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THE FATE OF CROWNS
 
Book One
 
By Rebecca L. Garcia



ONE
 
The sunrise glistened in a thousand shades of oranges and reds behind rolling clouds of silver. I shifted my gaze down to the castle grounds. Neat beds of blue and purple flowers lined the path. Roses were entwined around metal arches, leading down stone steps to the left. In the center was a tall, stone fountain. Orange hues bounced off the frozen water at the bottom.
Magic pulsated through my staff, beating like an open heart. I flexed my fingers, then turned away from the window to look at Morgana. Though tall and willowy, she stood stronger than the other women at court. She leaned over a teapot that leaked droplets as she turned off the stovetop. She reached up and attempted to untangle a puff of her brown hair. Her orb-like eyes regarded me as I took a seat next to the slanted shelves filled with melted candles and mismatched books. Light was pouring into the room, illuminating the wisps of dust in the air. I flicked a lock of my black hair over my shoulder, then proceeded to chew on my nails. 
“Try this time,” she said encouragingly.
I repressed the urge to roll my eyes. She treated me more like an apprentice than the princess I was. Although, she was my only friend in the castle so I didn’t say anything back to her. 
Something clonked from inside her deep pockets as she walked toward me. Thrusting a china cup into my hands, she cast her eyes downward. The leaves had gathered into the shape of a sword. Her expectant stare bore into me as I breathed in the evocative smell of heather and lavender. Morgana waited for my insight, but I didn’t have the gift she insisted I had. I waited for her to tire of standing by for me to get a vision and call on it herself. I needed to know what the sword meant, but only Morgana could foresee.
I looked sideways when quickened breaths and hollow footsteps grew close. A sorceress had come for a reading. The girl’s eyebrows were set downward as she hovered in the doorway. She cleared her throat, drawing Morgana’s attention. 
“I need a reading.” 
Morgana glanced at me as I pressed my nails into the flesh of my palms. The familiar flicker of anger crossed my expression.
“I’m in a session,” Morgana replied.
“Don’t you know who I am?” The girl tapped her fingers rhythmically against her side. I could tell she was anxious, but she tried to hide it. I guessed from the new string of pearls around her neck that she was new, to be one of my mother’s ladies. Her skin was still tanned. She had come from the southeast, where there was still sunshine in the summer months. She wore heavy earrings, but they left red marks on her lobes. She wasn’t used to wearing fancy things.
“Come back later,” I ordered, my patience wearing thin.
Her lips pinched together. She opened her mouth to argue but paused when her eyes met mine. Hers were almond brown and filled with indecision.
“Your Highness.” Her words trembled. She sank into a deep bow. Her silky hair reflected the sunlight, her dark-brown strands glistening between the black as it spilled around her face. She chewed on her bottom lip as she rose upward. 
“Come… back… later.” I teetered on the edge of rage. The teacup was still warm in my hand; I had half a mind to throw it at her. 
Morgana’s eyes flicked to mine, warning in her stare. She blew out a tense breath, then turned back toward the girl. “Please, come back later in the morning.”
The girl’s lips barely moved as she muttered an apology. She turned and hurried down the spiraling steps. Her heels clicked whenever they hit the ancient stone.
“I’ll have her sent away!” I threatened and squeezed the china tightly. “Who even wakes up this early? Apart from us I mean.”
Morgana circled my chair. “You must not let your anger get the better of you, Winter.” 
“But she—” 
“You know better.” Her tangled eyebrow hooked upward.
“I guess we won’t know what it means now.” I clenched my jaw. The girl had disrupted the flow of energy. I leaned my staff against my chair, then looked over at Morgana’s bundles of flowers. They had been wrapped individually and piled on one of the shelves at the back of the room. Morgana sold them to get more gold coins. Her collections were expensive, things that were hard to get ahold of in Magaelor.
She paused in front of me and searched my gaze, as she had done many times before. “Your soul drowns in the river of your rage. You will lose yourself if you do not learn to control it.”
I wanted to swallow the fury from my expression, but it lingered around my frown, a tell Morgana always picked up on. 
“It won’t work unless you’re calm,” she stated.
Her eyes closed, and she wrapped her fingers around mine. She searched through the clutter in my mind. Slowly, she untangled my web of thoughts.
It felt like fire at first—a flame licking through the veins in my arm and traveling to my chest. I wanted to pull away, but the teacup, still in our grasp, grounded me. I needed to know my future. I was a cardboard princess, an empty crown. Pointless. The truth tugged at my heart. My father had never paid much attention to me until today. He had looked at me as if seeing me for the first time since I was a young child. I was a woman now—fifteen and ready for a purpose. Perhaps I would finally be useful to him. I was never going to take the throne. That was my brother’s fate, but I needed one too. I was desperate, and Morgana knew it. She kept me waiting, testing my patience. She did it on purpose, to teach me restraint. It irritated me, but I knew better than to go against her. She could out-stubborn us all.
Sparks flickered under her touch and through my skin. The flame sensation turned to ice, freezing me from the inside. Finally, a wave of serenity washed through me as destiny revealed a message. I couldn’t make it out—Morgana had pulled it from my head before I could—but I sensed something else. A kiss lingered on my lips, but from whom, and what did it have to do with my fate?
Morgana let go, my fingers quivered, and the teacup tumbled from my grip. She stepped back when the china shattered against the uneven ground. Her hands were charred black. 
“What happened?” 
She exhaled a raspy breath. “Death. I saw death.” 
My breath hitched. Broken shards pointed upward at me, and the tea leaves clung to them. Her watery eyes locked onto mine.
“Whose?” I asked, afraid of the answer. 
She fished into her deep pocket and pulled out three smooth, gray stones. She flipped them over to reveal their symbols. Running her fingertip along the ridges, she closed her eyes. She shivered, snaking her back up as she did. 
“The deaths will mark the beginning.” 
I stood, leveling myself with her. “Deaths?” I questioned, noticing the plural. “Of whom? Morgana, what did you see?” 
“I’m not sure. I can’t see them, but I know one’s a boy, then another one… in a battle.” Her eyes opened again. The brown in them had turned to the color of smoke. “I see a crown.” 
Hairs stood erect on my arms. “What one?” 
“The only one that matters.”
 
***
 
I walked somberly to the banquet hall, weaving through ancient passageways and long corridors. My confusion from the reading flitted through my mind like a swarm of flies. Blindly, I reached the open doors and reoriented myself. I’d been so lost in thought; I didn’t remember how I got there.
Tables lined both sides of the grand room. I took my seat at the back, away from prying eyes. Shuttered light beamed through the arched windows, making the chandeliers glimmer. Everything about Ash Court shone. The stones on the walls were embedded with millions of tiny crystals. It was enchanting, especially to the visitors. Our home was intended to be a fortress against our enemies, but it also served as a place for dignitaries to stay, rooms solely to entertain. My family and I were the main event, the real-life royals people begged to see. We had to pose for portraits and smile at strangers. I tried my hardest to stay out of the limelight, which was easy when standing next to my brother, André. 
I squinted at the window. Fractures of blue light bounced off the diamonds set in my tiara, drawing attention to where I sat. I hated wearing the heavy thing, but Mother insisted. I never did desire to attract those only a crown could entice. I grimaced and held my staff close to my chest. I watched the beady, wanting eyes of noblemen from the tables in front of mine as they stared at my head. Making it a point to look away from them, I clutched the ash wood until my knuckles turned white. Beating magic pulsated through the polished wood and into my hands. One spell and I could turn them all into the slimy eels they truly were, but I couldn’t cast one without bringing attention to my afterhours reading materials and Morgana’s illicit collection. Using banned spells was punishable by death. Although, as a princess, I was sure I could forgo execution, but Morgana would not.
“Stop it.” A girl giggled, then nudged the side of a young man, whose eyes were alight with lust. They passed by me, dipped their heads when they saw me, and hurried out the door.
I knew that look all too well. I’d only exchanged it with one other. 
I glanced around the banquet hall, adorned with silks of silver and blue to signify the fae’s visit to the castle. I preferred those colors when compared to the awful pinks and lilacs that had been forced upon me since the wedding. Since she had come into our life. Florence Montague, now formally known as the princess of Magaelor. She was closer to the throne than I was since marrying my brother, and she never wasted an opportunity to remind me of it. 
I watched from the back of the room as she and her ladies-in-waiting began the waltz. I didn’t bother forcing a smile or clapping. Instead, I silently judged them from the security of the shadows. The ladies’ heels tapped against polished marble. People sat watching them at long oak tables, which were crammed with platters and plates of jam and lemon tarts, pink crystals from the lake which made any drink taste sweet, and roasted dragons’ eggs, a delicacy. 
My mother peered at me from the head table as I reached for a tart. She wore the same disapproving look she greeted me with every day. I retracted, then picked up my cup of peppermint tea and sipped. She didn’t like me eating too many jam tarts. “It’s not good for a princess to be stuffing her face in public,” she would say, chastising me whenever she spotted me eating sugary treats. She hardly ever ate; you could tell from the sullen skin hanging from her cheekbones and her pale, chalky appearance. Her hooded eyes were bloodshot as she stared out over those enjoying their breakfast. 
The dance finished and everyone applauded. I spotted the girl from the tower room who had interrupted my reading and shot her a scathing look, but it was wasted. She was too busy eyeing a nobleman’s son. I wrestled with the idea of having her sent home. Although, I had been wrong about one thing; she wasn’t one of my mother’s ladies. She was Florence’s. More had come. How many did she need? I had an entourage of zero, except for the ladies and maids who attended my basic needs. 
Ruffles covered their dresses. She only picked women she’d deemed as uglier than her, but the new girl was pretty, and Florence looked displeased. She was vain, and no one could outshine her. They never did, except for when the fae visited court. A smirk tugged at my lips. I loved watching Florence squirm. My hatred of her far overpowered my irritation of the girl who made her jealous.
Florence turned her head, and her ash-blonde waves danced around her shoulders. She searched the room, looking for André, who hadn’t paid her the slightest bit of attention since I had joined the festivities. At what I presumed was an attempt to get his attention, she drank her liquor and proceeded to flirt with any man in her vicinity. A shrill, high-pitched laugh resonated through the room as she fell back on some poor guy’s lap. 
I sighed loudly enough to catch the attention of a woman in front of me, who looked at me with shrouded annoyance. I hadn’t done much to mask my dislike for Florence. Neither did my mother, who felt the same, but the others in the castle loved her. I didn’t like Florence for many reasons, but arguably, her worst trait was her indiscretion. She acted however she pleased while wearing the Mortis family name. She argued with André in public and was more impulsive than even the likes of my brother. 
No one had expected him to marry so quickly. He had always enjoyed life as a bachelor, but I supposed it had to happen sometime or another. Marrying her was his way of getting it over and done with, obeying my parents’ wishes while cementing his future rule with a simple I do. After all, he was the crown prince, and future kings needed a queen. I just wished he’d picked anyone but her.
“Don’t get upset,” Morgana said as she took the empty seat next to mine. “You’ll end up with frown lines.” 
I narrowed my eyes at her. “You never come down for breakfast. Why are you here?”
She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Your father encouraged me to do so. He has an important announcement.”
I rolled my eyes. “We all know what encouraged means.”
“Yes, but while he is in power, we must do as he says.”
“For now,” I said and looked over at my brother. I couldn’t wait until he took the throne. He would be the best king this kingdom had ever seen. Aside from his taste in women, he was the perfect ruler—fair, with strong and traditional values and an innate ability to broker negotiations like no other.
I balled my fist when Florence grabbed the attention of the room by laughing too loudly again. 
It was only two weeks ago when everything had changed and she was inevitably pushed into our lives. 
It was a rare, sunny afternoon when I’d snuck into the council hall to listen to the trade deals my father and his council were trying to make with the dark fae. Hiding behind a wood panel at the top of a secret passageway, I listened as the council’s voices rose in an uproar. They were attempting to obtain more mugroot, which grew native to the Snowy Peaks in the fae’s kingdom. My father argued the price was twice what it should be and that they were exploiting them due to their dislike for sorcerers. Jasper and Amara, the ambassadors from the dark fae court, argued back. Accusations were thrown from both sides. 
I watched through a small crack in the wood when the doors burst open. André sauntered in with a twenty-something blonde in tow, who I’d later be introduced to as my future sister-in-law. They had met at the Academy of Sorcery, and he told everyone how she was his greatest love. I groaned. I was sure it wouldn’t last. It never did. Florence bounced behind him, all smiles and pearly white teeth, her eyes filled with hope. It wasn’t the first time he had brought a girl back to the castle, but it was the first time he had talked about marriage. André was easily distracted by beautiful things, and it was only a matter of time until the next pretty girl came along with a smart mouth, and Florence would be forgotten. At least, I had thought. Despite our objections, the wedding came fast. They were married within a week. I supposed it was a good thing for her. At least she had gotten a crown before his attention drifted elsewhere.
A hearty chuckle from a man near my table pulled my attention back to the festivities. I’d missed that morning’s council meeting—and the one from yesterday—after spending my mornings in Morgana’s tower room. I only hoped I hadn’t missed anything of interest.
“What are you thinking about?” Morgana asked. She looked out of place among the fashionably dressed ladies and suited men. Her loose-fitting purple dress was patterned with daisies.
“Just remembering when I met Florence.”
“She will never be queen,” Morgana whispered. “As the future currently is. It’s all I have seen. She ends up engaged to another.”
“Marriage can’t be undone,” I stated. “Unless the king annuls it, which he would. André’s his golden boy.”
Morgana smiled. “Now you know she won’t be in your family forever.”
 My lips curled upward. “At least today has had some good news.”
“News you will keep to yourself.”
I watched my brother charming Amara, who had come back to visit the court to talk about another trade deal. She twirled around, her bright-blue skirt billowing outward. Her black, flowing hair shone with scattered contrasting strands of white. Her high cheekbones and round, dark eyes made her irresistible to anyone around her, which was probably why the dark fae king, Azrael, had sent her along with Jasper to solidify deals. After all, who could resist the beauty of a faery?
Morgana stood. “I’m going to get a drink. Would you like anything?”
I shook my head, then watched her walk away. When she reached the drinks table, I caught a menacing grin from Jasper. He was pouring himself a drink and listening to the string quartet playing behind him. 
My heart raced. I averted my eyes from his penetrating stare. He was my brother’s best friend, which was unusual, as fae and sorcerers seldom mixed outside of discussing deals. Nonetheless, he and André were like two peas in a pod. They were both charming, charismatic, and had a way of magnetizing the people around them. They could pull on the unseen strings of everyone at court. I wasn’t ignorant to the power André held over the castle, including my parents. It was why I always stayed in his good graces. If I couldn’t get something I wanted, I could count on him to get it for me.
I looked over at the table again. Jasper was still looking at me. My face reddened. 
A hand ruffled my hair. I flinched, then looked up. “André!” I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t see you coming.”
He laughed, his pearly white teeth flashing when he did. “It seems you were busy staring over there.” He pointed at Jasper, who was now standing with his back to us. “Anything you want to tell me?”
“Stop.” I warned. “I would never.”
He grinned, then took a seat next to me. Placing his hands on his knees, he let out a long exhale. “You know, sister, you are allowed to have fun.”
“So you keep telling me.”
“You should take my advice.”
“I’m not like you. People don’t like me.”
He touched my cheek, and I couldn’t help but smile. “Then,” he said, “you should smile more.”
“Mother says I will get lines.”
“You know how she is.” He grabbed a couple of grapes which were lying on a platter in the middle of the table, and ate them. “Just nod and agree with what she says, then do what you want anyway.”
“Like you ever have to agree with her. She’ll do anything you ask.”
“Why are you so upset today? More than usual anyway.” 
I couldn’t tell him about the reading or what Morgana had said about the crown. I couldn’t put the pieces together, or maybe I could, but I didn’t want to. My stomach knotted as a sense of doom washed over me. “Nothing. Sorry, I’m just having a bad day.”
He ran his hand through his tousled brown hair. The sword on his belt hit the side of my knee as he leaned into my ear. “It can’t get much better if father has called an announcement.” 
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Jasper knows what’s going on, I’m sure, but I haven’t got a chance to speak with him today.”
I blushed, and scolded myself for my bodies reaction to his name. I was so, so stupid. André’s eyes glistened with knowing. “If you like Jasper, you should meet with him. I won’t tell and neither will he.”
I scoffed. “He is just as bad as you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He feigned shock, but couldn’t hide his smirk.
“You know what I mean.”
“I’m married now.” He reminded me, as if I could ever forget. “I’m faithful to Florence.”
“For now.” I raised my eyebrows at Morgana who was standing alone finishing her drink at the banquet table. “It never lasts long. Why couldn’t you pick Amara?”
He glanced over to the beautiful faery. “You know father would never approve my marrying a fae. Even if I couldn’t care less.”
I smiled. “One more thing you can change when you become king.”
He lowered his voice to whisper. “You should be careful. If anyone heard you speaking that way… I don’t want you getting in trouble. I can’t take the throne until he dies and it’s treason to think of the king’s death.”
“You suddenly care about the rules?”
He shook his head. “I don’t want you to give our parents a reason to be harder on you than they already are.” He squeezed my shoulder. “It’s my job to look out for you, little sister.”
I grinned. 
Glasses clinked, silencing the room. I turned my attention to the two thrones. “Here we go.” André whispered. “He looks happy. Something terrible must’ve happened.”
I let out a half-snort, half-laugh, earning a look from my mother across the room. 
My father was smiling but not his usual public smile, where there was a slight curve to his lips with no crease below the eyes. No, this one was genuine. His eyes shined as his mouth rounded upward, balling his cheeks. The light from the chandelier waved through the silver hues of hair beneath his crown, set with rubies and emeralds. His deep voice rumbled. “Gathered dignitaries, friends, and”—he lifted his glass to Andrés and my direction—“family. I am delighted to announce a new, strong relationship today between fae and sorcerers. We will have unity between us for the first time in seven hundred years.”
His words pulsated through the room; no one had expected them. A buzz of anxiety hung over us. How had he managed the impossible?
His voice grew louder with each beat, booming through the absolute silence. “Our alliance will be solidified through the betrothal of my daughter, Winter Mortis, and the crown fae prince, Blaise Lazarus.”
Heads turned in my direction. Chatter rose, and unintelligible whispers surrounded me. Exhaling a shaky breath, I closed my eyes. My father’s discerning gaze was focused on me when I opened them again. He was waiting for my reaction, and in front of everyone who mattered to him, I knew what I needed to do. I forced a smile. 
André’s hand found mine. He squeezed my fingers, grounding me. “It’ll be fine. Just nod.” He whispered. “Stay calm. It’s okay.”
My father turned his attention back to the room, and his voice faded out. My ears rang loudly as shock rooted me to the spot. 
“Marriage.” I spluttered. “I−”
André looked over at the thrones, suspicion crowning his eyes. “I’m surprised too.”
“What do I do?”
“I’ll talk to them, but if his mind is set, you know there’s little chance to changing it.”
I gulped. André was right. He wouldn’t go back on his word. He never did.
Jasper looked at me from the other side of the hall. He had to have known, which must’ve been why they were visiting. I was the trade deal. 
 
 



TWO
 
It is meant to be,” Morgana said calmly as she paced around my quarters. I balled my fists. “Is that all you have to say? He is marrying me off… to Blaise.” 
“You wanted purpose. This way, you will be queen. Besides, you’re fifteen. He won’t marry you just yet. You still have time.”
“I don’t care!” I couldn’t hide the annoyance from my face. Here with Morgana, I didn’t have to worry about faking contentment. While I enjoyed being around the fae and didn’t share my people’s prejudices against them, but I didn’t want to marry one or be a part of Niferum, their kingdom beyond the mountains at the northern tip of Magaelor. “I hate to say this because you know I like them, but…” I whispered. “Everyone in Magaelor will look down on me. You know how they think about the fae. So does Father. He means to humiliate me.”
She cast her eyes down to the sapphire on my staff. Only those in the Mortis family line had them on their ash wood staffs, carved from the trees of our ancestors. The precious gem was a show of royalty and superiority. “It is your duty.”
I exhaled slowly, flexing my fingers as I did. “You’re right.” I slumped my shoulders. “I’m just…”
“Afraid? No one would blame you. It will be a big adjustment at Lepidus,” she said, referring to the dark fae court.
“I’m not afraid, just upset.”
She gave me a look, then walked away. “I will see you tomorrow. Besides, you have a visitor.”
She creaked open the wood door, revealing Jasper Bluelight. My lips parted. He brushed past Morgana, who hurried down the steps. “Your brother is a little angry at me.”
I scoffed. “He’s not the only one.”
His lips tightened into a hard line. “Can I come in?” He said, already closing the distance between us. “Do I have a choice?” 
He grinned. I couldn’t pull my gaze away from his. His blue eyes shone as bright as his energy, which made me want to follow him anywhere, but he was too close this time. He’d never been so brazen before as to sneak into my room. It was risky. Rumors were a dangerous thing for a princess, especially an engaged one.
“Who was that?” He asked. “I haven’t seen her around before.”
“The court seer,” I muttered, then placed my hands on my hips. “She doesn’t leave the tower much and you’re not here often.” I explained. “But forget that. You knew.” I scowled. 
“I know a lot of things.”
Fae couldn’t lie, so in place, they’d mastered evading the truth. 
“You had to have known! That’s why André is mad at you.” The muscle in my jaw ticked. “You could have warned me.”
“Would it have mattered?” He ran his hand through his black hair. “Besides, it wouldn’t have changed anything; you’re engaged,” he stated. “My future queen.”
“Don’t,” I said, ignoring his snide grin. “I still feel nauseated.”
He slipped his fingers between mine. “Don’t be. I’m just playing. You were born to rule, like your brother. Now you both will get to have two kingdoms one day.”
“Don’t,” I warned. “Marriage,” I spluttered. “To Blaise.” 
I wanted purpose, not a wedding. 
Jasper shrugged. “You can still have fun. The fae court isn’t as stringent as here.”
I hadn’t given much thought to where I would be living once I was married. Hell, I’d barely digested the idea of being a wife. 
Jasper’s gaze settled on mine, calming me. He ran his finger over my hand, the touch breaking my anger for a moment. His tone softened. “I was just as surprised as you. King Azrael never did like sorcerers much. It is all a little odd, but I guess stranger things have happened.”
I tapped my finger against my chin. “No. I am most curious as to why he would change his mind. He hates my father.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, Azrael and Amos have been fighting to gain superiority since I was a child. At least Blaise seems pleased about the arrangement.”
I puffed out my bottom lip into a pout. “Blaise isn’t exactly the commitment type.”
“None of us are.” 
Jasper’s wings protruded from his back. They glistened under the dim light in shades of silver and purple. He didn’t need to show them off, but he knew how much they fascinated me. 
“Show-off.” 
He chuckled. “You love it, besides I wanted to see that beautiful smile.”
I shot him a bemused grin. “You shouldn’t be sneaking around the bedrooms of royalty.”
He brushed his hand against mine, and his face flushed slightly. “See, that’s the thing. I can’t stop thinking about you. I don’t mind getting in trouble.”
A lump rose in my throat. My heart was pounding so hard, it felt like my chest was vibrating. I couldn’t lead him on. My future was crystalized, and emotions would only muddy the waters. 
“I’m not interested.”
He arched an eyebrow. “You’re a terrible liar, you know.” 
I rolled my eyes. “You can tell anyway.” 
Lust fluttered in my stomach. I understood why girls pined after him; Jasper was addictive in every sense of the word. He reached up and cupped my face. His gaze fell deep into mine, and the corners of his lips creased upward into an arrogant smirk. “Besides, if you’re wealthy enough, you can have anything you desire.”
I batted his hand away. “Except a crown. That’s only for those of royal blood,” I teased. 
His eyes widened. He placed his hand on my waist, despite my discouragement. A spark flamed through me as he closed his hold around me, consuming the space between us. 
“You should leave,” I warned and looked around him at the door. “If anyone sees us together…”
He bit down on his bottom lip. “That’s part of the fun.”
“I don’t like you,” I said, at an attempt of strengthening my resolve.
His breaths quickened. “Yes, you do.”
I didn’t get a chance to catch my breath before he placed his lips on mine. I wanted to resist, but something between us glowed too bright for us to ignore. He was sarcastic, a flirt, and far too reckless, but that kiss was the first thing to make me feel alive in the longest time. My stomach flipped. I felt giddy as we pulled apart an inch. He brushed the tip of his nose against mine, and I smiled. It felt familiar… 
I gasped. “The reading,” I said aloud, acquiring an odd look from Jasper. I had felt the kiss; it was part of my destiny. I looked at Jasper doe-eyed. Was he my future? My fate? 
My father’s voice sliced through the room, cutting through everything else. “What is this?”
I gasped. “It-it’s not what it looks like.” My brain faltered as a flash of silver caught my eye. 
Jasper pulled away, still staring at me. Blood gushed through his white shirt like veins spreading outward from the end of the blade. The scarlet liquid leaked through his fingers as he pressed his hands against the wound. The light paled from his eyes. I wanted to scream, but I was in disbelief. Fae couldn’t die. They were immortal.
“Winter…” Jasper hesitated. The sword was wrenched back, and Jasper collapsed to the ground like a puppet that had its strings cut. 
My eyes met my father’s, the blue in his irises scattering the scene. Warning laced his stare, his nostrils flared, and he dropped the metal weapon, which clashed against crimson-soaked stone. 
Jasper’s body turned to ash, and he ceased to exist.
I stared at my father slack-jawed. “W-why?” I stuttered. 
“He would have gone back to Niferum and told them you were a whore, or try to take you for himself. I need this marriage to happen.” He spat. His mouth twisted in disgust as he stared at the spot where Jasper had existed mere moments before. “The fae are always just doing what they please, taking what they want. People like him will drag you down. I did you a gratitude.”
My eyes widened. “He would never have said anything… you murdered him for no reason!”
“I did this to protect the betrothal. You were about to undo all of my hard work.” His eyes glittered with darkness. “Do not say a word about this. To anyone.” 
I barely nodded when I was forced away from the area where Jasper had been. His last kiss still lingering on my lips. 
 
***
 
Shock erased the next few hours. I couldn’t remember how I ended up locked away in a different room, lying on a bed in the fetal position, and sobbing. Until my mother came in, sitting on the side of my bed, explaining how we needed to go along with my father’s liethat Jasper had run from the castle with one of us and gone to an island somewhere. Fae and sorcerers didn’t have official relationships, at least until my betrothal with Blaise, so it could be believable. Her eyebrows pinched downward when she told me how I could never tell another soul what happened. 
All I could think about was the stolen moments Jasper and I had found—the flirting but never touching, until that night. The reading from Morgana lingered in my mind. My hands tingled, and my eyelids were heavy. They burned when they were open and ached when closed. I rubbed my wrists and scratched my arms, anything to take away the pain. Jasper had been murdered because of me. The costliest of all kisses.
 
 



THREE
 
André’s solemnly stared at the painting on the wall from the bench where we sat. “He ran away?” He gave me a look. “I’m not an idiot, Winter. You know something.”
“Like they told you, he left.” I couldn’t remove the lump in my throat. “You know how he is.”
“He wouldn’t have just gone without saying anything to me. When he gets the chance to visit, we always spend most of the time together. We’re good friends. He’d tell me if he was going on the run.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Promise me you’re not hiding anything from me? Thar father hasn’t asked to you to?”
My stomach lurched. He knew the ways of our parents enough to know something was amiss. They should have known better than to lie to him. I could be their undoing, but I know I’d pay for it. Not even André could save me from my father’s wrath. “I promise.”
“I trust you.” He said slowly, then rose to his feet. “So I’ll accept you don’t know anything, but I’m going to keep looking. I can’t believe he’d run away.”
I wanted to beg him not too, to tell him the truth, but the thought of my father’s anger stopped me. I couldn’t change what happened to Jasper, no matter what happened he was dead and there was nothing I could do about it. I had to pretend, and I was good at that. “Let’s sword fight.” I offered, an attempt to brighten his dismal mood. Both of us didn’t have to suffer. He could be happy.
He arched an eyebrow. “But you always lose.”
“Then you need to teach me better.” I teased. “Besides, it will get you away from your wife for a few hours.”
His expression hardened. “I know you don’t like her, but can you at least not speak badly about her every chance you get? I love her.” 
My eyebrows pinched downward. “Why? She’s awful.”
“She has a lot of fire in her.” He countered. “It’s not the worst thing. Behind closed doors she is sweet, to me, anyway. She loves me, more than anyone else I’ve met. A breath of fresh air from this stuffy court.”
“You don’t mean that.”
He didn’t reply. 
“Please?” I broached the subject again. The light from the oil lamps flickered the paintings to life, wavering the brush strokes, making them appear as if they were moving. The gallery was quite beautiful, with walls reaching fifty feet up to a point.
“An hour, then I need to get to bed. I have a long day tomorrow and I’m tired.” 
“Thank you and watch, because I will beat you one of these times.”
“You can try.” His frown all but disappeared. 
We left the galley, my heart heavier than when I entered. Lies didn’t sit well in my soul, especially when they were to my brother. 
 
***
I squirmed in my bed as the nightmares loosened their chains, sending me back to reality. I hadn’t bothered opening my eyes until something wet landed on my cheek. I reached up and touched my skin. Drops of scarlet, thick and fresh, fell slowly from the panel above. I turned my head and looked at one of the columns of my four-post bed. Blood had traveled upward, swirling around the knots and crevices, accumulating in a pool above my head. I moved away in time for the next droplet to miss when it fell, then sank into the white silk sheets. The whole thing reeked of magic. I rubbed my fingers together; it was silky, a blood spell. I’d read about them before. They were used as a warning, a prophecy that death was coming to a family, but who would cast such a prediction, especially when it was considered treason?
I stared at my red-stained fingerprints and was transported to the last time I saw Jasper. To how he had crumpled when the king cut him down. It had been months. His murder had never fully sunk in. I still wasn’t sure how he died. Immortality couldn’t exist if he had so easily turned to ash.
My thoughts were disrupted by shouting coming from outside the door. Voices rose, growing louder by the second. I got out of bed and curled my toes; my feet were cold against the ground. I walked to my arched window and looked down. The crowd that had gathered outside the castle gates swelled steadily. The day was barely beginning. A pale fog had amassed through the courts, leaving everything shrouded under a thick layer of gray. Heavy droplets of rain fell, hammering against the stained glass on my window, crisscrossed with lead. Propping both my hands up under my chin, I stared at the cloud cover. My heart fluttered when a crow flew into my window, hitting it with a loud thud. I jumped backward. It circled downward, after leaving a red splat on the glass. 
They were an omen, another sign death was near. I blinked twice, trying to make sense of the insanity that had followed my waking and wondered if I was, in fact, still dreaming. For good measure, I pinched my arm, but nothing changed. 
Screams rang through the halls, followed by heavy footsteps and unintelligible shouting.
I pressed my eyes shut and settled back onto my bed. The blood drops fell faster as my door creaked open. 
“Bring the princess,” the head guard, Adius, ordered from outside my door. 
Curling my knees up to my chest, I sank my head and curled into a ball. One guard lifted me over his shoulder and carried me out. I pounded my fists against his back to put me down, but all he muttered was “king’s orders.”
Amassed fear and anxiety filtered through the castle. When I opened my eyes again, we had arrived at the throne room. Above the entrance was the quote engraved into stone, fear not the enemy, for they will fall.
The doors were opened for us. I was carried inside behind Adius. It was dark in the room. The lamps were yet to be lit. I was placed down in front of the thrones, which sat on a platform with three steps on each side. My mother and father sat upon them. André stood next to them, armored in steel. His ocean-blue eyes lit with happiness when he saw me. 
I shifted my gaze to my father, whose expression hardened on seeing mine. He gripped his staff and stood. “It is time,” he growled. 
His magic shone blue and black, dancing around his hand and staff with dizzying speed. I could tell he was furious; our magic reflected our emotions. My brother followed him. 
“Please,” my mother pleaded. 
“Enough, woman!” my father shouted, silencing the room. 
“My only son,” she cried, pressing her hands together. I’d never seen her so emotional.
“He is a soldier, proud to serve with me to protect the kingdom he will one day rule.” He slapped his hand on André’s shoulder, pride in his features. “Isn’t that right, son?”
André stood tall, tilting his chin upward. “I’ll be safe.” He kissed her cheek. 
“André!” My eyes widened. “What’s going on?”
He pinched my cheek. “Don’t worry, little sister. We’ll hold them off. Stay inside.”
My stomach dipped. “You’re not going out there?”
He watched father storm away. “I have to go.”
“Be safe.” I begged. “Please!”
“I will. Tell Florence, won’t you, that I love her. She hasn’t come down yet.” Worry pinched his sharp features. 
“You can tell her when you return.” I said out of desperation. Something felt wrong. The sense of doom which had followed me since Morgana’s reading had followed me since. 
He nodded, then walked out behind our father. 
“André!” Father called, his voice booming through the hall from the open doorway where he stood.
“Don’t leave the castle.” André warned.  
I watched them leave, my stomach knotting as they did. Thudding from hundreds of horses sounded in the distance. They were galloping over the drawbridge. Slivers of cold danced around the large room. The lamps around us were lit one by one, illuminating the stone walls from their shadows. Their flames flickered, offering heat that was quickly sucked away by cold drafts. I shuddered and looked to my mother for comfort, but her cold, dead gaze warned me to stay away. 
Since Jasper’s death, she had barely spoken one word to me in private. She was ashamed of her daughter, frolicking, as she’d called it. I had been reminded of my only job, an advantageous marriage. No one would want me if word got out about my sole indiscretion, and the betrothal my father had worked hard to set up would be broken. He had wanted to get the fae under his thumb for a long time, and my union with Blaise would help him accomplish it. He would stop at nothing to make it happen, even murder. Painfully, the only other person who could whisper a word of what had happened was dead. 
“What happened?” I asked Adius. I knew it pointless to go to my mother, but ever the surprise, she climbed down the steps, then grabbed me by the arm. She pulled me into a dark corner, looking around for eavesdroppers before leaning into my ear. 
“Berovia sent thousands in the night. Mercreatures sank a lot of their ships, but over a thousand still reached our shores.”
 “They’re here?” My shoulders tightened. Most of them were sorcerers too, but unlike us, they used elemental magic and were called solises, while we were called lunas. The names were nothing but to differentiate us from the magic we used and the kingdoms we lived in. The solises called themselves that after the sun, after we called ourselves after the moon−it was from the moon where we were energized, strengthening our bond to our ancestors. The others joining them were the light fae, who also lived and ruled in Berovia. Again, also named for the same reason−to show they were different from the fae that lived in Niferum who were, apparently, more darkly inclined with their nature. “Why have they come?” 
She tightened her grip on my arm, making me wince. “Why do wicked people do evil things? To cause suffering, nothing else. Your brother…” Her eyes filled with tears, a rare show of emotion on her tight, angular face. “He will bring them to their knees. He is strong, like your father.”
“They will be okay?” I meant to reassure her, but it came out as a question. 
She licked her lips. “Of course they will.” She released my arm, leaving half-crescent marks on my skin. “But you must not repeat this information to anyone. Hundreds have already died. We can’t let anyone know how bad it has become. We must stay here until the battle is done. They will try to kill us, Winter.” 
The castle suddenly felt smaller. 
I cast my gaze downward. “Are we at least winning?” 
Her long pause told me we weren’t.
 
The hours fell into each other as we sat still, listening to drawn-out screams and distant shouting, until a scout came wearing a somber look. He dipped his head, then kneeled at her throne. 
A howl erupted from my mother when the words left his lips. She clutched at her stomach, growling inwardly. Her eyelids shut tightly; tears fell from the corners. I stepped back and gasped. He handed her my brother’s staff. It was splintered at the sides and stained with blood. My heart ballooned, and the world dissolved beneath my feet. Prickles ran through my arms. 
My brother was dead. 
I didn’t take it in at first.
Mother was inconsolable. His death extinguished the little light left inside of her. I watched it flicker, then fade as she clung to the wood until her knuckles turned white, as if she were holding onto a part of him. Her nailbeds bled when she dug them in further. Pressing his staff against her chest, she looked at me. Tears pricked my eyes as the first lights from morning peeked through the stained-glass windows. I looked up at the Mortis Royal Crest of our family, feeling its crushing weight on me.
I couldn’t stand to watch. I ran from the room and to my secret hiding space, a passage hidden behind a tapestry. It was where André and I would go when we were kids. He would teach me how to fight with a sword, which my parents never allowed when I was young girl. Still, he taught me, but I wasn’t very good. Now I was older we practiced in the gardens. Well, we did…
I ran my hands along the wall, inhaling sharply. My tears fell thick and fast. My throat tightened. I breathed deeper and quicker, but it only made it worse. 
The last time I saw him played on repeat. I should have hugged him or pled with my father like my mother did, not that it would have done much good. 
I dropped to my knees, drooping my head down. Tears collected in the dirt that had been dragged into the tunnels behind the walls. 
Morgana’s reading trickled into my thoughts. 
They were the deaths she saw, and the crown, it would now be mine. 
The terrifying truth dawned on me, bringing with it a constriction in my chest. 
I was heir to the throne.
 
***
 
I kicked the cover off my legs, rubbing my bloodshot eyes as I moved my gaze to the window. Rain pattered against it, the sound calming me as anxiety bubbled to the surface. 
André’s absence was felt in every waking moment. I ached for my brother, wanting him to be alive more than anything, but no amount of crying or screaming would bring him back. As heir to the throne, all expectation fell on me and I hated it. 
My father had grown closer to the young woman who had disturbed my reading with Morgana−one of Florence’s ladies−spending every day with her as if she were the answer to all his problems. He was doing anything and everything to avoid dealing with André’s death. It had strained the relationship between my parents, one which was already barely hanging at the threads without the extra burden. 
Jasper’s murder continued to haunt my nightmares along with my brothers. I felt nauseous most days. 
I was to be taken to the dark fae court, Lepidus, in a months’ time to meet Blaise to formally agree to our engagement. It would only be for one day and I would barely spend time with him as per the customs of a betrothal. I didn’t care. I felt dreadful all the time and refused to move from my bed unless I absolutely needed to. Sleeping brought great comfort, an escape from reality. Seeing anyone was the last thing on my mind. 
I pondered going down to the banquet hall to eat but decided against it. I didn’t particularly enjoy seeing my parents nowadays and avoided them as much as possible, wanting to stay out of their way. I was worried what would happen if my father carried on acting the way he was and if my mother didn’t stop berating him for what was “appropriate” and “proper”. She always had been overly concerned with image, and having the king be seen with a mistress on his arm didn’t look good. I know he’d threatened to send her away, and me along with her, if she continued. He always made good on his threats, and my mother never relented. I guessed I fell somewhere between the two. 
Day was falling into night again. I let out a long exhale, waiting for the time to pass. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to push the pain in my chest down as far as it could go, unable to tolerate any more grief. A knock sounded at the door, and Morgana was announced. I closed my eyes, sighing. “Hello.”
“You must at least bathe.” She prodded, walking over to my bed. She leaned her tall, gray staff against the wooden post. “One day this pain will dull, and everything will change.” 
“I don’t want to feel anymore.” I cried. “Every time I wake up, I think André being gone was a nightmare, perhaps hoping, but it never is, and I can’t cope, Morgana. I can’t do this.”
She leaned forward, pulling me into her arms. “Feeling is good. It allows us to move through things. It may hurt, but it shows you loved André and that love was so deep it physically hurts.”
Stroking my back, I sobbed into her waves of brown hair. “Will things ever be normal again?”
She pulled away. Her fingers pressed into my shoulders as she held me at arm’s length. “Nothing will be normal Winter, but change is coming. It’s not going to happen today, but soon, things will happen in a way you won’t expect.”
“What did you see?” I asked, sensing her tone. 
She shook her head. “Destiny only revealed shreds of the future, glimpses into a timeline, but I do know one thing for sure; nothing will be the same again. You’re not going to stay in this bed forever. You will not always feel this way. You won’t be afraid.” 
I wiped my nose against the sleeve of my nightgown. “For now, I will sleep.”
A kind smile pulled at her lips. She stroked my hair when I laid down. “Rest, Winter. You will need it.”








FOUR
 
Four months later
 
Everything had changed. I had turned sixteen and had learned to embrace my role as heir, just as André had. I wanted to make him proud, even if he was dead. His spirit would be with our ancestors and that gave me a shred of peace amongst the chaos in my soul. 
My anxiety had dissolved, thanks to the capsules Morgana made up for me. Whatever herbs she used, they took the edge away. The constant buzz that had me looking over my shoulder at every opportunity was gone, and I was finally on the road to being fixed.
The tower room was smaller than the one back at Magaelor. Mother and I had been sent away, to live on a small island—Inferis—after André’s death. It was hardly a surprise considering my father’s behavior. The only time I had been permitted to leave the island was when I’d been briefly taken to Niferum to meet my fiancé, Blaise, some months ago. I’d spent just one day there, in the winter wasteland of a kingdom, and hardly remembered a thing. Depression had clouded everything, but things were different now. I still grieved, but it was numbed compared to the pain I’d been in in the months after André died. 
The castle, living quarters, and a vast wood made up the island. It was always gray and windy. White cliffs overlooked deadly waters filled with mercreatures. My father continued to reign back at Ash Court and had refused to see us. He had taken his mistress fully in name and all but discarded my mother. She told me he would come around, but I didn’t see it happening.
I looked at Morgana, then around at her tightly packed bookshelves, her open briefcase filled with objects, and the newspapers stacked in the corner. Loose spiderwebs hung around the lamps on the wall. I closed my eyes and listened to the howling wind outside the window. 
I sighed deeply. “When?” I questioned. 
“Soon,” Morgana said as she circled me. She stared at me with shuttered eyes. “You will rule when frost has fallen.” 
“The frost has already fallen.” I pointed at the large arched window. “The frost is always on the ground.”
Her glimpses into the future had become vaguer by the day. I knew it was treason to speak of these matters—because to ask when I would rule was to think of the king’s death—but the days dragged out, bleeding into another with no end in sight, and I was tired of being caged up. Dark evenings and gray afternoons made for a miserable life. 
“My father. Is he well?” I asked, finishing our conversation with the same question as always. 
She closed her eyes briefly, as she always did, then opened them. “He is well.” 
“Hmm,” I said, biting my bottom lip. Asking about his health did alleviate my guilt on asking about his death, even if it was an oxymoron. Although I hated him for so many things, a small, childish part of me still wanted his approval. I always had. The more he pushed me away, the harder I tried. It had been that way since I was a child. I hated that part of myself. Being away on Inferis helped. In some ways I had healed, in others, I had become so much worse. 
Morgana walked to the slanted shelves on the stone wall, which were crammed with jars filled with strange substances, a globe, and other artifacts that often caught my curiosity. I was always more interested in her bookshelf, which packed a variety of wonders that were not available to read in the castle library: books on dark magic, the bloodier side of our history, and all sorts of banned spells and rituals that my mother would have a fit over if she knew I had learned them. I didn’t plan on using any of it unless necessary. Still, knowledge was power, and filling my days learning everything I could about magic was better than dancing them away.
“You should try making some friends.” 
I flapped my hand backward. “Right.”
“You’re still a child, Winter.” 
“I’m sixteen.”
“Exactly, a child.” She shook her head and looked at me. “Friendship is important. You don’t want to end up lonely.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I mumbled, remembering how André had imparted the same advice to me before he died. 
I stared at Morgana. She was tall, six foot four, and thin, unlike her sister, who was short and wispy and the castle alchemist. Both were extremely talented and the best part about being stuck on Inferis. I was fortunate my father had allowed them to come with us. My mother always had been persuasive. I assumed it was part of their agreement.
I tapped my finger against my chin. 
Morgana tentatively poked into my thoughts. “Questions do best when not left to linger.” 
I tensed at her probing. “The deaths.” I blew out a long breath. I hadn’t brought anything up for the longest time, afraid of the answer. 
She turned away. “Yes, well, I did not know—” 
“I’m not blaming you,” I said, interrupting her. “I haven’t told a soul.” I let the truth swim in my mind for her to feel. “All I was wondering was… well, you said you saw a crown… the only crown that matters, which is of course my father’s. Who was wearing it in your vision?” 
I wasn’t sure why I was looking for reassurance. It would surely be mine, but uncertainty tended to hover in my head until told absolutes. 
“No one. It’s undecided.” 
I arched an eyebrow. There was something she wasn’t telling me, but I had more chance of getting blood out of stone than a secret from Morgana. 
“Undecided?” My eyes bulged. 
“Yes.”
“That makes no sense. I am the princess.”
“Then why ask?”
I scoffed, jolting back. “Well it’s a good thing I did, seeing as it is undecided. What even does that mean?”
“I can only relay what destiny shows me. You know that better than anyone.”
 “I don’t have foresight,” I told her, for the hundredth time.
“I know what I see. You have the gift.”
I fumbled my fingers as I looked at the pile of books, she let me read under my mother’s nose. “Is there a spell that could bring back someone from the dead?”
I meant the question innocently enough, but her horrified expression made me wish I hadn’t said anything. Now I wasn’t crippled with grief an anguish, my brain had started ticking again. Wondering. Questioning. 
“People are meant to stay dead!” she warned. 
The corner of my lip twitched. “So there is one?”
“No.” She gasped. “There is not, and I suggest you don’t go looking into those types of magic.”
“What other types?”
She chewed the inside of her cheek. “Sacrificial and ritualistic. They are unnatural and dangerous, governed by a darkness that plagues this world. Would you betray your ancestors?”
I rolled my eyes upward. My beliefs were everything. My link with the spirit realm gave me my power. “No.”
“Then let us forget this conversation.”
I nodded, but the curiosity still burned brightly. She proceeded to do another reading, pulling me away from my dark thoughts. 
She turned over one of the cards on the table between us. “The wanderer.”
“As always,” I groaned, impatience lacing my tone. “I know, I know.” I waved my hand dismissively, stopping her explanation. “It signifies an important journey. I hope it’s back to Magaelor. I hate it here.” I looked at the window. I missed Imperia, the beautiful city surrounding Ash Court. Now I was in a better place to enjoy it again, I yearned for the familiarity of the castle; the music at breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and the library that spanned the length of four of the rooms in this small castle. If you could call it that. 
She turned the second card. Glistening in gold was a woman with a mask, which appeared to be a fox. “The foe.”
“Pretty self-explanatory, except I don’t have any enemies.”
“You are heir to the throne. You will inherit all your father’s when it comes time. I suggest you execute caution.”
I stared at the back of the third card. “What’s this one?”
A woman’s body knotting up into a heart was revealed when Morgana flipped it over. I’d never gotten that one before. “The heart.”
“Ah, well this is interesting with the upcoming wedding.”
My smile fell into a frown. “I can assure you; I will never fall in love with Blaise Lazarus.”
She smirked. “It means love… or heartbreak, but I have faith it’s the first.”
I scrunched up my nose. “Well, thanks for nothing.”
“Winter!” She scowled when I stood, screeching my chair backward. 
“Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I know you’re doing your best and you always help me.” I said quickly, regretting my tone. “Thank you.”
“That’s better.”
I walked over to the shelves, running my finger over the ancient spines. “Has father spoken with Blaise since we went do you think? Or King Azrael?”
“Probably by letter.”
“It’s a little odd we didn’t meet King Azrael when we went. It almost felt as if he had been hidden away.” I joked, but she nodded in agreement. 
“It was unusual.”
“I suppose I need to get used to the idea that I’ll be married soon. Even if I don’t like it.”
She smiled, her eyes kind. “You will be uniting two kingdoms which have never had peace. Your father and King Azrael have long despised each other, and it was even worse with your grandfather. You will be a strong hope to everyone. You may not like your destiny, but it is yours to mold. You don’t have to succumb to it. Try to make it yours. Embrace the role.”
I nodded. “I like the idea of uniting the kingdoms. Even if the fae are lazy.”
She arched an eyebrow. “They have been known to be, but be careful. Those are your father’s words.”
“Perhaps.” I played with a stray piece of lavender from one of the shelves. “The uniter of the kingdoms.” I played with the words, liking the more by the minute. “It may not be what I expected, but it could be so much more.”
“That’s the spirit.”
“I’m going to go read and avoid the dinner. Everyone’s always talking politics. It’s nice to get away from it sometimes.” I admitted. Most of the time, everyone in the small banquet hall talked at the same time, making my head spin. It was different than being in Magaelor and at Ash Court. There, everyone had something to talk about. The people that lived here were bored, with plenty of time on their hands, living in close quarters that it felt a little too much at times. 
I gathered a few books before leaving. I was going to go sit by the cliff’s edge and read. We weren’t allowed out after dark, so wandering was frowned upon, but allowed. Watching the ships sail over the sea, and having that time alone, was one of the few things keeping me from the grip of depression. Besides, I always made it back before the sun set.  
I glanced one last time at the cards, pausing slightly longer on the heart card. If it truly meant my future, then it did not mean Blaise. He was the boy who couldn’t fall in love. Everyone knew that. It probably meant the love of the people of Magaelor, who would one day be my subjects. 



FIVE
 
Enraptured by dreams of crowns and wedding gowns, I slowly peeled my eyelids back to reveal a bruised skyline. I must have fallen asleep. My eyes focused in time to watch the last of the orange rays kiss the horizon. It was so beautiful to look at, I had forgotten myself. I shouldn’t be out after dark; no one should.
I sat upright and looked at the tree line of the woods. Tall trees were pressed together like uniformed soldiers, quickly covering everything inside with blackness. It was a perfect home to the more dangerous creatures of the land. Gusts of wind danced through the smaller twigs, disturbing the feathery combs of moss. Leaves broke off delicately from the interlocking branches above and fluttered down onto the leaf-carpeted ground of ember red. 
I shuddered as the temperature dropped. The early-winter chill arrived with frosted flakes and bitter gales. I longed for summer. The small island was set under semi-permanent dark skies.
A howl erupted into the night, jolting me. My heart pounded furiously against my chest. I jumped to my feet, poised to fight as I whipped my head from left to right, checking my surroundings. Tears hazed my vision. Regret seeped into the corners of my mind as I looked above the wood, desperately up at the looming, obsidian towers from the castle. The warm glow of orange light coming from inside the windows had always been what kept the gloom and shadows at bay. 
A sea of trees stretched out between me and my home, housing ferocious creatures that would strip my flesh from my bones and spit out my crown after. My name would not save me here. 
I was too far from the safety of the castle to call for help. I knew the rules. Anyone out after dusk was fair game, and I had been stupid enough to fall asleep under the hoary sky.
The lullaby that was sang to me as a child floated around my head. The words were a warning… 
Hush, hush, don’t cry but smile, else those who bite will come before dawn. 
Hush, child, hush, child, else your soul, we shall mourn.
The anumi that stalked the woods at night had excellent hearing, so any slight sound would alert them to my presence. I looked around. Behind me were white cliffs. Slices of damp grass ran around stretches of mud toward the edge, leading to the sea. I had walked through the trees earlier, staying on the beaten track while nocturnal creatures slept, but I wouldn’t make it through alive without the sun. 
If I stayed where I was for long enough, I could maybe survive the night. I wanted to count on the guards to come looking for me, but even they were afraid of the woods at night, and who could blame them? Venturing into the tree line was a death sentence, but so was defying my father, who ruled with an iron fist. He would be furious if he found out no one came to save his heir to his throne.
I saw the beast before it saw me. An anumi wandered out through the trees. Its thick fur coat was as black as night. One would mistake it for a wolf, were it not for its piercing red eyes and larger size. Its paws clawed into the earth. Their eyesight was terrible, allowing me protection in the shadows. I did my best to slow my breathing, going against the want of my racing heart. 
The beast’s breath rattled while it sniffed around the area. I stepped back as it neared. A twig snapped under the heel of my boot. I froze to the spot, holding my breath. It sniffed the air, licking its long tongue around its razor-sharp teeth and short snout. It let out a growl, then broke into a run. I made a beeline for the edge of the cliff. The creature’s short-winded gasps followed me as my muscles screamed for me to slow down. The cold ached my lungs with each breath.
I could smell the salt from the sea when I reached the edge. Sharp rocks at the bottom, surrounded by white currents, pointed up as a warning. I was in mer territory, and they were nocturnal creatures, equally as dangerous as the anumi. 
Die now or die later, I decided.
I glanced back for a quick second. In my fear, I had left behind the one thing that could have saved me, my staff. It lay as a silhouette against the grass. It was too late to get it now, and my heart ached. 
The anumi pounced at me, leaping through the air. I kicked my feet off the edge of the cliff, pushing out as far as I could, missing the fatal bite by mere inches as it snapped its teeth against the air. 
Over the sound of crashing waves, I could make out the distant shouting of my name being called; the castle guards had come looking for me after all, but it was too late. My scream was silenced by the deep waters. The icy cold of the water sliced through me, freezing the air in my lungs and shocking me into stillness. My head felt as if it would explode. I squeezed my eyes shut to block out the chilled darkness. 
The sea was unforgiving; when I surfaced, the waves pulled me back under. My heart pounded vigorously. I fought against the freezing temperatures and pushed myself toward the sky again. I gasped half a breath before I was pulled away by a strong current. My bones cracked, but I couldn’t feel a thing. I was numb all over. My head pounded as I grasped around at the empty blackness around me. Pain seared through my body, something grabbed me, another hand tugged me in the opposite direction, and as I resurfaced, everything faded away. 
 
***
 
Lost in a daydream of a world where I could have ruled, I floated in silent suffering. My body would never be found in the sea, my bones swallowed by the demons of the deep. 
“Hand me the mugroot,” a voice instructed from above me.
I was alive. I had to be. People didn’t talk in the spirit realm. Without warning, I was aware of the flesh and bones that housed my soul. I howled. Pain ripped through me with each breath, any slight movement crippled me in agony. It felt like my skin was being ripped off me in pieces. 
My body swayed from side to side. I was lying on something hard. I could hear a mast creaking and sails flapping in the wind. Sprays from the ocean hit my wounds.
“She’s in shock,” another voice said. 
Acid rose from my stomach and up to my mouth. I choked and my throat burned, then I snapped my eyes open as I gasped for air. I waited to adjust to the darkness as small white spots filled my vision like stars. Hands crossed my line of sight. A searing pain pinched through my forehead. I squeezed my eyes shut again in response.
A strong scent of rum, damp wood, and fish filled my nostrils. One of the men pushed something rough and hard into a wound on my leg. I yelped loudly, and my body convulsed. 
“Hold her down,” the man barked. 
Strong hands held my arms and legs down as they continued to push it in further. 
“Please,” I begged, my hoarse voice sounding unlike my own. “Stop.”
“Keep her still,” the man demanded, ignoring my pleas. “She’s losing too much blood.”
“The venom!” a woman shouted. “It’s too late. We can’t help her.”
“She’ll be fine, Bella!” the man barked. “Mercreatures! I’d kill them all if I could.” 
The logical side of my brain kicked in. Of course a mercreature had bitten me. Venom from their bites was known to paralyze their victims, which would explain why I couldn’t move much. My thoughts weaved together, muddling into scenes that didn’t make sense. Boots thudded atop the wooden deck. More people closed in around me; I could smell their musky odor. 
“You’ll be all right, maid. Stay still for us.” He made an effort to sound reassuring as he squeezed a liquid into a cut on my arm. It burned, made worse by a salty spray from the sea that hit the deck. Hot flushes amid cold shivers ran through me as I fought to fight the venom. 
Desperate for any distraction to pull me from their torture, I thought back to home and the faces of my family. Our broken kingdom, Magaelor, long hidden under darkness and separation from the fae, was closer than ever to being brought together by my betrothal to prince Blaise. The wedding was supposed to happen in the fall, and only that had brought any comfort to my mother. She mistakenly believed my marriage would bring her and Father back together. Since I had accepted my fate and understood my charge, I realized the importance of uniting the kingdoms. What had once been my father’s ambition has become mine too, even if it meant an alliance with a Lazarus prince. It was my destiny, all mine, as Morgana had pointed out, and it was all I had left. 
I yelped again when it all became too much. Squeezing my eyes shut tightly, I begged for relief. I clenched my teeth so hard, I was surprised they didn’t shatter. It was all too easy to give in to the looming darkness, to let it pull me from the suffering. 
 My duties stretched out to the corners of my mind, giving me motivation to live. I was the only true heir, the only good leader to take over the kingdom when my father would die. Without me, Magaelor would go to my cousin, whose passivity and uneducated notions of “peace” would lose our nation to Berovia. I had to find a way to live, to fight through this pain, and get back home. The kingdom would one day need a queen, and for that, I had to survive. 
I forced myself to stay awake, but every part of me wanted to slip into the comfort of unconsciousness. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, pushing the pain to keep me alert. 
“She’s a fighter,” the man said, pressing me to keep going. 
I whimpered when ointment hit the wound on my leg. Heat pushed up through my veins, setting every nerve ending on fire.
“This will put her to sleep,” a woman’s voice said. 
My mouth was forced open. I tried to shout no as a foul-tasting liquid was forced down my throat, but it was too late. I fought the waves of tiredness, but they relentlessly wore me down, pulling me to the edge of slumber I was afraid I would not awaken from. 
“We’ll be in Berovia soon!” a man shouted, robbing me from any relief as I drifted into nothingness.



SIX
 
A cloudless sky greeted me upon my awakening. I rubbed my temples, to feel some relief from the throbbing inside my skull, and pulled myself up into a sitting position. I yelped as I breathed through a pinched pain in my stomach. The memory of the men on the ship aiding me floated in my mind. Unable to focus on one shred for long enough to piece together everything, I sighed. All I knew was I’d been bitten by a mercreature and then saved by who-knew. All I remember was drifting in and out of consciousness, I was in a cabin on a ship, and someone kept giving me medicine saying it was for the bite, medicine that made me sleepy. 
I looked down at my legs. The skirt of my dress had been torn. Its tattered and frayed edges of blue nestled around my thighs. On my left leg was a clear bite mark. Pinpricked spots of red and pink ran in a circle. An inch above my ankles was a wound accompanying the bite. I reached down and touched it, then flinched, ready for pain that didn’t come. Whatever they used to heal the wounds had worked. I hardly felt a thing, which was shocking considering the depth of them. There was one on my arm too, but it was already a thin scar. I was lucky. Mercreatures were not known to leave anything left of their meals, and out of the few survivors who had escaped their attacks, most had later died from their venomous bites. I marveled at the marks, feeling high from the invincibility that came with narrowly escaping death.
“It’s about time you woke up.”
I hadn’t noticed him before now. I’d been too busy inside my head. I instinctively reached around me for my staff, then remembered I’d stupidly left it behind. I reached up to touch my crown, but it was gone. Lost to the ocean, I imagined. 
He stepped around into view. I flinched at his presence. Gold strands of his hair feathered over his forehead.
“I’m Cedric.”
I squeezed my eyelids shut. I needed comfort in the blackness for a moment. When I opened them again, he was still standing there. I wouldn’t usually be shocked. I had seen many fae when I visited Lepidus, but this one was different. His wings shone gold, matching his brilliant eyes. A thousand shades of red and orange glistened behind him as a breathtaking sunrise matched his demeanor.
He held his hand out to help me up, but I couldn’t stop staring at him. 
“Take my hand,” he said. 
I stared at his palm. 
“Where am I?” 
He lowered his hand. “The Gardens of Aeternum.” When I didn’t respond, he elaborated. “We’re not far from the Royal Castle.” 
I held my breath. We were close to the coast. I could see the golden sands in the distance. 
Anxiety washed over me as the final words I had heard before passing out floated back into my head, bringing with them a terrifying revelation: I was in Berovia. 
Panic silenced my next question. 
I couldn’t be there, or I’d be dead already. 
Whoever had saved me had taken me right into enemy territory, meaning they weren’t sailors with the Magaelorean Navy. They must’ve been pirates, but I had to find out for sure.
Cedric watched me with mild amusement. “You look like you’ve been through hell.”
My mouth pinched, and my fingers curled. They were the people who had killed my brother and attacked us. I eyed him with daggers but quickly bit down on my lip, repressing my base urges. Every second I stayed brought me closer to death. I had no staff and no allies there.
“Who brought me here?” 
He scratched the back of his neck and flushed red. “Uhm. Some friends of mine… They said they found you in the waters. Left you in my care.”
“What else did they say?” 
His eye twitched. “Nothing of importance.” 
I didn’t like the way he’d skirted around my questions twice. “Where are they now?”
He hesitated, carefully regarding my question. “They could be anywhere.”
I ground my teeth. “Can you find them?”
His eyebrows knit together. “What do you need from them?”
“What does it matter to you?” 
Sunlight spilled onto his face, gilding his sharp features. “What were you doing out in the sea?” 
“Um…” I pulled my fingers up to my mouth and chewed on my nails. I needed to get out of there before I got tangled into something I couldn’t get myself out of. 
“Can I get you anything?” He asked when I didn’t respond. 
I would not play to its charm; I knew fae, and they were elusive creatures with a compulsion to lure and charm. 
As I looked around at the gardens, I realized how outstandingly perfect they were. Vast stretches of trimmed grass surrounded us. Healthy green blades sprouted from clearly fertile soil. Nothing was out of place. Every flower was as beautiful as the next, the colors fading into one another as if they were planted to be that way.
“Hello?” He snapped his fingers in front of my eyes, making me scowl. A grin unfurled across his face. “Anyone home?” He pushed his fingers through his golden-brown hair. As the strands were pushed back, I caught a glimpse of the pointed top of his ear.
“I need to go.” 
Worry replaced the amusement on his features. “Let me at least take you.” His wings fluttered. Fae could fly short distances, not far enough to take me across an entire ocean. “They made me promise to take care of you.”
“No.”
His eyes narrowed. “It’s not every day I offer to fly someone home, you know.”
I inhaled sharply. “Thank you for the offer, but I need the walk.”
My chest heaved as I took him in. His gaze matched mine in intensity. Neither of us looked away. He was captivating, luring me to fall deep into the pools of gold in his eyes. I shifted my gaze up to the clouds.
“Will you at least tell me your name, mystery girl from the sea?”
“Winter,” I told him, forgetting myself. I knew the pulls of a fae’s allure, and this one felt intensified by the danger I was in. The free spirit inside me burned with curiosity. For a moment, I recognized the part of me that was brought out in mine and Jasper’s stolen moments. 
“Are you sure I can’t accompany you?” he asked. “You really don’t look well.” He eyed my cuts and torn dress. 
“Maybe another time,” I said, knowing full well I’d never see him again. I quickly turned away before he could badger me further. 
I didn’t look back. The paths were nestled between beautiful beds of flowers. Golden sanitas bloomed under the sunshine. Berovia was beautiful, unlike Magaelor. The sun soaked into my neck and shoulders. Everything shined like pixie dust, and the weather was perfect. 
It was a beautiful illusion, a trap for sorcerers like me.
I ran until I reached the shore. Not stopping to look at anyone, but I could feel them all watching me. My heart was pounding loudly, my hands clammy. The sun beat down relentlessly, tiring me quickly. I couldn’t be in Berovia. It had to be a dream…a nightmare. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I was preparing myself as heir to the throne. I was about to unite the kingdoms with a marriage alliance. It had been taken away from me, because I fell asleep on an island where dark creatures roamed at night. I couldn’t have hated myself more in that moment. I was going to lose everything because I couldn’t follow the rules. 
 



