the Elixist until their chests touched. “Would you say the same if it was your wife who’d lost control over her own heart?”

Niklas’s eyes bounced between a sleeping Bo and Rune’s glare. He dipped his chin. “Understood.” Crouching at the bars once more, the Falkyn studied Bo for a few breaths. He clicked his tongue. “I have an idea. Perhaps a way to protect us all from being invaded by that bastard. It might take some time. Until then, his eyes are covered, hands bound, and no one speaks about any bleeding plans in front of him.”

Niklas gave Rune another glance, as if the permission rested with his word.

I smiled. This was a reason I enjoyed the interactions of the other kingdoms. To folk like Gorm, final words fell to me. A queen, a royal. To the Falkyns, or the folk of Ari’s kingdom, the heart won out over titles.

If a risk was taken with someone’s lover, battles were waged to protect them. Rules were bent. Morality buried. Permission was granted by the one who had the most to lose.

It took a few moments, but finally Rune nodded. “He’ll be under constant watch. I’ll spoon feed him myself if I have to, just bring him back.”

Without a word, he turned out of the prison and left us in the dark.

“Saga,” Niklas whispered. “We must warn the other kingdoms.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not yet. They cannot come here. Davorin has the upper hand right now. Give us a little time. You heal Ari, then you will know how to heal others.”

Niklas’s mouth tightened, but after a pause, he nodded. “All right. A little time, but I warn you, the Nightrender—my damn king—is not a patient or benevolent man. Once he learns of us leaving, he’ll demand answers through pain.”

I steadied my voice. “Then we don’t have time to waste.”

Niklas arched a brow, a sly sort of grin in the corner of his mouth. He tossed the blood-filled vial in the air and caught it, winking. “As you say, Raven Queen.”

Together we turned to the door, but stopped when Rune burst back inside.

He drew in a sharp breath, face flushed. “Saga, come quickly.”

“What’s happened?”

“The Court of Serpents. They’ve come for you.”


Chapter 19

The Golden King
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The room was smaller this time. Tables lined with maps of the old isles and newly forming kingdoms were strewn about. I glanced over one opened map. A strange layout was inked on the surface. The lengths between the North and the isles was changed, closer than was true. I dragged a finger along a river line and shook my head.

“This doesn’t exist,” I muttered. “None of these borders are right. This is nearly one land mass.”

“Perhaps the distance between realms was not so great once.”

A pitchy squeal came from beneath a table covered in furs. A boy groaned and handed a small child with wild hair a stuffed rabbit.

“Stop making a mess, little rose.” The same boy who appeared in every scene rolled his eyes. He was made of lanky limbs now, maybe a boy around ten. “I told your maj I’d watch ya so she could finally see your shifter auntie. You a raven too?” He paused, then shook his head. “Nah, you’re too normal. Except for our little trick, I suppose. But that’s normal to us, isn’t it?”

The child beside him kept their back to me as they gripped his cheeks, giggling when he pretended to cry out in pain. The child wore small leather shoes and had a tunic meant for play. Old enough to run and cause havoc by now.

The boy reached into a leather pouch on his hip and removed a plucked wild rose. The child squealed in delight when he started pulling the petals and sprinkling them like raindrops overhead.

I opened my mouth to ask why I was brought to such a scene; I wanted to see Saga, not children of the past, but the door crashed open.

The boy gasped, clapped a hand over the young one’s mouth, and tugged the fur cover lower on the table, so they couldn’t be seen.

Riot stormed into the room, dressed as if he’d only stepped off the battlefield moments before, two other warriors behind him. The king kicked over a clay pot near the hearth and let out a roar of frustration. “Where is the damn source of the outrage!”

“Your Highness, we don’t know. It . . . it may be time to consider there is a plague spreading,” said a warrior.

“I’ve had the folk with gifts of the body study the blood,” Riot snapped. “Not even they have answers. I’ve tried to alter the path, Anneli has tried to write a twist of fate, and nothing changes. Something that understands seidr is fighting against us. Something powerful and wretched.”

The warriors spared a look at each other.

“What?” Riot seemed on the brink of slaughter. “Speak! Do not mince words when half my damn Rave has been overtaken.”

“King Riot,” the tallest of the warriors said, stepping forward. “I don’t wish to speak ill of your ward, but . . . the boy did predict a divide in the realms. Already, fae folk from every vein of magic are fading away or turning on one another. Is it possible the boy has cursed the land?”

“Silas has nothing to do with this.” Riot jutted a finger at the guard. “You think I would not know how to sense it?”

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

I glanced at the table. Long, skinny legs pulled back further under the draped furs, and another soft, “Hush” came from the hiding place.

“Send a messenger to the star peaks to fetch Lord Davorin.” Riot’s jaw pulsed. “He has been absent too long and too often. Tell him if he does not return soon, I shall find another to be my damn battle lord.”

“That is . . . that is the other thing, Your Highness,” the second warrior stammered. “Captain Joost returned from the point this morning. He, uh, he did not see the battle lord.”

Riot’s face took on a dark shade, like he held his breath far too long. “What do you mean he’s not at the point? He left nearly a month ago to build up our damn borders.”

Before any response was given, footsteps echoed over the floorboards in the hall. The same as the king entered, the door banged heavy against the wall.

“Riot!” Captain Annon stood in the doorway, blood on his hands, breaths sharp and heavy. “Come quickly.”

“What is it?” Riot had his sword out.

“Queen Anneli, she found . . . where your sister has been all this time.”

Blood drained from Riot’s face. My skin went cold much the same as I watched the last fate king sprint from the chamber, his warriors at his back, and flee to where I knew he’d find her—beaten, battered, shamefully abused.

A few breaths after the room emptied, the boy crawled out from the table. “Hurry, little rose. We need to go. Something . . . something’s happening. We need to help your daj.”

The boy fumbled with a little cloak and hood over the child’s head, took the small hand in his, then hurried after the king.

“I won’t show you what was found, Ari.”

My fingernails dug into my palms, leaving divots from the pressure. “I don’t need to see. I already know.”

“But you do not know what came next,” Wraith said, a touch of sadness in his voice. “Watch closely Ari, find what you must learn from a tale. For if you ever are free of this, it might be what saves you.”


Chapter 20

The Raven Queen
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Cool air struck my face once we emerged from the underground prison cells. The blaze of torches chased away the dark night, and all around, blood fae scrambled for the gates. Horns sounded from the watch towers Gorm had finished constructing in my absence.

Calista silently handed me a knife and gave me a nod. She ran alongside me toward the bustle near the entrance.

“Nik, stay back. We need you alive, not dead,” Gunnar shouted over his shoulder.

The Falkyn balked. “Come again, princeling.”

“You’re here to heal this plague, not go to battle.”

“Look around you, boy,” Niklas snapped, adjusting the gold rings on his fingers. “We all are doomed for another battle. I was surviving before you took your first breath. Never tell me to stay back from a fight, understand?”

Properly chastised, Gunnar tilted his head, and offered for Niklas and Junie to go first.

I sprinted ahead. Nerves rattled in my skull. All I could think was that Ari remained at the whims of our protection. He’d hate it, but right now, he was utterly helpless.

I hadn’t deduced which of us Davorin wanted most. If Hawthorne and Yarrow wanted to keep playing their bleeding games, then they were surely here for one of us. It wouldn’t be Ari, not if I had anything to do with it.

Tonight, I needed to be the queen. I needed to command. If not for the innocent people in the Court of Blood, then for my husband.

I took the wooden steps leading to the newly built center tower, two at a time.

“Raise your blades!” I shouted. Blood fae warriors met their commanders’ calls for attention. They lifted their bone blades, their silver axes, their arrows. I leaned over the rail, breathless. “Defend your people. Those who come against us here, mark them as enemies and never let them escape your sights.”

Blood fae bellowed a cry, and the heavy thud of boots over the rocky soil shook through my bones.

I shoved my way into the box tower and nearly slammed into Gorm’s thick body.

“My Queen.” Gorm tilted his head, then pointed into the night. “Serpent horns sounded a call.”

“They’ve come to fight?” I squinted into the darkness, unable to make out anything but a faint gleam of what seemed to be a swinging lantern.

“At this point,” Gorm said, “best to believe everyone wants to fight.”

Along the platforms that stretched between the watch towers, those closest to me spread out. Gunnar and Eryka both lifted bows with arrows at the ready. Calista leaned lazily over the spiked posts, a knife gripped blade down. Stefan, all at once, stood like a warrior. Where he’d gotten a bronze seax, I didn’t know, but the way his stance was wide for a firmer foundation, the way he gripped the hilt, proved he knew how to use it better than I thought.

Frey, Stieg, and Niklas stood in a row. The Elixist had a pouch in his hand, no blade, but for a man like him, steel wasn’t always needed.

“Movement,” Gorm said, pointing toward a cluster of evergreen trees. “There.”

“Hold steady,” I called out.

Down the line, commanders repeated the words. The shuffle of boots faded. The clang of swords ebbed. The scrape of leather guarders waned. Heavy quiet enveloped the blood court. All that could be heard was the soft intake of breath, followed by slow exhalation.

I leaned forward. I didn’t blink; the air stung my eyes. I didn’t breathe; an ache burned in my chest. Then, the lantern light broke through the branches.

A child? I slumped slightly as breath flooded from my mouth. A girl with ears furred on the end and wild knots tangled in her dark hair emerged from the shadows. Behind her, another child escaped. A boy, similarly disheveled, missing one boot, and dirt tracked on his face from tears.

More children appeared. Some older, some younger. Sobs and hiccups drifted to the gates, until I recognized the final face, a young man, all skin and bones, with golden whisps of curls around his pierced ears, and a bundle of furs in his arms.

Magus lifted his eyes, the dark slits down the shocking green pulsed at the sight of weapons aimed at the horde. He looked like a weakened, battered Hawthorne. When he found me in the crowd, the heir of the serpent court winced.

“Please.” His voice broke. “Let us in.”

“Lord Magus,” Gorm answered in my stead. “Why not seek refuge in your own court?”

“Lord Gorm,” Magus said, holding the bundle in his arms a little tighter. “I beg of you, grant my brothers and sisters refuge. If you do not trust me, please, at least take the littles.”

“No, Mag!” The boy with one boot rushed at his brother and clung to his leg, sobbing. “Don’t go.”

Magus shifted the furs to one arm and held his younger brother against his leg with his other. He cleared his throat and looked back to the blood lord. “The Court of Serpents has . . .” Magus paused, he blinked too many times. “The Court of Serpents is lost to the isles.”

Blood heated my face. The brood of Hawthorne and Yarrow huddled together, crying or comforting each other. Magus hushed an infant’s tiny whimper. Three hells, Yarrow’s child had been born. It could not have been more than a few days ago.

“We cannot know if you are tainted by our enemies,” Gorm said. To others it would sound as though the blood lord was being practical, unfeeling as a leader must be at times to defend his people.

This close, I heard the difference. The rattle in his throat, the way his pale eyes tracked the dirty, exhausted faces of the serpent heirs.

“Saga.” Niklas pushed his way through the warriors to me. “These littles, what do you think of them? Who are they?”

“They are the children of the Lord and Lady of the Court of Serpents,” I explained. “Their parents are the ones who . . . made it so Ari and I had no choice but to take vows.”

Niklas lifted a brow. “I’ll want the details of that later, but do you hold ill will toward the children?”

“No,” I said without a pause. “Of course not.”

“I am not schooled on these isles, so perhaps I’m overstepping, but as I told you, I have an idea how to protect folk from possession of this creature. And I am here to work on healing it anyway.” Niklas looked back to the littles in the dark, then to me again. “If you can risk it, take them, keep them prisoners, but I might be able to heal them if they’ve been tainted, or protect them if they have not.”

Out of place, but a smile crept on my lips. “Forgive me, but the fearsome Falkyn lead was not one I expected to have a soft place for strange littles he’s never met.”

“Fearsome is the word you will always use for me, beguiling is even better, and I am soft-hearted for one soul alone—my wife.” He hesitated before going on. “Junie and I cannot have littles, perhaps this is the reason we take so many young ones into our guild. Call it a habit, but it sits rather sour in my mouth to turn away small ones.”

What I’d seen of Niklas Tjuv during my time in the East was made of crafty schemes and knives. Not vulnerability or tenderness for innocence beyond his guild.

It added another layer I rather liked about the Falkyn.

“Gorm.” I faced the blood lord. “What say you about holding them away from your folk until the Elixist can finish his potions?”

He considered the question, then sheathed his blade. “I will see it done if it is your word.”

I nodded. “Give the youngest children something to eat and a safe place to sleep. They do not leave whatever room they are given until we’re certain their blood is not tainted. Bind Magus and bring him to me, to an entire council. I wish to hear his tale before the sunrise.”
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Magus sat atop a wooden chair in the center of the great hall. A knitted throw was wrapped around his shoulders, and Dunker shuffled over, handing the serpent heir a steaming tin cup of clove tea.

A linen bandage covered a gash over his wrist. Niklas had taken samples of blood from every serpent child and went to compare them to Bo’s to see if Davorin’s corruption had overtaken any of the children.

Until we knew for certain, ropes bound Magus’s wrists and ankles. Blood fae warriors stood on either side, spears in hand. He kept casting wary glances in every direction. We’d surrounded him. I sat in front, Gorm on one side, Gunnar on the other. Eryka was next to her lover, then Rune, Stieg and Frey surrounded him at the back. Cuyler and Bjorn completed the circle.

Calista had gone with Junius to observe Niklas, and Stefan and Ash were standing watch over the room of Magus’s brothers and sisters.

“Lord Magus,” I said. “Tell us what has happened to your court and your mother and father.”

Magus nodded and brought the tin cup to his lap. “I know you left us with resentment. I . . . I cannot blame you after the role my mother and father played in all this. It might not mean much, but I believe they did not realize the dangers.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Hawthorne and Yarrow were tricky fae who lived to unsettle others with their games. Yarrow had grinned when she’d opened the way for Davorin to find me, she’d told me she wanted to level a battlefield.

I bit my tongue and listened to Magus continue.

“Wars and battles in the isles, we all know, are mere skirmishes. A run for the crown at best. This . . . this is the end of our world.” He stared at the cup for a long pause. “Over a week ago, my father was summoned to the battle lord by our old captain, a forest fae we knew had been overtaken. My father went to make a deal with this old mimicker fae. He wanted to play his games.”

“Davorin does not play games,” I said with thick bitterness. “He fights, he kills, he ruins.”

Magus lifted both tethered hands and used his sleeve to wipe under his nose. “I know this. Now. The battle lord gained access to our court once my father lowered the gates. My daj told him how they’d brought . . . they’d brought you to him.

“The battle lord laughed, My Lady. He said if my father truly wished to show his devotion, then he would hand over my mother to be . . . one of his concubines, I guess you could call them.”

Magus spat on the floor, disgusted.

My palms grew clammy. What had Gunnar said about Bo? They’d attacked villages and sold off the daughters. Davorin was depraved. He’d been ruined by a woman, and it would not surprise me if he battered hundreds from his rage with me.

“You saw my parents, My Lady,” Magus went on. “My father would do nearly anything if he thought he’d get an upper hand in a jest or game. But not that. He would never give up my mother.”

“What happened?” Stieg asked.

Magus’s knee bounced, his brow furrowed. “We were taken. The Court of Serpents was overrun by his dark fae. So much blood.” The heir closed his eyes. “My father was bound, my mother . . . forced to submit to the bastard along with—gods—with the eldest of my sisters. She is still so damn young and innocent. Younger than me.”

Magus leaned over onto his elbows, fighting emotion. For the first time since he gawked at my body when we first met, he looked wholly like a terrified boy. Hawthorne and Yarrow were wretched, but their son—he loved his family and was broken.

After a long silence, Magus released a quivering breath. “My mother had my infant sister four days ago. Somehow, with the distraction, my father broke into where they were keeping us and told me to run with the littles.

“I didn’t want to leave them, My Lady.” His eyes were rimmed red in shame. “But I-I didn’t know what would happen to my brothers, to my little sisters. The bastard planned to drown the babe in front of my father at the dawn, so I found the nurse who’d taken her and . . . I had to kill the woman.” Magus studied his dirty palms. Smooth and not accustomed to work or swordplay, now soaked in blood. “I had to. I had to save the babe.”

“Lord Magus—” I started, soft and low, but paused when he shook his head.

“I ran with as many as I could, but my sister is still there. My parents . . . I don’t know if they live.” He sniffed and steadied his voice, eyes on me. “My vow may not mean much since I did not stand strong right away, but I swear to you, to all of you, I am with you. I will fight against this monster to my last breath.”

A thick, tragic silence held our tongues. Two tears dripped down Magus’s smudged cheeks, but he made no move to wipe them away.

It ended when Niklas slid open the door and stepped inside. He held up a vial. “The blood is not the same, Saga. They do not suffer from whatever claims the tracker and Ari’s blood.”

Magus slumped in relief. I felt much the same. It would’ve been horrid if children were forced to be bound and blindfolded like Bo.

“I only speak for myself.” I rose slowly from my chair, hands clasped in front of me. “But I tire of Davorin thinking he has claim to our land.”

A few grunts of agreement filtered through the circle. Gorm nodded and pounded his fist against his chest.

I met the eyes in the circle. “Fae kind, from Night Folk to Alvers, are our people. Davorin plans to corner us, to starve us out perhaps. He plans to overtake the isles and set his sights on every kingdom. I say we show him we are not so easily trampled.”

More shouts. Cuyler and Bjorn stomped their feet and grinned. Stieg winked, nodding at me to go on.

I looked back to Magus. “My brother divided these lands to keep the people safe. We are reuniting, but I plan to carry on what he started. I plan to fight for all folk. Magus, where was Davorin keeping you?”

Magus opened his mouth to respond but was interrupted by a soft rasp.

“Walk among the stars to sing the song of the king of scars.” Eryka’s eyes had gone pale. She rocked side to side in her seat and repeated the same line three times.

Without hesitation, Gunnar wrapped an arm around her shoulders and encouraged her to keep speaking.

She said nothing more, merely blinked until her eyes refocused, and she beamed at me. “A grand speech, Queen Saga.”

“Eryka, you spoke again.”

The princess sighed. “Did I?”

“When Saga asked him where they’d been kept, you said if we walk among the stars we’ll sing a song by a king of scars?” Gunnar gave her a soft smile.

“I said walk among the stars?” Her voice tilted in panic. She looked to Magus. “Serpent Lord, were you . . . were you held anywhere close to the Court of Stars.”

Magus paled. “Yes. In the royal house, My Lady.”

“And . . . and what of the royals?”

“Lady Celeste and Lady Iris were being kept with my mother and the rest of the women.”

Eryka’s chin trembled.

Gunnar pulled her close and whispered, “They’re alive. We’ll get them.”

She didn’t speak of her mothers, merely hugged the prince’s waist, nestling closer to him. “Your arms are so safe.”

I bit my cheek to keep from showing the rush of nerves. It was true then, Davorin had taken the isles. First, the overthrow of the Borough, the Court of Serpents, and now his stronghold was in the center of the Court of Stars.

We were the last resistance against him.


Chapter 21

The Golden King
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“There is much to learn here, Ari.” Wraith said. He pushed against the heavy doors and led us back into the throne room of the old palace.

Frost crusted the windows. Weeks, maybe several months had passed since he’d discovered Saga. Riot Ode leaned over his knees, perched on his elbows, his thumbs rubbing tension from his forehead beside a thick table.

“Wraith.” My pulse echoed in my skull. “What are those, there on the table?”

I crossed the room in four strides, and before I could stop, touched my fingertips to the dark steel on a beautiful axe, it’s twin beside it. An axe I’d seen slaughter countless Ravens, execute traitors. Axes that had helped win back the land of Etta.

“These are Valen’s. How—”

“Heirlooms.” Wraith said, voice flat. “Common amongst royal lines.”

Hells. I had never asked why Valen preferred the axe to a sword, and I’d always assumed they were passed through the Ferus line. But to see them here . . .

“Powerful,” Wraith went on. “Made from the iron found in a once fierce kingdom that flowed in the gifts of the gods. Meant for a royal line willing to fight for that gods-gift again.”

“I don’t understand what—” I took note of the other trinkets near the axes. Two wooden boxes, both marked in runes. I stared at the ring on my center finger. Those were mine and Saga’s. Beside them, on a velvet cloth, was another ring. Not the same as the polished wood of mine.

This ring was silver, almost clear as glass, and four rune marks were etched on the band.

“That is Malin’s,” I said softly. “Why are these here?”

“Riot Ode was no fool. He knew his world would soon be undone, but he refused to leave folk helpless without a way to access his different magicks. He gave each tale power, and made paths for those fated to rise and stand for this land.”

“You keep saying his world broke? What does that mean?”

Wraith shifted on his feet. “It was not Riot’s intent for his kingdom to shatter. A tale unraveled beyond his control. He did what was needed to protect people from the fallout.”

“Wars have been fought over these objects,” I said.

Wraith smirked. “I never said Riot made the path of fate simple.”

Bleeding hells. The history of every artifact ran through my head. Malin’s ring passed down through lines of queens. Valen’s axes that made him the Blood Wraith. My vows that broke a curse over a lost queen.

All of it had my brain spinning.

“King.” The king’s ward stepped forward, a real dagger strapped to his belt now. “Captain Annon said they’re here.”

Riot lifted his gaze. Weariness was written in every furrow, every crevice of his face. His features were youthful, but the burdens of ruling a kingdom with an enemy like Davorin aged the king tremendously.

He gave the boy a fleeting smile. “Let them in.”

The boy went to the double doors and grunted as he pushed through the heavy wood. Riot’s captain entered first, but he was followed by a young fae man carrying armfuls of rolled parchment with two satchels slung over his shoulders.

My breath caught in my throat when his face came into full sight.

Bright eyes, alive with curiosity. Hair like dusty wheat tied in a knot at the back of his head. Sturdy in his build, but not a sign of age coated his face.

One hand pressed against the thud of my heart. “Daj?”

Riot stepped off the dais and walked toward my bleeding father. Long before he was the burly Petter Sekundär I remembered.

“Wraith.” I swatted my hand back to grab him, to steady myself, or to merely hold tight to something. “Why . . . why is my father here? That is my father, isn’t it? He’s so young.”

“A man of twenty and five,” Wraith said.

Time, age, most of it mattered little to fae folk when we lived lifetimes.

I was brought into a world of war, a surprise son for House Sekundär which had been a household of strong girls for turns. My eldest sister, Aslaug, took pride in riling my blood, and often informed me my birth was a complete accident. I suppose it could’ve been true.

To see him now was like witnessing his beginning.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I said. “He never said anything about living in the Southern Isles.”

“You do not know everything yet, Ari.” Wraith stepped beside me, his hands clasped behind his back. “But you will. There are reasons this moment was never told from your father’s tongue.”

Only portions of what he said hit my ears. No doubt the questions would come, and no doubt Wraith would give half-answers. For now, I was too aghast to think beyond what was before my eyes.

I blinked, struggling to breathe, and strode to my father’s side. I studied his face. Almost the face I remembered, only missing the rough beard he’d decorated in silver beads. Fae folk kept their youthful features after maturing. Saga and I were over a century apart, but appeared the same age. It took over a thousand turns to whither, but in my memories, my father had a distinct shadow over his face.

Sleepless nights spent worried for his daughters in a land of brutal Raven guards. Cruelty and pain and poverty had hunched his shoulders.

But when he’d smiled, the light in his eyes I saw now, had been in the man I knew.

“You have my thanks for meeting me,” Riot said, holding his arm out toward my father.

I chuckled watching the boyish version of the man who’d taught me to be a man fumble with the parchment in his hands, all so he could clasp Riot’s forearm. “It is an honor, My King.”

“Come.” Riot opened an arm toward the tables near the back. “You’ve brought the maps, I presume.”

“All of them, yes, My King.”

With a nod, Riot instructed my father to show him. I still gawked at my father’s face, but when their attention turned to the spread of thin rice paper with sketches of the old kingdom and realms, I studied the lines and borders. Like in the vision of the fate king’s study, markers on these maps no longer existed.

“This is the modern kingdom,” my father explained. “Of course, you know all this. Foolish of me—”

“Petter,” Riot said. “I do not possess the talent you have for reading the land. A gift of the Night Folk, you suppose?”

My father flushed under the praise. “I’m not skilled in blooming roses like many of my folk, but I know the land. I know where it gives, where it bends. I know where rivers flood and where ravines add treachery to roads.”

“He was remarkable at routes,” I told Wraith. “At knowing landscapes, down to which bleeding peaks had dangerous frosts spilling over the edges. Or which valleys tended to flood, so folk could protect their homes and fields. I never considered his earth fury might’ve had something to do with it.”

“You have the other part I asked for?” Riot went on after they’d reviewed the maps of the different realms, the different borders of the isles, of the Night Folk territory, even where ancient Alver folk once roamed.

“Yes.” My father cleared his throat and unfurled a diaphanous sheet. “I did as you asked and, well, I did my best to create a potential split. There are variables of course. Things like land density, the hot earth near the springs, rivers and how they might flow to a wider sea.”

“But should the kingdom divide into realms, it could create unique lands that could sustain folk, yes?”

For the first time, my young father shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “I suppose. Let me show you a working theory.”

He pointed to a broken piece of land in the northern part of the Fate’s Ocean. “This realm, or land, would be unique since if it came to rest in this portion of the sea, there could be two climates. There would need to be mountainous ridges to protect the valleys from harsher frost seasons and cooler air. I’m confident the land would produce crops, with Night Folk influence, of course.”

Riot touched the upper bit of land. “Silas.” The king waved a finger at his ward. “Look at this. Interesting, don’t you think?”

Like young boys did, the ward shrugged as if he’d rather be outdoors climbing the trees than inside looking at maps. “S’ppose.”

Riot scoffed and nudged the boy’s head until he moved aside. “So, Night Folk could tame a more unruly sort of land here?”

“It has the most dramatic climates in these waters, so earth fae would make a bit of sense,” my father said. He cleared his throat and went on, pointing to a few sketches on the eastern seas. He described the benefits of having a body of water between lands to counter vicious storms in the area.

The king rubbed his chin. “A realm with multiple regions and an inner body of water?”

“Yes.” My father tapped the sketch with land masses surrounding a sea that did not exist at the time. “It’s one idea.”

“What would become of our kingdom if these portions were to shift away?”

“My King, is there—”

“Petter, what did I tell you about this?” Riot gripped Daj’s shoulder. “It’s foolish and nonsensical of me, but a dream of my people falling into the sea does not sit well in these uncertain times. You’re putting my mind at ease knowing they would not be devastated should some colossal storm tear the kingdom apart.” He laughed. “It’s a ridiculous thought, but curiosity has me by the throat.”

My father’s shoulders slumped, he even laughed along with the king. “I’ll admit, it has been thrilling to think of the different scenarios and possibilities.”

“Your attention to detail is astounding. Now, tell me about the isles.”

Refocused, my father pointed to a new version of the fae isles. Descriptions of pleasant, warmer air, dense forests, and damp swamps. Descriptions of the isles of the South as I knew them. Riot listened with intent, he asked questions; he followed the shift of rivers and lakes into land or the ocean; he studied the fissures and natural breaks in the earth my father could see that no one else could.

“And the western seas have nothing?”

“Yes,” Daj said. “As you stated was the case in your dream.”

“I’m impressed, Petter. You’ve created an impressive world.” Riot smiled. “This has been educational. May I keep the altered realms? In case storms haunt my dreams again.”

My father chuckled and rolled up the paper, handing it to the king. After a moment he straightened. “King Riot, I do not know all the toils and troubles of a kingdom, but that dreams of harm happening to your people brings you angst, to me, says a great deal of the sort of king you are. I hope you know, Highness, should you need us, whether we are Rave or not, we will stand with you.”

Riot’s throat bobbed. He was silent for a few breaths before he dipped his chin. “Words matter, and yours have meant a great deal.”

“Wraith.” My voice was heavy. “Those drawings, they are not exact, but they are eerily close to the world as I know it.”

“What are you asking, Ari?”

I closed my eyes. “My father, did he . . . create our broken world?”

“Petter Sekundär held a powerful gift, not a simple talent with cartography. Fury took his knowledge deeper until he knew the exact fractures to make, the width of rivers, the temperament of landscapes. All the details a fate worker would require to have seidr build a grand twist of destiny. To create something new.”

By the gods. My head spun. My hands were damp and numb. How was it even possible? How did my father hail from Saga’s old world and I never knew? Wraith said there were pieces I had yet to see, but the questions on my tongue only silenced when a new guard entered and announced the Night Folk blacksmith had arrived.

My father began assembling the maps into neat rolls again when a bulky smith and a young woman stepped into the room behind the guard.

“No.” I gripped the roots of my hair. “Wraith, what the hells is this? I . . . I knew he was a smith, I knew she understood the blade and steel and—gods—how is this real?”

Wraith was somber and quiet, simply letting me blather on when the Night Folk woman tossed back her hood. Hair dark as Saga’s raven wings, pulled into a simple braid behind her neck. She held a fur wrapped blade. The cutting edges were hidden, but the gold and silver hilt in the shape of entwined raven wings was masterfully built.

My mother was proud and gentle in the same glance.

“Ah, Lars.” Riot approached the man who was a granddaj I never met. My mother told me he’d died long before the raids. The king greeted him, then faced my mother. “I hear you ran the forge, Jytte.”

She bowed her head. “I think you’ll be pleased, My King.”

“A blade fit for a king.” Lars said. “Forged with fury—”

“From you?” Riot asked.

“Jytte is the one who has talent with the earthen elements. She created the power of the blade.”

My mother tried to hide her smile. Her father seemed like a brisk man, but one who was unashamed at showing pride for his daughter.

“Should it touch flesh,” my mother said, voice soft. “The fury blade will pull from the iron of the blood into the iron of the blade, weakening whatever power flows in the veins of a foe. It is quite brutal, Your Highness.”

Riot removed the sword from the wrap, inspected the balance, the glisten of dark steel. He rotated it in his grip, then nodded. “You made certain it was made from your blood?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s perfect.”

While they discussed the new sword, my father tried to slip away, but clumsily stumbled into my mother’s shoulder.

“Pardon, Jytte,” he mumbled, head down.

Her cheeks pinked and she hurried to help him gather his fallen maps. “No bother.”

Riot observed the interaction, his fingers flicked at his sides, all focus on the two young Night Folk fae, despite Lars still explaining the attributes of the fury blade. A blade infused with my mother’s own bleeding magic.

“Petter, you’re acquainted with Jytte?” Riot asked.

“Yes,” my father said quickly. “I mean, our houses both hail from the farmlands.”

“Ah. Well, I am a fortunate king to know two houses of such honor and skill.” The king gave a slight smile, returning his attention to the blade.

“Why does he wear that look?” I asked. “He’s keeping something in.”

“Watch,” was all Wraith said.

A narrow door creaked on the hinges in the back. The boy who’d long ago grown bored spluttered and hissed, an attempt to whisper, I supposed. “My King. King Riot.”

The burn in my chest scorched like a hot dagger. In the doorway, Saga wobbled on unsteady feet. Beneath a thin nightdress, dark bruises marred her beautiful face, and bandages wrapped gashes across her limbs. All of it had faded, but it was wretched proof of the abuse and betrayal she’d survived.

“Riot?” her voice cracked.

My menace, my bleeding queen, looked so damn small. A girl whose innocence had been robbed.

Riot’s face paled. He abandoned the blade with Lars and rushed to his sister. “Skugga. You should be resting.”

“I . . . I was looking for Nel,” Saga said, wincing. “Bevan sent her elixirs for pain.” Tears brimmed over her eyes. “I didn’t mean to disturb you, but . . . it just aches.”

Riot’s face remained soft, purely for the sake of his sister, if his clenched fists were evidence of how he truly felt. “Wait for me, I’ll take you.”

Saga’s battered face heated once she took in the stunned expressions of the others in the room. Pressure built in the back of my throat when the truth of the moment struck. My folk, my parents, they’d met my wife.

Truth be told, they both looked rather murderous.

“It’s true what he did,” my mother said, voice low. Her father warned her to hush, but the king heard.

Riot stepped closer. “I do not know what rumors you’ve been told, but you all will keep talk of your princess quiet.”

Lars was the only one who bowed his head in submission. My parents wore hard expressions.

“I will bring more blades, My King,” my mother finally broke. “If they are for her, I will see to it she is never unarmed if you ask it of me.”

“My King,” my father said, a new bite in his voice. “As I said, should you need us, we will fight with you.”

Riot hesitated. “Your loyalty is inspiring. Thank you.” One side of his lips turned up in a grin. “Hear this: whatever you face someday, I hope you will always stand for your people. Raise any future children to stand for their folk. Do so, and you will leave a legacy that will play a mighty role in the fate of our kingdom.”

A few moments passed before my parents left. I was torn between watching their faces fade and wanting to stand wherever the broken version of Saga stood.

“You felt it, didn’t you?” the king’s ward asked.

Saga hugged her middle. “Felt what?”

Riot studied the door where his guests had gone, a shadow in his eyes. “A heart’s song. Two souls destined to unite.”

Saga hung her head. “A song you never found for me, true?”

“Untrue.” He clasped her cheeks gently in his palms. “Your song is becoming clearer with every step I take, Skugga.”

Riot kissed her forehead and shadows swallowed the room whole. Wraith spun me away. I didn’t fight this time. I let the vision of Saga fade, a heaviness on my heart.

“The song he spoke of,” I whispered. “It was the union of my parents, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Wraith said. “Two bloodlines of Night Folk with honor and loyalty the fate king would come to depend upon. Their song lives on in you. It was the final song of love the king would sing. We must hurry, our time is running short.”

Before he finished speaking, shouts and screams rang in my ears. When the shadows fell, I stood in a room. The sight of it chilled my blood.

This was what Wraith spoke of before. The beginning of the end.
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When Niklas said we’d work to find an antidote, what he meant was he’d work tirelessly near the stone ovens in the cooking room where he boiled and steamed sharp herbs and oils and a strange sort of wood that reeked like mold.

For four days, Junius came in and out, bringing her husband supplies or notes or food he rarely ate.

A distinct thrum of pressure lived in the cooking room. I didn’t understand the Eastern magic, there were so many different veins of it, but it was undeniable that something about the way Niklas worked had power to it.

I sat at a round table in the corner where blood court cooks chopped onions and roots. I fiddled with the leather pouch with the final dream tale to visit Ari. The need to see him again was unbearable during waking hours, and brutal during the night. With one left, and no telling how much longer it would take, I held tightly to the tiny scroll, cherishing it like a sacred text.

I’d gotten lost in thoughts of Ari, so when Niklas tapped my shoulder, I nearly toppled off my chair.

The Falkyn grinned. “I think I’ve figured something out. We need to test it with the tracker.”

I hurried to my feet. “A cure?”

“Not quite. I need a few more ingredients, but this is close.” Niklas held up a bowl of rosy liquid. Movement of the potion wafted a hint of barley and mildew into the air.

I’d take any step if it brought us closer to building a true force against Davorin.

Outside, a few blood fae warriors gathered. Gunnar and Eryka stood near me. The star seer princess had shadows under her eyes and her cheeks sunk in a bit. Magus’s report that Davorin’s forces took the Court of Stars had done little to ease Eryka’s fears for her people and her lack of contact with any star fae.

Ash followed Niklas to the edge of the crowd, then took a place beside Junie and Maja, the second eldest daughter of Hawthorne and Yarrow. The girl was close to the Kryv’s age, and had taken a fascinating interest in his gift of using pain to control folk.

With the help of Stieg, Rune led a blindfolded Bo through the crowd, stopping in front of Niklas.

The Falkyn gestured for Rune. “We need your blood to test it. You willing?”

“What are we testing?”

“If the corruption in his blood—” Niklas nodded at Bo. “Can be guarded against. Most likely he will attack if we release him, true?”

Rune hesitated. “Likely, yes.”

“Good. We want him to try.”

“Wait.” I held up a hand. “You’re going to use Rune as bait?”

Niklas winked. “Dear Saga, we are surrounded with blades. I think the man can hold his own for a moment.”

“I’ll do it,” Rune insisted. “If it can protect people from suffering the same as him, I’ll do it.”

“Good. Blood, then.”

Rune held out his palm. Junius came forward and removed a knife from a sheath on her thigh. In a single slice she had Rune’s palm split open and guided his hand over Niklas’s elixir.

“Only need a few drops,” Niklas said. He kissed his wife before she stepped back into the crowd, as though finally realizing all his focus on his potions had robbed him of her for too long.

Once Rune’s blood was mixed well with the elixir, Niklas used two fingers to mark Rune’s skin. Mere streaks of liquid across his face, throat, and chest.

“All right.” The Falkyn stepped back. “Give them space. I want the tracker to go for Rune, no one else. Be ready.”

The observers took long steps back. Bo was on his knees, muttering and disoriented. I wasn’t certain what sort of calming herbs he’d been given, or if Davorin’s influence was beginning to take its toll.

With care, Stieg and Frey untethered Bo’s wrists. No pause, no hesitation, and Bo tried to swipe at them. The two warriors scrambled backward, out of reach. Bo yanked at the linen cloth over his eyes and spun around, blinking against the sharp sunlight.

“Bo.” Rune said, voice low, a hand on his sword.

Bo swung around and instantly narrowed his gaze. “Traitor.”

Rune scoffed. “Then why don’t you make me pay.”

A simple taunt, but enough to spur Bo into the wild rage. He shouted his anger and sprinted for Rune. Panic seized my chest, squeezing until my breath came in short gasps. Rune had been afflicted before. What would happen should Bo touch him again? Could it spread? Kill him?

Five paces, three. Bo sped closer and grabbed hold of Rune’s face. Rune closed his eyes. Bo was trying to do something, his face lost in frustration, his muscles trembling.

Rune stood still. He didn’t flinch, he seemed utterly calm as Bo gripped his face, his neck, until Bo reached for a knife and two blood fae watchers yanked him back, pinning him again. Bo raged and kicked and spit. He cursed Rune, then pleaded for him to come back, to remember their cause.

Twisted, lost, corrupted.

His shoulders heaved. He eyed Rune with confusion, maybe even hurt. “What has become of you? I only wanted you beside me in this fight.”

“I only wanted the same,” Rune whispered.

The watchers and Niklas wrestled with Bo as the tracker kept thrashing and raging.

I slid my hand into Rune’s and squeezed. “I understand the hurt of watching this.”

“No one does but you.” Rune lifted my knuckles and left a kiss over the top. “Thank you for fighting for him. I know who you want is Ari, but still, thank you.”

“Davorin has taken too many people I love. I won’t let him keep doing it.” I nudged Rune with my elbow. “I might’ve been cursed not to feel, you might’ve wanted to slit my throat while you were corrupted, but despite it all, I want you to know you’ve become a true friend, Rune. You have protected Ari, so I will always try to protect Bo.”

“All right, enough.” He chuckled and shoved my shoulder away. “Be gone.”

“What? I’m being sincere.”

“I know, and an entire blood fae unit is surrounding us. The last thing I want is my folk to see me weeping like some babe because his queen said sweet words.”

A strange sound came from my throat. Almost a laugh. I didn’t think I’d laughed since Ari had fallen asleep. It felt out of place and odd, but also welcome. Hope was in this moment. Unsettling as it was to watch Bo struggle as Stieg and Frey bound him again, as they covered his eyes, there was hope.

Across the space, Niklas grinned and waved me over.

“What this means,” he told me, “is I now have a way to protect every soul in this court from being corrupted by the mimicker. He was trying to corrupt Rune, and failed. It will be a process. We should begin now. I could use help, for we’ll need to implant the elixir in the blood.”

My shoulders slumped. It would take a great deal of work slicing through flesh. Niklas would need to brew more while we did the cutting.

It’d be worth it.

“Saga, this elixir is the beginning of the antidote. Now that I know it repels the corruption, I have a sense on how I can cleanse it from the blood.”

I dug my teeth into my cheek to fight a sob. “Really?”

“Really. We’ll take tonight, ensure everyone is properly protected, then on the morrow I will go gather the last few ingredients. It may be a few days still, but . . . we’re close, Saga. We’re close.”

I was new to feelings. There were times they came swiftly and forcefully. Times when I could hardly breathe. This moment was one of those times.

I flung my arms around Niklas’s neck and squeezed until he coughed.

Junius chuckled behind him, and I caught Calista’s irritated tone say, “She’s been blubbering since we met.”

Let them laugh. Days and I might hear Ari’s voice again. Days and I might kiss his lips in this reality. Days and I might sleep beside him only to have us both wake with the sun.

Niklas awkwardly patted my back. “Okay, that’s okay. You won’t feel so affectionate, for I’m reminding you right now I’m not a good man, and I will consider this a debt. I’ll come to call, I swear it.”

I laughed against his shoulder. “Heal my husband, protect my people, and I will steal, smuggle, kill—whatever you ask.”

Niklas smirked once I released him. “Careful what you say, Queenie.”
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Blood stained the white tips of my fingernails by the time I crawled into bed beside Ari. The slow rise and fall of his chest was both soothing and tragic. I rested my head over his heart, yawning.

“You know,” I said to the dark. “The way Niklas creates these elixirs, there is no doubt a bit of magic is involved.”

I hugged his waist, pausing long enough if Ari were awake, he would’ve had time to give one of his flowery responses.

“It’s strange, but the more I’m around Niklas and Junie and Ash, the more I recall living amongst Alver folk. Strange to think all the magicks once were together. I wonder, if nothing had ever happened to divide us, if we would’ve met.” A pain twisted in my chest. “I suppose it’s possible, but I never would’ve been able to love you.”

My fingertips brushed over the cruel scar on his chest.

“So much pain and loss has happened, but is it horrid of me to also be grateful the pain brought me to you?”

I kissed his skin and closed my eyes. Ari had lost everyone, and I wished he hadn’t. I’d lost my family, and I wished I hadn’t. But there was no denying the loss that would ruin me would be to lose him.

Sleep devoured me for several clock tolls, a first since Ari had been taken in the fae sleep. I woke to the burn of a noon sun and a shudder to the longhouse.

No. I’d mistaken the second. I was merely dizzy with sleep.

I sat up, kissed Ari’s forehead, then slid from beneath the furs over his body. A few unintelligible shouts came from outside the longhouse. Warriors training. Bjorn and other leaders of the blood fae guard were relentless in their drills.

No mistake, they’d been up sparring since dawn.

I dressed quickly, braided my hair, and secured a seax on my waist. Today Niklas had planned to gather what ingredients his mesmer required to make a cure. I bit my top teeth into my bottom lip and let out a squeak. An actual cure was within grasp for Ari, for Bo. For anyone taken by Davorin.

If we could cure them, then protect them with the elixir Niklas already made—Davorin would have nothing.

“Today is going to be a good day, Ari,” I said, glancing at him. “We’re close, and—”

The earth shuddered. I stumbled into the wall. What the hells?

More shouting rose outside. Heavy boots thumped down the corridor. Two breaths and the door crashed open.

Cuyler stepped inside the room, breathless, sweat on his brow. Two of his watchers were at his back, blades drawn.

“Queen Saga, come quickly.”

“Now what is it?” I crossed the room in two strides, heart in my throat.

Cuyler blinked. “You’re needed at the gates. The king’s folk—the earth fae—they’ve come for him.”
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The Court of Blood was in chaos. Faint shudders rolled beneath the soil, pebbles bounced about, and a cluster of blood fae watchers were fighting to keep the fence posts upright. Already several had cracked.

“Why are they attacking?” My voice came sharp as broken glass by the time we stepped from Gorm’s longhouse. “Why are they here?”

Cuyler used the back of his hand to wipe sweat off his brow. His small pupils constricted even more when another shudder knocked us off balance.

“They approached before the sun rose. Our watchers caught sight of the ships. A few of their warriors announced they’d come to meet with Bracken and their ambassador. The watchers were under strict orders that no one steps inside these walls without the rune mark, not without your permission.” He drew a second blade from the strap around his shoulders. “When they argued with one of our men, well, the watcher might’ve killed one of the Northern guards.”

This couldn’t be happening. “Where is Prince Gunnar? He can explain—”

“He’s not here, Saga,” Cuyler said, voice rough. “He and the star seer went with the Alvers to the blood rose meadow.”

“Calista, Stieg? Anyone?”

Cutler winced, and I knew. Frey, Stieg, even Calista had gone with them.

Breathe. Think. I was the only one here to speak for the isles, to speak for Ari. Never mind that the last time these people had seen me, I’d been marked a traitor and tethered to their ambassador for a hundred turns.

Surely they’d be reasonable and listen. A violent shudder sent my blood rushing to my head. Or they’d begin a new war.

Think, dammit.

They attacked because they’d been attacked. A misunderstanding, but Calista had been clear—our tangled fates would be dangerous should we all step foot on the isles as one. Davorin was in everything, eyes everywhere.

It’d only be a matter of time before he found a way to infiltrate the other kingdoms.

“Take me to them,” I said, desperate to keep my voice steady.

“It’s too dangerous, they—”

“Cuyler,” I snapped and faced him. “Take me to the king before a battle between friends kills us all.”

A vein in his forehead popped, but Cuyler gestured me toward the gates. He stripped his leather jerkin as we walked and talked. “They likely sent word to Bracken, and when he never responded . . .”

Cuyler handed me his jerkin, a silent way of insisting I pad with more armor. I didn’t argue and slid my arms in and fastened it over my chest.

“They did not come to greet Bracken,” I said. “They’ve not heard from Ari. He is why they’re here.” I silently cursed myself for not forging notes or missives under the guise of Ari. I lifted my chin. “I am his wife. I will speak with them, but off the isles. We must get them away from here.”

Cuyler gave a nod of agreement and shouted commands to the watchers to follow the queen.

At the entrance to the troll burrow, Gorm worked with Bjorn to arrange their warriors. The blood lord paused when he noticed me approaching.

“My Queen, it is unsafe for you to leave these gates.”

“It is unsafe for me to stay put. Lord Gorm, who do you see here that they might recognize enough to speak with, even a few words?”

