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            The Prince of Sives

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Gandrett felt them—the tears searching their way into her eyes. She hadn’t believed, not once in all those years, that she might see them again, her family, whom she hadn’t even been allowed to send a message to in over ten years at the priory. She had hoped, yes, but never fully believed. After fulfilling her task in the service of Lord Tyrem Brenheran and bringing Joshua back to Ackwood, she was finally allowed to make that journey she had been dreaming to make all these cold, dark, and lonely days of her childhood at the priory of Vala.

      Now that Alencourt was only a heartbeat away, the brooding presence of the Fae male who had been riding beside her for the past two days became less of a dragging weight.

      “Don’t expect me to cry,” Nehelon commented, the mocking tone she was used to dancing on his deep timbre.

      Gandrett shrugged and nudged her horse into a walk, unable to contain her happiness one more second. The airiness in her chest was enough to drive out all the brooding glances that had followed her on every step in Ackwood and on the ride back from Eedwood after she had saved Joshua Brenheran from his fate. There was nothing now for her than the village before her, the comforting smell of beginning summer, and the first cut of grass.

      Home. She was home.

      Nehelon followed on his black mare, once more enveloped in silence the way he had been the entire ride from Ackwood palace.

      Gandrett didn’t care. No void, no matter how dark, could suck away the joy that was filling her chest as they rode between the first houses of the farm village which had been the shelter of her unbothered childhood—the childhood before Lord Brenheran’s men had taken her away.

      Dusk was sloping through the settlement of worn stables and barns and houses as villagers hurried along, some carrying goods, some leading donkeys, which were pulling their carts. Lights flickered to life in the small windows of the scattered houses, all of which were familiar—and yet, not. Ten years had taken their toll on the wood and stone of their walls as had something else, something more than just the tooth of time.

      Gandrett stopped her horse as they neared the small square at the center of the village where, usually, merchants stopped by and traded metals for grains, where the blacksmith had his small forge, drawing in travelers when their belongings needed fixing.

      Everything was so familiar as if she hadn’t left at all—and yet, there was something different as she let her gaze swish over the scenery. She noticed it on the walls nearest to her first. There was soot staining the facades in long dark stripes as if a fire had recently raged in the open space and flames had licked at the houses in angry lashes. A surge of unease at the sight settled in her chest, letting her tears of joy halt on the rim of her eyes. Something had happened here.

      In reflex, Gandrett’s head whipped around to that small road which led to her parents’ farm. She kicked Lim’s flanks, sending the horse into a gallop. She didn’t glance over her shoulder to see if Nehelon was still following or pay attention to the curses and vulgar gestures she earned from the villagers who were leaping out of her path as she aimed for that one place that contained any happy memory of her life.

      Building after building she passed, watching as the blackened walls darkened with the vanishing daylight as much as the soot, which seemed to become denser as she came closer to her parents’ farm.

      Then, the first broken roofs appeared along with cracked walls, missing doors, and shattered windows.

      Sweat plastered Gandrett’s braid against her neck as she noticed the burnt grass along the road, the lack of people in this part of the village, the missing noise of cows and sheep and goats, which used to make up the sound tapestry of childhood memories.

      And when she saw it in the distance, Gandrett’s hopes started sinking. It was the distorted outline of her parents’ farmhouse, the way the arc of the roof was all wrong. Lim raced them down the narrow street, making Gandrett hold onto his mane as he wound out of the settlement to where the sight on the horizon was clear. Too clear.

      A stinging pain had settled in Gandrett’s chest as she beheld what awaited her where once her home had been. She sucked in a gust of air, hoping she was wrong, that she was having a nightmare and Nehelon would wake her up with one of his annoying reminders for exercise in the ungodly hours of the early morning.

      But he didn’t.

      At the northernmost end of Alencourt, her parents’ farm lay in rubble and ashes, little more than the back wall of the stables erect. Her chest tightened, making any breath harder than the one before.

      Lim skidded to a halt at the edge of the scorched meadow as Gandrett pulled on the reins. She blinked away the moisture in her eyes and stared. It was all she could do not to scream at the sight of destruction.

      Someone had burned down her home. Not just a small fire, but it had been wrecked in its entirety.

      A sob escaped Gandrett as she struggled to grasp what she beheld, and her strength, the years of training, of sharpening her mind, steeling her heart, they failed her as she slithered down the side of the horse and ran, stumbling toward what was left of the house.

      Her feet slipped on the unstable heaps of rubble as she climbed into what used to be the kitchen, scenting the air full of the smell of burnt wood and ashes… and flesh…

      The stinging odor of burnt flesh—

      Gandrett’s stomach lurched. She knew that stench from when they branded the livestock at the order. But this was much, much worse.

      As she searched her way across the loose, blackened stones, she no longer cared if she was alone or if Nehelon or the world would see her on her knees. She didn’t hear or see anything but the destruction before her, hands already moving over layers of rubble and eyes scanning every inch of the covered ground for a sign that she wasn’t right about the smell. That her family hadn’t been home when the fire had struck.

      There were bits and pieces of furniture mixed between the stones and broken roof-tiles that had once sheltered her and her family from rain and snow.

      Gandrett didn’t notice how her kneecaps bruised on the stone, how her palms and fingers sliced open as she slithered forward. She simply kept turning over rock after rock, pulling on fractured, blackened wood with clammy hands. Her eyes darted through what was left of the rooms, the small living room where her mother used to read stories to her and her brother during the winter months, where now, no sign of the simple wooden shelves, or the books that used to sit there, was left. The brown carpet that ran along the narrow hallway—the walls no longer upright, the stain right before her parents’ bedroom where she had spilled ink when she was little. None of it was there. Just blackened, caved-in gravel.

      It was an endless sea of sharp edges, promising countless small cuts and pain. But that was minor. She had endured worse pain during her training at the priory—even during the past weeks in Eedwood.

      Yet, any pain paled compared to the throbbing in her chest as her gaze fell on the half-incinerated hand in a corner where once the broom cupboard had been. Gandrett’s breath caught as she dove toward it, her own, bleeding fingers reaching for the blackened bone that was left of a long-fingered hand—her mother’s hand.

      Silence filled Gandrett—the type of silence which was deafening for its absence of meaning—and she bent over, digging, freeing the hand that had once cradled her against her mother’s chest.

      She knew by the slim silver band on the ring-finger that it was her. And no matter how hard Gandrett was shaking her head as she lifted one rock after the other, no matter how much she feared seeing that lovely face burned beyond recognition, she kept at it, lifting stone after stone until her mother’s scorched skull lay before her, her expression an echo of the pain she must have felt as she had been dying.

      The silence grew. Enveloped her like a predator waiting for its moment to leap for the kill.

      But Gandrett’s heart was already throbbing, dying, a lump as black as the burnt body beneath her.

      “Mom,” she whispered, and it was swallowed by the layer of thick air that was threatening to suffocate her. It was pushing down on her, making her chest cave in. Her father, her brother…

      She wheeled around, frantic now, fighting for breath, and turned over the rubble with bleeding hands, her knees and shins bruised from the hard edges they kept hitting as she crept away from her mother’s corpse further to the back of the house where her brother and she had slept as kids.

      A sigh of relief escaped her as she found the floor there clear of stone, the wall behind it, windows leading to the equally destroyed barn, intact, and no sign of her father or brother—dead or alive.

      It was there that Gandrett halted, every hope, every dream of returning to the home she had been forced to leave behind burst like a soap-bubble.

      She couldn’t tell if she was crying or screaming, how long she had been cowering on the ground, when Nehelon finally came to her side, his knee brushing her shoulder as he halted and said with a husky voice, “I am sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      Her father and Andrew hadn’t been beneath the rubble.

      Under the cover of night, Nehelon had taken it upon himself to let his powers snake through the debris of the barn and the house and had found no sign of life—or death for that matter—besides Gandrett’s mother, whose partially incinerated face would haunt Gandrett’s sleep, he was certain.

      He had left her shivering and sobbing behind the single remaining wall of her former home. Gods, the fire couldn’t have been raging more than two or three days ago. With his sensitive Fae senses, he could still pick up the heat the lower layers of rubble were containing. Had he acted sooner, had he let her go straight to Alencourt instead of forcing her to return to Ackwood with him, she might have gotten here in time to see them. Had he rushed more on the way back from Eedwood, they both might have been here to prevent the fire from happening at all. But now, it was his fault once more that she no longer had a home. The home he had torn her from a little over ten years ago—and she didn’t even know it had been him. She could never know, or she would never forgive him. Not that he deserved forgiveness. Forgiveness was for those with redeeming qualities…

      He hadn’t bothered to double-check his glamour. It was unlikely anyone would notice they were even here with only fields beyond the farm, and as for the houses behind him… They were in little better shape than the one where he was standing on caved-in walls and roof. Something had happened here. Something more than a mere fire.

      Another sob carried on the early-summer wind from where Gandrett was sitting in the dead grass, out of sight, and Nehelon’s power coiled as if it was readying itself to leap across that wall and fight. Wanting to protect her, those instincts he had been burying so thoroughly over hundreds of years, yet again, began creeping through the cracks Gandrett caused in his perfect control. But what would he fight?

      The truth was Nehelon’s power—his magic—wouldn’t help with consoling her. When it came to that, he was utterly helpless.

      So he raised his palm across the rubble and let it rise from the dead woman from whose corpse emanated the stench of fire and rot, and when she was freed, he jogged back to where he had tied the horses to a tree that had suffered one mild burn and retrieved a blanket to cover the body.

      Once wrapped in the gray, soft fabric, he reached under the broken woman—what was left of her, twisted and burnt beyond recognition—then gently lifted her and carried her out of the ruins of Gandrett’s childhood.

      Gandrett looked up as he stepped over what was left of the threshold, questions in her eyes, her features tight from the answers she feared he’d bring.

      “They aren’t in the house.” He laid down her mother on the blackened grass, far away enough from Gandrett to spare her the stinging odor of death, then stepped closer, words failing him.

      “I’d like to bury her,” she said, voice hitching at the sight of the bundle he had lowered.

      “Here?” was all he could think of to ask. But she nodded, her jaw set.

      “She is… was… part of this land.”

      Nehelon didn’t need an explanation. All he needed was to see how the girl he had retrieved from Everrun merely two months ago had gone from radiantly happy to crushed within a matter of minutes. How that devastation had lingered since she had found her home in rubble and how his own chest seemed to be too tight to take a solid breath.

      Wordless, Nehelon raised one hand, his gaze lingering on the shaking form that was Vala’s Blade now. How she was spiraling into a bottomless pit. His power responded, a familiar rush through his veins, collecting at his fingertips, and the earth before his feet began moving. Small gaps opened up, widening, dry earth shifting, lifting until it had created a hole long and wide and deep enough—a grave.

      Gandrett didn’t look at him. Her gaze rested on her mother… on the bundle of broken bones and scorched flesh, and as he was about to bend down and lift the corpse into the pit, Gandrett heaved a breath and stumbled to her feet.

      She came closer with unsteady steps, her frame, clad in that simple brown gown she’d been wearing since they had left the palace, covered in dust and dirt. For her human eyes, it had to be hard to see more than outlines in that starless night, but she found her way and knelt beside the hole, in front of her mother. She placed one hand on the blanket, right where the woman’s heart had once beaten. “May the gods cradle her soul.” Her words were a breath so soft the wind had carried them away the instant she’d spoken them. No human ears could have picked them up. Even Nehelon’s Fae ears had strained to hear.

      “May the gods cradle her soul,” Nehelon repeated loud enough for Gandrett to hear.

      The girl didn’t seem to notice but pressed a kiss on the covered forehead of her mother before she got back to her feet and stared down at the long, gray shape before her.

      And Nehelon remained like a shadow, the way he’d learned and done for hundreds of years. Until she looked up, her face as pale as the moon hiding behind a cover of clouds, the sight making him want to say something to make it easier for her. But nothing he could say would change the fact that her mother was dead. So Nehelon didn’t speak. He waited until she gave a nod—one simple nod to tell him that she was ready—and under the veil of darkness, her tears continued falling even when her sobs had ebbed.
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        * * *

      

      She watched him lower the body into the hole. Into the grave, for that was what it was. Nothing more, nothing less. The final resting place of Shulia Brayton.

      He didn’t even twitch, his face a mask of—not cold, but—she couldn’t tell what it was she was looking at as he let go of the wrapped corpse and crouched on the other side of the grave, lifting a hand to make the earth move to cover her mother. It didn’t betray whatever emotions lay behind those glamoured features. And now that the night was swallowing the details of his expression, the details of the world… All meaning… Gandrett felt like the empty shell her mother had left behind as her soul had left that broken body.

      How long had she been lying there under the rubble? How long had she suffered in the fire? Had she been alone? Or had the others escaped the flames, leaving her behind?

      Gandrett couldn’t think of answers. There were no answers. Only heavy silence where there had once been laughter and joy in this home. The same silence that was now filling her empty mind, her body, head to toe, as Nehelon’s magic shifted the soil and settled it over her mother’s remains.

      She watched, unsure whether the tears were still flowing or the sobs were still heaving out of her.

      All she could think of was that lie she had been telling herself, that one day she would see them again. And that then, everything would be fine. When she finally got home.

      But Gandrett Brayton no longer had a home.

      So things would never be fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      With a heart heavier than the Northern Mountains, Gandrett settled on a chair at the only inn in Alencourt, hardly noticing the tender breeze streaming through the open window and carrying in the scent of growing crops and morning dew. Too strong was the memory of the stench of fire and death that would never leave her nose after what she had found where her home had once harbored her family under a sheltering roof.

      Nehelon was sitting beside her in silence, his eyes a dark shade of blue as if he had overdone it with the glamour, which so conveniently disguised all Fae traits from his surroundings. He let his gaze drop to his chipped mug, features set in that emotionless expression she had seen too often and despised. Today, Gandrett was grateful for his inability to show emotions—potentially his inability to experience emotions at all from the way he sometimes acted… most of the time. Her tears had ebbed, and the slightest sign of pity would have invited them back into her eyes.

      So Gandrett remained equally silent as outside, dawn painted the main square in shades of brown and pink—and those stripes of soot that wouldn’t take on any different tint than black.

      Nehelon kept checking over his shoulders, glancing at the narrow staircase which led upstairs to where a bedroom was waiting for them, Fae senses apparently picking up noises that kept hidden from her weak, human ears.

      He had insisted they sat and ate and drank before they went to bed—not that Gandrett had touched the stew and bothenia crust before her. Even the bothenia crust…

      The grumpy innkeeper was the only other person who deigned to grace the small eating area with her presence at that ungodly hour of the morning. And she hadn’t welcomed them with open arms when Nehelon—impressive and intimidating even when fully glamoured—had approached her with the request of food and shelter. Her face had brightened though at the gold coin he had chucked at her.

      “Are you going to finish this?” Nehelon asked with a voice that sounded about as cheerful as a felled tree. He pointed a long finger at Gandrett’s untouched food.

      They hadn’t spoken since he had closed the earth above her dead mother. He hadn’t mentioned his suspicions—suspicions he surely had, for he had returned into the house after they had buried her mother and had inspected every surface with those vigilant eyes.

      And Gandrett—she hadn’t asked. Hadn’t had the energy to plunge into the dregs of what could have caused a fire strong enough to make the farmhouse cave in. A fire that had left marks throughout the village… A path of destruction.

      The door opened, making way for a woman in clothes good enough to suggest she wasn’t from Alencourt. Here, most people wore their work-attire from early morning until late evening.

      The woman’s gaze fell on Nehelon first—of course she’d notice the handsome, powerfully built male even if what she saw wasn’t even a fraction of what he looked like when his glamour broke.

      Gandrett looked away from the woman to study Nehelon’s features once more—the straight nose, the angled cheekbones, and the deep shadows that had clouded over his tan face. His dark waves hung almost to his shoulders, hiding those elegantly pointed ears even if his glamour would slip.

      Something in Gandrett’s stomach stirred. She wondered if it had something to do with what lay hidden beneath that glamour … Nehelon’s true face. His Fae face. The one he was so effectively hiding from the world. The one so strikingly beautiful that it was hard to breathe, to think. And she wondered if seeing it would help to push back the hollowness inside her chest.

      If Nehelon noticed her stare, she couldn’t tell. He simply inclined his head at the woman then picked up the still untouched bothenia crust, tore out a chunk with his fingers, and flipped it into his mouth.

      The woman continued up to the innkeeper where the two of them fell into a hushed conversation.

      Finally, Nehelon turned his gaze to Gandrett, something like boredom taking over the shadows she had examined a moment earlier.

      “If you’re not going to eat,” he said with a tone that matched his expression, “you might as well go to bed.”

      Gandrett didn’t verbally confirm that she agreed but got out of her chair and held out her still-bloodied hand for the keys Nehelon had retrieved from the innkeeper earlier.

      She wasn’t tired. Or hungry. Or anything that had a name in her arsenal of needs and emotions. But getting to a quiet place where no one would see her shatter sounded like a good plan.

      So she waited, one hand open, expecting Nehelon to extract the keys from his pocket.

      “I’ll join you soon,” he whispered as he rose to his feet and placed the keys in her hands, his fingertips resting on her sore palm for a long second before he set both his hands on the table, leaving his head level with hers, closer than was comfortable.

      Gandrett’s fingers mechanically closed around the keys, ignoring the stinging sensation as the metal dug into her wounds, and stepped out of his presence and trudged toward the staircase. She had never been in this house, but she remembered how the travelers and merchants stayed there on their journey through Sives. She remembered how the men and women of Alencourt had entered with anticipation in their eyes and left swaying on unstable feet, sometimes not able to speak clear words. Today, she knew that they must have come to the inn to drown out their sorrows in deep mugs of bothenia ale. She shrugged off the thought that she should have drained that mug that Nehelon had placed before her. But her place in the Order of Vala forbade it, and even if the goddess had forsaken her, she doubted that watery bothenia ale could fill the void that her mother’s death left—that the fear of unjustly hoping that her father and brother might be alive somewhere had torn into her.

      A corridor, brightened by the first rays of sun, led her to a shabby, small room. Gandrett slipped in and locked the door behind her. Her pack had already been brought to the room where it was now leaning against the wooden wall alongside Nehelon’s.

      Gandrett sat in the only chair in the room, a sigh rattling through her, and stared at the two narrow beds nestled against opposite walls. A door leading into a bathing chamber separated them along with two adjacent nightstands. The blankets on each bed were a dark shade of gray like the ashes of her destroyed home. Her gaze flickered to her hands, which stared back with the same hopelessness. And blood. There were so many little cuts scattered over her palms and fingers. She was surprised the innkeeper hadn’t commented on her filthy clothes, the crimson stains on her hands, the obvious look of despair on her face. But then… Nehelon’s gold coin had probably bought them more than just this room.

      It took all her mental strength to get back to her feet and into the small bathtub where she sat and watched the lukewarm water swallow her body. Tired… There were no words for how tired she was. All those years, every moment she had consoled herself with the idea that her family would be waiting for her with open arms if she ever made it back to Alencourt…

      And the worst thing—the fire had been recent, the soot still thick, not yet torn away by the summer winds, flakes of ash dancing above the gravel as if it wasn’t a place of death and destruction. Gandrett lowered her head and tried to erase that image of her mother’s body from her mind. It couldn’t have been more than two days, judging by the state of decay—even with the incineration. Sadly, Gandrett had learned one or the other thing about death at the priory, too.

      Her mother’s corpse. Her burned corpse. She could still smell the phantom stench of death.

      Gandrett slid deeper into the water until her face was covered and gingerly started scrubbing at her scalp, biting through the feel of hair catching on sliced skin. Had she convinced Nehelon and Joshua to stop by on their way back from Eedwood… She couldn’t finish the thought. Her lungs started burning as her body demanded air, but she remained there, in the soothing warm where her tears would dissolve and disappear unseen and unnoticed.

      Just a second longer until the pain in her lungs forced her back to the surface and tears collected in her eyes. It was all she could do to swallow them and brave the idea that when she returned to the priory at Everrun, there would be no home to dream of—and there certainly wouldn’t be the promised year with her family that she had negotiated with Lord Brenheran as a bonus if she brought back his lost son.

      She couldn’t tell how long she had been soaking in the narrow tub, but the water had gone almost cold when the muffled sound of footsteps had Gandrett diving from the tub and reaching for the sword she had left on the stool next to it, her pulse thudding in her wet ears and water distorting her sight.

      She wiped her face with her free hand.

      “When you’re done,” Nehelon’s voice sounded from the bedchamber, “I have news you might want to hear.”

      Gandrett was certain she had locked the door, yet there, through the inch-wide gap under the closed bathroom door, the shadow of Nehelon’s boots was visible.

      She exhaled the held-back breath in a gust, savoring the adrenaline running through her veins. It was better than the hollowness that had filled her a moment ago. At least, it was familiar, her body used to it, trained to handle it.

      Magic. He didn’t need a key. A shudder that didn’t solely originate from cool air on her wet skin shook her. The thought of Nehelon’s power was still something to make her cringe, but worse, her own magic, wherever it had recoiled to after those moments under Eedwood Castle—

      Nehelon had promised to help her with it even if he had not mentioned it once on their ride to Alencourt. And Gandrett had not brought it up either, too occupied with anticipation of a happy reunion with her family that nothing but that had mattered, until…

      “I’ll be out in a minute.” Her voice was raw as tears threatened to fall yet again. But she braced herself against the rim of the tub, rising to her feet, and reached for a towel.

      When she opened the door a few moments later, wrapped in that same towel and ready to retrieve fresh clothes from her pack, she watched as Nehelon’s hand appeared in the gap of the opening door, holding out her acolyte uniform.

      She took them without comment and shut the door again before she slipped into her clothes, the beige linen like lead armor, now that she knew that there would be no delaying her return to Everrun. Not with her mother gone and her father and brother missing.

      She wondered if Nehelon would allow her the courtesy of taking a day or two to ask around, to figure out what had happened in her village. Why most of that northern part of the village seemed to be destroyed. Or if he would just drag her back to Everrun the same way he had dragged her to Ackwood two months ago.

      He hadn’t sounded pleased—or concerned—when he had told her he had news. He had just sounded like Nehelon. Cold and unbothered by the world and its drama—her drama. And no trace of the Nehelon who had embraced her in Eedwood. None. Or the Nehelon who may or may not have kissed her in the forest. A different sort of tightness filled her chest. But only for so long. Then, her reflection in the mirror reminded her that she was Vala’s Blade, that her destiny was to fight in honor of the goddess of life—even if her own life meant nothing when she was going to risk it for others on countless missions in the years to come.

      With another sigh, she slid her mother’s necklace under her tunic and steeled herself for Nehelon’s news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Addie Blackwood awoke, still in her plain cotton dress, on the silken sheets of Gandrett’s bed. Firelight was tinting the room in cozy shades of orange, giving the interior a warmer, less formal atmosphere. The Denderlain blue enclosing her from tapestry to carpet to sheets dimmed in the dancing shadows of the flames.

      With a blink, she rolled to her side. She couldn’t tell how long she’d slept, only that it was night—and that the bed she lay in was too soft to be the crimson couch where she had fallen asleep. The one where the young lord had cleaned Gandrett’s wounds. Addie couldn’t explain how she had made it into her bed other than it had to have been the young lord who had carried her there in her sleep—Armand. He had insisted she call him by his first name. But even though she obeyed his request when speaking out loud, in her mind, he was still the young lord.

      With tired limbs, she crawled out of bed and slouched to the bathing chamber to get a cup of water.

      A bathing chamber… Her bathing chamber. For now.

      It was still difficult to believe, to accept that the young lord had invited her to stay in Gandrett’s quarters. Now that Linniue was dead, she no longer had a job to do at Eedwood Castle, and had her family been alive, she might have taken the young lord up on his other offer: to leave if she so wished.

      But there was nowhere she could go. Nowhere she wanted to go—most certainly not to the prison in the north, in the mountains above Lands End, where those worshippers of the god of dragons, Shygon, were slowly sacrificing one inmate after the other. The luck she’d had to get away… to be brought here by Lady Linniue…

      Addie drained her cup and refilled it twice before she was able to take a steady breath. It had been like that since the day Linniue had carved that symbol into her shoulder and dragged her under the castle into the temple of Shygon. She had barely escaped with her life. Hadn’t it been for Gandrett and her magic—

      Magic.

      Addie felt the cold of the caverns under the castle fill her bones as if she was still standing before the blue dragon fire, awaiting her own death. No. She had survived. And she had been freed in the process. She had helped the future King of Sives and the young lord. No matter how embarrassing it was to sleep in the noble quarters of a lady, with a direct, secret passageway connecting her chambers to the chambers of the young lord, she didn’t complain. She didn’t leave Gandrett’s chambers either. Not even to wander to the young lord’s chambers. Not even if he left the hidden, linking corridor open during the days, an open invitation for her to come by and talk.

      Only, she wasn’t able to talk. Not yet. She had no words to share… At least, not about what had been done to her. The scars on her back were faint, but she could still feel the lashes there, an echo of the actual horror of that night. And the scar on her shoulder remained—the symbol of a long-forgotten language—which had healed but would remain a visual reminder of what had been done to her.

      Addie trudged back to bed on tired feet and curled up in her blanket, not bothering to change into night things. The comforts of the luxurious rooms were still strange, unsettling to her. So were the countless dresses Deelah had dropped off for her the other day. Too fancy, too elaborate were the fabrics, the textures, and too bright the colors. All too much for a simple girl from the country, for a servant in this house.

      For a long time, Addie just lay there, looking at the ceiling. Even the damn ceiling was too fancy for her. She rolled to the side, giving the ceiling a vulgar gesture. What had the young lord been thinking, to offer her to stay? What did he promise himself from extending that kindness she had always known was lingering deep down within him toward her? Her core tightened at the thought of what she might be willing to give him. Even if she had seen how he looked at Gandrett, if she had seen him destroyed by her absence, that feeling she had been pushing back since the first time she had laid eyes on him wouldn’t leave her chest. And every time he appeared in Gandrett’s old chambers, Addie’s heart began its treacherous pace.

      Addie thrashed in her sheets until the first light of a new morning appeared. On a normal morning, she would have already been down in the hidden well, retrieving dragon water for Lady Linniue. But since the lady was dead—

      It wasn’t like there were any regrets about her mistress’s passing other than that it hurt the young lord. The funeral had happened in the smallest circle of family—not even Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton had been invited. Over the past week, the young lord had done the best he could to keep things quiet. No one could know the truth about what had happened in the depths under the castle. No one could know how his aunt had controlled half the court for years. Especially not now that there was actual hope for Sives. Hope in the form of handsome, noble Joshua Brenheran, who had opened all their eyes to what had been going on in the castle. How Linniue had been manipulating her own son—a Denderlain-Brenheran prince.

      Addie rolled out of bed and changed into a fresh set of clothes. She blindly pulled out a moss green gown. It would go well with Gandrett’s eyes, was what she thought, and that the young lord would notice, too.

      For a long moment, she stood at the door that led to the young lord’s rooms. It was an effort to set foot after foot until she made it to his chambers where she knocked softly, not willing to disturb his sleep but also restless in the worst way. She needed things to do. A task to keep her busy. And it was always better to take that secret corridor to his rooms than to meander down the hallway and have whoever was out there—friend or foe—witness her morning visit.

      To her surprise, the door sprang open with little delay, and a clean and freshly dressed young lord greeted her with a tired gaze.

      “I apologize, milord, for disturbing you so early, but…” There was no but.

      “Come in, Addie.” He mustered a smile and opened the door wider.

      No matter how many times he had let her into his chambers, no matter how many times he visited hers, it always instilled the sense of someone pulling a rug from under her feet. And his hazel eyes might have something to do with it—as much as his smile. But Addie couldn’t afford to even consider letting her thoughts wander there. The young lord was grieving, and he was setting things in motion to prepare his court for the time when Joshua Brenheran would take up the throne. He had other problems than a servant girl.

      So, Addie returned his smile in the most harmless way she could imagine and stepped past him, not failing to notice that he smelled like lemon-soap and summer morning. The latter might have had something to do with the open windows, which were letting in a warm breeze. The sound of waves breaking against the castle walls reminded her that the Eedpenesor was still streaming past at the foot of the west tower where her new quarters lay.

      “I’ve been awake for a while.” The young lord closed the door behind her and gestured at the small table by the window where a large tray held pastries of all sorts along with a teapot. “Please, eat breakfast with me.”

      Addie knew better than to decline. She had insisted she eat in the servants’ kitchen the first few days, which had ended in an outburst by the young lord, at which time he had explained how she was no longer a servant. And that he wouldn’t idly stand by and watch as she behaved like one. Addie hadn’t cared to voice her disagreement. She was born and raised on a farm and had spent some time in a prison and a year in his aunt’s service as little more than a slave. She had been groomed to be a blood sacrifice for Shygon. They hadn’t spoken about that either. Every now and then, the young lord asked if she was still in pain, and every time, Addie half-shook her head. Not in pain. Not constantly. Just the nightmares that wouldn’t stop.

      He sat across the table from her, leaning back in his chair, and eyed her with that same tired gaze. “You didn’t sleep much either, did you?”

      Addie nodded and reached for the teapot to pour two cups of tea.

      “What’s the schedule for today?” she asked as she raised one steaming cup to her lips.

      There was always a schedule. In the beginning, it had been spreading the lies about Linniue’s death, that she had secretly suffered all those years and her illness had finally claimed her. It had been Addie who had spread those lies to the servants before she had moved out of the servants’ quarters.

      She didn’t know what rumors her relocation inside the castle had caused, but whenever Deelah visited, bringing food or just checking in to see how she was faring, the kind woman would say that things will change for the better and that she shouldn’t worry.

      Naturally, Addie worried.

      “We still have some men in the dungeons who need to be questioned about their involvement in Linniue’s plans.” The young lord took a sip of his own tea before he continued, “Even if I have my trusted men questioning them, I want to at least give them a chance to confess to me in person and to join our cause…” He gave her a dark look, and both of them knew what it meant.

      There had been beheadings and not few. Some men and women in Linniue’s service, even when the spell she had put on them had been broken, continued to act as if the god of dragons himself had entered their minds as much as his aunt’s spell. Those were the ones who were made examples of—the ones, the young lord insisted, he couldn’t let live without risking they would one day bring chaos over Sives.

      “How is your father doing?” Addie asked instead of commenting on what they both knew would happen to some of the remaining prisoners.

      Armand shrugged, eyes turning darker as he seemed to dive deep into thought. “He is the same as a week ago.”

      Lord Hamyn hadn’t left his own quarters since Linniue’s funeral. Addie didn’t dare ask what happened during those brief visits. The young lord’s tight face told enough that she preferred to give him some space.

      “Will you need my help with anything today?” she asked, not because she wanted to go into the dungeons and watch him interrogate those people who chose to believe the god of dragons was a figure worthy of worshipping, worthy of spilling innocents’ blood for, or who had shared Linniue’s dream of a conquered Neredyn at Joshua Brenheran’s feet. No, ever since she had been freed, she didn’t know what to do with herself. She shuddered, and the young lord offered her a pastry.

      “Deelah and I will be cleaning out my aunt’s chambers after lunch,” he said casually. “Maybe you would like to help.”

      Addie almost choked on the chocolate croissant she was chewing.

      “That is, only if you’re ready.” The young lord’s face was even, guarded. The clouds and shadows gone. It was the face she had seen him wear most of the time here at court… everywhere but his own chambers.

      “If you want me there—” Addie began, but Armand held up a hand to stop her.

      “It’s an offer. That’s all it is. I can understand if you’re not ready.”

      Not ready. Addie rolled his words over in her head. The last time she had been in Linniue’s chambers was when the lady had engraved one of Shygon’s symbols into her shoulder. Addie had no desire to ever set foot in that room again… But as she watched the young lord’s guarded face, something eased inside her chest.

      “I will be there.” She nodded as if the action would help convince herself that she could do it. The truth was it didn’t matter whether she was ready. The young lord wasn’t ready, and if she could do anything to help him through those difficult days, she would do it. If only to see that mask vanish and get a glimpse into the real Armand Denderlain once more.

      “Thanks, Addie.” His lips eased into a smile, still not fully relaxed, but a smile so intriguing it could win battles if he so pleased.

      Her heart stuttered a beat before she returned a hint of a grin.

      They had to move forward. Always forward. This wasn’t for her or him. It was for Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain and for the future of Sives.
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      Gandrett looked like a ghost. He couldn’t think around it. Where was the radiant, wicked fighter who had struck him down on their first encounter? Where was the smart-mouthed girl who had saved the Prince of Sives from the claws of his enemies? Where was the girl who feared nothing and no-one?

      Her moss-green eyes stared back at him, expressionless as if he hadn’t just mentioned that her brother had escaped the flames. Something in her had changed… broken, he supposed. There was no better word he could think of.

      “Andrew is alive, Gandrett,” he repeated and hoped it would settle this time.

      She lifted her hands to her hair and mechanically braided it down over her shoulder until it lay there like a thick, chestnut rope. “Alive,” she repeated but didn’t rise from the bed where she had settled, perching on the edge like an animal ready to flee.

      “While you were taking a bath, I used the time well,” he explained, leaving out the details of how exactly he had attained the information. That the woman who had entered the inn earlier had willingly given the information between some savage kisses. And Nehelon hadn’t cared that she had tasted like betrayal when he had coaxed the information from her lips—the information and then some more.

      He had been roaming the earth long enough to know who liked to gossip. One look at the stranger as she had walked in, and he’d been able to tell that the woman had stayed in town long enough to identify him as a stranger and would leave soon enough not to bother if she left a bad impression on anyone.

      When she had walked up to him, the moment Gandrett had left, he hadn’t hesitated to follow her into a dark corner of the corridor. The fact that there had been something about her that rang his magic-bell might have had something to do with it, too. The burned-down farmhouse hadn’t been destroyed by a usual fire. It had been more than that. Magic, perhaps. And the stranger whose throat he’d licked, to loosen her tongue, had given him enough details to fill in the blanks.

      “My father?” Gandrett’s voice was hoarse despite the relief that the news about her brother must have instilled.

      Nehelon’s chest tightened at her words, at the weak tone she spoke with, the look on her face that accompanied her inquiry.

      And it took him all he had to speak what he had learned. “He passed away years ago.”

      Centuries couldn’t prepare him for the look on Gandrett’s face as, without a doubt, her heart was cracking further, and tears filled her eyes anew, silent witnesses of what was happening inside her chest.

      She stared at him through the moisture, never blinking, as if she was fighting to hide the proof of her grief, to pretend it wasn’t happening. And Nehelon wasn’t sure if placing a hand on her arm would earn him gratitude or a blow in the face. So he remained where he was, staring at those red-rimmed, green eyes as they stared at him, and waited.

      “How?”

      Nehelon had an answer to that, too. Not because the woman had told him but because when the woman had only spoken about a boy, he had assumed that Mr. Brayton had been spared from the flames through a much earlier death. Indeed, the innkeeper had confirmed with a shrug how accidents happened in the fields all the time, and not everyone is lucky enough to recover.

      He swallowed. “He was injured, working in the field.”

      Gandrett’s eyes widened as if she couldn’t believe it. But Nehelon confirmed, “His injury got infected, and he died of sepsis.” Breathing was difficult when Gandrett stared at him like that—like he could have done something about it. If only he had that power to change the past, there were so many things he would change. Starting with defying Lord Brenheran’s order to retrieve the girl before him from her parents’ farm at the age of seven and damn her to a life in solitude where all she learned was fighting and surviving. But nothing that would fill her heart with laughter and warmth. He had broken the girl as badly as fate itself.
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett was grateful she was already sitting.

      Her father was dead, too. Not taken by the fire but by an infection that had followed an accident. It was a stab in the heart and a relief all at once.

      But Andrew—Andrew was alive.

      As Nehelon studied her with cautious eyes, she pushed back those tears. She couldn’t let him see how deeply it had hit her, how years of hope had been shattered within a matter of moments.

      “I want to see his grave.” She had to be strong, had to fight those emotions, couldn’t let the Fae male see how much it had affected her. First rule for the fighters in the Order of Vala: keep your heart controlled, or it will control you.

      “He’s buried by the temple,” he said, a tone fit for a battlefield gracing his words. “Do you want to go now or sleep first?”

      His eyes flickered as she tried to get to her feet and had to give in to the lead weight of her body.

      “Sleep first.” She hid the tears that were coming again by twisting onto her bed and curling up on the rough blanket.

      There was no sound that would have announced that Nehelon had moved, but he was beside her, the mattress shifting under his weight, making Gandrett roll slightly toward him.

      “I am sorry,” he repeated those words he had spoken in the darkness by the house, and there was something more in them, some texture that allowed her to glimpse that man--male—who had come to Eedwood to make sure she made it out alive. The male who had embraced her.

      Warmth radiated off his body as he slid closer and rested one hand on her arm—so carefully, so lightly she didn’t even flinch. “I am sorry, Gandrett.” This time, his voice was lighter as if he had pushed a weight off his chest.

      His heat seeping through her sleeve let her realize just how cold she was and how different the feel of him next to her was… how wrong. Wrong, because that warmth made her crave to seek shelter against his muscled chest and give those tears free rein.
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      In the earliest hours of the morning, Brax Brenheran patted his brother’s shoulder and set down his wine glass. “That’s a hell of a story,” he said and leaned back.

      He just needed to rest his head for a moment as Joshua’s words swirled inside his skull like the liquor that should be served with the type of horrors his brother had endured. All those years, Joshua had been gone—forced by someone else’s mind control, always a spectator in his own torment. Brax swallowed the emotion that came more strongly than usual with the wine.

      Joshua measured him with those same emerald eyes all three of them shared; Joshua, him, and his twin sister. Mckenzie was already fast asleep on the sofa, her breathing even. She had always been the happiest of the three of them until that day Joshua had disappeared. How he hoped that with all drama over, she would return to that happy place. Every day that had passed with tears on her cheeks had been torture. And it was exactly because of her grief and despair that he had put on that mask of cunning and joking which at least kept her occupied in arguments enough that she’d forget about Josh’s absence for a little bit.

      Now that Josh was back, he wasn’t sure he would be able to return to who he had been before… years ago, when he had been more a child than a man, when his sister’s happiness had been the most vital thing to ensure. But things had changed.

      “Let’s see what the future holds,” Joshua commented beside him, a chuckle brightening his voice.

      “King of Sives.” Brax still had trouble wrapping his head around it. Even ten days after Josh’s return, it was still difficult to think of his brother as a half-brother. As the son of his enemy. To consider what it must have been like to endure having his mind controlled while he had been fully aware of his actions, fighting, holding on to that shred of hope that he’d break the spell and return.

      Return to them.

      He blinked and watched Mckenzie’s peaceful features, head lolling to one side and her fair hair spilling to the side in soft curls. And his brother, who had endured so much and was still smiling, hoping—

      Never again. Never would he let anything happen to either of them. No matter who Josh’s mother was—had been. No matter what Josh’s return meant for Brax’s status at Ackwood court. Never again.

      “What is the plan now?” he wondered aloud, glancing at the horizon through the open window. He could see down to the Ackpenesor delta from Josh’s chambers high up in the western part of the palace, and the salty breeze from the ocean carried on the morning wind. Brax took a deep breath, slowly feeling the effect of the wine clear. “Are you going to pursue your throne?”

      Josh wiggled his head, not indifferent but not in a clear yes or a clear no. “There are more factors to consider than my throne.” He reached behind his head with one hand, not at all kingly—or even princely—as he scratched his neck and grimaced with contention.

      “What factors would that be?” Brax was grateful Mckenzie was deep asleep on the couch. He wanted to spare her all of this. The horrors of what the future may still hold. What Josh seizing his throne may mean for this family. But she was no longer the blonde-curled, little girl he used to tease. Mckenzie had grown into a woman, and it was hard for Brax to think of the moment some suitor would take her away from this court to the gods-knew-where—where he had no influence on her wellbeing.

      “I am not inclined to step up before Father lays down his position as Lord of Ackwood,” Josh said, lazily nestling into the broad armchair, resting his elbow on the rolled side. “And if things go the way Armand and I have been planning—“

      “Armand Denderlain should try to set foot into this palace, and I will personally spear him with my sword,” Brax interjected, cold fury taking him in an instant. Despite the role the young Lord of Eedwood had played in Joshua’s rescue, he had been the one to abduct Josh, to begin with, initiating all the years of horror for the Prince of Sives, taking away the only brother he had, and causing even their father to cry hidden tears. Armand deserved to suffer for this, at least, even if he partly redeemed himself helping Gandrett to get Josh out of Eedwood and cleansed of the Dragon Water and Linniue’s spell. But even without Josh … all the decades of feuding between the east and the west … Armand Denderlain was as much a symbol for it as Lord Hamyn was. It wasn’t something to swipe under the carpet overnight.

      Josh flexed his fingers on the armrest, studying Brax’s silent outburst. “Easy, brother. The moment Armand takes up his own rule as Lord of Eedwood, the west and east will no longer be enemies.” He gave Brax a significant look. A warning look. Brax swallowed his anger for his brother’s sake and scowled at the pink clouds gracing the skies. “We are working toward a peaceful, united Sives, and I will need both of you”—Josh gestured at Mckenzie and him—“to support my path, or this hatred, this war, will continue.”

      Josh did have a point. Only, Brax wasn’t sure he was ready to forgive the House Denderlain for the pain it had caused his brother, his father, his sister—especially his sister. He wasn’t so sure about what his mother’s position on Josh’s abduction and return was exactly. She had dedicated her life to bringing up the bastard son of her husband and then him and Mckenzie. But she had never shown a sign she loved Josh any less … in fact, hadn’t Josh revealed his true heritage at his return and what the meaning of it was, Brax doubted he would have ever found out from his parents.

      “I will try my best,” he ground out, unsure if he meant the words. Too strong the itch to make someone pay for all the pain, the lost years.

      “We might need more than trying,” Josh retorted with a grin that reminded him of the hours and days they had spent as kids, practicing with wooden swords, playing at the heroic rescues of those farm villages in central Sives. Brax had always admired his big brother—still admired him.

      So he nodded. He would try his best. For there was another factor Josh hadn’t considered. It had cost Gandrett greatly to come to his rescue, and Brax didn’t want her efforts to have been in vain.
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        * * *

      

      The watery morning light greeted Gandrett for the seventh day in a row as she turned inside the shabby blankets of the inn in Alencourt—and so did Nehelon, the sound of Nehelon’s labored breathing. She knew that if she lifted her head, she would find him on the rough, wooden floor, doing push-ups or crunches. His morning routine before washing up and waking her for a plain breakfast of tea, bread, and cheese.

      The first morning, she had started from her bed, bolted upright, and reached for her sword, only to find Nehelon grinning at her from between the two beds, sweat covering his face and his bare chest. She hadn’t failed to notice the sculpted muscles directing the droplets of moisture, and her core was still tightening at the thought of it as she was still blushing at the memory of Nehelon catching her stare and commenting, “Better than those lanky boys at the priory. I already told you that first day.” He had winked, and his glamour had slipped just a bit, making those blue diamond eyes sparkle, making Gandrett swallow and dive back into her blankets in embarrassment.

      Gandrett waited for the movements to cease before she dared peek over the edge of her bed.

      “And here I thought you had gotten enough of that view,” he said by way of greeting.

      Before she could come up with something smart to say, heat had already flooded her cheeks.

      She kept her gaze strictly on his face. Just his face. Anything else would give him something to tease her about for the better part of the day—week if he so wished.

      After what had happened at her parents’ farm, after finding out her father had died years ago, she had hoped the Fae male would give her a break. But he seemed inclined to be even more annoying than usual. Only that first night had he expressed his condolences, had acknowledged her grief, how difficult it had been for her to even breathe. From there on, it had become an endless sequence of provoking her into any sort of talk—even if the only words she kept repeating were that she wanted to go looking for Andrew already. If they waited one day longer, they might never catch up with him… Wherever he had fled to.

      But Nehelon seemed determined to figure out what had caused the fire—not only in her own home but what had left those soot marks on the better part of the houses all over Alencourt. And since running from an immortal with the strength and power of what she imagined a god held was about as smart as stepping into the treacherous currents of the Penesor, she decided she’d go along with his plans and stick with reminding him hourly that Andrew may need them more than this village needed his nosy inquiries as she liked to call it.

      At least, Nehelon had agreed that delaying her journey back to Everrun could wait for a couple more days, which lifted one of her fears off her shoulders—for the moment. She could never be certain with the moody male.

      Sometimes, she could see that hint of compassion, of the male who had spoken to her in the forest, who had admitted that he was hoping to become a better man—male—so he could one day kiss her… Her stomach tightened. Neither of them had mentioned that conversation—or the implication of it for that matter—as Gandrett had stayed well away from the topic of that potentially imaginary kiss when Nehelon had contained the wolf.

      “I’ll never get enough of the glorious morning sun in Alencourt,” Gandrett countered and rolled out of bed, her acolyte uniform, which had become her nightclothes, still on. She stepped over his sweaty body, one foot on each side at his waist, and hesitated as her ankle brushed against his hip. He propped himself up on his elbows and grinned, eyes on the point where their skin had connected. Gandrett quickly shifted her weight and pretended she wasn’t inclined to peek down to where sweat was trickling down his abs as she aimed for the bathing room.

      A ghost of a chuckle followed her through the closing door, and she leaned against the door from inside, cursing in her mind. Andrew. Her brother was important. Not the fact that Nehelon was doing everything in his power—not magic—to take her mind off things. As if he wanted her to forget how dire her life was. How dull. How predestined her path.

      After she had headed out to lay down some poppy-flowers on her father’s grave the other day, he had not insisted on joining her to watch her hold back her tears, to struggle to take a steady breath at all. No, he had stayed behind and done whatever he did in order to obtain information from the villagers. And Gandrett never asked. Or talked to the villagers herself. Too painful, too fresh the incision into her heart. Dealing with compassionate faces, potentially some who would even remember her from ten years ago… She wasn’t ready for that. Her mind was too preoccupied with all of the worries for her brother—the only one she still had a chance of saving. As long as Nehelon got what he needed so they could finally leave…

      “Breakfast?” his voice bounced in through the closed door as Gandrett went about her own morning routine—which included ignoring him as much as possible and thinking up ways to avoid going back to Everrun at all. So far, nothing had come to mind. Just that if she could convince Lord Tyrem that she was still needed in Ackwood, he might be willing to take back those coins he had given her for her family—her chest throbbed once at the thought of that gold and how they would have needed it—and rewire it to the Meister to extend the purchase of her service.

      She didn’t dare mention it to Nehelon, for the fact alone that as long as she didn’t ask, he couldn’t say no… Which left her with a semblance of hope. Not the real kind, for that had been smothered the moment she had spotted her destroyed childhood home.

      When Gandrett returned to the bedroom, changed into her brown pants and tunic—she had traded the chic of dresses for the practicality of her new attire and spent half a copper on those basic clothes—Nehelon eyed her from under dark strands of hair, sweat running down the groove of his spine as he slowly rose and lowered his body above the floor.

      Gandrett blinked and strode to the window. She should be doing what he was doing. Should be keeping her body in shape so she wouldn’t lose her edge. But hard as she tried to motivate herself, she was grateful she made it out of bed each day. The thought of fighting was too—

      “You can stand on my back,” Nehelon suggested with a grin as he pushed up on his muscled arms. “It would be beneficial for my workout.” He gave her a look that was as much a challenge as it was a suggestion.

      Gandrett huffed.

      “I was going to get breakfast in a minute,” he continued even when Gandrett marched out of his field of vision just so she didn’t need to hold his gaze, “but since one of us has to keep in shape—“

      There was no need for him to finish the sentence. It was clear that he agreed with her thoughts—even if she hadn’t voiced them.

      But her physical shape wasn’t the only one that demanded attention. He had promised to help with her magic, and ever since her outburst in the caves when she had sent the ceiling tumbling down and the fire tearing through the crashing rocks, that power had been replenishing deep within her. And at some point, it would need release—even if for now, her grief seemed to have put a damper on it. It wouldn’t remain contained forever.

      Nehelon continued his push-ups, silent once more, leaving Gandrett to decide whether or not she wanted to speak.

      She didn’t. Not if she had a choice, but since it had been seven days…

      “When can we leave to find Andrew?” She schooled her tone into the professional one she had adopted at the order.

      Nehelon stopped, half-risen, and seemed to make up his mind, before he flipped over in a movement too fast for the human he was appearing as, and sat on his haunches, arms relaxed at his sides and not one bit out of breath despite the workout he had been dedicating himself to all morning.

      “There is one more thing I need to figure out before we can leave.” His face was unreadable, but today, in contrast to all those other times she had pushed, he didn’t seem to be trying to appease her with his vague words. Today, it sounded like the truth.
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      “What do you mean, he took the most direct path south?” Gandrett stared at Nehelon, who had asked her to meet him at the stables where the horses were staying and found him waiting with both Alvi and Lim saddled and readied for travel.

      “Andrew fled south,” Nehelon whispered before he gave the stable boy a violent stare, which sent the servant stumbling out of the powerfully built man’s path. “He is on his way to Everrun.”

      Gandrett’s realized she had stopped walking and jerked into motion again, catching up with the male in two quick strides. “What does he want in Everrun?”

      Nehelon glanced at her from the side, his expression indicating he was expecting her to figure that out herself.

      “He’s going to the priory,” she realized. The only place where he had family. Even if that family was standing in their village right now. But Andrew didn’t know.

      “Smart, Gandrett.” Nehelon stopped by the stalls and dropped one pack from his shoulder, handing it to Gandrett. “You’re packed,” was all he said as she took her own pack from his hands, wondering when he had found the time to gather their few belongings from the inn. She had returned to her father’s grave and then to the spot where they had buried her mother, spending a long time beseeching Vala to guide their souls into the world to come so they may find peace.

      She had considered meditation or prayer dances the way they did at the priory, but neither had felt right. Not when Vala had forsaken her. Besides, this was a more personal matter, and finding words to express how deeply that cut in her heart ran was almost as difficult as defying the cold in the caverns under Eedwood Castle.

      But she had braved those moments of silence until the prayer had slipped from her mouth—a rough and unelaborated prayer which wouldn’t have passed as dignified enough at the priory. But what goddess would Vala be if she didn’t hear her no matter how stumbled her words? What kind of goddess of life would forsake her because she couldn’t muster the courage to pray the way she had been taught to when words failed her?

      “Get on the horse,” Nehelon hissed, hoisting himself up onto Alvi’s back, and rode ahead, ducking under the stable as he emerged into the cloudy afternoon light.

      Gandrett followed suit, her mind already wondering how long it would take them to catch up with Andrew.

      “What’s the sudden rush?” Gandrett asked the moment she had caught up with him. Her grip on the reins was as firm as she could manage with the left-over scabs on her healing hands.

      Nehelon stared ahead, steering his horse through the groups of people streaming the other direction. Lim maneuvered beside Alvi—the two horses so in unison that it was hard to believe they spent a majority of their time with the brooding Fae male.

      As they progressed out of the village, screams were audible from the direction the people were headed. Gandrett’s head automatically turned to the source of the noise, and she found a cluster of villagers collecting around the part of the main square that Gandrett could make out from where they were riding.

      “Don’t look,” Nehelon said, his voice full of command, a tone that Gandrett hadn’t heard from him since those sparring hours in the training ring at Ackwood. It made her look even more closely.

      Beside her, Nehelon sighed through his nose, a sound that could have meant that he hadn’t expected otherwise.

      But Gandrett was only half-aware of him. For there, in the main square, at the center of the forming crowd, people were staring in horror at the impaled body of a familiar shape—

      The woman from that first morning at the inn.

      Gandrett sucked in a breath and halted her horse, about to steer back to check what was going on.

      “I said don’t look.” Nehelon’s tone was ice cold now. Lethal.

      “What happened?” Lim wasn’t reacting to her attempts to wheel him around, no matter how hard she pulled on the reins. He kept following Alvi like a sheep.

      Nehelon didn’t deign to even glance at her but continued along that dirt road out of Alencourt as if nothing was going on behind him. As if there wasn’t an entire village stirring, driven by the display of a kill.

      “What”—Gandrett nudged Lim’s flanks to at least be able to ride beside Nehelon, to be able to read his stone-cold face—“happened, Nehelon?”

      At the mention of his name, the male’s head whipped around. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”

      As her head kept bouncing from side to side, attempting to glimpse details from the distance with little success and, at the same time, trying to read Nehelon’s face—

      “You did this?” It wasn’t really a question.

      Nehelon’s features seemed frozen, incapable of any sort of emotion, as he nudged Alvi into a trot. “Keep riding,” he commanded. “No looking back. There is nothing you can do for her.”

      So she did, every part of the skilled fighter she was protesting as the power of Nehelon’s voice turned away from the danger. How did he do it? Was that another of his Fae powers? Flashes of that first moment she had realized what he was ran through her mind. How an invisible hand had held her in place, had locked everything but her head in the space… She wondered if this was similar, if his voice magically kept her from turning…

      But as they passed between the last houses of Alencourt, the thundering sound of an explosion made Gandrett spin in her saddle once more. She could make out little of the main square where the crowd was scattering from what seemed to be a ball of fire where the woman had been impaled a minute ago.

      Fire in a familiar turquoise-blue shade that made Gandrett’s blood ice over in her veins.

      And then the pounding in her chest began.
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett was only partly aware of Nehelon’s muttered curses as he lifted her off the horse what felt like minutes later.

      “Focus,” he demanded, and her body shook as he carried her a few steps before setting her down on the ground.

      Gandrett didn’t feel much of that, either. Too painful the living creature in her chest. At least she imagined it to be that. For it surely felt as if something was hammering her chest from inside. And it wasn’t her heart. For that was struggling to keep up with whatever that painful pounding was.

      “What’s happening?” Gandrett gritted out between clenched jaws. She wasn’t sure though whether the words actually left her mouth or if they had died on her lips.

      “Something set off your magic.” Nehelon’s voice, close to her ear, was steady as if her weight didn’t bother him at all.

      Something. Images of turquoise-blue fire sped through her mind. The woman from days ago going up in flames…

      “She burned,” Gandrett muttered, barely getting a sound to pass over her tongue. Her throat was so dry, so—burning. She was burning.

      Her limbs started thrashing in reaction to the sudden heat that was radiating from her chest into every distant part of her body. Fire. She was on fire.

      A scream escaped her, tearing through her lungs, her chest, her entire body like a knife.

      “Breathe, Gandrett,” Nehelon demanded. His tone hadn’t changed. There was no hint of compassion in it. Only cold, calculated focus. A soldier. A warrior. And her body, thrusting from side to side as if she was possessed by Shaelak himself … it was his battlefield.

      She gasped for air, inhaling flames—pure flames. They licked into her mouth, surged down her throat, and returned to their origin inside her chest, fueling the raging fire there anew.

      “Make it stop … make it stop … make it—” She interrupted herself with another scream as the flames were singeing her skin, her flesh, her bones.

      And somewhere behind the pain, which drowned out all sounds but that frantic pounding of her heart, symbols floated into her mind. Turquoise like dragon fire. Not like but actual dragon fire. They didn’t have any meaning, but as they lit up, one by one, line after line, curve after curve igniting, her body started shaking against the rough surface Nehelon had placed her upon. Not shaking—twitching, seizing. And just like that, she was back in that cave—the temple of Shygon where Linniue had taken her own life, where Gandrett had moved earth and stone and loosed flames to bring down the woman who had been about to kill Addie.

      Gandrett tasted blood and ash, and she coughed and coughed, attempting to free herself, gasping for air, and one smell was sharper than any other that hovered under her nose—

      The scent of no name, of no memory, other than Nehelon’s presence.

      “Hold on—” His words were close—so close. He would burn alongside her if he didn’t save himself.

      Gandrett searched her body for control over her arms and found a tether to what felt like scorched hands somewhere too far away for her mind to reach… But she had to. Had to lift them. To shove Nehelon aside. Let her burn. What else was left for her?

      “Get away,” she gritted out, her voice less than a rasp, and she was almost certain that noise that followed was the gurgle of her own blood in her mouth. And as her focus went to her throat which was now filling up with liquid—

      She couldn’t tell if Nehelon was still there, couldn’t tell if he had heard her. Or if she had moved at all. All she felt was … an ocean of pain. Searing, hot, and unyielding. And those symbols in her head, dancing, blocking her view of the world, of anything she could hold onto to pull herself out the way she had been trained to do. Find something—anything—to grasp onto so she wouldn’t lose touch with reality. Wouldn’t be swallowed by illusions. The Meister had poisoned her in order to teach her how to pull through—not once but several times. Had shoved her into the dark pits under the citadel at Everrun. Had bound her arms and legs and left her to free herself or die. And every time, her steel will had pushed her to keep trying. Even when hallucinations had blurred with reality. She had won each time.

      But this … this was different. She had seen that woman go up in flames—blue flames. Dragon fire. And now it was Gandrett burning. There was no illusion. No poison. Magic. Her magic was doing this—

      Something iron-hard banded around her wrists, the touch of it so cold—icy against the flames that were consuming her—and just like that, as if someone had thrust her into water, the heat ceased.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Panic was a word, the use of which Nehelon had parted with centuries ago; when the courts of Ulfray had fallen asleep. But as he was scanning Gandrett’s thrashing body, her limbs scraping over the forest ground, tearing her uniform in places, and leaving bloodied stains, Nehelon remembered what exactly panic was.

      She was muttering in-between screams of agony, her face distorting in the pain she was hallucinating, words as difficult to understand as if she was speaking a foreign language.

      With a glance around the narrow space between the trees, Nehelon reassured himself that there were no spectators, his Fae ears confirming that there wasn’t even a deer close by. Then he reached into his pack, leaving Gandrett’s side for no longer than a couple of seconds before he returned, holding biting, cold iron shackles in his fingers. He cursed at the feel of the metal on his skin, how it pushed on his own power, daring it to come play. But the shackles weren’t for him. If he didn’t do anything to stop the mortal’s seizure, she would suffer damage that even his healing powers would be useless against.

      “Hold on,” he whispered as he leaned over her, waiting for another moment before he let those shackles snap around her wrists with a movement of his shaky hands, studying her agonized features.

      She slumped on the ground like a bag of sand and slowly, so slowly, her face smoothed over, features relaxing, and her breathing turned less labored.

      “I am here,” he told her softly, probably too softly for her human ears, and as if he had spoken the words for himself rather than her, the panic ebbed away. He was there. This time. Unlike the last time when something like this had happened. He shivered at the memory that had been haunting him for almost two-hundred years.

      But this was different. This time, he was prepared.

      His gaze ran over the young woman; dirt smeared on her face, the slow rising and falling of her chest, the chain of iron running across her hips between her hands. She would sleep for a while and he wouldn’t lift a finger to move her until she had woken and he could reassure himself that she was all right. This was too important, and he couldn’t risk making mistakes.
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett tried to see past the swirling symbols, now an array in her mind, and even though the meaning eluded her, something of weight, of importance seemed to follow in the wake of the symbols as they slowly faded. One by one, they winked out like stars swallowed by the morning light.

      The first thing she felt was the icy cold that enveloped her. No pain, no blood in her mouth. She could breathe freely and deeply and that familiar scent—

      “Nehelon.”

      His hand was on her forehead before she had finished speaking his name.

      “Your temperature is normal,” he noted, sounding oddly human.

      Blinking away the lead that was holding down her eyelids, Gandrett opened her eyes and found darkness surrounding her. An owl hooted somewhere nearby as if in greeting, and the content stomping of hooves made the ground beneath her vibrate for a brief moment.

      “Don’t try to sit up,” Nehelon said in that same voice as he placed one hand on her forearm. “You will only hurt yourself.”

      Hurt myself how? Gandrett intended to ask, but her voice forsook her, a rasp all that left her mouth.

      “Something triggered your magic, and you exerted all of it in a seizure,” he informed her as if that was something she would understand—could understand.

      Vague memories of fire filled her mind. Blue-and-turquoise flames.

      Gandrett jerked upright so fast her head almost collided with Nehelon’s chest.

      “Had I told you to sit up, it would have been more likely for you to stay down, wouldn’t it?” Nehelon eyed her with weary eyes from above as she slowly let herself sink back onto her elbows. There was a chain linking her hands together—a long iron chain.

      “What?” She was still sorting through her mind for what had truly happened, how she had ended up bound on the forest ground and only half-heard his question.

      “You rarely do as I say these days.” Something bemused had taken over his tone, the weariness gone from his features—human, no sign of Fae but that excessive beauty.

      Gandrett shook her head. “That might have something to do with me no longer being in your service,” she suggested and rolled into a sitting position, leaning well away from Nehelon, and held out her arms before her. “How did those get there?”

      “You do remember what happened, don’t you?” Nehelon’s gaze was on the iron shackles, which were biting into her skin like ice; a weight as heavy as her heart, which throbbed as the memory of the destroyed farm in Alencourt returned to the front of her consciousness.

      “I remember enough to know that something isn’t right.” Sharp words. Maybe too sharp for the man—male—who had probably saved her life. But the shackles on her wrists indicated that there was more to the story than what her memory allowed her to glimpse.

      “After we left Alencourt?” Nehelon raised an eyebrow as he studied her from the side, his gaze inquisitive.

      Gandrett tried hard, but there was nothing but the glowing symbols of turquoise and the pain.

      And the woman who had burst into flames.

      “Why am I in shackles?” she responded with a question. Gandrett had survived enough during her training not to fidget at the uncomfortable feel of the metal locked around her wrists. She also knew better than to expect an explanation from Nehelon. He had been notoriously cryptic from the moment they’d met. Cryptic and annoying. And painfully handsome.

      “This,” Nehelon tapped one shackle with his index finger, “is pure iron.”

      Gandrett studied his face through the darkness.

      “Iron is probably the only thing able to bind magic,” he offered as explanation as Gandrett didn’t respond. “Your magic was consuming you, and if I hadn’t slipped those”—he gestured at the metal binding her like a slave—“on, your brain would be soft as poorly spiced Eedwood fish paste.”

      Gandrett swallowed. She had heard the rumors, the bedtime stories that iron was a weapon worth keeping when you traveled close by the borders of Ulfray. And if the iron had saved her from slowly burning to death—

      “You put them on me,” she repeated and earned a nod. “So you touched them.” It wasn’t a question.

      Another nod.

      Gandrett’s eyes searched the darkness for Nehelon’s hands and found them resting in his lap, neither of them appearing to have suffered any damage.

      “I heal quickly,” he answered her unspoken question and held out both his palms for her to examine.

      Gandrett ran her gaze over them before her attention returned to her wrists. “Why doesn’t it hurt me?” Not hurt was the wrong expression. It was cold and uncomfortable, biting at her skin. But nothing compared to the agony she had endured before she had blacked out. Memories of flames, of searing fire on her skin, inside her lungs, returned as she tried to figure out why her skin wasn’t scathed.

      “You are human, Gandrett,” Nehelon followed the conversation they had started. “Iron doesn’t hurt you the way it hurts me.”

      “You’ve handled my sword before,” she retorted, realizing that he had touched iron right in front of her, and she hadn’t noticed any injuries.

      “My glamour is stronger than you would think,” was all he had to say to that. But after a moment of Gandrett’s glaring, “If you ever feel the need to kill me, Gandrett, run me through with an iron blade—solid iron.” He flashed a dire grin as if daring her to try.

      She didn’t know what to say.

      “So, my magic was triggered by that woman who burned… with dragon fire?” She changed the topic. “And you chained me with iron to silence my magic?”

      “To keep you alive and intact.”

      Why did he sound like he was talking about a domestic tool?

      “Sane,” she offered. “You mean sane.”

      Nehelon shrugged. “At this point, sanity could be considered a luxury.”

      The look on his face, half-hidden in the shadows of the night, made her wonder if he was talking about himself.

      As they kept staring into each other’s eyes, neither of them inclined to yield, Gandrett held up her hands between them. “So are you going to take them off?”

      Nehelon frowned. “I am not sure if you’re ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “To face your magic.”

      The memory of blood and ash flourished on her tongue, and she swallowed, which made Nehelon reach into his pack and extract a waterskin. “Drink.”

      Gandrett caught the waterskin as he dropped it into her lap, and she grinned at the small victory. In shackles, yes, but not incapacitated. If he wouldn’t take off those shackles, she could always strangle him with them—if she was fast enough.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he snarled as she glared at him, sounding a lot as if he had just read her mind.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she muttered under her breath, and from the dark amusement dancing in his eyes, she knew he had heard her.

      “I will take them off in time. But before, I want your magic to calm, and I need you to be patient until you have regained enough strength that a sudden trigger won’t deplete you to a life-threatening level.” As Nehelon scanned her, that amusement made way for the initial weariness she had noticed on his features. “What happened there in Alencourt…” He paused and sighed through his nose. “That woman deserved what she got.”

      Gandrett froze as she deciphered what he had just admitted. She could see it before her, the figure impaled in the main square of Alencourt, bursting into blue flames. He had told her not to look back—and she hadn’t listened.

      “It was you,” she realized. “You put her on that spike.” Revulsion filled Gandrett top to bottom. She had known that Nehelon was Fae, that he had to be violent and brutal the way the stories suggested. A threat to everything good and virtuous. His handsome face suddenly appeared like a mask, covering up the truth. “You … killed her.”

      The words had just left her lips when Nehelon’s hand darted for the iron chain, tugging her toward him with a rough pull, and held her in place, his features twisting as he brought his face close to hers. “And you can thank the gods I did, or you would be ash and rubble like your dear mother.” His glamour slipped, and his anger was so beautiful and terrifying that Gandrett forgot to breathe.

      Nehelon let go of the chain and cursed, holding up his palm to show her where the iron had bitten through his skin, leaving streaks of open flesh behind.

      “Don’t believe for a moment that I would have let her live after what she admitted.” His voice turned softer, less of a snarl, and Gandrett pulled back from him, unsure whether to be horrified that he had killed that woman or that he had impaled her in a public place as if to make a statement.

      “What did she do that she deserved to die like that?” Her words were mechanical. Nothing heartfelt in them. Just the memory of the fire and the pain that had followed in her own body. Nehelon’s gaze was still holding hers, and it didn’t allow for anything but words. All her emotional capacity was bound by the way he looked at her—like he needed to justify his actions. Like he was actually sorry. Even if his words were the opposite.

      “I got some information from her about the soot marks in Alencourt and about those wrecked farms”—he didn’t specify that her family’s farm was one of them—“and when I pieced it all together a couple of days later…” He released her from his gaze, searching the darkness with piercing eyes. “It’s the worshippers of the god of dragons who are burning down farms.”

      Adrenaline flooded Gandrett’s system once more, the creature in her chest roaring against the effect of the iron.

      “See,” Nehelon gestured at her bound wrists. “It’s wise to keep you locked in those until you find your composure. Another break out like before, and there won’t be much left of you either.”

      Gandrett frowned and rested her hands in her lap. “Why does that sound like a threat?”

      Nehelon bared his teeth, white and sharp and perfect in the moonlight filtering through the treetops. “Not a threat. Never a threat with you.” He threw the words at her as if they didn’t have any meaning, but something about them resonated in Gandrett’s chest, easing the violent beast tugging on the leash the iron had put on it.

      “The Shygon cult is burning down houses and collecting survivors. Youth, mainly.” His fists clenched before him, hiding the already healing injuries. “Your brother barely escaped.”

      “She burned down my family’s farm?” Gandrett concluded.

      A silent nod was all Nehelon gave her as confirmation. But it was enough. He had killed her, impaled her on a spike, and left her in the main square, not for the villagers to see but for any worshipper of Shygon—a warning with blue flame as a sign that they had overstayed their welcome in the peaceful village of Alencourt. It had to have been his fire that ignited the corpse. A symbol that their assaults didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Then, she may rot in Hel’s realm.” If what Nehelon had indicated was the truth, then Andrew might have ended up as a blood sacrifice for the god of dragons. And to what end? What did they want? What was their goal? Why were they killing people to please their god? All those thoughts, tearing at her from the inside, and what she said was, “Why?”

      Nehelon’s throat bobbed. “No one prays to the god of dragons without hoping for the power he supposedly grants.” There was something about the way his eyes flickered in the darkness, like gems of terror, that made her believe this wasn’t the first time he was witnessing the evil-doings of the Shygon cult.

      So Gandrett pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on top, her arms with the chain slung around her legs and said, “Maybe it’s time you tell me a little bit more about what you know, Nehelon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Nehelon stared at her for a long, darkness-threaded moment.

      “What would you like to know exactly?” He got to his feet, his tall frame little more than a silhouette in the night, his tone heavy as if the burdens of centuries were surfacing at the question she’d asked.

      Gandrett studied his outline; the broad shoulders clad in leathers, his slender hips, and muscled thighs. She didn’t need to see the stunning face, equally belonging to a creature of fairytales and nightmares, to know to be on her guard. Nehelon had killed someone. Even if it was the woman who supposedly had been about to collect Andrew as blood sacrifice for the Shygon cult—Gandrett hadn’t even known until a moment ago that there was an actual cult—he had still killed someone. She shuddered and tucked the information away, trying not to think about it, and focused on getting more information about the cult.

      “Tell me about dragons.” Gandrett listened to herself as she sounded like a little girl asking for a bedtime story. No, that wasn’t it. She needed any shred of information she could get. If Nehelon was right—and after what he had done to ensure that woman would never bother anyone again, she believed he was—those people who prayed to the god of dragons had killed her mother. They had attempted to procure her brother as a vessel. She couldn’t tell how many others had been sacrificed the way Linniue had tried to do with Addie in the temple under Eedwood Castle. But it couldn’t happen again. “Tell me anything that will help us bring this cult down before it can do any more harm.” This time, there was determination in her voice.

      “Dragons.” He fell silent, his silhouette motionless as he was either pondering what to tell her or thoroughly ignoring her.

      A breeze of cool night air ruffled Gandrett’s hair and filtered through her clothes, making her shiver.

      Nehelon shifted in the shadows as Gandrett’s chain rattled when she grasped her knees more tightly.

      “You must be cold,” he noted and reached for the pack on Lim’s saddle. The horses were dozing under the trees, close enough for Gandrett to hear them huff every now and then.

      “I’m fine,” Gandrett automatically said. A trained reflex from the priory. Appearing in need of anything was dangerous when everyone was waiting for her to make a mistake—everyone but Surel and Kaleb. And, of course, Nahir, who had been her only friends there. Even if only because they had been stuck there together with no prospect of escape—ever.