SEVEN
 
The blue pendant on my necklace swung back and forth when I leaned forward to tie the laces on my boots. I tilted my head up and looked at the dangerous ocean that sat between me and my beloved staff. Every sorcerer got one−the lunas did anyway, because we practiced ancestral magic−and it was unique to them. It could not be used by anyone else. Our magic was beautiful, entwining our souls with the sorcerers who came before us. Being without it felt like a part of my body was missing. My magic was an extension of myself.
There was a cool breeze in the air. The beach was sparse of sorcerers, who were used to temperatures much hotter than this. Everything I had read about Berovia boasted of its hot weather and golden beaches. I looked out at the horizon, desperate to see the tell-tale black sails of a pirate’s ship, or any ship, but there were none. The faery had been right; my rescuers were gone. 
Tight-lipped, I sat on the beach, then curled my toes into the warm sand. I examined my wounds again, carefully running my fingers along the scars. I fingered my necklace, using my other hand to push against my thigh. 
Behind me, a couple of teenage girls giggled as they walked. I curled my knees up to my chest. I wanted to blend into the background, but in my current attire, I stuck out. At least I had my pendant, which looked enough like a relic used by solises to channel their powers. Perhaps I could be mistaken for one of them. 
I watched the few people who were enjoying their sun, and I frowned. Magic was a sorcerer’s given right, a gift to be used with pride, not controlled or hidden away. They might have used their powers differently than us, choosing to draw theirs from the four elements instead, but it was their rules that separated us, making us lunas and them solises. They refused to see the beauty in ancestral magic. They saw it as unnatural. They were ignorant. All life must end, and using the energy left behind, channeling through wood taken from the burial grounds of our families, was the most natural thing in the world. 
Because of those differences, our two kingdoms had been at war since anyone could remember. The fae in Berovia naturally sided with the solises and lived peacefully with them as they, too, lived by a strict string of rules when it came to faery magic. They both looked down upon us and the fae they called dark. I hated all of them. They spoke of peace and love, but they had attacked us first, ruthlessly killing thousands of my people, including my brother, tearing our family apart.
Although there was no magical difference between the fae, light or dark, they were named due to their natures. The dark fae more darkly inclined than the light. I could see it from Blaise, but there were others who didn’t seem that way, like Jasper or Amara. 
I exhaled slowly, letting out my frustration. I couldn’t show my hatred there; not while I was so vulnerable. 
The heat hugged my skin as the midday sun took its place in the blue sky. I licked my chapped lips and waited for a sign of what to do next. I tried to reach my ancestors by focusing my thoughts, hoping to receive a whisper of what I needed to do, but not even our dead wanted to set foot in Berovia. A strand of hair tickled my forehead. I pushed it away, wiping sweat onto the back of my hand. 
“Hi,” a squeaky voice said from behind me. A girl stepped up next to me. She held out her hand.
I leaned over to push myself up with my arm. I dusted the sand off my hands before shaking hers. It was unusual for me to shake someone’s hand. Usually, people bowed and kissed mine, but I was undercover.
“Hello,” I said woodenly.
I looked down at the state of my dress. My next priority was to find new clothes to wear. 
The girl looked no older than eighteen. It was the first time I had come face-to-face with a solis. 
I bit the inside of my cheek until I could taste blood. Against my instincts, I forced a smile. 
She did not look threatening, but looks could be deceiving. She had a heart-shaped face, a long, straight nose, and darker skin, which contrasted in comparison to my pale appearance. Her big brown eyes looked up at me. She couldn’t be more than five feet tall. She flicked her black wavy strands over her shoulder.
“I’m Isabelle.” Her lips curved upward into an innocent smile. 
“Hi. I’m…” I paused at my name. I had told Cedric my real name, but that had been a mistake and one I shouldn’t repeat. “Summer.” 
She beamed. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
“Uh, you too.” I wondered what the point of this discussion was. “Can I help you with something?”
“Oh.” She flushed. “Sorry, I had to say hello because you are unlike anyone I’ve ever met,” she said with admirable honesty. 
I raised both eyebrows. “How so?” I asked, feeling paranoid. Aside from my torn dress and knotted hair, I hoped I could pass as one of them. 
“You just look…different.”
My eyes widened. “Oh.”
A man with dark-brown hair and piercing green eyes approached us. He wrapped his arm around Isabelle’s waist when he reached us and looked me up and down. 
“Who’s this?” he asked, glaring. 
There was something about him that rang familiar to my senses, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
“Summer.”
“Uh-huh…” he replied, seeming unsure. 
Isabella interjected. “This is Damien, my partner.”
I couldn’t stop staring at him. Curiosity kept me rooted to the spot. His green gaze latched onto mine, like a snake staring at its dinner. Did he recognize something in me too? We couldn’t have met, being from rival kingdoms, but… That was it! I could sense it all over him. There was something unique about a person touched by ancestral magic; they weren’t the same after. Power like ours always left a trace, and Damien had at some point used it. I wondered if he could sense it on me too. He wasn’t about to say, even if he did. Outing me would incriminate him too.
We eyed each other with caution until Isabelle broke the silence.
“What brings you to the beach? I’ve not seen you here before.” 
I rolled my shoulders back. Damien had me on edge. “Do you keep track of everyone who ever visits this beach?”
Damien grimaced. “Someone’s defensive.” 
“It’s been a long day.” I let out a small sigh, reining in my annoyance. “I should go.”
I walked away quickly, avoiding eye contact with anyone else who might mistake it for an invitation to talk. 
 
I ambled through a small town, feeling the cobbled stone through the soles of my boots. The sun had peaked high in the sky, the only upside to being trapped here. I hurried quickly, wanting to avoid anymore conversations with strangers.
Nervousness buzzed through me as I thought about Blaise. I had met my fiancé twice, the first time when I was five. My memories of him had faded with my childhood, but the lure of the fae court stuck with me into my teenage years. Everything shone like stars, and the entire area beat with magic. It was different than ours, the natural magic, the same used by pixies, unicorns, and other earthly creatures.
The second time I met Blaise was after our engagement was announced and it was very brief. Going to the court where Jasper had lived felt wrong; the ghost of him had echoed in every room. He was reflected in the eyes of his brothers and sisters, whom I met for the first time. I kissed their cheeks with lips that held the secret of their brother’s murder, a lie I would have to keep swallowed for the sake of my rule. They thought he was living his best life with a lover on a long-lost island. That was the official story, a complete cover-up, but then who’d believe an immortal had been murdered? That would be absurd. No matter how much I’d looked into it, I never did find out how my father did it. 
It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t tell me. As long as I was going to a court where every creature could tell if I was lying, he’d never give me his secrets. 
Blaise wasn’t unlike Jasper with his flirtation and charm, but there was something else about him that was different than any fae I had ever met. Red had flashed in his menacing stare when I looked at him, something I bet others noticed as well. He had a sharp tongue and a voice that melted like honey. It was a beautiful danger, something to lure in the reckless and needy; a poison that ran through him, one many would willingly drink. He was a good reason why they called them the dark fae. His very being made me feel on edge. 
However, despite my uncertainties, Blaise and I were the thread that could make Magaelor whole again, and for that reason, he was at the top of my priorities, even if the word marriage instilled fear into me. I had to get back home. If they thought me dead, it wouldn’t be long before they married Blaise to another. The fae were already opposed to it, so me going missing would be the final nail in the coffin. My duties to my people were all that mattered now.
A seashell crunched under my heel. An old, rusting sign now in front of me read: Kings Bay Harbor. I walked across the creaking boards to look out over the dark water. I scrunched up my nose as the stench of seaweed and fish hit my nostrils. Sunrays hit the small puddles of water left behind by fishermen getting off their boats. 
A man who couldn’t be much older than my father paused to talk to one of the fishermen. He had dropped a pouch tied tightly at the top. It was made of brown leather and had his initials marked on it: ER. I grabbed it before anyone could see, then shoved it down the front of my dress, between my cleavage. A foghorn sounded, making me jump. I looked around. The man was still talking to the fisherman. I hurried along the wooden planks and back onto the cobbled streets toward a more populated area. The town was old; I could tell from the pinstriped awnings over stores and wooden doors that had rotted at the sides. Signs
hung in grimy windows. I walked past them, looking for a clothing store. 
The pavement led me around the corner and to a market area. I noticed most of the newspapers that were stacked on racks outside shops discussed a variation of topics, but the main one was Bluewater Times. That had to be the province I was in. We had provinces in Magaelor too, like Wellshadow and Mistbury, and the fae had some in Niferum as well, like Redwinter and Silverwolf. Then there was Inferis which was one of the small islands that had been divided between both. 
Fae and solises were mixed within Berovia. They were not divided like Magaelor and Niferum. Morgana had always shed light onto what I had been taught at the academy. Banned papers and books gave me truth and enough information about Berovia to know I was among a different way of life here.
Each table in the small market displayed various items for sale. In between the tables lining both sides of the pavement was a bustling road. My eyes roamed the sand-coated cobbles ahead. One table caught my eye. A woman stood behind it. She had unruly black curls and wore a tight black dress. Beside her was a rail, and on it hung dresses fit for a princess. I wasn’t the only one beckoned by the beautiful fabrics. Four women were crowded at the table, looking through them. 
“Hello, dear,” the woman said when I reached her stall. She cocked her head to the side, eyeing me carefully. Wrinkles stretched out from their corners and beside her nose. “Purple would look perfect on you.” 
She looked unkempt compared to everyone else around us, but I automatically liked her. I wasn’t sure why. I couldn’t stop myself from leaning in closer.
“What about a nice necklace to go with the dress?” 
I nodded my head and watched as she pulled down a purple dress with ruffles on the skirt, which stopped above the knees. It was in typical fae fashion, surprisingly, but I was sure it was a happy accident. 
Silver tulle surrounded the bodice, and cotton black roses were sewn across the chest area. It was stunning, unlike anything I had ever owned. My mother would have a heart attack if she saw me in it. 
“I’ll take it,” I said, mesmerized. I had loved dressing up since I was a child, but as I got older, the maids on my mother’s commands forbade to wear anything revealing. Everyone else did at court, but I was a princess and therefore the exception to the dress code.
The woman picked out a necklace from the jewelry stand and handed them to me. 
“Fifteen gold coins.” 
I furrowed my brows. That was awfully expensive. At least, in Magaelor it would be, but perhaps that was the going rate here.
I hesitated enough for her to change her offer.
“I can tell you’re not from around here.” She raised an eyebrow. “I tell you what, I’ll do them for thirteen coins, final offer. You’re practically robbing me.” She guffawed. 
I reached down the front of my dress and tugged at the string on the pouch to pull it out. I dangled it in front of me before opening it. She eyed it greedily. I poured out the coins and counted them. I only had fifteen gold pieces. It wasn’t worth it, surely, to spend most of my money on a dress and jewelry, but I was pulled to give in to her.
“Hello, you.” 
A hand landed on the small of my back, and the smell of honey and cloves clouded the air around us. Cedric cleared his throat. 
“You didn’t make it far.” He arched an eyebrow. 
Electricity pulsed through his touch, landing in my stomach. 
“How… Did you follow me?” I questioned.
“She’ll give you five coins,” he told the woman, dismissing my query. “Which is already too much for hags like you who take advantage of young girls.”
She ground her teeth and landed herself in a stare-off with him, but she blinked first. She held out her hand, snubbing us both. Cedric reached into my pouch and counted five coins. He placed them into her palm and took the dress.
He threw it over his shoulder, then escorted me away from the table. In his other hand, he was holding a cardboard box large enough to fit a small animal. “You should be more careful.” He wrinkled his nose. “I can’t believe you were about to pay that much for a dress.” 
I shuffled my feet. “I was about to haggle her down.” I huffed, looking away so he wouldn’t notice the redness on my face.
“Sure you were.” His eyebrows elevated. “So, where are we going?” 
“We?”
“I have a place close to here if you’re looking for somewhere to dress. I told you before, you were placed in my care.”
I paused. I didn’t have anywhere to wash or dress. I supposed he could be useful, and if I were going to feign friendship with anyone, he at least seemed decent enough. 
“Thank you. That’d be great.” I eyed the crown on his head. “What’s this about?” 
He pointed up, then laughed. “Nothing important.”
They really did have no respect here with their fashion. In Magaelor, no one would dare wear a crown unless they were royalty. The pebbles massaged my aching feet through my soles. The sun was lowering in the sky, bringing with it a chill to the air. Thatched cottages lined the winding roads that led up to grassy hills. 
“That woman…” 
He grinned. “Yes. She was a witch.”
I furrowed my brows. I hadn’t heard the term “witch” used for a long time. Especially in that tone.
“Is that bad?”
He shot me a blank look. “Well, yes… You should know. Witches are bad sorcerers.”
My breath hitched as we walked up a steep rise. Witches were generally a name used for ancient sorcerers who worshipped nature. Not a slur.
I grimaced. “I see.”
We followed the steep rise before reaching a house larger than the others around it. The door was arched and painted in black gloss. The door knocker was made of brass and in the shape of a unicorn’s head. Large windows overlooked the roads and hills, and the white sheep-stone exterior made it look like it belonged on a beach somewhere. He pulled out a silver key and pushed it into the lock. The door creaked open, and he gestured me inside. 
The living room was ordinary enough. A rug made from a wolf’s pelt lay center on the polished-oak floor. The walls looked the same as the outside, white and rough. He set the box he had been carrying onto a wooden table. Looking behind him, he glanced at the logs in the fireplace, which lit up in flames at his will. Fae magic had always bewitched me.
I masked my awe with a yawn and sat on one of the chairs. “What’s in there?” 
He looked at me tight-lipped. “Can you keep a secret?” 
“Depends,” I said, my eyes darkening. There was little point explaining that the last secret I was forced to keep was murder. 
“Well, I hope you will.” He grinned from ear to ear. 
There was movement happening inside the box. I waited anxiously as he untied the brown string. A pixie flew out from inside. I gasped loudly. 
“How? They’re native to Magaelor!”
“I transported her,” he told me, unaware of my building rage. He watched the pixie with fascination as she flew around the room. “From Magaelor,” he said, absently. “Right under their noses.”
My lips pulled back. I inhaled slowly, pushing my rage deep into the pit of my stomach. The last time Berovians managed to get onto our shores, thousands of our people died. Cedric didn’t look like he could harm a fly, but then if he could get into Magaelor, any of them could. 
“That’s illegal.” I placed my hand on my hip. 
“Relax,” he said on an exhale, then reached for the pixie. Her small wings fluttered like a butterfly as she landed on Cedric’s shoulder. The pixie looked at me, then cocked her head to the side. She had almond-shaped eyes the color of tree bark, a small nose, and dusty pink cheeks. She was no bigger than a hummingbird, so a child still. They could grow to the size of an eagle by the end of their lives. 
He gushed when she squeaked. “You hungry, little one?”
He reached into the bowl of apples in the middle of the table, then grabbed a rosy red one. I grabbed his wrist.
“They only eat honey and blackberries.” 
He put the apple back. “And how would you know that?” 
“If you’re going to import creatures illegally, you should at least know how to take care of them,” I replied, scolding him.
“Well, aren’t you full of surprises?”
I expected suspicion after my lapse in judgment to tell him about a pixie’s diet, but instead his expression intensified. I could sense the gears ticking in his brain, trying to work me out, but he was enjoying himself far too much to try to make sense of it. Fae loved chaos, games, and puzzles.
“Relax.” He let out a hearty laugh. “You’re so tense.” 
I slumped my shoulders back, then twisted my knotted hair around my finger. “I’m not tense.”
“Right…” He set the pixie onto the table. “I’ll go into the market and get some berries and honey.” He looked at her. “You stay here with my other new friend.” He winked at me before leaving the house.
I sighed with relief once the door clicked shut, and I turned toward the pixie. 
“You could have gotten me caught,” I told her but smiled. “But I wasn’t about to let you eat an apple.”
She looked at me appreciatively.
“Don’t worry… As soon as I get the chance and find a way back home, I’ll be taking you with me. Back to where you belong.” I placed my finger against my lips and shushed her. “But don’t you go escaping, okay? Pixies aren’t welcome over here.”
The pixie nodded, then flitted up and flew around the room before landing on the stone frame surrounding a mirror.
I leaned back in my chair. I was exhausted. My eyes burned as I tried to focus on a painting of a boat. The colors blurred into each other. My brain had gone into survival mode. My short-term memory was hazy at best, and all I could feel was adrenaline flooding me at every noise. My head throbbed as I closed my eyes and listened to the fluttering of the pixie’s wings.
I tried to push the lurking dangers from my mind. I wished I had Morgana’s capsules to help my anxiety. It was worse than ever. 
I walked through an open doorway and across the stone floor until I found a bedroom. Nervousness buzzed in my fingers and arms. My breaths quickened and my heart raced. Cedric could find out who I was. The authorities could come here. I could be slaughtered in my sleep. 
Fear gripped my tiredness, wiring me awake through clouded vision. I did my best to ignore the intrusive thoughts as I had learned to do over the years; it wasn’t the first time unwelcome and unlikely scenarios had plagued me. 
Down feather pillows and a fluffy white blanket warmed underneath me in the king-size bed. The room was painted in a light yellow. Slices of light shone through the white voiles that hung over the shuttered windows. I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of people outside, the bustles of everyday life as I slipped away. I’d shower tomorrow and plan how to get home. For now, my brain ached for the absence of thought. 
 
 





EIGHT
 
I reached out to my brother, but his face was a blank façade. He was bleeding from his waist, but he didn’t let on that he was suffering. I waited for him to speak; I wanted to tell him I was sorry, that destiny had twisted my future with his death. 
With their deaths. 
I opened my mouth to talk, but Florence was already at his side, her hand knotted with his. “His blood is on your hands.” Her eyes never left mine.
“No.” I was growing more breathless by the second.
“Yes.”
I woke up covered in sweat. The white shirt I had borrowed from Cedric’s dresser clung to my back when I sat upright. I hadn’t dreamed of them in a long time. Morgana’s herbs had kept the dark thoughts away, but I didn’t have them anymore. The darkness in my mind was cracking open, and anxiety was slipping back through.
You killed him, my anxiety whispered. 
I gasped to the room. “No.” 
Morgana had never told me André would die, or Jasper. Just that there would be death. Had I known, I would have tried to save them. 
Lies. 
Fear reared its ugly head, pulling me into a downward spiral. I tried to reason, defend myself. She said they had to die for my future, but I had never asked for it. It was out of my hands. I had never wanted the crown until I had no choice.
A crown you’ve lost. 
My breaths quickened, and my arms prickled as my hairs stood erect. 
“Not yet. I can still go home.”
You’ll never make it home. They died for nothing. 
The voice in my head was winning.
I pressed my fingertips against my forehead, squeezing my eyelids shut. 
Morgana had taught me to ground myself, to acknowledge the scenarios that often sent me spiraling down a hole of panic, but not accept them as truth. My brain loved to tell me I was in danger; it was its favorite pastime. Except, this time I really was.
“Facts,” I said aloud and let out a long, shaky breath. “Think about the facts.” I bit the inside of my cheek. My eyelids were still heavy. “I am in Berovia,” I whispered to myself. “I’m not dead…” 
Yet, the voice inside my head replied. 
I breathed deeply and clenched my trembling hands into fists. “A faery is helping you. A pixie lives here,” I whispered, trying to say anything to distract myself from my building stomachache. “You are still a princess.” I walked slowly, each step feeling lighter than the last. “Everything is going to be okay. They didn’t die for nothing. You’ve been here overnight and you’re not dead.”
My teeth chattered. I pressed against the sides of my head with my palms. 
“Stop.” I swallowed repeatedly, unable to dislodge the mucus at the back of my throat.
I imagined taking one of Morgana’s pills. I recalled the rush of serenity they offered, the floating sensation that dulled over time. 
I focused on the blackness behind closed eyes. I let nothingness fill my head, pulling away from flitting fears in my mind. It took several minutes, but my anxiety faded. I sat on the sofa cushions. They hugged my aching body with their fur. I shook my foot, tapping it against the rug splayed out on the wood floor.
 I breathed slowly, picturing the mountains, then snowflakes drifting down onto the trees at their base. Beyond them was Niferum, a kingdom filled with glamour, enchantments, crystal lakes, and terrifying villages inhabited by feral fae. 
Then there was the pointed black castle. Inside it lived Blaise, my future. Despite my personal feelings about him, he was the key. Together we could unite our two kingdoms. I had to make it home. 
I exhaled a long, shaky breath and opened my eyes. My stare shifted up to the shelves. On the top shelf, next to the bay window, a photograph reflected yellow light. A woman with long golden hair and bright eyes smiled. Cedric’s arm was draped around her. The frame looked expensive; silver and purple swirls entwined around each other, forming the body of it. Based on its allure and prime location, I deduced it had to be someone important to him. Regardless, they were both gorgeous. The beauty of fae was astonishing. I wasn’t surprised that, apart from the odd exception, fae didn’t mate outside of their own. 
I thought back to yesterday when I walked here with Cedric. The looks Cedric got were disapproving at best. They were fast flashes of annoyance on solises faces but transparent to anyone truly paying attention.
Maybe their kingdom wasn’t so different than Magaelor, contrary to what I had thought. 
I missed home. It seemed people hid behind disguises here, and I didn’t know how to act if I couldn’t see people’s true feelings. How could I manipulate wooden puppets with no personality? Well, I guessed Cedric was an exception. I could see right through him; he was excitable, clearly reckless, and liked having a good time. That much was apparent. 
The pixie, whom Cedric had named Buttercup, stretched out her little arms and yawned. She had fallen asleep on a rug in front of the fireplace. 
The fire crackled and hissed as it withered to embers between charcoaled logs. Sun rays peeked through the net curtains on the windows, paling the shadows on the walls into morning. 
I stood, then walked to the largest glass pane. Wool from the rug warmed my bare feet. The sun’s rays felt good on my skin. I cracked my neck and rolled my head around to alleviate the pain in my shoulders. My stomach grumbled loudly, pulling my attention to the emptiness in the pit of my belly. I dragged myself away from the heat and over to the table. I grabbed an apple, and my mouth salivated, begging for something to sedate the gnawing pain. 
“I can make you something if you want.” 
I jumped back a whole foot, then placed my hand against my chest when I saw Cedric’s smirk. He raised his light eyebrows. 
I flashed him a hard look. “You scared me.”
He grinned. His eyes flicked up to Buttercup. “Did you sleep well, little one?”
She squeaked and flew toward him. He rubbed her head, which was covered with sprouts of white hair. I rolled my eyes and took a seat at the table. I ran my fingers along the grooves in the wood. All the furniture looked like it was shaped straight from large tree trunks. I could see the age lines and knots imprinted deep into the table, from where the branches had met the trunks. 
“Berries and toast?” He chuckled. “Okay, something else. I know what I can make.”
“Hmm.” I looked up and blinked twice. I was slow this morning. “Sorry, that sounds great. I’ll eat anything right now.”
He beamed a soft-dimpled smile. His thin wings were hidden away. They could fold them against their backs, although most fae enjoyed showing them off as much as possible. Jasper had. He was like a peacock, always in competition with the other fae, on the rare occasion that more than two came to court. 
“You look better rested.” 
“Thank you for letting me sleep here.”
He chuckled. “Yes, well, you were exhausted. Although, I’m sure you miss home.” 
“I do.” I admitted. It was just much further than he thought.
“It’s nice to have the company, even if it is a mystery girl who won’t tell me anything about herself.”
I rubbed the side of my neck. “I don’t really know you.”
“It’s okay. Like I said, I like the company and I said I’d take care of you. You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want.”
“You never did tell me who you promised that you’d take care of me.” I pointed out. “The people who saved me.”
“Saved you from what?”
I gulped. “I fell in the sea,” I said earnestly, without detailing the where. 
“Ah.” He tugged at his collar. He was dressed head to toe in typical light fae fashion; I’d seen enough in the papers Morgana would obtain. I never had put much thought to where she got most of her items. They weren’t from the local market, that was for sure. They wore clothes inspired by nature, instead of the gothic attire of the dark fae, but all fae shared the same eccentric tastes to go overboard with their clothing choices. His shirt was made from leaves that had been dipped in a substance to stop them from decaying. Twigs weaved in and out of the net beneath the leaves. They shimmered from fairy dust, traces of magic left behind when the fae used a spell. His hair, unkempt and short, hung around his pointed ears. A metal crown of golden leaves was nestled in it. Everything about him shined like the sun, tempting me to touch, but I didn’t want to get burned. Not like the last time. 
His smile was contagious, and when he flashed those pearly whites, I couldn’t help but smile back.
“I’ll go make some food then. Do you want cream?” 
“Um….” I hesitated. “I guess.” 
He looked at me incredulously. “You guess? It’s the best thing in the world!” 
I’m sure he was exaggerating, but nevertheless, I encouraged him. “I have no choice then!”
My mother had always prevented me from having too much that was sweet. She worried about my image and didn’t want me indulging in tarts, cream, sugar, or anything unhealthy. While I watched everyone else please their senses, I stuck to a strict diet. I wasn’t used to living in a world without rules. 
The flapping of wings distracted me. I averted my gaze to Buttercup. It was strange, watching Cedric with a pixie. Mostly because they belonged in Magaelor. He was smitten with her, excited by everything she did, watching her fly around the room. Of course, I was accustomed to them. They were as common as flies back home.
“You should feed her first,” I said. 
His smile dropped as he rushed to her, looking guilty for forgetting about his new pet. He didn’t look like he had ever had to take care of anything or anyone before, so I imagined it would be easy for him to forget about her needs. I made a mental note to remind him of his duties to take care of the creature he had illegally imported under my kingdom’s nose. I did my best not to let the aggravation stay in me, and instead I watched as he pulled out a small bowl and filled it with a large dollop of honey and a handful of berries.
“Eat up, little one,” he told her and moved the bowl in front of her. He turned toward me. “You go get dressed. You’re far too distracting in my shirt like that.”
I ignored his wide grin and mischievous eyes, then left for the bedroom. I hadn’t expected him to make food for us. He was far too breezy to want to do things for others off his own back. I’d met so many people like him to know their type, or so I’d thought, but he surprised me. The clanking of pots, tinkering of glasses, and a couple of small groans escaped from the kitchen. I could hear them from the bedroom. A yeasty and sweet aroma followed.
I quickly pulled on my dress, the only clothing I had, and walked back into the dining area. I took my place at the table, then rested my hand against my cheek and looked up at the ceiling. The white pattens swirled together. Focusing on one would make the others look like they were moving. We didn’t have houses like this back home. Everything was made from stone to withstand the harsh winters, snow, and relentless storms that invaded our coastline.
Ah, home. 
I wondered how much longer I would be able to evade questions about it. Cedric hadn’t pressed me yet on who I was. I knew the type; he had secrets of his own. Honest people were always the nosiest. Few people respected privacy anymore, and while I appreciated that trait, I knew his patience in my avoidance would only last so long. It was unusual to spend time with someone and not know anything about them. He was helping me, meaning his interest in me was piqued. I had to keep the façade of the mysterious girl if I was to use him to find a way back home, or, at the least, a place to stay while I found a way back myself. I looked down at my dress of purple and silver. I fiddled with one of the black cotton roses.
“It’s ready,” he called. 
 
My stomach cartwheeled when I looked down at the redberry tart lined with short crust. The aroma of the butter and flour was intoxicating. A large dollop of cream leaned off to the side. A sprinkle of sugar coated the smooth jam between the berries.
I closed my eyes once the first mouthful tingled on my tongue. The pastry crumbled between my teeth, and the berries contrasted the buttery taste with a sharp, sour one. The sugar took away any bitterness. I opened my eyes and licked my lips. I stabbed into another slice, this time taking a good helping of cream with it. It was smooth, heavy, and sweet. 
I wolfed it down, then scraped the bowl for the remnants left at the bottom. That was the best thing I had ever tasted. I flushed red when I looked up at Cedric, feeling like I had done something wrong. He was only halfway through eating his. 
“Did you like it?” 
“No. It was awful,” I said, deadpan. Then laughed.
I turned my bowl over and grinned as he stared at the emptiness. 
His forehead creased and eyebrows rose upward. “Wow.” 
“You’re an excellent cook.” 
His eyes brightened. “Was that a compliment?”
I laughed. 
“Well, thank you. I don’t get the chance to cook much at home. It’s not a skill I am renowned for.” 
“It should be.”
He gave me a lopsided grin. “You’re sweet.” 
I eyed Buttercup, who was sitting on top of the mantle above the fireplace. She had finished her berries and honey and was looking around. “You should take her out.”
“I can’t. You know that.” His eyes narrowed. “It’s illegal to own a pixie here.” 
“I meant at night when no one is around. Is there a place nearby where no one really goes? She needs fresh air.” 
He leaned in. “You never did tell me how you know so much about pixies.”
I itched the back of my neck. “I’ve read about them.”
“Books about Magaelor are banned here, so that’s a lie. You know I can tell when you’re not telling the truth, right?”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s not hard to get your hands on information or something illegal if you really want it.” My gaze flicked to Buttercup. 
“Touché.” His eyes twinkled. 
A loud knock on the door startled me. “Who’s that?” My heart hammered against my ribs. 
“It’s a friend of mine.” He looked at Buttercup. “Go hide.” 
She nodded, then flew out of the dining area and toward the bedrooms. I wished I could follow her, but I didn’t want to risk acting strangely. I was sweating by the time he opened the door.
“Acoris!” Cedric greeted the man enthusiastically, a sentiment his guest clearly did not share. “Come in, come in.”
The visitor was in his late twenties. He was a solis and carried himself with the grace of a nobleman. He glanced in my direction and stared at me for longer than I’d have liked. “You look familiar.” His accent was nasally with clipped endings.
Sketches of me with the rest of my family were consistently plastered on every newspaper in Magaelor. It wasn’t foolish to assume he might have seen one in his time. As Cedric had said, Magaelorean literature was banned, so I presumed that meant our papers too, but like I’d pointed out, anyone could get their hands on anything if they wished to. 
“I don’t think so,” I finally said, then averted my gaze. 
Cedric laughed and slapped Acoris’s shoulder. “Good luck getting anything out of her.” He joked, but suspicion crowned the stranger’s eyes. I held my breath as Cedric escorted him into the living room. 
I watched them like a hawk. Every micromovement from the man flamed my apprehension. I swallowed hard. Getting out of Bluewater was a good idea. It was the province where the royal castle and family were, and I had more chance of being spotted here than anywhere else.
There were other provinces. I remembered them being mentioned in the newspapers Morgana had, but I had no clue where they were. I needed a map. Perhaps I could find a way home somewhere else, where the chances of being recognized were miniscule. 
Words of “shadow market” and “trade” floated from their conversation, capturing my attention. Cedric kept glancing in my direction as he negotiated. The conversation became indecipherable when they lowered their voices to a whisper.
At the end of their talk, Cedric stomped toward me looking flustered. 
“Let’s go.” Frustration laced his words. 
I scrunched up my nose. “What happened?” 
He waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing of importance.” 
“It didn’t look unimportant.” 
He closed his eyes for a few seconds and let out a lengthy exhale. “I’ll explain later.” 
The man dropped a package onto an empty chair carelessly. It was wrapped with brown paper and tied with string. He turned, gave us both a look up and down, then opened the door and walked out of it. When the door slammed shut, I spun to face Cedric. “Where are we going?” I asked, perplexed. 
“I have to take care of business and I should probably get you home before your family begin to worry.”
“I don’t have anywhere to go,” I admitted. “I’m alone.” 
The words sank in, uncomfortably nestling into my chest where my heart ached for home.
His gaze softened. He opened his mouth to speak but chose not to for whatever reason.
“Let me help you,” I said quickly, not wanting sympathy or more questions. “I know a lot about trade.” 
He tensed his shoulders. 
“I heard parts of your conversation.” I paused. “Look, I’m not against anything illegal, I promise. I really couldn’t care less. I need gold. I promise, if you find that I’m not helpful, I’ll leave peacefully.” 
The corner of his lips twitched. He fumbled his fingers, staring at me with fixed determination. 
He wanted to know more; I saw it in his eyes. “I know I said you didn’t need to tell me, but I have to know. How did you end up here? You said you fell into the sea. How?”
I fiddled with the pendant on my necklace, then looked up. Uncertain of exactly where I was going with each word, I started with a sigh and length of silence, hoping he would take it as reminiscence. 
We both sat at the table. He took the seat across from me. 
“Answer me.”
“Why does it matter?” 
He leaned forward. “What are you hiding?” 
I had heartburn from the food. It bit up my throat and touched my tongue with acid. I made a face that he mistook for something else. 
“I’m trying to make my way home.” 
“Where is home?” 
“Close.”
“No.” He held up his index finger. 
My breath hitched. I rubbed my forehead, growing more frustrated.
“You really shouldn’t try to dupe a faery. It’s never gone well.” 
I breathed slowly. I was trapped. I scanned the room. I could still run if I left now. I tried to stand, but he grabbed my hand across the table before I did. 
“Don’t be scared,” he told me. “Whatever you’re hiding, I won’t judge or persecute you, if you want to work with me, you need to trust me.”
I pulled my hand back from his and pushed my chair back. It scraped against the floor. “Sorry, but I can’t.” I stood, then rushed across the room to the front door. 
I thrusted it open. He watched me, slack-jawed, as I ran out of it.



NINE
 
I pulled a small twig out of my hair. Somehow one had stayed, despite my thorough cleaning and washing of my hair last night before bed. I pressed my thick lips together, then whistled out the middle as I walked past a row of white houses with thatched roofs. The scent of a blueberry pie wafted from an open window, making my stomach grumble. I wished I’d found a map, but instead, I would soldier on blindly. Morning sank into the baby blues of afternoon. I walked past a stall of green and red apples. I reached out and grabbed one while the man at the stall dealt with another customer. I hurried away, then bit into it with a satisfying crunch. 
The streets narrowed when I reached the outskirts. Cobbled paths roughened to gravel as I approached a neighboring village. A small lane twisted and turned, leading me through houses. Naked chickens hung from silver hooks. The stench of rotten eggs lingered in the stagnant air. Snorting sounds neared when I rounded a corner. Wood fences lined dirt roads, which led up to farms where pigs rolled in mud and cows grazed on tall grass. I walked up a well-trodden path until I reached the village square. 
I could smell wood burning from inside the red-bricked houses. The temperature had quickly dipped, but the heat returned within hours. 
Large hills of green sat behind the lines of homes, hiding the tall trees that peeked over their heads. Clouds of white fizzled into the blue, and the sky darkened. Purples and pinks blotted the horizon. 
Fog crept around the small houses. Drunken men and women jeered as they entered the inns, and unsavory characters met in back alleys. Lights in the windows flickered, then extinguished as slivers of moonlight hit the roads. Stark echoes of my footsteps were all that could be heard as I neared the outskirts. Sparse thin trees with bare branches came into view. 
Heading toward the shadows of the green hills, I took a minute to catch my breath. I wished, more than ever, that I had my staff. It was long, sturdy, made of gray wood that knotted and curved up into a handle, and had a sparkling sapphire embedded into the top. It was so clear in my memory, I wished I could conjure it. Unfortunately, a sorcerer without their relic or staff was powerless. 
I was so thirsty, my throat burned. I would kill for a cup of refreshing, cold water. With my staff, I could have cast a spell to lead me to where there was running water. I hated not having my powers for the first time in my life. It was odd not having the world at my fingertips. Although, like all things in life, even magic had laws we had to obey. No sorcerer could replicate precious metals like gems or gold, which was why our coinage was made from it. We couldn’t create something that didn’t already exist. We had no influence over the laws of nature, which prevented us from influencing the weather. We couldn’t breathe life into inanimate objects or bring back the dead. That last one was necromancy, but no one had seen or heard of a necromancer in centuries. There was a natural order to everything, including immortality. It didn’t exist, but the fae would have us believe otherwise. There was always a way to die. I’d seen it firsthand with Jasper.
As evening ran into twilight, I reached the shadows from the hills. Below them was a walkway leading between a crevice, trees lining the way into a forest. On a creaking wooden gate, a sign hung that read Do Not Enter. Branches reached out like hands in the night, luring me into the forest’s grip. 
Pursing my lips, I turned around in a full circle, seeing the village houses in the distance. The last light was extinguished, leaving me standing in the cold with only the white from the moon to offer any guidance. I climbed up onto the gate, snagging the bottom of my dress. I hissed, then pulled it up, saving the rest of the fabric. I fell over the other side and inhaled sharply. I brushed the dirt off the silver tulle, then looked up. A long, winding path continued through the tall trees. I looked back at the comfort of the village. I understood why people banded together, even if they separated themselves with bricks and water. Flocking to cities and towns to live side by side was for safety, for community. Out in nature, with no one around, the eerie silence and loneliness made my skin crawl. A feeling of dread washed through me as I forced one foot in front of the other. 
I wanted to cry. My tears pressed hard against the corners of my eyes, waiting for a second of weakness to break me down. I let them fall. I didn’t have to hide who I was in the dark. I was afraid. If my parents could see me now, they’d be disappointed. I wiped my tear-stained cheeks and sniffed loudly. I shuffled my feet against the dirt on the path until I reached the end, then stepped onto the shrubbery of the forest floor and shivered. It was so dark, I could barely make out my hand in front of my face. Twigs scratched my arms and legs as I fought through the overgrowth. My breaths wisped through the silent night. I reached a small clearing, and the shadows of the trees surrounded me in a circle. I reached out and touched bark on a trunk.
Roots had broken free from the hard mud, creating an earthy seat for me to curl up into. 
Unblinking eyes of owls and other small animals watched me from the bushes. I let my mind drift from thought to thought. I was scared to close my eyes. 
My worries haunted me. With only silence for company and rough bark for comfort, I pushed myself into fond memories of a place where I was revered, adored, and my every need taken care of. I, like any royal, got bored with having everything, but now I craved the castle and guards who kept me safe.
I wondered, with the heir to the throne missing, if my cousin Edgar had been brought in for training. The thought made me feel sick. Although I did admire his dedication to peace, but he was corruptible. He separated himself from us long ago, choosing to live in the fae’s kingdom. I never did know how he had managed to pull it off. He wasn’t fit to rule. Berovia had wanted to get their hands on Magaelor for the longest time, and with someone like Edgar in power, it would be all too easy for them. They’d ban ancestral magic from being practiced−because they mistakenly thought of it as a form on necromancy, which it was not−and our link to our ancestors, which we strengthened with rituals performed under the moon, would be weakened. I couldn’t let it happen, and if I was the only thing standing between it, then I needed to survive. However, my fight was beginning to waver. The truth was, no matter how I wanted to shape it, I was alone in a kingdom three times the size of mine surrounded by enemies, with no powers or a way back. Everything looked pretty hopeless. 
I held onto my resolve for as long as possible, but as the night lightened, not even those were enough to keep me awake. Dangerous animals could be stalking the trees. I could die at any moment, by any hand. I had to stay alert, but the bliss of slumber was a strong lure. Exhaustion imprisoned my anxiety, allowing the blackness to envelop me. 



TEN
 
Drowning in the layers of my dreams, I waded through darkness in search of a way back. I was trapped in a court of lies, holding a treaty where the words bled off the page and surrounded by unfamiliar faces. 
With each scene as foreign as the one before, I swirled into the next. A girl hung from old gallows, surrounded by snow. Her hair was over her face, concealing her identity. The rope creaked in the wind as it struggled to hold her weight. 
My staff was broken in half by monsters. 
A crown crashed to the ground. 
In my final dream, the forest that had protected us and held the bones of my people for centuries turned deadly.
 
I snapped my eyes open and looked around. A steady patter of rain gave way to the early rays of sunshine. I looked around, then rubbed my throbbing head. The forest was a completely different place in light. 
Next to me, a forest nymph the size of my hand jumped away, jolted by my consciousness. It hurried away quickly, then disappeared into the underbrush. The skilled divinators were native to both Magaelor’s and Berovia’s forests but were extremely rare. Had it been manipulating my dreams? My father had searched for them for the longest time, wanting to see his future, to know if his battle plans against Berovia would work. They never did find one alive. The nymphs were as adept at hiding and excellent at camouflaging themselves as they were at foresight. 
I wanted to know more, to ask about the dreams and if they were my future, but the nymph was long gone. 
I stood and exhaled slowly. 
Gray smudged across the sky, fading into pastel blue. The forest was breathtaking in every way. The canopy thickened the farther in I ventured. Light poured through the cracks, shimmering on the green. Leaves crackled as squirrels played around the branches. Animals rustled in the low vines, birds sang their sweet songs, and in the distance, I could hear the babbling of a stream. 
I breathed in the earthy air and smiled. It was alive, a beating heart filled with creatures of all sizes. It was unlike any back in Magaelor. As far as the division of our world, the solises had struck gold with the beauty of their land, while we were left with a cold, dark kingdom. Although, we did have our ancestral roots that tied into the trees of our woods, giving it soul. 
The area around me was illuminated by a yellow glow. I cracked my neck from side to side, enjoying the heat on my aching body. I walked toward the trickling sounds, hoping to find clean water. Bees buzzed in and out of wildflowers. A spiderweb glistened between twigs. The clear waters of a stream sparkled under the sunlight. I hurried toward it, my mouth growing dryer as I neared. 
I stumbled over a hollowed-out log full of insects, catching my fall with my hands on the moss. I inhaled sharply, then looked up.
“Who are you?”
I jolted backward, scrambling my feet until I hit the log again. A woman sat among the shrubbery and pink blossoms on the mossy floor. Her skin was the color of the branches reaching down from the trees above, and pink-and-white flowers decorated her dark hair. Her eyes were a bright leafy green, framed with long brown eyelashes. She looked as much a part of nature as the bluebells close to where I stood.
Green silk settled against the curves of her body, and her pointed ears poked out among the crinkled strands. She was obviously a faery, but I couldn’t see her wings. They must’ve been folded away. Her straight nose and strong jawline made her look regal. Her thick lips were shaped like the bow she carried, along with a quiver of arrows.
Her eyebrows were set downward. 
I gave her a half smile. “Sorry,” I said, unsure of what I was apologizing for.
She tilted her head. “What brings you to the Forest of Tranquillium, luna?”
Words spoken in truth had never cut so hard. My heart raced in my chest. “How—” 
“I recognize magic in all beings, and I sense death on yours.”
Her voice carried in the breeze, soft and hazy. Her hair was so long, it ran in waves down to past her waist, then stopped around her hips. It was wild but beautiful. She must have sensed my fear because the shape of her eyes changed. They softened. 
“I am Birch.” She enunciated when she spoke. Her voice was as clear as the water from the stream.
“I’m Winter.” I knew, looking into her eyes, there was little point in lying. “Why could you see my magic while another fae could not?” 
“Elves see all strains of magic and the beauty in each. I will not get in your way.” 
I had caught rumors about the elves in Berovia, but I didn’t know a lot about them. Honestly, I had forgotten about them completely when wondering who I could come across while here. Their history was easily buried between that of the fae and sorcerers. Peace seldom enticed the pages of a story like conflict did. I had speculated, when reading the tidbits of information about them from the royal library, on how they would look. Not much was on paper about their appearance, only on their innate ability to wield and use weapons.
“We haven’t heard much about your kind,” I confessed, hoping she wouldn’t take offense. “Sorry for staring.” 
A smile unfurled on her lips. Her cheeks bunched up, and she leaned forward to reach into the stream. The current rippled around her delicate fingers. “I wouldn’t imagine you would have.” 
“Is it only you here?” I asked.
“Yes. I have been searching for something, but it is just me here. When you venture deeper into our forest and out to the surrounding villages and towns, you will see many more of us. We will not harm you or get in your way as you journey, if that is what concerns you. My people are some miles west of here.”
I shook my head. “I’m not concerned.” 
She pulled her hand away from the stream and shook drops of water onto the flower petals. 
I kneeled on the small bank and leaned forward. “May I?” 
“I do not own the stream or anything else in this forest. Please, drink.” 
I cupped my hands together, filled them with water, and drank. It was cold, refreshing, and soothing to my throat. “It tastes perfect.”
“This water is pure,” she explained. “Touched by a unicorn, the rarest of beasts.” 
“They purify waters?”
“Yes.” 
Tempted by my thirst for knowledge, I wanted to know more about the creatures that inhabited the forest and about her and the other elves, but my curiosity could not get in the way of my goals. 
“Thank you,” I said as I got up and stepped backward. “Could you possibly point me in the direction of a province or a way out where there is a port? I’m trying to get home.” I asked. “Without being detected.” 
She nodded. “On the outskirts of the forest, you will find Woodbarrow. It is elf territory; you will be safe there. There is a coast. Do you have your staff?” She looked me up and down. I was impressed by her knowledge.
“No,” I replied. “It is back on Inferis, an island governed by Magaelor.”
She looked lost in thought for a minute. I detected conflict in her eyes as she looked around, at nothing, before focusing back on me. 
“I will take you. You will get lost in here without your magic, and creatures will make a meal of you.”
“I’d rather avoid that.”
She smirked. “Yes. Let us go, before it gets too late.”
 
Light streaked through the branches, casting shadowy beams onto the uneven path. Tangled roots from time-chiseled trees had weaved in and out of the ground. They were tall and dense. 
The humidity did not lessen as afternoon turned into the early evening. It was boiling and sticky, and the farther we walked south, the more I craved the icy cold of Inferis. 
The ferns, plants, and trees teemed with insects and small animals. I scratched my neck. Something had bitten me, leaving a tiny bump on the surface of my skin. The thick air was filled with humming, buzzing, and chirping. Rain pattered elsewhere in the distance. Everything looked glossy. The pungent smell of rotting leaves and vegetation hit my nostrils. My bare legs were open meal tickets for the thousands of bugs swarming the area. I scratched below my knee and groaned. 
“We are not far,” Birch stated. I enjoyed how she could sense my discomfort without my having to show it. She was observant. 
I admired that.
“How long have you lived here?” I asked, then dodged a low branch when I spotted the tail of a snake disappear into the thick canopy. 
“Twenty-five years I have called this forest home,” she explained. “I was born in a village north from here. There, they live near to fae and sorcerers. I chose to migrate south, to live among my people in the forest.” 
My eyebrows knitted together. “Why?” 
Her shoulders tensed. 
“Some people are plagued with sin, with a darkness we cannot heal. The northern territory holds more material and superficial worth to people than my beliefs can align with.” 
I bit the inside of my cheek. “You mean the sorcerers and fae, not the land itself?” 
She looked uncomfortable. “Not all people are, but your kind does hold onto the attachments of this world, and while I understand the lure of it, I cannot live among that.” 
I scratched the back of my hand. Tiny white bumps had erupted over my pinkish skin. 
“Solises are awful,” I said in agreement. “They take, they are close-minded, and unlike us lunas, they do not see the beauty in magic.”
She pursed her lips. Her eyebrows furrowed. “I cannot agree with that.” 
I crossed my arms over my chest. “You said yourself that they held material worth or whatever to people.” 
“Let us not disrupt this peace,” she said, infuriating me further. 
“You haven’t met many of us. You can’t have, living here.” I gestured around at the wild she called home. “Us lunas are different from the solises you would have met in the village you were born in. As you knew what I was, and sensed my magic, you should see our magic is true. We practice the true ways of magic, drawing it from our ancestors and the spirit realm. We are linked to them.”
“The solises draw their magic from the elements, pure and natural,” she explained as if I didn’t already know.
“My father said−”
“Your father would be a luna, no?”
I nodded.
She pressed her fingernail against the dimple on her chin, understanding glistening in her eyes. “Then, is it not possible, you have been fed lies?”
“I’m not sure… Anything is possible, but Berovians came to Magaelor and killed people, just because they hate our magic.” My shoulders ached, perhaps from the tension I’d been carrying around. I reached back and pushed my fingers into the muscle at the top of my back, just below my neck. Some relief came with it. “There’s no other explanation.”
“I’m not entirely sure that’s correct. Magaelor has been known to send attacks to our kingdom, to the solises and King Xenos. It could have been a retaliation. We hear things, Star, our tribe leader, he ventures out often and returns with news.”
I hesitated on my next words. “I’d have known if that was true.”
“From newspapers?” 
An innocent question, but one which made me think. Our newspapers were governed by the king. Everything printed had to go through royal advisories, which, when I thought about it, would stop news getting out if my father had in fact aggravated the attack. “Perhaps not. I guess we won’t know for sure.” The possibility I’d been lied to was bitter to swallow. I didn’t say anything more, instead looking straight ahead, tight-lipped. The tension around us was thick enough to cut with a dagger. “It’s a nice day,” I said, at a pathetic attempt to change topics. 
Her lips curved into a lighter smile. It was obviously forced, but I appreciated the effort. 
“How did you end up here?” she inquired. 
“I was run off a cliff by an anumi… A dark creature of the night,” I said, in case she didn’t know. I wasn’t sure what she had been educated on or not. She knew what I was, and other things like our staffs, but lunas were more commonly talked about, even in Berovia, than anumi were. She could have easily acquired that information from her tribe leader person. “Pirates pulled me from the waters, I believe,” I told her, reliving the memory of the pain I felt on the ship. “They saved my life. A mercreature bit my leg.” I pointed down at the ugly scar on my leg. My eyes welled with tears. I hadn’t placed much thought into what I had gone through. Instead, I had been so focused on surviving and getting home that I hadn’t quite let it all sink in. 
She stopped walking, standing us under large leaves to shade us under the fading sun. “You have been through a lot.” She cupped my cheek. I felt relief with her embrace. In her touch was light magic. It pulsated through her and brought me comfort.
Her large, almond-shaped eyes softened at the corners. A million hues danced in the green. The eyes were windows to the soul, and hers were rich and true. Looking into them made me want to burst into tears. I was riding my emotions like waves. 
“It was,” I said, hearing the vulnerability in my voice, but with her, I knew it was okay. “I want to go home.” I croaked, my voice changing with each beat. “I’ve had to hide who I am and then I met this guy, a light faery. He was nice, but he asked too many questions and I couldn’t lie, so I had to run away and…” I trailed off on the last words, that I was afraid I wouldn’t make it back. “In fact, everyone here so far has been far nicer than I’d imagined.”
She reached out, then pulled me, gently, into a hug. It was soft, thoughtful. She gave me space to breathe and let me rest my head on her shoulder. My breaths slowed, and her arms tightened a fraction of an inch. 
She used one hand to stroke my hair. I had never had someone care like this. I wanted to ask why she did. I had done nothing to earn her friendship. I’d known her for mere hours, but I accepted the comfort without questioning her motives aloud. I needed the compassion she offered.
I pulled away, sniffed, then wiped my nose with the back of my hand. “Sorry.”
“Do not apologize for showing your sadness. We must all feel our emotions if we are to heal. We are here, after all, to feel, Winter.” 
I relaxed. “Thank you.” Inhaling deeply, I waited for her to move. “Should we go?”
She looked up at the sky. “Yes.”
We walked side by side through the undergrowth. She pushed the leaves obstructing our path tenderly, while I pushed them aside with force. I liked watching her interact with nature as if she were a part of it, even if I didn’t understand her longing to be so gentle with things that couldn’t feel pain. 
Through a clearing, I saw it. A hidden meadow in the middle of a rainforest. Houses of gray clay stood low but wide. The windows were open with no glass. Instead, fabric coverings kept away the outside. A well-trodden path led through the bursts of wildflowers that had sprouted up in groups through the lustrous grass. Behind the little houses were fires made from collected twigs. Handmade baskets hung from the trees. Weapons crafted from precious metals were displayed proudly by a house larger than the others. Metalworkers hammered away, creating swords and daggers. The most beautifully crafted bows and arrows were lined up on a stand nearby. They were made with polished wood. 
The elves walked barefoot around the houses, some sitting and weaving fabrics to make blankets by the fires, some drinking at tables made from teak, others enjoying berries and meat.
I caught the occasional glimpse of green eyes and lighter hair, but mostly, the elves had not mixed with others. A few had smaller ears or mouths, showing they could be part sorcerer, but it was deep in their ancestral roots. Their genes were not watered down. 
Some had light-brown skin, while others like Birch were darker. I was nervous as we approached the camp. Would they accept me to stay the night? Or would they see me as the enemy everyone else in Berovia did? 
I leaned in sideways. “Are you sure this will be okay?” I whispered when we neared the small collection of houses. 
“Yes.”
The certainty in her tone settled my nerves. 
We stopped in front of a man with long brown hair. His pale eyes looked back at her, then looked at me. 
“Star.” Birch dipped her head. 
“Who have you brought with you?” he asked, annoyance flashing across his features.
“This is Winter,” she said with a small smile. “I met her in the forest. She is not an enemy.”
His gaze trickled over me.
“She is a friend,” she stated. 
I parted my lips. 
Star nodded. His ears were pointed too, and his features were prominent. He was shirtless and wore brown shorts that hung to his knees. 
She took me to an empty table. Star joined us. 
I decided to speak up, pushing through the waves of anxiousness that coursed through me. “Thank you for allowing me to stay here. I’m trying to make my way to Woodbarrow.”
A woman wearing blue hurried over and poured three cups of water. I took the cup and drank it. It tasted as pure as the water from the stream.
Star’s eyes wandered from me to Birch. “Did you find them?” he asked, ignoring me completely. 
She shook her head. “Regretfully, no.” 
“The sorcerers are trying to force them out of the forest, pushing them into hiding.” He clenched his fist but loosened it when he met Birch’s stare. 
“They do not know any better.”
He looked from her to me. “They never do.” 
 
***
 
“That was a frosty welcome,” I grumbled once we left Star back at the tables. “I thought you said elves see the beauty in all magic and people.” I couldn’t help but complain. Panic was gripping me more and more. I needed Morgana’s herbs to calm me. I was worried one of them would give away who I was. Birch was kind to me, but Star didn’t seem to share her sentiments.
“He is upset.” Her voice grew tense. “Our land is sacred to us.” She sat on the grass and crossed her legs. “All creatures that live on it too, but some have chosen to drive them out.” 
“Who out?” I questioned and sat across from her.
She sighed. “The forest nymphs.” 
“But they’re impossible to find,” I said, remembering my family’s failed attempts to catch even one. “They can’t be run out of the forest. I saw one before I met you. It ran off as soon as I woke up.” 
She cast her eyes downward. “They are, indeed, rare.” She reached out her hand on the grass. As she did, a forest nymph jumped down out from the underbrush nearby and hurried to her. Its eyes were huge green orbs filled with wisdom and knowledge. “These ones we saved from the loggers. They live in the trees. We make homes for them using bark and leaves.” She pointed up at a small house nestled between two branches. “They know not to go near sorcerers who have long abused the nymph’s powers.” Her tone was laced with distaste. “Solises have been cutting into our forest. They start at the edges, but they get deeper every day, and the nymphs are being driven deeper south. They usually inhabit the north of the forest. I have been searching for them every day, those who have been run out of their homes and have ventured down here, to bring them here. We protect them.”
“You think they’re doing that to drive out the nymphs?” 
“I cannot think of another reason.” Birch twisted her hair into rows along her scalp as she pondered thoughts I could not invade. “Anyway.” She looked up at the dark sky filled with stars, like silver pinpricks on a black canvass. “It is time for us to rest.” 
I worried my fingers and inhaled deeply when we entered her house. A windchime hung outside, a bow was in its prideful place on the main wall, and the rug was weaved with beautiful reds and browns.
“You’re anxious,” she said after a drawn-out silence. 
“You can tell.” I laughed and noticed my chest was red. “I’ve had trouble keeping my nerves under control. Not surprising really.” I hiccupped. “I am in enemy territory.”
“You are among friends here. Take some peace in that.” She knotted her hand with mine. “Breathe deeply, and don’t let your thoughts consume you. I feel them. They are like poison arrows to your heart. You can be in control, but it takes time. Don’t fear them, Winter. Instead, notice them as nothing more than as an observer. Then decide if you should act upon them or not. Intuition is different. It will guide you. Don’t mistake it for fear. Trust in your gut and forget the rest.”
I pressed my lips together, then pulled them back between my teeth. She led me to the bedroom and pointed at the small bed pushed against the back wall. 
“I will sleep on the rug.” 
My eyes widened. I hadn’t put much regard into her only having one room. It made sense. I wouldn’t imagine she would get a lot of visitors out here. 
“No, please. Let me sleep on the rug.” 
“You are my guest.” Her eyes twinkled under the faint candlelight. “Besides, you need a good night of sleep more than I.”
I didn’t know if it was her kind words, the fluffiness of the pillows and covers, exhaustion, or all of them combined, but I calmed quickly as I settled between blankets that smelled like lavender. 
 
 
 



ELEVEN
 
Blackness of the night had protected me against the probing stares from the elves, but the daylight laid nakedness to my true being. Everyone knew I was a luna. They sensed my magic all over me. It would only take one of them to report me, and that would be it. Birch was amazing, but could I believe they were all like her? 
They sat on tables, talking among themselves. Supposedly, they were a peaceful people, but they made enough weapons to fund a small battle. I assumed for protection. I eyed the swords, which glinted from the light of the sun. The craftmanship was beautiful, the designs eye-catching and practical. The handles had been made in such a way that they were easy to grip. 
Birch had left after we ate, in search of the nymph I had told her I saw close to where we were. Under Star’s orders, whom I presumed she had filled in that morning while I slept, she’d been told to bring the nymph back to the tribe. After, she would be allowed to take me to Woodbarrow.
I offered to leave alone, without her company, but she advised me not to go. The forest had many animals that were dangerous and some venomous. Without my magic or direction from a map, I would probably die.
Star had turned his nose up when an old woman, with long pointed ears and brown eyes, offered me an assortment of berries and fruit for breakfast before I’d left on my walk.
I took off my boots and walked through the meadow, enjoying the feel of the soil under my aching feet. I had slept well, despite my vulnerability within the elf village. Whether it was the sun on my skin or the smell of rain and leaves in the air, I felt happier than usual. I found myself thinking about my journey here. I hadn’t spent much time away from the heavy bustles of court and prying eyes of the public who wanted to look at the princess. It was peaceful, albeit more dangerous than home. The reading from Morgana lingered too. The first card. A crow: a journey or mission. She had presumed it was spiritual, but how literal destiny had been. I would heed the cards’ warning more carefully next time.
If there would be a next time. 
I ambled aimlessly until I reached a girl, no older than myself. She looked me in the eyes. She radiated sunshine, reminding me of Cedric. Her smile was contagious too. Her curly black hair was untamed and ended at her ears. She wore a long dress made from white cotton, which frayed at her bare feet.
“Hi.” 
“Hello.” 
“I’m Daisy.” She smiled widely, and her pearly white teeth caught the sun. “I haven’t met a sorcerer before. Do you do magic? You’re very pretty, are you married? Can I show you around?” Each question raced to the next.
I opened my mouth to reject her offer, but before I could, she grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the trees. “Here are morefawn buds.” Elves were picking hanging buds, then placing them into baskets weaved from large leaves and strips of bamboo. The spicy, herbal smell hit the back of my throat. It was overpowering. 
“Do you eat them?” I asked, scrunching up my nose. 
She shook her head. A smile played on her lips. “No. We turn them into a liquid.” 
“Oh.” I looked at the baskets filled with the green, pine-shaped flowers with short petals. “They don’t look that good.”
“The drink from the buds, we call it Golden Brew. I’ve been told it dulls your senses but makes you happy. My mother won’t let me have any until I’m older.”
“Ah, so it’s liquor,” I replied. “Adults drink it often.”
Her eyes widened. “They do?” 
“Not the same as yours.” I looked over at the baskets. “It’s made from different ingredients, but it does the same thing to your body. Some people like to be numbed.”
She nodded in innocent understanding. “Would you like some?”
I bit my bottom lip. “I’m good. Thanks.” 
She rolled her shoulders back. “If you won’t drink, then maybe you’d enjoy shooting?” 
Her eyes looked bigger as the sun reached its highest point in the sky. She waited, excitement lacing her features. 
“I guess.” I had never used a bow and arrow before. Archery was for hunters, not princesses, but I had nothing else to do. “What do you use for target practice?” 
She giggled. “We don’t. We hunt the rabbits within the trees.” 
“Oh.” I don’t know why, but I had presumed they wouldn’t hurt animals, considering the way Birch acted with nature. “I don’t get it,” I said, feeling cynical. “You won’t hurt a leaf, but you’ll kill a rabbit? Contradictory, don’t you think?” 
She sighed heavily. “We only kill what we must to survive.”
“You cannot survive on the vegetation or plants?” 
Her eyes flickered with uncertainty. “Oh… um… I don’t know.” 
“I’m teasing,” I said quickly, feeling bad. “I’m sure you have your reasons.”
“Do you often tease others?” She glanced at me, waiting for a reaction. I was careful not to give one. 
“No,” I lied. “Let’s do some archery.”
Her eyes sparkled. “This way.” She waved her hand, gesturing for me to follow her. The bees buzzed in and out of pink and purple bells and landed on the soft petals, pulling them down to the grass. 
The grasses were taller the farther we ventured from the clay houses. Children ran, playing in the meadow that stretched out into the narrow trees. They giggled as girls made daisy chains, and the boys pretend-fought using make-believe swords of twigs. 
“It’s up here,” Daisy said.
I followed her past the children. I stared up at the tops of trees. We were close to the entrance back into the forest, which surrounded the meadow on all four sides. 
There was a shallow ditch ahead, and next to it were bows that hung from a low branch of a tree shadowing over us. Daisy grabbed a few arrows, then handed them to me. 
She spoke as she shot the arrow, which went straight and true through the air, and hit her target with ease. My bow was made from flexible bamboo. Symbols had been carved into Daisy’s bow. Mine was plain.
“What do they mean?” I asked. 
She ran her finger along the grooves in the wood. She landed on one. “This one is three stars. It marks my first hunt. I was seven,” she explained proudly. She then dragged her finger down to a bear. “This one represents my father. He died when I was young. He was protective, like a bear, so I had him engraved in so I could carry his strength with me on each hunt.” Her eyes glossed over. “Then this one,” she said, finally landing on a beautiful lily, “is the flower of my ancestors. I carry their spirit with me, taking guidance from their infinite wisdom. All of these make me a better hunter.” 
The part about her ancestral roots struck a chord with me. I closed my eyes for a second, feeling closer to home than I had felt since arriving here. 
“Can I have a symbol on mine?” 
“Of course! Once you complete your first hunt, which I know you will do so well,” she said with praise. 
My jaw dropped a little. “Oh, I didn’t expect to keep it.” 
She shrugged lightheartedly. “Why not? You may need it. You have a long journey ahead of you.” Her eyes focused on the trees to the east. “Where are you heading anyway?”
“Inferis. It’s a small island.”
“Is your family there?” 
I didn’t want to get into the confusion that was my family. “My mother is. So, are you going to teach me how to hunt before I need to leave, or are we going to wait for the sun to set?” I asked, noticing the orange glow had dipped below the trees.
She cracked a smile. “Absolutely. Try having a go. Aim at the tree trunk there.” She pointed at one not too far away. 
I breathed slowly. The string was tight and the arrow pliant. I pulled back but started too strong. My arrow flew past my target and disappeared into the undergrowth. 
“Here.” Daisy took my bow to show me how to do it, but a voice sounded behind us. 
“Having fun?” 
It was Birch. Finally, we could leave for Woodbarrow, although a small part of me relished the idea of staying another day. Still, my kingdom needed me, and I needed it. I felt shaky at the thought of the journey ahead. 
“Calm,” Birch said and placed her hands on my shoulders. Her presence soothed me into my previous state. She must have sensed my worry. It was always running through me; I felt as if I was on edge constantly and I was used to it. Sometimes it was really bad, other times my anxiety felt set to medium. 
“I will teach you to manage your anxious thoughts and worries.” 
“I don’t think we have much time.”
She arched an eyebrow. “There is always time for healing.”
I turned my head and smiled at Daisy, who looked disappointed.
“Another time?” I asked, knowing there wouldn’t be one. 
“Sure.” She looked up at the darkening sky. “Be careful. The black-spotted lizards are out at this time.”
Birch handed me a pair of brown pants and a loose-fitted white top, both made from cotton. “Muse made them for you. She is an excellent seamstress. She makes clothes for all of us here.” She looked down at my tattered dress. “Wear them tomorrow. I’ll get us swords for the morning.” 
“We’re not leaving now?” 
“We stand a better chance when we can see what’s around us. I want you to relax this evening. To not be so focused on what is next and to be present in the moment with us.”
“Okay.” I said, unsure on how to relax. It wasn’t something I did much. 
Daisy sighed, drawing our attention to her. “Will you at least come to the campfire with us? We tell fun stories.”
A smile curled my lips upward. “Fine. Just for an hour.”
 