He took in his people. Blood fae with red eyes, elongated teeth, some with wings, others with black lips or gray skin. Blood fae who’d stood against them in the Eastern war.

Warriors trailed behind us, swords, knives, and axes at the ready. My palms were slick with sweat when light from the outer gates spilled over the dirt and rocks underground.

I held my breath. One . . . two . . .

With a powerful exhale, I stepped into sunlight and was met with a blade.

So much for my hope of stealth. A warrior donned in fur and leather swung an iron blade at my throat. I blocked the strike. Gorm gripped the man’s wrist and locked him in his gaze. “Stay here. Do not move.”

A flicker of heat pulsed between them. The warrior halted, as though his feet had been tethered to the ground. The Blood Lord was like the young prince and had a dangerous ability to compel the actions and words of others. He could even read thoughts, but rarely did. Said it tempted too much power.

His glamour was useful now in getting us free of the tunnel, but it wouldn’t be enough. We were met with more blades. It was not an army in full, but more lives could be lost.

“Go,” Gorm told me. “They must pull back.”

I had to find the king. He had to listen, to retreat his people.

I sprinted through the trees, ready to shift if needed, but it wasn’t hard to find Valen Ferus.

He was near the front, breaking the ground beneath the blood fae watchers. His shoulder-length hair was braided on the sides and secured behind his head. One bloody axe was in his hand, another on his belt.

“King Valen!” I cried out. “Stop this! You must stop!”

The Northern king spun around. It took all of one breath of him studying me before his dark eyes narrowed, an expression on his face as though I’d crawled from a pit in the hells.

“Ari’s traitor!” he shouted. “Where is my ambassador?”

“You must listen to me, I beg of you,” I called back. “There is something happening that you do not know, and—”

I let out a scream when a force knocked me to the ground. My cheek slammed into the rough dirt. Small bits of stone and twigs dug into my skin. The silver edge of a dagger dug into my throat.

“Everyone always keeps their eyes on the king.” Her lips were close to my ear, what felt like a knee jabbed into my spine. The unmanaged anger on her tongue quivered in every word. “Fine with me. It leaves room for the queen.”

She gripped my hair, yanking my braid so my neck arched. I flung myself to one side. It gave me the room to roll onto my back, but she was swifter. In one breath, she managed to straddle my hips, that damn dagger still at my throat.

Only now, I held her gaze.

Rage burned in the blue of her eyes. A seething anger befitting a woman on the brink of battle.

Elise.

I was at the mercy of a woman who’d lost too much, a woman who valued my husband more than Ari would ever admit, a woman who would gladly kill for those she loved.

Starting with her beloved ambassador’s traitorous thrall.

“Queen Elise,” I began, but sucked in sharp air when she pressed the blade firmer against my throat. “Please, listen to me.”

Elise pressed her brow to mine. “What have you done to Ari? Where is my friend?”

The queen moved one knee over my heart. She pressed all her weight onto my chest, forcing the air from my lungs.

“It . . . it isn’t safe for you here,” I rasped.

“A fact we learned when you attacked.” A desperate kind of madness lived in her gaze. “Tell us what you’ve done to Ari and my nephew, and we’ll make this quick.”

“You’re wrong.” I pounded my fist into her ribs. Elise cursed me as she stumbled to the side. I had my dagger in hand in time to guard her strike. The ground shook under me. I fell, while the queen held steady on her feet.

She chuckled. “I’ll enjoy watching my husband swallow you up in the earth.”

My lip curled. “Hard to do when this land only listens to me.”

I slammed my palms on the soil. Thick vines shaped from broken twigs and boughs on the soil. Earthy serpents wrapped around Elise’s ankles and thighs. A cry of surprise slid from her throat.

“Elise!” Valen roared.

Beneath my feet the earth rolled, but it faded the moment I hummed a slow, somber tune. Trees bent, shielding blood fae from the Northern attack. Earth split and opened crevices, much like Valen’s magic, only gentler.

Elise’s eyes widened. “What is this?”

My glamour burned in my blood as the earth shifted and answered my song. I opened my palms to call for more aid from the isles, to trap every Night Folk fae with a tangle of boughs or grass, anything to end an unnecessary fight.

Until cold, bitter shadows blanketed me in horrid thoughts.

“I want to know where you’ve taken my Kryv.” A low, dangerous rasp lifted the hair on my arms. “You play games with the earth, but everyone can break under the pressure of fear.”

Sharp, bitter cold dug into my bones; it stole my breath. The blade dropped from my hand; I doubled over, only half aware my command on the vines around Elise had fallen away. Darkness tightened around my throat and the thought struck me—I choked on a sob.

No. No. No. Ari was gone.

As though some voice whispered in my ear, I knew Ari had slipped into the Otherworld. I pressed a hand over my heart, desperate to keep the pieces from spilling onto the ground. I couldn’t draw in a deep enough breath. He . . . he couldn’t be gone. He couldn’t be.

Tears fell onto my cheeks.

“What are you waiting for?” Elise hissed.

I fell to my knees, unable to stand any longer.

“You don’t want me to grant her fear,” said the Nightrender.

“I want her heart in my damn hands.”

She could have it. There was nothing left. Pulpy and sore. If Ari was gone, I’d live with a sliver of a heart anyway. What I would do to return to the chill of emptiness. To avoid this agony.

“Elise. She fears the death of Ari.”

There were a few grunts, a few clashes of blades against blades, then two arms heaved me up from beneath my shoulders. Cuyler held me against his chest protectively while Gorm and a line of blood fae watchers stepped in front of us.

“Ari,” I gasped, clinging to Cuyler’s arms. “He’s . . . he’s gone.”

My face pinched in a twisted agony. I let out a burst of anguish, hardly caring if anyone ran me through.

“He’s not, My Queen. He’s not. He plays games with your mind, nothing more.”

I blinked through the haze of tears. By the hells.

The Nightrender stood beside Elise. Silky black eyes turned to narrow slits, his head covered in a cowl. With one hand he tossed back the hood, head tilted, and studied me with a befuddled expression.

“Threaten my queen,” Gorm said, leveling a blade toward Elise, “then you will not live long.”

Elise didn’t even flinch, but there was a twitch to her lip, a quick peek at me, as if she weren’t certain who Gorm meant. Much like Elise didn’t waver, Gorm didn’t even startle when two axe blades crossed at the back of his neck.

Valen grinned with a gruesome darkness. “And threatening my wife is the swiftest way to lose your life, fae.”

What a damn sight. Me, in shambles, the Northern queen stalwart, ready to bring war while her king held death at the head of Lord Gorm. Ari would laugh about this for days if he were here.

The Nightrender closed a fist. The terror of seeing Ari’s lifeless body on a funeral pyre slithered from my mind. I slid from Cuyler’s grip to my knees, gasping.

“Enough! By the hells, can you not contain yourselves for a few damn days before you’re waging wars?” From the burrow, Niklas stepped through. Next, Junius and Ash.

“Kase!” Ash beamed and sprinted for his king as though nothing was amiss. “I saved their queen when we first showed up!”

The Nightrender blinked and the pitch of his eyes brightened to a gilded green.

Junius took in the line of raised blades. “Really, Kase?”

“How is this my fault?” he grumbled. “I came to find you sods since it’s been dead silent from anyone on these bleeding isles, and we got attacked. I’ll be damned if I sit back and just take it.”

“Attacked?” Gunnar helped Eryka from the tunnel.

“Gunnar!” A woman shoved through the crowd.

I knew her. She was strong and slight with auburn waves braided off her face. The quiver of arrows rattled on the strap across her back. Gunnar’s mother.

Herja Ferus had her arms around Gunnar’s neck in another breath “Where have you been?”

“Maj, we have a great deal to explain, but not here.”

His mother either didn’t catch his tone or ignored him before she kissed the prince twice on his cheeks, studying his face, then drifted to Eryka and embraced her.

A man, broad and with an uncanny resemblance to Gunnar, followed close behind her. Gunnar’s father clapped his son on the back, jaw tight. The worry he hid spilled through the relief in his gaze.

“This is not good.” Eryka rubbed her forehead, eyes like white smoke. “Within a snake’s mouth lies a key to the past. Beyond the gates of stars resides the final task.”

Gunnar tugged her against his side and her trance snapped. Eryka was a bright soul, but her expression grew troubled, and she buried her face into Gunnar’s chest.

I brushed dirt from my trousers and stood. My body ached, my cheeks were sticky from the rush of tears.

“You cannot be here,” I said, voice rough. “You’re all in danger.”

Calista stepped into the light, hands on her hips. “Where’s Lump? He should’ve told you how serious I sounded about being damn cautious.”

“He’s not here,” Valen said. “We came because we read your note, and despite what you think, we did keep a respectful distance until one of my men was slaughtered for no reason.”

“Our people were commanded to strike should anyone come too near,” Gorm said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “That was their reason.”

“Not the time, Gorm,” Gunnar muttered.

Valen sheathed his axes and swiped a loose strand of hair out of his eyes. “We were attacked. I wasn’t going to sit back when we believed you and Ari were trapped here, Gunnar. Now, where is my ambassador?” He practically snarled the last word.

My heart threatened to snap in two.

I have no desire to be loved, although, to their detriment, there are folk who do. These people loved Ari and were fading to bloodlust all to find him.

“He’s behind those gates, protected,” I said, a tremble in my voice. “Ari is alive, but gravely wounded.”

“By your hand?” Elise took an assertive step against me.

“Elise.” Gunnar stood between us. “Saga isn’t an enemy.”

“She fought against her own people in the East.” Elise’s pale cheeks colored. “Yet you all treat her like some kind of bleeding queen.”

“Of course,” Gorm said. “That is who she is.”

The soft breeze in the trees was the only sound. Cautious eyes slowly locked on me, piercing me in place.

“Queen?” Valen pressed.

“We’re to simply believe a traitor?” Elise Ferus was not a woman of much stature. Thin, half a head shorter than me, but the fire in her eyes blazed like a thousand warriors.

“I love him!” Heat prickled over my cheeks at my outburst. I didn’t blink away and took the risk of getting close to the stunned queen again. “I am not Ari’s enemy. I’m his wife.”

“Wife?” Elise’s voice was cold as frosted steel. Truth be told, she looked like she might want to kill me more now than before.

“And his raven.” Ash said, inspecting the dirt under his fingernails, oblivious to the thick silence surrounding us.

“Might want to be thanking her, Uncle. Kase, you as well,” Gunnar said. “I believe it was a raven who led Elise, Malin, and Ari to the troll burrow when they were attacked.”

Elise drew in a sharp breath, eyes locked on me. “No . . . you fought with Astrid.”

“Out of anyone,” I said softly, “you and your husband should know what it’s like to be bound to a curse with no control over your own will.” Valen’s lips parted. The burn of their scrutiny tightened my chest. We weren’t here to talk of curses, my second form, or the past. I let out a grunt of frustration and took a step closer. “There isn’t time to give you every answer. You’re not safe here.”

Something sparked in the air, a shock of seidr, a hidden tale we couldn’t see. The storyteller lowered into a crouch. She removed a piece of crumbled parchment from her pocket and one of Forbi’s compact quills. Eyes closed, she scratched a few words, then handed the parchment to Valen.

“To be here as one, every thread of fate he has hunted during this long tale is present,” she whispered. “He is too strong, and we are too weak. There are pieces the Raven Queen and her Golden King must find, steps they must take, before every fate can face their shared enemy.”

“Darkness rises in the blood of the moon,” Valen read from the parchment. He showed it to Elise.

“Wait, who is this Golden King?” Kase asked. “Bracken?”

“He’s dead,” Gunnar said flatly. “Killed by the creature who will destroy us all if you do not give us time to create defenses against him. That is why Nik is here.”

“Dead?” Kase’s eyes shadowed as tempers flared. “Then who’s the damn Golden King?”

“Ari.” Elise’s voice was steady, almost empty. As though the truth of the danger her friend faced, the danger I’d placed at his feet, became clear in a single breath. “They call her the Raven Queen. According to her, she is his wife, so who else would be king? Am I right?”

“Yes,” I whispered. “This enemy—Davorin—is a mimicker and a battle fae who has developed the talent to rob other magicks of their abilities. He seeks . . . the power I shared with Ari. Then he seeks every throne, every kingdom across the lands. He will take your power, and kill you all.”

Valen’s face flushed. No mistake, a thousand questions lined his tongue.

“Trust Calista, trust Gunnar,” I pleaded. “Ari is alive, wounded, and I am doing all I can to protect him and you. The only reason you are still untouched, I believe, is because the shadow queen isn’t here and the bonds are not complete.”

“Mal’s gotta be here.” Ash scoffed. “No way does Kase go anywhere without her, more now that the two littles are coming.”

“Ash.” Kase snarled at his Kryv. “She wanted to tell Gunnar in person.”

I froze. “Is she here?”

The Nightrender’s eyes darkened again, and he dipped his chin in a slow nod. “She remained with the boats.”

All four damn crowns were somewhere on the isles. Of the kings and queens, Malin was the only one I’d spoken to alone. In the dungeons at the Black Palace, she’d been behind a prison cell. I’d begged her to end the fight. I knew Astrid wanted a throne, I knew a darkness was coming.

For a moment, I’d even thought Malin might’ve believed I had deeper reasons to stand with Astrid. She’d told me they could help me. Now, I was reeling to save them.

“We’ll leave,” Valen said. His gaze went to Gunnar, then me. “But as long as Ari is at risk, I am not going far.”

“I swear, we’ll bring you answers, just . . .” A chill trickled up my neck when branches snapped at our backs, when the verdant leaves of blossoms and ferns darkened in black veins and shadows. “Gods, no.”

“What is it?” Valen stepped to my side.

My voice was hoarse, ragged and raw, I reached for my sword. “He’s here.”


Chapter 24

The Raven Queen
[image: ]


Mist dark as midnight gathered. Spools of black ribbons pulled from the veiny corruption slithering through the forest until it settled around shoulders, strong legs, and the sharp features of the battle lord.

He was stronger than he’d been in Bracken’s tent. The call to war in the isles only added power to his manipulations.

From the trees, fae emerged. Hardened, dark veins ran up the length of their necks. Some had blood-red eyes from endless days of no sleep, of the rush of constant hate. Like Bo, fingertips were blue and black as though dipped in charcoal.

They drew blades. We were surrounded.

Davorin’s full lips curled over his white teeth when he spotted me. “Hello, little raven. Look what you’ve brought for me.”

Palms raised, Davorin sneered at the foreign warriors. Hot, dreadful pressure took hold. An invisible force slithered through the lines of the warriors, some groaned, some cried out, others drew blades and fell into step to fight a new battle with a new foe.

“Get off the isles—” I couldn’t finish my plea to Valen before one of the warriors, a tall man with tanned skin a shade lighter than his king, drew a crooked knife from his belt.

The whites of his eyes were overtaken by the thin, inky black veins, and his hate was aimed squarely at Elise.

“Anders?” The queen took a step back. “Put the knife down.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Valen tugged on his wife’s arm and pulled her behind him. “Step back from your queen.”

The warrior trembled, sweat beaded over his flushed face, and twisted rage spilled from his gaze. “Timorans have no right to the crown of Etta!”

There was a shout—from whom, I didn’t know—but the warrior lunged, aimed to slit his own queen’s throat. Hatred boiled in his voice, his eyes; he despised her.

Before the blade fell, a battle axe split the center of the guard’s face. I covered my mouth, watching as Valen ripped his axe out of the guard’s skull, stun written in his countenance. The guard wobbled on his feet for a breath before falling backward.

“What the hells?” Valen spun into his wife.

Elise didn’t look away from the fallen guard. Laughter drew us away from the gore. Davorin winked at me, then in the next breath, he attacked.

“Run!” I yanked Elise by the arm, shaking her from her stun. “Get off the land, or you will all be taken much the same.”

I could not warn them again. There wasn’t time.

I raised my sword and blocked a strike from a wild fae. Overhead, the steel rumbled through my arms to my shoulders. Calls for slaughter came from the trees. More of Davorin’s forces stepped from shadows.

Gorm, Cuyler, and the blood fae watchers leapt into the fray. Steel clanged against steel. Metal scraped over flesh. Blood was sour in the air. Their mistrust of me was forgotten, and the warriors of the North stepped into the fight.

Herja clambered onto a boulder, firing arrows into a huddle of wild fae while Gunnar’s father stood back-to-back with Gunnar, Eryka, and the Nightrender. Niklas launched elixirs into the wild fae horde.

Toxic plumes of white smoke grew pustules and oozing sores over their faces. Flame pouches came next. Bursts of oranges, reds, and shocking blue powders caught hold of their tunic hems, their hair, and licked up their skin. Screams chilled the blood as the corrupted folk stumbled back in pain, swatting at their burning flesh.

I swiped my sword at a forest fae with yellow eyes. He jabbed. I spun and landed my blade into the side of his throat.

I didn’t wait for him to fall before blocking a new strike over my head.

My pulse stilled. Davorin stood beside me.

His cold grin shocked the blood in my veins. I fumbled, a slight misstep, but it was enough for him to strike my face with the back of his hand. He wrapped a palm around my throat and pulled my brow to his. His grip tightened until breath came in short, haggard gasps.

“You make this too easy, my love.” He clicked his tongue in disappointment. “Leaving your stronghold. It is almost like you wish to see me.”

I spit into his face and slammed my knee into his ribs. Davorin grunted, but it was enough to loosen his grip to shake him off.

Dark laughter rumbled from his throat, and he looked at me as though he planned to devour me in an instant. “Gods, how I missed the way you try to fight me.”

Gory visions filled my mind of taking those hands that once touched me, the heart he promised loved me, his whole damn head he’d used to control me.

Davorin snapped his teeth. “You pleased me so well, little raven. Your screams, your taste, your submission, are my most cherished memories.”

I spun the blade in my grip. “Strange for a man to admit the only way he could wake his limp manhood was by watching others take his lover for themselves.”

Davorin’s arrogance bled into animosity. I had half a breath to position my blade to take his strike. Pain vibrated up my arms from the force of it. He swung low, aiming for my middle, but met my sword.

I tossed his blade up. He cut at my chest. Back and forth we flung our pent anger and disdain. My focus was on my battle, but my senses prickled at the sounds around me.

Nearby, Gorm battled three wild fae. Calista was swift and used her knives to cut at knees and ankles. From the tunnel, Rune answered the call through the marks embedded on our skin and appeared with Stefan and Frey, swords already slicked with blood.

Stieg tossed air fury in great gusts, knocking more than one of Davorin’s corrupted off the knolls. Hodag joined from her burrow. The troll bit and slashed a curved knife at ankles and ribs near her favorite warrior.

When a wild forest fae with a long-handled axe snuck around Stieg, the troll woman shrieked. “Don’t you be touchin’ him!”

Hodag extended her claws and slashed over the forest fae’s middle. Deep stripes of mangled flesh opened over his skin. He fumbled, astonished, then fell back.

Stieg bellowed a laugh, tugged Hodag against his big body, and planted a kiss atop her thick skull.

“More fearsome than any warrior!”

The troll flushed under his praise and sped off into the crowd, cutting and slashing at any fae who got too close to her sweetlings.

Rune had his wings extended. He killed with silent finesse. More than once, Rune’s eyes glazed into a smoky white. He gripped the face of a fae dressed in Borough fatigues. Screams rattled the gates as the fae’s skin hardened into cracks and chips of pale granite until his screams were wrapped in stone.

Sweat dripped over my lashes. I blinked it away. Davorin dodged a cut to his shoulder. Swift on his feet, he kicked my ankle.

I cursed when my feet failed me and I landed on my back.

“Saga!” Odd, but it sounded as though Elise was the one who’d shouted my name.

Davorin pinned me with his body. His blade tucked under my chin. “Do you truly think you can outfight me, little raven?”

A horn sounded. Shouts of warriors echoed over the small camp. More blood fae were coming.

“Halvar!” Valen’s voice carried. “What are you doing?”

Davorin’s eyes lifted to the Northern king. A grin split his face. Valen had his arms hooked around the neck of a warrior—one highly ranked by the craftsmanship of blade in his grip—and Elise and Herja had a woman with pale hair pinned to the ground.

“Night Folk!” the woman hissed, she kicked and spat. Her vitriol aimed at the warrior. “You’ll be buried in the quarries, close to the hells where you belong.”

The Night Folk warrior fought against his king. His eyes were dark, his lips a sickly shade of blue. He wanted her head. “Release me, you bastard! She’s a Raven, Valen.”

“Halvar.” Valen struggled to pull him back. “She’s your damn wife.”

Bleeding hells.

“I enjoyed my time with the Night Folk the most,” Davorin’s silky words blew hot in my ear. “A land divided with prejudice, slavery, distrust. Gods, it was intoxicating to watch the ice folk raid the fae. I swear to you, keep fighting me, and I’ll enjoy unraveling your golden king’s folk best.”

A fierce burn of protectiveness ran through my chest. These people, they’d been Ari’s rivals, then allies, then his family. There was no trust for me yet, but I wouldn’t watch them be torn apart.

I rammed my knee into Davorin’s side. When he flinched, I took the bit of space to claw the dirt with one palm.

Heat thrummed in the handfuls of dirt. I slammed the soil against the sides of Davorin’s face. The dull clumps flashed in red and boiling orange, like each pebble and grain of dirt became dying embers.

Davorin flung himself off me, swiping at his scorched flesh.

I scrambled to my feet, sword in hand, and raced toward Valen.

“Niklas,” I cried. “We need to take them in.”

The Falkyn finished blinding a wild fae with one of his powders. He wiped his lips and followed my finger toward the two warriors in the grip of the king and queen. I didn’t know them personally, but the way their royals fought for them, I could assume they were valued.

Niklas quickened his steps and ran with me.

“Let him go, Valen,” Niklas said. “Give him to me; I have what I need to help him.”

The Northern king hesitated, but stepped back once Niklas had a sweet-smelling oil in his hand.

“Hang on, Hal,” The Falkyn said, winking at the furious warrior. “We’ll get you right again, so you and Kari can make another little soon enough.”

The instant the oil dropped into Halvar’s eyes, he slumped back, asleep. Niklas rushed to the woman trying to fight off her queen and did the same. He carried her in his arms and laid her next to her husband.

“Saga!” Davorin’s voice shook behind me. His face was twisted and speckled in red burns. He was out for blood, not mine, no—he’d destroy anyone I might love.

I lifted my gaze to the king and gripped Valen’s arm. “Get your people off this land.”

Valen’s dark eyes glistened. He saw his unconscious warrior, a pained look on his face, he took in where his wife fought with his family, his people.

“We’re going, king.” Valen didn’t make the call. It was the Nightrender. One brow dripped in blood; his shoulders heaved as he lifted his arms. “We fight later and take this bastard out when the bleeding Norns are on our side.”

A wall of darkness split like a rolling storm through the trees.

“Pull back!” Kase shouted. He shoved a few of the warriors into the darkness before stepping in himself, fading from sight.

“Go!” Eryka’s wispy voice was close. Gunnar fought against a Borough guard whose fingertips were blackened like soot stained his skin. The star princess pushed against Gunnar’s mother, sobbing. “He won’t lose you again. He won’t. Go!”

Admiration for the young princess’s love for her thief prince had no time to take hold. A shudder of unease danced down my spine.

Eryka’s movements drew the attention of Davorin. He studied her for a moment, then the horrid twist of his smirk played over his lips. He closed his eyes for a few heartbeats, no commands, no words, but a dozen of his corrupted fae turned on the princess.

“Eryka!” I shouted. It was obvious Davorin wanted the princess, and I didn’t want to find out why. “Behind you!”

My scream drew Gunnar’s attention. The prince blanched. “No! Stop, you can’t—”

Gunnar grunted, words lost, when a wild fae thrust a knife into his side.

“Gunnar,” Eryka sobbed, watching him fall to his knees. A bulky backwoods fae with sharp teeth hooked the princess around the neck and pulled her away. “No, no, get up, Gunnar! Don’t you fall, don’t you dare fall! This isn’t what the stars said.” Her wails were desperate, she kicked and thrashed. “This isn’t what they said!”

Valen, along with Gunnar’s father, ran from the Nightrender’s pull. They were coming, blades raised for the prince.

Davorin laughed with his icy cruelty. The bastard knew where to strike, he knew how to make folk desperate. Harm to the ones they loved was the swiftest way to ensnare them. He would take Valen, then Elise. He’d stride through Kase’s shadow wall and feed on the fear and hate that lived in the Nightrender’s power.

He’d take them all.

Dark hair and a flash of steel caught my attention.

“Junie, Stieg!” I pointed desperately at Gunnar. “Help him!”

“No.” Gunnar clutched his side. “Not me. Get Eryka—”

She was already gone.

My heart sank to the pit of my belly. In the chaos, the fae had disappeared into the trees with the princess, but Gunnar Strom was losing too much blood.

Once Junius reached Gunnar, her hands pressed on his wound, I wheeled on Valen and the prince’s father. They needed to leave the isles, and if it meant they’d do it by being separated from the wounded prince, so be it.

Sound blotted out behind the blood pounding in my skull. Break it.

Valen Ferus was an earth bender, but in a way, so was I. On this land, I could ask it to do anything.

I cupped a handful of soil and sang a low tune, one that would divide two worlds. One that pleaded with the earth to take the good away, to protect it from cruelty. The same as when Valen stepped onto the isles, the ground shuddered.

Gods. If Ari stood beside me, we could sink Davorin into the hells if the isles agreed. With only half my energy, half my glamour, such a feat grew taxing too quickly.

I hummed my commands, praying my weakened power would be enough. I dropped to the soil and dug my fingernails deep into the clay.

Bend. Take them away, I pleaded in my head.

A violent shake snapped stone. Powerful bursts of air shot dust and gravel to the sky.

Wild fae, blood fae, even Davorin stumbled near the cracking soil. Gunnar’s father made a desperate leap across the spreading ravine. He shouted in agony when he caught the ridge, but his legs dangled over the side.

Cuyler was nearest. The blood heir gripped Hagen’s wrists and held tightly to him while Valen stumbled, trapped on the other side.

Davorin shouted his frustration. I didn’t let up. I closed my eyes, my body trembled in exhaustion.

A little more. A little longer.

The earth shifted. I cracked one eye. Ground where Valen stood sunk, as if breaking away from the shoreline. Isolated winds gathered on the broken shard of land. The force was enough to lower Valen to his knees and guard against forest debris. Near the shadows, Elise clung to a stump, but the force of the isles pushed her toward the Nightrender’s wall.

“Valen!” Her hair whipped around her face. She reached out a hand for her husband.

Desperation marred his handsome features. To run when his nephew, his warrior, and his ambassador were all left behind would, no doubt, be agonizing.

But there was always one who’d stand above anyone.

With Elise trapped in the torment, the Night Folk king hesitated for a few more heartbeats before taking her hand and falling into the swirl of shadows.

Darkness faded, and where the army of the Night Folk stood, now was nothing but blood and fallen blades. The gates of the Court of Blood flung open. Gorm’s warriors held no mercy with the wild fae. They cut them down; they pushed them back.

Davorin was no longer glib. He didn’t mock or taunt. His face pinched in hatred. He wanted to destroy me the same as I wanted to destroy him.

Archers rained arrows overhead. Bjorn stood atop the fences, shouting orders. A new burrow opened from Dunker and added new blood fae forces. Sluagh folk screamed from above. Their bent and tattered wings blotted out the sun as they dove into the fight.

They were fae who seemed half dead, yet they fought fiercer than any warrior. Sluagh hovered over the wild fae, devouring the life in their eyes, leaving them soulless and empty.

Misty darkness bled from Davorin’s fingers. He tried to attack the warriors, to taint their hearts, but the folk from the Court of Blood ran over the poison, unaffected with the aid of Niklas’s elixir. Davorin’s flesh turned a sickly gray when he raged at the sky.

He knew we’d shielded his dark glamour. He knew we’d taken an upper hand.

Davorin slashed his bronze sword and struck my ribs. “How long do you think your pathetic barriers will hold?” He caught me around the braid and yanked me to the ground. His finger hooked under the twine holding my final dream tale. “You are half a power, and I am stronger than ever.”

When Davorin shoved me down, the twine snapped.

“No!” I screamed, grappling for the pouch.

My desperation gave up too much. He swung the snagged pouch, grinning. “What was yours once was also mine. Until we meet next, my love.”

Davorin’s body bled into darkness that seeped like rainwater into the soil. Countless mimics of trees, vines, anything with life, took him away. His wild fae who’d emerged from the trees tried to flee. More were cut down by the blood fae.

I was frozen.

We’d lost Eryka. Now, Davorin had my final way to Ari.

He’d have access to my husband’s heart.


Chapter 25

The Golden King
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Somewhere deep in my gut, I knew these moments were the end of an era. The destruction of a kingdom none of my folk ever truly knew existed. Where my parents had stood faded into a bed chamber. Riot kneeled in the center of a wide, tousled bed. His body was growing thin, weak, his voice was desperate.

“Davorin, I beg of you, don’t do this.”

My throat went dry as straw. The fate queen stood in a satin night dress at the foot of the bed, a silver dagger against a small child’s throat.

Damn the hells.

Saga remembered this moment as Anneli being the one who nearly died, but in truth, Davorin was going to slaughter Riot’s heir. The queen’s body trembled, her eyes filled with tears from the woman trapped inside with a monster.

“You beg?” The queen rasped. “You have taken everything from me.”

“Then take me,” Riot shouted. “Leave my family and take me.”

“I will wipe your line from existence. That is the only way I will rest in this war.”

Riot’s eyes narrowed. “Careful of what words you put into my head. You will write your own ending.”

The queen laughed, a wicked, twisted chortle. “Plan to sing me a song, my king? What can you do? I have weakened you; I’ve taken your army; I control this land. And I think I shall take back my little raven when I find where you’ve hidden her away. I wasn’t finished with her yet.”

Bile burned my throat.

“Riot.” The queen’s true voice broke through in a sob. A soft humming sound lifted in the dark. From the little child, but also . . . somewhere else. I couldn’t find the second source. The queen whispered, “If the Otherworld takes—”

“Neli,” Riot said as a tear fell. “It won’t. Fight it.”

“Send me after if I draw this blood. I will not live in a world where I am the destruction of my own child.”

Riot winced. “It won’t happen.”

The queen’s breaths quickened, the grip on the knife against the sobbing child tightened. Panic set in. “I can’t . . . Riot, I can’t fight—”

I cried out in surprise when the door smashed open. Annon and half a dozen Rave guards flooded the king’s chamber. The king’s young ward burst from an armoire in the corner. The second sound came from the boy as he wove through the guards, the tune on his tongue.

The dagger fell from the queen’s hand. Riot shouted at the child to run. His heir scrambled for the open wardrobe. The ward locked the doors behind the child, muttering a quick, “Good words, little rose.”

Then, the boy took hold of the queen’s arm. He sang the words, low and soft, “Live now, fade tomorrow when roses take the song of sorrow.”

Thick, inky black spilled from Anneli’s mouth. Davorin stepped away as though he’d tossed off a tunic. Blood dripped from his nose, and once he blinked back into focus, he lunged for the boy.

The queen scrambled on her knees and used her body to knock Davorin away from the king’s ward.

It was enough. Riot raged, tears in his eyes. “Silas, go!”

The king pointed to the wardrobe, a command for his ward to hide with his child. Davorin’s lip curled. He took in the room, saw his escape fading, and rushed for the window.

“Kill him!” Riot roared. “Bring me his head!”

The room descended into chaos. Cries of frightened children, the queen righting herself, taking up a blade in her night dress, the king shouting commands to his Rave to hunt the man who could wear any face.

I spun on Wraith. “Where is Saga! Take me to her.”

Wraith frowned, not at me, but somewhere in the shadows. Head tilted, it was almost as though he were straining to hear something in the distance.

“Wraith, I want to find my wife,” I said again. “Enough of the past. She fights him alone. Take me to her.”

“Something is coming.” Wraith’s voice was soft, eerie. Almost ominous. He shook his head. “You must see more to find what is missing and step into your place in this tale or . . . you will fail.”

Two strides, and I closed the space between us. Nose to nose, words peeled over my tongue like sharpened knives. “Show me whatever it is you think I must see, then take me to my damn wife.”

In the next breath, my blood cooled and instinct to fight, to defend her, flared at the echo of her broken pleas.

“Riot, come with us, please.” Saga. Shadows cleared, and my wife, bloodied and bruised, reached a hand for her brother.

The king had red eyes, was too thin, and blood dripped from his lip. “I promised to protect you,” he whispered, cupping her cheek. “This is my last chance to do so.”

“No!” Saga sobbed. “Don’t do this, I need—”

Riot embraced her. She fought, but he tightened his hold on her body and sang a low sound, deep, soft, soothing. I couldn’t make out the words entirely, but a few rang in my ear.

Cold, empty, lost. A heart’s true song.

The song of her curse.

Saga’s eyes fluttered closed. The king winced as he eased her to the ground, knelt beside her, and took out a knife.

“I’ll see that it’s kept safe for you,” he whispered, then drove the point of the blade into her forearm.

I shielded my eyes when a shock of silver light burst into the night. By the hells, Riot palmed the magic, his breaths more haggard.

For the first time I realized where we were. It was different than the cursed monastery where we’d found Saga’s feather, but the fountain was there. A slow trickle of water fell into the basin.

Trees and shrubs shielded the cavern walls. Torches lit the entrance. When he placed the blood feather into the basin, a dome of light surrounded the stone. After the light faded, the king slumped back, more blood dripped from his nose.

All I wanted was to drape his arm over my shoulders, to help him stand straighter. I didn’t know him, but he was part of me. He’d saved Saga; he’d guided her to me.

I owed the first king of fate everything. Now, I was watching him die.

Riot stood on unsteady feet, then took Saga’s limp arms by the wrists, and began the trek out of the cavern. He grunted, pulling her battered form, and collapsed more than once.

“King.” A boy’s voice echoed into the cavern. The king’s ward stumbled beside him.

Riot smiled. “You were supposed to stay . . . out and keep watch.”

“Lemme help.” The boy took hold of one of Saga’s wrists.

Wraith walked beside me, somber and silent as we watched a world crumble, unable to stop what had long ago been done. The despondent look in his eyes was enough to silence my tongue and refocus all my efforts on catching any clue from the past that might help the present.

Outside, the hot tang of smoke filled the air. Bloody skies from fires below cast ghostly shadows over the hills. Battle drums thundered nearby, shouts of warriors, cries of the dying, all of it surrounded the quiet on the hill with violence.

Riot released Saga’s wrists. He stumbled as he lowered to his knees and gently brushed his sister’s hair from her face. The king pressed a kiss to her forehead, then whispered, “Be happy, Skugga.”

My throat caught on my next breath. A sting of emotion burned behind my eyes as a king became a brother first. He hummed, low and breathless, and watched as the land cradled its princess. Boughs from trees bent and twisted. Shrubs split like gaping mouths. Soft, silky grass cocooned her body. Saga was pulled away, hidden away in the isles.

“Where . . . where’d she go?” The ward placed his hand on Riot’s shoulder.

“Away from his sight,” Riot said. “When she wakes, she will believe our battles ended quite differently. Everyone will. Behind that stone, boy, bring me what you find.”

The boy obeyed, tears on his face, and brought back two wooden boxes. The king opened one.

“Wraith,” I whispered. “Those are our rings.”

Riot tucked a piece of parchment—the letter he’d left for Saga—into one box. “Make certain she finds them. Sing her song, and see to it he—” Riot held up one box. “Is made worthy of this.”

Tears dripped onto the ward’s cheeks. He swiped them away, a flush to his features, and took the boxes. “She won’t fear no man again.”

The ward tucked the boxes in a pig skin pouch on his belt, then wrapped an arm around the king’s waist despite being two heads shorter, and managed to help Riot stagger beyond some trees.

“Damm the hells,” I muttered when a clearing opened.

Blood stained the dark blades of grass, a reek of piss and death tainted the air. Warriors stood on the edges of the trees, battle worn and broken. Some bled from gaping wounds in their chests, their ribs, or bellies. One man swayed on his feet, an empty socket where he’d recently lost an eye.

On the brink of death, yet at the sight of their king, the warriors did their best to straighten.

Captain Annon was on his knees and clutched a sobbing child against his chest. A cinch pulled at my heart. On the ground beside the captain, the queen was on her back, an arrow through her throat. Dead.

The wound no longer bled; I guessed she’d been gone for a time.

“The princess?” Captain Annon pressed, his voice a rock salt rasp.

Riot gave him a quick nod. “Hidden.”

“I don’t understand why they must be separated.”

“This is the way to the final tale, a final song,” Riot said. “A way for our line to live on.”

“Is it living though?”

“It is their only chance to claim the new story. Together they will attract too much power. Parted, lost, it will be weakened, but they will find their way back. They’ll gain strength, and be ready to face him in the end. I failed Nel, I won’t fail them.” The king looked to the boy but said nothing.

“The king could not find a song for his bloodline to live on,” Wraith said. “Every path led to destruction for House Ode, but he knew another voice could sing an alternate path designed for his house.”

“The ward?” I studied the shivering boy. His hair was tousled in dirt and smoke, and blood stained his teeth as though he’d been struck in the mouth, hard.

“When there seems to be no way out, it is in those moments we must dig inside and find the courage to choose for ourselves how we take the next step. The king made a choice, Ari. He cast a grand curse to give his power away, to give room for the voices of others to rise and finish the fight his magic could not defeat. A choice that was disgraced by the Norns.”

Riot dug into a satchel near Annon. The captain closed his eyes but said nothing to discourage his king as he removed the unique fury sword crafted by my mother.

He placed it on the ground and uttered soft, careful words. “A gift lies in wait, for this, a king of fate. On night of red, take up your claim, and rest this darkness by your blade.”

My mother’s sword was swallowed into the soil much like Saga. Blooms and ferns sprouted over the top; a sword hidden away. A destiny devoured in a past forgotten. Warm drops of rain fell, as though the isles mourned what would happen next.

Riot removed the hand drawn map of a new world created by my father. The king laid the map on the soil and gestured for the boy. With a touch of hesitation, the ward knelt beside his king.

“We must be exact, Silas,” Riot whispered. “This will be a new world, a division of our people, of the gods-gifted magicks, but it will set the broken lands on a path to rise stronger.”

“But he’ll be stronger too.”

“He will. But instead of one throne of fate, he will fight them all.” Riot tried to smile, but it was more a wince of pain. “Help me. Help them forget; help them find their way back.”

The king and his ward pressed their hands over my father’s map. My father did not break the world, but he built it.

Wraith placed a hand on my shoulder. “The king broke the kingdoms with your father’s guidance. You were always a piece of the new tale.”

The truth of it weighed heavy on my shoulders, bending my spine. My beginning was written here, in a broken world by a broken king who wanted his family safe. In a way, I’d always been connected to Saga. Every step I took was a twisted path to find her, a woman I didn’t know existed.

A luminous sheen coated the map. Riot gasped, his nose bled from both sides. The boy had tears on his cheeks, but he never ceased the haunting chant of a new twist of fate. The bloom of light over my father’s inked boundaries, mountains, new rivers, and broken worlds bled from the parchment into the soil.

The bolt of light shot under my feet and the ground snapped like a fissure on a frozen lake. Not as violently as with my king, but there was no denying—the earth was breaking.

Riot slumped back, watching the spell dig into the bedrock, watching his world, quite literally, fall apart.

“Annon,” he said, voice weak. “When House Revna heals her broken throne, they will meet again, and together they might heal the whole of our world.”

He made a move to crawl over to his wife. A warrior tried to help, but Riot held up a hand. He dragged himself to Anneli’s body and brushed her hair off her brow. He kissed her forehead. “It’s time.”

“No,” Annon said in a whisper, one filled with fear. “We fight together until the last Rave falls.”

“I have her song, my friend. You must be part of it, you must lead her to her truth at the right time. Then, on that night, you will join me at the table, and we will share tales again.”

“Not a moment longer. Grant me that honor, Riot. Swear it. I fall for House Ode to live. That is all I ever asked.”

“Do this, and I swear to you, I shall see you in the hall of the gods when she is ready. Now, let it be,” he said. “I can give this last gift to her, to our people.”

Annon winced. He clung to the child. “I don’t understand how? You say we will fade, what does it mean?”

Riot blinked through tears when he clasped his captain’s shoulder. “Our people will only know their new worlds, making us myths. Young kingdoms will seem ancient. New histories will be forged in memories.

“My voice will be with her until it becomes hers, over and over again. Her path is different, but the same in many ways. The bond will call her back until she remembers the truth of her inheritance.”

The king’s gaze fell to the back of the child’s head. He held out his arms, and waited until his captain passed the young one over. Riot dug his fingers through the child’s smoke-stained hair. He let out a shuddering breath. He kissed the small brow. He whispered words I couldn’t hear.

“Silas, come here.” Once the ward was by his side, Riot went on. “The Norns will hold no mercy for what I will do today. They will divide their gifts. Do you remember what they are?”

The boy nodded and muttered, “We all ought to have a choice. We all deserve devotion. We win when we stand with honor. And it pays to have a touch of cunning.”

Riot smiled and ruffled the boy’s hair. “Perfect. When they are found and restored, your bond will return. As I have taught you to use your voice, now you must do the same until you are found. She will never stop looking for the bond that draws her closer. She’ll find you.”

The boy shifted on his knees. “I didn’t want this . . .” His voice cracked. “I didn’t mean to make this happen. I didn’t know what I was doing when the words came and—”

“You didn’t destroy us.” Riot smiled weakly. “Your path was always destined to stand with House Ode. It is because of you there are new ways to be free again. The path is merely longer and darker.”

Roars of battle came nearer. The warriors near the trees looked into the shadows. Some unsheathed their swords.

“Riot.” Annon protested, but silenced when the king shot him a look.

With a painful grimace, Riot stood. He clung to his child and whispered, “We’ll be with you through all the lifetimes.”

The king pressed a hand to the child’s hooded head and hummed a melancholy tune. The wails ceased, and the little went limp in his arms. Tenderly he handed the shrouded young one over to the captain.

It happened swiftly. The king slammed a palm against the boy’s chest. The king’s ward cried out in pain as a brief flash of bright surrounded him. Riot moved to the captain. To his own child.

Every touch brought a tremble to the earth, as if the bedrock shifted and cracked.

As he went, the king repeated through gritted teeth the same words, over and over. “No past, no name, no true life. Live and live again, until the death at crimson night.”

“What is this?” I stumbled into Wraith, unable to keep my balance.

“The king is stripping his voice and severing his ability to twist fate with a forbidden tale. He gave his voice to another with the power to create a different path. Lives were erased, kingdoms were broken.”

Skeins of molten light shredded through the trees, the mountains, and vales. My pulse thudded in my skull as I witnessed the divide of Night Folk, of Alver, of the united lands by one twist of fate with enough power to shatter worlds, alter every path, every destiny.

The king was weak and barely able to stand when it ended. With a rough gasp he looked to his captain, to the boy beside him, then at last to the silent child. “You don’t have long before you never were. Live and live again. Find those who have been lost. When the curse of a raven lifts, know that you are near the end.”

Shadows spun around us once again, but not before Riot took up his sword. The king backed away, he roared a battle cry, and with his warriors, abandoned the captain, his heir, and his ward, and raced into a fight unseen.

Trees thickened around us as the captain and the ward came into sight again. They ran through the trees with the child and the secrets Riot left for his sister to find. Death and fire rose to the stars at their backs.

The boy broke the trees first, and immediately wheeled on the captain, “Hide little rose.”

Annon skidded, cursed under his breath, but obeyed the order of the boy, and concealed the sleeping young one beneath a hedge in the trees.

Time came to an abrupt halt. Twenty paces beyond the forest line, Davorin, blade at his side, hatred written in every line of his face, waited. Blood soaked his brows, his lips, his tunic, though I doubted much was his own.

“What has he done?” Davorin’s breaths were rough and jolted with each sharp intake.

“The king sang his last song,” Annon shouted. “You are to be nothing.”

“I am everything!” A wildness raged through Davorin, but he studied his palm.

“He’s fading,” I muttered. Unnecessary. No mistake, Wraith knew every outcome of this twisted tale, but my tongue could only be still for so long.

“They all are,” Wraith whispered.

True enough. A youthfulness filled the captain’s face that hadn’t been there before. Some strange transformation was taking hold.

“I am due what is rightfully mine, and I will come for it,” Davorin promised.

The boy, a trembling thing with nothing but two boxes of rings in his pouch, stepped forward. He stood between the battle lord and the captain. “It’s not yours. Not no more. The golden king’ll take from you first; we’ll make certain he does.”

Davorin’s eyes turned pitch as night. Wicked. Glossy with venom.

With a slow, rage-filled motion, he unsheathed a second blade. “This is your doing, so here is what I vow to you, boy: this golden king you’ve twisted into the fates, I’ll find him. When I do, I’ll ruin him until he has no heart to give. Until he serves me.”

Davorin winced; his body was losing depth, as though bit by bit he was becoming more mist than man. “When I have my army again, I will take back the power of these lands, and any fae with seidr like you will have their skulls shelved above my throne!”

The boy didn’t have a chance to dodge before Davorin swung the smaller of the two blades. Before the battle lord faded into his haunting darkness. Before he began infecting the lands with his hatred and war.

The blade sliced through the boy’s brow, across one eye, one freckled cheek, down to the hinge of his jaw. Blood fountained over his face as he fell. Captain Annon shouted his name. Davorin hissed one final vow to claim his throne before he faded into the smoke and ash.

I studied the fallen heart singer. A boy’s face mangled by the deep gash.

In the back of my throat tension throttled my words; I lifted my gaze to the masked phantom guide.

Wraith glanced away quickly. His silence didn’t last before his entire form shifted, and he let out a soft, “Not possible.” He looked over his shoulder, a wash of concern on his face. “Something isn’t right.”