      Now that Nehelon was wrapping a blanket around her, the priory at Everrun seemed like an eternity ago. Even if she didn’t have the right of thinking of eternity when Nehelon had probably lived that long—at least half an eternity.

      “I am sorry, Gandrett, truly, for everything that happened to you.” He lingered, crouching before her on the forest ground, each of his hands holding on to a corner of the blanket as he pulled it tightly around her shoulders.

      There was true sorrow in his voice, honest compassion. Gandrett couldn’t tell how she knew, but a hint of the Nehelon who had promised to help her with her magic was now gazing at her. The Nehelon who had heaved earth for a grave when she had wanted to bury her mother. And it was even harder to look into his eyes and see them spark in the moonlight and think that he had just killed someone—no matter how much that woman had deserved it.

      He cleared his throat and let go, sitting down beside her once more, forearms resting on his knees. “Dragons. The god of dragons. It’s a long story, Gandrett, but let’s start with why dragons are no longer around.”

      Gandrett grasped the corners of the blanket that Nehelon had dropped and pulled them up to her chin.

      “When the last Dragon King conquered Neredyn, he forced all of the four realms under his rule. All but the Calma Desert at which a priory sat at the heart, training Children of Vala to serve the goddess of life.

      “The desert had belonged to no territory for a thousand years before that. Barren and hostile land where not even the dragons of the north could survive. So the city of Everrun remained a little sanctuary in the heart of Neredyn. A sanctuary to where humans and Fae fled alike. But that’s for another time…” His voice trailed away as he seemed to sink into memories.

      “The last Dragon King ruled over Neredyn for nearly three centuries before he was defeated,” he continued after a long, pensive silence, which Gandrett hadn’t dared disturb. “During that time, praying to the god of dragons was a common practice. And there were far more of those gifted with magic than there are nowadays. But then, nowadays there are no dragons left.” He eyed Gandrett with an unreadable face, eyes squinted as if he was trying to figure something out.

      “And you know this from experience,” Gandrett assumed, careful about how she spoke the words. Now that Nehelon was finally speaking, she wanted to get as much information out of him as possible. And if he was talking about events from seven-hundred years ago—

      The male chuckled almost inaudibly. “You are asking how old I am?”

      Gandrett didn’t nod or shake her head. She didn’t dare do or say anything other than listen.

      “Too old for you to bother,” he said with that same dark laugh as if it was a joke.

      Disappointment spread in Gandrett’s stomach like a sticky carpet. Should she have asked directly? Would that have ensured her an answer? But that wasn’t the information she truly needed. She needed to learn about the Shygon cult, about dragons. Anything that would help… Nehelon’s age was about as relevant in this as the height of the tree at the foot of which they were sitting.

      “Dragons,” she prompted, and Nehelon turned back to face the darkness.

      He sighed as if pulling up all those stories cost him. “After the last Dragon King started his tour of conquest from the north-east”—Eedwood, Gandrett remembered, and the dragon water and dragon fire under the castle—“Theodore Brenheran and Elise Denderlain were ruling over Sives as king and queen with their royal seat in Ackwood. A married couple—the last marriage between the two noble houses in Sives. When the Dragon King slaughtered the entire court in their sleep, only their son got away.” Nehelon’s voice darkened, anger filling his tone. “He survived, thanks to a loyal servant who, when he beheld what was going on in the palace, took the child and ran.”

      As with so many things concerning the history of Neredyn, she had heard about the Slaughter of Ackwood during her training at the priory. She had seen the scenes etched into the stone walls in the innermost part of the citadel, painted on furniture in the residential, and the thought alone was enough to make her nauseous.

      “The heir of the House Brenheran went into hiding, and the line didn’t resurface until much later when the Dragon King was defeated,” Gandrett recited, and Nehelon gave her a look that suggested he was relieved he didn’t need to start from scratch. His eyes, free of the glamour, sparkled in the first rays of light as dawn crept over the leaf-canopy.

      “Not until three-hundred years later when the Dragon King was killed by the last human-Fae alliance,” he specified as he absently played with a leaf he had picked up from the ground. “It took another solid century until the last Shygon worshippers disappeared from the lands. And those hundred years…” He gave her a look that suggested that what had happened in Alencourt was nothing compared to what Neredyn had seen. “They went into hiding in the beginning, but after a couple of years, when peace had been reestablished, when the southern territories had redrawn their borders and Sives had been shattered into two halves, they crept out of their holes.

      “At first, there were just some missing individuals every now and then, here and there, until they gathered followers, people who were unhappy with what the war had left them with. Their following grew fast, and the need for blood sacrifices did, too. And power grew as fear rose among the people of all territories—even Ulfray, where immortal folk resides”—a quick sideways glance at Gandrett—“and then they started raiding villages, grabbing everyone they could just to please their god. They burned down villages, took children—“

      Gandrett understood then and there what he was saying. “It’s happening again.”

      The Fae male nodded. “It is. And I cannot stand by and let them harm the people of Sives unpunished.” He tore the leaf with quick fingers. “Sives is just the beginning.”

      For a long moment, Gandrett waited for him to continue, but he just stared at the ground, features stone-cold.

      “Does it really happen?” She swallowed, unsure whether the question was going to earn her his laughter, but the urge to know, to understand was too strong. “The power… Does Shygon truly grant power?”

      Nehelon’s gaze snapped to her face, lingering, and he pursed his lips as if debating how much he should share. “I have seen people emerge from those rituals with magic strong enough to threaten a seasoned warrior like me.” A muscle in his jaw flicked as if to enforce the image.

      Not the image of the Shygon cult praying for dangerous magic but Nehelon, a warrior. A seasoned warrior. Him facing swords and magic on a battlefield—

      “Shygon magic is nothing you want to encounter,” he said icily.

      But Gandrett shrugged, thinking back of Linniue’s little ritual with Addie. “I know.”

      And the realization in Nehelon’s eyes was almost painful to watch. It was there between them like an invisible wall, yet tangible, and his glance beheld her as the first rays of sunlight touched her face. His throat bobbed. “I’ve failed to protect you, Gandrett.”

      She shook her head, her breathing becoming harder as his glamour-free eyes bore into hers. “I am Vala’s Blade,” she said, voice hoarse, “I don’t need protecting.”
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        * * *

      

      Vala’s Blade. Nehelon bit his tongue, for every word that would come wasn’t meant for a servant of Vala. And what a fool he was to indicate she needed protection.

      “Of course you don’t,” he murmured and turned his face toward the sun.

      The nights were getting shorter, and it wouldn’t be long until Midsummer Solstice.

      “And, are you intending to free me any time soon?”

      He wasn’t sure if he was imagining the sour edge in her tone, but he pulled up his glamour, hiding the vulnerable layers beneath. Gandrett had every right to distrust him. After all, he had set that impaled corpse on fire—and Gandrett’s magic had responded like the answer to a century-old call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Gandrett cursed as Nehelon let the irons snap open from her wrists. The locks were simple, mechanical ones. No magic would work on them. It left even powerful Fae Nehelon with a key or simple lock picking technique. And he was so strong he had set the woman on fire from afar as if she were little more than cinder in his hands. Blue fire, he had chosen for the effect it would have on those who spotted it. A warning. A reminder that there were consequences for those who followed down Shygon’s path.

      “Happy now?” Nehelon grumbled as he stowed away the shackles in his pack. But she could feel his attention lingering on her, his magic probably sneaking through the air around her for signs of a coming outburst.

      Gandrett rubbed her wrists, the angry rash the iron had left behind another thing she put on the mental toll she had for Nehelon.

      One day in shackles had been enough in Nehelon’s opinion, even if he didn’t trust her to control herself. Maybe he had gotten tired of Gandrett’s threats to attack him with the iron chain if he left her locked up one more minute. Maybe it was the lack of angry creature in her chest. But eventually, after a long, tormented sigh, he had pulled the keys from his pocket and freed her from the bonds.

      “If we ride south immediately, I will be.” Her little brother was still out there, alone, making his way out toward Everrun, and his path may lead him uncomfortably close to the Ulfrayan border. Gandrett had spent enough time in Nehelon’s presence to understand just how dangerous Fae were.

      “You need to learn to control your power before we go anywhere,” Nehelon snarled. His gaze, as he glanced over his shoulder, suggested that he was more than serious and willing to prove it.

      “He is all by himself,” Gandrett reasoned. Her hand was casually sliding to her hip where her sword was hanging on her belt.

      If he wouldn’t go, she would whether he liked it or not.

      She backed away a step, then another, all that time innocently studying Alvi’s shiny fur beneath Nehelon’s hand. He had turned his head back and was now petting the horse’s neck, murmuring something impossible to understand over the distance.

      Just another step, and she could slip behind a tree. Lim gave her a disappointed look from where he was nibbling leaves next to Nehelon’s black mare.

      “Don’t even think of running,” the Fae male hissed by Gandrett’s ear, sending a jolt of fear through her. One second of letting her attention drift to the bay gelding who was carrying her pack, and Nehelon had snuck up on her on speedy, silent Fae feet. She loosed a breath before she turned around, finding his blue eyes not as faceted as diamond but hard and unyielding.

      “I am no longer in your service—Lord Brenheran’s service,” she corrected, “I can do as I please.”

      Nehelon’s lips twitched. “That’s where you’re wrong.” He didn’t step back, leaving all but one foot of space between their chests, glaring down at her as if she had mortally offended him.

      Bastard. “I fulfilled my task. I brought Joshua home. There no longer is a family in Alencourt to spend a year with, so technically I am free until that year is over, am I not?” She didn’t shy away from his gaze, from the scent that filled her nose… Even after days without a bath…

      Her hand reached her sword effortlessly, and she drew it halfway, ready to fight her way out if needed.

      But Nehelon’s hand was on hers before the blade was halfway out. Not a brutal, forbidding touch but a gentle weight, asking to halt.

      So she did.

      His features softened, his glamour once more thinning, letting the stunning Fae beneath shine through. “You may be free of your obligations toward Tyrem Brenheran”—his fingers folded around hers, slowly pushing the sword back—“but you hold a new responsibility now. One you will never be free of.” He lifted her hand up between their chests and ran a finger along her wrist where the band of iron had sat, his touch like a balm to the irritated skin. “You have magic, Gandrett. Strong magic. And if you don’t learn to control it, it will destroy you and whoever gets too close to you.” Sadness filled his features. “If you run now, chances are high you will hurt yourself or your brother with your magic. And I can’t let that happen.”

      Gandrett studied her own wrist under Nehelon’s touch, his callouses scraping as he traced back and forth with his fingertips.

      “He’s all alone out there, untrained for fights, even less ones involving magic.” She thought of Andrew’s blond curls and his dimples and how he wouldn’t stand a chance against a monster like Nehelon.

      And yet, that monster kept stroking her wrist as if he was sorry he had hurt her.

      “I know,” was all he said before he reached for her second hand—Gandrett didn’t object, too stunned by the tenderness with which the monster was holding her—and brought it up beneath the other one. Warmth spread through Gandrett as Nehelon closed his eyes, and the uncomfortable sensation stopped, her skin turning like new under his touch and the scabs on her hands falling off as his magic healed her.

      For a moment, she marveled, too absorbed in how his power had done good on her. The same power that had let the woman go up in flames. The same person so cold and cunning and then … kind.

      “He needs me,” Gandrett whispered, not yet pulling away and Nehelon’s hands not yet letting go of hers.

      “I need you,” he whispered absently as he held her gaze, the blue facets playing in the morning light. Gandrett involuntarily coughed at his words and pulled back her hands, stumbling a step or two away from him, very much convinced she had misheard. But Nehelon cleared his throat, hands still midair where he’d held hers. “I need you to learn to control your magic, Gandrett.” His features smoothed over, glamour back in place as he grumbled, “Neredyn can do without another rogue mage who will end up the prey of magic-haters.” He returned to his horse and swiftly climbed into the saddle. “Your brother grew up on a farm. He knows what plants can be eaten. He knows how to slaughter a rabbit, and I am convinced he can hunt well enough to trap one.” He turned Alvi north and glanced back at Gandrett over his shoulder. “He will survive the journey south, and if it makes you feel any better, I can send word to the Meister that Andrew is on his way. I can send scouts to find him and guide him. I can even send Lim if you think that would make his journey safer.” Nehelon took a deep breath and whistled then watched Lim trot over to Gandrett as if to prove he could truly do what he’d offered. “But there is one thing I am not willing to do, Gandrett.” Lim stopped by her side, eyeing her with impatient, black eyes. “I am not willing to let you loose on Neredyn just because you are too stubborn to trust anyone but yourself.”

      Gandrett swallowed as Nehelon’s words hit her like a blow in the face.

      Every word he spoke, no matter how full of annoyance, of impatience, was an honest offer to help, and if she dared listen, she would know that he was right. Andrew was no longer a child. And no matter how hard she wanted to jump onto Lim’s back and just gallop south until she’d left the forest behind her and crossed the Penesor, chances were the Fae male would chain her up again if she didn’t cooperate. And if he didn’t and she ran… Well, Nehelon had painted a pretty clear picture of how dangerous her magic was, and she wasn’t ready to hallucinate going up in flames again—not yet.

      “Send the message,” she said softly but not weakly, her pride keeping her tone from gaining more volume, “and the scouts.”

      Nehelon whistled again, and a fat gray bird appeared from the sun-lit branches above them, cawing, and ungracefully landed on Nehelon’s shoulder.

      Riho. The bird eyed her from the distance, beetle-black eyes blinking as if he was saying, About time you made up your mind.

      “Here’s some paper”—Nehelon tossed a small bundle at her without bothering to look in her direction—“and a pen.”

      Gandrett caught both from the air with little effort, which gave her a moment of victory in the tight regiment he posed.

      “Write whatever you want to tell Andrew.” He scratched Riho’s head with one fingertip and smiled at the bird. “I’ll make sure he finds your brother on the way to the priory.”

      Gandrett didn’t comment but opened the pen and pulled a piece of paper from the leather pouch before she started writing.

      “Or if you prefer, I’ll send Lim—” He didn’t wait for her response but turned to the gelding. “If I send a scout with you, you’ll find him, right?”

      Lim huffed his approval and stomped his foot.

      “How does it work?” Gandrett wondered aloud as she observed the conversation between the Fae male and his animals. “Is it a Fae-thing?”

      Nehelon glanced at her for a moment, apparently unaware what she was talking about.

      “The birds, the horses—” Gandrett gestured at Lim with the pen in her hand.

      “Immortality can certainly get boring if you have to pretend you are something you are not.” He didn’t stop scratching Riho’s head, and the crow clicked its beak with something Gandrett identified as humor. “Animals certainly don’t judge as easily.”

      From the look on his face, it was clear that was all the information she would get.

      “So do you want me to send him?”

      Gandrett eyed the horse, who nudged her with his nose as if to tell her, I want to go. I want to help.

      “Send him,” she agreed. “Please.”

      Lim whinnied and shifted closer for her to pull down her pack. But Gandrett just opened the leather straps and pulled out her spare clothes and the necklace Brax had given her, leaving her blankets and some provisions behind, then carefully placed the note she had scribbled and the necklace her mother had given her that day Brenheran’s men had taken her to the Order on top before she closed the pack and patted Lim’s croup with her free hand. “Take it to my brother. He needs it more than I do.”

      Lim gave her a solemn huff and nudged her shoulder.

      “If I send Lim to find your brother, he will. And he will make sure to arrive in Everrun safely.”

      Nehelon nudged Alvin’s flanks and steered her toward where Gandrett was standing and waiting with somewhat awkward anticipation. He held out his hand, jerking his chin at the pouch and pen, features tight. Gandrett didn’t hesitate to hand over his belongings, and so fast she almost missed that his fingers had closed around the utensils she’d placed in his palm, he was already pulling out a piece of parchment and scribbling away.

      From where she stood by Alvi’s shoulder, she could make out his familiar elegant script, but none of the words were readable from the distance.

      “This”—he held up the paper before he rolled it up and tied it to Riho’s willingly outstretched leg—“will ensure your brother safe entrance into the priory and the Meister’s protection.” He whispered something to the bird, who then took off and soared through the leaf-canopy. Gandrett watched until Riho disappeared then stumbled into Alvi when, on her other side, Lim wheeled around and, in a gallop that seemed too fast for the forest, followed the bird’s direction on the ground.

      Gandrett couldn’t tell how long she was standing there, torn between awe and terror at what Nehelon was capable of even without using his powers. But when, after a long time, Nehelon stowed away the pen and pouch and held out one hand for her—“From now on, you’ll have to ride with me. Your brother will be fine. I promise.”—a burden fell off Gandrett’s shoulders, and before she could think, she took his hand, letting him pull her behind him onto the horse.

      “Thank you,” she said into his shoulder—

      And the moment the words had left her lips, she regretted them.
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      Alvi’s walk was smooth and easy. Not that Gandrett had excessive experience with horses. The mounts at the priory were there to learn to stay in the saddle wielding a sword and not a true means of transport. And Lim…

      As hard as she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to think of the bay gelding or the destination to which he was headed. Something more profound was using up her full mental capacity.

      In front of her, Nehelon gave no sign he had heard her. But, of course, she didn’t rely on that being the meaning of his silence. She had thanked a Fae. What had gotten into her?

      With immaculate caution, she balanced behind the saddle, careful not to touch the leather-clad, muscled shoulders and back of the Fae in whose debt she now stood.

      “Where are we going?” She tried to divert his attention, and hers, from that fact by changing shifting her focus on the present. “You said I wasn’t supposed to be going anywhere until I had my magic under control.”

      Nehelon snorted. “We aren’t going anywhere,” he said and leaned forward a bit to stroke Alvi’s mane as he steered her into the thicket. “We’re already there.”

      Alvi whinnied softly as if in agreement.

      The melody of a stream was the first thing Gandrett noticed, then the fading sunlight as the trees grew thicker and denser. She had to shift left and right and duck under the branches that were the perfect height to hit her face. Nehelon did the same in front of her, his hands reaching up and sideways to bend the stronger ones out of their way. And all the while they were riding, there was nothing that indicated they were anywhere where practicing magic would be safe. Too much wood and shrubs in too little space to make it a place of easy escape if she accidentally conjured flames.

      “Already where?” she prompted, but Nehelon just held up one hand, gesturing for her to be patient.

      So Gandrett held her questions to herself, her doubts that she had made the right choice, and naturally, that thought that would dangle above her like a hawk ready to collect prey—her debt to the wicked creature before her.

      “Here.” Nehelon half-turned in the saddle as he led Alvi out of the thicket into a clearing. The stream Gandrett had noticed earlier crossed the open space at the opposite side in a gentle curve with blossoms of first summer flowers growing along the water and dotting the meadow with shades of pink, yellow, and red.

      Beautiful, was what Gandrett wanted to say. What she said was, “The stream seems practical.”

      Indeed it was. Considering that Nehelon might keep her in the clearing for a while—because there was no scenario where Gandrett could see herself mastering her magic any time soon.

      “I hope you have enough provisions,” she said and hopped off the horse, eager to get out of the male’s immediate proximity.

      To her surprise, Nehelon chuckled as he eyed her from above, his mouth a sensual curve now.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked before she stalked ahead without knowing where to go exactly, just to put more distance between them.

      Nehelon’s chuckle stopped as if she had caught him doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing.

      “When were you thinking of starting that training?” she asked, watching him as he lazily slid off his horse.

      “I was thinking of protecting the clearing first so if anyone gets lost in the woods and ends up here, all they will see is a thicket so dense it is impossible to get through and will choose a different path.”

      He let go of Alvi’s reins, and the mare trotted toward Gandrett where she stopped and dropped her head to graze the lush summer grass.

      Nehelon took a couple of strides into the clearing before he halted and opened his palms beside him.

      In response, the earth shuddered, and the trees at the edge of the clearing sprouted new branches. They grew and grew until they started weaving into each other, creating a wall made of wood and leaves, protecting them from sight, making certain no one got in—and no one got out, Gandrett thought as she realized the entire clearing was now encircled by that wall without beginning and ending. She would have to climb high up into the treetops in order to escape the pretty prison Nehelon had just built.
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        * * *

      

      The palace had turned quiet over the past days. It wasn’t as much the absence of noise but the absence of anything exciting—and that might have been because he was no longer anticipating that a certain young woman would sweep in through the gates and challenge everything he’d ever believed in.

      “You’re not paying attention,” Mckenzie scolded Brax, poking a finger into his shoulder.

      Brax sighed through his nose and forced his attention back to the fabrics on the table. “You look great in any of these.” He pointed at the assortment of silk, satin, and ornate embroidery—most of them in Brenheran burgundy.

      “Gosh, Brax, I am not asking because I believe you are particularly gifted with fashion”—she gestured at his plain white tunic and the unbuttoned black jacket on top of it—“but because we need to make a good impression on the rulers of Neredyn at the reception in Josh’s honor.”

      Right. A response to Josh’s invitation had arrived from Armand Denderlain a day ago that he would be honored to visit Ackwood as a guest and to demonstrate the new ties between the two courts. According to Josh, it was time Neredyn learned that Sives was no longer a weak, split territory but united with two armies ready to flatten anyone who dared invade. Not that anyone had tried.

      But even Father had agreed that in order to discourage future attempts of the southern territories to claim Sives in parts or as a whole, demonstrating strength was the way to go. Even the fights for central Sives had ceased on both Father’s and Armand Denderlain’s command, leaving the lands mostly unpatrolled—unlike the daily groups of soldiers who had taken care of the Denderlain mercenaries who had burned down hosts of supporters of the west. So much bloodshed for so many years—

      At another poke in his arm, Brax looked the fabrics over more closely before he picked up a deep burgundy velvet textured with ornate beading and held it up to his sister’s face. “This,” he said, not bothering to explain how it contrasted her complexion and her fair curls, how the shiny beading brought out the shades of sapphire of her eyes. He didn’t need to. He knew as well as Mckenzie that his twin would have chosen the same fabric, even blind.

      “Great choice,” she confirmed and snickered as she roamed the table and pulled out some tulle from under the heavier fabric. “And this for the skirts.”

      “You know Mother has different plans for this year’s Midsummer Solstice celebrations,” Brax had overheard his parents the other night on his way out into the gardens.

      Mckenzie raised her blonde eyebrows in question.

      “The moment the world learns that Joshua is a Prince of Sives, not just a Brenheran, you will be the sister of the future king.” He watched her eyes shutter with understanding. “Mother’s words, not mine.” He held up his hands in defense.

      “They want to sell me off to the best bidder?” Her question, the way she phrased it, hurt in Brax’s gut.

      “Father will never allow that.” How he hoped he was right. But their mother… She had changed. She was no longer the smiling mother he remembered from his childhood or the grieving stepmother who had cried over Josh’s abduction for so many years. The new Lady of Ackwood was a quiet, joyless woman who rarely joined their meals in the great hall. Whether it had something to do with Josh’s return, Brax couldn’t tell.

      “Josh will never allow it.” Mckenzie folded her arms across her chest, covering what most male visitors in the palace craved to see. Brax smothered the anger.

      Whether Father or Josh would allow it, he wouldn’t rely on it. “I will not allow it,” he growled and earned a hearty laugh from his twin. “You don’t believe me,” he realized with some awkwardness. “Mother said she’d invite all the young rulers and heirs of Neredyn for the grandest Midsummer Solstice in a century.”

      “All of Neredyn?" Mckenzie squinted her eyes. “I’ve heard Ulfray doesn’t have any young rulers.” She snickered again like the little girl who he’d grown up with.

      “Of course not Ulfray.” Brax rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers, wondering if he’d done the right thing by bringing it up. But one look at his sister, and he knew he wouldn’t depend on anyone but himself to keep her from harm. Josh had disappeared once.
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      The sun was a nice change after the constant rain that had graced the past couple of days as Gandrett stepped out of the tent. Tent was the wrong word. It was something magical in the shape of a tent, grown from branches and leaves and sculpted soil.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the empty bedroll on Nehelon’s side of the tent. He had insisted they shared one tent, not because he thought it was safer for her but because he didn’t trust her to not sneak away in the dead of night. Somehow, it pleased Gandrett that there was something about her trained skills that put the Fae male at unease.

      He had offered her the bedroll since she had sent her pack and supplies to her brother on Lim’s back, but she had declined. She wouldn’t take any more than necessary from him—especially not after she had accidentally thanked him and put her life into his hands. He hadn’t commented on that once. And she hadn’t brought it up. Almost as with the kiss in Eedwood forest, which she still had no idea whether she had dreamed it up or it had actually happened.

      “If you continue sleeping in like that, people might start thinking you’re lazy,” Nehelon said by way of greeting, hanging from a nearby branch and pulling himself up again and again as if his muscled body was a feather-weight.

      Gandrett frowned and faked a yawn. “I don’t see any people here.”

      She reached into the tent and picked up the bundle of wet clothes from the night before, when rain had been drenching her all day. Nehelon hadn’t offered her the shield he had put around himself so he stayed warm and cozy. Instead, he had informed her that the moment she mastered her magic, she’d have a shield—and no second sooner. Gandrett glowered at the Fae as he smirked when she hung her clothes on a nearby tree then crossed the clearing in her spare acolyte uniform—the only dry set of clothes she owned at that point.

      She had gotten up later and later each day, reluctant to leave the tent at all when the weather was cool and windy—and wet. Most of all, wet. In her childhood, her mother had always called her and Andrew to the house when the early summer showers had started. And even when rain didn’t bother her, per se—she had been craving those chill deluges during her years at the priory—one day of training in her wet clothes had been enough. Nehelon had found it amusing how she had shivered by noon and given up on training by early afternoon. It didn’t matter if he considered her weak because of it. Gandrett knew that if she wanted to get to her brother soon, if she wanted to take on the Shygon cult soon, she needed to be healthy and in shape.

      So she had traded magic training for physical exercise, challenging the Fae to sword fights. At least, that involved moving her body rather than standing and watching the air around her do … well, nothing. Nehelon had denied her first, but when she had drawn her sword, reminding him with a glower that it was made of iron, he had nodded He had drawn his jeweled blade, rain fizzing off his shield while leaving his leathers, his hair, and even his blade untouched.

      The Fae’s chuckle followed her as she crouched beside the stream and washed her face and neck. “Not enough water the past days?” he mocked, and Gandrett didn’t need to turn to know he was still hanging in that tree, showing off his sculpted torso and inhumanly strong arms. Even if those first days after she had found her mother dead under the rubble of the family farm, his banter had helped her focus—forget for a moment that she had lost her dream of returning home—now, every time she looked at him, she saw her life-debt and not the male who might have a shred of decency buried deep down beneath his layers of muscle and leathers and calculated coldness.

      When Gandrett straightened and turned around, Nehelon loosed his grip on the branch and landed on his feet, silent like a cat. “Don’t tell me you are still upset about the shield.” He strode to where Gandrett had hung her clothes and eyed them with interest.

      To her dismay, her cheeks flushed. Her underthings were laid out right there before him, and he didn’t even try to hide that he was eyeing them with interest.

      Decency. Had she deluded herself that there was a shred of decency left in him? With a snort, she returned to the tent and flung herself on the ground where she had slept on a heap of leaves she had collected from the walls Nehelon had grown around the clearing.

      She wasn’t upset about the shield or about him excluding her from his. She had endured far worse for far longer at the priory. If she was upset about anything, then it was the fact that she hadn’t managed to focus enough to reproduce even a fraction of what she had done before. No fire. Not even a flame. No canyons… No, she hadn’t even been able to draw a line in the slippery ground.

      “You can keep your shield,” she muttered, well aware he’d hear her, and rolled to the side, ready to go back to sleep.

      It didn’t take long before Nehelon’s shadow spread on the wall of woven twigs, naturally, his footsteps not announcing he was nearing. And why would he fake treacherous, human footsteps when he was Fae—gifted with soundless motions and utter stillness. What would she give to have that skill—

      Gandrett watched his shadow as it floated higher on the wall, but she didn’t bother turning. What was the point now that he could collect that debt anytime? There was no trying to escape. If she believed the stories, the magic that bound her to him now was beyond escaping. There was nothing that could keep her safe from him and his brooding moods now.

      “Get up.” He was standing right behind her, his tone making her sit up on her leaf-bed.

      As she looked up, Nehelon glared down at her with blue eyes, clear as crystal. “Move your ass out of that tent, Gandrett. It’s time to train.”

      “What … no breakfast today?” Gandrett provoked as she got to her feet, staring him down even if he was towering over her by more than one head.

      “Hunt your own damn breakfast, Gandrett,” he spat. “I have done enough for you.”

      With those words, he turned and stalked out of the tent, not looking back to check if she was following, but every tense muscle in his bare back suggested that she’d better obey.

      When she joined him in the bright morning sun, Nehelon simply gestured at the heap of soil in the ground. “You’ll get your breakfast once you move that an inch.” He didn’t bother to heed her a look as he picked up his shirt and leathers and donned them before he jogged across the meadow.

      When he was almost at the wall, Gandrett swallowed her pride and called, “Where are you going?” Even if one part of her hated him for being this cold, unpredictable male, there was a part of her that would feel bad if he left her behind. After all, he had done so much for her—even if the means had been questionable.

      “Today is a good day for mastering your magic, Gandrett,” he said without turning, one hand raised toward the wall, which unknitted to let him pass, “I’d better go hunting. I have a feeling breakfast will be soon.”

      Greenery filled the gap he had stepped through, leaving Gandrett in the prison he had built, not to contain her but to protect her from curious eyes, making the small clearing suddenly seem too spacious and much colder despite the warming rays of sun that streamed in through the fading clouds.

      Today is a good day for mastering your magic, Gandrett. It bothered her that his words had sounded as if he believed she was ready, that he didn’t care about her grumpiness or her rebelling against his methods of training. He actually wanted her to succeed. The same as he had wanted to help her with Andrew. And with her mission in Eedwood.

      With a sigh, Gandrett dropped to the ground where she folded her legs and forced her attention away from the male who kept pulling her triggers.

      Soil. It was only a little bit of soil. She had cleaved the entire cave apart under Eedwood Castle. It couldn’t be that hard…

      Nehelon had explained how to tap into her magic, how to tame that beast inside her chest that was pacing under her ribs, eager to leap at anyone or anything, and yet she was unable to unleash it. She breathed and raised her hand the way Nehelon did when he moved earth, hoping that it would help focus, that she would somehow magically feel the soil before her.

      Nothing happened. Even after glowering at the heap before her for what felt like hours, her stomach growling with hunger and her patience coming to an end, nothing happened.

      “I would have thought you’d figured it out by now,” Nehelon commented beside her, seemingly appearing out of thin air, and studied her with what looked a lot like amusement. “I guess I’ll have breakfast on my own then.” He held up a basket full of berries that made Gandrett’s mouth water and picked up a fistful, popping them into his mouth, one by one, then grinned widely before he turned around and prowled to the tree he had done pull-ups on, hoisted himself up with his free hand and a push of one foot against the tree trunk, and ended up watching her from the branch, feet dangling in the rhythm of a melody he was whistling.

      Bastard.

      “Keep trying, Gandrett,” he called from up there as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “We have all day—” He glanced at the only slightly cloudy sky as if he was thinking hard. “All week, all month, however long it takes for you to spark that magic of yours.”

      Gandrett tried hard not to frown as she glanced at the unmoving heap of soil before her, determined to ignore the Fae male as best she could. What did he know about struggling like this? If he was born with magic, trained from childhood—

      “These berries are delicious,” he noted in an annoyingly cheery voice, and she didn’t need to turn her head to know he was grinning as widely as he had that first day they’d met when he had mocked her. “You should really hurry up a bit or I’ll finish them without you.”

      Gandrett cursed between clenched teeth as Nehelon audibly sucked on his fingers.

      When she eventually turned her head, he shrugged. “They are so ripe they are dripping.”

      Her fingers were tensing as was her back and her legs as she fought to contain it. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of unsettling her. No. If she was already bound by her life-debt, she would not let him glimpse a hint of what his cunning, wicked behavior did to her. She had learned it at the priory, and she could do it even when her heart was tired from grieving her parents—her home—and her mind was preoccupied with either her brother or what she was going to do if Nehelon called in that debt.

      “I know I am hard to look away from even with the glamour.” Nehelon winked at her and hung the basket beside him on a higher branch then rested his forearms on his thighs and winked again. “Come on, Gandrett, try.” Gandrett felt heat rush through her as he winked again—not the exciting one but the heat of fury. “For me.”

      It happened so fast Nehelon had no chance to grab onto the tree when the branch snapped right by the trunk and he dropped to the ground with it, landing in the grass with a loud thud and a curse.

      Gandrett couldn’t hold back the laughter as the warrior leapt to his feet, brushing off leaves and grass. And something in her chest purred. Magic awakening, seeking a way out, growing impatient, coiling and prodding as she got to her feet, ready to ask if he’d eaten too many berries for the tree to be able to carry his weight.

      But Nehelon wheeled around, all amusement, all surprise, all humane traits gone as he let loose his glamour and it dropped like a curtain, revealing his pure Fae heritage. His features... She had thought she had seen them un-glamoured before, but what she beheld when she looked at him now was the glorious wrath of a young god, the timeless grace of a prince of destruction—and it was stunning, beautiful beyond measure. So beautiful that Gandrett didn’t realize he was prowling toward her, feline, lethal, ready to drain the air from her lungs with his magic or crush her with a whip of branches. The world—nature itself—was his to command, and Gandrett was his prey on the field before him.

      No. Not prey. Never a prey. She unfroze from her momentary spellbound state, breathed deeply, steadying herself against any attack, physical or verbal or … magical. She had spent a decade in training to become the best—she was the best fighter the Order of Vala had seen in a long, long time. No one would defeat her. Especially not now that she had magic. She had contained Linniue with her flames, would have killed her if the woman hadn’t sacrificed herself to the god of dragons, and now, this deadly creature before her, this creature of wrath and allure, of wind and earth and fire—

      Gandrett inhaled and exhaled, slowly, steadily surveying Nehelon as he approached her like an elegant, very inviting version of death, and waited, waited until he was close enough before she drew her sword faster than she had ever done in her life.

      And Nehelon… His hand darted for her wrist, grabbing it before she could direct the blade at him.

      “Not your sword,” he growled. “I don’t want to fight you with my blade.” He stared her down, eyes piercing blue and cold as the glaciers of the Northern Mountains. He bared his teeth and leaned closer, his grasp on her wrist tightening. As he placed the second hand between them, a turquoise flame dancing in his palm, the creature in Gandrett’s chest started raging in response. It thrashed under her ribs, bit and clawed at her from the inside, begging her to release it.

      “You can feel it, can’t you?” Nehelon said, his gaze wandering to her chest, to where Brax’s pendant was hovering under her tunic right above her breasts. “It is trapped in there.” His expression grew distant as if he no longer was seeing with his eyes but rather sensing—feeling—the monster that threatened to claw open her torso. “Release it, Gandrett.” His voice was pure command. The same as when he had set that woman in Alencourt on fire. And the flames in his long-fingered hand suggested he was ready to do it again. “Release it,” he repeated, voice quiet, a deadly calm gracing his glorious features. Power was emanating from every inch of his body as he took another step toward her until they shared breath, nothing but his hand and the cold fire between them.

      Gandrett’s heart was raging in her chest, thundering in beat with the thrumming energy that built in-between her ribs, and her breathing came fast and hard as she pushed the sensation back. She couldn’t fall into that same delirium again. If she wanted to stand a chance against the Fae male who was now so close his gaze felt like a physical touch, she needed to keep a clear mind. Needed to slow her pulse, to calm her breathing, to center herself—

      But the beast in her chest was unstoppable, scratching, clawing, making her vision blur with pain. The searing heat began right beneath her sternum and slowly, so slowly spread deeper into her heart, her veins, and the agony that came with it. Out. It needed out. She couldn’t tell if she had screamed the words or thought them, but Nehelon’s voice, an icy remedy to the current of fire inside of her, commanded again, “Release it.”

      “How?” She wasn’t sure if she was breathing, thinking. It was consuming her—again.

      A hand, so cold it made her heart stutter, touched her chest, right where the fire was originating, and she tore her eyes open, becoming aware she had closed them, had been losing the fight against that creature—her magic. “Focus,” Nehelon demanded in the background of the thundering in her ears. It wasn’t some creature. It was the flames that had incinerated Nehelon’s dagger and the chain around Joshua’s neck, and the canyons that had protected them from Linniue’s attacks. It was the fire she would need to free herself of the Fae’s grasp.

      “Look at me, Gandrett.”

      So she did.

      Her eyes zoomed in on him, his diamond-blue eyes, his sun-kissed skin, the thin lines of tension that furrowed his dark brows, his hair, silken as if it was made if liquid gemstone … his hand, resting on her chest.

      Her chest.

      Gandrett opened her mouth to tell him to take his Fae hands off her, but before even a word had left her lips, the heat collected in her arm, rolled patiently down and down until it coiled in her palm and then, so fast she couldn’t even think to stop it, it was out. It floated through her skin, carrying into the morning air, turquoise and blue, a mirror of the flame that had been burning between Nehelon’s fingers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      It seared out of her like a flood of flame, making muscle, bone, and skin in her hand protest as her magic broke free. And her chest—there was no end to the thrumming and vibrating inside of it as if someone had broken a dam, and now, all that had been locked up inside of her, all that pain and lost hope and hardship of those past ten years washed through her, oil in fire, feeding into the flame, into the manifested wrath of a soul damned to servitude, of a prisoner struggling to break free, of a fighter who had found a new weapon … and was wielding it without knowing how to stop or the consequences.

      Her own scream hit her ears like the flat of a blade, savage and set on destruction. In her other hand, her sword weighed heavy, biting her skin even with Nehelon’s steel grip still wrapped around her wrist, and she opened her fingers, letting the iron blade drop to the ground.

      As if another channel had been opened, the fire flooded from her free palm, both hands now emanating a never-ending burst of fire and heat.

      “Good,” Nehelon’s voice carried through the unfamiliar sensation of power—of freedom, “now control it.”

      His command wasn’t as harsh, as cold as before.

      So Gandrett tried. She closed her eyes, trying to find the end of that heat, to stroke the now purring creature in her chest to silence, but it wouldn’t obey. Too new that sensation of unchecked release, too thrilling the rush of being nothing more than a medium for that wild energy that twirled and twisted inside of her.

      “Now, Gandrett,” Nehelon said, his voice breathless, rough as if he was exhausted. “You have to stop now.”

      At the distress in his tone, Gandrett’s eyes snapped open, and she found Nehelon’s face distorted with strain, sweat beading his forehead, trickling down his temples, pasting his hair against his fire-lit skin. He gritted his teeth at her when he met her gaze, and Gandrett realized it was her causing this. Her magic, her fire. He was struggling to keep his shield up as her flames were breaking against him as if he was a rock in an angry river. Not a rock—a ship navigating through the current of heat. And slowly going under.

      As she watched him struggle, panic struck. What was he doing? Why wasn’t he getting out of the way and saving himself? He didn’t need to stand and endure the flames unless—

      “Focus,” he instructed, the commander’s tone all gone, leaving his voice raw. “It’s like any other fire. Take away the air, and it can’t burn.”

      Gandrett inhaled, coughing at the singeing air that filled her nose and throat. The fire didn’t stop but flared higher and higher, enclosing Nehelon as a whole. Gandrett closed and opened and closed her hands, hoping to snuff out the flame, but all it did was make the fire spread unpredictably. Alvi whinnied somewhere in the background…

      “I can’t.” She tried and tried and tried. But her power had broken free from its cage, and she saw no way of leashing it.

      “Imagine … sucking it in … and”—he paused, cursing as Gandrett’s fire flared—“Gods, Gandrett … control your emotions.”

      She stumbled back—tried to, but his hand wouldn’t release her wrist. “Let me—”

      He just shook his head, obviously determined to sit it out until she was able to control herself—even if it meant he would get hurt.

      All right. Calm her emotions. She could do that. She had been drilled to do so for a decade. Detaching herself from everything, Gandrett went into that small place in her mind—not her happy place, she no longer had one, but a now empty, dark haze where once her hope to return home had lingered. A breath and another one. The pain and heat retracted an inch into her hands, her palms no longer the focal point of the fire.

      “Good,” Nehelon panted above her. “One more breath,” he encouraged.

      She hardly heard him as she spooled in her magic, finally able to envision it as something other than that raging beast. One inch after another, further and further into her chest it recoiled. Sweat pasted her hair to her neck, and her tunic clung to her like a second skin, sticking to her body. Her knees wobbled, her body shaking, exhausted as the cool breeze of a summer morning replaced the heat of her fire.

      “You are almost there.” Nehelon’s fingers loosed around her wrist, weak from exhaustion or just reassured that she wouldn’t burst out in flames again, Gandrett couldn’t tell. All she did was pull her hand to her side, desperately needing it to clench her stomach as she twisted to the side to heave bile onto the burnt soil in front of her. Once. Twice. Her stomach wouldn’t stop until she finally dropped to her knees and buried her head in her hands. Only then did the retching cease.

      Nehelon’s broad hand touched her back, stroking slow circles as she recovered, little by little, from whatever it had been that had happened just now.

      “Breathe,” he said, his own voice more stable now. “It’s completely normal to vomit your guts up.” Somehow, his tone wasn’t reassuring. “At least, for humans it is.”

      As Gandrett breathed as he had instructed, her body slowly relaxed, leaving her barely able to lift her head and glance at him from the side. Beyond that layer of sweat, Nehelon’s Fae features were twisted in strain, but his eyes…

      There was nothing left of that warrior, that cold-hearted Fae male who had mocked her and denied her the comfort of a shield to keep dry when she had been drained and needed a shred of kindness. Instead, his gaze was gentle, warmth filling his tired, blue eyes for once—care.

      He didn’t remove his hand as she pushed herself up to be level with him, but gritted his teeth into a somewhat smile.

      “What was that?” She asked, for once not bothering to school her face into ambivalence. And his smile broadened just a hint.

      “That, Miss Brayton, was your magic answering my call.”
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        * * *

      

      Nehelon didn’t care that he was kneeling beside a puddle of vomit. Because that puddle was proof that Gandrett’s magic had answered his call. After secluding her in the clearing, he had spent the past days carefully planning this moment—not the moment of almost kneeling in bile but the moment of seeing her magic dance again.

      It had cost him everything he had. Every ounce of restraint, of power, of reserves, to stand by her, to not let go of her wrist and break that connection. Of course, it would have been the easier path—for him. For her, probably, too. But it had stopped being about the easier path about four-hundred years ago when his homeland had fallen under that spell and gone dormant.

      “Why in Vala’s name would my magic do that?” Gandrett, a shivering bundle, weak after the first intentional release of her power, was pale as the morning light.

      And naturally, she would ask for an explanation. Gandrett Brayton wasn’t the type to simply accept information. So he had better come up with something that wouldn’t scare her. Something that thoroughly bent the truth, but not just a lie—how he wished he was able to lie. His days would be so much less dangerous and his nights so much fuller of rest.

      “When a mage is triggered by another being of magical gifts, either it ends up like last time—” He could hardly think about the moments he had been dreading she would snap under the strain of her magic, her hallucinations as they had galloped toward the forest when he had set the corps of the Shygon worshipper on fire. “Or—”

      Her eyes, moss green and clear as the rush of magic had left her system, deep and full of wonder as she beheld his true form. His Fae form. For a moment so brief the Gods couldn’t have noticed, he wondered what she saw when she looked at him. If she saw him for what her culture had taught her in legends and scary bedtime stories or if she saw something more—something beyond the monster the human race had made themselves believe the Fae were.

      “Or what?” Gandrett called his attention back to where it should be. To explain, to take away her fear. But as she eyed him, hardly able to keep upright, there was no fear in her eyes. Not in her scent, either. He had gotten so used to reading her scent rather than her features even if that scent made it difficult for him to think of anything else. Intoxicating.

      She swayed in her kneeling position, heaving again.

      With a smile, Nehelon admitted to himself that the scent had been better. Also that both of them had been in better shape. It had cost him everything to keep up that shield so she wouldn’t incinerate him.

      But Nehelon hadn’t been afraid. Death had long ceased to scare him.

      “Let’s clean you up and get you something to eat first. We have plenty of time later, now that the first step has been taken.”
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett hardly made it into an upright position. She didn’t object when Nehelon pushed his hand under her elbow to support her weight. Under normal circumstances, she would have taken his eye out with her blade, but after having hauled her guts up at his feet, she no longer cared. She knew she should, but right now, he was the only lifeline.

      “The stream will be warm when you step in,” the male informed her in a tone that was so—she didn’t have words for what the tone was like.

      Her steps were slow, dragging. Even Alvi whinnied from nearby as if to ask if she needed help.

      Nehelon got it, she wanted to say to the horse, but she couldn’t get out the words.

      When Gandrett made it to the stream what felt like minutes later, the stream the way she had seen it this morning wasn’t what she found. The soft curve that snaked through the clearing had grown a small side-branch, which widened into a pool double the size of a large bathtub and then closed into the narrow branch again, bringing water back to the main arm.

      “You made this,” Gandrett acknowledged with a nod of thanks. Not the actual words. She wouldn’t make that mistake again even when Nehelon was behaving like an actual human being right now—apart from the Fae traits and powers.

      “I did.” She couldn’t tell what the emotion in his voice meant. If it even was emotion or just exhaustion taking over.

      Gandrett stopped at the side of the pool and let Nehelon help her sit at the edge. He crouched beside her, leaving enough distance between them that his scent didn’t hit her face full-force but close enough that his tired, weary eyes let her guess that he needed that bath as much as she did.

      “You can go first,” she offered and gestured at the water from which tendrils of steam were rising.

      He raised an eyebrow in response. But when Gandrett folded her arms and laid back in the grass, Nehelon shrugged and fingered open the threads that held together his leathers. “It’s your call,” he simply said and shrugged off the top part and his shirt, the latter drenched in sweat, to reveal his sculpted chest and abdomen. Gandrett couldn’t help but give in when her lips twitched at one side.

      “Still pleasant, isn’t it?” He jerked his chin down at his body, but the lightness, the mocking, the Nehelon he knew was gone, leaving her with the urge to, for the first time, agree.

      Gandrett closed her eyes, wrapping her arms more tightly around her chest as the lifting of clothes, followed by the sound of breaking water filled the air. She inhaled the early summer air. Flowers and grass and moving dew.

      “Are you asleep?” Nehelon asked from beside her, almost too quiet to hear.

      Gandrett hummed a response, too tired to actually answer or unable to speak an actual word between her chattering teeth.

      “Don’t fall asleep just yet.” The rustling of fabric reassured her that he was getting dressed again. “Bathe first, and eat. Then, you can sleep all day if you need to.”

      Gandrett took him by his word as she nodded her approval, bothered with opening her eyes to check if he’d seen. He was Nehelon. Of course he had.

      Her eyes sprang open as his hand lightly touched her shoulder, finding him dressed in his leather pants and a plain linen shirt, kneeling beside her. His glamour was back on, and his face appeared less weary now. Whether it was that the sweat had been washed off or that his turn face was hidden once more, Gandrett couldn’t tell. She studied him while she mustered the strength to get up enough to undress and slip into the makeshift bathtub.

      “I would offer to help you get in if I didn’t know you’d bite off my hands.” There was humor in his voice—the real kind.

      But Gandrett also noticed the understanding in his eyes, that she wasn’t just any woman. She was still a child of Vala.

      Or was she?

      She sat up and watched Nehelon getting to his feet and turning away to give her privacy when the question hatched from her lips. “Will the Order even take me back now that I have magic … not the water magic of the Vala-blessed, I mean?”

      She didn’t understand why exactly it bothered her that that was a possibility. Maybe it was because now that her family’s farm was gone, the Order—even if that was a horrible thought—was the only place in the world where she belonged.

      “That’s for the Meister to decide,” he said heavily.

      “So you intend to tell him?” Was he truly going to give away her secret even after all of them had agreed it was best to be kept secret?

      Nehelon didn’t respond to that. He merely moved further away from the stream, his strides soundless in the grass. “Make sure not to fall asleep in the water,” he suggested as he was halfway across the clearing. “I’ll be back with real breakfast by the time you’re done bathing.” And with those words, he transitioned into Fae speed, disappearing from sight in a blur.

      When Gandrett returned her gaze to the inviting view of steaming water, she noticed her underthings and dress had been placed by the edge, dried and ready for her. She pressed her lips together in a thin line, in order to suppress the grin that threatened to spread, and started peeling off her sweaty tunic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Addie heard the young lord’s words but didn’t understand them.

      “Should I spell it out for you?” He grinned widely at her stupefied face. “You are coming with me.”

      The invitation had arrived a couple of days ago. He had shown it to her with the same smile he was wearing now. Midsummer Solstice at Ackwood palace. A chance to introduce Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain as what he truly was—the Prince of Sives.

      “An order, milord?” Addie, well aware that he couldn’t stand the formalities, curtseyed. Not to provoke him but to distract, to make him consider whether that was what he truly wanted.

      “We’ve cleaned out my aunt’s chambers together. We’ve questioned all of the palace guards and Linniue’s former personal guards. I don’t see why we shouldn’t go to a ball together.

      A ball. Dancing, sparkly gowns, silk and satin and—

      And everything she had never learned to be part of. Everything that would show exactly how much she didn’t belong in a court as anything other than a servant.

      “I know the look, Addie,” the young lord—Armand, she had gotten used, over sorting Linniue’s countless gowns and drawing confessions from his guards, to calling him by his name—said with his smile spreading wider. “You’ll be just fine.” He set down his teacup and poured more of the steaming herbal brew which they had picked up a habit of taking together in the afternoons.

      Addie studied the Denderlain blue tapestry and the wide, four-poster bed, which still made her blush weeks after she had first set foot in his bedroom.

      “I’ll make sure you have everything you need to fit into the circle of nobles with sometimes far less exclusive taste than you would believe.”

      They both laughed. And it still felt like a dream that he would share those hours with her. Not just the hours where they worked toward clearing his court of Linniue’s former allies, but hours of actual conversation, of little details that allowed her to understand just how different Armand was from what he let the world believe. For example, she had learned that he enjoyed poetry and sometimes tried himself at rhymes. But everything he had recited so far had made them both laugh so hard that their tea had sprayed from their mouths.

      “Not as exclusive,” she snickered at the memory.

      It was just when Armand picked up his teacup again that a firm knock on the door interrupted their encounter.

      Armand set the cup down again and got to his feet, putting some distance between him and her, gaze apologetic, and called, “Come in.”

      Addie was used to that, too. Whenever they weren’t alone, Armand played the role of the hard-hearted young lord, which he had perfected. The Armand he was when he was with her was someone only his friends got to know—and the gods knew he had fewer of them than anyone would believe of a noble. Especially because of that, he had informed her shortly after Linniue’s death. Even in his own family, the secrets, the intrigues, they ran so deep that they had destroyed his court from within.

      The opening door made way for solid footsteps, and Addie’s heart stuttered as Lord Hamyn Denderlain stalked in, ire on his lined face. She shot to her feet and dropped into a curtsey the same moment the old Lord of Eedwood barked at his son, “Too far, Armand. This time you have gone too far.”

      He didn’t heed Addie a look as he marched past her, right up to Armand, polished, black boots clicking on the parquet like a war-drum. Addie remained with her head bent, not quite sure how long she would be able to remain in that half-folded position, but anything—anything—was better than facing the fury of Lord Denderlain.

      “I thought a real celebration would be nice for a change,” Armand’s cold, casual tone, so much unlike his laughter before, answered, unbothered by the father storming right at him, fanning a pale piece of parchment with his hand as if shaking it would make it disappear. “And by the way,” Armand continued with ice in his voice, “you should be grateful. You haven’t left the estate in how long … ah, yes, not since you came into this castle and made your nest.”

      The clicking boots stopped, followed by frosty silence. But Addie didn’t dare look up. She didn’t dare allow herself to be noticed. Too deeply it had been ingrained into her in Linniue’s service that as a servant, she was to be invisible at court. She wasn’t to speak to anyone until ordered to, and she wasn’t to share what she saw and heard in the chambers. Lord Hamyn Denderlain was known for his temper, for his cruelty, even among the servants—especially among the servants. And from what Armand had shared recently, his father hadn’t taken well to the fact that Linniue had been spinning her own web of power right under his nose. He made his son responsible for it—as the true heir of Aphra Denderlain, whose death might be a stain on his soul. Alongside all the others.

      “Watch your tongue, son.” The lord’s voice was agitated, lack of control obvious as his boots started clicking again.

      “Or what, Father?” Armand held his ground the way he had told Addie he was going to the next time he was confronted about his decisions, the path he had chosen for his court.

      “Or—” Lord Hamyn Denderlain’s breathing was auditable across the room as he searched for a threat. “Or I will make sure you never make it to your throne.”

      At that, Armand chuckled. A sound that could have sprung from a nightmare. “I have no throne, Father. I never had. The same as you never had one.”

      Addie wasn’t sure if Lord Hamyn was going to launch himself at Armand and throttle him. The movements behind her sure sounded like it was a possibility. But instead, the boots swished over the ground and started clicking back toward the door. She didn’t lift her head as his shape, shaking with fury, rushed past her, right to the door where the lord stopped and turned, throwing the invitation to Midsummer Solstice at Ackwood palace on the polished floor. She knew that was what it was because the paper landed right before her feet.

      “Go alone then. And bow to those filthy Brenheran bastards.”

      “One of those bastards is your nephew,” Armand reminded him.

      “Not by blood.”

      Addie glanced up just in time to see a fuming Lord Denderlain stalk from the room.

      And a devastated Armand who had walked up to her, offering his hand to help her straighten.

      She gave him a look that was supposed to let him know he’d done the right thing, holding his ground.

      But Armand shook his head. “I am sure Joshua will be much happier to see you than to see my father there.”
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        * * *

      

      When Gandrett woke, her mind was aching. It had been more than three days since Nehelon had triggered her magic and she had half-fried him in the clearing. She had slept until late that same day, and when she had opened her eyes, Nehelon had been sitting by her leaf-bed, bothenia crust and berries, some dried meat and water ready, the way he had every morning since.

      “Better?” he asked, his brows furrowing as he bent over her as if he could see into her head.

      “Still hurting.” Gandrett rolled into a sitting position, not bothering to ask if Nehelon was going to eat any of the food. He never did. It was all for her. And she didn’t ask where he got it, for the first time she’d inquired about that information, he had told her that he had his ways of getting things done. And that had been that. “Can’t we have a magic-free day for once?” She sounded exactly as grumpy as she felt.

      And as expected, the Fae male shook his head, dark-brown strands dancing back and forth at the sides of his face, exposing his ears at times. They weren’t pointy today. Just average, human ears. Glamour up and shirt on.

      “Eat,” was all Nehelon said before he got to his feet and prowled from the tent like a wild-cat leaving its lair, “then we train.”

      He was half outside when Gandrett said, “Is it going to get easier? Less painful, I mean?”

      The glance Nehelon gave her over his shoulder was enough to make her regret the question. Not weak. You are not weak. With a sigh, she returned to her breakfast, suppressing the instinct to thank the Fae, and devoured everything he had brought her.

      She wasn’t exactly sure if it was part of the magic, the constant hunger and the exhaustion after training. She had felt famished and tired after training with the blade, after running laps or doing workouts, but never like this. Never like she was a bottomless pit, and no matter what she threw in, there was no way of filling it up. Gandrett bit into the bothenia crust with the grace of a starved animal.

      It had been her plan to ask him about the eternal hunger, but countless other questions had gotten in the way.

      In between small exercises to flex her power, she had gotten him to admit that he had been provoking her on purpose just to get her to snap and let her magic take over. His explanation had gotten her to grab the heap of soil she was supposed to have moved with her bare hands instead of her power, and throw it at him. She had never seen him duck so fast. Actually, she hadn’t seen him duck at all. One second, he’d been standing upright. The next second, he had doubled over.

      Gandrett smiled at the memory and put a berry into her mouth, letting the juice flow across her tongue as she popped it with her teeth. It was the taste of summer in central Sives when the grains were growing, fruit formed and slowly ripening, of baking sun followed by sudden thunder and rain, of—

      Childhood.

      She allowed herself to grieve for a brief moment, to think of how her brother might be doing on his journey south. If Lim had found him, if he had gotten Gandrett’s message to stick with Surel and Kaleb once he got to the priory, and if Riho had made it to Everrun to give the Meister a heads-up that Andrew was on his way.

      Swallowing both the berry and the worry, Gandrett opened her palm and summoned a breeze—tried to. Over the past days, she had made it a habit to start the day with failing all by herself rather than with failing in front of the Fae bastard who had manipulated her into snapping. It had taken her at least ten attempts, the past few days, to get even the dust in the air to swirl, making her head pound every time she managed, and every time she didn’t, she was glad for two reasons. First, her head wasn’t pounding. Second, Nehelon wasn’t there to witness and smirk.

      She had asked him why she had been able to incinerate the dagger and chain in the dungeons at Eedwood or create that canyon and throw flames in the temple of Shygon under the castle without feeling that raging beast inside her chest. Why it hadn’t growled and fought to get out except for the two times Nehelon had triggered her.

      His answer had been easy. Because he hadn’t triggered her then. Magic only fights when it wants out. And he had called her magic—accidentally that first time and purposefully that second time—and it had writhed and thrashed until she had set it free. The headache came as a bonus. Gandrett hadn’t laughed at that then, and she surely wasn’t laughing now that her head had been throbbing for days.

      Gandrett didn’t particularly rush as she finished everything Nehelon had brought, her headache only second to her hunger, then made her way out of the tent, over to the cluster of bushes that sat nearby the stream, to see to her needs. Nehelon was hanging in his usual tree, on a stronger branch a bit higher up, doing pull-ups, ignoring the broken down branch still on the ground where he had fallen on top of it days ago. The memory still made her smile.

      She washed her face and neck in the stream then hovered, kneeling before the slow current, and tried to summon it. Maybe fire wasn’t the right way to go. Or earth. Maybe she was, after all, Vala-blessed, and water was her element. She frowned as her headache grew stronger and nothing happened with the clear, cool liquid under her palms.

      “Don’t,” Nehelon said from right behind her, almost giving her a heart attack.

      Gandrett, ready to fell him like a sick tree with her leg as she whirled around on one foot and one hand, stopped dead as she noticed his expression. Was that fear on the warrior’s face?

      She sat back on her heels and studied him as he seemed to fight an internal battle that had nothing to do with her, the clearing, life in general, and waited.

      Finally, apparently having come to a conclusion, he settled down, cross-legged on the grass, his sun-kissed skin a shade tanner than it had been the day he had locked them in a living, breathing wall of greenery, and sighed. “A long time ago, someone I cared about drowned summoning water.”

      That was all he said, and Gandrett was debating whether it would be considered cruel if she asked him why he couldn’t have told her that standing up, but something in the Fae warrior’s eyes had changed. It had started the day she had almost incinerated him and had slowly crept into his gaze, which wasn’t perpetually cold and disdainful, mocking or disappointed, the way it had been so many times before. There was that warmth there that didn’t go with her concept of Nehelon Sterngrove, Fae warrior, Chancellor of the House Brenheran, and immortal pain in the ass. It was also very different from those moments—which now seemed like an eternity ago—when he had looked at her as if she were desirable.

      No. This warmth … it was something new. Something that had nothing to do with her. It was something deep down within him that seemed to have renewed, sealed over that rage and coldness.

      She chose to hold her breath so she wouldn’t say anything inappropriate. He would certainly not appreciate if she voiced her observation.

      “It was one of the worst days of my existence.” His voice had turned absent, preoccupied, almost as if he was seeing into the past with those clear blue eyes.

      As he turned those eyes to her, she resumed breathing. Even if she didn’t dare ask what exactly had happened, who that person had been, she felt she needed to say something.

      “I am sorry,” she whispered.

      But Nehelon shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. You hadn’t even been born yet when that happened.” He paused and plucked a blade of grass from between them. “Her name was Ygri, and she was a new mage from the south. From Khila.” He looked up, his gaze inquiring if he needed to explain where Khila lay, but Gandrett shook her head. The capital of Phornes, even if she had never been anywhere near it, was familiar to her through her training at Everrun, and Surel and Nahir, who both had been born in the southernmost territory. “Her element was earth, and she was perfect at shaping the soil to her will with her magic. And she was stronger than most mages I’d encountered—even Fae.

      “Ygri and I were companions for a while as she traveled north, and it was through my diverse powers that she got the idea to try water. She was strong with earth but had no fire or wind in her blood. And water… The first time she summoned it, it responded as strongly as the earth, only water is more flexible … and it”—he tore the blade of grass in two halves—“rushed toward her at her command. Right at her, enclosing her, locking her in and drowning her … the same way your fire might incinerate you if you don’t learn to control it.” He averted his gaze, plucking a dandelion from beside his knee, and started mangling it as if the words alone were not enough to ease that burden off his heart.

      “I am sorry,” Gandrett repeated. And meant it.

      Nehelon lifted his gaze to hers again, holding it as he laid his words before her. “It was the only time in my long, long life that I was in love. She might even have been my Mate. If we’d only had time…”

      As his voice trailed away, she didn’t drop her gaze from his. She didn’t speak. All she did was wonder who that exotic and powerful woman might have been to capture the heart of a steel-hearted warrior like Nehelon. And she pitied him for the centuries—she couldn’t even fathom how many that must have been, and she wasn’t ready to ask—without having loved before he had met that woman. The centuries of having mourned her and probably blamed himself for not having saved her. The long, immortal life that lay ahead for him, full of that same regret, and many more he would probably never share with her.

      For some reason she couldn’t bring herself to care about, Gandrett dismissed any shred of caution, any resolution she’d made to let the male rot in Hel’s realm, and reached out to take his broad hand in hers, the dandelion sticking out from between their fingers.
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      Training that day was quiet. Nehelon didn’t tell her off for not being able to get her magic going. He didn’t saunter around the clearing, shirtless and doing workouts, while she spent hours staring at that heap of soil that still hadn’t moved. She didn’t try her luck with water again—not only out of respect for Nehelon’s loss but out of fear of what would happen if the water rushed into her the way the flames did.

      Still, only the fire came when she called it. It came with unnamable tendrils of flame and was unforgiving with its heat. Nehelon didn’t casually surveil her the way he had before when she was doing the tasks he had given her. Today, his attention was that of a hawk; precise on her without any intention of hiding it.

      “Why do I even have magic?” she asked halfway through the afternoon. It was the one question she hadn’t let herself think of. Because any answer might be worse than not knowing at all. There was a reason people with powers were banished to the Fae realm.

      Nehelon stood beside her, eyes on her hands as she held them toward the heap of soil, which was scorched in places but hadn’t moved. “That’s hard to tell.” He stalked around her, face tight as he studied her work—or better, absence of results. “Legends say that the powers came from the gods who loved their people.”

      Gandrett considered for a moment. “That might be true for the Vala-blessed,” she said and thought of Surel and the other Vala-blessed at Everrun who manipulated water with such ease and grace, their magic not a burden like Gandrett’s but an actual gift that helped them keep the lands fertile, among other things.

      With a nod, Nehelon sat beside her, resting his forearms on his propped up knees. “But what of the others? What of Hel? What power does he grant? Death? For the gods know that death can be a blessing—a gift in its own way.” Gandrett didn’t interrupt to ask if he had wished for that gift in his long, long existence. Something in the way his eyes clouded over told her he had. “Or Nyssa? What power does the goddess of love bestow upon her people?”

      Gandrett lowered her hands and rested them on her thighs. “Love and fertility.” Those two words had little meaning in Gandrett’s life other than that there was no one left who loved her—even her brother she had been away from for too long, and he had been too young to really remember her—and with the right tool, the civilization in Everrun had survived for over a thousand years in the middle of the Calma Desert.

      “Fertility is a gift, and I don’t only mean the soil beneath your feet but the ability to sire offspring, to conceive—” He gave her an odd look that made her want to hide her face, but his gaze compelled her to stare into those diamond-blue eyes. “As for love… We Fae know love as well as you humans.” Very nice. So, he reminded her again of what they were: two entirely different species. “Love for our families… But the other type of love—the romantic type—” His voice had dimmed as if the topic was uncomfortable. “That love is rarer. And even rarer than that are Mates.”

      Gandrett remembered him mentioning that that woman, Ygri, might have been his Mate, but she didn’t understand what exactly that meant. So she swallowed the concern of what she would do to Nehelon if he broke out in laughter at her question and asked, “What is that, a Mate?”

      Nehelon didn’t laugh but finally looked away, releasing Gandrett from his gaze. “A Mate is the purest and strongest connection a pair can have. It is the answer to the lament of every Fae’s heart. It is more than to call someone husband or wife. When you are Mated, you become one.”

      It was unsettling somehow, having Nehelon speak about such things, to imagine him as a being with a heart and the desire to find that answer. It triggered an unfamiliar sensation in her chest, which curled up and purred as she studied his thick, black lashes when he blinked and lowered his gaze to the ground. She shook her head. “And Demea, Galloris, Shaelak, and Shygon?” The gods of the hunt, war, darkness, and, of course, of dragons… What were their gifts to this world?

      “Demea blesses the huntsmen … and women.” His gaze shot back up to her. “Demea favors the women of this world, so I’ve been told. While Galloris lends his strength to those in battle.”

      Battle. “Then Galloris is the god I should be praying to, not Vala,” Gandrett spoke softly, frustration dampening the fire in her veins. She had fought with a blade longer than anyone should be forced to do. And she had come to love it. Her blade made of iron was her companion as much as—

      She swallowed the thought that the male beside her might be the only companion she had left—not companion. She didn’t know what this was. Why he cared whether she lived or died, whether she was banished from human lands to live out her days in Ulfray. The only thing she was certain of was that she should be grateful. That his steel will was the reason she hadn’t gone mad, or she hadn’t incinerated herself. But then—what was her life worth now. A soldier of Vala. Vala’s Blade.

      Her head rolled from side to side, eyes set on Nehelon’s diamonds as if she were answering a question with a hesitant no.

      “Shaelak should be the god I pray to,” was all he said in return. “Or Hel.”

      “Why those two?” The question was out before she could bother faking non-interest. She was.

      “If that isn’t obvious…” He rose to his feet and prowled toward the tent, leaving her to move the heap of soil.

      But Gandrett had watched him walk away too many times and watched him avoid questions and answer with silence. She was on her feet with a leap that the Meister would have been proud of—not that she cared; she no longer cared what anyone thought—and followed him to the tent on feet as silent as she could manage.

      “Why those two,” she demanded as she stepped into the half-light of their shelter.

      Nehelon had settled down on his bedroll and closed his eyes. He didn’t move any other part than his lips as he told her to ask him again when she had mastered her magic. Then, he would give her answers.

      And that was that.

      That day, her magic didn’t respond, neither to anger nor to gentle calls—as the days that followed. Gandrett let Nehelon bring her breakfast every morning and sat before the heap of soil until late at night every day, not poking Nehelon again about anything. That he had bothered saving her from her magic was a distant memory by the time Riho fluttered in from the southeast.

      He grumpily cawed at Gandrett before he landed on the peak of the tent and watched her with inquisitive black eyes.

      “He’s not here,” Gandrett threw at the bird and studied him until she noticed a piece of parchment tied to one leg, and she jumped up, closing the gap between her and Nehelon’s feathered friend in a few quick strides. “I can take this,” she offered and reached for the tiny scroll, and as Riho didn’t show any signs he was going to let her pluck the message from his leg, Gandrett asked, “Did you find him?” She didn’t let hope flare until Riho cawed and clicked his beak. A yes? She wasn’t sure. “Is he on his way to the priory?” She didn’t pause to give the bird the chance to give another of his unintelligible sounds but continued asking questions, even if the answer was probably right there in that scroll. “Is he taking the route along the Ulfrayan border? Did Lim get to him? Is he safe?”

      She had not let herself think about all the dangers along the road to Everrun. Even if Andrew made it past Ulfray safely, he still might encounter threats he had no chance of mastering. Like the desert lions. She shoved the thought aside.

      Riho clicked his beak again and hopped along the top of the tent, looking rather impatient.

      “He should be here any moment.” She didn’t bother saying Nehelon’s name. Something told her the bird understood. The same way he had carried her messages to Nehelon. “What kind of creature are you?” she asked, only half-aware that she was speaking, but Riho hopped closer and stared her down.

      “All right. No answers then until he’s back.”

      As if Nehelon had heard her, the wall of wood and greenery untangled behind the tent, and the male entered her beautiful forest-prison with a dynamic gait. “About time,” he said to the bird by way of greeting.

      Riho took flight and circled over Gandrett once before he landed on Nehelon’s shoulder with a caw and held out his leg for the Fae to detach the scroll.

      “From Andrew?” Gandrett could hardly control her beating heart as she anxiously waited for Nehelon to unfurl the parchment.

      But he shook his head. “The Meister.”

      It was all he said before he kept reading.

      So, Gandrett exercised patience until the male looked up, brows knitted together, and said, “You’re leave has been extended.”

      “By the Meister?” Gandrett couldn’t ask any other question than that. “Why?” She had hoped to hear about Andrew, that her brother would be safe in Everrun, but this—“

      “Consider your service to house Brenheran extended, Gandrett,” Nehelon said with an unreadable face. Even that warmth that had filled his eyes since he had shared about his history … it was gone.

      Gandrett felt as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over her head. “No.” She folded her arms. “No, I was done with my task. I was free.”

      Nehelon chuckled darkly, not with mischief but with some sort of understanding that was even more disturbing. “You yourself have told me once that you will never be free of the Order. Even if your task was accomplished and you were done serving Lord Brenheran, you have a new assignment now.”

      Gandrett stormed toward him with an outstretched hand and grasped the piece of paper from his fingers. The Fae male let her.

      My dear friend,

      The traveler will be welcomed with open arms, and I will make sure he remains safe at my priory until Miss Brayton returns.

      Your news of the Prince of Sives has caught my interest. Take Miss Brayton back to Ackwood, and use her in whatever way helps the heir of both Sivesian houses most. Unity of Sives is the first step. The others will follow in time. I will be expecting your reports.

      Pete Nemey

      “Pete Nemey?” Gandrett blurted out. “That’s his name? Pete Nemey?” It was the first thing that she could comprehend in the cleanly scripted lines.

      Nehelon fashioned a grin but said nothing as he took a defensive stance.