After we got back from the campfire, the smoke from it lingering on my dress and in my lungs, Birch and I found a patch of grass under the light of a flickering lit torch. She had brought some tea made from herbs with her and placed mine on the ground. She drank hers, the glanced at me. “Drink.”
I nodded, then brought the clay cup to my lips. A herbal, aromatic smell filled my nostrils. It tasted strong, with a mix of floral and spicy. 
She crossed her legs, closed her eyes, then breathed in deeply. “I want you to do the same as me.” She said slowly. “Close your eyes, and breathe in slowly, but deeply. Then, hold your breath for only a couple of seconds, and exhale.”
I tried, but as I breathed deeper, I felt more panicked than before. I held my breath but felt a lump in my throat. 
“It’s normal to feel more anxious at first. Keep doing it.”
After a minute of breathing deeply, I felt lightheaded, as if I’d taken one of Morgana’s capsules. Birch taught me different techniques that night, on focusing on the present and noticing the feel of the grass and the smells in the air. To not try to escape my thoughts, but instead simply notice them, then decide not to react to them. 
I wasn’t healed, but I was definitely closer than I had been before entering the forest and meeting the elves. 
 



TWELVE
 
It was a long trek through the forest to Woodbarrow, but if I could find a ship and crew, I could make it across the sea and to Inferis. I wasn’t sure how I was going to pull it off, but my faith kept me going.
The journey had exhausted my energy, and I was glad for the good night’s sleep before we left in the early hours of the morning. 
“Are there many sailors?” 
“Not too many. Mainly, there are small boats, and crossing the waters in one would be too dangerous.”
“The mercreatures.” I sighed. “They will drag me into their depths if I’m on anything not sturdier than a ship.”
“You could look to find a pirate.” She cut our way through the suffocating undergrowth, making a path through the dense trees. “We do not usually mingle with pirates, or any sorcerer for that matter, but you could find one there. It is close to water, after all.”
I narrowed my gaze. “Of course pirates are sorcerers. I don’t know why I had thought they wouldn’t be. I guess I always put them in a class of their own, like fae or elves.”
Her smile fell into a frown. “Pirates pillage and let their greed and gluttony keep them upon the seas instead of settling onto land.” Her nose scrunched up. “Be careful when making a deal with them. They can become violent if an agreement is not kept. We hear all sorts of stories from when Star comes back from venturing to town for supplies.” 
“Perhaps, but they helped me. Saved me,” I replied, defending them. “They may drink and gamble, but everyone needs a vice.” I was surprised at the words coming out of my mouth. I didn’t recognize them as my own, but they were reasonable. I guessed I held more gratitude in my heart for my saviors than I had anticipated.
She raised her finger but lowered her hand quickly. Acceptance swept her features. “I suppose you have a point.” She looked ahead as the forest thinned. Ancient trees bled into narrower, shorter ones. The overgrowth grew closer to the ground, making way for a cleaner path. We stepped over uneven roots that sprouted up through the mossy mattress. “We are close.”
Slices of light shone through branches. Bugs scampered away as we stepped out onto a dirt road that weaved down through fields to civilization. A sign reading “Forest of Tranquillium” rotted against a large trunk. A flock of birds took off nearby, forcing my attention upward and making leaves dance down to the sun-bleached ground. 
I wiped beads of sweat from my forehead. “It’s hot.” 
She didn’t seem bothered by the heat or humidity. “Star said we must follow this path down and then turn to the right and walk until we see houses.”
I raised my eyebrows. “I’m surprised he offered to help at all.” 
“He’s a good man.” Her tone was clipped. I decided to relax on any more topics that could cause offence. It had been a long day for us both. 
“So… is there a Mr. Birch?”
She scratched at her arm with her long fingernails, where a bug bite had surfaced, then blew out a long exhale. “No. I have devoted myself to my tribe.” 
“Don’t you want to be loved?” I questioned.
“I am by my people. Star also devotes his life to us, swearing a vow of chastity so we don’t put the need of the one person we love before the need of everyone else.”
I treaded carefully. “I get it, I do, but I mean, it seems a little unfair. I don’t think there would come a time when you’d have to fight for your people. Who is going to bother you? You live in the middle of a rainforest.” 
A hint of a smile pulled at her lips. “I suppose you wouldn’t understand. It comes with being a leader.” 
Her words sliced through my soul. I clenched my teeth. She didn’t know I was a future queen. “I think marriage can be advantageous, not a hindrance.” 
“Not to me.” She pushed back tousled curls of her dark-brown hair behind her shoulder.
My black hair spilled forward when I looked down at a centipede that furrowed along the dust and into the grass on the side that guided us.
A fence made from wood led us onto a main road. We followed it down in stark silence. The smell of barley lingered in the air as we approached the town. Elves emerged, bustling through heaving streets. They wore tight trousers, long tunic-style tops with belts, and hiking boots. Some carried a bow and a quiver of arrows on their backs, while others branded swords or daggers from their belts. Strands of silver in their hair shimmered when they walked. The elves here were different than the ones who lived deep in the forest. I could see hints of fae and sorcerers in them. In Magaelor, fae seldom mated with sorcerers—it was unheard of with few exceptions—but the rules were more relaxed here. At least, in this province it was, which reminded me… “What province are we in?”
“Woodbourne Province and Woodbarrow town.” Birch looked uncomfortable. The corner of her mouth twitched. “Now that you are here, I should return home.” 
“You’ve only just got here,” I replied. “Stay, please. I need help navigating. You’re also the only person I’ve ever met whose helped me keep my panic at bay. I need you.”
I noticed other elves side-eyeing her as they passed us. Dust-strewn roads curved off in different directions, while stores, inns, and restaurants lined them. Mostly everything in the shop windows was crafted from leather or silver. The buildings were made from red brick or wood. The sun beat down on us as we trudged slowly up a hilled street. Birch’s eyes wandered around us, flitting from person to person. 
“I’ll go with you a little further.”
I cleared my throat, then smiled. Thanks. So, have you ever been here before? You said Star goes, but do you?”
“Yes,” she answered solidly. “A few times, when I was younger, but I haven’t seen this place in a long time.” Her eyes flashed when she spoke. “Let us get down to the waterfront. We still have some ways to go.” 
I was used to everything being close together in Magaelor, but Berovia was vast. Space was not an issue here. “Thank you,” I said again. I was grateful she decided to stay with me.
She nodded curtly, then focused ahead. 
We both halted when we reached a bricked road. Off to the left was a long but narrow street covered more in darkness than anywhere else in the town. I didn’t know why I was drawn to it, but something down there called to me. A gate stood several feet high. Its wrought iron twisted up into spikes. A hefty padlock that looked heavily trafficked hung quietly from the front. Behind the bars were doors on the back of a building. 
“I believe this is a shadow market,” Birch said, answering my unspoken question. “Star has a key. They are protected with gates. It’s an illusion. Without the key to get in, you only see what the spell wants you to see. We see darkness and doors, while really, it’s bustling with illegal trade.” She pointed at the lock. “Only trusted dealers are allowed in. I had never thought I’d see one in real life. Star goes to this one, I believe, to buy medicine to treat the forest nymphs.” 
My mouth parted slightly while I drank in the scene. Cedric and that nobleman had talked about shadow markets. It appeared the type of place where pirates would trade. “I need to get inside,” I said with fierce determination. 
“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” For a second, her frustration dimmed enough to show what truly hid underneath: fear. She wasn’t used to the hustles of everyday life outside the trees. It wasn’t fair for me to drag her along while I attempted to force my way into the darker fringes of society. 
“You can go if you want,” I stated, knowing there was no way I was going to walk the whole day back to steal Star’s key. “I can take it from here. I’ll be okay.”
“It is unsafe.”
“I’ve handled worse.” Jasper’s murder flitted unwantedly into my memory. 
She reached out and squeezed my hand. “If you need us again, Winter, you can always find us.” 
I scoffed a laugh, but my eyes were sad. “I doubt it, being where I’m from, that I’ll set foot in Berovia again if I make it home.” 
She dipped her head. “It was a pleasure.”
Her almond-shaped eyes rounded a little. Her ears pointed through her thick mass of black hair that waved down her front to her waist. My lips curved into a smile. “It was great to get to know you…” I inhaled sharply. “And your people. It’s an experience I will never forget. You taught me a few things that will stay with me. I emerge a little richer up here.” I pointed to my forehead. “I hope you win against the solises and save the nymphs.”
She beamed. “We will. Have a safe journey home.” 
Mucus collected in the back of my throat, making it difficult for me to swallow. I watched her walk away. She stood out against the others. I’d never cared much for company, but I missed having someone by my side as I treaded dangerous waters. I almost smiled. If André could see me now, he’d be proud. I’d made a friend. If I hadn’t had run from Cedric, then I’d have had two.
A passing solis bumped into me, dragging my mind back to reality. The gate beckoned me, but the lock mocked me. I pulled back into the shadows of a forgettable house on the corner. Clouds moved in overhead, diluting the sun. A tender breeze waved through the street, dragging the dust from the ground into the air. I sneezed when it irritated my nostrils. 
The day dragged on. I leaned up against the wooden panels and sighed. Finally, a target came into view. A man in his seventies. A silver key dangled from a thin chain in his hand. He swung it around his finger, then back again, over and over as he strode toward the gate. The street had emptied enough as late afternoon curled into early evening. I grabbed the hilt of my sword, grateful Birch had given it to me, then ran across the road. My breaths ached when I reached him. I pulled the sword out before I changed my mind. I held the pointed end up at his throat. The darn thing was heavy, pulling my wrist down. Coupled gasps escaped from around us. 
The man’s eyes glossed over. The sword shook as I pushed my other hand out to him, my palm open. “The key!” My eyes flitted down to it. “Give me the key. Now.” I pushed the sword forward until it reached his neck. I couldn’t hold it up for much longer. Sweat poured into the creases on my forehead. “NOW!” I screamed. 
He jolted back, then dropped the key into my hand. He stepped back, and I noticed a few drops of crimson running down to his white collar. My eyes widened. I’d cut him. I teetered on an apology, but that would have been ridiculous. I maintained a calm expression, then looked around with clenched teeth. The few people left around us had stopped and were staring at me. 
“Go!” I shouted with as much authority as I could muster. The man and his three witnesses hurried away. As they did, the end of my blade dropped to the ground. I kneeled to catch my breath, then turned the key around in my hand. They could have stopped me with magic, but I guessed being startled like that made them freeze up. I shifted my gaze over the decrepit buildings with rickety doors. Between them, the gate lured me. Shouting in the distance nudged me to acknowledge the existence of time. I didn’t have much of it left before I was reported and guards came to arrest me. I had, after all, mugged someone. The realization sent a shiver down my spine. I uncurled my fingers. My nails were covered in dirt. The key shimmered under the setting sun. I stood and stared at the gate before clicking the key into the padlock. It came undone, and the illusion melted away. 
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Sucked into purchasing objects I had no coin for, I faltered forward. Elves and sorcerers bellowed. The buyers were experienced. One solis touched a relic, a ruby that hung around his neck from a gold chain, then muttered something under his breath. As he did, some of the diamonds on the table in front of him glowed. The woman who was selling them cursed under her breath.
“I swear, I didn’t know they were fake!”
The solis snapped his fingers in the air, and two men wearing thick jackets marched out from behind a red door. Each grabbed one of her arms. She wailed, and her untamed knotted hair snagged on one of their zippers. I averted my gaze when she looked at me, and I continued to hurry forward. 
Shuttered eyes followed me, hollering deals. 
“Young lady!” one shouted at me. “What about a love potion? Catch the heart of the one you…”
I quickened my pace, and his voice faded. 
Something rattled in the cages at the next stall, hidden under black fabric. Sweat and dust pinched the thick air. Scanning the area, I saw no pirates. If they were going to be anywhere, it would be here. I tried not to panic. Pressing two fingertips against my lips, I paused off to the side. My heart raced. What happened when I did find one? I had no coin to pay them or proof of my ability to pay upon arrival. 
I scuttered out of the way in time to miss a man chasing his dog. I nearly knocked into a table behind me. On it, a Necromancers Bible stood pride of place, capturing glints of the setting sun onto the silver writing on the cover. The woman behind the table begged for me to draw closer. She had eyes that matched the python draped around her shoulders. I moved to the side, away from her luring gaze. 
I gasped as I was grabbed from behind, then pulled into an alleyway. 
I bit down onto the fingers that curled around my lips, muffling my scream. Blood dripped onto my lips. 
“Stop!” he shouted. “It’s me.”
I recognized his voice. I dropped to my knees. Panting, I pulled myself up, then grabbed the hilt of my sword. 
“You are insane.” I exhaled a long, shaky breath. “What. The. Heck.” I rubbed my temples. 
He sucked on the gaping wound on his finger, then curled his fingers into a fist. After a few moments, the cut started to heal. All that was left as proof of my fight were patches of drying blood. I wiped my mouth and chin, then shook my head. 
“What are you doing here?” I looked up at the darkening sky. How in the whole kingdom of Berovia, a land three times bigger than mine, did I manage to bump into the same person three times? If I didn’t know any better, I’d claim fate was involved. 
Cedric’s eyes widened as he leaned back against the gritty stone wall. “I was going to ask you the same thing. You disappeared on me. I thought you’d wandered into that forest. I was worried you’d died or something.” 
“I did go into the forest.” 
His eyebrows knitted together. “Then how are you alive?”
“I had some help.”
I tried to maneuver myself out, but he pulled me close to him. Flickers of touch ran between us. Our arms brushed against each other. I looked up, and my gaze locked onto his. His fingers wrapped around my wrist, keeping me rooted to the spot. I grabbed his arm. I could feel thick muscles under the fabric of his shirt. He’d put effort into his appearance. He still wore the ridiculous crown though; a permanent accessory, but his clothes were more… boring. His shirt was navy blue and contrasted his golden hair, which had been cut. It was shorter at the sides, blended up, and was long at the top. He wore black pants and dress shoes to complete the look. He was here on business. 
I attempted to pull my hand away, but he didn’t loosen his grip. “Let me go.” I forced the words out between my teeth. I was so close to finding what I needed to get home. I couldn’t have him mess it up for me now. I could almost taste the Magaelorean air. 
His expression darkened with the sky. Shadows crept in, enveloping parts of us with slices of gray. It muted the gold in his hair and eyes. “I’m not letting you go again without you telling me why you’re really here.” 
His eyes flashed silver, assessing me. 
My heart pounded. I was sure he could feel it. “Why do you care? Please, let it go.” 
His breath smelled sweet. “I could help you.”
“Where’s Buttercup?” I asked, noticing her absence. 
“Safe at my house. I wouldn’t carry her around solis territory.” 
I frowned. “Solis territory?”
“Stop evading.”
“Fine. Know of any pirates?” I blurted. “That are here now? Because unless you can point me in the direction of them, then you can’t help me.” 
A grin crept onto his face, illuminated only by the pale light from the moon. “Actually, I do.” He loosened his grip.
I rubbed the skin, but it didn’t really hurt.
“Only if you tell me what you need with them.” He put his finger up when I went to talk. “The truth this time.”
I wished I had learned more from fae like Jasper, or even Blaise. The art of deception was a coveted skill.
“I’m not from here.” 
His eyes studied mine. “Good. Let’s go from there.” 
I couldn’t tell him the whole truth. No matter how trustworthy he appeared, or should I say so out for his own interests that he didn’t care about what others were doing, I couldn’t risk him reporting me. There was always the chance that, like everyone else in Berovia, he hated lunas as much as we hated solises. If that were the case, then I’d be dead.
I chose my words carefully. “I am trying to get home.” 
“Why do you need pirates to get home?” 
I chewed on my top lip, drawing the middle between my teeth. A piece of skin pulled off as I desperately tried to think of something—anything.
“Stop it.” He shook his head. “You’re trying to get around the truth. Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.” 
I shuddered. It had dropped a few degrees.
Cold kissed the market, and moonlight poured from above. Under the cover of blackness, the market came to life. Excited chatter grew louder by the minute, drums pounded, strings were plucked, and somewhere a wolf howled. 
His eyes rounded. “Unless it is.” 
I acquiesced. “If I tell you this, promise me, no matter how bad it is, you will not turn me in.” 
His expression softened as he processed my fear-laced words. He grabbed my hand, then squeezed it. “You’re afraid.” 
Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. “Yes.” There was little point denying it. 
“I would never take advantage of the vulnerable.” 
“You might when you realize what I am.” 
“What you are…” He looked up, and his eyes widened. The reflection of the moon shone in them. I watched, waiting for him to come to the realization himself. “When you say you’re not from here…” 
Inhaling sharply, I stepped back. “Yes.”
“Then you’re from…” He pointed to the north. 
I nodded.
“Oh.” 
I let out a long, shaky breath. Everything muted around us. For a moment, I wondered if I’d gone deaf. Cedric snapped his fingers, then looked back at me. 
“Silencing spell.” He explained. “I don’t want anyone else listening in on this.” He held both of my hands this time. “Do you have any idea of what they’d do to…” His voice dropped to a whisper, even though we couldn’t be heard. “A luna.”
“I’m aware of what they would do.” The sound of hooves against the drawbridge, clashing of swords, and my mother howling when she found out about André’s death rang in my ears. The memory threatened to drag me into a panic attack, but Cedric’s touch kept me grounded. I thought about Birch’s advice and breathed in three deep breaths. 
Cedric’s spell to keep our conversation private told me I’d done the right thing by telling him the truth. I would have never believed before coming here that I’d find not one person, but two people I could trust. I guessed there were gems hidden among even the darkest diamonds.
“Thank you.” I said. “For using the spell. I’m sorry I ran from you. You’ve been kind to me for no real reason.”
“I don’t need a reason to be kind to another person.” He smiled, a genuine, beautiful smile. I wasn’t aware I’d started crying until now. Tears descended my cheeks, tickling my skin. 
Cedric wiped them away with the back of his hand. “We’ll get you home.” 
My knees buckled as relief rushed through me. He held me up. I wanted to crumple into a crying mess. I felt a way out for the first time since arriving. 
A man attempted to shimmy his way up the alleyway but paused when he saw us huddled together. He backed away slowly with a look of apology on his face. I turned from him to Cedric, and we both laughed. 
When our laughter faded, Cedric tapped the end of my nose with his finger. “I knew there was something different about you.”
“Don’t patronize me.” I joked. 
He chuckled. “Never.” 
“I’m so glad to be able to talk about this.” I admitted relief washing through me. I leaned back against the wall, looking at him. “Now I’ve been honest, you should tell me about you.”
“I like trading things.” His eyes sparkled. “I enjoy beautiful things, which could be part of the reason why I took a liking to you.”
I flushed red, then laughed. “You’re too nice.”
“I can’t lie.” He raised an eyebrow, but a laugh was etched on his lips. I couldn’t take him seriously, and I don’t think he took himself seriously either. But nonetheless, I liked him. He was everything I wasn’t. 
“Apart from pixies, what else do you like to trade?”
“Various items, anything which catches my fancy. Lost treasure found under the sea, relics belonging to mercreatures, I’ve even tried to acquire a staff.”
My jaw clenched. “They are sacred. Not trade items.”
He put his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t get one.”
I puffed my cheeks out, then fumbled my fingers against my top. “I don’t suppose you want to get something to eat.”
“I suppose I can buy us some cooked fish and lemon.” He grabbed my hand to pull me out of the alley, but paused. “You said your name was Winter. It’s an unusual name.”
He let go of my hand. We stood in silence when I noticed him grow colder. He pulled away from me, and his face went paler. Thoughts connected in his mind; I could tell from the quizzical look in his eyes.
“Winter…” he stated. “Winter.” 
Oh no. 
“Winter… Mortis. Of course.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stood erect. He did know about the royal family, my family. 
He rushed in close to me again, his eyes wild. “Tell me, is your last name Mortis?” 
I froze. His reaction scared me. Was it worse being royal than an ordinary luna? I parted my lips, but words did not leave them. 
His gaze flitted around, looking me up and down. “You are… You’re the princess.” 
I went numb.
He backed away quickly.
“I—” 
His fists balled at his sides, and his knuckles turned white. “Your family is responsible for so much death and destruction… for—” 
 “My family?” I asked, the accusation pulling me from my unease. I placed both hands on my hips. “We have been mercilessly killed by Berovians for centuries! Attacked for nothing more than defending the spirit realm. We have been belittled for using ancestral magic and slain for our natural-born right. I hid away the last time we were attacked. I waited while my father and brother fought back. Only one of them came home. The blood of the kingdom’s prince was spilled for nothing.” I cried. “Don’t you ever tell me my family is responsible. Berovia’s ignorance of our magic has cost more lives than ours had defending ourselves.” 
He staggered backward, reaching out to grab the wall behind him. His fingers gripped onto broken bricks, and his hair moved under the soft white light. I stared, but his expression gave nothing away as he looked at me blankly. “You truly believe that, don’t you?” 
I ran my hands through my black hair. Days of not bathing had it tangled and knotted. I pressed my fingertips against my scalp. My head ached. 
“It’s the truth.” My tone was shaky as I recalled Birch’s words. The possibility that I was wrong, that I’d been lied too. I teetered on the edge of questions. Of wonder.
“No, I believe you believe that.” His eyes narrowed, then softened at the corners. He shook his head. “They’ve really indoctrinated you, huh?” 
My bottom lip trembled. Had I really been hoodwinked by my own family? I didn’t say anything. 
He inhaled slowly, looking around at the desolate alley. His gaze landed back on mine. Wrinkles formed along his forehead. “Open your eyes. I thought you were like the rest of the lunas, but I see now, it’s not your fault. You’re going by what you’ve been told.” 
My lips parted. I didn’t know what to say. “How did it happen?” I asked, quietly. Who could I even trust anymore?
“That battle, it wasn’t unprovoked. Your father attacked Berovia first. Several times. He wasn’t going to stop. I don’t know what you were told, but—”
 “Solises stick their noses up to your kind. I’ve seen it.” I stated, feeling defensive. A part of me wanted him to tell me that the solises were bad, as I’d bee told, and that I hadn’t in fact been lied to my whole life. “They aren’t nice to you.”
“I never said Berovia is perfect. Far from it, but we try to be better. The history of your kingdom, the things you have done…” 
“Please stop.” I cried, then puffed out my cheeks. “Magaelor isn’t perfect either, but lunas are good people. We worship together. Do our rituals together. We stand by our values until death. We’re strong because we stand by one another with ferocity. If it is true, and my father is responsible for the attack then I never have anything to do with him again. But I won’t have you talk bad about the kingdom I will one day inherit.” I exhaled shakily. “All I want is to go home.” I eyed him. “Will you still help me, or will I be finding my own way back?” 
“I won’t abandon you. You’ve been honest. That’s all I asked for. You’re right in some regard anyway. It’s a lot to process and it is your kingdom, well it will be one day, so I can understand you defending it.” He lowered his gaze to mine. “I understand.” He reiterated as if I hadn’t heard him the first time. 
“Thank you for telling me the truth.” I said finally. “I needed to hear it. Even if I don’t like it.” I didn’t say how it was his truth, what he’d been told, and I hadn’t made up my mind because I needed to ask my father before making any decisions. It was hard for me to believe he’d have provoked an attack that got his son killed. The son he loved dearly. From what Cedric and Birch had said, it could be true, but there was no way of knowing absolutely, so until I could get to the bottom of it, I wasn’t going to let it ruin me. Not yet. 
Cedric walked me out of the alleyway. We both emerged, glossed with sweat and our chests heaving. Some woman shot us a grin when she passed. Cedric placed his arm on the bottom of my back.
I looked at a collection of stalls under what resembled a carnival tent. Pinstripes ran down the sides, and the front was open. The fabric had been pinned back to form an entrance. Two snake charmers played flutes, while redthorn vipers danced up. I remember reading about the deadliest snakes from Berovia from Morgana’s bookshelf. The red mark on its back distinguished it from the other, less venomous vipers. 
“Nope.” I skirted around the side of the tent, afraid to go near them, however, they looked like they were under a spell. The charmers were focused, and I didn’t want to break their connection. Quietly, I followed Cedric to the other side of the large tent. The ground underneath my boots became sandy, and small pebbles littered the area. I spotted a seashell half-covered by the tent wall.
Cedric rolled up his sleeves. He looked more handsome than ever under the yellow glow from the lamps, but his smile had extinguished. We stayed silent, both on the edge of words but neither willing to speak first. Finally, we had reached our destination. I wasn’t quite sure what it was. The table he’d led us to was the barest of them all. On it sat a single book with a leather cover. Cedric addressed the man behind it. He sat in a chair with a tall back, resembling a throne of sorts. It was black and silver and had knotted points reaching up. 
He wore long robes, purple and silk. Tattoos covered every spare inch of his skin. None of the symbols stuck out, but they were all brightly colored. His eyes were the same color as his robes, and his eyelashes were white, matching his short hair. 
Cedric dipped his head, and his thorny crown became disheveled. The man looked from Cedric to me. 
“Equs,” Cedric stated. 
“What do you require?” Equs’s voice was rich, his tone steady. No laugh lines creased his face, but his thinking wrinkles were firm and strong. His presence demanded respect. 
“I need to speak with Aquarius.” 
I side-eyed him. “Who’s that?”
“You’re about to meet the man who saved your life.”
Equs held out his hand. Cedric turned to me while fumbling into his deep pockets. “You owe me, Princess.” 
I nudged his side and looked at him wide-eyed. Was he trying to get me caught? 
He pulled out a unique necklace. “I was saving this towards another pixie.” 
I scowled, and he smirked. 
Equs took the necklace, examined it for a few seconds, then shoved it into his own deep pocket. “I will send a message.” He disappeared quickly.
Cedric and I leaned against the table. He watched the snake charmers from our safe distance like he’d seen them a hundred times before. He zoned off to a place where I couldn’t reach him. I played with a pebble under my boot, running it back and forth against the ground.
I couldn’t take the silence anymore. 
“Who is Equs?” I asked tentatively. “A gatekeeper?” I joked, but Cedric’s expression was unmoving.
“Exactly that. He’s the gatekeeper of the Shadow Market here. He knows where to find everything and anyone, but he charges a lot.” His eyes shifted to his empty pocket. 
“I’ll pay you back,” I said quickly. 
He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure the luna royal family wouldn’t allow you to ship a pixie to Berovia.” 
I shook my head. “You know I wouldn’t do that. I meant gold.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t need anything as common as gold.”
A shockwave pinched through me. 
“I’m not upset at you.” His frown wavered. “I want to help you. I just really like that necklace.”
I licked my dry lips. “I know.”
“He’ll be a while.” Cedric explained. “Aquarius could be anywhere. It may take him days to get here, or hours, depending on where he is. They usually disembark in Woodbarrow, though, so the odds are on our side.”
“How about that fish and lemon I was promised?”
His eyes widened. “A dinner date it is.”
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We sat at a round, metal table, outside of an eatery. We were still inside the shadow market, and I could see the pinstriped tent from where we sat. Dancers performed inside, I could see their silhouettes. 
I poked my finger between the grooves, breathing in the briny air. In between us were two tall glasses filled with water. 
“I don’t suppose you know where we can stay here?” I probed. “I know your other place is back in Bluewater Province and I don’t have any coin.”
“I do.” He didn’t elaborate.
“Apart from trading items you shouldn’t be.” I shot him a menacing stare. “What else do you like to do?”
“I get to travel often. I enjoy visiting the fae towns and villages in Oldham province. They have the most beautiful trees. Ones filled with red and pink blossom. There is a bakery there, in a small village.” His eyes glossed, his dimples deepening with a curve of his lips. “The baker makes the most unusual looking cakes you’ve ever seen. They’re like pieces of art.”
“I wish I could see them.”
“I never get to talk about baking with anyone. It’s nice.”
I flicked my hair over my shoulder, pushing the strands next to my eye out of my face. “I may know nothing about cooking at all, but I do love art.” I explained. “Paintings and such. Me and my brother would go and look at them. He was a terrible painter.” My stomach knotted talking about him in the past tense. “But he enjoyed watching others do it. As did I. I love lots of color. The ones at the palace can be so…boring sometimes. André and I would go into Imperia before he met Florence.” My mouth twisted. “He would take me to these street painters. It was amazing. They would paint us so fast, and with so many different colors, and backgrounds. I have some of them hidden away in my room back home.”
“That sounds beautiful.” His eyes saddened. “I’m sorry for your brother’s loss.”
“Yes.” I recalled mentioning they killed my brother to him. I forgot all about our argument for a moment. “I miss him every day.”
He reached across the table, then squeezed my hand. “It’s such a unique thing to love so deeply that a passing can cause us so much grief.”
My eyes prickled with tears. I laughed, rubbing my nose against my sleeve. “Yes. It is.” It was easy talking to Cedric. I felt lighter, like I had not a care in the world. 
A man came with two plates of steamed fish, mashed turnips, and slices of lemon. He placed them down, disrupting our moment. 
“Thank you.” Cedric nodded, and the man left. “My lady.” He gestured to my plate, and we tucked in. 
It was an explosion of flavor in my mouth. It was salty, but lemon offset it being too strong. The fish was perfectly cooked, and there was hint of spice in there somewhere. The turnip complemented it well. 
“Delicious.” I said between bites. 
“Woodbarrow have the best fish. Then, they are a fishing town.” He shrugged softly. He twirled a slice of lemon around with his fork. “At least you can say you got to travel.”
“Yes.” I smiled thinking about the positive side of my being taken into Berovia. “I haven’t seen much of it here, but it’s definitely different to back home so far.” I looked at a violinist who emerged from the tent. The melody sounded above the chatter−beautiful but lonely. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but dare I say I enjoyed myself a little?”
“Dare you might.” He looked taken aback. “Are you saying we’re not as bad as you thought?”
I raised my eyebrows. “You aren’t. Some of you aren’t then.” I relented. “Still, like you said, I wouldn’t be welcome here. The solises would mean to hurt me or imprison me.”
“There is a painful truth.”
Two men approached us, along with Equs. Cedric stood, screeching his chair back, and grinned. A man, who I presumed was the one who saved my life, walked over to him. His appearance was deceiving. He looked nothing like the pirates I was told about in bedtime stories. He was devilishly handsome, sporting a grin with pearly white teeth. His sea-sprayed light-brown hair was messy from the wind. His skin was the color of sand from a golden beach. He towered over me. He and Cedric hugged, slapping each other’s backs. He wore the most elegant fabrics gold could buy. I could see why they were friends; they were the mirror versions of each other.
“Cedric,” Aquarius said heartily, then his gaze dropped to me. His expression ran cold. “Ah.” 
“Hello.” Unsure of what to say, I fumbled my thumbs. “Thank you for saving my life.” The smell of the sea still lingered on him. Traces of liquor wafted when he talked. 
“Those mer.” His eyes drifted to my arm where one scar was still visible. “I’d kill them all if I could…” There was an awkward pause. “I’m sorry for bringing you here, to this strange land. We couldn’t turn back after we’d healed you.”
“When you stack saving my life with dropping me into enemy territory, I guess they cancel each other out.” 
Cedric smirked but quickly looked away when he caught me staring at him. 
Aquarius grinned when he realized I wasn’t mad. I hadn’t expected a pirate to worry about such things. I should have been angry, but I wasn’t. They had taken me to Berovia out of convenience. I was curious if this moment would change when they learned who I was, or if the revelation would go as well as it had with Cedric.
“Well, how about as a thank-you for saving my life, I will pay you five hundred gold coins to take me back to Magaelor.”
 “How do you have that sort of wealth?” 
Cedric cast his eyes downward. “Please, take her, friend.” He placed his hand on Aquarius’s shoulder. “She has the means to pay, I give you my word.” 
That must have meant something because Aquarius looked from Cedric to me, then nodded. “You got yourself a deal.”
My voice charged with hope. “Thank you!”



FIFTEEN
 
I could see the harbor from where we walked. Dark waters splashed below the stars and moon. Aquarius had gone back to the shadow market to finish his business. We were lucky he was in Woodbarrow, at an Inn a mile from the shadow market. I thought it sly for Equs to keep the payment from Cedric knowing that, but I decided it was best to keep my mouth shut. I was almost home, and I wasn’t about to do anything to jeopardize it. We would leave by morning. 
Questions poked my mind like had my father and the guards killed any anumi in retaliation? Would the kingdom be in mourning?
“How are you feeling?” Cedric asked. 
“Okay, I guess. Being with you was a welcome escape.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m glad I could be of service.”
I poked his side, feeling a buzz pinch through me when I did. “I’m grateful to you, for everything.”
“You’ll be home soon. Safe.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know what to expect when I get there honestly.” I didn’t want to go into detail, considering he had made it clear that he hated my family. “I’m sure it will work out.”
“I bet your parents and friends will be delighted you’re alive.” 
The attempt to cheer me up did the opposite. No one cared enough about me in that way to truly grieve for me. We reached the wooden panels that would take us to the ship. They creaked under our weight.
“My father will be happy that my betrothal will still be valid.” Was all I could respond. 
“Betrothal? You’re only what, fifteen?” 
I held my index finger up. “Sixteen.”
“Still, and won’t he be happy you’re alive, betrothal aside?”
I didn’t really want to venture into that answer. “My mother will be relieved she won’t be alone.” 
Cedric whistled out a breath. “Damn. I’m sorry you’re not closer to your parents.”
“We are royals. Closeness isn’t important. Our job is to lead, and we can’t let emotions get in the way.” 
“Spoken like a girl taking after her father.”
Anger bubbled inside of me. Didn’t he understand everything I had just gone through? Why was everything I was saying picked apart. Morgana often told me off for my fits of rage, but my fear and isolation from being trapped here had pulled it away until now. I squashed it, pushing it down as far as it would go, then let out a long exhale. Just as Birch had taught me. “Please stop tearing into everything I say.” 
He shoved his hands in his pockets. His sleeves were still rolled up. “Let’s enjoy the time before you have to leave.” He offered, matching my pace. The night grew colder the closer we drew to the waters. I looked down at my side as we walked the bridge. 
“You didn’t have to keep my secret.” 
The corner of his lip twitched. “I don’t break promises, and I didn’t want to.”
“I respect that.” 
“Here.” 
We reached the ship in all its glory. Its polished wood reached high into the sky. Sails of white and black waved into the night. Ropes curled down, threading through one another. Panels wove around the sides, making it look brand new. At the front was the head of a mercreature, its large razor-sharp teeth on display as it glared ahead. It looked like it had been dipped in wax. I was unsure if it was real or not.
Cedric lifted himself onto the railing. “I wish I could have brought you some tarts for your journey. If you hadn’t run away in the first place, you could have saved yourself the hassle.”
I tried to pull my fingers through my hair. “Well, I didn’t know if I could trust you.” 
“I get it. You’re in a strange land, away from home, without your staff.” He looked down at my bare palms. “I’d be scared too, but you did a pretty good job of making it through.” 
“Again. I’m sorry for running.” I stretched out my words. 
“You don’t need to be… but you’re not used to apologizing, are you?” He shot me a bemused grin.
I flushed red. “I… Yes, I know how to say sorry—”
“I’m just playing.” He smirked, his eyes flashing silver from the moon. “You’re cute when you get flustered.”
He looked pleased with himself, which made me turn redder. I dug my fingers into my hip. “I’m not flustered.”
“Right…” He tilted his head sideways. “So tell me more about this betrothal.”
“You’ll just make fun of it.” 
He propped his head up onto his fist and grinned. “Probably, but you owe me for the dinner, and the necklace, so come on, spill.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re infuriating.” I teased. 
“Me?” He gasped, then laughed. “Says you. You just switched from saying sorry to insulting me in a matter of seconds.”
I joined him on the railing. I dangled my legs down, brushing the tips of my boots against the wood. I “His name is Blaise. He’s a faery too,” I explained. “It’s the first betrothal of its kind. Fae and sorcerers seldom mix in Magaelor or Niferum. The king wants to join fae and lunas together and unite the kingdoms.”
“First of its kind…” His eyes widened. “That’s so… archaic. For no marriage to ever have occurred between a faery and a luna.”
I puffed out my cheeks. “I knew you would judge me.” 
He placed his hands in front of his chest, palms facing me. “I’m not judging you, but please, go on.” His menacing smile told me otherwise, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt. 
“It’s important for us to bring peace to the kingdom. For the longest time, we have lived in the south and the fae up north where it’s colder. I’ve been there twice,” I said. “It’s freezing and hard to get to. On foot, the snowy peaks prevent us from passing over to their land, and the sea, there are long, narrow, near-impassable deep inlets of sea between tall cliffs surrounding the coast. It keeps them safe from invasion. They have glamours in place, and other traps around the borders.”
“Invasion? Are you sure your father wants peace?” 
I hadn’t put much thought into it. “Why else would he be marrying me to Blaise?” I sighed deeply.
Cedric noticed but didn’t say anything.
“It is chaos there.” I looked him up and down. “But there is little order among fae. Maybe it’s different here, but in Niferum, well they’re immortal for a start, which means fae are not motivated to achieve anything, and enjoy games and sensual pleasure too much. There are no rules, therefore a huge imbalance in society.”
“That sounded recited. Did your parents tell you this?”
“They didn’t need to.” I retorted. “I have been to Lepidus, their royal court. I have seen firsthand that they don’t care. I don’t even know why they bother having a monarchy.” I threw my arms in the air. “Don’t get me wrong, I like them, I do, but not as rulers.”
“I see you’ll be a great ruler of the fae,” he said snarkily. “Well, there’s no changing your mind.”
“Have you ever been to Niferum?”
He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again.
“Like I said before, it might be different here, but in Niferum, that is how it is. Still, I’m looking forward to being their queen and evoking some change.” I saw Aquarius approaching us from a distance. “He’s back.”
Before I jumped off the railing, Cedric grasped my hand in his. His eyes met mine, and they were penetrating. I held my breath as he searched my gaze. 
“I don’t know you that well, but at the same time I do.” He said quickly. “I need to say this because I feel like you need to hear it. You’re passionate, Winter. I saw glimpses of it in every conversation we had. You have so much power in you. I hope one day you see that. Believing the people you trusted and loved is not a weakness, so if you have in fact been lied to, it does not make you powerless. It means the people who have hid things from you are. Don’t feel bad if when you return you see your father and Magaelor a little differently. It just means you’re growing.” He released my hand, and I exhaled slowly. “Don’t become compliant with what you know.”
I shook my head. “I won’t.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “I also ask for you too not to believe everything you’ve heard about us either. We are not bad, and our magic is not a type of necromancy.”
“I don’t believe in there being only good or bad, so I won’t.” He smiled, and I couldn’t help but return it. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad I met you. You’re not what I thought you’d be.”
“I didn’t realize you’d ever thought of me.”
“Your family are famous among royals, maybe for the wrong reasons, but regardless,” he replied. 
“But you’re not royal.”
“I spend enough time at the fae court to have heard the stories about your family…”
“Come with us. With me.” 
He burst out laughing, slapping his knee as he did. “Good one.”
I crossed my arms across my chest. “Seriously. You could, uh, look at trade stuff there.”
“Are you insane? I wouldn’t be welcome in Magaelor.:
“No, but to visit, for the journey, then you could go back with Aquarius.” I nibbled on my fingernail. “If I tell them you’re responsible for saving me, they wouldn’t hurt you.” 
The corner of his lip curved up. “Is that your distant, super-weird way of saying you’ll miss me?” 
My cheeks heated. “I’ve never been good at friends,” I admitted. 
He tucked his thumb under my chin, then kissed my cheek. “You’re not that bad at it. Take it from your new friend.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Good luck and safe travels, Winter Mortis. I would come with you, but we both know, sadly, it’s impossible. I can’t go where you live, and you can’t stay here.”
He jumped down, then started to walk away. I called after him. “Hey, you never did tell me your last name.” I wanted to be able to find him again one day, even if it was naïve for me to think it. 
He looked back, winked, then left without another word. I cursed his name with a small smile, then waved at Aquarius when he reached the dock. 



SIXTEEN
 
Long-breaking waves of white crashed against the ship. I couldn’t tell where the sky began and the sea ended. I staggered about the deck, trying to stop myself from throwing up. 
Each touch stole the warmth from my aching body as the icy water sprayed the deck. I shuddered, wrapping my arms around my waist. The howling wind nipped at my ears, biting my cheeks and frosting my lips. I grabbed onto a wooden pole, my nails gripping into the splintering wood. The sea was cloudy and dark, covering anything under its depths. Flashes of white were blurs in the storm. Birds struggled against the eastern gusts, falling prey to the perilous ocean. The sky grumbled restlessly. Darkness prevailed as storm clouds roared overhead. Large tails swept out of the waters. My heart hammered as thunder boomed. Tears pricked my eyes. I was sure we were going to die. 
Mercreatures leered at us, then leaped through the waves with ease. The merman’s head at the bow of the ship was sure to provoke, not warn them. 
Talons clawed at the sides of the ship, trying to drag us under. 
“Pull the sail!” Aquarius shouted at one of the crew. 
The mercreatures’ eyes were as dark as the depths they had emerged from. Scales of silver, glistening like steel, beat against the waves. Their thin nostrils sliced down their flat noses, and hisses escaped through two layers of razor-sharp teeth. Their skin was smooth, from the top of their heads to their waists, tinged green and blue. Eyes wider than any I’ve seen compelled me closer to the edge of the boat. 
An arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me back. I gasped as the same crewmember threw themselves in front of me, then dove off the edge of the boat. My hand shot up to my mouth, covering my scream. The water where he’d landed turned crimson as flesh was torn from his bones. Tears fell down my cheeks. How had I survived a mercreature attack when that one had so viciously ripped apart its prey in seconds? 
“Are they attacking because of the head?” I pointed at the bow of the ship. 
Aquarius fought breathlessly against the howling wind. “It’s not real. It was made to deter them. They’re immortal. I’d hoped they’d have thought we had a weapon to kill one.”
“Do we?”
He shook his head. 
I shuddered. He grabbed a spear and threw it with force over the side. The creature dodged it in time, then submerged. Another one attempted to climb on board. 
“Can they stay out of the water?” I shouted as it pulled itself up. 
No one answered. I stumbled back. They couldn’t die, but they could be hurt, enough to keep us alive. I gripped my sword and pointed when the creature’s long fingers gripped the bulwark. Its round, black eyes latched onto mine. My hands were shaking. It crawled onto the deck. I charged it, along with another member of the crew. As I did, it pushed me away and grabbed the man next to me. Its teeth sank into his leg, and the man screeched. It looked me up and down, growled under its breath, then dragged the man’s body overboard with it. 
My scream froze in my throat. Water splashed as they disappeared into the depths. A trail of blood remained on the deck. 
Catching my breath, I stumbled across the wet planks, holding onto wooden poles to regain my balance. Aquarius was lying on the deck, bleeding from his shoulder. He screamed into a cloth, while one of his crew pressed mugroot into the wound. 
I wrestled through a tangle of ropes and over broken swords and spears. “Aquarius!” 
Muffled howls left the cloth he was biting down on. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, his fingers spread out over the deck, and his head flopped back. 
“I-is he dead?” I stuttered. 
A stout, short man shook his head. The only woman on board dropped to her knees at his side. She had long red hair and golden skin. “My love.” She ran her hands along his chest. Drooping her head over his, her hair fell around her in waves. “Can you hear me?” 
“He’s going to be out for some time,” the short man explained.
She leaned back, crossing her legs as tears leaked out of her eyes. Her gaze flitted up to me. “You better pay up.”
My fingers were like ice. I nodded, then looked around. Two men from what I had seen had died, maybe more. Everywhere I went, I felt like death followed. I didn’t want to be around the carnage anymore. The mermen were gone, and we were, at least for now, safe. I looked over Aquarius one more time, then proceeded to my room. I locked the wooden door behind me, then walked down the creaking steps. I sighed when I reached the bottom. My bed swayed in the corner, with a gray blanket covering it. I hurried over and sat down, leaning my back up against the wall. Pulling my knees up to my chest, I let out suppressed sobs. I couldn’t breathe properly, and my heart felt like it was pumping a thousand beats a minute.
Why had that merman let me go? How had I survived the first attack when I was run off the cliff on Inferis? I’d heard stories, but seeing the predators of the seas up close was spine-chilling. I should have been dead twice. I pulled up the leg of my pants and pressed my fingers against the pinpricked scar. I had been spared. There was no other way I would have survived. They had let me live.
 
***
 
Rain lashed down, and waves relentlessly beat against the wall of my room. Rubbing my eyes, I stretched my legs and yawned. I emerged to the deck, covering my face from the stinging rain. The stench of human sweat and salt hit my nostrils. I rolled my eyes upward. The sky was dove gray. 
I sighed with relief when I saw Aquarius. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin tinged blue, and dried blood was crusted onto his shirt.
“Morning,” he said.
“I’m so glad you’re alive.” I croaked. “I’m so sorry—”
“It’s not your fault.” His eyebrows forced together and frowned. “Every person on this ship knows the risks that come with the job.” His mouth twisted in disgust. “One day, I will find a way to kill those damned creatures. They will pay. Those are not the first men I’ve lost to those beasts.”
“I’m sorry.” I lowered my head. “Life of a pirate, huh?”
“We prefer sailors. We don’t attack other ships.”
“But, you steal?” 
“We’re sailors for hire.” 
I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me.” 
He pointed up at the sails, which shimmered under the dappled sunlight. “We spell the sails and bow of the ship to quicken our journeys.”
“Oh. I guess I did wonder how we got here so fast.” 
He smiled. “What’s the point of magic if not to make life easier?”
I nodded. That we could both agree on. “So, tell me more about the mercreatures.”
“Evil.” He said summing them up in one word. “They have always been predators, and would eat a man if he fell into their waters, but never were they as vicious as they are now. They actively seek ships out. Both times you’ve been aboard they have attacked our ship.” He growled under his breath. “Something changed. Years ago they were not like this.” 
“What do you think happened?”
He pressed his hands against the edge of the ship, exhaling slowly. “To heck if I know. Navigating these waters since has been a menace.”
“I wish I could have fought back!” I admitted, feeling less than useless. “If I had my staff, I’d have paralyzed them or something.”
“Was it lost to the sea?”
I shook my head. “No, but it may not have been retrieved.” The thought made my heart ache. “Home.” I said to the horizon, stealing a glance at Aquarius. “Yet I’ve never felt more alone.”
“At least you’re not dead.”
I laughed. I liked his honesty. “Was that your wife with the red hair yesterday?”
“She’s my partner. I’d be lost without her. My beautiful Bella.”
“She was cross with me, but probably because she thought you were going to die.”
He chuckled softly. “It’ll take a lot more than some mer-venom to keep me down. Especially when we have mugroot to heal us from their bites. Speaking of, soon we will go and get some more. We can’t have enough of it. I’m lucky I wasn’t torn to shreds to be honest.”
“I’m glad you weren’t.”
He gestured at the horizon. “We’re here. Magaelor.”
Pressing my fingernails against the side of the ship, a smile pulled up my cheeks. I took in the shores, the white cliffs, and tall trees as they came into view. I was finally home. 








SEVENTEEN
 
After waiting for three hours on the ship for my mother to give word for me to come in and 
 arrange payment, I was finally allowed onto the island. A bridge was lowered, and I quickly crossed it. I wondered what had taken so long, then spotted a messenger from Magaelor come on shore.
My mother had been waiting for word from the king. I can’t believe she’d kept me waiting for that. I hurried inside, already agitated on what should have been the greatest day of my life so far.
I had made it home. 
 
News of my return swept through the Inferis court. The castle seemed smaller somehow. Scattered dignitaries and servants sparsely occupied large, cold rooms. Those who were left behind delighted in my return. Words of “survivor” and “beacon of hope” floated around. People were smiling at me; for the first time in my life, they liked me.
I was revered, a story of a lost princess who made her way home. 
I wasn’t surprised when she ruined my moment. 
My mother’s expression gave nothing away when she saw me, peering down at me from her lonely throne. “Your father is finally pleased with you. Do not mess it up for us. He wants to see you.”
I scoffed. “That makes one of you.”
Her eye twitched. “Your time away has given you an attitude. Did the solises rub off on you?”
I clenched my jaw. “Just realizing some things for the first time.”
“Don’t you dare act like that in front of your father.” Her shoulders curled over her chest. “Everyone, out!” Her voice boomed.
The room emptied, leaving us alone. She stepped down from her throne, walked down the few steps, and looked me up and down. She clasped my wrist, digging her nails in. I pulled back from her tightening grip, scratching at her bony fingers until she let go. 
“How dare you disrespect me.”
I pushed her away from me. She stumbled but caught herself before she fell. “Disrespect you? What is it you think you do to me? I could have died. I made it home. How could you not be happy to see me?” 
Her expression faltered. Confusion flitted in her eyes. “I…” 
I don’t think I’d ever seen her at a loss for words. “I’ll be leaving then, to see my father, and you’ll be alone.” 
Her lips quivered, but she quickly regained her stance, then crossed her arms across her chest. “Lose the attitude before you see him. Royalty or not, don’t think he won’t take away your crown.” 
“I didn’t think you cared.” I turned away from her, but she reached out, grabbing my arm. Her grip was softer that time.
“Everything I have done, I’ve done for you. For him.”
I scoffed. “It sure doesn’t seem that way.” 
She pinched my lips together between her bony fingers.
I pushed her hand away from my face. “Get off me.”
“Then hold your tongue and listen. We have another matter to discuss.”
I balled my fists at my side. “Go on.”
“Go on…” 
I rolled my eyes. “Your Majesty,” I said to address her, venomously, wanting her to get to the point.
“Good. That fact of you being in Berovia must remain hidden under the story we have established for you.”
“Unbelievable.”
“Berovia cannot know you were there.”
I rubbed my hands against my thighs. “What is the official story then?”
“You were shipwrecked off an island. There are many close to Niferum. His Majesty does not know that pirates brought you back.” Her mouth twisted in disgust. “I will pay them, then send them away. If they return, they will be executed.”
I gasped. “You wouldn’t—”
“I will do whatever I must to protect this family. They will be told if they even so much as utter your name, they will pay the price.”
I inhaled deeply, calming my building temper. “Where is Morgana?”
“In the tower room, but there is no time. We must get you dressed so you can go.” 
I left, not wanting to hear another word from her. I’d been called cold over the years. I got it from her. She’d never shown me affection or warmth. For the longest time, I thought it was normal, but Cedric’s words had resonated with me. He pitied me for the relationship I had with them, because the truth was, I knew when I returned home that no one would have cared if I had died, but the reality of it stung regardless. 
 
I was scrubbed from head to toe, the tangled knots ripped from my hair. Then they forced me into a tight red dress that flowed out by my feet, in preparation for my visit to Ash Court. The maids gasped at the finished result, looking pleased with themselves. Not one person had asked if I was okay. I wasn’t. I was anxious and looking forward to seeing Morgana, but it had to wait. My father wanted to see me as soon as possible, which meant I had no time to rest before I was being shoved into the small ship that would take me to Magaelor. 
 
***
 
I couldn’t sit still for the whole journey. Calmer waters deceived us. When I looked down, I saw the unmistakable flash of color of a tail far beneath the surface. Reinforced steel coated the hull, preventing mer attacks against a penetrable material like wood. Sharp spikes pointed outward from the steel. I should have told Aquarius how to make his ship better protected, but my brain had deleted anything that wasn’t related to getting home. 
It took less than an hour to reach the port of Magaelor. 
One of the royal carriages greeted us when we disembarked. I stepped inside. Time was going too quickly. I hadn’t had time to prepare by the time we jittered over the drawbridge, then stopped outside of the main doors. 
It had been over a year since I had walked up those steps, or since I had seen or spoken to my father. My hands were trembling. I rolled back my shoulders, tilted my head up, and counted to three before giving the nod to the guard to open the double doors to the throne room. 
My heart hammered against my chest as I was announced. 
“Princess Winter Mortis of Magaelor.”
All eyes were on me, except those of the man I wanted to notice me. I had questions. The king was sitting on his throne of silver and gold, whispering down to a short, stubby man. Finally, he looked up.
I swallowed hard, attempting to remove the lump in my throat. I reached the end of the blue carpet leading up to the thrones and sank to my knees. The last time I had been in that throne room was when we had found out about André’s death. 
Three steps were all that stood between us after all those years. His mistress sat on the throne that had once belonged to my mother. She wore the colors of a queen. Blue was meant for royalty. My eye twitched involuntarily, but I hid it well. I had been told her name when they went public: Nissa Avery. I recognized her now as the same woman who had interrupted my reading with Morgana the morning of Jasper’s death. She was only a few years older than me. Her youthful glow was dulled by the shadow of my father. Barrell-chested and tall with angular features, he looked at me with cold, blue eyes that mirrored mine. 
“Daughter.” He stood, then walked down the steps. I couldn’t mask my surprise at his warm welcome. He extended his arms out and embraced me. He wrapped them around me, making me feel safe, like when I was a young child. I closed my eyes, resting my head against his chest, letting the moment sink in before it would inevitably end. In a second, I felt as if I were a little girl again, desperately wanting her father’s love and approval. I knew I need to question him, about the battle, his provocation, the lies, but in that moment, I could only let him embrace me.
He pulled away, then squeezed my shoulder. “We are all so grateful to hear of your return, dear daughter. We missed you.”
Had he changed. He was treating me like he did André. Was it possible, after all this time, he did in fact love me? Had my time away brought that out of his cold heart?
My eyes welled with tears, but I blinked them back. He hated anyone crying. He had always looked at it as a weakness. He chastised my mother for crying over André’s death in public. That memory would never fade.
I caught Nissa’s stare. She looked uncomfortable. Her hair glistened, brown weaving with black. She looked the same as she had when she came to Morgana’s tower room, except for the dark circles under her eyes. I wondered if she had ever come back for a reading. I hadn’t known who she would become then, and I hated her even more for it. 
“I have excellent news.” 
My heart thudded. “Yes, Father,” I said, feeling confident in being informal again. A micro expression of annoyance flashed across his face, but he quickly smiled it away. 
I made a mental note not to try that again.
“You will be married by week’s end.” His eyes sparkled. “Since hearing of your return, the kingdom has their heir back, and King Azrael and his son Blaise have agreed to continue the betrothal as if the last couple of weeks never happened.”
My stomach knotted. As if they hadn’t happened, but they did.
“I’m glad,” I said because I should have been. “Your Majesty, I have things to ask you, about Berovia,” I whispered. 
His smile pinched into a frown. His mistress looked down at me from her throne icily. 
I pressed my lips together. “It’s important.” 
He nodded curtly, then strode toward the doors. “Of course, Winter. Let’s go somewhere private.”
I was Winter again. I had come into the castle with resilience and so much strength, I would have given my mother a run for her coin, but now I was desperate to reclaim his adoration in me.
“Do not speak about Berovia when we are in public again.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Apologies are for the weak. My daughter is not weak.”
I gulped. “I won’t talk about it again.”
He nodded, seeming pleased with my answer. I hurried beside him. “I am pleased to hear about the wedding,” I told him as we walked, hoping it would be enough to get me back into his good graces. 
He didn’t look impressed. “Did you learn anything of note?”
“Did you provoke the battle?”
He stopped walking, then looked me straight in the eyes. “They’ve turned you against your own.”
“No.” My eyebrows pinched downward. “I’m only asking you because I need to know the truth. I can handle it. I am the heir, your heir.”
He shook his head. “I did not provoke them at all. They came here to try and take Magaelor from us, because they hate our magic, our way of living. To think, you’re so easily manipulated by them. I’m disappointed.”
My jaw clenched. “I’m not. People I trusted told me!”
He laughed snarkily. “Trusted? You barely would have known them. You weren’t away long enough.”
I swallowed thickly. “Why do they believe that then?”
“Xenos!” He said through gritted teeth. “Will say anything to fire the hate between our kingdoms even more. He wants our land and won’t stop until he has it. Now, I don’t want you to question me again. Your Berovian friends,” he spat the word, “may think I provoked the attack, but it is untrue. Put your faith in me, your father, and your king.”
I cast my eyes downward. “I won’t bring it up again.”
“If I ever did send my men into Berovia, it would only be to get a forest nymph. With one of those I could see Xenos’s actions before he even did them.” Menace glistened in his eyes. “To prevent a war against us, of course.”
“I saw one.” I admitted, then immediately regretted it.”
His lips curved up at the corners. His dusty-blue gaze landed on mine. “We must talk alone. Let’s see what my strong girl found out.”
Light spilled into his private office from the floor to ceiling arched windows in the corridor, as he opened the double doors. A long desk curved around the back of the room. Its polished mahogany reflected the lamps on the back wall. The head of an anumi looked soullessly at us.
“You killed one?” I asked.
“Five guards died and two were wounded taking down that creature. After you had gone missing and we found your staff with anumi prints around it, I ordered a hunt.”
I parted my lips. A small smile crept over my face. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that…”
He straightened his crown when he took a seat behind the desk. It was covered with stacks of papers, pens, and thin boxes of velvet—unopened with gifts inside, I was sure. The royal seal and wax seal sat next to an ashtray. A half-smoked cigar rested among the ash.
He reached down and pulled out my staff. Dark-gray wood knotted up on the handle as always, and the sapphire glimmered. My fingers flexed in response, and my lips trembled. “My staff.” My voice choked. 
“I’m sure you’ve missed this.” 
I reached out and took it from his hands. The wood felt smooth against my skin. Tears hazed my vision. There were times when I wasn’t sure if I would see it again. The missing part of me filled up. I could feel the magic pulsating under my fingertips. I whispered a prayer for the ancestors as I held it. They had kept it safe for me. 
“Thank you. So much.”
“I wouldn’t have got rid of it. You are my flesh and blood. My daughter.”
Hearing those words filled me up. I couldn’t help it. I’d wanted to hear them all my life. 
“So, daughter. What information do you have for me?”
His eyes were bright. He’d never looked at me like this before. I wondered if he would let me come back to Ash Court for good. I missed it here. He stared up at me expectantly. His fingers tapped against the edge of his desk.
“The nymph ran off when I woke up.”
Disappointment lined his features. “Where were you?”
My breath hitched. “A forest.”
“What forest?” He tilted his head down and frowned. “Winter, must I remind you that you are the princess of Magaelor, not of Berovia. If you have any information that could help us, I suggest you not hold back.”
“Tranquillium.”
His eyes grew bigger. The blue looked like an ocean, pulling me to tell him more. His voice charged with hope. “Do you know what part?”
Birch’s face floated in my memory, as did Daisy’s. They had been so kind, protected me. My father’s warm gaze tore down my defenses. “It’s such a big forest. It would be hard to find one.” I exhaled slowly. “They were up in the north of the forest, starting in Bluewater, but the solises were cutting down the trees to try to find them.”
“Xenos is trying to get one?” He balled his first. “Then it is imperative we find one first. If he has one, he can interpret our every move. Do you want us to fall under Berovian rule?”
I shuddered at the thought. “The elves who live in the heart of the forest protect them there. I could perhaps get one if you send me back.”
He looked at the stack of papers between us. “I knew someone was hiding them.” He rolled his eyes up to meet mine. “Winter, do you know where to find these elves? If I give you a map, can you show me where?”
I fumbled my fingers and cast my eyes downward. “Yes, but first, I want you give me your assurance that no one will be hurt. This is simply to be able to find a nymph. That is all.”
His gaze hardened. “I can’t believe you don’t trust you king, your own father.”
I sighed deeply. “I had to make sure.”
“I don’t want to hurt anyone.” He explained. “Only to protect our kingdom.”
He pulled out a piece of paper, then unrolled it over the desk and placed paperweights on each corner, revealing a map of the kingdoms. He pointed at the Forest of Tranquillium. “Show me where they are hiding.” 
Bile rose in my throat as I stared at the distance between each place. I didn’t realize how little I had traveled. It felt longer, but then Berovia was giant. 
I pressed my fingertip against the part of the forest between Woodbarrow and the small town in Bluewater I had stayed in with Cedric. My father marked the area in pen, then nodded slowly, looking intently at where the thick black X now marked the spot. “What else did you learn?”
I licked my dry lips. 
“I went to the Shadow Market.” I pointed at it on the map. “They sold all sorts of things there. You could get ahold of anything for the right price.”
“What else?”
“The solises look down on the light fae. They pretended to be above that, but they’re not. There was hardly any fae in Bluewater.” I ran my finger around the royal province on the brown paper. “There is definitely a divide in the kingdom, especially between elves too. They are angry, like I said, about the solises cutting down their forest.”
“Their forest?” 
I nodded. “Yes. All the villages and small towns outside of it belong to elves too, but they have intermixed with solises and fae. They look different from the other elves I met.” I inhaled sharply. “Then there was Aquarius. He is a pirate. He rescued me, saved my life. A mercreature bit me. He used mugroot, I believe, to cure me. He is a good man and should be compensated more I think.”
“Are they lunas?”
“Uh.” I paused, looking around. I didn’t want to get them in trouble. “I… don’t know.” 
“Yes, you do.”
I clenched my jaw. “They are solises, I think. Honestly, but they’re not interested in the politics. They only care to sail the seas.”
“Our seas.” His eyes narrowed, then he slammed his fist on the table, making the ash on the little silver platter jump. “That’s how Berovia is obtaining goods from our kingdom.” 
A small trail of spit ran down his bottom lip.
I scratched the back of my neck. “Yes, but they saved me—”
“They are gone?”
I nodded. 
“Then nothing will happen to them.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Thank you for all the information, dear daughter. You are proving to become the ruler I had hoped you could be.”
 “I’m sorry it’s not André,” I admitted, saying what I had wanted to since his death. “But I do want what is best for Magaelor.”
He shuddered on my brother’s name. “Let us not dwell on things best forgotten.” He paused, then after a few moments, he clasped his hands together and rose from his chair. “I’m proud of you. You have done your duty.”
My heart swelled. I’d never heard those words come out of his mouth before, to anyone. My eyes glossed over. I regained my composure, then parted my lips.
“We should celebrate.” He walked to the doors, opened them, and shouted to the guards. “Arrange a party in honor of my daughter. This weekend.” 
“Your Majesty,” an advisor said, stepping in. “It is Lady Avery’s birthday on Saturday and—”
“I said a party in my daughter’s honor. She will be queen, not her.” 
I couldn’t help but smirk at his dismissal of his mistress. She would be furious, but he was rightfully putting me first. I didn’t want to ruin his jovial mood, but I wanted to bring up the elves again, even though he’d assured me they wouldn’t be harmed. I decided it was best not to broach the subject, he did, after all, have a low tolerance for anyone questioning him, but the worry nestled uncomfortably into my conscience.
 