Panic coiled hard and sharp in my chest. Thoughts flew to Saga. Wraith had some strange message from the damn Norns, some connection to fate, or he would not be here. He controlled this wretched dream walk, and if something had gone wrong, all I could think was Saga was in danger, or . . . I was dead.

The forest faded along with the fallen boy and captain. Wraith seemed to fall into the reaching darkness, eyes wild. He reached for me. “No!”

I had no time to question him before the ground rotted out from beneath my feet. Wraith disappeared. I landed on damp, loamy soil. The taste of mold and refuse on my tongue. With a groan, I worked my way to my hands and knees, an unsettling ache in my side.

My blood chilled when a deep, cruel laugh collided with my senses.

I lifted my gaze.

All hells. No.

Davorin—the creature as I knew him—stood no more than ten paces from me, a burning slip of parchment in hand, and a twisted smirk on his face. “Hello, Awakener. I so hoped I’d find you here.”


Chapter 26

The Raven Queen
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Night had long since fallen. My insides hardened like broken stones, jagged and heavy, in my belly. How long had Davorin had access to Ari? What was he doing to Eryka?

Gunnar was sedated by Niklas’s and a blood fae poisoner’s hands. Gorm’s healers had been with the prince, cleansing and stitching the wound, but he’d lost a great deal of blood. I was weak and left when the prince turned a pallid sort of gray. Gunnar’s father hadn’t left his side. No mistake, it would be touch and go through the night.

Frey remained near the prince’s door with Dunker and Hodag running to and fro with warm, medicinal water, bandages, threads, or drink to wet the healer’s tongues.

We couldn’t lose him. Gunnar meant too much to a great many, as did Eryka. They were a hope, a bright future for the realms across the Fate’s Ocean.

They were too bleeding young.

My fists covered my lips. I jabbed my elbows into the tops of my knees and leaned forward, studying Ari’s face. Unmoved. Peaceful. It didn’t mean Davorin wasn’t wreaking havoc somewhere.

“Saga.” Stieg tapped my shoulder. Blood and sweat from the battle still soaked his face. “Niklas is ready.”

I blinked, took Ari’s palm, and pressed a kiss in the center. In the great hall of the longhouse, Bo, the North’s first knight, and his wife, were bound, blindfolded, and placed in the center of the space. A blood fae guard stood beside each one.

They’d been given calming herbs, and, for now, were docile.

Across the room, Niklas held up a pestle and mortar. He offered me a quick glance, then stepped beside Bo first.

“The longest corrupted,” the Falkyn said. “Time to see how well I know my craft. Open his mouth.”

The warrior behind Bo gripped the tracker’s hair and yanked his head back. Bo moaned, as though falling asleep.

Near the long table, Rune stood with his hands clasped behind his back, unreadable. Face like blank stone, eyes dark, and body stiff. I could understand. Should the elixir be successful on these three, Niklas would move to Ari. The desire to drift into a numb state of mind was tempting.

If it didn’t work, it would make disappointment simpler to bear.

Niklas waited for the guard to pinch Bo’s cheeks until his lips parted. With exact measurements, the Falkyn dipped a carefully carved spoon. Dividers provided different amounts and weights on the spoon head. Four dividers, and one half went onto Bo’s tongue.

The guard forced Bo’s jaw shut, then waited until the bob of Bo’s throat proved he’d swallowed.

I didn’t breathe. All we could do was wait. How long? Would it be instant, or take days we didn’t have? Would it—

Bo shouted. I jumped back, running into Stieg.

The tracker heaved over his hands and knees. Bile and vomit spilled over his lips. Not vomit, dark blood. When Bo convulsed, Rune broke.

“It’s poisoning him!”

Niklas held out an arm. “Leave it. This purges. I never said it would be peaceful.”

Acid burned in my throat when the torment of spewing the corruption went on until Bo’s muscles trembled from exertion. Throughout the hall, more than one spectator, warrior and common fae alike, bowed away. Some heaved themselves.

At long last, Bo collapsed on his back, groaning. Sweat soaked his dark hair to his brow. His skin looked too pale and a little green.

Niklas waved Rune forward. Slowly, Rune knelt beside Bo and touched his arm on Niklas’s instruction.

“Call to him,” the Falkyn whispered.

Rune wet his lips, then leaned forward. “Bo?”

Bo moaned again, but his lashes fluttered. He opened his eyes. For a moment he looked confused, perhaps a bit angry, then his features softened.

“Rune?” He jolted up and scooted back on his backside, frantically wiping at his arms. “No. No, what happened? Gods, tell me he’s out. Get him out!”

Rune gripped Bo’s shoulder. “Are you free? I know what it feels like, so do not lie.”

“Got that covered.” Niklas gave a sly grin to his wife.

Junius circled the space on the outer rim. Her black braids had been freed, and her long, wavy hair hung wild and lovely over her shoulders. “Keep him talking.”

“Bo, are you free?” Rune asked again.

The tracker took in the gawking eyes, then faced Rune. Lips tight, he nodded. “I remember it all.” Bo’s strong voice cracked. “Gods, I know what I did.”

“You were not you.”

Bo covered his face with his palms and flopped backward. He shook his head briskly, a sob from shame croaked out. “Bracken is dead . . . and I am part of the reason.” He pulled away his hands and gripped Rune’s wrist. “Kill me. You must. I have no right to—”

“I’m not killing you.” Rune shook him off. “You’ll fight for Bracken now, for our people, but don’t ever ask that of me again.”

Junie touched her husband’s arm. “He speaks truth. He’s in true agony.”

Niklas kissed the side of her head, a tentative smirk in place, and hurried to the first knight and his wife.

Their corruption was miniscule compared to Bo’s. Both heaved, but nothing more than a bit of bile. Still, their bodies slouched, exhausted, once their eyes came into focus.

“Hal.” Stieg winked at the knight. “Welcome back.”

Halvar ignored him and scrambled to his wife. He had her in his arms in the next breath. “Tell me the truth, lovey, do you really wish to see me in the quarries? Or is it because you like me bare-chested and sweat soaked?”

Kari’s pale hair was tangled and spilled over her eyes, but the way she snorted and buried her face in her hands, it didn’t take much to guess she was laughing and crying at once. “Really wish me dead for being a Raven, you sod?”

Halvar’s smile faded. He cupped her face in his palms.

“You dead means an empty world for me, Kari.” He kissed her slow and deep, a private moment made public. I couldn’t look away. Halvar grinned against her lips and went on, “Besides, no one makes stunning and clever offspring like we do. In fact, this has reminded me how short life can be even for fae folk; I suggest we get started on a third.”

She slugged his chest, then kissed him again.

“Saga.” Niklas nudged my shoulder.

I’d been lost in a daze, watching them reunite.

Niklas held up the rest of his elixir. “It’s time to go to Ari.”
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“Stupid bastard.” Halvar’s jaw tightened when he looked upon Ari’s sleeping form. The first knight knelt at the foot of the bed. “Always making a scene, aren’t you Ari?”

Kari hid the tears in her eyes with a sly smirk toward me. “Hal won’t like you much after this.”

My heart quickened. “A fae sleep was the only way we could stop the spread of the poison and—”

“Not for the sleep,” she said. “For taking vows with him. Queen, right?”

The words slashed over me like dull knives. I was vowed with Ari, and I’d hoped once they knew the truth, his people would be more willing to accept me. Seemed I was mistaken.

“Then you will all remain disappointed,” I said. “Taking vows with him has claimed the brightest spot in my memories.”

“Yes, well, you’ve officially made him outrank me,” Halvar said, a hint of emotion in his voice. “Look, I knew the fool when he was the rogue king. He never lets us forget it, but my position as first knight outranked ambassador. The tables turned and I often reminded him of it.” Halvar shook his head and rose to his feet. “Now, there’s no outranking the bleeding bastard thanks to you. I’ll likely get missives with official seals for the rest of my days, just to remind me I don’t have a seal.”

Unbidden, I laughed. The shock of it drew my hand over my mouth. “Now, I plan to rise to the challenge and design a seal especially for missives sent your way.”

Halvar’s dark eyes widened. “You are choosing violence, I see.”

I smiled down at the ring on my finger. “Thank you. For speaking as though this is temporary. There are some days it is hard to think such things.”

“Ari is a survivor. A warrior. Now, it seems he has a great deal to live for.”

“We’re ready,” Niklas interjected. “This process is different since Ari is sleeping. The corrupted blood will be drained through his side. Saga, I’ll need your blood. Remember what I said about familial connections. They add a bit of robustness to such things.”

I held out my hand, hells, I’d hold out my throat if Niklas needed.

Once he had the blood added to his elixir, he faced us and said, “Well, prepare for gore.”

I drifted to the other side of the bed and took hold of Ari’s hand while more blood fae healers came to aid Niklas. Two women with sunset red irises informed us Gunnar had opened his eyes. Halvar and Kari seemed torn on which room to take—Ari’s or the prince’s. In the end, I urged them to see to Gunnar. To speak with Frey and Stieg for the answers they would need to return to their king.

Junius sat in a chair beside me and took my free hand. A knot of emotion built in my throat. The way she took the place beside me was almost like a friend.

Niklas did not mince words when he spoke of gore. He opened a wide gash in the space between two of Ari’s ribs, a finger-width above the pulpy bruise of the poison. By hand, the Falkyn fed the elixir into Ari’s blood, while another herb that he explained summoned poison through the pores, had him scooping back dark, inky blood off Ari’s skin.

Bo’s extraction had been violent. Ari’s was eerily peaceful. Bloody, but nearly silent. Only a few murmured instructions were given to the healers by Niklas. The Falkyn worked with unrivaled focus. The burn of his mesmer brightened in his eyes whenever he placed a hand on Ari’s skin, as if his touch sped up the whole of the process.

A full clock toll passed. Stieg had stopped to inquire on the progress, then Cuyler and Gorm. Rune entered the room by the time Niklas fed the last scoop of his crushed, soupy elixir into Ari’s blood.

“How is he?” Rune asked.

“Time will tell.” I rubbed my thumb over Ari’s knuckles. “And Bo?”

“Weak,” Rune said. “Distraught. Angry. You know he was loyal. I expected if he ever got free, he’d shoulder the blame. He is doing just that.”

“He will need you to wade through the darkness, Rune.”

He cast a glance at Junius and lowered his voice. “Saga, this feeling is unrequited. I’m satisfied knowing he is alive and free.”

I didn’t argue the way, even lost to Davorin’s control, Bo constantly inquired of Rune or blamed him mercilessly. As though his darkened heart had ached at the thought of Rune being on the opposing side.

“Saga, look.” Niklas waved me over to him.

“All gods.” I reached my trembling fingers to touch Ari’s side. Bloody and still gaping with a wound from Niklas’s knife, the shadow of Davorin’s spell was fading. Little by little, the dusky shade seeped away, replaced with the soft, sun-toasted brown of Ari’s Night Folk complexion.

“You did it,” I whispered, and clasped Niklas’s palm, unbothered by the thick layer of blood. “He can wake. He can wake.”

I spun away, pulse racing.

“Where are you going?” Junius asked.

“To find Calista,” I said over my shoulder. “Davorin took my only way to reach Ari, and I’ll be damned if he hurts him now. It’s time for the king to claim his throne.”

After the fight at the gates, Calista had disappeared the moment I’d told her Davorin had her fate spell. It was rare for the girl to express fear, so my skin had gone numb the way she’d looked ready to double over and vomit.

Davorin possessing one of her twists of fate was dangerous. The truth was written all over her face.

Outside the longhouse near the cottages where the high-ranking warriors resided, Sofia danced and sang, spinning around, a white smile on her face. Seated on a wooden cask, Stefan watched, the red glow of his herb roll the only light in the night.

“Stefan, where’s your sister?”

He stood and dipped his chin as a show of respect, but unlike Sofia, there was no smile on his face. “She’s trying to write a tale for the Golden King, Princess.”

“It’s written.” Sofia let out a squeal. “The answer, Saga. It’s here, it’s beautiful.” Fat tears lined her bright eyes, alive for the first time since Bracken’s death. Sofia wrapped her arms around me, squeezing. “I knew we’d find a way to bring him back.”

“Bring Ari back? She found a way?”

“I suppose he’ll be part of it,” Sofia said, “but I’m speaking of Bracken. The king will return. I’ll have him again.”

Over Sofia’s head, I caught Stefan’s eye. His mouth was taut. Something had him discomfited.

With care, I unraveled from Sofia’s arms. “I’m going to speak with Calista.”

Inside the cottage, quaint furnishings made from black cherrywood filled the corners. A woven rug of blue and yellow covered the thick floorboards, and on the stone stove was a hissing clay water pot, ready to pour over tea leaves.

On the narrow bed, Calista hummed in the back of her throat as she frantically wrote on her wrinkled parchment. Sometimes the storyteller would pause, then scribble out a line and add another. Her braids were half wrapped in leather bands, half out, and wild over her shoulders.

“You have a story?”

Calista startled. “It’s not ready.”

She didn’t turn to face me, merely went back to writing as though I did not exist.

“Sofia said you had a tale where Ari returns. Where . . . Bracken might live.”

Calista’s shoulders stiffened beneath her ears. She shook her head and scribbled out a line on her parchment. “She’s wrong.”

Perhaps I didn’t know her well, but I knew enough to hear the trepidation, thick and heavy, in her tone. She didn’t want to speak about something. I scanned the bed beside her and took note of the parchment, rolled and tied like a scroll.

“You’ve written something.” Two paces and I was at the bed, reaching for the scroll.

“No!” Calista tried to grab the parchment, but I snatched it away. “Don’t. It’s a rubbish tale. Dangerous, and it’s not the way, Raven Queen. It’s not. Please.”

I ignored her and unwrapped the scroll. Sofia entered the cottage, still beaming, Stefan a pace behind her.

“Saga,” Calista whispered. She never said my name, and it brought me to pause. “This is not the way.”

“You wrote it.”

“Yes, and sometimes more than one path comes to me. This is a last resort. I feel it here—” With a fist Calista pressed against her chest. “We must keep fighting. There are more secrets to discover. This is a back door, one that leads to pain and jagged rocks at the bottom of a cliff. There is no telling what will truly happen should you burn that scroll.”

I hesitated, then slowly read the words.

Erase the song of love and sacrifice.

Back to where dark love dims the light.

Return to anguish by sun of the morrow.

Never a word uttered, no end to sorrow.

What once was done, is now undone.

The victory earned, is no longer won.

Joy stolen while golden love goes on.

Live forever with a broken heart’s song.

I lifted my gaze to Calista. The glisten of tears lined her eyes. She shook her head, a silent plea.

“What does this mean?” I asked, but like an instinct deep inside, I believed I already knew.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Sofia said, trembling with glee. “What once was done, now is undone. It is a tale that undoes everything.” She took my hands. “It unwrites our every step; it unwrites the death of the king.”

She admitted Bracken was dead, but a true, desperate hope to bring him back lived in her gaze.

“Calista,” I said. “Is this true? You wrote a way to undo all the actions we’ve taken?” A way to return to a dreary beginning.

“It makes you stuck with the darkness for all time, Raven Queen,” Calista whispered.

To save Ari, I’d suffer in Davorin’s cruelty, yet this time, never be free of it. To live a song of a broken heart, where Ari survived in a different life, a different fate. But he’d survive. My stomach turned with sick. There was a reason Calista wrote the frightful tale.

Perhaps fate was telling us we didn’t have another solution. To stop Davorin, we’d need to send him back to before he was the lord of hate and war in the hearts of every kingdom. To a time he was the battle lord for a king, and battered his consort.

I rolled the scroll again.

If this burned, would Riot return? Would the court be restored? What would become of Ari and his folk?

Calista swiped her sleeve under her nose when I asked. Emotions she didn’t care to show were alive in her eyes. “Fated crowns were united kingdoms. You unwind that and there is no telling if their paths will ever cross. No curses where beasts fall for kind hearts. No masquerades where littles are stolen and locked in cages. No frozen hearts, and no golden ambassadors to bring the thaw.”

I sat in a narrow chair, studying the parchment. If I did this, it would unravel every life of everyone I knew. The Ferus royals, likely they’d never meet. Valen Ferus lived long before Elise came into existence. If there were no raids on the Night Folk fae, there would be no curse that would bring them together.

If there was peace in the East, there would be no reason Malin and Kase were separated by the cruel festival. There’d be no Guild of Kryv. Perhaps not even a Falkyn Guild. By the hells, Gunnar’s parents would not meet. Would he even exist?

My body grew weak. But on the other hand, Ari would be safe. He’d be free to live, his family would not be slaughtered. He could vow with Ulla, his first love. He could have a life where he was free to laugh and love and make grand maps alongside his father.

He could be happy.

Stefan took hold of my elbow. “Do not consider it, Princess. Too much has gone into bringing us all to this place. Do not slap away the sacrifice of your brother. He gave it all to bring you a new life, one that was safe and whole.”

“But it will never be whole if Ari does not survive because he sleeps and Davorin can reach him,” I told him. “Understand, I will do anything to protect him. Even sacrifice my own life. If I would do that, I would certainly sacrifice my happiness for his.”

“Saga,” Stefan warned.

Sofia bounced on her toes. No mistake, all she thought of was the chance to have Bracken. Even if it meant returning to a time before they existed, eventually they would exist.

Or perhaps they wouldn’t.

Either way, she would not walk this life without him any longer.

It was obvious any concern for the traumatizing impact on others was lost on her in this moment. I did not want this. My chin dropped. Part of me burned in guilt, as though I’d betrayed him.

Gunnar. Eryka. So many lives would be changed, ruined, even wiped from existence. Tears blurred my eyes as I looked to Calista. “Do you know how to wake him?”

Calista winced, blanching. “Time, Raven Queen. Give me time. Don’t do this.”

My heart ached, but slowly, I held out the parchment. “We find another way. This is not what Ari would want.”

“No.” Sofia’s voice quivered. Her eyes were like molten iron, violent and untamed. “No.”

She lunged between me and Calista and snatched the scroll from my hand.

“Sofia!” I screamed.

Stefan and his longer limbs caught Sofia before she made it to the door. He pinned her arm behind her back and they staggered to the floor. Sofia struggled and shrieked.

Stefan grunted when her heel struck his shin. “Play this hand, woman, and you will cause consequences greater than those of Riot Ode.”

“It will save his life,” Sofia sobbed.

“And destroy others.”

In the next breath, Sofia’s eyes turned glassy, her voice soft and sultry. “Release me, and I shall make it entirely worth your while.”

Stefan loosened his hold, a drunken grin on his face.

“Stefan, don’t listen.” I wavered on my feet. The pull of lust glamour was heady, thick and almost impossible to avoid if a heart did not belong to another. I was devoted to Ari, yet even I felt sluggish, like I was forced to wade through tangles of swamp weeds.

Calista was closer than me and unaffected by Sofia’s glamour as though her heart was claimed. She snatched the scroll and sprinted from the cottage.

“No!” With a swift kick, Sofia shoved Stefan away. He shook his head, confused, and rubbed the sides of his skull.

Sofia moved swiftly, born of the forest, she was accustomed to being light on her feet. She sprinted after Calista. I sprinted after her.

Calista made it to the longhouse. She barreled through the doors. Blood fae guards near the doors looked befuddled and unsteady. Damn, Sofia. She was casting her glamour to anyone nearby.

“Sofia, enough,” I shouted at her back.

“This is for all of us, Saga,” she wailed as she slammed through the doorway. “For everyone.”

My heart raced. Calista was twenty paces ahead and aiming for the room where Ari slept. Sofia quickened her pace and followed close behind. She caught Calista by the hair before crossing the threshold and dropped the storyteller to the ground.

“Don’t do this,” Calista said, trying to fight off the huldra. “I need to destroy it, let me destroy it. This isn’t the story, it’s not the st—”

Her words were cut off when Sofia’s claws extended. The feral, more animal side of the huldra claimed her, and she sliced her nails over Calista’s face. Blood dripped over the girl’s brow, she tried to hold tightly to her scroll, but failed.

Sofia took hold, paused for a moment with a delirious sort of gleam in her eyes, then rushed into the room.

I jumped over Calista on the ground and hooked my arms around Sofia’s middle. Together, we fell to the floor.

“Get it from her, Raven Queen.” Calista scrambled back to her feet and ran for Ari on the bed.

Sofia thrashed and clawed at me. I tried to drag her hand from beneath her body. I’d snap the damn bones if needed.

“Open your eyes, Ari!” Calista cried, slapping his cheeks. She hummed between breaths. “Help me get him free, Whisper. Help me! Open your eyes, Ari!”

Sofia’s boot slammed into my ribs. The harsh tang of blood coated my tongue, and my grip slackened enough, she slipped out of my hold.

Shouts came from the hallway. Sofia rushed to the door and bolted the lock in the same moment heavy fists pounded on the wood.

“Saga?” It was Niklas. “Saga, Stefan is saying insane things. What’s going on?”

“Never open the door, and you’ll . . . you’ll have pleasure beyond—” Sofia tried, but I hobbled back to my feet and used one of Gorm’s books as a bludgeon against her head.

I coughed against the pain in my ribs, but took hold of her hair before she could run for the open flame. Calista burned the tales when a true twist was written. Sofia knew it. We all did.

Hand on her braid, I tugged. The force and desperation of our movements caused us both to falter on our feet and fall forward.

“What’s wrong with you sods?” Niklas’s muffled voice came. “Get back here and give me a damn key.”

Sofia kicked at me, teeth bared. “I will keep them all away, Saga. As long as is needed. Let me do this and it will save them both.”

My heart broke. “We cannot steal the lives of others, Sof. We can find another way.”

Her eyes burned with a rage I’d never seen before from the sweet, playful disposition she’d always kept. “You might find a way. Bracken is already dead! I will bring him back. He will . . . he will be born again. We both will be and we will meet, even if he is not a king, I will find him. I will tell him, this time, I’ll tell him.”

Tears soaked her cheeks and she made another attempt to reach the candle. I clung to her legs, desperate to hold her back, but every kick, every slap weakened me a bit more.

“Open your eyes,” Calista pleaded with Ari. “Bleeding hells, wake up! She’s tossing you back.”

“Come back to me, Ari!” I sobbed. “Gods, come back.”


Chapter 27

The Golden King
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“Missed me, have you?” I sneered at Davorin.

Snide words couldn’t be helped. Inside, my pulse pounded between my ears, drowning out the sound. Outwardly, I’d learned well how to school my features into indifference, how to play my words as though I was mildly discomfited.

The unsettling truth was if Davorin had burned Saga’s tale, it meant he’d been close to her. His damn hands had been on her. He might’ve hurt her.

Whatever he’d done, I wanted him dead for it.

“That tale did not belong to you.”

He laughed. “Ah, but she does. In fact, as we speak, she has been returned to where she belongs. On her back, legs open, a chain around that beautiful throat.”

He was lying. I had to believe it. I had to use his words to act, not falter.

For the first time since the day my family burned, I hated more than I feared what damage I might cause to those I loved most. For what he’d done to Saga, more than I wanted to shield her from the curse that followed me, I wanted him to suffer. I wanted to crush his bones, one by one, slice his skin in shallow gashes, then bathe him in hot oil.

Then, when I finished, I’d hand him to my wife.

It would be her honor to take his life.

“You have occupied my thoughts for a great many turns, the fated Golden King. I’ll never forget when I first heard that name.”

“From anyone else I’d be flattered to know I lived thoroughly in their every thought. From you, it makes me want to scrape it out of your skull by hand.”

Davorin wasted no time before he lunged.

Our bodies collided like a desperate embrace. My weight held more power, and landed me over Davorin’s form. It wasn’t a victory, not against a man such as him. The battle lord was fierce with blades and hands.

Davorin maneuvered his leg around mine and flipped me to the side. One fist cracked against my cheek, splitting the skin.

Somewhere in the grass he rummaged up a stone. Davorin struck at me with the sharp edges. I rammed a knee into his ribs, once, twice, until he wheezed a breath and pulled back. We both staggered to our feet, gasping and seething at the other.

We rose at odds, crouched, with Davorin tossing the stone between his palms.

“Stop fighting, Awakener. You won’t win.”

“Does that actually work?” My lip curled. “Have you ever met someone on the battlefield who simply gave up because you asked?”

“The wise ones.”

“Ah. I’ve never pretended to be wise.”

We rushed each other again. Davorin had the stone aimed for my head. I ducked, landing on my knees. In one swift motion, I turned and grabbed him around the thighs. Davorin fell face down with a curse and a grunt.

I fisted a handful of his hair, then slammed his face into the dirt. All I saw was the wreckage of Saga’s world. The fresh scars on her skin. The loss of all she loved at the hands of this fiend.

I slammed his face again.

With a cry of fury, Davorin bucked his hips, tossing me off balance. Dark soil and blood dripped into his eyes from the layers of skin I’d peeled off his forehead. He rolled onto his back and kicked.

Gods damn the hells. The heel of his boot jabbed the tip of my rib. I could feel the snap of at least two. I doubled over. Foolish. I’d bring shame to the Ettan army if Stieg, or Frey, or Halvar, witnessed my fatal show of weakness.

In my pause, Davorin pinned me. One hand curled around my throat and squeezed. In the other, he took the stone to the tattoo on my neck, and carved along the lines, aiming for my chest.

He’d dig the blood feather from my body, the way it had been taken from him.

“Let me tell you something, Awakener—” Davorin drew his lips close to my ear, voice low. “She isn’t worth all this.”

Saga was worth my every breath, my every heartbeat. She was not a love I simply felt in my heart, she was a love I tasted, one trimmed on every thought, every touch yearned to be hers.

It wasn’t so long ago that we tried to hate each other. Now, I had no doubts, Saga was out there somewhere, fighting for my life before her own.

I could practically hear her demands to hold on, to return to her.

Open your eyes, Ari.

Davorin dug his fingertips into my flesh. The way he’d poisoned me after he killed Bracken, a billow of stinging heat bled beneath my skin.

Open your eyes, Ari.

Hells, I missed her voice.

Ari!

My eyes snapped open. Davorin still hovered over me. He still tried to gain control over the feather. What would happen if he took it while I slept? Could it even be done? Or would he simply infect my heart, so even if I woke, I wouldn’t be Saga’s?

The final thought ignited a new kind of rage within me.

I reached one hand and shoved against his jaw. Davorin cursed and rammed the jagged edge of the stone deeper into my skin. Pain like white hot ashes pouring into an open wound racked my body.

Memories of days spent training in old Ruskig after my family was lost flooded my brain.

I’d been ruthless.

Empty.

I’d been one of the best killers the rogues had produced. Hate, vengeance, rage, once fueled every desire, every instinct. Now, a need to protect Saga, an obsession to hold her again, to tell her face to face that I loved her, powered each move.

With Davorin’s weight lessened over me, I bent one knee and hooked my foot around his ankle. With a quick thrust, I bucked my hips, yanked Davorin’s arm beneath me, and flung him off balance.

We rolled to the side, me half on top of him. I slammed an elbow into his chest and staggered to my feet. Above him, I kicked his ribs. He cursed me, tried to grab my boot. I stomped on his shoulder. He rolled away.

What were we to do here? Fight to the death with our hands? Could it even be done, or would we torture each other, locked in an endless sleep? Saga faded each time she was here, perhaps Davorin would too, but what damage would be done in the meantime?

Could he corrupt the feather, corrupt me? He could’ve spoken true; he could have Saga now.

I needed to break free of him.

Hells, I needed to break free of me.

Open your eyes, Ari!

I didn’t know who kept shouting at me. It didn’t sound like Wraith, but all I knew to do was shout back. “Take me from him! Get me out of here!”

A spark of heat trickled over my tongue as I spoke. It melted down my throat to my chest. Warmth from the inside fissured through my veins until the whole of my body was engulfed.

The ground split. Eruptions of dirt and gravel shot into the air, the foundation I’d claimed shook, knocking me over. Davorin raged. I dug my fingers into the torrential soil as the world seemed to cave in on itself until, all at once, it settled.

Wake up, Ari.

The meadow shattered. Davorin shouted and tried to grapple for purchase on a root, a stone, anything, but the ground tilted, and he fell toward where I clung to the ledge. Horrid jaws of darkness opened beneath us. A torrent of power drew me closer, like a whirlwind sat at the back of the mouth, snapping its teeth.

Davorin’s body collided with mine when he slid over the edge. My grip slipped, and together we plunged into the shadows below.


Chapter 28

The Golden King
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My body was thrashed about like a feather on the wind. Limbs and joints scrapped over unseen surfaces. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. All I could do was fall.

For what seemed like a thousand heartbeats, Davorin and I tumbled into oblivion until all at once, we slammed into a wooden floor, covered in a roughly spun rug. Wet, sticky heat clung to my cheeks. Blood and from the smell—vomit.

Davorin kicked at me, trying to shove me away. I made a move to tighten my grip around his neck but froze at the onslaught of screams.

“Find him!” Riot’s rough voice shook the corridor. “Bring him to me, alive!”

Davorin froze. “What is this?”

I rolled to the side before the door to a chamber slammed open and Riot Ode stormed from the room, blood on his hands, hardened venom in his gaze. The Rave guards I’d witnessed from the study, Annon included, followed their king, a naked, bloody man between them.

What was this, indeed? More past moments? Where was Wraith?

“Find out how many of these traitors he’s forced upon her. Rack them up, flay them, then I take their spines piece by piece.” The king kicked the man in the jaw. He let out a long groan. “When they scream, the process slows, the knife deepens.”

“It’ll be our pleasure to find them all,” Annon promised.

My body was weightless when realization hit. Saga was in that room. The sobs, those were from the queen, no mistake, wailing over her sister’s broken body.

Davorin laughed with a bit of wickedness as he realized where we’d been dropped. “She was delectable to so many.”

My inhibitions slackened, and all I saw was the tint of red. I throttled his neck and slammed his head into the floor. On his back, Davorin rammed his thumbs into the soft sockets of my eyes.

I cursed him, digging my fingernails into his flesh, until a whisper filled the room. An unintelligible sound, then a burst of light ignited the small space, flinging the two of us apart.

The space shifted and quivered, cracking at the seams. I scrambled back when a tangle of gilded light coiled into a shimmering rope and split into dozens of golden ribbons that slithered down the hallway and out of the palace.

Not a hairsbreadth behind the gilded skeins, inky coils followed. Darkness chasing light, like the moon reached for the sun.

The beginning of a new story, Ari. A tale of fated paths and the hate desperate to destroy them. Find them, find the bonds, and find those who are still missing.

The whisper fluttered through my mind. A voice like Wraith’s, yet my phantom guide was absent.

Did it mean these ropes of light were fated paths of a new world? The ones Riot foretold when he snapped his kingdom at the seams? The shadows, those would be the promised hate that fought to destroy the last song of the fate king, the destiny of his sister, and the ones who’d restore the power a cruel enemy desperately desired.

Davorin avoided the ropes, then narrowed his eyes and lunged for me.

We tumbled, hand over foot as the scene shattered amidst the toiling golden ropes and murky shadows. We fell into a maelstrom, thrashing at each other, desire to end the other more powerful than fear of wherever this spell was taking us.

Moments in time flooded my vision. Every moment brought a flicker of the speeding ropes of fate, searching for their targets, shadows close behind.

I blinked as the time right after I was brought to days in Ruskig came into view. After my family had been killed. Days and long nights spent training with stolen Timoran blades and old Ettan shields. Hatred was written on my face, a shackle of dark shadows around my ankles, but on my wrists, a beam of light pulled me forward, gave me a drive to keep living.

The vision of a younger, broken version of me was fleeting before the suction pulled both me and Davorin away, deeper and deeper.

I landed on shattered ground without a groan, but scrambled for some notch, anything to grip. My pause offered enough time to take in the new scene. New faces, new pain.

Ten paces from me, a woman rammed a knife through the throat of a sloppy looking fool.

“Princess Herja?”

“Another weak princess whose body I stole away.” Davorin sneered, clinging to a broken ledge over the oblivion of the dark storm around us. His hair beat across his features, but his wolfish grin brightened as the Silent Valkyrie screamed soundlessly at the dead man’s face.

Wind pounded at our back. I lost my grip and was tossed away until cold stone caught me again. My skull smacked an uneven lip. Davorin fell beside me. No time for rest before we clawed at each other. I took hold of his hair, but stiffened when the shadows engulfed a new victim.

Herja was replaced with Sol.

All hells. I knew Sol had been lost to a curse of madness. I knew he’d suffered, but this sight was . . . wretched and heartbreaking. Sol leaned against a wall, beaten and trembling in chains in a pitch cell.

The prince’s eyes were lost, wild, afraid.

Open your eyes, Ari.

My eyes were open. What was I to see?

Davorin rolled over me, and the dungeons cracked, transforming back into the tent with Herja.

Only now, she’d changed. No knife in her grip, and the dark gloom of Davorin’s essence faded around the princess. Herja sat, legs crossed beneath her, across from a young, travel-worn man who looked eerily like Prince Gunnar.

Hagen read a piece of parchment, then grinned at the princess.

“My name is Hagen Strom,” he said, almost shyly.

Two of the gilded ropes carved through the shadows, one wrapped on Herja’s ankle, another on Hagen’s. Between them, a beam collided, uniting them on the same path. A path that would lead them to their children and a way for their line to unite three kingdoms.

Unlike the terror the princess held in her gaze before, now there was something gentle, something like hope.

Davorin seethed at my back. He snarled as he watched Herja and Hagen take a step away from the darkness he’d tried to cause in the lives long ago. The instant his hands touched me, the scene crumbled and we were thrust back into the cold cells of Prince Sol.

The sun prince wasn’t alone anymore. A girl’s voice twittered across from him.

“Lump, I’m writing a story, and feels like it’s gotta be sappy. I hate sappy, so I’m gonna need your help. You’ve been in love before, right?”

Calista.

Already, light coiled around her entire form, a fated burst of the seidr strands that chased for their marks. Slowly, another rope embraced Sol Ferus in his darkened state of mind.

The storyteller pressed her forehead against the bars of her cell. From the looks of it, she couldn’t be older than twelve. She had a wildness about her, a bravery, and an innocence all rolled into one.

Whatever she said to the Sun Prince drew a slow, stiff smile to his lips, and for a moment, his pain was forgotten when he whispered, “Tor.”

A ledge snapped in the dungeons of Ravenspire, spilling us from the scene into somewhere new. Brine and damp filled my lungs, and ribbons of night crept over the royal city of Lyx, to Mellanstrad.

My face struck the pebbled shore of the fjords.

Screams laced the seashore. Sprawled out on black sand, Elise kicked and thrashed. She sobbed and pleaded for help. Pinning her, a man, hooded with a red mask, raised a black battle axe.

The Blood Wraith.

I knew this moment in their history existed, but the shock of Valen attacking the woman who filled his soul was wretched and frightening.

Time seemed to slow as Valen’s axe fell. Two paces beside them was a man drenched in shadows and mist. By the hells, Davorin had been there. He was stronger than mere mist, as though the pain and hatred between Timoran and Etta had strengthened him.

The hate bred in my land kept him alive to search for his missing raven.

No mistake, he’d sensed, maybe known for a certainty, the beast of bloodlust had a role to play with the woman beneath him. He’d been the one to bring Valen to slaughter Elise, a way to kill his hjärta before Valen even realized. How could the King of Etta rise without the woman who was destined to end his curse?

Flickers of the golden ropes leapt through the shadows. Tor and Halvar as the Blood Wraith’s Shade appeared. Both wrapped in golden ropes, they tugged their beast off the woman they didn’t know and tangled their ropes with hers, unknowingly.

I laughed a little viciously. “You failed! Don’t you see that?”

Davorin made a lunge for me, but the shoreline cracked like dry clay, dropping us through a crevice. Moments flashed in front of me. Moments that led to the undoing of the Timoran grip on Ettan soil. Cedar-wood smoke burned my lungs as the storm tossed us past a meeting with the old Ruskig council.

Siverie had been there, kohl lined eyes, ready to infiltrate the second royal house in Upper Mellanstrad. She was only meant to spy on the Lysander family until a bastard with battle paint on his face and blood on his blade convinced the whole of the council to turn the mission into an execution, starting with the insignificant Kvinna.

The grin on my mouth when the people of Ruskig agreed, when Siv was handed an extra dagger, resembled Davorin’s cruelty. A heavy weight burned in my chest. Not yet a king, but highly ranked in the Ettan rebellion, I’d been the one to give the order for Siverie to slaughter Elise.

I’d never told my queen the truth.

“You are the same as me, Awakener!” Davorin shouted into the torment around us.

“Perhaps once,” I called back. “But I didn’t like the look. It’s rather pitiful and weak.”

All I had to do was turn around for the time, the place, the scene to shift. Me, donned in a cloak, atop old Vit as we trekked up a rocky hillside. I covered slender hands squeezing my waist.

“I do love a woman’s body pressed against my own, but perhaps we could loosen our grip slightly.” Elise sat behind me on the horse. “Unless you are attempting to suffocate me, in which case I applaud you for such a devious attempt at assassination.”

She laughed. Where anger and dark rage surrounded me in the longhouse with the council, now I grinned, and a touch of gilded light laced the two of us together.

“Tell me, Davorin,” I shouted, wind whipping my hair over my face. “Did it make you piss yourself to see every attempt to divide us fail? Seems whatever tied us together is made of stronger things than a weakling like you.”

His lip curled. A single shout of disdain roared over the storm when he raced for me again. I was ready for the attack and braced against his body. We were swallowed whole and dropped onto hard, uneven floorboards without mercy. Splinters of pain lanced across my skin. Davorin’s form was tossed aside. He groaned after striking a crooked floorboard.

The new room bore crooked walls, a sod roof, and a hint of moldy wood from constant leaks. I scrambled away from him, nearly smashing into two sets of legs. I lifted my gaze and froze.

Elise stood in front of me, tears in her eyes. She held Valen’s gaze in one of the Ruskig shanties. I knew it as the one I’d given for her use when she had been taken in by the rogues. Valen still wore bindings on his wrists—my shackles I’d given to him.

Open your eyes, Ari.

A thought struck me. The royals of the North were joined by a fated love, but they were also connected . . . to me. Without my desire to slaughter Elise, I would never have sought her out after Siv went rogue. I would never have learned of her connection to the Blood Wraith. I’d never have manipulated her into bringing him to me.

I would never have found . . . my family.

The gilded ropes of Elise’s and Valen’s paths of fate tied together in a glowing knot.

Elise placed a hand against his cheek and whispered, “Who says you are the one who makes the choice alone?”

Valen gripped her hair and drew her close, muttering soft words I couldn’t hear against her lips. Then, he kissed his queen.

The gift of choice. A whisper came in the storm.

I laughed out loud when shadows of hatred and fear faded from the shanty as their unified fate gleamed.

“Failure.” I sneered at Davorin. “Again. Seems we have a common theme here.”

Davorin barreled through the passion of Valen and Elise, warping the shanty into mist and shadows.

Ribbons of every color replaced the old floorboards. Cinnamon and sugared sweets. Rich meats and savory herbs. The glitter and glamor of a masquerade spun around us when we landed. Davorin slid away, his form fading into the revelry, but I was drawn to the whimpers of a freckled girl with two red braids over her skinny shoulders.

“Kase! Where are you?” She ducked in and out of dancing folk, tears on her cheeks.

Unbeknownst to her, as she searched, a rope of glittering gold coiled around her thin waist.

Shadows rolled, dragging me forward to a place where Eastern guards shoved a boy into a cage, like a dog. Golden eyes took in his surroundings, he looked above him to where the faint cry of the girl’s pleas could be heard.

“Mallie!” His voice broke over and over as he banged on the bars, sobbing for his girl.

Kase Eriksson had always been made of shadows, but there in his cell, there was more. Fear, potent like dust in the lungs, gathered around him. Resentment, despair, all of it crushed a young Nightrender. Like Malin, a rope of fate tangled with his shadows.

He curled on the floor of his cell, dug out a wooden rose charm from under his top, and whispered, “Don’t forget me.”

Beneath my feet, a fissure divided the cell, and my stomach shot to my throat when I fell onto a plush plot of land. A huddle of masked people stood around a couple in the center. I recognized them all. The Falkyns, the Guild of Kryv.

Like with Valen and Elise, the ribbon of fate’s light collided between the Memory Thief and the Nightrender as Kase looked up from where he laid out on the ground, eyes alive and locked on the woman hovering over him.

The chains of gold honeycombed from Kase and Malin, spreading to Gunnar Strom, to Hagen. The strands slithered away, deep into the trees as though speeding away to another connection. They would go to another king and queen, to Valen and Elise. If they connected to my king and queen, then they would be connected to me.

Every step crafted a bond between two fated kingdoms with friendship and unity.

Kase reached for Malin’s tear-stained cheek. “I do not know what I did to deserve your devotion, Malin Strom. But I cherish it.”

A gift of devotion. The whisper didn’t stop me, it fueled me onward.

I spun on my heel and chased the wild vortex. I wanted to keep going, wanted to see how the tangled web we’d treaded for turns came to be, how it ended.

“You cannot run, Awakener!”

Davorin glared at me and hunched over his knees. His face contorted into a cruel wince when all I returned was a smug wink, stretched out my arms, and let the power of the storm pull me down.

A strange urgency pummeled my heart. Some call to race forward, as though time were running short.

The fresh blossoms and dewy grass of the isles struck my senses, and I let out a gasp when storm blue eyes met mine. A new kind of ache burned in my heart. By the gods, I knew I missed her, but this pain was a jagged shard of iron through my insides.

Open your eyes, Ari.

Saga glared at me, or at least a past version of me. Hells, I missed her snarls and anger. Fight me all day, so long as she loved me in the night.

Saga wore her Borough guard tunic and had a sword tethered to her waist. No shadows doused her body, only billowing, gilded ropes tethered her waist, her wrists. Then again, Davorin hadn’t been able to find her until . . .

Three hells—until this day.

Her gaze was focused on an Ettan longship, the sail as battle worn as the few Northern warriors stepping onto the docks beside me. I’d tried to appear dignified. A fine tunic, hair tamed as best I could, but my eyes when I looked at the gawking Borough guards were still blazing with war. Wounds still healed on my skin.

Saga shuddered the first moment our eyes met. I didn’t recall the way she’d curled over her knees as though she’d been stabbed between the ribs.

I’d been blind to the thick darkness invading the isles the moment our hearts connected. Shadows that weren’t there before rose from every tree, every blade of grass. More frenzied than the others, Saga’s cords of fate shot forward.

A choked gasp crawled over my tongue when our destinies collided.

We’d been oblivious to the significance of the moment at the time, but this force was stronger than others. Saga carried the fated journeys of her kingdom, her brother’s curse, the hope of an entire broken past and world.

I was tethered to the paths of two healing kingdoms. More than one rope knotted between us.

With every twist, and every tale witnessed, Davorin’s darkness had been there, battling with the pull of the fate spell cast the night the fate king discovered his betrayal.

In our moment, though, Davorin emerged from the shadows of the past, strong and cruel.

His pale eyes were wide, a grin of triumph twisted on his mouth as he drank Saga in, as he found his missing raven. The golden sheen surrounding her was enough to shield her, but it was the catalyst that brought us to where we now stood.

Rune, as Saga told me, was the one to pull her away. I watched her fade into the misty past. The spectral of the past battle lord followed the threads of gold until he found where I stood on the docks. His face twisted and he bled into his own power, soaking into the soil of the isles.

A hand gripped the back of my neck.

“I never lost sight of you,” Davorin hissed in my ear. “That day was the day you sealed your fate.”

“You’re right. My fate has always lived with her.” I whipped my head back, cracking my skull against his nose.

The squall pulled us down, away from the isles.

When we landed again, the commotion ceased.

Open your eyes, Ari.

I fluttered my eyes open. We were back where we began. Riot tossed the door open, storming out, and as before, he called for the heads of all the men who harmed his sister.

Beside me, Davorin spit and hissed. I sat up, ready to strike at him, but as with Saga when she stepped into my dream, he was fading.

“I won’t let her go, Awakener,” he said, voice distant, like a shout from across a wide river. “Our fates were joined before yours, but I’ll be sure the scars are too deep to heal this time.”

Logically, I knew I could not reach him. Whatever tale used to bring Saga to me had more power. It faded him out of reach, and the battle lord was pulled to nothingness by the time I snapped to my feet. The sight knocked the air from my lungs. I doubled over.

Manacles locked over her wrists. Quilts were askew, her body unmoving. Only shallow breaths gave away that she lived at all. My Saga, my fierce raven, was soaked in blood, and not all fresh. Lashes had scabbed and putrefied from the tops of her feet, her thighs, her neck. Bite marks marred her flesh. Bruises in the shape of cruel hands, thumbs, fingernails.

Queen Anneli sobbed and dabbed Saga’s broken skin with pungent oils and tonics while guards scrambled at the rage of their king in the corridor.

I knew—gods, I knew he’d tried to break her—but this? This was more than my own dark thoughts could create. He’d peeled her apart time and time again, only to piece her back to start over with a new torture.

Davorin would greet the Otherworld in pieces. Then, when he passed over, I’d find a way to follow, and cut him into smaller bits.

“Sing with me, little rose. We’re gonna help her be happy again.”

“Sing a bwight king?” The childish lisp of a young little followed.

“That’s right. Sing with me.” A soft whisper drew my haunted gaze to the corner of the doorframe.

The two children, the king’s ward and tiny heir, huddled together. No one seemed to notice where they’d hidden, not in the chaos of finding a royal in such a state. The boy spoke to the child in low tones, but slowly, together, the children began to hum. A sweet sound, eerie and gentle.

“Don’t cry, little rose,” said the boy, blocking the torture on the bed when the child tried to peek. “Keep going; you have the words.”

I was locked in a stun as the young ones sang. The child murmured soft words to the melody hummed by the king’s ward. Golden skeins of light unraveled from the two littles, they slithered into the corridor, chasing the ones who’d get tangled in their grasp.

The children opened the paths?

All this time, I thought the king had written the curse that created the broken kingdoms, but the paths that would split to different worlds, only to bring us back together again, were caused by . . . the littles.

I jumped when a presence came to my side. Wraith, masked and haunted, emerged from the darkness.