      “And use her in whatever way you need?” She held up the parchment, ready to tear it to pieces as the heat inside her chest flared. “In whatever way? Seriously. That’s what I am to you? An object to use? A weapon? A puppet?” Her breath came raggedly as she started pacing, no longer able to remain in one spot. Especially not when Nehelon had gone utterly still, a handsome statue in the summer breeze. “That’s what my life is going to be like? I will be handed over like a tool? And to what end?” She flung her arms in the air as if she could shake an answer from there. “And Andrew? What if I don’t want to go back to Ackwood? Is he collateral? A hostage? Will Pete Nemey lock him up in the empty cells at the priory?” She thought back of that first day she had locked Nehelon there, how the Meister had welcomed him with open arms and how they had talked—conspired—about her mission with a smile on their faces.

      Nehelon still wasn’t answering, but her magic was. It tinged in her arms, then palms, then it crept out of her. Not fire, but something else. The ground shuddered beneath her feet. Mildly at first; then it cracked where her foot had been a moment ago. And cracked. And cracked. And cracked further.

      Gandrett froze, following the line as it slowly cleaved open in front of her, right toward where Nehelon stood, his face now blank with surprise.

      “How in the gods’ names—“ He leaped aside with a vulgar curse while Riho fluttered back to the tent as Nehelon kept cursing and cursing while the crack in the earth continued until it hit the wall he’d built with his magic.

      Gandrett, to no small satisfaction, understood the change in his features for what it was—fear. Nehelon was scared—of her magic, of her being uncontrollable, or of dropping into the canyon that was now snaking past his feet, she couldn’t tell. But the fear, that was real.
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      The day was baking hot for so early in summer. Midsummer Solstice was just around the corner, and if Nyssa looked upon them kindly, she would send some rain before the celebrations so the bushes and trees in the gardens could breathe that they would be lush and inviting and soft.

      Brax reached down and ran a hand over the lawn. Too dry. The rain had been stuck in the east, the thunderclouds never just making it over the mountain ranges that separated most of Sives.

      “Worried the girls will scratch their backs on the dry grass?”

      Brax shot up as Josh jogged toward him, the heir of Sives in his burgundy jacket, black pants, and polished boots. Perfect for his role, royal, his golden-brown hair reflecting the afternoon light, making it look alive.

      Straightening up, Brax loosed a laugh that sounded forced, but Josh came to a halt beside him and laid an arm over Brax’s shoulders. “Just kidding, brother.” He squeezed. “But if I believe the servants, during the past few Solstices, you have built quite a reputation among the ladies in court.”

      Brax frowned at Josh’s lighthearted chuckle. How could he push aside what had been done to him? How could that smile remain after years in the claws of someone else’s control? His own mother, for the gods’ sake.

      “Anyone in particular you have set your eye on this year?” Josh asked and pulled Brax forward, back to the palace, passing servants busy with erecting gossamer tents.

      Brax shook his head, hair sliding into his eyes, but instead of pushing it away, he lowered his gaze to the ground and studied to browning blades as they seamed the white gravel path that led to the main building. How could he explain to Josh that there was one person he would very much like to see for the Solstice, and he would never dare bed her on the grass—or anywhere else? She was bound by an oath, and for what it was worth, Brax respected that. It intrigued him. For once, someone was on a path that was clear. Not like his own winding path of life that ended nowhere but in random girls’ beds. Not that it wasn’t enjoyable. Just… some meaning would have been nice.

      “Let’s see if someone catches my eye this year,” he said as they entered the palace, and he laid his arm around his brother’s waist. Josh was back. He was happy. That was all that mattered, wasn’t it?

      They made it down the hallway before Mckenzie approached them with a stern face.

      “Did you see it?” she asked, her neck and face flushed under her fair curls as she stalked up to them, carrying a piece of paper in her hands.

      “See what?” Josh responded first.

      “She invited them all.” Mckenzie ran her index finger over the long list of names as she stopped before them, blocking their path with her short frame but with the heart of a queen. “All of them.” She spat the words, and Brax understood that she was talking about the guestlist for the Solstice.

      Josh plucked the sheet from their sister’s hands and held it up for everyone to read.

      “Aucrosta, Aphapia, Grenta,” he read out the houses of the territory of Lapidos, south of Ulfray. “Saza Brina, even Dumcon.”

      Brax shared a look with his brother. While the House Saza Brina ruled the territory of Phornes in the south, encouraging the people to thrive, the House Dumcon was still rooting for the old ways, undermining the progress that had been achieved in Khila. The capital of Phornes was a colorful place of culture and education for both men and women, unlike what it had been before the House Saza Brina had defeated Dumcon in the Battle of Khila after the assassination of Sentra Dumcon, Queen of Phornes at that time.

      “You won’t let this happen, Josh, right?” Mckenzie looked at him with those same child’s eyes she had always had.

      “Let what happen?” Josh’s gaze bounced back and forth between the twins.

      “Do you want to tell him, or should I?” Brax tilted his head as he waited for Mckenzie to speak.

      Not surprisingly, Mckenzie took a deep breath before she cursed colorfully at the plans Brax had overheard a while ago. “Do you agree with Mother,” she finally asked after she laid out the horror of being sold off to a foreign noble.

      Josh’s eyes had widened, dismay gracing his gentle features. “I didn’t know,” he said quietly but not weakly. “But it wasn’t Mother who invited them all. It was I.” Mckenzie’s features twisted in hurt. “Not for the reasons that she has, sister, but to anchor the position of a unified Sives in all of Neredyn. If I am to become king and protector of Sives, I will need allies who have until now supported the split, east and west, separately.”

      “So you invited them and are now playing into Mother’s hands.” Anger flickered inside Brax’s chest as he listened to Josh’s explanations.

      “Your mother has always made her own plans, in case you haven’t noticed.” Something bitter had entered his gaze as he glanced from Brax to Mckenzie and back to Brax. “Smile at the men from our potential allies at the Solstice; dance with them. Don’t promise them anything. Let them believe what they will, and when the celebrations are over, let them return to their kingdoms and negotiate with your mother. That will keep her busy while I prepare the future with Armand Denderlain.”

      Brax’s mouth went dry. That was what his noble brother had to say? The brother he had admired all his life—until he had disappeared.

      Mckenzie’s emerald eyes, the only trait all three of them shared, flashed at Josh. “Why don’t you remember that I am your sister and you just suggested I feign interest in these men?” Josh went paler than usual at her tone. The girl who was now throwing back his words at him was no longer the little girl he used to train, he used to protect. “And if you, for one moment, believe that I will sit still while you watch how Mother arranges a marriage behind my back—” She threw up her hands, very much unlike the demeanor that was expected of a woman in court. Especially a woman who was seeking a husband. Maybe that would be what might save her. No matter their mother’s plans.

      Brax reached out for her with his hands and tucked her to his side. “Walk with me, sister.”

      And just like that, they left the Prince of Sives standing in the hallway with the damnable list he had created, inviting the wolves and vultures into their home.
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      Addie’s heart was beating in her throat as Armand Denderlain held out his hand to lead her into the carriage. She tried—tried and failed—to see past the ornate gold and silver decorations along the frame, the intricate lace curtains embroidered with the Denderlain coat of arms.

      “Are you sure?” She breathed as he wiggled his fingers, inviting him to lay her hand in his.

      “Without a doubt.” His smile was a subdued version of the one he sometimes gave her when they were alone, his stance that of a settled lord who had nothing to fear in his own court. He didn’t even comment on his father, who had stormed through the castle an hour earlier, lamenting over the waste-of-space son he had brought into this world. The only thing Armand had retorted before he had turned and led Addie out the door was that it hadn’t been his father who had brought him into the world but his mother, may the gods cradle her soul.

      Now, he was offering his gloved hand, inviting her on a journey to a place where no one but the heir to the throne of Sives knew that she was a servant.

      Addie exhaled a shuddering breath and laid her hand in his, grateful for the leather between their palms, for it masked the sheath of sweat on her skin that didn’t originate from the mild afternoon breeze.

      Armand guided her forward, steadying her as she climbed up the wrought iron stairs into the spacious carriage, and only released her hand once she was sitting on the comfortable cushion of the bench that allowed her to look out the back window. She didn’t fidget as the corset of her dress pushed into her ribs when she leaned back but studied Armand’s lean shape as he followed her into the compartment and sat across from her on the Denderlain-blue velvet, his body angled at the door until the driver closed it with a thud. The carriage swayed as the man moved into position, and after a short call, the horses set in motion, pulling the heavy vehicle out the front gates.

      Out.

      Addie couldn’t remember having ever hoped she would get out of this castle. And now, the sentries riding behind the carriage were not preventing her from leaving but escorting her out the gates, guarding her, making sure she was safe … well, making sure the Lord of Eedwood was safe. But that was good enough for her anyway.

      “Nervous?” Armand winked as he leaned back in his seat, one shoulder against the tapestried wall of the carriage. He held his hands up in front of him, pulling off his gloves, and dropped them beside him on the bench, flexing his long fingers and inhaling audibly.

      “You?” Addie asked in return and earned a broad smile.

      “Not in my dreams.” He snickered. “Just beyond relieved to get away from the tragedies of Eedwood Castle for a while.”

      Addie could empathize. She had watched him return from the meetings with his father, day after day, since that incident in his chambers, and every time, his face had been paler than the last. And each time, she had patiently listened to what had happened. To how his father had put him down, had scolded the true Lord of Eedwood—

      She chewed her lip and thought how little Armand deserved that. Especially after he had lost his mother—and now his aunt.

      The carriage swayed along the dusty path until it turned into the forest, and Addie’s heart lightened as the sound of the raging Eedpenesor was replaced by the calm rustling of leaves, a gentle carpet under the rhythmic noise of the trotting horses. This was the road to central Sives. They would roll past the grain fields in a day’s time, and the air would fill with the scent of drying hay. Then, she would see the meadows stretch and the sun tint the mountains in the west. Addie’s heart did a small leap.

      “You look different, Addie,” Armand noted, and when she looked up, she found him studying her with curious hazel eyes.

      She didn’t blink, savoring the moment of his full attention. “I didn’t believe I would get out of your castle alive,” she said truthfully. “Not after your aunt took me into those caverns.” She absently reached for her shoulder, the stinging returning as she went through the memory.

      Armand’s face changed at that, hands folding in his lap. “Have I ever told you how sorry I am that you were pulled into all of this?”

      Addie couldn’t remember. If he had, it must have been in those first hours after they had found out about Joshua Brenheran—the thought of the Prince of Sives and what he had been through still made her shudder.

      “It is not your fault.” She massaged her shoulder, fingers sliding over the lace-trimmed neckline of her pale-gray cotton dress. She had asked Deelah about something that matched her eyes for the ball, and the woman had returned with a whole assortment of travel clothes, all new and in shades of blue and gray and silver that brought out her electric blue eyes and contrasted with her raven hair. Deelah had dismissed her words of thanks and apologies for her selfishness with the words, “You deserve to own something that was made for you instead of for someone who never wanted to be here.” The woman had winked at her with a knowing smile.

      True. Gandrett had come to Eedwood on a mission to rescue Joshua Brenheran. She had never intended to stay. But Addie. She had chosen to stay. For him. For Armand. She wondered if he knew. If he had realized that she was here for him.

      “As Lord of Eedwood, I am responsible for the welfare of my court,” he simply said, “and after everything you have done to save Joshua … and the countless hours of cleaning out my guard and my aunt’s rooms, I consider you part of my court”—he gave her a half-smile—“in case you haven’t noticed.”

      Addie lowered her hand and wondered if there was anything sane she could say to that then chose to nod in thanks.

      “There once was a maiden who helped slay a dragon. For that, she was offered a place in the wagon, to a faraway palace where had once lived a prince, but put her in a corset, and the maiden will wince.” Armand had troubles keeping his face straight as he recited the horrible rhyme, as did Addie, who soon grinned along with him.
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        * * *

      

      They hadn’t made it out of the forest when the first black clouds appeared in the sky. Not the thick dark-gray ones that promised thunderstorms but black smoke that collected above the nearby village.

      Armand swore where he was lounging in his seat and pulled aside the curtains for a clear view.

      “Stop the carriage!” he shouted out the window, his hand mechanically wandering to the hilt of his sword.

      He didn’t wait until they had halted completely when he opened the door and jumped out, leaving Addie to choose for herself if she was curious enough to follow.

      She hesitated, trying to see through the open door what Armand was cursing about, sentries framing him on their tall horses, but this was the open land of Sives, and the door was open. So she rose to her feet and climbed out, ready to set foot onto the soil of freedom.

      Freedom wasn’t what she beheld when her gaze fell past Armand and his sentries, right at the burning village ahead.

      Her chest tightened at the image. She had known that the land was tormented by the conflict between Denderlain and Brenheran, but it should have stopped weeks ago, the second Armand had sorted through the guards and mercenaries, making sure each and every one of the corrupted ones no longer remained in his service.

      “Father sure has his ways to keep me on a leash,” Armand commented as Addie joined him, one of the sentries stepping aside, making room for her. She recognized the man to be one of the young lord’s usual guards at his chamber doors.

      Addie watched the wafts of smoke hover above the houses. They were too far away to see flames, too far to hear screams or movement. The smoke—thick and heavy as if Shaelak himself had breathed upon the world—was the only sign that something was horribly wrong.

      “You think he is responsible for this?” she asked without turning away from the sight.

      She remembered the clouds of smoke she had sometimes seen from a distance up high from her refuge in the northern tower; and the flames and smoke that night her family had been eradicated—all but her. And she had been brought to the northern mountains to become a vessel for Shygon. A blood sacrifice. Nausea rose in Addie’s throat making it hard to stand up straight as the memories flooded through her.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me.” Armand’s voice was laced with controlled anger; the anger of years, as he turned to his sentries. “Go, and find out what’s going on. Whoever did this, drag them back dead or alive—” He paused. “Alive would be better.”

      Addie didn’t need to ask to know that whoever the sentries found would choose death over facing Armand. She had seen him question those soldiers over the past weeks. He was a merciful ruler, but when it came to loyalty—

      She shook her head. The nausea of seeing the wafts of smoke was replaced with shudders from the image of that other side of Armand, who could kill as easily as any predator. Only, he rarely chose to let anyone glimpse that side of him. He had even told her. He much preferred for his father to underestimate him … at least until now. When she eyed him now, Armand’s noble face had turned into that killing cold. And she was pretty certain that he wasn’t going to pretend he wasn’t the one who brought the assaults on the villages to an end.

      How many times had Armand told her how he wished he could just spit in his father’s face for the way he kept insisting that there was only one path for Sives and that it was a path without any Brenheran in power. How he wished that his father understood that a peaceful Sives was the only Sives that had a future. That there was a prince waiting to take his throne. A prince without vanity or greed.

      Well, that day had probably come that Armand would smash all of it into the Lord of Eedwood who never truly was the Lord of Eedwood’s face.

      “I would go with them,” Armand said to her face unchanged, “but I can’t leave you unprotected.”

      Addie wanted to laugh. She had survived much, much worse than staying behind by a manned carriage while someone else was scouting ahead, potentially not even fighting, the real danger far away. But she nodded her thanks and asked if he planned to make camp where they stood and offered to make dinner.

      “You no longer are a servant, Addie,” he reminded her, something oddly concerned in his eyes.

      She shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I can’t help out.”

      At that, Armand’s expression smoothed over a bit, but he glanced back at the smoke towering in the sky and beckoned Addie to return to the carriage. “We set camp in an hour or two. Let’s get as much ground between Eedwood and ourselves as possible before we rest. The others will find us. They know the travel route.” With those words, he offered his hand again to help her into the carriage.

      This time, Addie didn’t take it but lifted the hem of her skirts with one hand while she slipped into the compartment with efficient—probably completely ungraceful—movements, but she did it alone.

      Armand followed without comment and settled back on the bench across from her.

      “One day, this will be over,” Armand said as the carriage set in motion again. “One day soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nehelon wasn’t sure he was breathing as the earth opened before his feet in a long, narrow canyon. The girl—the woman a couple of reckless strides away—had just broken open the soil as if it was nothing. And she wasn’t even panting. Just raging about the Meister. About Pete Nemey.

      He wondered for a short second if that was the real reason. That she hadn’t once in ten years heard the real name of the person who had trained her—tormented her if Pete was still using the same training methods.

      “Use her in whatever way you need?” Gandrett yelled at him as she turned on her heels and stormed away from the cleft in the ground, right to the stream where Alvi had been drinking water and was now bolting at the sight of a fuming Gandrett. “How exactly do you plan on using me?”

      Her words were like glass daggers to his ancient heart. Not because Gandrett was yelling, accusing him, but because those words were true—had been. He had never planned on developing feelings for her. As for the rest… Every step along the path he’d been walking since the Fae had fallen dormant in Ulfray had been in search of a solution. To free his species of the curse that had befallen it. And he was willing to sacrifice anything for it—well, had been. Until little less than three months ago when all his careful planning had gone to shit.

      “Tell me, Nehelon, if there is anything I can expect from you other than misery.” Gandrett had stopped near the stream and was facing him again, the crack in the earth following to her toes but no further. As if she was controlling it somehow. Not consciously, probably, but on instinct.

      An all-consuming silence filled his mind as he couldn’t form the words that he so desperately wanted to say, that he would do anything to make sure she would be spared. That someone else would take her place. But he couldn’t lie. So, he said nothing.

      She waited with rage, but also some last flicker of hope, in her eyes. Hope that would give her an explanation. The truth, possibly. But even if he wanted to, if he did, all those centuries of searching would have been for nothing.

      No. He couldn’t tell her anything other than bits and pieces. And it was a path more dangerous than walking through a hail of iron needles, but this was Gandrett, the fiercest, smartest fighter he had encountered in a long, long time—that was all he allowed himself to acknowledge as a reason. Anything else would destroy him—and she deserved to be heard in her anger. She deserved something. Even if they weren’t the words she wanted to hear.
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        * * *

      

      “The day I ran into Pete Nemey, over a century after I fled Everrun, was the day I remembered there was a future worth fighting for,” Nehelon said instead of answering her question.

      His words, calm and quiet and coming from right before her where he was standing on the other side of the canyon her magic had created, both fear and frown gone from his glamoured features, ran through her like an icy trickle of water. Was he talking about the same Pete Nemey? The Meister of the Order of Vala?

      “Why don’t you leash your magic, and then we’ll talk?” he offered, something in his eyes so reassured that she would be capable of doing so as he glanced from her to the canyon and back to her.

      Gandrett herself wasn’t certain if there was a way to just stop her magic. If she even wanted to stop. The Meister had written a message to Nehelon, giving the Fae free rein to use her. The man whom she had feared and hated for the past ten years had given the male she... She didn’t know if despised was the right word anymore. There were so many layers to what was between them. Had anyone asked this morning, she would have said they coexist well by now with some tension one or the other way—not thinking about that kiss that was still not confirmed. But now. After this.

      “Tell me I am not a slave,” she said, her anger dialing down and turning into something much more dangerous. The threatening moisture in her eyes.

      Nehelon said nothing, waiting, his gaze on the canyon now, and his hands … they were reaching over the cleft and under his attention, slowly, so slowly, the earth knitted itself back together.

      Gandrett felt it then, the magic—his magic—working against hers like an offbeat to the pulsing power in her veins. A shore to break her waves against. Something in her quieted as if her raging screams had been heard and there was no need for her to break the world apart.

      It was then that her body understood, her mind, that her magic wasn’t a beast in her chest, nothing to be chained and leashed and locked up, but that it was like the tide, able to advance and retract like taking a breath where the air had to go in and out, like the blood in her veins, moving with every thump of her heart. It was in motion. Constantly in motion. With every breath she took, every beat of her heart.

      So she tried, shoving down her anger little by little, and shook her head at Nehelon. She didn’t care what the male had to say, what story he was ready to tell her. It could wait. For now, she had finally found her magic, its beginning and its end, which were the same.

      She held up a hand and waited for her power to collect in her palm, feeling the headache slowly subsiding as she stopped forcing the writhing magic in her chest to silence. She inhaled and exhaled, the power building and building, her chest lighter and lighter and lighter, and she could feel it, that power as it vibrated within her. She could taste it on her tongue.

      Nehelon’s power had stopped pushing against hers and was now idle in the background as if waiting for the Fae’s command to step in. A grin spread on Gandrett’s face as a single flame flickered to life in her palm, and the shuddering in the ground disappeared, making way for her fire.

      For a long moment, all she did was stare at the flame. Nothing existed outside her body and the extended reach the fire had given her. Nothing but that simple realization that she could do it. That she no longer needed the anger, the rage, the pain to awaken her magic and the dulling edge of exhaustion to leash it again, but that that power was for her to shape and guide and breathe.

      And just like that, she winked out her flame and stepped onto the grass where Nehelon had healed the tear in the ground with his ancient power, and let her grin drop. “Tell me whatever you wanted to tell me over something to eat,” she said and walked back to the tent, following the scar her magic tantrum had caused on the pretty meadow.

      She wasn’t proud of it. No. She was very much embarrassed that her emotions had gotten hold of her like that. To her defense—she was only human. And Nehelon was Fae, having had more than one lifetime to perfect being annoying and cryptic and prone to not care.

      Gandrett told herself that, not excusing herself, not excusing him, but finding it easier to dull the edge of anger that threatened to boil up again when she thought of Nehelon, not as a human man of twenty-something but of the immortal he was. Nothing of what he had experienced with her could be new to him. After—how many centuries had it been exactly; she still hadn’t asked again since he had turned her down the last time—a long, long time walking this earth, nothing could be new to him, nothing surprising, she thought. And it somehow calmed her. It gave her some room to breathe, to know she couldn’t have been the first magic-wielder to have exploded before him, or the first person—human or Fae—whom he had upset. Or the first woman he may or may not have kissed.

      Involuntarily, her mind recalled Ygri, the Phornian woman he had loved … and lost. An image of Surel flickered through her thoughts. Onyx eyed and dark-golden-skinned with lovely features and curly black hair. So beautiful. The image brought joy and sadness. Her dearest friend at the Order, whom she had shared a room with for ten years, whom she trusted to take good care of her brother once he arrived at the priory. How she missed her. Surel would have known what to make of Nehelon, of his enigmatic nature, his brooding, his bantering and flirting. For he had flirted with her. She might not be allowed to go down that road as a Child of Vala, but she had experienced enough since she had left the priory with the Fae male that she knew when someone was flirting.

      Great. Now her thoughts were circling around his bare chest and the sweat trickling along his muscle-corded body. She loosed a sigh of frustration.

      No. Nehelon hadn’t flirted. Not really. He had taunted her with his behavior, the same as he had provoked her with his bantering, with his coldness, to free her magic. It had been all.

      Now, that thought helped her. At least for the moment. For she had reached the tent, and while Riho was frantically fluttering to safety at her scowl, Nehelon—who had skipped ahead, waiting at the entrance to their shelter—didn’t balk from her as she stormed into the narrow space and sat on her leaf-bed, arms folded over her chest and ankles crossed, back leaning into the uneven walls.

      She studied the Fae as he followed her inside and pulled out a basket of berries he must have picked this morning. The sight of the supple, blackish-red fruit made her frown deepen as did the sight of the warrior carrying the fragile wood-woven thing which, in his broad hands, looked as if it had been borrowed from a doll-house.

      As he settled down on his bedroll, setting down the basket between them, he ran his free hand through his hair as if becoming nervous under her stare. He should. For Gandrett was no longer defenseless against the moods of the Fae. She had magic of her own, and she had seen his face clearly when she had ripped the earth open with her power. Nehelon Sterngrove had been afraid.

      Gandrett rolled the thought over in her mind, wondering whether he would ever have dared to attack her that first day at the priory if he had known what she was capable of. And as if her thoughts were clearly written on her face he said, “Don’t get cocky because you made a dent in the lawn.”

      Gandrett reached into the basket and grabbed a fistful of berries, not acknowledging he had spoken. He didn’t need to say the words for her to know that even with her magic, she was no real match for him. She might have surprised him with the canyon, but he was Fae. He was stronger, faster, his senses keener. And even if she would be able to land a blow … he would heal it with that wonderful arsenal of powers he held. She had seen it when he had chosen to let her burn him. Had stomached that pain for her—

      Nehelon held her gaze, and while her own brows were still furrowed, his face held nothing that would allow her to read what he might have been thinking. He didn’t turn away. Not when a long silence settled and Gandrett’s heart accelerated. From frustration, she told herself. From strain.

      But the headache her magic had given her over the past days lifted almost entirely now, and she knew that if she asked, she would get the truth. The truth that the Meister—that Pete Nemey could sell her to anyone he pleased, and Nehelon might be a Fae and a self-adoring bastard. But he had proven not to be the monster she had thought he was. If it wasn’t for her brother, following the male back to Ackwood might be a choice she would freely make if asked to choose between the priory and this.

      Gandrett was ready to listen. Even if she already knew that what he would tell her would probably drive the wedge between them even deeper. The wedge that Gandrett knew both of them so desperately needed for some reason. Something to cling to so as not to fall into those depths of sorrow that awaited them if they let go.

      “So what did you want to talk about?”
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      For a moment, all Nehelon did was stare back at her, eyes gleaming in all facets of blue diamond, his glamour flickering, letting her glimpse that even more beautiful face beneath. Gandrett stopped chewing on her berry, no longer tasting the sweet-sour juice filling her mouth. He was flaking out. She could feel it. He had baited her into forgetting her anger by letting her believe he would actually talk.

      Bastard.

      Gandrett took a deep breath, searching for her magic and finding it unusually cooperative as she considered unleashing it on the Fae before her.

      And just as if he could read that on her features, Nehelon sighed and said, “I met Pete Nemey when I was an acolyte at the order.”

      The magic slipped from Gandrett’s grasp and dropped back into the depths where she had dragged it up from. “What?”

      She wondered what her expression was like because Nehelon chuckled, and his glamour slipped a bit more, letting Gandrett see the smooth features of the male, not the man.

      “An acolyte, you know”—he gestured at his body as he leaned against the wall, copying Gandrett’s posture—“uniform and all.”

      “When?” Gandrett tried to imagine the glorious immortal mingling with the kids at the priory. How far did his powers go? Could he glamour his age? Could he look like a boy? She shook her head imperceptibly. One glance at him, and she knew that no glamour, no matter how strong, could hide the powerful body that was obvious even with his leathers hiding the details. “How?”

      He smiled. A slightly pained expression that allowed her a peek at what lay beneath his otherwise schooled expression.

      “Long story.” A low sigh escaped his lips before he continued. “Pete had just taken over the priory as its Meister, as the head of the entire Order”—a sideways glance at Gandrett—“but I don’t need to explain the hierarchy system of the Order of Vala to you, do I?” He paused until she shook her head.

      Of course he didn’t. The priory at Everrun was the headquarters of the Order of Vala and the only place in all of Neredyn where the acolytes were trained, and its Meister the leader of the entire Order. Of course, there were temples in most towns. Some even in smaller villages, which lay in strategic positions throughout the continent. But those were run by the priests and priestesses of the Order of Vala—Vala-blessed who led the prayers and ceremonies where worshippers of Vala went to clear their souls, to ask the goddess for forgiveness. And to beg for a supple harvest, for enough rain, for the health of their loved ones.

      Gandrett’s lips hurt as she bit the inside, preventing herself from asking how the fighters of the Order fit into that system exactly. She had never given it a second thought, but now that she had seen what kind of missions awaited her after she had completed her training…

      Nehelon’s gaze weighed heavily on her as she followed her own thoughts despite the tingling curiosity that had spread through her entire body. Nehelon, an acolyte.

      “I was an uncommon novice as you can imagine.” He grimaced at Gandrett as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. That he must have been like a spire between the kids of the priory. “But I was in need of help, of direction. And Pete was kind.” He laced his fingers together, eyes wandering across the artwork of tent he had created for them. “After centuries of searching, I was tired and couldn’t stomach the thought to spend one more day on the roads of Neredyn. I had seen them all; the towns, the villages, the mountains, the forests. Even the White Desert in the South where supposedly no life can exist—” His expression turned thoughtful for a moment, but he wiped it away with a quick breath. “When I came to the priory, for the first time in centuries, I felt like I could find some peace.”

      Gandrett didn’t interrupt despite the many, many questions that were already forming in her mind. Why had he been traveling all those centuries? What had he been searching for? What was he still hoping to find… For something in his eyes told her he wasn’t done looking.

      “That night, the guards of the priory let me pass, not knowing what they had let into their sacred walls, and when they led me to Pete, he took one look and knew.” Nehelon absently lifted his hands to his face, rubbing across his eyebrows, his eyes, his cheeks, as if he was wiping off the tiredness that had settled in his features—even his Fae ones. “One look, and he knew he had a broken man in front of him.

      “Pete asked me only one question: if I believed that the life I was leading was the life I deserved.” He lifted his gaze at Gandrett as if asking if she thought it was. “And when I couldn’t give him an answer, he offered me to stay until I figured it out.”

      Gandrett didn’t know if Nehelon was talking about the same Meister who had beaten her, chained her, poisoned her. And all of it with the excuse to make her a better, a stronger fighter. She was almost about to voice her thought when Nehelon loosed a dark chuckle before he continued. “His condition was that I train with the other acolytes. The same schedule, the same training, the same punishments if I didn’t function.

      “As you can imagine, it was quite an image, a grown man between the seven-year-old novices. I had never been made fun of like that before in my life.” His chuckle spread into a tormented grin. Gandrett hid her own smile behind a handful of berries. “Kids can be cruel.”

      “You didn’t forbid them to mock you the way you did with me?” A memory of Nehelon pinning her against the wall in her chambers, his predatory instincts taking over, every fiber of him ready to kill.

      Nehelon raised an eyebrow at her as if to ask if she was being serious. “You won’t believe it, Gandrett, but I do have manners. I can differentiate between who doesn’t know any better than to be hurtful and those who—” He pulled up his knees in frustration, resting his elbows on them and stared at the greenery outside. “I have rules I live by, not to harm people,” he eventually concluded.

      “You do?” she asked pointedly. “I am surprised even one of the children who trained with you is still alive. If you used the same techniques you did on me. If you slung your invisible hand around their throats to incapacitate them”—Gandrett reminded the Fae male of the moment she had found out his secret, how he had locked her in place with his magic—“or brought your sword down on them with your inhuman strength.” There. There it was. She had spoken the words, acknowledged how he had hurt her. Even if she had promised herself back then that she wouldn’t show weakness. But they had long crossed that line where that could be hidden. “Because if you treated them like you treated me, and I wasn’t your enemy—not really—” She searched for words. “I am having troubles believing, Lonnie, that you live by those rules—“

      “The rules don’t apply to you, Gandrett,” Nehelon interrupted with clenched teeth, eyes hard and tone so sharp she didn’t dare breathe. Last time she had called him Lonnie, he had darted across the room, practically charged her, and pinned her against the wall.

      Gandrett didn’t ask why as she surveilled how he took one hissing breath after the other. All that was missing was foam dripping from his mouth.

      “I am not—” He closed his eyes, locking those livid diamonds behind a curtain of black lashes, and shook his head before he gazed at the ceiling as if he was besieging Vala for help—Vala, or Shaelak, or even her himself. It wouldn’t surprise Gandrett. “I am not that man—male,” he corrected, centuries of living among humans and hiding his true face having rubbed off on his choice of words. “Not who you think I am,” he tried again. And there was something in his features, as Gandrett studied him from the side, that made her wonder if he knew at all who he was—or who he wanted to be. If all of his words, his taunts, his moods, they were all part of the same search he had been on for centuries.

      So she bit her tongue, letting him tell his story, and prayed to Vala for guidance. Nehelon was finally offering information, and it was in her best interest to let him speak.

      “Pete oversaw my training personally, never asking why I had ended up on the doorstep of the order. He gave me tasks to clean the stables the same as the other kids do, to harvest the fruit and vegetables in the fields, to set the tables in the common dining hall.” A smile tugged on Nehelon’s lips as he remembered. “It was a simple life, and I was only a man, lost and broken, but a man and nothing more. For a while, it was what I needed.

      “Then, the Fest of Blossoms came, and with it, the crying and the horror of the new arrivals.” Gandrett’s stomach churned at his words. She had pushed those days so far aside. She did every year, but that day—the day of Vala—it came mercilessly, and with it, the new acolytes who were just children … the same way she had been just a child.

      “It’s a cruel tradition,” Nehelon commented, clearly reading her expression as the berries in her stomach threatened to heave out of her. “But—” He stopped, face guarded even with the glamour down, and he turned to the side until he faced her. “You won’t like it when I say that I understand.” Gandrett’s hand flapped to her lips as she felt the berries making their way. “I don’t like it, but I understand.” Gandrett swallowed the bile and took a deep breath through her nose, thinking of the wildflowers outside by the stream, but all she could see was her mother and how that hooded man had torn her out of her mother’s arms.

      “You wouldn’t think like that if you had ever been part of the consecration ceremony. If you had been the one paraded through the crowd and shorn like an animal, half-drowned to gain the goddess’s blessing—” Gandrett’s breath was labored as she suppressed the memories.

      “You are right, Gandrett.” Nehelon lifted a hand as if he was going to reach for her but stopped midair, his eyes darkening. “I was never on that dais, I was never shorn, never consecrated in the name of Vala. I chose to stay at the order because it was the only place where I could find peace. I am sorry you had to endure those hours of fear and pain.”

      Hours? Mild ringing filled Gandrett’s ears, and then, just like that, she was back. Back at her family’s farm just before it all had started.

      The snow had fallen so thickly that winter that it was still covering most of the fields at Vernal Equinox. An imperfect blanket over the village of Alencourt. So they stayed inside, reading.

      Gandrett was watching the remains of white melting in the shadows by the stables. From her position by the window, she could see the street, the villagers preparing for the Fest of Blossoms, which that year would have to do without many of the latter.

      A crackling fire was heating the room, Mother right beside in a chair, reading, her woolen scarf draped over her shoulders, while Andrew was playing on the ground with Father, both of them lining up carved miniature horses for a parade in Vala’s honor. Gandrett smiled at them, at the pride in Andrew’s eyes as he counted the horses, at her mother who looked up to touch his curly hair with a gentle hand, at her father who smiled back, gesturing at the sun. “The snow will be gone in no time,” he said and got to his feet to join her by the window. But he only got halfway before a knock on the door made him stop dead.

      His gaze flickered to her mother, who was now sharing the same anxious expression as she jumped to her feet, dropping the scarf in the process, and gathered up Andrew prior to waving Gandrett to her side while her father hesitated before he headed for the door.

      Her mother’s hand grasped her by the shoulders. She pulled her closer just in time to hear the voices at the door, the shouting of orders as her father was shoved aside and the hooded men stepped in, towering over him as he besieged them to reconsider, offered them their farm, their land, anything if they turned around and left.

      But they didn’t leave—

      “Gandrett,” as if piercing through from another dimension, Nehelon’s voice saved her from reliving the worst moment in her life.

      She blinked and found moisture on her cheeks when she wiped at her face as if she could erase that memory.

      “What’s going on?” Nehelon pushed, his face now so close she had no chance but to look at him.

      Gandrett shook her head. “Nothing.” If she could make him continue talking, he wouldn’t ask questions. “It’s nothing,” she repeated. And Nehelon didn’t ask again.

      But his face changed, glamour back in place, masking the stunning beauty of his Fae features with the handsome face of the human man he pretended to be.

      “How long did you stay?” Gandrett’s voice was hoarse, but mercifully, Nehelon didn’t comment. She would have liked to think he hadn’t noticed, but his senses were too keen, his Fae nature too attentive to miss how she had caved in on herself.

      “Two years,” he answered, settling back onto his bedroll, giving Gandrett space to breathe. “After one year of trying to forget who I was, what I was, Pete asked me how I was feeling about deserving the life I was leading now. And this time, I had an answer.”

      Gandrett, still recovering from the memory Nehelon’s story had triggered, held her breath as Nehelon turned to her and said, “The answer was that I didn’t deserve that life. That I wasn’t worth serving anyone but that I would gladly do it until the day I was.

      “And Pete smiled, wise at the young age of thirty-five, and told me to learn from the children in the Order. They didn’t have a choice but to grow into their new lives. The Vala-blessed ones and the fighters, both of them adapted fast and got a role, a purpose because of the choice that was made for them, while in their homes, most of them would starve.”

      Another tear snaked down Gandrett’s cheek.

      “So I did. I learned to see the world through their eyes, to see the pain and the strength that grew from it. Little sturdy bushes that survive the desert they are thrust into—and I am not speaking of the literal desert that surrounds the priory.” Nehelon’s gaze brightened a bit as if the humor helped see past that mentioned pain. “I left exactly another year later when Pete no longer had use for me at his facilities. His friendship…” He gave Gandrett a look that implied that he knew how hard it was to believe the Meister had friends, that the monster that had caused the scars on her limbs and back could be deemed a friend of anyone.

      Gandrett no longer cared. She didn’t care who Nehelon was friends with, what the Meister’s name was. There was only one thought that was pushing to the foreground, now that Nehelon had shared what he had. “That message from the Meister—” She blinked at Nehelon, who didn’t turn away and didn’t comment on her red-rimmed eyes. “Is it to be believed? If he says he will make sure Andrew is safe at my priory?” What she couldn’t stomach was the thought that Andrew would suffer the same training that she had—and Nehelon so it seemed. The only difference was that Nehelon had gone there as an adult, probably centuries of fighting and traveling on his resumé.

      “You are asking if he will hurt Andrew,” Nehelon translated correctly, and there, for a heartbeat, concern crossed his features. “When he says Andrew is safe, he is safe.”

      Relief spread in Gandrett’s stomach like warm butter. “Until my return.”

      “Until your return,” Nehelon repeated, and by the way he rolled to his feet, Gandrett knew storytime was over. “I’ve seen more smoke this morning,” he said instead. “It seems our draconian friends are recruiting again.” And with those words, he held out a hand to Gandrett, leaving it up to her to decide if she was ready to work with him—again.
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      Armand hadn’t sent Addie ahead in the carriage. On the contrary. The young lord didn’t protect her from any view because he knew what she had seen, what she had endured, even if she hadn’t told him the details of her time at the prison in the north. He trusted her to be strong enough to stand beside him and his sentries as they questioned the man they had hauled back from the burning village.

      Now, as he spat at Armand’s feet, all the young lord did was fashion a smile of pure arrogance. “Not your day today, is it?” he asked the gray-clad man, who in no way looked like a Brenheran mercenary.

      “Not my year,” the man retorted. “Possibly not my life.” He coughed up blood as he laughed darkly.

      “Again,” the sentry with the kinder face said as he tightened his grip on the hood of the man, sword digging so deep into his throat it almost cut open the stubbled skin under his chin, “who sent you?”

      The man shrugged, unbothered as if accidentally getting his throat cut wasn’t the worst thing he could think of.

      “You truly believe my patience is never-ending.” Armand circled around the shaggy-haired man who was kneeling before the sentry. One word would suffice and the man would never take another breath. She had seen Armand give that order with some of the guards who had remained loyal to Linniue even after her death.

      Addie wasn’t sure if she should admire him for the patience and grace with which he heard them all out before he came to a verdict. A just and noble Lord of Eedwood, Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain could consider himself lucky to have someone like Armand in his court.

      For a brief second, she wondered if Armand making her a member of his court meant that once he would become—as Joshua had promised—the Chancellor of Sives, it would automatically make her a member of the king’s court. She shoved the thought aside as she felt a stare on her.

      When she looked up, she found the man studying her with eager eyes. “You are one of us,” he said, voice hoarse and blood trickling down his chin. The sentries had brought him in like that—a swollen eye and blood spraying with every cough.

      Addie shrank back a step. For the first time, one of the subjects of interrogation had acknowledged her presence there. And this man—

      Armand hissed at him to be careful or Addie would be the last thing he saw.

      “You are not unlike me, girl,” the man said, dismissing Armand’s words with a brief frown. “You have tasted the power of the god.”

      A jolt went through Addie. “The god of…” she prompted, keeping her voice smooth as she modeled her tone after Armand’s. Unbothered, bored even.

      “Don’t act stupid, girl.” His eyes brightened, the muddy brown suddenly full of life. “The god of dragons.”

      Out of nowhere, a fist connected with the man’s jaw—Armand’s elegant, leather-gloved fist.“Call her stupid again, and it will be the last time you hear your useless voice.”

      Threats—Addie knew how Armand got them to speak. Threats and deals. He wasn’t the kind lord when he spoke to suspects. No, he was cold and calculated, ready to protect his people and his land. And he was willing to do it smartly with as little bloodshed as necessary.

      But this man before them … he knew something. This wasn’t a Brenheran brute who set villages on fire. This man had recognized that Shygon had entered her life—even if she had never invited him in. She shuddered and was grateful for the covering dress. Even if the evening breeze was warm enough to drive sweat onto her skin, she had turned ice-cold from the inside out.

      “What are you talking about?” Addie asked, her voice not half as smooth as she had hoped, not half as cunning. Armand’s attention was on her, eyes probing hers as if asking whether or not she wanted him to run the man through with a sword.

      But the man just smiled at their silent exchange. “The god of dragons doesn’t forget, girl.” He smiled and smiled and smiled, exposing his bloodied teeth as he grasped the blade at his throat so fast, not even the sentry holding it could react, and pushed it deeper in until a spray of crimson spattered straight out, hitting Armand’s pants and sleeve. Armand didn’t flinch. He just watched the man, eyes wide as if he couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

      The sight of the blood bothered Addie less than the gurgling sound as the man kept laughing and laughing with gritted teeth until that last breath left him. But his eyes—they kept on her the entire time, a promise that she would remember his words before long.
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        * * *

      

      Addie didn’t sleep that night even if the sentries had burned the body on a nearby field. Even if Armand had changed his clothes and washed every last drop of blood off his hands. She kept turning from side to side, unable to close her eyes without seeing those murky eyes, without hearing that dying laughter.

      “Talk to me, Addie.” Armand had gotten up from his bedroll on the other side of the small fire that was supposed to warm them through the night and sat in the grass beside her.

      “If I even knew why, I can’t stop thinking about it,” she answered promptly, glad not to be alone the way she had in the prison.

      “What do you think he meant?” He gave her a look that was equally tired, equally haunted as Addie felt. “I have been lying awake, too, trying to figure out if that man somehow knew about the carving on your shoulder.”

      Addie instinctively laid her hand on the fabric covering the symbol. “Do you know what it even means?”

      Armand shook his head. “Did she tell you?”

      Addie equally shook her head. They hadn’t spoken about the exact details of what Linniue had done to her. Not for lack of time spent together, but Armand seemed to respect her privacy enough not to ask questions she wasn’t ready to answer—until tonight.

      “Do you think Gandrett knows?” It was the first time in a while she heard Gandrett’s name from Armand’s lips. It didn’t hurt as much as it used to. Maybe because he spoke it with less adoration.

      “Maybe.” Addie shrugged, pushing her fingers under the fabric to trace the scars that would, for the rest of her life, remind her of those hours of horrible agony down in the caverns. “We already know she is more than she’d led us to believe.” Addie thought of the stream of fire that Gandrett had released. She had been in and out of consciousness, but she had seen that fire… And how the earth had shifted at her command.

      She hadn’t told anyone but Armand, and he had shrugged and told her that he wouldn’t allow anyone to damn Gandrett for her magic. She was the reason the heir of Sives was alive and out of Linniue’s grasp.

      “She has.” Armand played with his sleeve, pensive at the reminder.

      “As you know, before I came into your household, I was a prisoner in Lands End.” The words simply fell out of Addie as she wondered what else the man could have referred to. He couldn’t know about the symbol on her shoulder, so it had to be connected to her life before.

      Armand’s head snapped to face her, eyes unreadable in the flickering firelight.

      “Linniue brought me in to be slaughtered for Shygon, but before—” She took a deep breath, and then she told Armand about the year she had spent in captivity. The icy cold of the mountains, the beatings, the torture, the mocking, the ceremonies. She spoke in as much detail as she could bear and drew up every memory she deemed worthy of sharing so they might find something to latch onto—a track. Something so she might let her past finally rest.

      Armand listened—quietly and patiently, no trace of the hard and cold noble who had threatened that man. And when she was done and tears were falling from her eyes, he reached over and wrapped one strong arm around her and tucked her to his side. He didn’t speak. He didn’t pity her. All he did was hold her and let her cry—long into the night until the first morning light chased away the darkness and cold of her past. And even then, his arm remained locked around her, a shield against that murky gaze, against that bloody laughter. So when Addie’s eyelids finally drooped, she sank into oblivion devoid even of the nightmares of pain and ice that had been haunting her sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Addie woke, bundled up in two layers of blankets, Armand’s hand still resting on her shoulder, the young lord half-sitting, leaning against one of the tall trees that sheltered their camp. His second arm was folded around himself as if he had been shielding himself from the cool breeze of the night. Careful not to wake him, she slid out from under his hand and scrambled to her feet with a stifled yawn. One of the sentries greeted her with a smile and gestured that his lips were sealed. Addie couldn’t tell why exactly that made her blush, but as she felt the heat climb into her cheeks, she pursed her lips and scanned the other bedrolls. By the dying embers of the fire, the second sentry and the carriage driver were still fast asleep, which evoked a sense of relief in Addie.

      Without a second look back at the sleeping young lord, she picked up her waterskin and rinsed her mouth before she scurried into the nearby bushes to tend to her needs. When she returned, even if it had been merely a minute or two, the camp was awake, and Armand was standing by his own bedroll, gathering it up with slow hands. His face was tired as if he hadn’t slept much.

      “Thank you,” she said softly by way of good morning as she came to help him gather his things.

      He gave her a smile that brightened those sleepy, honey-gold eyes. “It is I who has to thank you,” he corrected, hands stopping on the bedroll.

      Addie stumbled over his words and sat back on her haunches, unbothered by the dust that was getting on her dress but bothered by the expression on Armand’s face. “For what?”

      His smile broadened as he reached over and squeezed her hand for a brief moment.

      Addie’s heart thudded as his calloused fingers scraped over hers, and she held her breath so as not to start blabbering nonsense about the sunlit color of his eyes.

      “For confiding in me, Addie. I am glad I was able to be there for you last night.” He brushed his thumb across the back of her palm, the motion so gentle it forced Addie’s lungs to expand. Was this the moment? The moment she had been hoping for? When the young lord looked at her and saw her? He sighed through his nose as Addie’s mind was already skipping through thoughts of what she should be saying, how she should be feeling, and she was glad beyond measure that she wasn’t able to make up her mind because Armand squeezed her hand once more and said, “It’s hard to come by friends—real friends.” Addie’s whooping heart thudded to the ground where it cracked—nothing that would shatter her. Just another thin fracture running alongside the rest of those that had snuck their way there whenever she had dared to hope. “And I am happy to call you my friend.”

      Addie forced herself to hold his gaze. Despite that stinging in her chest, she returned his smile before she withdrew her hand, folded up the bedroll, and handed it to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The trees were thinning, and the light grew brighter with every turn through the forest. South. Nehelon was taking them south. Gandrett could hardly believe he had unbraided the walls of leaves and branches which had enclosed them for what felt like months rather than the weeks it had been. He whistled for Alvi—who had trotted toward him like a loyal dog—before he had led the way out of the forest.

      On foot.

      Lim was with Andrew, Gandrett hoped, and she had refused to climb onto the horse while the thicket of the forest made it more efficient to sneak through the twigs. At least, that was the excuse she had used. And Nehelon had willingly accepted.

      Alvi had given her a sharp look though.

      Now that the black mare’s butt was blocking Nehelon from sight as they slowly made their way out, Gandrett debated asking where he intended to take her.

      “Not back to Alencourt,” he answered as if he had just walked into her inner debate, and Gandrett stopped for a moment to frown at the mare’s swishing tail before she continued with footsteps that were disturbingly loud on the forest ground compared to the non-existent noise of Nehelon’s Fae feet.

      Then where? Gandrett was about to ask—aloud this time. But just as she was about to open her mouth, the trees cleared and allowed a view on the southernmost edge of the western mountains where the Penesor split into Ackpenesor and Eedpenesor. Gandrett had a hunch they were going to follow the western arm of the river.

      It was late morning, still too early to be thinking about lunch, but Gandrett had used the early hours of the morning to practice her magic while Nehelon had been out hunting for breakfast—and whatever else he did whenever he left their temporary home in the clearing—as she had been doing every morning since that day she had been able to control her magic without a headache. It had manifested as small bundles of flame at first, but soon, she had managed to move that small heap of soil Nehelon had let her stare at for days.

      As Nehelon stopped by the seam of the forest, she stepped past the horse and joined him as he gazed out into the distance, probably seeing the waves on the far-away water, hearing them with his keen senses. She studied him from the side as he stood with preternatural stillness, eyes on the horizon in the south as if he could see all the way to Ulfray.

      Gandrett wondered if he was homesick sometimes. If the forests of Sives resembled the ones of his homeland. But she didn’t dare ask. She had learned over time that Nehelon talked when he wanted to share something, and apart from that, there was no information to gain—only another bruise to her pride. So she took a step forward, not even half-ready to leave the prison where she had learned to tame her powers enough to not accidentally hurt someone. Not prison. A sanctuary that wasn’t of this world but of the world of the Fae, created by one, protected by one.

      Something in Gandrett’s chest tightened as she realized that now that she had left the clearing and the forest that surrounded it, everything she had so wonderfully locked away for the past weeks was real again. And she knew because as she focused her gaze, she could make out smoke climbing up from a nearby farm, black smoke, tainting the otherwise clear, blue sky.

      “You can see it, too,” Nehelon noted as she sucked in a breath.

      So that was what he had been looking at.

      Gandrett nodded. And as she did, her body tensed for a fight.

      “These aren’t the Brenherans or the Denderlains,” Nehelon informed her with the same professionally calm voice he had used to instruct her the past day after her magic tantrum. “These are the Shygon worshippers.” He gave her a stern look and made to climb into Alvi’s saddle. “Get on the horse.”

      Gandrett didn’t doubt what he said was true, that there were members of that cult collecting new sacrifices for their bloody rituals. She didn’t even feel that impulse of defiance that usually accompanied any order from Nehelon. All she did was grab Nehelon’s hand as he held it out for her and pull herself up to settle behind him on Alvi’s back. “Ready.”

      She hadn’t finished the word when Nehelon spurred Alvi, who shot toward the burning buildings, making Gandrett grasp the male around the waist so as not to slide off the horse. The hard muscles of his back slammed against her chest as Alvi leaped over the edge of the road and made a hard turn to gallop along the ripening grain fields. That undefinable, unique scent that belonged to the male before her pushed into her nose, dazing her for a heartbeat before the smell of soot and death mingled with it.

      When Gandrett looked up to peek over Nehelon’s shoulder, they had advanced enough to make out the ruins that were crumbling in on themselves. Too late. They were too late. She didn’t need to wait for Alvi to race over the meadow, past the small pear-garden, until they were close enough to see details. Gandrett knew—just knew—there was no life there. Either they all had burned like her mother—Gandrett swallowed a sob of rising panic—or…

      Alvi skidded to a halt by the stables, making Gandrett’s fingers dig into the leather’s on Nehelon’s chest, her nails tearing on the rough texture as she struggled to keep on the horse.

      “I can still smell them,” Nehelon hissed as he slithered out of Gandrett’s grasp, focused on assessing the danger, the damage, the options with his Fae senses—a purebred warrior. “No burned victims. Only—”

      He whipped his head around the way deer did when they caught a scent, body like a statue in the midday sun, hair flowing in the wind.

      “What is it?” Gandrett jumped off Alvi’s back, legs a bit shaky from the wild ride across the fields and from the sight of a farm, just like her parents’, half incinerated and devoid of life. The smoke rising from the buildings spoke of the violence that had happened here, carrying the story into the skies, to the gods who, Gandrett hoped, would take mercy on the souls who hadn’t died but might have fallen into the hands of the Shygon cult.

      Nehelon crouched down on the ash-specked ground and ran his fingers over the blackened grass while Gandrett watched him with uncertainty whether or not she should be joining him or spying from a distance. She decided on the former.

      “Can you smell it?” he asked without looking up from whatever he was examining before his feet.

      Gandrett shook her head, well aware that he would take notice of her head bobbing from side to side even when he wasn’t pinning his focus on her. But the concern in his voice made her rush to glance over his shoulder and…

      And her heart missed a beat. Thick, crimson fluid was covering the grass. Unburned, looking more or less fresh.

      “This happened after the fire,” she concluded, earning a silent nod from Nehelon, who now dipped his index finger into the blood then lifted it before his face, rubbing it between two fingers. He sniffed before he turned to her.

      “They can’t have gone far after losing that much blood.”

      Gandrett didn’t know if that was a truth that was valid for both humans and Fae, but as she took in the size of the pool of blood that was seeping into the burnt soil, she thought that it was likely they’d find a body soon enough.

      She bent down to take a closer look, scanning the edges of the pool for a trail … anything that would give them a hint which direction to start looking.

      But Gandrett didn’t need to look far. A broad streak of blood led from the other side of the pool to about five steps from where she was standing and ended there. Instead of blood, the marks of wheels drew a clear line east, away from the farm. “There.” Gandrett pointed stupidly as Nehelon was already on his feet, following the blood to where it was cut off.

      “We need to ride now if we want to catch up with them,” he growled, his body tense as if he was about to draw his sword and attack the thin air before him. “Check around the buildings,” he ordered, and Gandrett turned around and went. “Careful,” he hissed from a bit behind her, obviously wanting to inspect the scene himself, too. “The stones might still be hot.”

      Gandrett knew just how long a rock contained heat once it had been in a fire. The Meister—Pete Nemey—had made sure she learned the hard way. She subconsciously ran her hand over her thigh where he had placed the stone in her lap, forcing her to sit and bite back the pain. An exercise that had resulted in a circular burn mark the size of her palm. She flinched at the memory and made sure not to touch anything as she stumbled between the stones that lay strewn across the yard, silent, steaming witnesses to what had happened here.

      The memory of finding her parents’ farm destroyed snaked its way into her mind, and so did the pain in her chest that came with the loss of her home and both her parents. The only flicker of hope was that Andrew had gotten away without leaving a trail of blood to follow him. She loosed a breath and bent forward to peek into the building where the last flames were dying out.

      “Nothing here,” Nehelon called from where he was checking the stables.

      Gandrett turned and glanced around the yard. “There is nothing nearby. No village, no other farm within view,” she analyzed. “A perfect target if they truly waited until the farm had burned down before slicing that poor person open.” She shuddered at the thought alone. Addie had been cut open when Linniue had carved the mark into her. She hadn’t lost remotely as much blood, but it would take her a long time to fully recover—even with the Dragon Water Armand and Joshua had applied on her wounds.

      “Or they took their sweet time while the fire consumed the home of that poor bastard,” Nehelon offered, face cold—not inhuman, not evil, just calculating. A warrior, a commander readying for battle.

      He turned on the spot, slowly, a full circle, his eyes scanning the place and committing all details to memory. When he was done, he nodded to himself. “We ride now.”

      And that was that.

      Gandrett watched him get on the horse first before she took his hand to let him pull her up again. Alvi huffed under the weight of both of them but willingly trotted forward as Nehelon whispered something to her.

      All the time, Nehelon was bending sideways to follow the tracks of those wheels, making Gandrett wonder if she should lean to the other side to make the weight-distribution more comfortable for the horse, but at the prospect of having to lock her arms around Nehelon’s waist so she wouldn’t slide to the ground, she decided against it and resorted to riding in silence and relying on Nehelon’s expert-tracking. Relying on someone…

      How many years had it been since she had relied on anyone? Other than Nahir and her comfort-cookies, or Surel and Kaleb at the priory, her companions, who understood what it was like to be stuck at that gods-forsaken place? But rely on someone when it was about life and death—

      Gandrett couldn’t remember.

      She had been too young to think about life and death when she had left her home, and then, at the Order, people fought her, were her competition, not someone to partner up with on an epic quest. No. Epic quests were for princes and warriors. Not for Children of Vala. Their missions were silent and lonely.

      And yet, Nehelon had found her and pulled her out of that life at the priory, and here she was, no longer despising him for it. No. She relied on him to follow the tracks of that carriage and rescue whoever was bleeding out as she had experienced him save her when her magic had almost consumed her mind. When his magic had resonated within her and brought her own powers to life.

      Something tingled in her chest, an echo almost of that first time she had unleashed her magic on the Fae, how he had stood by her and let her burn him just to make sure she found a way to leash that power.

      “It leads toward the river.” Gandrett nearly did fall off the horse when Nehelon spoke and straightened all of a sudden, his tracking work obviously done.

      In reflex, her fingers grabbed onto the leathers on his shoulders.

      Nehelon didn’t comment. He didn’t order her to hold on or to let go, but he did let out a brief sound of amusement when he spurred Alvi and the horse darted across the fields, making Gandrett curse colorfully as she dug her fingers into his biceps.

      Fields flew by as they rode, the horses so fast that Gandrett wondered if they would break their necks before they’d reach their destination, and when they reached the riverbank, Gandrett wasn’t sure her teeth were still intact. After trying to balance herself inches away from the male before her and being smashed into his hard back every time Alvi leaped over a twig or an unevenness in her path, Gandrett had given in to the urge to just rest her chest against him and press her cheek onto his shoulder. Not for the scent that was clouding her mind as she climbed off the horse, dazed, but because she was sure at least half of her teeth would survive the ride that way.

      She hardly heard him as he called her from a couple of feet away, tone alert, but when she slowly turned, her hand wandering to her side within casual reach of her sword, Gandrett didn’t bother to wrap her fingers around the hilt, for in the water, right there by the lush, grassy riverbank at the beginning of the Eedpenesor, a body was floating. A body pale-skinned and lifeless, limbs moving in weird angles, driven by the current. Gandrett’s heart plunged to the bottom of her stomach. They were too late.

      Nehelon didn’t show any sign of emotion as he got on his knees, reached into the water, and fished out the corpse with efficient movements as if he had done this countless times before. Gandrett refrained from asking if that was the case. It was none of her business anyway. He would tell if he wanted to.

      When he had hauled the young man out of the cold wet of the Eedpenesor and sprawled what was left of him on the grass between them, Gandrett saw it—the same mark, the symbol that had been carved into Addie’s living skin weeks ago. Only, this man…

      She lowered her hand to close the man’s eyes, which were still gazing with horror … into the nothingness of what Gandrett hoped for him wasn’t Hel’s realm but the loving eternity of Vala’s gentle darkness. That was where she hoped she one day would ascend to when her time came in however many years her life as a fighting member of the Order of Vala allowed her. The fewer the better, a dark voice pointed out in the sorrowful depths of her soul.

      “That’s what happens to those who aren’t as lucky as Addie to have you rescue their asses,” Nehelon said from the other side of the mangled body, voice almost solemn despite the mockery in his words.

      She watched Nehelon inspect the cuts along the man’s forearm and the gashing wound on his abdomen where the shirt had been cut open in haste, his face clouding with dark shadows as he assessed each and every slice with centuries of experience and training. “This was certainly not a peaceful death,” was all he said, and Gandrett had nothing to add. She hadn’t seen bodies like this. She had heard of them, though. Of ritual sacrifices. Not only from Nehelon but from the Meister, in the history lessons at the Order.

      This body was those nightmares given flesh—dead flesh.

      Gandrett swallowed the bile that rose in her throat and stumbled to her feet to put a couple of feet between her and the dripping, cold shape that had had a beating heart a while ago and now, very much like the latter had been ripped out through his abdomen alongside the rest of his organs. She tried and tried to control it. Control was everything. The Meister, whom Nehelon so adored, called a friend even, had taught her that. And failed as she heaved onto the grass a good distance away from the water.

      Again and again, her stomach emptied itself as they flooded her, the memories of those hours in the temple of Shygon under Eedwood Castle, of the time of darkness in the dungeons when Joshua Brenheran had attempted to rid the world of her and send her back to Vala. It might have been a small mercy, given all the moments of pain that accumulated to call themselves her life. She heaved until nothing was left and all she did was spit bile and saliva.

      Nehelon didn’t disgrace her by pitying her or asking if she needed help. He gave her space to get over it, to regain hold of that thread that held her together. A thread she wasn’t sure was strong enough anymore.

      As she looked up, wiping her mouth with her sleeve, she found the Fae male watching from a couple of strides away, his powerfully built body like a statue of grace before the river.

      He didn’t move as she collected herself and scrambled to her feet, cursing at the taste of bile in her mouth and the smell of death that slowly crept from the body behind her under the midday sun. And she couldn’t get herself to turn and look. Not yet. Gandrett Brayton had found her limit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mckenzie’s bright laughter made Brax shake his head at the tunic in his hands.

      “Out of the question,” she snorted, managing to make even that seem noble. “It will only make you look like a duck with hair.”

      He chuckled as he examined the fabric, metallic green with a blue collar and a white stripe where the two parts connected. Like a duck.

      “With hair?” he challenged and tossed the finery aside to pick up the next one on the stack, a light blue thing that made him pity whoever Mckenzie was going to give a speech about it later. He dropped it for that anonymous who’s sake and pulled up a black tunic of finest making. “This one?”

      Mckenzie got up from the couch where she had been sprawling, her legs dangling over the rolled armrest, and swaggered over with a fake frown. “You know it won’t kill you to wear anything else than black for a change.”

      He snickered. “No, it won’t.” With quick hands, he reached behind his neck and pulled off the white shirt he had been wearing as if to prove a point and tossed it at his twin, who caught it and stuck it under her arm as she picked up more tunics and jackets from the stack, examining them with expert eyes.

      The black tunic fit, the fabric soft and flowing, allowing for enough movement that he would even be able to raise his sword hand in it. He tried some moves.

      “No one is going to try and spear you during the celebrations,” Mckenzie commented as she held up a burgundy jacket. “Try this.” She pushed it into his hands without waiting for an answer before she sat in the chair beside the one with the heap of clothes.

      He obeyed. There were few people whom he obeyed. Mckenzie was one of them. Probably the only one who got him to change course once he had set his mind to it. Not even Joshua could do that. Not his father. And ever since he had found out his mother was trying to sell off his sister, certainly not her.

      With a sigh, he donned the jacket over the tunic and, with surprise, realized that it wasn’t horrible to wear.

      “Nice.” Mckenzie studied him from her chair and played with the sleeves of his white shirt a bit absently. “Now we match.”

      He hadn’t seen her gown but had helped her pick the fabrics. He remembered the burgundy velvet and tulles. The jacket he was wearing now was made from the same texture. He stepped in front of the mirror and studied the embroidery that ran around the collar to the shoulders and halfway down the sleeves.

      As he was checking down his side, his gaze fell on the movement in the yard. Riders and carriages were snaking their way toward the sheltered entrance of the palace. He stepped to the side of the window, careful to stay out of sight if anyone looked up from the yard. If he had learned one thing from the stealthy bastard of a chancellor his father had appointed, it was that knowledge was an advantage, especially if you didn’t know if the people you were dealing with were friends or enemies.

      He didn’t miss the warrior-chancellor. Sterngrove belonged on a battlefield, not in finery. It had always been Brax’s opinion from the moment he had seen the man train. But he did have a bad feeling about him leaving with the Child of Vala. There was something different about him when he was with her. An edginess that the usually even-tempered man displayed as if he was worried she might pick up a sword and slit a random someone’s throat. From that very moment he had spotted him surveilling her as he showed off his purchase to the Lord of Ackwood in the great hall, Chancellor Sterngrove had been different.

      Brax shook his head and glowered at the black carriage adorned with white, ornate patterns.

      “Aucrosta,” he spat and pulled off the jacket, then the tunic, holding his hand out for Mckenzie who gave him a questioning look as she handed him the shirt, too disturbed by the mention of the royal house that held the throne of Lapidos to throw the shirt at him like she normally would.

      With a few flowing strides, she was next to him, fashioning a look that would have made anyone but her brothers run. “They are early,” she said with an atypically dark tone. A tone that the outside world usually didn’t get to hear.

      Brax donned his white shirt and picked up the black jacket he had been wearing before the fashion show, readying himself for the call that would certainly be coming within the next minutes.

      The carriage halted, and the guards at the door saluted as, clad in the breezy colors of summer, Brax and Mckenzie’s mother strode forward, a servant hurrying ahead to open the carriage of the king and queen of Lapidos.

      “Why can’t they just stay on the other end of the Fae lands?” Mckenzie asked no one as she straightened out her skirts and threw open the windows, fashioning the smile their court demanded.

      Breakable and yet a mind to break everyone else, Brax thought, stepping into view just in time to see not the king and queen emerge from the carriage but two women who couldn’t be much older than his brother, along with a man who, from a distance, reminded him of a desert storm—he couldn’t tell why.

      “Oriel, Muriel, and Leonidas Aucrosta,” Mckenzie chanted lowly, her smile not faltering even as Brax noticed her ball her hands into fists at her sides, “the three heirs of Lapidos.”

      “In that order,” Brax added and watched their mother incline her head at the three royals before her as she welcomed them to Ackwood palace.

      It was impossible to make out words from up where they were standing by the window, but while the first of the three heirs seemed already engaged in conversation with their mother, Leonidas Aucrosta let his gaze wander over the yard and eventually up, up, up to where the twins were standing by the window.

      Though it was impossible to tell whether or not he recognized them, Leonidas lifted a hand in greeting, making the Lady of Ackwood crane her neck to find them side by side, Brax in black, now buttoned up to his throat, and Mckenzie in Brenheran burgundy, her blonde waves floating in the summer breeze and a wicked grin gracing her features.

      “Coming, Mother,” she trilled as if she were a five-year-old who had been called for teatime and been promised strawberry cake.

      Brax stifled a laugh and followed her to the door, looping his arm around hers as they descended the stairs, too fast for how much she had been complaining the other day, and watched the grin on her face spreading.

      “I assume you have a plan,” he murmured as they, at last, stepped out into the yard.

      “You can bet on that.” She ran a hand through her hair and stepped out the door.

      She grabbed his arm a bit harder as they swaggered forward, her chin wandering higher, her stride assured. His sister, a force of nature. Brax stifled a grin as he already pitied the Prince of Lapidos for making the acquaintance with Mckenzie Brenheran.
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        * * *

      

      Joshua Brenheran watched from up high in the spire of the palace as the twins stalked out to greet the first guests to attend the Midsummer Solstice celebrations. They all appeared so tiny from up here. His half-brother and half-sister. His stepmother. Not his family the way he had believed for most of his life. The black-and-white carriage, without a doubt the royal carriage of the house Aucrosta, rolled away to the servants’ entrance for the baggage to be unloaded and brought to the guest rooms, leaving the three heirs of the territory beyond Ulfray in the care of the sentries they had brought.

      With unease, he pulled his knees closer to his chin as he leaned against the wall where he was sitting on the windowsill. He was so high up in the spire that there was no glass covering the windows, which let the wind rush through at unbroken speed. He came up here a lot when the others were busy—Mckenzie with sulking about his decision to invite the nobility of Neredyn to the celebrations, his stepmother for him being who he was, and his father…

      Joshua glanced at the clear blue sky, the horizon beyond the palace, where the Ackpenesor etched its path out of the city toward the Glistening Blue in the west. On good days, when the wind blew the right direction, he could smell the brine of the ocean. He yearned to go there, to feel the salty air on his face, the freedom of being nothing and no-one. At least, here in the tower, his father couldn’t find him and try to talk strategies. Strategies for Sives.

      It was almost a month since he had been freed. Since Gandrett had struck him with her magic and knocked him out long enough for Linniue’s compulsion to wear off. Linniue—his mother. His mother, who was now dead.

      All those years, he had believed Lady Crystal was his biological mother… First thing when he had returned to his chambers in the palace, he had stared at his face in the mirror, at his eyes—the same as his siblings’. His father’s eyes. The only trait that identified him as a Brenheran. The rest … the nose, the curve of his mouth, the way his hair tended to stand up at the top of his head … his cheekbones, his jaw, broader than Brax’s and Mckenzie’s … now he understood where to place them. He had spent years under the compulsion of his mother’s spell. A worshipper of Shygon.

      Some nights these days, he lay awake, wondering if he could have prevented it, any of it, if he had been stronger, smarter. But that night they had snatched him away, he hadn’t been able to defend himself well enough. Not against the mercenaries. Not against Armand Denderlain, who, against all odds, had become his ally over those years, even through the spell.

      His head still ached, some of the nights that sleep eluded him, as if the effect of the magic was still wearing off, and when he managed to close his eyes, dreams took him back to Eedwood Castle and showed him the turquoise fires. Dragon fire. It all made sense now that he understood what his mother had wanted for him. Emperor of Neredyn, all peoples of the continent united under his rule of terror.

      She had spoken of power, countless times, and that she would make him the strongest ruler Neredyn had ever seen. All by the grace of Shygon. A shudder ran down his spine at the thought of the god of dragons. He had seen what normal magic could do when Gandrett had fried him; he didn’t even remotely want to know what extent of power his mother had had in mind. His back tingled between his shoulders in response, hair standing up as Neredyn’s bloody history during the Dragon War came to the front of his memory. He didn’t need to see the paintings and books about the Dreads of the Skies to understand that something like that could never happen again. Not if he wanted peace for Sives and alliances with the other territories so trade could be established and culture could thrive.

      He loosed a sigh and listened to it as it was instantly carried away by the rush of air that blew around his neck, his bare chest. He had been up here the entire morning, hiding from the courtiers’ eager eyes. They were still whispering about the Prince of Sives, stopping their hushed conversations when he turned the corner, their gazes cautious, not trusting and full of admiration as they used to be. He no longer was the young heir to Ackwood they had all tutored during his years of adolescence. No, he had become something different, an element afloat between east and west, belonging to both and to neither. So, yes, sitting on the windowsill was a good way of spending the morning so he could evade those stares, those whispered words following him down corridors, and Mckenzie’s heated accusations for making this year’s Solstice an event that Lady Crystal could abuse to give away her hand to some foreign noble.

      For the crown. Not for anything else had he made the choice to invite all of the houses. For peace for Sives.

      But he had to admit that he hadn’t seen his stepmother’s plans coming. She really was looking for a suitor for Mckenzie. A suitor. Where had the years gone? He shook his head at that first moment he had set eyes on her at his return. In his mind, she was still the girl whom he had trained to defend herself, but she had grown into a woman over the years of his absence. And there was no doubt that with her spirit and intellect—and those un-ignorable curves—any good man would treasure her beyond measure. Any bad man, however—

      He didn’t want to think about it. Not yet. For now, he hoped that there were good men among Neredyn’s nobles and that his stepmother and his father would protect their only daughter from the others.