EIGHTEEN
 
Drapes of silver and blue hung overhead in the banquet room. Light from the chandeliers reflected from the diamonds against the silk, making them twinkle. I looked around, awestruck. I hadn’t seen my father for most of the day. He had spent the whole day holed up in his office with his council members, discussing everything I had told him yesterday. They were strategizing. I could have snuck in and listened to their plans like I used to, but I’d been so preoccupied on trying to prove Magaelor’s innocence in the battle where Berovians had come to our shores, where my brother had died. I hadn’t found anything. I’d looked through newspaper archives, although I knew there wouldn’t be any proof in them, still, I might have missed something if I didn’t look. I went to the castle library and looked there. Then, I asked Adius, the head guard, and even the servants who were around when it happened, and none of them suggested Magaelor attacked first. I also didn’t want to give my father reason to question my loyalty, not when we were finally getting along so well. If word got back to him that I was digging after he told me he didn’t provoke Berovia, he would be upset. 
 Giving up the elves’ location for the forest nymphs didn’t feel right, but Father promised he wouldn’t harm the elves. He only wanted the forest nymphs. 
I let out a long, shaky exhale and ran my hands down the front of my dress.
A mirror covered the entirety of the back of the wall. I took in my reflection. The maids had done a beautiful job. I didn’t recognize the smile that beamed back. I hadn’t seen that girl in a long time. My hair was pulled up, knotted into an elegant bun. Loose curls fell out of it, entwining around the blue and diamond tiara. A silk band was wrapped tightly around the bodice of my dress, pulling in at my waist. I lifted the skirt, looking at the strappy-heeled shoes I had been taught to walk in once I was out of baby shoes. A princess needed to be able to walk in heels with grace. The material was silver and reflected like the moon. My eyelids were coated with a gradient of pale blue and white that sparkled at the corners, popping the blue and silver flecks in my eyes. My nails were painted to match the dress. 
Crystal stands were brought in by uniformed servers. On them sat assorted cakes, already sliced. There were lemon, pink sorbet, chocolate, and strawberry. Raspberry tarts were lined up on silver platters. The smell of shortbread reminded me of Cedric. He was an excellent cook and was so pleased when I had praised him for it. My stomach fluttered. I blinked twice, then turned around. The clicking of heels caught my attention. A violet-eyed stare latched onto mine. Her ash-blonde waves bounced around her shoulders as she approached and finally halted inches in front of me.
“Florence Montague.” I cursed under my breath. 
“Winter.” She beamed and pulled her arms out to embrace me. I hadn’t seen her since my brother’s death. She was clearly done grieving. I spotted an emerald ring on her ring finger. 
I flinched away, but she hugged me nonetheless. I rolled my eyes from over her shoulder. We weren’t family any longer, so she shouldn’t have addressed me so informally, but her wide smile told me otherwise. It was practiced. There were no creases around her eyes or gloss from tears. The top half of her face was unmoved. “You look beautiful.” She kissed each cheek, then pulled away. “How pleased we all were to hear of your safe return. You are the talk of the court!”
I highly doubted she was happy about it, but I gave her a small smile anyway. She was wearing a ruffled dress in an unfortunate shade of fuchsia. She twirled around when she caught me looking at it. I repressed the urge to roll my eyes. I pressed my lips together. My eyes shifted to her finger. “I see you’re engaged.” 
She waved it in front of me, laughing. “Oh, this thing.” It sparkled when it caught the light. “Would you believe it? The duke asked me to marry him shortly after…” She went quiet. A glint of sadness crowned her eyes. “Anyway,” she said. “He owns so much land. Oh, you should see it. Some of the places he has, beautiful manor houses with hundreds of rooms.”
I tilted my head, not forgetting how many times she had held my throne over my head when she was married to André. “I don’t need to. As the future queen, I own all the land, really.”
Her face paled. “Yes, I suppose you do.”
A man with warm-almond skin and deep, earthy eyes caught my attention. His hair was short, his ears pointed. He scanned the room, pausing on me before moving on.
“Who’s that?”
Florence turned her head, then looked back at me. “Oh, that’s one of the ambassadors. Daric.”
Jasper’s replacement. My heart panged.
Florence tilted her head, her violet gaze searching mine. “You should go say hello. You’ll be moving to the dark fae court soon, won’t you?” 
I hadn’t put much thought about going to Lepidus again. I hadn’t even considered that my wedding was only days away. I stepped away, then pushed past her. I’d had enough of Florence to last me a lifetime.
“Good to talk to you,” she called, with a hint of sarcasm in her tone. 
I marched over to Daric and stopped a couple of feet in front of him. He bowed, then kissed my hand on his way back up.
“Good evening.” I said, but there was a catch in my throat. 
“It is good to meet you, Your Highness. We are all relieved to hear of your return.” He didn’t look menacing like the other fae I’d met. He wore pride on his features. “His Royal Highness, Prince Blaise, has sent me a message for you.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper.
I opened it, then flushed red. 
I look forward to getting to know my beautiful bride-to-be, in more ways than one.
I quickly tucked it away.
“I’d expect nothing more from him.” I forced a smile. Daric bowed again, then walked to Amara Starbright. It was strange seeing her here without Jasper by her side. She flicked back her dark strands, which were weaved with white, and flashed me a toothy smile. I waved my hand, then made my way to the table of cakes. I reached out for a slice. It was satisfying not having my mother looking down at me while I stuffed my face.
After I finished, I walked through the circles of people and toward the door when girls poured in through the entrance, stopping me in my tracks. It was the Ruby Circle. The newest crop of girls had arrived at court. Every three years, girls from all over the kingdom would come for a chance to become a lady of the royal court. There, they would be taught proper etiquette and tested on their intelligence and loyalty. I didn’t wait for them to be introduced, or for the party in my honor to start. It was stuffy. Nobody was dancing. The music was dull. I lifted my skirt a little, so it didn’t drag on the ground, then hurried out of the room. 
The crown tilted down my forehead as I ran up the ancient stone steps. I pushed it back, then turned the corner. It wasn’t too late to sneak in to hear one of my father’s meetings. I wanted to keep up to date on what was happening in the kingdom I would one day inherit, now I was home. 
The passageway veered to the left. My heels clashed and breaths quickened. I reached the double oak doors that were firmly shut. I could hear unintelligible chatter behind them. Years had passed since I’d walked the passageways, but the same tapestry hung over the hidden door. After pushing it aside, I pressed against the wall. It growled open, slowly. Smooth walls narrowed upward, encasing small steps. The air was thicker and mustier. Slivers of light faded into the black when I pushed the door shut. I couldn’t see a thing. I reached around, feeling my way up the steep steps. A slice of white licked through the gaps of the wood when I neared the top. I climbed the last step. A dim light illuminated the wood panel separating us. I pressed my ear against it, kneeling against the cold stone. 
“You are all dismissed.” Father sounded angry. I heard the squeaking of chairs dragging against the ground, the doors opening, and low chatter. The room emptied, and I cursed under my breath. I’d missed the meeting. 
“Ashur,” he said, addressing his chief advisor. From what I could hear, they were the only ones left in the room. “You must bring them around.”
“I will, Majesty. They just need time. They do not understand the sudden need for—”
“My own council against me!”
“They will come around.” 
Ashur always had been the best at calming my father’s temper. It was where I got mine from too.
“Yes, they will. You will make sure of it. We must take Niferum for our own. They’re hiding more than one thing I want there, and we have let them go unchecked for centuries now. Well, not under my rule. If any of them even so much as whisper our plans to the ambassadors, you will have them executed for treason. I will not be humiliated in my own court. I don’t care for their morality. Where has it been all the other times?” 
“What about Winter?” Ashur asked. “Should we tell her?” 
“We can’t trust her with such an important secret.”
I clenched my jaw. I couldn’t keep a secret. Me? I had kept the biggest one of all when he had run a sword through Jasper. I couldn’t believe he didn’t trust me. 
“She need not be burdened with it. She needs to focus on the wedding.” Father added. 
The sentiment wasn’t entirely lost on me, but I was still annoyed. 
He continued. “Fae know when one is lying. It will be easy for her to slip up while there.” 
“Of course, Your Majesty.” Ashur said. “In the meantime, shall I prepare for war against Berovia? The council would pledge their support for that war more.”
“We must be tactical, Ashur. What we lack in numbers, the Berovians make up for. We are better sending in a team to pose as solises. If the princess of Magaelor traipsed through their land unnoticed, a team of fifteen can too.”
“What of the hunters in the forests?” Ashur asked. 
“Yes. Get them together. Offer them two hundred gold pieces each. If they complete the task and bring me a nymph.” 
“What about the fae?”
“They are our focus right now. The wedding is soon and I want Niferum, Ashur. I’m tried of Azrael thinking he is better than me. I will show him what true power is. The wedding will pose as a gateway for our trained assassins and guards to get into the kingdom and to the court. Then, we invade once we’re inside.”
“And Winter?” 
“I’ll deal with her once we have taken over Lepidus.”
I blinked in disbelief. The stone stole every breath of warmth from my body. “What about King Azrael?”
“They won’t…”
His voice trailed off. I pushed my ear harder against the panel.
Father’s voice lowered to a whisper. “I can kill him.” 
Ashur sighed. “Public opinion shows many lunas are against the marriage between Winter and Blaise. They will rejoice at us taking down the fae. Approval ratings for a war against them are still high, at around seventy percent of the population, but the council disagrees. Without their funding…” 
My jaw dropped. Seventy percent of us still hated fae? That seemed unrealistic. No one disrespected Jasper or Amara, or were the rules at court different than the rest of Magaelor? 
Father continued. “Like I said before, bring them around. If you can’t, find funding from somewhere else. Our resources are already stretched. Make the lords agree!” 
“Yes, your majesty.” Ashur answered, then I heard a door close. 
 
***
 
I couldn’t believe what I had heard. I walked into an empty room in the castle after wandering the dimply lit corridors. An ornate red rug stretched out to the corners. Five windows, side by side, reached from the floor to the ceiling on the back wall. Crescent tables with legs that curled out at the bottom held antique vases against the spaces between the windows. Squares of lead covered the glass, and raindrops slid down the panels. Brass lamps hung between huge portraits of faces that lived long ago, encased in beautiful gold frames. 
A four-legged white sofa beckoned me to take the weight off my feet. I leaned back, resting my head. It almost felt like home, if not for the vaults below, arrow loops above, and weapons readied on the alure, in case of battle. In truth, it was a fortress, meant to protect and be able to defend against an attack at a moment’s notice. André and I loved playing in the corridors in the higher parts of the castle when we were kids. We found ourselves in the tops of towers no one else could get to, playing make-believe of knights attacking the castle and us having to use the large crossbow to fend them off. It was a simpler time. I wished I could talk to him, get his counsel on what do about the information I’d heard from our father. 
The truth of my wedding made my chest tighten and my stomach knot whenever I recalled my father’s words. I wasn’t meant to unite the kingdom at all. I was being used like a pawn in a game of chess between him and Azrael. My marrying him was supposed to be my destiny. Instead, the ceremony would be a ruse, an excuse for our guards to go into their kingdom, when their guard was down.
After stretching my arms and rolling back my shoulders, I stood and made my way to the banquet hall. The coziness of the rooms was swapped for high ceilings, long rooms with tables that stretched the length, and Gothic architecture that made the castle feel colder. Gargoyles of stone looked down at me when I walked the cold corridor. 
The last of the sun’s rays peeked through as I reached the entrance, giving way to shadows enveloping the squared stone floor. A chambermaid quickly passed me, and the laundress hurried behind her. 
Adius marched up to me. The orange glow from the lit lamps highlighted the ginger hairs in his groomed beard. His brown hair was gelled back, his stature poised. He straightened his shoulders, then cleared his throat. “The king requests a meeting with you.”
“Thank you, Adius.” I missed seeing the familiar faces of Ash Court when at Inferis.
Windows looking out onto the dark grounds made up the wall of the main passageway. Chandeliers hung down, illuminating the way. Noblemen dipped their heads when they saw me, smiling widely. Ladies with puffed-up hairstyles and bright-red lips gave me looks revered usually for the likes of my father. I wasn’t used to being in the spotlight, even when André’s death made me heir. I wasn’t a likeable person, as my mother frequently liked to remind me, but my survival story had given them hope—a faith that I was protected by the ancestors, who brought home to be their future ruler. 
My eyes glistened as I took everyone in. I walked in the opposite direction to most. They were on their way to supper. My father’s office was in the east wing. I darted down a smaller passageway when I reached the end. The musky air pained my nostrils. The shortcut was seldom used due to the rats. I wasn’t afraid of them. 
I lifted my skirts, my heels clicking against the smooth stone when I heard panting between two walls. A man pulled a handful of blonde hair as he kissed a woman’s neck. I spotted the same emerald ring Florence had shown off earlier. She had no respect, and that man wasn’t even the duke. 
Rolling my eyes, I pressed onward, deciding I’d use my knowledge of her secret rendezvous later. 
I emerged into a main corridor. That part of the castle was better lit. A grand staircase of stone led to higher balconies. Red carpet covered the middle part. I paused at one floor, then caught my breath. I reached the top and hurried around the ledge.
When I approached the door to his private office, I heard muffled whispers escaping through the cracks around the thick wood. I pressed my ear against it, feeling the cool draft on my cheek.
“Send her on her way and make sure she looks good. Get her the best dress. She will leave tonight. All arrangements have been made.”
“The temperatures are much colder in Niferum, Your Majesty. She will freeze.”
My father let out a low growl, like he did whenever he was mad. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Ashur. I gave you an order, now go and tend to it.”
I cleared my throat, then knocked. 
The whispers stopped, and the doors opened. 
“Daughter, please, come in.” He gestured for me to sit. 
Ashur’s gaze flitted to me briefly, then he bowed to us both in turn. “Majesty,” he said to the king, then to me, “Your Highness.” 
The door clicked shut, and we were alone. I placed my finger on the old, brown globe and twirled it around. Berovia was a lot bigger than Magaelor, but there were other islands surrounding a kingdom much larger than either. I shuddered at the stories I’d been told of that dark place. I was going to ask him about it, but my father slid parchment with my and Blaise’s names on it across the glossy mahogany, pulling my attention from the globe. 
It was the treaty, written in deceit.
I ran my fingertip along the edges of the paper, holding onto the relief in the lie. It was easier to do nothing and win. I didn’t need to pretend to know anything about it, that I was innocent. Holding the deadly secret behind tight lips, I looked up and stared at the square window. 
“Sign it,” he ordered, his lips curling back behind his teeth. My fingers prickled back to life from the warmth of the fire. Logs hissed and spat, turning into embers between charcoaling logs. I looked from the flames to his icy stare. 
“We all must play our part.” He explained, mistaking my hesitation for wedding nerves. “It comes with being a royal. We have to do things we don’t always like.” His stare hardened. “It is your duty as princess and heir.”
My lips parted. He shifted his eyes to my fingers when I grabbed the pen. My heart pounded when I signed my name in cursive, the ink settling in blotches, I pushed it back to my father, realizing I had just signed King Azrael’s death sentence, wrapped up in lies of peace and unity.
He sealed the agreement with the royal crest in wax. “I will send this now by messenger to the border, and you will leave tonight.” He leaned back in his chair. “This will be our finest year yet. We will go down in history, daughter. Do us proud, obey Blaise, and make sure this wedding happens. It is our goal to unite our kingdoms. Niferum could become one with Magaelor.”
I scratched my wrist. He was lying, but I had to believe he had Magaelor’s best interests at heart and that was, after all, the most important thing. “I will make sure this wedding happens.”
“Good girl.” He screeched his chair back and extended his arms outward, beaming. “Go, prepare.”
Bringing my hand up to my throat, I shifted my gaze from him to the frost-framed window. “This wedding is being done for the good of the kingdom, yes?”
He exhaled slowly. “You question my intentions again?”
I swallowed thickly.
Shaking his head slowly, he spoke before I could respond. “Everything I do is for Magaelor. I’m proud of you for the woman you’ve become. I know you can do this.” His genuine smile caught me off guard. “I trust you to do the right thing by us by marrying Blaise. Your brother would be proud of you too.”
His words melted my heart. My eyes widened and breath hitched. “You think so?”
“I know so.” He clasped his fingers together. “Get ready. Bathe, relax, and prepare for tomorrow. We are all very excited.”
I clutched my staff close to my chest. His change in attitude to me since I’d been back meant so much. I was finally the daughter he wanted and any doubts I had were put to rest. André would have been proud. My eyes welled with tears at the thought.



NINETEEN
 
I wore a floor-length, dusky-blue gown that fell around my feet in pools of silk. A thin slice of netting in the same color covered my arms. I felt lighter from the absence of pins and a crown. My curls twirled down past my shoulders, the color of night. The twilight sky was dotted with silver. A fierce wind blew through the mountains, sending shivers down my spine. The trees swayed gently, covered with dark shadows from the peaks crowned with white. They towered above us. 
Nibbling on my nails, I turned to look at the guards escorting me and shuddered. The forest between the border of fae and lunas was treacherous at the best of times, but it was night, and no path was more dangerous than the one running through the Snowy Peaks.
“Please, can I have a coat?” I forced the words out between clenched teeth. My lips were turning blue, and I couldn’t feel my toes anymore.
“King’s orders.” A guard looked at me apologetically, then averted his gaze.
I don’t know why my father had chosen to send me off with a horde of faceless guards while the ones I knew stayed at the castle. I was terrified and without familiarity here. Blaise would surely send someone to fetch me. There was no way he would come himself, not with hunters living among the trees, assassins who wanted nothing more than to end the fae, especially the royals. Not to mention the wolves that stalked the area. 
I gripped my staff with might, grateful to have it back in my hands as I voyaged on another treacherous journey from home. At least this one was purposeful.
“Your crown.” One guard handed it to me, crystalized white with blue diamonds.
The sound of wings fluttering pulled our attention upward. I couldn’t make out the faery’s face, but he looked dark and dangerous and was heading straight for us. It couldn’t have been Blaise; this faery was alone. The same thought shot through the guards too—an assassin, but for me. 
An arrow soared through the sky, clipping the faery’s wing. He spiraled downward and landed in a flurry of snow. Blood splattered onto the blanket of white. The faery pulled himself into a sitting position. His eyes were focused on the guard who had shot him. His features came into view. Angular cheekbones, a sharp jaw, eyes the color of smoke, and hair as dark as midnight; Blaise had come for me after all, and alone. He stood, brushing snow off his loose silk shirt that was rolled up at the sleeves. He wiped the blood from his lip onto the back of his hand, then stepped forward, his fists balled at his sides. 
I pushed my arm out between them. “Wait, this is Blaise Lazarus!” I shouted, realizing it was dark and they hadn’t met him in person. “The prince.”
The guard gasped. He bowed, and the others followed suit. When he looked back up, Blaise was staring him down with a clenched jaw. 
“That’s right, so you better be really nice to me right now.”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be like that. He couldn’t have known it was you. Most people wouldn’t be so reckless to come alone at night! Especially when they’re the heir to the throne,” I said, berating him. “Are you insane?”
He smirked, rolled his eyes up, then looked at the guards. “You can go now. I’ll take her from here.” 
They glanced at each other. One pushed his hair out of his face, another tugged at his ear. None of them moved. Blaise tapped his fingers against his side, then blew out a forceful breath. His wing had already grown back. That arrow had been nothing more than an inconvenience, but he was looking at my guard as if he had shot him through the heart. 
I looked at the guards each in turn. “Thank you. I will be fine here. Please, be careful as you travel back.” My eyes flitted to the fir trees. Who knew what was watching us from the shadows? 
“Your Highness.” They bowed, then left us alone.
“How could you be so stupid as to come alone?” My cheeks heated, stinging the cold from them. “You could have gotten yourself killed... us killed.”
His eyebrows were slightly raised, his lips fighting a smile. “Ah, my beautiful bride-to-be, already scolding me.”
“It’s not funny.” 
He smirked, dimpling his cheeks. “I never said it was.”
I chewed on my bottom lip, unsure of what to do next. I wasn’t prepared to make the rest of the journey on foot. “I guess we should start walking.” 
The gray in his irises sparkled, and a flash of white crossed his grin. “Oh, Princess, I plan on flying us there. You’re one of us now, remember?”
His statement choked my next words. One of us. I was betraying them all. I knew it, and my father knew it, but Blaise was blissfully unaware. The king’s plans had to become my own, and until now, I had been okay with it. 
He pulled me into his arms and held me close. I placed my hands on his biceps and gripped them, looking into his eyes. They were beautiful, like tiny moons.
“You can’t carry us both over mountains.” 
He chuckled. “If you’re planning on underestimating me this much when we’re married, then you’ll have a lot of surprises in store.” 
His gaze reflected my frostbitten face. I gasped when my feet left the snowy ground and he carried us up to colder winds. I closed my eyes as gusts prickled every inch of my bare skin and cursed my father for not letting me bring a coat. He had wanted me to look as attractive as possible; his ambitions all fell on my shoulders. I was bringing him everything he wanted—the forest nymph and now Niferum.
 
***
 
Blaise must’ve been tired by the time we landed, but he never showed it. He blinked away the snowflakes that had rested in his dark eyelashes. “Welcome home, Princess.” 
He didn’t let me go at first, and I hated to admit it, but I liked the way he held me. He was strong, and in his arms, swallowed by his gaze, I felt like the only girl in the world. I was certain, however, that every person he had laid eyes on felt the same way. 
I stepped back, brushing the snow from my dress. Lepidus was a far cry from any other court. Fae loved indulging their senses; they smoked, they drank Blossomdew until they were dizzy, and they enjoyed seducing and relishing in the pleasures of the world. They also lied and manipulated, and there was nothing more exciting to a faery than a game. When I had visited before, I had found myself lured into dark games without realizing I was a player until it was too late. I stopped afterward, afraid of who I might become if I allowed myself the gratification and satisfaction that came with their dangerous pulls. I was also depressed when I visited, in a dark place, without much to lose. 
“It’s so beautiful here,” I said quietly, seeing it this time with different eyes. 
He placed his hand on the small of my back and led me into the main room. Everything sparkled blue and white, with splashes of black in between. Magic pulsated through the floor. Everything was alive. There was no shortage of sugary foods; they covered each table on clear platters. Fae danced with each other and in groups. Loud classical music carried them as a string quartet played in the corner. Laughs echoed, chatter heightened, and a delicate, floral scent, tinged by smoke, lingered around us.
“Welcome home.”
I turned my head around to look at him again. Painted images of a heartless boy with a reckless soul had tainted my memory of the bright, charismatic prince that walked beside me. He was different than he was when I’d visited. More ambitious, livelier.  
We reached the stone steps. I turned my head, curtseying in the presence of the great King Azrael, who stared down at me somberly. His throne was made from the skulls of pixies. It was ancient, like him. Sadness laced his expression. His wings were tucked away, and his robe was thick and lined with fur. I cautiously took a step back. Time to time, I had wondered if the betrothal had been a joke. After all, it was King Azrael who had approved it, and everyone knew he and my father had a long history filled with malice and pettiness. The same man whose strength was talked about throughout the world, the king who had fought in the ancient fae wars, looked depleted, depressed, and hopeless. His eyes, the same color as his son’s, were sunken. His wife had died a long time ago, and since then, many said he’d lost his spark, but something else had changed since I last visited. I’d go as far to say he was dying, if it wasn’t for his immortality. His pale skin had a grayish tinge to it, and his lips were a faint shade of blue.
But fae never died.
Apart from Jasper.
“Is he okay?” 
Blaise shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care.” 
Azrael focused on me after his irises wandered briefly. I could sense the ticking behind them in his mind. When they finally clicked, I sighed. 
“Princess.” He appeared confused.
Blaise stepped in front of me, his arms crossed. “Yes, Your Majesty.” His voice was filled with venom. “She is here for the wedding. The one you agreed to, remember?” 
Helplessly, Azrael looked at me. I had no idea what to do. I parted my lips but didn’t speak. His gaze was pleading. 
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” I finally said, then sank into a deep bow. 
Blaise turned his back toward his father and smiled at me. “No need for that. You’re family now. Come with me.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me away. Azrael watched after us.
Blaise strutted, smirking at the girls who passed us. They watched after us as we continued. Hurt laced their features; their hearts were lost to him. How could they help it? There was menace in him, filling him up—something dark, dangerous, but sweet. 
But his heart belonged only to him. 
He stopped in front of a large, arched black door. “Before I show you this…” He paused, running his fingers along the back of my hand, making my skin tingle. “I want you to know that I don’t allow many people in here. I want you to be happy here, Winter. I care deeply about our union and what we are hoping to achieve.”
My heart pounded. I recoiled my hand, then looked into his eyes. I wished he wouldn’t do that. “What’s inside?”
His lips tugged into a grin. Blaise pressed his hand against the silver lock, and it clicked open. The wood creaked as we entered. “The spells that lock certain rooms have magic memory, allowing only particular people inside,” he explained, answering my unasked question.
He gestured me inside. I gazed up at the ornate designs on the white ceiling, then drifted my eyes down the tall shelves. They reached the height of the room. Rolling wood ladders leaned against them. Webs hung loosely around the books left to collect dust toward the top. Titles with no order were crammed into tightly packed shelves. No alphabetical order, no organization. It was faery chaos in literal form. 
He leaned lazily against the doorframe, his navy-blue wings against his back.
“I remember how you liked books.” He gestured around us at the towering archive of leather-bound books. “You always liked learning things…” He hesitated. “Unless that’s changed.”
“I still love reading.”
He inhaled deeply, then gave me a tight smile. “I hope you can find solace here. It’ll be easier for us both as we will be spending the next—” He counted his fingers, then grinned. “At least eighty years together.”
“Ah yes, the fate of us mortals. I’ll be a chapter in your life, you the entirety of mine.”
“We still age,” he replied. 
“Slowly,” I said. “Incredibly so. Your father’s what, eight hundred and something.”
He nodded. “About that. We stopped counting.”
I laughed. “Well, he doesn’t look a day over seventy. That’s what…” I tapped my finger on my chin and looked up. “Like eleven years for every hundred or thereabouts.”
Blaise chuckled. “It doesn’t quite work like that.” 
“How then?” 
“We grow into adulthood at the same pace as you do. The only difference is we hover at our youth for a few hundred years.”
My eyebrows pulled into a frown. “Are there any thousands-of-years-old fae out there?” 
Blaise narrowed his eyes. “If there are, we haven’t heard of them. Eventually, we all get tired of living and find a way to die.” His gaze darted to the corner, then snapped back to me.
“Your father hasn’t.”
His expression darkened. “Not yet.”
Something was off in his tone. 
“Yet…”
“Even us immortals must die one day.”
I ran my finger across the spines of the books, delighting in the smell of leather and old paper. Some of them hadn’t been touched in decades, it seemed. Others looked worn, their spines creased. 
“Yes. Lifetimes to do everything you desire.”
I wondered if that was why sorcerers were so success-driven. We only had a short time to achieve anything. The fae, however, were notoriously lazy, carefree, and filled with menace. Tomorrow was certain, and yesterday was forgettable. With centuries to become anyone, repeatedly, it was no wonder they cared so little for thrones and crowns—except for Blaise. He was eager. I presumed the younger ones always were at first.  Eyeing Blaise, I wondered how long it would take for his spark to dull, and I hoped I’d never have to be around when that happened. I guessed I wouldn’t, not after my father invaded their land. 
“Careful,” he warned when my fingertips reached the end of the case. Next to the shelf was a large glass dome suspended in midair. Light shone through it, shredding into hundreds of shades of blue. In the middle of the dome was a dagger. It couldn’t have been more than a foot long and four inches wide. The blade was coated in silver from what I could tell, and the metal was pristine; not a scratch marked the shiny surface. The handle had been carved from polished stone, knotting up into a point. Invisible fingers of magic held it up. Fairy dust hovered around the glass.
I was transfixed, aware of nothing but how much I wanted to touch it. I reach my fingers out, uncurling them as I reached the edge. When my skin touched the polished exterior, electricity buzzed into my arm, then throughout my body. My heart skipped a beat, and dizziness pulled me to the ground. I fell with a thud, then looked up at the dome with wide eyes.
Fingers snapped in front of my eyes. I blinked twice, then broke my connection to the dagger. 
Blaise pressed his lips together. His eyes were more full than usual, his eyebrows furrowed. “I said, be careful.”
“I couldn’t help it,” I admitted, breathless. 
He looked at the dagger’s glass prison and back at me. “You’re susceptible to the Objects of Kai. You’ve heard of them, right?”
My cheeks flushed with heat. “Of course I have.” My eyes flicked to the glint of the blade. 
 “Don’t stare at it too long...” He paused for a nanosecond. “You can go mad, and I happen to like my future wife sane.” 
A smirk played on his lips. I chewed the inside of my cheek and forced myself to look away. It called to me like a mercreature from the waters, pulling me into an abyss where I could lose myself.
I had so many questions, but my pride and ego offered two words. “I know.” 
A flicker of amusement crossed his face. “Well, in case you don’t, it’s called the dagger of ruin.” 
“Catchy name.” 
“It’s one of the ways fae have found a way to die. It can kill an immortal.” He looked at it. I could tell he was also captivated by its essence, to a lesser extent than me. “It’s only used when one of the crimes of three has been committed, or when a faery wishes to die.”
“I’ve heard of them, the only things you could do that would be punishable by death. Although, I have heard a lot about the fae villages on the outskirts of Lepidus and the cities. Deadly places to venture. How do you keep them in check?”
The corner of his mouth ticked. “We’re working on it.”
“You and your father?”
He breathed deeply, staring at me with unknown intention. “You ask a lot of questions.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“You haven’t changed since you were little. You questioned everything then too. Why is the sky blue? How do birds fly?”
I shrugged. “I barely remember. I was five.”
“The kingdom is changing.” Warning laced his stare. “Soon all will be revealed. For now, place your faith in my leadership. The villages will not remain in ruin for much longer. Justice will be served to those who will not bend to my rule.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “You mean your father’s?”
“I’m the crown prince,” he replied. “It won’t be long until I’m king.”
“Doubtful,” I mumbled under my breath. 
“What was that?”
“Hmm.” I tapped my finger against my chin. “Nothing.” I turned my attention back to the dagger. “What if someone tries to steal it? I mean, it’s valuable to anyone who wants an immortal dead or an immortal who wants eternal life, and it’s out in the open.”
He rolled his eyes. “Behind a door only I can open, in a cage only a king or crown prince can unlock.” His eyes flashed brightly. “Those with true royal blood.”
He strode toward it, then pressed his fingers against the dome. As he did, the glass melted away. I didn’t know why he had to show me. It was nice to see his ego was still in check. 
“Who carries out the executions for the crimes?” I asked. 
“For now, King Azrael, but one day, me.” He smirked. “For cold-blooded murder, treason, or act of terror.” 
I fumbled my thumbs. “Do you think you could kill someone?” I didn’t know when he would rule, but inevitably, the responsibility would fall on his shoulders. 
He laughed. “As easy as slicing through pig’s meat.” 
My chest tightened. “Nice to know. Anyway, thanks for showing me this place.” 
He straightened his shoulders. “Put everything back where you found it. This is my personal library.” He placed the dagger back, and the glass settled back over it, protecting it from wanting hands. “Now you can visit it too. I’ll have the spell locking the library adjusted so you can enter it.”
“Oh.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Great. Thank you!” 
As he left, I wondered why the dagger was in Blaise’s possession and not Azrael’s. Who was ruling the court, him or his father?
Scanning the shelves, it was several minutes before I found it. A book titled The Objects of Kai. My eyebrows pinched downward. The spine was well-creased. My thirst for knowledge returned with ferocity. Skimming through ancient pages, I landed on one detailing each object, but the descriptions were faded. One was the dagger of ruin. My eyes flicked up to the flashing silver.
I shifted my eyes back to the book. Another object of Kai was called the crown of discieti. According to legend, its power gave compulsion to the wearer. The third was the ring of immortalem. It gave mortals eternal life. I blinked twice. I could see the appeal. My life was over in a blink of an eye when compared to the fae or mer. I could still read the names of the fourth and fifth ones, the amulet of viribus and sword of impervius, but the text was so faded, it was no longer legible. 
I turned the page, and a piece of paper fell out. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand. Writing was scrawled across it. 
Crown of discieti, found by the mer?
Ring was last owned by the solis king centuries ago. Possibly in Ash Forest now
Sword, last seen in Magaelor 
Amulet of viribus, hidden by fae in Berovia
I closed the book, putting it back in the middle of the shelf, squishing it between two books about necromancy. Nothing in here would be classified as light reading. These were books that would be banned at Ash Court.



TWENTY
 
“Morning.” Blaise smirked when I entered his library. Technically he was right, but it was almost noon and I hardly counted it as morning. I woke late after such a late night. Yet, he looked exuberant. His feet were propped up on a side table as he leaned back against the sofa cushions. On his lap, a book was open somewhere neat the middle. The fire crackled, coal simpered into ash as I breathed in the smoke-tinted air. 
“Is it?” I yawned. 
“You’ll get used to it as heir.”
“I’ve been heir for some time.” 
He waved a hand lazily in the air. “You’ve not been living as one until now. You’ll be expected to act out your duties at court as a public presence after the wedding. You should have been doing that at home, but Amos just sent you away to an island as if you were nothing, just so he could be with his mistress. Fool.”
I was taken aback to hear anyone talk about my father like that. If he were in Magaelor, I’m pretty sure he’d have been locked away for it. “He was upset over my brother’s death.” I recited the lie I’d been told over and over by my mother. 
He scoffed. “I can tell when you’re lying, you know.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. I needed to get better at that. “What are you reading anyway?” 
“History.” He scowled, then shook his head slowly. “Here.” He passed the book to me, then sat upright. 
My gaze trickled over the open pages, devouring the words that had made him so mad. 
Faeries, known to be kind creatures inclined to heal and inspire growth, lived harmoniously for centuries until the fae war. When groups of fae grew dark, wanting to indulge their pleasures more than allowed, and gave into sin and selfishness. Many went rogue, wanting to be free of the fae courts nestled amongst blossom trees and high mountains, to the east in the beautiful land of Berovia. 
The more darkly inclined faeries moved to a colder land, one called Magaelor. There, they divulged their darker nature more until many went feral, their instincts only to harm. Although there is no difference in the magic, as all fae harness natural magic from within, the newly known dark fae would use their magic more toward a more sinful nature; instead of healing, they would host grand parties and drink until dawn. 
“Oh.” 
He rolled his eyes. “Many of us simply embraced both sides of ourselves, the light and the dark, but forever we will be branded the dark fae, the bad guys.”
“You’re upset.” I ventured. 
“I don’t care what they think, but history books are forever in text and it’s so predictable, so biased.” 
“Then rewrite it.” I said simply. 
He half-laughed, then propped his chin onto his palms, and his elbows pressed against his knees. “You know, that’s no terrible advice. It’s shame no one will read it.”
“The dark fae will.”
He arched an eyebrow. 
“I mean the fae here in Niferum.” 
He laughed. “I don’t care about the name; it’s only the so-called light fae in Berovia who think they’re better than us and it’s incorrect.”
I thought about Cedric. “I think they’re nice.”
“Met many have you?”
“One. Besides, I thought you didn’t care what they think.”
“I don’t.” He pushed his hand through his jet-black hair. His eyes glittered with cunning when he looked at me. It made my stomach swirl. His stare was intimidating, as if I he was looking into my soul. “Much like this conversation, I’ve grown bored of this topic.” 
“Then you should leave.” I gestured to the door. “So I can read.”
He got to his feet, then placed the book back. “What would be the fun in that?” He closed the distance between us. His scent was intoxicating, and I leaned closer. It was as if had been made for my senses; winterberry and snow. I closed my eyes, then snapped myself out of it. He ran his finger over the top of my dress. “You can wear something nicer than this… dress do you call it?”
My eyebrows pulled downward. “It was picked out by the top designer in Magaelor.”
“Then he has no taste. I think you should loosen up.” His eyes were alight. “The clothes they have here,” he whistled, “they’re much more suited to someone of your beauty.”
I had always loved the fashion of the fae here, but I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction. “I’m not going to play your games, you know. I’ve heard what you’re like. Everyone has.” I coked my head to one side. “I’ll be your wife, but I will not be treated like your other whores.”
He choked on air, then laughed. “Whores? I wouldn’t call anyone that. There is nothing wrong with indulging your senses.”
“Of course you would say that.”
He straightened his navy-blue tunic with silver buttons. “Try having some fun while you’re here. Naturally, you’re marrying me, so don’t have too much fun.” He winked. “But explore. Have a drink. Make some friends.”
My heart pounded. “You’re not going to stay with me?” I was confused. Surely with the wedding coming up, even if it wasn’t going to happen, which he didn’t have to know, I was shocked he wouldn’t want to be using this opportunity to get to know me better. 
“I have things to attend, but I will see you when I get the time.” He said nonchalantly enough to know I wasn’t at the top of his personal priorities. Only his political ones. “I’ll leave you alone to read. If you need anything, ask one of the maids. I’ve asked them to give you anything you require.”
“Thanks.” I mumbled as he walked out the door. 
 
***
 
I spent the day flipping through books until the early hours of the evening, enjoying lying in front of the crackling fire, on a rug, devouring words I’d had to hide back in Morgana’s tower room. 
Forbidden spells revealed themselves. Old rituals and truths about the world led me down a spiral of thirst for more. There was so much I hadn’t known. The Objects of Kai kept popping up in different centuries, then lost to the next. There were entire volumes filled with properties of mer venom, and pages of royal family trees from the solises, light and dark fae, and lunas. 
Knowing as much as possible about the kingdom I would rule was imperative to my success as queen. Father would be impressed if I continued to show the same strength and resilience that I had in Berovia and here, and to do that, I had to make sure I wouldn’t get caught tripping over the lie I’d stumbled upon. All it would take is one wrong question, and his work would come undone.
While guilt tugged me one way, the weight of my father’s crown pulled me the other direction. Sometimes leaders had to do what needed to be done, and from time to time, there was collateral damage. I figured it was a burden that needed learning, accepting. It didn’t feel natural to me, betrayal and war, but it would with time, I was sure. Someone had to carry the weight of a kingdom and make the decisions no one else would. As a ruler, I must accept the blame for actions that would mean the best for our people, even if sometimes those people hated me for it like they did my father. So many wanted the crown, but few were willing to do the dirty work to keep it. 
I inhaled deeply, then left the library. I’d spent so much time in that room, I needed a change of scenery. I made my way to the one place where I could win the very thing I needed. The lie Blaise had caught me in earlier that day−where I told him my father had sent us away simply because he was hurt over Andrés death−weighed heavily on my mind. If he could sense a small lie like that, then I could easily be caught in a bigger one, one where the fate of Magaelor hung in the words which dripped from my mouth like poison. 
The wedding was only planned to invade Niferum. I couldn’t reveal the truth without ensuring a war. Azrael was known to be unforgiving, and it seemed Blaise had the same fiery streak. They couldn’t find out what my father was planning. 
Gray crevices narrowed as I walked the dark tunnels toward the gambling rooms. My heels clicked against the stone, echoing. Reaching the archway, I hurried through with a smile on my face. 
A faery with yellow eyes spotted me from behind a velvet-lined table. I placed seven gold pieces onto the purple tablecloth. The faery smirked, then shifted his eyes to mine. He turned to the blonde woman behind him, the only other person in the room aside from us, and chuckled. 
“She thinks we play for coin.” He pushed the pieces back toward me. Black flashed in the corners of his irises, which looked like the sun. “I don’t deal with something as common as gold.”
I flushed red, took my gold, and shoved the pieces into my deep pocket. “Then what do you want?”
His thin lips crooked up. “Wishes.” 
I didn’t know what he meant by wishes, but from the way he sounded, I didn’t want to give them away. His gaze narrowed. Even if I wasn’t taken seriously, Blaise was, and for all they knew, I was going to be their queen. I leaned forward. “What would you give me for the wish of the future queen?” 
His eyes gleamed. “Those stakes would be high indeed.” 
A chill hung in the air. I hugged myself, feeling my icy fingertips against my upper arms. “How would I trade a wish?” 
He grinned, and two gold teeth shone among the white. He flurried his fingers, and his magic sparkled up into a spiral as he did. “Wishes are the soul’s truth. If you allow it, a simple spell will pull out your heart’s greatest desire. With it, I would have the power to control it, to use it whenever I will. Power like this has great charge and energy.” 
“I’ve never heard of them.” 
“That’s because you’ve never met me. Not many collect wishes. It’s an acquired taste.” He tilted his head. His hair looked like it had been woven from gold threads, and his eyes were feline-like. He looked no older than forty, which meant he must’ve been hundreds of years old.
“What do you want with that much power?”
He thrusted his chest out, and a sly smile spread across his face. “We all have our secrets.”
“I understand that.”
He cackled. “Oh, I know you do.” 
“How do I know what my soul’s desire is, a wish, whatever?”
“It’s your purpose.”
I couldn’t risk it. My desires were the same as my father’s, and those would be dangerous in the hands of a faery. “No.” 
He arched an eyebrow. “No?” 
“I refuse to play.”
“Perhaps I can change your mind.” His words carried into the next. “My full name is Liciatoriumus. You may call me Licia, and I am a spell master. There are not many of my kind left. I can grant you what you want. Hand over any spell.” He waved his hands in the air. “It is a gift I was born with.” He leaned forward aggressively. “Magic is power, and I happen to have a lot of it. So, what is it you want?”
He waved a hand at me, dismissing the notion. “I’m not interested in crowns.” Something sad lurked behind his eyes. As I saw it, he pulled away. “It’s up to you. You ventured into my part of the castle. There must be something you want.”
My heart thudded. “I can’t.”
“I don’t care for hierarchies. Whatever your secret, it is far too valuable for me to cross you.”
I bit my tongue. “Could you make me a master at evading the truth, like other fae?” 
He spread his fingers over his chest. “I could.”
I rolled my eyes up to the ceiling, thinking of anything else I wanted. Maybe I could protect Blaise from harm. “Could you save someone’s life?”
He lifted both eyebrows. “No one has power over that, besides…” He twiddled his fingers, and fairy dust swarmed, showing threads of white weaving through the air. “I do not play with timelines that are meant to happen. Unchanging ones. Some destinies are set in stone.”
“Timelines?” 
“Oh, yes. There are events, big ones, that are meant to happen. Destiny is not a force to be messed with, but to grant your desire for dancing your way around the truth, that I could give you. Although, I do wonder what you’re hiding.” 
“You’re not that powerful if you can’t grant any desire.”
“Do you want it or not?” 
I looked up at the winter-casted ceiling. White icicles pointed down at us. I was afraid to give him access to my heart, but he wasn’t interested in crowns and wouldn’t meddle with major events. I needed to keep my father’s plans secret from Blaise and the other royals, and only a faery’s ability to get around the truth would do that. They could sense a lie like an anumi could smell blood. I had no choice. I had been sent into the snake’s pit with deadly truths on my tongue. 
“You have yourself a deal. If I win, you make me a master of eluding the truth.”
His eyes beamed. “And if I win, you give me your wish.” 
I exhaled shakily. “Deal. What game are we going to play?”
The blonde approached us, holding a pair of six-sided dice, but these were no ordinary dice. There were pictures in place of numbers. “What are they?” I peered closer as she placed them carefully on the velvet cloth. 
“Your beauty is outstanding.” His eyes grew bigger. “Pure, untouched. I would like to take it.”
I lightly brushed my fingers against my lips. “My beauty?” 
“It’s like a game of chance,” he explained, “but the consequences are real. Instead of coin, we play for your fairness.” He smiled down at the dice. Each side had a drawing of a flower. One was roses, the second a pink tulip, third a black root, fourth was lily, fifth a corpse flower, which was native to the forest that bordered their land. It had been given its name because of its vile stench. The last was a weeping orna. I breathed slowly; my chest felt tight as I looked at the dice.
“Do not try to dupe me,” I warned, grabbing my staff from where I leaned it against the table’s leg. “You may be powerful, but when it comes to brute force, I win.” 
He eyed my staff, then shifted his eyes toward mine. “I understand.”
“Good.”
I reached out and took one. Licia took the other, and we began. He rolled first. It landed on the lily. 
“Your turn, Princess.”
Nervously, I shook it in my hand, feeling the smooth edges against my palm, then let it go. It scurried away from me and landed on the black root. I closed my eyes. I felt a part of my fairness being pulled away from me, then I saw it. Gold dust left through my skin, dancing its way over to Licia. He opened a small chest I hadn’t noticed until then, unless he had conjured it, and the dust settled inside. 
“Why not keep it for yourself?”
He didn’t answer; instead, he rolled again. It landed on the roses. I looked at my dice with poison in my eyes. I let it roll away from me, then cursed when it landed on the corpse flower. 
I had the worst luck, or…
“This is rigged.” 
He rolled again, but this time it landed on the weeping orna. I whooped out loud, then covered my mouth. I hadn’t expected that. 
He lifted an eyebrow. “You haven’t won yet.” 
“How do we know who won?” 
“Whoever loses all their beauty first.”
My gaze trickled over his features, then it dawned on me. He had never lost a game. 
His stare was invasive, and I averted my eyes. Everything around me was beautiful; the fae were masters at illusion, and Licia had done a great job at turning the old dungeons into gambling rooms where everything sparkled. I licked my dry lips, then rolled my eyes up toward the glistening spotlights. When I looked away from something, it fuzzed in the corner of my eye, then slipped away. 
An illusion. A glamour.

The gears clicked into place. Fae could make ash look like fruit if they wished it. I had to act fast. I was being hoodwinked. I was sure of it. He only rolled wrong when I’d questioned the game. He was making me see what I wanted to see, but how could I prove it? They used eye-trickery to achieve it. It was the most precarious form of their magic. I needed a shred of something real, a fringe of reality to cling to so the rest would fall away. I focused on him. His smile faltered, then I saw it. A mole, no bigger than an ant, sat below his lip. It was something I would have missed had I not been looking for it. I blurred my surroundings, taking in only the ugly, and when I looked around again, it had all melted into gray and blacks.
“You told me you wouldn’t dupe me. How did you lie?” 
He tugged at his collar, then ran his hands down the front of his white- and gold-embroidered waistcoat. “I said I understood that your power was more than mine. I did not lie. I never answered.” 
I cursed the fae’s sneaking of honesty, then grabbed my staff. When I gripped my fingers against the ancient wood, magic cracked through it and erupted from the top. Purple light flooded the room as lightning hit Licia square in the chest. He flew backward, crumpling against the blonde behind him. They both toppled to the stone ground.
Looking down, I shook my head. The dice were blank. I lifted my chin up, then cast my stare down at them. 
“Coward,” I hissed. “Blaise will hear of this.” 
Licia scoffed and blood trickled down his chin when he did. He wiped it with his sleeve. “Blaise will do nothing. He owes me.”
I tilted my head. “You can’t own the future king.” 
He clenched his jaw. “I own everyone.” 
I grabbed the dice from the table and threw them on the floor. “You don’t own me.”
There was challenge in his eyes.
“Give me back my beauty!” I warned, pointing at the small chest. 
He growled, standing himself up. He helped the blonde lady up, who only looked mildly inconvenienced by the whole debacle. 
He opened the lid to the chest, and gold dust floated through the air, landed on my face and sank into my skin. “Grant me my desire, and I will forget this happened.”
He shook his head. “You didn’t win.”
“You cheated!” 
“Next time you shouldn’t be so naïve. Any good gambler would have asked for a contract.”
I pointed my staff at him. “Next time, I’ll turn you into the eel your truly are.”
He pushed his chest against the top of my staff and chuckled. “You don’t scare me, Princess. You may have more power.” He gripped my staff and wrenched it from my hands. “But now you don’t.” 
My eyes widened. “Give it back.” 
He threw it in my direction, and I caught it before it hit the floor. 
“Give me what you promised.”
“Are you willing to sign a contract?”
I frowned. “Is that a joke? You tricked me once. I will not let you deceive me again.” 
“If you do decide to let slip what happened here, I’m sure Blaise will be fascinated to know why you were gambling for the ability to keep your secrets. What could you be so worried about hiding in front of the future king?”
I growled under my breath. “Good day.”
“Nice meeting you, Princess.”
I repressed the urge to hit him with another bolt of lightning and turned away to the tunnel. It connected the gambling dungeons to the rest of the court. Dried spiderwebs stretched between crevices in dull stones. I ducked my head, then walked out of the entrance. It was only my third day, and I was already starting to hate it here. The cold stole all my warmth as I ran back to Blaise. My breath fogged through my lips. The darkness gave way to bright white light once I emerged to the enchantment of Lepidus Court. 
 
 





TWENTY-ONE
 
After letting the bitterness float away from the swindle of Licia’s game, I walked slowly, taking in every slice of winter wonderland that surrounded me. It was stunning. I just wished it were a few degrees warmer. Magaelor’s cold temperatures had nothing on the iciness of the north. 
The court seer leered at me when I passed. She had orbs for eyes, green and swirling with mystery. She stared after me when I entered the ballroom. My heart fluttered. Did she know what I was hiding?
I covered my open thoughts with blank scenes, but it hardly mattered. Foresight was a gift I was not blessed with, unlike Morgana and few others, although she seemed convinced otherwise. If Morgana were here, she would have helped me hide my truths from prying minds. They could see glimpses of timelines that could yet happen. I just hoped she didn’t see one where my father took the kingdom from them. 
The other fae stared at me, moving out of my path, not trying to mask their annoyance as I passed. Two young girls flitted overhead, their wings flapping against the still air of the castle. I cast my eyes down toward the marble. What could I expect? This was the first inter-fae-luna marriage ever seen in Niferum or Magaelor. 
Pain tugged at my heart, reminding me of what was to come. Shoving my guilt away, I pressed forward. Preparations were underway. White, silk drapes flowed down the walls from the high ceilings. Fairy dust covered almost every surface, blinding mortals. Glamours were used to hide any ugliness, covering everything with only the beautiful. On hearing of my favorite flower, white-petaled lilies had been placed inside every empty vase. Gray-and-white statues of fae and pixies lined the ballroom. Plush, red velvet benches sat claw-legged under portraits of the ancients. Beady eyes watched me from the portraits as I walked to the double doors. Fae bustled, carrying different things for the wedding. It was evident to anyone that they were against the upcoming nuptials, but no one would defy Azrael’s aspirations. 
I entered the throne room, and the court that never slept enchanted me yet again. I inhaled deeply, smiling as I took in the scene: graceful dancing, stolen kisses, and sensual moves. A plethora of treats to satisfy any sweet tooth were laid out before me. Blaise was whispering something into his father’s ear. King Azrael looked paler today, his eyes more sullen. Blaise glanced at me sideways, stepped backward, then clasped his hands together. “Princess!” he shouted over the chatter. “I see you’ve finished your reading.”
Heat flushed my cheeks as several fae turned their heads and ogled at me. While I was used to being stared at, I wasn’t used to the sneering and rolling of eyes. Most people kept their opinion of me hidden behind a fake smile, after I became the heir to the throne anyway. 
Blaise strutted toward me, running his hand through his dark hair as he did. 
“I have a question,” I stated. 
 “Anything for my bride.” His tone was playful, charming, but I saw right through him. “Ah, alone, I see. Come.” 
He walked by my side as we paced out into the corridors. He radiated superiority. It annoyed me. 
“I met Licia in the gambling rooms.” I explained. 
“I had no idea you liked to gamble. Had I known, I’d have asked for a game or two.”
“I thought I’d give it a go,” I admitted. “But, does he have some hold over you?”
His smile turned into a frown. “Don’t go against him, Winter. Whatever happened, or if you lost, let it go.”
“So he does.”
He clenched his jaw. “I said let it go, Winter.” Suddenly, my name sounded dirty. 
I didn’t push it further. I couldn’t explain what happened without incriminating myself. “It was nothing. I lost anyway.” I laughed. 
“Next time, save me one. I’d love to know what you’d be willing to bet.” 
I scratched the back of my neck. “Everything looks great,” I said, looking around us. 
He rocked back and forth on his heels. “No expense was spared. I signed the treaty and returned it to your father. The wedding will go ahead, and together”—he took my hand in his—“we will be the new beginning. We shall rule Niferum and Magaelor as one.” 
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There are two kings before we could rule.” 
His expression darkened. “No one can rule forever.” 
Two fae stopped and curtseyed at Blaise. Their gaze trickled over me, but Blaise stared them down.
I stepped out of their way. “They don’t like me here.” 
“They’ll learn to.” Blaise pinched his chin between his fingers. “Their jobs are to grant me my desires, and my desire is for them to accept you as my wife.”
My stomach dipped. “Honestly…” I heisted. “I’m just as shocked as them at this marriage. I never thought King Azrael would agree to our union.”
His mouth twisted into a snarl. “Why does everyone give him the credit for everything?” 
“Does he not deserve it?” 
His forearm muscles appeared through his shirt sleeve. “No.” 
We walked a little farther in silence. He escorted me out onto the grounds. Stretches of snow reached to the mountain paths. Walls made from stones of varying sizes protected us from the carnage outside of the castle. The rocks were pitted and broken. I could tell they relied on magic for everything. Nothing was built by hand, and if it was, it was ancient, made by the sorcerers before the fae took Niferum. The dark fae came to Magaelor from Berovia, wanting a kingdom of their own. 
The feral fae frightened me. They engaged their senses and desire like the rest, but the difference was they indulged any whim, whether it was murder, torture, or anything that took their fancy. There was no order, and while I was glad the dagger existed to kill any faery who committed such evil, Niferum was too scattered, with harsh conditions and no guards to enforce order. Not every sin was punished. Blaise said he planned on fixing that, but he would never get to. My father would be the one enforcing the laws soon enough. 
“What are you thinking about?”
“Oh. So many things,” I said carefully. “I looked up the Objects of Kai. What you told me about the dagger intrigued me.” 
“What’s intriguing about objects that could kill me?” 
My eye twitched. “I thought you said fae didn’t want to live forever.” 
“I’m still young.”
“I love learning about all things. It’s not always about you.” 
He raised his eyebrows.
I laughed. “Oh, five words you’re not used to hearing?” 
He licked his lips, then chuckled under his breath. “You’ve got me.” 
 “Do I?”
We both stopped. He turned to face me and let out a long exhale. “What do you want to know about them?” 
Three fae women hurried down the path toward us. They stopped and turned around when they met Blaise’s stern stare. I cleared my throat, then rubbed my hands together. 
“You have the dagger.” 
He nodded. 
“Do you know where any of the other objects are?” 
“No.” 
“But you have your suspicions?” 
 He thumbed the side of his neck. “Yes. You’ve seen my notes, I presume.”
“Will you tell me?” 
He waggled his finger, smirking. “Those pretty eyes may get you everyone else’s secrets, but not mine. Unless you tell me why it all entices you so.” 
“I guess we will both keep our desires.”
He eyes sparked with intrigue. “What secrets do you hold?” 
“Truths that will never leave my lips.” 
His forehead creased. “Let me ask you one thing.”
I felt the color drain from my face. The absence of conversation loudened the sound of the howling wind. 
“Do you want to marry me?” 
My expression relaxed. Calmly, I smiled. “Blaise, any girl would be lucky to marry you.” 
“Now who’s getting good at evading the truth?”
I tilted my head. “I’m learning from the master.”
He grinned. The moon was visible against fading gray. Ice crackled underfoot as we proceeded to amble around the trees. Crystalized leaves littered the path. 
“How was Berovia?” he questioned. “I hadn’t had a chance to ask yet.”
My eyes widened. “Oh. You know.”
“Don’t panic. Everyone else bought your shipwrecked-on-some-island story that King Amos spun. I, however, always have a way of finding out the truth.”
I exhaled shakily. His revelation worried me. If he knew that, what else could he find out? “It was hot. There were beaches, a forest.”
“That’s it?” 
“No. There were shadow markets too.” 
“Ah, yes. We have them here too, as do you.”
I squinted. “No we don’t. I would know if we did.” 
“Yes, you do.” He laughed. “How much do you actually know about Magaelor? You’ve been sheltered.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “I wish everyone would stop saying that.”
“Who is everyone?”
My memory of Cedric flitted through my thoughts. As they did, warmth protruded in the pit of my stomach. I shook the feeling away and looked back at Blaise. “I’m learning new things every day. Don’t underestimate me.”
“Okay, okay.” He held his hands up in surrender. “Tell me more about Berovia.” 
“There’s not much to tell.”
“Lies,” he hissed. 
I mentally kicked myself. “Okay, there is, but it’s been a long day.” 
“Another time?” 
“Promise.” I huffed, knowing I couldn’t get out of it. I only hoped the wedding would come first.
His fingers wrapped around my arm. He turned me around, and we headed back toward the castle. “I’m glad my father agreed to the arrangement, especially to you. It’s not just the arrangement I’m pleased about.”
“Why?” 
His cheeks balled. “I’ve always admired you. You may be a little bori—” He stopped himself at my scowl, then chuckled. “I mean, you may come from a place that makes you a little stuff, but you’re smart, practical. You don’t shy away from what needs to be done. I like that.” He paused. “You’re beautiful too. That doesn’t hurt.”
“All fae are stunning. I could never compete.” 
“I know you believe that, but, Winter, I cannot lie.” He gazed at me. “You are the most beautiful woman at court. Truly, those rose-petal lips…” He ran his fingertip across my bottom lip. “Eyes you can get lost in…” He looked down and licked his lips. “Perfect hourglass figure…”
I flushed red. “Stop.”
“You should learn to take a compliment.”
“It won’t get you far,” I warned. 
“No, no. You are so much more than a pretty face. I’m certain. I’m glad you’ve snapped out of the depression you were in the last time you were here. I was worried it was who you are until I saw you this time.”
“My brother died.” I looked at him incredulously. “I was heartbroken.” Also over Jasper, but I didn’t dare bring him up. 
“He did, but you don’t need to be depressed. Now you will inherit the crown instead og him.”
“I am not only a crown to trade with and if he were alive, I’d want him to have it!”
He put his hands up in surrender. “Okay.”
“Where is your compassion? Just because you don’t know death, and don’t feel the absence of loss, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.” Tears swam in my eyes. “One day you’ll lose someone, whether it’s at the end of a dagger, or maybe you’ll even grown to care for a sorcerer, and you’ll feel what I did for my brother.”
“Perhaps.”
“I want to go back.” I snapped. 
He remained silent for the rest of the walk, until we reached the castle. 
“I should go to bed.”
“It’s ten o’clock. No way. There’s so much to do here.” He cocked an eyebrow. “You can have all the fun you want.”
“I’m not in the mood. I want to go to my room and just think about things.” I was still reeling over his comment about my brother. 
“That sounds insanely depressing. You’re coming with me.” 
“No.”
He relented, rolling his eyes up, he blew out a tense breath. “I apologize for what I said.”
“How hard was that to do?”
He placed his hand over his chest. “Painful, but I will have to live with you for the next, however many years, and I’d rather you not hate me. It will make for awful living conditions.”
I couldn’t believe him. “You’re unbelievable.”
“Come on.” He held out his hand. “Humor me.”
“Fine, but if I’m not having fun I’m going to bed.” I said with warning in my eyes. 
He pulled me up a spiraling staircase. We passed more white lilies. He whipped his head around and caught me looking at them. A creamy, clove aroma scented the air. “I remember you saying they were your favorites.” 
“You didn’t have to do that for me.” 
He looked back incredulously. “Are you kidding? You’re going to be my queen. I want you to be happy. Like I said, awful living conditions.” 
Each time he was nice to me, it made my stomach ache more. My betrayal would cut deeper than I’d anticipated. I hadn’t expected him to be so… charming. So… nice.
We stepped into a room. The acoustics were spectacular, echoing every footstep. 
“I’m surprised there’s an empty room in this castle.” 
He smiled, dimpling his cheeks, then held out his hand. “I know all the hidden gems we can go to be alone.”
“I’m sure you do.” I retorted. 
“Let us dance.” 
My eyebrows lifted, my eyes wide. “Why?”
“Because dancing is sensual, fun, it’s a way to let go and you, love, need that.”
Lifting my hand, shakily, I took his. I did say I’d try to have fun. It was only one dance. 
His fingers entwined with mine and clasped tight. My heels clicked against the floor as he led me to the center. He snapped his fingers, and snowflakes drifted down from the ceiling. The room warped into a winter wonderland in front of my eyes. Bare branches caught icicles that hung from trees sprouting up from nowhere. It was glamour at its finest.
I lowered my head, peering up from underneath my eyebrows. He slid his leg back, smooth across the floor. Music, lighter than air, resonated around us and grew louder with each move as I chased his steps. Violins, a cello, and a harp played in the corner of the room by invisible fingers.
My lips parted. His gaze swallowed me, entrancing my every move. I’d never danced so freely before. The steps in Ash Court were counted and stiff. He pulled me closer to him, pushing his body against mine. His fingers tentatively ran down my spine to my lower back, where he paused. His smile faltered. 
“Are you having fun?” 
The hairs on my arms stood on end. Coldness pricked through my body. I smiled in response, but my bottom lip shook. 
His eyes flashed amber. He smelled like lemongrass and citrus. I pinched my eyelids shut, allowing him to guide me in our dance. The snowflakes settled on my arms. My shoulders relaxed, and the tension evaporated. A heaviness I hadn’t noticed until now was replaced by serenity. Flickers of touch ran between us. His leg brushed mine, my fingers spread across his shoulder, and his elbow pressed into my waist.
The music continued, but we did not. He paused, his gaze intently on mine. My lips were inches from his. I lifted my hand, then cupped his cheek. He reminded me of Jasper, but he was far more broken. I ran my finger down his chest and stopped where his heart was, spreading my fingers over his chest.
“People say you’re heartless,” I said through a heavy breath. “But you’re not.”
He broke apart from me, stepping back into a mound of snow that had collected on the marble. He turned his head, an iciness returning to his eyes, and the glamour faded away like it had in the gambling rooms.
“It’s just a dance. Don’t mistake it for anything more.”
“Wait,” I called when he went to leave. 
He balled his fists at his side. “What?”
“Did I read the moment wrong?” I held my breath, waiting for clarification on whatever it was. 
“Don’t ruin good moments, Winter. You will be sorely disappointed if you want anything more from me than someone to have a good time with.”
“I won’t be disappointed. I know who you are.” I left my head up. “I just thought, today, that I saw a glimmer of someone nice under all of that arrogance.” 
He shook his head. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking because I want you to be happy here and we had a good time today, that I can in any way falling for you.” He walked toward me, his jaw clenched. 
“I wasn’t making any mistake. I don’t want your love.”
His gaze was penetrating. His eyes flitted around, searching my expression. His breath hitched as he closed the inches between us. “Good. Because I don’t fall in love. With anyone.”
“Good to know, but like I said, I don’t care. It’s sad, thought, that you’re so lost to any idea of vulnerability. You ruined a good moment because of that, not the other way around.”
“We cannot afford vulnerability.” His eyes glossed, then his expression darkened. He turned on his heel and left me standing in the death of an illusion. 
Stomping through the doorway with my arms crossed over my chest, I rushed through the corridor and down the steps into a bustling hallways. I was furious, looking up at the ceiling. He blew hot and cold one minute to the next. I barely knew him, and yet, he managed to infuriate me like no one else. 
I wasn’t looking where I was going and slammed into another body. Looking up, her green gaze latched onto mine like two snakes biting into my soul. I gasped and desperately tried to clear my mind. It was the castle seer. I thought of Cedric, his wings, his golden eyes, his hair… anything to distract myself from the truth. After a moment, she pulled out of my head. 
“I know something is coming,” she warned. “If you betray us, Winter Mortis, you will be destroyed!”
Her white hair was tied up into a knot. Leaves were entwined through her thick strands, giving it the appearance of a nest. Her lips, which were coated in shimmering white, were set into a hard line.
“I know,” I said, knowing it was the only truth I could offer. I held my breath as I waited for her to get out of my way. My anxiety came back in waves. My throat was closing over, my heart pounded, and my hands were clammy. I skirted around her, then ran up the steps to the west wing where my room was. My teeth chattered as the walls stole all the warmth emitted from the lamps and fireplaces strategically placed in every other room. Tears stung at my eyes, but I wasn’t sure why I was crying.
 