He kept his eyes on the two children. “The king did not sing the song of a beast and his rogue queen, nor of a thief and her dark love. He did not sing of a broken-hearted raven and her golden king. Riot Ode’s song divided his power over magicks. He gave his gifts to the land to hide for others to find. He sacrificed his life for a curse that went against a natural order. It destroyed him but allowed another’s song to take shape.”

Wraith faced me, his eyes burned in torment. Words dried on my tongue, and one of a few times, I could think of nothing to say.

“I wanted to help, Ari. Nothing more,” he said softly.

My lips parted. I looked at the king’s ward again, then back to Wraith. “You?”

“I cannot sing alone.”

It was then I noticed the golden flash of the fated threads coiled around the boy’s wrist and the king’s child, the two tethers knotted between them. Fate-bonded as I was with Saga.

“Our song was to protect the raven princess from more pain. I didn’t realize by singing her a tale of a love that would be gentle and passionate and honorable would unravel a world.” Wraith stepped closer to me. “But I wouldn’t take it back. It gave King Riot a new way to defeat a powerful enemy. When the battle lord grew too powerful, the fate king realized he had a new way for his power to live on, a hope that the gods-magic could rise stronger against an enemy he could not destroy.”

“These . . .” I swallowed. “The moments you showed me, they were your memories.”

Wraith held my stare. “Does it surprise you? Seidr was the vein where all the magicks were held. Even the gift of memory walking like the shadow queen you know. The lands are more connected than you’ve realized, and now you have seen that you were the catalyst for uniting them. The Golden King and his Raven Queen were the first song of a new path. The first tale that opened the way for others.”

“Uniting them for what?”

A sobering shadow spread over his face. “For the final fight of a broken world.”

I shook my head, slicing my fingers through my hair.

Wraith gripped my shoulder, eyes alive with a new kind of fire. “Accept your place and your importance, or you are at risk of damning her—” He pointed at the carnage of my wife on the bed, “to return to this for all time.”

My jaw pulsed in tension. “He won’t touch her.”

“It is already beginning.”

“No!” A frenzy clung to my chest, sharp and deep. Whatever was happening, if it put Saga nearer to Davorin, I’d cut out my own damn heart to stop it. “Where is she, you bastard?”

I shoved against Wraith’s chest.

“A king will rise to his heart’s cries.” Wraith’s eyes flashed in a frenzied gleam. “Take what you’ve seen and find the power stronger than this sleep to pull you back.”

The room tilted. I stumbled into a wall.

I needed to find my wife. I’d break through every bleeding wall, burn the whole of this illusion to the ground with me inside it if it kept her free. Light spilled underneath a door near the back of the room.

Dust and flecks of stone struck my face, but I took long strides for the door. I tried the latch. The door was locked.

“Wake up, Ari!” Wraith shouted again, glaring at me. “Bleeding hells, wake up.”

The ground shuddered violently. Wraith didn’t flinch, he hardly moved as he shouted. “Open your eyes! She’s tossing you back. Wake up, Ari.”

His voice was different. Not deep, but desperate. It was feminine and afraid.

“Wake up!”

I used my shoulder against the door. Over and over, I slammed my body against the wood until the hinges rattled. A crack sounded in the room. The door groaned on its hinges and swung open enough to slip through.

The walls dripped into new gray river stones with wood panels. I wanted to shout for him not to abandon me again, but my eyes fluttered closed as the room with Saga’s misery grew dark and cold.

“Wake up, Ari,” Wraith kept shouting at me, but he sounded like . . . “Wake the hells up!”

Calista?

I jolted when a sting burned over the side of my cheek.

Come back to me, Ari. Gods, come back.

My heart cinched. That was Saga. The woman held my damn heart, and her tears, her cry, broke me to my soul. Heavy and sticky, I fought against my lids to part my eyes. Another strike to the face and my eyes opened.

A blurry image of wild, golden braids filled my vision.

Calista arched over me and shook my shoulders. Familiar in more than one way, though I could not place how I, all at once, felt closer to the storyteller.

She let out a soft gasp, eyes wide, when she held my stare. “Stop her.”

I tilted my head to the side and thought I might snap a rib the way my heart raced.

Saga was on the ground, fighting with . . . Sofia.

The huldra held a piece of parchment dangerously near a burgundy candle with a burning wick. Heady fear lived in Calista’s eyes. Whatever was on that parchment, the storyteller did not want it to burn.

Throat dry, I winced and slid from the bed, my body sore from disuse, and went to my wife.
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Long fingers curled around the parchment in Sofia’s hand and yanked it away.

My heart stopped.

Sofia screamed her protests, but slumped from exhaustion, or maybe it was the cruel despair when the last ember of hope died. Head down, the huldra rose to her hands and knees, and crawled toward the corner. Her sobs faded in my ears when two strong legs stepped in front of me.

This isn’t real.

“I have need for you to cease whatever is going on here, wife. I need to see you and touch you, or I will grow rather violent.” His voice, rough and low, struck my back again.

I broke. My body curled in on itself to keep from retching from the rush of blood to my head. Outside the door, someone was clicking and tapping with the lock, still trying to break in.

I closed my eyes, tears seeping through, when his heat was beside me, when he lowered to a crouch, when strong, sweat-dampened arms wrapped around my shoulders. The sob burst free, and I fell against his broad chest. I flung my arms around his neck and buried my face into his skin.

By the gods, I breathed him in.

Even wrapped around him, I didn’t open my eyes, almost as though it might reveal I’d dreamed it all. The heat off his body enveloped me, drew me closer. His long fingers stroked my hair. Caresses from his lips tantalized the tips of my ears.

I tried to say his name, but the sound was nothing more than a mangled gurgle of emotion.

“You are my every sunrise,” he breathed against my ear.

His bleeding voice dug into my skull, bled through my veins, and found refuge in my heart. I tightened my hold around his neck. The soft hint of the linens clung to his skin, but so did his scent of tanned leather, and summer rain, and woodsmoke.

Those palms that had touched me to a beautiful madness cupped the sides of my face and gently urged me back.

Tears blurred my sight. I didn’t want to miss a moment, and wiped the dampness from my lashes. The gold of a sunrise met my gaze. Ari’s bright eyes glistened in a touch of his own emotion. His hair hung perfectly messy and tousled over his brow. My hand shuddered violently until I steadied a palm against his cheek.

“You are my every sunset,” I whispered. “Tell me I’m not dreaming.”

“No. Whatever you’ve done to me—” He pointed to the healing wound where Niklas bled him not long before, “aches horribly. I would never ache in a dream.”

“Oh,” I said, sweeping the tip of my nose across his face. “Should I take my hands off you? Too sore?”

Ari’s chest rumbled in a kind of growl. “Woman,” he whispered, nipping at the lobe of my ear. “If I do not have your mouth on mine in the next moment, I will opt to go back to sleep and try all this again.”

No hesitation. Patience was spent. I pulled back only enough to fit my mouth with his.

Ari cursed, a groan of pleasure followed, like the taste of my tongue was the sweetest thing.

He dug his fingernails into my hair. He fumbled out of his crouch, so he was seated on the rug, and gathered me into his lap. I didn’t miss the wince when his skin tugged. Beneath the bandages, a few sunbursts of fresh blood soaked through, but he didn’t stop. Nor did I.

Never had I experienced the need to devour someone. In this moment, I could not taste enough of Ari. I wanted more, wanted everything. My tongue swiped his, the top of his mouth, back to his tongue. Whenever I took a gasp of air, I dragged my teeth across his bottom lip, a constant need to keep touching him. The slightest pause was too great, too insufferable.

“So, it is over then?” Sofia’s flat tone brought me back to the truth that we were not alone. The only thing powerful enough to get me to slow my desperation, to pull away from his mouth and press my forehead to his.

Sofia burned her attention to the floor. Her mouth set in a firm line, face flushed.

“You cannot tear other lives apart, Sofia,” I said, voice harsh. Her marks were everywhere on my body.

She looked at me with a new disdain. “You mean, I could not tear Ari’s life apart. Or yours. Don’t be so noble. If he were dead, you would’ve done the same.”

Her words stung. In truth, I wasn’t certain I could deny it. The madness I’d feel should the Otherworld take Ari from me had swirled close enough it did not take much to imagine the lengths I might go if I had a chance to bring him back to me.

Before anyone could respond, Sofia stood, and yanked the door open.

In an instant, Niklas fell inside as though he’d been leaning on the door. Next, Stefan fumbled over his boots. Halvar was the last to enter, blade drawn, and stepped over them.

The first knight stilled. “Ari, you bleeding bastard.”

“Hal?” Ari’s mouth parted in a bit of disbelief. Carefully, we unraveled and stood together. Two steps, and Ari had an arm around Halvar’s neck.

The knight clapped Ari’s bare back. “You always have to put on a damn show, don’t you?”

“Why are you here? You can’t be here,” Ari said.

“Yes, we discovered that rather quickly.”

Ari’s eyes widened. “Are Elise and—”

“They’re here. Well, not here anymore, but somewhere close.” Halvar gave a quick explanation of their arrival and Gunnar’s situation.

Ari went pale at the news of the prince’s injury and the loss of Eryka. I braced a palm on his back when he seemed a tad unsteady. Gorm entered with two healers and Cuyler. Rune joined with Bo. The tracker seemed to follow merely because Rune was there.

Bo lifted his eyes once, and he caught Ari’s glare. He tried to turn away.

“Look at me,” Ari snapped. He tugged me fully behind his body. “You come as close as you did to getting my wife killed, and I swear to you I’ll spend weeks sending you to the Otherworld.”

Halvar chuckled and murmured something to Niklas about the true Ari being revealed through his glibness and taunts.

“Ari,” I said. “What’s done is done.” I lowered my tone for only him. “He’s only just recovered and is battling with his own self-hatred.”

With a tight jaw, he turned his back on Bo. The tracker stepped to the corner. He didn’t leave. No one would fault him for it, but Bo remained like he sought the rage of others as punishment.

Ari sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his brow. “My head is spinning.”

“Disorientation is common after waking,” Gorm said.

“Ah, dearest Lord Gorm,” Ari said, smiling. “I’ve missed your sentiments the most.”

“I doubt my voice was missed over the queen’s.”

“It was a close call.”

The blood lord’s lips twitched, and I thought he might be fighting a grin.

Calista slid off the bed, silent, her shoulders hunched under her ears. It was rare to see the storyteller out of sorts, but she appeared ready to flee.

“Calista, wait.” I held out the wrinkled parchment with the wicked tale. “We won’t be needing it.”

She scratched her cheek, then shuffled over to us and ripped the parchment out of my hands. With a nod to Ari, Calista went on, “Good to have you back, Golden King.”

Ari stiffened. “That name, how do you know it?”

“Came to me one day.”

“Wraith.” Again, Ari rubbed his head. “That was what he called me.”

“Who’s Wraith?” I sat beside him.

“It’s clearer now.” Ari slipped his fingers into mine. “Wraith was the one with me.”

The presence Calista wrote about, perhaps? Wraith would be a fitting title for a spectral to travel through a fae sleep.

“He came from a fate tale Calista wrote,” I told him. “She conjured him, so it would make sense he used the same names.”

“I think it is more, but . . .” Ari paused, and the perfect, sly smirk I’d missed terribly spread over his mouth. “No. You’re probably right. Nothing to overthink.” He offered Calista a slight bow of his chin. “Many thanks for your timely assistance. I learned a great deal, and found my way out because of you.”

Calista gave no witty response. Notably shaken, she gathered her quill and parchment and shuffled for the door. Blood from the scratches left behind after Sofia’s attack dripped down her pale cheek. “Call us square. You chatted me through the fear of being snatched by sea fae, so I gave you guidance during a fae sleep.”

Ari snorted. “One of those things does not hold the same weight as the other.”

She waved him away and squeezed between her brother and Niklas in the packed doorframe. “I was really scared of those bleeding sea fae. We’re square. Now, maybe we all ought to stop gawking and give these two time. Alone.”

The storyteller pointed a finger into Gorm’s chest.

I fought a grin when the blood lord frowned, clearly uninterested in giving us time to be alone. What I knew of Gorm, he would take the assault so near his court as a personal slight and would want to strategize how to attack sooner than later.

Still, no one argued. Gorm offered to clear out the hot springs should Ari wish to wash after sleeping so long. One by one the others filtered from the room. Once the door closed, once silence built between us, my heart raced in a near panic.

Ari stretched an arm over his body. “I plan to take our dear Gorm up on his offer. My skin itches terribly.”

When he took hold of my hand, I studied the connection for a mighty pause.

“What is it?” Ari tilted my chin up with one knuckle.

“I missed you,” I whispered. “I had a frozen heart for turns, but nothing has felt so empty as this time without you.”

Ari pulled me to his chest, his lips hovered over mine. “Sweet words, my beautiful menace. Odd, but I recall many times when I’d sail to Etta as ambassador and be gone for longer stretches than this. I think you rather enjoyed it when I left.”

“You were different then,” I said. “Barely tolerable.”

“I’ve never been barely tolerable.” Ari smiled through a nervous laugh. When a tear fell onto my cheek, he swiped it away. “Do you recall everything?”

Heat soaked my cheeks. “You mean moments together?”

His brows pinched. “I’m struggling to remember everything that went on. I know I was not alone, of course, and I—” Ari’s lips curved in the corner, “I do think I recall a few things with my wife I would not mind repeating.”

“It is a good thing you want to wash then,” I said, a hot wave rushed through my blood. “There are very few clothes, after all.”
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Gorm made good on his promise to have the hot springs clear. Not a glimmer of another soul existed anywhere near the trees or the water. Torch lanterns offered ghostly light that slid around Ari’s carved muscles on his shoulders as he dipped a hand in a steaming waterfall near one of the rocky caves.

He splashed some water on his face and sighed. A sigh that was meant for satisfaction, but one that had my thighs clenching.

“Be careful what wicked sounds come from your throat, husband.”

Ari peered over his shoulder. “Why is that, wife?”

I stepped in front of him, my pulse racing. Ari watched with dark desire when I gripped his wrist. I wore a simple woolen dress, and his jaw ticked when I slowly tugged at the skirt until my bare thighs were revealed.

My stomach clenched, my core throbbed, as I guided his hand up my inner thigh. He hummed his approval when his fingers slid across the wet heat of my entrance.

“Do you understand what I’m telling you, Ari?”

I jolted and went onto my toes when Ari thrust two fingers to the second knuckles inside. His arm circled my waist, his breath heated my lips when he spoke. “I understand completely, sweet menace.”

Ari kissed me, ravenously. Nights of starving for this man combusted. I rocked over the fingers speared into me, writhed as they curled and flicked and teased. I dug my fingernails deep into his hair, gripping the roots, and kept his mouth crushed to mine.

The way teeth clacked and tongues slid dangerously between them, it was only a matter of time before blood was drawn. A thought of such wild, primal need sent a rush of heat to my center, no doubt, Ari’s hand would be soaked.

The way he battled to draw out every drop of pleasure, I didn’t think he minded. In fact, he only seemed to increase each pump, until every breath I drew in was half a gasp, half a sob. I pushed my hips into his, the thick strain of his length rubbed between us.

Ari’s face contorted in a furrow of pleasure. “Damn the hells, do that again.”

I unbuckled his belt and hooked my fingers on the trousers he’d slept in, pulling them down to his knees. With one hand, I lifted my skirt higher, and still with his fingers inside me, I arched against the hardened tip.

Ari freed a rattle of breath. He pulled back to meet my eyes, a fierce gleam in his gaze. In the next breath, he had my back pinned to a damp rock wall. Splashes of warm water slicked over our bodies from the waterfall above.

Ari added his thumb to the apex between my thighs. I shuddered in his hold. My head fell back, and Ari licked the rivulets of water off my bared throat.

“I need your mouth screaming my name soon, sweet menace. I need you to come apart, because I can’t wait to feel you around me much longer.”

“Then . . .” I cried out when his thumb swirled at the peak of my core. “Then don’t wait.”

I hooked a leg around his waist, but Ari shook his head, grinning. “Not until I get what I want. My name. Off your tongue. Loud enough every kingdom can hear it.”

He kissed me again. It was more than a kiss—it was sheer, seductive dominance. His body caged mine to the stone. Water sliced between us, adding heat to our skin. Ari took my wrists in his free hand; he pinned them over my head and continued his torment between my legs.

I writhed, caged and delirious for more, beneath his strong body. His mouth slid over my throat, the curve of my neck, to the bones jutting at my collar. Lower and lower he arched his face until he was buried in the swell of one breast.

He gave me one breath, one vicious look, before covering the peak over the thin woolen bodice with his mouth. Not even directly on my flesh, and I nearly snapped in two. Ari revealed a new trick with his teeth and nipped the hardened nipple under my dress at the same time his fingers claimed my core.

“Too much,” I breathed through a moan. “Gods, oh gods, Ari.”

“Then let it take you,” he said dragging his tongue between the cleavage of my chest. “Fall apart, I swear I’ll be there to catch you. Your pleasure is my pleasure.”

Thoughts turned to sensation. I closed my eyes and gave in, allowing my body to move, to rock, to grind against my husband until the prickle of heat pooled in my lower belly.

Ari nipped the hinge of my jaw. “Perfect, sweet menace. Just like that. Fall into me.”

My toes curled. My breaths quickened.

I shattered.

Not with a build that mounted piece by piece; I broke in violent waves. My body split at the seams. A cry shocked the night. Breath stunted in my throat, and my body went rigid while Ari kept the same pace, the same motions until slowly, easing his hand away.

He pressed a gentle kiss to my throat and whispered, “Never have I seen anything so stunning.”

I blinked through the haze of my release. His lips were parted, and Ari breathed as heavily as me.

My throat tightened as he kicked his trousers off his feet entirely, then slid my wet dress over my head. His length was thick and hard, a small bead of arousal glistened on the tip. I took hold of it and stroked.

Ari let out a growl and flattened his palms on the rock wall behind us, legs spread. He rocked his hips, but before it went further, he pulled my hand away and spun me around.

I let out a moan when my chest flattened against the stone. Heated water from the falls slid down my front, while my husband’s strong, burning body pressed against my spine.

“All right with this?” Ari rasped.

“Ari,” I said, breathless. “You are my safety. Do anything with those hands, just do it now.”

He chuckled. The tips of his fingers danced down my spine until one hand gripped my hip. The other pressed between my shoulders. “Then bend for me, sweet menace.”

He pushed my upper body forward and guided my hips back. With his knee, Ari spread my legs. A groan broke from my chest. With anyone else I might hide my face, embarrassed to make such a sound.

I whimpered when the tip of his length slid to my center. I braced my palms against the rocky wall. His hands took hold of my hip bones, hinging me slightly at the waist so water dripped like rain off my breasts. My legs quivered with need.

Ari shifted behind me, held me in trembling anticipation for torturous moments, then slammed inside.

I dug my fingernails into the stone, sobbing at the shock of heat and thickness. The way he stretched me was the meaning behind a sense of wholeness. It was perfect. An insatiable need.

Ari let out a rough breath. He cursed and kissed the top of my spine. Without warning he pulled out, only to pound back in. He commanded me in rough, delicious thrusts. I couldn’t catch a breath before he broke a new depth. Like my body wanted to shatter, I met his movements, rocking back when he arched in.

“All hells,” he rasped. “So damn perfect.”

One of Ari’s hands slid up my ribs, snaking around to the underside of my breast. With me bent, he tugged on the hard nipple. The ache was intoxicating. I panted his name when he pinched and rolled the peak between his thumb and finger. His hips slapped against mine. I widened my legs, wanting him as deep as possible.

“Saga,” he whispered at the shift in angle. “Right there, don’t you bleeding move.”

I clamped my teeth into my lip when Ari’s thrusts grew more frantic, more intense. The same prickle of pleasure tightened my core around his length. I shuddered and panted. The overwhelming heated wave rolled from my belly to my head until I fell apart a second time.

My name roared from him in the next breath. He pumped slowly, drawing out our shared pleasure as he spilled his hot release into me. I gasped and moaned when the sensation mingled with the warm water from the falls and overflowed, dripping down my legs.

The notion of Ari marking me in such a way nearly stole my consciousness.

We remained locked together for a long pause. Ari’s kisses speckled my neck, his arms held me close to him. I straightened and hooked one arm around his head, threading my fingers through his hair.

“I love you, Saga,” he said softly. “Life with you is my greatest honor.”

I turned to face him. My thumb tugged on his bottom lip. I kissed him sweetly. “The honor is mine. Forever.”
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My fingers stroked Saga’s hair. Her soft breaths were peaceful during sleep. I could go a thousand turns without sleeping, or so it felt, but Saga had battled to stay awake after our time at the hot springs.

No doubt, the four times I made her body quake had added to the exhaustion.

Once we’d returned to the Court of Blood, I’d told her to sleep. She protested, likely because that was what we did—poke and prod at each other, then touch and kiss until our flesh was rubbed raw.

When Saga recalled I was the more stubborn of us, she succumbed. Of course, I was quickly reminded of the thought of closing her away in a room alone turned my stomach in irrational unease. What if the window wasn’t latched and that bastard took her? What if the Norns grew cruel and took her into an endless sleep as penance for my waking? What if taking my eyes off her somehow led to her destruction?

I was being ridiculous, but I’d cave to anxieties tonight and deal with them tomorrow.

I traced the peak of her ear, a smile playing on my lips. Maybe I wouldn’t address them ever and simply demand this position, her peaceful face on my thighs, the only proper position for her to be sleeping until we took our last breath.

Perhaps someday I would be able to take more than ten paces away from my wife. Tonight was not that time.

Flames danced in Gorm’s open hearth in the great hall. The heat of it bit the skin on my face, but reminded me I was here. Alive. Present. To wake from such a deep fae sleep was disorienting. Thoughts bled into memories, sometimes I did not know what was true and what was a dream.

Head back on the padded chaise, I studied the rafters. This land was in my blood because of Saga giving up half her feather. The pull to it was steady and strong. It was undeniable. But there was more.

A lump tightened in my throat.

This land was in my blood for it was in my mother’s, my father’s. I’d yet to tell Saga. There was too much to share in one night. Memories of a past I wasn’t certain she even recalled. Her curse had altered her recollections in such a way, the king’s ward, her brother’s bleeding heir, had never crossed her thoughts.

How connected we’d become. From the moment I took my first breath, I was destined to have this woman in my arms. We were carved from the same land, even if I lived a world apart. The borders I had always studied in the four kingdoms were shaped by Petter Sekundär. He’d never known. In his mind, my father hailed from Etta, the Night Folk province.

I let out a long sigh, reliving the moments when Wraith had shown the interactions of my parents with Riot.

The map. No doubt the fate king had known what would come.

The blade. I did not understand its purpose, nor my mother’s significance. What I knew was it had been hidden away. Wraith revealed it to me for a reason, and beyond thoughts of touching every surface of my wife’s body, I’d thought of little else.

The groan of ladder pegs brought my attention to the loft over the hall.

“Oh. Didn’t mean to interrupt.” Calista hesitated, perched two rungs from the bottom.

“You aren’t. I have no desire to sleep.”

“Makes sense.” The storyteller hopped off the last rung.

She wore a long gray nightdress. Her hair was longer than I thought now that it was out of her braids, and the blood from the claw marks was wiped away to nothing but irritated gashes. I’d first met the girl when she was freed from the cells in the North. Then she’d been skin and bones, afraid but fierce. I’d aged her at maybe twelve back then. Now, fed and healthy, she was no child.

I tracked her across the hall to the chair positioned next to mine. “Why do you not sleep?”

Calista’s eyes were pools of crystalline, pale enough I could make out the shadows she hid from us. The burdens and fears she carried.

“A lot on my mind,” was all she said.

“I know the feeling.”

Calista’s gaze went to Saga. A tease of a grin played with the corner of her mouth. “Glad she’s happy.”

“You’ve gotten close rather quickly it seems. Most folk are leery of Saga until they learn the truth. I know better than anyone on that.”

Calista’s whisper of a smile faded. “I knew a raven was coming. Got no reason to suspect her when she came in asking nothing for herself and everything for you.”

There was more to it. The girl was skilled at closing off and keeping her truths silent. I could sympathize with the desire to keep walls in place. It took finesse to break them down. Trust. Maybe a touch of force in dire moments.

“You have my thanks again.” I faced the flames. “For standing with her, and for writing my phantom guide.”

As expected, Calista flinched for a breath, there and gone, but a tell of her disquiet all the same.

“But that part was intentional, wasn’t it?” I pressed gently. “You knew a fate worker would be the one to guide me out.”

While Saga slept, leaving me alone to silence, I’d battled to relive the moments during the sleep. Battled to recall the things I’d witnessed. Wraith. He was clear in my mind now. The scars, the mask, the way he rarely answered a question. He’d been a ghost of the past, a boy in the court of Riot Ode.

The boy who’d written a tale for a raven to find happiness. A tale of happiness that broke a kingdom.

“Who are you?” My arm draped possessively around Saga. I waited until Calista looked at me before going on. “A child of the Norns? A goddess? Half a god? A true witch? What I know is no one with simple magic could have sent a spectral with the power of Wraith.”

Calista had always been snappy with her words. A sharp-edged tongue lived in that mouth, but her face paled under the firelight, and she hugged her knees to her chest. “I’m someone just trying to survive. I wrote help for you; doesn’t mean I knew what was coming. I’m not as powerful as you all want me to be.”

I didn’t believe her. If I had to guess, Calista thought a great many thoughts no one ever got to know. Push too hard, however, and she would close me off completely. Somewhere deep in the back of my mind, I could practically hear Wraith’s irritated tone telling me she had a role in this as much as we did.

Like me, she’d been on this path with fated crowns since the beginning.

I leaned forward, voice low. “It frightens you, doesn’t it?”

“What?”

“Admit it. Your seidr has grown stronger, and I think knowing what it is capable of is what scares you. Hells, the isles are proof of what can be done when fate is twisted. Entire worlds are created and new lives, new destinies are shaped. You have the same magic in your blood, and it frightens you.”

“I’m not scared of my own magic. If I was, I wouldn’t show up to keep saving all your asses.”

I chuckled. “You can lie to yourself and others, but I know what hidden fears look like. Speak true, I will not hold it against you. I’m terrified of what we face, and I’d be a fool not to admit it. You and I, we are not enemies. You do not have to hide here. In truth, since I woke, I feel rather protective of your life.”

“Because I helped your cursed king and—”

“Partly, perhaps. Maybe it is because you came to the aid of my wife. Maybe it was your little fated prophecy of my raven that led me to her, I don’t know. But I swear to you, if you feel something, if something has changed for you since joining this fight, I only wish to keep you safe.”

Calista held my stare for a long pause, then whispered. “No one can keep us safe, Golden King. Not from what is coming.”

“And what is coming?”

Her chin quivered. “I don’t know, but I feel it deeper than I have felt anything before. Like my story is concealing an end from me. Why is that?”

The question was sincere. For a moment I could make out the half-starved girl who’d been pulled from the cells of Castle Ravenspire. This was what she feared. Something spoke to her, but she could not make sense of it.

“This land,” I said, “was ruled and broken by seidr. I saw it. But I also saw that the fated gifts of every crown have been tethered together for a purpose. Somewhere, you fit in this tale. Perhaps none of us are meant to know the end, and we must learn to follow our instincts, we must learn to trust each other.”

Before Calista could respond, footsteps shuffled into the hall from one of the back rooms.

“Daj, I can walk.”

My stomach tightened. With care, I eased Saga’s head off my lap and ensured her position looked comfortable enough. She sighed and curled her arms under her head. Gods. After all that had happened, I’d never tire of the way this woman took up space in my chest.

I stood at the same time Gunnar and Hagen rounded the corner.

The prince had his ribs bandaged. His skin was clammy and pale, and he leaned over onto the back of Gorm’s high seat at the table.

When he caught sight of me, his eyes widened. “Ari.”

Dammit. His bleeding voice cracked. A thief, a survivor, a prince, if Gunnar Strom started to sob over me, I’d embarrass the whole of my bloodline. Past and future.

I pressed a hand to my chest, tilting my head, and forced a wry grin. “My Prince.”

Gunnar’s brow furrowed. Hagen reached for him, but the young prince was already across the room. He winced when he wrapped his arms around my shoulders. Gunnar clapped my back several times before he stepped back, trying to hide the way he wiped his eyes.

“Decided to wake your ass up?” Hagen chuckled and clasped my forearm.

“I figured my presence had been missed long enough and you all knew how to truly appreciate me now.” I sobered. “I heard about Eryka.”

“There is no reality where I’m not getting her back.” Gunnar blinked his rage at the ground. “After what Sofia tried to do, I’ve heard talk that it might be used as a way out of this war.”

“From whom?” My eyes narrowed. The next person who tried to take me from my wife would sleep with my knife in their eye.

Gunnar shifted on his feet a few times. “Honestly, Bjorn was counseling with Gorm about having . . . options.”

“And what did Gorm say?”

“What do you think?” Gunnar scoffed. “If the Raven Queen commands it.”

Gods bless the loyalty of Lord Gorm. “Was Bjorn placated or must I take his head?”

“From what I heard, it seemed to be only a suggestion. Not a demand.” Gunnar’s face twisted in anger. “We should not be placing our sights on the damn past; we need to get Eryka.”

“We need a plan, son. You storm in there like this,” Hagen said sternly, “and you’re dead before you find her.”

“You didn’t ever quit on us,” Gunnar snapped. “You always fought for Maj no matter the risk.”

“Yes,” Hagen said. “And we will do the same now. But your mother and I tried to be wise. Only when we grew desperate did we get caught and nearly lose our heads.”

“You fought for Saga,” I told Gunnar. “You fought for me. No doubt you already know what I’ll say, but I am with you. I also agree with your father. We don’t know where he’s keeping her, so we must think, we must plan, then we take a victory.”

Behind us, Calista hummed softly. Only a few notes, but enough to draw our attention. The storyteller lifted her gaze. “Won’t be long.”

“What was that, Cal?” Gunnar asked. “Were you singing?”

“It’s a new trick,” she muttered flatly, as though she hated that she’d done it. “Don’t you like my voice, thieving prince?”

“Her power is growing and changing,” I said, ignoring Calista’s glare. “She doesn’t like to talk about it.”

“What’s coming?” Hagen asked.

Calista hid her face in her palms, unsettled. “Now.”

In eerie timing, the double doors at the entrance of the great hall banged open. Cuyler and three of his watchers stormed inside, soaked from the gentle, but constant rain outside. From the clatter of their blades on leather, the gust of wind cutting to the bones, and the brisk way they spoke, Saga shot up on the chaise.

“What’s happened?” Her frantic gaze scanned the space, and only when she found me did her shoulders relax. In hurried movements, she kicked her legs off the chaise and made her way to my side. She clasped my hand and faced Cuyler. “What’s going on?”

“My Queen,” Cuyler offered a slight head bow, too rushed to pause long. “There’s trouble at the gates.”

Saga’s grip on my hand tightened.

“Follow me.” Cuyler shifted on his feet for a pause. “And someone should wake Lord Magus.”
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Magus woke in moments after a watcher went to the serpent heir room. Then again, I doubted the eldest son of a ruined court, burdened with the safety of his dozen brothers and sisters slept much.

His jaw was set, and he kept a pace behind us while Ari and I took the lead. Gorm and Bjorn waited for us in one of the towers at the gates.

“What is it?” I asked once we reached the top.

Gorm’s dark lips pinched. He said nothing, merely pointed beyond the top of the spiked fenceposts.

Bile burned the back of my throat. Magus let out a choked sob, but he swallowed it quickly, pressing a fist to his lips. No doubt, desperate to keep composure. It was the way of heirs in the court. They did not show weakness when the mantle was placed atop their heads.

And the moment meant Magus was the Serpent Lord.

On the nearest evergreen, nailed to the trunk with a thick, iron spike in his open mouth, was Hawthorne.

Blood soaked the front of his throat, his bare chest. Hawthorne’s eyes were closed, his body covered in bruises, and the spike was drilled through the back of his skull, keeping his body upright in a standing position.

“Damn you, Hawthorne,” Ari muttered under his breath at my back. “Are you thinking a trap, Lord Gorm?”

Lost in a sleep, only to wake as a leader in a land that wasn’t his, Ari already had the voice of a king. To have him here, at my side, soothed a bit of the overpowering nerves wrapped around my throat.

Gorm shook his head. “We’ve detected nothing nearby, and no one without the mark given by the Falkyn could get so close. This is a message.”

“If no one can get through, then how was the body left?” I asked.

Gorm took too long to respond, and Bjorn took up the task. “The huldra.”

“Sofia?” My insides clenched.

“Why would she do that?” Ari asked.

“Because of me.” I closed my eyes for a few breaths. “That tale I was holding when you woke, I told you, it would’ve unraveled all that has happened. It would’ve meant . . . Bracken lived again. She had a chance to change the past, and I stole it from her.”

Now—hells—I’d lost her again to Davorin and the chaos he caused.

“But why turn to him?” Ari’s eyes darkened in anger. “She knows better than anyone the destruction he leaves. Bleeding hells, he’s the one who killed Bracken.”

“She’s lost,” I whispered. “We do desperate things for the ones we love.”

Ari frowned, but lifted my knuckles to his lips, doubtless thinking of the desperate acts we’d done ourselves to keep each other safe.

“You’re certain it was Sofia?” I asked Bjorn.

The captain grunted. “Our guards tried to reach her before she fled again, but they saw her with their own eyes stuffing the serpent lord’s mouth with the stake.”

Magus whimpered.

“Tact is appreciated when speaking of the dead.” I gave Bjorn a narrowed look and stepped to the edge of the tower. Hawthorne had been tortured for days. Proof Davorin cared little for anyone. I held no doubt in my mind, if given a touch of power, Hawthorne and Yarrow would’ve been glad to revel at the battle lord’s table.

What was I supposed to take from this? What did Davorin want me to know?

The body was a gruesome sight. Could be to intimidate, show us all what our enemy would do to us. No, Davorin didn’t need to intimidate. He had the whole of history on his side. We weren’t fools, we knew what he was capable of doing.

Sofia might’ve pinned Hawthorne this way. Perhaps she blamed the Court of Serpents for bringing about the chaos that killed Bracken. Hawthorne had acted as a true snake, manipulating us all, playing an underhanded game for his own entertainment.

This position, his mouth was dropped in an eternal scream.

My breath caught. “Ari.”

“What is it?”

“Eryka,” I whispered. Within a snake’s mouth lies a key to the past. Beyond the gates of stars resides the final task. I spun on him, hands on his arms. “A snake’s mouth.”

“I’m fond of anything to do with mouths and you, but you’ve lost me,” he said.

“No. A snake’s mouth.” I pointed at Hawthorne, then called to Bjorn. “See if something is in his mouth.”

Blood rushed to my head when Bjorn arranged for half a dozen blood fae watchers to approach the body. Twenty breaths, fifty. They crouched low, blades extended, linen masks hiding their features, and exited the safety of the gates. Sixty breaths, a hundred. Finally, the watchers reached Hawthorne. For a moment they conversed with one another before a center man reached up and slowly slid one finger into the serpent lord’s mouth.

My stomach lurched when he returned with a bloody, folded parchment.

Bjorn whistled sharply and called them back.

“Saga,” Ari said, voice low. “Whatever they found, we agree no reckless heroism, like sacrificing ourselves for some ridiculous greater good.”

My lips trembled. A missive could mean anything, but likely it was a trick of Davorin. Some threat he knew would gorge into my heart and torment me until I caved. Sacrifice was acceptable, so long as it was made for Ari’s life. He knew it, and I knew he felt the same.

We’d tear the isles to pieces, no matter the casualties, to keep each other breathing.

Preferably, breathing together.

I hugged his waist and rested my head on his shoulder. “Our moves from here are made together.”

He kissed the top of my head and went to greet the watchers at my side. Behind us, Gunnar struggled to stay upright, but no one told the prince to rest. With Eryka lost, it would’ve been a foolish argument. Instead, Hagen merely kept a steady hand on his son’s back. Calista followed, hugging her middle as though shielding herself from what was to come, but the fire in her eyes was returned.

The storyteller glared at the parchment as the center watcher handed it to me.

Ari placed his hand on the small of my back and read over my shoulder.

“He’s mad,” I whispered.

“No,” said Ari. “He knows exactly what he’s doing. I just want to know why.”

“What does it say?” Gunnar’s voice came clipped and anxious.

This would torment the prince, but there was no time to think of how to word it in a way that Gunnar might swallow the truth better. He was born in captivity, a warrior, a criminal, a killer. He’d stomach it like the rest of us.

“Our enemy has requested a barter. A moment of truce to make a trade at his stronghold at the next full moon in the Court of Stars,” I said, lifting my voice for the surrounding warriors to hear. “He is willing to return Princess Eryka—alive.”

Gunnar’s eyes shut. He clenched a fist. No mistake, he knew the price would be high, and braced for the rest.

“In return.” I swallowed. Ari gave me a nod of encouragement. When I lifted my chin, I looked nowhere but at Calista. “He wants you.”

“You’re not actually considering giving her up.” Stefan, awake and furious, paced beside the long table.

“Not in earnest,” Ari said. “We make him think we are.”

“You truly think he won’t anticipate being double crossed?” Stefan rolled his eyes and lit an herb roll. “He’s cunning and prepared for everything. Not to mention he has a vendetta against her.”

“Against Calista?” I arched a brow.

Stefan blew out a long puff of smoke. “Against folk like her. Your brother, and all that. I’m not sending her in there.”

“Didn’t know it was your choice, Stef.” Calista leaned onto the two back legs of the narrow chair she’d claimed and tapped one of her knives back and forth over her thighs. Much like she’d always done in her Raven Row tenement.

“I’m here to protect you,” he said. “And sending you into that madman’s stronghold is the furthest thing from protecting you. I’ll go. I’m meant to face this bastard.”

“Oh, really?” Ari said. “Why is that?”

“Call it a gut feeling.” Stefan took another long draw of his herb roll.

Calista sighed. “I don’t want to get snatched again either.” She righted the chair, then went to her brother. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it? The North? You don’t want the same thing to happen.”

“Hard as the last journey to the North was, it had purpose,” Stefan said. “This is not the step. There is nothing good that comes from you giving yourself over to that lunatic.”

“Agreed.” Gunnar shocked us all by being the one to speak. A hush settled as the prince stood from his chair. “We’re not giving up Calista. Eryka would not allow it. But neither are we leaving her there.

“We’ve all fought wars. We’ve all lied, tricked, schemed. This bastard might be the flame behind our hate, but he does not know us. He does not know what we become when those we love are in harm’s way. Everyone here fights for people they love. Not because we hate the battle lord.” The prince chuckled darkly. “Dreams of being the one to take his head are merely an added benefit.”

“Well spoke, My Prince,” Ari said. “I think we can all agree, we’re not handing Calista over. But we’re not slapping away an opportunity to get Eryka back.”

“So, what’s the step?” Frey asked from the back of the room, still rubbing sleep from his eyes.

“There are secrets in the stars,” Ari murmured.

“That is a saying many have repeated.” I rubbed my fingers over his knuckles.

“I’ve heard it as well.” He cleared his throat. “We bring battle to the isles. It’s inevitable, and this is our moment to do it. We have three nights to plan and prepare. I suggest we arm everyone with a blade.”

Ari gave me a significant look, one lined in meaning.

This was not only our fight. This was everyone’s. Kings and queens were hidden in the shadows. They were called here for a reason, and whatever the reason, it was coming.

“The first council of three kingdoms,” I whispered, squeezing Ari’s hand.

“Four.” Calista raised her hand. “If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a hundred times. We might not be much to look at, but some say Raven Row houses the history of the first kingdom.”

I smirked when she laughed, smacking her brother’s arm like it was a grand jest.

“Interesting thing to consider,” Ari said, a bemused sort of expression on his face when he studied Calista. “Is that true?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. People sort of wander around in the West, talking about how the grandest royals walk on the shores.”

“I don’t know the royals of the West.”

Her smile faded. “All we’ve got is a mad king who hates the sun. Or so I hear. That’s why I said history, as in the past. We’re all just the rotten leftovers.”

Ari folded his arms over his chest. “Odd to live in a place where no one knows much about the governing body, no one even thinks much of them, yet no one has made a rush for power?”

It was strange. Thoughts for the Western royalty were like a flicker of light before the wind snuffed it out. Ari made a good argument—why didn’t the Western Kingdom have skirmishes or tensions or any significant trade we of other lands discussed?

The more I thought on it, the more it was as if the place was a forgotten wasteland we sometimes dealt with. One small slab of rock and ale and game tricks.

Now that I’d spent time in Raven Row, I could attest to it. Still, Ari was practically interrogating Calista.

I nudged his arm. “Why the sudden curiosity in the West?”

He flashed his white smile, but there was something uneasy about the way he held his kiss to my knuckles before he spoke. “Just more rambling thoughts, sweet menace.” He looked down the table. “We agree then. We plan, we bring a bleeding war to the battle lord’s feet?”

“Agreed.” A ripple of murmurs rolled down the table.

“There are secrets in these isles,” Ari said, then faced me as if to drive the next words into my skull with a stare. “Secrets that, no doubt, will help us now.”
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“They’re not out there in the ships are they?” I glanced at the sky. Dark and ominous clouds marred the sky. A storm was coming.

“No.” Halvar tossed a satchel with dozens of doses of Niklas’s elixir inside over his shoulder. They’d be warded against Davorin’s twisted magic at last. “I’m told Valen made a new isle.”

“Of course he did. You know, I can do that now.” I patted the raven tattoo on my neck. “Coupled with illusions, I’m afraid I’m more impressive than our king.”

Halvar laughed. Kari shoved me in the center of the chest, grinning.

“We’ll see you at the dawn then?” Halvar held out one arm, his free hand locked in his wife’s grip.

“At the dawn.” I clasped his forearm and nodded. “Be sure to warn me if Elise has plans to cut me to pieces for keeping such secrets.”

Kari clicked her tongue. “If the way she nearly took your wife’s head the other day is a clue, no one can protect you.”

Kari wrapped her arm around Halvar’s waist, and along with Niklas, Junie, and Ash, they slipped into Hodag’s burrow. A dozen blood fae guards went with them as guides to wherever Valen placed his new isle.

I waited until they had disappeared completely before I let my shoulders slump forward. The Court of Blood was quiet, though I doubted many folk slept. A tremble of unease hung low and potent behind the gates. There was a clear shift beginning. Battles brewing. It seemed even the trees and creatures knew it.

Branches had grown lush with thick leaves as large as my head. Bark seemed darker, trunks thicker. A natural shield had surrounded our gates, silent and powerful, as though the land were fighting back in its own way.

My blood had been on a constant overheat since waking. I’d fought battles before, but this felt different.

Davorin was not like King Calder in Etta. He wasn’t a piss-streak like Niall Grym. This bastard was those fools’ beginning. He was their fuel, their darkness. He had the greater prize to lose—every realm, every gift of the gods, every magic.

An enemy with a world to lose was the most dangerous foe of all.

I needed to speak to Saga and tell her what I could remember from my journey with Wraith. The more she knew, the more she remembered, the more we stood a chance.

Alas, my grand plans to be a rational man fled into the oblivion of my mind the instant I opened the door to the bed chamber. Saga had a hip propped on the windowsill, one single tallow candle emitting just enough of a glow to accentuate those full curves. She sipped something from a wooden cup, and the woman was naked.

Utterly, beautifully naked.

At the sounds of the door lock clicking, she turned over her shoulder. A wry grin lifted her cheeks. “Good my husband remembered he had a wife and stopped chatting.”

“Your husband does not remember his name at the moment.” I kicked off my boots. “Tell me why you’re pressing those perfect breasts to the window for anyone to see? Those belong to me, or must I remind you?”

Saga had the audacity to turn back to the window, sipping her drink as though nothing bothered her in the slightest. “No one is awake.”

“True. Other than countless blood fae guards with the title of watcher. I wonder why that is? Couldn’t be because they are trained to watch for things.”

Saga snickered and placed the cup on the windowsill. “I suppose if you take issue with this, you’ll need to come over and do something about it.”

Damn the hells.

Three long strides and I had her spun around, chest to chest, her bare back pressed to the cold, bubbled glass. “Be careful what you wish for, my tempting menace.”

Saga had time to gather a short breath before I kissed her. My palms held the sides of her head, tilting her mouth at the perfect angle. I could taste all of her, and by the hells I tried. As though I wanted to melt into her skin with every reach of my tongue.

My hands claimed her waist, sliding up the divots of her ribs, toward the beautiful fiends who’d started this entire debate, but Saga stopped me by taking hold of my wrists.

“Now, you’ve gone too far,” I said in a rasp.

She chuckled and danced us around, until it was my back toward the window. “I plan to go further,” she said against my lips. “But I set up this game, so you’ll play by my rules.”

Saga unfastened my belt. Blood abandoned my head and took refuge in a new area at the barest touch of her fingers over the laces of my trousers. Couldn’t be helped. With every touch, this woman had my body behaving like an inexperienced fae boy who’d seen a woman’s skin for the first time.

Once Saga dealt with my trousers, she bit her teeth into her bottom lip nervously.

“You’ve got my ass against the pane where anyone might see, yet you look ready to hide under the covers,” I said.

“I’m not bold, but . . .” She drifted her fingertips over the curves of my hip bones until she caressed the top of my length. “I want to be. After what we’ve been through, I always want to be bold. I don’t want to risk regrets.”

This was a game I could play until the Otherworld called me home.

“Saga,” I said, a quirk to my lip. “Are you suggesting we claim every spare moment to bed each other? If so, I could not agree more.”

Any more jests or words faded when Saga lowered to her knees. My blood overheated, sweat prickled over my brow, and she’d done nothing yet. Merely looked up at me, grinning.

I swallowed the thickness from my throat and cupped her chin. “To see you like this, I hope you know, has the power to destroy me.”

“Tell me what you like,” she whispered and gripped the shaft of my length.