      Joshua sat and stared at the tiny figures below him, not once dreading the three-hundred feet fall that threatened if he leaned too far out the window. He had lived through the worst and gotten away. This—being up here—was freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Brax settled in his chair after his father and mother had taken their seats together with the royals of Lapidos. Also after his twin. Leonidas should see what manners looked like, the standards which Mckenzie was used to and what he would expect of any man who got near her.

      Leonidas gave him a lazy smile as he picked up the burgundy embroidered napkin and placed it on his lap.

      “The King and Queen of Lapidos send their regards. They were held up in Ilaton with matters that could not wait,” Oriel, the oldest of the siblings, said in a remarkably effortless Sivesian. As the future Queen of her territory, Brax supposed, it was her job to be fluent in all of Neredyn’s languages. Brax, Mckenzie, and Josh had all studied Lapidonian as they had Phornian, and while Mckenzie had picked up on both quite quickly, Josh and he had both struggled, especially with the complexity of the language of the southernmost Kingdom.

      “We are honored they sent all three heirs in representation of Lapidos.” The Lord of Ackwood inclined his head at the young woman whose dark, reddish hair curled from a high bun, her eyebrows two perfect arches of the same color.

      Brax studied her in silence as they exchanged formalities, all part of the games at court. And what a good job he had done to avoid it. But now, this was about Mckenzie as much as it was about the future of Sives. So he straightened and smiled at Oriel Aucrosta with her classical nose, her subdued-bronze skin in contrast to her white chiffon gown. “I trust your journey was comfortable,” he entered the conversation, earning a proud gaze from Oriel’s bright, kohl-framed eyes. She shifted, making the slings of dusty-rose chords which held her gown up at one side slide over her bicep. An heir to the throne and trained in combat, he could tell by the predatory grace of the woman.

      “The roads along the Ulfrayan border are always an adventure,” was all she said as she returned her attention to Lord and Lady Brenheran.

      Beside her, Muriel tugged on the end of her dark braid that fell from a ponytail all the way to the thin leather belt, which crisscrossed around her waist, holding the low-cut, cream gown together. Her features were softer than Oriel’s, softer somehow, with full lips and the same bright, grayish eyes.

      Leonidas leaned closer to whisper something into Muriel’s ear, and a smile pulled on that rosy mouth.

      Brax was so focused on assessing the new arrivals that he almost jumped as a servant reached past him, emptying a tray of refreshments. Mckenzie noticed and grinned.

      “I have never been near the Fae lands,” she said with a childlike voice, beaming at the young man sitting across from her. “Do tell, do the trees look the same there? Can you feel the magic?”

      Lady Crystal cleared her throat, and Brax stifled a laugh at the expression on Prince Leonidas’s face.

      Beside Brax, Mckenzie blinked innocently.

      Leonidas glanced sideways at Oriel as if asking permission to speak, but the woman took the word and said, “I doubt anyone has made it close enough to the borders in the past centuries to really tell what the Fae lands look like.”

      “Only those who bring the banished to the borders,” Leonidas added and returned Mckenzie’s grin, his light-green eyes aglow in the colorful light that filtered through the stained glass windows. He shook back his dark waves before he rested his forearms and turned his gaze to Brax. “It’s quite a job… even if there are hardly any gifted left in Neredyn other than the Vala-blessed.”

      Brax nodded, wondering what that had to do with anything. But his polite, noble mask didn’t slip. Not while he was assessing the first candidate their mother had pulled up for Mckenzie’s hand.

      Oriel picked up the glass of cooled water that had been poured for her and raised it to her lips, pausing before she took a sip. “The House Aucrosta is pleased with this invitation to your home, Lord and Lady Brenheran.” Her gaze turned to Brax, holding it with trained elegance—“And yours, Brax.”—before it wandered further to his twin. “And yours.”

      Mckenzie raised her own glass as if she was going to toast but dropped it midway to her face, causing the cold liquid to spill over the broad table so fast Leonidas couldn’t push away in time to avoid getting his white tunic soaked. A string of words in Lapidonian, sounding so foul that Brax wasn’t surprised nobody had bothered to teach them, escaped Leonidas as he jumped to his feet and shook out his arms.

      Brax noticed Mckenzie bite down on her lower lip, her eyes twinkling with mischief before she slipped on the mask of the clumsy little girl she wanted the Aucrosta heirs to believe she was.

      “I am so sorry,” she breathed and jumped up, napkin in hand, and stumbled around the table, ignoring the hiss of her mother to sit and let the servants take care of it. But Mckenzie was unstoppable as she reached Leonidas Aucrosta on the other side of the table while his two sisters started up in disbelief, and the Lapidonian sentries pulled their weapons as she grabbed the prince’s hand and dabbed at his sleeve. “My apologies, Prince,” she murmured, fussing over his arm like a housemaid, making the young man turn bright red from awkwardness.

      “Mckenzie,” Lady Brenheran’s voice finally broke through the room, bringing the attention of everyone but the sentries, who seemed to be still debating whether Mckenzie Brenheran was a threat to the prince, and the palace guards, whose eyes were on the sentries, their swords and spears clutched tightly in anticipation of a pending escalation.

      But Mckenzie froze and stepped back, eyes on the ground, lips pouting … wobbling. Was she—

      Brax struggled hard to keep a straight face as a thick tear rolled down his twin’s cheek, a sob, so artificial it could as well have been a stifled burst of laughter, escaping her trembling lips.

      “I am sorry,” she whispered and turned to shuffle out of the room without another look at the prince and princesses of Lapidos.

      Brax considered giving that laugh in his throat free rein, but his mother said, “I don’t know what got into her. Mckenzie is usually such a—” She stopped as his father gave her a gaze of caution. “Apologies, Prince,” she finished, holding that other thought for the private conversation with Mckenzie, which would surely come—and wouldn’t be pleasant.

      Leonidas, however, sat back at the table as the sentries and guards around the table relaxed, sheathing their weapons as he did, and picked up his own glass of water to drink deeply while the servants cleaned up the mess Mckenzie had made. He shared a look with his sisters before he said, “It is only water.” He gestured at his sleeves. “This will dry in no time.”

      Lady Brenheran loosed an audible breath and dove right into conversation, eager to forget what had happened, but Brax didn’t take his eyes off the prince, who had shed a layer of formality and didn’t seem half as horrible as he would have imagined. At least he hadn’t thrown a hissy fit about Mckenzie’s stunt.

      With a smile, Brax leaned back in his chair and raised his own glass to drink.
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        * * *

      

      The morning of Midsummer Solstice was warm enough to make Brax sweat in his light pajamas. On a normal day, he would have stayed in bed and have someone bring him chilled juice and fresh pastries, but not today.

      Today, all the potential suitors for his twin would meet under this very roof, and he would be there to make sure none of them stole her away against her will.

      Brax had found Mckenzie laughing after the brief welcome for the Aucrosta heirs in the great hall. She had done a great job making the impression of a clumsy little girl who would be an embarrassment at any ruler’s side. None of the Aucrosta siblings had said it, but he had read it on their faces. So he was content to consider Leonidas off the list of men who would negotiate for Mckenzie’s hand.

      However, over the day, more carriages had arrived in the yard, some of them bearing single visitors, others an entire family. He had seen the guest list Joshua prepared, and he knew that this would be a Solstice celebration of the kind Neredyn had yet to see.

      House Aphapia had arrived before sunset as had House Grenta, both Lapidonian nobilities bringing only their male heirs with them. House Dumcon arrived after dinner, Najeda and Ishbelin and their son Varka too tired from the long journey for a formal introduction.

      Now that he was donning a set of fresh clothes in his usual black, Brax was already going through the guest list in his mind.

      Apart from the Aucrosta siblings, Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton was the only face he knew, and she was traveling with the House Grenta whose lord, Richal, she was married to. She had brought one of her daughters, whom she was already parading around the palace by the time breakfast was served in the great hall.

      Just as he finished up the last buttons of his tunic, a knock on the door sounded, and he rushed to it rather than calling for whoever it was to enter.

      Mckenzie was leaning on the threshold, her dress a scandalous shade of pink and her eyes promising mischief.

      “Who are you planning to torture today?” he asked by way of good morning.

      His twin chuckled as she pushed away from the door, looped her arm into his, and pulled him into the hallway.

      “The House Saza Brina sent only one delegate,” she said as she led him down the stairs. “The male heir.”

      “Surprise.” Brax glowered at no one. They entered the second floor, turning into the part of the palace where servants were already buzzing about, following their morning duties. “And there, I would have thought, people would be coming for Josh.”

      Mckenzie fashioned a grin that wasn’t entirely fake. “Maybe he should have announced, in the invitations, who exactly they would be refusing.”

      “You mean he signed as Joshua Brenheran, Heir of Ackwood?” Brax brushed a fleck of dust off his shoulder as they passed a mirror.

      “Of course,” she whispered. “It is too important to announce in a letter—the whole prince thing.”

      Brax inclined his head at a young woman who batted her eyelids at him, her face familiar but apparently not important enough to remember. She giggled as they strode out of sight.

      “So they sent only the male heir,” Brax repeated, wondering if there would be anyone he’d be interested in dancing with that night.

      “Taghi,” she spoke the name as if she was faking a laugh.

      Brax laughed. “If it helps, I’ll promise to reserve all my dances for you so you have an excuse not to have to let any of those power-hungry, noble, breeding stallions step on your toes.”

      “I’ll remind you of that once you head off with a pretty servant.” Mckenzie glanced over her shoulder as if gesturing at the girl who had just passed them.

      He dismissed her words with a huff, and they both stopped dead as a dark-haired young man of average height, but with muscled shoulders and arms like a god, stepped into their path when they turned the corner.

      He eyed them with a light-green-eyed smirk, which Brax couldn’t tell was the harbinger of a storm or plain amusement. “I heard that,” Leonidas Aucrosta informed them with a rolling accent that seemed even heavier than the day before.

      Brax amended his expression as he went over the past seconds of their conversation in his mind, and Mckenzie’s hand tightened around his arm as if she was doing the same.

      “Heard what?” she asked casually, her eyelids fluttering innocently.

      Leonidas’s grin widened. “That your brother likes to bed servants.”

      Brax stifled a cough. “Dance,” he corrected, imitating Mckenzie’s bored expression. “It’s that thing you do when you use both feet in rhythm with the music.” Mckenzie swayed left and right with him as Brax demonstrated with a light tap of his feet.

      Leonidas burst out in laughter as he scurried past them and up the staircase leading to the guest rooms.

      “He must think we’re crazy,” Brax noted as they moved safely out of earshot.

      “Better that than wanting to marry me,” Mckenzie pointed out, and they both snickered as they descended, discussing ways to lower the interest of any of the heirs attending the celebrations.

      It was just when they walked down the final staircase to the great hall that Brax spotted another carriage in the yard. Exiting were a tall blonde man and a dark-haired young woman who didn’t quite seem as noble to him. He was about to warn Mckenzie that another one had arrived when he noticed Josh dashing through the gardens like a fool—and not a prince—to greet the two strangers in familiar deep blue.
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        * * *

      

      When Joshua crossed the gardens, he noted that the tents were ready for tonight’s event. Garlands of roses had been strung around the pillars that held the gossamer in place. And everywhere were small fountains, little nooks for people to converse in privacy. As he spotted two servants taking a rest in one of the small spaces, he looked the other way and turned into the white-graveled walkway to the main building. Midsummer Solstice was in honor of the goddess of love, and that was true for anyone, noble or servant, king or merchant, farmer or blacksmith.

      The nervous buzz of tense voices filled the air before he stepped into the hallway. He ducked past two men carrying a long bench, drawing in a deep breath to shed the dark thoughts that he had intended to leave up there on the windowsill in the spire before he strode over the threshold, giving a brief gaze of acknowledgment at the guards on each side.

      As he entered the hallway, more guards were surrounding two people Joshua couldn’t make out as his eyes adjusted to the dimmer light inside the building. What he could certainly see was that there were swords drawn, and one of the people in the center was wearing a dress.

      “There he is,” Armand Denderlain’s voice drifted through the hall. “Why don’t you ask him if he invited me?”

      Joshua picked up his pace and ordered his guards to stand down. Armand had come. His ally in the east. His cousin.

      One of the guards—Kyle, Joshua recognized as his eyes were able to see normal, one of the men who served the chancellor—took a protective stance by his side, hand on his sword and his tan face tight as he assessed the situation.

      “It’s all right,” Joshua reassured the palace guards. “He is here at my invitation.”

      His men glanced at him as if they were worried the Lord of Eedwood would pull his sword any moment and grab him to return him to where he had escaped from.

      Armand gave him an apologetic look, and beside him—

      “Stand down,” he ordered again, his tone sharp this time.

      His guards stepped back, their eyes never releasing the two sentries Armand had brought or the Lord of Eedwood himself, and freeing the line of sight toward Armand’s company, who, in a simple, gray gown with her raven hair flowing to her waist, was almost unrecognizable.

      “Addie?” He felt her name slip from his tongue and couldn’t believe that the girl who had tended to him in Eedwood, clad in rags, face and hair dirty and grimy, was looking like an actual woman.

      Armand held out his hand, and she placed hers in his, her movements not far off from the women in Ackwood palace, and together, they stepped toward him, meeting him half-way down the hallway.

      “Good to see you again, Prince,” Armand said by way of greeting and bowed before he opened his arms, and Joshua didn’t hesitate to embrace his cousin—his future chancellor once he ascended to his throne.

      It was like a missing piece of him came back to life as he greeted the man with whom he had so carefully planned the future of Sives—a Sives of peace. “Thank the gods you’re here,” he laughed as he let go of the Lord of Eedwood. “And Addie…” He tried to find the words that would fit, but all he could do was incline his head and wonder if the woman in front of him was the same servant—slave—girl whom they had carried from the hidden corridors under Eedwood Castle, carved up and unconscious. But her eyes—bright blue as the winter sky, they were the same as when he had last looked into them.

      “I never thanked you,” he said for lack of anything else to say.

      Addie dismissed his words with a half-smile and curtsied a bit clumsily. “It was an honor to serve you, Prince.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      In the tall halls of Ackwood palace, Addie, in her gray, lace-trimmed gown, felt about as significant as a worm. She had long given up on trying to memorize the path that Joshua was personally leading them up and up on the levels of the main building. While Eedwood Castle had been a mere square with towers in every corner and a yard in the center, Ackwood was—

      Well, she couldn’t exactly tell what it was other than breathtaking, and not in the good sense. Since the moment those huge gates had opened above the water to let them into the city, looked upon by the sentries high up like common travelers—which she was, but Armand was a Lord—Addie hadn’t been able to shake the feeling of never finding her way out again. The streets, winding through the capital of the west—soon the capital of all of Sives—were diverse, crooked, interesting in every way she could have imagined and beyond. The smells of the open shops, all of them preparing for the Solstice with colorful arrangements of flowers and tables and benches set on the sidewalks, all of it made her wonder if there could be anything more intriguing, more lively, more colorful—

      Until she had entered the palace, and she had seen the stained glass windows and the burgundy and gold that wove its way throughout the angled corridors.

      “We’re almost there,” Joshua announced as he guided them to the far end of a corridor, which had to be on the fourth floor. A peek out a window as they passed informed her that the view was on the gardens, and she marveled at the white tents that seemed to be glowing in the morning light.

      Armand had thanked Joshua for the invitation and had frowned as he had informed him that Lord Hamyn had declined the invitation. Joshua didn’t seem to mind. From the moment he had commanded his guards to stand down and had greeted the Lord of Eedwood with such cordial welcome, Addie had known that he probably had a similar opinion about it as Armand.

      Now, as he ushered them into the guest suite, Addie wondered what the prince was thinking as his emerald eyes followed her around the bedroom. One bedroom. With one big bed.

      “It’s not as big as your chambers in Eedwood”—he shrugged—“but I have been told that this one has the best view.” He strode to the windows and pulled away the curtains on both sides of the corner, presenting them with the sight of the outer areas of the city, forests, and the Ackpenesor delta which led into the Glistening Blue.

      Addie joined him, her eyes eager to see every last detail of the wondrous place Armand had taken her. Beside her, Joshua chuckled. “I guess they were right.”

      When Addie eyed him from the side, she was glad to see that he looked better than the last time she had seen him. There were still dark shadows under his eyes as if he didn’t sleep enough, but apart from that, he looked strong, healthy—with his burgundy jacket and golden-brown hair, like the rightful heir of this palace.

      The sound of footsteps approaching and a knock on the door disturbed Addie’s observation.

      “Apologies,” the man at the door bowed to Joshua, who asked for the reason for the disturbance. “More guests have arrived. Your father awaits you in the great hall to greet them.”

      Joshua pursed his lips and reluctantly followed the messenger out the door with a promise to be back as soon as he was done with the formalities. “I want my father to meet my future chancellor,” he said before he left, and Armand smiled broadly at the reminder of the promise.

      Addie, however, turned her attention back to the windows, ignoring that Armand hadn’t pointed out to Joshua that he had made the wrong assumption by putting them in a room together.

      When Armand joined her, admiring the view, she couldn’t help but wonder if he had even noticed that there was only one giant bed in the room.

      “He seems better,” Armand said with the same face he always wore when he talked about the future of Sives.

      Addie nodded and rested her hands on the windowsill, ignoring the urge to watch the sunlight dance in the honey-gold eyes of the young lord.

      He saved her the effort as he strode back toward the door in time to direct incoming servants where to place their luggage and immediately opened one trunk to rummage through it as if he was searching for something. Addie had turned to see how the last trunk was brought in.

      “Where should I put this, milord?” the man asked, and Armand pointed at the place by the foot of the bed … and, for the first time since they had entered the room, seemed to notice that it was the only one in the room.

      When the servant left again, Addie strode to the coffee table and sat on a carved, wooden chair. “Don’t worry,” she said, voice flat despite her forced smile, “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      Armand raised his eyebrows as if she had just made a bad joke and strode over to close the door, making the single room even more uncomfortably intimate than it already was.

      “It’s Midsummer Solstice,” he said with a crooked smile. “You won’t sleep at all.” He returned and took her hand without hesitating for even a heartbeat. A friend, taking another friend’s hand, inviting them to dance. “Have you ever celebrated the Solstice, Addie?” A rhetorical question. He pulled her forward and locked his other hand around her waist. “It’s the fest of Nyssa. The goddess of love looks kindly upon us for one night while we dine and dance and celebrate the joy of life.”

      Addie didn’t dare object as Armand spun her around in a circle, a joyful, leaping movement that eventually coaxed a laugh from her.

      “And if you do insist on sleeping, by all means, take the bed. The rest of the palace—including me—will be up until way past sunrise.”

      Something in his words made Addie wish she had slept more. The journey and the words of warning of the Shygon worshipper hadn’t let her rest well. But that had only been part of it. She was going to spend Midsummer Solstice at the court of her future king. It was enough to make her hands tremble.

      “We have a couple of hours before the celebrations start.” Armand clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “How would you like to explore this palace for a bit?” He gave her a wide smile. “But first”—he glanced at the door leading to an adjacent bathing chamber—“let’s freshen up a bit. I smell like days’ worth of travel.”

      Addie chuckled as she opened the lid of the trunk, ready to unpack their things, eyes still on Armand. “That might be because you have been traveling for days.”

      Her chuckle stopped dead at the face he made when she flipped open the lid, her heart automatically beginning a wild thud in her throat.

      “What’s wrong, Armand?” She remained half-bent over the trunk that he had been searching before, watching his tight face.

      “I brought some keepsakes from Linniue’s chambers for Joshua,” he said with a voice heavier than even when he returned from the pointless discussions with his father.

      Addie browsed through her memory. The afternoon they had cleaned out the lady’s room, she had been so busy, stealing hidden peeks at the young lord while she was trying to forget what had happened in those chambers with Linniue and her knife, that she had only half paid attention to their task. “What keepsakes?” She didn’t dare look down and find out for herself.

      “A piece of jewelry that might be familiar from some paintings?” His mouth quirked at one side. Not an actual smile but something crooked that hid whatever real emotion lay beneath.

      She was still staring at him, hand on the lid, when he strode over and reached into the depths of the open trunk to pull out a velvet-wrapped bundle about the size of a head.

      “I found it in Linniue’s room the first time I went there after … the incident.” He gently pushed the lid shut, making Addie’s hand slide into thin air, and sat on the trunk, gesturing for her to sit with his free hand, those hazel eyes full of shadows and anticipation. “I grew up hearing the stories about the last Dragon King and his beast … knew that he had been residing under my castle a thousand years ago, that he had started his reign of terror from there.” Armand wrapped both hands around the object concealed by the layer of Denderlain blue fabric, lips a thin line as he searched for words. “The legend says that when the Dragon King slew the King of Sives, he took his head, crown and all, as a trophy and kept it in his chambers at Eedwood Castle.” A sideways glance slid toward Addie, whose stomach was throwing wild, nervous tantrums as it dawned on her what he must be holding in his lap. “They were stories, and I didn’t truly believe it was true until that day in Linniue’s rooms when I found it.” His chest expanded with a deep breath as he removed the cloth and said, “I didn’t tell anyone I found it … not even you. I don’t know why.”

      Addie felt his gaze on her—an apology maybe, or an explanation, but she couldn’t bring herself to look and read his face for what he was holding in one hand. Polished and gleaming in the morning light, as if it had come directly from the forge, was the lost crown of Sives.
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        * * *

      

      Nehelon had burned the body. It was all he had been able to think of doing as he’d noticed Gandrett crumble. Gods, she had hurled up her guts at the sight of the remains of the Shygon ritual.

      For him, it hadn’t been the first time to see something that barbaric. It was exactly the same as the last time, even with centuries past. Only this time, she was with him. Human and breakable despite her undeniable skills with the sword and the magic power that was now slumbering somewhere within that lovely chest.

      “I’m not in the mood,” Gandrett growled as he told her that they would be arriving in Ackwood the day of Midsummer Solstice. After a day of silence, her hands taking turns holding onto his arms or his chest as they rode together on Alvi, her touch had become a comforting weight that he convinced himself was necessary for her safety. Also, her reluctance to speak and the sensation it evoked in his stomach had become a new normal as they both kept their eyes on the horizon, screening for more smoke or fires.

      The gods were merciful, sparing them another encounter like the one that had made Gandrett throw up. Something about the way she eyed him whenever he handed her a waterskin or how she wouldn’t object or give him shit when he ordered her around made him worry. Not the kind of worry he had felt when he had known in how much danger she was at Eedwood and couldn’t help, but a different worry that made the centuries of experience at battles and disguise seem like a useless tool in his arsenal.

      It was as if a light had gone out in her eyes. When before she had raged at him, cried, or unleashed her magic on him, now there was nothing. Just cautious emptiness.

      He leaned back against the tree as he held watch while she slept. Finally, after she had been tossing for hours, she had found oblivion in her sleep of exhaustion.

      The sounds of the night were louder than usual in his Fae ears as he studied her features in the moonlight. He hadn’t made a fire for them this night. The air was warm, almost too warm for the Solstice, and without the fire, her scent would be stronger, purer in the open space where they had made camp. After weeks in the clearing, sleeping in the same tent, her scent had become the blanket that had put him to rest each night, and he had awoken with more life in his immortal bones than he had for over a hundred years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      After two long days of sharing a horse with Nehelon, Gandrett was tired to her bones and didn’t feel even half-herself as they reached the buzzing city of Ackwood. With what had happened by the riverbank, a weight had started pressing on her—the weight of no longer knowing whether she had what it took to hunt down that cult if she couldn’t even stomach looking at their crimes.

      Cheek resting between Nehelon’s shoulder blades, she took a deep, deep breath then exhaled the scent that had been sneaking its way into her nose, her mind, her entire being, over the past two days of riding with her arms wrapped around his chest, and tried to shut out the doubts. At first, she had been cautious, touching him as little as necessary. But then, after she had vomited her breakfast into the grass by the river, unable to take a second look at the dead body the Fae male before her had fished out of the water, strength to keep that distance had failed her, and she had slumped against him the moment he had pulled her onto Alvi’s back, the flames of the burning corpse a faint play of color as she buried her face in his back—and his scent had hit her, lulled her into a trancelike state that had let the horror of the Shygon cult slide into the back of her consciousness for a while.

      And Nehelon—he hadn’t complained. He hadn’t asked questions or pushed her for anything other than that she kept strong so they would make it to Ackwood before the solstice. He hadn’t reprimanded her for not speaking or pried on her silence, and when he had inquired about her needs, she had given clipped answers, just enough to communicate when she needed rest or to relieve herself—she was almost certain that even if she would never speak a word again, he would stop when she needed to pee and pull out the waterskin when she was thirsty. His face, well glamoured and glazed but somehow different, had studied her from beside the bedroll which he had insisted she take the two nights since they had left the clearing, and she hadn’t done a thing to hide what the memory of the sacrificed man did to her.

      Addie was who she had been thinking about, for the most part—that was what would have happened to Addie if she hadn’t found her with Armand back in Eedwood Castle. That was what had happened to many others who had been slaughtered to beseech the god of dragons for his powers.

      Her stomach lurched again at the thought, and she let her fingers tighten on Nehelon’s leathers. If he noticed, he didn’t show. He hadn’t for the past days, quiet and, surprisingly, failing to annoy her.

      As Gandrett inhaled his scent again, a temporary state of peace settled inside her mind, and she watched the people on the streets go about their business, some of them already dancing despite the early hour of the afternoon.

      Midsummer Solstice. Gandrett quietly wondered if Nehelon would release his Fae temper on her if she refused to join the celebrations or if he would agree to let her sneak into the palace in a hooded cloak and hide in her room until the spectacle was over. Maybe if she told him that she had more than one reason to want to be alone. His scent ran through her as if in response, and she closed her eyes, shutting out the voices, the colors until sweet darkness was all there was in her mind, and the sway of Alvi’s back became like a boat on a sea.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re here.” His voice rumbled through her, making her peel herself off his shoulder blades and open her eyes. “Welcome back.”

      Gandrett didn’t need to see his face to know he was smiling. How she knew, she couldn’t tell.

      For a heartbeat, she considered frowning at him, complaining that she had to get off the horse as she found herself in the yard of Ackwood palace. But when she turned her head, taking in the pale, stone facade of the building, something that had been slumbering for the past two days reawakened, and she remembered just how the Fae male had marched her into that palace the first time he had brought her here, who he was. Who she was.

      Gandrett loosed her grasp on Nehelon’s leathers and slid off the horse as if awakening from a dream … a nightmare. Her head bobbed from side to side in silent debate which one it had been. What exactly it had been that had silenced the core of herself for the ride with Nehelon.

      Then, he eyed her from up there, still on the horse, his eyes the shade of a storm rather than the gems she was used to. “You remember how to get to your old chambers,” he prompted before he jumped off the horse, a bit too fluidly for a human who had been riding for days, and stood beside her as she faced the gaping entrance to what she had once considered a prison.

      After weeks in the forest, sleeping in a tent, eating what Nehelon hunted, mourning and training, and being confronted with the brutality of that godless cult—not godless but devoted to the one god of destruction, of dragons, of the Dreads of the Skies—returning to the palace was like stepping back into a different life. A life she knew she should remember better, care about more, but all there was left was—

      “It’s good to see you again, Chancellor, Miss Brayton.”

      Gandrett whirled, hand at her sword as her trained instincts took over, and she found herself pointing her sword at the guard who had greeted her. The man blinked, his own sword half-drawn.

      “Maybe not so good,” Nehelon commented, mild surprise threaded with amusement in his tone.

      Not an enemy, Gandrett reminded herself as she lowered her sword with an apologetic shrug, and slowly, so slowly, Vala’s Blade awakened again.

      She sheathed her sword and shrugged as she followed Nehelon, who had stepped past the guard with a gesture of dismissal, and into the palace. Right. Chancellor. He had a role here in these dignified halls. Here, he was Chancellor Nehelon Sterngrove, human, a member of Lord Brenheran’s court.

      With half a thought, she marked the path up to her old rooms, letting Nehelon lead the way while she studied him, not his worn leathers, his hair—the way it shifted on his shoulders with every powerful, human stride. Him.

      “Don’t worry about explanations,” he said as they took a turn into the corridor that led to the stairs that would take them to her old chambers. “I’ll talk to the lord and explain that the Order decided to lend your services for an extended period of time, given that Joshua has returned to his home and the Prince of Sives will be established before all of Neredyn.”

      Gandrett nodded, knowing that he couldn’t see her but somehow convinced he’d still know, while she silently wondered how exactly Joshua was going to be established and how Nehelon knew. Then she remembered that with Riho as a whispering messenger, the Fae had means to learn whatever he wanted to learn. She shuddered, slowing for a moment to put a bit more space between them.

      Dust particles danced in the colorful light that filtered in through the equally colorful windows, the smell of blossoms carrying on the draft that flowed through the hallways, and with each step, Nehelon’s scent became more vague until the Fae male appeared as human to her as any of the people she had observed in the streets. But something inside her chest growled as they turned the corner and Nehelon glanced at her from the side. It wasn’t her magic.

      But Gandrett didn’t have time to wonder what it was, for down the hallway, illuminated by the afternoon sun, stood Brax Brenheran.

      “I had to come see for myself that it was true,” he said by way of greeting and sauntered toward them as Nehelon stopped by the carved double doors leading to Gandrett’s old room. The Brenheran boy’s eyes were on Gandrett even when he nodded in Nehelon’s direction. “Welcome back, Chancellor.”

      Gandrett took a step past the Fae, whose muscled back had tensed under the leathers, and wondered what would be the correct greeting now that she was technically back in Lord Tyrem’s service.

      “And you, Miss Brayton—” Brax stopped a stride away from them, gaze scanning her top to bottom and back.

      She decided to incline her head just in time to avoid Brax’s arms spreading wider.

      “I am relieved to see your brother remembers how to throw a party,” Nehelon said, straight-faced, and Gandrett wondered if she was missing something in the exchange of looks between the two as Brax’s shoulders stiffened and he folded his arms across his chest. “You don’t mind I brought a guest of my own?” It wasn’t really a question.

      Brax shook his head anyway, a mischievous grin spreading on his lips as he turned to the doors. “One of the guards mentioned a scary woman who isn’t reluctant to draw her sword,” he said as he walked inside, right up to the balcony that had a view on the gardens, and pushed open the door.

      “And you immediately thought of me,” Gandrett indulged him by following his train of thought as she stepped over the threshold. Behind her, Nehelon snorted quietly. She didn’t turn to scold him with a glare but unbuckled her sword belt to drop it on the small table in the antechamber.

      “My father will want to see you, Chancellor,” Brax dismissed the Fae male who could crush him with half a thought, not even turning as he spoke, a gesture to point out where exactly Nehelon was in the hierarchy at Ackwood palace.

      To Gandrett’s surprise, he bowed lightly at Brax and took his leave, but not without stopping to give her a deep look that could have meant anything, for his eyebrows had knitted together in a heavy frown. “I will let the lord know you are thrilled to be back,” he said to her, loud enough for Brax to hear but loaded with so much subtext that Brax turned to study the exchange in time to see her nod.

      The lace curtains flowed from the open windows into the room on a breeze as Nehelon left, taking the remains of his scent with it. Outside, the chirping of birds and the sound of party-preparations were a cheery carpet of sound that Gandrett wasn’t sure she was ready for.

      Brax stepped away from the balcony door and sauntered toward her, sunlight catching on the golden threads in his black tunic. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard it.” He loosed a breath, the tightness leaving his shoulders as he gestured at her. “I thought you were with your family.”

      The fresh air was suddenly not enough to let her breathe as he eyed her with an intense, emerald gaze that might have once made her nervous. Now, all it did was remind her of the pain it would cause her to speak about what had happened—if she even found the words to tell him. She bit down on her lower lip, debating for a moment, but when he didn’t balk, she inclined her head and marched to the table, settling in her usual chair where she had sat for countless hours during lady classes with Mckenzie. “Change of plans,” was all she said and prayed to Vala that Brax wouldn’t push for answers.

      He followed her to the table and took a seat across from her, leaning back in his chair, studying her. “You don’t want to talk about it,” he concluded after a while of happy chirping from the windows.

      Gandrett shook her head. “I don’t know if I can.” She didn’t bother to put on the smile that both Brax and Mckenzie had trained her to wear while navigating at court. She had thoroughly failed at that in Eedwood, and thank Vala, Armand Denderlain had a soft spot for outspoken women.

      Brax didn’t push, but even as his grin slapped back onto his face—the one that he had worn that first day they had met, the one that he had teased her with—his eyes remained thoughtful as they wandered to her neck, then her chest, searching for the necklace that she had tried to give back to him before she left Ackwood. It was safely stored away in the pack she and Nehelon had shared since she had sent hers to her brother together with Lim.

      “I didn’t lose it.” The smile came naturally at his caught look as she reassured him that the Brenheran heirloom he had gifted her was still safe and with her, and she leaned back in her chair, letting her shoulders slump a bit, then said, “It’s been a long journey. I could do with some of that stew Eugina used to sneak in here for me.”

      At that, Brax’s eyes brightened, the momentary awkwardness gone. “I can order some,” he offered, but Gandrett held up a hand. Not in refusal, but she had a different idea.
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        * * *

      

      Brax waited—not very patiently by his own standards—while Gandrett freshened up in the bathing room. He was still in shock that she was here, hadn’t trusted the guard who had informed him that he was speaking the truth. Yet, there she was, safe and sound and just in time for the solstice celebrations.

      “One more minute,” she called through the closed door, so little lady and so much Gandrett as she cursed at whatever she was trying to achieve in there.

      After she had left to see her family, Brax had convinced Joshua to keep the rooms the way they were, just in case. He had even gone to the vaults in the guts of Ackwood palace and set aside a small amount of gold to make sure he would be able to hire the Child of Vala for services for the House Brenheran when she was done with her training. Just to have her around. Nothing more.

      Mckenzie had taunted him about it. Of course she had, and she was right. Brax had bedded too many women over the past years to have even a shred of credibility when he said that he didn’t care if Gandrett would never answer his feelings as long as he could have her as a friend—that would be enough. She had returned something to him that he had believed he lost—the sense that he was more than just a Brenheran. More than just a man with urges and impulses.

      Nevertheless, he couldn’t help turning a bit breathless as Gandrett emerged from the bathing room in a collarbone-high-cut burgundy gown, an adorable frown on her brow, and turned to expose the back, showing him the small buttons that were left open halfway up where she couldn’t reach with her own hands. “Either you get Eugina, or you do it yourself,” she said in a voice that made it so very clear that there was no other meaning in them than exactly what she had said. “I am starving.”

      So Brax got to his feet, forbidding himself to comment the way he would have with any other woman, and took the bottommost open button between his fingers, tempted to take his time. But this was a Child of Vala. The thought alone made his usually so sure fingers turn clumsy.

      “Maybe I should get Eugina,” she commented as it took him three attempts to loop that first button in. But Brax wouldn’t yield this moment to the servant.

      He took a steadying breath and forced himself not to acknowledge the creamy skin within the opening and, under the fabric, the thin scars that covered her in a crisscrossed—proof of ten years of training and punishment.

      Gandrett didn’t twitch, didn’t move, her breathing even, making her ribs expand and contract in a slow rhythm. Unbothered by his hands so close. Different. She had returned different somehow. A heaviness had entered her features, her movements, proof enough she was carrying a burden. And Brax would have given anything to have the words to ask, to let her know that he’d listen if she needed to speak. But what did he have to offer but his grin, his flirtatious comments? Would she even take him seriously if he acknowledged her on such a deep level? Or would she turn away?

      He closed one button after the other, words on his tongue not coming out, until he reached her neck and his fingers tingled to linger. “Done,” he breathed, lowering his hands, waiting for her to knock the air from his chest with one of those smiles she had mastered so beautifully.

      “Nyssa incarnate,” he said as she turned, and Gandrett held his gaze for a moment before she did smile—a shadow of what he’d seen on that face but a smile anyway.

      Then she simply swept the braid over her shoulder. “Let’s get something to eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Brax told her about the solstice celebrations all the way down to the kitchens where she had asked him to take her. He hadn’t even raised an eyebrow at her request, only asked, mischief sparkling in his eyes, if she wanted anyone else to join them for this late lunch. Then, at her response, he sent a servant to inform Mckenzie where they were going and that she was invited to join.

      The news about Lady Crystal trying to arrange a marriage for Mckenzie had been like a blow to the face, and all Gandrett wanted to do was give her friend a hug. Friend, because they had grown close over that month in Ackwood even if she had known she might never return after her mission was finished.

      Gandrett followed Brax down a narrow hallway that seemed less lively than the one leading to the servants’ kitchen at Eedwood Castle. The conversations of the maids and kitchen boys who fleeted past were hushed, their gazes less open and friendly than the kitchen staff that had indulged her with bothenia crust, but she didn’t complain when they readily welcomed them to the kitchens with bows and curtseys before they resumed their chores on the command of a woman in her fifties who asked them what she could do for them.

      She let Brax do the talking, observing the details of the spacious layout of the cutting area and the high windows that allowed for the summer sun to fall, not the herbs on the windowsills. The smell of spices and something sweet she couldn’t name climbed into her nose, and she was glad that Nehelon wasn’t there to occupy all of her nose’s attention. By the time they left with a basket filled with fresh bread, cheese, grapes, and some delicacies Gandrett couldn’t name but definitely weren’t fish, Brax led her further down the hallway until they got to a back door, which took them directly to the edge of the gardens where the noise of the party-preparations was just a hum in the background.

      “I am not sure what to expect,” Brax finally said, “with Josh announcing the dual heritage and his claim to the throne.” There was concern in his voice, different from the worried protectiveness when he had spoken about Mckenzie. “With the heirs of the other kingdoms here, this could go either way. They could see it as a chance for building alliances with Sives, or they could see it as a threat and act accordingly.”

      “They didn’t bring mercenaries, did they?” Gandrett was still surprised both Phornes and Lapidos had sent delegations and that both territories had let their heirs travel with nothing more than a couple of sentries.

      Brax shook his head and sat in the grass, setting the basket beside his knees.

      “They either don’t see you—you meaning the House Brenheran—as a threat,” she mused as she dropped into the grass next to him, legs crossed under her huge skirt. If those dresses weren’t for anything else, at least she could hide her unladylike sit-in beneath the circles of fabric. “Or…”

      She didn’t get to finish her thought, for a white-blonde, bouncing shape made its way toward them, slaloming between the business around the gossamer tents.

      Mckenzie flung herself at Gandrett, the hug so tight it almost cut off her air supply.

      “You won’t believe what’s happening,” Mckenzie said as she sat next to Gandrett, holding her hand as she reached into the basket to extract a grape with the other. “Wait, I thought you were with your family.” She glanced back and forth between Gandrett and Brax, who shook his head unnoticeably before he popped a piece of cheese into his mouth.

      Gandrett bit the inside of her lips as she watched the silent exchange and Mckenzie’s intention to ask what had happened. So she jumped in and said, “Brax has told me about your little act with the Aucrostas.” She forced a smile—one of which Mckenzie had taught her—and was sure the young woman saw right through her.

      Later, she willed Mckenzie to understand with a glance, I’ll tell you later.

      She had rushed from the palace the last time she was here, hardly stopping to try to give Brax back the Brenheran necklace and not spending much time on goodbyes, for she hadn’t believed she would see any of them ever again. And saying goodbye… It wasn’t something she had ever learned to do. Hugging Armand in Eedwood as they had left with Joshua had been the first time she could remember. Before—

      Well, before, it had been Tyrem Brenheran’s men who had not given her the opportunity to say goodbye to her family but dragged her out of the farmhouse, which now lay in ashes. She might have helped free Lord Tyrem’s firstborn, but that didn’t mean she had forgiven him. Or the men who had bruised her arms as she had jammed her feet into the ground while they forced her into that carriage—

      Gandrett’s stomach tightened as nausea hit again. Not as bad as by the riverbank but enough to make her double over for a moment. If she ever found the men in the black hoods … they should thank Vala she hadn’t seen their faces back then, for now that she was Vala’s Blade, she could take them out even without a sword. She breathed in and out, in and out, ignoring the sheath of sweat forming under her braid along the neckline of her dress.

      It was only when Mckenzie’s hand touched her forearm that Gandrett returned to the present and managed to sit up, a wry smile all she could manage. “It’s the heat,” she explained with a shrug that cost her all the willpower she had.

      “And here, I was thinking you grew up in the desert,” Brax said, his tone not by far matching the concern in his eyes. He handed her a grape then poured a glass of water, which Mckenzie took from his hands to raise it to Gandrett’s lips.

      “I’m fine,” she breathed and sipped. “It will pass.” She leaned back against the wall and watched the gossamer tents move, alive with the breeze.

      She didn’t fail to notice Brax and Mckenzie share another look that made clear they hadn’t bought her performances. So she took a deep breath, her stomach almost back to normal after the grape and the water—and the fear of the twins asking questions—before she faced Mckenzie and said, “Tell me everything you know about your mother’s plans. Maybe I can help.”

      To her relief, Mckenzie and Brax both let it go, diving right into the story of how Brax had found out about the whole thing, the guest list—which made Gandrett’s eyes widen—and Joshua’s ignorance of their mother’s intentions. Not Joshua’s, for Lady Linniue Denderlain was dead. Dead, not at Gandrett’s magic but at her own hands with the dagger she had driven into her heart. Gandrett hid a shudder by reaching for a piece of cheese and chewed while she listened.

      And when Mckenzie told her of the Aucrosta heirs, how she had done her best to appear like more trouble than she was worth, about Leonidas’s reaction as she had pushed over that water glass, Gandrett grinned. A real grin that was half for her friend’s bravery and half pity for the other heirs Lady Crystal had invited.

      So Gandrett shoved her heaviness aside, the apathy that had held her down like lead the past days, and climbed out of that hole. For Mckenzie. For Brax. For the future King of Sives. And for a people who deserved peace.
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        * * *

      

      Addie didn’t join when one of the Brenheran sentries came to escort Armand to meet with Lord Tyrem Brenheran. No. Addie remained in the guest room, nibbling on the food Joshua had requested for them, and stared at the trunk, the contents of which she now couldn’t unknow.

      The lost crown of Sives. For the gods’ sake. What was he thinking, bringing it here? Even if it belonged here. If anyone saw it? Would Joshua approve? Would the heir of Sives even want to use it? Would it be a bad omen to bring back the crown that had once sat as a trophy of death and destruction, for the downfall of the kingdom of Sives, in the Dragon King’s chambers?

      Was it safe?

      Addie got to her feet and paced between the door and the windows—practically a half-circle around the single bed that took up a major part of the room. That bed was the least of their problems.

      A soft knock on the door had her rushing to the trunk and sitting on it, skirts spread wide enough to cover half of it before she called for whoever to come in. Stupid, she thought, to draw attention to the trunk by protecting it.

      But the servant who hurried in merely brought a folded piece of paper and bowed before he held it out for her. “A message from Lord Armand Denderlain, milady.”

      Addie almost laughed out loud at his words. She, a lady. “Thank you.” She picked the paper from his hands and opened it, eager to read what was so important Armand couldn’t wait to tell her in person.

      Only when the servant cleared his throat did Addie realize she hadn’t dismissed him. And he waited, the way Addie had been waiting for a year in Linniue’s chambers, anxious to make a mistake, scared of becoming visible.

      “You may go.” The words hardly left her lips. She had heard them spoken so many times, had had them spoken to her more often than she could count.

      The man bowed swiftly before he retreated, and Addie’s hand began trembling, not only because of the crown she was sitting on top of but because she was so painfully lucky to have gotten away—from the prison in the north, from Linniue—and to have found a friend in whom she could confide and who confided in her. It had to be enough.

      As she turned her gaze to the message, her heart became a bit lighter.

      I won’t be back before dinner. Be ready when the clock strikes seven. I’ll be there to escort you to the solstice celebrations.

      Beneath the message and his name, another line sat crookedly as if scribbled in haste: I would put a rhyme here about asking for a dance, but whatever I come up with is so bad, not even I would put it into writing.

      Addie smiled at the note and glanced at the clock above the fireplace. Three more hours before he would come back to the room. But he would come. And her friend was going to ask her for a dance.

      With a sigh, she got back to her feet, opened the trunk, and pulled out the velvet-wrapped crown before scanning the room for a hiding place. The room was elegant with little furniture save for a wide dresser, table and chairs, and that bed, which loomed there by the dark, wood-paneled wall across from the fireplace. But the fireplace…

      She ran her hand along the mantel, the dark marble cool under her touch, then reached beneath into the firebox, searching on top for a hook or a protrusion. Ash rained down her fingers, which had caught on a piece of metal that appeared strong enough to carry the crown. This would do. Until they knew if Joshua even wanted the ancient piece of metal. She slid in the bundle in her other hand, turning and twisting it until it caught on the protrusion. To her surprise, it held, and when she removed her hands, ashes covered them, and more fell onto the wooden floor as relief spread an inch in her chest.

      Even if now she needed to clean all traces of her maneuver off the floor, her hands, and her dress, at least, she wouldn’t worry anyone would accidentally find it.

      So, Addie marched to the bathing room where she washed her hands, rubbed the ash off her sleeve, and picked up a towel and a bucket of water. The sensation of lifting the bucket instantly put her back a month, and the searing pain in her shoulder blazed into life as if Linniue was carving her up all over again.
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      Gandrett didn’t object when Brax offered to escort her back to her rooms after Mckenzie had taken her leave with an eye-roll that would make Leonidas Aucrosta wonder if his hair turned blue.

      “You’re watching out for her, aren’t you?” she asked and couldn’t help but take a closer look at him as he nodded. Sincere, she decided as he returned her gaze, holding out a hand to let her hook hers into his arm. Gandrett did. She couldn’t put a finger on it, but somehow, Brax was different. He seemed older even if his mischievous grin remained the same, even if he still sauntered along, obviously knowing the women in their path were stealing glimpses at the youngest Brenheran son, he had matured.

      “I will do what I can to help,” Gandrett said as they turned the corner into the hallway that led to her chambers. “If any of those heirs becomes pushy—” She patted the spot on her hip where her sword usually hung, and judging by how his smile broadened, Brax understood exactly in what horrible ways she might hurt them.

      They were almost at her door when Brax slowed and eventually stopped, making her halt and face him, to watch his features smoothing, grin fading, and what was left was an unexpected glimpse into his soul.

      “I know that there is nothing you can give me, Gandrett, but allow me one thing.” Gandrett’s heart beat faster at Brax’s words, his emerald eyes intense, solemn almost. She couldn’t tell if it was fear or excitement rising in her chest. “Let me take you to the Midsummer Solstice celebrations tonight. Come as my guest and make me a happy man.”

      An avalanche of thoughts barreled through her as Brax slowly released her arm, his gaze unyielding. The least of them that she wasn’t supposed to let anyone court her. And the way Brax was behaving—even if his words had been cautious, carefully chosen as if not to compromise her position—it seemed the intentions behind them were indeed more than that guest he asked her to be. As a Child of Vala, her life belonged to the goddess as did her love and her loyalty, to the Order and the Order only.

      And yet, Gandrett found herself wondering if it was right—if an organization she had been forced into when she was so young that she didn’t even understand what loyalty was—

      She held Brax’s gaze, her breath shuddering as only one answer filled her mind.

      No. The Order of Vala didn’t deserve her loyalty. Not like that. Not with the methods they used to break and shape their novices to their will, not with the path they determine for each and every child who was sacrificed into their service. No, they didn’t deserve it. Not like that. Not to a full extent. Gandrett had seen in Ackwood how quickly things could change, how a supposed enemy could turn into a friend, and how family could turn into evil. Lines blurred everywhere. The black and white of her childhood, the straight path the Order had set her on, it was crooked. She could feel it as it ran through her as Brax studied her, not a hint of impatience on his features, just calm.

      And she … She wasn’t the same girl who Nehelon had brought to Ackwood months ago. She had gotten a real taste of hope … and devastation … and she had magic. She was an abomination as the people of Sives—the people of all of Neredyn—would say. As if in response to her thought, her blood stirred with magic. But Gandrett bit it back, tasting blood as her teeth clamped down on the inside of her lip.

      The truth was, Gandrett Brayton no longer had a place in Sives or anywhere else in Neredyn, other than the forests of Ulfray. No matter how much she tried to push the thoughts aside, her time was bought until someone figured out she had magic, and then she would eventually be dumped at the borders of the Fae lands. So what claim did the Order of Vala have to her and her life?

      “It would be an honor.” Gandrett curtseyed, and Brax’s face warmed, smile genuine, open, no trace of that arrogant, lazy smile from their first encounter. Maybe they both had changed.

      And just like that, the leash that had been put on her ten years ago began to disintegrate.
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        * * *

      

      When Brax strolled through the palace that afternoon, nothing could disturb his mood, not even as Taghi Saza Brina cut off his path, looking like Nyssa’s darker twin clad in sand-colored tunic and pants, ornate gold embroidery climbing up his shoulders and chest to form patterns of water and birds and battle. His kohl-lined eyes were like black stars in the colorful light of the hallway.

      “Welcome, Prince.” Brax bowed at his waist out of respect for what the Saza Brina dynasty had established in Khila.

      Taghi, however, cocked his head and said, “Is it true?” Brax wondered what the prince meant, but he didn’t need to ask for specification, for the prince stepped closer and whispered, “That people are worshipping Shygon here in the north … is it true?”

      There was tension on his young, handsome features, and if Brax believed what Joshua had told them about Lady Linniue Denderlain having had access to a temple of Shygon under Eedwood Castle, that Gandrett had saved Joshua from being dragged further into that cult—even he’d been part of it against his will; it had done something to his brother.

      “This is something that affects all of us,” Taghi urged, and Brax was half-sure that if he hadn’t jerked his chin at the next best door and led the prince into an empty room to be able to speak the truth, Taghi would have drawn that scythe-like weapon at his hip and introduced it with a painful slice.

      “How did you learn about this?” Brax asked, debating to call for guards, but Taghi didn’t make one aggressive move.

      The prince just strolled past him into the sitting room, not giving one of those attentive glances to the luxurious interior, and braced his hands on the high backrest of an armchair. “Just because our kingdoms are separated by Fae lands, deserts, and mountains so massive it would take an airborne army to invade, doesn’t mean we don’t hear about things in the south.”

      He had chosen his words carefully, pointing out how well protected Phornes was by its geographical borders. It would, indeed, take an airborne legion to invade—or a fleet. Khila, the capital was quite accessible through the coastline.

      “Does your concern for our beliefs originate from fear someone will invade Phornes, or do you actually worry about what happens to those poor bastards who get sliced open in the rituals?”

      Brax had learned enough about Neredyn’s history to know that Shygon prayers involved blood and lots of it. And after what Joshua had shared about what happened to that servant girl—he couldn’t remember her name, but she would have been dead if it hadn’t been for Gandrett and the young Lord of Eedwood.

      Taghi’s face turned harsh as he took Brax’s statement exactly for what it was: the accusation that the prince was implying that the north planned to invade Phornes.

      Brax stared down the prince. “Shouldn’t you be having your sentries with you at all times,” Brax said with an unbothered grin.

      “Says the unarmed boy,” Taghi countered, and this time, his hand wandered to his belt until it rested on the gold-and-ebony handle of his scythe.

      But Brax simply shoved his hands into his pockets. “You want to talk politics? Talk to my brother. Haven’t you heard there in the south? I am just the playboy of Ackwood.” He let his grin turn feral. “Any chance you brought your sister? I’m sure she’d enjoy my tour through the palace.”

      Taghi looked like he was about to draw that scythe and shove it down Brax’s throat when the door burst open and the Chancellor strode in … and stopped dead the moment he’d crossed the threshold.
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        * * *

      

      Stupid child. Nehelon couldn’t believe his Fae ears when the discussion hit him in his study. How had the younger Brenheran son managed to get into trouble now?

      It was only two rooms away from where he had been sitting at his desk, debating whether or not he should raise the topic of Gandrett’s birthday. She didn’t know he knew, and the way he had gotten to know her, she would shove her flames up his ass if he pried.

      So the bold—and stupid—words of Brax Brenheran were a welcome distraction, and he leaped from his chair, damning the consequences of darting through the hallway like a bolt of lightning. Gandrett moved to the back of his consciousness, and he became the warrior that was forced to slumber in this human form. But only until the door was open. The moment Brax was within sight and his opponent across the room identified as an easy target—a heartbeat, not longer—Nehelon smoothed over his expression and slowed only to measure his pace and stop. Too fast for those humans to seem relaxed. They stared at him, wide-eyed, but Nehelon didn’t give them a moment to gather their thoughts. Instead, Nehelon simply beckoned for Brax to follow him. “Your presence is required elsewhere, milord.”

      Brax, not without surprise but with his grin in place once more, turned on his heels and followed Nehelon out the door, leaving Taghi Saza Brina standing with his hand on his scythe.

      “You fool,” Nehelon hissed at Brax as he led him into his study, well out of earshot of the Saza Brina heir. “What were you thinking?”

      The words barreled out of him, and he couldn’t tell why he even cared to scold Lord Brenheran’s youngest. And the words he was using… Gods, spending the past weeks with Gandrett, he had let his perfectly composed human masquerade gradually slip, and now it was biting him in his behind. He was completely out of character.

      To his surprise, Brax didn’t complain. He didn’t say a word other than, “I don’t trust him.”

      “You don’t trust anyone but your sister,” Nehelon spoke and wished he’d chosen a better moment to let all his frustration show.

      Brax shrugged. “When you look around the palace,” Brax said, so cold, so serious it surprised Nehelon that Brax was even capable of those kinds of words, “can you blame me?” He sauntered to the bookshelf behind the door and ran his index finger over the spines of some Sivesian classics Nehelon had put on display. Just to fill the shelves. When those authors had written stories, Nehelon had already been centuries old. He had even met one or the other noteworthy poet on his travels through Neredyn. But that story, even if it would impress the young lord whom Nehelon had spotted with an open book on his knees countless times over the years, was nothing he would ever share within these walls.

      Brax stopped and turned under Nehelon’s pointed stare, but his face showed no trace of fear—even if his scent gave away that Nehelon’s sudden appearance had startled him quite a bit.

      “I assume you are talking about Joshua not actually being a full Brenheran,” Nehelon said, more to fill the space between them.

      But Brax chuckled darkly. “That’s old news.” He prowled over to the desk and dropped into Nehelon’s chair, all arrogant noble and not even a hint of gratitude on his face as he folded his hands in his lap and tipped the chair onto its hind-legs, swaying back and forth with surprising calm. “My mother is seeking an alliance for Sives through marriage.”

      What? “They want to marry you off?” Nehelon assumed and earned a laugh that was laced with the promise of a slow death if he ever mentioned that side in public.

      “My sister is to be sold to the highest bidder, so it seems.” Brax gazed at the wall as if he could see through it and the room behind it all the way to where they had left Taghi Saza Brina, the heir of Phornes….

      Nehelon felt the wheels in his head turn. “That’s why you provoked Taghi Saza Brina? And I thought you had a death wish—”

      Brax surveilled him with uncomfortable attention.

      “He was being nosy,” he explained with a shrug, the arrogant boy Nehelon had observed so many times a well-built facade, almost as good as the one Nehelon had glamoured on to protect his own secret. “Besides, if he hates us, it’s unlikely he’ll bid for Mckenzie’s hand.”

      Nehelon took a long breath. Child. Foolish child. “You insulted a Prince of Phornes.” He stalked toward the desk and braced his hands on the clean, wood surface. “This is not your call to make. If you want to help your sister, fine. We’ll find another way. But don’t jeopardize the future of Sives”—of Neredyn—“for your mind games.”

      Brax’s gaze was like ice, but his shoulders sagged. He knew he had messed up, and he wasn’t going to admit to it easily.

      “How did you know to burst in and rescue me?” Brax asked out of the blue. “Not that I needed rescuing.”

      Of course not. Nehelon snorted. “One of the guards saw you walk in there with the prince. I thought I’d check in on you.” Not that he particularly cared about that Brenheran son. Especially not with the way Brax looked at Gandrett. Nehelon shoved the thought into the deepest pit of his Fae mind. There was nothing Gandrett could want from him. Nothing he had to offer her but misery. She had been dead right about that.

      Brax blinked and let the chair drop back onto all of its legs. “So, what do you suggest I do about Mckenzie?” he asked with a knowing look. “I remember the way she used to look at you … you used to look at her.”

      Nehelon felt his face go pale. He had thought no one had noticed. That that one kiss had been their secret.

      “It would surprise me if you failed to understand that I would resort to any means necessary to make sure she won’t be shipped off against her will.”

      With those words, much to Nehelon’s surprise, Brax Brenheran had shed that mask of arrogance, and instead of the spoiled child, a man looked back at him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Addie was ready. Clean and dressed was the better way to put it. Nothing could ready her for Armand’s bright face as he strolled in the door, still in the clothes he’d worn that morning, and darted past her with an excuse and a laugh.

      Her hands were sweaty—not the exhaustion-from-work type of sweaty but a nervous type of moisture that directly correlated with the minutes she had been counting until his return. Addie liked to tell herself that it had been so she could tell him she had safely hidden away the crown and they wouldn’t need to waste a thought on it tonight. But when he returned from the bathing room just a moment later, hair unbound and wet where it framed his face as if he hadn’t bothered when he washed his face, and below—

      Addie’s throat bobbed as she took in his bare, tan chest. He had to have been doing his workout outdoors lately … she shook her head. What did she know about his training routines? Even if she spent most of her hours with him these days, there was still a whole life she didn’t know about.

      She forced her gaze away from the muscle that corded his chest and shoulders, back up to his elegant features where joy and anticipation were shining in a breathtaking combination.

      “How did it go?” she asked, still struggling to keep her eyes on his face.

      He beamed. “After initial hesitation from Lord Tyrem, it seems things are set. We will have the Lord’s full support to prepare both our courts for the future.”

      That was wonderful news. Even if Joshua wouldn’t ascend to his throne until after his father’s death, east and west of Sives would be finally working together to unite the shattered lands between.

      “Did you tell him?” Addie couldn’t help but glance at the fireplace.

      “About what?” Armand bent down to pull a shirt from the trunk and froze as he opened the lid. “Where is it?” he asked over his shoulder, those muscles in his back shifting as he reached into the empty trunk as if its contents had become invisible and he could still grab them if he only wanted it enough.

      “I unpacked,” Addie said and nodded at the carved dresser.

      Armand darted there without another look at her and pulled open drawer after drawer, lifting the fabrics inside with quick fingers as he searched, searched for the crown.

      “Where is it?” he repeated, voice resembling a growl.

      Addie’s heart pounded in her throat as she got to her feet and cleared her throat.

      Armand whirled around, his gaze devastated. “Did someone steal it? Did you leave the room?”

      Point made. Addie pointed at the fireplace where she had safely stowed away the relic of the Dragon King’s triumph over Joshua’s predecessors. “Well, now I don’t need to explain why it was necessary to hide it.” She had considered the words she would speak carefully, all afternoon, since the moment the pain in her shoulder had subsided. Yes, it was bold to speak to a lord like that. But to a friend. That was what he had said she was. So she thought it was time to behave like one. To no longer commit herself to the servant she used to be. She wanted to be that friend he saw—and more, but that remained for another life. Her chest ached at the thought and as she watched his powerful stride across the room.

      But she got there first and reached behind the mantel to pull out the crown of Sives, watching his smile return—slowly, tentatively—along with a different sort of emotion. Relief.

      “Thank the gods.” He held open his hands, and Addie dropped the bundle before she retreated to the dresser where she pulled out Armand’s best tunic—Denderlain blue threaded with gold—which she carried back to the young, bare-chested lord.

      “I hid it before anyone could get the idea of snooping around this place.” She surveilled him as he tore his gaze from the clunky item in his hands and looked at her with astonishment. Outside, the birds were slowly quieting their eager chirping as the sunlight turned orange on the panorama before the windows.

      Addie just shrugged. “I spent enough time in a castle full of mysteries to know a thing or two about hiding places.”

      “You most certainly do, don’t you?” He returned the crown into the cool darkness of the fireplace and took his tunic from Addie’s waiting hands. “Thanks.” His gaze lingered on her hands then wandered up her arms to the neckline of the slate-gray gown she was wearing. The simple cut covered her scar in full, but Armand’s eyes lingered there as if they could see through the satin. “Smart”—his gaze scraped to her face and held hers—“and beautiful.”

      Addie struggled hard to keep her face neutral. He didn’t mean it like that. It was obvious in the way his eyes had noted the place of her scar, but not the way the dress hugged her curves—which had filled out since she had at least one proper meal every day. Now, she looked like a woman.

      Armand, however, didn’t seem to notice.

      “Does he know you brought it?” Addie pinned his focus back on the crown and walked back to the dresser where she turned and leaned against the carved drawers.

      Armand shook his head. “I will tell him tomorrow. Joshua is too busy with the foreign delegations to deal with the full weight of his crown.”

      Literally. “Did you see them?” Addie asked and wondered where the delegates had come from, if she would see the same fashion she had seen on Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton, the white chiffon, the leather bands, the heavy, gold jewelry. Or if she would get to see Phornians, whose dark-skinned beauty was a legend in Sives as was that in Khila, the capital in the south where every child learned how to read and write, no matter their family’s status in society. Unlike here in Sives where most families didn’t bother to teach their daughters even those basics. Addie had been so lucky that her father had cared enough to teach her the alphabet and that her mother had encouraged her to read. Writing was hard for her though.

      Armand closed the buttons on his tunic as he strode over to sit on one of the wooden chairs near the windows. “I spotted some carriages … Sivesian nobles mostly, but I have learned that each house in Neredyn will be represented somehow.” He stopped and frowned at the button on his sleeve, which seemed resistant to his attempts at closing it. “Well, at least every house of significance.”

      As he kept fingering on that one button, without success, Addie sighed through her nose and crossed the distance between them in a few strides. “Let me.” He held out his arm at her request, and Addie stuffed the round, golden button, which was adorned with the Denderlain sigil, through the hole.

      He smiled up at her. “It will be a colorful party if what I have heard about the Lapidonian houses is to be believed.” He snickered at her expression of caution. “Don’t worry, Addie,” he said and got to his feet. “I’m not going to leave you alone for a minute.” Then, he ran his fingers through his drying hair, making a face. “Open or bound?”

      In whatever way he wanted. It looked like molten honey to her, tempting her to run a finger over the strands to see if they were sticky and sweet. Addie bit back a grimace of awkwardness and shrugged again.

      He looked down his tunic then mimicked her gesture. “Open it is.”

      When they left the room minutes later, Armand grinning in anticipation as they descended the dark stone stairs following the music and the voices, Addie was not nearly ready.
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        * * *

      

      As Gandrett left her chambers after an hour of worrying over whether she had made the right decision, her dress—not her dress but a midnight blue gown, which Mckenzie had sent with a note saying that tonight was Nyssa’s celebration, and she needed something worthy of the goddess of love. Gandrett frowned as she lifted her hand to the rail along the stairs, and the fabric shifted half an inch in the front where, despite its long sleeves and high collar, the dress left a sliver of bare skin shining through a gap reaching all the way down to her navel. The only comfort was that the embroidery that wound all around the gap and around the neck had stiffened the fabric so she could trust it wouldn’t expose too much. Still, she felt naked.

      From the windows along the narrow staircase, she could see the guests arriving, some emerging from the palace, some arriving in carriages of ornate carvings and adorned with gold and silver. She didn’t care who they belonged to, who the people climbing out of them in finery were. She had returned with Nehelon to help Joshua Brenheran, not to attend parties. Especially when her plan had been to remain in a corner and mourn her lost childhood on the day she turned of age. Nobody knew what day it was, what it meant to her. She had let that knowledge die with that first, lonely birthday at the Order.

      A flock of young women crossed the yard and filed through the gate leading into the gardens, their skirts billowing behind them on the summer breeze. Gandrett turned into the hallway on the ground floor, wondering if Brax would be upset she hadn’t waited for him. It just felt less formal to her if she met him downstairs in the gardens. He’d find her, she was sure of that. He had found her before. And as for her travel companion…

      Gandrett followed the illuminated hall until she stepped out into the evening sun. Behind her, the palace seemed aglow with hues of pink and orange light. Gandrett couldn’t help but marvel for a moment before she followed the sound of laughter and light-hearted conversations into the gardens.

      “The chancellor informed me you returned with him.”

      Gandrett turned and looked into the emerald eyes of Joshua Brenheran. Did he now?

      “Good to have you back here at court,” he said with a half-smile.

      Gandrett inclined her head instead of a curtsey. “Prince—”

      He looked her up and down, his features so different from the way he’d looked at her in Eedwood in the dungeons. A shudder ran through her at the memory of pain and darkness.

      “You look … better, Your Highness,” she said, not knowing how to better phrase it.

      Joshua offered his hand, and she took it, allowing him to lead her through the gate and into the garden, which was a vision in white, flowing gossamer, flowers in all shades of red to white, and music … beautiful music, strings and flutes, and a pianoforte.

      “This is quite impressive,” she commented as she took in the long table set under the largest of the gossamer tents.

      Joshua led her right to the entrance where a cluster of courtiers was conversing, glancing at the prince with a nervousness that Gandrett hadn’t noticed the last time she was here.

      “I would prefer you called me by my name,” he muttered as they passed by the girls she had spotted entering the garden earlier. They gave her various shades of murderous looks just for walking beside the prince.

      She nodded at them with one of the smiles Mckenzie had taught her and shoved her hand into her pocket, which sat, mercifully, embroidered with the same blue pearls as on her neckline. “How have you been, Joshua?”

      The grass was soft beneath her silk slippers as they turned off the gravel path. Gandrett marked all the faces as they kept walking. The layout of the festivities she had memorized on her way back to the palace this afternoon and from the windows, creating a map in her mind. A beautiful map of flowery decorations and pretty people who seemed to be there for the enjoyment of life alone. No hint of animated political discussions.

      “Adjusting.” He glanced at the girls and frowned. “Things have been … different … since my return.” A group of courtiers bowed in passing as they made their way to one of the smaller tents, some of them carrying elegant glasses of sparkling wine. “The nightmares still return every now and then.”

      The look on his face informed her that he wasn’t sleeping much at all.

      “But it’s better to not be able to sleep and be the master of my own mind than—” He stopped and eyed two women who were conversing in the shade of a tree. One of them she had seen before.

      “Is that—”

      “Isylte Aphapia,” he finished her sentence.

      Gandrett remembered the lovely face, the dark curls that were pinned up to the top of her head. The same hairdo she had worn to the dance in Demea’s honor at Eedwood Castle. The other woman was a younger copy. The same features, same body just more supple than Lady Isylte’s.

      “Her daughter?” Gandrett asked, and Joshua nodded, eyes still on the two women.

      “Selue Grenta, youngest daughter of the House Grenta of Ilbroit.” Gandrett studied them for another moment and marked every detail she could make out from the distance.

      “Isylte was my mother’s friend,” he said lowly, an emotion crossing his features as Gandrett faced him.

      She didn’t care if it was difficult for him to be reminded of his mother with everything she had done to him. Glad to have a knife hidden at her thigh, just in case, Gandrett followed Joshua toward the tent where they passed the courtiers, who stepped aside, shaping a passage for the prince and the woman beside him. Gandrett smiled at each of them, marking their faces, too. She had a job to do. Protect the Prince of Sives. Even if Nehelon hadn’t given her any task, any assignment yet, she felt that it was the right thing to do. The only thing she could do.

      “And there I was, thinking you’d behave like a lady for once and let me pick you up at the door.” Brax fell into step beside her. She had noticed someone jogging up from behind them, and her free hand was indeed ready to flip to the side and punch him in the throat. It was reflex as much as it was trained behavior, and it took her a good second to make her fingers relax.

      “I thought I’d save you the trouble of climbing the stairs all the way up to my rooms,” she casually said and smiled at him from the side. “Where is your sister?”

      A frown had stolen its way onto Brax’s features by the time Gandrett finished speaking, and he shot a glance at Joshua, who slid his arm from Gandrett’s and lifted his hands. “I was just making sure our guest didn’t get lost while she was wandering down here alone.”

      As if she’d ever get lost. But she read the subtext in his words the same moment one of the courtiers at the other end of the tent gave her a lazy grin after a long look between the embroidered edges on her neckline.

      Gandrett turned to Josh—“Thank you.”—and hooked her hand into Brax’s with a killing glare at the guy whose eyes had tried to undress her. Had she been in her uniform, had she cared what the Order of Vala demanded of her, she might as well have crossed the space in a quick leap across the gold-framed china on the table and landed that punch she’d had in store for Brax as he had snuck up on her. But something in her had shifted.

      Brax led her to the center of the long side of the table where he pulled out a chair for her, and Gandrett allowed him to guide her into the cushioned seat. He sat next to her, Joshua sitting down further toward the head of the table, leaving one chair empty between him and Brax, explaining that Mckenzie was to sit there.

      It didn’t take long before the latter floated in on billowing, burgundy tulle skirts that put every other gown in the room to shame. “So you found her,” she said to her twin before she winked at Gandrett, leaning forward in her chair.

      Brax just huffed and gave Gandrett an apologetic look.

      Their clothes matched, Gandrett noticed with amusement, Mckenzie’s velvet bodice the ornate version of the jacket Brax was wearing.

      “You do know that all of those male heirs will want to court you no matter how incompetent you behave,” Gandrett whispered at Mckenzie, who laughed like a bell.

      Indeed, the attention of the men in the room had fallen upon Mckenzie as if they were bees and she was a particularly sweet type of honey. Mckenzie just murmured, “I have no intention of hiding my curves just because some of those heirs may not be able to think straight.” She leaned closer toward Gandrett, making Brax retreat toward the backrest of his chair. “You might not have noticed, but men have trouble making decisions when sidetracked by a neckline.” As if in answer, both Gandrett and Mckenzie glanced down at the bare skin between Gandrett’s breasts. Gandrett swallowed, and Mckenzie giggled.

      “I heard that,” Brax announced with fake annoyance.

      “You don’t count,” she shot at him with a smile. “You’re my brother.”

      When Mckenzie straightened and focused on the glass of sparkling wine before her, Brax shot Gandrett a glance that lingered on her face for only a second before it wandered south, and Gandrett’s face heated.

      “Where do I get one of those?” she asked Mckenzie, who held her hand up and snapped her fingers.

      Instantly, a servant bustled toward the young woman and, at Mckenzie’s pointer, stepped over to fill Gandrett’s glass from the bottle in his white-gloved hands.

      The liquid bubbled in the crystal flute, a light shade of rose, as were the napkins and the flowers winding in garlands along the long, slowly-filling table.