 
 



TWENTY-TWO
 
Drops of ink splattered onto the parchment. I rolled the pen between my fingers and sighed. I was scared. My fear cracked into my staff, which I was hesitant to use in front of the fae. Their hatred toward me was as obvious as Blaise’s motives. He wanted to be king. I could see it all over his face. It was unusual for a faery to be ambitious, but he could give my father’s eagerness a run for its coin.
I let go of my staff. It was hooked onto my belt, which had been made to match my forest-green gown with lace flowers that covered the netted sleeves. I rested my chin onto my palm, pressing my elbow onto the mahogany table. I didn’t know what to write. My mind was as blank as the page in front of me. It was fae tradition to write their own vows, but I figured it didn’t matter. The wedding wouldn’t happen anyway. 
Drawings of Blaise and me were splattered on every paper. I watched the one that had been left outside my door that morning turn to ash in the fire. 
 
WINTER MORTIS’S DESPERATE CLING FOR POWER TAINTS THE LAZARUS NAME.
 
The headline made me sick. I wasn’t desperate for power, and it was laughable that the fae believed they had any. We were the stronger ones. I could take on their magic and glamours easily. With that in mind, I kept my staff close, out of the fear they might try to take it from me. Without it, I would be powerless in a place where I had more enemies than allies.
Really speaking, I only had one ally: Blaise.
I had contested the headline to him earlier that day, but he dismissed it, saying he had no control over what any newspapers printed. He wouldn’t have tried even if he could. He didn’t care about me, which he’d made abundantly clear, he was only interested in keeping me appeased and amenable so I didn’t make his life hell when we got married. He was used to charming girls and getting what he wanted, but I couldn’t succumb to him. I was a princess, not some plaything, and I wouldn’t beg for him to do anything. Even if it meant being embarrassed with headlines on newspapers I couldn’t change. 
He also had his mind on other things. King Azrael was deteriorating by the day. I’d swear, if it weren’t for the fact that he was immortal, I’d think he was dying. A part of me wanted to warn Blaise, only if it meant I could leave. I was fed up with the dubious looks all day long and the guilt pinching me. If I thought my father would not kill them, including Blaise, I’d let it happen, but I couldn’t. My father and I were on the same side finally, and he had treated me how I always wanted him too but being back at Lepidus court cut me with every step. Reminding me of why I had doubted him in the first place. 
I’d seen too many of Jasper’s sisters to remind me of what my father was capable of. Jasper’s laugh echoed in theirs, and his ghost haunted me with familiar smiles. Going through it again, seeing murder before my eyes of someone who didn’t deserve it, it stained my soul. 
Despite Blaise’s attitude, I didn’t want him dead. They were vulnerable, simply because they believed themselves to be immortal.
It dawned on me, and the obvious crashed down, hitting me all at once. Jasper had been killed. He was immortal. Why didn’t I realize it before? Of course they had a weapon, an Object of Kai, the sword. It wasn’t lost to time. I’d been so stupid to not make the connection before. The shattered threads of truth pieced together. Jasper had turned to ash, and that was what the sword did to immortals. 
I’d been too attentive to fine details to notice the bigger picture.
I rushed down the steps, stumbling across a girl as I did. She had silver hair and green eyes. She gave me a hardened look, then walked away. Finally, I found the door to Blaise’s library and thumped on it three times.
“It’s Winter,” I called breathlessly through the crack. 
The door swung open. His hair was disheveled, and tiny beads of sweat had formed on his forehead. “What is it?” He looked side to side, checking if I was alone. “I’m busy.” 
“Doing what?” I looked around the doorframe and gasped. A girl in her early twenties was pulling up her stockings. I blinked twice, then put my hands up in the air. “Or should I say doing who?” 
A flicker of embarrassment crossed his face. “What do you want, Winter?”
“I wanted to talk to you about something, but it doesn’t matter. It can wait.” I reminded myself I had no right to be upset, but I couldn’t help but feel enraged. I puffed my cheeks out, then dug my fingernails into my hands. “It’s embarrassing for my fiancé to be going around and sleeping with people. I have a reputation.”
“As do I.” He answered simply. He rubbed his forehead with his thumb and index finger. “Look, I’m sorry you had to see it this way, but you knew what we were getting into. I’m going to change who I am because I’m getting married.”
“Okay, well.” I glanced at the girl then back at Blaise. “I need to speak with you alone.”
He hid a smile, then looked back at the girl. “I’ll come find you later, if you just wanted to be alone.”
My lips twisted. “Not like that.” I huffed, then turned to walk away, but he grabbed my wrist, stopping me. 
I tugged myself free. “Don’t.”
He squinted. “Why are you so upset? I thought we wanted the same thing. A political alliance. I told you yesterday I can’t be something I’m not.”
“It’s not that. It’s the mannerism in which you act. Such complete disrespect for my position here.”
Silence hung between us. I’d acted impulsively, running down to warn him without a plan. Putting my people in danger. My family. The momentary lapse in judgement was gone. “I paused, rocking on my heels. “We can talk later.”
“I’ll come find you.”
I nodded, then turned and quickly walked away. A lump formed in my throat. At least I had attempted to do the right thing, even if I’d bolted at the last minute. Surely, it counted for something. Besides, I wasn’t even meant to know what my father’s plans were.
But you do. 
My inner voice chastised me as I ambled to the banquet room. I was craving something sweet. The trail of my dress dragged behind me.
I’d done everything I could. 
Nope. He will die, and you didn’t stop it. 
“Shut it!” I shouted at my anxiety, earning looks from several fae. I looked away, then clenched my jaw. I paced in a circle. Did they deserve it? It’s not like the fae were nice to me. They were rude and unpleasant. I hadn’t been treated with any kind of respect except from Blaise, and that was limited at best.  
I was so focused on my thoughts as I reached the main hall by the front doors, that I ran right into King Azrael. I jolted back, and my eyes bulged. 
His mouth was open, and his tongue was black. If I didn’t know better, I’d have presumed he’d been tortured. His bloodshot eyes found mine. The crown on his head tipped over. Before anyone saw, I caught it, then straightened it against his curls. “Your Majesty.” 
He leaned in close. Croakily, he hushed. “You should not be here,” he hissed into my ear. A shiver snaked down my spine. 
He coughed, and blood dotted his silver robe. 
“You’re unwell,” I stated, unsure of how. They could heal. They couldn’t die, so how could he be sick? Is that what happened to them after centuries of being alive? My mind wandered up to the dagger. I pushed the thought away. 
“Why shouldn’t I be here?” I asked in a whisper.
He parted his lips but froze when he looked over the top of my head. I turned around and saw Blaise staring at us from the top of the staircase. 
He ran to my side, moving faster than I’d ever seen him go. When he reached us, an invisible tug-of-war took place between Blaise and his father. Neither spoke. Instead, they stared down the other until Azrael relented. 
“You should get your outfit fitted for tomorrow,” Blaise stated. 
King Azrael stumbled away. I curtseyed as he did, but he was no longer paying any attention to me. 
“What was that about?” I asked. 
“It’s nothing.” He swirled his finger around his temple. “He’s losing it.” 
“Is that even possible? Doesn’t the mind heal as well as the body?”
He didn’t answer. Instead, he took my hand. 
I recoiled. “No thanks. I know where it’s been.” 
“Ouch. Look, I apologize you had to see that.” 
“It’s not my business.” 
I could see his pulse under the skin at the top of his chest, by his collarbone. His chest heaved when he looked at me. “I’m sorry about the other day. I wish I could sometimes.”
“Wish you could what?” 
He didn’t answer again. He was good at that. 
I huffed. “I should go for my final fitting.”
He grabbed my arm as I went to walk away, pulling me back toward him. His pupils grew bigger. “You’re always in a rush. You said you wanted to talk, well I’m here.”
I wanted to move closer but stayed rooted to the spot. 
“I misspoke. Forget it.”
He tugged at a lock of his hair. “Please, Winter. We are to be married.” 
“What does that mean to you, exactly?”
His voice deepened, and his breaths were loud as he forced them out of his nose. “I was the one who wanted this wedding.” 
“I thought the king did.” 
His cheeks burned. “I foresaw this alliance and what it could bring to both of our kingdoms. I’m trying to do the right thing.”
“How did you get him to agree?”
“You said you feel disrespected.” He changed the topic. “What can I do to make it better?”
I shrugged. “Don’t disrespect me.”
“What does that mean to you?”
“How about not sleeping around the whole court while you’re engaged. People are already talking about me, looking down on me. I feel like I’m less than nothing here.”
He blew out a tense breath. “Do you want me to stop seeing other girls?”
I tucked in my upper lip. “I don’t care about you and the other girl, only my image.” Panic flitted through me. I’d forgotten myself. We both sensed the lie, but he knew better than to call it out. 
“I won’t make it obvious then. I’ll keep my directions more.. discreet. He smirked. “So, back to the main point. What did you want to tell me?” he asked, tugging at his collar. “You seemed so flustered earlier.”
“Not now,” I said quietly, looking around us.
He dipped his head. “When we’re alone then.”
I inhaled sharply. “My family. Shouldn’t they be arriving soon?”
“Your father arrived through the mountains earlier.” His expression darkened. “They should be here shortly. Along with the many, many guards and friends who insisted on attending.” Suspicion crowned his eyes.
“Well, it is the wedding of the century.” I offered. 
He leaned in and brushed his lips against my cheek. His breath tickled my ear. “You look so much better in our clothes.” His finger laced over the back of my dress down to my waist. “I told you.”
He maintained eye contact when I backed away. My mouth flooded with saliva, and my fingers tingled. I didn’t dare stay. 
He turned away from me, then clasped his hands together. 
Doors swung open. I wasn’t prepared for their arrival. Blaise was right. My father had brought enough people to make up a small army.
“Blaise Lazarus,” my father said in greeting, his posture stiff as he shook Blaise’s hand. He lowered his chin, taking him in. “It’s good to finally meet you. Where is King Azrael?”
“King Amos.” Blaise bowed at his waist. “He is getting fitted for tomorrow.” 
A sheen of sweat glistened off my father’s forehead and chin. “It is custom for him to greet us.” 
“Please take no offence, Your Majesty. We do things differently here, but I will make certain that my father will come and find you this evening once you are settled. He will want to see you. We have our best rooms fixed for you and your guests.”
My father moved back slightly, then scratched his jaw. “Our things are on the drawbridge.”
Blaise’s head flinched back slightly. “I’ll have someone bring them right away.” 
They could have used their magic to bring them. He had left them there on purpose. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. My father pushed past Blaise, his arms outstretched. My eyes widened as they wrapped around me. 
“How are they treating you?” he whispered. 
“The others don’t like me, but Blaise has been good to me.” A half-truth. 
He pulled away and held me at arm’s length, his hands resting on my shoulders. “Don’t worry. Tomorrow is the day.” 
We both knew what he meant, but I had to pretend I didn’t. 
“Exciting.” I grimaced. 
His eyes flashed red. “Intently.”
 
***
 
“What are you doing?” Excitement flashed his features. “Sneaking around like this?”
I was holding an oil lamp, my bare free freezing against the polished stone step. The paintings on the stone walls seemed to come to life under the flickering flames. 
“I wasn’t looking for you.” I smirked, cocking my head. “If that’s what you’re thinking?”
“Ah, honesty. How refreshing.” He flashed me a smile. “You really should wear shoes when walking around the castle.”
“Don’t go pretending you care about me now.”
“I don’t not care.”
“How sweet.” 
He shrugged one shoulder, giving me a nonchalant look. “I can be.” 
“What are you doing walking around this time of night too?”
“I came to see you actually.” He brushed off some crumb’s leftover from dinner on his tunic. “Amos hasn’t touched a drop of liquor this evening, nor any of his men. Strange isn’t it?”
“I don’t know.” Was all I could say. “It’s King Amos to you too.”
“Fine. Berate me.” A smile unfurled on his lips. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”
“Honestly. No.”
“Nervous?”
“Yes.” I answered earnestly.
He pressed his thumb under my chin and tilted my face up to look at him. “I’m sorry for disrespecting you before. You deserve more than that as my future wife.” 
“Thank you.”
He leaned in, his lips growing closer to mine. At the last second, he diverted, kissing me on the cheek. I let out the breath I had been holding. “I’m not good at feelings, but I can try being friends with you. I like you enough I suppose.”
“I don’t not like you.”
He chuckled. “Touché.”
“I should go and eat.” I explained. “I’ll see you later or tomorrow.”
“Definitely!” 



TWENTY-THREE
 
It was late when I reached Blaise’s library. After searching through hordes of books, I found what I had been looking for. A pungent smell of leather hit my nostrils when I pulled the book from the shelf. I ran my fingertip along the title. Vetiti. Quickly, I placed it between my upper arm and side, then hurried back to my room.
Taking a shortcut through the nature rooms, I treaded carefully over a patch of wildflowers. I paused and looked around. It was three in the morning and yet people were still awake, still partying. 
They were peculiar in every sense of the word. The ladies were covered with silver or gold body paints, leaving little to the imagination. Their eyes were framed with thick black eyeliner, the design matching the body paint. One woman’s hair was pulled up into a puff of white mess, and another had shaved half of her head. The other half was braided down and sprayed with a blue glitter. 
I noticed a man with long silver hair, which ran down his shoulders like silk. Poking out through the strands were two pointed ears. His wings displayed an array of colors, like a peacock showing off its feathers. Their tattered edges gave them a mystical look that matched the rest of the tall room. White roses were a common theme; they were everywhere, growing around vines that wrapped around high pillars of gold and entwining with the diamonds from the chandeliers. Elderflower, white and delicate, smattered the edges of the earthy floor. Well-trodden paths led up to the thrones of thorns. 
A woman with Cupid’s-bow lips and thick purple hair grabbed my arm. Her silver eyes glared into mine. “You!” 
My eyebrows knitted together. “Who the hell are you?” I pulled her grip from my arm with hasty force. 
“Jasper’s sister, Sparrow.”
He had so many I’d lost count. My eyes widened. I looked her up and down. She bore no resemblance to him, except for her diamond-shaped face, which was perfectly symmetrical. My heart stammered as she considered me, her eyes empathetic as she waited patiently for my response.
“Oh…”
“I know he didn’t run away. He talked about you. He liked you. We all mocked him for it, but now you’re here, I’m not laughing anymore. If anyone knows what happened to my brother, it’s you.”
Panic swirled up a storm inside my stomach. A rush of numbness ran through me. I did everything to hide it. 
She arched an eyebrow, which was painted with purple glitter. “Where is he?”
My heart swelled. “I don’t know…” I answered honestly because his soul could be anywhere. My father had written to King Azrael about Jasper running away. Anyone could tell lies on paper without a fae suspecting, but in person, it was impossible. I was in trouble. 
“He wouldn’t leave for good without a word.” She paused for a considerable length of time, making me uneasy. “If you know anything, I beg of you to tell me. He is my favorite brother. I love him.”
I dropped my gaze to the floor, staring at her bare feet and painted pink toenails. “I’m sorry.” I looked back up and met her stern look.
“Fine. Keep your secrets.” Her mouth twisted in disgust. “But mark my words. When I find out what happened to him, I will kill anyone who hid him from me.”
Realization washed over me. She thought we were holding him prisoner. The truth was much more sinister. 
“I am not hiding him from you,” I said clearly, masking my building panic attack as best I could. 
“You may not know, but someone close to you does. You father must know.” 
“You should ask him then.”
She scoffed a laugh. “I can’t get anywhere near him. He has guards surrounding him at all times.”
“I liked Jasper too, you know. A lot.”
She bit the inside of her cheek. “He’s a good brother. A good person. If you hear anything, please tell me.”
I nodded, and she walked away, shaking her head as she did.
The memory of him followed me as I turned on my heel then hurried toward the tall doors, desperate for the moonlight that climbed through the cracks around it. I reached the wood and pushed against it, opening the door to the outside world. The fresh air did nothing to alleviate the squashed feelings in my lungs or the lump in my throat. 
A stark, heavy truth weighed on me. It fell from the heavens, leaving nothing in its path as my memory pushed its way back into the forefront of my mind; Jasper had cared about me, and I’d remained loyal to the man who stole his life. I was allowing the same thing to happen again. I pinched my eyes shut, pulling my tears back. 
“Find strength,” I told myself as wind swept through my hair. I inhaled deeply, wiped my eyes, and hurried back inside, book in hand. Without looking at the faces of any other fae, I kept my eyes focused on the ground. Climbing spiral staircases, I finally reached my temporary bedroom. I rushed to my bed and plonked myself down on the feather blankets. The headache that had intermittently pained my forehead all day forced my eyes shut. I rubbed my temples, then opened them. When I opened the book, my vision blurred, and the words fell into one another. I refocused, then parted my lips as I took in each sentence with as much clarity as I could muster. 
Searching for a loophole in an evil plan was harder than the fairy tale villains had let on in the books I was read to as a child. Hundreds of pages with detailed spells, rituals, and potions lured me. I touched the parchment, sighing. It was full of sacrificial magic, also known as dark magic. 
My father could kill Blaise with the sword of impervius only if he were an immortal, but if he were bonded to a mortal, with a spell linking our souls, then it would not work. He’d be mortal, like me. It was the best I could do. It was replicating my mortality to him. 
The Sword could not harm mortals. It was spelled to harm immortals and couldn’t be used on anyone who was not. And until I figured out a way to break the spell, Blaise wouldn’t be.
I needed to find a way to protect him, and perhaps it was the only way I could. 
I gasped when I finally found one—a binding spell. I devoured the four magic words and how to apply them. The only problem was it was sacrificial magic, a betrayal to everything I believed in. 
“Sorry to disturb you.” 
I whipped my head at the sound of his voice and jolted. Blaise looked incredible. His silver coat was buttoned all the way up. His eyes, a rich gray, locked onto mine. Black curls wove around his silver crown, and his skin was a luminous white. Everything about him reminded me of the moon. 
 I shoved the book under my pillow. I stretched out under the covers. “I was planning on getting an early night.” After I’d done the spell, I just wanted to sleep it all away—the plans, my father, the betrayal… my feelings. “Now’s not a good time.” 
He cocked his head. “When will be? After we say I do?”
I shuffled, pushing myself into a sitting position. I pressed back against the wall, quietly grateful that I would not be left to these harsh winters for much longer. My conscience swirled, making me feel sick at the very thought. “Sorry, it’s been a lot to take in.”
“Your father is quite a man.” His lips were pulled into a tight frown. “Although, I noticed they did not bring much luggage. Enough for only a couple of days.”
I shrugged. “Your point?” 
He rushed to my side, then kneeled next to the bed. His eyes investigated mine, flitting back and forth from each iris. He squeezed my hands, desperation clinging to his features. It didn’t look good on him. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
There it was: the question that could undo everything. “There’s lots of things I don’t tell you.” 
“I’ll be more specific then, shall I?” He let go of my hands, then took a seat on the side of my bed. “Is your father planning something?” 
My chest heaved. “Honestly, probably. He’s always planning something or another.” 
“Is he planning anything against me?” 
My fingers were shaking. I hid them under the covers, then looked up at Blaise.
His eyes rounded as he took me in. 
“Why are you so paranoid?” I asked.
“Why won’t you answer me?” 
I scrambled closer, pushing the covers out of the way. I had to make this stop, or we’d be slayed in our beds. No matter my feelings about the attack, I couldn’t prevent it without endangering myself and my people. I ran my fingers down his cheeks and stopped over his chest. 
“Don’t,” he whispered.
“Don’t what?” I asked softly. 
He clasped my wrist, stopping me in my tracks. “Assume that because it’s you, I will let my guard down. Tell me the truth!” 
I jerked my hand back, then exhaled sharply. I leaned forward. His breath smelled sweet. His lips were aching to be kissed. His fingers trembled under my touch. “Why did you push me away? In the ballroom? I know you wanted to kiss me.”
Never had I been so brazen, but a distraction was needed, and I enjoyed it more than I wanted to.
“I want to kiss a lot of girls.” 
“I’m not just any girl though, am I?” 
His lips curved up slightly. “Don’t play with me.” 
I ran my finger along my bottom lip. “I thought you were the only one to play with people. Their wants and desires. Their hearts.” 
He clenched his jaw. “You go too far.”
“Then leave. The doors still open.”
He ran his hand across my thigh, moving my nightdress to the side. “You’re infuriating.”
“So are you,” I said breathlessly. 
“You don’t know when to stop.”
“Coming from the master of self-control?” I taunted. “I think you’re the one who doesn’t know when to stop.” I sighed. “Here is the truth, Blaise. My father has come to see our wedding.”
And invade your land, kill your people… The words floated in my mind.
“That’s all I wanted to hear.” He looked relieved, and the knotting sensation returned to my stomach. Turned out I didn’t need Licia to grant me the ability to skirt around the truth. I’d become quite good at it on my own.
The words of the spell simmered in my mind, ready to be used, but dark magic left traces. I closed my eyes, focusing on the words I’d read, and allowed the spell to chip away at my soul. This magic had not been derived from my ancestors. It was from somewhere else. A place hidden. I felt like a cheat, but I had no choice and hoped my ancestors would understand. I hadn’t read the consequences for such a spell, and being it was from that book, there was bound to be dire ones. 
Now who was the reckless one?
Blaise looked at me with wonder when I finally opened my eyes. “What are you thinking about?”
I inhaled deeply, ran my hands over his arms, and gripped my nails against his shoulders. My inner voice repeated the spell over and over as I focused on my intent. 
He and I. As one.  
I leaned into him. The spell needed to be sealed, and what better than a kiss?
My last one had killed a man. This time, it would save one.
We clashed together, sparks erupting within me. He deepened the kiss, gently stroking his tongue against mine. We crumpled into each other, falling hard, neither wanting to stop it from going too far. His breaths were fast, and I could hear his heart pounding to the beat of mine. I wrapped my legs around him, and he ran his hands up my back and into my hair. His eyes shined as he pulled an inch from me and rested his forehead on mine, both of us tangled in a mess of desire. 
I held him tightly. Not because the spell required me to. It was done. I held him because he needed it. I could feel the want in his bones. “I’m not going to desert you.”
He squeezed tighter. “I know.” His heart cracked open a little, enough for me to know he had one. He took in deep, savoring breaths. “I don’t want to do bad things.” 
His words caught me by surprise. “What bad things?”
He fell silent, then pulled away. “How can you marry a man who cannot love?” His expression was tortured as he examined mine. 
“For the same reason you are marrying me. For our people, power. The kingdom.”
He stood, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. “Please understand…”
“I do.”
He clutched his chest, hesitating on turning. He rocked back and forth on his heels. “Get some rest. We have a long day tomorrow.”
He ran his hand through his hair, disheveling his black strands. 
I watched him leave, then panted, pushing myself back against the wall. We were bound, and the dark magic had coiled itself around my center. 
I felt different.
My fingers itched to touch my staff, but I didn’t dare. I was afraid to. What I had done was wrong, unnatural. Only a fool wouldn’t peek at the consequences of such a spell, but I was too terrified to know the repercussions. It wouldn’t stop them anyway. What was done was done. 
At least it would save his life.
I hoped.
 
 
 




 TWENTY-FOUR
 
I ran down the halls. Fingers grappled at me from the shadows of the walls, trapping me there. Lifting my skirts, I ran around the corner and only stopped when I reached a dimly lit room. When I creaked open the door, Blaise’s face crumpled. He glanced around uneasily, looking straight through me as if I were a ghost. A glass bottle with a stopper sat on the desk, glinting from the light of the lamp. His father was slumped over in a green armchair in front of the crackling fire. The air was thick with ash, calling me back to the smell Jasper’s death had left lingering. 
I woke up covered in a sheen of sweat. I opened my eyes and jumped out of bed. A knock on the door pushed away the details of the dream. I desperately tried to claw them back, to make sense of them, but they slipped away.
“Good morning.” The head maid entered my room, followed by three others carrying dress bags. 
My stomach knotted. It was my wedding day. 
 
***
 
My lips pressed together into a grimace. Long sleeves of vintage lace covered my arms and met at my collarbone, then the lace ran down, over the corset underneath. Ruffles of snow-white tulle made up the skirt, and the fabric flowed out. White light glimmered off the crystal detailing.
Loose soft waves of my hair rested against my chest. Half was pinned up with sapphire clips. My lips were coated with deep red. Pale-blue eyeshadow swept over my eyelids, painted into a gradient with shimmering white in the corners to make my eyes pop. I would be the best-dressed warrior princess in all of history. 
I reached for my staff when they were done. I hadn’t used it since I left Magaelor. 
“You won’t be able to bring it with you,” a voice told me from the back of the room.
I turned my head, then stepped down from the makeshift stand I’d been told to stand on. 
A younger Blaise stood in the doorway. His features were softer than his brother’s, but his crown gave him authority. His dark eyebrows were lifted, his eyes big with flecks of blue and silver around the irises. 
“Ah, you’re Niam, or Lucien?” I asked, recalling the names of his younger brothers who had been away at the fae academy. 
“Niam.” He smiled, and his cheeks balled up. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, now that we will be family.” 
I was careful with my words. I couldn’t be caught in another lie. “I’m happy to meet you too.”
“Are you excited?” 
“Nervous,” I admitted, hoping he’d put it down to wedding jitters. 
“I can imagine. Do you need help with anything?”
I shook my head. “Thank you, but I have all I need.”
“I’ll see you at the reception then.” Another boy reached his side, knotting his hand with his. He had grass-green eyes and a soft smile. His hair was gelled back, and he wore the most elaborate suit of blue and silver I’d ever seen. “This is Crawn, my boyfriend.”
“Your Highness,” Crawn said and bowed at his waist. “Blessings to you on this momentous day.”
“Thank you.”
They turned and left. I squeezed my eyes shut, and my hands dropped to my sides. It was obvious Blaise’s family and friends would be coming, but it didn’t hit until now. Would they die in the battle? I’d only tried to save Blaise.
“It’s time,” the court event planner told me through the doorway. The skin around my eyes felt tight. I ran my hands along the lace. Patches of sweat covered my forehead and hands. I picked at my fingernails as I was led from the room. I looked back at my staff. My heart skipped a beat. 
“Can I get some water?” I asked. 
“No time. There will be plenty of time to drink after.” 
I stretched my fingers, trying to rid the tingling sensation as we reached the double doors.
 
My lip quivered, and my hands were shaking. 
A song carried me up the aisle that felt like it went on forever. I looked to my left. My father was staring up at me with eyes that mirrored mine. He gripped his staff tightly. The others he’d brought filled the seats on my half of the ballroom. Some had to stand. When I reached the arch woven with lilies and white roses, I closed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest, holding my shoulders. 
I waited for the battle to start. To be married to a prince who would be dethroned by day’s end was a disgrace. At least he wouldn’t be dead. When I opened my eyes, everyone was looking at me. My eyebrows pinched together, crinkling my nose.
The ceremony began. Words of respect and strength were offered. A faery with large, green wings, eyes to match, and chestnut skin read from a small book. My eyes darted to my father’s, and my forearms strained as Blaise held my hands in his. 
It all happened too quickly. Where was the battle? My father gave nothing away on his features.
The man doing our ceremony looked at me. “Do you, Winter Rose Mortis, Princess of Magaelor, take Blaise Draven Lazarus to be your husband in all mortality?”
They’d changed the words to cater to me. Everything crumbled around me as they waited for my response. I wanted to scream at my father. How could he let this happen if his plan was to attack? My father had sacrificed me for timing. The fae had let their guard down, and they’d be killed. I couldn’t stand it for a moment longer. 
Tears swam in my eyes. Blaise mistook them for something else. He leaned forward, and his lips brushed against mine. Shock erased all my lustful feelings. I couldn’t stop the tears from streaming down my cheeks. 
He gave me a half-clenched smile when we pulled apart. I couldn’t do it to him, or his family. I glanced to his brother, Niam, then back to Blaise. 
“Sorry.” I shot him a pained look, lifted my skirt from the ground, and turned on my heel. “I can’t do this.”
The color drained from Blaise’s face. 
My heart forced me to flee, but my duty begged me to stay. I ran as fast as I could, down the aisle and through the double doors. News writers had gathered, gasping when they noticed my tear-stained, panicked face. I pushed through them, knocking one into a wall. I needed air. My throat was closing, and my heart was hammering in my chest.
Light spilled through open doors, leading out to the gardens. I hesitated between there and the staircase. I needed my staff. “Great,” I muttered under my breath and ran up the steps to the room where I had been dressed. I picked up my staff in time to crack a spell at three fae who’d come to find me. They appeared in the doorway. 
“Ancestors, I need help,” I whispered, reaching out to the spirit realm. “I’m sorry for betraying our magic, but please, do not abandon me in my hour of need.”
My magic changed colors, from amber to silver, leaking out of my staff like a liquid. It crawled to the fae, wrapped itself around their legs and arms, and bound them in midair. 
My father appeared behind them, his staff in hand. After drawing in slow and steady breaths, he spoke to me a controlled tone. “Get back down there now and say I do.” 
My body tensed. “No.” I wiped a clammy hand against my dress. “How could you?”
His eyes darkened, reflecting the storm brewing inside. “I won’t ask again.” 
A breath burst out of me. Shakily, I gripped my staff tighter. “I won’t.” My voice went up a whole octave. “You don’t care about me. You use me so you can attack Azrael. Well, you don’t need to.” I paused, teetering on the edge of blurting more information. 
He growled lowly, then turned toward the fae who were gasping for air from my spell. He shot sleeping magic at them, and they tumbled to the ground. My magic let up, untangling their limbs. 
“What do you know?” he asked, his eyes fixated on me. 
My eyes widened. “I will never tell you. You were going to let me get married, let me give myself to him knowing you were going to attack after. Why not first? How could you let me go through this? I’d forever be tainted, and it would be for nothing. I was never going to rule, was I?” I wanted to shout more; how it was wrong what he was doing, how immoral it was, and Blaise didn’t deserve it, but I knew those words would fall on deaf ears.
He growled in his throat. “I don’t know how you found out, but the plan was always to attack after, when everyone’s guard was down, but now that is ruined.
“You are not fit to rule. You could never fill your brother’s shoes. He knew what it took, but all you do is whine, like the child you are.” A small trail of saliva rested on his bottom lip. “You asked me to protect lesser creatures. Father don’t hurt the elves. Pathetic. This is not the first time you have cost us. Like when you were floundering with the court ambassador, and I had to remove him to protect your reputation. Yet, here you are, being ungrateful. A disgrace to the family name. You showed promise once, when you told me about the nymph. I saw a glimmer of power, but it disappeared.”
I poked my tongue against my cheek while slowly exhaling. Tears threatened to fall, but anger held me together. “I’ll tell Blaise and Azrael everything, your plans of attack, what you did to Jasper, how you mean to attack Berovia… That you have the sword.”
His eyes flashed red. “Enough!” he hissed through clenched teeth. “Are you trying to get us caught? Where is your loyalty?” 
“Mine?” I spluttered. “Where’s yours?” 
Lightning cracked through the air from the top of his staff. I leaped aside, just in time to miss it. The wall was charred black where I stood seconds earlier. I lowered my head, closing my eyes for a second as I did. Footsteps joined us.
The king leaned toward me, his voice a low whisper. “If you utter one word of this to Blaise or anyone else, I will have you killed. Nod if you understand.” 
I gulped, shifting myself back against the wall when Blaise joined us. He stopped by the door, pressing his hands into his knees, breathing heavily. “I came when I heard…” He looked at the mark on the wall. “What happened?”
My father shook his head. “Her time in Berovia has weakened her.” He rubbed his forehead, feigning distress. He genuinely believed that, so of course Blaise didn’t detect a lie. In my father’s eyes, I was the enemy. “She is against us, and you.”
I gaped at them. Technically I was. I knew of the attack, but my father had started it. I wanted to scream at him and tell Blaise everything, but I knew the cold reality of it all… Father would kill me. I’d die, just like Jasper had. Like how André had died when they came for my father’s head. I’d be collateral damage, paving his path to power.
How could I have been so naïve? 
 
***
 
Blaise refused to speak with me before I was forced out of Niferum. His cold stare regarded me one last time. He had no clue I’d saved them all. 
Panicked, I attempted to get up to my room before leaving. I had unfinished business. The book. The spell. Neither I could rectify before we were thrown out. My father, filled with rage, wouldn’t look at me the entirety of the way home. I imagined I’d be sent to Inferis to live out my days in squalor. My mother would suffer for my choices too, not that I cared. It was a harsh world to be out of favor of the king, and I’d destroyed his plans, then watched them settle to ash never to be recovered. 
Just like Jasper. Retribution.



TWENTY-FIVE
 
Morgana handed me a small pouch. I opened the strings and smiled. There were fifty capsules made from flowers that helped my anxiety. I didn’t need them for a while, using Birch’s breathing techniques to keep myself calm when needed, but it wasn’t cutting it this time. Not after what I’d just gone through. 
 My hand trembled. My eyes were constantly bloodshot from my nightly crying. I had been allowed back at the castle as a courtesy, and fortunately, my father had brought Morgana to Magaelor as he needed more foresight than his other seer could give him. Especially after what happened in Niferum. 
I’d asked to go to Inferis, wanting to put as much distance between me and King Amos—as I refused to address him as my father anymore—as possible, but he wanted me close, under the guise of my so-called instability. He had everyone believing I’d turned to the side of the Berovians. My reputation was in shreds. 
Truth was he wanted to keep me under his watchful eye. I knew too much.
My wedding dress had been packed neatly into a white box. It sat on my dresser. On it was a note from Blaise sealed with the blue, Lazarus crest in a small, brown envelope. I’d never opened it. 
“What do I do now? Tell me, what do you see for me?” I asked Morgana, who paced in front of me. 
She wrung her hands. Her shoulders slumped when she sighed. “I can’t. I’m sorry Winter. Truly. I’ve been told not to give you any readings.” 
I croaked. “No, please.” 
The lines around her eyes deepened. “The king needed my foresight. He asks for daily readings.” She hesitated. “Take care of yourself. If he knows I’ve come to see you, he will have my head. He is paranoid, convinced you have been plotting against him this whole time. He sees you as a threat and will kill you if he gets the chance. Don’t think being his daughter will stop him.” 
My chest tightened. 
“His heart turns colder with each passing day.”
“I know.” My nostrils flared. “Don’t give him too much, I beg you. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants.” 
“I only see what destiny allows me to.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “You have the gift too. I’ve told you before, if only you would open yourself to it. You wouldn’t need me.” 
“I’ll always need you.” I took out a capsule and rolled it between my fingers. “Thank you for these.” 
She nodded, then turned and left. I gazed out of the window that stretched from the ceiling to the ground. Over smooth stone, a blue rug covered most of the hard floor. 
I reread the newspaper headline for the twentieth time that day: 
 
BLAISE LAZARUS CROWNED KING.
 
It hadn’t been long at all since I’d left Niferum and in that time, King Azrael had died. He’d taken his own life by the dagger of ruin, giving way to Blaise’s ambitions. He was finally king, and a vengeful one. Betrayal didn’t sit well with a faery.
Things were changing in Niferum. I’d managed to get my hands on some of their newspapers, as ours only published the main news and kept me out of the print. Theirs did not. Most were about my “betrayal” of their people, but others were about Blaise’s rule. Feral fae were gathered, ones who couldn’t follow the main three rules, then slaughtered. Gambling was okay. Drinking was fine. Indulging one’s self was encouraged, but cold-blooded murder, treason, or act of terror would rip their immortality from them with the dagger. King Azrael had all but given up from what I had seen. Blaise would bring order to a chaotic kingdom, but at what cost?
We were still bound as one, and he had no idea he was now mortal. One wrong move, and he could die. The sword of impervius wouldn’t harm him, but everything else could.
The king still planned attacks against the fae. I’d listened in on a council meeting when I’d managed to sneak past the guards stationed near my room. Not only were rumors of the ring of immortalem thrown around in his private discussion, I also learned that the plan had been to attack them at the reception, when the fae would be drinking and have their guard down, but my stunt had them on guard. They knew something was up, and we had been forced out before I got the chance to explain to Blaise what had happened. 
I felt so used, but I knew what I had to do.
The mirror over my dresser was ancient. The wood frame around it was polished and designed into swirls. Scattered crystals were embedded in it. An atomizer filled with perfume reflected in it. I took the bulb and squeezed the fine mist onto my wrists, then neck. Sweet, warm notes of vanilla with hints of cinnamon floated up my nose. I closed my eyes, relishing in the evocative aroma. It brought me comfort. It was the same scent I’d worn as a fifteen-year-old girl with no responsibilities, aside from staying out of her parents’ way.
I sighed, placing the bottle back on the dresser. How times had changed. 
I stared at my reflection, unfocused. My curls were gathered into a ponytail. Flicks of hair fell around my temples. I pulled the hood of my red traveling cloak over my head, then crept out of my room. 
I used the secret tunnels so I could make my way out to the local towns. 
“Florence!” I gasped when I ran into her. I pressed my hand over my chest, feeling my racing heartbeat under my shaking fingers.
Her violet eyes darted from mine to my cloak. “Where are you going?”
“Running errands.” 
“What errands does a princess have to run?” She tilted her head to the side, her blonde waves spilling around her cheek. 
“What business is it of yours?” 
A sneer played on her lips. “Edgar is coming to the castle. Did you hear?” 
“I did,” I snapped, my tone clipped. “So?”
Her chin jutted out. “I heard a rumor he’s going to be made a crown prince.” 
“Rumors rarely hold any worth.” 
“Oh, I disagree.” She waggled her finger. “I’ve been hearing all sorts of rumors lately, and based on yours and the king’s behavior, I’d say they’re more accurate than you’d ever admit.” 
“I’m guessing you will be there to greet Edgar, you power-hungry vulture.” 
She scoffed. “Perhaps I will.”
My eyes flitted to her hand. “Did you end up marrying the duke? Or instead run off with the other man you were sleeping with, hidden between walls in empty corridors.” I covered my mouth. “Oops. Was that supposed to be a secret?” I delighted in her panicked stare, then pushed past her, knocking Florence into the stone wall. She yelped, but I didn’t look back. She was wrong thinking Edgar would take the throne. The king may have hated me, but he hated the idea of Edgar more. He wouldn’t let someone like my cousin wear the crown. Ever. Unless there was no chance of Edgar becoming king, but my father couldn’t rule forever. 
With Blaise bringing order to Niferum, it wasn’t surprising that Edgar, who had lived there for as long as I could remember, had returned. Lunas were more unpopular than ever with the fae since I’d run from the wedding that was supposed to unite us. 
When I reached the right tapestry, I pulled it back and grabbed a lamp. I moved the door back, shushing as it growled against the ground. It was cold behind the walls, but I moved as fast as I could. I needed to find a way to undo the binding spell. Like Blaise had said, there were shadow markets in Magaelor too. I just had to find one, identify the gatekeeper, and pay him to get ahold of the spell to break it. Gatekeepers like Equs were powerful. If anyone could help, it would be one of them. 
The pungent stench of horse dung at the stables forced me to pinch my nostrils as I fled past the stalls of neighing steeds. Straw stuck to my boots, some catching on the bottom of my dress. 
I spotted a stable boy and a noble lady making out between the trees. I rolled my eyes at their indiscretion, then hurried forward. The longer I was away from my room, the higher chance I had of being caught.
A maze of narrow roads connected like veins in the beating heart of Imperia, the main city in the royal province of Wellshadow. They were paved with cobbled gray, and lined on either side were tall buildings made from brick. The roads converged to the hub of the city, which sat below sea level. Fog amassed over the bustling square as I weaved through the alleyways, keeping my eyes peeled for signs of a tall gate with a strange lock.
A small girl, with two long braids on either side of her face and freckles smattering her nose and cheeks, pointed at me. “It’s the princess. Mommy, it’s Winter Mortis.”
I pulled my hood down, casting a shadow on my face. My eyes darted from her to her mother’s, who looked at me with rising eyebrows. I turned around and was faced with racks of newspapers. All of them had detailed sketches of King Amos, looking strong on his throne, his eyes focused ahead like a snake eyeing its dinner.
 
PRINCESS OF MAGAELOR MENTALLY DISTURBED AFTER SURVIVING SHIPWRECK
 
I reread the headline, then groaned. Great, I was the laughingstock of Magaelor. 
“Your Highness.” A woman curtseyed clumsily when she spotted me.
I closed my eyes. I didn’t know what had possessed me to think I could leave the castle without being spotted, especially here.
“Guards!” she shouted to the local protectors of the city. “It’s the princess.”
“Fantastic,” I seethed, then turned the corner. Once I was out of sight, I headed for the hills. I ran as fast as my legs could take me. I couldn’t go back, not now that the king would know I’d been out of the castle. I had enough coin and jewelry—which I had planned to using to pay the gatekeeper—to get out of there. 
My stomach growled. It always did when I took my capsules. I should have eaten before I left. I cursed at myself for not planning enough. I’d been so desperate to reverse the spell, I didn’t use logic. Lesson learned. I had my staff, and I knew spells that could surpass the average man’s casting knowledge. The public was educated poorly, but us royals and dignitaries were sent to the academy. If that didn’t already give me an edge, Morgana’s books of banned spells I had devoured over the years certainly did. I’d dipped into dark magic once, and nothing bad had happened. I could do it again if forced. 
A horse neighed, and I gravitated toward it. A midnight-black stallion stood taller than its friends tied up. He was a field hunter, with a beautiful leather saddle on his back. I footed the stirrup, climbed up, and pulled the reigns. 
“Stop her!” a man shouted after me, chasing us down the road. The clip-clopping turned to galloping. Wind pulled my hood down, resting it between my shoulders. The cold teared my eyes, the fresh air unclogging the anxiety in my chest. A smile crept across my face as we chased the sunset. I rubbed its mane, thankful for my horse riding lessons when I was child.
We rode through the outskirts of the city, passing rickety wood shops with foreclosure signs on them. I slowed as we cantered past slums, filled with children searching for scraps of food. My heart ached when I noticed their watching eyes. The stallion carried me onward, taking me farther from the towering stone and gray-bricked towns. The sun was almost set, and my eyes ached. Houses blurred into bushes and trees the more we ventured into the countryside. 
We came to a rest by a lake. The stallion’s tail swished, and he hoofed the ground, snorting as he did. The water was teardrop-blue in color and lined with pine trees. The yellow-orange hue in the sky stretched as far as the eye could see, radiant behind the cloud cover. I shivered when icy winds struck my arms. Hugging my cloak over them, I waited for the horse to drink and regain its strength. I looked up at small patches of black against the dimming sky, where birds flew over Ash Forest. 
I pressed the bottom of my staff into the ground. The capsules Morgana had given me were working. Despite running from the prison I called home, the edge of anxiety had been taken away and replaced with confidence. I didn’t know what tomorrow held, but I was safer away from ones who meant me harm, the ones hidden behind crowns and titles.
I rattled the coins in my pocket, then pushed my hand in and fumbled the sapphire and rubies I had stolen from the royal collection. Necklaces tangled with bracelets, among them my capsules. I wished sorcerers could replicate precious metals and gems, but I supposed if we could, they’d hold no monetary value. 
As night fell, I decided to push farther north. There was one place I could go, a potential ally who waited for me over the trees, which hid assassins in the night, and snowy peaks that pointed high into the sky. I wasn’t too far from Niferum, and Blaise was king now. He may have hated me, but he was the closest person I had to a friend, except for maybe Cedric or Birch, but they were an ocean away.
I inhaled sharply, tilting my head up to take in the sky. The book of spells was at Lepidus Court too. Destiny pushed me closer, calling on my intuition to ride through the night. 
 
***
 
The bold silhouette of the smoky mountains blocked the rising sun. Ash Forest curled around me, beckoning me with an ancient song of my ancestors. I’d stuck to main road through the forest. The occasional carriage would pass us on our way north. Towns turned into villages, which led to the odd house caught somewhere off the beaten path. Now there was just forest. Forest and mountains. 
Tying the horse to a tree trunk, I whispered, “I’ll be back,” then stepped off the path. 
My staff pulsated when I entered. I fought my way through the webs of leaves and tangled brambles. Vaporous mist wrapped itself around nearby roots, writhing as it caressed the ivy-strangled trunks. The canopy thickened. Dappled light shone through tangled branches. Woody incense filled the forest from years of trodden twigs and rotting bark, and grains of magic begrimed the bark, shimmering like faery dust.
Snakes slithered under bristles of wispy moss, and charcoal-black trees stood tall, their crumbly bark washed in a flush of dawn. Skeletons of fallen leaves covered the path.
Sunlight pierced the canopy and onto a burial site, one of hundreds littered through the vast sea of trees. Headstones of names long forgotten spoke to me through waves of energy. I’d never ventured that far into the forest of our ancestors before. I knew it had soul, but here, so far from civilization, it was alive. Each leaf trembled from the immense power the trees contained. Curiosity burned at me to touch one. I flexed my fingers, begging to feel the magic, when electricity pushed me away. Lights floated in my vision, and I lost my footing. 
Twigs snapped under my feet, sending a flock of birds from the branches above. Pain throbbed violently through my skull, blinding me. Visions flashed into my mind. Faces, familiar in scenes I did not remember, forced themselves onto me. I pushed my palms against my temples, dropping to my knees. Sharp edges of leaves pricked into my bare legs as my skirt billowed around them. 
“Aghhh!” 
Visions floated, but when I tried to see more, to touch, they fizzled out. As quick as the migraine had come, it went away, leaving me with blinding emptiness. I started blankly ahead. Morgana’s words poked at me tentatively. “You have the gift of foresight too.” But I didn’t dare approach that now.
Hugged between trees where my staff had been made, and surrounded by my ancestors, revealed things in me that hadn’t shown themselves before. I shut the doors of my mind, focusing only on my journey. I had been foolish to slip into the forest in the first place. 
I tackled my way through branches that clawed at my arms like talons. I fell out onto the red-clay path I’d strayed from. The horse, blacker than the night, snorted from where I’d left him. The rising sun illuminated the snow resting on the peaks. How was I going to get through? Blaise had flown me last time, and the times before then, I’d come in a carriage. Staring ahead, a path revealed itself, weaving through the middle of two mountains. Jagged edges pointed downward as a warning, the way losing itself to blackness. Pressing my trembling fingers on my lips, I pushed onward, then untied the horse.
“Good boy,” I whispered, my hand pressed against his warm coat.
An anumi howled somewhere in the distance, probably hiding from dawn, and that was my cue. I climbed onto the steed’s back, felt for the reins, and pulled.
The path of loose rock winded ahead. He trotted through the small crease that led us as sunlight cascaded down striations of rock. The track curved around, and knotted boughs and branches broken through boulders stretched outward, widening the way. 
The horse whinnied as yellow eyes looked down at us from rough ridges. “Wolves,” I whispered under my breath, then rubbed the horse’s mane. “It’s okay, boy.”
With my staff firm in my grasp, I inhaled sharply. Howling erupted around us. Mistaking the howl of wolves for an anumi, I realized how different they were. There was intelligence in their amber eyes. They pawed the ground, snow falling on their silver-white coats. One snarled, baring its teeth, dripping saliva into a pool on the ground. They growled in unison, closing in around us. More appeared, snaking around hidden ledges, joining the others. 
“I wouldn’t,” I warned, my eyes bulging.
The horse’s tail swished, and his body jerked, almost throwing me off.
“Easy now,” I whispered. “Easy.” 
I recalled a spell from one of the books I’d read in Blaise’s library. Had I known it and used it on the anumi, I’d have been saved that whole trip, but I had left my staff behind out of fear. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. I spoke the spell, and shockwaves pulled through my fingers. I blew out steadily, keeping one hand on the horse’s neck to calm him. Light erupted from the sapphire, hitting three of them.
They whimpered, then ran. Blood covered their fur. I didn’t kill them; I wasn’t cruel. Their nature was to hunt, and I was in their territory. How they’d become confident enough to go after sorcerers was beyond me. Although, fae power wasn’t as strong, and a wolf or two could probably take one down. They couldn’t tell the difference between our kinds; pointed ears and beauty were all that told us apart, except for the wings, but they could be tucked away.
The other wolves leered, then ran after their wounded. I checked my surroundings twice, then pushed ahead. I’d enjoyed seeing the loyalty of the stronger wolves going after the weak to protect them. There was such honor in wolf packs, that as a young girl, they were my favorite of all the animals to learn about. 
The path narrowed when we emerged on the other side. We were met with a large, shining lake. The surface looked like a mirror. It stretched out as far as the eye could see. Snow crunched under my boots when I jumped down from the horse. I led him to the edge. He neighed, pulling back as I forced him forward. “It’s fine. Come on.” I pulled at the lead, but he wouldn’t budge. Its eyes got bigger as the leather ripped from my grip. 
“No! Wait!’ I shouted as he ran. “No. No.” A spell to trap an animal invaded my thoughts, but I wouldn’t. I could accidentally break his leg or hurt him with such a spell, and then he’d be no use to me and would most likely die. I didn’t know many healing spells. Ancestral magic leaned toward offensive and defensive magic more than wellness or healing. Healing was for the fae, pixies, and other creatures who used natural magic. 
 
I walked for over an hour, but there was no path in sight. Just more water and snow. The lake went on forever. Was this an obstacle to prevent passing? My shoulders relaxed, and a smirk played on my lips. “Of course. Glamour. Fool me once…” I said aloud. I spotted a green weed poking through the snow cover and focused on it. As I did, the lake melted away, revealing the graveled road leading to Lepidus. 



TWENTY-SIX
 
Lepidus court was lost to a swirl of snow flurries. Closing my eyes, I walked under the archways of thorns, and to the guards who wouldn’t let me pass. 
One turned and left, recognizing me from when I had been here for the wedding. After several minutes, he returned and muttered something to the other guard. 
“Come with us.”
They walked me into the obsidian castle. 
The truth lies in the eyes of the jaded” were the immortal words scribed above the throne room. The quote had changed since King Azrael died, whom I still couldn’t quite believe daggered himself, but I supposed he did seem depressed, like he was losing his mind. 
The court had been refashioned and refreshed under Blaise’s short rule. Vines of purple ivy were wrapped around tall columns. The walls and ceiling were coated with a shimmering substance spelled to look like frost. Blues, silvers, and white glistened everywhere. My footsteps were light against the marbled floor as the arched white doors were opened to reveal the throne room. 
The rules of Ash Court were forgotten in a blizzard of shining blades that hung on the walls. Snowflakes fell from above, then disappeared before landing, a trick he had used when dancing with me once. The memory warmed me. 
Azrael’s portraits had been taken down and replaced with Blaise’s. He radiated strength and ambition in the detailed paintings. Strokes of blues and silvers surrounded his likeness, and in them, he was immortalized as royalty. A part of me ached for that respect, of being a true ruler. At the same time, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. His father was barely cold, and all traces of him had been removed. A ruler of hundreds of years, forgotten in mere weeks. How had Blaise managed it? 
I remembered how pleased my father had been when he got news of Azrael’s demise; they’d always warred. I’d heard him whooping through the wood panel in the secret tunnel when the news broke. 
My tutor at the academy had told me about King Azrael before I’d met him. She’d explained how he had taken the throne at the tender age of sixteen, after the fae war, back when he was jovial, strong, and full of ideas that would shape the future for his family. Blessed with immortality, magic, and love, he had everything anyone could desire, until he lost his wife. She had died at the same hand as he had: Azrael’s. Azrael and the queen often had dueling matches to improve their swordsmanship, and unknowing the powers of the knife—what I later learned from Blaise was the dagger of ruin, which held the power to kill an immortal—he had scratched her skin with the blade. She died shortly after.
My heart sank at the thought of his loneliness, but he was at peace now. When I’d seen him weeks prior, he looked like he belonged in the Spirit Realm, not here. It was for the best, I decided. 
I strode forward with grace and dignity. The judgement in the fae’s eyes would not belittle me to crawl back, afraid. Confidence kept my chin up, until I spotted him. Blaise sat on his throne, relaxed, with one leg over the arm, leaning back with a cigar. The silver crown of metal thorns and berries sat on his black hair.
“Well, well, if it isn’t my bride who wasn’t to be. I was told you’d arrived at my gates, but I didn’t quite believe it.”
“Your Majesty.” I hurried to him. My fingers were frozen cold. 
He drew in on his cigar. A puff of clover smoke left his mouth, swirling into my face. I coughed and waved the air. “Do you have to do that?” 
He wore a wolfish grin, then put the cigar on a silver plate on the arm of his throne. His eyes watched me like those of a bird of prey. I carefully regarded the shape of his lips, reminiscing about how they tasted on mine. 
“Have you come to apologize?” His gaze softened. “I’m assuming you got my letter if you’re here.”
My mind flitted to the sealed brown envelope on my dresser. “I didn’t read it,” I admitted. It was pointless lying. He’d see right through me. 
He winced but regained composure. “In that case, you shouldn’t be here. You are not welcome.” 
“I’m here to explain. I’m in danger. I can’t go back home.”
“Your ambitions changed,” he replied casually, as if my world hadn’t immediately shattered. “Your time away aligned you with the likes of your cousins rather than with your father. You showed your true colors that day. You made a vow, signed an agreement. I tried to make you happy, and you obviously did not care if you couldn’t find the time to even read a note.”
“That’s not fair,” I said, glaring. He didn’t know the truth, that I had saved them from my father’s evil plans and I only wanted to save the elves, not the Berovians. It was also payment, for Jasper’s death, none of which he knew. He couldn’t. It would spark a war. “I don’t care for Berovia. My father believes I am his enemy, but he is your enemy. You know I speak the truth.”
He leaned forward. The diamonds on his rings shone under the light of the chandelier. “I do not want anything bad to happen to you.” He teetered on the edge of words but stopped himself, leaving me amid silence. “I cannot help you,” he finally said, then pressed a fist to his lips.
“Then I guess that’s it.”
“If you can change King Amos’s mind, then perhaps we can—”
I shook my head. “You of all people know that’s impossible. Besides, like I said, I can’t go back.” I looked at the rest of the fae in the room, all of whom were listening intently. “Please, can we go somewhere more private?” 
He waved his hand in the air, his voice projecting above all others. “Everyone out.”
My nose wrinkled as I watched the room empty. “Why couldn’t we just go somewhere else?” 
“I don’t leave. They do. It’s a perk of being king.”
I scoffed. “Congratulations.” 
“You’re not in a position to be snarky, Princess. Those days are long gone.” He looked down at my ringless finger. 
“King Amos cannot rule anymore,” I said. “He’s dangerous.” I couldn’t explain why without starting a war I didn’t want. Too many of my people would die to protect the scoundrel with the crown.
A mischievous glint played in his bright-blue eyes. “He won’t always be in charge.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “There are always ways to remove obstacles in the way to true power.” 
His words sliced through me like ice. “I can’t kill him. Despite what he has done or will do, he’s my father.” I sighed. He wouldn’t care if I died, so why did I still feel even a ounce of compassion for the man? 
He leaned into my ear and whispered. “So was mine.” 
I jolted, enough for him to pause. His father had died at his own hand, or so we all thought.
“I won’t kill someone.”
“I thought you were strong.” 
I clenched my jaw. “I made it here alive. I could take down a faery as easily as I took down any wolf. I’m not weak!” My knuckles turned white around the ash wood of my staff. 
“You’re outnumbered here, and it’s treason to threaten the king.” 
“Then execute me.” 
Neither of us looked away. 
“If you’d stayed, I’d have protected you from any harm.” 
“If I had stayed, you’d be dead.” 
He drew his head back, stumbling on my words. “What?” 
I rubbed my forehead with my spare hand, pressing my fingers against the bone, offering relief of the tiredness overwhelming me. 
His eyes bulged. “What do you mean I’d be dead?” 
“Be glad I changed my mind,” I said wearily. “Please, it’s all I can say.”
“Tell me.”
“No.”
He glared at me. “I cared for you.” 
My bloodshot eyes begged to be closed. “I thought you didn’t do feelings?” 
He leaned back. “I don’t do love.” 
I tucked my lips in. “Okay, so you care. Yet you won’t help me.”
He squeezed his eyes shut. “You can stay the night and rest. Tomorrow, you must leave.”
“I shouldn’t have come here,” I said, stretching the words out.
He opened his mouth to speak but closed his lips tightly before any words left them. Perhaps I should have done the same thing. I’d already let on too much.
I left the room quickly, unwilling to let him see the fear in my tears. I couldn’t hide it. I was hurt. After all that had happened, I thought he would help. I’d left him, and I knew it pained him and broke our alliance, but I’d saved him too. I told him that if I had stayed, he would be dead and that wasn’t enough. 
I had no one left in the world. 
At the very least, I could find the book tomorrow. I guessed it was put back in Blaise’s library after I’d been thrown out. I had discarded it under my pillow.
 
***
 
Silver pinpricked the black canvass above. I stared up, dazzled by the stars, not wanting it to fall into morning light as I lay in the gardens of the court. 
A faery who embodied the moon approached me. She was stunningly beautiful with bright silver eyes and long white hair. Her ears pointed through her silky strands. She carried herself with a grace I admired. Her chin was pointed, and her features striking. 
I sat up right as she reached me. “Winter,” she spat, then grabbed my arm. Her nails sank into my skin, leaving bruised half-crescent marks when she finally let go. Her gaze was pointed as something deadly floated in her irises. She tilted her head to one side. I recognized her as the woman I’d caught him sleeping with in his library. “You shouldn’t have come here.” Her voice was light but direct. It cut through me like glass. 
“Why?” I hissed, rubbing my arm. 
She ground her teeth as a wave of rage flashed across her expression. “Blaise is mine. He was and always will be mine. You were an idea once, and now that the betrothal is broken, we can finally be together.” She pointed her long nail at my chest. “Do not come between us again. You ran from him on your wedding day. You don’t deserve his forgiveness, even if he pities you.”
I laughed. Her impatience grew by the second. 
“What’s so funny?” 
“I’m a princess. You are a…” I looked around and shrugged. “Well, a nobody. If you threaten me again…” I leaned in until I was an inch from her nose. “I will destroy you. Have some respect, and remember who you’re talking to.”
Her scowl wavered, replaced by an unsure smile. “You’re irrelevant. Out of favor with your own family, and out of favor with soon-to-be mine too. You have no betrothal and…” She looked up at my head. “No crown either. Your threats don’t scare me.”
I didn’t want to let her get to me, but her truth stung, and I couldn’t hide the tears that pricked my eyes. I was strong, I always had been, but nothing was going my way, and the more I tried to do the right thing, the worse things got. Was I bound to the darkness and being punished for taking charge of my own destiny?
She turned on her heel and made her way back to the castle. 
Word of the distance between my father and me had traveled fast. How many would attempt to hurt me knowing I may no longer be Magaelor’s future queen? It was the first time I’d let myself think it. The thought sank like lead all the way to the pit of my stomach. I’d been used and was never going to rule. I had been living an illusion. Amos knew I wouldn’t wear the crown, but Morgana had predicted I would. 
 





TWENTY-SEVEN
 
I devoured the newspaper, begging for scraps of information about home. The fire hissed when I poked the logs with an iron pole. The room was warming up, stinging my extremities back to life. Blaise had avoided me at every turn. He did let me stay here last night, but I had to leave today. When I entered the throne room earlier, he left. I didn’t know where to go when I would leave. I would have certain death to go back to. For running, for betraying, and for dropping a hint to Blaise. There was Berovia, but even Cedric had turned away when he found out about my crown, and he liked me. I shuddered at the thought of what the solises would do if they knew I was on their territory. 
I rubbed my eyes and looked at my reflection in the mirror. I no longer looked stuffy. I better resembled the fae, loose and carefree. My hair was down in soft waves. I relished in the absence of pins. A silk dress snugged my curves, stopping at my knees. I stretched out my feet and smiled at my blue toenails. Bored, I’d stolen polish from a girl down the corridor. I’d taken the time to shave my legs too. I hadn’t bothered pampering myself in so long. Usually I had maids polish me into looking like someone worthy enough to be a princess, but doing it myself brought me solace. I enjoyed playing with the different lotions and potions in the bathroom. The fae had such beautiful makeup. Lunas would be deemed trashy if they used any of it, but fae weren’t known for their subtlety.
A loud crashing noise from outside my room jolted me. I jumped off the bed, then poked my head around the doorframe. Some maid had dropped a silver platter of teacups. They loved their teas. Honeysuckle and lavender, orange and ginger, or buttercup. I preferred peppermint, and Blaise had been kind enough to casually ensure peppermint tea was bagged in the kitchen. I know he did it for my benefit, but he wouldn’t admit it if I asked. I liked that about him, his anonymity to good deeds. In fact, he seemed to prefer taking responsibility for shows of power and the bad. He was afraid for others to see his soul. If he was anything like me, then I’d bet all my coin his father had everything to do with that.
A court paper delivery man dropped the latest paper outside my door. I hurried to it, my eyes gleaming. News. Just what I needed. Time was ticking by. Who knew how long until Amos attacked the elves? With me gone, he would have jumped into action. I was a loose cannon who knew far too many secrets. I bet he wished he killed me when he’d had the chance. 
 