A deep moan slid from my throat. I threaded my fingers through her hair. “Everything from you. That is what I like. Every. Damn. Thing.”

Saga’s tongue swiped out and teased my tip before wrapping me with her soft, full lips. Heat blazed over my face. I was certain I’d forgotten to breathe, and I fought to keep my bleeding senses as she swiped her tongue back and forth.

My body grew rigid and trembled from the pent pleasure. Saga dragged her hands up and down my legs, soothing the tension and drawing me to the sweet sensation of her mouth. I let my head fall back. Saga rolled her hands over the length of me, following her lips.

“Gods, Saga.” My jaw clenched for a few breaths until I found air to speak again. “Just like that.”

She preened at the praise, and I’d say the same thing a thousand times if it meant she claimed me with this new confidence, this new eagerness every bleeding time. She held me captive in a perfect rhythm, causing a pleasure-induced fog to fill my skull.

I braced a hand against the window when the burn of release grew closer. Movement drew Saga’s eyes to mine, as though she thought she might’ve done something wrong.

Against every instinct, I tugged on her hair and eased her mouth away. Saga pouted her lips when I drew her back to her feet. I kissed her hard and pulled away with as much vigor. “When battles are won, I will let you taste me down that perfect throat. Until then, I’ll not let any moment to fill you pass by without this body tangled with mine.” I dipped my head and kissed her neck, lowering my voice to a whisper as I said, “Go to the bed.”

Little bumps lifted on her skin. Saga’s eyes were wide and dark with need. She shuddered and scooted backward over the plush mattress wide enough for four men. I planned to take the whole space in any contorted way until the dawn.

We could sleep when we died.

Unlike the woman I took vows with mere weeks ago, this Saga backed over the furs until her shoulders hit the wooden headboard. She held my gaze, then viciously she let her knees part, tormenting me until my length twitched and I wasn’t certain I’d even make it over to her.

I yanked off my top and reared over her body.

There was something feral, almost primal, about the way she crushed me to her. It meant more than any tryst in the past. It meant Saga trusted me. She trusted I’d never hurt her, I’d never do anything to trap her where she couldn’t escape.

Saga reached around my waist and dug her fingernails into the fleshy muscle of my ass and pulled me against her hips until the crown of my length slipped just beyond the opening of her seam.

“I’m yours, sweet menace,” I rasped against her throat. “Take what you want from me.”

Saga arched and bucked her hips, pulling me against her, until I slid deep inside. We groaned in unison. Her eyes fluttered. I forced mine to remain open, transfixed by her beauty, her pleasure, the little smile in the corner of her mouth.

By the hells, I didn’t want to miss a moment.

I met the tender rhythm of her pace. A gentle build was as intoxicating as a rough, quick collision. My fingers pinched the peak of one breast. I licked the other. Saga hooked her heels around my thighs, locking me in place. Two short gasps, and she lifted her head, holding her damp brow to mine.

“Ari, I’m—” She swallowed, still softly moaning while sweat slicked our skin with every slow rotation of our hips. “I’m yours too.”

I leaned forward and kissed her; our pace quickened. Deep, long thrusts had my pulse like fire in my head. A maddening spin that left me feeling out of control and in control all at once. Frenzied, I pulled out, needing more, and sat back on my knees.

Before Saga could protest, I hooked my arms under her knees and elevated her hips just enough to meet a new angle when I slammed back inside. Saga cried out, her arms flew over her head, and her palms braced against the headboard when the movement bounced her entire form.

From this vantage, I could see the soft contours, the beautiful curves of her figure in the golden candlelight. There was something mesmerizing about this moment, something I’d never felt, a vicious sort of love.

It struck me like a blow to the throat, this was the soul-deep love Valen always talked about with Elise.

I swallowed the knot and studied every gasp, every moan, every furrow of Saga’s brow as her climax built. It was an intoxicating kind of sensation, knowing I’d watch worlds, gods, kingdoms burn so long as Saga woke with every sunrise.

I knew I’d defend her with my life before, but faced with being separated by the sleep and poison blood, it hit me now just how much I would sacrifice for this woman—anything.

Saga whimpered as her body writhed through the violence of her release. I followed a heartbeat after, going still with untamed pleasure. I held her legs around my waist, head back, the final pulses of release throbbed between us.

Saga’s chest rose in heavy breaths. Throat bared, eyes closed, she chuckled. “I had so . . . many plans to . . . ruin you with my tongue but . . . hells, this was a much better plan.”

“We have eternity to use that tongue of yours.” I pressed a kiss over her breastbone. “You ought to know, I realized I’m violently in love with you.”

“You’ve only just realized this?”

I grinned. “As in, I think I will cause a great deal of violence in your name and there would not be a drop of guilt.” I hesitated. “I told you once you thawed me, too, and you have. I have never, nor will I ever, feel this way about anyone. Whatever happens, know that.”

Saga pulled me over her and kissed me.

Davorin wanted to take this from me, from us. He could try.

He would lose.

[image: ]


“What thoughts are spinning in your head?” Saga traced her fingertip down the bridge of my nose.

Dawn was not far off. I’d made good on my silent vow to keep our bodies entwined until we were forced to leave.

I would not be able to move by nightfall, but it was worth it all.

I rolled onto one shoulder and held her gaze. “I must tell you some things I saw while I slept.”

Saga’s smile faded. She propped onto one shoulder and nodded. “Tell me.”

Where to even begin. How did you tell your wife the time spent apart was spent in the shadow of her dead brother? How did I speak of memories where I witnessed her pain and torture, where I learned the truth of my origin?

How did I tell her there was an heir to her brother’s throne she’d long forgotten? One Wraith said had been wiped from existence. Not only would she mourn her brother and his wife, she’d mourn the loss of a child she couldn’t remember.

“Ari.” Saga smiled softly. “We’ve told each other many hard things before. Tell me.”

How did I do it? In practically one breath.

From start to finish I blurted out the words exchanged with Wraith. How I was brought into the court of House Ode. The times I was a spectator to Davorin’s rise and fall. I explained how fate magic abounded in her brother’s court, and how the actions of her old consort broke a kingdom apart in deeper ways than we knew.

When I told her of the role of my parents, Saga sat up and hugged her knees to her chest. “You saw them? With my brother?”

“They saw you,” I said. “Do you remember?”

Part of me almost believed it might’ve been one long dream. A myth my mind conjured up to explain what had happened here.

Until Saga sucked in a sharp breath. “After I was found, right?”

“Yes.”

“Ari.” Saga’s eyes widened. “I . . . I do have the vaguest memory of interrupting Riot and a meet with our smith. Gods, he was your grandfather? The boy you mentioned. . . I can’t see him in my mind, but when you speak of a ward, a pupil of Riot, it . . . doesn’t feel wrong. Why can’t I remember him?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. He was the guide in my head. A ghost, a spectral of the Otherworld perhaps? I’m not sure, but he revealed to me how my blood and destiny always resided here. With you.”

Saga blinked in astonishment. “Your folk . . . your mother and father were here. Your father—” She whipped around, facing me straight on. “He was no mere cartographer. He shaped our whole world. They truly never knew?”

“Never was it mentioned our blood hailed from anywhere but Etta.” I raked my fingers through my hair. “They wouldn’t remember. The curse, it divided us all. Gave us new histories. It erased lives according to Wraith. Which leads me to the part I’ve dreaded telling you.”

I chose my words carefully. Saga loved fiercely, and I had no doubt she’d once loved her brother’s child.

By the time I finished, she shook her head, paler than before. “No. No, I would . . . Ari, I would remember if Riot and Anneli had an heir. The bloodline stopped with us, with me. Even on Gorm’s house chart, there was no heir.”

I sat up, leaning against the headboard, and took her hand. “What I saw, Riot’s curse was meant to protect you from Davorin, but I think it also was meant to protect his bloodline.”

Saga’s head fell onto my shoulder. “You think . . . his heir is alive?”

“Doubtful. Wraith said the curse wiped House Ode from existence. I don’t know if Riot meant it to be such a way, or if the curse backfired in some horrid way, but I think that is why Davorin believes he can take Riot’s place. It is unchallenged power. The nearest power there is resides in Calista. I saw Davorin threaten seidr in the past. He promised to destroy all workers of fate. Seems he’s determined to keep that promise.”

“He wants to be the fate king,” Saga whispered. “This is why he grew his twisted glamour to steal other power. He wants it all.”

Saga’s mouth parted. “He wants seidr as his final piece.”

“If he’s grown stronger with fae magic, to snatch a storyteller, he’s found his way to become your brother.”

Saga closed her eyes. “There is so much I feel like I still don’t know. Like it’s there as you speak, but I can’t see it. We’re going to the shadow queen today. Do you think I could see what you saw?”

“I think it would be wise if everyone saw what I saw. This is not just our fight. Not anymore.”

A heavy knock pounded on the door. “Ari, Saga.” Cuyler called. A curse and what sounded like a slap to the head followed. “Gods, father.”

Gorm’s deep hiss must’ve been a chastisement for his son.

“I’m sorry,” Cuyler said, “but they’re rather informal for a king and queen.”

Saga and I shared a look and laughed.

Cuyler cleared his throat. “I’ve come to tell you, we’re prepared to go to the foreign royals.”

Reluctantly, I slid from the bed and held out a hand for Saga. “Ready, sweet menace?”

“No.”

I smirked. “Me neither.”


Chapter 34

The Raven Queen
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Ari adjusted the rigging on the small sloop for the tenth time since disembarking from the isles.

I chuckled and took hold of his wrist. “You’d think we were going to your beheading.”

“Don’t be so sure we’re not.”

In the distance, the faint glow of torches seemed to stand in the middle of the sea. Mists from a cold night hadn’t faded, nor tantalized the dawn enough to chase away the dimness. Still, there was enough light to make out the shape of a rocky island that had not been there before. Over ten lengths from the main shoreline, Valen had shaped a rocky plot of land where the Kryv, and what warriors joined the North, had set up camp.

Jagged walls of rock and soil and clay surrounded the isle in makeshift, yet formidable, gates.

On the north side of the small isle, several ships made berth, and through the shadows from the torches at the rock walls, I could spot at least six guards watching the dark sea. The small boat carried Gorm and Cuyler, Calista and Stefan, and Hagen and Gunnar, then Stieg, Bo, and Rune.

Bo said little, but wasn’t given the choice to join or not. He knew Davorin’s stronghold, and if we had a chance to plan our way back to Eryka, Bo would be our eyes behind Davorin’s walls.

Calista chatted with Stieg as he rowed with Hagen and Bo. The storyteller wasn’t surprised to hear the theory that Davorin wanted to absorb her seidr. She’d merely shrugged and said, “Most folk do.”

Stefan and Cuyler checked on supplies and weapons, while Gorm, Rune and Gunnar kept watch on the sides, leaving Ari and I alone at the bow.

“Ari, be calm.” I rubbed the back of his neck until he closed his eyes. “They’re your people, and I still have the mark from the queen’s blade. I’m the one who should worry over my neck.”

“There is no need, My Queen,” Gorm called to me. “We will not let a hand bring you harm.”

“Good. For Ari too?”

Gorm arched a thick brow. “It is customary for warriors to protect both a king and queen, My Lady.”

“There.” I patted Ari’s chest. “You hear that? Gorm shall protect you.”

Ari rolled his eyes, pulling me close, so my head tucked under his chin. “I don’t know how to navigate all this, Saga.”

Words were not a weakness for Ari, but my favorite words from his mouth were fast becoming these types. Where the glib defenses fell, and he showed me bits of his inner fears, the kind he shared with no one else.

I hugged his waist, a cheek to his steady heartbeat. “Then let me help you find the way. What troubles you most?”

Ari’s ribs expanded in my hold when he drew in a long breath. “I have every belief that you are the queen this land needs, but as for me, I never aspired to be a leader anywhere. Not even in Ruskig.”

“You didn’t aspire to it, but rose to be one anyway. There is a reason Valen Ferus selected you as his ambassador. You are a man the folk of all realms trust and admire.”

“You stroke my ego so well.” He kissed my forehead. “I’ve always been loyal to my kingdom, to my king and queen, but now I am to rule here.”

My heart quickened. Once, we’d both spoken how we’d dreamed of a day where we could find a quiet life in the ambassador’s longhouse, or even in the hills of the North. Safe, alone, free. Ari was tossed into the crown by taking vows with me. A bite of regret at never telling him, never giving him the choice before we took those vows, ate at the inside of my gut.

True, I never anticipated taking the throne. I’d wanted Bracken to lead, to rule. I wanted to be a warrior, a new wife to a foreign dignitary. I wanted peace.

“Why such sudden stiffness? What wicked thoughts are running through your head?” Ari shifted out of my arms and cupped my face in his palms. “Tell me why my confession brought you to such a silence, unless you are simply stunned from the melodic tune of my voice.”

“It was unfair of me not to disclose my bloodline before the vows.”

A wrinkle dug into Ari’s forehead. “Unfair? Why?”

“The reason you’ve just stated—you never wanted a crown.”

“Nor did you, if I recall.”

“Yes, but now you are kept from people you love and—”

“Stop.” Ari’s eyes darkened with irritation. “This is a habit of yours and must stop now. No more placing yourself below others in my life, Saga. I would rule a damn empire against my will if it meant I sat beside you. Remember what I told you— no one has ever taken the place where I hold you in my heart.

“I am uneasy because I have always been loyal to my kingdom, yet I feel that loyalty severely divided. For the first time in my life, my heart and my blood are not in Etta. They are here, with you. I feel rather traitorous for it, and I don’t know what it looks like to stand beside my king anymore.”

By the gods, I loved this man. Never a thought for his own power, always thoughts for those around him.

I rose on my toes and pecked his lips. “It looks the same. You stand beside a friend. He was your king, now he is a fellow king, but your friend always. You know it’s true. Their excuse of coming to the isles to show the new babe to you and Gunnar was exactly that—an excuse. They came to find you, and you know it. Ari, Elise nearly killed me for believing I had harmed you.”

“It was easy to be king in a refugee camp,” he admitted. “We were all fighters; they merely needed someone to tell them when to attack. I am not truly a strategist, and certainly no politician.”

“Don’t worry,” I told him, one hand on his cheek. “Gorm will be there to tell you exactly how you are doing it wrong and how it should be fixed.”

At last, Ari laughed and hugged me against his body. “Ah, what would I do without Lord Gorm?”

“Have no access to the blood court,” Gorm shouted. “For I was the one who let you in.”

Ari kept his smile steady until the boat maneuvered to the rocky shoreline between two longships with Ettan flags. He shook out his hands, licked his lips, then clung to my palm like it might be the last thing from keeping him tumbling into the ocean.

We led, the others close behind, and made our way to the jagged cliffs. Two guards at the top came to a pause and peered over the edge.

“Ari?” One man called. “That you?”

“Mattis, I’m rather offended you don’t recognize me,” Ari said. “It’s only been but a few months.”

“You look different. Did you know someone drew all over the side of your face?” Mattis chuckled and leaned on one elbow on the edge of the cliff.

“I did,” he said. “And it only enhances my ravishing features. Going to let us in, or shall we sit out here and chat some more?”

“Can’t do that yet,” Mattis said. “You’ve got to prove you are who you say. With mimickers out there, we’ve got to make sure everyone’s cleared.”

“Ask personal questions, Mattis,” Ari instructed. “Things only I would know about you.”

Mattis rubbed his chin. “All right. When I was first brought to Ruskig and you had the Blood Wraith as your captive, you gave me the key to his fury bindings. What was it you told me when you did that?”

Ari paused for a moment, then shouted. “Keep it somewhere you can easily access it. I have a feeling he will come to play a magnificent role in our uprising.”

Mattis tilted his head. “What did you tell me about Siv?”

Ari scrunched his forehead in a wince. “I told you the truth—that I’d been the one to convince her to turn assassin more than spy. I stole the credit from fate and insisted that perhaps she went to House Lysander for more than Elise, for you too. You were rather petulant back then; I had to stop your pouting somehow. Keep going if you must, I enjoy reveling in all the moments I’ve been impeccably correct.”

Stieg chuckled, and I breathed a little easier when Mattis snorted and waved his hand.

A rumble shuddered the stone walls, and they split down the center, carving an opening large enough to fit us through. Ari reached back his hand and waited until I laced our fingers together. He squeezed. I pulsed pressure in return, at his side, always.

We were greeted by several Night Folk warriors, and I recognized two more Kryv—one built like he was made of boulders, and a woman with sparkling cat-eyes. She studied me, then winked as we strode through the line.

Ari drew in a sharp breath when the warriors parted and he faced the bright eyes of Elise Ferus. The queen wore a tunic and trousers, but her hair was braided around a crown of fresh rowan berries.

For torturous moments they merely stared at each other.

Finally, Ari grinned. Hand pressed to his heart, he bowed slightly. “My Queen. You look at me like you cannot decide if I should be under your blade or wiping tears of joy from your face, but—”

Ari’s words choked off when Elise lunged at him. Her arms around his neck, face hidden in his shoulder.

I released his hand and stepped back. For a moment, he seemed uncertain where to place his hands, but in the next breath, he swallowed her up in his arms.

“I hate you for the worry you’ve caused,” Elise said.

“Lies. I’m too wonderful to despise in earnest. I even convinced enemies to love me.” Ari patted Elise’s back. “Which reminds me, I’m afraid you must stop this endless pining over me, Elise; I am a vowed man now.”

The queen gave a wet laugh. She lifted her head, meeting my gaze over Ari’s shoulder. “Yes. So I heard.”

They parted. Elise wiped her eyes, and Ari came to my side. He gave me a soft smile and reached for my hand, but I pointed ahead of us.

Five paces back, Valen had his arms crossed over his chest, jaw set, the night black of his eyes glistened in what some might consider anger. On a second glance, it was a gleam more reminiscent of the kind of emotion a king fought to hide.

“You know,” Ari said, a touch of hesitation in his tone. He took a long stride forward. “As king it is your duty not to rush off with warriors and blades raised when a few missives aren’t received from your ambassador. I should know, I was king once—”

Gorm cleared his throat loudly.

“Right.” Ari’s mouth curved into a smirk. “It would seem I am a king again.”

Valen’s face was as stone, but the slightest twitch to his lip revealed the fight with amusement.

Ari took another step. “Naturally you have my apologies for causing the kingdom angst. Not that I’m surprised, of course. I would be a great loss, but it was unnecessary to put your lives at risk by coming—”

“Are you finished?” Valen asked, a thickness to his voice.

Ari’s lips tightened. His throat bobbed when Valen nearly butted his chest with his. “Almost. One thing I have learned through this ordeal is I keep thoughts—the important ones—too quiet. Shocking, I know, but I do. Before anyone tries to kill me again, I need you to know you will always be my king. You will always be my friend.”

“You bastard.” Valen hooked an arm around Ari’s neck and embraced him the same as his wife had done. The king pounded Ari’s back with a fist. Ari did the same to him.

They pulled back almost as swiftly as they’d embraced, cleared throats, and stepped apart sheepishly.

“We have a great deal to talk about,” Valen said. “Come and we’ll—”

“I want to see it first.” Seated on a ledge, one leg dangled over the side, Kase Eriksson reclined against the wall. One arm held Malin, his wife, to his chest while her hands rested over her swelling middle.

Malin kept her attention on me. The same sheen of gold and green brightened her eyes as her husband’s. I’d been told something had shifted when they took vows. The way the feather Ari and I shared bonded us, somehow, Alvers could connect in a way others couldn’t.

“See what?” Valen asked.

“The raven.” Kase pointed at me. “They say she’s Ari’s raven, I want to see it before I believe it.”

Ari frowned. “Our word is not enough, my surly friend? Good to see you, by the way. Don’t worry, I’m fine.”

Kase smirked. “I see that. The reason I had no need to press you on it. Your word is fine, but we’re thieves. We’re naturally prone to mistrust and like to see things before believing them.”

“Saga has nothing to prove to anyone here,” Ari insisted. “She doesn’t—”

“It’s all right, Ari.” I touched his arm. “With what we’ll be facing, we need to trust each other.”

I lifted my eyes to the Nightrender. He hardly seemed threatened and only blackened his eyes with his eerie shadows.

Ari let out a sigh of frustration. “Gorm, may we use your cloak?” He leaned close to me. “The privilege of seeing this exquisite body naked is mine alone.”

“Steady yourself, Ambassador,” I told him. “I’m trying to leave a good impression.”

“You left a beautiful impression last night.”

I turned from him to hide the flush in my cheeks as thoughts of Ari’s taste, his smooth skin, rolling over my tongue, drew a heat between my thighs.

Gorm ordered the watchers and Cuyler to form a circle around me while Ari held up a cloak. Glamour heated my blood. I took in the curious watch of foreign royals. They knew nothing about me. Maybe a bit from whatever Halvar or Niklas might’ve reported, but if they needed to find a thread of confidence in me, this was the moment to prove it.

“No need.” I held up a hand to the guards. Ari frowned until I took his hand. “This place needs more trees anyway.”

A flash of understanding filled his eyes. “This is new to me, sweet menace. You’ll need to lead here. Show me how it is done.”

“You feel it like any magic, but you must also speak to it. Explain what it is you desire, prove there is no harm meant to the land, and it begins to bond with you. The connection becomes almost instant, as though the isles know what you will ask before you do. It merely takes time and practice to get acquainted.”

Ari tightened his hold on my hand. A slow, steady hum rumbled in my chest. I wanted him to grow accustomed to the voice of the isles. All I asked was for the glamour in the soil to heed him. To trust him.

“Look,” Elise whispered.

Cracks split like lightning streaks in the soil. From the narrow fissures sprouted tangles of vines with thick, black leaves the sheen of boiled leather. Ari’s eyes closed. He stepped closer. More foliage reached from the rocky isle, stretching and bending, until a bower shaped like a dome and hanging vines with white blossoms draped in front of a small opening.

I pinched Ari’s side.

He opened his eyes and grinned. “I did that?”

“You did.” I grinned. “It’s rather pretty for such a desolate little isle.”

“Is this an illusion?” Elise asked. “What do you mean, you did this?”

“I speak to these isles,” I explained. “Now, so does Ari. The raven mark you see is what this entire fight is about; it is the power our enemy wants. With it he will take the isles, trap you here, absorb your gifts, and command your realms much the same.”

I dipped into the shelter, stripped from my tunic and pants while murmured questions went on outside.

“She snaps her clothes clean off. That’s why she’s got to cover,” Calista explained to the others, almost bored. “Landed in my hovel naked as a skinned rat.”

“Thank you for giving everyone a visual, Calista,” I muttered.

With a long draw of air through my nose, I embraced the shudder of heat through my veins, like silk brushing over my skin, my body folded into the second form in less than three breaths.

I spread the slight wingspan and flew out of the makeshift barrow.

“Three hells.” Kase leaned forward, taking in the emerging raven.

I took a bit of pride finding a way to stun the Nightrender. I landed on Ari’s shoulder when he faced his king and queen.

“I told you a raven was following me,” he said a little smugly. “It was Saga all along.”

“A shapeshifter.” Valen cocked his head.

“The last of her line.”

“So the raven form isn’t the curse she spoke of?” Elise asked softly.

“She was forced to shift by Astrid, compelled to serve her during the Eastern battle, yet she fought against it when she led us to safety in the forest.”

I flew off his shoulder back into the hovel and peeled back into my fae form. Heart pounding, I dressed swiftly, tucking my wild hair behind my ears. Ari opened an arm and hugged me to his side when I returned.

Malin and the Nightrender were off their perch now. The shadow queen approached me, unblinking.

“I knew you were hiding something,” she said, voice soft. “That night we spoke in the dungeons, do you remember?”

I swallowed. “I asked you to stop fighting.”

“I thought you were weak for it,” Malin admitted. “But you felt whatever is happening here, didn’t you?”

“I was never your enemy.” I looked to every royal. “None of you, but I didn’t understand everything. I recalled very little of my past.”

A startled squeak slid from my throat when Valen stepped in front of me. His broad Night Folk form was warrior strong like Ari, intimidating and wonderfully terrifying. It wasn’t the proximity that startled me, it was when such an imposing king bent his knee . . . to me.

The earth bender king, the first to crown a fated queen, was bowing to me.

“I am forever in your debt.” Valen dipped his chin. “For saving my wife and daughter.”

I stiffened when one by one, the Ettan warriors mimicked their king. Night Folk kneeled before me. Tender actions burned through my warm heart in a fierce wave. Too much to process straightaway, and in truth, with every eye focused on me, such powerful knees bent before my feet, I wanted the ground to swallow me up.

Elise took my hand. “You have my apologies for trying to slit your throat. I hope you know it is only because Ari matters a great deal to us.”

“Weak way to say I mean everything to you, My Queen,” Ari said.

She chuckled, but turned her attention to the Nightrender. “Kase, don’t you think it’s strange how Saga has shown a great deal of honor in her actions, even while cursed? Now, she wears a crown.”

“I never should’ve told you that bleeding tale. It keeps happening.” The Nightrender frowned.

Elise squeezed my hand and lowered her voice. “You are of the isles, but you belong to Etta now too. Do not doubt that. I’m actually quite friendly, I swear it.”

“Unless someone holds a knife to someone you love, yes?” I said.

Elise’s smile widened. “In those moments, my only friend is my blade.”

The queen released my hand and stood beside Valen once the Night Folk rose.

Kase let out a sigh as though annoyed. “Look, I don’t bow to royals except this one—” He gestured to his wife. “But that’s an entirely different scenario. Even still, you have the East as your ally, and thieves as your friends for protecting Malin.”

“Good.” Calista answered in my place. “Now that you all know she’s a raven, she’s on your side, and she’s the target of a bleeding madman, can we get to figuring out how we’re going to meet him without selling me off?”

Ari stepped forward. “Valen, I don’t know if your parents experienced this during their fury sleep, but while I slept, I learned a great deal about this creature and what was done to keep him from Saga. I learned a great deal about all of us and where we really come from. Mal.” He turned to the shadow queen and tapped his head. “Some parts are still hazy, but they’re in there. I think we all should know. Care to help?”

She grinned, almost wickedly. “A chance to peek into that busy head of yours? I’d be glad to.”

“Good.” Ari paused. “We face an unusual fight. But we must focus on getting Eryka back to us first, then we’ll battle over who gets the honor of taking Davorin’s head. I assure you, after what Malin will reveal, after what I saw, we all will have reason to kill him.”


Chapter 35

The Golden King
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Malin once would’ve had to kiss me to steal my memories. Now, with fate’s ring, her mesmer was frightening how deeply it could carve into a mind with a mere touch.

I pulled back when she reached for me, hesitating. “Wait. I want to share these, but I don’t want to forget them. These memories are precious to me. Don’t take the moments she took my heart.”

“Ari, you know since I took the ring, I have much more control. I won’t steal them. It is as if you are simply sharing them with us now. Your memories will remain.”

“Good. Take it all then, well, not certain moments between a man and his wife, understand? I’d hate for my king to feel inadequate.”

“Gods.” Valen rolled his eyes, but he hooked an arm around Elise, as if to prove she reveled in his touch.

Malin grinned at Saga. “You’ve truly won him over. The Ari I knew would certainly wish to flaunt such things.”

“My wife does not need to become a spectacle for others,” I said, taking Saga’s hand.

The words held meaning only the two of us knew, at least for now. No mistake, they’d all soon understand who Davorin was and why he deserved to have his manhood severed piece by piece for what he’d done to Saga.

“Understood.” Malin pressed two fingers to the center of my head, and closed her eyes until, after a moment, she said, “That’s strange.”

“What is?”

“I took the first part, but your sleep, I’ve never taken something like this. It is like a memory of a dream to you, but . . . it seems to be a true memory of someone else. It’s complex and bites a bit.”

“Mal,” Kase said, terse and deep. “Don’t strain yourself.”

Malin’s gilded eyes fluttered. She rolled them, only for me to see, and whispered, “Don’t let his frown fool you, he’s one big worrier under all those shadows.” She glanced back at her husband. “Would you like to do the memory snatching, Nightrender?”

“I’m just saying . . .” He made a waving gesture at her growing stomach.

“What? Something on my face?”

“Malin.”

A few snickers flitted around the group. Kase looked murderous.

Malin left me for a moment to kiss his forehead. “I’m fine, and I’m not even close to the line of our promise, Nightrender.”

“Keep it that way.” Kase’s eyes darkened, but he folded his arms and went quiet.

“What promise are we trying not to break?” I asked once she returned.

Malin’s smile faltered. “A promise that I’d stay clear of direct danger, even if it means leaving Kase. There’s more than just us now, and it was the hardest promise I’ve ever made with the man. I’m sure you can imagine what it was like to wait on a ship while listening to the sounds of battle in the trees.”

Saga had told me Malin was absent during the confrontation with Davorin. I could understand the feeling well. Even during a fae sleep, I knew Saga was fighting and risking her life while I could do nothing to stop it.

“If this is too much, you should stop. I can repeat what I saw as best I can.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted and pressed her fingers back to my forehead. “It’s just more difficult of a memory heist.”

Malin closed her eyes again and held the tips of her fingers to the center of my head. The ring on her center finger glowed like a lantern in the night. Her eyes whipped behind her lids, and when she opened them again, a new look of fear was there.

“All gods,” she whispered.

“As I said.” I didn’t blink as Malin gathered her wits. After a long, drawn moment, she went to the others.

Malin touched each royal’s head, then to Calista and Stefan. The storyteller paused, uncertain, but Stefan urged her forward. “Might learn something, Cal.”

Malin didn’t give much choice before she pressed the heels of her palms to their heads. “This is your gift, Calista,” she whispered, “you’re going to want to see its potential.”

Halvar, Kari, Junie and Niklas were offered a peek, but the Falkyn refused.

“I’ve been digging in this bastard’s darkness since I arrived. I know what he can do, and I don’t need convincing that we’ve all been brought here by some measure of fate. Known it since I found a boy who used shadows in my streets.”

“I wasn’t in your streets, I was helping Luca steal back what was already his,” Kase muttered as he closed his eyes to absorb the shared memory.

Niklas smiled, but went quiet as the memory took hold of Junie. He held her against his side when she let out a slight gasp.

Like Niklas, Bo and Rune insisted they didn’t need to see it. They were there through it all. Gorm didn’t hesitate and pushed his blocky forehead to Malin’s fingers.

I held Saga’s hand as the memory tore through her mind. Concern built with her alone, for she’d relive a great deal. She’d witness the sacrifice and secrets her brother kept all to destroy the man who’d harmed his sister.

The memory finished for others at different times. Elise opened her eyes first. Distant in her gaze, she rubbed the missing fingertips on her hand, then took hold of Valen’s when he opened his eyes. One by one, they learned the truth behind our world, our fate.

Saga pressed a palm to my cheek. “You were always the song of my heart, Ari.”

I kissed her. “Every step brought me to you.”

“This is Sol’s missive,” Valen said softly. He looked to Calista. The storyteller had yet to open her eyes.

“What missive?” I asked.

“Calista wrote a note for Sol, but sent it to Kase. It’s what spurred us to come.”

“Should’ve kept you away,” Calista muttered; her eyes were still closed.

Saga tightened her hold on my hand. “What did it say?”

When the storyteller kept quiet, Valen answered instead.

“Blood red sky reveals a great lie, of which we’ve all believed,” the king said. He spoke in a rote tone, the words clearly memorized. “A Falkyn comes to a world undone, a hope for those deceived. Be nearby, yet stay your might, ʼtil the raven is free for flight.”

“A damn warning to be a bit more cautious, you bleeding sods,” Calista interjected.

“I’m not getting into this again.” Valen swung his hand to his makeshift isle. “But we are nearby.”

“Blood red sky.” Malin tilted her face to the eerie crimson moon. “What is the great lie?”

For a long, drawn pause we were silent until Elise took Valen’s hand, whispering, “The kingdoms are a lie.”

“What do you mean?” Junie asked.

“What Ari saw during his sleep. If it’s true, we were never divided into realms, or kingdoms. Our . . . world is a lie.”

The thought was sobering, terrifying even. As a boy I’d heartily believed Etta was shaped by the gods two thousand turns before my birth. Folk tales of a dew drop from a golden leaf from the tree of the gods turned into a mystical river. From the banks sprouted moonvane, and meadows, and when the gods could not agree on who should have claim over the new land—they created rocky peaks which eventually became the icy wastes of Old Timoran.

I had no doubt the East, West, and South had similar tales.

“You must stay your might until a raven is free for flight,” I said, voice low. “I can only assume the raven speaks of Saga. But when she is free of Davorin.”

“Makes sense,” Gunnar said and pointed at his family. “They should not step on the isles until he is defeated or damn near close to dying.”

“Calista.” Valen faced the storyteller. “Any thoughts? It was your missive. Halvar tells us you’ve found strength here. Any feelings?”

The girl took in every gaze that had locked on her. A look of fright dug into her pale features until all at once she shot up from the log she’d used as a bench, cheeks flushed. “I . . . I need to . . .” She stammered and looked to Elise. “Got a woman’s issue, Kind Heart.”

Junie scoffed. I didn’t need the ability to taste lies to know Calista wasn’t being truthful. She wanted to escape from whatever had unsettled her about the memory.

Calista followed to where Elise pointed out which of the canvas tents was hers and Valen’s.

“That was strange,” Elise said once she returned to the rock beside Valen.

“She’s likely overwhelmed by the truth of her bloodline,” Junie said, and looked around as though expecting a few words of agreement, but was given nothing. In fact, everyone seemed wholly confused. “No one else made the connection?”

My pulse pounded in my skull. To see it all again, I had an inkling of what Junie meant.

“Saga,” I said softly. “I fear I was wrong about the impact of the curse.” My gaze found Junie. She gave a subtle nod as if agreeing. “I’m not certain the bloodline faded completely. I think it might’ve lived on through descendants.” I opened an arm in the direction to where Calista left. “She has power to twist fate with her stories and warnings. She’s also been a piece of our game from the start.”

“You don’t think . . .” Elise’s voice trailed off.

“This battle lord promised he would not rest until any trace of House Ode was destroyed,” Junius said. “What if there is still a trace?”

I looked to Stefan. “Your bloodline, has it always had seidr?”

The man smirked, and as was his way, reached into his canvas jacket for an herb roll. “Always, Golden King.”

“It makes sense,” I said. “Her power has grown, but I’ve been told she’s felt things about this battle, this place, before Saga even arrived. Calista’s blood hails from these isles; our odd little storyteller is the descendent of House Ode.”


Chapter 36

The Raven Queen
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I took a deep breath, then tossed the flap of the tent aside. It wasn’t grand, a simple bed for two, small wooden crates of bland oatcakes and dried fish, Valen’s axes and Elise’s sword were stacked against the tent post, and a clay bowl for washing faces and hands. There, Calista scrubbed her fingernails, her back to me.

Alone now. Stefan had gone to speak with her first, but emerged not long ago to sit in on the plotting and schemes to take back Eryka and hopefully separate Davorin’s head from his body. We did not have long to make the trade, and Calista would be part of the plan.

The conjecture to Calista’s bloodline held me hostage. I offered to speak with her first. Confident and cunning when we’d first met, now Calista seemed buried in unspoken thoughts and worries. The sort of mind games that ended up getting folk killed.

“Calista,” I said. “Mind if I join you?”

One shoulder shrug was her reply.

“You’ve been uneasy since stepping foot on the isles.” I sat on the edge of the low bed. “Tell me why. No lies, no half-truths.”

“I never lie.”

“But you don’t talk much about what goes on in your head either.”

Calista shook water off her fingers. She glared at me, folding her arms over her body. “Chatting about thoughts that mean nothing does nothing, Raven Queen.”

“Maybe your thoughts don’t mean nothing.”

“Why don’t we talk about your thoughts and what you’re trying to get at. I’d rather just get to it.”

“As you say.” I crossed the space between us. “I don’t want to waste time, I want to figure out any secrets, any clues my brother left behind. What I’m thinking right now is you . . . are mine.”

Calista’s eyes shadowed. “I belong to no one.”

“I think you do.” I softened my tone. “In the right way. I think Ari is right, and we share blood. I’ve only learned along with the rest of you that my brother had an heir, a bloodline he concealed with his curse. Even from me. What that tells me is Riot’s line continues to have a role in this fight, and he did not want Davorin to know it.

“There was something in Ari’s memory that bothered you, and I think it was the same thing. I think you know you have more purpose than simply writing curses and prophecies whenever we come to call.”

“I should leave,” Calista said softly. “I’ve done what you asked me to do.”

“But you are still here. Why stay for this fight when you have aided the others before yet you never walked onto their final battlefields?”

Calista took hold of her knife from her belt and tapped the blade side to side, a little habit I took as her way to wade through a tangle of thoughts or to hide disquiet.

I kept my mouth closed as she tapped, as she paced. After a drawn pause, the click of her knife ceased. “Because I think you’re right. There is something here that calls to me. Now you have a true thought from my head. Satisfied?”

My heart squeezed. It meant something to know a touch of House Ode still lived. “You’re angry about it? If it’s true, Calista, then we’re part of your family. To us it means we stand with you and protect you. Always.”

“You can’t protect me.” Fear lived in her eyes, sharp and potent. A glass window to the turmoil she hid within. Calista dug into the pouch she kept tied to her thigh and removed a stack of folded parchment. She thrust them into my hands and took a step back. “Storytellers are not known to live long.”

I unfolded the parchment on the bottom, the most worn and battered. A simple line was written across the center of the sheet:

Live and live again, until death at crimson night.

With a tremble to my fingers, I hurried through each parchment. Days, perhaps weeks of the same line, the same ominous prophecy Riot said when he cast his fate curse was scratched over the parchment again and again.

When I reached the last sheet, the ink was fresh and vibrant, and three new words were scribbled below:

Live and live again, until death at crimson night.

…the first bond

“I’ve been writing the same thing for weeks. Before you even came to me,” Calista said. “You want to know what bothered me, Saga?” She paused for a drawn moment. “It’s not that I might be a descendant of your brother’s line. Our power is similar, so it makes sense. What bothers me is I am where it ends. That ugly word until, and all. I’m the end of fate tales, of stories, of twists. Perhaps the Norns have grown tired of us.”

“You don’t know that’s what it means.” I folded the parchment and tossed them onto the bed. “I know about seidr, I’ve seen it used my whole life; I use it myself when I speak to the land. You know just as well as I, prophetic words can mean many things.”

I’d lived quietly, a silent raven in the shadows, but I yearned to be bold like Elise, sure like Malin. I yearned to be as protective and fierce as Ari.

Ignoring the uncertainty in my head, I trapped Calista’s cheeks in my palms and held her stare. “I have lived turns thinking I was all that was left of people I loved, but you and Stefan are pieces of them. If you think all you are to us is a tool to have fate on our side, you’re wrong. You are more than your power to us. What matters most is that you keep meeting every sunrise, understand me?”

Calista’s lashes fluttered. A tear dropped onto her cheek. “I tried to stay out of everything. But . . . I’ve always known I couldn’t hide forever. Even when I got snatched and tossed into the North, want to know what my first thought was?”

“What was it?”

“Finally.” Calista chuckled, but it was a broken sound, almost desperate. “Twisted thought for a child to have, don’t you think? It faded to fear soon enough. Until I found Lump, and the same thing happened. Then, again, when I first saw my kind heart in that ballroom. The cursed king was there too, you know. I could feel something, a connection burning within me; I couldn’t keep my words from spilling out when he saw his future queen that night.

“The guards heard me muttering and pulled me away. But something changed. I saw a new story, I saw these paths I didn’t know, but felt like I should know. Like I’d heard this tale before. It grew when I spoke to Lumpy that night. You just saw it in the Golden King’s dream. There was power enough to remind him, even for a moment, that he loved once too. It felt so right. Like I knew this would happen.

“I’ve tried to avoid it all ever since I got free, but it keeps growing. Tales, words, whispers keep growing. Fate is hunting me, leading me to the end. This might be the end from which I’ve been hiding, Raven Queen.” Calista hiccupped and dropped her chin. Broken as the rest of us. “How am I to face it after . . . after all this time?”

I wrapped her up in an embrace and whispered, “With us. You’re not alone, Calista. You never were. You saw it, we are all tied together in different ways.”

Slowly, Calista wrapped her arms around my waist. How long I embraced her, I didn’t know. When she eased back, she looked away sheepishly. “Look, if the Norns are out to get me, I’m not going without a fight.”

“They’re pesky anyway,” I said. “Teach them a lesson and fight back.”

“I plan to.” Calista reached into her pouch again. “This came too. Not for me. It’s for your king.” She handed me another parchment and shrugged. “Might help us figure out how to win whatever battle is coming, and how not to lose me when I play the bait.”

The tent flap turned back again. Unbidden, I cracked a knuckle from nerves when Elise and Malin stepped inside together.

“May we join you?” One corner of Elise’s mouth tilted.

“It is your tent, Queen.”

“Cal.” Elise faced the girl. “I overheard a few things you said. We’ve been through a lot, you and I, and I stand with what Saga said—you are ours. You’ve aided every one of us, but I have particular love for you. Not only did you save Sol from slipping away completely, but you protected Valen twice from bloodlust; you killed a man to save me at Ravenspire. Do you remember?”

“I remember sobbing like a tiny babe. Stupid of me. He was a bastard and cruel for serving that cousin king of yours,” Calista whispered.

Elise smiled. “A sign you have a heart. That is not a weakness. Nor is fear. Malin, by the hells, how many times have we confessed our fears to each other?”

“Usually every time we speak,” Malin said. “Hard to keep them secret around Kase. Might as well voice them.”

“Saga, I have no doubt, has been terrified these weeks,” Elise went on. “But none of us will face this alone. If you are the blood of the first fate king, then you are powerful. More powerful than this bastard we face.”

Calista’s cheeks heated in pink. “I suppose we’ll see. I fear there are parts of this tale we don’t know.”

“I’m sure there are, but fearing the unknown does not mean we give in or give up. It is then that we stand closer together and brace against the storm as one.”

Calista stood eye to eye with Elise. There was an unfettered admiration the storyteller held for the Northern Queen. After a moment, Calista dipped her chin in a soft nod and squeezed Elise’s palm.

Malin touched my arm. “The tracker has helped Ari map out the stronghold for us; we’re ready to begin planning.”

“I’m still uneasy with you lot being here,” I said.

“Nik gave us that elixir to guard us from the mimicker.” Elise winked. “And you might as well accept us being here anyway. Calista will tell you, we’re not so easy to get rid of.”

“Have the Golden King read his missive,” Calista said. “Might help.”

I let out a long breath. “Shall we? Seems we have another war of thrones to wage.”
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Ari sat on a berm he’d used as practice connecting to the land and hugged me against his side.

“You’re hesitating a long time,” I said, nudging his ribs with my elbow.

“Seems wise,” he told me. “Right now, in this moment next to you, I feel peaceful. Every damn time I read one of these, someone, somewhere, adds a great deal of stress to my existence.”

“Pardon? I believe you received a tale from Calista about a raven and love and bliss.”

Ari kissed the side of my head, laughing. “I did. And I got it all, yet convincing you to love me was rather stressful. You grew irritable over any hint of my nearness for some time.”

He jolted when I pinched him and hugged his waist. “Only because you did things to my heart I wasn’t certain if I liked. Turns out I like it a great deal. Now, read it. I’m getting irritable now.”

I settled my head against his shoulder. Ari unrolled the parchment and held it out so we both could read the message together.

Golden King, a new riddle for you. Best of luck, for all our sakes.

Cal

A gift among stars fit for a king.

Listen well and the blade will sing.

Strike the flesh and make it bleed.

Rest you’ll get but darkness feeds.

Battle ends with more to win.

On this red night, your world will dim.

No complaints about the riddling words. We’d grown accustomed by now to the pause the thoughts, the wonder after reading the rhymes of fate.

“Strike the flesh.” I sat up. Words came faster the more excitement built. “We didn’t know what to think or where to begin trying to find a damn sword, but, Ari, this—gods—this tells us where to bleeding look!”

“A blade.” He pressed his thumbs to his forehead, a groove between his brows. “Saga, what if . . . the sword I was shown. Your brother said, a blade fit for a king, and it was hidden away.”

Fog gathered in my head as my heart beat too wildly. I gripped his arm tightly. “Riot did nothing without purpose. There is something about that sword he knew we would need.”

“Stars are often mentioned. Ironic, don’t you think, that out of anyone, Davorin took Eryka.”

I stiffened. “He needed her.”

Ari’s jaw pulsed. “It feels like it was deliberate the closer we get. Why set up a stronghold at the Court of Stars when he had the Borough, the High Court, which is built as a stronghold? Why take the princess of the star court?”

“Royal blood can reach certain points in the Court of Stars that no one else can,” I said. “They protect their prophecies under fierce lock and key. Only noble lines, and certain noble lines at that, have access to the repository in the high peaks of Divination Point.”

“There’s something there,” Ari said, sitting up and resting his elbows over his knees. “Something Davorin wants, or knows about perhaps.”

Something like a blade.

“We need to tell the others.”

“We need to prepare the Court of Blood for a battle.”

“It is a good thing we have wings for missives.” I winked.

“I don’t like that, you flying back and forth.”

“Have a better idea, Ambassador?”

“Tell the trees to speak,” Ari insisted. “Something remarkable. Better yet, use Rune.”

Fear lined the words, despite his efforts to mask them. I smiled. “First, I don’t think my glamour makes trees talk. Second, Rune is a good idea.”

“Why such surprise? I am a wise king and ought to be heeded at all times.” He kissed my knuckles.

“I’ll speak with him. We will need blades to face Davorin, and the blades we have must be at the ready.”

Ari studied the distant shoreline. “I won’t lose you to him, Saga. Swear it to me.”

I adjusted how I sat, so we were nose to nose. “My heart was written for you by the hand of fate. It is always yours no matter what happens.”

He kissed me. Soft at first, until it deepened, rough and raw, and I stopped caring about resting. All my thoughts turned to devouring any moment we had of peace. Any calm and safety. For soon, I feared, it would all change.