      Lord and Lady Brenheran had joined them at the head of the table, right next to where Joshua was conversing with a middle-aged man who seemed to bring news of interest. Lady Crystal’s eyes were on their conversation rather than her husband, who was greeting arriving guests, among them a young, dark-skinned man so beautiful that Gandrett forgot to breathe for a heartbeat.

      Beside her, Brax made a noise of dismay.

      “You know him?” Gandrett asked, and Brax raised an eyebrow.

      “Saying I knew him would be too much.”

      Mckenzie leaned past Brax’s back to inform Gandrett that that was Taghi, the Prince of Phornes. Gandrett surveilled how Taghi drifted past Joshua and the man still in conversation and approached Mckenzie, who rolled her eyes at Gandrett before she pinned on a smile and turned to face the handsome prince.

      Gandrett wanted to pay attention to what they were saying, but in the line of guests, a familiar, elegant face appeared, making her leap out of her chair.

      He saw her the moment she was on her feet, his smile so familiar even when she had only studied it for a month or less. Her enemy. Her friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Armand’s breath caught as he noticed the young woman beside Brax Brenheran. He had dreamed of her for weeks, not the way she looked now but the blood-smeared Gandrett who had sent a flood of fire across the temple of Shygon, the woman who had split the earth to save the woman beside him.

      “We should say hello,” Addie said as if she was reading his thoughts.

      Before them, the line of other guests who had come to show their respect to the Lord of Ackwood was long, and he had already had the opportunity to speak to the lord in private together with Joshua this afternoon. It wouldn’t be a break of protocol if they rounded the table and took a couple of minutes to speak to the woman who had rescued his prince and the woman who was now eyeing him with her sky-blue gaze, some worry etching a line between her brows.

      He held out an arm to Addie and waited for her to take it before he strolled back to the end of the table, not paying attention to anything but Gandrett’s smile—and Addie’s warm hand around his forearm.

      Gandrett met them halfway to the end of the tent, her eyes bright and her dress elaborate and classy, unlike some of the other women who seemed to attend Nyssa’s celebrations for one purpose only. His gaze drifted behind Gandrett at Joshua, who would, within the hour, be the most sought after bachelor in Sives—after the announcement, which was planned to take place after dinner and before the real celebrations began, the dancing and strolls between the torches he had seen in the quiet areas of the gardens.

      “Lady Starhaeven.” Armand bowed, chuckling at the mention of the false name she had used to snake her way into his castle, and Addie’s arm slipped out of his.

      Gandrett didn’t speak. She just stared at him with those moss-green eyes that were different. Not as guarded, not trying to flirt with him the way she had after the hunt. No—Gandrett waited for him to straighten, and before he could steel himself for it, she threw her arms around him and hugged him. It was the same hug she had given him at their leave in Eedwood, only this time, his heart didn’t throb with the sensation that it meant something different to her. Armand, over those past weeks, had realized that Gandrett had opened his eyes, helping him to realize he had to take his own life, his own court into his hands and start leading so a Sives of peace may exist. And she had paved the way for someone so loyal, so precious that he couldn’t believe he deserved her.

      His hand flicked to brush Addie’s—a casual gesture designed to appear like an accidental touch, but Gandrett noticed even while she was still embracing him and whispered in his ear. “I see you have used your time wisely.”

      Armand chuckled again, and warmth filled his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was different from Eedwood Castle, or from the prison in the north, or from the farm where she had grown up. Through the music provided by a small ensemble in the corner of the tent, Addie observed the neighbors to her left and her right, which were Gandrett and Armand, and tried to follow their lead, their pace with devouring the delicacies, which kept coming, served by men and women in black and burgundy uniforms and white gloves. More elaborate than Addie had ever seen in her life. Worthy of a royal court, not just a lord’s court.

      The warrior who had saved her from Linniue’s claws seemed to be less articulate with silverware than she was with her magic or her sword if she believed what Joshua had told her back when he had woken up in Armand’s room.

      Her hand still tingled where his fingers had brushed against hers. She was sure he hadn’t noticed. He’d been so busy crushing Gandrett against his chest—

      The woman hadn’t said much about how she had ended up back here at the palace. That she was a Child of Vala, Armand had informed her after the long sleep of rest when the symbol on her shoulder had scabbed over—as had the wounds on her back, all of them magically more healed than they should have during those hours. Armand had explained about the healing properties of the Dragon Water. He had trusted her with the damning secrets of his court, and she hadn’t walked away. Because she had nowhere to go and because she couldn’t leave the young lord who was also the worst poet in history. She smiled to herself and Armand cocked his head.

      “Isn’t it perfect?” he asked, so self-assured, so happy that his plans with Joshua were progressing, that the future for the kingdom of Sives as his mother and he had envisioned it was finally coming to life.

      Addie just nodded. However, she wasn’t thinking about Sives but about the light in his eyes as he held her gaze.

      Beside her, Gandrett was chatting with the younger Brenheran heir and his sister, who was a force of nature in her own right the way she wore that dress of pure burgundy with delicate embroidery—like a queen rather than a prize to be given to the highest bidder. Addie had overheard what awaited Mckenzie Brenheran and why the heirs of the most reputable noble houses of Neredyn were seated across the table from them, some stealing peeks at the fair-haired beauty and some outright staring.

      Addie couldn’t tell how the young lady kept her composure, for the words she had spoken to Gandrett under the cover of music told exactly what she thought of that arranged marriage Lady Crystal was seeking for her daughter.

      A different sort of prison, Addie thought and didn’t envy the stunning woman for a second, not for the gold and jewels wrapped around her delicate neck, not for the attention she got from the lords and heirs or the life that awaited her one her mother had made up her mind.

      Addie hadn’t gotten the chance to speak to Joshua again since he had left with the messenger. The gods knew she wanted and dreaded to talk to him. It was a quite ambivalent sensation that made the scar on her shoulder weigh more heavily than usual, tingle a bit even.

      The music stopped as the servants cleared the table of the empty dessert plates and bowls, and Addie only understood why when Lord Tyrem Brenheran got to his feet and surveilled the tent until the last hushed conversations in the corners fell silent.

      “It is,” he said, spreading his hands to each side like a priest of Vala, “my honor, my pleasure, and my duty to announce that this year’s solstice is unlike any solstice in history.”

      Beside Addie, Armand shifted in his chair, and when she peeked at him from the side, she found excitement in his eyes, his usually pale cheeks flushed, and one hand had wandered to the collar of his tunic to open the topmost button. She smiled.

      “Tonight, we celebrate the solstice, the goddess Nyssa, and”—He dropped one arm, extending the other one toward his son—“the return of the Kingdom of Sives. The future of Sives. Prince Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain.”

      A gasp ran through the room. Addie wasn’t entirely certain it was of agreement, but Lord Brenheran didn’t let it impress him.

      “My firstborn, Joshua, my heir, and the heir of Lady Linniue Denderlain. A child of both houses and the rightful heir to the throne of Sives.” An official-looking man approached with a scroll showing both crests, the Brenheran’s and the Denderlain’s, and some writing that wasn’t identifiable from a distance. “This is proof that Joshua is who we claim him to be.”

      Joshua had risen to his feet, gracefully enduring the stares and the whispers and murmurs that were now filling the air. He stood like the prince he was. Tall and elegant, a thrum of power emanated from him as he glanced around the table, holding the gazes of one after the other as his father continued to speak, announcing that together with the new lord of Eedwood as chancellor, his son would shape the future of Sives—Armand rose to his feet at the mention of his name, and Addie considered darting under the table to hide from the glances that were now coming their direction, some of the guests giving her an assessing look as if to try to understand what her role was in this charade.

      None. Her role was none. She was just Addie and had never been meant to be there. It was by Armand’s grace that she had a bed to sleep in and food to eat.

      Her shoulder was no longer tingling but hurting by now as she looked at the man for whom she had put herself in danger. Joshua stared right back, and the carving in her shoulder was ablaze with fire.
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett listened to Lord Tyrem’s speech and couldn’t bring herself to care—at least not for the pompous words, for how he made the announcement about himself rather than the heir to the throne of Sives, who stood and waited, dignified like a young king, and seemed particularly intrigued by the young woman beside her.

      Addie had been quiet most of the evening, which was something Gandrett understood better than anyone else. Neither of them belonged here—a servant of Vala and a servant of the dragon-god-worshipper Linniue. Thank Vala—no, thank Nyssa, tonight were Nyssa’s celebrations—no one knew their dark secrets. No one but those few select who had committed to silence. They were all here: Joshua, Armand, Addie, and—

      Gandrett looked around, no longer paying attention to the lord who had given the command for her to be committed into the Order of Vala. Her eyes were scanning the tent, all exits, and the darkening space beyond as far as she could see, for the missing individual who was protecting the secret of her magic. The movement of heads as they were stuck together in hushed conversations, the shifting of hands to hidden weapons. Gandrett could feel it, the air of something big that was about to happen.

      Maybe it was also the second glass of sparkling wine she had downed, and now everything seemed to slow in her mind. A minor part of her wondered if she could throw the silver knife that she had slid into her sleeve a while ago in time to protect the Prince of Sives from harm should one of the people in the room decide they couldn’t live with the revelation.

      Another part of her kept gazing at those exits and wondering where he was—the final missing member of their group of secrets. Since Brax had dismissed him in her chambers, Nehelon hadn’t given a sign of life—or that he was still in the palace. He could be gods-knew-where, for all she knew. He was Fae, and if she didn’t slow him down with her human speed, he could be at the border of Ulfray, for all Gandrett knew.

      Why it bothered her, she couldn’t tell. Why that gods-damned Fae male couldn’t just have told her he wouldn’t be here. Not that she would have cared—but somehow, after weeks of his annoying, pretty face, the first and last thing she saw every day … she somehow—Vala help her—missed him.

      No. Vala couldn’t help her. Vala would turn her back when she noticed Gandrett was emptying her third glass of that sweet, tingly liquid that the Order forbade its members. So she lifted her gaze to the gossamer ceiling, trains of fabric moving in the breeze, the torches that had been lit up outside tinting the canopy in a pale orange light, or maybe it was the moon, or the stars, or Nyssa herself. Gandrett no longer cared. Her head was light, her body, too, itching to move, to spin and dance—

      A hand on her forearm brought her back from her minute just as she was raising the glass back to her lips.

      “Should you really be drinking this?” Brax whispered, his words tickling her ear as she cringed away too slowly to avoid his mouth so close by.

      A giggle escaped her, and she more felt than saw a couple of heads turn their direction, thinking probably Nyssa herself had inspired them.

      At a glance to the head of the table, she noticed Joshua had sat down again as had Armand on her other side. The room moved way too slowly for how fast she had turned her head.

      And was it hot? Gandrett fanned her face with her hand.

      There was applause, cheers. “Long live the King,” they were saying. Not all of them. Gandrett spotted foreign faces whose delight seemed questionable. Someone even pushed away from the table and darted out through the billowing gossamer that was moving too heavily…

      As Gandrett was about to get to her feet and follow the person in the pale dress, music filled her ears, and she remembered Brax’s hand on her forearm. When she glanced down, it was still there, his fingers like ivory on her midnight blue sleeve. She ignored him and led the glass to her lips, draining it.

      Mckenzie’s laugh sounded through the music, and somewhere, Joshua Brenheran’s voice carried toward her. She found him leading his sister on a dance floor, which had been created within half a minute that had slipped Gandrett’s attention. The gossamer had been draped aside like curtains on one end of the tent, and there was a circle of torches framing an area where the moment Joshua and Mckenzie had started to dance, others joined in and moved with the music. A nice tune that reminded her of her childhood. She had danced to this during her lady-lessons with Mckenzie and Brax before, and now that Brax’s hand was already resting on her arm, she turned to him, finding his face full of amused concern. “I promise not to step on your feet,” she said instead of asking him to dance, but Brax understood anyway, and with a grin, wide with mischief, he led her to the dance floor.

      Brax’s hand on her waist was a familiar weight as was his hand around hers as he guided her into the first spin of their dance. A spin that made Gandrett’s mind wobble the tiniest bit—and her feet, usually so sure on any ground, had trouble keeping up. Brax chuckled and pulled her a bit tighter to him. “So you don’t fall over your own feet,” he explained as she raised an eyebrow in promise of violence if he so much as breathed at her the wrong way.

      But something about the way he was holding her was comforting. Almost as if the full weight of ten years didn’t rest upon her shoulders. Gandrett leaned into his arm and half-closed her eyes, letting the music wash through her, the soft gentle urge of the strings as they played their alternating melody.

      His arm tightened around her waist.

      Was that what freedom felt like? Gandrett kept her half-lidded gaze on Brax’s emerald eyes, on the groomed lines of his brows, the black waves that were falling into his forehead. They shimmered like ebony in the torchlight. And his steps, so sure as he led her in circles, her own feet following now that his arms supported her weight. Light … she felt light. Not like the lightness that came with a leap when she pushed herself into the air in an attack. It was different. Effortless. And she didn’t want it to end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Nehelon had debated for hours whether he should attend the party. Mortal solstice was an embarrassment in comparison to what the celebrations looked like in Ulfray. When he had still resided in Lei’Vreah, the capital of the Fae lands, he had looked forward to Midsummer Solstice—to the longest day and then the night after…

      It had taken him everything to not rip apart the finery he hadn’t worn in years as he had spied Gandrett during his surveillance of the gardens instead of finishing up his letter to Pete. The Meister of the Order of Vala had sent another message. One that was meant for his eyes only, while the last time, Nehelon had just known that Pete would have agreed to let Gandrett see his letter.

      Remember your role, Nehelon Idresea.

      It had arrived in time to heat his inner debate whether or not it was safer for him to remain in his quarters and dedicate his night to some light reading. The book he’d picked was still sitting on the table next to the note he had crumpled so thoroughly that he wondered if it would disintegrate at a stern look.

      “What are you looking at?” He glowered at the bird who had hopped onto the windowsill, ready to balk from Nehelon’s temper. The bird had seen him rub too many carved figurines into dust to know the mood on the male’s face.

      He smoothed out his jacket—black, threaded with silver along the lapels and the collar, inconspicuous, not identifying any alliance with any court in Neredyn. Also, a timeless model that he wouldn’t need to update every two years according to the fashion of whatever territory he was roaming.

      “Good?” He gestured at himself as he waited for Riho’s caw of confirmation, but the bird hopped closer to him and clicked his beak at the small round item Nehelon had been carrying in his pocket for the past weeks. With a quick stride, Nehelon was there and pocketed it into his finery, thanked the bird, and left his chambers with shaky hands.

      Just as he made it to the gates, he heard them cheer, many of them, more than he had expected when Joshua had shared his plan to announce his heritage and claim to the throne at the solstice. It was a good first step. An official one. Now that things were in motion, there was no going back, and that meant that his presence at the solstice was no longer optional. Pete had reminded him with his note—unnecessarily reminded him. How could Nehelon ever forget?
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett was heavier than she looked, but it didn’t surprise Brax as he let her lean into his arms. Her muscles were well hidden under the elegant gown that left too much to the imagination. It was easy to forget that before dancing in Ackwood, she had spent ten years of training to become Vala’s Blade.

      He hadn’t believed his eyes when she had emptied the glass of sparkling wine earlier. At first, he hadn’t realized, but then—

      He was still wondering if it had been right to point it out, that maybe she shouldn’t have been drinking it. But Gandrett had ignored his words and was dancing with him. Not to learn how to impress the Lord of Eedwood, who was now in deep conversation with Joshua, but because she wanted to—

      Joshua. If Joshua was there, who was dancing with Mckenzie?

      With a swift movement that made Gandrett grasp his shoulder so tightly it hurt, he whirled her around to get a clear view of the dance floor … and found his twin in the arms of Leonidas Aucrosta, who himself looked more like he was going into battle than executing a civilized dance with the woman he might want to marry—for whatever unsuitable reasons.

      Brax swayed Gandrett from side to side, trying to catch his sister’s eye to inquire if she wanted him to step in. He had promised, and he would. Even if it meant letting go of the lovely creature in his arms. He cursed inaudibly at the gods in general and Nyssa in particular.
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        * * *

      

      If Nehelon joined Joshua and Armand for a moment, it was to keep up the appearances of his position as the chancellor of this court. Lord and Lady Brenheran were dancing—a picture he hadn’t seen in a long time. Probably since the year Joshua had disappeared. There was something else holding his predatory focus, and it wasn’t the whispered words about the Prince of Sives which seemed to come mainly from the other side of the table where the two female heirs of the House Aucrosta were engaged in throwing ambivalent glances at Joshua. It was the pair that was dancing with such grace that he wanted to go there and snap Brax Brenheran’s neck.

      Gandrett, locked between his arms, her spine arched slightly, head tilted back a bit as if she were examining Brax’s face, but her eyes were heavy-lidded, almost closed, cheeks flushed. She looked happy for once.

      “What is your assessment of the situation, Chancellor?” Joshua’s voice was like an echo in the haze that was spreading in Nehelon’s mind. “Chancellor?”

      Nehelon blinked to break that focus that allowed him to even pick up her scent in the room full of people. She had sat right where he was standing now, and the draw of cherry blossoms and orange oil lingered even when she was dancing with Brax Brenheran.

      Remember your role, Nehelon Idresea.

      “On your father’s speech?” he assumed the topic he’d been asked about. “Worthy and dignified words.” He forced his gaze off the slowing movements of Gandrett and Brax, off her opening eyes, the lazy smile on her lips. “I would think it went well. I haven’t noticed any words of outrage, more surprise, shock even—” He glanced around the room, listening intently to confirm those words were there, and found Lady Isylte and her daughter at the end of the table, both sweetly smiling back at him when he met their gaze. He inclined his head, wondering if Isylte remembered his face. His hair was shorter than it had been back then in Ilaton, when she had been a child…

      “What is your impression, milord?” He didn’t dare let his attention drift for too long, and careful not to move suspiciously fast, he turned his head back to face the prince and the Lord of Eedwood.

      The two young humans’ answers suggested Armand Denderlain was full-heartedly convinced that the road was paved for the future while Joshua … Joshua Brenheran radiated an air of concern, of something beyond what his father had laid out for the people of Sives—and all of Neredyn. All except for his people. For the Fae who were trapped in their own lands, in loss of time and space and ability to act, to free themselves. The urge to spit on the ground rose in Nehelon, and he battled it back, returning his gaze to the dance floor where Brax was now desperately eyeing his sister, who was still dancing with the Aucrosta heir.

      He had heard about the plans Lady Crystal had for her daughter, and even if she meant nothing to him—at least not in the way his kiss had implied—he followed the instinct to do the right thing, to protect her.

      Or it was simply too tempting a chance to let pass—

      “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.” He nodded at the prince and the lord, both too young for the burden on their shoulders, and slid through the crowd, which was slowly filling the dance floor, his eyes on the target—which wasn’t the pretty Mckenzie but the young woman who was the only one here who knew what he was. And all he could see was how her eyes had closed, yielding control to Brax, her back arched, her chest pressing against the young Brenheran heir’s, and that Brax could consider himself lucky that they were in the palace of Ackwood and not in the Fae lands where he might have blown the boy out of the picture with half a thought. No, here, Nehelon had to play by the rules—human rules. So he took a deep breath, letting Gandrett’s scent lead him.

      Gandrett didn’t notice as he silently stepped up to Brax and spoke quietly into his ear that he was here to relieve him of the burden of the Child of Vala. To his surprise, Brax took the offer without hesitation, nodding with a crease of worry between his brows as he glanced back at the fair-haired side of the coin.

      When Nehelon peered back, Mckenzie’s gaze seemed to be beseeching her brother to come interrupt the dance with Leonidas Aucrosta. So he did. He always would. For his twin. Nehelon understood better than anyone could ever guess.

      For a moment, his chest ached for what he had left behind in Ulfray, but when Brax was about to unpeel himself from Gandrett, he was ready.

      Carefully—so carefully, he slid his arms in place at the same moment Brax removed his, gently taking on Gandrett’s weight as the Brenheran heir gave him a nod and a look of what seemed to be mixed emotions before he turned away to tap Leonidas Aucrosta on the shoulder and free Mckenzie of the prince’s horrible dancing.

      He did it—kept glancing over his shoulder at Brax’s frowning, at Mckenzie’s look in the swirling burgundy dress, Leonidas Aucrosta, who retreated to the tent with a sour face as he noticed how beautifully the young woman could dance when dancing with anyone but him—did it all to keep himself distracted from the slim waist between his hands, from the one who was swaying against him in beat with the music, who hadn’t opened her eyes even as he had taken Brax’s place.
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        * * *

      

      The music was a tapestry of sound, of memories, of cheeriness, as she let Brax guide her in small circles, slowing and slowing until they swayed from side to side, her feet following his movements as if they had never done anything else. His hands had tightened on her waist, and he had shifted a bit, supporting her spine as it bent into his touch, too lazy to keep upright all by itself.

      Gandrett let her head bounce back so she faced upward, and if she opened her eyes, she would look upon the cloudless night sky above. But not yet. For now, there was only the music and the lightness in her feet and her mind and her heart. No Meister, no Shygon cult, no sword, no scars, no magic that threatened to consume her existed. Just … just for now, she deserved to let go, to enjoy the celebrations.

      Brax turned them in another small circle. She could no longer tell where the tent was, too much haze of lovely sensations was filling her. The music, the chattering of voices—something she had never heard in her life, not even at the dance in Demea’s honor in Eedwood. No, there she had been on duty. As she was here, but Gandrett didn’t care. The music was sweeping her away. Brax was sweeping her away. And the warm breeze, it carried the scent of flowers, of summer, and—

      It hit Gandrett like a brick in the face, like a wall of solid iron, that nameless scent that had dulled the edge on her panic, on the horror of the gutted sacrifice at the riverbank—

      As she blinked her eyes open, she found it wasn’t Brax looking down at her, hands tightening around her waist as if anxious she might slip out of his grasp … the depthless blue diamond of Nehelon’s gaze greeted her instead, proving that her senses hadn’t betrayed her, and his fingers brushed over the small of her back as he slid one hand higher up her spine, supporting her weight even when she bent away, wondering if she was dreaming, if the sparkling wine had made her hallucinate. Her mind sure was slow enough to think of stepping out of his arms, to demand to know what had happened.

      Nehelon gave her a lazy smile, something flickering in his eyes that reminded her of the predator he was. “Brax was needed elsewhere,” he said in a voice that wasn’t that of the chancellor he was supposed to be here in Ackwood, or the brooding Fae who had traveled with her, hunted Shygon worshippers with her, and taunted her magic. It was rough, a bit breathless even, as his eyes scanned her face and wandered down her throat to follow that gap at the front of her gown. “I hope you don’t mind. I took it upon myself to free him up to save Mckenzie from the wolves.” One of his hands disappeared from her back to point over his shoulder at the dancing twins.

      Something in Gandrett wanted to object, but Nehelon took her hand and led her in a circle that was too fast for her, and she stumbled over her own feet, crashing into the steel of Nehelon’s chest.

      A sound that reminded her of a laugh rumbled through him and resonated in her own chest, an echo of what the male before her might hide underneath that mask that didn’t even slip when he dulled his glamour. But he did nothing—nothing—to push her away, to scold her for being clumsy. Nothing. And Gandrett … for some reason that might have had something to do with the sparkling wine, or with Nehelon’s damned scent, which made her inhale deeply, drink in that other-worldly fragrance with eager senses, or with the fact that Nyssa was looking upon the world with a smile, Gandrett didn’t pull away from the nearness of the male who annoyed her to death for the greater part of the days they spent together but who had also saved her from the priory, who had saved her from her magic.

      Her arms locked around his waist as he continued swaying them side to side, his own arms around her shoulders like a shield against the world, against Vala’s prying eyes, who had lost a Child tonight. It was different from dancing with Brax, from hugging Armand, from anything she knew, this closeness she allowed—she sought—between them. Slowly—so slowly, they moved, Gandrett’s eyes drooping, not from tiredness but from the need to shut out every other sensation but the scent that filled her like a promise, like the ringing of a bell which wouldn’t stop echoing inside her.

      His movements were like the waves of a grain field in the wind, like slow ripples in the golden rye. Familiar somehow, even if she had never been so close to anyone, not like that. It was as if a song of its own was playing in her chest—between them, just the two of them. An ancient song. And there was no beginning to it and no end.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nehelon hardly dared to breathe as Gandrett leaned into him, her scent laced with that of sparkling wine. She had decided against the Order tonight—consciously decided against it—he could tell by the way her eyes were glazed, how she hadn’t shied away from Brax. Not even from him as Nehelon had encircled her shoulders with his arms. No, she had locked her arms around his waist, making his stomach tighten, his heart beat faster—how he hoped she couldn’t hear it under the layers of music. His own Fae ears picked up more, and he ached … ached for a moment alone with her. To revel in her embrace, to steal her away from a world of dangers that she had no idea were awaiting her. From the path that he had set her on ten years ago.

      His feet were moving them away from the crowd before he could make a conscious decision about it. This was Nyssa’s night, meant for a sweet little escape from reality. And his escape was right there, her warmth seeping into him as her cheek rested against his chest, eyes closed again as if she herself was clinging to that moment between them.

      The gods damn the role he had to play. Nehelon lowered his face and brushed his mouth over her hair, so lightly it wouldn’t disturb her, and let the scent of cherry blossoms and orange oil brand him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The music had become a buzz in the background by the time Gandrett was willing to open her eyes again, and the song of crickets filled the air as did the cracking of torches. Nehelon’s arms were still locked around her shoulders, and her own … they clung around his waist, the movement of the muscles of his sides familiar by now, the warmth of his chest against her a sensation she wasn’t sure she should be enjoying this much.

      “I thought you’d fallen asleep,” Nehelon said as she pulled away from his chest, the warm summer night cold on her face after the comforting heat that had warmed her cheek.

      “How could I sleep … you were rocking like a boat.” Gandrett couldn’t help but smile as she met his gaze, her mind still slower than her eyes, making her surroundings blur with the white of billowing gossamer and orange firelight before she found sanctuary in the blue diamonds that had brightened with their own light like two distant stars.

      “I was half-carrying you here.” His lips twitched in some sort of amusement she couldn’t quite understand, and Gandrett leaned further back to get a clear view of that face where he had loosed the damper on his glamour, revealing the layers of savage beauty beneath.

      “My weight has never bothered you before.” Her words were a low drawl, and Nehelon slid his hands to either side of her waist, his thumb brushing the bottom of her ribs in a lazy stroke. Gandrett shivered despite the heat of his hands. That brutal warrior, that wicked Fae, so … gentle.

      “It hasn’t … It doesn’t.”

      She debated if it would let her burn in Hel’s realm if she touched him. Vala knew she wanted to—no, not Vala. Vala was no longer at her side. But Nyssa was. And Nyssa would not see any harm in an innocent touch—even if the thrill Gandrett felt as she placed a hand on his chest, fingers following the elegant embroidery along the lapel of his jacket, was anything but innocent. And as she let her fingers wander up, up, she hardly noticed the small, private tent he had brought her to, far away from where he had replaced Brax on the dance floor. One of those tents meant for the later hours of the celebrations when the crowd dispersed into smaller parties—the less official part of the Midsummer Solstice. His scent filled the space between them, taunting her to lean closer again.

      Without a warning, his hands slid lower, clasping her hips where the skirts of her dress spread and slid with every movement. He studied her with that same smile, but his eyes—

      His gaze had turned into that of a predator, lingering on her face, on her throat as he lifted her an inch from the ground, his fingers not slipping even a fraction on the smooth fabric that was the only barrier between his hands and her bare skin. Her breath hitched in surprise; Nehelon’s lips curling in response, that predatory focus wandering to where her chest expanded as she attempted an even breath. Lazily, his gaze followed that sliver of bare skin down to her navel, a new kind of light sparking in those eyes as he leaned in to graze his nose along the side of her neck all the way up to her ear.

      “I can carry you all night if that’s what you want.” His words tickled her skin, made her core tighten, and she tilted back her head, feeling strands of hair sliding back over her shoulder as his nose followed her movement down to her collar and halted there.

      Gods. What was he doing? More. Her body demanded more. She tried to breathe through the sensation, ignore what had never been meant for her, but every single breath of his pushed her a bit further as he lingered there as if waiting for a silent sign, and she yielded to it, her back arching, inviting him to follow that gap in the fabric. She felt her weight shifting, her balance resting in his broad hands, and he pulled her more tightly against him, the hard muscles of his abdomen holding her upright as the world around her swayed.

      “You know what I would do with you if we were celebrating this solstice in Ulfray?” he growled against her skin, the heat of his breath raising goosebumps.

      Her hand made it to his neck, fingertips grazing over his hairline as his breathing turned rugged on her collarbone. “What would you do?” She was more thinking aloud than really asking.

      Nehelon responded with a low laugh that was feral to what little was left of the Child of Vala she was supposed to be … she had once been. Tonight was Nyssa’s night—

      With steps so slow, so light that she hardly realized it, he moved them back toward the burgundy divan. White gossamer floated like delicate clouds above them, around them, the entrances of the tent flowing shut as she glanced to the sides—his magic cutting off the world. One more step. Another one. And another. Nehelon set her down, his hands remaining where they were, his mouth hovering close … so close to her throat.

      More. Gandrett swallowed, and his chuckle vibrated in her body.

      “In Ulfray, we celebrate the night of the goddess of love in a less … civilized setting.” He lifted his head, allowing Gandrett’s hand to come to rest on the corded muscle of his shoulder, the soft texture of his jacket leaving little to the imagination, while she eyed the small, secluded tent that was far from the voices, the music a carpet of sound, isolating them from the world.

      Nehelon held her gaze as she dared meet his, the glamour almost gone from his features, the powerful Fae male shining through like a wicked sunrise. The fabric of her dress sighed under his hands sliding lower, leaving a trail of heat along the sides of her thighs as he sat on the velvet divan, knees apart, and pulled her between his legs.

      “In Ulfray,” he drawled, his voice a melody of wildness hidden in the night, “the skies are our canopy, flower petals our beds … and we don’t need the fire.” He snapped his fingers, and the nearest torch went out. “The heat comes from the one we choose for the celebrations.” As if in answer to his words, a rush of heat ran through Gandrett’s core.

      A small noise escaped her, and Nehelon watched her with those eyes—

      She had seen him in fighting mode, in deadly focus, but this … this Nehelon … there was nothing of the brooding male she had met months ago. His gaze was darkness and flames, untamed as it roved over her, hungry.

      “I think I’d very much like to sleep on flower petals.” Gandrett gasped as one broad hand drifted further down to hook around her knee and pulled her closer while he braced the other one behind him, leaning back on the divan.

      “Who said anything about sleeping?”
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        * * *

      

      That sliver of skin, pale in the gossamer-dimmed moonlight … it drove him crazy. Nehelon bit his lip, keeping himself from running his tongue over her navel, up to where that full roundness of her breasts was well concealed under the loose fabric. It would cost him less than half a thought to rip it off—with his hands or his magic. He very much preferred his hands in such a situation, though. Nehelon stifled a laugh and reached for her knee instead.

      It gave way easily as he pulled her forward and rested back on the smooth velvet, no longer knowing where to draw the line—if he would be able to draw a line at all.

      “Who said anything about sleeping?” His own words sounded in the half-light like a promise as he let go and propped himself up on both elbows, just taking in her shape, the soft curve of her lips, too high up for him to reach—thank the gods, or he would have devoured her with a kiss.

      But Gandrett, as if Nyssa herself was leading her, slid that knee over his thigh, and then the other side, straddling him.

      “In Ulfray,” she breathed, and Nehelon prayed to the gods that she wouldn’t feel the proof of his hot, pulsing desire as she sat on his lap. “It sounds like you are missing that place.” Her eyes, pinned on him in what, for her, had to be near-darkness, were glazed with something more than the effect of the sparkling wine. “When’s the last time you were there?”

      A bucket of ice-water would have been the more gentle way of reminding him.

      Remember your role.

      Gandrett was about to lean over him when he did remember his role. The reason he was there. The reason he had robbed that woman—and his instincts flared for another heartbeat as he took in the vision of her above him—of her home, that he had let her suffer in that priory, and all to lift the curse on his homeland.

      Remember your role.
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        * * *

      

      His hands were so fast she didn’t see them coming as they grabbed her forearms right before her fingers landed on his chest. A wordless complaint escaped her before his fingers closed in a rough grip.

      For a moment, a string of words filled her head—words … pleas to let her taste that half-open mouth of his. But as he kept staring at her, features set, eyes turning from horrified to cold, Gandrett knew. She just knew that moment … Whatever it was, it was over. And she couldn’t tell if it was the wine speaking or the disappointment that she had never expected would hit her worse than a slap in the face, but she let her arms go limp in his grasp and said, “That day … in Eedwood forest…” Nehelon’s gaze froze. “Did I dream that you kissed me?”

      As she waited, waited for his response, Gandrett realized it was not ice that filled his eyes but was something she hadn’t thought she would ever see on his face. Regret.

      She braced herself for his response, but no words came out of him. He had gone preternaturally still as if the world no longer existed, time no longer existed, even his fingers, locked around her wrists, remained motionless.

      “Did you or did you not kiss me?” Gandrett pushed. If she didn’t get him to respond now, she may never get an answer. And with his hips between her knees, his powerful body taut before her on the divan—when would she ever get that close to him to even consider asking.

      Nehelon turned his head to the side, and the torch that had guttered out of life ignited, throwing dancing shadows over his now glamoured features.

      He sighed through his nose. “Do you really want to know?”

      She wouldn’t have asked, would she? Her magic stirred in her chest. “Only if you tell the truth.” She braced herself for whatever response she had triggered, for the feral Fae male who had pinned her against the wall in his study, who had killed and burned in Alencourt, who had spent centuries deceiving the realms of Neredyn.

      “Even if I wanted to, I cannot lie, Gandrett. I am Fae.” He faced her, a reflection of his inner struggle working its path across the planes of his face, right into his gaze.

      She considered letting him off the hook. What would it change if she knew? What would it change if he had kissed her? What if he hadn’t? As if in response to that last thought, her magic coiled. But, good if he couldn’t lie. For once she wouldn’t need to guess. “So tell me, Nehelon. Did you kiss me in Eedwood forest when the wolf had struck me down?” She remembered vividly, his lips, a whisper of a kiss—

      And as if Nehelon was remembering the same, he nodded. “Everyone makes mistakes once in a while.”

      His words hit her in the gut, and the magic in her chest rumbled in response. “A mistake,” she repeated in a whisper, straightening—trying to, but he wouldn’t let go of her wrists, his gaze full of unspoken words.

      “Gandrett—”

      She tugged against his grasp, fashioning a brave face, an expression that may have deceived others; She couldn’t care less if he had or hadn’t kissed her, if he called it a mistake. But she knew she couldn’t deceive the Fae male before her. His keen senses could sure hear her heart race in her chest, scent the reaction of her body to how he’d touched her a minute ago … no, there was no fooling Nehelon.

      “Let me go,” she demanded in a voice that sounded tired more than anything.

      His fingers flipped open, letting her hands drop to their initial destination. But Gandrett didn’t let her palms linger on his chest, she didn’t allow herself to savor the hard muscle as she pushed herself off him, didn’t dare acknowledge how his gaze flicked to her chest and back to her face.

      “Let’s be glad we’re not in Ulfray, Chancellor,” she eventually said, her words slow, so slow from the effect of the sparkling wine that seemed to hit now that she stood upright, no one but herself carrying her weight, and she swayed on the spot like the flames of that torch that was illuminating her embarrassment. “We wouldn’t want to make any more mistakes.”

      As if her words were poison, Nehelon cringed ever so slightly, and she wasn’t sure if the satisfaction of having hit him right back would be enough to make it back to the palace without those tears punching their way through.

      “This”—he gestured at the tent, the divan, the two of them—“was nothing,” he said, now sitting up. “It’s the Solstice. Nyssa won’t mind a small slip.”

      “I wouldn’t call this nothing, but who am I to tell?” The power in Gandrett’s chest flared, begging her for a way out. Gandrett ignored it. “I am just a Child of Vala, consecrated to a life of servitude to a goddess I haven’t even chosen. Forbidden from ever touching a man.” She didn’t care what he thought. Her tongue was loose, spraying words into the tent that she would never—never—usually speak. “Forbidden from ever being touched.”

      Nehelon was on his feet, towering over her as he stepped closer to brush one finger over her cheek. “You had a lot of wine, Gandrett.” His finger drifted to her lips and wandered from top to bottom. “Maybe you shouldn’t speak at all tonight, or you’ll say something you’ll regret.”

      Gandrett snatched his hand away, too slow for what she was usually capable of, but her body wasn’t responding the way she wanted it to. The perfect control she was used to, gone. “Touch me again and—”

      Nehelon studied her as she was searching for words until her anger deflated and what was left was heaviness. Then, he said, his glamour faltering for the briefest moment as he folded his arms across his chest as if to prove a point, “I won’t touch you again, Gandrett Brayton. Not like that.” He held her gaze, something different awakening in his diamond eyes. A silent promise that was more unsettling than anything he had said—or done—that night. “Not until you ask me to.”
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      The desert sucked. Worse than the dusty fields he had spent most of his childhood on.

      It had been a while since that queer horse had found him near the Ulfrayan border and had blocked his path, again and again, until he had given in and opened the pack tied to its saddle and found a message there—Gandrett’s message.

      He had cried at first, unable to believe that Shaelak would take his mother away just to let Vala bring his sister back into his life—if what he had of Gandrett were only a few words scripted on a small piece of parchment.

      He had been wondering, for almost exactly as long, how it was possible that Gandrett had sent him a horse. How she had known that he needed help, but he had climbed into the saddle and let the bay mount carry him far, far away from the spooky greenery of the Ulfrayan border, which had gotten too close to be at ease.

      He had arrived days later at the shit-hole priory that had destroyed his family years ago, traveling slow, taking breaks to mourn, to beseech Vala to take his mother into her realm, to Shaelak, to make her transition easy. And to shed the tears that had not come those first days since the woman had come to burn down their farm.

      It was his mother who had sent him away. Urged him to run. To not grieve when the time came. Days and days, the strangers had paved their way through Alencourt, armed with the turquoise flame that meant they were magic-wielders. They hadn’t shied away from the assaults of the villagers. They hadn’t feared the threats of being exiled to the Fae lands. On the contrary, they had met branding words with branding irons and sharp tongues with sharp knives.

      Vala knew they had carved open and bled out some of their victims. He had heard the screams in the night and hadn’t left the farm for fear of what would become of his mother. And in the morning, he had seen the trails of still-wet blood drawn in symbols on the burnt grass of their fires. Turquoise fires that spoke of something darker than rogue magic. He’d heard rumors from other villages that had been destroyed like Alencourt, that they did it in the name of the god of dragons … Shygon. He shuddered at the thought alone.

      His mother had known they were coming for them next, and all she had said was that she wanted him to run. And he had. He would rot in Hel’s realm forever for it—leaving an invalid behind.

      But she had beseeched him to go. To find Gandrett and stay at her side. Do anything to make sure they had at least each other. So he had set his course south with nothing but the clothes on his body, the bow and quiver of arrows he had snatched from the barn, and the hunting knife that he always kept close—even in his bed.

      “When’s the last time you’ve eaten, Drew?” the lanky boy with blond waves asked as Drew shoveled the steaming stew without tasting it, half-burning the roof of his mouth in the process. Drew didn’t care.

      “Before the desert,” Drew answered without lifting his gaze.

      Drew. Not Andrew. Named after his father, no one had called him Andrew since his father’s death years ago—not even his mother, the mention of the name too painful.

      Drew slid his free hand into his pocket and fingered the piece of parchment Gandrett had sent with the lifesaving Lim, who was taken care of in the stables.

      Lim will bring you to the priory, Andrew. The Meister knows you’re coming. When you arrive there, find Kaleb and Surel. They’ll watch out for you. You’ll be safe there until I come for you. I love you, little brother. Gandrett.

      The words, impossible, a miracle were the only thing that mattered now. Gandrett. He would wait for her, and then—his fingers tightened around his spoon—he would find and kill those fire-spitting monsters who had eradicated his home.
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        * * *

      

      Addie kept watching the crowd disperse as the night grew older, the music no longer as elegant as it had been in the beginning but full of the promise of a night worthy of the goddess of love. A glance to the head of the table informed her Armand and Joshua were still busy answering the questions of curious guests, Lady Crystal beside them, glowing like a beautiful gem, engaged in conversation with various foreigners who had to be part of that marriage plot she was planning for her daughter. Addie’s stomach turned at the thought, and she checked on the dance floor with a quick gaze, confirming that Mckenzie was still there, safely in the arms of her brother, who, very much to Addie’s surprise, was the exact opposite of the golden-haired prince who was going to rule over her homeland one day. While Joshua seemed kind and open and powerful in a way that was hard to describe, for it wasn’t in his demeanor or his words, Brax was dark, elegant with a smile indicating mischief pinned to his lips. Their eyes the only trait that identified them as siblings.

      The black-haired Brenheran heir, however, wasn’t the one dancing with Mckenzie as Addie spotted her on the dance floor. It was the intimidatingly handsome, dark-skinned young man whom Armand had told her was the Prince of Phornes. And from the way Mckenzie danced like a cold fish, Addie knew she would rather punch him in the nose than circle another round with him. But Mckenzie had put on a brave face.

      Addie had seen the chancellor step in to dance with Gandrett when Mckenzie had eyed her brother with the plea to save her from Leonidas Aucrosta. Noble of the chancellor to aid the heirs of this house like that. She had wondered back in Eedwood, when she had heard that he’d come to bring back Joshua and Gandrett, what type of man would risk so much for the house he served—what kind of selfless man. The court where she had been enslaved had been one of intrigue and not of support. Even now that Armand had taken on the lordship as the rightful heir of Eedwood, his father was still working against him.

      When Armand had pointed Nehelon Sterngrove out to her, surprise wasn’t the only thing that came to mind. He was not how she had imagined a chancellor—not like the chancellor in Eedwood, who had been in his late fifties and, if not of physical strength, of sharp wits. But Nehelon Sterngrove was a warrior through and through. Even if his civilized finery suggested his blood may be nothing less noble than that of any of the lords or ladies attending the party, something told her that body had been honed for battle, not for political charade.

      Between the slow-moving pairs, Addie no longer spotted the elegantly dressed chancellors or the Child of Vala who had rescued her from Shygon’s altar—but Mckenzie was still there, monitored by the foreign heirs who seemed to be waiting their turn to appraise the goods before bidding for them.

      The nausea grew stronger, and Addie couldn’t help but glimpse at Armand, who had been her anchor in this assembly of finery and manners, of protocols and speeches; who had brushed her fingers with his if only by accident, but … he now was animatedly talking to the Prince of Sives, his attention floating toward her every now and then with a smile that let her guess he had a rhyme on his mind.

      This time, she found Joshua eyeing her with interest in his emerald eyes while Armand kept talking.

      A cool draft touched her shoulder as if someone had left open the doors in the prison in the north, and Addie shuddered as the memory of the icy caverns beneath Eedwood Castle flashed in her mind. She reached for her water glass with a shaky hand.

      No. The caverns no longer existed. She was safe. Joshua was safe. She glanced back to where he had been eyeing her a moment ago—and found Armand raising a glass in her direction as if to cheer.

      “You look a bit pale, Addie.” Addie looked up only to find Joshua sitting down beside her, his golden-brown hair catching the fiery tint of the torches that were now the only source of light, his emerald eyes glimmering as he faced her, bracing one elbow on the table, the other on the backrest of the chair he’d chosen. “Are you not well?”

      Not well. No. And more than worried about his sister than he seemed to be. She sipped her water and leaned back in her chair, no longer caring if a lady was supposed to sit with her back straight. She wasn’t a lady. And her stomach was killing her. What had been in that dessert?

      “It’s been a long day,” was all she said, letting him make of it what he would.

      To her surprise, Joshua nodded and smiled as if saying, You have no idea.

      He held her gaze as if waiting for her to speak.

      “The speech went well,” she said just to fill the silence that seemed to envelop them. “A lot of your guests were pleased to find there is someone worthy of filling the throne.”

      He just studied her with eyes that didn’t seem to care who she was, who his guests would think she was. There was something in his gaze that called out for her—her, the same way he had spoken to her in Eedwood without regard for his title or that she had been a slave then. Just Joshua. And Addie. Nothing more.

      “Half of the people here are liars, Addie,” he whispered as he leaned closer. “The other half…” He straightened and locked his hands together before his chest, lips pursed as he appeared to be thinking. “Let’s not talk about politics, Addie.” His mouth curved at one side, the tired smile of a man who was struggling to come back from what had been done to him.

      “How are you dealing?” Addie asked, and cold filled the air between them as the flicker of light in his eyes guttered at her question.

      Addie instantly regretted having asked, having assumed she could ask the Prince of Sives a question like that. Even with everything they had gone through at Eedwood, with what had almost been done to her because of him—

      “I’m … I’m sorry,” she whispered and lowered her head, giving him the opportunity of an easy escape if he so wished.

      But Joshua clasped his hands more tightly and said, “Never be sorry.” His tone, black velvet, made her look up again, and those eyes bore into hers like pits of darkness. “You never know when your time is up. So no regrets. Not after what you have gone through—” His throat bobbed. “After what we have gone through.”
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        * * *

      

      Brax felt only half-guilty as he left Mckenzie to dance with Taghi Saza Brina. The Prince of Phornes, no matter how annoying, was the only one of a culture that respected women enough to not drag his sister off into the secluded corners of the festivities … the way Chancellor Sterngrove had done with Gandrett.

      Damn Nyssa and her Solstice if it was another man who got to enjoy that night with Gandrett.

      Brax was considering drawing the knife from his boot as he combed through the gardens with less grace and composure than he cared to admit.

      He would have stopped them had he noticed that they hadn’t just returned to the tent to take a break from dancing—it was a miracle Gandrett hadn’t stumbled over her own feet or stepped on the chancellor’s with the way the sparkling wine affected her.

      He would have put his foot down and insisted she remain with him.

      But no. He hadn’t given it another thought when the chancellor had pointed out that Mckenzie needed her twin … and indicated he’d dance with her if Brax preferred to stay with Gandrett.

      By Vala, Nehelon Sterngrove hated Gandrett. He had seen them train together, the wild temper that rode the chancellor when they were in the training ring. And when he had ridden out of the Ackwood with her to deliver her to her family, Brax had thought it was a sense of duty to the House Brenheran that he’d made sure the deal with the Order of Vala was executed to a full extent. Never in his wildest dreams would he have considered the chancellor might have any interest in the girl.

      Brax rubbed his brows with his thumb and index finger.

      Never.

      Hadn’t Taghi asked if he was ever going to check on his guest and the intimidating—and considerably handsome—man who had accompanied her off the dance floor to the private tents, he would have not given it another thought.

      Of course, there was still a chance Taghi had made it up to sneak his way to his sister, but wherever Brax had looked in the main tent, Gandrett remained gone. So did the chancellor.

      To Hel’s realm with what his father thought, his mother, his brother—or the girls who had been seeking his attention the second he’d left the dance floor, some of whom he would have taken up on their offer a couple of months ago … maybe even a day ago when he had believed Gandrett would never return to Ackwood, that her devotion to the goddess was pure and real and chosen. But considering the way she had acted since she had returned from those weeks spent the-gods-knew-where, he knew she wasn’t the same warrior who had left these halls. No, there was something seriously different about her, and it wasn’t just the fact that she had downed three glasses of sparkling wine. She had closed her eyes in his embrace even if it had been just harmless dancing. She had trusted him. Hadn’t fingered for her weapons or reminded him that he should take back the Brenheran heirloom he had gifted her as a reminder that he existed.

      The chancellor was just a man after all, and Gandrett in that gods-damned dress—Brax swallowed—the chancellor had to be blind not to be drawn by that. And what if the chancellor didn’t care who she was? What she was? What if he took advantage of her state of lowered inhibitions? There would be no coming back from that. Not for someone sworn to the Order of Vala.

      His mind filled with the worst of scenarios as he stalked up to the tent Taghi had pointed at.

      The tent was only a couple of steps ahead, and Brax felt his hand start shaking as he reached for the curtain of gossamer that blocked what was going on inside from the rest of the world.

      Damn the chancellor. And damn the consequences, too, if he interrupted something.

      The flaps of the tent flew open on a phantom wind as Brax reached out with his hands to tear them aside and revealed—

      Nothing. They revealed nothing but a burgundy velvet divan and a lazily flickering torch, a bucket of ice, and an untouched bottle of sparkling wine.

      Brax stepped inside, inspecting the divan, the grassy ground for he didn’t know what. A sign. Any sign that Taghi Saza Brina hadn’t made a fool of him. Nothing. There was no sign of Gandrett or the chancellor. The ire ebbed, embarrassment threatening to settle with sure weight instead, making him hide his shaking hands in his pockets as he turned on the spot and was about to leave when the summer night breeze flushed the sound of retching through the tent.

      The ire flared once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Gandrett was half sure she would never again be able to look the Fae male beside her in the eye as she returned her dinner to the greenery along the palace walls.

      “Gods, I hope this isn’t one of Lady Crystal’s favorite flowerbeds.” Nehelon’s amused comments filled the silence between her retching.

      “Why don’t you just disappear like you normally do?” she bit at him when she was sure everything but the appetizers had left her stomach for good.

      “And miss this?”

      She wanted to slap his face for the chuckle that carried in his low tone. And she would have—hadn’t it been for the swaying world that just wouldn’t stop moving, no matter how hard she held onto the grass.

      “Three glasses of sparkling wine, soldier, and you’re on the ground. Had I known, I would have laced your breakfast before training.”

      Gandrett wanted to give him a vulgar gesture, but the appetizers claimed her attention as they crawled up her throat and onto the grass.

      “Can’t you just heal me or something?” she demanded in a voice that lacked coherence.

      Nehelon chuckled again, the words he had spoken to her moments before apparently as far from his mind as the spring of the Penesor. “No.” He crouched down beside her, his face irritatingly close to hers as he eyed from the side how she wiped her mouth. “And even if I could…” He stopped as Gandrett shot him a look that meant to rip out his tongue.

      What had happened? One moment, he had taunted her, attempted to seduce her. The next, he had all but shoved her off his lap. Gandrett shook her head as he just frowned back at her.

      She should know better than to seek for good reason behind the Fae male’s behavior. First, he was Fae; second, he was Nehelon. Either of the two should have been enough to not be surprised when he patted her shoulder and said, “Come, soldier. It’s time for you to go to bed. Training starts at dawn tomorrow.”

      Something in his wicked gaze made her dread he wasn’t speaking about summoning a flame or craving the earth—which was exhausting for the mind more than for the body—but the hard-as-shit training that he had ushered her through those first weeks in Ackwood, long before anything at all had ever happened between them… Not that anything had happened tonight—according to Nehelon, at least. Gandrett spat on the ground and grinned, one-hundred percent certain that her breath smelled like the dead, and found some twisted sort of satisfaction in it. “Oh, I can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Brax couldn’t believe his eyes as he found Gandrett kneeling on the grass, emptying her stomach … and the chancellor, crouching beside her with an expression as if he was having the time of his life.

      Gandrett’s backs stiffened as he called for her while jogging up to them, unsure of what to make of the scene. The chancellor, however, merely looked up, his expression sour, and remained where he was.

      “Oh gods,” Gandrett drawled as she sat back on her knees. “Is there anyone who hasn’t noticed?”

      The chancellor, to his surprise, laughed. For a brief moment, Brax wondered if he had ever seen the chancellor laugh.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, and when Gandrett just doubled over again, she emitted a noise that Brax could gladly never have known could come out of the elegant girl. “Is she okay?” he asked the chancellor instead.

      “That’s what the first encounter with sparkling wine will do to you,” was the reply when the chancellor straightened to his feet.

      From the ground, Gandrett’s disgruntled voice sounded, “Go away, Brax.”

      Brax gasped, and the chancellor chuckled to himself.

      “You both can go to Hel’s realm and let me collect my guts later when I’m sober.”

      There was a certain irony to the fact that the Child of Vala was vomiting in the gardens of the place where she had been sent to serve. The chancellor had said it earlier—that her sword was the Prince of Sives’s for as long as he needed her. Now, she was literally spitting on her duty by everything she had done tonight, spitting on the Order. And yet, Brax couldn’t bring himself to care.

      “Let me help you get back to your chambers,” he offered, half reaching for her shoulder, but the chancellor held out a hand, gesturing for Brax to leave her be.

      “Let me deal with her,” he said in a knowing tone. “I was on my way in anyway, and now that I have a report for the Meister to write, the party is most definitely over for me.” He gave Brax a look that was a clear dismissal. “But not for you. Go, enjoy the night while you can.” He crouched down beside Gandrett again, grabbing her elbow with one hand and pulling her to her feet, apparently confident, from the absence of her retching, that it was over. “As a soldier in this house, she is my responsibility anyway.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Addie was about halfway up the stairs when footsteps echoed behind her. She slowed in response, her feet becoming near-silent on the cool stone. She was used to turning invisible—at least had been. And it had been far easier with the rags as a dress, with the lack of a voice in the court where she had served. No one had heeded her a look, and no one had asked her opinion.

      Since she had arrived in Ackwood—where no one but Joshua, Gandrett, and the chancellor knew who she was, what role she had served in Eedwood, and what Linniue had chosen as her fate—people had looked at her, noticed her, seen her. It was enough to drive her from the party early. Especially when Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain had made the effort to sit with her in front of everyone—his whole household, the heirs and officials of other courts; whether they were friend or foe, he himself, apparently, wasn’t very clear.

      The footsteps stopped and hurried another direction, somewhere in the hallway below the stairs.

      Addie loosed a breath of relief.

      Joshua had reassured her she’d be safe walking up all by herself. There were guards positioned all the way from the main tent to the main gate and then in regular spacing throughout the palace.

      It didn’t make Addie feel any safer though when the scar in her shoulder began singing in icy pain as she reached the top of the stairs and turned the corner at a controlled pace that she could only keep up because she knew it wouldn’t attract attention. She rubbed her shoulder with her fingers and was only halfway down the hallway to her room—hers and Armand’s—when the latter’s voice called her from the other end of the hallway, right by their door.

      Her heart almost stopped as he jogged toward her, concern on his features, but her scar silenced. She dropped her hand.

      “Joshua said you left—” Armand said, crossing the hallway to where she stood, unsure if she should be relieved to see him or worried. Also, Addie wasn’t sure if now was a good time to bring up the occasional pain in her shoulder.

      “I thought I’d make sure you got to the room safely,” he said when Addie stood, still frozen as she had so many times when she had still been a slave.

      “You didn’t need to come all the way from the party just for that,” she told him with what she hoped was more composure than what she felt when her heart started flying at the thought that he had—come to check in on her. That he cared enough to want to check.

      “Of course I did,” was all he said and took those final two steps toward her, offering his arm. “I would have never made it in time to beat you to the door had Joshua not shown me a shortcut earlier this afternoon.”

      Ah … yes, Joshua. Addie wondered if there was anything about Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain that Armand didn’t admire. And much to her dismay, she had to agree. He was almost too perfect, too kind, too noble, too—

      A shadow floated through Addie’s peripheral vision, stopping her thoughts dead. She couldn’t be scared. Not now. Not after all the horrors she had endured … and survived. Or maybe she was afraid especially because of that. Because of what she had survived.

      The shadow was gone so fast she didn’t even turn her head. A cloud covering the moon outside, an owl drifting past the windows, the flickering of a torch… Addie had found ways to deal with the panic that sometimes struck, and when she looped her arm around Armand’s, her features had turned into the answering smile the young lord and future chancellor of Sives deserved.

      She let him guide her to the room, and once inside, her eyes fell on the broad bed, leaving the fear of the shadow replaced by a different type of unease.

      “I already said you could have the bed,” Armand commented with the warmth that had filled his face ever since they had arrived and spoken with Joshua again. Hope—there was so much hope in the young lord despite everything that had happened to him. The loss of his mother, the role of his father in her death, his aunt’s deceit…

      For some reason, Addie wasn’t sure that hope was something she could share. Not with the Shygon worshipper who had threatened her on their way to Ackwood. The god of dragons doesn’t forget. She had successfully pushed aside the words that had echoed through her mind during their journey. But with the phantom pain in her shoulder that seemed to be returning, Addie could no longer suppress it.

      “Are you returning to the party?” She faced Armand and found his hazel eyes studying her with concern.

      “Not if you need me here,” he said without turning away.

      “Why would I need you here?” Addie knew that in broad daylight, she may have blushed. Not because he was asking that question mere steps away from the one bed in their shared room but from embarrassment that someone would consider she needed anyone. She had been so dependent on her own company, on herself, that sometimes it was hard to accept Armand wanted to help.

      So Addie held her chin high as she dug deep into her soul and brought up the right words.
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        * * *

      

      Addie’s eyes were the color of the Eedpenesor after the ice of the winter had melted, Armand had noticed earlier today, long before the sun had set. Now, in the low light of the moon-lit night, they were pale and weary. He wasn’t sure if he had imagined the flash of fear a moment earlier, but when she turned to ask if he was going back to the party, his chest ached to stay.

      “Not if you need me here,” Armand responded so fast that he couldn’t think the words through. But did he really need to think them through? He had spent weeks with her, cleaning up the mess his aunt had left behind in his court, and she had gone through it with more dignity than most rulers he knew. Most definitely not his father.

      “Why would I need you here?” Her words were defensive. Not at all what shone in her eyes. She needed him.

      She eyed him with that clarity he had rarely seen on other people. Not even on Gandrett, who always seemed to be playing some game. Even tonight, she had come to the party as Brax’s guest and not spy or a soldier on duty the way she had been when she had snaked her way into his castle—

      Beautiful, wicked Gandrett. And yet, his heart, however much it had been ensnared by the woman she had pretended to be, was no longer enchanted by her. At least, not the way it had been back then. There were other things that connected them. A secret or two—her magic, the Dragon Water, the knowledge of what had really happened that night under Eedwood Castle… And Armand was glad that Joshua had her here at Ackwood.

      “I think something is wrong, Armand,” Addie said out of the blue, “and I know it’s Nyssa’s night, and you’d much rather be out there in the gardens, dancing and celebrating.” She eyed him in a way that made him wonder if that was how he came across—that he was here just out of a sense of duty.

      Armand stalked to the small table by the window front and took a seat, demonstrating in actions rather than words that he was exactly where he wanted to be. “What worries you, Addie?” He folded his hands in his lap as he turned his gaze on her, ignoring the low hum of night that broke in through the cracked-open windows.

      The young woman turned to the side, her profile showing off her slender figure and full breasts that had manifested only since she had gained back that weight his aunt had starved her of, and she crossed the room to the fireplace where she lit a candle on the mantel, making her features come alive in the orange light. Armand felt his throat bob—not at the view but at the thought of how much hardship his family had caused her and how she could even look at him as if he were different from them.

      She stood for a while, watching the candle flicker in the draft, one hand braced on the mantel, the other absently rubbing her shoulder.

      Armand knew what lay beneath the dress where her fingers moved in lines as if tracing the pattern that had been carved into her. He hadn’t seen the scar since those first days where it had healed by the power of Dragon Water and the long nights he and Deelah had sat by her side, taking turns, just in case she woke disoriented.

      Addie gasped and flinched, dropping her hand as if its touch had just singed her shoulder.

      “Is the scar bothering you?” he asked, reading the answer on her face as she turned toward him, a hint of fear lingering on her features.

      She nodded. “Since this morning,” she said so low that Armand had to strain his ears to be sure she had spoken.

      Addie joined him at the table, the weariness heavier on her features now that the moonlight touched her pale skin.

      “It was so bad this morning that it took me a full hour to be able to think straight.” Her voice was haunted as if the thought alone was enough to drive her into panic. “And, thank the gods, no one came to the room while I was indisposed.” Armand knew by the way she shook her head that if anyone had found her then, she would have had trouble explaining what was going on. Seeing a healer for it was out of the question. And Deelah—the only one they trusted with her injury—was a week’s ride back in Eedwood.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Armand wasn’t sure if asking her to let him see the scar would be something that would offend her, but he felt the urge to assess for himself whether there was anything unusual about the way it looked—besides its shape. However, he couldn’t help sitting up, eyes following her fingers as they slid over her shoulder to the wound lines once more.

      Addie cringed away even with a table between them, pressing into the backrest of her chair.

      Gods—what else had been done to that girl if she flinched from his gaze like that?

      Armand lifted his hands and slowly placed them on the table, watching Addie’s eyes go wider and wider, silver lining them under thick, black lashes. Then, she went utterly still. So still Armand could no longer tell if she was breathing.
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        * * *

      

      One moment, she was telling Armand that something was very wrong with her scar, that it was hurting, had been hurting, and painfully so, this morning. The next moment, Addie was back in the temple of Shygon, Linniue dragging her toward the altar, the knife that had cut into her flesh clutched in the lady’s barbaric hands. The pain—unbearable. And the chant in her mind. That same language that the world should have forgotten when the last dragons vanished. She heard it, loud and clear in her head, thrumming against her skull like the steadily rising tide, swelling, swelling until her bones threatened to break under the power of the words. Words that had no meaning other than a summons, a lure, a call for her to drift away from that other voice speaking her name again and again. Close, so close, she was no longer sure if it was in her head as well.

      “Addie!” His shout echoed through the chamber for a long second—or an eternity. And she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, pinned by that invisible force, taunted to come search for it, to come if she dared. If she was wondering what had been throbbing in her shoulder, under her scars. In that symbol.

      She blinked, hardly seeing Armand as he grasped her by the arms and yanked her to the side as he slithered to his knees, his hazel eyes clouded with dread as he spoke her name again, softer this time—a plea.

      Addie blinked the tears from her eyes, feeling the pain in her shoulder returning to the foreground as the chant in her mind receded to a murmur so low she took notice of the young lord’s voice.

      “Talk to me,” he demanded, his hands not leaving her arms as he lowered himself onto his haunches, relieved as she finally looked at him.

      Addie tried. She really did, but all she got out was a croak, uncertain of what it was supposed to mean. She jerked her chin at her shoulder, the throbbing pain there the only thing she could now think of. That and those bloodstains on the altar of Shygon along with the words of the worshipper who had ended his own life. Shygon doesn’t forget.

      Armand let go of one arm as he rose to his feet, bending over her, his hazel eyes pinning her. “I apologize in advance for this,” he said before he reached to her shoulder, feeling her body going rigid, and searched for a way to lift the soft fabric from her skin enough to examine the scar.

      She didn’t object. Even though those voices in her mind told her to send the young lord to Hel’s realm for touching her, she kept her mouth shut, allowing him to unlace the back of the bodice until he could flap open the fabric enough to free that symbol etched into her skin. And she hoped—hoped—he would find a way to silence it. To free her from that summons that she could only fight by freezing into place—

      Or she would walk out that door and find herself gods-knew where.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Gandrett was mildly aware that it was past dawn. The urging caw beside her ear might have had something to do with that; as did the bright sunlight when she blinked her eyes open—and cursed as Riho clicked his beak at her from the spare pillow.

      Her stomach growled as if it was going to turn again, but it had been empty by the time she had made it to the castle the night before … escorted by the wicked Fae who had dumped her in her bed like a sack of potatoes and left her to sleep it off.

      “Go tell him I don’t give a shit,” Gandrett said to the bird over the pounding inside her skull as she tugged her blanket back over her head.

      It didn’t dull the voices of the songbirds outside even when Riho’s rustling wings allowed her to assume he had departed to inform Nehelon he could stick his sword up his glorious Fae behind. She wasn’t going to move to train with him today. No. She deserved a day in bed after ten years of sacrifice, hardship, and obedience.

      Her first encounter with sparkling wine hadn’t gone as brilliantly as she had hoped, and while the initial buzz had made dancing with Brax—and then that Fae bastard—like drifting on clouds, it had also made her enjoy dancing with Brax—and that Fae bastard. She would have said no otherwise, would have watched the rest of the world enjoy the party and been a good soldier, scouting for danger, one hand always within casual reach of hidden blades. Not last night. Last night, she had let the Child of Vala so unceremoniously die and tried another deity for a change.

      Nyssa, it seemed, had smiled upon her for a while until Nehelon had cut off his flirting and taunting. Thank the gods—all of them but Vala … and Shygon, naturally. He was another level of disaster in Gandrett’s life.

      Gandrett remembered most of what had happened in that tent with the male. His babble about the Solstice in Ulfray, beds of flower petals—something tightened in Gandrett’s core, tuning out the headache for a brief moment—his hands on her waist, his scent, luring her, calling to her. Glad that her face was hidden beneath the covers, and so was her blush, she traced her fingers over her neck where Nehelon’s nose had grazed her skin, and once more she realized how utterly lucky she was that the Fae male hadn’t been serious. The gods knew, with that sparkling wine in her system, he could have asked anything of her—and she would have done it. And after her impressive heaving, he would never look at her like that again. Even if he had admitted to kissing her back in Eedwood forest what seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Ignoring the lively chirping outside and squinting against the light, Gandrett rolled from her sheets and stumbled to the bathing room where last night’s gown sat on a stool, neatly folded right beside a set of fresh clothes. Gandrett looked down at her nightgown and back at the clothes, unable to remember if it had been her who had changed her for bed. She dearly hoped the folded gown and fresh clothes were courtesy of Eugina and not Nehelon’s ungraspable sense of humor—if he even had humor—to leave her to believe he had stripped her naked and stuffed her into the silk-slip she was wearing now.

      With a frown, Gandrett stepped over the threshold, where she had been leaning while the world was spinning, and closed the door behind her before she held her face into the stream of cold water she released from the faucet. Gods, what had she been thinking? She could have defied the Order without a sip of sparkling wine and looked better doing so. She had vomited her soul out in the gardens, and some darker past of her memory told her that Nehelon hadn’t been the only one witnessing it—Brax, too, had seen her kneeling in the grass and hurling her guts up.

      Making sure to wash her mouth double as long as normal, Gandrett readied herself to change into the rough cotton pants and light tunic that had been laid out for her. And after drinking half the Penesor, she felt ready to defy the swirling of her surroundings and step out of the silk and into what seemed to be her new uniform.

      By the time she made it back to her room, stomach growling with hunger and, at the same time, turning squeamish at the thought of food, Nehelon had still not turned up to enforce the training at dawn he had threatened her with. Whether it was some unexpected kindness that he had let her sleep in or if he would make her pay for it later, she couldn’t bring herself to care. Not when a knock on the door was followed by Eugina’s voice calling that she had breakfast ready if Gandrett opened the door this time.

      Instead of slumping back into her bed, Gandrett ignored the subsiding headache and prowled to the door, which, to her surprise, had been locked from the inside. With a slow hand, she turned the key and let a smiling Eugina in, allowing her eyes to follow the tray of food—including chocolate pastries—to the table where Eugina set it down, lifted a cup of some red juice, and started stirring.

      “This,” she said as she made the liquid swirl at neck-breaking speed, “will help get you back on your feet. She held the cup out to Gandrett, who took it with hesitant hands.

      “What is it that I am looking at?” She turned the cup in her hands, wondering if she was supposed to expect a sweet taste or a sour one, or something entirely other. From the look and smell of the liquid, it was utterly impossible to tell.

      “Trust me, you don’t want to know,” Eugina said with a smile. “Just get it over with.”

      So Gandrett did … and immediately, the taste of bile the night before seemed like a pleasant memory. She coughed. “What is that?”

      “Some root from the southern territory,” Eugina said, a laugh tugging on her lips. “Brax Brenheran asked me to bring you a glass. He swears by it.”

      For some reason, Gandrett had problems imagining Brax devouring anything that appalling. She made a mental note to thank him the next time she saw him—if he still looked at her after last night.

      After Eugina left her to it, Gandrett took her time eating breakfast, cautiously filling her stomach, ready to leap to her feet and dart to the bathing room if necessary. Only after she was done, and there was no indication that the food would come up again, did she start wondering why Nehelon hadn’t yet come to drag her to the training ring by her braid.

      When she wandered down the hallway, down the stairs, to the back door that led to the yard with Nehelon’s favorite torture-ground, she noticed the palace was suspiciously quiet. A silence which was either the aftermath of a night of celebrations, or something was brewing. Even the guards were fewer than normal, and those she encountered gave her a tired nod. She grinned right back at most of them, her stomach back to normal, thanks to Brax’s secret recipe, and her sword dangling by her side, a comforting weight even if a relic from the days she’d called herself a Child of Vala.

      The yard was empty as were the training rings, no sign of the Fae bastard. And to Gandrett’s surprise, she worried about him. With a wiggle of her shoulders, she tried to shake the feeling that something was wrong. Nehelon, no matter how annoying he was, had always—always—followed through with his threats. He wouldn’t miss out on the fun of seeing her struggle to even attempt to fight with her body exhausted from dealing with the aftereffects of the sparkling wine. Not after last night. Gandrett grimaced at no one and began stretching, only to give up after a minute. No, her body was of no use today.

      It was only when she turned her back on the climbing sun that she spotted movement by the highest spire. Was that a human shape up there in the window? She cocked her head and shielded her eyes against the sun reflecting from the palace walls and roof. Yes. There was definitely a human form up there, perched on the window sill, too close for just a comfortable morning of reading in the fresh air. She kicked herself into motion, rushing back to the building, through the hallway, to the stairwell that led to the spire. She knew the layout of the palace as well by now as she knew that of Eedwood Castle, and it was almost as effortless as navigating the priory with all floor plans memorized. Effortless for her orientation. As for her body…

      Her pulse had already quickened to a pace that suggested she was near exhaustion, and she cursed her own impulses for having given in to the sparkling wine the night before, or she would already be halfway up the stairs. But this way, every round she made on the spiral staircase took longer than the last, her legs dragging by the time she was not even halfway up there.

      Her lungs couldn’t gulp enough air down as she ran, ran to see if whoever was put there was in danger of rolling over the windowsill into free fall.

      Up and up and up. Did this staircase have no end at all?

      She didn’t dare call out to whoever was up there for fear of startling them and rushing them in their struggle. But as the walls narrowed in, the stairs eventually becoming flatter, Gandrett stepped into an empty, circular room filled with nothing but the dust of ages, and a golden-haired figure sitting on the windowsill, one knee pulled up to his chest, the other leg dangling out into the gods-knew how many floors of free fall, head resting back against the wall.

      “And here I thought I’d have some peace and quiet up here,” Joshua said without opening his eyes. “What do you want now?”

      Gandrett eyed the frown on his brows, the stark shadows that lingered where the sunlight didn’t reach.