PRINCESS OF MAGAELOR PRESUMED DEAD, LOST TO NIFERUM
 
I couldn’t believe my eyes. The king had declared me dead in the space of a couple of days! He knew where I was; someone at Lepidus would have reported back to him. I could guarantee it. This was his way of exiling me. I clutched my chest as it gave in, and my knees weakened. I collapsed onto the bed, my eyes reddening from tears that threatened to never stop. I tried to hold it in, not let it get to me, but I couldn’t keep it at bay any longer. My father wanted me dead so much that he’d made it so to the kingdom. He hated me. He’d never cared, and neither had my mother. The only people who had ever liked me was my brother and Jasper, and they were both dead. I stroked my arm. Was I lonely? How would I know? I’d spent my life separating myself from anyone who tried to get close. I’d never been good at friends. I’d told that to Cedric. I remember his infectious smile, the way he looked at me. We’d laughed. I liked him, but I was just a passing phase to him. A guy like him would have a ton of friends, but to me, he was my first. 
“You’re crying.” 
I flinched. I hadn’t heard the door open. I sniffed, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. “Blaise,” I croaked. “I’ve been trying to find you…” 
“I know.” His expression softened. “I’ve never seen you…” He trailed off.
I tilted my head up to look at him. “What?” 
“Vulnerable.”
“You snuck in on me.” 
“It’s good to know you can feel.” 
I laughed, coughing as I did. “Do I really come across so stiff?” 
He shrugged, his forehead creased, and he smiled. “Yeah, you do.” 
“Thanks for sugarcoating it.” 
“No problem.” He let out a huge breath, slumping against the wall by the bed. “I wish you hadn’t run.” 
“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stay.” 
“I want to know why. I would be dead, you said. What did you mean?” 
I shook my head. “I can’t. It’ll start a war.”
His eyes gleamed. “I’ll protect you.” 
“You can’t.” 
He rushed to my side, then grabbed my hand. “If you ran to protect me, I’ll make sure you’re safe. You can tell me.” 
He thought I was trying to save him, but that wasn’t why I had run. I was protecting myself from a marriage when I thought they’d be invaded and taken over. I was looking after my reputation. None of which I could tell him. “My people would be hurt.” 
He rubbed the back of my hand. “They’re not your people, Winter. Don’t let the kingdom fall on your shoulders. I promise I won’t do anything without telling you first. You can trust me.” 
“Promise me you won’t go to war with them. Don’t skirt around the truth. Tell me straight. If you do, then I’ll disclose everything.” 
He slumped back, dropping my hand on the bed. “You know I can’t do that.” 
“Then I can’t tell you.”
He balled his fists at his side. “I let you stay here. I decided to hear you out after all that happened, and you won’t tell me why my life was in danger? Do you not care?” 
My lips parted. I wetted them. “Just tell me you won’t go against them. Please, my father is more powerful than you. He has our ancestral magic. He can take all of you on.” 
Blaise scoffed. “Is that what you’ve been told? That you’re stronger than us?” He tilted my chin up with his thumb. “We are not the inferior ones, despite what you’ve been taught. Our magic comes from within. All I’d have to do is take your staff away, or your father’s, and you’d be defenseless.” 
“I know.” I breathed heavily. 
His eyes shifted toward the newspaper. “I just read that. I’m sorry. It just got delivered an hour ago. Seems the news was printed fast.”
Tears pricked my eyes. “How did our newspapers reach your court?”
“I allowed them to. I need to know what is happening in my enemy’s territory.”
I nodded in understanding. His fingers lightly touched mine, and electricity shot through them. My mind flitted to the spell. “I need to go to your library.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Ah, you’re looking for the book you left behind?”
My eyes widened. 
“You didn’t think I wouldn’t search the room of the girl who’d ran on our wedding day, did you?”
“Where is it?” I asked. 
“Safe.”
I gulped. “This isn’t a joke.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Please, hand it over.”
“Tell me what you need it for first.”
Everything was a game to him. I rested my forehead against my fingers. My head hurt. I couldn’t tell him without everything tumbling down like a pack of cards, but I was tired. Exhausted. The lying, secrets, the running…
“I am vulnerable,” I said, choking. “I’m scared, Blaise.”
He softened instantly. He sat on the bed, dipping it toward him. He pulled me against his side, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “I’m not going to abandon you. Just tell me the truth.”
“It’s difficult. My people, I can’t let them be harmed.”
Blaise chewed on his lip. “They’re not your people, Winter. They are Amos’s.”
“They were going to be mine.”
“I heard about Edgar.” He paused. “You know, Winter, the part about being king…” He nudged me playfully. “Or queen that they don’t tell you is knowing who to ally up with in a war and to realize when you’re beat. This is a war. Whoever wanted me dead, and I’m taking a stab that it was your father based on your arrival here and fear for your life, they declared this battle. Not you. Don’t suffer. Look at the end goal. I am your ally. All I ask for is your honestly in exchange.”
I regarded his words carefully. “I know you can’t lie.”
“Nope.”
“Then tell me, no skirting around it, promise you won’t wage a war against my people.”
“I can’t. You know I can’t.”
“Then promise me you’ll try to find a way not to. You’ll only do it as a last resort.”
His eyes rounded. “Winter…”
“Please. If you do, I’ll tell you everything.”
He sighed slowly. “Okay, I will try to find another route.”
I closed my eyes and thought of the man who’d treated me with callousness. 
Where does your loyalty lie? 
The immortal words swept back to me. My father had asked me the simple question before we’d been kicked out of Niferum, and the answer was always to Magaelor. Growing up, it’s what I was taught. Our job as royals was to protect the people, not the other way around, but he abused his power. I saw it clearly now, and Cedric had been right. I was lied to, indoctrinated. I was bare now, no crown to save me. I had only the truth, which wouldn’t keep me warm at night. 
Magaelor needed a true queen, not a king with ambitions that he’d sacrifice our people for. He’d shown his true colors. Hurt had turned into betrayal, which fell into pain, then anger. Now, I’d sharpened my rage into a weapon to wield against him.
Blaise was right. I needed an ally. 
I was going to take the kingdom from him. Every passing day chipped away the bond King Amos and I had once shared, or I had been deceived into believing. 
“You were right. We need to kill him.” My blood ran cold. “Like he was going to kill you.”
 
“He’s after forest nymphs,” I told Blaise, after going through the other plans my father had. I shuddered at the thought of what he might do to Birch or Daisy if they tried to fight back against his small army of assassins. “He is going to send sorcerers to Berovia, posing as solises, and travel to the elf village in the middle of the Forest of Tranquillium.” I cast my eyes downward, away from his penetrating stare. “It’s my fault. I showed him where they could find them. He said he wouldn’t hurt them, and I believed him at the time, thinking Magaelor needed a nymph to protect us from Berovia, but I fear now I made a huge mistake. If they get hurt, it’s my fault and I don’t know what to do.” 
“He doesn’t need a nymph to tell him his future,” Blaise said sharply, balling his fists. “He’ll be dead.”
Going against my father went against everything I had been taught. Loyalty to the crown and the kingdom was the most important thing.

You are being loyal to the kingdom… 
I sighed. “He will hurt so many of my people if we let him reign any longer.” My statement reminded me of an important fact I had left out. “He’s after the ring of immortalem.” 
Blaise’s eyes widened. The windows trembled as a rumble of thunder sounded, then a bolt of lightning swept across the black skies.
“The storm’s close,” I said, counting the few seconds between the two.
“We get them all the time. The castle holds up well.” 
“What of the villages? We have heavy stone to protect us.”
“My people aren’t really of your concern now, are they?” 
I rolled my eyes. “Fine, be that way.” 
“Sorry,” he muttered. “I’m trying to change things around here. It can’t be done in a day, and blame for every bad thing seems to fall on me.”
“Curse of being a royal.” 
“Curse of being king,” he replied. “Speaking of, you say he’s after the ring of immortalem. Did he say he had any clue to where he could find it?”
“He was secretive about it. When I snuck in to listen, he never gave away what he knew.” 
Blaise thumbed his palm. The sheets wrinkled as he shuffled position. “The solis king had it once.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“Let me unveil some important history to you.” He cleared his throat. “There was once a princess. She wasn’t beautiful, obedient, or graceful. She was born to the solis king three centuries ago.” He looked over at the window, looking at a memory I couldn’t see. “My mother told me the story. She loved telling us tales from history.”
It was the first time I’d heard him talk about his mother. “How old were you when she died?”
“She didn’t die,” he said, his tone clipped. “Anyway.” He waved his hand in the air. “The princess was a disgrace to her family. They hid her away in the east wing of the palace. Her name was Evangeline. She despised everything about her family, as she watched her younger sisters and brothers adored by the public from her window, and her father, who wore the ring of immortalem, potentially rule for all time. She became bitter and turned against elemental magic. Instead, dark powers lured her with the promise of revenge. She channeled her hatred into becoming the strongest dark sorceress they had even seen. She sacrificed for more power and played nasty tricks on her siblings. Darkness threatened to consume her, until one day…” A smile played on his lips. “She fell in love. He saw beauty in her and realized she had been cursed. He empathized with the way she was treated, for his people were treated equally as bad.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Who was it?”
“His name was Caspian, and he was a faery.”
“Oh.” 
“You seem surprised?”
I fumbled my fingers. “She sounds so horrible.”
“She was hurt. Think of how she was treated.”
“I suppose.”
“Sometimes, it’s easy for the right person to see beneath all the walls someone has put up.” He placed his hand against my chest, and my heart raced at the touch. “Behind their flaws.”
“Says the man who cannot love.”
“It doesn’t mean I don’t like the concept of it.”
I looked up. “I haven’t been in love. I’ve never even had many friends. What would I know about relationships of any kind?”
Sympathy drowned his frown. “We are learning, Winter. Every day. There is so much we don’t know.”
“I’m sorry,” I uttered. “I was taught not to settle for anything less than perfect by my mother, mainly in myself. I’m still readjusting.” Tears stung my eyes. Coming to terms with my old life being a lie was taking its toll.
He sighed. “You were taught to be a ruler of the ignorant. Obedience. Keep the system the same. It’s not your fault.”
It still hurt to hear anyone talk about Magaelor and my family like that, but it was true. “Tell me more about the princess and the faery.” 
He smiled. “So Caspian and Eva fell hard, but the king used the sword of impervius to kill Caspian. It turned him to ash. You see, at one time, he owned three out of five of the Objects of Kai, and no one should be allowed that much power.”
The memory of Jasper’s death charged into my mind. I leaned closer. “Then what happened?”
“All that dark magic she’d held in for years came out. From grief, her magic grew stronger. She cursed all the Objects of Kai. The spell drained her, killing her, but the curse left behind was unbreakable. The ring—” He paused, smiling. “Well, if you placed it on your finger, it would indeed make you immortal, but she countered it to as soon as it was taken off, the mortal wearing it would die.”
I nodded. “I’ll presume the solis king didn’t know that.”
“Nope, and he died.”
“What were the other curses?” 
“To know that, you need to understand the point of the Objects of Kai. They were forged from nature to create a balance to immortals. The ring would make a mortal immortal as long as they wore it, and said mortal could then use the sword of impervius and the dagger of ruin to kill immortals without being killed themselves. The crown of discieti gave mortals extraordinary powers of compulsion, and the amulet of viribus gave the wearer super strength and agility.”
I gasped. “Together, the user of all would be impenetrable to immortals.” 
“Yes. The king of the solises had three. The ring, the sword, and the amulet. No faery dared to go against him while he possessed those weapons. He used them to suppress our entire race.”
I chewed my bottom lip. “Until Evangeline cursed them.”
“Exactly. She wanted revenge against her father. She made it so the sword would burn any mortal on touch. The dagger would turn any to madness if they stared at it too long. The amulet would kill any whom the wearer loved…”
“Yikes.”
“She wasn’t messing around.”
“No, she wasn’t.” I pondered everything while looking at the frostbitten window. I remember my father wearing a thick leather glove when using the sword to kill Jasper. That must’ve been why, else it’d have burned his skin. “What about the crown of discieti?”
“Ah, yes. She gave that one the curse of loneliness. The wearer could not fully love or feel it deeply but could feel despair and pain more. Just wearing it once would leave the effects for a lifetime.” He looked lost in thought, his eyes glazed over. 
“What about immortals?” I questioned, pulling him out of his trance. 
He shrugged. “Same rules apply. They can wear the crown and amulet; it wouldn’t kill them, but it gave the same curse as it would a mortal. Of course, the ring was pointless to an immortal, and the sword and dagger were deadly.”
I grabbed a of blanket and pulled it over myself when a cold draft circulated the room. “Then if my father finds the ring…”
“He can still die. He will only be immortal while he wears it. Getting close to him would be hard though.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “You know, he came here with a plan to kill you. That means he has a way.”
“Yes,” Blaise said, his voice lowering. “I’ve already thought about this. I have the dagger, which means he must have the sword.”
I hesitated. “I need to tell you something else. I’m sorry for not being honest before, but yes, he does have the sword. I know because I have seen it.”
His eyes narrowed. “When did you see it?”
I swallowed hard. “He used it to kill Jasper Bluelight.” I ran cold. I’d never said the words aloud before. The secret felt lighter after sharing it.
He balled his fists, his eyes bigger than ever. “Do not fear, love. He will pay for that with his life.” He stood, then proceeded to pace in a circle. “I knew Jasper wouldn’t just leave. It didn’t sound right, but who was I to think otherwise? How could I have known Amos possessed an object that could kill us, especially when I have the other here.”
I stood, then touched his arm. “I’m sorry.”
He regarded me slowly, stopping in front of me. He ran his finger down my cheek to my lips. I leaned into him, breathing in his citrussy scent. I blinked twice, then looked up at his crown. His gaze trickled over me, neither of us wanting to look away. He exhaled slowly. “In all of this, you have been my haven.”
I closed my eyes, taking pleasure in his touch. I didn’t want him to leave, and I felt he didn’t either. He closed the small gap between us, pulling me into him. He lightly kissed my forehead, then pulled away. “Thank you for trusting me. I will make sure I dismantle him for his crimes. For Jasper, for me, and, for you.”
 
 
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
“Thank you.” I sighed relief when he plopped the book onto the sheets. I was ready to get rid of the dark magic that had wound its way around me. It itched my soul every time I tried to use my staff. 
Blaise tapped his finger against his chin, then leaned against the wall. “I have a lot to say about that.” His gaze darted to the book, then back to me. “In the meantime, I should tell you my younger brothers are on their way back to court.” 
“Ah, yes. I met Niam.”
“Good.” He fell silent. “He’s the nice one.”
I tilted my head. “Lucien isn’t?” 
“Ah, he’s a lot like me.”
I smirked. “Then no.”
He shot me a lazy grin. 
I hadn’t heard much about either of the princes. All I knew was they had been sent away to a fae academy near the border and didn’t spend much time at court. They were princes in training and hadn’t grown to maturity yet, which according to Blaise was their early twenties.
“Have you grown to maturity yet?”
His eyebrows shot up. “I’m eighteen. So no, but I don’t imagine I’ll age fast from here. You don’t remember us both being kids when you came to court?”
“I was five,” I replied. “I don’t remember much of my visit.” 
“Hmm.”
“You said your mother didn’t die,” I stated, remembering an earlier conversation. “Where is she? Your father must’ve taken lovers after his queen died centuries ago, but they didn’t stick around?”
Blaise reddened and itched the back of his neck. “Azrael chose a woman to give him children, for that reason only. She was sent away after Niam was born. I don’t remember her.”
My jaw dropped. “You’ve not met your mother?”
“Shouldn’t we get on with undoing this ridiculous binding spell?”
My eyes widened. “How did you—”
“You left it open on the page. I put two and two together after you told me what happened.”
“I was going to tell you.” I thumbed my neck. “But—”
He tousled his hair. “I’m only glad to know you care enough to risk your life for me. However, I am concerned you even tried such a spell. You can’t do that for me.”
I gulped. “Risked my life?”
His smile dropped. “You didn’t know?”
I shook my head.
“These spells can kill you. They don’t always work.”
I gulped. “But I didn’t die.”
“Yes, but next time, you may not be so lucky. I implore you to be smart.”
My face reddened. “Remind me never to attempt to save your life again.”
He growled under his breath. “You shouldn’t have tried in the first place. I don’t need saving.”
“There’s nothing wrong with needing help, you know.”
“Don’t be the hero, love. It doesn’t suit you.”
My heart hardened. “I won’t try it again.” 
“Good.”
We stood in silence. The smell of honeysuckle pinched the air. I wanted to revisit his mother, but the moment passed. I wished I’d known. Mother issues. It made sense why he was so callous.
“I bound the spell with a kiss,” I whispered, and my cheeks heated. “We need to break it with one… or by using blood, but—”
He extended his arm. “Where do you need me?”
Ouch.
“Here. Place your hand over mine. We just need a pin or something too… oh.”
He dragged his nail across his finger, slitting the skin. Since we were bound, my skin also cut open. I hissed as the crimson liquid oozed from the cut. “Faery magic,” he said, answering my unasked question. Our blood pooled together, and as it did, I whispered the incantation under my breath.
The spell broke, and we fell apart.
I waited for the heavy weight to lift, but the dark magic stayed behind, like a stain on my soul. I waited for it to leave, but nothing happened.
He cut his hand again, but this time nothing happened to me. 
“It worked.” He sighed. “Don’t do something so stupid again.”
I swallowed hard, but it didn’t budge the lump from my throat. Why hadn’t the darkness left me?
 
***
 
Night fell earlier that night. I stood in the gardens, alone with the icy winds. The dark forest lured me to the edges of the grounds. As I neared, I saw man. His white eyes regarded me from beyond the shadows, his icy lips curved into a cruel grin. “Winter Mortis.” His voice rumbled to the trees where I stood. “You are mine.”
I gulped and stepped backward, stumbling into a pit. The residual magic in me tugged to the trees. 
“What are you doing out here?” I whipped my head around to see Blaise, then looked back at the dark area past the trees. I squinted, but no eyes were there. Whatever he was, his presence felt eerily familiar. 
“Love?” 
I put my hand up in the air to silence him as I peered into the darkness, desperate for an outline or a sound to prove my sanity. After thirty seconds, I let out the breath I had been holding in. 
“Can we talk now?” Blaise was staring at me, his lips pressed into a hard line. “Why the ominous behavior?”
“I thought I saw something.”
He looked over my shoulder, then shifted his gray eyes back to mine. “You’re tired. Your eyes are bloodshot. I bet you’ve been staying up late.”
I inhaled deeply. He was right, I was probably hallucinating. I followed him back to the main path, and dread trickled through me as I felt someone watching me from the cover of night.
“How did you find me?” I asked him.
“Don’t think I don’t have people out watching you. You’re presumed dead, and I’d like to keep it that way for now. I have convinced those at the court, in my inner circles, to keep our secrets, but sooner or later, someone will spill. It’s only a matter of time. That is why we must act fast.”
“Tell me what the plan is.”
He pointed at my crownless head. “A true heir never loses sight of their duties to their kingdom, no matter the internal suffering.”
“I presume by that you won’t tell me what your plan of attack is.”
“You and I are cut from the same cloth.” He walked toward me, then splayed his hand against my chest. My heartbeat found his fingers and pounded in response. “No matter how much we care, we never let our hearts rule our heads.”
“Why say care and not love?”
His gaze faltered. “I’ll use it if it ever happens. Which is unlikely.”
Silence befell us. Ice crystallized on the bare branches. 
“You won’t beat them. My father is a force to be reckoned with. He will kill anyone who gets in his way. You’re not strong enough, Blaise.”
His eyes flashed red. “Only if he has his staff. His weakness is his ties to his ancestral roots. We are strong because we won’t crumble if someone burns our beliefs at the root.”
I gasped. He planned to burn down Ash Forest. My heart panged. It had worked. Assaulting his pride enraged the truth from him. I just needed to read between the lines. I remembered the vision from the forest nymph where Ash Forest turned deadly and burned. Licia had told me timelines could change, and this was my chance. 
“I’m not against you,” I said calmly. “I care about you too.” I grabbed his hand, feeling his fingers flex as I did. 
“I know.”
“But I can’t let you hurt my people.”
His fingers curled through mine, enveloping them. “I know that too.”
“Then whose side am I on?”
He squeezed gently. “Ours, Winter. Ours.”
“Then don’t burn the forest.” My eyes welled. “In doing so, you would tear out my heart.”
His lips parted, and his gaze focused on mine. The winds howled through the mountains in the distance, and snow fell from the trees. 
He paused for several moments, then sighed deeply. “I won’t burn your forest,” he said in promise.
I sighed relief. “Thank you.” Tears fell down my cheeks. He wiped them with his thumb. The act of mercy pulled me closer to him. 
“Only for you, I will find another way.” His words sent tingles through my body, numbing my head.
My heart was lost to his handsome face and vibrant soul, but I couldn’t tell him that, not to the boy who could not love or to the princess who promised herself she wouldn’t fall. 
“Don’t look at me like that.” He moved back. 
“Like what?”
“Doe-eyed. It makes me…” 
“What?”
“Just don’t. Okay?”
“Tell me why.”
“We can’t do this.” His features were sharpened under the moonlight. “When someone cares for you and you in return, you become vulnerable. You have the ability to hurt them unlike anyone else can. I can’t make those risks.”
“I think having someone you care about gives you power. I am curious though, why can’t you fall in love? You keep telling everyone that, but no one knows why? Do you just choose not too?”
“It’s difficult. I just don’t want to. I can’t feel it enough when I do.” The truth spilled out before he could catch it. He rubbed the side of his neck and cast his eyes downward. “I need to focus on winning against your father. I have to take care of my people. This is my crown, Winter. Finally, I have the chance to change things after watching Azrael destroy it all.” His eyes glossed over. “You’re a distraction, and although you are a beautiful one…” He paused. “We must break whatever this is now.” 
My expression turned slack. He was right, but how could I turn off my feelings? I must have missed that class in princess lessons. “We are just friends then,” I said slowly, meaning the words. There was nothing more we could be. “Allies.”
He smiled softly. “I like friends. I always did.



TWENTY-NINE
 
I gasped, then closed the book in Blaise’s library. The heavy covers pounded the pages together. I shoved it back on the shelf and hurried out. I’d learned so much there. Too much, my mother would say. 
Candlelight flickered against the hard stone, illuminating slivers of gray as I ran the empty passageways. A thousand strands of information curled in my mind, each begging for my attention. Intuition bonded them, pushing me to reach out to the one person who had enough power to end it all. 
I entered Licia’s gambling rooms once again. The musky air hit my nostrils, making me sneeze.
“Bless you.” A voice sounded.
“Licia,” I replied, addressing the man with gold hair and two teeth to match. His gaze latched onto mine. “I’ve come for your help.”
“Then I’ll presume you have something I want in return.” He gestured for me to take a seat on a bench running the length of the left side of the room. I plopped myself onto the plush velvet and shuffled when he pushed his weight onto it next to me. 
“You were collecting power. I’ve been doing some reading.”
His eyes narrowed. “Well isn’t that nice.”
“No one needs that much power, unless they were going to trade it for something.”
“Ah, and there it is.”
“What?”
“I was wondering when you’d show your true skill.” He hinted a smile. “It is your sharp mind.”
I put a finger up to stop him. “I know your wish.”
He chuckled. “I can assure you you’re mistaken.”
I shook my head. “No. You see, in my time reading everything I shouldn’t, and I’ve learned a thing or two. The only being known to trade power or souls for their services are necromancers.”
His smile faltered. I had him. 
“So the question is, who are you trying to bring back from the dead?”
“Not a soul alive has seen a necromancer in centuries.” He chose his words carefully.
“Oh, you and I both know that’s not true. There are traces of them. There are relics everywhere. If one exists, you of all people would know where to find it, and it’s why you’re collecting power. As much of it as you can. You want to bring someone back from the dead.” I tilted my head. “Love is a powerful motivator, so I’ll presume a long-lost wife… or child?”
He inhaled deeply, and his chest rattled when the air hit his lungs. “What is it you want?”
“I’m willing to give you power, as many wishes as you want. All I ask for in exchange is your help.”
“For?”
I pressed my lips into a hard line. “Two things.”
“You ask for a lot, but I’m intrigued, and I’m invested in you.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Why?”
He flurried his fingers, and magic danced around them. “Destiny reveals particular shreds of the future to me. Yours is especially interesting.”
“Why? What happens to me?”
“You’re the last person I’d tell. Knowledge of your future would change any timelines open to getting you there. All you need to know is you’re useful to me. For now,” he said. “Tell me, Winter Mortis. What is it you want from me?”
Cold slivered down my spine, freezing my voice. Could I really ask such an evil? The foreign magic in my bones vibrated, forcing the words through my lips. “I need you to kill my father.”
I choked on the request. Diabolism had taken over my body. I squeezed my staff that was secured to my belt. I could still reach the ancestral magic, which was all that mattered. I closed my eyes tightly, pushing the dark thoughts away. If I could kill him, then I would take the throne, and Blaise wouldn’t have to hurt any of my people. 
His eyes lit up like flames. “To kill another takes a lot of magical reserves. It would cost me more than I would receive. If you wish him dead, you must do it yourself.”
My stomach knotted. His answer was what I was afraid of. 
“Fine, then can you protect others?” My head was pounding. 
“That I can.”
He touched my arm, and his eyes bulged. “You have been touched by black magic.”
I jerked away from his touch. “So? I’m sure lots of fae have used black magic to get what they want.”
He shook his head slowly. The yellow in his irises caught the candlelight, sharpening them. “Faery nor sorcerer use black magic so carelessly. Once you’ve allowed it in, it latches on the inside, unwilling to die. Sacrificial and ritualistic magic is governed by a source none would cross.”
I shuddered. “Get rid of it. Please.”
“I can’t.”
I stood and huffed. “What use are you? All powerful Licia, who can’t even remove a bit of black magic. All I did was a binding spell, for goodness’ sake! I shouldn’t be punished for it. I was trying to protect Blaise.”
“Protect him from what?”
I forgot only Blaise and I knew about King Amos’s plan.
“That’s none of your concern. Just know it’s broken now. I know you can help me, so why won’t you?” 
He let out a long, low sigh. “Learn to embrace the magic, Winter. It’s all you can do. There is no ridding yourself of it unless the ancestors take it from you, but they won’t.”
“I refuse to believe that’s true.”
“Your strong will is enough to keep it at bay. Removing it entirely is too dangerous.”
I ground my teeth and crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re no help then. At all!”
“I can protect, as you asked, for a price of course.”
I dropped my arms to my sides. “You can protect anyone in the world?”
“Yes.”
“Fine. I need two people, wait, no three. And myself for now.” I paused. “What’s your price?”
“Let’s call it, you’ll owe me.”
I didn’t like it. I preferred knowing up front what I was getting into, but my actions recently had me questioning my intelligence. I’d been far too reckless. 
“No. Tell me the price now.”
He didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, he looked behind him, taking his time to respond. 
“What is your price?” I asked again. 
He flexed his fingers, then looked at me. “One day you are going to find yourself in possession of something powerful. I will want you to hand it over to me.”
“Tell me what it is, then I’ll tell you if I will.”
He adjusted his black collar. “I shouldn’t.”
“Okay, then no deal. I’ll find another way to protect them.”
“By using more black magic?”
I shrugged. “You told me to embrace it.”
“Don’t be brash.”
I paced on the spot, stopping every few seconds to look at the empty gambling tables and benches in the large, stone-walled room. “Will I need the object?”
“No, you won’t need it.”
“Will it hurt me?”
He shook his head. 
They couldn’t lie, and he was right, I was being brash. Dealing in more black magic was dangerous, and as a future queen, I’d already risked enough. “You have a deal. I will hand over the object you require, provided I don’t need it and it won’t hurt me to do so.”
He extended his hand. A glint shimmered in his eyes. I growled under my breath. 
“If you trick me again—”
“No tricks.” 
Hesitantly, I shook his hand. The deal was made. 
“Who am I protecting?”
“There are three.” Although, the more I thought about it, I should have asked for four. I missed out Aquarius. “Daisy and Birch. They are elves who live in the middle of the Forest of Tranquillium, and another is Cedric. He’s a light faery from Berovia.”
“Do you have an item in your possession from them?”
“No, I don’t.”
“There are many Birches and Daisys and even more Cedrics.”
I hadn’t thought of that. I closed my eyes. “This was a waste of time.”
“I held up my end of the deal. You didn’t have the tools. It’s not my fault. I expect you to uphold your end of the deal.”
My nostrils flared, and I balled my fists. “That’s not fair.”
“Life isn’t.”
“You knew!” I shouted. “You didn’t tell me I needed anything first. You played me. Again. The deal is off.”
He grabbed my staff when I went to walk away. He pulled me along with it.
I grabbed the end before he could pull it from my belt. “Don’t try anything.”
“You made a deal, you have to keep to it. If you don’t, I’ll find a way to make you pay for it. Perhaps I’ll find this Birch, or Daisy, maybe Cedric, and punish them for it?”
“You don’t know who they are.”
“Anyone can find anything if they want it enough.”
My laughter edged on manic. It shocked me when it left my mouth. “I’ll kill you if you go after them or me.” 
“You can try, but will not succeed.” He confirmed. “I have placed a protection spell on you, however, as asked. It won’t last long, the spells need maintenance, but it will keep you safe. Mostly. You must know, though, that no spell can protect against death.”
“Then, you’ve not been much help.”
“I make deals. I trick. I lie. It’s what I do. Perhaps next time you should be smarter. I know you’re capable of it. I’ve seen it. Oh what you could be with time.”
“I’m done here.” I stormed. With that, I turned and left, but when I looked back, I had the eeriest feeling that wouldn’t be the last I would see of Licia. Going down there hadn’t been a complete waste of time. He confirmed one thing. There was a way to remove the black magic from me, but it was too dangerous, whatever that meant. I also knew necromancers were still out there, at least one anyway. He wouldn’t be collecting so much power unless he was sure there was one.
I didn’t know what it all meant yet, but I knew the secret of a spellmaster, and it had to count for something. 



THIRTY
 
Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I smiled. My lips were coated with a dusty-pink lipstick, 
 matching my turtleneck pink sweater. I pulled at the sleeves, not used to wearing anything so tight. My skirt, black and ruffled, banded around my waist and stopped at my knees. Crystal earrings dangled from my lobes, and my black waves were loose, falling around my shoulders, the ends reaching my elbows.
“Hello, gorgeous.”
I whipped my head around. “How long have you been standing there?”
He flashed his pearly whites, and glints of light caught his crown. He looked at me in the mirror. “Not long.”
I narrowed my eyes. Someone had cut him. It was healing, but the scar was still visible for now. It would be gone in an hour. “Who did you aggravate?”
“Darlina.”
“Who?”
Beads of sweat collected on his forehead. “She’s the one I was with in the library the time—”
“Ah, yes. I’ve had the displeasure of meeting her more than once.” 
He arched an eyebrow. “Do tell.”
“She warned me to stay away from you.” I rolled my eyes. “You should watch her. Jealous, that one.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, she’s a little insecure.”
“It’s your own fault. You take advantage of that… of them. All the other girls here and their insecurities.”
He exhaled slowly. “I don’t lie to them. They know what they’re getting into.”
“You manipulate their feelings. What use is your hand if not to hold their hearts in, right? Is it not worse to see someone falling for you and use it to get what you want?”
He laughed a strangled sound. “What happened to nice Winter from yesterday? I liked her better.”
“Why? Embarrassed?”
His face reddened. “Why would I be?”
I shrugged. “You’re not used to being called out.”
“May I remind you, you are a guest here under my courtesy—”
“We’re past that, Blaise. Let’s not pretend you don’t need me here. We both want the same thing.”
He cleared his throat. “Yes. We do. King Amos, dethroned.”
I flicked my hair over my shoulders, then turned to face him. “Good. So are you ready to come up with a plan?”
He gave me a hardened look. “I appreciate all you’ve done and said, but know I cannot include you in this. You’re a liability.”
My eyebrows pulled downward. “I’m sorry?”
“Don’t be—”
I crossed my arms over my chest, then tapped my index finger against my upper arm. “I meant how could you? I’m just as much a part of this too. He took everything from me, lied to me my whole life, and means to harm the only people I care about. How can you not trust me? I told you everything. You know I can’t lie to you.” I clenched my jaw. “You’d know instantly.”
“It’s not that I don’t trust your motives now, but he is your father, and although he has done you wrong, I can’t trust you to not hesitate when it comes to killing him.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut me off. 
“Don’t say you won’t because you don’t know what you’d do amid a battle. I’ll keep you safe here. Leave the fighting to us. We are immortal, and he has only one sword that can kill us. He can’t keep us all at bay, whereas you can easily die.”
“I can’t stay here! I need to take the throne once he is dead.”
“What throne?”
I looked at him incredulously. “King Amos’s. Mine.”
He wrinkled his nose, then pulled at the skin between his fingers. “Here’s the thing.” He inhaled deeply. “There won’t be a throne when we’re done. Your family’s rule will end with him.”
My lips trembled. “You wouldn’t.”
“I’m not saying you wouldn’t be a good queen, but it’s complicated. Once we attack, your people will expect you to fight back. If we are to go after the king and kill him, we are declaring war. Not even you could overturn it. Your lords will want vengeance, but if they have no monarch, and we dismantle it, then there will be no tragedy.”
I clutched the fabric over my chest, squeezing my fingers tightly. “You’re heartless.” My lips closed, then parted. “I tried to save you.”
“I am king. You must understand. I could have burned your forest to the ground, making it easier for me to take the kingdom, but I didn’t. For you.”
My eyes bulged, and my lips flattened. “Removing my rule wasn’t part of our deal. Besides, you can’t do that. The ancestors would unleash hell down on you and your people.”
“I promised I would try to evade a war.” He tapped his finger against his chin. “I guess you’re right. That’s probably why my father never tried to destroy your forest. I presumed he hadn’t thought of it.” 
“I don’t care about what your father thought of or not!” My eyes glossed with tears. “We are talking about my throne. My kingdom. I was born to rule, and you’re going to take it away from me? You can’t! My people would fight. This isn’t about trying to avoid a war. You are immortals. No, this is about land. You want to rule everything. Don’t pretend otherwise.”
He walked over, then stopped and cupped my shoulder. Looking me straight in the eye, he sighed. “I’m not lying, I can’t. You know this. I am trying to prevent the backlash of my decision to kill King Amos. This is the only way I can foresee it happening.”
I pushed him away from me. “You’re disgusting.”
“You would have a comfortable life here. I’d never harm you.”
“That means nothing to me! I want my throne.”
“Why?”
I hesitated. “It’s my duty.”
“Then,” he said slowly, “you are relieved.”
 
***
 
I’d made a huge mistake trusting Blaise, but he was right. He had a duty to his people, and I had one to mine. As far as I was concerned, he was dead to me. 
I saw a carriage pull up as I ran. His brothers had arrived, just in time for me to take my leave. I fled on horseback from the castle, through the icy plains and dark forests. Fae land was nothing but a vast and icy blanket, set upon a forgettable backdrop of gray. Only enough splintered light slipped through to show me the path ahead. Creatures were not afraid of my presence. Instead, they hunted openly. They had not been taught to fear us. 
The small towns scattered the farther away I rode from civilization. 
I knew those outside of the castle and main towns caused chaos, even killed others, but I had no idea of the carnage in which they lived. 
I passed a tiny, rundown village. Blood dripped down the sides of a woman’s mouth as she ate the heart of another. Veins were scrawled across her chin, drying up and tangling with her flowing white hair. Her eyes, big and red, spotted me. 
I rode faster, too afraid to pause. If that was what was waiting to be unleashed onto my kingdom, then I had to save them from it. From Blaise. He thought he was doing the right thing, but he didn’t know what that was anymore.
King Amos had to be stopped; he had to die. I’d accepted it, but the throne needed to remain untouched. We were already vulnerable to Berovia, and now we had another threat to worry about. I cursed my father’s name under my breath. 
The wind pinched my face, pulling my hair back. Splays of my curls tossed around in the gusts. My fingers were frozen, turning blue, and I worried they were too far gone to be recovered. I couldn’t feel my feet anymore, and numbness spiraled through my legs. I licked my chapped lips, then closed my eyes to shelter them from the flurries of snow. I couldn’t keep going like this. I wasn’t even sure where I was heading, but it had to be away from Lepidus Court and out of Niferum. At home, I was in more danger, but I had to try to save my future reign. I still had Morgana. The one person I always could rely on. 
My skirt snagged on a passing branch. The horse I’d stolen from the castle galloped against the blizzard that had come with primal force. She was small, with a white coat, but fast, quicker than the stallion that had brought me there. I pulled at the reins, slowing her as we approached a broken village. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I took in the scene. Drops of blood contrasted the white. A body lay half frozen, with blue lips and unseeing eyes. It was a fellow luna. How rash for him to venture into Niferum.
His staff had been snapped in half, lying next to him on a mound of snow. I shook my head, muttering a prayer as we passed him. A frozen well with a steel bucket sat in front of a frosted sign reading “Enchante” against the silhouette of mountains. The snow let up a little as the horse walked us onto a bridge, then over to small, stone houses, run down from time. According to history, it had once belonged to us, until the fae took over.
Before they became dark.

I tied the horse to an abandoned stable, giving her water and rest. Moving forward on foot, I pulled out my staff, gripping it, ready for any attack that may turn my way. We’d only rest for a short time. 
I walked for less than ten minutes when I happened across a part of our history. It unveiled in front of my eyes. Snowflakes let up, dancing into a mild flurry, revealing the iced ropes.
My heart thumped as I took in the rickety old sign, reading Dracden Gallows. Wood steps led up to a snow-covered platform around forty feet wide. The wood creaked under the strong winds. The nooses were so deteriorated, they hung by threads. It hadn’t been used a long time, a stark reminder of the executions carried out for unjustified crimes long ago. 
Hollow whispers carried in the gusts that swept me backward. The dead remained there, trapped by their own suffering, some with protests of innocence. Nothing scared me more than souls trapped between ours and the spirit realm; to be stuck in death was a fate worse than any other. 
Fingers grappled me from the other side, scratching at my arms and legs. I rushed away from the gallows, scrambling from the darkness. I could sense it all around me. Since using the binding spell, I had tapped into something bigger than my magic. It lurked at every corner, waiting for my defenses to fall. 
Digging my fingernails into the ash wood of my staff, I linked my connection with my ancestors. The purity of it brought me solace as I hurried toward the square. The place was like a ghost town. The occasional house was inhabited by fae, who watched after me with savage stares.
My body ached. I ran, a princess without a crown, a future queen with no throne, her rule threatened and no way to save it. Getting home was the first hurdle, the second would be staying there. For now, the winter air lay like frozen lace against my skin. A powerful sleepiness overcame me. My eyelids were heavy, and the cold stole each breath until I fell to my knees. Pain throbbed, searing through my forehead. My staff tumbled from my hand, onto the snow. Black clouds cast shadows on the village, and gleaming eyes approached from worn buildings. I closed my eyes, falling onto the snow as if it were a feather cushion.
Get up, my internal voice screamed. You’re going to die. But I was too tired.

 
***
 
They walked me up to the gallows. The decaying noose swayed in the gentle breeze. Fingers cold as ice gripped into my wrists, which were tied with rope. Voices mingled as the village filled with fae who had come in the darkness, to watch the luna die. 
My eyes focused ahead on where I’d hang. I sighed at the spectacle they’d made. They could have simply torn my heart from my chest when they had spelled me to sleep. 
I understood now, why my father hated the fae. 
My father. King Amos. The man who wished me dead would get his wish. But what of that of my mother? Would she shed a single tear or be inconsolable like when my brother fell?
The very thought hinted a tremble on my lips. They wouldn’t, and I wasn’t surprised. My death would tie up all loose ends for Amos, and that single slice of knowledge sparked the fight in my soul. I would not give up. I could not let him win. None of them. Too much had been taken from me for it to end now. 
One faery, with white-and-blue hair that reached over the top of his pointed ears and eyes darker than twilight, stared me down. “To the gallows.” His voice resonated through the swelling crowd. Others had come, satisfying their bloodlust and vengeance against lunas. They stomped their feet rhythmically on the ground. My staff had been taken, snapped in two, I imagined; then the vision floated back to me. The nymph had shown me this very scene: the staff breaking, the gallows, and the girl hanging, except the girl was me. 
The rope rubbed against my skin. I’d been foolish to stop there. I should have heeded warning, but something called out for me. It was the spirits of the dead, trapped by the violence of their deaths. Instead of freeing them, it appeared I would join them. I whispered a prayer for a savior as the noose was placed carefully around my neck. The handle creaked down, and I sobbed. 
“Please.” Desperation had me looking the ones who hated me in the eye, begging for a mercy I wouldn’t have shown to any of them. Their wings flapped in the wind. More had come to watch. My tears flowed thick and fast. My knees wobbled, and the salty liquid coated my lips as I cried harder. I gulped in my last, cold breath when they let me fall. 
It didn’t happen like I’d read in books. My neck didn’t snap, giving away to permanent blackness. Instead, I strangled, kicking my legs. My body jerked as the rope cut into my throat. The wood creaked above from my weight, and the crowd cheered, stomping louder. I kicked harder, needing to meet the ground. Tears flowed, but no sounds escaped my bluing lips. 
The rope was shredding, then snapped under my weight. I pulled it from my neck, gasping for air. After a few moments, I sat up, feeling drunk. A fae rushed over to me, snarling with pointed teeth. It had sharpened them, to tear flesh easier with. The thought made me queasy. When it reached me, I booted it hard in the stomach. It flung back, then came at me again. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight, and a fight I gave.
Hands grabbed my waist. The rope loosened, and a deadly voice boomed warning to the others. Fae scrambled away. His fingers were warm, his breaths heavy as he held me up in his arms.
My vision cleared enough to make out his face.
“Today’s your lucky day,” he said, his crew behind him. “Nice fighting there, although it’d have made more sense for you to use your magic.”
 
 



THIRTY-ONE
 
The ship swayed from side to side as we sailed out of Niferum. We glided through narrow, almost impassible deep inlets of ocean between tall cliffs. Only experienced sailors who knew their waters could navigate through them. They were the fae’s defense against the Magaelorean Navy. 
Aquarius looked at me from across the long oak tables. His amber eyes fixated on the mark around my neck. I compulsively scratched my wrist, finding solace in the pain that pulled me from the reality. He cleared his throat. 
I exhaled slowly. “You shouldn’t have been in Niferum.” My voice was hoarse, and the words dried out at their ends. I knew full well that their livelihood depended on being able to get to places others couldn’t, but I didn’t want him hurt, and being there was dangerous. 
“Ask yourself where you’d be if I wasn’t. Besides, you’re the one who shouldn’t have gone there, especially alone.” He gestured around his room. His redheaded companion smiled softly and placed a cup in front of me. “If not for our whole crew, they’d have fought back.”
His relic, a blue ring, glimmered under the orange light. 
I sipped the honey tea. I needed it after the day I’d had. The warm liquid coated my throat, clearing the soreness from the noose. I couldn’t help but wonder if the noose breaking, and Aquarius finding me was because of the protection charm Licia had placed on me. I guessed I had no way of knowing. 
“It’s got mugroot in it,” the woman explained when I scrunched my nose up at the aftertaste of the tea. “It will help heal… that.” She looked at my neck, horrified. “They were just going to kill you.” She snapped her fingers. “Like that. No trial. Barbaric, they are.”
Aquarius nodded in agreement. “We had come to obtain more mugroot. It grows nearby, where the snowy peaks are. You’re lucky we heard the commotion. Even us sailors know to stay away from faery villages. We saw you fighting. You gave it your best shot.”
I rubbed my neck, then ran a fingertip along the red mark. My brush with death had debilitated me. “I didn’t know they’d try to execute me.”
The redhead pressed her lips together. “I know, but I mean, it’s no worse than what you lunas do, except the executioner is paid.”
“We don’t have public executions.”
She shrugged her petite shoulders. “I’ve seen one or two in my lifetime.”
I clenched my jaw. “You know what, it doesn’t even surprise me anymore. Apparently, I know nothing about the kingdom I was supposed to rule, or much of anything at all.” I looked at each of them in turn. “Don’t do that,” I said, taking in their pitiful stares. 
“At least you’re alive,” the redhead offered.
“Be understanding, Bella,” Aquarius stated. “She’s had all her power stripped away.”
I fumbled my fingers under the table. “How do you know? Oh… the newspapers.”
“It was printed that you were suspected to be dead,” said Bella. “I see now the story was fabricated.”
“Yes.” I half-smiled. “Unfortunately for him, I just keep coming back to life.”
Aquarius grinned. “Fortunately for us. It’s unusual for us to see familiar faces on our travels. We don’t spend time with one crowd, so it’s good to see you.”
I sipped my tea, then relaxed back into my chair. “Thanks for rescuing me,” I said into my cup. “Once again.”
“Right place, right time,” Aquarius said. The lamp illuminated his sand-colored skin and bright eyes. “Cedric was asking after you when we returned to Berovia. He’s a friend, perhaps my only one. Want me to pass along a message?”
A warm feeling swirled in my stomach. “That’s sweet. Wait, no.” I paused. “You’re leaving so soon?”
Bella leaned over the table. “We have to. Deadlines to keep and all, after we drop you off in Magaelor.”
“Life of a pirate,” I joked. 
“Sailor,” he said, correcting me. 
“Sorry.” I paused, edging on hesitation. “Perhaps I can come with you.”
His gaze narrowed. “To enemy territory. Didn’t you scold us for doing that last time?”
“I can’t go home,” I said. “My father is going to kill me. I need allies. Perhaps the solises will work with me.”
“Careful,” Aquarius said in warning. “They won’t appreciate a luna being in their kingdom. They will lock you up and throw away the key, that or use you to lure King Amos. They’re angry with him, and rightly so!” He clenched his jaw. 
“Then what do I do?” I cried. “I don’t have anyone. Where do I go?”
Bella’s eyes locked onto mine, fierce and round. “If someone means you dead, then I suggest you kill them first. Don’t go in all swords blazing. Move like a ghost through the towns. Hide from prying eyes until you get close enough. Then go in for the kill. Don’t hesitate. That’s how we operate.” 
I cast my eyes downward and looked at my legs. Maybe it could work. A battle would have protected me, but a sneak attack, alone, could work if I were careful. 
“I need to kill the king.” My voice was barely a whisper. 
“Good.” Aquarius slammed his fist against the table, making all the pots of jam and teacups jump. “After what he did in Berovia.”
I ran cold. “What did he do?”
“I’m shocked you don’t know. They attacked the elves in the forest.”
I snapped my eyes shut. I was too late. “Did any die?” 
“Probably.”
I sucked in a painful breath. My heart skipped a beat, turning me numb. Birch would have fought back.
“It happened near to where we picked you up,” he told me, but I knew exactly where it was. I’d been the one to lead them there. I ran my hands along my face, digging my nails into the skin under my eyes. I didn’t want to feel anything. After a few moments, I licked my lips, opening my eyes to focus on them. “You need to be careful. My father will come after you if he finds you.”
“Why us?” Bella asked. 
“I told him, nicely,” I said, justifying my admission, “how you saved my life, and all he could think about was how you were trading illegally from Magaelor… You should leave here and don’t come back, not until he’s gone.” I scratched the side of my head. “I’m sorry. You must hate me.”
“We don’t hate you.” He laughed. “You think we’re afraid of him? We’ve run from much worse.” 
He and Bella exchanged dark looks before turning back toward me. 
I stood, rubbing the sheen of sweat on my palms against my skirt, then looked at Aquarius. “Take me to the port by the castle. If you have a change of clothes and a cloak I can use, I would greatly appreciate it.” My eyes shifted down to my belt, where my staff used to be. “I don’t suppose you found my staff while you and your crew ran the fae from the gallows?” Even though it had been broken, I wanted to keep the pieces. I knew it was a long shot. 
“Afraid not. It took all the power we had to get them away from you. Bella used her relic.”
I stared at her amulet. I had always hated elemental magic, but it had saved me. 
I nodded in her direction. “Thank you.”
My staff was gone, and this time for good. The knowledge left a hole in my chest. Dark magic darted into my mind, luring me back to the power it held, but the memory of cold, white eyes watching me from the trees at Lepidus Court kept those wants at bay. Whatever he was, he had said I belonged to him, and the dark magic reacted. 
You don’t need a staff, the little voice in the back of my head told me. Make a sacrifice. Give into the strong powers. 
Aquarius’s unsure stare broke my connection to the dark desires in my head. I blinked twice, then snapped out of it. I couldn’t use dark magic. It was bad enough that I’d used it once.
Bella sat on top of a chest filled with mugroot, I presumed from the earthy smell. She crossed one leg over the other, throwing her silky hair over her shoulder.
I needed to have another staff made for me, and Ash Forest ran down the entire kingdom from the tip of the south to the top north. If I could find a staff maker, I could have one made for me. 
Being away from the castle had taught me a lesson that being a princess had shielded me from; I didn’t know enough about the kingdom—where to get things, the people, or the culture—and that would change. I was out in the open now, more aware of everything, like shadow markets, secret executions, and archaic ways forced upon Magaelor’s subjects, even if I hadn’t seen the Magaelorean shadow markets or executions myself. 
Aquarius touched the wood panels and looked up at the door at the top of the wooden steps. “We are almost there.”
I tilted my head to the side. “How do you do it? Not fear for your life every single day? I’d be terrified,” I admitted, remembering the mer attack. 
“It’s a faith, you know. I trust in my ship and have faith in my crew. I believe we will get to our destinations safely. At times we have lost good men, but none of us go into this work unaware of the dangers. I can’t be so afraid of death that I forget to live.”
I followed them up the creaking steps and emerged onto the sea-sprayed deck. Briny air hit my nostrils. I gazed upward. The sky was an everchanging canvas of art. Horizons of blue sank into orange, then red. Clouds dissolved, revealing a bruised skyline. I shifted my eyes down to the pebbled beaches that came into view as the thick layer of fog subsided. Lights from buildings flickered in the distance. The castle rose over the end of a tall bridge, reaching high over treacherous waters, like a shadow looming against the darkening sky. Birch’s face hovered in my memory. I had to know if she was one of the ones who was killed because of my need for approval. I’d led them there, marked the X on the map, and signed their death sentences.
Bella placed her hand on my shoulder, making me jump. “Lost in thought, I see.”
“Something like that.” My chest heaved up and down. “Everything is going to change.” My fingers went numb, and the color left my face. 
“It’s not always a bad thing.”
My lips parted. I breathed in the cold air and exhaled slowly. “That’s what I keep telling myself.”
“Let’s get you a cloak and into some fresh clothes. You’ll need to blend in if you’re going to make it to the castle.”
I watched as Aquarius barked orders to the crew, then I turned toward Bella. “Thank you.”
 
I tucked my black pants into my lace-up boots, then removed some twigs that had stuck to the soles. Bella wrapped a red traveling cloak around me and tied it around my neck. I cupped my throat as the fabric curled over my skin. I could, at times, still feel the noose around my neck, even though it was long gone.
“I won’t hurt you,” she said softly.
My breath hitched. “I know.”
“You’ve been through a lot.” Her lips pressed together tightly. “I will pray for you.”
“Thank you.”
I tied my hair up into a high ponytail, then washed my face. She handed me a dagger to fit into my belt. The handle was emerald green, and the blade was fatally sharp. 
“We’re rooting for you, Winter Mortis.”
 



THIRTY-TWO
 
I moved like a ghost through the bustling streets, taking cover under the shadows of the dusky sky. 
Two guards chatted next to a newspaper stand, their hands ready on the hilts of their swords. A man pushed past me, holding his nose as blood poured from it—a spell gone wrong. Flecks of the crimson liquid splashed onto my worn boots. I darted out of the way, then pressed my back up against a wall, keeping my head down and the hood of my cloak pulled over my face.
Edgar’s brown eyes peered out from the front page of a newspaper. His long hair had been cut short, highlighting his angular features and chiseled jaw. He wore an unsure smile, and the crown looked too heavy on his head.
Amos had wasted no time in appointing my cousin as the crown prince. I swallowed hard and pinched my lips shut. It didn’t matter now. I was coming back. Amos couldn’t be allowed to rule any longer. I’d done bad things, but I was going to do better, be better. He was outright cruel. His death would be justified, his blood on my hands. “You’ve got this,” I whispered to myself and pushed on ahead. 
I knew the tunnels at the castle better than anyone. All I needed was to get close enough to the grounds to reach the one that led out to the stables. I had a better chance at nighttime. 
Once I was in, the hard part would begin, getting past hundreds of guards and people who knew my face better than any. 
I trudged forward, kicking aside a different newspaper that had been discarded on the ground with a sketch of my father and Edgar together. I spat on it, for good measure, before hurrying along the cobbled paths toward the castle grounds. 
Stores closed their doors, and the inns opened theirs. Crowded tables of cheering men filled the bar as I rushed past. A woman looked at me, but I averted my eyes, turning my head away. I pulled my hood down farther over my face, shielding my cheeks from the bitter winds. My fingers were like ice, but the weather here was nothing compared to Niferum’s. I was grateful for the gloves Bella had given me. When I would be queen, I’d be sure to repay them and all the crew for everything they had done for me and, to an extension, Magaelor.
I almost tripped on a dirty blanket. The smell of urine and smoke pinched my nostrils. I wrinkled my nose and looked at the steps by a brightly lit eatery. The poor begged for scraps from the tavern, who closed their doors to crippled fingers and dirty palms. One of the workers tried to shoo the two men and woman with tangled blond hair, off the premises. The exchange turned vulgar, fast. The homeless shouted at the worker, and another walked out, threatening them with their magic. I noticed the homeless did not have staffs. Had they lost theirs at some point like I had, or were theirs stolen?
I wanted to help. I still had gold. After all, they looked too skinny, close to death even, but two guards rushed around the corner. Not wanting to draw attention, I backed away. The guards forced the homeless away, kicking one to the curb. His head smacked against the stone, and I gasped. Blood splattered the cobbles, calling the homeless man’s soul to a place much more peaceful than here.
No one shuddered at the sight. 
All for scraps of food.
My toes curled inside my boots, and my shoulders slumped forward. My fingers flexed as I watched on helplessly. Why weren’t the guards helping the hungry? 
They looked around, I presumed for witnesses, and I slunk around the corner, then hurried away. My heart was racing, and my throat was tight. I’d seen too much death in my time, but that was so callously done. Pointless even.
The voices got fainter the closer I got to the castle. I ran over the wide bridge that separated the houses from Ash Court. Fog crept over the cut grass. The cold air was clogged by smoke from the fires lit on the grounds.
My stomach dipped when I reached the drawbridge. Four times as many guards as usual stood at the doors. Security had been amped up. I should have seen it coming. If he’d attacked in Berovia and was no longer at peace with the fae, he was preparing for the inevitable attack. 
“Psst.”
I whipped my head around. A dark figure stood behind an old cart. I narrowed my eyes, peering into the blackness. 
“Winter,” the voice whispered. “It’s Morgana.” 
I sighed in relief. “You should have said!” I ran to where she was standing. Nothing had changed about her. She even wore the same brown, loose dress with crisscrosses on the fabric. She placed her hands on my shoulders, her eyes filled with concern. 
“Destiny showed me you’d be here tonight. I’m so glad you’re alive.” Her eyes glossed under the pale light of the moon. “I was worried about you. My cards and runes showed me nothing, but last night, foresight finally came to me in a dream and showed you here, by the drawbridge.”
She flinched when I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tightly. Sobs muffled through my tight lips as I rested my head against her shoulder. I was grateful for the familiarity. A haven. “You have to help me,” I said. “It’s been awful. Blaise betrayed me.”
She stroked my hair. “That’s why I’m here. To help you.”
I felt her staff digging into my hip, reminding me of the absence of mine. “I need another staff. Mine was taken by the fae. Broken. It’s a long story.”
“One you can tell me later.” She hushed me and pulled away from my embrace. “You cannot be here. Your father will have you killed.” She looked down at her nails. They were stained with blood. “Things have changed since you left.”
I grabbed her wrist, looking at her wide-eyed. “What did he do?”
She closed her eyes, falling into a place I could not see. A memory. “He beats me when I do not show him the future he desires. He does not understand that foresight cannot give him the future. Only show him what destiny wishes him to see, but he doesn’t need that now.”
“Why?”
“He found one. A forest nymph. He knows you’re coming for him, and he knows you told Blaise everything. You do not have the element of surprise.”
I fumbled my fingers. “What do we do then?”
“The nymph will only show him the near future, but nothing is set in stone. Timelines can change, Winter. He’s too ignorant to believe it, but you’re not. Every path can be changed. It is why we have free will. He may be able to anticipate our moves, but—”
“Ours?”
“He will know soon enough that I have come to aid you. The nymph will show him.”
A sharp pang of guilt shot through me. “I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this.”
“It is my destiny too,” she stated.
I nodded, curling my lips between my teeth. I looked over at the looming stone walls. “Can you hide us from his visions?”
“With dark magic, yes.”
“Then we must use it. Do you know one?”
She shook her head slowly. “Winter, using such spells are banned for a reason. They require sacrifice.”
“I didn’t need to sacrifice anything for mine. I let the magic choose one, and it didn’t affect me.”
She clenched her jaw. “What did you do?”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “I did a binding spell.”
“To whom?” She looked manic. She grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “Who did you bind yourself to?”
I stepped backward. “I broke the spell. It was to Blaise, but we are no longer bonded by magic.”
She scratched her forehead and paced around in a circle. “There is always a price.”
“I could have died, I know.”
She stopped pacing. “No. You don’t know. It’s more than that. Spells like that aren’t easily broken. You could have died and you absolutely allowed something in, something dark which won’t want to leave.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s better you don’t know. Just promise me you won’t use that magic again, Winter.” She shook me again. “Promise me.”
“Okay, okay.” I exhaled shakily. “I won’t use it again.”
“Good.” She huffed. “With only one spell, I may be able to have the dark magic lifted from your soul but if you use black magic again it will never be able to be removed.” 
I shuddered. “I won’t use it again.” 
“Now, let’s get you another staff. There is an entrance to Ash Forest about four miles east of here.”
 
***
 
Frost covered every surface as we ventured east. Tall trees loomed overhead, and skeletal leaves lined the path that disappeared into undergrowth. “Morgana,” I said, catching my breath when I treaded over uneven roots. “You’re a staff maker.”
She nodded. “Yes.”
“You’d know then. Why don’t some lunas have staffs? I mean, they may have lost them, and couldn’t have them replaced, but I found it odd how not even one homeless person I saw had one.”
Her breath fogged the air in front of her face. “It’s about time you knew the truth.” She cast her eyes downward to the mossy tangles over dead twigs. “For the longest time, since I was a child, staffs are given to those who can afford such luxuries. Staff makers have clear instructions: cater to those who can pay the coin only.” 
“How much does it cost? I thought they were given out for free.”
She scoffed. “Nothing in this kingdom is given with charity. Unfortunately, Winter, the system works to those like your father. The poor cannot rise without magic, and the rich benefit from it too much to go against the monarchy. He protects his crown by keeping the poor, poor. That means no magic. Staffs cost one hundred gold coins to be made.”
My eyes bulged. “That’s insane. Our people wouldn’t revolt against us.”
“Why wouldn’t they?” she questioned. “Some of them have nothing to lose. There’s a lot you haven’t seen, well, now you have.”
“Tell me then,” I begged. “It’s barbaric to not let them use magic. It’s every lunas right.”
“It is a delicate system. I do not condone your father’s methods.” She scrunched her mouth in disgust. “Being a ruler means making the difficult decisions. You need to be able to anticipate the branches that will come from the tree of every decision you make.”
“It is a weight I will gladly bear.”
“It is a gift bestowed to you. As a leader, you only hold the power the people give you.”
I scoffed. “Like my father?”
“He won’t be king for long.”
I inhaled sharply. “You had a vision?”
“Things can change,” she said to remind me. “We must stay focused.” She looked at a clearing past a collection of smaller trees. “We are here.” 
Morgana kneeled onto the hard, cold mud. Running her hands over the area, I felt the connection with our ancestors deepen. It attacked the dark magic clinging to my soul. I reached up to my throat, then gasped for air. 
Morgana looked over her shoulder at me. “Winter?” 
I struggled to breathe. “Help.” I gasped. 
She looked at me perplexed as I gripped my throat. After what felt like an eternity, which was more likely a couple of minutes, the heaviness lifted, and I could breathe again. 
The darkness in my body dissolved. 
Morgana bowed to spirits I could not see, then turned toward me. “The ancestors ripped the magic from your body.”
“How?”
“They’re powerful and you are one of them, but be warned. If you thought that was painful, imagine the pain of having more than one spell’s residue taken from your body. It would tear you apart, kill you, in fact. It’s why you must not ever touch that magic again.”
“You said you were going to do one.”
“I know how to manage it,” she stated. “I’m careful, and my link with the ancestors is stronger than yours.”
Her wild hair danced around her face as a wind blew through dead leaves. Bones that hung from trees rattled. Others had performed rituals in these woods. The evidence was all around us. 
“I wish I could do more. I have so much to learn, unlike you.”
“How do you think I have learned all I have? I turned to elders, others with foresight, those who held the knowledge, and I humbly listened. I find out something new every day. Do not get discouraged. Instead, keep an open mind. If you do, then you will become a great queen and you’ll be able to do so much more. To help.”
“If I ever become queen.” The anxiety riled up again. 
“Have faith, Winter. When you take the throne, I will be at your side to guide you when you need it.”
Her words comforted me. She grabbed a bone from the ground. “Aha, a fox’s. It will do.”
The winds silenced when she placed it on the forest floor. She placed her hands on a tree, and a branch fell with a thud to the ground. She picked it up. Flames licked along the wood from her hands. Branches twisted around each other, finishing it into a point. 
Morgana inhaled slowly, her chest rattling with each breath. The cold had peaked with the middle of winter fast approaching, and bare trees held snow over our heads. Ash Forest ran all the way through Magaelor, from the south to the tip, where it merged with Hangman Woods by the mountains separating us and the fae. It was named for its ash-colored bark.
Despite my upset toward Blaise and his betrayal, I was still thankful to him for abandoning his plans to burn our forest. Maybe it was why the ancestors had helped me, by taking away the dark magic. I’d proven my loyalty to them. 
I looked around us, my breath turning to fog when I exhaled. “I honestly thought I could trust Blaise.” I admitted after some moments of silence.
She offered me a kind smile. “I like to think of it as one broken heart closer to fulfilling your destiny.”
“Thank you.” I took the staff in my hands, smiling when I felt the familiar pulse of magic. “Now that I have my magic back, we can go to the castle. Let’s finish this.” I closed my eyes for a second, then looked up at the swirling black and gray sky. The stars showed themselves through the dissolving cloud cover. I heard Morgana rustling. I let her finish what she needed to and took a moment to enjoy the night. 
I jolted forward when an animalistic scream erupted from behind me. I whipped my head around and saw Morgana holding a dead fox. Blood dripped from its orange fur onto a pile of twigs she’d arranged into different symbols. On top of them, she placed two stones. The crimson liquid dissolved when it hit the smooth surface, then smoked.
“What are you doing?”
“Protecting us from him being able to see our next actions from this point onward. This spell protects us from foresight.”
I closed my eyes. “I wish you hadn’t. You said yourself how deadly that magic is.”
“Sacrifices must be made for the greater purpose,” she said solemnly and placed the fox’s body onto some leaves. “I send your soul into the earth. May you find peace,” she whispered and turned her attention to me. She handed me one of the stones, while pocketing the other. I took it and placed it in one of the pockets of my black pants. “As long as you keep the rune with you, you cannot be detected by any seer or nymph. Onward we go. It is time.”