Chapter 37

The Raven Queen
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“Secrets are in the stars. Lucky for us we have a seer who seems fond of us.” Kase had leaned against one of the rocky walls on the isle. “The first mark is set. The others will follow.”

A sliver of the golden sunrise glistened over the black surface of the Fate’s Ocean. The small camp was lined at the shore where we loaded the small sloop to return to the main isles.

“I hate this plan,” Valen said to Ari when they clasped forearms. “Sitting back feels wrong.”

“You’re not sitting back.” Stefan said. “You’re meeting a strategic mark. Rolls off the tongue better, doesn’t it?”

“Wise words you should take, My King. Besides, someone else must be the hero,” Ari said. “You started all this, but you simply can’t be the favorite in every tale. Certainly not when it is mine.”

Valen scoffed. “I did not start this, Ari. Everything leads to you, personally or through your blood. So, on this, I take your lead.”

Ari sobered. “Then keep watch on the shores and keep your head.”

“You better do the same, King.”

For the better part of the night, we’d reviewed the scroll Calista had given to Ari. The Nightrender and Niklas used their criminal minds alongside Ari’s knowledge of landscapes and borders to solidify our routes. Strategies, deceit, and risks were laid out and weighed. We had few options but to face the battle lord.

Powerful as he was, we had hands to play. We had different magicks, different strengths we could use against him.

Niklas went through the crowd, handing over strings of leather with a tied scrap of linen on the end. Inside was another dose of the herbal elixir used to guard against Davorin’s glamour. No chances were to be taken. He’d already robbed Bo of his ability to hunt and track, and nearly took the first knight’s air fury.

The magic of the different kingdoms was too dangerous and too powerful to risk.

“Saga.” Elise took my hand. The queen was dressed for battle in vambraces and leathers. “Watch your back and take care of him.” She tilted her head to where Ari spoke with Halvar and Niklas. “Don’t let him risk his neck all to get a song written on his heroics.”

I stiffened in a bit of surprise when the queen yanked me to her, hugging me briefly before going to stand by her husband.

“You understand how it works?” Malin asked, voice low as she handed Calista the silver chain and folded her fingers into a fist.

Calista nodded stiffly. “I’ll see it done. Be ready, but not a moment too soon, shadow queen. I want to see those littles become royal thieves. It’ll be entertaining watching the Nightrender meet his match with schemers.”

Malin smiled, but her lip quivered. To separate was more difficult than we anticipated. The only one who seemed ready to swim back to the isles was Gunnar. But who could blame him? Only a few faces from King Valen’s rocky isle would join us on the journey to the Court of Stars. None of them the sitting kings or queens.

The young prince kissed his mother’s cheeks and embraced her tightly before bidding farewell to his uncles and aunts. Like Gunnar, Hagen Strom kissed Herja; he whispered in her ear, holding her close. Gunnar’s father would be with us, along with Niklas, Junie, Ash, and Stieg. The rest would remain hidden offshore until the right moment.

Unless we failed on our part.

Heavy dread settled in my gut. Davorin played games, he knew where to slash his blade to do the most damage, and he would be expecting betrayal when we arrived for a trade. No mistake, he’d plan to keep Eryka, the storyteller, and his little raven.

He’d yet to voice them, but the way Ari’s jaw pulsed, the way he kept retracing the trails we’d take on a map of the isles, the way he’d come to my side every few breaths to kiss my knuckles or my head, all gave up his own unease.

We didn’t look back when Stieg shoved us off. We didn’t speak when the chill of sea clouds devoured us. We looked ahead to the outline of the main isles. To our fate.

The sloop skidded over the sand bank less than a clock toll after leaving the newest isle. An isle now impossible to see through stormy shadows.

“Ari, how much are you aiding Kase?” I asked, taking his hand as I stepped off the boat.

“A bit,” he told me. “It’s hardly taxing, and I mean it. Normally illusions wear on me, but it’s not so burdensome.”

I traced the outline of the wing of his tattoo. “Because the land is assisting you too.”

“Are you ready, sweet menace?”

“Yes. I’m ready to live in peace with you. No more looking over our shoulders. I’m ready to have my life with the one who has my heart.”

“Woman.” Ari groaned and kissed me, hard. “You can’t say that, then expect me to leave you.”

“Well, you need to.” Calista said in a huff. She’d returned to her sharp tongue, but after catching a glimpse at her vulnerability, it was easy to spot it beneath the bite. “We’re running out of time before the meet deadline is up.”

Ari brushed hair off my brow with his rough palm and cupped my cheek. “You are a queen, Saga. Do not let him forget it.”

“I love you,” I said.

Ari pulled me against his chest, lips against my ear. “Save those sweet words for later, in bed, when this is behind us. Give me something to look forward to, keep up the motivation.”

“I figured living would be motivation enough.”

“Nothing is more inspiring than that mouth of yours.” He kissed the side of my neck and stepped back at the same moment the gates to the blood court opened.

Hundreds of blood fae marched out in an organized unit, donned head to toe in black hoods and cowls, leather masks, and black mail. Some gripped spears, others, axes. Most carried two swords. Bjorn, Gorm, and Cuyler led them forward, wrapped in fiery red mantles as a mark of their court.

The blood lord bowed his head. “We’re ready.”

Together, Ari and I stepped in front of the rows of blood fae. Ari kissed the back of my hand and positioned me in the front, an encouraging smile on his face.

My insides tightened into coils of tangled thorns. Sweat slicked my palms, and my tongue stuck to the dry roof of my mouth. Ari kept a hand on the small of my back, as though he knew the torment inside. He stood stalwart and steady, my anchor in a storm.

“There are no titles between us in this moment.” From the corner of my eye, Cuyler gripped Gorm’s shoulder. I almost laughed. No doubt the blood lord had started one of his corrections to remind me, in fact, there were many titles between the lot of us. Gorm stayed silent, and I tried to hurry on.

“Today, I am but a fae of the isles who plans to take her home back, who plans to fight for her lost people.” My voice lifted over a rumble of throaty barks and shouts from the warriors. Fire lit in my chest. A sense of rightness, that at last, I was in the place I needed to be. “Do the same, and your names will be etched in the soil of this land, never forgotten no matter what happens today. The Court of Blood will be remembered as the court that stood against adversity and saved this land from darkness.”

Hisses and shrieks and shouts rose over the blood fae warriors. Frightening, intimidating, some even otherworldly. The blood fae were many things, but no one could question their honor. No one, after this day, would question their loyalty to their home and their people.

When I moved aside, Bjorn took my place, shouting the final commands. He reminded the warriors of their duty to the rightful crown and to give their lives protecting it should they be asked.

“You are a vision,” Ari said against my lips. “My Queen.”

My heart skipped. The title off Ari’s tongue struck differently than the others. He was a man loyal to his kingdom and would never use the term unless his devotion was given wholly elsewhere.

I kissed him slowly, then pressed our foreheads together. “Be ready for the signal.”

“Be careful.” Ari wrapped me up in his arms, but released me swiftly, as if he would never let me go if he held on too long.

“Lady Saga.” Gorm held open the door to a large coach. It was pulled by two bulky charges with a red tint to their eyes.

The carriage of the blood lord had always been like a phantom on the roads. A warning of others not to come too near. Gorm had managed his court fairly, but to the outside it was rather brilliant to play the fearsome folk. Kept peace at his gates, and his rivals with a healthy apprehension.

I glanced over my shoulder at Ari. He stepped back toward the warriors, eyes locked on me. At one side was Stieg, then Hodag’s stout frame in front of her favorite warrior. At Ari’s other shoulder was Bo and Rune, donned in matching leather gambesons and black cowls.

There was a touch of murder in Bo’s gaze I was growing to trust. He wanted Davorin to pay for the pain he’d brought, for the slaughter of Bracken, for stealing Sofia from us.

Hatred for the battle lord was alive in the Court of Blood. It was merely a race for which of us reached him first.

I slipped inside the carriage. Gunnar was already seated on the bench, Stefan at his side, dressed like a Night Folk warrior. The prince waved to his father in the huddle behind Ari. Hagen gave his son a nod, a smile of pride.

Calista took the seat next to me, a quill and parchment in her pouch, and hands wringing her fingers like boneless flesh in her lap.

Gorm’s pin-small pupils pulsed. “Ready, My Queen?”

To tell Gorm I wasn’t ready would do little good. We didn’t have a choice. I gave him a nod and sat straight in my seat. The Blood Lord hooded his head, closed the door, and took a place on the driver’s bench with Cuyler.

At the jolt of the carriage moving forward, Calista squeezed my palm. Her eyes were tight and closed. I gripped her hand tightly in return.

We said nothing. We didn’t let go. Fear did not need to be a weakness, but it existed.

And for now, we would hold tightly to each other through it.


Chapter 38

The Golden King
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“He is focused on whatever he wants in the repository in the peaks above him.” Bo pointed out the area where the battle lord had set up his rule. “He is never looking below.”

Dust and gritty debris coated my skin in a fine layer of grime. I didn’t mind. It meant we were gaining ground. We were getting closer, and I had a promise of pleasure and a month in bed with a queen to keep.

Trolls were remarkable at burrowing, but two trolls burrowing at once was frightening.

Through the night, since Saga’s instruction, Dunker and Hodag had worked tunnels from the Court of Blood to Whisper Lake. There we’d taken boats over the water toward the Court of Stars.

I’d panicked in silence through most of the night over whether I’d be able to keep illusions over an entire court of warriors during the time on the lake.

Saga mentioned the dark clouds I’d helped build with Kase around the small isle were aided by the isles, by the blood feather within my veins. I’d been leery then, but there was no other way to explain how no ripple irritated the surface of the lake as we’d crossed, how the trees shadowed every warrior in pitch thick enough it seemed to drink up their entire form.

For now, I rested my fury and marveled at the long swipes of the trolls cutting into the earth.

The Court of Stars was made of peaks and hills and vales. Lush lavender forests blanketed the court with sweet scents, and every tree seemed to be made of velvet petals more than glossy leaves. Lanterns were delivered to a warrior every fifty men. Enough light we could see our hands in front of us, nothing more.

“Makin’ it to the peaks,” Hodag said over her shoulder.

“Make space,” I returned. “Bo. You’re needed.”

The procession of warriors came to a halt. Dunker and Hodag took time to fashion a bulge in their joint burrow. A bit of room for more than three or four of us to stand side by side. It wasn’t enough to fit us all, but the blood fae took turns filtering into the cavern to stretch or step away from other bodies for a few breaths before they returned to their line.

Bo came to my side, still hesitant around me, as I took out the map of the isles.

“All right, tracker,” I said, a slice of irritation in my tone. No wonder the man still expected me to reach in and tear his heart out. I resented the way he’d hunted us, the way he’d put Saga’s life at risk at the monastery. I resented that he’d succumbed deeper into Davorin’s cruelty while Rune fought his way out. I narrowed my eyes. “Last you were here, what had he done to the star folk? Lead us through, we might find a way to laugh over ale and exaggerated stories again.”

At least he didn’t whimper or plead. Bo knew where we stood and accepted it for now.

“Most fell to his service. Those who resisted took refuge in the repository at Divination Point,” Bo explained. He’d told us this on the isle with Valen and Elise, but I wanted it again. Every bleeding detail mattered. “He wants access to the repository, but I don’t know why. I do know the star seers had kept him at bay, at least when I was here. The two ladies of the court had still stood against him.”

We’d need to go there. We’d need to know why Davorin wanted in so badly. Then, we’d claim whatever he wanted for ourselves.

“Where is the place he’d most likely keep Princess Eryka?”

He studied the map, focused on the lower areas of the court. “Here.” He pointed to the thick base of the mount which led to Divination Point. “His harem is kept in the royal botanical house.”

“Harem?” Hagen’s eyes flashed with something dark, a kind of feral anger.

Bo nodded. “The women he takes are claimed as his. The two ladies were kept there. I don’t know where else he would put the princess. I’d assume he’d want her by Celeste and Iris as leverage.”

I scoffed. The entire set up sounded like the King Eli who once ruled New Timoran. Doubtless, Eli and his raiders were influenced by Davorin’s hateful glamour. The raiders were fierce against women. Now, knowing what I did about the bastard behind the dark, fated wars of the lands, it was no surprise.

But to know Eryka might be among his chosen bodies sat heavy in my gut.

Eryka knew how to fight, she wasn’t truly afraid of much, but she was still one of those innocent souls in my eyes. A genuine heart, one who loved a young prince to the point she stepped away from her court and traveled Eastern seas, all to seek out her arrow in the dark.

If Davorin took her to access points in the Court of Stars, Eryka would fight. She’d fight until he tried to break her the same as he tried to break Saga. I didn’t know how we’d find the star princess, but it wouldn’t be untouched.

“How many guards stand watch over the botanical house?” I asked.

“There are four at every corner.” Bo described the arrangement, what he knew of their rotation, and the place the trolls had the best chance to dig without being seen.

“We all know what to do.” I spoke, facing the warriors. A deep, echoing rumble responded as word traveled down the line. “Stand at the ready.” I clapped a hand on Dunker’s low shoulder. “You’ll stand watch here, yes?”

The thick-skulled troll nodded, his floppy ears waved like wings on the side of his head. “Keep ‘em living.”

“Good. When the walls fall, be ready to fight.” My fingers twitched when I pressed a hand against the damp soil wall. Saga was more skilled at this than me. I held rapport with many fae, but glamour of an isle? We were still getting acquainted.

Heat thrummed in my palm, the tips of my fingers, up along the inked raven on my throat and chest. I imagined what I would have the land do for us, a way for it to aid us in the fight. Saga told me it was a give and pull, a plea more than a command.

Help us. I felt foolish, and the heat pulled away from my hand.

Hells, focus.

Surround him, I tried again. Hide them from sight. Help us take back what he stole.

I thought of the plan Niklas and Kase had worked out with their experience smuggling and slipping through cracks unseen.

A few murmurs filled the musty space when the rumble of cracking soil and snapping roots took over. A gentle roll of soil like a wave on the sea parted a new corridor. Faster than a troll could dig, wide enough two warriors could stand shoulder to shoulder.

I pulled my hand away, laughing softly. By the hells, it worked. The land . . . answered me.

Rune clapped my shoulder, smiling I was certain for the first time in weeks. “Our king of the isles. We all know it without question.”

“You questioned before? How, pray tell, did my leadership qualities and, you know, the fact that a dark battle lord wants my head leave any doubt?”

Rune chuckled. “Thought Saga might eventually come to her senses and pick someone less chatty.”

“Get in position, you bastard.” I shoved him aside, grinning when Rune laughed. Like he used to when one finally cracked through his steely exterior. “My friends, we’re about to watch his world burn.”

Blood fae drifted into the cavern and marched down the newly opened tunnel, creating a long rope of blades and axes. I rolled the map and tucked it away.

“Bo.” I waited until the tracker held my stare. “Lead the way.”

Dunker remained with the blood fae, while Hodag led the rest of us deeper beneath the soil of the Court of Stars. Our small group was made of Hagen, Stieg, Bo, Rune, Niklas, Junie, and me.

Saga would be close to the border by now. I shook out my hands, I quickened my pace, I moved and shifted all to keep my mind focused and my thoughts from scattering to all the ways our swift plans could crack like thin ice. We had little time to prepare. We did not have every answer. Doubtless, there were a thousand ways Davorin could see through our defenses and take the upper hand.

Saga would pay the price.

“Ari.” Stieg came to my side. “We’re not leaving here without any of them.”

He gave me a knowing look, as if reading my every thought. I parted my lips and my jaw ached. All this time, I’d been grinding my teeth and hadn’t realized. No doubt I’d looked rather murderous, lost in all the dreary thoughts.

“Pick her over me, Stieg,” I whispered. “If it comes to that, I’m asking as a friend, pick her over me.”

“I’ll pick you both.” He clapped a hand between my shoulders and fell back, a signal he wasn’t going to argue the point.

“Here.” Hodag said a hundred paces further. “Soft soil. Lots of roots.” The troll closed her beady eyes and smiled. “Starling is close. Smell her sweetness.”

I blew out a long breath and gave the troll a nod. “Show off your magnificence, dear Hodag.”

With careful strokes, Hodag dug above our heads. The soil was black and rich. The musk of damp bark and dewy blossoms filled the tunnel when golden light broke as the hole widened. A simple opening as wide as Stieg’s shoulders to maneuver through.

Hodag stepped back, brushing her wide palms as her claws retracted. She beamed. “Ready, sweetling.”

One by one we pulled ourselves through without a sound. I remained crouched. The house was covered in domed glass. Air trapped in humid waves, instantly drawing a sweat to my brow. Ferns and towering, sweet cherry trees loomed over us. The center point of the botanical house was made of blooms and trees that shielded us from the panes where Davorin’s guards would be standing watch.

A creek carved through the spongy grass. Silver veins carved through strange blue flowers, like starlight rose from the soil.

A smooth, flat, stone path followed the bend of the water. The botanical house was a sprawling garden rich in flowery shrubs and trees unique to the Court of Stars. Willows with silver leaves as though locked in a permafrost, night blooms with black petals and stunning golden centers that only bloomed beneath moonlight, bowers coated in ivy vines, and benches with purple moss marked the dips and bends in the landscape.

What might’ve been a beautiful refuge was now a lovely prison.

“Spread out,” I said. “Keep low and clear of the outer walls. We find Eryka first. Any others you can get back through the burrow, do so.”

We hooded our heads and divided in every direction. Hagen paired with me. We took the route downstream, toward wildflower meadows made of sparkling white flowers of all sizes. An enclosed hut was in the center. Sod made the angled roof, and vines with black and white grapes hung over the edge.

Hagen drew his sword, I took out a knife. Candlelight danced through the small panes of the windows as we rounded for a door.

“Damn the bleeding gods.” The curse slid out when we reached the front of the hut. My stomach turned in sick. Hanging by thick ropes on either side of the door were both ladies of the star court.

Hagen hooked his elbow around his nose. Even surrounded by fragrant blooms, the smell of rot burned. Celeste and Iris had been dead for days.

A touch of foreboding stabbed through my chest. It didn’t bode well to have the rulers of the star court dead and hope to find Eryka well.

I tightened my jaw, gave a quick nod to Hagen, and together we rammed into the door.

It burst open too easily and spat us both onto the ground in a wretchedly ungraceful way. A few squeaks of surprise answered us.

“I thought you’d come.”

My breath stilled. I scrambled to my knees and faced Eryka. The princess stood in the center of the room. Dressed in a sheer dress, chains on her ankles, and one around her neck. A green, pulpy bruise swelled around her left eye. She’d been struck in the mouth if the blood on her inner lips was any indication. Bits of her hair had been cut and yanked out, but still she smiled, tears in her eyes.

“I thought you’d come. Didn’t know for sure since . . . since the stars are quiet lately.” Her voice quivered and tears fell when Hagen tossed back his hood. “Daj, you came for me. I mean, I hope I can call you Daj because . . .” Eryka glanced quickly at the open doorway. “Because, well, I don’t really have anyone left to call a maj or a daj, so I thought—”

Hagen had her in his arms in the next breath and let her sob. He bent his chin and kissed the top of her matted hair. “Girl, you call me anything you want.”

“He . . . he killed them.”

“I know.” Hagen tightened his hold around her bruised shoulders. “He’ll pay for it.”

Behind Eryka a few women huddled close together. Most were forest fae, a few pale eyed star fae. There were one or two from the Court of Hearts with their verdant eyes and auburn hair to their waists.

My eyes fell to the crying girl, no older than Princess Signe had been, and the woman who stroked her hair in the corner.

Yarrow’s eyes were once like autumn, golden and round as an owl. Light had dimmed in the serpent lady’s countenance. Now, her hair fell in tangles, her sun-kissed skin was pale, almost jaundiced with the yellow tinge. Her skirt was soaked in blood, unwashed no doubt since she bore her latest child. Yet, she still tried to comfort her daughter, dressed in strips of fabric over her girlish figure.

I hated Yarrow for what she’d played with Saga, but to see such a pathetic version of the vibrant, theatrical, revel-devoted woman, my heart drowned in sympathy.

I crouched in front of her, waiting for her eyes to focus on me. When my face registered, Yarrow’s chin wrinkled. “Do not hold my games against my Shelba. Take her from here.”

I inspected the chains around their wrists and throats, then met her stare again. “We have your children. Magus and the others, even the babe, they’re safe in the Court of Blood.”

Tears splashed onto Yarrow’s cheeks. A broken sob cracked from her chest. “Thank . . . you.”

“Hodag.” I waved my hand. “We’re taking them through the burrow. I’ll need your claws, my love. These chains are no match for you.”

Hodag puffed out her wide chest and set about extending her curved claws and powerful hands meant for cracking bedrock. She went through over a dozen chains, snapping the fae women free.

I faced Eryka. “Is this everyone?”

“Yes. I don’t know of any more.”

“All right. Stay low, we’re going to the cherry orchard.”

Trickier than I thought to keep the forced consorts from sprinting in panic. Halfway back to the cherry trees, Stieg, Bo, and Rune caught sight of us and helped handle the weakest of the women.

Niklas and Junius waited for us at the opening. Without question, the two Falkyns helped lead the women into the burrow.

Young Shelba clung to her mother’s waist when I helped Yarrow hobble toward the opening. She was weak, and she’d been neglected after having her child. I wasn’t certain she didn’t have a wretched infection, but she wouldn’t die here. If she died it would be with some sliver of dignity.

“Your eldest brother stands with us, but the littles are safe, as you will be,” I told the young serpent. “Take your mother through the burrow. You will meet blood fae, they will make certain the lot of you get safely behind the walls of the Court of Blood. Healers await there. You are the leader of the Serpent Court until Magus returns. See to it these folk get the care they need.”

Shelba swallowed. She blinked her gilded eyes until the tears stopped flowing. With the dip of her chin, she pressed a hand to her chest. “I swear on the whole of our court and our family, I will not let you down.”

“Eryka,” Junius called when the other women were through. “You should go. You need healing and Nik can give you fertility herbs in case you must prevent—”

“My body is still my love’s,” Eryka said, chin lifted.

“Sweet girl, of course it is.” Hagen wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I promise you, Gunnar will not think this has any blame on your head. But if you need—”

“No, I mean it.” Eryka forced a grin. “I needed to kick, bite, fight. I saw my court fall to shadows, remember?” She looked to Junius. “Kick, bite fight.”

“That’s what you said in the blood court prison,” Junie agreed.

“Yes. I realized it meant this moment. The Court of Stars is lost in darkness, I was taken, and I kicked, I bit, I fought. So, he beat me and . . . and killed them.”

Eryka now joined the list of folk who would get a turn at tearing Davorin’s eyes from his head.

“Your mothers are proud of you,” I said. “Take it from someone who blamed himself for the death of those he loved. They raised you to be strong, and they are proud of you for fighting for your folk and your life.”

“They said so. Before they left me, they said so.” Eryka touched Hagen’s arm. “I want to see him. Where is my love?”

“With Saga,” I answered. “He has not rested; he has thought of nothing else but getting you back.”

“I’m fighting.” She clenched her fists. “I’m staying. You need my help to get into the repository. There is something there he wants, and he thought by killing us he could get in through our blood. He’s a fool.”

“You can’t get us there?” Secrets were in the bleeding stars. Half our plan hinged on getting into that damn repository.

Eryka sneered, for the first time a glimpse of her viciousness slipped through. “Of course I can. It is not blood he needs, it is words. I will say them for you, not him. Never him.”

“Princess Eryka,” I said, a grin twisting over my lips. “Never let anyone say you are not as sly as your mate. Truth be told, you might be the shrewdest one of us all.”


Chapter 39

The Raven Queen
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“Be the lamb walking into slaughter.” Niklas had fastened the cloak’s clasp around my throat. “A mouse in his court. Until you become the lion.”

Mists, soupy and thick, wrapped around the coach. The look of a wild sea storm rolling across the isles as night fell.

Ari had been parted from me for the whole of the day. The way troll burrows could cut beneath peaks and hills, if all had gone to plan, then Ari would’ve been in the Court of Stars for several clock tolls by now.

Gods, let him be safe.

“We’re here, Princess,” Stefan said and secured a blood fae leather mask over his nose and mouth.

Calista closed her eyes. “We make it through this, Raven Queen. Say it.”

“We make it through,” I returned, though I didn’t know how we would. A feeling deep inside told me this day would not be what we imagined. I kept that to myself.

The coach rolled to a stop outside the filigreed gates of the Court of Stars. Cuyler hopped off the bench and opened the door. His gray-toned skin was concealed like Stefan’s beneath a blood fae mask, as was Gorm’s. To anyone not watching closely, the blood lord and his heir were nothing but common warriors escorting nobles.

I smoothed out the skirt of my black satin gown, next, the woolen cloak lined in fur. I hardly looked intimidating, but that was the whole point.

Davorin remembered me as a stupid princess who knew little about the ways of the world and kingdom politics. True, he knew I could handle a blade after all these turns, but I wanted him to see me as the woman who was in over her head with her own glamour. I wanted him to underestimate all of us.

“You fear for the king, My Lady?” Gorm asked.

“I do.” Why deny it?

“Then ask how he is.” Gorm pointed to the ground. “It’ll be to our benefit to know if he’s been discovered or not, in truth. Best not to walk in and get all our heads cut off.”

“Ask? The land?”

“That is what I meant when I did this.” He, again, pointed to the ground. “It surrounds him as it surrounds you. You both are the only ones who understand its voice. Ask.”

Hells. I didn’t wait before kneeling and letting my fingertips sink into the cool soil. The words weren’t out loud, spoken in my head, but the heat of my glamour always brought the slow, soft hum from my throat.

Look. A whisper filled my mind, low, gravelly, and gentle. I blinked and watched a gust of wind roll a line of dried leaves across the soil. Mists thinned, and a bit of ground sank into an opening.

A tunnel was there, and through the new hole came the flicker of underground lanterns drifting back toward Whisper Lake.

The hole concealed itself quickly, but those were the lanterns of blood fae. Our people. They were on the retreat as planned which meant . . . I tried to dull my smile, but couldn’t. It meant they’d found the botanical house and were meeting their next move by taking any injured toward the Court of Blood.

Ari had made it in safely.

Gunnar closed his eyes and let out a loud breath through his nose.

Look. Again, the whisper returned.

Trees rustled nearby, their branches tangled. Between them, difficult to see to one not looking, was a shimmer. Like sunlight on an undisturbed lake. I pressed a hand to my chest. Ari’s illusions were all around us.

I’d learned to spot the glimmer of his fury. We’d stepped into a massive illusion aided by the isles. It was remarkable how the trees, the soil, even the air, seemed to add to his natural fury and create a unique connection to the blood feather.

Behind his illusions our people would be waiting for a fight I had no doubt would rewrite all our fates.

“You won’t be recognized,” I told Gorm and Cuyler. Even Stefan would be hard to see as Calista’s brother when we went forward. “The king is shielding us.”

I thanked the isles in my mind for helping Ari hold his fury longer than he’d once been able to do; Ari would’ve struggled to keep such a powerful illusion being so far away before now. It was a gift I prayed Davorin didn’t anticipate.

With Sofia there, she would’ve never fallen for Stefan as a guard. Nor Gorm and Cuyler. I had to hope the illusion was enough that she’d be fooled by the rest.

“Stay close, Queen Saga,” Gorm said, and took the lead with his son.

Behind me, Stefan carefully placed shackles around Calista’s wrists.

“Cal, look at me,” he whispered. I tried to give them a moment, but we all stood too close not to hear, and frankly, he wasn’t trying to be discreet. “Remember, whatever happens today, you’re not alone. There are bonds you have that go beyond the Otherworld.”

“Quit it, Stef.” She blinked a dozen times, trying to maintain her composure. “What the hells has gotten into you talking like that?”

He tugged the mask off his face and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I mean nothing by it. I just want you to never fear the gifts you have, nor fear who you are. You’re here because you’re powerful. Remember it.”

Gorm and Cuyler kept a pace in front of me, Stefan held tightly to the chain around Calista’s wrists. At the gates were four Borough guards and Ulv. The bleeding gatekeeper at the Court of Serpents. They’d been taken by Davorin’s glamour for some time if the chipped, blackened edges of their fingernails was a sign. Ulv had wolfish features, but today he looked practically rabid.

“Come to see our lord, little one?” Ulv snapped his teeth.

“No riddle, Ulv? Then open the gates. Let’s get on with this.”

The guards seemed half dead as they grunted and pulled open the heavy gates. Likely some were. The hold Davorin kept on the people he filled with his dark glamour grew too taxing mingled with their natural glamour. Once he drained them, they’d fall to the Otherworld.

Ulv drew his crooked nose close when I strode past. He inhaled and chuckled. “Brutal and sweet. How he likes them.”

“You’re despicable,” I hissed. “Sat back and watched them murder your lord. What did you watch them do to your lady?”

Ulv hesitated for half a breath before the glisten of his sharp teeth split in the dimming light. “Same thing he does to them all. Same thing he’ll do to you. I hear you’re his favorite.”

The guards laughed with such wretchedness I wanted to put them out of their misery now and open their throats. Gorm took hold of my arm, urging me forward.

From the trees more forest fae, armed in bronze short blades and furs atop their heads, folded onto the path. They hardly seemed to see us, but guarded our small procession with blades out.

The royal house of the Court of Stars was made of white granite flecked in crystal. When light struck the sides, morning or night, it glittered like silver. Torches lit the path, and across the lawns, bowers soaked in lilac added a soft beauty to the place. Gilded iron doors were left open and robbed what loveliness had once been here in a single breath.

Seated atop the dais in the center of the room (Celeste and Iris were like their predecessors and always sat where all eyes could find them) Davorin was perched on one high-backed chair. The other had been broken off the podium and still lay toppled on its side on the smooth stone floor.

Drums and harps, lutes and pan pipes played folksongs. A grand celebration, a trick of the battle lord to the people of the isles that he would bring peace and revels and life. What they had to realize was he would be the end.

Two women, dressed only from the waist down, writhed and danced over Davorin’s lap, his large palms lost beneath their skirts. The man was depraved as always, and his love of commanding bodies was his obsession.

Hopefully, his downfall.

The twisted part of this scene was the women did not seem to be corrupted by him at all. No, it seemed like they were enjoying themselves, bathing in the power of a dark fae who’d come with destruction in his wake.

The moment we crossed the threshold, the music ceased.

Davorin’s face centered between his two companions, and the cruel twist of his smile sent a shiver down my spine.

“Hello, little raven.” He pulled back his hands and shoved the women aside. One tumbled off the platform. He didn’t even look back as he took the five steps swiftly.

His features were handsome and sharp, truly a stunning fae, but his eyes were ugly. Deadened blue and filled with hatred. On his waist was a sword. On his way down the podium he gripped the hilt of another and had it hooked to his belt without taking his eyes off me.

The instant Davorin’s boots touched the floor, guards flanked him.

“I hope you’ve brought me what I asked.”

I scoffed. “Only if you’ve brought me something in return.”

Davorin came to a stop in front of Gorm and Cuyler. He met their eyes and chuckled. “Blood fae. Solid warriors. Brutal. An excellent choice for escorts, my love.”

“I am not your love.” I reached for the clasp of my cloak, removed it, and set it on the back of a chair. “I am here to make an official barter in war. A neutral ground.”

“You sound so dignified, so powerful.” Davorin stepped between Gorm and his son. To keep pretenses, they stepped aside and moved directly next to me. Davorin sneered down his nose. “It’s intoxicating to see you this way. What a queen you could make me.”

“I am a queen. Without you. Are we bartering or not? I want my star seer and you can have your unreliable fate worker.”

“Unreliable?” Davorin’s brows arched. In the back of the room Sofia slowly made her way forward. “What is this about my prize being unreliable?”

“She lies,” Sofia said, voice flat and deadened. “I’ve seen the girl work. She has power to twist any path of fate.”

“Sofia,” I said. “You act now on your own volition. Know that I don’t forget so easily.”

Sofia’s eyes were filled with tears. “You cannot tell me you would not do the same. I need him back.”

“So you turn to the man who killed him?”

Sofia winced and looked to the floor.

“There are times in battle we must unite with our enemies.” Davorin stroked the side of Sofia’s face. “She was so willing to do anything for that weakling of a king. I was not surprised to see her again, although I did not expect a vein of seidr to be in your camp.” Davorin looked around dramatically, a forced expression of confusion on his face. “Where is your darling Awakener? I thought you woke him.”

I feigned hurt and turned away. Even sniffled once.

“The Northern Ambassador returned to Etta,” Gunnar said, voice harsh. “He returned with his people. He’s already fought battles.”

“Is this true?” Davorin smirked. “I’m not certain I believe it.”

I jolted when in a swift move, Davorin had his fingers curled around my braid. He yanked me against his body. Gorm and Cuyler had blades leveled at him, but I waved them off. Davorin’s mouth inched nearer to mine, his breath heated my face.

“He was so distraught when he saw you broken in our bed.” Tenderly, he pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. I swallowed bile. “Tell me, little raven, were the scars too much? When he took you from behind, when he let you ride him, was all he saw how hideous I made you? Did you think it was love? Or was it power he wanted?”

“He did not want this fight, but he was not like you,” I said with a snarl.

“Oh, I loved you.” He kissed the other corner of my mouth. “I would’ve done anything to keep you to myself, to rule with you. Why couldn’t you see that? Then, tell me why you’re so willing to trade a woman with seidr for a lunatic star seer?”

Gunnar flinched, but held his ground.

This close, I could bite Davorin’s lip. I could kick and thrash against him. I fought to think of Ari’s focus under pressure. I fought to remember this was the move. We knew Davorin would try to intimidate me with his words and touch.

“Princess Eryka is . . . a friend. The girl of seidr writes nothing coherent.”

Davorin loosened his hold on me, a shadow to his gaze. “Seidr is rarely clear, or have you forgotten?”

“I’ve not forgotten, but I want my friend back more.”

He laughed, as though he could not comprehend the words I was speaking. “Your . . . your friend. Truly? I bring war, I bring threats, I try to slaughter your precious Awakener. He flees, and you’re here to barter for a friend.”

“She has ties to the Northern Kingdom,” I said, voice trembling. “I thought if I gave a show of good faith by returning the betrothed of an Ettan prince, then it might . . . convince Ari . . .” I killed my words and looked away.

Davorin laughed in disbelief. “This is for him? Have you truly learned nothing in your long life? Did your frozen little heart remain stunted and romantic as it once was?”

“You arranged this barter; I agreed to the terms. What did you expect?”

“Passion. Threats. Anger. Maybe a little knife play. But no, what I get is a girl in a queen’s gown trying to look brave and valiant.”

I swallowed roughly. “Do we have a deal, or do we not?”

I could not read if Davorin was delighted or disappointed by my lack of fight. He waved to one of the guards. “Bring the star seer. We have no need for her anymore. Not with seidr.”

“I may be naïve to you,” I said. “But I know the rules of a barter. Show me the respect of bringing me forward to your court, so we might put forth our terms officially.”

One corner of Davorin’s full lips twisted. “Now, there is a bit of the fight I love so much. As you wish, my love.”

Davorin opened one arm, guiding me toward the center of the hall where the toppled throne was placed. I gripped my skirt, shaking it a bit, eyeing the cloak near the huddle of corrupted warriors, and strode toward the platform.

I caught sight of a shimmer. Threads of Ari’s illusions were abundant when I knew how to look. I pretended to stumble a bit on the first step, so my hand flew out and touched the glimmer of his fury.

He’d once told me no one’s touch affected his illusions like mine. We were holding firmly to that quirk, but as a failsafe, I hummed softly in my throat. Not loud enough anyone would hear, and I thought over and over again:

Tell the king we’re ready.


Chapter 40

The Golden King
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“Once you are granted access, send the signal.” Valen said as he handed me an additional dagger. “Move swiftly, Ari. We’ve faced men like this before. You know he will not wait long before he shows his true intent and takes your wife and Calista.”

“There is a staircase along the backside of the cliffs,” Eryka said, breathless. She was weak, but kept pushing forward through the trees.

The strain of illusions bit on the back of my neck. I stopped and crouched, one hand on the soil of the land. The others didn’t stop anymore, they’d begun to grow accustomed to my attempts to seek help from the isles.

Wind teased through my hair. Fatigue faded, but a whisper filled my mind: Look.

I’d never heard something before. More a feeling in my blood, like fury. My eyes snapped open. I faced the direction of the royal house below. Guards surrounded the place. Torches lit the pathways, but breath caught in my throat.

“Niklas. Stieg.” I called the two closest to me. “Saga’s there.”

Niklas followed my finger to where a large black coach had been parked outside the iron gates.

The Falkyn’s mouth tightened. He gripped my shoulder, shaking me, then tore after Eryka on the climb up the precarious mountain staircase. “Then we’re running short on time.”

Gods, keep her safe.

My insides hardened. Saga was before Davorin. Part of the plan. We knew it, but I could hardly stomach it now that the moment was actually here. While I slept, I’d vowed she’d never be harmed by that bastard ever again.

I quickened my steps and took the stone staircase two steps at a time to catch up.

I had no plans to break that vow.

The peak where Divination Point was built didn’t tower over the rest. It was positioned in a way that the repository where the holiest of seers spent their days perched over the top of the royal house and deciphered the heavens.

Narrow steps filed up the backside of the hill, while the main staircase was paved in slabs of gold and marble. The back door was built of heavy oak, arched and barricaded with iron locks. There were chains around the locks, and a few boulders seemed to have tumbled down in front of the door.

“These weren’t here before.” Eryka lifted one of the chains, then rapped on the door. She paused for two breaths, then knocked again.

Nothing.

My pulse pounded in my skull. In moments of stress, it felt a great deal like time sped wildly past. All I could think of was Saga placed in front of Davorin, of Valen’s warning as we plotted this step of men like him. He’d try to take Saga. She knew it. I knew it. I had to reach them first.

“High Priest Frode!” Eryka pounded on the door, open palmed, desperate. “Bid a speaker of stars entrance.”

“Is that all you must say?” I asked.

Eryka shrugged. “I never said it was some grand riddle. You need to be of a seer line and ask for entry. I told you the battle lord was a fool. He made it all rather complicated.”

“We might have to break in.” Niklas had a pouch in his hand. Doubtless a combustible powder.

I gripped his wrist. “Last resort. We can’t alert Davorin that we’re here.”

“High Priest Fr—”

“My Lady.” A whisper of a voice came from a crag in the rocks. A mousy kind of woman stepped out and pulled back a thick wool hood. She was dressed in simple clothes with stitched patterns of the constellations over her skirt. Her silver hair was shorn to her scalp, and kohl was smeared across her cheeks and chin. “I . . . I am Avian, an outer priestess.”

“Where is Frode?” Eryka asked. “We must be granted entry. There is no time to waste. Surely the stars spoke of danger.”

Avian dipped her chin, trembling. “Aye, My Lady. That they have. High Priest Frode . . . he did not grant entry to the overtaker. Lady Celeste and Lady Iris told us to never, no matter what threats were leveled, grant our enemy entry. The only one welcome was . . . you.”

Eryka’s lip quivered, but her voice was steady. “I come on behalf of the fallen ladies. On behalf of the whole of the isles. Let us in.”

“I-I do not have the key.” Avian flushed. “Frode barricaded it inside.”

“He is there? Frode!” Eryka shouted again.

“My Lady,” Avian went on, “all the holies are in there. They locked themselves in to protect the repository from falling into the wrong hands. The front entrance is completely blocked by boulders. We spoke through the door for a time—”

“Is she telling the truth?” I nearly shouted at Junius.

“Yes.” Junie nodded. “I taste no lies.”

“How long ago did this priest speak?” Stieg said, voice rough.

Avian let out a long breath. “Two nights.”

Dammit. Before I had a chance to promise grand writings of her name in the poems and histories by pleading with her to dig once more, Hodag shoved through and jabbed her claws between a crack along the frame of the oak door.

The troll grunted and cursed and mumbled. Her blocky arms pulsed from exertion; her wiry hair stuck to her skin in sweat. Exhaustion would claim her soon enough, but if we could just have a little more time, a little more luck . . .

“Open, my sweetlings.”

I released a ragged breath. She’d dug an opening wide enough we could slip between the door and its hinges.

“Do you have water for the troll?” I asked Avian.

The priestess nodded and led Hodag into her hidden crag.

I took the lead and shimmied through the broken doorway, watching the snag of my swords and boots on the jagged rocks.

First, I swallowed the reek of flesh and refuse and piss. I coughed against the burn of death and covered my mouth and nose with the crook of my arm. Second, I heard the eerie hum somewhere deep in the cavern.

“Gods.” Stieg slipped through behind me and yanked his tunic over his nose.

The others did the same. Eryka retched but froze when she took in the room. Half full clay oil lanterns kept a faint flicker of light in the round cavern. From floor to ceiling were shelves of parchment, ink, and quills. Thick leather books and twine-bound husk sheets with paintings of prophecy lined every shelf.

In the center was a round mirror built into a painted stone table. The mirror was positioned below a circular opening that was covered in iron bars, but let in enough moon and starlight it could shine through and guide holy fae on their seeing journeys.

“Why do you suppose the creature didn’t come through there if he wanted in so badly?” Stieg pointed to the opening.

“As I said, only certain bloodlines can enter,” Eryka said. “He could’ve tried, but wards around the repository would turn folk away.”

The cavern had been a beautiful space until now. The lanterns revealed dozens of bodies strewn about the repository. Dressed like Avian in simple robes with shaved heads, the priests and priestesses of the star court had sacrificed themselves to keep their key hidden from Davorin.

“They taught me how to listen, how to star speak,” Eryka whispered, kneeling beside a stout woman whose eyes were pointed toward the sky. “Why would they do this?”

“What sort of prophecies are here?” Hagen asked.

“Nothing so extraordinary.” Eryka closed the woman’s eyes. “At least not that I know. There are certain areas only the High Priest ventured.”

“Davorin believes something is here he can use,” I said, irritated. “And gods, where is that damn humming coming from?”

“What humming?” Rune asked.

“You can’t hear that?” Hells, the pitch was growing to the point it rattled in my ears.

“Ari, we hear nothing.” Stieg came to my side, scanning the room. “Where do you hear it?”

I felt like a bleeding fool. The hum was less hum now, and more of a screech. I covered my ears, wincing. “That way.”

I pointed toward a pitch corridor.

“The High Priest’s chambers are down there,” Eryka said. “We weren’t allowed.”

“We’re bleeding allowed today.” Niklas removed a knife from his belt, took Junius’s hand, and rushed into the dark corridor.

Bo had the foresight to snatch one of the oil lanterns, spilling light on the rocky walls of the arched corridor.

“Gods.” I doubled over, clutching my head when the pitch of the strange voice shrieked.

“Gods are right. Look.” Stieg placed a hand on my shoulder.

Against the scream in my brain, I lifted my gaze. A new rush of bile coated the back of my throat. I wasn’t averse to death, but there was something about being trapped in a narrow space with an old man whose skin was beginning to decay that unsettled my insides.

“Frode,” Eryka said behind a palm over her mouth and nose. “This is his personal chamber.”

“Whatever he’s hiding in there is of the hells,” I said.

“He has something in his hand.” Rune crouched beside the dead star priest. He plucked from the priest’s fingers a piece of parchment. Rune’s brows lifted. “Ari, I think it’s meant for you.”

Confused, I took the parchment.

A king of night they call gold.

Secrets lie among stars for you to hold.

Below the verse was a drawing of a royal constellation. A warrior in the sky who was said to ride across the night with the gods during the Wild Hunt. Secrets in the stars.

I peered at the door, head spinning with the murderous pitch.

We were in the Court of Stars. What secrets were left to find, and where were they?

Again, I looked to the door, then back to the parchment, to the drawing. My body stilled. I whipped my head back to the door. Carved into the wood were several stars, painted black. I drew lines between them in the air.

“Yes.” The parchment fell from my hand when I lurched for the door and pressed a finger to the top star. Sound ceased in a blistering halt when my finger touched the wood. Whatever cry had tortured me went mute. I blinked through the disorienting silence and dragged my finger across the priest’s door in the exact pattern of the warrior constellation.

The inner lock clicked. I held my breath and nudged the door open.

Behind the door was a mat with furs for a bed, more shelves of neatly stacked scrolls tied in twine, but for a few on display on a separate shelf, tied in black ribbon. In the corner was a washbasin, and beneath a slender window carved into the wall, a mound of misplaced soil grew succulent blossoms.

“What is all this?” Niklas asked, spinning around and taking in the shelves. “Star prophecies?”

“They’re not written on our common parchment or husks. These are different.” Eryka reached out her hand for one, then hesitated. “Star speaking is sacred to those with the gift. Our speak is only shared by invitation unless they are like me who can’t seem to manage her own tongue.”

Junie nudged Eryka’s shoulder. “That wild tongue of yours has saved us more than once.”

It was the encouragement she needed. Eryka snatched up a parchment and unwrapped the twine. Her eyes bounced back and forth, then her lips parted. “By the gods. Ari, these are . . . fate songs. This one was regarding a battle between a forest fae and blood fae. It was written to alter the anger in their hearts before blood spilled.”

“A heart song?” I rushed to Eryka’s side. My thumb brushed over the rune mark in the corner. The same mark tattooed on Saga’s forearm. “This is the seal of House Ode. These are the songs of the fate king.”

I was in a bit of awe. Tales sung by the king, a cavern of his prophecies, of his seidr. What wisdom could we find here? Was this what Davorin wanted?

“Why are these on display?” Stieg lifted one of the tales tied in a black ribbon.

“They’re different from each other, meaning they were arranged on different shelves,” Eryka said. “I’d guess Frode hand selected these in case we made it here.”

Junie snatched the scroll from Stieg’s hand. She wasn’t as hesitant as Eryka and unwrapped it straightaway. “How is this possible? I think . . . I think this is Valen’s curse.”

I read over her shoulder:

Every day twenty-two, by draw of blood or light of moon,
Rises a beastly reign to torment you.
Live for death and gore,
Lust for blood forevermore.
No thought for name or past,
Till she lights the dark at last.
Royal of beauty, passion, and love.
The willing one to give of blood.
A choice to make, a way to mend.
Then will the reign of bloodlust end.