      “I hadn’t been aware I was that much of a nuisance, Prince,” Gandrett said with a part-grin as she noticed he was truly just resting and not about to jump.

      At the sound of her voice, his head whipped around, his emerald gaze—so familiar with all the three Brenheran heirs sharing that feature—pinned her. “Gandrett,” he said, tone less annoyed. “Are you doing some sightseeing?”

      She took a cautious step toward him, but he remained calm on the windowsill, setting one foot down on the floor while the other remained out the window. “Oh, the view from up here is something to behold,” she said, her grin—still tense from how little it would take for the heir of Sives to plunge to sure death. “I couldn’t miss out on this one.”

      Joshua didn’t laugh. “Why are you here?”

      But Gandrett didn’t answer his question. “You thought I was someone else,” she noted and took another step.

      Joshua frowned in response.

      “You do know that I have been ordered back here to aid you in whatever way I can.” She schooled her expression into neutral calm even at the roaring defiance inside her chest. No more. Even if she had chosen to return with Nehelon rather than go back to the place that had held her hostage for ten years … and now her brother was there, and yet again, her hand was forced. Her will was not her own. “How may I aid, Prince?”

      Joshua’s frown deepened as he slowly brought the outer leg in over the windowsill and leaned against the stone, leaving the sunlight framing him as if he were made of molten gold.

      “Do you sometimes dream of it?” he asked, bracing his hands left and right in the window frame. “Do you hear the screams in your sleep? Do you see the fire?”

      A different kind of caution settled over Gandrett as Joshua’s gaze changed, his eyes no longer those of the warm and kind prince who would one day reunite the kingdom. But she kept her features empty. Whatever was going on inside his mind, she was there to help. That was the task she would be measured by. And this man … all the horrible things that had been done to him. Trapped in his own mind for years, primed to continue where the last Dragon King had left off—

      “Sometimes,” she said in a low, steady voice. “Sometimes, I dream of that night in the temple of Shygon,” she admitted to what was the truth. “Sometimes, I smell the fire, and I hear Linniue’s chants.” She hadn’t talked about it to anyone—not even the Fae male who had become her most trusted companion in a twisted way that she had yet to figure out. “It must be way worse for you, Joshua … all those years.” She searched for words. “And she was your mother. She should have loved you, supported you, done what was best for you… and not … this.” Gandrett gestured at nothing, her hand drawing a weird circlet in the air as she tried to describe what this was.

      Joshua, however, seemed to understand anyway, his gaze following her hand back to her side, near her sword as he spoke, “She did … do what was best for me … at least what she believed was best.”

      Gandrett saw the longing there for a better world where his mother wasn’t dead and hadn’t enslaved him with a magic spell. A world where he could become what he was destined to be—a ruler over a land that deserved peace and a wise and merciful king for its people.

      “I am sure she loved you,” was all Gandrett said.

      And Joshua nodded. “In her own, twisted way, she did.”

      For a long moment, they eyed each other in silence, the birds outside, the singing of the wind around the spire, and the voices in the yard below the only sounds that filled the open space between them. Then Joshua smoothed over his expression and stepped toward her, gesturing down the stairs.

      “You look like you could use some refreshments,” he said with the smile of a future king, all sorrow erased from his face just like that. “After last night, I am surprised you made it up here at all.”

      Amusement danced in his eyes, and Gandrett was now more certain than ever that there was no one in the palace who hadn’t heard of her escapade in the flowerbeds.

      She shrugged off the sensation of awkwardness. What was the use of embarrassment if it incapacitated her?

      So, Gandrett turned on her heels and stalked down the stairs, remembering to swagger a bit. Child of Vala or not, no one’s judgment but her own would weigh on her shoulders. She squared the latter and descended from the spire, Joshua in tow, and kept her chin high even if she felt like going right back to bed. Her mission had changed. And while Nehelon apparently had better things to do than to brief her on the details of how exactly they were going to help Joshua, she decided she was very well capable of dealing with the prince on her own.
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        * * *

      

      Armand had sat by her side all night, Addie realized as she opened her eyes to the blinding light of what had to be early morning. He was still sitting in the wooden chair, his eyes closed, head lolling to his shoulder, hair covering his cheeks, and his breathing was even. Asleep after the long hours he had spent talking to her, encouraging her to ignore the summons that had been about to push her through the door.

      He had called for a messenger to go get Nehelon Sterngrove. On Addie’s request, he hadn’t sent for Joshua. The prince had endured enough. There was no way in Hel’s realm that she was going to confront him with that horrible past, with that gods-forsaken night in Eedwood.

      Addie lay still for a moment, assessing her shoulder with light fingers.

      The pain was gone as were the voices in her head. A sign, she supposed, of stress and sparkling wine, which she had sipped. Even when the chancellor had exchanged looks with Armand that made her believe there might be more to it than that.

      The chancellor had reached into his pocket to extract a tiny tin of salve that he had pressed into Armand’s hands with the words, “This and bed rest.” He had pointed at her shoulder and then given her a stern look that had silenced the chant in her head. “Starting tomorrow, you will learn to defend yourself. You will learn to steel your mind and your body against attacks like this.”

      Attack—that was what it had been—an attack. An ambush. Her scar incapacitating her, sidetracking her and opening up the path for whoever had been trying to get into her head.

      Beside her, Armand stirred, his hand, sliding off his thigh, twitching as he brought it back to his lap. Addie pushed herself up onto her elbows, feeling the dress open at her back, slapping forward over her damaged skin and exposing her shoulder and collarbone.

      The chancellor had promised to be waiting in his study for her and that she should come to him whenever she was ready … well, he had told Armand to bring her to him whenever she was awake.

      Now, the young lord was sleeping, drooling onto his elegant jacket, she noticed with a smile, and her heart lightened for a heartbeat before her mind circled back to the questions they all had been asking last night: who would summon Addie? And why?

      Linniue was dead. But she hadn’t been the only one praying to the god of dragons. The prison in the north… so many cult members hiding up there—or maybe no longer hiding. Maybe this was them claiming what had been marked in the name of Shygon. Maybe someone was claiming her.

      She shuddered and slid out of bed, careful not to wake Armand, then halted and reconsidered.

      If it happened again … if her scar started hurting again, her mind started chanting again, then she would need someone to make sure she didn’t follow that call. For last night, they all had agreed that keeping her from answering that call was a priority, and what lay at the other end of that spooky communication channel was something she never wanted to meet. So she needed Armand whether she cared to admit it or not.

      With a light hand, she brushed his arm, hoping to rouse him from his sleep as gently as possible. He couldn’t have slept much, judging by how uncomfortable he looked. Addie’s stomach clenched at the thought of her worries from a day ago. Today, the one bed in the room was no longer her biggest problem.

      “Wha—” Armand leaped to his feet, hand on his sword, eyes surveilling the room as if acting purely on instinct, before he noticed her half-sitting on the bed, still as a doe, careful not to startle him and trigger him to draw that weapon.

      “Good morning,” she breathed, and his responding smile replaced the alarm on his features.

      “You look better.” Hand releasing the hilt of his sword, he sank back into the chair that had served as his bed for the night.

      Addie pursed her lips as she watched him studying her. “You don’t,” she said and hoped he’d find humor in her words.

      A tired grin was all she got in response.

      “Thank you for staying with me.” She slid to her feet. “I know you had other plans … celebrating with Joshua…” She didn’t want to think about what direction the celebrations may have turned with the young woman she had spotted observing Armand with interest. And it was none of her business.

      He shifted in his chair, bracing one hand on the dark, wooden headboard of the bed as he leaned over to take a look at her exposed shoulder. “Does it hurt?” He examined the scar with a thorough look.

      Addie shook her head in answer, and when Armand was done, she got to her feet and slouched to the bathing room. “I would never ask you this under normal circumstances”—normal, what was normal in her life?—“but would you mind waiting for me and escorting me to the chancellor’s study?”

      With a movement so fast Addie didn’t see him coming, he was by her side, unnecessarily walking her to the bathing room. “I’ll be right here,” he promised and closed the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Mckenzie was sipping her tea with an expression that didn’t at all resemble the young lady she usually portrayed in public. Gandrett was just about to ask her if she wanted to talk about it when Mckenzie set down her cup and picked up the note she had been staring at from the polished wooden table.

      “You had fun last night,” she said with a disgruntled face as she swept her gaze over the slender script on the piece of parchment.

      Gandrett had decided to seek out Mckenzie after her encounter with Joshua. She needed some female council—company at least, for she couldn’t bring herself to speak the words. That it bothered her that Nehelon had cut her off after he’d heated her blood with whispers that had promised something more than what they resorted to once more. She swallowed the lump in her throat and gave Mckenzie a half-smile. “What exactly do you mean?”

      “I saw how reluctantly Brax let the chancellor take over.” Mckenzie winked and ripped the note apart so elegantly she might as well have been braiding her silky hair. “The dancing, I mean.”

      Gandrett considered commenting on Brax but decided that she wasn’t ready to think about any of it. At least not until she knew if Nehelon had cut her off so thoroughly that he no longer cared about her training either. Even if his methods were harsh, they had been efficient when getting her to use her magic properly. As if in answer, the beast in her chest awoke—not the beast. Her power. Hers to command, not the other way around.

      She ignored it and let her gaze examine the severed paper beside Mckenzie’s teacup.

      “What’s that?” She pointed at the note over her own cup, which she had already drained in the process of avoiding having to speak more than necessary. Not because of Mckenzie but because something, a part of her she hadn’t known existed, kept struggling to break through the surface, and it cost her everything she had to silence it.

      Mckenzie shrugged. “Just another love letter.” She didn’t at all sound thrilled as she glared at the desk by the window, and when Gandrett noticed the pile of paper shreds, she understood.

      “Leonidas Aucrosta?” she asked, glad to make conversation about anything but herself—or the chancellor.

      “This one”—Mckenzie picked up the note she’d just torn in half—“is from Prince Taghi.” His name rolled off the young woman’s tongue as if she had tasted something foul.

      “And may I ask what Prince Taghi has to say that upsets you so much?”

      Mckenzie’s lips pulled up on one side as if she was trying to stifle a smile. “Prince Taghi asks to see me in the gardens this afternoon.” She got to her feet and stalked to dump the note on the pile then turned around and braced her hands on the edge of the desk. “As does Leonidas Aucrosta and Varka Dumcon.” Gandrett watched her drum her fingers on the wood.

      It wasn’t a surprise, she supposed, that all three male heirs who had shown up for the solstice had found Mckenzie to be interesting for more than just the reason of her brother’s alliance once he was king.

      “And is there one of them you would like to send a message to other than to shove that idea up his ass?” Gandrett asked bluntly, too tired to find more sophisticated words.

      In response, Mckenzie laughed. Not the girlish giggle she sometimes used when she portrayed the patient and useless lady her mother wanted to sell off, but the wicked laugh of a woman suggesting she would happily shove that paper up the heirs’ asses herself if that meant she was rid of them.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think,” she eventually said, her laugh ebbing behind a sullen expression. “It won’t be me deciding who to marry. Mother will pick whoever offers the most.” She pushed away from the desk and prowled to the couch where she laid down, her hair spilling over a burgundy pillow like a platinum waterfall. “Gold, weapons, armies—you name it.”

      Anger rose in Gandrett’s stomach as she realized that Mckenzie’s days of freedom were counted, that someone else was dictating her life. It didn’t matter that she was the sister of one of the most important men in Neredyn, that she had a twin who would do anything to protect her. When it came down to the topic of her hand in marriage … her life wasn’t any better than being shoved into the life at the order, Gandrett supposed. Her choices weren’t her own.

      “Which one of them is the best dancer?” she asked, hoping to take the edge off.

      To her surprise, Mckenzie smiled but said nothing.

      “Come on.” Gandrett got to her feet and plunged onto the edge of the couch where Mckenzie’s feet were resting on another pillow. “There is one of them you favor, am I right?”

      Mckenzie shook her head, and her smile faltered. “It doesn’t matter. Once Mother makes a decision, I will have little choice but to pack my things.”

      “Last time we spoke, you were determined to scare them all off,” Gandrett reminded her. “And at least Leonidas Aucrosta seemed to already be a bit wary of coming too close to you.” She couldn’t help but smile as she remembered the story of Mckenzie bathing him over the table as she pretended to be a clumsy little girl. “What happened to Mckenzie, who doesn’t go down without a swing?”

      Mckenzie rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger.

      “I don’t think Leonidas Aucrosta is interested in an alliance other than a political one.” A knowing smile played on Mckenzie’s lips.

      Gandrett raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, you might not have noticed, but I am almost certain Leonidas would much rather have danced with Brax or Josh—who, by the way, are both excellent dancers.” Mckenzie propped herself up on her elbows.

      Gandrett tucked away both pieces of information—even when she already knew about Brax’s dancing skills.

      “So, you’re not worried about Leonidas?”

      Mckenzie shook her head. “The Dumcon heir, however, would be difficult to stomach.”

      Dumcon—the rebel house of Phornes which kept trying to win back the kingdom from the prosperous hands of Saza Brina. Their view on the role of women was only one of the many issues that would make Gandrett consider using her sword if Mckenzie was shipped off with Varka Dumcon, to whom she wouldn’t be more than a slave—one of many.

      “I know I’m here to help your brother,” Gandrett said with all sincerity, “but I will help you as best as I can, too.”

      Mckenzie nodded her thanks, her gaze flicking to where Gandrett’s hand had grabbed the hilt of the sword by her side. “I hope it won’t come to that.”

      Gandrett let her fingers wrap harder around the metal, the worn surface of the hilt a comforting texture in her palm. “Just know if it ever comes to it, I’ll be ready.”

      Mckenzie’s throat bobbed as she unlocked the meaning of Gandrett’s words. That she would use the training she had received in Everrun to prevent seeing her friend shoved into slavery.

      “It won’t,” Mckenzie reassured her, for some reason not at all seeming sure.

      For a moment, they looked at each other, neither of them speaking as both young women calculated the damage of conveniently letting Varka Dumcon disappear. Then, Gandrett heaved a breath. “Leaves us with Prince Taghi…”

      Mckenzie pressed her lips in a thin line. “Did you know he sought out Brax to inquire about the Shygon cult?”

      Gandrett felt suddenly very cold.

      “I didn’t know—” She turned her gaze toward the flower-woven tapestry between the windows. “Any more than what Josh told me after his return, I mean. According to Taghi, the cult has been recruiting for months now.”

      The air was thick and difficult to breathe as Gandrett’s mind circled to the ruins of her parents’ farm, the remains of her incinerated mother.

      “We saw some villages that showed signs the Shygon cult stopped by there,” she managed to say, voice not half as strong as she had been hoping. “They burn down houses and collect survivors to sacrifice to the god of dragons.”

      Mckenzie didn’t look at her, thank the gods, as the memory forced moisture into her eyes.

      “To what end?” Mckenzie asked to the ceiling where ornate burgundy and gold swirls curved over a cream surface. “What is their goal?”

      “Linniue was one of them,” Gandrett reminded her. “She wanted Joshua to climb onto that same throne that the last Dragon King had used for his reign of terror.”

      “Emperor of Neredyn,” Mckenzie mused, and her voice shook as if she could see it, the horror of a brainwashed brother, ready to kill, torture, and destroy, fueled with the power of an old god who should have been forgotten. “Thank the gods you saved him from that fate—” She sat up and faced Gandrett. “Thank the gods you saved all of Neredyn from that.”

      Gandrett didn’t know what to say. Still, she was fighting to keep that moisture from swelling in her eyes.

      “He will be a good king when the time comes,” Mckenzie mused, and Gandrett hoped that she was right.
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        * * *

      

      It was late afternoon the next day when Nehelon finally appeared in Gandrett’s room, his expression schooled into a cold indifference, and barked a brief order for her to move her lazy self to the training grounds then left without another word.

      Gandrett considered giving him a vulgar gesture, but what was the point if he was no longer paying attention. So she saved that impulse for later.

      She jammed her feet into her boots and strolled down the stairs and hallways as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She flashed a smile at each guard, all of which seemed more scared than pleased when her gaze met theirs. It might have had something to do with the murderous expression that had formed by the time she made it to the yard—

      Which immediately faltered as she stepped into the training ring.

      “About time,” Nehelon said, his face as cold as earlier, before gesturing at the slender form beside him. “I have an assignment for you.”

      Addie waved at her, little more than a young tree next to the oak of a male, heavily armed, beside her.

      “You will show Addie the basics of self-defense,” Nehelon said, ever the commander. “You will not waste time on tricks and graceful movements. The raw basics. Understood?”

      Gandrett eyed the girl next to the Fae, her eyes, blue and bright, her shoulders hunched, one of them slumping a bit more than the other—the one where Linniue had carved that symbol.

      “Why?” Gandrett thought Nehelon would snap his teeth at her as she opened her mouth to speak, but he kept his restraint even as his eyes showed some sort of fire that made her wonder if he imagined throwing her off a cliff.

      “Because I said so.”

      And that was that. Nehelon stalked off the training grounds, leaving Gandrett with one of the four people who knew that her sword was no longer the only weapon she possessed. Addie had seen her magic back in the temple of Shygon, and from the look in Addie’s eyes, Gandrett wondered if the girl was scared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Addie’s muscles hurt. Every single one of them. Gods, how had Gandrett endured that for ten long years?

      “If you think this is bad, wait until two days from now,” Gandrett said to her as they walked up the stairs to Addie’s room. Addie had asked her to since the chancellor had instructed her never to be alone. She needed someone who would hold her back in case the chanting in her mind started again. “It will take weeks for your body to build the muscles you need to properly swing that sword.”

      “I have no doubt about that,” Addie murmured. She had hardly been able to lift the sword over her head for longer than a minute. Gandrett had made her do that to see about her stamina, her balance—and Addie had demonstrated so well how degenerated her body was. Other than carrying that damn bucket of Dragon Water up and down the stairs of Eedwood Castle, she hadn’t been doing any exercise—that was if she didn’t count the hours of cleaning up Linniue’s rooms, scrubbing floors, and whatnot.

      They reached the top of the stairs just in time for Addie’s legs to start shaking from exhaustion. At least, she wouldn’t be able to follow any call in her crazy mind if her legs were too weak to carry her anywhere. She stifled a dark chuckle.

      “Why the sudden interest by the chancellor in you having training?” Gandrett asked, sounding sincerely curious. Addie had spotted them wandering off together at the solstice and the way he had clung to Gandrett’s waist, the way his gaze had swept over her, again and again, it had surprised Addie to hear the harsh, cold tone he’d used in the training ring. As if she was nothing more than a soldier to command. Addie kept that observation to herself. It wouldn’t help either of them if she brought up a sensitive topic with the person who was supposed to help her—and potentially lose that help.

      So, Addie sighed through her nose and, in a hushed voice so as not to stir who—or whatever—lurked in the hallways, told Gandrett everything. About the scar, how it hurt sometimes, how the pain had almost knocked her out last night. The murmurs in her mind and the tug that had almost made her walk out the door. And about the Shygon worshipper’s warning.

      Gandrett listened quietly, her face pale—paler than usual—by the time they made it to Addie’s room. The only reaction as the Child of Vala spotted Armand’s clothes from last night draped over the chair he had pulled up to place beside the bed was raised eyebrows. Other than that, her face betrayed nothing of what she thought of the surprise.

      “Joshua gave us this room because of the view,” Addie said and was surprised it sounded like an excuse. “Armand and I are not—”

      “I couldn’t care less who you share your bed with,” Gandrett said in response and settled on the free chair by the table at the windows.

      “We are not,” Addie clarified.

      Gandrett gave her a bored look.

      “Tell me more about that chant in your head,” she asked instead of inquiring details of Addie and Armand’s sleeping arrangements. “What language is it? Sivesian?”

      Addie shook her head. “I don’t know what language it is other than that it is the same one those worshippers in the prison in the north used in their ceremonies.” She watched Gandrett’s eyes widen as she told the story of her time beyond Lands End where snow and ice dominated all seasons of the year. But when she was done, spreading her sad story before Gandrett—a confession rather than passing information—the silver was lining the warrior’s eyes.

      “You were taken from Alencourt,” she whispered as if she couldn’t believe it.

      Addie nodded. “And I have nothing to return to. My family is gone. So is the farm.”

      Gandrett silently got to her feet and closed the distance between them in silent steps. Then slowly, as if she wasn’t sure she was really going to do it, she embraced Addie and pulled her against her shoulder. “You’re not alone, Addie.” And the way Gandrett said it made Addie believe her. Made her understand that there was a different, empathic, gentle soul behind that professional façade of a trained killer. She had spoken to Deelah, and the woman had confirmed that train killers were what the Children of Vala became in most cases. Assassins, mercenaries, bodyguards. Rarely was one so lucky as to become a young lord’s babysitter.

      “Neither are you,” Addie said and almost let go as a sob shook the warrior.

      But Gandrett held her tightly as she said, “My parents were Shulia and Grant Brayton. And my brother, Andrew…” Another sob shook Gandrett, and she clutched her arms more tightly around Addie, who could hardly believe the words the warrior was speaking, hadn’t she made her way past the Brayton’s farm every other day when running errands for her father. “…Andrew escaped a couple of weeks ago when the Shygon cult came to burn down my family’s farm.”

      Gandrett was from Alencourt. And just like that, the sobbing warrior became the closest thing to family Addie Blackwood had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer hit in full about five days after the solstice, during all of which Gandrett had done what she could to help Addie build a portfolio of moves and hits allowing her to free herself from an opponent—maybe even hurt them to a minor degree, long enough to run. Yet, however much time they spent in the training ring, Gandrett felt it was never enough. Whatever she taught Addie wouldn’t be enough to save her if someone of Nehelon’s caliber attacked her—or someone with the evil power of Shygon in their blood.

      It had taken a while for Gandrett to get used to having someone who understood—where she came from, what it was like to have lost a home, what it was like to be locked into a life they hadn’t chosen. Addie, however, mastered her sad story with infinitely more grace.

      Addie was now even sleeping in Gandrett’s chambers every night, for lack of a second bed in Armand’s room and so she could keep an eye on her. It was almost like sharing the room with Surel back at the priory, only Addie was half as chatty, and when she talked about Alencourt, about the grain fields between which she had played as a child, Addie knew exactly what Gandrett was talking about, knew the houses, the people, the smell of the grains after a summer rain. It had been Vala’s merciful hand guiding the two of them into each other’s path even when Gandrett had more or less turned her back on the goddess.

      Today, Gandrett and Addie were taking off training—at least Addie was, spending her day with Armand for a change. Gandrett hadn’t seen much of the Lord of Eedwood since he spent most of his time planning with Joshua, figuring out how to deal with the attacks of the Shygon cult, how to stop what seemed to be a spreading disease rooting deeply within the heart of Sives. Reports were trickling in from all directions of the kingdom, none of which bearing good news. A child missing here, a wife or a husband there, villages raided, burned down. “Almost like the reports about the Brenherans trying to convince central Sives to pledge allegiance to them,” Armand had noted, “only now, we know that it is the god of dragons reaching into our lands through his faithful servants.” And Joshua had agreed. “Like the Denderlains turning the people by force and flame.”

      At least, the two heirs of the east and the west agreed that it was possible that between all those conflicts over the past years, the Shygon cult might have found the fertile ground and perfect disguise to start their evildoing.

      Gandrett stretched out her legs on the grass where she was resting in the shade of a cherry tree at the back of the gardens, hidden from view, she hoped, of the prying eyes from the palace. The peaceful rustling of leaves filled the humid air while clouds towered in the far distance toward the Glistening Blue, promising storms and rain if they ever made it over the continent.

      Inhaling deeply, Gandrett closed her eyes and let her mind drift. She hadn’t seen much of Nehelon since the solstice, and if so, then it had been brief encounters, barked orders, smirks at her slow, human pace that one time he had shared the training ring with her. But neither of them had spoken of that moment they had shared in the tent—or her impressive hurling after.

      A bird chirped close by, a happy tune that so little matched her mood. These days, she no longer felt as though she was where she belonged, for her home no longer existed, and the priory, apart from Andrew, held little she could call home either. Like a leaf in the wind, she thought, only the wind that blew her back and forth, for now, was directed by a mightily annoying Fae male who failed to be the companion she had hoped he’d be, instead making himself scarce.

      “Great minds think alike,” a satin-smooth voice shook her from her thoughts.

      Not Nehelon—thank the gods.

      “You found my favorite spot.” Brax was smiling down at her, somewhat proud that he had snuck up on her like that.

      Gandrett, knowing that she should have heard him coming, noticed him through the vibrations in the earth, that she should have drawn her sword, didn’t bother to sit up. Instead, she shielded her eyes against the partial-sun that filtered through the leaves above her and flashed a grin at Brax. “Favorite spot to do what?” she asked, and he answered with a mischievous laugh that faded the moment he sank into the grass beside her and leaned against the tree trunk. Gandrett only noticed the book in his hand as he flipped it open in his lap.

      “I really don’t know what kind of mischief you think I am,” he said over the side of the book. “I am a rather harmless guy if you ask the right people.”

      Gandrett frowned at him. “Not according to the ladies at court.”

      A chuckle, low and light, escaped his lips. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” His black waves shifted onto his forehead as he lowered his nose into the book.

      Gandrett felt a smile settle on her own features as Brax’s subtle grin lingered on his sensuous lips.

      For a while, they just coexisted under the tree, Brax reading, Gandrett listening to the sounds of summer, her eyes closed again. It was peaceful, easy. No taunting, no thrumming powers that threatened to destroy the world around them as she had felt those weeks in the clearing with Nehelon. Another life, another self. A mage, not a girl.

      She blinked her eyes open and watched the wind tug on strands of Brax’s hair, his eyes wandering from side to side as he devoured the words on paper.

      “What are you reading?” she asked just to make conversation. She hadn’t had a real chance since the solstice. To say thank you for the ominous red juice, yes, and brief superficial talks in the hallway, but not an actual conversation. Gandrett played with the grass beside her face, angling her head slightly.

      At first, when Brax didn’t look up, she thought he hadn’t heard her, too captivated by whatever he was reading, but then he started speaking, his voice a carpet of smooth velvet.

      “If the gods were merciful, then I would find you clad in nothing but the pale shine of the moon, your touch the whisper of stars, and your lips the gate to Nyssa’s realm.”

      Gandrett’s breath caught at the words he recited, his tone as if he had never done anything else in his life. Meaning. There was meaning in those words, and Gandrett couldn’t pretend there wasn’t.

      “But the gods are cruel, clothing you in night. Endless and vicious and darkest night.

      Beyond, you are naked as the gods made you, yet I cannot see, for they veiled you. I cannot touch, for they placed you in the skies where you disappear between the bright and mocking suns that blind me.

      There and not, you are.”

      Brax stopped and looked up, meeting Gandrett’s gaze, his eyes full of a longing that Gandrett had never noticed there before. “I haven’t seen you much since the solstice,” he murmured, his eyes on her face, drinking in her features, sweeping over her mouth before they returned to lock on hers.

      “I’ve been busy,” she said mechanically, only half-aware she was speaking at all, her fingers still fiddling with the grass.

      “So I’ve heard.” His gaze, driving heat into Gandrett’s cheeks, didn’t falter as he lowered the book and rested it open on his lap, freeing one hand. “And yet, I find you here, doing nothing but listening to my voice.” He slid his hand off his thigh and over the grass until it was right there beside hers, knuckles brushing against her fingers.

      Gandrett stilled—her heart, her breath, all of it stilled as Brax’s fingers wound around her hand, gently, as if he were grasping a star made of glass. “There and not, you are,” he repeated, his words a mere whisper.

      Gandrett didn’t pull her hand away, the warmth of his a sensation so new, so … strangely comfortable that she didn’t want him to let go. His eyes … emerald depths that were trying to read hers, intent as he leaned down so close that she could see the silver flecks surrounding the wide pupils. Another inch, and another, until they shared breath. And Gandrett yet didn’t shy away. She just studied him … the angles and planes of his face, the arches of black that were his eyebrows, the pale freckles that lay scattered over his nose and cheeks. Details she had never before taken in. His eyes closed as if he meant to lean in further and close that gap between their lips where the air had become heated from both their breaths—

      “Read to me,” she whispered and waited as Brax halted … opened his eyes, holding her gaze from so close up that his face swam in her vision. He slowly began drawing his hand from hers, a hint of disappointment crossing his features, but Gandrett tightened her fingers around his and smiled. “Please.”

      And Brax straightened up and read.
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        * * *

      

      In his bedroom—no longer Addie’s, for she had moved in with Gandrett so the Child of Vala could watch over her, protect her during those long nights—Armand fingered a bundle of cloth from behind the mantel of the fireplace.

      Almost a week had passed, and it would soon be time to return to Eedwood where his father was probably already trying to bring all of Armand’s men to his side. They had discussed a lot, had laid out plans for the near future, for desirable alliances and trade opportunities with other territories, for a common Sivesian army that would protect the kingdom long before the king was crowned. Yet, there was one thing left to do that he had been putting off. Not because he didn’t want to do it but because he had hoped for a more ceremonial setting.

      Yet, it was time to hand the Sivesian crown over—the crown the last Dragon King had once stolen from Joshua’s forefathers and which needed to return to the future King of Sives.

      He clutched the bundle in his hands and crossed the room to join Joshua by the window front where he was gazing to the ocean in the distance.

      “Sometimes, I wonder what lies beyond the Glistening Blue,” Joshua said, a hint of longing in his voice, and turned to Armand. “One day, I want to sail out and see for myself if those oceans are truly limitless like the gods’ realms.”

      Armand watched the Ackpenesor as it wound west, out of the lively city, carrying blood and sweat and secrets as it raced to kiss the ocean. “It might be a while, Prince,” he said in response and lifted the bundle to hold it out between them.

      Joshua glanced at the cloth with a curious look. “What is this?”

      Armand just smiled and pulled off the fabric, revealing the object of shining gold and jewels which would one day be a heavy weight on Joshua’s head. “One day, my friend, you will need this, and until that day comes, I want to rest assured that it is in the hands of the only person with a true claim to it.”

      And he handed the Prince of Sives his crown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      That same night, the Prince of Sives climbed the highest spire of Ackwood palace with swift feet, the bundle his future chancellor had handed him tucked safely under his arm.

      The crown of Sives.

      He padded into the circular room with silent steps. His stealth had improved so much since he had returned from Eedwood. Since he was of his own mind again. One day, it might come in handy. When someone came after him for the sole reason that this kingdom now belonged to him.

      The sounds of night filled the space as he stopped in the center of the room and unfolded the bundle with careful fingers to retrieve the golden crown that would need to bide its time a little longer—just a little.

      It gleamed in the moonlight like the symbol of power it was. Wicked. Eternal.

      “Well, that’s certainly a surprise,” he breathed at the crown, “holding you in my hands so early on.”

      He more felt the presence before he heard it, and when Joshua turned around, in the shadows, a familiar face was awaiting him with a smile that made him want to vomit his guts up.

      “Is this where you have been hiding all these days since the solstice?” the visitor said, her voice bringing back nightmares.

      Joshua lowered the crown he had been holding up to examine and stepped forward. “I thought you’d left.” It was all he had to say to her, covered in the gray hood of a traveling cloak.

      “So did I,” she said with that same sweet voice that made him want to throttle her. “Then I felt it.” Lady Isylte Aphapia lowered her hood and stepped into the light. “Can you feel it, Joshua? The power of the Crown.” She lifted a hand as if to touch the gold before Joshua’s chest. “Can you feel him?”

      Joshua turned away, ignoring the magic pulsing under his skin where he touched the crown.

      “It is time, Joshua.” Lady Isylte placed a hand on his shoulder where the twin scar to the one on Addie’s shoulder was throbbing, and then Joshua Brenheran forgot his name.
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        * * *

      

      In the gods-damn desert, the summer was even worse than in Alencourt. At least there, the heat had a purpose, the grain ripened, the harvest was secured. Not in the Calma Desert. Here, even with the water thundering from the citadel … Drew looked around and watched the pathetic Vala-blessed, how they let threads of cool liquid run through the tiny fields they had created inside the protective walls of the priory. A sanctuary in the barren land. A shit-hole with a lot of kids playing with weapons too big and dangerous for them, led by a Meister who had no interest in their wellbeing—just in the money that they would earn him once they completed their training and went on missions.

      “You know you need to earn your keep within these walls,” the dark-skinned beauty who had made him forget speech the first time he’d seen her reminded him and wove another line of water into the soil Drew had been shoveling.

      He picked the shovel up from where he had stuck it into the dry ground. “What are we even trying to do here?”

      “That is not for you to question,” she responded with a smile like berries and chocolate.

      Drew frowned at her, ignoring the urge to fling the shovel across the field. He hated pointless work. Hated it so much that he hadn’t repainted the front of the farm back in Alencourt this spring, no matter how much his mother had urged him. Pointless to put color onto cracks to cover them up—it wouldn’t stop the decay, just make things prettier. And life wasn’t pretty. He had learned that in his short fifteen years.

      Drew turned to Surel, wondering if her pretty face was just another layer of paint covering up something broken, and fueled by his anger, he plunged the shovel back into the soil, heaving dead soil for no apparent reason.
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        * * *

      

      Addie couldn’t remember when she had last felt this shaky. Probably not since those initial days after the prison in the north when she had tried to get back on her feet at Eedwood Castle.

      Her scar was stinging and throbbing as if it was open anew. Sweat beaded her forehead, shivers driving her to shift and fidget on the spot as she waited—patiently waited—for it to pass. Her stomach turned for the fifth time in the past quarter-hour, making her double over into the bushes. Gods, she needed to make it to the building without spitting the remains of dinner and bile all over the place—that was the first step. How she would tackle the stairs while she could hardly make it two steps without retching was another challenge she was not ready to consider.

      She let the bile drip from her mouth until it stopped flowing then wiped her lips with the back of her hand before starting a new attempt down the line of night-cloaked greenery. She had made it a good five steps, wincing at every movement when, again, her stomach lurched. Addie cursed in words she would never use in public, and she knew even Armand would blush if he heard her.

      It was the second week since the solstice, the second week since Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain had asked them to stay and work out the details of how to bring peace to the kingdom of Sives. Addie rarely participated in the meetings. Not because she wasn’t interested to know how things were developing, but because Gandrett was now babysitting her since the shoulder-incident after the solstice. And since Addie had ended up mopping the tears of the woman when they had figured out they both were born in the same village, spending time with Gandrett, even through the tough training, was almost like spending time with a friend.

      Almost, because Addie wasn’t sure if Gandrett allowed anyone close that way. She had encountered the fearless warrior at Eedwood and seen just how closed off she was. Even now, with the person she had been traveling with all those weeks, the chancellor, she didn’t open up lightly. And as for the chancellor—he, too, could do with a confidant to talk his issues through, whatever they were to make him so broody. They clouded his face in a way that sometimes had Addie wondering if he would just rip out the throats of the people surrounding him with his bare teeth.

      Another surge of pain made her stop and brace her hand against a tree trunk as she sought to distract herself with her thoughts. It would pass in a moment … just a moment. The chanting in her mind hadn’t returned—for now—so that was a good sign. At least, that was what she hoped.

      The chancellor had ordered Gandrett to train her. Just the basics so when that summons rang like a dinner bell again, or the next time someone would try to whip her and carve her up, she could at least put up a fight—which, judging by the searing pain in her shoulder, might be sooner than she’d thought. So that was how she spent her days.

      Her nights, she spent on the broad couch in Gandrett’s chambers that were better than any bed she had slept in except for when Armand had set her up in Gandrett’s old rooms in Eedwood. A nice side effect of staying with Gandrett was that she could avoid facing Armand alone in the evenings when he got ready to slip under the silken covers, looking like a young god.

      But she also didn’t want to impose on Gandrett, make her feel uncomfortable through her presence.

      “I’ve never had a room to myself all my life,” the warrior girl had said with a grim smile. “It was getting lonely here anyway.” And a familiar kind of sadness had filled her eyes. One that Addie knew came with great loss—and great sacrifice.

      Addie knew she shouldn’t be out in the gardens alone, but she had walked with Armand for a while, feeling perfectly fine and confident that she could make it up to Gandrett’s chambers by herself. But then, the nausea had hit her—and the stinging—and since then, she had been out here by the bushes and trees, hoping no one would witness her.

      With a gasp, Addie bent forward again to let her stomach empty whatever was left into the grass.

      “Oh my,” an oddly familiar voice made her spin with the bile still dripping, shoulder throbbing at the sudden movement. Lady Isylte Aphapia stood in the meadow a couple of feet away and reached into her pocket to extract a handkerchief. “That’s not a good way to spend your night, dear.”

      Addie froze to the spot as she beheld the woman whom she had seen countless times in Lady Linniue’s chambers. Linniue’s friend, she remembered. She glanced up at Lady Isylte, who seemed to have no idea who she was, that she had brought her tea and cookies again and again back in Eedwood. Just a lady trying to help a young woman in need, Addie told herself. Lady Isylte had grieved for Linniue when she had heard about the sudden death. Addie knew from what Armand had told her.

      So Addie didn’t find it in her to do anything but grab that bundle of fabric she was holding out to her and give the lady a nod of thanks before she doubled over again.

      What was wrong with her?

      “Did you eat the fish for dinner, dear?” Lady Isylte asked with a smile on her lips as Addie peeked up over her shoulder, hoping she wasn’t still watching how she retched and nothing came up. “I had my dinner brought to my chambers, and when I smelled that fish…” She made a gesture that seemed to mean she tossed the whole meal out the window.

      She shook her head, catching her braid with her free hand, then waited a moment to be sure she wouldn’t crumble the instant she straightened. But the horrible cramp in her stomach subsided to a dull edge of discomfort while the throbbing in her shoulder continued.

      “I had the soup,” Addie said, hoping Lady Isylte would remain oblivious of whom she was aiding.

      Isylte fashioned an expression of shock and placed her hand on her chest.

      “Oh my, now I am worried I will spend the rest of the night the same as you are now.” She chuckled with motherly warmth, something that Addie hadn’t seen for she couldn’t remember how long.

      “I don’t think it’s the food,” Addie noted and wiped her mouth again.

      Lady Isylte stepped closer, holding out her arm, wisdom flickering in her eyes. “Let me help you back to your rooms,” she offered. “I know just how horrible that type of nausea can be.” She winked. “Trust me. I went through two pregnancies, and each was worse than the other.

      For a moment, Addie considered telling the woman that there was no way in Hel’s realm that she was pregnant, but then, the alternative … speaking the truth of the scar burning in her shoulder, the way the pain made her nauseous so much that she wanted to just sink to the ground and curl up in a ball wasn’t a possibility. Addie managed a faint smile. “I think all I need is a bath.” She met Lady Isylte’s gaze and managed to ignore how the lady had not even ignored her when she had served Linniue. Bile rose again at the thought of the lady who had carved her up. “I should get back to the palace.”

      Addie slowly made her way away from the tree that had been holding her weight, looping her arm around the lady’s arm instead.

      “I don’t think I saw you at the solstice,” the lady said as they made it up to the gate so painfully slowly that Addie thought she was going to fall to her knees.

      “I was; left early,” Addie truthfully said.

      “I am Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton,” the lady said and slowed her pace as Addie’s stomach threatened to turn again. “But you can call me Isylte. You are growing into a very important role, and we women must stick together during those times.” She let her gaze wander down to where Addie’s other hand was clutching her stomach.

      “Adrienne,” Addie offered her given name, which no one had called her since her aunt Adrienne, who she was named after, had died.

      The lady offered a smile.

      Addie mustered another smile in return, not trusting herself to speak without embarrassing herself as her stomach clenched. For a moment, their footfalls and the canopy of night were the only sounds filling the warm summer air.

      The guards inclined their heads as they walked into the shelter of the torch-lit hallway. “Where are your chambers?” Isylte finally asked when they arrived at the staircase.

      “Third floor, residential part of the palace in the northwest,” Addie managed to say. She had marked the exact location the first day Gandrett had brought her there, a habit from her time as a servant—a slave—at Eedwood Castle.

      Isylte nodded. “That’s my direction, too. Convenient.”

      Addie pressed a hand to her angry stomach, ignoring the throbbing in her shoulder that had become more a steady pulse of pain. She needed to get to Gandrett’s rooms, and fast.

      Half-down the hallway, Isylte studied her from the side and stopped. “Let’s take a shortcut,” she suggested. You don’t look like you’ll make it up the long path without any … accidents.”

      Addie turned to face her, reading nothing but concern on the lady’s face—and nodded again. “I need to get within range of a bathing room.” As if to confirm, her stomach made a sound that was a clear threat that it was about to empty itself if she didn’t hurry. “Lead the way,” she ground out, and as Lady Isylte turned into a narrow hallway, Addie didn’t hesitate to follow.
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      Nehelon wondered what he was doing as he found himself at Gandrett’s door late at night.

      To inquire about the training-progress with Addie, he told himself. To find out if the girl had had more sequences of those pains and summons. He had been doing some research on his own while he tasked Gandrett with equipping Addie with the basics of self-defense. Not that it would help her much if what he suspected was what they were going up against, what he had figured out with Lord Tyrem and the Prince of Sives.

      The double-doors came closer, no matter how much he slowed his pace, as if he himself was drawn by an invisible thread. Just for a moment, he decided, and then he’d leave her be. At least if he handed her the note, which he had been playing with inside his pocket, which he had been debating giving her for a while, she wouldn’t question why he had really come—for the sole selfish reason of wanting to see her face. No matter how cold those moss-green eyes turned whenever they looked his way these days.

      “Come in,” her voice sounded from behind the carved wood as he knocked, paper rustling, fabric sighing.

      He opened the door slowly, even by human measures, as if buying himself more time would make it any easier. To his surprise, he found Gandrett sitting cross-legged on her bed, a book in one hand, a silver butter knife in the other, her features alert, body—even when in such a casual position, coiled to leap and incapacitate him. And for any human, the knife in her hand would pose a threat, but for a Fae—

      He allowed a grin onto his lips, keeping the rest of his face a bit bored as he prowled across the room and sat on the sofa. He crossed an ankle over a knee as he leaned back, noting Gandrett’s gaze following him with the ferocity of the fighter she was. “Good to see you, too.”

      “What do you want?” she asked by way of greeting, her tone making the room ice over. Nehelon wondered if her magic was playing a part in it.

      He gestured at the knife still in her hand. “What’s that?” It reminded him oddly of what he had spotted on the table at the solstice celebrations.

      Gandrett shrugged and slid the knife under her pillow. “Anything can be a weapon if you know how to use it.” She held up the heavy-looking book in her other hand as if to prove a point, and Nehelon knew very well that she wouldn’t hesitate to fling it at him if he as much as said a wrong word. He had chosen all the wrong words at the solstice, had said it had been nothing, that dance, the way he had spoken, the way he had tried to lure her in to look at him—just once—the way he needed her to look at him. And it had been a truth—a half-truth. That it had been nothing. Nothing compared to what could have happened. What he had wanted to happen. And worse, he had let her believe that he regretted kissing her in the forest that day. That it had been a mistake, was the truth, and the gods damn him, he wished he could lie. But he had left out the reason why it had been a mistake, and that had been enough for her to jump to conclusions, forgetting the fire that had burned in his own eyes, that he had let surface as he had breathed in her scent, had let himself near her—to nearly allow himself to hide any physical reaction. And now, he was paying the price for it.

      “I am fully confident you can decapitate a lesser man with that,” he jerked his chin at the book, ignoring her answering frown, and scanned the room for signs of Addie.

      Beside where he was sitting on the sofa, a folded up blanket and a fluffed pillow were stacked; two empty cups sat on the small table before him. Addie’s scent mercifully filled the room, diluting Gandrett’s exquisite fragrance and sparing Nehelon from the full impact of its draw. “Where is Addie?” He listened for sounds in the bathing room, but there was nothing but the hum of voices on the levels above and below.

      “She went for a walk with Armand,” Gandrett said, fanning the book before her face as if to remind him that she was armed. He stifled the urge to laugh. There was humor in her anger—endearing almost. Her hair thick and half-dried, the chestnut strands sun-bleached in places, hung freely over her shoulders down to her waist, tangling a bit as if she hadn’t bothered to brush it out after washing it. He swallowed, the words already forming on his tongue … words he could not speak.

      Instead, he schooled his features into a neutral expression and slid a hand into his pocket to fish out the note. “I brought you something.” He held it up.

      Gandrett made no sign of intending to get to her feet. “What is it?”

      “A note.” He waved it before his chest.

      Gandrett rolled her eyes. “Obviously.”

      For a moment, she just stared at him in silence, nothing like the way she had looked at him with glazed eyes in that tent at the solstice. He shoved the memory into the darkest pit of his mind he could find and asked, “Don’t you want to know what it says?”

      He himself had had trouble not running to her the moment he’d gotten the note. If she knew how long he’d kept it from her, she wouldn’t hesitate to fling that book at him—not that she stood a chance at landing a blow. Not with the book. But with her magic—

      “Read it to me,” she ordered in a voice that sounded equally bored as her face since it mirrored his own expression.

      Nehelon debated making her come get the note and read it herself, but after everything he had done to that girl, he could read one note, couldn’t he? So he swallowed the impulse to roar at her and made his voice as uninterested as possible as he read, “My friend, Andrew Brayton, arrived at my priory in good health and with many questions regarding a group of people burning down the villages in the north. After what you reported in your messages…” He paused, debating whether or not to read the rest. But had he handed the note over, she would have seen the full contents, and he had been aware of it. Had even wanted it just to give her something—even if he was forbidden to speak about it. So Nehelon straightened a bit and continued, “After what you reported in your messages, I want to inform you that you are not the only one. I have received word from my Children of Vala that something is on the rise in the west as well. And it will soon be time for you to return.”

      Gandrett’s eyes shone. “He’s safe. He’s truly safe,” she whispered. And from the way her words trembled even then, Nehelon knew that not knowing for sure if Andrew had arrived at the priory had been a weight on Gandrett’s thoughts.

      “He is.” He studied her, waiting for her to digest the rest of the note—the part that wasn’t as important to her as her brother but that would impact all of Neredyn.

      And slowly, so slowly, her face fell as she understood.

      “The west,” she said. A question, Nehelon understood a moment later, as her eyes held his gaze in silent request.

      Nehelon nodded. “It seems that Sives is not the only region in Neredyn to be haunted by forces of evil.”

      “What do you mean?” Gandrett’s face was guarded as if she was trying to read between his words.

      “As the message says, apparently there have been reports of other forces than the Shygon cult which are active in the west.”

      “In the west of Sives?” Gandrett dropped her book on the pillow and unfolded her long legs to sit at the edge of the bed and looked at him as if that wasn’t really what she was asking.

      “In the west,” he repeated, unable to say more.

      But Gandrett read it in his eyes. “Of Neredyn. The west of Neredyn,” she concluded. “Ulfray.” She slowly got to her feet as if she wasn’t really aware of it. “Something is stirring in Ulfray.”

      He didn’t need to nod to confirm she had guessed right.

      “Return where?” she asked, sudden alarm in her voice.

      Nehelon eyed her with as much care on his features as he could as he let her figure it out.

      “You are returning to Ulfray.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The throbbing in Addie’s shoulder got worse with every step they took up the stairs. She had long stopped trying to mark the path they were taking, clinging onto Isylte’s arm, heavy like a sack of flour.

      “Not far,” the lady whispered, the sound bouncing off the stone walls in hissing reflections. “Almost there, dear.”

      Addie tried to nod. It had gotten so much worse, making her vision swim as she set foot after foot. And there was the silent chant in her head that dragged her forward even when her mind told her to run the other direction. It had started as they climbed the stairs. A circular staircase that seemed to take them up and above any level of the palace that was inhabitable. If Addie could tell anything through the haze that was forming in her mind, it was that Isylte wasn’t taking her to Gandrett’s room.

      “Where are we going?” she demanded through clenched teeth, biting back the pain as the narrow staircase began to sway before her.

      “Let me worry about that, dear,” Isylte chirped, her breathing labored from pulling Addie up the stairs, and her grip on Addie’s arm tightened.

      “I want to go back,” Addie retorted, attempting to brace her feet against the steps, but Isylte dragged her on, making her stumble and her shins slither over the sharp stone.

      “There is no going back from this, dear,” the lady said, her voice a hiss as she bore all of Addie’s weight, dragging her on and on.

      Fear was now blazing alongside the searing pain as Addie sucked in a deep breath and screamed … screamed for help, for Gandrett, for Armand, for anyone to come to her aid.

      But Isylte just laughed a melodious laugh as she kept towing Addie up and up. “We crossed the wards a long time ago, dear. You can scream as much as you want. Your heroes won’t hear you.”

      Heroes? Yes, that’s what they were, indeed. Gandrett would wonder, at some point, where she was and start looking for her. Gandrett was smart. The smartest woman she knew, the bravest, the most cunning. So she would not shy away from whatever dark corner Isylte was bringing her to.

      “The god of dragons doesn’t forget,” Isylte said and laughed.

      Addie tried to find control over her limbs enough to tear out of the woman’s grasp, to land a hook as Gandrett had taught her. Her left arm was free … if she could just mobilize herself enough to think through that insidious chant …

      There. Her hand flipped up and balled into a fist in time to strike Isylte in the face. It connected … barely. Just enough to make the lady curse with pain and grip her harder. Shit.

      “No stunts, girl,” Isylte hissed and hauled her around a corner where she let her drop to the floor like a useless bundle of wood.

      Addie’s knees barked in protest as they hit the rough stone, and her breath caught as she noticed lines of white chalk right where she was bracing her hands.

      “Now, that’s what I call timing,” a familiar voice said from somewhere in the shadows by the window that showed a view of nothing but the clear night sky.

      Addie dragged her gaze away from the wound patterns on the floor that promised a slow and painful death and could only mean that the god of dragons indeed didn’t forget, her eyes straining to see through pain and darkness, and even though she could make out nothing, that summons was clearly coming from the corner where the chalk marks disappeared into shadows.

      “I found her by herself in the gardens, my Lord.” Isylte was on her knees beside Addie, her head bowed.

      “And the Child of Vala?” the voice asked, so velvet-smooth that Addie almost shuddered—almost, but the pain in her shoulder made her gasp instead.

      Isylte didn’t seem to notice or care. She had brought her up here to wherever they were to end what Linniue had started. Addie swallowed the pain and tried to speak, but her voice failed, nothing more than a rasp coming out.

      A low chuckle in the shadows told Addie enough to know that this time, even if someone came looking for her, it would be too late.

      “The Child of Vala was not with her for once,” Isylte said, that motherly tone from earlier a thing of the past, her mask of smiles removed, revealing the proud face of a pet who had brought her master a toy.

      Another chuckle. “See, you didn’t follow my summons, so I had to send one of my little helpers to get you for me.”

      This time, Addie shuddered. The voice was and wasn’t the same as—

      With all the strength she could muster, she pushed herself upright, knees throbbing as she stumbled forward a step. She needed to get to the shadows, needed to see—

      “The Twin Rune,” the voice spoke, a command rather than a question.

      Her body froze as Isylte’s hand landed on her shoulder, right there on her scar, and she felt a sensation like glass-shards ripping her open wherever the woman’s palm touched through the thin fabric of her gown.

      “Right here, my Lord,” Isylte said and smirked at Addie over the bruise on her cheek where Addie’s knuckles had struck—too lightly. Had she only been able to focus better, balance herself better…

      “Come to me,” the voice—his voice—chanted in her mind, and when Isylte released her, Addie couldn’t keep her shaky legs from moving.

      One slow, painful step after the other, along the chalk marks on the floor, as if they were a map … to him. This was where she belonged. Where that burning symbol on her shoulder steered her.

      When Addie made it to the center of the map, the figure stepped out of the shadows, and a pair of bright, emerald eyes welcomed her with a wicked promise of eternity.
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      Gandrett didn’t know if she should be shocked at the disappointment that filled her, not at the revelation that there were more dangers stirring in the west of Neredyn—other than those Fae who had been banned into their own lands and forced into dormancy—but at the news that Nehelon was leaving.

      She stared at him, stared and failed to hide that shock from him. Damn Fae-bastard, dragging her all the way back here to Ackwood just to leave the next best chance he got.

      “Lord Tyrem and I have been spending the days since our return meeting to think through the situation with the rising Shygon cult here in Sives,” he said as if she hadn’t just spoken those last words.

      “And what are you to do about it?” She eyed him, following his lead while ignoring what he had revealed and wouldn’t confirm. “Without magic, who will help those villages?”

      Nehelon gave her a look that seemed to say, you should know me better than to think I don’t have a plan.

      Of course he did. He was Nehelon. He always had a plan. Didn’t mean things didn’t go terribly wrong all the time, anyway. She managed what felt like a smirk and stalked over to the couch where she plopped down beside him and pulled her knees to her chest.

      For a second, she had the impression he was uncomfortable that there was less than a foot of space between them. Then his face smoothed over, and he leaned back, folding his arms across his muscled chest—Gandrett didn’t fail to notice those chiseled planes and grooves showing off through the plain, white shirt he was wearing.

      “Lord Tyrem, together with Joshua and Armand Denderlain, will ensure that there will be patrols organized in the villages. The mercenaries who used to fight each other to separate Sives will need to learn to work together to protect the people of Sives.”

      Gandrett listened and wondered if they had thought things through—really through. “And how many mercenaries do you have? How long until they get to each and every village? What if one per village is not enough to stop the worshippers from hunting?” Because hunting was what it was. “And what about what brews beyond Lands End?”

      “You are asking the right questions, Gandrett,” Nehelon said in response but didn’t offer an answer. Instead, he turned to face her, two lines etched into that perfect Fae face as the glamour lifted ever so slightly. “We will need to deal with it when the time comes.” As with everything else, his eyes seemed to say, blue and deep and multifaceted in their expression as he tightened his arms over his chest as if he was fighting to keep himself in place.

      “And until then?” Gandrett’s nostrils flared as the phantom smell of burnt flesh, death, and decay hit her. “How many people will die? How many will lose their own will?”

      Nehelon stared her down with those eyes, unyielding, his hands clenched into fists now.

      “In the business of running a kingdom, you don’t get the luxury of saving a realm without collateral.”

      Gandrett’s magic rose in her chest, surged through her veins like a spring tide, but she balled her own hands into fists, just as Nehelon had, holding it in, containing that shapeless, nameless power within her. I am your master, she quietly told it. “You do seem to know a thing or two about how to run a kingdom,” she hissed at him, tasting the power in her mouth, smoke and salt and something that tasted familiarly like dirt.

      Nehelon blinked and dropped one arm to brush an imaginary fleck of dust off his shirt. “I’ve spent enough time at the courts of Neredyn to know a thing or two about how to run a kingdom, as you call it,” he bit at her, leaning closer without noticing. His glamour had slipped completely, revealing that beautiful Fae face, the sight of which shoved Gandrett right back into solstice night.

      Gandrett sucked in a breath and his scent drifted into her nose, into her mouth, making it hard to breathe, hard to hold on to that anger that made dealing with Nehelon Sterngrove so much easier.

      “And yet, you are leaving this one when you’re most needed here.” The words were out before she could think of what it truly was she was saying.

      Nehelon held her gaze, so close now that they shared breath. Gandrett, to her surprise, found she had turned toward him, leaned closer, drawn by his scent. She watched his pupils flare as she swallowed, anxious to see if he had an answer to what she had really been asking. You are leaving when I need you here.

      “You might be a gods-blessed pain in the ass, Gandrett,” he said against her face, “but you will never be alone.” His words sunk in, making fuzzy warmth spread alongside that annoyance that naturally came with the presence of the Fae male. He surveilled her for a moment longer, one elbow now on the backrest of the sofa, and with a finger so light they might have been the stroke of a feather, he brushed strands of drying hair behind her shoulder, revealing all of her face.

      In response, a tingling sensation ran down Gandrett’s spine, begging her to close that gap between her mouth and that sensuous curve of Nehelon’s lips, where hot breath—his or hers, she no longer could tell—mingled in anticipation.

      “You’ll have Mckenzie and Joshua”—his words were a whisper, his gaze wandering lower until they lingered on her lips—“and Brax.”

      Nehelon’s shoulders shifted slightly, but his face didn’t move away from hers, his lazy eyes wandering lower, to her throat, her shoulder, and down to her hand, which was clutching the fabric of her pants in an attempt to not grab the front of his shirt and pull him closer.

      The male smiled. A lazy smile that told Gandrett that no matter what he had said in that tent, no matter what mistake he had called it, Nehelon Sterngrove was about to make another mistake.

      A smile tugged on her mouth as she studied his features, the bronze of his skin, darker now after they had spent weeks in that clearing, the contrast of his eyes, that pale shade of a blue diamond, his waves cascading over his ears all the way to his shoulders, and for a heartbeat, she considered brushing them back to reveal those pointed ears and graze her fingertips over them.

      “And you’ll always have this.” Gandrett almost protested as he pulled away, taking that heavenly scent with him, but when Nehelon’s hand gently wrapped around hers, she forgot to speak. She let him draw her fingers from her pants and didn’t say a word as he turned over her hand and brought their hands in between their chests, feeling a small weight suddenly sitting in her palm.

      When Gandrett looked down, she found her mother’s wedding band resting there, Nehelon’s fingers still lingering around her hand, holding it up for her to see.

      “How—?” It was all Gandrett managed to say as she stared at the silver circle worn with age, full of scratches from years and years of working in the fields.

      He had to have taken it off her mother’s corpse back in Alencourt. Gandrett’s other hand flipped to her throat where her mother’s necklace used to be.

      “I thought you would appreciate it,” he said with a smile, “now that your brother has the necklace.”

      Yes, she did. And the words were there on her tongue—thank you—but Gandrett held them in, nodding at the Fae instead. She had made that mistake once and would never again. For a brief moment, she wondered why Nehelon hadn’t collected that life debt yet.

      “I never got the chance to say happy birthday,” he murmured, his gaze locked back on hers.

      With gentle pressure, he closed her fingers around the ring and let go of her hand to brush a knuckle over her cheek instead. Gandrett ignored the tingling sensation it induced in her skin. “Eighteen,” he mused. “So young.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure if she should focus on the fact that Nehelon knew her birthday or that he was touching her face, that his gaze was boring deep into her soul. Shit. How did he do that? How did he go from being that cold, annoying Fae to becoming an anchor in time? How had he known her birthday? And more importantly, why did he even care?

      “How did you know?” she decided it was more important to know the how than to get lost in the potential reasons that drove Nehelon Sterngrove to do anything. So far, she hadn’t had much luck understanding the conundrum that the Fae male presented. “Nobody knows. Not even at the priory.” Well, not entirely true. Surel, Kaleb, and Nahir knew, but nobody celebrated birthdays at the priory. There, they were just servants, property.

      “The Meister told me.” He dropped his hand and raised an eyebrow. “When I picked you up, I got all the details…” His voice trailed away as he studied her, and Gandrett wondered what he read in her face that made him come to the conclusion, “You didn’t tell anyone here.”

      Gandrett shook her head. No. She hadn’t. She had been in too much shock after they had found the Shygon cult victim, and her mother’s death had been too new. Plus, it had been Midsummer Solstice, a night of a goddess, not of a girl who didn’t even know what she was anymore. Who didn’t belong anywhere now.

      Nehelon cocked his head. “Not even Brax?”

      As if summoned by Nehelon’s words, the youngest Brenheran son burst through the door, stopping dead on the threshold as he beheld the proximity between Gandrett and the chancellor.

      Shit. Gandrett straightened, smoothing over her face, erasing whatever had been there a second earlier. Beside her, Nehelon did the same as he got to his feet in a motion too graceful to be human.

      Thank the gods Brax didn’t seem to notice. His attention was on Gandrett, who turned to examine Nehelon’s face with half a glance, making sure his features were human, those delicately pointed ears hidden beneath his dark waves. Nehelon glared back at her, his expression bored. He could have been examining her dental health for all the excitement he showed when he dragged his gaze away and turned to Brax instead. “Yes?”

      Brax, however, didn’t seem to care whatever he had walked in on. There was alarm in his face that made Gandrett reach to where her sword was usually buckled at her hip.

      “Josh,” he panted as if he had been running up the stairs. “Come quick.” There was panic in his eyes as he turned to lead the way but stopped as Nehelon requested in a growl to know what was going on.

      Gandrett was already on her feet, donning her weapons while Nehelon stood, too still to appear human, his eyes turning south-east as if he heard what he had been looking for.

      “Something is wrong with Josh,” was all the explanation Brax offered before he darted out the door, Nehelon was immediately at his heels, asking specifics about where the Prince of Sives was, if he had been attacked, if he was injured.

      “No injuries, no attack,” Brax breathed to the male beside him while Gandrett followed right behind them, her body going into battle mode as she had been trained for a decade, her senses more alert, her breathing deeper, calmer, forming a layer of protection against the rising fire in her veins.

      There were hardly any guards in the hallways as they followed Brax down the stairs, floor after floor, past the stained glass windows, which seemed darker, duller than usual despite the torches that were flickering along the dark stone walls. Gandrett listened to their footsteps—two human ones and one set of stealthy Fae feet that seemed to have forgotten to fake being human—as they flew down the final staircase leading them to the great hall where Tyrem Brenheran had welcomed her that very first day at Ackwood palace.

      “What’s wrong then?” Nehelon bit, not at all out of breath despite having run through half the palace.

      They skidded to a halt at the cluster of guards standing by the closed door to the great hall, waiting for something, it seemed, and Nehelon barked a command to let them pass.

      But the guards didn’t step aside. They didn’t incline their heads at the chancellor and didn’t show their respect to the younger heir of Ackwood. Instead, they drew their swords, ready to cut down anyone who dared cross them.

      “One more step,” one of the men growled in warning. Gandrett drew her weapon, readying herself to hold her ground should they attack.

      “Let us through,” Brax hissed in response, his voice laced with command. “My father is in there. And my brother. Your lord and your future king.”

      The guards remained unimpressed by Brax’s words, three more of them palming their weapons as they fell into formation.

      “We have orders to guard the door,” the one that seemed to be highest in rank said, something like reluctance in his voice.

      A scream sounded through the closed doors, telling of fear and agony. “Joshua!” Brax called from behind her, his own voice full of horror.

      They needed to get in there. Now. Or it might be too late for the heir of Sives. Whatever was going on behind those doors … if they didn’t get in there, Sives might no longer have an heir.

      Nehelon growled, a sound that was as little human as the male under the glamour. “Last chance,” he said, a statue of muscle and power as he ran his gaze over each of the armed men that separated them from the man who needed their help. “Step aside, or my sword will be the last thing you taste.”

      If the men heard the death ringing in his words, they didn’t show it. Instead, they shifted so they were covering up the door from all angles.

      Gandrett waited, gathering her strength to strike, her muscles were coiled, the grasp on her sword tight, her focus on all the little details marking the weak spots of each of their opponents. She knew some of the faces. Others she had never seen before, but it didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to kill until there was no other way. Incapacitate and get to the door. Even if Nehelon might disagree—she could tell by the violence in his gaze as he stared them down one by one.

      None of them moved. So he did. With a quick glance at Brax, who nodded, Nehelon advanced, letting the guards land that first blow, parrying them with his blade and his swift movements.

      Gandrett followed his lead. Even if she knew he could whirl through the group of soldiers so fast they wouldn’t even know what was happening before they kissed stone, Nehelon was forced to act human as long as he was in the human realms, or he would risk exposure. He would have to fight like a human—and he would need the help of Vala’s Blade.

      So she smirked at the guard closest to her, studying him as he lowered his center of gravity at Gandrett’s approach. He was of average height, a target that she could easily eliminate—slice through the throat or go lower and cut his knees before she gutted him. But that wasn’t her goal. Incapacitate. Not kill. That was what she wanted to do. Kill as few of them as possible.

      The man lifted his sword while Gandrett kept hers in front of her chest just high enough to let the blade form a protective line between that guard and that wildly thudding heart of hers. As he swung to strike, teeth bared and eyes cold as solid ice, Gandrett knocked the hilt of her sword into his elbow, making the guard curse and halt.

      Gandrett danced around him in a whirl that even Nehelon would be proud of—had he seen it. The Fae’s lethal focus, however, lay on the door between which he and less than five men were still standing. Gandrett brought her opponent down with a kick to the back of his knees and grabbed his sword while he was still falling, not waiting for the thud of his head to hit the polished stone she had torn from beneath his feet. The next man was already stepping in her path, his eyes glinting with death. He was a mountain of muscle, swinging a longsword and fashioning a feral grin that would have made Gandrett stop and run hadn’t she seen that expression countless times when she had gone up against the best of the best in the order. She crossed the two blades before her, the weight familiar and reassuring in her hands as she assessed the man, his armor protecting his chest and shoulders … and the slight tremor that went through his movement as he circled that sword before her. He had been injured, right there in his shoulder, where a scratch told of a blow he must have taken not too long ago.

      Gandrett answered the man’s grin with one of her own, hands leading her blades to her sides, giving the man an aim … and waited for him to bring down that sword just to dive under his arm and cut right into that shoulder as she passed under his elbow. Not deep. Enough to incapacitate him. Enough to find stains of crimson on her sleeve as she raised her sword again.

      As she turned, Brax was already behind her, the sword of one of the men Nehelon had cut down in his hands, and gestured to the right where two more guards were daring them to try to get past them.

      It was a team effort of less than half a minute to corner them and get them, but they didn’t surrender their weapons as Gandrett had been hoping. On the contrary, their minds seemed set on fighting.

      So they fought … for another half minute before Nehelon ran them both through with his sword, that icy calm never leaving his face.

      Gandrett watched as he drew his sword from the last guard’s abdomen, watching the man try to hold himself together as blood gushed from his wound. A surge of pity trickled through Gandrett … but only for a moment. The next, the man leapt for her—Nehelon having stepped beyond his reach—and attempted to wrap those crimson fingers around her throat.

      Attempted.

      The next moment, Gandrett’s sword sliced his throat, and those hands never even touched their destination.

      A glance to the side informed Gandrett that Nehelon did have another expression in his portfolio for combat: plain horror.

      “I’m fine,” she said to the male whose nostrils were flaring at the smell of blood.

      “You’re hurt,” he responded and was at her side in an instant, leaving Brax to rush to the double doors and try to open them. They seemed to be locked.

      The stinging in Gandrett’s forearm came in delay to Nehelon picking up her arm by her elbow and holding it up to examine the thin red line showing through a tear in her sleeve.

      “It’s just a scratch.” Gandrett wondered if she would have noticed at all until long after the fighting. But Nehelon with his Fae senses had picked up on the scent of her blood. Gandrett raised an eyebrow as Nehelon placed his fingers by the wound, and it knitted back together, leaving nothing but the slightest scar and smeared blood. He was using magic. Right here in the palace. Right next to Brax … whose curses grew louder as he kept pushing against the door.

      So fast, Gandrett had trouble tracking his movements, Nehelon dropped her arm, smoothed over his face, and joined Brax at the door.

      “On the count of three,” he said and didn’t wait for Brax’s nod before he started counting.

      The door flew open at the impact of both their shoulders, without a doubt, Nehelon’s magic having helped their efforts. Gandrett could almost taste it in the air. Could Brax, too?

      It didn’t matter. Because a new cluster of guards was in their path, a bit further into the great hall. All of them wore the same determined faces, and Gandrett didn’t need to wonder for long if they would have to cut their way through those men, too, for they formed a narrow corridor at Nehelon’s approach, just wide enough to see to the end of the room.

      She didn’t need to lay a blade against anyone’s throat to inquire what was going on as she had feared would be that case. Gandrett, Nehelon, and Brax crossed the threshold, freezing right there as they beheld the trail of blood that led from the wide-open double doors, through the corridor of guards, all the way across the polished stone up to where Joshua Brenheran sat on a makeshift throne and grinned at them over the corpse of Lord Tyrem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was stuffy somehow, driving sweat onto Armand’s forehead as he kept tossing on the bed, which seemed at least two sizes too big, considering the knowledge that it had been meant to be shared with Addie. As if Joshua had known that the slender shape, those sharp wits, and painfully blue eyes meant something more to Armand than he dared to admit to himself, he had put them up in this room together—

      It had been beneficial. Had they not been here together that first night, no one would have helped her with that strange pain in her scar, the chants in her mind she had described in detail with everything but the content, sent to her in a language of which she didn’t know its meaning, meant only for those who used it—and their vile use. The language the Shygon cult still used in their rituals.

      Armand wondered if Shygon himself understood what those mad people were saying when slicing up innocents. To what end were they praying to a devilish god whose creatures had almost destroyed Neredyn?

      Thank Vala, Joshua and Lord Tyrem both agreed that it was time to ban the Shygon cult again, to get them under control before they could build too large a following. He was even considering riding out there with his soldiers and mercenaries to hunt them down—as soon as the Prince of Sives released him back to Eedwood.

      Armand turned to the side with a sigh and ran his palm over his sweaty neck. The night alone wasn’t it. It was the uncanny feeling that something was amiss. So he kept rolling over until he could no longer stand the silent beauty of the moon he was now staring at, hoping that sleep would find him, then slipped out of bed, into his clothes, and made his way out the door. Maybe Joshua was still up. It wasn’t even midnight yet, and they had spent other evenings talking through the future of the kingdom over which he would one day be chancellor.

      The hallway was quiet as he cracked the door open and slid through, alert in the pale light painting the floor eerie patterns, and there was more that made his already sweaty hands even more slippery. One moment, the crickets were chirping; the next, a solid silence fell over the palace. Something that Armand had never experienced before.

      He made his way down the stairs, careful not to disturb the absence of sound with the slow steps of his boots on the polished stone beneath, when a mingle of voices filled the hallways. He halted, trying to make out the source in the corridors below, some of the meaning. But words got lost in the corners and turns of the palace, the stone structure multiplying them, making them impossible to decipher.

      So, Armand set in motion once more, following the buzz of voices that seemed to come from the general direction of the great hall.

      He hadn’t gotten far when a dark shape appeared at the bottom of the stairs, a deadly scythe hooked into the side of his belt, and stopped as he beheld Armand.

      “I thought you’d left,” he said to Taghi Saza Brina, the prince offering little more than a wry grin.

      “I wish I had,” was all he said as Armand made it to the hallway and jerked his chin toward where guards were gathering near the entrance to the great hall. “I should have known coming here was going to bring trouble.”

      Armand raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on, Prince?”

      A scream tore the air, a roar of agony that froze the assembly of people in place.

      “Joshua,” Armand whispered, and Taghi nodded, all trace of a grin gone.