THIRTY-THREE
 
On the journey, I filled Morgana in on everything from Blaise’s plans to Aquarius’s rescue. Once I’d finished, she tapped her finger against her chin. “This Licia character, did he admit to collecting wishes to fuel a necromancer?”
I shook my head. “He evaded, as they always do, but I’m sure I’m right.”
“It gives me a lot to think about.” She shared my need for knowledge and used her sister, who was an alchemist, to fund her experiments. “We should discuss a few things before we go inside.”
The stables were quiet. We had avoided being seen so far, but we traipsed on carefully. The tunnel, connecting the stables to a tapestry in one of the quieter passageways, was open. “Through here,” I whispered. 
 Morgana linked her fingers with mine and gripped my hand with ferocity. The darkness was comforting in the current state of things. The elves lingered in my mind. I couldn’t completely turn my brain off the matter. They were always there, hovering in the back. A reminder of my stupidity.
I had to do better, and my father would pay for his reach for more power. If he had found the ring of immortalem, I would rip it from his finger and watch him crumple like Jasper had. 
Like André had when fighting by my father’s side. 
If he didn’t have it, then I’d drive the dagger Bella gave me through his cold, calculating heart. 
“When you do this,” Morgana whispered, “you cannot take the throne straight away.”
My eyebrows pulled downward. “That’s the whole point of this.”
She paused, stopping us both in the narrow tunnel. “It is treason to kill the king, even as the princess. You are no longer the heir. Edgar is. He will take the crown. You must be smart about this. If you kill your father, you can then win the throne from your cousin. The kingdom will rise in your defense. You are the true blood, but not a soul can know you had a hand in your father’s fall.”
“Where will I go?”
“Far away from here, until the time passes. Edgar will not be able to make any major changes while the kingdom is in mourning. That gives you a couple of weeks away, then come back innocent.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” 
“I had to reveal this to you when you would be most likely to accept it. I needed to get you this far. You know I answer to destiny.”
Tears pooled in my eyes. “I’m tired of running.”
“Do this for your people. Edgar can be king until you return. He is only the crown prince because everyone believes you are dead. That is the official story anyway, but if you’re seen in Magaelor or at the castle, they will suspect you of his murder and hang you for treason.”
The memory of the rope flitted into my mind. I pressed my hand against my throat. 
“Are you sure I can return after Edgar is king and that I will still get the crown?”
“It won’t be easy, but the people will be behind you as the true heir. They are your power, Winter. You can find mercenaries near the port. For enough gold, they’ll take you anywhere and protect you.”
I pressed my lips together, then licked them. Running my hands down my chin, I looked in the eyes of the woman I’d known since I was child. 
“Okay.” I breathed slowly. 
We kept walking until we emerged by the secret door. I pushed it open, and the stone ground against the ground. I looked around. We were alone. 
“Let’s go,” I whispered, pushing the tapestry that covered the door out of the way. 
We hurried down the empty passageway and rounded a corner. 
I spotted Daric first, the fae ambassador. He was talking with a lady with light-brown hair and menacing eyes, under the guise of safe cover in the shadows. The walls closed in. Polished stone sucked all warmth from the long corridors. Portraits of kings and queens from my bloodline stared out with strong features and big eyes. 
“Where does Edgar sleep?”
Morgana pulled me to a stop. “Why?” 
“I could just remove both obstacles in the way of my throne. Save myself the hassle.”
She dug her nails into my wrist and clenched her jaw. “Don’t be reckless! You would kill two people in one night, one of them an innocent? Where is your morality?” 
“Mine?” I scoffed. “What about theirs?”
“Edgar is innocent. Besides, don’t you think it would be obvious if suddenly both died in the same night? Do you believe that when you returned, you wouldn’t be instantly suspected?” Her eyes were wild under the dim glow of the lamps. “Next to Edgar is your second cousin, and he is much fiercer than Edgar. He has a lot of support. Would you prefer to go against him in the fight for the crown?”
“I’ve always hated Louis.”
“Me too,” she admitted. “Therefore, it would be counterproductive to kill Edgar. Trust me with our plan.”
“How will I get close?” I asked.
She looked down the dark corridor to where the passageways connected to the royal rooms. “If he gets word that you are here, he will want to see you in private… to kill you without anyone seeing. When you’re alone with him, you can make your move. I have something that will help you defeat him.” She pulled out a vile of black liquid. “Mer venom. Fatal to a mortal without fast treatment.” Her eyes widened. “Lace your dagger with it, and it will ensure he will not survive. You must be fast. Do not let him get the upper hand.”
I clenched my fists to stop my trembling fingers. “How do I get to him to let him know I’m here?”
“That would be where I come into it.”
“He will kill you!” I warned. “You said he will know you’re helping me.”
“Perhaps, but he will be more interested in getting to you. Have faith.”
I swallowed hard. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
She waved her hand dismissively. “I will go to the guards, tell them I need to talk to the king about an important matter. They will wake him, and I will lure him to you. Go to your old bedroom. I will tell him you’re waiting there.” She squeezed my fingers. “I know you can do this.”
“I really hope you’re right.” 
I took the vial of venom and watched her leave. Running through empty corridors, I found the door to my room. People had left roses against the wall, with notes wishing my soul peace. I hated roses, but at least some people pretended to care. 
I pushed open the metal-embedded wood, and it creaked into my dusty, unlit room. I quickly lit two of the candles on my dresser. After, I walked to the stretched window on the back wall and looked out over the breathtaking landscape. I’d often caught myself dreaming of being queen while gazing at the same horizon that now knotted my insides. I didn’t understand then what wearing the crown truly meant. I had to lead, and I never in all my years thought I’d have to kill my father to do so.
My eyes flitted to the wedding dress Blaise had returned. Curiosity burned. He presumed I’d read the note and it was why I had returned, but it wasn’t. I opened the little envelope and pulled out the parchment. You are the closest I’ve come to feeling anything. If you come back and ask forgiveness, I will still honor us. 
My heart skipped a beat, sending numbness through my chest and into my stomach. I folded the paper and shoved it into my empty pocket, pushing away my feelings with it.
In the distance, the land seemed to merge with the sea. Not far from there was Inferis. My mother was on that small island, wondering where I was, rotting away from loneliness. I’d have pitied her if it weren’t for her cold and callousness. 
Moonlight spilled in, illuminating the large red rug. Placing the vial carefully on the ledge, I unstopped it. The putrid stench wrinkled my nose. I pulled out the dagger from its case and poured the venom onto the blade. It latched onto the metal.
I examined the purple liquid and hid the dagger behind my back. My staff was on display in my belt. He’d feel safe if he couldn’t see my hands and could see my staff, which was my advantage.
I just needed to get close enough. 
My mind ticked over every possible scenario. The door screeched open, and one of the roses lying on the ground outside was kicked across the floor. King Amos stepped into the room wearing blue silk robes, holding his staff in a white-knuckled grip. The blue sapphire glistened under the candlelight.
“Good evening, daughter.” He lifted his chin and relaxed his shoulders back. “It was foolish for you to return. I know all about your dealings with the Lazarus boy.”
“Blaise is the least of your concerns,” I warned, taking one step forward. He didn’t flinch. “You are the one not fit to rule. Your search for power has turned you cold, and what is the point of a heart if not to love?” I stared at his chest. I’d need to go up and under the ribcage to reach the most vital organ with the blade.
I was still too far away.
He closed the distance between us, his eyes fixated on mine, ones I had inherited. I remembered when they once sparkled. Now they were dull, lifeless.
“I cannot let you live. You must have known this when you returned.”
“I knew what I was getting into,” I said. He’d killed Jasper without hesitation, sent his own son to be slaughtered, yet he did not cut me down. 
“Why did you come back?” he questioned. 
I could sense his paranoia. “You’re afraid of what I have done, what I know.” 
His eyes flitted down to my staff, then to my hands, but they were hidden behind my back. “I am not afraid of a girl who knows nothing of the world.”
I lifted my chin and squinted. “I’ve been out in Berovia, then in Niferum. I have almost died countless times and met many different people. I have seen the towns and villages, the truths and injustices. I probably know more about the world than you do.”
“You are a naive, spoiled child. You know nothing.”
I shook my head slowly, my stare not leaving his. “You got André killed! How does it feel living with the knowledge that you’re responsible for the death of the only child who ever loved you?”
His chin trembled. It could have been a trick of the light; it was so brief. “He chose to fight—”
“No!” I shouted. “You forced him out into that battle, and now he’s gone.”
It was the first time anyone had placed blame aloud. The words penetrated his thick skin. I watched him flinch. “You were always jealous of him.”
“No. I loved André.” I cried. “You lost him, then me and Mother, and now you have a twenty-something bride, who is using you for money and power, and no one you can trust. It must hurt being utterly and absolutely alone.”
He gripped his staff tighter, lifting it into the air. His lips curved into a cruel smirk. “I heard the elves fought valiantly. They didn’t see us coming.”
“You used sacrificial magic?” I questioned. I don’t know why I hadn’t presumed he would. How else could they cast such strong spells to cloak them from the nymph’s foresight?
“I forced the spellcasters to. I wouldn’t be so reckless.”
The corner of my lip twitched. “It doesn’t matter, because you will never be able to hurt anyone again.” I launched myself forward, and adrenaline surged through my body. I extended my arm, holding the dagger toward his chest. I was so close to his heart when I felt hands grip my wrist. He twisted my arms and pushed me.
I fell back, stumbling over my own feet, and dropped the dagger.
“You were going to kill me?” He laughed, mockingly. “I was wrong. You do have some backbone.” I saw his hand. On his index finger, a silver ring shone.
My jaw dropped. “You found it.”
“Never underestimate me. Where do you think you get your intelligence from? Your fight? I’m just stronger, faster, smarter.” 
My gaze shifted to the dagger that lay between us. Mer venom stained the floor. I got to my feet. “Then kill me,” I spat. “You want me dead, go ahead. End my life like you did André’s.”
He stormed toward me. I flinched back, but he grabbed my shoulders, looking me dead in the eyes. “I did not want your brother to die. I admired my son. He was going to be a great king. I tried protecting him in battle, but they sent in immortals. The light fae were the solises’ secret weapon, and the fae prince was the one who ran a sword through your brother. If you want to blame anyone, blame them.”
Tears stung my eyes. My father was still accountable in my eyes. André would never had gone if my father hadn’t ordered it. “Then they will pay with their lives, as will you. If I don’t kill you, war will come to Magaelor. If you continue to live, you will become worst; growing into a monster who cannot be saved. While you still have some reminiscence of a soul, I’ll send you to the other side where you can’t hurt anyone.”
The crown fell from his head, tousling his silver hair, and landed with a clash on the ground. I pulled back, gripped his hand, and tore the ring from it. He winced, then stumbled. He didn’t look away as he crumpled to his knees. The ring dropped from my sweaty hand, tumbling to the ground. Shivers coursed through my veins as he took his final breath. 
 
I walked over to the window. My father’s blue and stiff body was behind me, on the floor where I’d left him. Morgana was coming. I could sense her magic. I looked out at the dark sky and inhaled sharply. I’d murdered him−regicide−and I couldn’t get caught. 
Painfully, I turned, grabbing everything I could which could aid me into getting away from here for a couple of weeks, at least until any suspicion of my involvement was erased. No one could know I was alive. I shoved it all into a drawstring bag, picked up the ring of immortalem, then walked to the door. Morgana rushed in. She grabbed my arm and pushed me out of the bedroom door. My hip cracked against a stone pillar. I hid behind it. 
“Go! Run. Now.” She screamed as guards’ footsteps echoed up the steps. I left behind everything, my dearest friend, my crown, my kingdom, moving forward as the princess of nothing. 
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ONE
 
Distance was all that mattered against the rising sun. I ran down the winding, rain-soaked cobbled streets, hoping for an escape plan to materialize in the time it would take me to reach the docks. 
Dark clouds beat heavy drops onto the slate roofs of the shops lining the road. Sweat dripped down my face and into my eyes, stinging them shut. I blew out a pained breath, then forced my eyes open and looked up at the gray horizon that merged with the rising waves at the port. Boats rocked side to side as rain lashed onto the decks and the waves licked the hulls. Seagulls whipped through the air like swashes of gray against the stormy canvas. My breath fogged in front of me as lightning flashed the sky blue and purple. I was certain the thunderstorm was an omen, marking the day I had become a murderer.
My chest tightened as I carried my new identity, charging toward freedom. Darting glances at the traders setting up their stalls, I felt as if everyone were judging me. As if they could somehow see through the girl and to the killer beneath. The morning’s events weighed heavily on my shoulders. I pushed forward, using the spike of energy to ignore the pain tearing through my soul. I couldn’t stop. Not yet. 
The Ring of Immortalem, which I had torn from my father’s finger, was heavy in my pocket. Clanking against it was the rune Morgana had given me to protect me from the power of foresight. It cloaked my whereabouts from the forest nymph still at the castle.
Strands of hair stuck to my cheeks. I was shaking, from adrenaline, the cold, or both. I did my best to stop my teeth from chattering, but the truth was I wanted to break down in the middle of the street, to cry and wail, but I kept pushing forward. 
I pulled the hood of my best traveling cloak forward, casting shadow and anonymity over my features. The princess who was believed dead could not be seen. One rumor could ruin everything. All that mattered was for me to right the wrongs my family had inflicted through their rule and take back Magaelor. 
First, I would have to shed all suspicion. After all, the king had been found dead in my room, and we had publicly fallen out not long before, while in Niferum. I’d be suspect number one if anyone knew I was alive and in Magaelor when he was killed. I had to flee, as Morgana had insisted, then return before month’s end with yet another heroic tale of survival, ready to claim my throne. 
I had to be strong, more so than ever before. My people needed me. I saw it more with the rising tide of homeless wandering the streets staffless, unable to use the magic that was their right. There was change coming, and I would bring it. No more would those with little coin not have access to their ancestral roots through magic. I had no idea, until Morgana had told me, that anyone even had to pay for their staffs. Mine was given to me when I turned seven, like everyone else at the academy. Granted, it was a school for nobles, which most likely had something to do with my ignorance.
My foot sank into a puddle, squashing a discarded newspaper. I took a moment to catch my breath. I’d stolen what I could carry without being detected: precious gems, gold coins, the key to the shadow market, and the dagger André had gifted me. The drawstring bag bounced over my shoulder when I broke into a run once again.
The road turned sandy. I sucked in a deep breath, then paused and placed my hands on my knees. How was I going to get out of Imperia without detection? Everyone thought me lost to the harsh winter in Niferum. No one but Aquarius and his crew knew I was back in Magaelor, except Morgana.
My heart sank. 
Morgana. My only friend, now rotting in a dungeon. 
She’d been locked away for treason after coming to where the king lay dead, to warn me the guards were on their way. She begged me to run before anyone saw me, and I did. I watched from behind a stone pillar, just making it out before they reached my room, as she was dragged to the dungeons. It took everything I had to turn away, knowing we’d both be dead if I didn’t. If I hadn’t left it would all have been in vain, but no matter how I justified it, a piece of my heart was left behind with her. I wanted to go back, to save Morgana, but what use would I be? I wondered if they’d execute her. Treason was punishable by death, but there had to be a trial first, which would take time. They knew she’d visited the king’s chamber to give him a message, then she was found by his body. What choice would they have but to presume her guilty? Perhaps I should have turned back. There was still time to save her, no matter the cost, my only real friend. The thought of her trapped in the dungeons, labeled a treasonist, made me choke on a cry. 
“You there.” 
I froze. My mind raced to a halt. 
“What’s that?” a guard shouted. He had thick brown hair and held a sword in one hand and his staff in the other. He was pointing at my bag.
I didn’t dare look up. Keeping my face hidden beneath my thick hood, I let out a long exhale. My heart hammered. If I was caught, it would all be for nothing. Morgana’s capture, my father’s death... Trembling, I grabbed my staff, feeling the gentle pulse of magic beneath my fingers. I searched my mind quickly for the incantation of a sleeping spell. I recalled the words, letting them roll off my tongue, caressing the magic from my staff as they spilled into the distance between us. Silver and blue streaks of magic snaked toward the guard. My lip twitched and my knuckles tightened around the ash wood. The spell reached him, but he countered it using his own magic. I clenched my jaw, then closed my eyes for a moment. I had mere seconds to concentrate. Saying the words aloud packed more force into the delivery. 
Other guards clamored behind him, uniformed in blues and silvers. Unlike the guards at the castle wearing red and gold, who were charged with protecting the royal family, these men defended the people and enforced the laws of the land.
Casting my eyes downward, praying they wouldn’t be able to see my face behind the rain and the shadows of my cloak, I bit my lip. 
“Arrest her,” the first guard ordered.
On his command, they all rushed at me. 
I ground my teeth, then cursed under my breath. The scuffle was drawing the attention of early morning traders and shoppers. A crowd swelled as the guards closed in around me. I flexed my fingers, the icy blade of the wind cutting all feeling from the tips.
This was my only chance. I couldn’t be recognized. They needed to be stopped. 
The guards closed the distance between us. When they reached me, I uttered the words of an ancient spell I’d always been curious to use, but never had the right opportunity until now. I let the magic course through me, fueling my rage into a thunderous boom. Splints of gold waves exploded out the end of my staff, throwing the men backward. It looped around their necks and limbs as they stumbled over the wet cobbled stone. The magic weakened me temporarily. The spell would give them amnesia, making them forget what had happened once they awoke from a small bout of unconsciousness. However, some of their memories up until that point could be altered too. It was a magic I would only use sparingly, but they couldn’t be allowed to remember. 
I mustered what energy I had left, then headed toward a narrow alleyway. I squeezed through centuries-old stone, down what had to be the narrowest street in the whole of Magaelor, then emerged out the other side. Darting to my left, I heard the bellowing of men who’d either just entered the nearby tavern or hadn’t yet left. I was at the harbor’s edge, standing in front of the shopfronts of supplies, eateries, and inns, the first stop for sailors and fishermen. My hands gripped the railings, and my eyes flitted to the grandest ship with tall sails and a mast that swayed against the blue backdrop. I let go of the railing and pressed my hands against my knees, leaning over to catch my breath. I had to leave, and I knew the best place to go. It was somewhere I could lay low and where I could get information that could save my kingdom, but it was risky.
I turned around. An eerie feeling of being watched washed over me. I squinted, craning my neck to see around the side of a taffy shop. A man with pointed ears wearing a blue silk cloak was staring at me. His head was poking out, but as soon as I blinked, he was gone. I could have sworn he was a faery, but it was impossible. The fae would never venture into our kingdom, aside from the court ambassadors, but they’d only head straight to the castle.
I shook my head, then puffed out my cheeks. “Get it together,” I urged myself. I’d been thinking about him again, even among all the fear and uncertainty. His presence was so strong in my mind, it made me hallucinate fae. Blaise. I was still so angry at him, and in a cruel twist of fate, he had become an enemy, a threat to my crown and throne, but a naïve part of me still clung to a curiosity, an idea of him, wondering if he would change his mind or even help me.
I shook my head. It was a ridiculous notion to believe I was ever more to him than the game piece he needed to rule two kingdoms. I reminded myself he wanted to take my kingdom from me and dismantle the Mortis family rule. My people would fall to ruin under the fae’s unorganized, pleasure-seeking monarchy. He couldn’t even keep the fae in his own kingdom under control. We were anointed by our ancestors and the energy that ruled them. It was my birthright, and no one was going to take it away from me. I had an opportunity, a chance to change things, and I owed it to my ancestors, to my people, and to my brother, André, who believed in so many things but was taken from the world before he could enact any of them.
I clenched my fists and looked around. I needed to be smart. I needed to get out. The longer I stayed there, the more the future of my crown slipped through my fingers and into Edgar’s. I couldn’t hide in my kingdom. I was without a friend in Magaelor. While the place that held everything that mattered to me was right here, my home, it was also where I was most alone. 
I had no choice. The realization brought a new anxiety, stealing my next breath. I had to travel back to where this entire mess had begun, where everything had started to unravel in my life, and where the friends I had betrayed were possibly dead. I needed to lay low in a place I knew I could blend in, like I had done before.
Berovia. 
I whipped my head back to look at the tavern. It looked to be the type of place where mercenaries would go, and I needed one, or several, if I was going to make it out and across the mer-filled ocean alive. I wished Aquarius and Bella hadn’t left, taking their ship with them. They knew the waters better than anyone else. 
Pushing open the large, wood doors, I inhaled the frowsty air. The smell of cigar smoke and stale ale lingered as I pushed myself between burly men drinking to the first lights of morning. The polished chestnut bar was covered with drops of cider and ale. A hoard of empty wooden cups was stacked at the far end of the bar. Some were carved with different markings, personalized, perhaps made as a gift. I’d seen them before when my father traveled through the kingdom to address the people and I’d gone with him. Of course, there were glasses lying around too, but wood was still favored, especially among the lower classes. 
I spotted an empty square table in a dimly lit corner, with stools lining either side. Men were eyeing me while I hurried to the unoccupied area. The landlord was peering over the bar, trying to get a better look at me. My traveling cloak was made of velvet with a fur trim, meaning I was too highborn to be drinking in an establishment like this. I should have dressed in something less conspicuous, but it was too late for that. I had taken a calculated risk coming inside. They would be drunk, therefore less likely to recognize me, not to mention, who would be looking for a princess in a place like this? 
A barrel-chested man with pointed eyes and a small chin stomped to where I was standing. I white-knuckled my drawstring bag and cleared my throat. “I’m not here for any trouble,” I explained when he reached me. I took a step back, and the back of my heel hit a stool. “I’m looking for a mercenary.”
The room fell silent. I scanned the area, my eyes trailing from one wood-paneled wall to the next, pausing at each table for any sign of familiarity. There was none. It was wall-to-wall with bleary-eyed men. My heart thumped, then skipped a beat. They were all looking at me. 
“Young girl like you shouldn’t be in a place like this.” He scratched his bald head. 
A shaggy-faced man behind him chimed in. “Lots er strangers out ’ere in these parts. Where er ya hailing from, maid?” 
I tilted my chin upward and rolled my shoulders back. I wanted to appear brave. I couldn’t show any sign of fear to these people. “Not far…” I hesitated. “Aurum,” I lied. It was the closest town to Imperia and the castle. Luckily for me, it seemed none of them knew who I was. 
The beefy man cocked his eyebrow, then looked back at the other men and guffawed. “An Aurum lady.”
The shaggy-faced man looked at my hands. “Stop it, Don, poor maid is shaking, look.”
I swallowed thickly and looked down at my hands.
Don slapped his hand on my shoulder, making me jump back a foot. “Calm down, girl.” He put his hands in the air. “We’re not gonna hurt you here. What can we help ya with?”
Don’s rough, rugged fingers told me he worked in a labor job. The shaggy-faced man smelled like fish and wore a thick brown jacket and holey boots. I guessed he was a fisherman. 
“She said she was after a mercenary.” A man’s voice rose above the rising chatter. His tone was eloquent. As he stood from the back of the tavern, pressed against the wall, the tall man’s dark eyes found mine. He had sharp features, only softened slightly by the warm yellow glow of a lamp flickering above his head. He appeared to be in his late forties and was dressed handsomely in a long blue jacket, with a white collar poking out from underneath. “That would be me.” He looked me up and down, his eyes pausing longer on my bag, then took out his pipe and puffed a circle of smoke into the air. He pushed past Don and the fisherman, shooing them away. 
Five other men followed the tall man. “I’m Hawk.” He extended his hand. “So, Miss…”
I spluttered on my name. “Smith.” 
He looked back, then cast his eyes down to my bag. A hint of a smile played on his thin lips. “Right,” he said, not sounding convinced. “What do you want a mercenary for?”
I could see Don and the other man still watching me. The corners of their eyes were wrinkled as they peered around Hawk and his men. Don spoke up. “If you need us, young lady, we’re right here.”
Hawk scowled in their direction. I nodded at Don, offering a small smile, and they looked away. “Thank you.” I shouldn’t have judged them. I hated that there was still a small part of me which did that. They seemed nice, slightly protective even. I’d been taught to fear the lower classes, but they were just making an honest living, and could be good or bad just like everyone else. 
Hawk gestured for me to sit down. I took the stool closest to the wall and rested my bag on my lap. I tapped my fingers against the fabric, taking each breath deeper into my aching lungs. The smoky air was suffocating. “If you pay us enough, we can forget about your real name.”
I blinked twice, looking at Hawk. My lips tightened, my smile taut. “I need safe passage from the kingdom. It’s top secret. I will, of course, pay for discretion.”
His men, who remained standing behind his stool, snorted in unison. I stared up, looking at each of their faces in turn. “I can afford it,” I said with promise. “I’m the daughter of a merchant.”
Hawk’s gaze trickled over my features. I could feel beads of sweat forming on my forehead. “I can tell,” he whispered, looking at my cloak. “I expect you will pay us well. Where is it you would like us to take you?”
I looked around nervously, then lowered my voice to a whisper. “Berovia.”
“She’s mad!” one of the men shouted, capturing the attention of the others behind them.
Hawk slammed his fist on the table. “Enough, Jameson.” He growled. “Stand down.”
My heart raced faster. I tapped my foot against the ground, sucking in a deep breath. “One hundred gold coins.”
“You’ll have to do better than that.”
I cast my eyes down to the brown fabric of my bag, then sighed. “What is it you want?”
“What do you have?”
I opened it, nervous to let him near it. I gripped my staff with my other hand, ready to fight if necessary. 
Hawk hooked a finger, pulling the string, opening it to the jewels, gold, and dagger. He peered inside, and a smile crept over his face. “That dagger and fifty gold coins, or no deal.”
I clenched my jaw. The dagger was all I had left of André. It was priceless, but then, so was a trip to Berovia. “What about jewels instead? The dagger, you see, it has sentimental value.”
“No.” He was blunt and honest, which I guessed I could appreciate in any other situation. “You want us to take you over mer-filled waters, risk my crew’s life, for one hundred gold coins only?” 
I licked my lips. “About that, you’ll also need to stay there until I can return home.”
His eyebrows rose up his forehead. “Then my offer changes to the dagger and one hundred and fifty gold coins.”
We both knew the dagger was worth ten times that. Normally I wouldn’t care to barter, but I didn’t have much with me, and I had to be frugal with what I had. I rubbed my fingers against my forehead, bringing a finger back to my temple and circling it. I was desperate for a good night’s sleep, a meal, and safety. I apologized to André in my head for selling his gift. My heart broke as I agreed. “The dagger and one hundred gold coins.”
He paused, then drummed his fingers against the tabletop. After a minute, he took out his pipe, took a puff, and extended his hand. “You have yourself a deal, Miss Smith.”
I stopped at a table before exiting the tavern. The mercenaries were ahead of me, already moving through the doorway. Don looked up at me. “Be careful with those men.”
“I can handle myself,” I said, not expecting the concern they’d shown. I pulled three gold coins out of my bag, which was three weeks of money for them, and placed them in front of Don and the fisherman. This should pay for drinks and food for you…” I looked around them. “And all your friends. You never saw me here,” I said, swallowing hard to remove the lump in my throat. “Okay?”
He beamed. “We never saw you here.”
The shaggy-faced man nodded slowly. “Be safe.”
“Th-thank you,” I stammered as my damp clothes pulled the warmth from my body. I pulled my hood over my face and followed Hawk and the others into the bustling morning. 
 
***
 
My eyes traced over the barnacles gripping the side of the ship as I walked toward the deck. A man with a bucket next to him scrubbed the stairwell clean. I ran my hand along the rope, hissing when it burned my palm. The spars creaked in the wind, and the wet boards rotted at the sides. I jumped down and treaded over them carefully, hoping the captain would pour some of the money they earned into repairs for the ship. One man, with a leathery face and deep wrinkles, scratched his tangled gray beard, then looked at me. 
I inhaled deeply as Hawk explained their mission to the crew, for those who hadn’t been in the tavern. The day had lightened slightly as it ran into mid-morning, but the sun was hidden behind thick cloud cover, keeping the sky a dove gray. 
“Down here, Miss Smith,” Hawk said, placing his hand on my back. I was escorted to my room, which was small and damp, but at least it had a bed. The blankets looked itchy, but I no longer cared. “Thank you,” I muttered and closed my eyes. They stung, begging for sleep. 
“We’ll set sail within the hour,” he declared, then climbed the ladder and closed the door behind him.
I placed the drawstring bag on the bed and got in. I lodged it between myself and the wall and shivered. 
With a moment to breath, my mind wandered to the issues I’d have to deal with once queen. The illegal trade coming out of Magaelor, as Cedric had shown when he’d acquired a pixie from under our noses, proved problematic, and there was the most imminent threat, which loomed in a dark cloud of uncertainty over Imperia and the rest of the kingdom. King Xenos in Berovia was fanning the flames of a war Magaelor could not afford. We had neither the numbers nor the weapons to go against such a large kingdom. How had my father been so foolish as to send people across the sea, thinking the solis king wouldn’t find out? 
With Edgar on the throne, it would be only a matter of time until the true religion would be torn from my people. Edgar would try to change it, inflict his beliefs on the kingdom, but our spiritual connection was sacred. Our cities were built over the bones of our ancestors. Their spirits guided us, holding our people together, and sourcing the magic that protected us. I couldn’t let him take it away. 
It was why I had to succeed in my plan. There was no room for failure. Pulling the blankets over myself and keeping one hand firmly clutched around my gold, I drifted in and out of consciousness, listening to the sounds of the sea, feeling the rocking caress of waves. 
 
 



TWO
 
Blood-curdling screams startled me awake. I jumped to my feet, my staff in hand. Hawk threw open the door, his hair and clothes drenched. “Stay in here!” he ordered and slammed it shut again. I heard it lock. Panic coursed through me. Scratching and hissing on the deck were louder than the crashing waves. It had to be the mer, back again to drag sailors into the dark depths for food. 
It was dark outside, from what I could tell from the gaps in the boards above my head. I wasn’t sure when we’d set sail. I’d been asleep all day, it seemed. I ran my hands along my face, breathing faster with each panicked scream from above. I was responsible for them. They were taking me to Berovia, and I had put them in danger. I ran up the steps to the door, reaching for the lock. I scoffed at the feeble attempt to keep me inside. Pointing my staff at the padlock, I cast a spell to destroy the metal. It shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. 
A spray of sea water hit me, and I toppled to the right as I emerged onto deck. I grabbed onto a wood pole and gripped into splintered wood to steady myself. 
Since being attacked by these creatures twice, although I did want to know why I had been spared, I’d learned spells that could paralyze them, if only for a moment. They were inside books in Blaise’s library, and I wouldn’t be caught off guard again. Although the time had come for what I’d practiced in quiet moments, using them in real life was different. One small mistake could cost another their life.
One man fought a merman off with his sword, wounding it enough for him to cast a spell from his staff, which made the creature unable to breathe at all. The creature grasped at the deck, his long talons scratching against the panels. Another mercenary used a sleeping spell, one I knew well, on a merwoman, but its effects weren’t as strong as they would be on another sorcerer. The mercreatures eyes changed from black to dark green when she awoke from her ten-second slumber and found a sword through her torso. It wouldn’t be enough to kill her but would weaken her temporarily. 
They tried to flip her overboard, but she pulled the blade out, snarled, and sank her needlelike teeth into the neck of one of the crew. When the merwoman pushed the man to the ground after biting him, she looked at me and faltered for a moment. She moved toward me, using her hands against the deck to reach me, and I pointed my staff at her. 
She hissed. “You will come with me.”
There was no way I was going anywhere with those things. Holding onto the bone handle with one hand and gripping the ash wood with the other, I whispered the spell and felt my ancestors with me as magic left me in strong waves. Wisps of lights illuminated around me. I could only see them for a second, but they were there—the dead, aiding me to save the lives of our people. 
Calmly, I turned on my heel and pointed my staff toward the other mercreature. Recalling the second incantation I had learned, one not meant for mer but any creature of the sea, I said the words, focusing my mind on the intent. 
I wished Morgana could be here to see this. A protective bubble reached up to the sails and around the ship. My staff trembled as I worked to keep the barrier up long enough. “Get us out of here!” I shouted at Hawk. “I can’t hold it for long.” I closed my eyes, feeling the ancestors fueling me, but with each passing minute, it weakened. My hands were shaking with the staff. I bit down on my lip, anchoring myself to the ground. 
Minutes passed, and slowly, I was draining. I couldn’t see any mer. The two I’d paralyzed had been dragged back over the side of the ship by their fellow mercreatures. My limbs screamed at me to stop, my mind screeched as all the energy left my body, but I didn’t give in. Not when so many were depending on me. 
“They’ve gone,” Hawk said, his mouth downturned. The bodies of two men were slumped against the side, their blood staining the wood. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice breaking at the end. I stepped backward, until I reached the door. I tilted my head up to the starless night sky, and thanked the ancestors for aiding me. 
A spell of such magnitude had taken its toll on me. I could barely stand long enough to help clean the mess. I hurried down the steps to the bed, making it just in time to collapse. 
 
***
 
The sun appeared from behind white clouds, blinding me. I’d slept for almost a whole day after using the spell, and I felt rejuvenated by the time I appeared above deck. I covered my eyes, shading them with my hand, and turned around. I exhaled slowly as the sea calmed. We had crossed into Berovian waters. Hawk did a headcount. Two of the hired mercenaries had been lost to the evil creatures on our journey. Guilt lay heavily in my chest, a burden only a ruler could acquit. This trip was not for me. It was for the good of Magaelor. Every person killed did not die in vain if I made it back alive to take back the throne from Edgar. Thankfully, he couldn’t really change anything while the kingdom was in mourning. One month was all I had. 
My cousin had lived in Niferum, the dark fae kingdom, since I was born. He knew nothing of Magaelor and went against our beliefs. He was the royal who had chosen to abandon his home, turned crown prince, then king. How I hated my father for putting him in a position of power, although I presumed King Amos didn’t believe he would die anytime soon with the Ring of Immortalem on his finger. I patted the pocket of my pants, feeling the bulge of the ring. 
“Miss Smith,” Hawk said while looking out over the horizon. “We are close, but I would bet the bigger ports are under heavy guard. I think it safest if we disembark at a smaller port to the south of Woodbourne. It’s better to be cautious in these times.”
“Do what you must,” I replied. “Thank you, Hawk.”
He hesitated. “I should, um, have thanked you before. If you hadn’t helped us, who knows how many more we would have lost.”
“Don’t,” I pleaded. “I know what you lost.”
“It’s our job.”
“Regardless.” 
“I do know who you are, Miss Smith.”
My eyes widened. “Who would that be?” I asked, trying to keep calm. 
“To us, you will always be Miss Smith, but I knew from the moment I laid eyes on you. It’s not easy to hide your identity when your likeness is always shown.”
I gulped. “If you were right, what would you do with the information?” I questioned, my hand tightening around my staff.
“Nothing, of course. I could have outed you when we were still in Magaelor, but I didn’t.”
A voice sounded in my head, resonating with my father’s views. You can’t let him live, knowing what he does. I dismissed the thought. I was not my father. I couldn’t let fear rule me. 
“If you tell a soul!”
“No need for threats.” He growled. “The Mortis rule is beneficial to myself and my crew. You allow us to keep great wealth. We work for your father.” 
“You mean worked.”
His brows tangled together. “I don’t follow.”
“The king is dead,” I said, realizing we’d left before the news would have swept the kingdom. 
He looked at the ground for a second, then pulled his dark gaze back up to mine. “We must get you home.”
“No. I… I can’t be there right now. Edgar has the throne, but once I am done with my business in Berovia, I can return.”
“You must take your place as queen.” 
I fumbled my fingers. “I can’t yet.”
Suspicion laced his bold features. “Why not? I was delighted to see you were still alive at the tavern and others will be too. If what you say is true and the king is dead, then you must become queen.”
“Well, you see… I can’t. It’s complicated.”
“What’s going on?” he asked, his stare pointed. 
“I just need to take care of something.”
“While your father just died?”
“I know how this must look.”
He shook his head slowly. “Indeed.”
Silence hung between us. I took a chance, one I hoped I wouldn’t regret, but then, what choice did I have?
“Look, my father died while I returned to Magaelor. I didn’t kill him,” I lied, “but I’m worried people will think I did. It looks too convenient, you see. We had fallen out and then I show up, alive, on the day he dies.”
“Regicide,” he said. Wrinkles crowned his forehead. “I see. If that is believed, then you wouldn’t be allowed to return to power. They would execute you.”
“Yes, and I’m innocent.”
He scoffed. “Like that ever mattered to the high priest.”
“Ah yes. Vahaga.” I frowned. He was my father’s biggest advocate and would be able to sentence me in a second if he believed I was behind Amos’s death. I took a deep breath and rubbed the back of my hand, pressing my thumb into my palm. “You seem like an intelligent man, so I will spare you any lies. If you don’t want my cousin on the throne, a man I guarantee will not let you keep the tax breaks you are accustomed to, then do not let anyone believe I was in Magaelor. You must take me to Berovia, then return me. I will, of course, ensure the crown pays you handsomely, once I am back in power. An extra two hundred gold coins. The extra would include your silence on this matter. If you do decide to speak up or attempt to bribe me once I have taken back my crown, I will have you quickly taken care of.” I heard my father in my tone, but some fear was needed. I was losing control of the situation. 
He searched my expression, then dipped his head. “We found you while visiting the shadow markets in Woodbarrow and recognized you. You were in hiding because of the recent attacks on Berovia, and we took you home. Perhaps King Xenos tried to kidnap you to bribe King Amos, but you escaped.”
I nodded. It was an excellent plan. “You’d make a good advisor,” I stated. “Can you get the men on board with the plan and guarantee their silence?”
He looked behind him and arched an eyebrow, a smile playing on the corner of his mouth. “These half-wits, they’ll believe it if I tell them to. Do not concern yourself with a thing. We will bring you back and place you on your throne.” He bowed, turned on his heel, and marched to the other side of the ship, leaving my line of sight.
I felt sick to my stomach watching him walk away. I’d slept well and had eaten, thanks to Hawk’s bread-and-butter breakfast, but the nausea had stemmed from my fear of the future, something I couldn’t sedate. I needed a distraction.
I looked at the ocean and wondered how deep it really went. I remembered when I had fallen into the depths after being chased off a cliff by an anumi, and I shuddered. I had been certain I had died, but I was saved. I’d always wondered how. Even with Aquarius and Bella nearby on their ship, a mercreature should have torn me apart in seconds, but I’d only suffered a bite. Something had saved me down there. I felt it.
The rainforest hummed in the distance as we closed in on Berovian shores. I rolled my eyes up to the blinding sky. I had missed the heat and relished in it as the sun soaked through my aching muscles, loosening them. I rolled my shoulders back and inhaled deeply. My staff dug into my hip. I’d have to hide it here. With prying eyes and a recent attack, they’d be on high alert. Such a big kingdom wasn’t used to being underhandedly attacked and having a hit on their people. 
I looked down at the map. We had sailed south of Woodbourne, but we needed to go farther east to reach the port Aquarius had taken me from, to where Birch had walked me into Woodbarrow. However, Hawk said it could be unsafe. 
People would be out for blood, I was sure. Their own, killed like that. The solis king would be under pressure to return vengeance on our kingdom. It was only a matter of time. I knew how politics worked. Even my father’s death wouldn’t appease their people. War was coming, and I had to be my kingdom’s defender. 
An eerie silence settled over the forest, which narrowed our path toward a smaller waterway. The waters turned murkier, and mosquitoes swarmed. I squashed one when I spotted it on my arm. “I don’t miss those,” I remarked. What I thought was a log moved. A dark-green tail splashed behind it as the long-snouted creature swam to the muddy banks. 
Hawk strutted toward me, his eyebrows raised. “We’ve never sailed this far.”
I licked my dry lips. “Perhaps I can give you some of the payment now. As a show of goodwill.”
He cleared his throat. “Thank you.”
I reached deep into my drawstring bag and felt the cool edge of the dagger. It had been gifted to me on my thirteenth birthday. The hilt was made with sapphires and diamonds. It was the most valuable thing I owned. I wasn’t going to give it to Hawk yet. Instead, I grabbed some coins and shoved them into his hands. He quickly stuffed his pockets. “I’ll give you the dagger and the rest once you take me home. As promised.” 
He pursed his lips, then exhaled heavily. “Of course. How long do we expect to be here before bringing you back?”
“A week, maybe two. I need to return before month’s end, else Edgar can change laws I may not be able to reverse.” I cleared my throat. “Honestly, I’m afraid of what damage he would do.”
“I suggest two weeks,” he advised. “It’s enough time to eradicate suspicion but short enough so you can take back Magaelor’s reign before any damage occurs.”
“Yes.” I furrowed my brows. He reminded me of Ashur in his words and tone, my father’s right-hand man.
Hawk shouted at one of his crew for pulling the wrong rope and marched toward them. I leaned over the side of the ship. The sun reached its peak in the sky as we reached shore. I was back in enemy territory, but this time of my own accord. My lips parted as I took in the orange-yellow horizon. 
 
 



THREE
 
I wiped a sheen of sweat off my forehead and looked around. My hair was sticking to my face. We’d disembarked safely and Hawk managed to find a horse dealer and stables for us to hire four horses to ride to Woodbarrow. Whispering the ancient words “Cum ab oculis abscondere tuam augurium” twice, I cloaked my staff, making it invisible to all. I clasped the pendant of my blue necklace, letting it deceive those around me into believing I was one of them. It could pass as a relic; it did last time I was here. On horseback, Hawk, along with a few of his men and I, began the three-hour journey through Woodbourne province.
 
We neared the town center of Woodbarrow, and my stomach was in knots. There was more chance now than ever of being caught, with the recent attack on their people. 
After climbing off my horse and handing the reins to Hawk, I walked to a newspaper rack on the corner of the street and sighed. A detailed drawing of my father’s face covered every single one, his accusing dark eyes on me. I grabbed one, paying a bronze piece to the man at the stand. 
 
King Amos of Magaelor Dead, Marking the End of His Ruthless Reign.
 
My heart sank. The shock of what I’d done washed over me. I was responsible for it, even if it didn’t feel like murder. I didn’t stab him or cut his throat. I didn’t run him through with a sword, like he had done to Jasper. Nor had I slaughtered him like he had the elves. But I had pulled the ring from his finger, knowing what would happen. It was premeditated, yet I had been holding myself in a higher esteem than other killers. 
For a second, it didn’t matter how many bad things Father had done; they weren’t worth killing him for. I felt a part of my soul darken. No matter how many times I told myself I’d done the right thing, that he’d deserved it and I saved Magaelor from a war with Niferum, I couldn’t get rid of the sinking feeling deep inside, like an itch I could never scratch. 
“Everything okay?” Hawk asked, peering over my shoulder. “Ah.”
I scrunched the newspaper in my hands. “Yes. Thank you for bringing me so far, but there’s something I must do. Alone.”
He looked uneasy. “We will be at the Red Thorn Tavern. Peter knows the owner from a shadow market. We can hide out there.” Hawk’s face was red. “When will we be expecting you?”
“I don’t know,” I answered. “A day, possibly two. Depends if I can find the person I seek.”
His eyes flitted to my drawstring bag. 
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not going to run from you. Trust me, I need you to get back home.”
“I know.” He nodded. “It’s not that. I’d rather you were not left alone. Your safety has become essential. It’s not only the payment that matters now. You are…” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Our queen.”
“I’ll be careful,” I promised, feeling a little annoyed he would think I couldn’t handle myself. I was the one who’d saved us from the mercreatures. “I have been here before. I will be okay. It’s only for a day.”
“I cannot force you to stay with us.” He let out a weighted sigh. “Return soon, and be wary of thieves,” he said reluctantly and turned to follow his right-hand man, Peter, and two other crewmen back down a winding dirt road. 
Once they were gone, I straightened the thin pages of the newspaper and devoured the words. The word Monster was scrawled across the paragraphs, entwining with words about his supposed murder and the anarchy that followed. In the short time I’d sailed, everything that could have gone wrong, had. The hairs on my arms stood erect as the words entered my head.
Edgar had made a deal with King Xenos.
I turned the pages, desperate for more information, but nothing else was said. They were keeping the details under wraps. 
That traitor! After what Berovia had done to my brother, his own cousin. Xenos was king when the attack on Magaelor had been ordered. I puffed out my cheeks and clenched my fists. I stormed through the town center, clutching the pages in my grasp. If his rule wasn’t incentive enough to return and reclaim my throne, this new deal was. Berovia wouldn’t just agree to peace. Not after everything. What had Edgar promised them?
I glanced down at the inked words one last time before throwing the paper into a garbage wagon on the corner of the road. White-bricked houses lined the seaside town, leading away from the swampy marshes farther south. The air was so thick, I could hardly catch my breath. I stopped in front of another display rack. My name was on one of the newspapers, along with a drawing of my face.
 
Magaelor Princess Believed Dead After Fleeing Niferum. Is This the End of Amos Mortis’s Direct Bloodline? 
 
A second newspaper read:
 
A New Era for Magaelor
 
I let out a long exhale before stepping back. It was an inconvenience. I couldn’t hover around public places for long, especially ones where my face was openly attached to my title. The sketch of me was small and only on one newspaper, so I was safe enough, but still, I didn’t like it. I was surprised they were printing about us at all, but then I supposed our deaths were the best thing that could happen to King Xenos. 
Whatever happened now, I needed to find Cedric. He could help me, then I would go into the Forest of Tranquillium to see the village myself. I needed to look at it and to see if Birch was… still alive. 
Spotting a week-old newspaper lying next to the stand, I read the headline: 
 
Elves Ambushed in the Dead of Night by Lunas, Nymphs Stolen, Our Resources Attacked.
 
It was only one nymph, not that it mattered. The article reiterated what I already knew to be true; Berovia wasn’t going to just forgive us and not retaliate, even if Amos was dead. No, Edgar had offered something valuable. He had to have. Luckily, he couldn’t legally sign anything until he was crowned king, which wouldn’t happen until after the mourning period. I still had time to go back and undo his treachery.
I hurried down brick roads to smaller, cobbled streets until I reached the entrance to the shadow market. The wrought iron gate reached high, twisting into spikes at the top. I fumbled in my bag, then pulled out the heavy iron key. I forced it into the large, scratched padlock and turned it. As I did, the illusion of a quiet street melted away into a scene of vibrance and magic.
The first stall shone, immediately capturing my attention. It was a beautiful array of intricate, small collectibles, like goblets of silver and tungsten and glass ornaments with faery dust trapped inside, making them shimmer and glow, contrasting the black cloth that hung over the table. Rings glistened from a black padded stand—a metal dragon wrapped around an emerald and a phoenix alight over an orange stone. I wanted it all.
I pulled my attention to the next table. Packs of tarot cards, like the ones Morgana had used, were stacked neatly in the center. My heart panged. The voice in the back of my mind questioned if it would be too late to save her. I swallowed hard, attempting to remove the lump in my throat, to no avail. I pushed on, ignoring the dark thoughts threatening to consume me and anxieties I could not answer.
I reminded myself why I was here. I had to find Cedric. 
Curiosity burned in my mind. I looked from left to right, taking in the relics and magical items for sale. Sunlight danced off various diamonds and rare gems, silver trinkets, and gold covers on ancient books. The footpath was crowded. I darted in and out of small groups of solises and, occasionally, a light fae or elf. I could always tell them apart with the light fae’s nature-inspired clothing and glistening wings, some tucked at their backs, others had them spread open for all to see. 
Elves, like the fae, were humanoid looking, with pointed ears. However, the elves ears were much longer, and their eyes were wider. Most had long hair tied at the back of their necks into braids. They were able to see better than any other race in the dark, with sharp reflexes. I admired one elf’s sword, which reflected light when he walked. They were always the best at making weapons.
A pinstriped tent blocked the road. I walked down the small path leading past stalls and through the entranceway of the tent. I recognized the tables and the same vipers and charmers as last time. Tiptoeing my way around the area, I maneuvered myself behind four women wearing long yellow dresses made of sheer silk, made so thin it was see-through, revealing the tight gold dress beneath the layers. I emerged to a bar. It had been erected with tables semi-circled together to serve various liquors. Men and women drank, and as they did, the chatter rose and laughter grew louder.
The heaviness of the Ring of Immortalem, still safe in my pocket, reminded me of how I could stop aging, if I wanted to. I had a priceless item on my person and, with it, great power. The lure of immortality was strong, especially when posed with such threat, but Blaise’s warning lingered. They were cursed, I reminded myself, and pulling it from my father’s hand was what had caused him to stop breathing. 
“Equs.” I sighed relief when I saw the familiar face of the gatekeeper. Cedric said Equs could lead us to anyone, and now ironically, I needed him to lead me to Cedric. I approached the table. He blinked his white eyelashes and ran his hand over his short, white hair. His tattoos were fading with age, but still beautiful. 
“I remember you.” His tone was steady but authoritative as he sat upon his tall throne behind long tables. 
“I need your help finding someone.” I reached into my other pocket and pulled out a ruby. It could easily fetch forty gold coins. “I can pay.”
He eyed the red gem and shifted his eyes back up to mine. “Who are you attempting to locate?” His expression was unmoving, giving nothing away.
“Cedric, the faery I was with last time.”
“Ah, yes. I will talk with my network and find his location. It may take some time before I get an answer back.” He held out his hand and flexed his fingers. 
Hesitantly, I reached forward but recoiled at the last second. “You can have it when you find him.”
His stare ran cold. “Payment is required up front.”
Neither of us looked away. I clenched my jaw but relented. I handed him the ruby. “I will return at sundown,” I mumbled, remembering how Cedric had shown Equs a lot more respect than I think he deserved, but I needed him to find the only ally I had here. Aside from Birch, but I couldn’t count on her ever being a friend to me again if she was alive, after what I’d given away where they lived in the forest. Then, I didn’t even know if she was. I hoped she’d survived. I couldn’t bear the heaviness on my conscience, where I could be responsible for the demise of one of the few people in my life who had shown me unconditional kindness. If I’d known my father would have gone to attack them, I wouldn’t have said anything. 
His stare bore into me. I shifted from one foot to the other. “Thank you,” I said quickly and turned on my heel. I trudged out of the market, shoving the key back into my bag. I creaked the gate open and shut it behind me. The town was bustling with solises crowding stores and taverns. 
Turning the corner, I kept my head down and found a narrow, desolate road. I kicked a pebble across the sandy ground as I headed to the docks. The fishy, tangy scent grew stronger as I reached the sand and sea. Sitting on a crumbling wall, I looked out over the beach. It stretched alongside the water. I carefully peeled off my boots and stretched out my aching toes. Curling them into the sand, I watched waves lick the golden sand, the tips bubbling over, pushing a piece of driftwood farther up the beach. 
I curled my back, slumping over and pressing my hands against my thighs. My head drooped forward. The minutes ticked into hours, and the sun began to set. Blues turned to reds, then purple blotted the sky. I sat upright. Listening to the waves tumble toward me was the serenity I needed for my aching soul.
Hours fell into each other. I nestled down the side of the back of the wall. I rested my head against the sand and closed my eyes, only for a moment. I enjoyed the sound of the waves, my own lullaby to the pain and guilt I carried. Sleep was waiting for me, an eager friend ready to take me from my cruel fate. 
 
***
 
I fluttered my eyes open. I heard someone calling out to me in my dream. I remembered where I was and sat up, panicked. Night had swallowed the day, covering everything in darkness. Pinpricked stars glistened, and the light from the moon illuminated the tips of the waves in the distance. 
“Winter.” 
I jumped, scratching my hand against a jagged rock.
“Cedric.” I placed my hand over my racing heartbeat. “I am so relieved you’re here. You got my message?”
“Yes. Equs contacted me through a friend. I was staying not far from here. I flew as soon as I heard you needed me. I went to the market, but you didn’t return as Equs said you would, so I went looking for you.” He smirked. “I figured knowing you, you’d probably gotten yourself into trouble. So what’s happening? You know, everyone thinks you’re dead.”
I wrapped my arms around my waist. “It’s been a difficult year so far.”
“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” He looked me up and down. “I’m glad you’re not dead. I hoped it wasn’t true.”
I laughed. “Thanks.”
His golden strands were curled around the crown he always wore. His lips were curved into a carefree smile, and he was dressed in naturistic clothing, with a shirt that looked like it was made from tree bark, with green pants to match.
I pointed at his outfit. “The trees must be flattered you stole your look from them.” 
He looked down at his outfit and chuckled. “I always liked the way I looked in this, but do you want to know a secret?”
I leaned in closer, and he whispered in my ear. “I prefer wearing normal clothes.” 
My eyes bulged. “I wouldn’t have guessed. Why not just wear them then?”
He flushed pink. “I’m, uh, under certain pressures where appearances are concerned.”
I squinted and furrowed my brows. “What pressures?” 
“Why are you here?” he questioned. “Your father is dead, and your people think you are, so I’ll presume you did something reckless. If you came all the way back here to find me, then you were right about what you told me before. You really must have no friends.”
I knew he meant it jokingly, but the comment stabbed through me, nevertheless. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, seeing my pained expression. “I’ve had a lot happen too. I’m actually happy to see you.”
I touched his arm, feeling his warmth beneath my fingertips. “Right now, honestly, I really could use a friend.” Tears pooled in the corner of my eyes. “I need your help.” 
His expression turned serious, his smile turning into a hard line. “What do you need? Do you want to come back to my place?”
He had another property here? The last one was in Bluewater province, over near the castle, I remembered. 
“Yes, although I’m curious to how you’ve amassed such wealth to have yet another house.”
He tapped the side of his nose. “Some things must stay secret.” 
He linked his arm through mine and walked with me. It was nice. I felt like I’d known him forever, when in reality, I barely knew him at all. I’d spent little over a week with him altogether. He just felt… familiar. When we reached the road lined with matching houses, I began to panic. I didn’t really know why I was there. I supposed I just needed to talk to someone. He was right. It was sad I had to travel halfway around the world to find a friend.
 



FOUR
 
I sat across the table in Cedric’s modestly sized beach house. He leaned his elbows against the oak and clasped his fingers together. “I apologize for the size. I don’t frequent this one often. Only when business calls.” 
“Business?” I raised an eyebrow. 
“Trade deals.” 
“Oh yes.” Perhaps that was how he was so wealthy. Trade was a strong business to be in nowadays. Everyone needed something. “Where’s Buttercup?” I asked, noticing the pixie’s absence. “At one of your other houses?” I shook the table with my leg, anxiety buzzing. 
His lips pressed into a hard line. “I had to send her back. She was caught, and they gave me two options.” He shuddered. “I gave her to Aquarius for when he next visited Magaelor for trade. He left with her weeks ago.”
“I can’t say I’m not pleased to know she’s back where she belongs.”
He sighed. “I do miss her though.”
“She’s a pixie.” I rolled my eyes, then smirked. 
“What did you want to talk to me about?” 
I cleared my throat. “Yes, okay. So, shall I explain everything in a nutshell?” 
He gestured for me to go on.
I tapped my finger against my chin. “It started after I left here,” I said. “I was sent to Lepidus, the dark fae court, when I returned.” My lip twitched when I mentioned Blaise’s home.
“Yes. I heard about the wedding that never happened.”
“Well, then, you heard the official story.” I let out a long exhale. “My father used the wedding as a ruse to bring his deadliest assassins and guards into the castle. He planned on killing King Azrael with the Sword of Impervius.”
“An object of kai.” His expression darkened, and his eyebrows furrowed. “Was he insane? It would have started a war.” 
“I think he believed the fae would give themselves to him once he killed their leader.”
He scoffed. “Right… anyway, then what happened?”
“I ran out. He was going to let me get married. You can’t undo a marriage,” I stated. “My father didn’t care what happened to me. He wanted to attack after the nuptials, when everyone’s guard was down. I was frightened and ran. It put the court on high alert. King Azrael was surrounded by guards, and my father’s chance to attack was jeopardized. We were kicked out of the kingdom.” 
He blew out a tense breath. “Yikes. That wasn’t in any paper. Also, you can end a marriage,” he advised. “At least, here you can.”
“Perhaps. But not in Magaelor.” I interlocked my fingers and rested my forehead against my hands. “Anyway, my father was angry, and when we returned, he brought my cousin to the castle. He planned on changing the line of succession. I was convinced he planned on having me killed. So I went back to the only person I knew who could help me. Blaise.” 
“Mmhmm.”
I regarded his expression carefully. His jaw clenched at the mention of Blaise’s name. “I found out he was going to start a war to kill my father for what he had planned, so I had to stop him. He promised to protect me, but I wasn’t about to give up my crown.”
“Naturally.”
“Right? Well, I couldn’t let my people die in a needless war, so I tried to get home, but I was captured by the feral fae who live in rundown villages in the outskirts. They attempted hanging me at the gallows and broke my staff.”
Cedric’s eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them. “That took a turn.” 
 “You can’t make this up.” I put my index finger in the air. “Then Aquarius saved me. He was close by, looking for mugroot. I was really lucky. He and Bella took me back to Imperia. From there, I found my friend and seer, Morgana. She cloaked us from any foresight, then made me a new staff. We went back to the castle.” I paused for a second to catch my breath. “She sent word of my return to the king directly, which, of course, my father wanted to remedy immediately. Luckily, only he was told of my being back. We kept to the shadows see. Morgana snuck me inside.” I cast my eyes downward. “He came to my old room, and there, we got into a fight. Things were said.” I scratched the back of my neck. “I pulled the Ring of Immortalem from his finger, and he died.”
Cedric’s eyebrows were slightly raised, and his lips were parted. “You weren’t lying. You have had quite the year so far.”
“Yes. There’s more.” 
He leaned back in his chair, then placed his hands on the back of his head and extended his elbows out. “I’m glad you’re opening up more.”
I smiled. “I’ve learned who I can trust.”
His eyes glistened. “What else happened?”
“Edgar has taken the throne, as you have probably heard.” I shook my head. “My people think I’m dead. I plan on returning to reclaim my throne once any possible suspicion of my involvement won’t be thought of. If I were to be found guilty of regicide, I’ll be executed—monarch or not.” I gulped. “I have to eliminate any possibility I was in Magaelor when it happened. I will return with another tale of survival, and Edgar will be forced to hand the crown over to me, the rightful heir.” 
“He could challenge you, no?”
“He could, but my people loved my father.”
“Are you sure about that?”
My lip trembled. “Not really, but they do care about our religion. The ancestors appointed him, therefore me as his heir. They will back me as the rightful queen.”
“What change will you bring? Your father’s rule was tyrannical.”
“Of course I want to change the way he did things, but I’m never going to be Edgar. I’m proud to be a Mangalorean and a luna. King Xenos would have us all swear to practice elemental magic. Our connection to our ancestors is the most sacred part of our rule.” I scowled. “Edgar does not practice our beliefs; he doesn’t use ancestral magic.” My mouth twisted in disgust. “He has made who knows what deal with Xenos in exchange for peace. I saw in the newspapers. I have to return before the end of the month before he can make any real changes.”
“You have no army.”
“I…” I hesitated. “I don’t need one… Do I?”
He nodded slowly. “Absolutely. I doubt your cousin will just hand over his crown to you, especially with you saying he doesn’t believe the same things you and your people do. He will want to change things and do what he believes is right.”
I raised my eyebrows. “I want to do what’s right too, and that includes keeping our connection with our ancestors." 
He fell silent. “Trust my words, Winter. You will need backup.”
“Where am I going to find one of those?”
“Surely you have people you can rely on back home.”
I thought of Morgana. I could trust her, but she was imprisoned for treason. There was Adius, head guard and loyal to my family. So was Ashur. He’d been my father’s right-hand man. Could I get close enough to persuade them to use their power to back me? Even so, there were only two of them. “I might need a different plan.” I felt like the world was weighing on my shoulders, slowly crushing my spirit. 
“You have me.” His lips curved at the corners. “I’ll help you.”
Warmth rushed through me. “It’s dangerous. I can’t ask that of you.”
He shrugged. “I’ve always gone against the grain. My loyalty lies with people, not titles.”
I secretly envied his outlook. Perhaps if I were a sunnier person like him, more carefree, then I would have more people to rely on in moments of need. “There’s something you should know first.” My stomach dipped. I felt the color drain from my face. “No secrets.”
“What is it?”
“You’re not going to like me for this next part.” I fumbled my fingers and crossed my legs. “I told my father where the elves’ village was and how they were hiding forest nymphs. He always wanted one. So, he sent in a small army of assassins. I’ve been nervous to go back to the forest and find them. To know if my friend is…” I trailed off. 
He rubbed his temples, then looked at me flatly. “I don’t know what to say. I mean, at least you were honest with me.” He curled his bottom lip between his teeth.
“Like I said before, I trust you,” I said simply. “You could have given me away when you found out who I was, but you didn’t.”
“Perhaps I should have.” 
I ran cold. “What?”
He looked at me incredulously. “You told them where to find the elves and nymphs. People could have died, or got hurt.”
I pressed my lips together. A tear escaped my eyes. I brushed it away. “Yes.” 
“Why betray them? You told me they helped you.”
“My father made me believe it was for the good of Magaelor, acquiring a forest nymph, and he promised he wouldn’t hurt them.”
“Did you truly believe that?”
I looked down at the patterns in the wood. “At the time, yes.”
He clenched his jaw. “Were you so desperate for his attention?”
I swallowed thickly. “I made a mistake. One I deeply regret and will never happen again.”
He shook his head slowly. “No one knows for sure if they are dead. They’re so far out and hide from outsiders, mostly.” 
I cast my eyes downward.
He shook his head. “You must be careful not to be so easily manipulated in future. What about loyalty to the people who have been friends to you? Is that how you repay them? Because if so, then I may rethink my position on helping you.”
I sat on my hands, attempting to stop them from shaking. I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. “I know what I did, but believe me, I didn’t want them to die or get hurt.” I cried. “It changed me, made me see things differently. I won’t be so trusting of people who have proven to be untrustworthy again. I love my kingdom. Growing up, I would go to the local towns with my mother, and the people were so hardworking. They made the most beautiful things and always stood by their faith. They were strong in the face of adversity. I respected them, and even though I was taught to fear some of the lower classes, I see I was misled. I can’t abandon them. Our faith and land are everything to us. I will not have Edgar, or anyone, take it away from them.” Tears ran down my cheeks. “I’m the only one who can stop it. I know I can bring the fae and lunas together too. It didn’t work before, but in time, Blaise will come around. I believe in uniting the kingdom for the first time in history.”
He remained silent. My breaths quickened.
I placed my hand over my heart. “I was stupid to trust him.”
His expression changed. The corners of his eyes softened, and his tight lips relaxed. He regarded me with a compassion I definitely didn’t deserve, but it was calming to see him look at me with anything other than the disappointment he’d had a couple of minutes ago. 
“I shouldn’t be so hard on you. You were misguided.” He blew out a long breath. “Before we do anything else, we should go to elves, to make sure they’re alive, so you can explain.”
I looked down. “I know.”
“We will go to the Forest of Tranquillium. We’ll leave in the morning.”
 