“How are the words of Valen’s enchantress here? She was not part of Riot’s court.” I ruffled through more. Frode gave up his life to conceal secrets, but what secrets did we need to know?

“Ari.” Junie read another scroll, one hand on Niklas’s arm. “These are tales of us all. This . . . this sounds like the night Kase and Nik met.”

“Truly?” Niklas shared the space with his wife and scanned the words. “Shadows of hate cross a falcon to lift up a crown of fate.”

Riot lived before the lot of us. How were these tales written? How did they find their way here? Better yet, how long had Riot Ode been creating the tales of a world even he did not know existed?

“Take them. If we were to find secrets, I think we found them. We need to get to Saga.” I helped gather the scrolls. Niklas offered up his satchel to fill. Only once they were gathered did we aim for the door.

The moment I turned away the pitiful, skull-splitting screech wailed in my head again. I clutched my ears and nearly crumpled. “Gods. What is it?”

A hand found my shoulder. Junie. “Ari, we don’t hear anything.” She looked about. “What direction?”

I waved a hand back toward the shelf with the scrolls, one eye cracked. All that was left was the mound of flowers and—

“That.” I scrambled back toward the dirt. Out of place for a room made of stone. My hand tore out a blossom and the screams ceased.

I dug frantically. Stieg joined me, even Bo and Rune. We tossed dirt around Frode’s chambers until my fingers jammed against a wrap of sheepskin.

“Three hells.” I leaned over the edge into the hole and pulled the wrap to the surface. Pulse a frenzy in my throat, I dragged my fingers along the stitching of the sheath. A sword was wrapped in the skin.

Instinct told me what blade it would be before I unwrapped it. Still, to hold the blade I knew had been forged by my own mother dug into my chest. My thumb ran over the simple mark of her craftsmanship, a stylistic way to initial her name.

I swiped a hand under my nose and gripped the raven hilt. The leather, still untouched, burned under my skin. The blade, unused, was a blade made for cutting bone.

“This is from your mother,” Junius whispered.

I nodded, mouth tight.

“The fate king hid this for you.” Rune knelt next to Junius. “It was made for the new king of the isles.”

“Ari.” Junius lifted another folded parchment from the sheath.

My throat thickened. Written in neat, slanted words, it was addressed to The King.

The parchment shuddered as I unfolded it and read. It wasn’t in the form of a song. No, this was a letter like the one he’d left for Saga, but this time, for me.

Blood of Jytte Larsdotter, the crafter of this blade.

If you hold it now, war has found you and the throne on which you must sit. I could not end this battle, and regretfully abandoned it at the feet of those I love.

I have hope a tale has been successfully woven to reunite lands against his darkness.

The blade which you hold, to anyone but a descendant of the maker, is nothing but a blade. If blood holds blood, this sword shall be a gift that even dark glamour cannot stand against. Strike the flesh, dim the foe. On night of red, take up your claim, and rest this darkness by your blade.

If you are reading these words, you have awakened a lost heart and taken a vow to be worthy of her. Now, I make a vow to you. Honor her always and this land will always answer to you. It cherishes her, and should you keep her trust, it will cherish you.

I feel to tell you one thing more: When Annon falls, she is ready. Guide her to the first bond and all the songs will be revealed, so a broken kingdom can be healed.

There will come a point when fate will be silent and your victory or defeat rests upon every fated gift to either rise or fall.

We will guard you from the Otherworld. Tell them both I love them.

Riot Ode

I reread the final few lines more than once. Annon? Why was the captain mentioned? Tell them both I love them? Saga and . . . Annon?

I didn’t have time to think too long before Hagen urged us to leave. “Night is upon us,” he said. “We need to move.”

I cleared my throat and tucked Riot’s letter into my tunic. The blade caught the red moon, an eerie reflection sparkled down the edge of the sword. Take up my claim. Take up my blade. My claim was the heart of a queen. I’d take it gladly.

“We have a fight to begin,” I said, a scratch in my voice. “We have an advantage, a fate king cheers for us in the Otherworld.”

The others grinned. Junie swiped at her eyes. Niklas picked up his satchel, grinning. “Shall we send the signal, King Ari?”

I gave a stiff nod and traded my sword for my mother’s blade.

Eryka touched my arm. “It called to you.”

“No. It shrieked at me. Not the way I recall my mother’s voice, but I was rather stubborn, no doubt she wanted to scream at me many times.”

In the open cavern, Niklas gathered the pouch he’d planned to use against the door. He aligned himself with the opening at the top of the room.

“Wings.” He snapped his fingers at Rune. “Do you mind? Toss it high over your head once you get there.”

Rune tossed the leather straps holding two crossed blades over his shoulders and curled his spine a bit until the large iridescent wings he usually kept tucked away extended.

“Careful. It’s explosive.” Niklas gingerly placed the pouch in Rune’s palms.

Bo started to pace but said nothing as Rune took flight toward the red sphere above us. I held my breath, waiting.

“It was quite tricky,” Niklas boasted. “Silent, but vibrant. That was what I was aiming for, at least. Let’s see if I am still the master.”

Rune hovered for a few moments before tossing his arms overhead, then bolting back toward the ground. Not even five heartbeats passed before a brilliant red spark shocked the sky. Not white or blue or another shade that might draw attention from the crimson night.

But to those a distance off the shore, to those watching the sky, it would be visible for lengths.

“Brilliant as always, Nik.” I slapped his back.

He gave me a rolling salute. “I want every bleeding king to remember that I’ve saved you all. Valen, countless times with Kase that he’ll deny, and now you.”

“Won’t be forgotten, trust me. Hurry, we need to find Hodag and get to the royal house before—”

I froze when I turned toward the door. Face down in a pool of blood was Avian, and in the doorway, a bulky figure blocked our way out.

“Bjorn?” I drew my sword and held out a hand. The blood fae captain had his dagger across Hodag’s throat. The troll woman whimpered, her thick lips pouted, but she didn’t plead or beg. I looked to the captain. “Bjorn what is this?”

The yellow of the captain’s eyes brightened, not with hatred or betrayal, but tears. “I had to. The girl . . . she can bring her back.”

“Bring who back?”

“My sister. The huldra wants the same thing, and I tried to get Gorm to see the merit. We can change the past. The storyteller can change Erna’s fate. She can live.”

“That’s not how it works, Bjorn. No one knows what happens when you unravel what has been done. Think this through. You don’t want a man like Davorin to have the power here. Look at what he has already done.”

“But he will be different as well.”

“Could be worse, Captain,” Rune said with a voice of respect. “We’ve all lost.”

Bjorn’s face contorted. “It was my fault. I sent her to recover. She didn’t want to go, but I encouraged it; Gorm doesn’t even know. But I can fix it. Cuyler deserves his mother.”

“Don’t we all.” I rolled the blade in my hand. “Who have you alerted to our presence?”

Bjorn’s face sobered. He took a deep breath, and a touch of the viciousness known to blood fae filled his expression. “No one. Yet. Forgive me, but I cannot let you win this.”

With a swift draw of his blade, he sliced a wide gash over Hodag’s throat.

“No!” Stieg shouted and flung a burst of violent wind at the captain. It knocked Bjorn backward. Hodag’s limp body fell forward, unmoving.

Rage sharpened in my chest. A low rumble of violence tightened around my heart like a garrote until all I saw was blood and pain. Bjorn was on the ledge of the staircase. I gripped his hair and wrenched his head back, baring his throat to me.

“You made a fatal mistake, my friend. You would rather sell my wife to a life of pain and misery than live with your own damn guilt.”

“You don’t understand.”

“You don’t know what I understand!” I roared in his face. “But I will tell you this much. Those who threaten my wife, they don’t live long.”


Chapter 41

The Raven Queen
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“As sure as the gods don’t exist, he will try to capture you,” Kase said, well, more grumbled before the final steps were placed. “When he does, play your hand. Just make certain you have a clean tunic waiting.”

Davorin commanded a tall fae to right one of the chairs on the platform. The fae was breathless, his charcoal fingers trembled as he positioned the toppled chair to face the other. He’d be gone by the next full moon, too corrupted, too drained from the curse in his blood.

“Sit, my love.” Davorin smirked and took a seat across from me.

I fought to keep my attention on his cruel gaze rather than look up. No drawing attention to where I expected Ari to strike. I tangled my fingers in my lap, silently praying they discovered whatever Davorin wanted in the Point repository.

A few of the wild fae seated near my cloak sniffed and coughed. I forced myself to turn away.

“State your terms of the barter,” he told me. Davorin rubbed his long fingers over his chiseled chin. A bit of dark stubble coated the edges, and he kept flashing his teeth like a wolf about to bite.

“We offer a trade for the star seer, Eryka. In exchange, we bring you the fate witch—”

“Offensive,” Calista grumbled.

Stefan, in his disguise, yanked on her chain, drawing her to her knees.

“We give you the fate witch.”

“You would offer her even if I plan to rewrite what your brother did?” Davorin narrowed his eyes. “To send us all back to the beginning?”

I forced a laugh. “As I said, the girl is incompetent. I doubt she could turn us back a single night.”

“Careful what you wish for, Raven Queen.” Calista glared at me from her place on her knees.

I bit my cheek to keep from grinning. She played the captive too well. A sad thought since she’d been a captive once and likely knew how to behave. Still, it came of good use now.

Davorin considered me for a drawn pause, then leaned forward onto his knees. “You’re lying.”

To hide the rush of nerves, I reclined in the chair and forced my best unamused sneer. “I love how you pretend to still know me.”

“You’re playing a game.”

“Aren’t you? I thought that was the skill of a barter, my love.” Gods, I hated him.

“Now, that is a point of discussion.” Davorin chuckled, satisfied. “Rule here with me, Saga. You have the blood of this land, I have the power. Restore the feather to me, and we will be unstoppable.”

He was insufferable. I met his stance and leaned forward. “So you can chain me to a bed? So you can whip me until I lose consciousness? Hells, where do I sign our agreement?”

“You forget, little raven, I had to break you into submission to me. The moves we were going to make were too precarious to have your loyalty divided between me and your brother. If Anneli had never found you, we would be seated on thrones right now. Happy. Powerful.”

“I would be dead.” Never would I forget the dark places my mind had gone during those nights, bleeding and broken. “I would’ve fallen on a blade myself all to be rid of you.”

Davorin frowned. His eyes darkened when he leaned back, fingers drumming the arms of the chair. “Then as we move forward that is where I will start with the seidr girl before I kill her. She will rewrite our love to forget the past. We will be more than consorts; you’ll be my queen.”

“Forward?” Sofia said. “You promised me you would bring him back.”

Davorin chuckled. “Why would I start again when I have already won so much?”

Sofia blinked. Her smooth face awash in flustered heat. I hated what Davorin had done to her, and hated that I understood her desperation. I wasn’t certain I hated her, but I knew trust was forever broken.

The fire Sofia always had burned in her eyes when she faced me. “He has no plans to free any of you!” She shouted. “He’s keeping Eryka in the botanical—”

She grunted. I screamed her name.

Slowly, Sofia looked down. A knife was buried deep into the center of her chest. A strange, almost frantic smile spread over her lovely face. She gripped the hilt of the knife. “When I see him this . . . this time, I’ll tell him I love him.”

I rushed off the platform as she fell and cradled her head. Sofia jolted in my arms. She smiled at me. “Keep . . . fighting, Saga.”

Sofia drew in a breath, then went still in my arms. I trembled with unbridled misery and anger and vengeance.

I faced Davorin. He’d kicked out his feet, as though bored, and winked. “Admit it, she got what she truly wanted.”

“Is that how you justify everything you do? All the people you’ve ruined? They’re dying, Davorin! What will you do when your glamour kills off your army? What then?”

My outrage drew more coughing, more of his fae to shift rock on their feet, unsteady. Some already had a look of befuddlement on their faces. My palm opened over the stones on the floor. Keep the air potent. A little more time.

“Every war has collateral damage, my love.” Davorin rose from the chair. “I’ll make this choice simpler. Keep the feather, but stand with me while I strip the Night Folk and Alver kingdoms of their royal magicks. You have this land, I’ll have the rest, and with no one left to defy us, the people will bow to us without my glamour’s—” He tilted his head, considering the word. “Encouragement.”

A flash of red burst outside one of the high windows. My pulse quickened. The signal to the other kings and queens.

My meet with the battle lord was at an end.

Davorin prowled forward. I abandoned Sofia’s body and scrambled back from him. From the corner of my eye, Gorm and Cuyler reached for their blades. Calista was off her knees.

Eyes still on me, Davorin reached down and ripped the knife from Sofia’s chest. He wiped the blade on her tunic, then flipped the point down. “Do we have a deal, little raven?”

“You’re more of a lunatic than I thought if you think I’d ever give myself to you again.”

With a sigh, Davorin shook his head. “It will happen either way since I have her.” He used his knife to point toward Calista.

“She’s worthless.”

“You keep saying that.” Davorin threw the knife. I screamed when the point pierced the wall directly beside my head. He gripped my jaw in the next breath. “You think I don’t know what powerful seidr feels like? I spent the whole of my life at your brother’s side.”

Gorm shouted a command, one to ensure we’d be at the ready. Gunnar commanded wild fae to stand down with his mesmer. My hand was already stretching for the glassy sheen across the wall. The shimmer of illusion rippled across my fingers. My stomach clenched in anticipation for the reveal Davorin had never been on the upper hand.

Nothing happened.

Ari’s illusion remained intact. Could he not feel my touch?

I slammed my hand through the ripple again. Davorin tightened his grip on my face and yanked me to my feet, pulling me against him.

“I can twist your fate to love me,” he said against my lips. “Or I can do it my way again. I do love your screams.”

Where was Ari? Without the pullback of his fury, the warriors would not be able to find us either. I’d seen the signal, but now I feared something had gone horribly wrong.

“Make your choice, little raven.”

I swallowed. I didn’t know where Ari and the others were, but I would find them. I would lead the warriors to us.

Trust your instincts.

At my side, I waved my hand. Not a true signal, but I hoped it would give Gorm or Calista the sign our plan had gone awry, and we would improvise.

I returned Davorin’s glare. “I made my choice, and it was never you.”

I didn’t know where Ari was, but I had to move to the next step. My body peeled back. The grip Davorin had on my face slipped when my narrow raven’s beak shaped. He cursed when my second form took hold and made a swipe to catch me.

“Get them!” The fae guards in his twisted court hesitated. Davorin’s eyes flashed in raw violence. “I said get them!”

One tall fae, likely a man from the Court of Serpents based on the tufted fur on his ears, laughed. “Why would we help you?”

For the first time, Davorin paused. He studied his own palm, then looked to the forest fae. The man doubled over and retched. Black blood spewed from his throat. In the back, another trio vomited. The ones nearest my cloak were the worst off. They convulsed as sweat beads turned black and oozed from their pores.

Calista snickered. “Should’ve had her check her clothes at the gates.”

Davorin looked to my cloak. It didn’t take much for him to guess we’d laced my clothing with something to counteract his glamour. He raged, face red, and merely touched the fae at his side and melted into the other figure, then another, leaping and pouncing through the guards in the royal house, chasing me faster than we could keep up.

Gorm could strike and end up killing innocent fae by the time Davorin leapt back out.

I pounded my wings desperately, calling for the warriors. If they heard, they might move forward. If Gorm could hold even for a moment, if Gunnar’s mesmer could keep blades at bay, I might have time to find them, to guide them through the illusion of thicker brush and shadows and willows hiding them from sight.

In front of Gorm, Davorin peeled out of one of his unwitting hosts. The star fae collapsed, breathing heavily from the brief invasion, and scurried away. With a low growl of frustration, Davorin drew his broadsword. “Clever trick, finding a way to shield against my mimic.”

“There is nothing clever about it.” Gorm had a skilled grip on his blade and a calmness in his expression. “It simply made sense. What power do you have if you have no army? The isles are ours.”

“You think my sights are only on the isles?”

“No. But they will fall short if we stop you.”

Gorm, Cuyler, and Gunnar all shifted into a low stance, at the ready to strike. We were warded against Davorin, but no mistake, he would fight until the lot of us were dead.

A little longer.

I flew toward the double doors, but shrieked when the red glow of the night rippled.

Alongside the edges of the royal house, trees thinned, soil caved in on the burrows, at long last revealing the lines of blood fae warriors kept hidden behind Ari’s illusion. They roared their battle cries. Rawhide drums sounded down the line. The wild fae stumbled in their surprise.

Davorin looked around the house, a pure, terrifying rage on his face. Until it broke into a laugh, one that raised the skin. “There’s my raven. Playing her games.”

“I hope you’re not talking about my wife.”

My raven’s heart pounded viciously. From the trees, Ari stepped out, face soaked in blood. He glimpsed me hovering overhead. “Apologies, sweet menace. We were delayed.”

“Awakener.” Davorin rolled the blade in his hand. “You decided to remain with us.”

“Oh, I’ve decided many things.” Ari used one hand to unsheathe a brilliant sword. A familiar golden hilt. By the hells, it was the sword Riot hid. He pointed the tip toward Davorin. “Most of which include the different ways I will make you beg before you die. By the way, was this what you wanted from the repository?”

Davorin’s jaw pulsed. It drew out a cruel laugh from Ari.

“By the look on your face, I’d guess it was.” Ari shrugged and spun the blade in his grip. “Stupid of you, since it was made for me, but that was your point, wasn’t it? You know we wield the power to hurt you, to kill you.”

Davorin seemed delighted. “You may try.”

“I won’t. I’ll do it.”

Ari was closely followed by the others, including Eryka. She was battered, but when she caught sight of Gunnar she waved, as though they had not been parted so viciously.

“Take vows with me!” She cried, a little sob caught in the sound. “The instant this ends. Take vows with me. I cannot wait another day.”

Gunnar fought a smile. “We’re vowed in my mind already.”

“Even in battle, love cannot be quenched.” Ari sneered at Davorin. “You and I, we have unfinished business that I would love to address.”

With a grunt, Ari heaved something thick and heavy into the hall of the royal house. Cuyler was the one who shouted his stun. I shrieked. Bjorn’s head landed in front of Davorin’s boots.

“Lord Gorm, you have my sympathies,” Ari said. “It was a choice between Bjorn or Saga. Truth be told, it was not a difficult choice.” With both hands, Ari gripped his new sword. “Looks to me your army is no longer yours, and we have you surrounded. I think it’s long past time you surrendered to the Raven Queen.”
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“Make sure he wants her enough to chase her,” Niklas said. “We need him to follow her without recognizing the signs of a cage.”

“You think you’ve won because of a sword, Awakener?” Davorin twirled his blade, well accustomed to handling steel. “You think after all these centuries I’d be finished by a few blood fae and a blade?”

Not yet. I grinned. “I did, in fact. You’ve yet to prove me wrong.”

One thing I knew about this egotistical bastard was never make him feel like the weaker one. It brought out his fight, his rage, his insecurities. His delightful weaknesses. With a quick lunge, he swung his blade.

I met his strike with mine. Saga cawed at my back, clearly unsettled. I focused forward. Davorin ducked my strike. I tipped my sword over the length of my spine, saving my back from a hit. I jabbed. He swung. The heat of fury in my blade only fueled me onward. Like a dozen voices in my head, I could sense the magic of my blood connected with the glamour of the feather.

Davorin stumbled when a tree appeared from nowhere, roots high and knotted above ground. It wasn’t there of course, but I barked a laugh when he lost his footing all the same.

“Surrender.” I winked. “You have no chance. Isn’t that what you told me, yet here we are.”

Jaw tight, he struck. The crash of his blade vibrated to my palms. I kicked against his knees. He cursed and ripped a knife from a sheath on his ribs. One swipe and he nicked my side. Bleeding bastard.

Behind us, Niklas and Junius swarmed the royal hall and dropped vials of Niklas’s antidote. It smoked and misted around the wild fae. Saga’s cloak had been wafting the elixir since she’d arrived, but this was a full assault on Davorin’s corruption.

Dozens of his fae convulsed, tossing their insides, too damn weak to even consider lifting a blade. Others fought against our warriors. Their poison was deeply embedded in their veins. To them, we were the enemy, and Davorin the savior.

The clang of swords scraping over swords rattled the royal house and the trees. The blood fae shouted cantrips to stop the slaughter, others used teeth to tear off ears or lips. Some sluagh mimicked voices and drew the wildlings close to their horrid mouths to lose their purpose for existing.

Rune fought beside Bo. The tracker did not have his sharp skills as he once did, but he knew how to use a blade. Rune hardly lifted his. When a wild fae drew too near, he faced them with his glamour-pale eyes and watched their flesh chip and harden into cold stone.

The fae who succumbed to Niklas’s elixirs were too ill to be worth much to us in this fight, but the greater part was they were worthless to the battle lord too.

Gorm buried his questions on the head of his captain, Cuyler tore his gaze off his dead uncle. They shouted for the armies to take the wild fae, to stand with their king and queen.

A bit of relief flooded my heart. There was a collective worry amongst our murderous group that Gorm or his son might turn against us for slaughtering Bjorn. It spoke a great deal to the blood lord and his trust in me, in Saga.

In truth, when I’d killed Bjorn it was a swift choice. I could’ve taken him captive, perhaps, but another risk to Saga’s life had been brought. All I saw was blood.

Davorin roared his frustration when Gorm’s warriors spilled into his stronghold from the collapsed burrows. The blood fae cornered the wildlings, they held them under their blades as they spewed the poison from their blood. Not all would survive, but there was nothing we could do about that.

The battle lord turned his vicious sneer to me. “You’re a fool, Awakener.”

“Looks to me like I am winning.”

“I don’t need weak fae to win this,” Davorin said. “Not when I have her.”

His body collapsed, almost like a splatter of shadows, and soaked into the roots and blades of grass.

“Saga! Go, now!” I shouted.

She beat her wings and sped toward Calista and Stefan. Dark, inky pools chased toward them.

I dropped to my knees, speaking to the bleeding soil. “I know we aren’t acquainted entirely yet, but keep him out. Do not let him take you.”

I rammed the point of the sword into the soil, like I was signaling the magic of the isles that I had the sword it had hidden away for the one who’d fight to the death to protect it’s true queen. I didn’t know if it mattered, but there was a connection to the blade, to me, and this land.

Saga folded into her fae form before her feet hit the ground. Calista had already stripped the oversized tunic over her head and handed it to Saga. The girl did the same with the baggy trousers. Beneath, she was dressed in more fitting clothes, but she’d double dressed all to carry the thick, woolen clothing for Saga to shield her skin with something after her shift.

I didn’t like that neither of them was armored, but there’d been no question Davorin would try to put his hands on my wife. He would’ve known and her shift was the swiftest way for her to break free of him. Saga needed to be able to tear free of her clothing swiftly if needed.

Don’t let him take you, I tried again, hand to the hilt of my blade. There was a bite of heat in the metal, then a shudder in the soil. A cry of pain struck my senses before I opened my eyes to see Davorin’s misty form pool across the soil until he was on his knees, gasping and bleeding from his nose.

I ripped the blade from the soil and shouted to the air, a wild sort of glee. His army rejected his poison, now the isles would reject him. We’d hindered him in a new way.

Strike the flesh.

Saga spoke of a Western seer telling her the same thing, then Calista, now Riot.

I let out a long breath and took the sword in hand. This blade had magic from the blood of my mother. A fury blade. One, if the memory of her revealing the sword to Riot was true, would steal Davorin of his strength and fester until his own blood poisoned.

A little taste of his own corruption. He was a dead man.

He wasted no time bemoaning the isle spitting him out. Davorin took his sword and sprinted for Calista and Saga.

With a swift look my way, Saga took Calista’s hand, and they fled toward the edges of the Court of Stars where it met the sea. My heart sank to my belly when Davorin’s wild fae emerged from the trees.

With the skill of a warrior, Saga blocked a strike with the dagger on her grip. Calista had two knives pulled from her boots. She rammed a point through the ear of one fae, then the ribs of another.

From the back of the royal house, Gorm and Cuyler rushed for Saga. Stefan ran for his sister. I winced when three Borough guards stepped in front of me. Their eyes had turned a sickly kind of gray, the inky veins cracked from the corners of their lashes, utterly lost to Davorin’s power.

When the first guard swung, I was there to meet the strike. My mind whirled with a hundred thoughts. I handled one guard by blade, while I stomped one foot, connecting the blood feather to the isles. Jagged stones spiked through the damp grass, piercing the underfoot of another guard.

He cried out and toppled over. The third cried out, swatting over his head, as I imagined a cloud of locusts swirled around his head. Locusts no one else could see, of course. The connection to two different magicks was overwhelming at first. But with each move, each strike and block, the hold on my new abilities strengthened.

Saga’s voice drew me to her. She screamed in the face of a man as she slammed her blade through the bottom of his chin.

She’d hate this, killing her own folk, but there was a delicious ferociousness about the way she moved. Like a damn warrior queen.

Gorm and Cuyler reached the women, and the added blades were welcome. The wild fae impervious to the antidote were falling back, or simply falling. As though their minds no longer had the instinct to stay alive, they fought like thrashing beasts.

I ended the last Borough guard in front of me with a deep jab of my blade to his gut, but my attention was on the dark head carving through the fight, aimed at Saga and Calista. With everyone engaged in a fight, Davorin seemed to weave through it.

Not here. We needed to get him away.

I quickened my steps, angrily fighting fae when they appeared from what seemed to be nowhere. He’d taken hold of many courts, many fae folk. Niklas could only make so much of an antidote with the time we had. Gods, they were like a disease.

Stefan ended one of the fae in front of him. His eyes narrowed at the sight of Davorin, and he rushed for the battle lord. With a mad strike, Stefan nearly took Davorin by surprise, but the creature had his sword overhead, blocking Stefan’s strike.

“Stef!” Calista screamed. “Don’t do it.”

I was twenty paces away when a thick, bulky forest fae with blood-stained lips jumped in my way. He swung his blade. I struck back.

Stefan wouldn’t be able to hold against Davorin . . . except he was.

The man from the tenements of the West, who smoked countless herb rolls, wielded his sword as though he’d been born to do it. Davorin hissed and grunted with each strike. Back and forth they danced.

Stefan struck low. Davorin spun out. When the battle lord chopped in the center, Stefan knocked the strike off course.

“I know you.” Davorin spat through gritted teeth. “How do I know you?”

Stefan chuckled darkly. “I’ve lived again and again all to stop you. Crimson night, I will greet my king and tell him what a weakling you’ve become. We’ll have a good laugh over it.”

“You fight as I trained.” Davorin’s nostrils flared. “You’re a Rave. How?”

A Rave? How would a warrior from Riot’s court be here? Why would he think such a thing of Stefan? The man was built more for gambling halls than battle.

“I am so much more.” Stefan slammed his sword against Davorin’s, locking them together, so their noses were close. “You have gained strength all this time, but do not forget, so have they.”

I saw the movement and swallowed the sharp panic throttled my neck. “Stefan! Watch it!”

With his free hand, Davorin clutched a knife. My shout came too late. Cheap and quick, Davorin rammed the knife into the center of Stefan’s stomach.

“No!” Calista screamed. Saga had been pulling her away to keep to the plan, but they both froze. “No, no, Stef, no!”

Her brother glanced at her and smiled. “It has been . . . my honor.”

Davorin yanked the knife from Stefan’s belly and watched the man fall back. With the back of his sleeve, Davorin wiped his mouth, studying Stefan’s face.

I made a sloppy strike against the forest fae. The edge caught his ribs, a shallow blow, but enough he stumbled out of my way. Calista sobbed, desperately reaching for her brother, but Cuyler and Saga fought to pull her back.

I sprinted for Stefan but came to a halt five paces off. Like me, the battle lord gawked at his face, bewildered.

Stefan clutched his middle where the wound bled, only he didn’t look much like Stefan any longer. More turns on his face, wiry, dark patches of scruff lined his chin. Muscle bulked over his chest and arms, a warrior build.

I blinked. My lips parted. I knew his face.

Davorin cocked his head. “Annon?”

“Hello, scrap. How you’ve grown into a disgrace.” Stefan’s smile had faded into the face of the captain of Riot’s court. Blood dripped over his lips. He spit it at Davorin’s boots.

Calista had stopped fighting Saga. They froze, stunned.

“If you’re . . . is Riot alive?”

“Don’t speak his name.” Annon winced and clutched his middle.

Davorin’s face twisted in rage. He whipped side to side as if he expected the fate king to step out from the shadows. His attention landed on Saga, then Calista’s tear-stained face. Lip curled, Davorin pointed his blade at the storyteller, as though marking her.

“Run,” Stefan—Annon—rasped at the women.

Gorm blinked through his own stun. He shoved his son and told him to defend the queen. Davorin was already racing for them.

“Saga, finish this!” I shouted.

Saga didn’t give Calista the choice before she dragged the storyteller back toward the shore, Davorin close behind.

I paused for a moment at Annon’s side. He coughed, clutching his middle. “Leave me, Golden King. End him.”

I clenched my jaw and pointed my finger in his face. “Don’t you die.”

“Then hurry.” Annon winked, as though this was a game, and slumped back against a tree trunk.

“I’ll guard . . . him.” Gorm gestured at the new face. “Go, My King.”

I peeled away, racing for the shore, a single line on repeat in my head.

When Annon falls, she is ready.

A thousand questions about what I’d witnessed, about the connection to Riot’s letter, rattled through my mind. I abandoned them at the feet of Riot Ode’s captain, and ran after my wife.
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I knew that man. Not Stefan, the man he became.

Captain Väktare.

Riot’s highest ranked Rave captain. A friend, trusted deeply by my brother’s court. The man who’d bleeding trained Davorin. Calista screamed and stumbled behind me. A girl who rarely showed emotion could hardly contain it now.

“We . . . we need to go back. I-I-I need to be with him.”

My heart cracked. There was such anguish in her voice, such pain, that she couldn’t see something was shifting. Something had changed here. A new kind of power, of spell, was unraveling. The hum of glamour, of seidr, of pure magic burst underfoot.

Why was Annon hidden as the storyteller’s brother? Why was he revealed now?

Gods. All the times Stefan never called me queen because I wasn’t his queen. Anneli had been his queen.

I was his princess.

The far shores of the Court of Stars were windy compared to the warmer isles near the Court of Blood. The whip of salt and sand burned my cheeks when we burst through the low shrubs and ferns onto the pale sand.

My shoulders rose and fell in heavy gasps. The horizon was buried in thick, rolling mists. Nothing further than a length or two in the distance was visible. Gods, let this work. I wheeled on Calista. Grains of sand clung to the streaks of tears on her face, and she looked to me with such despondency, a silent plea to fix what had gone wrong.

Focus. We had to finish this for her sake, for Stefan’s, for all of us.

I gripped her shoulders. “It’s time. Cal, I know it is hard, but keep your wits a little longer. We end him, then we do what we can to save . . . your brother.”

“Something’s happening, Raven Queen.” She frantically tapped her head. “Up here. I’m having thoughts and . . . I don’t know—”

“Calista.” I squeezed her arms. “I don’t know what’s happening, but hang on with me a little longer.”

“Stay with me.” Her voice was hardly audible over the wind.

“The gods couldn’t get me to leave you.”

I’d hardly finished my declaration when branches rustled. Davorin stepped onto the beach, anger and rage like a dark cloak on his shoulders. He wasn’t looking at me, he held Calista’s gaze. “Who are you?”

“You can’t win this, Davorin,” I shouted. “We have fate on our side. We’ve overpowered you.”

His eyes flicked to me, holding me in his disdain for a few breaths, before he prowled in slow, dangerous steps for Calista. “I was wrong about one thing, little raven. Why keep a seidr fae when I can just take the power myself?” He chuckled viciously. “When I have it, I will deal with you, my love.”

He took a long step, only mere paces away.

Part of the plan, I kept reminding myself.

“What we know is this bastard wants Calista as much as he wants Saga,” Niklas had told us as dawn approached. He wiggled a vial of clear liquid. “We give him what he wants and lure him to the proper place. When he’s trapped, use the ring.”

“Then,” Malin showed the glow of her ring, “we’re led straight to you, and he will have nowhere to go.”

“Then how do we kill him?” Elise pressed. “Seems a man like him is not an easy kill.”

“I’m hoping whatever we find hidden in this star court gives us an edge.” Ari smirked. “If not, I say we do it the old-fashioned way. Take off his head.”

Davorin stepped over a line he could not see. Down the shore, at four different points, he’d stepped into a prison, marked by Niklas’s elixirs, specially made to lock in his blood. All we had to do was keep him here and keep the borders strong.

I kept watch on his every step, leading him toward the center and away from the edges. “Now, Calista!”

Calista’s hands shook violently as she fumbled with the silver chain in her pocket. Attached to the end was the glassy, silver ring. A ring of fate with the power to open a doorway of shadows and summon folk through like a beacon.

A risk, but the seidr in Calista was powerful and connected to the ring in ways not even Malin did. The only trouble was, to open her power to the ring, strong enough to summon a bleeding army, Calista stepped into this fight without the guards of Niklas’s elixirs.

She was exposed to Davorin’s darkness, and soon enough he’d know it.

I gripped my blade as Davorin sprinted for us. My stomach burned in acid. He was getting too close. From the trees, Ari emerged, bloody, sword in hand. Stieg, Bo, and Cuyler were on his heels. Overhead, Rune flew for us. At the far reaches of the shore on one side, Niklas burst through the trees, at the other was Junius.

“Now!” Niklas shouted.

“Calista!” I screamed. Davorin was aiming for her. “Do it now!”

The chain slipped through her trembling fingers. She shrieked and dropped to her knees. Sand flung madly as she dug around, trying to get her grip. It was too late. Davorin gripped her hair and the darkness of his glamour slithered to her mouth.

He was going to possess her.

The world seemed to slow. A desperate plea came to my mind, a plea for the land to help her. Glamour burned. Fatigue gathered. Sand dampened as a puddle formed around Davorin’s feet, sinking him lower into the beach. A weak attempt, and my exhaustion likely wasn’t translating well with the land. Until the puddle shaped into tide pools.

Ari, a hundred paces back, had stopped his pursuit. No doubt seeing my struggle, he’d used his own call. I blinked through emotion and pressed my hands to the sand again. A burst of power surged up my arms. A true, unseen connection glimmered across the sand.

This was what the feather was meant to do. Two hearts, bound by honor and love, could create true acts of fate with an entire realm.

Davorin cursed when the growing pools took him to his thighs. In a long, desperate grab he gripped Calista’s tunic and yanked her into the water with him.

“No!” I lifted my sword. I fought to reach her, but I wasn’t swift enough.

Davorin’s glamour slid over Calista’s skin. So much all at once, I considered we’d chosen wrong by pulling Niklas’s wards from her blood.

He sneered. “Ah, now I know where I’ve tasted this power before.”

The blue of her eyes darkened to storm cloud gray. Her lips colored. Dammit, no! I’d promised he wouldn’t take her. Now he was likely killing her.

Until Calista cried out.

Her arms flung out to her sides, and a violent flare of hazy light tossed Davorin back. Calista was hunched, hugging her middle, head dipped, muttering—or possibly singing—words I couldn’t hear. Her eyes were clenched tightly, and wind swirled her wild hair around her face.

The shock of power blasted a ripple over the shore. I was toppled to the side. Ari, and the others at his back.

Davorin had been thrown a few paces nearer the water, destroying our marked prison as he went.

He coughed and slowly lifted on to his hands and knees; blood dripped from his mouth. Over his shoulder, he looked to where Calista had ceased muttering. Where the flash of her hidden power faded.

He struggled to his feet, sword heavy in one hand, and that cruel smile returned. “I’ve tasted you before, you know. Only for a moment before your mother got in my way. I took her instead.”

Calista shivered and lifted her eyes to Davorin. He took another step closer.

“It would’ve been poetic if the queen had slaughtered her own heir.” He laughed, more deranged than before. “I vowed to end House Ode. All these turns how did I not know I’d missed one?”

My body ached, but I reached for my blade, ready to stand between them. Davorin roared his hatred. He made a move to rush at Calista again, but a rough cough slid from his throat. He fell forward.

Ari stood over Davorin. Blood clung to his cheeks, his lips, the gold of his eyes blazed in a bit of his own madness. The new sword dripped in dark blood. Davorin clutched his side, gasping, as he stumbled back into the gentle surf.

He pulled away a hand, blood soaked his fingertips.

“Strike the flesh, dim the foe,” Ari said, voice rough. He twirled his sword. “A gift from a king to a new king. I told you, you never stood a chance.”

The blade of Ari’s sword pulsed in fiery threads. A descendant blade that robbed strength. One strike, and Davorin weakened. Still, he winced and stood in the tide. He lifted his sword.

“As you wish,” Ari said and raised the fiery sword again.

Davorin blocked a strike. He staggered deeper into the sea, rough breaths slid through his teeth. It was almost pitiful.

“You won’t . . . wear my crown,” he bit out.

“No.” Ari rolled the blade again in his hand. “I’ll wear mine.”

Before he could swing again, a war horn blew in the fading red dawn. Behind me, Calista, still shaking, had slid the queen’s ring onto her middle finger. The way they’d used the ring in the battle of the East, the Nightrender’s shadows connected with his wife’s ring, and summoned them through.

Dozens of warships appeared. Black sails, white with ravens painted on the front. Sea serpent stemposts, countless shields hooked on the sides. Chants and battle cries from new warriors, new magic.

Gusts of wind from air fae angered the sea. Some ships were borrowed from the Court of Blood, made to look like the whole of the Eastern and Northern armies had come. More blood fae stepped onto the beach from the trees, and Davorin took it in, a look of despondent rage on his face.

He looked to me, to Ari and the sword that would end him, then down to the waves.

A defeated curve twisted over Davorin’s lips. “Keep her guarded, Awakener. You’ll never know when I’ll return for her.”

My stomach backflipped. Davorin thrust a hand into the sea before I took another breath, and returned with a writhing, silver eel.

“No!” Ari lunged for the battle lord.

In his final effort, a final bit of strength, Davorin slid into the eel form and fell into the black tides.

“No!” Ari roared again, slicing at the sea. “Valen, help me! He’s getting away. Stop him!”

Straightaway, the ground rumbled, not on the shore, but in the sea. Sharp points of coral and stone shot to the surface. A wall of sea stone completely barricaded the portion of sea from the open waters.

My heart raced. Ari kept diving under the tides. He kept striking the waves, kept shouting Davorin’s name. From the ships, Night Folk held lanterns out to see better, others leapt into the sea with Ari.

But in my heart, I knew. Davorin was gone.
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“Ari! Ari, enough.” Kase swatted at me over the edge of the black Kryv ship. “He’s gone. There’s no one down there.”

I swiped my wet hair out of my eyes. “You don’t know that.”

“I do.” His voice softened. “I don’t feel any fear but yours and . . . all of ours. His is gone.”

“He’s not afraid then.”

Kase sighed. “He was. You had him pissing his trousers. He expected to die and saw a last resort. He’s gone.”

“Dammit.” I pounded a fist through the surface of the water, the truth of it crushing my chest until I couldn’t draw in enough air.

I swam back until my feet touched the sandbar. With effort, I staggered forward, but at the sight of Saga rushing toward me, I dropped to my knees. My shoulders curved forward. The back of my throat tightened until I thought I might suffocate.

“Ari!”

Before Saga lowered to her knees, I wrapped her waist in my arms, and buried my face against her middle.

“Forgive me,” I said, voice rough. My body shook in emotion I fought to stifle.

Saga stroked my wet hair, she held my shoulders. “Forgive you, for what?”

For failing you. “I promised to end him.”

Eyes closed, I squeezed her waist tighter. Further attempts to voice the pain surging through me, the loathing for my shortcomings, choked off in a broken sob. Gods, I did not shed tears, but this moment had been the moment I’d fought for since the day I learned that bastard existed.

He was gone but would return for her. Now, he knew our secrets, our weaknesses. He’d come back stronger and torment her as payment for my failure.

“Ari.” Saga’s voice trembled. She hugged my shoulders against her waist and held the back of my head as though letting go would be the end of us. “Listen to me. We will end him, and we’ll do it together. We knew he would not be a simple enemy.”

“I had him, right there.” I shook my head. Instead of striking, I’d mocked him. I’d taunted him. By the hells, I’d been so arrogant that I had him, I let it drag out. Like a cat playing with its mouse.

A potentially fatal mistake to everyone I loved.

Davorin knew the other kingdoms knew of him. They’d stood against him. Doubtless, we were all marked.

Saga lowered to her knees and held my face between her palms. “Look at me.” I obeyed, unashamed by the tears blurring my sight. She pressed her forehead to mine and let out a shaky breath. “If he returns, we will be ready. He is strong, but we are stronger. This fight is not on you alone, do you hear me? My burdens are yours, and yours will be mine.”

I pinched her chin between my fingers. “I don’t deserve your love, my sweetest menace.”

“Yet, you have all of it.” She kissed me with a new vigor.

I held her close, tasted her, tried to devour her. Davorin was not dead, and I’d never be satisfied until his head was in my hands, but I had Saga. Real, warm, I still had Saga. Out of anything, to have earned her love was my proudest victory.

Gorm moved swifter than I knew he could when he caught sight of his son. Not an affectionate father, the blood lord shocked us all when he buried his heir against his big chest. No words, a few smacks on the back, then a hard pat to Cuyler’s face, and Gorm moved on to us.

“He’s fled,” I told Gorm before he could ask. “Gravely wounded, but not dead.”

“He will be.” Gorm did not deal in unknowns, but I appreciated his simple assurance. Like a complete vow of loyalty. Our people would stand with us should Davorin come again. “This way. He’s fading.”

I took hold of Saga’s hand, made certain Calista was close, and followed quickly behind Gorm.

Stefan—Annon—was pale and damp with sweat and blood. I pulled Calista forward.

Her lip trembled when she sank to her knees and took Annon’s hand. “I almost exploded.”

Annon let out a broken laugh that turned into a wet cough. When he caught his breath again, he smiled weakly. “I would’ve loved to have seen it. That is your strength. You’re ready to take your place.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll . . . you’ll find your way.”

“I need you with me.”

He shook his head. “No, you don’t. Not anymore. We’ve reached our final farewell. This was always meant to happen. Live and live again, until the death at crimson night. You are ready, so this is the moment I greet my king in the hall of the gods. It is all I ever asked…”

Calista’s eyes widened. “No. You can’t go. I thought it was me and . . . you can’t go.”

He drew her knuckle to his lips and pressed a weak kiss there. “You . . . you don’t remember, but we’ve said goodbye before.”

“I’d remember if I lost my brother. You’re my brother, right?” Calista blinked. Annon gave her a sad look that said a hundred things. Calista blinked. “No, I . . . I remember growing up together.”

“Do you really?”

Calista rubbed her head. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“It will.” Annon took a deep, rough breath. “Keep . . . searching for the bond you have with . . .” He winced. “Trust what your . . . heart tells you.” Annon looked to Saga. “Princess, I . . . I will tell him what a remarkable queen you’ve become.”

Saga knelt on Annon’s other side. She kissed his cheek. “I remember everything you ever did for me, Captain Annon.”

“It was my honor,” he whispered, patting her face.

“I don’t know how this is possible, or why it was done.”

“Remember.” He gripped her hand. “One final truth, and it will be clearer. The curse of House Revna fell, and you were meant to find each other again.”

Saga looked to me, but I wasn’t certain Annon was speaking of us. I took one knee beside him.

His eyes were glassy and fading, but he gave me a bloody smile. “He showed me to you, yes?”

I nodded. “I saw it all.”

“Good. P-Protect them, and I’ll be sure . . . to tell the king to save you a place . . . beside us.”

“Always.”

“Find the first bond,” Annon told me, “and you all will have the strength to finally . . . end this tale.”

Annon found Calista’s teary eyes and smiled before a long, soft breath escaped his lungs as his eyes closed, and he didn’t wake again.

We gathered the fallen, tended to the wounded, and when the moon rose, a pale pink hue, we slept on the shore. Guards marked watch points along the edges of the star court, and a heady fear still lived like a bad taste we couldn’t shake.

Saga slept atop a roll of furs, the empty space beside her was left for me to claim. On the other side, the other kings and queens claimed mats beside warriors and a few thieves.

We all slept the same, as though no rank was between us tonight. My body ached from battle, and I craved the sensation of curling around Saga’s body, but my focus was near the edge of the water.

Calista hugged her knees against her chest, staring at the distant horizon. I dragged my fingers through my hair, then sat beside her. Knees bent, I circled them with my arms and stared ahead like her.

“You are not the descendant of House Ode,” I said. “You’re the heir.”

Calista didn’t look away from the horizon. “Then why can’t I remember, Golden King?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t know why Saga can’t either. You saw it in my sleep, Calista. Annon left Riot Ode to save the king’s child. He has protected you as you’ve grown through the turns.”

“Grown? If what you say is true, I’m older than you.” She narrowed her eyes. “When we met I was a girl.”

“I remember.” The days of Ruskig when Elise appeared with a skinny, dirty storyteller she’d wrenched away from Castle Ravenspire. “Through all this I’ve come to learn, Riot Ode had a power I do not fully understand.”

Calista hung her head. “Nor do I. Because, as we speak, those memories of my young turns are fading. The earliest memory I have now, is when I was boarded on a ship and taken to the North. I already told Saga about it. The strange thoughts I had, like going there was something I’d been waiting for. I was so young, why should I have been thinking that?”

“I don’t know, Calista,” I admitted. “But I’m certain it has something to do with your father’s curse.”

She scoffed. “My father. We don’t know if your theory is anything more than that.”

“Calista, the man you knew as your brother died with the face of an ancient fate king’s captain.”

“I think I’m going mad.” She sighed and reclined onto her palms. “When I met Lump—the Sun Prince—I was certain I’d been maybe seven. We were down there for turns. Now, I can’t even recall my true age. I think one thing, then it fades like I don’t truly know. I had memories of a mother who was slaughtered for being a fate worker. Now, I don’t know why I even thought that. Those memories are gone.”