      Neither Taghi nor Armand looked back as they stormed to the great hall where the heir of Sives had been dining with his family earlier tonight, the only companion the sound of steel on steel of a deadly fight.
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        * * *

      

      Brax’s stomach turned at the sight of his father gutted and the knife, dripping with warm blood, in his brother’s hand.

      “By the gods, Josh, what have you done?” His words hung in the air for a suffocating, long moment, and all he got was Josh’s grin, wide and feral. A slap in the face would have been the kinder option.

      Joshua had merely been acting weird when Brax left the dinner table, not reacting in their conversation, biting at their father when he had addressed the topic of stopping the spreading of the Shygon cult. And then, he had started yelling in tongues that Brax had never heard before.

      Lord Tyrem had ordered his wife and Mckenzie out … along with all the courtiers, and Brax had understood his father’s look to mean to get help. Which Brax had done. First, by calling for guards, then by thundering up the stairs so fast his lung had threatened to jump out of his throat, his mission to get Gandrett, the best fighter he knew. The only fighter who had been able to rescue Josh from Eedwood.

      And when he returned—

      Brax’s eyes wandered from his brother to his father and back to his brother, his stomach turning at the sight of the bloodied corpse below the dais. Again.

      What had happened?

      He didn’t feel the pain yet. He didn’t allow himself to feel it. For now, all he felt was shock—cold and numbing shock.

      Somewhere behind him, voices grew louder, whispering, guessing, murmuring of what was going on in the great hall where the remains of their family dinner were still sprawled on the table, the smell of spices mixing with the salt and rust of blood. Fresh blood. His father’s blood, by the gods.

      Brax took a shaky step forward. Then another as he yelled, “What did you do?”

      An iron grip closed around his elbow, holding him back, and as he whipped his head around, he looked into the harsh face of the chancellor, who was simply shaking his head.

      Gandrett was beside him within an instant, positioning her body between him and the end of the room where Josh was staring at them with that grin that told of bloodlust. And as both the chancellor and Gandrett angled their swords before them, the few guards who hadn’t been fighting in the hallway drew their own weapons.

      “Stand down,” Nehelon barked from beside him, addressing the guards who had formed a corridor between them and Josh, their faces expressionless as if they weren’t really there.

      Brax recognized by their uniforms where they stood in the hierarchy, and they were all top level. Only the chancellor and his father outranked them. And now that Lord Tyrem was dead—

      “Stay where you are,” Josh said in a silver-smooth voice, causing the guards to tense after a moment of confusion at the chancellor’s order. “And you,” he addressed Brax directly, casually gesturing at him with the bloody knife, “bow to your king.”
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett suppressed the urge to let her magic unfold in tendrils to spear through the room and leash Joshua Brenheran’s bloody hand as he waved it at Brax as if he was directing a slave. What had gotten into the Prince of Sives to make him kill his own father? She saw it, the trail of blood that followed the long room up to the dais where Joshua was sitting and grinning like a figure made of nightmares, but she couldn’t believe it. He had to be under some sort of spell to do it. That was the only explanation.

      Gandrett surveilled the room, a professional assessment, trying to shove all the emotions back for now. This was no longer just wrong. It was a disaster. A man who had been the hope for the future of Sives had just killed his own father and crowned himself king while the blood was still warm on his fingers.

      “Bow,” Joshua repeated and laughed, shifting on the throne that was nothing more than a chair with a high, carved backrest set on the dais.

      Brax didn’t move, neither did Nehelon or Gandrett.

      Joshua growled. “So you want to be next.”

      Slowly, gracefully, he got out of his throne and took a step toward them, barely lifting his feet enough as he stepped over Lord Tyrem’s body. She felt Brax tense beside her.

      It’s okay, Brax, she wanted to say, I am here. I won’t let him hurt you. But it wasn’t okay. No.

      Distraction. She needed a distraction so either Nehelon or she could sneak up on the misguided prince and contain him so they could figure out what was wrong.

      A sideways glance at Nehelon told her that the Fae was in shock as much as Brax was.

      Okay. No distraction then.

      Gandrett took a deep breath and stepped forward, her own sword firmly grasped in one hand, the sword she had retrieved from the guard in the hallway like a crutch in the other.

      “I didn’t get you out of Eedwood just so you could murder your own father, Joshua,” she said, hitting right where it hurt and waiting for the realization on Joshua’s face.

      But the man at the end of the room just smiled, his features becoming clearer as he took one slow, lethal stride off the dais until he stood on the polished stone, right where the blood trail ended in … it was a symbol there on the floor, wasn’t it? A familiar symbol, Gandrett realized. And the next moment, she knew that this wasn’t Joshua Brenheran grinning at her from the prince’s skin. This was something ancient, powerful, and dangerous. Her magic felt it, recoiled from it as if burnt by its mere presence.

      “And what wondrous ways fate has to put us on the board at the right time—” The man was no longer studying Gandrett. His gaze had turned to Nehelon, gaze promising violence and a slow death.

      Nehelon’s face betrayed nothing of whether or not he recognized the man speaking with Joshua’s lips, features stone-cold, sword drawn, cords of muscle playing in his forearm as he angled the blade. No longer the chancellor—the warrior incarnate.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are you?” Gandrett demanded, standing so close—too close to the creature inhabiting the Prince of Sives’s skin for Nehelon to be able to not feel that urge to grab her and pull her behind him. But that would bring too much attention to the girl he so desperately wanted to disappear from the room and out of harm’s way.

      Oh, he recognized the bastard hiding in there, wearing the prince’s face, making everything—everything—he had worked toward go to shit.

      Nehelon held in the roar he had been dying to loose, kept his features schooled into that mask of calculated calm that he needed to survive seeing Gandrett in the path between Brax and Joshua—whatever of Joshua was left in there. Every last bit of him was ready to tear apart the creature before him…

      He held the stare with preternatural stillness, not allowing one thought onto his features. Not one single thought.

      “It’s been a while,” Joshua—the demon inside Joshua spoke, something like humor flickering in those evil eyes as he, thank the gods, ignored Gandrett and focused on him instead.

      A while. Yes. “Not long enough.” Nehelon shifted his posture just an inch to put his shoulder between Gandrett and the monster. Not much. Not enough. As much as he dared without bringing the monster’s attention on the girl. “I thought you were rotting somewhere deep in the forests of Ulfray.” He spat the words more than speaking them, enjoying every second of watching the rage spread on Joshua’s face.

      “What are you talking about?” Brax demanded from the back, the second Brenheran son exuding the odor of fear as he shifted behind Nehelon and Gandrett.

      Shut up, and walk out, child. Nehelon almost said the words as he stared down the monster, ready for the attack that would surely come. “I think you might benefit from some fresh air, Brax,” Nehelon said instead, not glancing back at the boy whom he had envied of Gandrett’s company mere weeks ago. “Gandrett will go with you.” He put all the authority he had in their court as a chancellor in his tone, hoping that it would be enough to get them both to leave.

      But Gandrett took a step forward—of course she took a step forward; when had she ever listened to him?—right past Nehelon’s shoulder, ordering Brax to leave with as much determination. “I don’t know what’s going on here, yet,” she said as she raised her sword before her chest, angling it in a way that Nehelon had seen her do before in training when she was about to use it as a balance in order to knock out her opponent with her feet, “but I am pretty certain I don’t want you anywhere near your brother until I know.”

      “The boy is staying,” Joshua’s voice bit through the room like a gust of icy wind, making Nehelon’s muscles tighten. He shoved the bloody knife into his belt and wriggled his crimson-stained fingers before his face. “I might have some use for him.” And his eyes wandered back to Nehelon.

      How was this possible? Nehelon had been there seven-hundred years ago when the armies of the last Dragon King had terrorized the lands. He had been there when his legions had been slain by the Alliance—in times when human and Fae had fought side by side to defeat the terror wielding swords and magic alike. He had fought there, in the forests of Ulfray, where the Dragon King had spilled Fae and human blood alike on the sacred lands around the Heart of Ulfray. And Nehelon had spilled the blood of the legions with a smile on his face at the sweet revenge for each Fae, for each human that had fallen victim to the Dragon King’s spell. And together with his brother, he had beheaded the Dragon King and buried his body by the Heart of Ulfray, where Fae magic was strongest, so the merciless conqueror may never rise again.

      Yet there was the Dragon King, standing in the palace of Ackwood, his vicious grin mocking the kind prince whose skin he was wearing as if it was some costume.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      “The boy is staying. I might have some use for him.” Joshua’s words were as calm as they were inhumanly cold.

      Gandrett watched as Nehelon and the Prince of Sives, who obviously wasn’t the Prince of Sives, stared at each other, something more than hatred thickening the air between them.

      “How did you get out?” Nehelon asked, his lips about the only part of him that was moving as he stared down the creature a couple of long strides away from him at the other end of the corridor the guards were forming with their swords at the ready.

      It was clear that Nehelon knew that creature and wasn’t amused it had put on Joshua’s skin. Gandrett shuddered as she watched the false Joshua’s reaction—which was an icy stare.

      Brainwashed… Maybe he had been brainwashed again. Maybe he was under the spell of the Shygon cult just like he had been with Linniue. Gandrett strained to see something familiar in Joshua’s demeanor, but there wasn’t anything but the body that was the same. From the way his face had turned into a mask of cruel cold down to how he carried himself … there was no Joshua there. Even when he had been under Linniue’s spell, he had been somehow like Joshua … cold, threatening, yes, but nothing like the monster before them.

      “I won’t ask again,” Nehelon said, his voice like daggers, and Gandrett felt it as the air changed, a cool breeze rushing down the corridor—

      Toward them.

      Gandrett braced herself as the breeze turned into a storm, temperature dropping so low that her breath fogged before her face. She knew that cold—

      A glance at Nehelon was enough to confirm that it hadn’t been him sending the wind.

      “After seven-hundred years of sleep, I was quite rested,” the man who wasn’t Joshua said and took a step forward, making the guards beside him shudder at his presence. Gandrett wondered if Joshua was the source of the cold itself.

      Something in the way Nehelon shifted beside her was even more alarming than the stillness from before.

      Joshua took another step toward them, the temperature dropping with the approach, and held out his arms to the sides, eyeing them with mild interest. “It will take some time getting used to this body.” He grimaced as he turned his hands over. “Quite weak, this one.” Behind Gandrett, Brax growled, and she reached one hand toward him, grabbing him by the tunic—without losing the grip on her sword—to make sure he remained where he was. Brax didn’t object. “I quite liked my old body, Nehelon.” Joshua looked the Fae right in the eye. “Such a shame you severed its head.”

      What were they talking about? Gandrett tightened her grip on Brax, grateful that he was smart enough not to ask any questions about how Nehelon was supposed to know someone who had been dead for seven hundred years—and was now inhabiting the Prince of Sives’s body. Nehelon would have to tell the whole story later; she would see to that. But for now, Gandrett pinned her focus on the mystery before them, ready to stand her ground if it came to a fight.

      As if he felt her stare, Joshua turned to Gandrett, making Nehelon take another step closer, muscles feathering in the Fae’s jaw. “Raynar Leyon.” The man who was not Joshua bowed to Gandrett. “You may know me as King Raynar Leyon, the last Dragon King.” He smirked at Gandrett. “I might like my new home after all…” He glanced sideways at Nehelon for a heartbeat before he took another step toward Gandrett, who couldn’t believe what was happening. Not until Nehelon gave her a hidden look that told her that he believed it.

      The last Dragon King. Gandrett’s heart missed a beat.

      “The last Dragon King,” she repeated, hoping someone would laugh at her, tell her it had been a joke. But from Joshua’s emerald eyes, Raynar Leyon studied her with the lethal gaze of a predator. His nostrils flared with interest at what he scented.

      “And you are—” He cocked his head at her.

      Gandrett wanted to answer his question with a sword to the gut, but that would mean she would kill Joshua, too, if there was anything left of him in there. So she let go of Brax, who shifted behind her, and let both her swords sink to her sides. “It doesn’t matter who I am.” Her voice was surprisingly steady for the way her heart was racing from fear. Fear of what might happen if this truly was the last Dragon King before her. Her sword would mean nothing then, and her magic—

      She glanced at Nehelon, who met her gaze with that same fear tainting the clear blue of his eyes. No, he seemed to say. Don’t show him what you’re capable of. Don’t let him see your magic.

      Gandrett blinked, the only sign she understood.

      “The crown doesn’t belong to you,” she said, addressing the Dragon King with as little respect as he deserved instead of answering his question, and earned a laugh that reminded her of fire—icy, turquoise fire. “And neither does this body.”

      Much to her surprise, Raynar Leyon didn’t get furious and attack in an all-consuming fire but eyed her with amusement.

      It didn’t matter—for now—that she couldn’t figure an explanation of how the Dragon King had returned from the dead. Neredyn history taught that the last human-Fae Alliance had defeated the Dragon King. For now, all that mattered was that the last Dragon King was back and had occupied the Prince of Sives’s body—and killed the Lord of Ackwood. What else had he done since he had taken over Joshua? How long had he been using the prince’s skin?

      “You will find, my dear,” the Dragon King said with a grimace that made Joshua’s handsome features distort with viciousness, “that after seven-hundred years without a body, you don’t really care who it belongs to—as long as it is a body.” He fashioned a smile that was more a threat than anything as his eyes roved over her. “I would have taken yours had I had the chance. But this one must suffice—for now.” He tapped the crown on his head. “And it is a rather important one, so I’ve learned … the Prince of Sives”—a glance over his shoulder to the foot of the dais where Lord Tyrem’s body was sprawled in blood—“King of Sives, I suppose.”

      Brax huffed his disagreement over Gandrett’s shoulder.

      Thank the gods the Dragon King didn’t seem to notice—or didn’t care—instead, he angled his head, pinning his focus on Gandrett as if he was appraising a gem. “And I must say I am quite impressed with the collection of women the King of Sives has acquired. Not so bad after all—”

      Brax coughed behind her while Nehelon gritted his teeth, unable to keep all of his emotions wiped off his features. As for Gandrett, she didn’t care as much that the general’s eyes kept grazing her body as much as what other women he was talking about. Mckenzie and Addie? Had he hurt anyone? And if—

      Her eyes darted past the Dragon King to the motionless body of Lord Tyrem. How could this have happened? How could this creature from history books have snuck into the body of the prince she had rescued a little over a month ago? How—

      Her eyes followed the corridor of guards who were just standing, waiting … for an order to attack, for something to happen, Gandrett couldn’t tell, but their faces were all blank—

      All except for one. A familiar tan, brown-eyed man was the only one who seemed to notice her gaze, and he inclined his head ever so slightly. A sign, maybe, that he would support them if they attacked. Kyle, Gandrett remembered his name.

      She needed to do something. Needed to get Brax out so at least one heir to Ackwood was safe. Needed to make sure Mckenzie and her mother were far, far away from the Dragon King.

      “Them?” The Dragon King followed Gandrett’s gaze. “Don’t count on their aid. They follow my orders now.” He shrugged. “Comes with the powers bestowed by the god of dragons, you know? Immortality. Mind control—” He took another step forward, getting close enough that Gandrett could have easily stuck him with her sword, had she dared. “I could use that on you, my dear,” he said with a velvet tone that sent a shudder down her spine—it could have been from the cold emanating from the Dragon King, too.

      “You are not going to touch her.” Nehelon stepped forward, sword at the ready. “I don’t care if I slice open the Prince of Sives—“

      “King,” Raynar Leyon corrected with a feral grin. “King of Sives.”

      “Whatever,” Nehelon hissed. “If you touch her, I swear to your god of dragons that I will take your head—again.”

      Nehelon’s words sent another wave of shudders down Gandrett’s spine as she realized what Nehelon had just admitted. That he was the one who had killed the last Dragon King—and just how powerful he had to truly be. She couldn’t help but glance sideways at him, awe and fear weaving together as she beheld the male who seemed so harmless under his glamours despite the muscles and the lethal gaze.

      “You won’t touch him,” Brax snarled at the man who had ended a reign of terror with his sword, finally breaking. “This is my brother.”

      Nehelon just growled at Brax with a glance over his shoulder, sword not moving an inch from where he was holding it before his chest. “This is not your brother. This is an evil that will infest Neredyn anew if you don’t let me end it now.”

      “He might still be in there.” Devastation was heavier in Brax’s voice than hope.

      “If you are talking about that weak boy I eradicated from this body,“ Raynar Leyon said with a smirk and ran his hand through the golden-brown locks on Joshua’s head, “you may be disappointed to know that there wasn’t enough space in here for both of us.”

      Gandrett studied the man from top to bottom for a sign—any sign of Joshua.

      And found none.

      “If Joshua was still in there, he would never kill your father,” she said to Brax, hoping that she was wrong, that there was hope for Joshua. Otherwise, the dream of a united Sives would be history.

      “He tried to kill you when he was under Linniue’s spell,” Brax reminded her of those painful hours in the dungeons of Eedwood Castle.

      Brax was right. They couldn’t know for sure if Joshua was gone.

      “Ahhh, my trusted servant who has sacrificed this body for me to inhabit,” Raynar said with something like admiration in his cold voice.

      It all fell into place in Gandrett’s mind. Linniue had been working toward her son becoming the emperor of Neredyn, but—

      “She never wanted Joshua to rule,” she finished her thought aloud. “She was preparing a ruler who would be under her command until—“

      “Until a real ruler takes his place,” Raynar cut her off.

      “Nobody would have noticed until it was too late…” Brax added in little more than a whisper.

      “But someone got in the way,” Raynar hissed, his gaze at her suggesting he knew exactly who that someone was. “Someone took away the last vessel for Shygon.”
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        * * *

      

      Armand didn’t know how much longer he would be able to hold his breath. He and Prince Taghi had been hiding by the door just within earshot of the conversation inside—a conversation that explained fairly well why the guards of Ackwood palace had fought the order of the chancellor to stand down and attacked the youngest Brenheran son.

      They had heard the noise of the fight and the scream, and when they had seen that the chancellor and Gandrett had the situation under control, they hid to be able to create an extra moment of surprise later if needed.

      His stomach still turned at the thought of leaving the fighting to someone else even if the chancellor would have easily taken all twelve of those guards on himself. It had been seeing Gandrett with two swords, dancing her path through blood and gore until the door was clear. How could he have never noticed … all those weeks she had spent at Eedwood Castle, and he had never once seen her for what she was. A Child of Vala, just like Deelah. Just not Vala-blessed—even if Gandrett’s magic seemed to be way stronger than what Deelah could ever conjure.

      That was why they hadn’t interfered. He had known they could handle themselves. If not with swords, then with magic.

      Armand had used that tactic plenty of times with his men when he had fought the Brenheran mercenaries in central Sives—been an ace up the main party’s sleeve—and much to Prince Taghi’s credit, he played along with it, leaving the lead to Armand.

      Now that they had heard what they had heard, Armand was no longer sure if anyone could help Gandrett, Brax, and the chancellor.

      The last Dragon King. In Joshua’s body. By Vala, how could that have happened?

      He had witnessed the effect of the Dragon Water on Joshua, had seen the temple of Shygon in the catacombs of Eedwood Castle, but had anyone told him that the efforts of the Shygon cult were toward raising the Dragon King—

      He swallowed hard, and a glance at Taghi told him that the prince was going through similar thoughts.

      This wasn’t what he had signed up for when he had agreed to become the King of Sives’s chancellor.

      If it was true that Raynar, the Dragon King, had taken possession of Joshua’s body, then his King of Sives might be lost. Worse than that—all of Neredyn might be lost. They needed a plan, and fast, to capture the man and find a way to drive that demon from Joshua’s body.

      As he listened to the voices inside, he noticed that there was one person missing. One person who was supposed to have been with Gandrett at all times. One person whom he had let wander through the palace alone—

      “I need to go,” he whispered at Taghi, who raised a groomed eyebrow and glanced to the left and to the right, a silent question which direction Armand was intending to leave.

      Armand shrugged in response. He had no clue. Addie might very well be in Gandrett’s chambers. He could see Gandrett tying Addie to a chair to prevent her from following the summons in her mind.

      But the chances were that if Joshua and something to do with a dragon was involved, Addie would be part of the equation. Linniue had intended to sacrifice the girl in order to receive the dragon god’s power for Joshua.

      Armand listened intently, trying to pick up anything that gave a hint about Addie’s whereabouts.

      “Nobody would have noticed until it was too late…” someone whispered. They had been talking about Linniue sacrificing her son to give the Dragon King a new body.

      “But someone got in the way. Someone took away the last vessel for Shygon,” the Dragon King hissed, the sound of a snake slithering over stone and leaves—and the air around them chilled as if someone opened a window in the middle of a winter night. “And tonight, the vessel found me.”

      Armand felt like throwing up. The Dragon King had Addie. It was all he could do not to leap to his feet and run into the great hall and expose himself. As if Taghi knew, he grabbed Armand by the sleeve and shook his head.

      “That’s the woman from the solstice?” Taghi asked so quietly Armand had to lean closer to hear.

      He nodded. And he needed to find her. Gods, if she was still alive.

      “I finished what my servant failed to accomplish—” the Dragon King continued. “Not entirely failed. She did offer her own life to make up for the lost vessel … so I’ve heard.”

      Heard where? Who had told him where to find Addie? Who was he working with?

      And more importantly: finished … did that mean Addie was dead? Armand’s chest tightened, and his fingers, sheathed in sweat, slipped off the hilt of his sword.

      If he only knew where to start, he would go looking for her right now. Hard as it was, Armand ground his teeth and stayed in place.
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        * * *

      

      “And tonight, the vessel found me.” Raynar flashed his teeth at Gandrett as he waited for his words to sink in.

      Addie. No. All of a sudden, he was frozen to the core.

      She couldn’t be dead. They had done everything right. They had defeated Linniue in Eedwood. They had saved Addie. They—

      “Where is she?” It was Nehelon who asked, voice as cold as the icy air that had filled the room. And Gandrett could have kissed him for doing so, for she didn’t think she had it in her to demand to know whether or not Addie was alive.

      “As if you care,” Raynar said with something more than amusement. “Your people don’t care about anyone else but themselves.”

      “My people,” Nehelon ground out, “are none of your concern.” He took a step toward the Dragon King, his sword ready to swing and his face hewn of stone. “Where is the girl?”

      Gandrett forced herself to stay where she was, Brax still there behind her. It was an impossibility to move even an inch without exposing him. And too many people had become collateral of the Shygon cult—of the loyal servants to the one god who seemed to be the patron saint of the Dragon King. She couldn’t make the mistake of drawing Raynar’s focus to Brax.

      “Well—” Raynar ignored Nehelon’s lethal stare and laughed at the expression that had settled on Gandrett’s face instead as she tried—tried and failed—to smooth it into boredom. “Adrienne is quite a delight.”

      Adrienne … Addie.

      “Such a shame she won’t last long as a bridge—” Raynar gazed to the northeast as if lost in a memory. Northeast—the tower where Gandrett had found Joshua before. She had to get out of here and get to Addie… But not without Brax and Nehelon. “Those rose-petal lips are quite something.” Raynar turned his focus back on Gandrett as if he had noticed her momentary absence. “I wonder if I should taste them before I dispose of her.”

      Hot boiling rage shot through Gandrett’s core, blasting the cold out of her system. “If you as much as come near her lips, I swear to Galloris I will end you.” She chose the god of war to swear to, for he should be the one she served from now on. If they couldn’t find a way to get Joshua back, Neredyn would be under war. And she would be in the middle. Fighting for everything she held dear. For Addie and Brax, for Mckenzie, for Armand, and for that Fae male who was eying her with lazy eyes. And she would not stop until the world was free of any trace of the Shygon cult and the Dragon King. “I will end you,” she repeated, “and I promise it will be a death worthy of everything you have done.”

      She more felt than saw Nehelon go rigid and hold his breath at her words.

      Provoking the monster, that was what she was doing. Intimidating an immortal Shygon-blessed bringer of death and destruction. And yet, her pulse was slowly returning to a steady pace, her fear ebbing as she channeled her rage into a killing calm. Inside her chest, her powers stirred and flexed, searching their way along her arms into her palms.

      “Quite a woman you chose, Nehelon,” Raynar said to the Fae, his eyes—Joshua’s emerald eyes—glinting with excitement.

      “I didn’t choose shit,” Nehelon growled, and Gandrett felt his words stinging as if he had pushed a thorn into her chest. “She’s more like a stray dog.”

      Gandrett’s magic answered to the pain of his rejection, to how he denied he cared even the tiniest bit. Of course, her fighter mind, her trained warrior-self, knew that he was saying it to protect her from the Dragon King. But it didn’t make it hurt any less. It didn’t make the heat of her magic boil any less as it burst from her in a spray of flames, making the icy air that filled the space between them and Raynar sizzle and steam.

      Brax gasped behind her as if he had awoken from minutes of petrification, and Gandrett knew that she had made a mistake.

      Never let your temper rule your decisions. The Meister had hammered that into her head for years and years. And now that it counted—

      She schooled her emotions into non-existence, watching her fire give way to the Dragon King’s ice as her breath clouded before her face once more.

      “Interesting,” was all he said as he turned and walked back to the dais with the guards closing the corridor behind him, swords out and ready.

      Neither Nehelon nor Brax spoke. Nehelon seemed to have turned into a statue again as he watched the Dragon King climb over Lord Tyrem’s corpse and back into his makeshift throne with preternatural grace. Gandrett shivered and was about to grab Brax and shove him out the door while Raynar was adjusting the crown on his head.

      “Nice to be reunited with this crown after seven hundred years … so many memories,” he said in a honeyed voice that made Gandrett sick.

      Yeah. Memories of blood and death and terror.

      “I would have just killed you,” he said, his head turning to Gandrett with the same feral smile, “but you know, now that I have seen just what you are capable of…”

      Nehelon was in front of her before she could even think. Too fast to pass for a human. By now, everyone in this room had to know what he was. The hint that Raynar knew him meant that Nehelon had to be at least seven-hundred years old. Brax had to have noticed, too. But he had also seen her use her magic—

      Gandrett risked a glance over her shoulder and found Brax staring back at her with eyes so shadowed that it was hard to tell if he was shocked or angry. He studied her for a moment then glanced at his dead father, his expression showing the same devastation. She had to get him out of here before anyone could harm him—harm him more than he had already been harmed.

      What had happened here tonight would leave a mark on him.

      “Take her to the tower,” Raynar ordered, and the guards started marching toward them, all but Kyle fashioning dead, expressionless faces that did not indicate the slightest fear of the fae that stood between them and her.

      Nehelon growled again, swinging his sword in anticipation.

      The Dragon King had crossed an ankle over a knee and was watching with a bored face as the first guard fell under one precise blow of Nehelon’s blade. Then another as the rest of them attacked, determined to make their way around the Fae.

      “Run,” he hissed at her between strikes.

      But that wasn’t how Gandrett had been trained. Fight until the end. That was ingrained in her. Also, too many against one. Even if he was Fae. Gandrett wouldn’t take any risks.

      “I can’t leave you alone in here,” she responded, her own swords ready for the first guard who made it past Nehelon.

      The Fae warrior whirled and cut down one more man with an efficient strike. “You can, and you will,” he ground out as he lifted his sword for another blow, seven-hundred years of training and experience showing as he took out one guard after the other until—

      “Gandrett!” Brax’s shout of warning reached her just in time to see Raynar, who had been sitting on his throne a second earlier, appear beside her, his hands wrapping around her elbows, squeezing hard enough for her to drop her blades.

      A gasp of pain escaped her as she yanked her arms forward, feeling Raynar’s fingers cutting like bands of iron around them, and he hauled her sideways, out of Brax’s and Nehelon’s reach—who were both reeling around as she protested loudly and violently for the Dragon King to take Joshua’s hands off her.

      But neither Nehelon nor Brax could do anything as the Dragon King towed her further and further away, his grip not only cutting off the blood flow to her forearms but also icily cold. Guards kept coming at both of them, keeping them busy, and all Gandrett could do was watch them try to free themselves of the guards, who seemed determined not to let them get a chance at freeing Gandrett as the last Dragon King dragged her through the room.
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      Armand was about to dart into the great hall. He could hardly keep himself in place. His future king was in there, possessed by the last Dragon King, and he was attacking Gandrett, Nehelon, and Brax. But the way he had spoken about Addie—Adrienne—was what had triggered him to want to run his blade through the bastard’s throat.

      He knew it was a bad idea. Even if he managed to kill the Dragon King, Joshua’s body would be destroyed, and they would never find out if there was anything of the prince left in there.

      So he stayed where he was.

      Until Gandrett’s screaming and cursing filled the icy air and Taghi nodded that he was ready, scythe in hand.

      But the screaming stopped, and a roar of fury filled the hallways. The chancellor’s roar, followed by a shudder of the ground that reminded Armand a lot of how the caverns under Eedwood Castle had felt right before Gandrett had split the ground with her magic, almost killing them all in the process.

      Taghi grabbed his sleeve, and Armand stepped away from the wall just in time to watch a crack run up behind where he had stood a moment earlier. They were fighting with their magic in there. And if they weren’t careful, they might very well bring down the whole palace.

      “Take her to the tower,” Joshua’s voice—the Dragon King’s voice sounded over the noise of steel and grumbling of cracking stone.

      The tower. Armand wondered which of the many spires of the palace could be the tower the Dragon King meant. There were four of them, each one higher than the other, like spears, reaching into the cloudless night.

      He gestured for Taghi to follow as he ducked past the great hall, risking all of one glimpse of what was going on in there as he darted through the dead guards before the open doors and down the hallway to the nearest stairwell that would take them to one of the towers.
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        * * *

      

      Another guard was coming at Nehelon as he watched Gandrett sag in Raynar’s grasp, limp and blue-lipped from the cold, her neck angled in a way that told Nehelon she wasn’t faking her blackout.

      With a roar, he drove his sword into the man Raynar had commanded before he could even lift his sword, and whirled aside to get next to Brax, who was already one opponent away from the Dragon King.

      Raynar smirked at them, emerald eyes sparking with vicious delight. “I remember you being stronger, Nehelon,” he mocked. “A couple of guards … even my enhanced ones were never a problem for a pure-bred Fae like you.”

      Nehelon ignored Brax’s gasp beside him as he did with the laugh that followed from Raynar’s mouth—Joshua’s mouth.

      “I knew there was something off about you,” Brax hissed as he parried the blow of the guard who was attacking from the side.

      The young Brenheran boy wasn’t as bad a fighter as Nehelon had always believed … but it didn’t matter now. It was time to unleash the Fae-warrior inside of him. It wouldn’t be a surprise to anyone in this room by now. Not after Raynar had already called it.

      He fought mechanically, fending off one after the other of those guards who kept coming at them, without a doubt, fueled by something more than the blood in their veins. For everyone he had killed, another one seemed to appear—bloodied and blank-eyed. Then, he realized that they weren’t new men but those same he had already cut down. They were like puppets whose strings he cut, and Raynar kept picking them up, sending them at the two of them again.

      Nehelon reached deep into his reserves, as deep as he hadn’t done in years, and pulled up his power. He let it crawl through the room, where the guards were relentlessly rising as from the dead, and searched for what magic it was that Raynar wielded in these halls.

      Another man stood before him, another face he had known for over ten years, he had trained, fought side by side with … and yet, he speared him with the tip of his sword, hoping that this time he would stay down so he could leap across the room to where Raynar was dragging Gandrett forward as if she was a frozen doll. The heart he had schooled into emotionless stone, over centuries of fighting and searching, crumbled just the tiniest bit as he realized that this time, no matter how great her skills, how powerful her magic, Gandrett wouldn’t be able to save herself. She needed him—

      And he … well, he was occupied cutting down undead men like stalks of wheat.

      Over his shoulder, he checked if Brax was still on his feet and found the youngest Brenheran son ducking under a falling blade, and Nehelon raised his palm and let his magic tear a crack into the ground where Brax’s opponent stood while his other hand, fast around his sword, kept the man who was coming at him in check.

      Both men fell with a scream. One into the narrow canyon he had opened before Brax’s feet—the boy staring in horror and awe—and the other as Nehelon’s sword bit into his guts with an efficient strike.

      From the other end of the room, a snarl echoed through the air, and Nehelon’s head snapped up to where Raynar had set down Gandrett on the makeshift throne and had bent over her, Gandrett’s tunic in one hand, the other clutching the knife that had killed the Lord of Ackwood.

      No.

      He sent his power through the room again, ready to strike down Raynar, and Nehelon no longer cared if he tore apart Raynar’s new body in the process. His magic flexed and bit into the icy air, winding through it as though through pudding, not making the progress he had hoped for.

      “Don’t bother trying,” Raynar commented, not letting go of Gandrett’s tunic as the tip of the knife bit into the fabric at the collar. “I put wards around my throne.” He laughed. A wicked and glacial sound that didn’t match that gentle face of Joshua Brenheran. “I weaved wards through the entire palace, Nehelon.” He straightened a bit, turning to face Nehelon, and the guards all halted as if at a silent command.

      But Brax was beside him in an instant, sword dripping with blood, his face paler than usual, black waves disheveled from the fight. “We need to get out of here,” he whispered.

      And Nehelon knew the boy was right.

      But not without Gandrett. All his muscles tightened as he tried to figure out how he was going to free her before the Dragon King could make use of her in any horrible way he could think up. He knew Raynar Leyon. He knew the vile acts he had committed during his reign of terror. Gandrett was not going to become his victim. He wouldn’t allow it. He flexed his power again and gritted his teeth at the slow progress it made through the tightly woven wards Raynar had installed.

      “Your dear brother and you caught me by surprise once,” Raynar mused and glanced down at the girl in the throne, legs sprawled over one armrest, head lolling off the other armrest, one hand on the marble floor. She was utterly defenseless up there, even if she woke up now, with both her weapons gone and her magic not nearly matured enough to just draw it up and smite the Dragon King—

      As if Raynar could sense the terror that spread in Nehelon’s chest, he bent over the girl again and lowered the knife into Gandrett’s tunic, and this time, it cut clean through the fabric as if it was nothing more than thin paper. And with a glance at Nehelon that promised endless pain, Raynar grabbed the two edges of the tear and folded them to the sides, exposing Gandrett’s chest and stomach.

      “What a vessel,” he sang with raw excitement as his eyes roved over Gandrett’s bare skin. “Shygon will be pleased.”
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        * * *

      

      On the way to the spires, the hallways had been as empty as when Armand had made his way down to the great hall. As had the first two spires they had checked. No sign of life that anyone had been up there recently. Most certainly not Addie.

      Armand ground his teeth and pushed himself to keep his calm. Panicking wouldn’t keep Addie alive—if she was still alive.

      “This is probably the worst guarded palace I have ever seen,” Taghi noted with a sort of dark humor that made Armand’s lips twitch—more with desperation than amusement.

      They turned the next corner, finding nothing but torch-lit, dark-floored corridors as with the last turns they had taken.

      “I wonder where they all went,” Armand whispered. “The men in the great hall were definitely not enough to be the entire palace guard.”

      Taghi nodded, regarding the prince, oddly cooperative for not being part of this court and for the face he’d made at the solstice celebrations at Joshua’s announcement.

      They sprinted down to the next turn, always on the lookout for any movement or shadows, for any sound that wasn’t the crackling fire or their own, muffled footsteps.

      There was none.

      “There.” Taghi pointed at a stairwell that led away from the corridor, climbing in a narrow spiral until it wound out of sight from the dim hallway.

      Armand took the lead as they raced up the steep steps, the ascent longer than the ones before. By the time they made it to the level where they would have reached the top of the other spires, they were not even halfway up, and Armand cursed under his ragged breath when the steps finally became wider and flatter, and moonlight mingled with the low light of the last torch they had passed two windings below.

      Heart hammering in his throat, Armand threw out a hand to stop Taghi, and together they pressed against the wall, taking a moment to catch their breaths.

      The stone behind him was unusually cold for the mild summer night, and beside him, Taghi seemed to have the same observation, for he brought his scythe in front of his chest with one hand and gestured with the other for Armand to stay where he was—

      Not because of the cold, Armand understood a moment later, but because of the low voices that were coming from the room that must be just around the next winding, judging by the sound of it.

      The muscles in Armand’s arms played and twitched as he tightened the grip on his sword, and with a nod at Taghi, the two men set in motion.
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        * * *

      

      Armand wasn’t sure what he had been expecting but certainly not what he found when he stepped into the circular chamber atop the highest spire in the northeast of Ackwood palace. His feet didn’t make a sound on the rough stone floor as he skidded to a halt at the top of the stairs where the windings opened into an icy space that had his breath fog before his mouth. Taghi at his heels, his scythe at the ready, placed a hand on Armand’s shoulder in warning as he slithered around the edge to hide in the shadows of the moonlit room.

      By the arched window, two female forms were in animated discussion about something Armand couldn’t understand, the language familiar in its sound but impossible to decipher. They didn’t notice the two young men as they inched their way forward along the wall, too absorbed and absurdly loud for the whisper it had been before Armand and Taghi had entered the room. Almost as if a magic ward was cutting the sound in this chamber off from the rest of the world.

      Lapidanian. That was the language. But a dialect that he had never heard before.

      Armand shivered as an icy wind moved through the room, his thin tunic not nearly enough protection against the cold that surrounded them. This was like the caverns under Eedwood Castle. His gaze fell on the chalk-drawn symbols that spread all over on the floor, wet and smeared in places. He couldn’t tell what the liquid was in the half-light of the pale moon that peeked in the only window, but his intuition told him it wasn’t water.

      Taghi jerked his chin at the wet spots, and Armand followed the prince’s gaze to find a trail of wet that led all the way to where the women were still discussing—

      It was a clenching in his stomach that he felt at first, uncomfortable and a bit irritating, as he noticed the cot in the darkest area of the room just beside the women, and it spread like a numbness all through his body.

      A familiar shape lay sprawled on her stomach, lifeless, raven hair spilling over her good shoulder, covering her face, liquid trickling down her arm that hung limply to the floor.

      Addie.

      Hadn’t Taghi grabbed his forearm, rooting him in place, Armand would have darted over without regard for the women who were surely part of the Shygon cult, or they would be the ones bleeding out on a cot.

      Armand had seen Addie lifeless like this once in the temple of Shygon under Eedwood palace, and back then, it had been Gandrett who had rescued them all. Today, Taghi was the only help he would get. But his help wouldn’t count much. Neither of them had magic the way Gandrett had. He didn’t even want to think about what could happen if the two women across the room had assumed the god of dragon’s power.

      But whatever chances they had of getting Addie out of here—if she was still alive—were now, before Raynar returned to the tower. The marks and blood on the floor and Addie’s presence told enough that this was where the Dragon King had put on the Prince of Sives’s skin.

      So Armand nodded at Taghi, who, judging by the fierce expression on his face, was determined to see this through.

      Armand was about to set his next step along the wall, fighting the urge to simply run to the cot and kneel down beside Addie in desperate hope that she was still breathing, when the room turned suddenly very quiet.

      And when he turned his gaze back toward the window where the two women had been talking, only one of them was left, and she was eyeing him with a gaze he had seen so many times at Eedwood palace.

      Shit.

      “Had I known you’d come hunting after her like hounds, I would have tossed her out the window after the ritual,” Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton said with a sneer and stepped into the field of brightness where the moonlight hit the blood-smeared floor.

      Armand searched for words. Isylte had been Linniue’s friend, visiting Eedwood occasionally, but never would he have thought—

      Linniue hadn’t been alone in her endeavors. Obviously, for all the attacks all over Sives showed that the cult was spreading—had been spreading even before Linniue had brought Addie to Eedwood Castle. All the sacrifices before her, and the prison in the north where Addie had witnessed the worships and prayers of the cult, they had all been for this. Not for gaining power themselves but to bring back the single most dangerous individual in the history of Neredyn: Raynar Leyon, the last Dragon King.

      And Addie and Joshua had been the last missing pieces.
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      Armand stepped away from the wall, sword raised, mirrored by Taghi with his scythe. Now that they had been discovered, they needed to get away from any obstacle that might hinder them when they wielded their weapons.

      “Addie!” he shouted her name with hope and fear at the same time.

      A twitch of her hand was the only response. Weak. She was too weak for him to grab her and run. They needed to make sure the two women didn’t get in their way, first … and then carry Addie out, get the carriage ready, and have it take her far away from this palace. Somewhere she could get back to strength and where the Dragon King wouldn’t find her.

      He would have to think of a hiding place for her later.

      But first, he needed to find a way to get to her without getting himself killed.

      Who knew what magic Lady Isylte had, what Shygon had bestowed on his loyal servant. The Dragon King would most certainly not leave Addie here if he didn’t believe the two women weren’t enough to guard the girl.

      “Come get her—if you can,” she provoked, her honeyed voice not at all matching her hateful grin. This was the woman who had walked in and out of Eedwood Castle as a guest at court, his aunt’s friend … and after Linniue’s failure, she had to have somehow managed to continue what Linniue had started. The Dragon King—

      Armand shook his head at how blind he had been. That he had never wasted a thought on what had brought his aunt and the lady so close. But now, he could see it clear as day as she stared him down from across the room, her skirts billowing as if on a phantom wind.

      “You helped him.” Armand stared right back, realizing just how big a part in all of this she must have played if she was the one Raynar Leyon trusted into his inner circle.

      “It was time for His Majesty to return,” she simply said, a wicked smile gracing her tan face. “And when I got the invitation from Linniue’s son, I knew you would be here and you would bring her.” She gestured behind her at the cot where Addie was still motionless, the only sign she was still alive the slow rising and falling of her bare back. Armand loosed a breath. She was still breathing. Thank the gods.

      “What did you do to her?” It was Taghi who asked, Armand still too caught in his private moment of relief.

      Isylte answered with a chuckle and took a step toward Addie, sending Armand’s system on red alert. “I finished what Linniue couldn’t. I bound the Dragon King into Joshua’s body. I gave the master a new life.”

      She admitted it so freely, so self-assured. Armand was almost certain that she didn’t calculate for him and Taghi leaving this room alive. Beside him, Taghi shuddered. The prince couldn’t have a clue what they were talking about. No one except for the ones who had been under Eedwood Castle and the Brenheran family knew what had happened in the caverns, what Linniue had done, how she had wanted to sacrifice Addie—

      Armand screened the empty moon-lit space for the second woman again—finding nothing.

      He took another step forward, his toes crossing the outer lines of the closest chalk symbol. Something inside of him revolted at the sensation that ran through his body like lightning.

      He pulled his foot back with a hiss while Taghi stabilized him with an arm as he stumbled away from whatever it was that the symbol was doing.

      “You will find there is no way to get to me without getting yourself killed, Lord Armand.” Isylte indicated a mockery of a curtsey before she stepped right into the circle of symbols that separated the room except for the clean band along the walls, which seemed to be the only route to get to Addie. Armand ground his teeth. Even if Isylte didn’t have magic, the Dragon King had left her some magic, which would make it impossible to touch his servant.

      Time was what they needed. Time to figure out where the second woman had gone, time to get to the other side of the room and retrieve Addie. Time together to lure Isylte close enough to the sidelines to be able to land a strike. And yet, they had to be quick. Just in case Nehelon and Brax failed down there in the great hall and the Dragon King returned up here to do whatever it was he still needed to do with Addie.

      So Armand gave Taghi a look that indicated he should let him do the talking, a plan already forming in his mind.

      “The Prince of Sives invited you for the solstice celebrations, and that’s how you thank him?” Armand spat at the Lapidanian lady who had schemed in his own court to turn the hope of Sives into a future of certain bloodiness.

      In between words, his eyes darted around the room, searching for the second woman, who seemed to have disappeared into thin air. Beside him, Taghi turned so he stood at an angle, protecting Armand’s back. He would thank the prince later if they ever made it out of here. Taghi had no reason to help. He could have run and left Joshua and Ackwood palace to its fate. Could have left Sives to its fate. His kingdom was so far south that this might not affect him for a long, long time. Armand made a mental note to ask Taghi the moment they had Addie out of this room.

      “By helping him achieve his full potential?” Isylte responded, cocking her head as if she was already planning how to slice him apart with whatever magic she had—and if no magic, then the dagger she had produced from somewhere between the folds of her skirts was enough to tell him the woman was prepared to defend the Dragon King’s property with her life. “If that’s what you’re asking, then yes. That’s how I thank him. His mother gave her life so this could happen. So he could step up and become one with His Majesty, Raynar Lyon.”

      One. “Does that mean Joshua is still in there?” The question was out before Armand could hold it back. If there was any chance he could get the Prince of Sives back, then he had to know.

      Isylte laughed. It was the sound that he remembered from the past couple of years when she had walked the halls of Eedwood Castle during her visits. And it didn’t fit her vicious face.

      “Joshua is so far gone you will never even see a sliver of him again. And the stronger His Majesty becomes, the less of your prince is left.” She glanced at the side where Addie had twitched as if in response to the lady’s words. “And once the transition is completed…”

      Isylte didn’t need to finish her sentence for Armand to know exactly what would happen to Addie. And yet, he needed information. Every little detail the woman shared would be valuable to fight the Dragon King later—if there still was a later for any of them. If he believed Neredyn history, there wasn’t much that could be done once Raynar held his full power. Hundreds of years of terrorizing reign had proven as much almost a millennia ago.

      He wanted to shout at her, leap across the room and grab her by the throat to force those words out of her, but he collected all the calm he could so he could continue making his slow progress, inch by inch, toward the lady who was now standing right beside Addie’s cot, one foot on the chalk-marks, the other one outside. “How long does that transition take?” he asked, his stomach already tight with fear from how close the dagger in Isylte’s fingers had gotten to Addie’s ribs.

      She didn’t laugh this time. No. Her face turned into a solemn expression as she said like in a chant, “After seven-hundred years of being bound by Fae magic under an untamed, ancient tree, His Majesty will need a while. And once he is ready”—she glanced from Addie’s bloodied back to Armand and Taghi—“nothing will keep him from taking all of Neredyn.”

      They were halfway along the stone wall when the second woman appeared before them as if out of thin air, her delicate frame rising from a cluster of chalk marks. She cocked her head at Armand and, without warning, attacked.

      It wasn’t the longsword in her slender hands that made her so impressive but the glowing turquoise fire that ran along the blade, ignited by some magic that had to have its source either in the girl or in the runes on the floor.

      Armand didn’t have time to consider before the girl brought down her first blow, and he buckled under the weight of the steel that hit his own sword full force. He cursed under his breath as steel hit his arm and checked for stains of blood where the flat of the girl’s blade had hit him.

      No blood. Thank Vala. This was going to be even more difficult than he had expected. The space they could use for footing around the edge of the room was limited, and their opponents were free to move as they wished and reinforced with magic—otherwise, that girl wouldn’t have been able to lift that sword even an inch. She wouldn’t have been able to appear out of thin air like that, move like a ghost—

      Taghi whirled around him with a shout of warning to get out of the way and lashed at her with his scythe. But the girl was fast … unnaturally fast.

      Her face, a younger version of Isylte’s, was smooth and composed … no hint of fear of the two trained fighters before her. If anything, it showed a morbid kind of excitement. He had seen that look before when he had fought the fanatics in central Sives, when he had been doing damage control whenever his father sent out mercenaries to turn the people of Sives against the Brenherans.

      Armand straightened, ignoring the pain in his forearm, and placed himself at Taghi’s flank, readying his sword to strike the moment the prince’s scythe was out of the way. As if Taghi knew exactly what Armand was planning, he turned slightly as he brought down his weapon, making way for Armand’s sword to hit where the scythe had just failed.

      The girl, however, was faster, twirling away across the chalk drawings, and danced to her mother’s side, who gave an appreciative nod.

      “You will find that the powers of His Majesty are already strong enough to enhance his guards and his fortress.”

      Beside her, the girl grinned viciously, her calm mask dropping. Selloue Grenta. Isylte’s daughter with the Lord Grenta of Ilbroit. Armand knew the face from the solstice celebrations … and there was nothing that reminded him of the lovely girl who had smiled and curtseyed to the Prince of Sives.

      Beside him, Taghi cursed, probably realizing to whom they were fighting.

      “And what is his grand plan?” Armand spat and prepared to dart along the wall to where Selloue was pulling something from her sleeve.

      He didn’t even want to think about what she could do with another weapon in her hand when one sword was almost too much for him and Taghi to fight off. For a moment, he was grateful for the icy air that at least kept the sweat at bay that would have been pasting his clothes to his body had he been fighting in the warm summer breeze. But the gratitude didn’t last long.

      Selloue produced a stump of chalk from the seam of her sleeve and doubled over, bracing herself on the floor with the sword while the other hand started leading the chalk over the dark stone in exotic patterns. Her mother held up the knife as if daring them to attack again.

      “Oh, my dear Lord of Eedwood.” Isylte’s voice reminded him of honey and poison. “You didn’t think His Majesty doesn’t have a plan for how to deal with boys like you.” She turned to Taghi. “Or you, Prince.” A chuckle. “You’re but tiny gravels in his path to greatness.”

      Armand wasn’t sure whether to look at Isylte or keep an eye on Selloue as she kept drawing and drawing, wound patterns already covering half the area before the cot.

      He wanted to whisper at Taghi that they needed to attack before it was too late, before the Dragon King could make his way up here. But Taghi seemed to have his own agenda.

      “May I remind you of the agreement my house has with Raynar, Lady Isylte.” His words were curt and harsh, his accent thick as he addressed the woman who was now blocking Addie’s head from view.

      Armand felt his blood ice over at the words which sounded a lot like Taghi Saza Brina had betrayed them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth and wind and fire were racing through Nehelon’s veins—not blood. There was enough of it splattered over the marble floor to drown someone in it. The gods knew he would happily let Raynar Leyon suffocate in it if he could only get his hands on the Dragon King.

      But all he could do was watch and wait for his magic to rally while Raynar ran his finger along Gandrett’s sternum as if probing where to best drive a knife into her heart. Two guards had stepped up to his side, one of them Kyle, a man whom he had trusted to escort Gandrett to training every morning at dawn during those first weeks at Ackwood—it seemed like a lifetime ago. Even with his immortality.

      Kyle was watching Gandrett closely, her arm draped over his shoulder and one hand banding around her wrist to lock her there. In the hand which was tensed between his hips and her waist, he was holding a sword, ready to use it at her slightest movement. The other guard, a tad older and with more blood on him than on Kyle, was mirroring Kyle’s posture.

      Caught between the two of them, Gandrett wouldn’t get far even if she woke and tried to escape. And if Nehelon made one wrong move in his attempt to free her, the two blades would cut into her sides so fast that the only thing he’d be able to do was cry out to Vala to cradle her soul.

      Kyle gave him an unreadable glance before he tugged Gandrett’s arm a bit faster over his neck, leaving her head in an uncomfortable-looking position.

      “You know what to do,” Raynar murmured as he stepped away from the throne, giving Nehelon a moment—just a heartbeat to breathe—before the guards hauled her up, each by one arm, and dragged her to her feet.

      But Gandrett hung there between the armed and armored men, unconscious, her split tunic cleaving open at the front, exposing her bare chest, her skin pale where it was usually covered along the planes of her stomach and—

      Nehelon tried to ignore the firm roundness of her breasts—mercifully half-covered by the torn fabric—that was luring his attention. It would have been easy to steal a peek, but no. Not like that. Not with her life in danger. Not with the Dragon King hovering behind her on a dais, staring down at Nehelon with the emerald eyes of Joshua Brenheran and smirking with the promise of revenge for what Nehelon had done seven-hundred years ago.

      He swallowed hard and lifted his gaze to Gandrett’s face and was surprised to find her meeting his gaze.
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        * * *

      

      Gandrett couldn’t tell if it had been minutes or hours that she had been missing, but when she was dragged upright, air much colder than when she had blacked out and biting into her chest where someone had severed her clothes, she found Nehelon’s gaze on her, his eyes full of some emotion she couldn’t quite place … rage was only one piece in the puzzle of his expression. As for the rest—

      Gandrett suppressed a groan of pain and left her full weight on the guards who had draped her arms over their shoulders.

      The Dragon King was going to sacrifice her, too. It was the only thing she could think of. He would drive his knife into her chest, into her guts, into her heart, tearing out whatever he needed to worship Shygon. She was going to look like the young man they had found at the river: little more than birds feed.

      “What are you waiting for?” Raynar asked from behind her, his voice velvet like Joshua’s but laced with violence of the sort that made Gandrett wish she was already dead.

      The guards hesitated as they sized up Nehelon, his glamour melting away like dew. His eyes, blue and solid as diamond once more snapped away from hers to the side where Brax was readying himself to attack, face bloodied and a black eye blooming.

      She should have been able to defend him. She was Vala’s Blade. No other fighter could defeat her by sword. But the guards here were certainly more than just normal guards. They had cut them down again and again, and they were still standing … at a good distance from Nehelon and Brax, but still a threat that she couldn’t allow.

      Her magic grumbled in her veins as it awakened. She needed something to contain the men while Nehelon took care of the Dragon King, but her magic was still new, and even if she could control it in basics, she didn’t know what she was truly capable of. Wind, she hadn’t mastered. Earth—if she destroyed the palace, Brax would never forgive her, nor would Mckenzie. Or Joshua—if he was still in there. Gandrett didn’t dare let her thoughts wander there right now. She needed her focus on any detail that may help, any weakness that she might use against the guards holding her up or the undead king behind her.

      The fingers banding around her wrists were uncomfortably tight, but that could be used to her advantage if she chose the element of surprise. Her swords were long gone, somewhere in the bloody mess on the floor where they had fought the guards who seemed to be as resistant to staying dead as their king was.

      From under her lashes, she measured the distance to the door—too far to break free and run. Even Nehelon and Brax were too far away to reach before the guards or Raynar could cut her down. The icy steel grazing her waist on one side was indication enough just how close death was.

      Hidden behind her limp figure, her magic was welling up, dampened by something—probably the same thing that was keeping Nehelon from going berserk with his own powers—and it was all she could do to remain calm, think, and assess each little thing that could help them escape. Help Brax and Nehelon escape was more like it.

      Brax’s emerald gaze lingered on her as she let her own gaze wander through the room, marking all windows and doors, the crack in the floor that Nehelon had created, the thrown over chairs by the long table, the silverware that sat among sprawled remains of food. Every little thing. His face was unreadable behind the horror that filled his features. Nehelon eyed him sideways as if following Gandrett’s gaze, studying and measuring the room alongside her, readying himself for whatever plan she had—not that she had one—or for his own.

      Whatever it was, she couldn’t afford to worry about her torn tunic or that she would be fighting half-naked if she as much as twisted in the grasp of the two men holding her up. She needed to buy Brax a chance to run and, for Nehelon, a moment to work his magic.

      Meanwhile, her own magic had filled most of her chest and was searching its way along her arms into her palms when the guard to her left squeezed her wrist as if trying to get her attention.

      She didn’t move her head though she turned her gaze to the side enough to find Kyle’s tan face above hers, his eyes alert, unlike the other guards’. He didn’t say a word that she had woken up, that she was faking to be still asleep. The guards on the sides of the room who were slowly scrambling back to life weren’t paying attention to her—at least not to her face, she noticed with a stomach-twisting disgust, and quietly thanked the Dragon King for creating this little diversion for his own men.

      Kyle, however, didn’t say a word about her open eyes. Instead, he said to Nehelon and Brax, “Out of the way,” but he kept his gaze locked to hers as if he was trying to tell her something.

      In her peripheral vision, Gandrett noticed Nehelon plant his feet even more firmly on the ground while Brax seemed unsure what the right way to approach the reaction to the guard’s demand was.

      “Not a chance in Hel’s realm am I letting you out of here,” Nehelon growled, the sound like the violent purr of a desert lion. The cold around Gandrett lifted the tiniest bit as she realized that Nehelon did have a plan—not to give her up without a fight.

      The guards pulled her forward, and she let them … let them believe that she was still unconscious, let her magic spread and grow denser inside of her, patiently waiting for her palms to tingle again.

      It took all of five steps before the sensation hit her like a blow to the head. Wind, warmer than that glacial air that the Dragon King’s presence seemed to induce, enveloped her in a gust, blowing open her tunic and baring her chest before the entire room. She bit back the instinct to cover herself and used the moment of confusion to push off the ground, using the two guards’ grasp on her wrists to balance her own weight against their necks. Like a swing, her legs went back and forth once before she swung herself around and twisted out of the surprised men’s hands. The moment she landed with a thud on her feet, she pushed herself forward again and grabbed Kyle’s outstretched arm, ready to rip his sword from his hand … but halted as she found something like hope on his face.

      He hadn’t been corrupted. He was still Kyle. So she told him to fight with her and used him as a balance to bring the second guard who had restrained her to his knees with one well-placed kick in his chest.

      Kyle brought down the sword she had left in his hands on the guard on the floor, and with a blow that sent blood splattering across both him and Gandrett, he severed the man’s head. Gandrett swallowed the bile that rose with the view.

      Nehelon was beside her in an instant as was Brax, both of them shielding her from the rest of the guards who were now coming closer, their focus on the sword Brax tossed at her rather than her breasts.

      Gandrett caught it with one hand then tucked it under her arms and reached down to tie the two sides of her tunic together, leaving her with a bare sliver of skin above the waistband of her pants and a revealing cleavage—still better than fighting nude.

      “You sent the wind?” she said, out of breath, to Nehelon.

      The latter nodded, a bit awkward as he looked her over as if scanning for injuries, eyes stopping by her waist where Gandrett noticed blood that seemed to be seeping from her skin where a thin cut spread just over her hip. She must have cut herself on the guard’s sword when she had broken free. But she didn’t feel the pain—not yet. It would set in later if they made it out of here alive. And if they didn’t … then that little cut would be the least of her problems.

      “I’ll take care of that later,” Nehelon said and pursed his lips, his attention already drifting back to the guards who were now closing in. Gandrett had grasped the sword again, lifting her free hand at the men in Brenheran burgundy uniforms, and readied herself to unleash her magic.
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        * * *

      

      It had taken him everything to send that gust of air toward her. A sign that he was ready. That, if she still had access to her magic, it was time to use it. Now that she had freed herself in an acrobatic spin that made him wonder if he had underestimated what she was capable of, he found her tying up the front of her torn tunic in an attempt to cover up what was not meant to be seen by any man since she was still a Child of Vala—even if he had his doubts about what she thought about that particular topic.

      Right now, the help of any goddess would be a blessing—especially as he noticed the scratch that ran around her exposed waist right above her belt and vanished under her tunic at the bottom of her ribs.

      “You sent the wind?” she wanted to know even though it sounded more like voicing an assumption rather than a real question.

      He just nodded, fighting the impulse to grab her and run, to take her far, far away from here where he could heal her wounds and hide her from Raynar and his evil-doings. “I’ll take care of this later,” he managed to say and held back all the questions over whether the injury hurt or if she could fight, if there were other wounds that he hadn’t noticed yet. If more of the blood staining her clothes was her own, originating from cuts hidden beneath her tunic … he couldn’t allow himself to think about it, or he would not be able to start that attack that would surely lead to more pain.

      Instead, he seized up the guards, averting his gaze from Gandrett’s blood, and shifted his focus on the guards that didn’t seem to want to stay dead. He remembered that, too, from the battles in the Ulfrayan forests where they had cut men down and beheaded them, one after the other, losing too many of their own and of their allies. They meaning Nehelon, his brother, and every Fae who had been able to wield either sword or magic. As for their allies … more humans had been gifted with magic back then—a lot more than these days—making them stronger and more durable on the battlefield. But they had died along with Fae and those the Dragon King had managed to turn to his side and put under his spell. A spell he recognized by the way those men were reluctant to stay down until their heads were a good distance away from the rest of their body.

      So Nehelon swung his sword in his hand, assessing the wards as he let his magic search the room for loopholes so he could utilize his magic better. But it was still like wading in mud, Raynar’s powers concealed in the thickest of tendrils of magic that were constantly changing their pattern as they weaved themselves through the room.

      The Dragon King, however, had sat back on his throne, ankle crossed over a knee, and was watching with delight how his guards were encircling the three intruders in the center of the room.

      “You are aware that this won’t end well for either of you,” he announced with a bored tone and flicked his hand at the guards who had been tasked with taking Gandrett to the tower. “Grab her and take her to the tower,” he ordered, the air vibrating with power.

      And while the one guard took a step closer, Kyle remained where he was, his sword still clutched where Gandrett had refrained from taking it, his brown eyes full of conflict.

      The loyal guard wasn’t beyond saving, Nehelon realized with a flicker of relief, one out of over twenty who had been corrupted by Raynar’s power. He had seen armies fall under his spell, and rarely had anyone been able to escape. Kyle’s eyes were clear enough to know that there was hope for the man. And if there was something he had learned during those final battles in Ulfray, it was that every man counted. Every single person, Fae or human, woman or man—one single individual could make a change in the end. So he gave Kyle a look, waiting for the man’s understanding to brighten his gaze as he realized that he had a choice. He could fight alongside his chancellor and commander even when the glamour had broken and Kyle’s fear from Nehelon’s Fae form tinged the air. Or he could die alongside his fellow guards who would not leave this room in one piece.

      A terse nod was all the sign he got of the decision Kyle made. So Nehelon turned to Raynar and fashioned his least bothered grin. “Nothing ever ends well for me,” he mocked and took one step closer toward Gandrett, who was standing dangerously close to the guard whose grasp she’d escaped mere moments ago.

      Her hand was raised, her magic leaking from her palm as slowly as his own had when he had caressed her face with the warm breeze.

      “Save your strength, girl.” Raynar studied her with cruel amusement. “Your magic will do little to protect you.” The guards closed in as the Dragon King leaned back and played with the cufflinks on his jacket. “Even your Fae prince can do little to protect you.”

      Nehelon had raised his hand, sword ready to cut the throat of the guard one long stride away from Gandrett, who had gone white as chalk—
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      “What agreement?” Armand figured it was better to ask the Prince of Phornes rather than guess. “What is going on?”

      Taghi, however, didn’t bother with a glance back as he stepped toward Isylte, his scythe still ready to hook into the woman’s guts even if Armand doubted that either Lady Isylte or Selloue would have problems defending themselves after what he’d seen Selloue do. And with those chalk-marks … they were basically untouchable while they remained on the drawings.

      “When I heard the rumors about the Shygon cult—” Taghi’s eyes were on Isylte as he took another step forward. “Well, it is safe to say it is more than rumors, am I right, Lord Armand?” He glanced sideways at Armand, eyes black as the shadows where Addie’s motionless body was still out of reach. “So while you were all busy celebrating the solstice and plotting the rise of the King of Sives, I made sure my own kingdom will be protected when things go to shit here … which they have, haven’t they?”

      Armand wasn’t sure what he should focus on, the boiling rage that filled his chest as Taghi stated his betrayal or that Selloue got closer and closer to Addie, the tip of her sword almost touching the girl’s skin as she watched the scene with mild interest.

      Armand decided for the former. If nothing else, it bought them time to drag out the conversation. As long as Selloue had something to watch, she wouldn’t drive that knife into Addie’s back.

      “You betrayed us,” Armand hissed, letting the rage surface in his voice.

      Taghi merely shrugged. “I took care of my people while the rest of you were so absorbed with the future of Sives that you hardly noticed that the Shygon cult had rooted under this very roof.”

      Armand’s sword hand itched to stab in Taghi’s direction … but not yet. Not quite yet. Not while Addie was still in danger.

      “What did you do, Taghi?” Armand didn’t bother with the prince’s title. If he was a traitor, he was one whether he addressed him politely or not, so—

      It was Isylte who responded, having observed their little fight with childlike amusement—until now. She gestured at Taghi with the knife in her hand and said, “You may have a deal with His Majesty. That doesn’t apply to the vessel though.” Her eyes slid to Addie then Armand and back to Taghi. “You are free to go, Prince.” She inclined her head. “But I’m afraid this doesn’t apply for the Lord of Eedwood … or the girl.”

      Armand watched the exchange of words but couldn’t believe his ears. What on earth had Taghi done?

      “Do you want to tell him or should I?” Isylte said to Taghi, all the arrogance of higher nobility in her words—as if he was scum.

      Taghi shrugged. “Had Brax Brenheran been a little more inviting to discuss the issues pushing on the north, I may have considered working with the Brenheran family to prevent this.” He didn’t seem to mind the purest fury slowly spreading on Armand’s features or the tip of the sword that was now twitching as he had problems holding back that blow that was itching in his arm.

      Traitor.

      “But you must see, Lord Armand, that Sives may have been beyond saving even before the solstice, so I took the liberty of making a deal.” Taghi eyed him with those black orbs which seemed not fully convincing as he proclaimed the nature of the deal. “Phornes remains under the rule of House Saza Brina, and my people remain unharmed.”

      “And the price, Taghi,” Armand pushed, voice shaky with anger. “What did you promise in exchange?”

      Isylte laughed a bell-like laugh that was even creepier than her wicked smile. “In exchange, he makes sure to take the only true heir to the lordships of Sives able to bear children off His Majesty’s hands so there will never be a rightful King or Queen of Sives again.”

      Armand’s heart plunged into his knees. Mckenzie. He had not once considered what her role was in all of this. What would become of her when the Dragon King ruled again … and Brax.

      “Where is she?” he barked. She sure hadn’t been in the great hall, or they would have heard her or Lady Crystal. Gods, if anything happened to them—

      He couldn’t even imagine what Joshua would say if he failed to protect the rest of his family—now that he no longer could do it himself.

      “Let’s say she will no longer be a problem in this court,” Taghi responded with an unreadable face.

      And it was all Armand could do to keep himself in place and not leap at the Phornian prince and run him through with a sword.

      “I hope you didn’t kill her, or I swear to Vala—”

      Taghi cut him off with a dark chuckle. “There was no reason to kill Mckenzie Brenheran when her mother was so eager to marry her off.”

      Armand felt his jaw drop.

      “And don’t swear to Vala. Your goddess no longer holds any sway in these lands. They belong to Shygon now”—he leaned closer as if sharing a secret—“as you may have noticed.”

      With those words, he turned on his heels and walked away, leaving Armand alone with the two armed women—and the raven-haired girl whose still-beating heart was the only reason he had come up here, to begin with.
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        * * *

      

      Armand swallowed the urge to run after the prince and shove him down the stairs for his betrayal. Even if it would have made him feel so much better. Addie was still there, mere inches away from steel that could cut her open once more. The blood that was still dripping from her arm indicated that if she didn’t die from another attack with a blade, it would be the bloodlessness that would pull her down under.

      He needed to do something about it or it would be too late and Raynar himself would come up here doing gods knew what with her to finish the process.

      How much time had he wasted up here trying to get closer to Isylte and Selloue thinking he was outsmarting them by weaving them into a conversation … by learning something about what was actually going on. And all the while, it had been Taghi misleading him. Making him wait instead of interfering even back at the great hall. He should have stayed there, focused his effort on the Dragon King himself. That way, Addie’s chances might have been higher to get out of this alive. Maybe they would have even stood a chance if they united their strength—

      Right now, all he knew was that Addie was dying and that the Phornian Prince had apparently found an agreement with Lady Crystal to take Mckenzie Brenheran as his wife—and far away from Ackwood. At least there was one good thing about this: she was in no immediate danger of the Dragon King if she went to a territory that had an agreement with a vile creature like that. But how long would the Dragon King hold up his end of the bargain? How long until he would sweep over Phornes with his claws of ice and eliminate the Saza Brina royals as well?

      Isylte was studying him as his mind went wild with potential directions this could go, how he tried to balance fear of the possible horrors of the future with the dread of the immediate threat that was Addie’s fading life-force. “You cannot save either of them,” she told him with a gaze that had lost all amusement. “There must be sacrifices, or the god of dragons won’t look upon us kindly.”

      Armand had been so busy with Taghi and now Isylte that he only now noticed how Selloue had bent down and drawn more chalk marks on the floor so that the entire cot was surrounded with small, white swirls of runes that Armand hoped weren’t a killing spell.

      A second later, he wished he had just ignored everything and launched for Addie even if he would have certainly died—either by Selloue’s sword or the runes on the floor. At least, he would have died holding her hand. But the cot was gone and Addie with it, as were the two women, leaving behind the summer breeze streaming in through the window and chasing away the icy air, the chalk marks and Addie’s blood the only sign anyone had been here a moment ago.
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        * * *

      

      “Save your strength, girl. Your magic will do little to protect you. Even your Fae prince can do little to protect you.”

      The cold didn’t bother Gandrett much. Neither did the circle of men surrounding them. She had counted earlier. Over twenty. Each of them already slain several times and none of them staying down. What was it that the Dragon King used that could keep those guards alive even when their hearts should have stopped beating minutes ago? What sort of horrible power ran in Raynar Leyon’s veins?

      No—neither of those things sent shivers down her spine. The words of the Dragon King were what had let the blood drain from her face. And she didn’t mean the threat but what he had said about Nehelon.

      Fae prince.

      She knew better than to turn to the side and check for what was written on Nehelon’s features. There hardly ever was anything written there—at least not the kind of expressions that clarified anything. So instead of turning to him for explanation, she turned to face Raynar, bracing herself for whatever the Dragon King was about to rain down on her while letting her magic trickle into the world.

      From Joshua’s face, Raynar Leyon laughed an icy laugh that was only topped by the sinking temperature in the room. Gandrett shivered but didn’t let one of them see that she was coming to her limits. That the fighting and whatever the Dragon King had done to her had taken their toll on her body. But she stared him down, battling the exhaustion, letting the approaching guard who was almost within her sword’s reach take that last damned step, ready to cut off his hand this time if he attacked.

      “You didn’t know,” Raynar assumed correctly, resting his head against the carved wood of the makeshift throne, and shifted his glance to Nehelon, who growled a warning. “You never told her, Prince.”

      Gandrett fought hard not to turn her head, not to demand someone tell her what was going on. Why Raynar was calling Nehelon Prince … and she didn’t get the chance. So fast she didn’t see it coming, the guard who had held her up together with Kyle darted for her, his sword coming close to her shoulder.

      Too close.

      Nehelon’s blade caught it an inch from her arm and wheeled the man around with a kick of his boot into the guard’s side. Before anyone else could react, Nehelon brought his sword down on the man’s neck and cut off his head in one clean blow. Gandrett’s stomach churned as blood sprayed all over the Fae’s hands until there wasn’t enough pressure for more than a trickle, and the beating of the dying heart stopped.

      Nehelon eyed her over the incomplete body before him, face unreadable.

      When she was able to focus on anything else but the bloodied hands that had saved her, she felt Brax’s fingers curling around her upper arm, tugging her out of reach of Kyle, who had stepped within reach as if he was going to be the next one to attack.

      But his eyes told Gandrett that that wasn’t what he had in mind. Nehelon must have realized it too, for he didn’t interfere when Kyle took the place on Gandrett’s other side and raised his sword before his chest, ready to fight alongside them.

      On the dais, Raynar shifted on his throne and barked an order to attack, the smirk suddenly wiped off his face, and when Gandrett took another moment to study the Dragon King, she realized that she had found the one thing he was afraid of in this room—

      So Gandrett turned her back to the king, Nehelon already stepping close enough to her that any guard would have to cut him down first before they got to her, and said in a voice that defied the cold and the pain and the fear of speaking for the last time, “Who else is ready to return to the right side like my friend here?” She gestured at Kyle, whose face turned feral as he glanced up at Raynar, who had bent him to his will.

      Not unsurprisingly, Nehelon scolded her with a glance that was even more intimidating on his glamour-free Fae face. But Gandrett ignored him. Ignored Brax’s fingers tightening around her arm—a silent order to shut up. But she wasn’t done yet. The Dragon King had stated that he still needed to complete some ritual. That meant he might not yet be at his full strength and the mind control, however it worked, wasn’t unbreakable yet. Kyle having broken it and being ready to fight beside her was living proof it was possible. What if there were more?

      And even if there weren’t, and her words only made Raynar pause long enough for her magic to get through the pudding-like wards to Raynar—

      She felt tendrils of power snake forward at her thoughts, and once more, she sought Nehelon’s gaze, which, this time, seemed to contain an understanding of what she was about to do, and he pursed his lips as if holding words in that wanted to rush from his mouth.

      Raynar is afraid his followers will turn on him. Gandrett thought the words at Nehelon before she checked for the Dragon King’s reaction … how he remained sitting like a statue, ice crystals covering the throne beneath him and spreading along the dais, down to the floor where Lord Tyrem’s body had been discarded.

      She let her magic flow faster and sensed the way it invisibly curved and coiled around every layer of the wards … and so did Nehelon’s power, familiar by now as it pierced through the wards in crisp and clean lines.

      Together. She more felt the word than heard it. And when she turned her gaze back on Nehelon, his Fae lips had parted in a feral smile.

      “Nobody? Are you sure? You want to be on the winning side, don’t you?” he asked into the room and played along with her distraction as if most of his focus wasn’t going into getting their magic close enough to the Dragon King to at least trap him. Destroy wasn’t an option as Brax’s presence reminded her so readily when his fingers dug into her bicep. As if he stood a chance at restraining her—

      Raynar snorted on the throne, hiding the concern in his eyes as he glanced at Kyle and back at the other guards. “The winning side is with me,” he clarified—not just to the guards. A threat, open and ringing loudly in Gandrett’s skull as her magic was half up the dais. Raynar didn’t seem to see it coming. At least he gave no sign if he was aware that there were powers spearing for him, readying themselves to cage him—whether bars of stone or leashes of water or bonds of fire, Gandrett didn’t care. As long as they found a way to keep Raynar away from Addie and prevent whatever he needed to do to finish that process that would make him near-invincible.

      The Dragon King hissed, allowing his ice to spread farther as some of the guards halted … not pondering in confusion, Gandrett realized to her dismay, but sizing up the new formation with Kyle at her side. As she measured each of them, she knew that none of them would make up their minds because their minds were no longer their own. They all were wearing that empty expression that Kyle alone hadn’t shared. So a distraction was what it would remain. Not a sudden tilting of the odds.
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      She had gone crazy. That was what Brax was thinking as Gandrett addressed the guards and invited them to run over to their side. None of them would. Wasn’t that obvious? Hadn’t enough men died? Wasn’t his father’s death proof enough that this was not a moment to experiment concerning how far to push a tyrant ruler who had recently returned from the dead and seemed to have a bone to pick with the Fae who was now the only barrier between Raynar—who, by the way, was possessing his brother’s body—and Gandrett, who no longer seemed like she was up to the task of cutting down any more soldiers. Her skin had turned gray, and her stance was unstable. So he tightened his grip around her arm, ready to take her full weight should she collapse.

      Brax’s eyes were still locked on his brother—who no longer was his brother—even though there was a Fae right there in the room. A Fae who had been able to mislead this entire court for a decade. A Fae who, for some reason, had cared a lot about whether Josh lived or died. Who had gone above and beyond to free the Prince of Sives from the claws of the Denderlains—

      And Josh … he couldn’t be just gone. There had to be some part of him left in there … fighting.

      Brax had been following the events in the great hall in a daze—the same great hall where he had spent his childhood. Blood covered up the pattern on the polished stone floor. The cold was making it almost impossible to think, and his fear wasn’t just for his brother, who might still stand a chance if they managed to contain him somehow—he would only give up on Josh if there was no other way and even then—but for Mckenzie and his mother. They had left the great hall earlier before everything had happened. But where had they gone? Had Josh—Raynar—set plans in motion to stop them? To use them as hostages as leverage against him. Against Sives and anyone in this house who dared stand in his way?

      His eyes were on Joshua’s face, so cold that it hardly resembled his brother. So full of loathing was he … as Raynar flicked his fingers at the guards, apparently bored with Gandrett’s words and no longer willing to wait for whatever he had planned to do to her. With immortal grace, he rose to his feet—and halted, half upright, as if bound by invisible thread.

      Brax didn’t have time to watch what was happening on the dais, for around them, the guards were finally attacking, some of them with injuries that should allow no mortal man to stay upright—but then, they were no longer mere mortals. They were the Dragon King’s armed puppets, and even though the latter was cursing in his invisible bonds, they were ready to neutralize the Fae male who seemed to be the source of whatever it was that held Raynar in place.

      “We’ve got him,” the chancellor hissed, his gaze locked on the immobile figure hovering above his throne. Brax’s heart got a bit lighter as hope spread in his chest. Hope that the Fae male may contain the Dragon King long enough that they may put him in shackles—bind him by any means necessary so he could pry that piece of shit immortal from his brother’s body.

      “Watch out!” It was Kyle who warned him as one of the guards surrounding them leaped at him, trying to get past to Gandrett—

      As Brax met the man’s blade with his sword, he realized that the guards weren’t only coming for Nehelon, but they prioritized Gandrett in a way that could only mean that what he had seen of her magic—magic, she had magic, he still couldn’t believe it—wasn’t the last of her power, and she was working with the Fae male to bring down Raynar. To bind him so they might figure out a way to drive the Dragon King out of Josh’s body and to Hel’s realm for good.

      He grunted under the heavy blow of another sword, letting go of Gandrett’s arm to balance himself as he struck back with an efficient hit on the man’s neck. Oh, he had paid attention when the chancellor had beheaded the other guard, that it had been the only way the man stayed down. And that was what he intended to do—even if it meant killing men who had been in House Brenheran’s service for years, decades—until they could focus on Raynar and Raynar only. Behind him, Kyle was engaged in combat with two guards at once while Nehelon had taken on the one raising his sword in dangerous proximity to Gandrett, whose focus was on the Dragon King even if she held her sword securely in her hand.

      He parried another blow from the guard he was fighting, feeling his arm throb where he had been hit before as, from the corner of his eye, he saw that Gandrett wasn’t reacting fast enough when a blow came her way, one that couldn’t be defended with the chancellor still too far away to leap in to her defense. And Brax … his own path was blocked by the guard he was bringing down. With horror, he realized that he wouldn’t be able to reach her in time—

      And just like that, the blade sunk into Gandrett’s side like a knife into butter, and a scream erupted from her lips as the man pulled it out again and lifted it to strike once more, his eyes indifferent as he aimed to slaughter the fragile creature before him.

      Brax noticed the look of horror on the chancellor’s face as crimson blood trickled from the wound so fast her clothes were already turning the color of death on the side where the fresh blood seeped into them. And knowing that the chancellor, as a Fae, was the only person in this room who might be able to save her with his healing powers—if he was lucky enough to possess those—more guards stepped in to block his path to the Child of Vala, who was swaying on the spot, her balance failing her as she fought to keep upright, alert, her sword still clutched in her hand, her grip loosening as she pressed her other hand against her wound and winced. She wouldn’t last long if they couldn’t get her out. If the chancellor couldn’t get to her. If they didn’t manage to defeat those few guards that were still standing after the chancellor had been relentlessly cutting through necks without even a hint of regret, his focus narrowing solely on the bleeding woman, whom nothing but her steel will kept afloat.

      Kyle was cutting down whoever threatened to close in from the other side, clearing the back of the room, so Brax reeled around and plunged his sword into the neck of the guard separating him from Gandrett and didn’t stop to watch the man’s head fall as he severed it with a clumsy cut. His free hand was already reaching for Gandrett, grabbing for her torn tunic, and he pulled her back, out of reach of the blade that was sailing toward her … and loosed a gasping curse as they slammed hard into the floor, his shoulder screaming, Gandrett landing atop of him, a heap of limp flesh.

      Her blood warmed his skin as it seeped through his tunic, hotter than it would normally feel … but the room was still icy from Raynar’s power—a Shygon-given power if he had pieced Josh’s stories from Eedwood together correctly.

      Gandrett moaned, her skin tone a shade paler even than a minute ago when her magic had been all that had strained her. The sound was like a knife to his chest, but he couldn’t slide her off his body and check on her condition. The guard whom they had just dodged was about to deliver another strike.

      So Brax ignored his protesting arm as he reached behind her back with his sword and prepared to redirect the blow away from Gandrett, right into the floor. From the burning in his muscles, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to hold against the force of the man whose sword was now coming for them if he tried to parry it and hold his ground. His own strength was coming to an end.

      A deep breath. Another. And another. Brax wasn’t nearly ready when the blow fell straight down, the impact driving a yelp from his mouth. He pushed up to meet the blow, the guard’s blade not wanting to slide off to the side but seeming intent to find its way straight into Gandrett’s back.

      He cursed again. He wouldn’t be able to keep this up any longer, his shoulder screaming in pain as he shifted just enough to bring his own flank out from under Gandrett’s body. She murmured something too low for him to hear over the steel that was grinding against steel, the shouts and screams of the men the chancellor and Kyle were fighting in the background, his own heart hammering in his ears like a drum of death—

      His strength faltered, and all he could do was scream her name as his arm was pushed back, the guard’s blade finding its aim—
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        * * *

      

      Nehelon ducked under the blow that came his direction then stabbed right into the neck of the man who had been trying to fell him. The smell of Gandrett’s blood fogged his mind like a red veil that came with rage.

      Rage—

      It had settled in every fiber of his body as that guard had sliced into her side, spilling her precious blood. Mechanically, he lifted his blade and cut clean through the man’s throat, not bothering to watch how the head dropped to the crimson-smeared floor before the knees even buckled. Kyle was doing a great job containing those guards and Brax—

      Nehelon found the youngest Brenheran son diving for Gandrett right when the guard who had injured her was about to strike again. They landed ungently on the stone, Brax grunting as he readied himself to defend the limp body that was resting on top of his.

      Nehelon let his hands and centuries of experience do the fighting, finding one neck to sever after the other, his Fae heart racing in his chest as he pushed and pushed himself to get through the line of men faster. As if they knew he was the only one who could heal Gandrett, they were cutting him off from her. And for each one he killed, another one stepped up.

      Gandrett’s chestnut braid hung to the floor, her face buried in Brax’s shoulder, her arms limp and bloodied, no reaction coming from her other than a grunt of pain as the youngest Brenheran brought up his sword arm to catch the blade that was diving for Gandrett’s lower back … and failed so terribly at forcing the man back or redirecting the blow that all Nehelon could do was contain the scream that wanted to erupt as he watched that steel sink lower and lower toward that exposed skin—

      Maybe it was the gods’ mercy that the tip of the blade was blocked from his view right as it was about to pierce her skin. Maybe it was his punishment for allowing himself to dwell in one or two sweet moments with the girl…

      Brax’s curse broke through the noise of combat, but Gandrett’s gurgling scream didn’t come.

      Instead, her voice, incomprehensible, so low that all it did was wash a wave of relief through him that she was still alive, still breathing and alert enough to form words, wove through the world that seemed to hold its breath … as did he.

      Spurred by the sound of something more than that murmur, Nehelon wielded his sword with new strength. Anything that would allow him to get to her in time—anything.

      He didn’t care for the icy, vicious laugh that followed him from the dais where, together, he and Gandrett had frozen Raynar. He didn’t react to the words the Dragon King was hissing, the lines of revenge that let Nehelon remember that he would suffer before the end—as would anyone he was stupid enough to care about. He didn’t even care that the grip on his magic was gradually slipping, loosing the hold he still had on Raynar, as he battled his way through to the young woman who he couldn’t see dying.

      He just couldn’t.

      And it wasn’t just because of that space she had occupied in his ancient, stone-like heart but because losing her would mean that he had failed the one task he had been given.

      Find someone to break the curse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It took all of Gandrett’s focus to breathe through the pain that spread from her side and slowly made her arms and legs go numb. She was vaguely aware of Brax’s arm reaching around her … of his body beneath hers…

      But there was no comfort in his embrace. It wasn’t even an embrace. He had pulled her out of harm’s way when she had been too occupied with freezing Raynar in place that she had taken her attention off the danger right before her—a stupid mistake that made her feel like a novice once more. If the Meister ever heard about this, she would get more closely acquainted with the rods the Meister used to punish the acolytes’ failures. Gods—if she made it out of here alive, she’d gladly take the beating.

      Brax cursed, and his body went taut as the sound of steel on steel ripped the air behind her—too close. Then, the muscles in Brax’s chest were quivering from the strain. She didn’t know what exactly was going on, but if Brax hadn’t wasted a moment to shift her off of him before he had met the blade above them, it had to be bad.

      With the last energy she could muster, Gandrett rallied the remains of her magic. She had long given up on holding that connection to the Dragon King. The gods knew if Nehelon had managed to contain him up there on that dais. For all she knew, Brax could be parrying Raynar Leyon himself behind her back.

      “Buy me a second or two,” she whispered, glad that her head was already resting on his neck and she didn’t need to strain herself to speak to him.

      The throbbing in her flank didn’t stop as she attempted to ignore it. No. It got angrier like a beast that demanded her attention. But she let it rage there and channeled the pain into her chest instead where her power was unfolding in weak, thin tendrils, fueled only by her determination to not let this be the end.

      Brax shifted his hip, pushing her own hip aside as he himself seemed to be rallying his strength.

      Gandrett didn’t wait for him to break but did what she did best—

      It was the first rule she had learned in her sorry life after she had been snatched from her home: if you don’t save yourself, no-one will. So she took a deep breath that made her feel like she would burst open where her body was already carved up, using the angle of Brax’s body to push herself off of him and roll onto her back … and stared into the emotionless eyes of the guard who had cut open her flank—and was about to drive his blade right into her again. The blade missed its aim by mere inches, scratching over her hip right beneath the gaping wound he’d given her a mere minute ago as she slid away from Brax … and the tip hit the stone between them instead.

      Gandrett bit back a groan and saved her breath for letting her magic burn from her fingers as she reached out and wrapped her hand around the man’s sword-clutching fist.

      Every inch of her body protested as she pulled herself up against the shaking arm, the hand trying to pull out of hers … but she didn’t let go as she glanced at a greenish-faced Brax, who seemed petrified there on the floor, eyes on the blade that would have meant her certain death had she not moved, and his chest heaving one chopped breath after the other.

      Under her palm, the man’s skin was steaming and melting as was the sword beneath it, steel trickling onto the stone as she held him there in place while her other hand was searching the floor for a sword, a knife, anything that would be strong enough to cut through a neck … and found nothing within reach.

      Nothing.

      And her strength was fading … not that there had been anything left but that final bucking of her survival instincts.

      Just as the flesh in her grasp was dissolving into mere ashes, Gandrett glanced up at the man’s face. The emptiness in his eyes had given way to panic, his features torn in agony as he reached behind his back with his good hand and—

      Gandrett’s strength faltered, her power gone, her chest empty. She couldn’t react in time to throw herself to the side when the tip of a blade grew from his stomach and he tumbled forward, swaying for a moment. Gandrett already saw herself smothered by his weight. Suffocated by a stumbling soldier—how she hoped that wasn’t what would be carved onto her gravestone.

      The figure above her was falling … falling … as if in slow motion … while Gandrett’s vision was swimming, and she could keep her focus merely long enough to see the blade withdraw and reappear at the man’s throat, his head coming off with a spray of blood and landing by her ankles—beside the man’s ankles.

      Nehelon’s outline shoving aside the headless body was the last thing she saw before she floated into an abyss of darkness.
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        * * *

      

      No. Nooo!

      There was a raging silence in Nehelon’s head. No more battle noise, for he had slaughtered them all … all of those guards who had been blocking him from Gandrett, all of those who had slipped through Kyle’s or Brax’s fingers. He had killed more men in the past minutes than he had in the past century—

      And for what?

      What was the point of his gods-forsaken life if he couldn’t even keep that least breakable girl he had met in all those centuries in the human realms alive … if he couldn’t keep Gandrett alive?

      Brax was by her head, his hands gently reaching under her neck, her shoulder, as if he wanted to pull her up toward him. But Nehelon growled, not bothering to put his glamour back up—there was no point hiding anything now. Instead, he glanced at the dais where Raynar had almost unfrozen, his tirades of vengeance a song planting doubts in the Fae’s mind.

      Maybe the gods were right to take her from him. Maybe he didn’t deserve—

      He didn’t let himself finish the thought. The clock was ticking for the Child of Vala, and he had to make a decision. His depleted power wasn’t enough to keep Raynar contained and heal Gandrett. And Gandrett didn’t have much time left. If he didn’t do it soon … if he didn’t heal her, the choice would be taken from him with her last breath.

      “What should I do?” he murmured at her so low that neither Brax nor Kyle, who was standing behind him, watching his back just in case any of the guards stirred again, could hear.

      “Oh, Nehelon,” Raynar said from the dais. “You didn’t think you could win this without sacrificing something.”

      Nehelon winced inaudibly. Of course, the Dragon King had heard him. Of course, he had been waiting for this moment to see Nehelon on the ground, devastated and exhausted, so he could torture him with words. So he could remind Nehelon of what awaited him if he let the Dragon King go free so he could save Gandrett. And if he saved her … how could he justify saving one girl if that meant the greatest threat Neredyn had seen in a thousand years would step out of his magic cage and do gods knew what before he set out to conquer the realms, one by one?

      Gandrett’s heartbeat got weaker by the moment, and it was Brax who pushed, “Do something.” His words were thick with sobs as he was breaking, the immediate threat of swords gone, but the life of the girl Nehelon had seen him fall for coming to an end.

      He heaved a deep breath and placed his hand over Gandrett’s wound, ready to free the Dragon King, to take the blame for each and every death that would occur if he let that monster run free. But halted, glancing up at Brax. “You know I can’t do both at the same time … heal her and make sure Raynar doesn’t get away…”

      Brax’s eyes were red-rimmed as he bent over Gandrett’s face, resting his cheek against her forehead.

      “If I let him go, Joshua will be gone with him—”

      Brax nodded, his emerald eyes squinting as if he was trying to look away from the truth—that either way, he was going to lose someone he loved. For it was obvious, the depth of Brax’s feelings for her, as he straightened and said, “If you let her die, Josh must be gone anyway. But heal her, and she’ll help us hunt down Raynar and bring back Josh. We need her … for more than one reason.” His words ran through Nehelon like an absolution.

      So he readied himself to let go of that magic on Raynar and direct it back into his hands to heal the human before him. He gave Brax and Kyle a last glance of warning. “If I release him … he might attack us.” Under his hands, Gandrett’s pulse was slowing further. He had to do it now.

      “He won’t,” Kyle said to both Nehelon’s and Brax’s surprise, and Nehelon glanced at his loyal sentinel, hoping for a convincing answer. “He is not back to his full strength, and it cost him a lot of his power to perform the spell on us.” Kyle glanced from the dais to Gandrett, to the bloody mess around them, and back to Nehelon. “I was the last one to undergo the procedure … and I saw it with the others. After he put up those wards, he was already struggling before he got to me, and it seems his strength didn’t suffice to keep me spelled.”

      If that was true … Nehelon studied Raynar’s icy gaze and realized that Kyle was right. That Raynar would have long broken through Nehelon’s diminished magic had he been up to his full strength. The Dragon King was still weak and drained from building his small legion inside Ackwood palace.

      “Stab him in the thigh if he moves an inch,” he ordered, not waiting for Brax’s reaction, for they didn’t have time. And if there was the slightest chance they could achieve both, save Gandrett and keep Raynar in check—

      Kyle inclined his head an inch and headed for the dais. Nehelon inclined his head back. A silent thanks for everything the man had done for him—for Gandrett—in case he had just sent him to his death. Raynar’s words of contempt echoed through the great hall all the way until Kyle took position in front of the Dragon King.

      Nehelon prayed to the goddess—to Vala, to bestow her mercy upon him and upon her Child—as he tugged on his magic and pulled it from the invisible cage of solid air that he and Gandrett had formed together and poured his power into her instead.
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        * * *

      

      The blackness enveloping Gandrett was soothing, almost peaceful. After years and years of pain, she felt light, the wound in her side no longer tormenting her, the fear of what would happen when she returned to the priory—how the Meister would punish her—no longer filling her. Even the fear of the sensation that usually filled her when she looked at the Fae male who had collected her from Everrun almost three months ago … it no longer scared her.

      She had done what she could, spending her last reserves on containing Joshua so they could figure out how to free him from Raynar’s possession. She had fought and bled to save Brax and Nehelon, the latter having hidden that he was Fae royalty—another detail that no longer mattered.

      She let the darkness pull her away and floated upon it like a flower petal in a stream. There was only one direction she could go, and it was away from the voices that were debating something that no longer was within her field of influence. The only thing tethering her to her body was the slowing beat of her heart. But in only a matter of moments—she would be free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      A scream of pain was the first thing that pierced through the veil, followed by a curse.

      “Don’t let him escape,” Nehelon grunted at someone.

      Gandrett let her mind wander through her body, assessing her limbs, her spine, her head—

      General tiredness enveloped her whole, her arms and legs so heavy she wondered if she could ever lift them again … but the pain in her side overrode every other sensation. The mild pounding in her head, the hollowness in her chest … everything. So she left her eyes shut, breathing through the pain with shuddering breaths.

      Steel met steel somewhere far away, the sharp sound muffled by the darkness that was slowly lifting off of her.

      “Joshua!” It was Brax’s voice tearing through the black layer as he screamed his brother’s name—and the swords halted—

      Then nothing.

      Nothing but her own shallow breaths and a pained panting that seemed to come from the other end of the room.

      The chopped silence hung so heavy in the air that Gandrett wanted to blink her eyes open to see if this was the silence before the storm or if the storm was finally over.

      Someone had gotten injured … Brax? Kyle, who had been fighting with them when she had blacked out? Joshua—Raynar? Or Nehelon? It had been him who killed the guard right before the darkness had swept her away. Had he been hurt?

      As if in answer, warm, calloused hands brushed against her side where that gushing wound had been, lifting the pain with their touch, letting her breathe more evenly. There was only one person she knew who was able to heal like that—

      A gentle voice spoke her name, soft as a breeze, like a whisper of leaves in the forest, and Gandrett opened her eyes to meet Nehelon’s diamond-blue gaze, leaning toward her head as his hands did the work that meant she wouldn’t part from this world just yet.

      For a long moment, he just stared at her, emotion clouding the brightness of his gaze, his fingers halting and reaching for her face as she blinked a tear from her eye. He caught it with his fingertip, his skin hot on her cheek as it traced the salty line back to the corner of her eye.

      “Next time you decide to get yourself killed, please wait for a moment when I am not tangled in combat with five undead,” he breathed, a half-smile on his weary, glamourless face.

      Gandrett held his gaze, noticing the relief in his eyes as she returned his smile and tried to sit up.

      He placed a hand on her shoulder, gently pushing her back. “You shouldn’t move,” he said in a tone that was so unlike the Nehelon she had gotten to know. So full of something that she had lost that day they had found her incinerated home—hope. “Not until I’m finished here.”

      He nodded at her flank where his bloodied hand was still resting above the cut that, by the feel of it, had to have knitted mostly back together.

      Gandrett reluctantly turned away from those eyes, from the beautiful face that seemed to glow as he let his magic weave her flesh and skin back together.

      “Did you kill him?” she asked, searching the dais for Raynar, who had been locked in place the last time she had seen him.

      Nehelon shook his head—all the answer he could muster as he focused on finishing his work.

      At the end of the room, atop the dais, a lifeless shape was sprawled, dark hair hiding a familiar face … Kyle … and beside him, Brax was half-sitting, half-lying, grasping his thigh where a blade was sticking out of it. His face was twisted in pain, and Gandrett instantly knew from whom the panting was originating.

      “Brax,” she whispered, shoving back against Nehelon’s hand on her shoulder, hardly seeing the light in his eyes gutter as she gritted her teeth against the pain and got to her wobbly legs.

      “He’s next,” Nehelon said from behind her, also on his feet, one arm reaching around her waist to support her weight as she made her way to the dais. “And you should really not be walking around in your condition.”

      Gandrett gave him a glare that made sure he understood that if he held her back now, she wouldn’t forgive him.

      It took them a long, long minute to wade through the blood and gore splattered on the floor with Gandrett’s stomach twisting and turning as she tried to ignore the stench of it. She turned her gaze on the dais, the view of which didn’t improve the sensation in her guts much. Lord Tyrem’s body was still there below the steps that led down from where Raynar had placed his throne. However, there was no sign of the Dragon King—of Joshua—the normal temperature of the air a reassuring indicator that he was really gone…

      Brax, however … his injury seemed the least of his concerns. Now that Raynar had taken Joshua with him … as they were one and the same … she didn’t want to consider what must be going on in her friend’s mind—and heart. She had heard him shout his name, had noted the devastation in it—

      “I couldn’t do both,” Nehelon offered when she glanced at him, eyes inquiring. “I couldn’t heal you and keep up the trap we set for Raynar.”

      Gandrett slowed her steps and halted, gingerly turning toward the Fae whose grasp around her waist loosened a bit to give her space, her eyes darting back and forth between Nehelon and Brax.

      “You should have made sure Raynar didn’t get out of here. You shouldn’t have let him go just so you could heal … me.” He held her gaze and locked it there, eyes intent as if he were about to speak, about to free his chest of words he had been arranging and rearranging in his mind while she’d been lingering on the threshold to the afterlife.

      “He chose you,” the male explained, something like shame creeping into his expression as he freed her from his gaze and gently tugged her forward—her flank protesting, her legs unstable, her head still not fully coherent—and she searched Brax’s face as they got to the steps that led up to the throne against which he had rested his back.

      “I chose you,” Brax repeated, out of breath, no shame in his eyes as he said the words that meant he had chosen her over his own brother, over Joshua’s chance to break free from the Dragon King—over the fate of Neredyn.

      Gandrett let Nehelon guide her up the stairs to where Kyle’s lifeless body had stopped bleeding, the pool of crimson just inches away from the trickle of blood that collected under Brax’s knees.

      She held, tucked away, the emotion that wanted to well in her chest where her depleted magic left no trace it had ever existed … Kyle had given his life for her … for them … buying them a chance while the rest of the Brenheran guards had turned against them—even if it had been against their own will, under a spell, and they might have been even in there, watching themselves slaughter and fight their own—

      “He stabbed Joshua—Raynar,” Brax corrected himself, “in the leg to keep him from running after the chancellor’s magic”—his lips twisted in a frown at the verbal acknowledgment of Nehelon’s otherness—“released him.”

      If Brax’s reaction bothered Nehelon, the Fae male didn’t show. He also didn’t put his glamour up again. Whether it was because his own magic was near-depleted or because he no longer cared to keep up the pretenses, Gandrett couldn’t tell.

      “And Raynar—” Gandrett didn’t want to finish the thought, waiting for the others to fill her in instead of letting her imagination run wild. She wasn’t nearly ready to go through the multitude of scenarios that may have happened there on the dais where the Dragon King had killed Lord Tyrem, where he had commanded for the guards, who now all were strewn—bodies and heads apart—across the room, to take her to the tower to do the gods knew what with her…

      Gandrett took a deep breath, feeling Nehelon’s hand lightly pulling her closer as she swayed, his muscled arm leading her to Brax’s side where he lowered both of them until Gandrett could lean against the throne next to Brax. Then he let go and knelt, his fingers closing around the hilt of the knife in Brax’s thigh, and said, “Raynar killed Kyle the instant my magic withdrew and was about to come for you with this”—he pulled out the knife without warning, ignoring Brax’s gasp of pain, and held it up while the other hand pushed down on the wound to stop the now gushing blood flow—“but Brax got in his way.” He eyed the panting noble for a brief moment then dropped the knife and focused on his task while he continued, “I don’t know what it was that made Raynar stop. And believe me, hadn’t he stopped, my magic wouldn’t have been enough to do it.”

      Gandrett studied Brax beside her … brave Brax, stepping up against the Dragon King, a creature most Sivesian kids knew from horrific legends rather than true history. He gave her a weak smile and gritted his teeth, dark waves plastered to his forehead hiding the crease between his brows… and Gandrett reached over and took his hand into hers, squeezing.

      His emerald gaze clung to hers as he breathed through the pain that seemed to be ebbing as haltingly as the one in Gandrett’s side, even with her skin knitted back together.

      “Thank you,” she said to him … and from the corner of her eye, she noticed Nehelon’s head lift an inch as if he had thought she had been speaking to him … then lower again, face unreadable.

      Gandrett, however, kept her attention on Brax, holding his hand through the worst. It was the least she could do.
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        * * *

      

      Armand was drenched in sweat by the time he made it to the main hallway that led to the great hall. He had stumbled down the stairs, taking two or three steps at once, rushing down the tower where Addie had disappeared along with Isylte and Selloue. He had been prepared to fight, to take a blow, to die even, if it meant he could have saved her … but they had taken her away, just made her disappear with whatever damned magic they had been using. The chalk marks hadn’t revealed anything—at least nothing he could comprehend—as he had studied them for minutes, trying to step onto them and burning the leather of his boots where they touched the marks. He couldn’t tell how long he had spent up there in the moonlit, circular chamber, examining every surface that hadn’t been decorated with those runes, how he had prayed to Vala that Addie would just reappear the way she had vanished—but she hadn’t. Gods, he would have even been grateful about Isylte or Selloue just so he could carve them up as he withdrew from them where they had taken Addie—

      He skidded to a halt, gulping down air—warm, breezy summer air—and checked both sides for potential patrols. There were none. The hallway was silent, no sign of the fighting that had been going on in the great hall earlier when he and Taghi had set out to rescue Addie.

      How could he have been so naive? How could he not have seen that Taghi had had his own interest in mind? That the Prince of Phornes had sold out the Prince of Sives to protect his own realm?

      And now, Joshua’s sister was in that man’s hands … Armand suppressed the urge to scream at nobody in particular but just to vent his anger, his disappointment. He had failed—in saving Addie, in helping Joshua, in basically everything he had come here to achieve. Thanks to his being unobservant, not noticing the changes in Joshua, the warning signs that he might be back under a spell, the Prince of Sives’s body was now hosting the one enemy Neredyn had hoped to have buried for good. The one evil that had managed to unite human and Fae in the past millennium.

      Armand clasped his sword more tightly and, from a distance, eyed the bodies in front of the open doors to the great hall. What was left for him to do but to return to that room and face the creature that would destroy whatever freedom existed in Neredyn if they didn’t manage to bring down the Dragon King now?

      His stomach squirmed at the thought that killing Raynar meant killing Joshua—and all hope for a united Sives.

      With careful steps, he approached the doors, eyes scanning every turn, every alcove for potential ambushes. After what had happened, he wasn’t sure if there was anyone in this palace he could trust—anyone but the girl whom he had fought alongside the save Addie under Eedwood Castle. So he had no choice but to go in there, to set foot after foot over the sprawled corpses until he stood on the threshold to the great hall.

      There was no living soul in the hall, all that was left, more bodies, severed heads—

      Armand’s stomach turned.

      Not Gandrett, he prayed to Vala as he gingerly searched his way through gore and blood and scattered weapons, not Gandrett.

      Each step was more difficult than the last as he strode up to the dais, scanning for a familiar female shape, the chestnut braid that had dangled from her shoulder the last time he’d seen her, and Brax’s black waves, his usual black attire, or the chancellor who had been with them in this hall, facing the evil that had befallen Joshua—

      To his relief, none of the bodies belonged to either of them … at least not the ones on the floor. He had reached the steps that led up the dais where one more body lay beside a carved chair resembling a throne—

      Armand held his breath, heart beating violently as he reluctantly turned his eyes on that body.

      The hair was dark and wavy … not Joshua, thank the Gods. Even if finding Joshua’s body would mean the Dragon King had been defeated, Armand wasn’t ready to let go of the hope that Joshua might still be in there, trapped in the same shell Raynar Leyon was now calling his home.

      Armand’s chest tightened, and he took a step closer so he had a better view of the tan face beneath the shock of hair.

      Not Brax, either.

      Armand loosed a breath … and let his gaze drift with relief, only to find it catch at what he spotted there on the throne.

      In the dim light of the great hall, discarded like a piece of trash, gleaming in the flickering light of torches, lay the crown of Sives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The thick twilight of dawn was creeping through the corridors as Brax limped back to his chambers what seemed like an entire lifetime later, his chest empty from all the emotion that he had been wrenched through that night.

      He set his leg forward and pulled himself up on the handrail of the stairs. The chancellor—chancellor was a mockery of what he truly was—a Fae. And could he believe the Dragon Kings words, he was far more than that. He had been involved in killing Raynar Leyon the first time, seven-hundred years ago. And Raynar had called him a prince. A Fae prince.

      Brax had studied Neredyn history enough to know that there were only three Fae princes alive, and they should all be in deep sleep in the forests of Ulfray—Arryn Stesea, the descendent of the royal line that had once decided in Ithrylan, long before it had become human territory, and Valyn and Nehelon Idresea.

      How could he have been so blind? How could his father have been so blind to bring a Fae into his service?

      Brax had doubted at first that the chancellor could truly be Nehelon Idresea. The name Nehelon wasn’t enough to give anything away. Even with the Fae banished from human lands, their names were still quite popular wherever people believed in legends. So coming across a Nehelon wasn’t as uncommon as one would think.

      But when Raynar had recognized him with all the cold and hateful words of vengeance … Brax didn’t need further proof. He had seen his Fae face, the perfect face that the male had hidden for over a decade, pretending to be the loyal servant of his father.

      But for what reason?

      He gurgled a curse as he put too much weight on his leg. Nehelon had done a great job healing the wound. He had done a gods-dammed wonderful job patching up Gandrett and saving her. So technically, holding a grudge didn’t seem right. And yet … with everything turned upside down in his life—father dead, brother gone, and his sister. He still needed to find Mckenzie and his mother—

      He turned the corner at the top of the stairs, following the polished stone of the empty hallway, not to his own chambers but to his sister’s room where he hoped to find both Mckenzie and their mother. When Josh had sent them out of the room, he still had to be somewhat himself, or Raynar would have used them as leverage. Brax’s stomach still clenched at the thought of that terrified look on his twin sister’s face when Joshua had started speaking in foreign tongues—the tongue of the Dragon King, of Shygon’s magic to be precise. Even his mother, usually so even-tempered—so little upset her enough to get those emotions to spell clearly on her features—had stared in plain horror when Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain, the boy she had brought up, her stepson, had shown that he cared little for Sives, for ending the feud between the east and the west … and had yelled, shouted, screamed those words at his father, who had attempted with patient words to remind the heir of Sives what he had envisioned for the kingdom. What they had envisioned: When I am done with your Sives, there will be nothing left that you love.

      Brax had watched his mother and sister leave, his heart a bit lighter to have them out of reach of that new version of Joshua that Brax only now understood was really Raynar Leyon—the last Dragon King.

      He slid along the wall, using the cool stone to brace himself as he limped further down the hall, his sister’s room within view, double doors closed, the image nothing unusual, nothing different from what he normally found when he sauntered down here. Even the temperature was normal, warm in fact, driving beads of sweat onto his forehead, and no trace of the iciness of the great hall when Raynar had let his magic pour into the room. Had he not just slaughtered part of his father’s guards, seeing them fall—head apart from body—next to the Lord of Ackwood’s corpse, it would be easy to believe that everything was in order … that everything was normal, whatever that word meant these days. Brax no longer could tell. Things were changing … had been changing since the day Joshua had disappeared from Ackwood years ago, leaving behind a family that was lacking one essential member—as it had turned out the one hope for a free Sives. Which had now vanished, possessed by the Dragon King, and probably beyond saving.

      Or not … maybe he had made the wrong call, choosing Gandrett over the Prince of Sives, over his own brother … his brother who had hesitated before plummeting that knife into his thigh.

      Brax’s leg stung in response to the thought, to the wound that Joshua—Raynar—had inflicted on him. Yes, he had been under stress, exhausted, willing to give anything to buy the chancellor time to heal Gandrett enough to survive … and he had stepped into the Dragon King’s path, ready to sink his sword into Joshua’s body—not to kill but to injure him enough to stop him from either attacking or escaping.

      But Raynar had grinned at him from Josh’s mild face, had distorted his brother’s features into that gruesome mask that had let death look like a merciful option. And he had hesitated. When Brax had held his stare, waiting, preparing for the pain of harming his own brother, Raynar had actually halted for a fraction of a second—Joshua had made the Dragon King halt, maybe even redirected the knife’s path. He had seen it in those emerald eyes—the emerald eyes that they all, Josh, Mckenzie, and he had from their father. Joshua was still in there.

      And now, he was gone with Raynar, alone, trapped yet again, without hope, without anyone to help him remember he was still there. Brax swallowed the feeling of hopelessness that came with the thought.

      Mckenzie’s door was only a few strides away, and Brax braced himself for what he might find behind the carved wood.

      His hands were sweaty when he knocked … and found the door swinging open under the light pressure. It hadn’t been fully closed. And when Brax peeked inside, one hand braced on the doorframe, the other one reaching for his sword, pulse quickening in anticipation of another disaster … he found the room empty, windows open, and the warm light morning breeze lifting the curtains, letting them dance into the room like gossamer flags.

      Brax loosed a breath. At least, there was no blood here, no evidence of violence or destruction.

      “Mckenzie?” On slow feet, he limped further into the room, finding that the emptiness was as much relief as it was alarming. For as he took a closer look, he realized there was something missing. The carved wooden chest that used to sit by the foot end of her bed was gone and the drawers of her dresser open as if she had left in a hurry.

      Brax let go of his sword and wiped the sweat from his forehead, feeling the tightness in his chest growing, and spied a folded piece of paper on the carved desk by the window, the seal on it, even from a couple of strides away, unmistakably recognizable as Mckenzie’s.

      Alright. Brax sighed and braced himself for the pain then made his way across the room, the once so easy path now tedious with the remains of his injury. The chancellor … Nehelon had healed him—enough to make sure his leg would get back to normal in time. But his powers had been depleted—just as Gandrett’s—and he had insisted the Fae keep whatever strength was left to screen the palace and put up wards if possible, even the tiniest ones, so if Raynar returned, there would be a warning bell going off.

      In this case, Brax couldn’t care less about what and who the chancellor truly was but only for what gave the innocent under this roof a chance to survive if the Dragon King chose to return. And the Ulfrayan Prince had gladly done it, offered even to improve the wards, strengthen them once he had rested and refilled his cache.

      Nehelon had taken Gandrett to her chambers, made sure she lay down in bed before he had set out to fulfill his task, and was hopefully already weaving some form of protection into the structure of the palace.

      A day ago, had someone told Brax he would sanction something like this, he would have threatened that someone and let them rot in the dungeons. Now, it seemed, magic had become his last resort to provide some protection for his court—for that was what it was now. His and his sister’s court. And the latter had left a note with his name scripted in black ink.

      So Brax picked up the brass letter opener from where it was sitting on a stack of parchment and carefully broke open the seal on the letter, not at all ready to read the contents.

      He read anyway, folding open the delicate parchment with nimble, bloodied fingers—he hadn’t even taken the time to wash up after he left the great hall—and turning his gaze on the narrow, elegant script that was, without a doubt, his sister’s.

      My dearest brother, it said, I hope you get this letter. If you do, it means you survived today.

      I wish I had more time to explain, but the only thing I can say is that our mother seems to have made a deal without consulting Father or Josh. I am leaving, Brax. I am forced to leave. My things were packed when I returned to my chambers, and an escort is waiting at the door, ready to take me to a carriage, which will then take me to Phornes.

      A cold shudder ran down Brax’s spine. It was likely this meant Taghi Saza Brina had come to an agreement with their mother. That Mckenzie’s hand had been sold in exchange for an alliance with the Phornian royal house. It could also mean the house Dumcon had bought her as a slave the way they treated all their women.

      Brax continued reading, eager to find any indication whether it was the former or the latter.

      I didn’t agree to this, but Mother leaves me no choice. And with Father gone, with Josh possessed by the Dragon King … I can hardly believe it’s true, but if it is. Maybe it’s for the best that I’m leaving.

      At least, Mother says it’s for my own protection, and somehow I believe her … I believe that is what she intends to do with her rash action, protect me. Only, it feels more like I am cattle sent off for breeding.

      Brax breath caught in his throat at the words he was reading.

      Prince Taghi promised that I will be allowed to write to you—Brax sucked in a breath of relief at that piece of information. Taghi Saza Brina, not the House Dumcon—and for what it’s worth, I believe him.

      Even if I am not happy to be shipped off with someone I didn’t choose, at least when I’m not in Ackwood, no one can use me against you or against Josh.

      It hurt Brax to see such calculated words, such rational thoughts from the usually passionate and erratic woman that was his twin, and he paused for a brief moment, trying to reassure himself that she was right, that she was better off in Phornes, that this way, both of them—all three of them if he included his brother—were safer. And it broke his heart.

      Promise me you’ll find a way to free Josh from that monster … so I can return home.

      I hope to see you again one day.

      I love you.

      Mckenzie

      The last lines were smudged as if water had been spilled over them—tears, more likely. And Brax knew that Mckenzie had known, the same way he knew, that this wasn’t a temporary solution. That their mother must have signed documents to seal the alliance—and hence an engagement—or she would have never let Mckenzie leave. Their mother loved the fair-haired, storm-tempered girl too much.

      Sudden emptiness filling him up from head to toe forced Brax to sit down on the elegant chair where Mckenzie had formulated that last message to him—and where her tears had already splattered onto the paper, his now followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The girl’s even breathing was all Nehelon needed for his weariness, his fear to ease into plain exhaustion. He stepped into her room, not bothering to knock. After centuries of living with his own powers of training others in theirs, he knew exactly what an empty cache of magic did to both human and Fae alike. So he wasn’t surprised to find Gandrett in the exact, same position as he had left her, tucked under the covers of the soft, broad bed, fast asleep, the same way she would be for at least a day or two.

      He had asked one of the female servants to clean her up and put her into a fresh set of clothes—would have done it himself hadn’t it felt wrong to him to strip her naked and hang her under a shower. Luckily, most of the servants seemed to be uncorrupted by the magic of the Dragon King. Raynar had probably not bothered wasting time and effort on anyone who couldn’t fight. So Eugina, the woman who had initially taken care of Gandrett upon arrival all those months ago, had taken the chore of removing blood and gore from the fighter … from the girl who had been ready to give her life for the future of Sives—of Neredyn.

      Not at all living up to any image of a Fae, Nehelon slouched across the room, his glamour the only magic he could muster by now, after hours and hours of weaving wards on the palace.

      Brax had asked him for it. Much to his surprise, the Brenheran boy hadn’t kicked him out as the topic of Nehelon being Fae had come up. Brax had been too grateful for saving Gandrett that he had swallowed that piece of information with a mildly sour face—also the heritage that Nehelon had denied for so many years that now that someone had called him by his true name, it was as if they were addressing a stranger.

      Prince Nehelon Alleyan Idresea.

      He sighed and pondered laying down on the couch but spotted a plain wooden chair by Gandrett’s bed where Eugina must have been sitting earlier when she had been sitting with the girl until she fell asleep. Nehelon had asked the woman to not leave her alone until she was deep asleep, and he had positioned one guard outside the door. One of the few who the Dragon King hadn’t claimed with his spell.

      He forced himself a few strides further … just a few, until he sat down by Gandrett’s side, his body, usually so full of immortal strength, so tired that he wondered if he would ever get up again.

      What had happened in the great hall was a disaster of a dimension that would thrust the entirety of Sives into panic—should they learn from the wrong lips the details of the tragedy. The announcement about the Prince of Sives had just left the palace after the solstice, reaching villages all over the realm and instilling hope in the Sivesian people. And now—

      Nehelon could hardly think of what it meant … of the consequences of having chosen Gandrett over the Prince of Sives. Thank the gods he had an excuse, that the girl had a role to play in the future of Ulfray, and Ulfray would be indispensable in defeating Raynar should he rise to power again. The truth was that none of it mattered, that he had been selfish, not ready to let go of the strong-headed, clever, and skilled fighter whom he had come to care about … more than care, he admitted to himself, grinding his teeth together as he did, and instantly sought a way to smother the feeling.

      He couldn’t allow himself to care about her this way, to find her interesting beyond her skill and mind, to see the morning dew of the Ulfrayan forests in her tears and the pink of the flower petals at the Midsummer Solstice celebrations in her flushed cheeks. Not now that he knew that he had been right about her all along … that Gandrett Brayton was the first girl in over a century who qualified to break the curse that kept his lands, his people dormant. That with her by his side, he could finally return home.
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        * * *

      

      The air was too warm for early morning when Gandrett awoke, too heavily scented with that miraculous perfume that could only mean the Fae male was within touching distance.

      She shifted in her bed—right, she had somehow made it upstairs to her chambers with Nehelon stabilizing her, using one arm as he led her up the stairs, and with Eugina’s assistance, cleared away all traces of the battle and slipped into bed. Not all traces. Where the guard had sliced her flank and Nehelon’s hands had healed the worst so she had stopped bleeding, an angry, red scar was now running from her hipbone up to the edge of her ribcage. It still hurt a little as she tried to lift her head, checking the room for Nehelon.

      Much to her surprise, she found the male half-sitting in the chair by her bed, his forearms crossed on the edge of her matress, eyes closed as he rested his cheeks on his stacked hands, and—for all she could tell by his even breathing—deep asleep. His glamour was back in place, ears hidden beneath his tousled hair, thick, black lashes throwing shadows on his tan cheeks in the pale morning light.

      For a moment, this image of peace let the heart in her chest swell with an emotion—she couldn’t exactly tell what it was—

      He had given everything for her, every last ounce of his reserves, had fought, had defied Raynar and the strings of words that had obviously been meant for him. For Nehelon. Who was far more than the annoying Fae male she had encountered in Everrun that first day.

      Without him, she wouldn’t be squinting her eyes at the morning sun. She wouldn’t be breathing in that scent that made her recognize that her sword and her honor weren’t enough to be happy…

      And as she studied his features, the contrast of the perfect arches that were his brows, the straight line of his nose, the sharp angles of his cheekbones, the soft, sensual curve of his slightly parted lips … Gandrett knew that this shell—this beautiful, alluring shell the male chose to show the world—was only a fraction of the beauty that slumbered in the depths beneath.

      Nehelon, despite his flaws, despite his dark and brooding temper, had saved her, had made sure she lived another day to fight for what was right, for a free, united Sives.

      Biting back a groan of pain, Gandrett propped herself up on her elbows and managed a twisted smile. “Thank you,” she whispered into the tapestry of birdsongs and rustling leaves.

      Nehelon didn’t stir. Not for a long while.
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        * * *

      

      “How long?” he asked when he finally lifted his head from the side of the bed, blinking at her with sleepy eyes.

      “At least a day,” Gandrett responded with a glance at the sun that was now high in the sky. She knew exactly what he was asking. She had asked herself the same question while she had been watching him sleep, trying to ignore the growing pressure in her bladder so she wouldn’t wake him. Now that he was awake, the bathing room would be her first destination.

      Nehelon nodded and rubbed his face, looking oddly worn, not at all replenished from sleep. How long had he been up after he had delivered her to her chambers? How long had it taken him to secure the palace, to assess the damage, the situation, and establish a new chain of command among the remaining men of the palace guard?

      “How’s the scar?” He nodded at her side, brows furrowed as he probably went through the same memories that she did. The guard who had stabbed her, how close to dying she had come.

      “Better,” she plainly said, pushing back the fear that came with acknowledging what had happened.

      He cocked his head too fast for the usually unbothered Fae, a silent question hanging there in the air between them.

      Why? She didn’t speak the word but so intently wanted to ask why he had done it. Why he had saved her.

      Nehelon broke the connection between their eyes first, his face smoothing as he stretched his arms over his head and cracked his neck with a brief motion to each side. The sound made Gandrett come back to her own, more basic needs.

      With as little audible evidence as possible she was still in pain, she climbed out of bed, uncaring that she was wearing a knee-length, satin nightgown that covered little of her back, and trudged to the bathing rooms, leaving Nehelon to his own thoughts for a while.

      The why of him saving her wasn’t the question of true importance, but what were they going to do now? Were they going to hunt down Raynar? What would happen to the rest of the people here in Ackwood palace? To Mckenzie, to Lady Crystal, to—Gandrett could hardly think the name of the brave young man—Brax?

      She took her time in the bathing room, tending to her needs, brushing her teeth, and slid on a plain burgundy dress that had been laid out for her. Moving around made her scar sting a little less. Also, it made her feel like she was back in control of the situation—at least when it came to her own body and its uses to fight off potential attackers. She still needed to inquire and update about what was going on in the palace.

      When she returned to her bedroom, Nehelon eyed her with a stoic expression. Too calm for the Fae who had tormented her with sword-fighting exercise and magic-practice. He sat with preternatural stillness, his eyes the only thing that moved as his gaze followed her through the room.

      He didn’t resemble the warrior who had picked her up from Everrun so much as the Fae prince Raynar had called him.

      Gandrett’s chest tightened. How many more secrets did the male have? As it seemed over seven-hundred years of them.

      She didn’t feel like asking. Not now. It didn’t matter who he was as long as he kept Brax and Mckenzie safe. As long as he fought for Sives and not against it.

      His gaze, however, told her that he wouldn’t be around much longer to protect Brax and Mckenzie. That his original plans hadn’t changed.

      “You are still leaving?” she said, for the first time since she had met him feeling that she could read him.

      “It is time,” he merely said, features unchanging. “Pete is right. I can no longer delay it.”

      She wanted to ask why. Wanted to know what Pete Nemey—the Meister of the Order of Vala—had to do with all of this. But she remained silent, unable to bring herself to acknowledge the question that this was goodbye, that there was a reason. Or Nehelon wouldn’t leave.

      “I’ll be here a couple more days to make sure Brax has everything under control and to strengthen the wards on the palace.” His expression warmed a bit as he read her face from across the room, seeing whatever it was that showed there. “I won’t leave him unprotected, Gandrett.”

      She wondered what he found in her expression that made him think that the reason he needed to reinforce it was for Brax’s sake.

      “And Mckenzie?” she asked, hoping to get good news about her friend.

      But Nehelon’s features twisted out of that stoic calm. “Apparently, Lady Crystal made a deal with House Saza Brina behind Lord Tyrem’s back,” he said, getting to his feet as Gandrett slowly made her way to the table, ready to sit down. “They left Ackwood the night of the attack.”

      Gandrett felt her pulse quicken as he spoke. Mckenzie was gone—trapped in whatever deal it was her mother had made for her without getting to choose for herself. “So she’s alive and healthy, at least,” she said more to herself. And that was about the only benefit of the situation. Her friend wouldn’t be within immediate reach of Raynar there in the baking heat of Khila. Immediately, her mind wandered to Everrun, to Surel, her stories of the desert-spotted lands in the south, the mountains that split Phornes from the Calma Desert, and the endless ocean in the east—

      Nehelon nodded, oblivious to Gandrett’s thoughts. She knew he had been there in Phornes. His companion, Ygri, had been from the southernmost realm, and they had traveled together for a while. Gandrett bit her lip at the thought that the Fae male before her had cared for someone so deeply that he had called it the worst day in his existence when she had drowned summoning water.

      “But also tangled in an arranged engagement that she didn’t choose,” he pointed out, bringing her mind back to the topic of Mckenzie’s forced engagement.

      Gandrett swallowed hard as she sat in one of the carved chairs and rested her hands in her lap.

      “Brax found Lady Crystal in her chambers after the attack, and for all that it’s worth, the lady says Prince Taghi is offering protection for her daughter better than Ackwood could ever provide.” He frowned. “Whatever that means.”

      Gandrett sat in silence as she digested all the possible meanings of what Lady Crystal had supposedly said. Why had the lady stayed behind? She could have made a deal for herself, too, coming as the bride’s mother—

      “It means,” a voice joined in from the door, “that Taghi Saza Brina made a deal with the Dragon King to save his own sorry ass, and marrying Mckenzie Brenheran seems to play a big part in that deal.”

      Gandrett sucked in a breath, and Armand stepped over the threshold, his honey-blond ponytail half-pulled apart, his clothes full of white smudges as if he had been crawling around in dust or flour. “Brax told me I could check in on you but not to wake you if you were still sleeping.” He mustered a smile.

      Gandrett experienced shock and relief all at once as she saw the Lord of Eedwood and processed his words. And another name came to her mind. “Addie,” she whispered, and his sorrowful gaze told her that there was a longer story to be told.

      Armand joined her at the table, his elegant face tired but not hopeless, and laid out the story of what had happened in the tower. He told her about Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton, about her daughter Selloue, how they had disappeared with Addie—

      Gandrett’s stomach twisted at the details about the chalk marks, how Taghi had practically lured him away from the fight in the great hall so he couldn’t help them.

      Nehelon had come to stand by the window closest to the table, his face tight, commenting every now and then. He and Armand and Brax had talked all of it through while she had been resting—naturally.

      When Armand was done talking, there was only one question she asked, “What’s the plan?” And when Nehelon and Armand shared a look that couldn’t mean anything good, “You have a plan, right?”

      The Fae male always had a plan. Always. It was his second nature—beyond the brooding—to always be prepared … and yet, so many of his plans had failed even during the short time that Gandrett had known him. She frowned.

      It was Armand who braced his elbows on the dark wood between them and sighed. “I am going back to Eedwood first thing tomorrow. I can’t leave the east unprotected, so”—he glanced to the side, at Nehelon, who gave him a sharp, warning look—“the chancellor will set me up with some magically enhanced artifacts to shield at least the key positions in my field of influence. Just in case Raynar chooses Eedwood as his next target, you know.”

      He didn’t comment on the revelation that Nehelon had magic, probably even knew by now that the chancellor was Fae. And a Fae prince for all that was worth. Gandrett pushed aside the knowledge and the unease that it inevitably brought with it and focused on the plans that had been made to save her friends, the Prince of Sives, and possibly all of Neredyn.

      “And Addie?”

      Armand lowered his gaze, letting his hands slide back into his lap, defeated.

      His silence was answer enough.

      “You can’t just leave her in the claws of that monster,” she retorted. She had intensely studied Neredyn history. Plus, she knew the legends about Raynar Leyon, the last Dragon King. If he was half as bad as what had been written about him—and after the brief encounter in the great hall, she knew he was at least that—he wouldn’t just kill Addie. He would destroy her. She had felt his icy breath on her face, on her throat, as he had cut open her tunic to carve her up. He had mouthed the words to her as he had traced a finger along her sternum, making sure that not even the Fae could hear him, “Blood and pain.”

      It was Nehelon who responded this time, a muscle in his jaw feathering as he studied her reliving the memory. “Even if we knew where they took her—” He took a deep breath, gaze wandering back to Armand, who had turned pale as the chalk on his clothes—for after his story, Gandrett was sure that was what it was that he had been doing, examining those marks, trying to make sense of them, trying to find Addie. “She will probably be dead before we make it even halfway there.”

      Hadn’t it been for the obvious regret in his voice, Gandrett would have attacked him with her bare hands. “How can you just give up on her?”

      As she eyed Armand incredulously, he lowered his eyes, shame, frustration, whatever it was that he was hiding behind the fringe of lashes disappearing from her view. So she turned her attention on Nehelon, who held her gaze, blue eyes cold and calculated—the commander, not the prince or the male who had saved her in the great hall.

      “If it had been me—” she said exasperated. “Would you have given up on me?”

      Her direct question seemed to hit him like an arrow, and he cringed from the words she had spoken—or from what they implied.

      However, Nehelon said nothing other than, “We cannot afford to waste time on a lost cause.” He didn’t sound convincing, though.

      Gandrett got to her feet with a gasp, and her hand instinctively flew to her side, the scar beneath the cotton layer protesting at the rash movement. Nehelon was at her side in an instant, his arm around her back to support her weight, his face close enough that she could read the pain, the doubt that surfaced as he scrutinized her expression.

      “If we are to look for Addie, we’ll be better off if we first go to the one place where we can find the people to be up to the task,” Nehelon said, and she could read it in his eyes as they bore into hers, full of regret, of hope, of something that she couldn’t name because it was gone in a flicker, too quick for her to understand.

      In the background, Armand cleared his throat and got to his feet. “We can discuss this later,” he murmured, in a sudden hurry to leave. “I need to pack up my things.” But neither Gandrett nor Nehelon turned to acknowledge he had spoken.
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      Gandrett registered that the Lord of Eedwood had left the room as the door clicked shut and fought the scent that enveloped her with the proximity of the male.

      “I was a lost cause there in the great hall,” she whispered, leaning into Nehelon’s surprisingly careful hands. “You sacrificed the fate of Neredyn just to keep me alive.” For a long moment, their eyes locked, centuries of hardship mirroring in his, and something else—

      “One day soon, Gandrett,” was all he said.

      And Gandrett knew what he meant. That someday soon, he was going to tell her why.

      Gandrett didn’t push for it and let Nehelon help her back into her chair.

      “I am setting things up so Brax will be fine on his own … with his mother, here at Ackwood palace,” he said as if the rest of the conversation hadn’t happened except for a glimmer that lingered in his eyes. “Armand goes to Eedwood and rallies the forces of the east before Raynar can do so. Mckenzie, for now, is in hands that at least don’t mean her any harm—” Gandrett was about to object, but Nehelon cut her off. “Even if he has made a deal with the Dragon King, for now, he is not target number one. So she will be fine there for a while.” He let go of her and slid into the chair that Armand had vacated.

      Gandrett didn’t like to admit it, but of all the places in the world, the lines of one of Raynar’s allies was one of the safest places—temporary until Phornes would go to war for Raynar and blood would be spilled on either side of the lines. Then it wouldn’t be safe anywhere. But for now—

      “So, the best chance we have is to build our own allies and to find Raynar. When we find him, we’ll find Addie. If she is as important for him to get back to full strength as we think, then he won’t let her out of his sight until the process is completed—not after what happened here.” He gave her a look that told her there was more. Much more. And Gandrett swallowed the lump that was building in her throat.

      “Spit it out,” she managed and placed her hands on the table between them, taking in the details of Nehelon’s human face with weary eyes.

      “I sent word to Pete about the attack,” he said, voice calmer than she believed he felt inside.

      Gandrett waited, hungry to piece all the details together, to understand where she was placed on this huge game board that Neredyn had become overnight.

      “Pete says he will take care of Andrew’s education until you return.”

      Gandrett’s heart stuttered at the name of her brother. He was in the one place that had been untouched by the Dragon King seven hundred years ago. Maybe the priory of Vala was a safer place for him to be than by her side. She didn’t even want to think of what might have happened to him had he been here in Ackwood when the attack happened. She loosed a breath. The moment Brax was alright to handle things here by himself, she would leave for Everrun and see her brother again.

      “He really is your friend, isn’t he?” she said and held Nehelon’s gaze.

      The Fae nodded imperceptibly. “He will make sure Andrew learns to defend himself, and he will watch over him until your return.” He dropped his gaze and studied his calloused hands. “For a long time, he was my only friend,” he admitted and paused as if he wanted to say something else but shook his head ever so lightly that Gandrett couldn’t be sure she had registered the motion.

      For a moment, they sat in silence, the events of the past days pushing heavily on their shoulders and on their hearts, the summer wind playing with the curtains and the rustling of leaves in the park below the only sounds filling the room. Then, Nehelon straightened in his chair.

      “When I leave for Ulfray,” he said, voice quiet and assured as if he had rehearsed the words, “I want you to come with me.”

      He held her gaze, enduring her silence as she processed the words and again had the same question on her mind. “Why?”

      He nodded as if he had been anticipating her reaction. “There is more than one reason to go, Gandrett. First, too many people know of your magic, and if the wrong one learns about it, you might hang for it.”

      He had a point. “I could hide at the priory,” she suggested, but knew that if she wanted to save Addie or Mckenzie, there would be little she could do in Everrun. So she silenced herself and let Nehelon—who was patiently waiting for her to make her own realizations—continue.

      “Second, those people who could help us free Addie, are in Ulfray,” he said with a voice equally calm and quiet as before. “And third…” He let his words trail away, hesitating, probing her gaze … and didn’t finish.

      “Third?” Gandrett prompted, her shoulders curving inward a little as she leaned back in the chair.

      He let his glamour slip—or it slipped without him realizing; it had happened before—revealing the Fae features that were so in harmony with that scent that she couldn’t get out of her nose.

      “Third … I am going to Ulfray … and you need me.” He stared into her eyes, a small crease between his brows, gaze so deep that she felt he wanted to unearth a treasure from the Glistening Blue. “You need me to learn all aspects of your magic, I mean,” he corrected. His face smoothed over. “Now that Raynar is back, you will need to be able to control every tiny little detail about your magic. Your sword will no longer be enough to save yourself—or your brother.” He turned his head to face the window, the incoming breeze shifting his hair back and exposing his pointed ears. Gandrett couldn’t help but stare—after all those months, when she spotted that particular trait that marked him as a Fae, all the horror stories of her childhood came back to mind. And a blind fascination that had more to do with the bearer of the ears than with the ears themselves. “Or anyone else for that matter.”

      She didn’t respond to his statement with anything other than a fact. “I am no longer needed in the House Brenheran’s service. Lord Tyrem is dead.” Her stomach tightened as she thought of the lord’s mangled body in the great hall. Where was he now? Had he been buried? “Joshua is technically no longer Joshua.” An image of icy emerald eyes flashed through her mind. Not Joshua’s or Brax’s or even Mckenzie’s eyes but Raynar’s eyes. “And Brax—”

      “Brax will be alright. He has his mother here, and some of my best men weren’t on duty when Raynar attacked. He will grow into his role as Lord of Ackwood and rally the west.”

      Lord of Ackwood.

      She didn’t respond to his added words but focused on what was right. What she should be doing.

      “The Meister will expect me to return.” She said it with less distaste than the last time they had discussed Pete Nemey. If he truly was protecting Andrew and helping him become a fighter good enough to defend himself during the times that were coming, she ought to give the man who had scarred her for a decade more credit—even if it went against all natural instincts. “If my assignment is over, as a Child of Vala, I am still bound to return to the priory,” she thought out loud. Even if I have renounced the goddess of life, she added in her mind and painfully thought of the sparkling wine and the solstice.

      “Let Pete be my problem,” Nehelon said, his mouth twitching at one side as he, too, leaned back in his chair, eyes still on the window.

      When Gandrett followed his gaze, she spotted Riho perched on the windowsill, examining her with beetle black eyes.
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        * * *

      

      From the highest tower of Ackwood palace, Gandrett was observing Nehelon as he inspected the remains of the sentinels who hadn’t been corrupted by Raynar Leyon. The comparably small number of men was now warded with a spell which, Nehelon had explained, had been used seven hundred years ago to buy the human armies a chance against the Dragon King. “As long as Raynar isn’t back at his full strength, this should suffice to prevent the mind control,” he had told Brax who, with Lord Tyrem dead, Joshua gone, and Mckenzie on her way to Phornes, was now rightful Lord of Ackwood. Gandrett’s chest filled with sympathy as she remembered the look on Brax’s face when he had realized what his new role was.

      It had been ten days since the attack on the palace and the disappearance of Raynar—and the Prince of Sives with him. Ten days, of which Gandrett had slept too many. The emptied cache of her magic had left her exhausted—as had the near-death experience from which the Fae male had brought her back. Now that she was studying him from afar, his glamour back on, his movements still too fluid, too graceful to be those of a mere human, she no longer knew what to think. He had healed her instead of keeping Joshua—Raynar—trapped. He had given up the chance of trapping the Dragon King for her. While his decision still seemed utterly absurd to anyone who had been trained in logic, strategy, and combat tactics—and Nehelon had at least seven-hundred years of such experience if he had been there to kill the Dragon King the first time in Ulfray, probably longer—he had made that choice anyway. Knowing the risks, knowing the consequences when Raynar escaped.

      Nehelon was shouting orders, informing the guards of the new situation and their roles, his voice that of the commander and chancellor, not the gentle melody that had greeted her as she had woken from the blackness. After the first couple of days of confusion and fear that Raynar would strike again—and fast—to finish what he had started, a temporary peace had moved into the palace.

      Black flags were billowing from each spire and window, reminding the city that their lord had died and Brax had taken on the succession quietly, deciding for now that it wasn’t yet the time to announce what horror had taken his father but to merely warn his people about the rising power of the Shygon cult. To keep an eye out for themselves, for the city of Ackwood, and for all of Sives.

      With a sigh, Gandrett turned away from the window and stared at the floor where Addie’s blood was now nothing more than a pale rusty stain, big enough to know that it was unlikely they would find her alive—even if they left to search for her right now.

      Gandrett forced back the urge to grab her sword and run to hunt down the monster who was behind Addie’s suffering, behind Joshua’s torment if he was still somewhere in his own body—Brax had mentioned he believed he might be—and even Mckenzie’s absence, the circumstances of which tore a hole into Gandrett’s chest. Nehelon was right. They needed to think strategically, find the right allies, learn everything they could about Raynar’s plans, his footholds in the realms of Neredyn—and then … then they would be able to rectify what Nehelon had failed to do seven-hundred years ago: kill Raynar Leyon for good.

      “Pack your things,” Nehelon had said up in her chambers before he had headed out to inspect the guard, those diamond-blue eyes sparking with anticipation as he had tossed her the empty pack in his hands. “We are leaving tomorrow morning.”

      And Gandrett had asked him for a favor—a condition, really, if she were to leave with him for Ulfray.

      Gandrett patted her pocket, feeling for the small object that she had asked Nehelon to enchant, and nodded to herself before she tore her gaze away from the evidence of Addie’s anguish, to face the chalk marks on the rough stone floor—the same one where Addie had vanished, where Armand had dirtied his clothes with white chalk the day he had come to her chambers to inform her about what had happened up here.

      After he had given her all details, she had come up here to study for herself if the marks made any sense to her. Some of them were familiar, winding in swirls similar to the altar in the temple of Shygon under Eedwood palace. Others were entirely strange to her, appearing to not even be the same language, if one could call those runes a language.

      However, none of them gave any indication of where they had taken Addie. And given that some of them had been used as portals, together with the new Lord of Ackwood, Armand, and Nehelon, they had decided that it was best to rid the palace of any markings of that kind—just to make sure Raynar or the Shygon cult—which were unquestionably related, judging by Isylte’s involvement—couldn’t use them to invade the palace again. Thank the gods the marks had stopped zinging everyone who touched them, the effect of whatever dark magic had been used with them wearing off.

      So Gandrett crossed the room and dipped the cloth in her hand into a bucket of water she had brought. Then, she got to her knees and started scrubbing at the smudged runes until there was no sign they had ever existed.
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        * * *

      

      Brax released Gandrett from a careful embrace, her shape, full of life and warmth, fueling a quiet joy in his heart. Despite everything—despite the pain of the last days, of the horrors Raynar had brought upon this palace, would be bringing upon Sives—this fighter, this warrior with her steel will, her brave heart, her bright mind, was also in this world because of the choice he had made. And as naive as someone may think him to be … for him, it made a difference. Maybe it would for Neredyn, too, one day.

      “I’ll see you around, Brax,” Gandrett breathed and placed a kiss on his cheek, her lips gone so quickly he hardly had time to memorize the sensation.

      “Be careful, Child of Vala,” Brax said pointlessly. For a Child of Vala, she was no longer. Somehow that was the only thing he was sure of when he looked at her.

      She halted for a moment before she let her arms slide off his shoulders, and he was tempted to catch her hand, to cradle it in his for a moment.

      But her gaze—the obvious farewell in the moss green depths—told him that now was not the time. It might never be the time for them.

      The Fae prince standing with his back to them, adjusting the bridle on his black mare’s elegant head, and giving them what privacy he could with his superior senses, was the other reason he didn’t dare wrap his fingers around hers. He had seen how the chancellor of the House Brenheran—no longer chancellor—had nearly broken watching the warrior girl bleed out and fade into death.

      Just ten days ago, he had been hoping … hoping to have more time with her, have time for her to get to know him—the real him. The Brax who existed beneath the arrogant noble son who only had mischief in mind. Had hoped to spend a couple more nice days with Gandrett. Things had been going well after the solstice even with him resorting to just holding her hand there in the park under his favorite tree. It had been enough for him. Enough to feel the warmth of her fingers, that she had allowed him to be that man who whispered poems to her for a blessed hour—even if she didn’t, by far, return the feelings that arose within him whenever he thought of her. That was why he had chosen her above Joshua. Above Neredyn. That she would live to one day find someone who evoked those same emotions in her. Someone who would keep her up at night; or if she slept, her dreams would be filled with that someone’s face, his voice, his scent—

      Brax considered letting sadness settle in his heart. But there was truly no sadness in order. Not when it came to Gandrett. She was a flower already blooming. Not for him, not for anyone other than herself. And she deserved that … now that she had clearly chosen to drop the path Vala had predestined for her.

      Maybe one day, someone would make that same choice for him. Maybe someone would one day choose him over the world.

      With the empty palace gaping behind him, he watched Gandrett and Prince Nehelon Idresea ride out into the pale pink light of the rising sun, one hand over his heart, wondering if, when that choice would be made, there would still be a world to sacrifice.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading Wicked Crown!

        I hope Gandrett’s journey through Neredyn gave you some exciting hours of reading.

        If you enjoyed the book, it would mean the world to me if you left a kind review on Amazon and/or Goodreads.

        You weren’t happy with the read? Drop me an email to connect@ajsteffort.com.

        Your feedback is important to me!
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