“Is it possible it is because you were given a false history until you grew your power?”

“Ah, Golden King, at this point anything is possible.”

“You said you used fate to twist a tale in the North by taking from the storyteller who cursed Valen, right?”

Calista nodded but didn’t look at me. “That’s what I said.”

“That could be your growth, Calista. You learned from those with seidr without even knowing it. You might’ve grown slower from a curse, I don’t know, but those tales you built upon helped you become who you are today. You tossed us on our asses tonight, and I don’t even understand what you did.”

“Me neither.”

I scoffed and tilted my head until she met my eyes. “Yes, you do. You’re afraid to tell me.”

Calista’s eyes flashed. “I sang.”

I arched a brow. “You know what I will say.”

“That the raven queen’s brother also sang.” She frowned. “I don’t think they were my words alone. It was like I heard another voice in my head, guiding me, working with me to shield against him. Like a sound I knew before.”

A bond. Lost from the girl, no doubt. “Your father promised his voice and your mother’s would be with you. You might be finding it through the gifts and the power they left behind.”

“If they were my folk,” she said snidely. “Then, it might be possible. I suppose.”

The girl was the daughter of Riot and Anneli Ode. I was certain of it, but I wanted Saga and Calista to know it. I had an idea, but it would wait until we returned to the Court of Blood on the morrow.

“Either way,” I said, standing and brushing sand off my trousers. “Your brother, Annon, he asked me to protect you. I will. You are not alone, though I am certain you feel that way. I lost my family once, but I have gained another. We are your family, whether you want us or not.”

I leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of her braids, then left her to her thoughts. Calista had secrets, even now, I sensed she did not want to think too long on what all this meant for her, what it meant to unravel a hidden past.

We’d give her time, but I would keep my promise. The storyteller was ours. Like I’d go to the pits of the hells to ensure the safety of my wife, I’d do the same for Calista.


Chapter 45

The Raven Queen
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We took the dead to the Court of Blood to be burned and sent to the gods. For Annon, Ari built the tallest pyre. Next, Hodag and the ladies of the star court. We opened the repository before sailing from the star court and honored the fallen priests and priestesses by scattering their ashes to a north wind.

“They’ll meet the stars,” Eryka whispered and leaned her head on Gunnar’s shoulder.

Sofia and Bjorn we honored in the Court of Blood despite their actions at the end. Desperation for the one you loved was something we all understood. Gorm and Cuyler mourned the loss of their uncle and brother, but did not question Ari’s actions taken at his threats.

The burrows had worked to take the captives of Davorin to safety. Magus had returned to the Court of Blood a changed young lord. A warrior who’d battled, who’d killed, but his reward was the life of his sister and his mother.

Though Ari and I did not burn Hawthorne with our fallen, we did not forbid the forest fae who were restored from their corruption and Hawthorne’s family from honoring him. As I was told, the serpent lord fought viciously to protect his folk before he lost his life.

It was to my benefit to bring peace to Yarrow’s heart, even for a moment. We had need of her. Two days after returning to the Court of Blood, Yarrow’s borrowed cottage was filled with kings and queens, Niklas and Junie, and Calista.

Yarrow wrapped a linen blanket around her shoulders and invited Calista and me to sit across from her. I narrowed my eyes at the serpent lady. “If you do anything like you did the last time, our mercy ends here.”

“No games.” Yarrow’s voice was soft, a silent whisper. “My mate was lost from games, Highness. I only want to help. If there is a block shielding another place in the past, together, we might unravel it.”

Calista’s knee bounced beneath the table. I understood. My stomach was in knots as we waited for Yarrow to cast her rune rite with herbs and blossoms she’d gathered.

Yarrow dipped one finger into the stone mortar. The same as she’d done before, she turned my palms up and painted the knowledge rune onto my skin, but added another on my opposite hand. A rune for a fated bloodline. Calista said nothing as Yarrow did the same, but once the serpent lady set about mixing pungent oils and powders, Calista leaned over to me and whispered, “If we’re direct kin, I expect a bleeding room in a palace.”

I snorted a laugh. There was the wit and bite from the storyteller we’d missed. A hole had formed in her heart, one each of us understood, but Calista was cunning and wiser than she let on. She would survive this, and no matter what I recalled today, I’d be there for her as she had been for us.

Yarrow finished mixing her sludgy concoction and painted our eyes before she muttered, “May the Norns let you see.”

Much the same as the day Davorin’s name was restored in my memories, I walked through a corridor. Bright with beams of sunlight. I was walking swiftly, a new thrill in my belly. I rocked on my toes outside a tall, wooden door and knocked until someone opened for me.

A woman wiped her palms and bowed.

I darted inside. My breath caught. Anneli was in the bed, and there beside her was, “Riot.” His name came out in a whisper, almost reverent like a prayer.

My brother beamed, those brown eyes bright and so alive. “Skugga, come in. Come see her.”

Riot came to me and took hold of my wrist, leading me to the side of the bed. Anneli grinned up at me, so beautiful, and wild, and vibrant. She’d been different than us, no fae ears, but the temperament of the rowdiest of the fae folk.

Anneli pulled back a soft woolen quilt and showed me a sleeping babe with a tuft of golden hair. “Your niece, Saga.”

My heart skipped. “She’s beautiful.”

Riot draped an arm around my shoulders and hugged me into his side. “Looks like her mother.”

“Lucky for her.” I snickered when he pinched me. “What’ll you call her?”

Anneli glanced at Riot, smiling. “Calista.”

A small gasp pulled me away from the sweet moment. Calista was near the door, her hands over her mouth. I was nudged away from my brother and his wife, from the spell, or the draw to the one who still lived, I didn’t know, but I took her hand.

Dozens of moments filled my head. Cooing to the girl in the summer sun as butterflies fluttered about. Giggles of a small child when I tickled her. Watching her learn to speak, to walk, to draw her favorite flower.

“Blood roses,” I whispered. “Those are your favorite. I made you a crown of them on your fifth birth fete right before—”

“He took you from me,” she finished. “I cried because I couldn’t find you. Then, I cried harder because I followed my maj, and I saw . . . I saw what he did.”

My grip on her palm tightened.

She sniffed. “I recognize their faces, but it doesn’t make sense. I was young here and young not long ago too. Why?”

It was a question for which I had no answer. “I don’t know. There remain secrets we’ve yet to uncover.”

“Will you tell me about them? All of them, even Stef . . . even Annon?”

I hugged her. “I’ll tell you everything. You were—are—very loved, Calista Ode.”

The rite faded, but Calista and I remained wrapped in each other’s arms.

“I’m going to take it as there is a familial connection,” Ari said.

I pulled back, wiping my eyes, and nodded. “She is of House Ode. The heir of a fate king and queen.”

“All hells.” Kase closed his eyes and cursed at the ceiling. “Another one.”

“Another what?” Calista snapped.

The Nightrender chuckled but didn’t answer.

Elise gave Kase a sharp look, then took his place. Calista trusted Elise Ferus, they had a connection. Whether their story began the race to gather fate’s gifts, or it was that they saved each other before they really knew each other, it didn’t matter. Calista visibly relaxed when Elise took her hands.

“Cal, what Kase is not eloquently saying is that if you are the heir of the first fate king and queen, you are a royal yourself. You’re a queen.”

“Thank the gods.” Ari wrapped his arm around my waist. “There you have it, our throne is all yours. We’ll be in the hills, undisturbed for at least a turn. Enjoy ruling a kingdom.”

I elbowed him but chuckled when Calista’s face blanched. “Cal, he’s teasing you.”

“Am I?” Ari wrinkled his brow. “What happened to a month in bed, sweet menace?”

Elise chuckled but looked back to Calista. “No one is plopping a crown on your head that you don’t want.”

“Good.” She was stiff and clearly afraid. “Uh, if it’s all the same to you lot, I’d like to see those scrolls you found.” She glanced at Ari. “Right? You found a lot of songs written by . . . by my daj, I guess.”

To have the rite pull back the shadows, I could almost see bits of Riot and Anneli in her expressions. The smirk was the same as my brother’s, the wild light in her eyes was Anneli’s.

“I’ve got those, Cal. Some don’t make a lot of sense, but they’re yours to scour,” Niklas said. “Come on, chat my ear off about all this while you read, girl. I’m wholly intrigued.”

Niklas draped an arm around her bony shoulders and started off on a rant about fate and what she was thinking on the shore to make the burst, and if she thought she’d start donning gowns now that she was a dirty royal.

For the first time since Annon died, Calista truly smiled.

I closed the door behind me and slumped against it.

Ari turned over his shoulder, halfway into a clean tunic. He laughed. “Tired, sweet menace?”

“Overwhelmed.” All day we’d been fielding questions about Calista, about me, Riot, Captain Annon.

Niklas was fascinated, Elise and Valen were trying to wrap the idea in their minds since they did know Calista when she was younger. How could she have been born centuries ago? Fae folk aged slowly once they matured, but not in childhood.

If she was captured as a child when Sol Ferus was still imprisoned, that wasn’t so many turns ago.

Calista should’ve been grown by then.

Malin had the memories we’d seen under Yarrow’s rite and was trying to catch any clues. So far, she was as befuddled as the rest of us.

Ari wrapped his arms around me and buried his face in the slope of my neck. “Hells, you smell good.”

I sank against him. Since Davorin disappeared, in truth, I felt like I had more questions than I did before, but for a moment I could fall into my husband and be at peace.

“I hope you weren’t thinking of getting dressed,” I said and nipped at his bottom lip.

“Not at all.”

“Liar.”

Ari dragged his nose down the side of my cheek. He took hold of my wrist and guided my palm down the front of his unlaced trousers. “I was waiting for you to do the honors is all.”

I groaned when he kissed me. My hand wrapped around his thick shaft. I stroked the smooth skin, drawing out short hisses of curses as Ari tried to keep kissing me. My thumb teased the tip of his hard length for a few breaths, then I stepped back.

His eyes were glazed with desire. The low-slung waist of his trousers revealed the sharp edges of his waist, the slant of his flat stomach to the crown of his length slipped through the open laces. He was a damn sight. I could study every contour of his body, every slab of muscle, every scar, until I faded from existence.

Slowly, I slipped one sleeve of my tunic off my shoulder. Then another.

Ari drank me in. He’d gone so still. His gaze roved over me in such a way it was palpable. Like his rough fingers touched the curve of my throat, the scars on my shoulders, the cleft between my breasts. Like his breath heated the nipples to hard peaks. I swallowed and finished slipping the tunic off my hips until it pooled around my ankles.

I slid off my trousers.

“Come here.” Ari demanded. Pleaded.

I shook my head. “Not until we’re even.”

With a sly kind of grin, Ari rid himself of his own pants, then sat on the edge of the bed. I went to him, positioning myself between his thighs, and touched his shoulders with my fingertips. I caressed every place the light of the tallow candles struck on his body. Bruises and burns and scrapes were in various states of healing. Ari lifted one hand and cupped my breast, his thumb circling the peak.

I arched into him, my throat bared.

Ari kissed a line down my throat. He dragged his teeth over the sides of each swell of my breasts. “Why are you not sitting on me, sweet menace?”

I grinned as villainously as I could manage with his hands working their artistry against my skin. My fingertips danced down his stomach until they gripped his length again. He cursed and let his forehead drop to my shoulder.

When the bead of moisture seeped from the top, I swirled it around the tip of my thumb, then raised my fingers to my lips and licked it off.

Ari’s eyes watched and burned into a dark flame of need. “What are you doing? Get those legs spread over me, woman.”

“Do I have you begging?” I traced the line of his jaw with my fingertips.

It took a moment, but soon enough, Ari’s lips twisted in a smirk. “You’re vicious. The answer is yes. I’m begging you, pleading, imploring with all my might for you to spread those beautiful thighs over me this instant. Shall I get on my knees? I would, you know. I’d have the perfect angle for the perfect taste.”

Gods. I swallowed the passion that swelled in the back of my throat. Where did this man come up with his words?

They worked. I trembled with unmanaged desire by the time I leveraged onto his lap, straddling him. I reached between us and aligned him with my entrance. My breath caught when I sank over his hard length at a maddeningly slow pace.

Ari’s fingers dug into my waist. My head spun in a wave of lust and love. Our chests smashed together, I started to rock in time to the beat of his rapid heart. With his shoulders as an anchor, I circled my hips over his thighs. Ari growled from deep in his chest and took control of my waist. He lifted me, then found a way to go even deeper when he pumped into me again.

Our movements challenged the other, as if locked in a battle to be more vicious, more commanding, more desperate. Where Ari thrust, I scratched. Where his teeth scraped my skin, I rocked wildly.

Ari’s hands roved over all of me—my drenched core, my spine, my breasts—as if he couldn’t find which spot was his favorite.

Ari,” I gasped. “Ari, I’m, oh gods—”

Pleasure danced from my head, down my spine, pooling between my thighs until I cried out a string of incoherent words. He drowned them out with a harsh kiss. His tongue attacked mine. Ari claimed me as he drove deeper into me until he winced through the rush of addictive heat and I felt his length twitch, then his arms and thighs, until Ari was clinging to me like he’d split apart without me.

I collapsed against his chest. His tender hands stroked the scars on my back.

“You’re my beautiful destruction, Saga,” he whispered. “I will go mad trying to keep you safe, yet I will never stop fighting for you. Even when I know he is dead, I will always fight every day for your happiness. You’ve become my obsession. That is how you are the sweetest menace.”

I kissed him sweetly. To be the one he called his menace was the sweetest word in the whole of the kingdoms.


Chapter 46

The Golden King
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Eryka meant what she said about taking vows with Gunnar the instant they could.

A week after the battle ended at the Court of Stars, the Borough had been cleaned from the blood and refuse of the decaying fae Davorin had corrupted. Once again, the Court of Hearts was the whimsical fae setting with flowering willows and the trickle of the gentle creek through stones coated in blue moss.

Not a hint of Davorin’s presence; I’d seen to it.

The docks from the Court of Hearts to the Bridge Isles were packed with longships from the East and North. Cottages in the blood court were packed with visiting nobles, smugglers, and thieves. In the Court of Hearts, every longhouse in the fort was occupied by royalty and, again, thieves and smugglers.

In the Borough courtyard, benches were tied in silver ribbons and lavender satins. Lilac archways were positioned near the front. Mingled throughout the whimsy of the South was a bit of the North and East. Hanging from branches were dangling bones and rune chips, sacrifices of prosperity and happiness, as was tradition in Etta. Their vows would given with Eastern Alver traditions, although Eryka was not an Alver, she wanted the double vow both a couple made and Alver folk.

The front benches were filled with Gunnar’s large family. Princess Herja and Hagen sat nearest the archway with their other littles, both Laila and Metta donned flower crowns, and the young Dain wore a fine tunic hemmed in silver.

The next bench held Lilianna and Arvad. The former king and queen had spoken to me in depth about our differing experiences with sleep. In a fury sleep, it truly was a sleep. They remembered little of it, while I’d been jostled about the past. Elise and Valen sat next to them, the tiny Princess Livia asleep in the crook of Valen’s arm.

I wasn’t certain who adored the tiny fae royal more, me or Saga. This was one of the few times Valen and Elise had claim over their daughter. The rest of us kept taking her.

Saga sat beside Tor and laughed when Aleksi, the toddling young prince, made a grab for the black raven circlet in her hair. Sol took up a place beside Calista.

Gorm had fashioned a dainty silver circlet of sunbeams for Calista. Today was the first—and likely only—time she’d worn it.

“Only for the thieving prince,” she’d grumbled when Elise helped her braid the piece in her hair. “And just because he makes me laugh.”

Calista snickered at something Sol said on the bench. Since the Sun Prince arrived, the storyteller had rarely left his side. Sol didn’t seem to mind, and slipped into a brotherly role for the girl after learning the truth of Stefan, and what it all meant for Calista.

I’d overheard muttering more than once in the great hall of the Borough long after others went to sleep, only to look down from the upper room and see Calista and Sol sipping from horns, talking in low voices. Sometimes, Calista would wipe her eyes, and Sol would embrace her, or take her hand.

I didn’t care what they said to each other, so long as she was beginning to believe she wasn’t alone in this world.

“You look happy, King Ari.”

I turned around.

Eryka beamed. Her hair had been set in long, pale curls over her shoulders, and her lips were painted a soft red. She’d been dressed in a skirt the shade of vibrant river moss, and the points of her ears were pierced in silver rings.

I pressed a hand to my chest and bowed. “Princess, you are lovelier than the stars.”

“I don’t mind much how I look, so long as you get me there.” She leaned in close and whispered. “I’m most anxious to be alone with my love. Not that I don’t enjoy you all.”

“Princess, I felt much the same the day I took vows.” I left out the part where Saga shifted into a raven and I nearly died from the shock. I held out one beringed hand. The center ring made of polished wood was my most cherished. “Shall we?”

I considered it an honor when Eryka asked if I would present her to Gunnar. She’d insisted it was good luck to have a king of her homeland guide her way. She was right and wrong about one thing. I was happy—happy my folk were here, happy Saga was amongst them. But I wouldn’t say I was free from unease.

I slept little during the night. Every few tolls I’d wake just to ensure the door to our bed chamber was locked and the windows bolted.

I missed Hodag. She would love to be here for her little starling. I mourned for Sofia’s fate, and wondered if she was with Bracken now.

Beneath every laugh, every moment of wit, hidden in plain sight, was a suffocating fear Davorin would step back into my new, gilded existence and plunge it into his darkness. With Gorm, we’d already begun building new barriers, new protections on the isles.

The other kingdoms were doing the same.

He was not here, he was out there somewhere, hopefully suffering, yet the bastard still had a bit of control over us.

There was no telling what our world would look like in the coming turns.

I forced the dreary thoughts to the back for now, and pulled back the sheer fabric draped over two arched branches of twin golden oaks. Every eye turned our way, but the star princess only looked ahead.

Gunnar had been polished nicely. His messy, auburn hair was tamed, and he’d traded out his typical simple tunics with a forest green top, knee-high boots, and a polished belt. Common folk and nobles alike beamed at the young royals. Strange how a simple belief, Eryka’s insistence she would help unite three kingdoms, was coming to pass.

Stranger still, in a way, she’d united all four.

Calista smirked over her shoulder. The heir to a throne of fate. To me, it meant Calista was the heir to every vein of magic. A missing piece we’d had all along.

Eryka squeezed my arm with every step we took. I absorbed the happiness of the setting. Yarrow said little, but she’d helped arrange the satins and silks. She bounced her tiniest daughter in her arms, and the rest of her brood took up an entire bench. Magus dipped his chin. He’d been a feckless boy weeks ago, now he was training in Gorm’s army. He was learning to lead the forest fae to restore a new serpent court.

Bo and Rune sat next to Stieg, Frey, and Axel, Frey’s brother. Rune grinned when Bo whispered something as we strode past, likely mocking me in some way like they used to before Davorin. I didn’t miss the way Bo’s little finger had curled around Rune’s on the bench.

Niklas, Junius, and many of their Fallen Guild nestled with the Guild of Kryv in three benches. More than one Falkyn had inspected the golden rings tethering the satin sashes to the benches.

Junie and Nik weren’t royal, they would be offended if I called them entirely honest, yet they were sitting in our council later that day. From Etta, to the Black Palace, to the isles, they’d fought for us. They’d protected us. They’d always be welcome at any king’s table.

Halvar held his infant daughter beside Kari who battled their son, Aesir.

“’Bassador Ari!” Aesir shouted, drawing more than one look. “I’m free turns now!”

He held up three fingers, and Kari looked ready to melt into the ground when she clapped a gentle hand over his mouth. I winked at the boy and muttered to Halvar that his son loved me best, then left before he could reply.

The moment we reached the end, Gunnar eagerly snatched Eryka’s hand from mine, and I took my place beside Saga.

She fiddled with the black stone pierced in my lobe and kissed the hinge of my jaw. “You look delicious enough to take a bite, My King.”

I kissed her palm. “Taste me all you want the moment we’re alone.”

Saga chuckled when Calista groaned and complained under her breath to Sol that we were ridiculous with the amount of time we spent in our bed chamber.

Arvad had been asked to lead the vows with the help of Hagen for the Alver bonds.

Saga’s fingers tickled the back of my neck as the vows proceeded. While Gunnar and Eryka linked hands and promised to share each other’s power into the Otherworld, Saga pressed her lips to my ear. “Your mind is with him.”

I stared at her hand on my thigh, then covered it with my own.

“It is with you,” I said. “He is the greatest threat to you, that is the only thought I spare him.”

She smiled, understanding, and unashamed of the fears we both shared. “Our fight is at rest for now, Ari. If it ever rises again, I am grateful it is you I will fight beside. Because of that, I choose to be happy with you and live outside of fear. Should someone come to take it, they will rue the day. Our dream of a dull life in the longhouse is too wonderful not to protect.”

The crowd cheered when Gunnar crushed Eryka’s mouth to his.

I smiled, but the young couple would need to forgive me. My eyes were only on my wife.
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Another week and the isles were bidding farewell to the foreign guests. I thought when the day came that my folk returned to Etta, I would be tormented. A part of me would always live in the soil of Ruskig, but this was my home. This was where my heart had taken root.

“You feel right about this?” Valen asked me. He folded his arms over his chest, watching Calista tickle Prince Aleksi near a longship being loaded. Sol and Tor laughed when their son tried to tickle the storyteller back.

“I can’t force her to remain with us. We’re not sending her alone.”

“You trust him?” Kase narrowed his eyes at the men loading the ship.

“Yes, you skeptical fiend.” I rested a hand on the hilt of my descendant blade. “She is an heir of this land as much as Saga, perhaps more, and that affords a certain protection. Whether she likes it or not.”

Cuyler and a unit of blood fae watchers were under the new position of guarding the heir of House Ode. It would be strange not to have the blood heir around, but I felt better knowing he’d be with Calista in Raven Row. Davorin would hunt her as fiercely as he hunted Saga.

“She’s hiding,” Valen said. “We all know what grief does. She wants to go on as if life has not changed.”

“I know.” I removed the crinkled note I’d found when we returned to the Court of Blood. “Read this. Annon left it for me before we ever went after Eryka.”

“Without the first bond, you will not have the gifts of fate. She will fight against the call, but do not let his patience wane, or I do not know what becomes of such a bond if left ignored too long. She must find her voice.” Valen read the words out loud, not giving a reason, but we’d known Kase long enough to take note how he never read. If he was asked, Malin conveniently took over. No mistake, we’d never broach the subject, and would likely always read out loud in his presence.

Valen looked at me, eyes wide when he finished. “What do you make of this?”

“A first bond. It’s been repeated numerous times.” I lowered my voice and leaned in. “You both saw the king’s ward from my memory.”

“Yes,” Kase nodded. “The boy who could twist fate like the king.”

“But only for House Ode,” I said. “And after a time, do you remember, he was always joined by another.”

It only took a few breaths for Valen to curse with realization. “He was always with the child. With . . .”

“Calista.” Kase said, his rocky rasp low like a building storm.

I nodded. “What if her power is strengthened and shared with another? Like mine and Saga’s.”

Valen huffed. “You think this ward is alive?”

“At this point, I believe anything.”

Wraith was no child when he led me through my sleep. He was sharp, demanding, and soft about the past in many ways. There was a clear power emanating from him, even as a phantom guide. What if he hadn’t joined from the Otherworld? What if he, like so many others, was hidden by Riot’s curse, waiting for one to find the bond that was missing?

“I hate fate.” Kase shook his head. “Bloodshed and pain could be spared if it would be even the slightest bit clearer.”

I chuckled. “Ah, my friend, but we’d never have met without a few twists of fate.”

“How empty my life would be.”

“I am taking that sincerely,” I told him. “Not a drop of irony shall I find in your tone.”

Kase smiled—for him—and tugged the black cowl over his head. “I am leaving. I have a wife who carries my tormenting littles. I’ve been told—more threatened—by Elise, that I should be serving her every spare moment I have.”

Valen laughed. “Wait until she brings those littles into the world. When you witness that, then you will want to kiss her feet, and no matter what, never utter a complaint of pain again.”

Kase paled a bit, but bid us a mumbled farewell before he rushed off. No doubt to find Niklas about creating a way Malin could do the whole ordeal without a drop of discomfort.

Alone, Valen held out his arm. I clasped it and pulled him into a quick embrace.

“I never thought I’d call you King Ari again,” he said, grinning. “But the isles are fortunate to have you on the throne. I should know, I was a prisoner of the tyrant of Ruskig once.”

“Some of my most cherished days.” My smile faded. “Perhaps consider Stieg or Frey to be your ambassador. They know the isles well.”

“I’ll give that some thought.” Valen gripped my shoulder. “You may not be my ambassador, Ari, but I will come and bring war to your shores if you do not write us. Even if it is Saga to Elise. Elise is desperate to make up for holding a knife to her throat.”

“You know Saga has already forgotten it.”

Valen hesitated. “I’ll fight for you. Know that.”

The words were simple but meant a great deal. Valen knew, without saying, my fears of Davorin’s escape. A simple statement, but it told me he would defend the South as assuredly as he’d defend Etta.

I dipped my chin. “You know I will do the same.”

Goodbyes took a few more clock tolls. Calista was the last to bid Saga and me farewell. She hesitated for a few breaths, then flung her arms around Saga’s neck.

“Each day I remember a little more,” she whispered. “I’m not letting him touch you again. I’ll be doing all I can to write him as the first slippery eel to drown.” She faced me. “Be a good king. Keep watch over her. And, uh, thank you for . . . honoring him the way you did.”

I gave a nod of understanding. Annon would be honored in every tale, every poem. Hells, I’d build a damn statue in the Borough for the king and queen of fate and their captain. They’d sacrificed everything to bring us here. To unite families divided, and build a found family stronger than a former kingdom ever dreamed.

Saga smoothed Calista’s hair out of her face. “You don’t need to go.”

Calista glanced at the ship. “Raven Row is my home. It calls to me, but . . .”

“I know,” I said with a sigh. “It’s impossible to bid us farewell.”

Calista’s cheeks flushed. “Maybe I could stay. For a little while. Help build up defenses and all that. Maybe . . . maybe learn a little about what I lost.”

Saga let out a choked kind of shriek, as though she were trying to keep her wits, but excitement cracked through. “Yes! You always have a home here.”

I slipped an arm around Saga’s waist and smiled at the storyteller. “If ever you return, I expect to always have a home in the West too. We’ve officially become the irritating family that drops in to stay a month on the slightest whim. Be ready.”

Calista frowned, but the way her cheeks twitched she was fighting a grin. She followed Cuyler and his watchers through the gates of the Borough. The Bridge Isles now served as an expansion to the Court of Blood. Already, Gorm and Magus were uniting the serpents and the blood fae to build grand walls across the inlets around the isles.

The fae courts were gathering.

When Davorin returned—and he would—we’d be ready.

Alone, Saga let out a rough breath. “Do you get the feeling she is keeping things from us?”

“Always.” I kissed her forehead. “There are mysteries around our Calista that we have yet to learn. But I have a feeling when she discovers the depth of her power, our world will never be the same.”

With a sigh, Saga rested her head on my shoulder. “I want to help her find this bond; I want to help her understand her power, but in truth, I don’t know how. I don’t even know where to start.”

I slipped my fingers into hers and pulled her back toward the path that would lead to the Borough. “Start next month. We are at a moment of peace, we are alone, and I have made grand assurances of holing you up in our bed for some time now.”

Saga’s lips curled into a sly grin. “What are you saying exactly, King Ari?”

“I’m saying, my sweet menace . . .” I cupped one side of her face and drew her lips close to mine. “It is long overdue that I deliver on these promises.”


Epilogue
THE STORYTELLER


Time was fickle. Nearly ten turns had left us since the dark bastard scurried away in the sea and it seemed like no time at all.

I’d visited Raven Row. Checked on the old hags once or twice. Usually not alone.

Lump and Tor often joined me when I returned home. Other times it was with a Falkyn, or simply Cuyler and his men. Sometimes kings and queens came, always using the excuse they wanted to reach agreements with the Western palace. The eccentric king hadn’t been seen in turns. Truth be told, I figured he was probably dead and some serf was truly running the Row.

No one seemed to care enough to find out. Or maybe that was the point, some mystical ward kept attention off our worthless rulers and left the Row to fall into its own ragged existence.

Worked well enough for me, and the western shores always drew me back.

This return felt different. I was returning home, but there was a constant prickle on my skin. Like I would not be the same when I stepped foot on the isles again.

I took in the trees around the shore. Thick and lush with hanging moss over branches like tattered towels. Roots of this land had coiled around my bleeding ankles, and kept me here for long stretches over the turns. I’d learned of seidr. There were moments I almost recalled a distant past that still made little sense.

They both—my golden king and raven queen—had rummaged with me through the songs of the fate king.

Of Riot Ode. My father.

No less than half a dozen times I’d demanded we use the Falkyn’s tricky potions to test the blood. Niklas seemed to revel in the mystery of it all and always obliged. Every time, my blood had traces of the Raven Queen’s.

We were blood folk.

There were still questions to which I had no answer. How did I have memories of Stefan—Annon—as a boy? Hells, how had I been a tiny little when the world broke apart, yet my face looked less aged than the thieving prince?

I rarely spoke on it, the fear that came from the unknown. Memories I’d believed, memories I’d shared with Sol when we were caged creatures together, they no longer existed.

Over the turns I’d gone to the different kingdoms, learned the histories, studied the mesmer, the fury. I even sat in the cells at Castle Ravenspire with Sol at my side, reliving moments, all to retrace those enslaved footsteps for answers. Lump replayed our positions (from what he could remember) and tried to help me wade through tales I’d shared of my folk in the Row.

Had I imagined it all merely to stay alive? It was what my kind heart queen theorized. We did strange things to stay alive. Could’ve been my head trying to give me something to live for.

Still didn’t explain how I ought to be all wise and old but . . . wasn’t.

Now the dreams were getting worse. No doubt the dreams were behind all the strife in my gut and all the prickles on my skin. Still, I hadn’t told anyone else there was more to this sudden need to return to the West, other than it was once more time for a visit.

I closed my eyes and drew in a long breath through my nose. The last turns weren’t all worry and work. I’d been thrust into a world of dark warriors and kings and queens who battled for their love—nothing less. They were my home when I thought after losing my brother, I would never find one again.

A few giggles trickled down the slope near the docks.

The corners of my mouth tugged into a grin. Littles seemed to be everywhere now. I peeked over my shoulder, the sun shielded from the wide brim of my hat. Future royals wrestled and played. Sol’s and Tor’s boy—Alek—he was the eldest. A boy born of these isles much like me. When I visited Lump and Tor, I often told them they were dull, then spent the rest of my time chasing Aleksi and watching his eyes light up when I gave him little prophecies of his fated path.

Once, I was forced to draw out the simple prophecies as a captive at Ravenspire. Now, I’d do it all day for the young royals if they kept looking at me like I was some kind of bleeding goddess.

Never thought I’d take to littles. I was too worried about keeping chains off my neck and keeping alive. Young ones weren’t a thought.

But I loved them all.

From Elise’s and Valen’s girl who seemed to radiate the two opposing worlds they’d united, to the two matching littles from the shadow court in the East. Hells, the twins would be sneakier than their damn parents.

All at once, skinny arms flung around my waist. I grunted and looked down at two mossy eyes. Bright and glassy with a bit of gold, a bit of soil, with traces of the forest green sprinkled about.

Unbeknownst to everyone, Saga had battled Davorin with a small one inside. I thought Ari would always boast about his prowess as a man for finding fatherhood so swiftly, but I think his daughter’s birth added a new kind of darkness to the king.

More walls, more guards, more sounds of his footsteps pacing the corridors during the night, waiting for an attack he knew as well as I would come someday. Worries he kept to the dark where no one but those closest to him could see.

In the daylight, his girl only believed she was the sun of her father’s world. She was, but I was simply of the belief she’d also snapped a new level of violence in his soul. He would not only fight for his wife, now he would slaughter for his child.

“Mira,” I whispered. I tapped her nose. She was named Krasmira, after, well, after my grandmother I supposed. But no one called her the full title. I took in the whole of her sweet countenance. The points of her fae ears, the curls of dark hair loose around her cheeks, her tiny raven toy whittled for her by Lord Gorm at her birth. “I shall miss you most. Don’t tell Jonas and Sander.”

She snickered. “Or they’ll try to put a toad in your bed again.”

“They keep trying to trick a fate worker, and they’ll keep being disappointed.”

I squeezed her close. Part of me didn’t want to go. Part of me wished to pretend nothing had happened, that I wasn’t keeping a secret I didn’t understand.

“You don’t really need to be doing any missing at all.” Ari stood ten paces behind me, head cocked, that arrogant smirk I thought was his best quality written on his face.

I covered Mira’s ears and whispered, “I must go. I don’t like you anymore.”

Ari chuckled. He came to stand beside me after pressing a kiss to his daughter’s head. Together, we kept watch as Cuyler and several of his watchers loaded the longship.

After a drawn pause the king asked, “Keeping anything in?”

Subtle, but I knew what he meant. It was Ari’s way of asking if I had any thoughts that needed sharing.

Yes, but I don’t know what to think of it. I shook my head. “Nothing important. I just . . . I don’t know, I feel like I need to check up on the Row.”

When Mira shrieked after a chirping insect landed on her head, she sprinted off toward the two green-eyed boys laughing and pointing. Until vines and tendrils of grass wrapped around their ankles.

Jonas and Sander were yanked to the ground.

“Livia!” Jonas flailed about, his squeaky boyish voice echoed over the hillside. From behind a mound on the hill, Livia and Aleksi sprinted toward the trees, snickering. The cursed king was an earth bender, but his daughter, all I knew to call her was an earth amplifier. She healed it, even damn near spoke to it like Saga.

Mira hopped onto Jonas Eriksson’s snared body and let a string of spittle dangle precariously over his face. “Yield?”

“Never!” he shouted. “I’mma give you so many nightmares, Mira.”

The youngest of the royals, still, Mira held her own. “Only if Sandy helps you, and I gave him all my iced cakes last week. He’s on my side.”

Jonas cursed his brother, until Sander insisted he wasn’t loyal to anyone and he wouldn’t pick between them.

“I’ve never been so proud,” Ari said, watching the battle unfold.

“As you should be. Jonas begins things, and one day he’ll learn to finish them.”

The other royals, accustomed to the antics, strode past, ignoring the littles as they aimed for the docks.

Ari nudged my ribs. “I feel it too, you know.”

“Feel what?”

“The pressure.” He pounded a fist to his heart. “The shift of danger and peace. The same feeling I got before I touched that moonvane in the North and flung myself in the path of a long-dead king. The same feeling I had when I saw the Nightrender without a thought for who he once was. It was the feeling I had when I discovered I’d fallen in love with my raven.

“A pressure that builds, that lifts the hair on the neck. Like something will change. Soon. Distant. I don’t know. But it is there, and I cannot help but wonder if you are leaving because you feel the same.”

“I have not ceased feeling that way since he fell into the sea,” I told him, then grinned. “I’m leaving, but I will return. It’s been . . . nearly ten turns since he left. I want to be near him again in our old tenement. You understand, right? There was a part of me there, and I don’t even know how I got there. I want to see if I can find out.”

Ari gripped my shoulder with affection. “All right. I’m going to say what I always say . . .”

“If I ever have a thought on this . . . fate boy you saw, I shall tell you.” I rolled my eyes, but only to hide the flinch. “Have you ever considered, Golden King, that it was all me back then?”

“Oh, dearest Cal, I’ve considered the most outrageous of things on our rather disappointing search for answers. But do tell me what you mean by that.”

“I mean, I sent you help during the fae sleep. We’ve established that I deserve all the credit.” I turned back to the bustle on the ship. “What if since I didn’t recall my past, I had to write another player in the story? Alas, your wraith was born. But if we could go back in the past, he would not truly exist.”

“So, you think the phantom leading me through the sleep was just a figment of your seidr?”

“After so long, I’d expect to find some evidence he existed.”

Ari tilted his head side to side, considering the idea. “I suppose it’s possible.”

“What’s possible?” Saga stepped onto the docks. She nestled against Ari’s side when the king opened one arm, holding her close.

“Cal thinks she wrote the phantom in the dream because she didn’t realize it was only her all along.”

Saga arched her brows. “It’s a thought, but even Annon mentioned a ‘him’, and I feel like I can almost remember a ward of the court, but it never fully shapes.”

“What about the bond your brother mentioned?” Elise joined us. “That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out all this time.”

“I’ve thought about that,” Saga said. “I think it was me and Cal since we are all that is left of House Ode, we are a first bond.”

“I agree.” I forced an awkward, too wide smile to bury the fears and questions and flurry of thoughts in my mind. I hugged her close. “I’ll be back.”

Saga squeezed me tightly. “It better be soon.”

With promises my journey to the West would be swift, I was passed around through the royals who made good on their vows to be a large family I could never shake. They’d all arrived to oversee the final gates set in place around the shore, then they remained to see me off.

The Southern Isles were not the same as they were when the shadow creature slipped away like a coward. Gates made of thick beams and shaved spikes on the top surrounded every edge of the land.

Ari had insisted. Most blood fae were shore watchers now. Eyes on the sea at all times.

In truth, most of the kingdoms had become new lands. Etta was surrounded by mammoth peaks. The Howl of the east was blockaded by sea gates, then stretched around the four regions.

Niklas had mixed some of his tricky elixirs with what corruption had been left behind by Davorin’s wild fae. The concoctions were bled through the soil of each kingdom. Should anyone with traces of his blood step foot on the land, the land would give warning through flame. Or so I was told.

“Cuyler will look after you,” Saga said, tears in her eyes after the others released me.

Cuyler flashed a white grin, almost shy. A bit of heat burned in my cheeks. No. Stupid. He was entertaining. The man amused me, that was all. I refused to let a single patter of my heart beat for anyone in such a way.

As I told the Raven Queen, the second a bleeding royal fell into bed, wars started. The Nightrender was well convinced three queens were seated on their thrones—the fourth was left and I was the last with royal blood.

I wasn’t taking a throne.

Ari and Saga were destined to rule here. I’d raise a blade on their behalf if anyone threatened it. Nothing more.

Any attraction to the blood fae would be squashed. Besides, deep in my bones, the idea of it seemed . . . off. Like it didn’t fit, I merely couldn’t see why not.

When the ship lunged into the tides, I waved over my shoulder, facing away. If I looked, they’d all see the tears on my cheeks.
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“We’ll be in the rooms right next to you, also up one level, and down one, My Lady.” Cuyler pointed in all the directions he and his watchers would be taking up residence.

“Gorm isn’t here, Cuyler.” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the doorframe. “I don’t know how long we’ll revel in the stunning beauty of Raven Row, but I damn well am not going to hear My Lady all the time.”

Cuyler’s handsome smile widened. He bent at the waist, probably to irritate me, and backed away. “As you wish, Cal.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Sort of better. Night.”

Before I did something stupid, like invite him in, I slammed the door. Once boots stopped scuffling and doors clicked out in the tenement hall, I breathed a little easier.

Until I faced the empty room.

My chest knotted. Stefan’s bed was the same. Coated in a thick layer of dust, but tidy. The same as Raven Row. Hells, every time I returned I always expected differences, but it was as if time always stood still. The Row had always been that way, even when I’d returned after being a captive in the North.

I blinked through the sting in my eyes. “I miss you,” I whispered. “Annon, Stefan, it doesn’t matter. You were mine. I don’t understand, Stef. It was like you knew all along, yet you never told me anything.”

I crossed the room and brushed a hand over the matted furs on the bed beneath the loft mattress. One of his caps was tossed at the foot. I picked it up and held it to my face, as though I could breathe the scent of him in after all this time. Mostly dust, but there was a touch of herb smoke.

A sob cracked through my chest.

“You bastard,” I whispered. “Why did you go? Why did you go without telling me anything? You knew things. All this time. All this bleeding time.” I collapsed onto his bed. “I need you to help me.” With my sleeve, I wiped under my nose. “I’ve been dreaming, Stef. Want to know what about? Because it doesn’t make much sense to me. I’ve been dreaming of the cursed king’s curse. Then, things about Ari’s folk. Or sometimes it’ll be about the queens who left the shadow queen her ring.

“And it’s not just dreams like Valen was cursed. I keep stepping into the night it happened. Like I’m connected to that first storyteller somehow. It’s unnerving.”

The dream had recurred for nearly a month.

Every night I’d be observing moments of a past not my own. Moments where I’d witness Valen tethered to a table. Words of his curse changing his path. Other times I would be a silent witness in a council of dueling royals with the shadow queen’s ring as the fiercest discussion point.

Each dream ended the same. The fate worker who’d twisted each tale ended up getting her throat slit. But a week ago I dreamed of my past, of my story. I dreamed of Raven Row.

The tiny Western realm was hardly a threat in all the histories. None of my kings nor my queens took the mad king’s lack of interest in meeting as a slight. Truth be told, I was positive the Nightrender praised the refusal of the eccentric Western palace as one more person he did not need to meet.

I sniffed and smiled at the empty bed. “Maybe there are answers here. I just wish you were here to make sense of it with me.”

When I stood, the pillow shifted. Behind it was a neatly folded parchment with my name on it. That was Stefan’s hand.

Gods, that hadn’t been there last time I visited. I whirled around, looking in the corners of the room, the loft, and coming up with no sign anyone had been there.

I swallowed and reached for the parchment. Writing I didn’t recognize scrawled over the corner:

You’ve run too long. If you hadn’t, this would’ve been yours long ago.

Blood chilled in my veins. The sealed parchment was propped against a wooden box the size of my palm.

“What the hells?” My fingers trembled as I peeled back the seal. Tears dripped over my lashes as I read the few lines.

My Calista. My princess.

I won’t be returning with you. I knew it the moment you said a raven was heading our way. This is the final farewell. How do I know this? Well, it is my hope you understand that not all has been as it seems.

Whatever you have been told, there are some absolutes you must know.

I love you. I have loved you since the night our world broke. It has been every honor of all lifetimes to protect and love you.

I will be with you, as they will be too. You have used your father’s voice, but you were always meant to find your own unique power. Now is the time to restore that bond, lost so many turns ago. You are ready, as he said you would be.

This is what you must know. Find the lost bond.

I will be drinking to your power in the great hall. Never far.

Your servant. Your brother.

Annon Vektäre

I dug my teeth into my bottom lip to keep the heaves of sobs from spilling out of my chest. Doubtless at the first cry, the room would be filled with blood fae. Then I’d have too much to bleeding explain.

I hugged the note to my heart and looked at the box.

Light from the moon shifted, and my stomach lurched. No, gods no. With the box in hand, I rushed to the dusty window.

My lips parted in disbelief, in acceptance, in fear.

Slowly, a shadow crossed over the moon. The way it had nearly ten turns back. A tinge of red, a crimson moon.

A memory: death at crimson night.

It wasn’t over.

Breaths came sharp and fast as I fumbled with the latch on the box, hands trembling, until at last the lid lifted. My heart raced frantically against my breastbone. Turns without them and now . . .

Placed neatly on black satin was an ebony rose. Fresh petals wafted fragrant air over the musty room. The stem had been cut short and tied with a thick ribbon, the shade of night when the moon was hidden.

This had been recently placed.

I whipped over my shoulder, searching. For turns I’d received roses at random. They ceased after the fight in the isles. The difference with this rose was not the packaging, it was the rolled piece of parchment beside it.

Not once had my shadowy admirer left a bit of word.

I didn’t breathe as I unfurled the strip of paper. I didn’t breathe as the words sank into my blood, almost like an omen. So simple, yet a shiver danced down my spine.

Sing with me, little rose.
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I told my Cursed King and my Kind Heart I didn’t want any part of this, but did they listen? No. If you’re ready to help me try to fix everything bleeding thing these sods have broken grab the FINAL stand in Song of Sorrows and Fate HERE for the ensemble finale of the Broken Kingdoms.
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The next book will be the final ‘main’ content in the Broken Kingdom series, however, there is a planned book which will feature the love story novellas of Niklas and Junie, Sol and Tor and possibly Lilianna and Arvad.

There is also the spin off series The Ever King coming this September. Remember the little sea fae named Erik? Well, has some grievances with the king who killed his father.

Wait, doesn’t the Night Folk king have a daughter now?

You can preorder the EVER KING HERE and get ready to meet a serpent and his songbird.


Acknowledgments


I can’t believe the Broken Kingdoms are nearing the end. I am so grateful to everyone who has helped me build this series to bring us to this EXPLOSION of the world those tricky Norns built. Sara and Katie, your feedback is just . . . priceless. I would have so many plot holes without you.

Thank you to my editors, Jennifer Murgia, Sara Sorensen, and Megan Alicia. You catch all my words and I couldn’t do it without. A special thanks to Marisa Michelle for being willing to help me with all the rhymes and fate spells I decided to torture my non-poet side with, I truly appreciate the help.

To my kids who help out their zombie mom when I stack too many deadlines at once and decide the only thing I can give up is sleep. You’re my reasons!

Thank you to my Wicked Darlings. I have the BEST readers ever. Your theories and comments and musings about the Broken Kingdoms brightens my day all the time.

Thank you to my Heavenly Father for guiding me to these fae Vikings. I am forever grateful and hope they continue to bring escapism and light to people’s world.

May we all be the good,

LJ


cover.jpeg
N

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHO






OEBPS/image_rsrc5A4.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc5A5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5AD.jpg






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc5AC.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5A8.jpg
WWW.VI(TORIOUﬁPUBLI$HIHQ.HET/





OEBPS/image_rsrc5AB.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5AA.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5A9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5A6.jpg
Content Warning

This book contains content that some
readers mighe find triggering such as:

*Sexual assault

*Sexual abuse from a domestic partner
*memories of rape

*domestic abuse

*torture

*torture of women and children
*on-page sex

*oore

*violence

*mutilation

*bullying

*panic attacks from abuse
*PTSD

*dark themes

*murder

Read with Care
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