 



FIVE
 
I felt like I was drowning once we ducked under the canopy. Raindrops were caught on leaves, glistening under dappled sunlight. Dense foliage touched my legs and bare arms. It was claustrophobic. It was far more difficult this time, without Birch navigating. I pulled the map from my pocket and traced my finger along the X I’d made to mark the spot I thought the elves were. “It’s, um, south. I think.”
“Give me the map.” He extended his hand and gripped the edge. “Where you marked is to the east.”
“I’ve never been great with map-reading,” I admitted. 
He arched a dark-blonde eyebrow. “You think?”
His gold hair reflected the light. Each shade was brighter than the next. He’d taken his ridiculous crown off, with some persuasion, but instead he had brought a huge bag packed with things we didn’t need. I patted my small bag and smiled. I’d always been practical, and as we maneuvered through thick vegetation, I could see Cedric was not. Sweat glistened on his skin. He rolled the sleeves of his shirt up and fought through the large leaves and vines.
The air smelled like rain and damp moss. However, the lingering scent of rotting plants took a moment to adjust to. The backs of my legs ached, and the heat became intolerable at times. I stopped to drink, but somehow it never felt like enough water.
Holding onto my staff, which I’d uncloaked once we’d reached the forest, I pointed it at the impassable overgrowth and pulled the life from them until they wilted and died, easing the path ahead for us.
“Don’t do that,” he berated.
“Why not?” 
“We need leaves, Winter. They’re alive. Just don’t.”
I could see it bothered him, so I made a note not to do it again while with him. He was similar to Birch in a way, caring for nature. 
The sun was low in the sky when we finally reached a walkway resembling a path. It took us twice as long as it could’ve if he’d have let me used my staff, but I didn’t dare bring it up. He was right, and I supposed, the leaves were alive. Feeding back into the soil and ground, giving us life. 
He dropped his bag onto the mossy mattress below and sighed. 
I rolled my eyes. “You shouldn’t have brought so much. I did tell you.”
“I’m fine.” 
“And stubborn,” I mumbled. 
“I heard that.” He still managed a grin, despite looking exhausted. He wasn’t the only one. It felt like we’d walked for hours, yet we’d barely moved according to the map. I swear it had been faster with Birch, but then we had talked so much. It passed the time.
“Here.” I grabbed my staff and pointed it at the bag, remembering a spell I used when I was younger, one I’d learned at the academy. I would unburden the loads from servants. My father used to get so mad when he found out I was using magic to aid them. I mumbled a spell of weightlessness. “Try now.”
He lifted the bag, and his eyes widened. “How?”
My lips curved up. “I’ve always loved that spell. It lightens the heaviest loads. Sorry I didn’t do it before. I honestly forgot all about it.”
“Very handy.” He looked impressed. We were surrounded by millions of hues of greens, yet my eyes kept drifting back to the brightest thing in the forest. Cedric. He was athletic but not too muscular. His smile was the most infectious thing about him. He flashed his pearly whites my way, and the lines at the corners of his eyes creased. He had a chiseled jaw and strong features, but they softened when he laughed. His eyes were like deep pools of honey, matching his vibrant personality. The imperfections were what made him look human though: a couple of freckles dotted above his nose, his untamed eyebrows, and laugh lines that wrinkled into his dimples. He was the epitome of the sun in every sense, brightening everyone’s day.
“What’re you thinking about, princess?”
I blushed. “Nothing. Um, I’m actually quite hungry. Aren’t you?”
He searched my expression, then looked to my right. “Yes, and lucky for you, I spotted these. They’re called honeybarrels. I used to love finding them when I was a young faery.” He kneeled on the ground and plucked a flower from the mud. Its gold petals curled to close. Carefully, he peeled two down and tipped it up as if he were drinking from a cup. Out of the flower poured a thick, yellow liquid. It oozed out, and a drip landed on Cedric’s chin. “It’s very sweet.” He picked another and handed it to me.
I peeled back a petal but didn’t tip it in time. The liquid oozed onto my hand. Quickly, I licked it off my palm. The taste was cloying. I scrunched my nose and placed the flower next to me. “A little too sweet for me.”
“You’re already sweet enough,” he replied.
I chuckled. “So inane.”
“It made you laugh though,” he said before drinking another honeybarrel. “I did pack some tarts just in case.”
My mouth filled with saliva. “I loved the ones you made before. I swear, I haven’t found confectionaries as good as you baked since then.”
“Stop.” He laughed. “You’re too kind, but really, I made them this morning before we left.” He pulled out a silver tray of strawberry tarts, lightly dusted with sugar. “First, admit you’re glad I brought a bigger bag.”
I grumbled. “Still, it wasn’t practical and—”
“Fine, don’t have any then.” He grinned. 
“Okay, yes, yes. I’m so happy you brought the overly large bag full of things we don’t need. Now please.” 
“That wasn’t… never mind.” He chuckled, and I took the tarts from him.
 
***
 
The sun was slowly setting, and I remembered what Daisy had told me the last time I was in there about black-spotted lizards coming out at night. I looked around nervously, when Cedric grabbed my wrist. 
“Careful.” He pulled me back as something green slithered at my feet, then disappeared into the underbrush. “We’re almost there,” he promised, looking at the map again. 
We walked a little further, then I saw it. A small stream I had seen when Birch and I trekked to Woodbarrow. It was less than half an hour from the village. 
The stream was darker than I remembered. It bubbled a deep mossy green. I looked around at the trees. Bark was stripped from their trunks, curling down to the roots that had erupted through the hard mud. Everything was slowly dying. “Something bad happened here,” I stated. 
A clearing had been made. They were indeed cutting down the forests. I kneeled and touched a charred log. I wiped the soot between my fingers and sighed. “Solises. This was elemental magic. They must have used it to frighten away any animals or—”
“Elves,” he said. “That’s why everything looks so dead. I had no idea the solises were doing this. I—”
“How could you know?” I looked around at the insects crawling over darkened roots to the wilting undergrowth. “Birch told me they were cutting into the forest. She thinks it was to find forest nymphs.”
“Then why wouldn’t they just go directly to the elves?”
I placed my hands on my knees, leaning over. “They don’t know where the elves are or where they’re hiding them, I imagine.”
A dead tree caught my eye. On the ground, something white glistened under the setting sun. Reds and purples poured through the leaves, illuminating the carnage left behind. I turned toward Cedric, but he was staring behind me. 
I looked back. My hand shot up to my mouth. Flies buzzed around what was left of a unicorn. The creature’s purple blood had reached the stream, poisoning it. Death lurked in the air, and as we drew closer, I noticed it had been skinned. Its horn had been removed too. I felt the color drain from my face. Cedric hurried to my side, knotting his hand with mine. He guided me around the rotting carcass. I pinched my nose at the stench of rotting flesh. It stung the back of my throat and made my eyes water.
“What did that?” I asked, focusing on the path ahead. 
He glanced back and sucked in a deep breath. “Something human. Animals don’t steal horns.” 
“You don’t think an elf would have?”
“I don’t know them like you do. Honestly, I’ve only met the ones who live in the villages. None from the forest. I heard they’re completely different.”
“I don’t think they would do this. No. I’m sure this was a solis.”
“They’re always the enemy to you.”
“Well, I doubt a fae would have done it.”
He fell silent.
I huffed, then wiped sweat from my forehead. 
He sighed. “Let’s talk about something else.”
“Okay.” I thought for a moment. “Why do you always wear that crown anyway, with the exception of now?”
“It’s complicated.”
It wasn’t the answer I was expecting. “How so? I thought it was an accessory.”
“I mean, really, I suppose it is. For me anyway.”
Fae couldn’t lie, but I felt like he was skirting around a truth. A thought came to my mind, but it was laughable. “I mean, you’re not royalty or anything, right?”
“That would be funny, huh?”
“Considering how much grief you gave me for being a royal—”
“No. I didn’t care if you were royal. I didn’t like the tyrannical rule Magaelor was under.”
I winced. “My brother would have been a good ruler. I wished he’d survived. It was my father’s idea to have him go out onto the battlefield, you know. He always did what he said. I hated that. I think King Amos felt guilty about it, even up until he died…” I trailed off. Cedric looked uncomfortable. He stared ahead, emptily. I supposed bringing up the dead wasn’t the most uplifting topic. “Anyway, now I have the chance to make up for it all and honor my brother’s name.”
“Yes. Once we can find the elves.”
“Yes.” I paused. “I want to ask you something. I mean, I know about the light and dark fae, but how exactly does it all work. I’ve researched, of course, but considering you are the same race, what happens when a faery is born to the light fae and they are dark? Do you just send them to Niferum?”
“It’s not quite as straightforward as that, Winter. I think we all have our prejudices, but if I step back and am factual about it, the entire thing about there being light and dark fae is quite preposterous really. Dark fae are named that simply because they indulge in their pleasures and embrace their darkness. They don’t have many constraints. They enjoy making deals and, as you know, some can go really bad. Like the feral fae as you mentioned.”
I shuddered at the memory. “Yes, but some of the ones at Lepidus didn’t seem bad at all.”
“They’re probably not.” He shrugged. “In the end, both are simply just fae, only separated by our nature and a division between the older generations. The dark fae were labeled that when they split from Berovia centuries ago and since then it’s what has become the known thing.” He smiled. “Worry not, I’m sure that’ll change. Everything is like a circle in life, eventually things always end up coming back around.”
“I suppose it does. I wonder why they call themselves dark fae?”
“Some do, but I’m pretty sure it’s you sorcerers who use the term mostly. Although on occasion we use the terms too, mostly to differentiate us to them when talking about them so others understand who we are referring to.” His eyebrows raised. “It’s like how you call yourselves lunas and sorcerers here call themselves solises. There are no real difference asides from the magic you practice and the kingdom you live in. It’s a term simply to differentiate.”
“I’ve been called a luna so long it would be strange to not use it anymore.”
“Naturally.”
Darkness swallowed the leaves as night fell. The farther we walked, the deadlier the forest became. My eyes widened as blackness consumed us. Something moved above our heads, perhaps a monkey swinging between the trees or something more sinister. I ducked down and pulled Cedric to my left. “I can’t believe I fell asleep here on my own once. It’s far scarier than I remembered.” 
He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me in closer. His fingers gripped into my side. I could barely make out the contours of his face as night stole the sun. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he said with promise. 
I jolted when something touched the back of my neck.
“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s just a twig.”
“There are black-spotted lizards. They’re deadly,” I cautioned. “They come out at night. I hadn’t thought this through. I suppose I could attack one with my staff, but I don’t know any killing spells I can muster to use in unison if there are more than one.”
“We won’t need to kill anything tonight. I’m sure of it.” He walked me toward a small clearing and dropped his bag on the ground. “We can’t go any further tonight, not in the dark. We’ll need to set up camp.” 
He flickered his hands and sparks and embers danced downward, hovering just above the ground. A fire suspended midair. I watched, mesmerized. Fae magic was so beautiful. He clicked his fingers, distracting me, and the trees and branches around me melted away, replaced by an illusion of a log cabin. We were sitting on an ornate rug, and next to us was a sofa. It was probably a log or something, I knew what glamour was, but I appreciated it all the same.
“Thank you.”
“I do what I can.” He smiled and rummaged through his bag. He pulled out a tent. “We may be in an illusory ‘log cabin.’” He made quote marks with his fingers. “But technically, we’re far too out in the open. I’m going to set this up.” 
I brought my knees to my chest, then rocked a little back and forth. “Why go through all this hassle to help me?” 
His eyebrows shot up as he fumbled for tent poles. “Oh, I guess I just go wherever I feel destiny is pulling me.”
My cheeks balled up. “That’s a freeing way to live. I sometimes wish I could.”
“You can. Don’t let your duty destroy your happiness.”
I laughed. “I’m a monarch. We don’t get to be happy.”
He pressed his lips together. “It’s truly sad you believe that. I know, for a fact, it’s not true. You can put country above everything, but never your heart.” 
“It’s a burden I’m honored to carry.”
“Right.” He waved his hand in the air. “I forgot. Your family was anointed by your ancestors.”
I didn’t appreciate his dismissive tone. “Yes, and it is a privilege to be chosen as queen. I am the highest public servant to the kingdom. My heart lies with them. It must, for someone has to step forward and take the responsibility as their own.”
“Then…” He pulled the poles together, and the tent popped up. “You’re perhaps much stronger than I first realized.”
“Was that a compliment?”
“You only get one.”
I yawned. “Thanks,” I said, breathing slower than before. My anxiety had dissipated, and I knew I had him to thank for distracting me. “Let’s get inside. I’m exhausted.”
He climbed in after me. It was hot, small, but covered. I gripped my staff in one hand, ready to attack any animals who would try to eat us, and tucked the other behind my head. We lay down, staring up at the blue stretched fabric. Buzzing, chirping, and hissing accompanied my slumber as I was dragged into dreams I feared I wouldn’t awaken from.  
 



SIX
 
I woke covered in sweat. My clothes were stuck to me, and I was insatiably thirsty. I sat upright, then focused on Cedric. His mouth was partly open, and a light snore escaped. He grunted and shuffled onto his side. I turned my head and watched a centipede crawl up the side of the tent. 
Pressing my fists to the ground, I pushed myself onto my knees and crossed my legs under each other, moving myself forward. When I moved the fabric doors back, I emerged into a tropical paradise. A chorus of singing, buzzing, and clicking erupted around me. I reached into the tent, grabbed my staff, and pulled my water cup from my bag. 
I had walked several steps away from our camp when a frog with yellow markings on his back crossed my path. 
I held my tin cup in the air and summoned drops of water, which had collected on the leaves, into a stream. I directed it inside and brought it to my lips. I smacked my lips together. Flies buzzed around me. I attempted to swat them away with my hand, but there were too many. I scratched a mosquito bite on my arm and groaned. “I don’t miss this.”
“Morning, sunshine!” Cedric exclaimed as he climbed out of the tent. “We survived the night, it seems.”
“Yes, we did,” I grumbled and offered him the rest of my water. “You’re far too cheerful in the morning.”
He winked. “Best time of day I think. Also…” He pointed at his bag. “I brought some, so you finish your forest water. I’ll have some fresh water thanks.”
“Of course you did.” I rubbed my arm. I should have thought to look in the bag. 
He ran his hand through his golden strands, tousling his waves, then rolled back his shoulders and stretched his arms. “I’ll pack up, but first, here.” He offered me a bag of nuts mixed with dried fruits. “Eat up. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”
I took the bag, and a grateful smile pinched my lips. “Let’s get moving. If I don’t get back to Hawk and his crew at the tavern, they’ll think I ran off.” I rolled my eyes. “He’s so paranoid.” I rubbed my hands together, then fumbled my fingers. “It’s upsetting that so few will have faith on the word of a queen.”
“Princess.” He smirked. “For now,” he said, making me feel a little better. 
“Very soon I will be, and rightfully, I am.” I pushed my cup back into my bag. 
“You seem nervous,” he stated, brushing his fingers against mine. 
I inhaled sharply and looked through a gap in the trees ahead. My heart thumped, and my legs felt wobbly. “Perhaps this was a mistake.”
Cedric grabbed my hands and entwined his fingers between mine. “Whatever lies in the village, we will face it together.”
It was a hundred degrees, yet I was shaking. I gulped, attempting to remove the lump in my throat, to no avail. “Let’s move.”
We walked between the trees. The deeper we went, the thicker the canopy became. Sprays of yellow light illuminated the browns and greens around us. I moved vines hanging from low branches and kicked a pile of dead leaves out the way. Yellow hues covered us as we neared life. 
White-and-pink wildflowers pickled the ground, and the tree trunks got thicker. A lizard sped from a rock into the underbrush when we passed through. “We’re here,” I said, seeing the beginnings of the meadow at the bottom of the mound. I stepped carefully. My heart raced as we got closer. The ground turned greener, with long blades of grass and tall flowers. The trees grew sparse, and we emerged onto the meadow. 
Little clay houses with wide windows sat neatly, and clothing lines with colorful skirts and shawls hung from them. Baskets hung from low branches, and weapons sat in racks. Polished bows lay against one of the houses, and a quiver of arrows rested next to it. I scanned the elves, who were turning one by one from their drinks and food on wood tables to look at us. I sucked in a deep breath. I didn’t see Birch, Daisy, or Star. My face paled. They must’ve died in the attack. A part of me knew it already. Birch had once told me she’d do anything to protect her tribe, along with Star. Being back here returned the feeling of safety and warmth I had received when I found myself alone in a kingdom filled with my enemies.
My lips parted and my chin trembled. Seeing it made it real. The taste from the nuts I’d eaten earlier rose in my throat. There were some signs of the attack; cracks in the clay of the houses, a few broken weapons waiting to be fixed. 
The elves were staring at me. I was frozen to the spot. Cedric tugged my arm, but I couldn’t move or string together a sentence. I peered harder, desperate for any sign of them, but there was nothing. 
One of the elves approached us. She walked barefoot on the luscious grass. Her eyes were wide and chestnut brown. She was in her forties, I would have guessed, and she had her black hair tied at the back of her head, braided down and resting over one shoulder. She reached us and stood a few feet away. “I remember you,” she said slowly, looking me up and down. “Friend of Birch.”
My stomach dipped, and my breath hitched. “Uh…” I looked at Cedric, who nodded. “Where is Birch?” I whispered, afraid of the answer. 
“She will be back soon.”
My chest caved forward, and I sighed. “She’s alive?” I croaked.
“Yes.”
“Daisy too?”
“Yes.”
“The attack,” I said, not fully understanding. 
The woman’s eyes hazed. “They came in the night, sorcerers like you, who use ancestral magic. They attacked, but we fought back. Many of us were gravely injured.”
The corners of my eyes creased, and my eyebrows furrowed. “No one died?”
She shook her head. “Star almost died, but we used our powers of healing to bring him back from death’s grasp.”
I closed my eyes. It made sense. They had strong healing powers; all those who practiced natural magic did. Also, if they came in the night then the elves had an advantage with their ability to see better than sorcerers in the darkness. I opened them again, and tears pooled into the corners. I pressed my lips together and white-knuckled my staff. “I’m sorry so many of you were hurt, but I am so relieved to know none of you died.”
A huge weight in my chest lifted. I had been given another chance. Destiny changed the course, and I learned my lesson. Never again would I allow this to happen. Cedric wrapped his arm around my waist. 
“She’ll need a minute,” he said to the elf. “What’s your name?”
“Ala.”
“Ala. Thank you.”
She smiled brightly at him, then left us alone. Once she was out of earshot, I collapsed against Cedric. He held me up. I rested my head against his chest, rubbing my cheek on his shoulder. Tears flowed down my cheeks. I sniffed as my nose blocked. I gripped his sleeves, sobbing into him. “They’re alive,” I cried. “I wanted to die whenever I thought about what I’d done.”
I expected him to counter, telling me how they still were attacked and hurt and could have died, but instead he rubbed my back, then dipped his head and kissed my forehead. “It’s okay now.”
His words melted the pain in my chest. “I’ve been spared such pain,” I whispered.
His eyes trailed up to the sky. A hint of a smile played on his lips. “I believe you learned the lesson you were meant to.”
I put several inches of distance between us and caught his gaze when he looked back down. “What is it you believe in?”
“Oneness,” he answered readily. “Most of us fae−those of us who reside in Berovia anyway−believe we are all connected, our souls that is. I don’t fully understand it. I don’t think we can fully comprehend what’s beyond this world, but we can speculate. All I know is I feel something is with me.” He touched his chest. “I feel it in here. Call it intuition or faith, but it gives me strength, and that’s all that matters.”
I nodded slowly. “I think I understand.” 
His eyebrows tangled, followed by a scoff. “I’m shocked. If I’d told you this when we first met, I’m sure you would have berated me on how what I believe is wrong or something like that. You weren’t the easiest to talk to.”
 “Yet you really liked me regardless of it.” It was meant as a joke, like he always did with me, but he didn’t smirk or grin like usual. Instead, he flushed pink and looked over my shoulder. 
“Is that your friend?” He pointed at the space behind me. “Someone’s approaching.”
I whipped my head around, then let out all my heartache into a cry. “Birch.”
Her black hair had grown longer, reaching down to the bottom of her thighs. Her green eyes latched onto mine, her stare harder this time. Her lips set into a hard line. “Winter.” Her tone was clipped. “Why have you come here?”
I rubbed the side of my arm and cast my eyes down to the grass. “I—”
“Look at me,” she commanded. “If you have come to apologize, you can look in my eyes and explain why you betrayed us.”
I bit down on my bottom lip and shifted from one foot to the other. Words of apology swam in my mind, but none of them felt right. 
Cedric placed his hand on my back. “She’s nervous,” he explained, addressing Birch with an understanding, soft expression. “She has carried around immense guilt for what she did. It changed her. She didn’t know her father would attack you. She thought she was protecting Magaelor.” He glanced at me. “However misguided.”
Birch stared at him for several seconds, then flitted her eyes toward me. I could see the confliction in her expression. The corner of her lip twitched, and she held her breath. “You had no right still.”
“I know.” My heart hurt. “But how did you know?”
“Who else could have given them our location?”
I gulped. “Yes, of course…” I paused, trying to find the words to express how sorry I was. “I don’t know what to say.”
She took a minute, then exhaled deeply. “I forgive you, Winter. Your friend is right. We all must learn.”
I sighed relief. “Thank you. I truly am so sorry. I don’t deserve your forgiveness.”
She stepped backward. “However, I cannot trust you again. My people could have died. My family. My friends. I will not risk their lives again. I forgive you, and you may leave here knowing this, but I do not permit you to stay.”
I swallowed hard. A lump formed in my throat. “I understand.” I pinned my arms against my stomach. “If there’s ever anything I can do to make it right, I will.”
She looked around at the trees and up at the bright sky. “If you leave now, you may make it out of here by sunset.” 
Cedric squeezed my arm, steadying me. His voice was softer than normal. “Thank you for seeing us.”
Birch turned away and joined the rest of her tribe. I looked at them, my heart panging as I remembered my last visit here. They’d shown me so much kindness. I felt safe with them in a place filled with enemies.
Cedric whispered in my ear. “Don’t dwell on it. What is done is done. Let’s leave.”
Tears prickled my eyes. “I will make it right one day.”
“For that, you’ll need power. We need to get you out of here, hmm? Send you home so they can put a crown on your pretty head.”
I know he was trying to make me feel better, something else I didn’t deserve. 
I closed my eyes, finding comfort in the temporary darkness. I was so tired, but with Cedric, I didn’t feel alone. Being with him felt like home, and all the devastation, guilt, and heartache was lessened by his side. 
“Do you think I still deserve it? Now that you know everything?”
He snorted. “If I didn’t believe you deserved it, I wouldn’t be here with you. Look, you’re trying to do the right thing. Besides, I’ve never met a monarch yet who hasn’t done something bad. Your “Your intentions speak for you. You didn’t know any better at the time. You had no idea your father would kill them. You trusted him, even if it was naïve to do so. I do understand. Besides, royals must sometimes make difficult decisions. Ones that can end up with others hurting as a result.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “Like you’ve met so many royals.”
“Let’s not hover,” he said, catching the elves watching us. He gestured toward the tree line at the end of the meadow. 
 
 



SEVEN
 
Flickers of touch ran between us while we walked. I couldn’t help but smile whenever I caught him looking at me. I forced our way through the thickening vines and overgrowth using my staff. Cedric occasionally influenced the animals around us. He had a way of warning them, almost like a kind of telepathy, which kept dangerous snakes and lizards away. I almost stepped on a salamander, but Cedric grabbed my stomach and pulled me back. “Careful.” He kicked a leaf near the small brown reptile, and it scuttered away to hide in the underbrush. 
“You can communicate with them?” I asked, gesturing to where the creature had escaped. 
“Sort of, but I don’t know how to describe it. The closest I would come to explaining it is, well, you know when you having a strong feeling of fear?”
I nodded. I knew that feeling all too well.
“It’s like that.” He said. “I push out the feeling from my body and the animals can sense it on me and they keep their distance most of the time. It’s the same if I were to push the feeling of joy outside of myself, I could attract animals to me. Its something only fae can do, to force the feeling beyond our own bodies, but it helps in situations like this. To keep animals safe and to keep dangerous ones away as much as possible.”
“I wish I had those powers.” 
“You have your magic, remember?” He pointed at my staff. “You can do many things we can’t.”
I ran my hand over the wood. “I think all magic is beautiful, in every creature.”
“Even elemental?” He probed.
I didn’t know how to answer because I hadn’t thought about it too much. “I’m so hot.” I pulled my hair up at the back, keeping it out of my face. 
“Here.” He wiped the sweat from his brows and forehead. “A clearing.” He touched the bark on one of the narrowing trees. “We must be close to the edge. Perhaps a mile or two.”
“I don’t know how much farther I can go,” I admitted. My legs were close to numb, and the heels of my feet ached with every step. “Do you think we can stop here for a bit?”
He nodded. “I had the same thought.” He reached into his bag and pulled out a canteen of water. He gulped it down, then offered it to me. We were almost out, but I could always summon more. 
“How are you feeling?” His eyes regarded me carefully.
“Honestly.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Not great, but I’m glad they’re alive. It’s all I could have asked for.”
“Don’t hold onto the guilt forever.” He spotted a bright blue-and-yellow bird watching us from a low-hanging branch, then smiled. “A sign, you see.” He pointed at the bird. “They’re symbols of freedom.” 
 I gave him a look. “A sign. Really?” 
“Why not? Free yourself, Winter. Let yourself enjoy being alive. I want to bet it’s something you’ve never done.”
I furrowed my brows. Had I? Maybe once. Fleetingly, with Jasper. Maybe even for a moment with Blaise. There were times when I felt happy, when my brother and I would run through the castle, practicing sword-fighting or pretending we were knights. “I can count the times I have on one hand,” I admitted. “It’s hard to enjoy life when no one wants to be around me and those who do end up hurt and always leave.” My mind flicked to Morgana. She was the only one who hadn’t, and where had it gotten her? My chest ached at the memory of her.
Sunlight arrowed through the branches, capturing my attention. Cedric’s hair shone in gold hues. Warmth blossomed in my stomach when his hand touched mine. His eyes appraised me, his lips curling into a wanting smile. “I’m not going anywhere,” he promised. His words melted like honey as he hovered closer. 
My heart fluttered. “Ever?” I half-smiled. 
“Ever.”
His scent was the perfect blend of fruits, pastry, and berries from the last of the tarts he’d scarfed down earlier in the day. He caressed my cheek, and I placed my hand against his chest, spreading my fingers over where his heart was. Its beat quickened to my touch. I’d only kissed two others, Blaise and Jasper, and both were deliciously dark and exciting, but this was different, sweeter, deeper. 
Cedric’s lips pressed against mine with urgency. The tenderness I expected never came. He wrapped his arms around my waist, and my legs buckled. He held me up, then deepened the kiss. The need to be with him pulsed through me. The want was stronger than anything. It was all-consuming. 
My body moved in rhythm with his. He held me tighter, as if I might disappear at any moment. I ran my hands along his muscles and traced my fingers over his stomach. I felt like my heart would stop. 
After a minute, we pulled apart to catch our breath. The rain began to patter down, only slowed by the large leaves that hung over our heads. 
His eyes flashed brightly. I felt as if I were on fire, every inch of my skin set alight by his passion. I was dazed, breathless, and wanted to kiss him again. 
He held my wrist and pulled me closer as if he could read my mind. The kiss felt endless. Eventually, however, we tore apart. I pressed my cheek against his shoulder, intoxicated by his scent. He dipped his head to rest his forehead against mine. Thick droplets of rain landed on my back and arms. I gazed up at him. Uncertainty edged into my mind, anxiety threatening to steal away what made me happy. 
“Don’t,” he whispered, seeing my expression. “Don’t tell me you’re scared, or why we can’t do this.” 
I’d always been cautious, but the need of him overwhelmed my doubts. “I don’t care about any of that,” I replied, letting go of the thoughts tangling my mind. A smile stretched across my face. “I want you.”
He laced his fingers behind my neck. “As it turns out, I want you too.”
 
***
 
I let my head fall back, and the soft earth cradled me as I closed my eyes. We’d set up camp, ready for the night to fall. Each time we caught the other looking, we kissed again. Each one intensified the longing building within me. 
I felt giddy. Tingles reached down to the tips of my toes. My eyes focused on the bruised sky above. Oranges and reds faded into purples and blues. Cedric lay next to me, disturbing a patch of wildflowers and buzzing insects. I turned my head and watched him close his eyes as a smile unfurled on his lips. He looked so happy, which was how I always wanted to see him. My sunshine, the light in the darkness I’d become accustomed to. I didn’t know what he saw in me, but I didn’t care.
I turned my head back to look at the sky. The heat never relented, even at dusk. I remembered the air on Inferis, the salty, briny smell that lingered with bark and earth. The sound of waves crashing against the white cliffs sent a serenity through my soul, feigning peace that didn’t exist. I wished I could feel the cold again. Gone were the days where I longed for the heat. The rising sound of insects rattled in my ears. Sweat stuck strands of hair to my neck and forehead. “I miss home. It’s so hot.”
Cedric chuckled. “I can imagine.”
I sat myself up, pulling my aching stomach forward, and rubbed my temples. “I’d love some food.” 
Cedric smirked. “All that kissing worked up an appetite, hmm?” 
I blushed but nodded. “I guess so.” I wasn’t used to feeling vulnerable, but I didn’t mind it too much with him. Something inside me knew he’d never hurt me. 
“I have some nuts left. We’ll be out of here first thing in the morning once we—” His jaw dropped; his uneasy stare locked on to something behind me.
A twig cracked, animals scuttered away, and leaves rustled.
I froze, rooted to the spot. I searched Cedric’s expression. The corner of his lip twitched, his eyes widened, and his eyebrows were slightly raised. His eyes flicked to mine. Something in them warned me to run.
My heart thumped to a pause when I turned my head. I grabbed the end of my staff and jumped to my feet. Ten men, uniformed in blue jackets with gold buttons, were staring at us. Patches of sweat glistened on their exposed, tanned skin. Their swords were in their hilts, though they made no attempt to grab them. I eyed their relics, all silver-and-black rings made to look like something—a dragon maybe. I couldn’t tell from this far away, and dusk had already stolen most of the day’s light from us. 
One of the guards took a step forward. His matte-black hair absorbed the last of the sunset’s rays. His stare was pointed, and his fingers flexed. He rubbed his ring in comfort or warning, then took a second step. 
“Back away now or else!” I shouted. 
“Don’t,” Cedric shouted, caution thick in his voice. “They’re King Xenos’s elite guards.” 
They could already see my staff, and if they had a half a brain, they’d already know I was a luna. I thought we were safe out in the rainforest, no one but elves would be out so far. 
My fingers tingled as I white-knuckled the ash wood and bone. I had one chance to get away. 
The black-haired man with olive skin looked me up and down. “If you come with us, peacefully, we will spare your life.”
I reached back, feeling for Cedric’s hand. I had to get us both out of here. I prepared the spell, ready to take my chances. There was no way Xenos wouldn’t recognize me. Other Berovians probably wouldn’t, but the royal family surely would. My breath hitched and my lips parted, the words ready to leave them. 
“Prince Cedric,” one of the men stated. “Your father will not be impressed when he finds out you’ve been fraternizing with the enemy. Did you help her gain access to the kingdom? Have you been working with Magaelor?” Accusation guided his tone. 
My jaw dropped. “Prince…” I questioned, my voice trailing off. The revelation hesitated my reaction with magic. 
The guard pointed his ring at me and muttered unintelligible words. Red dots filled my vision, hazing the view ahead. My staff tumbled from my fingers and into the underbrush. My knees trembled and my stomach ached. I couldn’t move. I had just enough control to breathe and blink. Everything else was paralyzed. “Grab her,” the man ordered, “before the spell wears off.”
Cedric squeezed my hand. “As soon as you are able, run!” he shouted and flung himself at them. The sound of bone cracking was deafening. He had gone for their rings, probably trying to break the spell on me. Red-and-orange magic sparked out of him, but it couldn’t harm them. It wasn’t like our magics. “Let her go!” he shouted as they bound his wrists behind his back. They wrapped a chain around him. I could just make out the markings engraved into the iron. I recognized them from back home. They were used to prevent fae or other creatures who used natural magic from accessing their powers. “It’s my fault, I took her from Magaelor. Just take her to the docks. It’s me you want. I did this.”
It was desperation to beg them to let me go. A luna on Berovian land was like gold to the king. Cedric had to know that. I was already dead. 
“Prince Cedric,” I said again before they dragged him away, the two words unfamiliar in my mouth. “The light fae prince.” The pieces clicked into place as he tried to fight them. 
Two took my arms, walking me behind Cedric and the other guards. One picked up my staff and held it next to his sword. 
I went quietly. The fight in me faded to nothing. 
We trekked through the forest until the trees narrowed, and rotten leaves and ancient bark paved way to a well-trodden path. They cut down vines with their blades. The head guard used some sort of fire spell to scare away a redthorn viper when it crossed our path. Lizards darted up trunks as we walked through. 
Cedric looked back at me with tortured eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
His shoulders slumped. I couldn’t muster the energy to say a single word because the truth had stolen all happiness and hope from me and forced me into submission. Cedric was the light fae prince, which meant he was the one who killed my brother. 
“You killed him,” I whispered. “You lied to me.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My golden-eyed, bright, carefree Cedric was a murderer. I remembered my father’s last truth to me. “The light fae were the solises’ secret weapon, and the fae prince was the one who ran a sword through your brother.”
Tears stung my eyes. An immovable lump lodged in my throat. I couldn’t look away. I wondered if André had looked into his eyes when he’d fallen, if Cedric had cared as he watched my brother bleed out. 
André was the only one who really cared for me growing up. We played knights and dragons up in our hiding spots in the castle. We would laugh and make fun of the dim-witted guards who tried to impress my father. I looked up to him. He kept our family together, and Cedric ruthlessly ripped him away from us. 
“Please,” Cedric pleaded, his hands pressed together. “When I figured out who you were, I wanted to tell you I was a prince then, but you were leaving Berovia, and I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, but you need to listen to me.” He swallowed hard. Beads of sweat glistened on his face. “You have to understand why we all went to battle. I didn’t know you then. Your family were slaughtering the solises and declaring war on our people.”
My heart raced. I felt dizzy, and my hands were clammy. “I hate you.” The words came out softer than I wanted them to, childlike even. I cast my eyes downward. “You’re a liar, and you and your family killed mine.” Fresh tears fell thick and fast down my cheeks when we emerged through the tree line, where royal carriages awaited us.
“I didn’t.” Cedric proclaimed, his eyes bloodshot. “I’m not a killer.”
The guards’ grip on me tightened. I looked up at one. “Where are you taking me?”
“To the pits.”
My eyes widened. I looked to Cedric, and he looked terrified. What was the pits?
 
 



EIGHT
 
Time had been stolen from me as I rotted in the outside cages, meant for traitors and rapists in a place they called “the pits” outside the royal castle. Around me, hundreds of heavy, iron cages were bolted into the ground, each one with just enough room for one person. Surrounding the flat, large area we were kept in, were tall stone walls. An extra layer of protection in case a prisoner did manage to escape. 
The humid morning gave way to illusions of wavering bars. Scraping my bare feet against the grainy sand mixed with dirt, I shuffled back to the edge of my cage. Hot iron burned my flesh as I distanced myself from a snake which had slithered through the bars and into my cage. Its steel eyes latched onto mine as the serpent stood, coiling its tail beneath him and puffing out a regal hood of red. My heart thumped, and venom spattered onto my feet. Flexing my fingers over small stones, I closed my eyes. Snakes were the most primitive of creatures; incapable of love or maternal instincts, they only wished to survive and hunt, and the redthorn viper was the most vicious of them all. 
“Help!” I screamed loud enough to garner the attention of the guards. I heard their footsteps growing closer. Other prisoners close by watched it unfold, their eyes excited, looking from me to the snake. It was the only entertainment, I guessed. But I was on the receiving end of it.
My heart hammered in my chest, forcing a spike of adrenaline through my veins, but I had nowhere to direct it. I could not run, or move for that matter. 
I yelped when the snake’s fangs punctured the skin on my leg. It retreated, then attacked again and again, each leaving a pain more searing than the last. My eyes rolled to the back of my head as I choked on my wails.
“Serves her right.” One guard laughed when they arrived. Even through the agony, my hatred of the king kept my will strong. The sound of an axe on dirt forced my eyes open. The viper’s head rolled to my side. The guard growled under his breath. He was a large muscular man with too much chin and eyes too small for his head. His dark-brown hair had thinned from the steel helmets they were forced to wear. “Poor thing.” He looked at the head of the beady-eyed reptile. 
The second guard, a stubbier blond man, twisted his mouth in disgust. “I’d rather we have killed her than the snake. At least it belongs here.”
The venom crept through my veins like lava, pulling me from their unwelcome remarks. A scream erupted from my mouth. I dug my fingers into the ground, drawing blood from my nailbeds. 
“Give it to her,” the taller of the guards ordered. 
My mouth was forced open, and what I hoped was antivenom was poured onto my parched tongue. The liquid coated my throat, giving some relief to the state of thirst they’d kept me in for days. How many had it been? Six, maybe seven without adequate water. At first, they had given me what I needed, but something changed a week in. Perhaps they’d originally thought they could barter me or something. Whatever happened, they didn’t get what they wanted, which meant I was worth little to them now. I was offered no shade and only the occasional scraps of food and water, just enough to keep me alive until the king decided what to do with me.
The guards slammed the door shut—I hadn’t even noticed them open it—and clicked the padlock. My breaths were shaky, and my chest rattled. Hot tears, fresh and thick, burned my cheeks. Blinding light fell through the bars. The chains on my wrists heated with the sun, ensuring the marks on my body never healed. Berovia was in the middle of a tropical heatwave, and I’d never longed for the iciness of home more than now. 
Squeezing my eyes shut, I prayed to dream. It was the only solace I had left in my torture. Cedric and I spoke a lot when he had first visited my dreams. He apologized over and over for his part in the battle and how it was his brother, the heir to his father’s throne, who’d struck André. What he didn’t know was his brother was at the top of my kill list if I ever got out of this place. I didn’t hold it against Cedric for lying. How could I when I’d done much worse? Being stuck in a small cage with nothing to do and little sleep gave me a lot of time to think. 
I convulsed as my consciousness slipped away. My pain turned to a dull ache, and pictures formed in my head. I was in a better place, one reserved for memories of the people I couldn’t save.
“Cedric.”
His face lit up when he saw mine, and my heart sank.
“You’re still here.”
He lightly touched my arm. “I wouldn’t let you go through this alone. I’ve been waiting for you.”
With a smile like sunshine and hair as golden as his intentions, he was the perfect haven. “Where do they have you now?” I questioned. 
“Same place. The dungeons to the west. My father has been negotiating my release,” he explained. “I’ve been trying to reach you. You didn’t fall asleep.”
“Briefly, only when exhaustion forced me out for fifteen minutes here and there.”
“You’re sick.” He tilted my chin upward, examining the marks on me. His eyes darted down to the snake bites. “Have they said anything about letting you go? You’re a princess, a queen in your own right. Surely, they are willing to trade.”
I shook my head. “Edgar isn’t going to want to help me, not now that he has the crown, that’s if they’ve even told him I’m alive.”
His expression hardened. “I’ll find you a way out of here. I promise.”
“What about my kingdom? Cedric, my cousin will start changing things as soon as he has the chance. I can’t be here this long. Morgana…” I choked on her name. 
“You’ll still be queen.”
I puffed out my cheeks and slumped my shoulders. The place Cedric and I stood, an architecture of his own creation, was the Gardens of Aeternum, where we had first met. The memory felt like a lifetime ago. “Not if the people don’t allow it. Not if his reign is cemented. I could have had it all, be the queen of Niferum and Magaelor. Now, I’m just a princess.” Color flooded my face. “The princess of nothing.”
“Things will be okay. Hey.” He placed his thumb under my chin, tilting my face up. “Don’t give up. I’ll find a way out of this. I promise.”
“I know you’ll try.”
“Promise me you won’t give up. No matter what.”
I didn’t get a chance to answer. A voice reached him that I couldn’t make out, which meant only one thing.
“The guards are coming to my cell,” he whispered. “I must wake up.”
“No.” I gripped the illusion as it faded. “Please don’t leave me here.”
His face was pained as he was torn from me, and I was unwantedly shoved back into my beaten and broken body.
 
I lingered somewhere between asleep and awake when the guards dragged a dead man past me. Another had died from starvation, or one of the many infections that hovered in the air. The stench of diarrhea and vomit stayed putrid. The sun kept it ripe, but I got used to the smell after a while. 
I envied the prisoners whose walls cast a shadow on them. The pits were bigger than any prison in Magaelor. It went on for hundreds of thousands of feet. Old stands, broken and rotting, stood by the ragged rocks. This was once where they held games now dubbed too barbaric for civilized society, so they’d been turned into an outside prison to keep the worst of criminals. Apparently, one of those was me. Many of the souls around me, in their individual cages, begged for death daily. I understood; it was torment of the worst degree. Death was a release I couldn’t afford. Unlike them, I had something to live for and a hope that the cage was not my final destination. It couldn’t be. I had faith in the ancestors, in destiny, that I would make it back home.
“I’m innocent!” one man proclaimed as he was pulled out of his cage. “I promise. I never touched that girl! I—” A large bat silenced him with a skull-crunching thud. I winced and looked away. I couldn’t bear to watch. Xenos prided himself on being so enlightened, always saying how Berovia was so developed compared to Magaelor, and yet the dark underbelly ran far deeper than ours.
Another man threw up when the man’s blood, who’d been beaten to death, reached him. My mouth twisted in disgust. The guards were paid in bribes to “take out” certain prisoners. Watching the corruption strengthened my resolve to survive. Once I got back home and reclaimed my throne, I was going to find a way to rain hell upon King Xenos and all he stood for.
I couldn’t keep my eyes open for another second. The sounds of whimpering and sniveling from other prisoners accompanied me into the darkness. I wished I had my staff, not just for the magic—although that would be the main reason—but for comfort. My connection to the spirit realm and my ancestors brought a solace that nothing else could. Even though I could sense them still, the heart of their world beat stronger when I held the ash wood from their burial grounds. 
I opened my eyes once more, just for a moment, to look at the stars through the top of my cage. Such beauty couldn’t be stolen, not even here in the worst of places. 
 
***
 
I’d barely drifted off when a thunderous roar shuddered the ground and cage. Beyond the cages, in the large, unused area of ground in the pits, silver scales reflected the moonlight as a dragon with yellow eyes and a long snout was pulled by men with several chains. I turned around to take in the scene better. 
My fingers gripped around the iron bars. The beast was massive, standing tall, with a low-hanging belly, long tail, and yellow claws. It snorted from its snout, then looked around at us. There was something different about this dragon compared to the other beasts I’d happened across; there was intelligence behind her eyes. Puffs of smoke rose from her nostrils as she let out a deafening growl. 
Behind her, a smaller dragon, the color of night, walked with less resistance. Its amber eyes locked onto the bigger dragon. I presumed the larger one must’ve been her mother. The guards had to have cast a spell on them to stop them from breathing fire, else they’d all be dead by now. I’d read about dragons when I was a child. I was fascinated by them, and now here two were, in front of my eyes, but like me, they were prisoners. 
I could have sworn the big dragon looked right at me before both were dragged across the sandy, dusty ground to the other side of the pit. There, a large tunnel, which had been barricaded off, was opened and they were taken down to who-knew-where.
“What’s happening here?” I questioned under my breath. Dragons were supposedly a protected species. In fact, I remembered it was Berovia who ordered it so after my father attempted to steal one and bring it to Magaelor. I was sure he planned on using it during battle and obtain more eggs, which were a delicacy and could only be bought from pirates, but the men he sent never made it back. All but one ship was wrecked, or so we had been informed by the four survivors out of eighty who’d been sent. They told my father that the small Berovian-owned island in the south was filled with bones and skulls. They washed up with the waves against black rocks of solidified lava as the water dragged them up and down the pebbled beach.
“Psst,” someone hissed.
My gaze found him. A leathery-faced man with sullen eyes and a long neck was staring at me. He was new. He must have been brought in while I was sleeping. “Winter.” His voice was hoarse. 
“Yes,” I said, clearing my throat. I’d hardly spoken aloud since I’d been imprisoned; my voice had dried out along with everything else. I’d do anything for a delicious, tall glass of water right now. The things I took for granted before I’d been locked away, I’d never again not appreciate.
“I’ve been told to give you a message.”
My heart hammered. 
“I was moved here from the west wing dungeons. A faery, Cedric,” he said, then coughed. “He told me to tell you he was being let out today, and he couldn’t reach you in his dreams.” He scratched his head. “At least I think that’s what he said. It’s all confusing.”
The ground fell beneath my feet. “No, that makes perfect sense.” 
“He was a friend,” the man told me, although I hadn’t asked. “He’s a good man, that faery. He was kind to me.”
I licked my lips. “Yes, I imagine he was.”
“I was worried I wouldn’t find you, but you’re the only woman here and an empty cage had opened next to yours.”
I looked around. I didn’t know how I hadn’t noticed it before, but he was right. I hadn’t seen any other women.
I craned my neck to peer around the man as he ran his fingers through his long, greasy hair. “Did you see the dragons?” I asked, once I got a good enough look at those imprisoned behind him. 
He nodded. “They’ve been at this for years. They told me I was mad.” He laughed, showing his yellow teeth. “A conspiracy, they said, but I knew I was right. They’ve been trying to use them for whatever reason, but the one they had died. According to my networks. Not that it was ever confirmed. Xenos is good at keeping things a secret.”
“Where are they taking them?”
He looked over to where the large tunnel was. “It used to lead down to where warriors would wait when the games would be held. Where they’d fight to their death. I know down there is a connection of tunnels. They could lead anywhere. They were blocked off for the longest time. I imagine they will be again now they’ve taken the dragons away.”
“We must tell someone.”
He laughed. “Who would we tell?” He gestured around us. “They didn’t care to hide them in front of us, because everyone knows no one survives the pits.”
“No one?”
“No one.”
The heat drained from my face. “Why are you in here?” I asked. 
“Treason.” He scoffed. “As if. They’ve been looking for me for a long time. I ran a group. We were against the monarchy. Xenos didn’t like that, you see, wanted me dead. He doesn’t know they’ll never back down. He’s made me into a martyr. I’ll bring him down, dead or alive.”
I sucked in a deep breath. “Well, you and I have a goal in common, it seems.”
“I’m Patrick.”
“Nice to meet you. I wish it was under better circumstances.”
“You and I both.” 
“Hmm.” I rested my head against the bars, looking away. I hoped he’d realize I wanted some privacy, to be alone with my thoughts—as laughable as the idea was, considering where I was. I closed my eyes and rubbed my arm with my hand. My skin was blistering. I hissed when I ran over a sore. I had no tears left to cry. 
Cedric was out, which meant he would be trying to obtain my release, although I had no idea how he’d manage it. He could barely secure his own, and he was a prince. The sun bled into midday, my most despised time. The heat wore me down fast. The anger I’d accumulated overnight, the spark of fight, extinguished more with each passing hour. You have to keep going, I told myself over and over, but the words did nothing by the end of the day, when a guard finally brought me a small cup of dirty water and a piece of moldy bread. I’d become so accustomed to hunger, I didn’t even feel it as much anymore. Eating was harder than drinking. It brought with it new pains that I’d sedated with time. I squeezed my eyes shut. When would the torture end? 







NINE
 
The days bled into each other. I could no longer pull together a coherent sentence. It felt as if I’d already died but was trapped inside my body as it slowly decayed. I couldn’t feel pain anymore. I wasn’t sure when it happened, but I was numb through and through. I just lay baking under the sun. Patrick had tried to keep us both in better spirits, but like me, he was finished. I had caught the occasional glimpse of him when I’d tried to open my eyes. His arms and legs were tangled as he lay resting against the bars, like a puppet who had its strings cut. 
The door to my cage was unlocked. Someone grabbed my feet and dragged me along the grainy ground. I didn’t try to fight. I parted my dry, cracked lips and looked up at the blinding sun. Perhaps they were finally going to kill me.
I closed my eyes and accepted my fate. 
“She’s going to die!” a man shouted, his tone clipped. “I told you not to let her die.”
Another man stammered, “We… We gave her water and some bread, what—” 
“Two days ago,” a third man said, interrupting the second.
“Two days!” The first man growled under his breath. I heard a loud slap, then I was lifted to my feet. 
I couldn’t hold myself up. I let my weight fall into whoever’s arms I was in. Everything was blurry. 
“I got you,” he said. “Don’t you dare die.”
Blackness folded over me before I could say anything. 
 
***
 
Water was forced down my throat. Food was given to me pureed. Cream was rubbed into my sores. I was being brought back from the brink of death, and the agony was throbbing. “Stop,” I said with a gasp when I was finally able to speak. I lost count of how many times I’d gone in and out of consciousness. 
“Please, miss, stay still.” A woman spoke. Her voice was soft, her touch gentle. She dabbed at my cuts, bruises, and blisters slowly, patiently. “It’s okay, miss. You’re going to be well,” she cooed when I hissed at the sting of the ointment.
“You’re lucky,” she said. 
If I could have laughed, I would’ve. “Lucky?” I managed to splutter.
“Prince Kiros wanted you alive. He brought you here, to me.” 
The name etched into my mind. I clung to it. I didn’t want to forget. The prince who’d allowed me to be put in the pits. Same with the rest of his family. He allowed me to be tortured. The son of Xenos Mallory. I was going to kill him. 
“Where is he?” I asked, mustering what little energy I had. 
“He will come to check on you shortly,” she said. “I’ve never seen someone sleep so much.”
I focused my eyes, and her features unblurred. Her eyes, big and honey brown, were attentive to her task of treating my leg. Her lips, small, thin, and rosy pink, were set into a hard line. Her blonde eyebrows were pinched downward in concentration. Compassion laced her expression when she finished. She was thin and wispy, and her blonde waves were tied into a knot at the back of her head. Her skin was blemish free, but her nose was smattered with freckles. “Done.” She smiled. “I’ll bring you some soup now that you’re awake enough to eat it.”
The room was big enough to fit two of mine in from home. The floor was white marble, matching the countertops and cream walls. The gold finish around the room gleamed. An ornate blue rug stretched across the floor, stopping at a stone basin where cloths and bandages were piled high. 
The double doors opened. A man strutted through but stopped when he saw me. I balled my fist. 
His glacier-blue eyes found mine. The crown on his brown hair told me he was Prince Kiros. He wore a self-assured grin, had a strong jaw and Romanesque nose, and his arms looked like they’d tear through his shirt sleeves. He wore a suit and was tugging at his white collar. I could tell he was a prized jewel of Berovia. I bet his father was so proud of him, the golden boy of the family. I could always tell them. I’d met enough. He was perfect, and I couldn’t wait to kill him. 
“You.” I glowered at him, my tone filled with enough venom to outdo a redthorn viper.
He closed the distance between us and sat at the end of the bed. “How are you feeling? I know you don’t remember, but I saved you out there.” 
He looked pretty pleased with himself. I wanted to wipe that smile off his smug face. My eyes bulged. “Are you serious?” I was seething. The rage inside me boiled over, tipping me to the point of murderous. “How. Am. I. Feeling?” I ground my teeth. My heartbeat quickened. “I have been tortured!” I spat. “Kept in a bloody cage for who knows how long while my kingdom, my kingdom, has gone to my pathetic cousin. I have watched men die and almost died myself, and you ask me how I’m feeling?”
He bit his bottom lip and stood. “Perhaps this isn’t the best time. I’ll wait until you’ve calmed down.”
I wanted to launch myself at him, but my broken body wouldn’t let me. Usually, I’d formulate a plan, but my anger bubbled just under the surface and I couldn’t ignore it.
“You saved me?” I scoffed. “Is that what you’re telling yourself?”
“I’ll have Edna bring you more bandages.” He looked down at my arms and turned on his heel. 
“Get back here!” I screamed, my voice drying out at the end. 
He hurried out the doors, shutting them behind him. 
I sat back on the bed, falling against fluffy pillows that only brought me pain. I couldn’t bear anything touching my skin. 
I eyed the bandages wrapped around my arms. Two had come loose in my rage. I put my hand up in front of my face and took in my bony fingers. I was skinny, too skinny. Carefully, I turned my head. To the right was a mirror. I could just make out my reflection as I sat forward. I didn’t recognize her. I brought my hand to my eyes, and my reflection copied. My eyes were so dark underneath, the whites were bloodshot, and my skin was so cratered, bruised, and cut up that I was afraid to move. My lips were covered in dry blood that had settled between the cracks. My fingernails were chipped and split. I looked gaunt, like a skeleton. My hair was limp. Some of it had fallen out. If I could have cried, I would’ve. 
Trapped in suffering, I did anything to distract myself. I thought of Cedric and wondered if he was ever coming back. My mind was a space where I could ignore my body and imagine scenarios, creating them as if they were almost real. When I was younger, I was told my imagination had little use, but now it was saving me. 
With my eyes closed, I envisioned a frozen lake, where a forest of dark green stretched into the shadows at the end. Snowflakes drifted down, joining the rest of the white. Gray clouds rolled above. It was peaceful, not another soul for miles around. In the distance, I saw an empty log cabin. I raced toward it, ready for sleep, for a retreat away from my hell. When I opened the door, I found a bed by a cozy, lit fire. I imagined lying on it, hearing the crackling as the logs burned to embers.
“She’s angry.” I heard a voice outside my bedroom door. “She’ll come around once she has recovered. In the meantime, take care of her.”
I pretended to be asleep when Edna reentered the room to tighten the two bandages that had come loose. “You poor thing,” she whispered as she sat on the bed, making it dip. “You’re safe now.” Her promise was a lie I was almost prepared to believe, as my mind wandered back to my haven.
Edna hummed as she tightened the second bandage. “His Highness is going to take good care of you. He’s a good man,” she whispered, as if she thought she could persuade me in my subconscious. “You belong to him now. This is your home.”
 
 



TEN
 
My fingers spread over the stone ledge as I craned my neck to look out of the open window. Crisscrossed lead patterned down the glass. A gentle breeze caressed my cheeks. I looked up in time to see a flock of birds take flight from the high branches of the trees nestled at the far end of the gardens. Stretches of luscious, thick grass ran down hills. Flowerbeds, uniformed in colors, lined the path and stepping-stones that wound their way to the castle doors. 
Sucking in a pained breath, I whimpered. I squeezed my eyelids shut. Tears pooled in the corners as I was brought back to the panicked flutters of my heart. Out of nowhere, I was dragged away from reality and into the memory of my cage in the pit. I could feel the sun beating on me, exhausting every fiber of my being until I collapsed. I could taste my salty tears relieving my dry tongue. Bile bit up my throat as I recalled the stench of rotting flesh, from the dead left out in the sun, mixed with other bodily fluids of the other prisoners.
My head throbbed like a steady drumbeat, keeping me in a state of silent suffering. Today was the first time I’d been able to stand without help. 
Golden Warriors, the name the group called themselves, gathered in the grounds. I heard their chants outside my window daily since arriving. They worshiped the sun, believing it was a higher power. 
The door creaked open. I assumed it was Edna, bringing me soup. It was all I could stomach. “It’s a nice day. I could see the sun shining through the window onto the ground. I had to come see,” I told her and gazed upward to the blue sky. “It’s a shame I can never look at the sun the same again though.” I looked down at my healing sores.
“I’m glad to see you’re up and moving around.”
That voice.
I turned, balling my fists. “Kiros,” I spat. My nose scrunched up, and the muscle in my jaw ticked. “Or should I say, ‘Your Highness.’” Spite carried my tone. I hated him. I despised everyone who was responsible for what had happened to me. 
He put his hands up in surrender. “I come in peace.”
I scoffed. “You believe it, don’t you? Your own lie.” 
His perplexed eyes found mine. The glacier blue contrasted the gold in the room. “What lie?”
“That you’re somehow void of all responsibility for what happened to me because you saved me right as I was about to die. I heard what you said. You knew I was left there, in that place. I am a monarch.” I growled. “A monarch, Prince Kiros!” I inhaled sharply. “You should know better. To treat me so awfully, what does that show the people, either of our people? They already challenge our places on thrones. I know they do here too. If you show my rule such little respect, then you’re opening a gateway for others to do the same to you, and your father. If he were smarter, he’d have done things differently.”
Kiros scratched the back of his neck. “I didn’t know the conditions were so—”
“Terrible?” I asked, cutting him off. “Why would you? I mean, how could you not know what’s going on in the kingdom you will one day rule? I thought you were all about fairness and tolerance. What a load of lies.”
His eyes creased at the corners, and his brows furrowed. “You’re still in shock and are recovering, so I will forgive this attitude.”
I rolled my eyes. “Forgive all you want. It won’t make a difference. I stand by what I said. You and your family are vile, disgusting people.” 
He tapped his foot against the white marble floor. “I told my father you could be brought under control and reasoned with. If he finds out you’re acting like this, then I wouldn’t like to think about what he would do.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and turned back to look out the window, unable to stand the sight of him for another minute. “Just get out.”
“If I knew you were going to act like this, I never would have…” He hesitated for a few seconds. 
“Saved me?” I snickered and looked at him. “How gallant of you.” 
“I mean, I thought, I…”
“Yes?” My eyes bulged. “Spit it out,” I mocked.
“You’re impossible to talk to.” 
“You locked me in a cage, tortured me, and expect me to what, bow to you for saving me from the brink of death? Well, you’re welcome to hold your breath for an apology, the outcome of which I’d greatly desire.”
He wrinkled his nose, his eyebrows rising up his forehead. I could tell the uncertainty behind his eyes. “You’re very rude. I’ve never been spoken to this way before. I am a prince, may I remind you.”
I swallowed laughter. My lips clamped together. “You’re more arrogant than half the men back at Ash Court, and that says a lot.”
He leaned against the cream-colored wall, drumming his fingers on the side of his leg. “Fine. I’ll get straight to the point then, shall I?” 
“Finally.” I walked back to my bed but stepped wrong before I reached the feather-down duvet. I winced when a sharp pain ran up my leg. “Ow!” 
He shot me a pained look as he watched me drop onto the bed. “How, um, how are you feeling? Is the medicine helping?”
“I wouldn’t mind more opioid for the pain.” 
He nodded curtly. “I will have Edna take care of that as soon as we are done.” He relaxed his shoulders, then maneuvered himself until he was leaning back against the countertop with the basin. “We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.”
“Understatement of the year.”
He inhaled deeply. “We are willing to offer a deal in exchange for your life.”
I sat forward. My fingers curled into the sheets. “Tell me.”
“You must abdicate the throne and relinquish any power you have to your cousin. If you agree and sign your claim to the crown away, then we will spare your life and eventually look into releasing you out of our custody, into Berovian society.”
Seconds ticked into minutes. I could not believe what I was hearing. My brain fuzzed. “We? You mean your father.”
“King Xenos wanted you killed. I thought this more humane.”
“I’m not a dog.” I groaned. “You can’t just kill me because I won’t obey. My people will revolt.”
“No one knows you’re alive,” he explained. “We have kept your identity hidden.”
Cedric knows, I thought, but he wouldn’t tell. Not when he was focused on getting me out of here. Fulfilling his promise to me. My lips parted. Sadness crept down my chest and tightened around my heart. “Then you’ll quietly kill me, and it will be as if I died in Niferum.”
“Yes.” He pulled on his earlobe. 
I watched him carefully. His stance was restless. He looked as if he’d barely gotten any sleep. The gears in my mind clicked into place. “You said you believed this was more humane, that you saved me.” 
He nodded but wouldn’t look at me. 
I understood now. “It’s warped, but this was your plan, right? Now it’s failing. You tried to find a way to save me. Why not let me die? What do you have to gain from my life?”
He swallowed hard. “You’re smart.”
“Flattery won’t distract me. The truth, now.” Oh how I missed the fae and their inability to lie. 
“I’m not trying to,” he said quickly. “I need you to trust me.”
“There’s a better chance of it snowing.” I laughed and looked over at the brightly lit sky through the window. 
“I pitied you,” he admitted. “I couldn’t watch someone treated like that, especially a woman.” 
I rolled my eyes. “Sure.”
“I’m being honest. If you choose not to believe me, then that’s up to you. Look, I understand not wanting to lose your rule, but—”
I clenched my jaw. “Stop! I can’t take this for a moment longer. I will say this only once. I will never, ever give up my birthright! My crown. My people. Never. I don’t care what you do, how much you torture me. I will not betray the ancestors. I was born a princess, but I will die a queen.” 
His expression dropped. “Then I guess there’s nothing more for us to discuss.” He glanced back one last time before leaving through the doors. My jaw was aching from talking so much, and my throat sore. I’d used up what little energy I had, and now I wanted to sleep. I laid back on the bed, closing my eyes for a moment. 
He couldn’t seriously have believed I would say yes. Even King Xenos had to have known I would decline. What sort of queen would I be if I easily gave up? 
There was another reason he’d saved me. It couldn’t have been pity. He had a plan for me, I was sure of it, and if I were wrong, I’d surely be dead by morning. 
ELEVEN
 
Cedric visited my dreams that night. I hovered on the edge of waking when he took my hand, relief sweeping his features. “Winter. I’ve been trying to reach you.” His eyes were bloodshot, and dark circles shadowed under them. “I’m working on finding a way to get you out of there.” He looked me up and down. Tears pooled in the corners of his golden-brown eyes. “I hate seeing you like this. My beautiful girl, so bruised and broken.” 
I brushed my hand on his cheek. The scene of gray around us melted into a forest with narrow, time-chiseled trees and a red-leaf-carpeted ground. Dappled light poured through the canopy of oranges, yellow, and red. 
I spread my fingers over his chest, my body clinging to his embrace, afraid to let go. “I don’t want to go back,” I whispered. A childlike innocence laced my voice. “Please, Cedric. Prince Kiros has me. He wants me to give up my throne. If I don’t, he said they’re going to kill me.”
His eyebrows pinched together at the mention of his name. “He’s a piece of work. Devious too. He knows exactly what he’s doing. I don’t care how much he pretends otherwise, there’s not a single good bone in his body. He’s a copy of his father through and through.”
“I need to get out of here.”
“I’m going to find a way.” He ran his fingertip across my top lip, his gaze regarding me. I searched his expression. He let out a deep, weighted sigh. “I promise. I miss you. I’m sorry this happened.” Desperation washed over his face as he gripped his fingers onto my arms. I flinched at the pain that didn’t come; it was a dream, I reminded myself.
He leaned his face forward, and the tingle of his breath made my legs tremble. His lips crashed against mine, sending butterflies swirling in my stomach. I wished it were real. It felt like it, but it was all an illusion, dream-walking, and it couldn’t save me.
“Find me again,” I begged. “Please.”
“I’ve tried. It’s difficult, especially from this far away. I will keep trying though. Have faith, Winter. I’ll get you out of there. I’ll find my way back to you,” he told me, fear shining in his eyes. 
“Now you know why I don’t like solises.” I joked.
He thumbed my cheek. “They’re not all bad. Kiros and Xenos are exceptions.”
“But look how they treat us?”
“Some do, many wouldn’t.”
I swallowed thickly. “Perhaps. But their ruler is vile.”
“Agreed.”
“I don’t know how I’m going to get out of this mess. I’m afraid and far too weak to do anything about it.”
“You couldn’t escape if you tried.” He warned. “There are guards around all the walls and you don’t have your staff.”
“Great.”
“I will break you out. I have an idea of what to do.”
“Care to tell me?” My gaze met his, pleading in my eyes. “Cedric, I need to know.”
“I’m going to contact some old friends. Find a way to get you out. For now, try to stay alive.”
I closed my eyes. “I’ll try. I’m lucky to still be here. I feel worse than ever. Like I’ll never move past this.”
“Let’s not think too much right now.” He kissed my forehead. “Enjoy our dream.”
I smiled, resting against him, feeling painless for a moment. 
 
My eyelids fluttered open to Edna changing my bandages. I grunted and turned onto my side. “Don’t wake me up ever again.” I grumbled.
“Sorry, miss.” She stepped back, taking the discarded bandage with her.
I closed my eyes, but it was too late. Cedric was gone, as was my sleep. 
“Can I get you some breakfast?” 
I exhaled sharply. “Sure,” I muttered groggily. 
“Eggs?” She asked.
I nodded. 
“Eggs,” she repeated and hurried to the door. Her blonde bun bounced as she walked. “Oh!” She turned the handle, then whipped her head back. “His Royal Highness will be visiting your chambers today. He told me to tell you he has good news.”
I scoffed. “That’s unlikely, but thank you, Edna.” I didn’t know why I was being so harsh. She’d been nothing but nice to me in the brief moments I’d been awake. 
Edna cleared her throat. “Miss, the bath has been filled. You should go and see it. I think you’ll like it. Your room has one of the best ones.”
I waited for her to close the door, then tried to edge myself out of bed. Surprisingly, I was feeling a little better. Either I’d been asleep for weeks, or most likely, they’d given me some magical healing something or the other to speed it up. A shooting pain ripped through my stomach when I finally stood. My feet ached against the hard ground. My arms felt heavy as I slowly moved, barely inches with each step, toward the bathroom. I moved back the room separator with agony, glancing at a harp collecting dust next to the doorway, and stepped inside.
My hand shot to my mouth. I’d never seen anything like it. The evocative smell of rosewater and citrus wafted over to me. Blue and red petals floated on the surface. Enclosed columns stood around the small, square pool. Steps led down into the hot water. Steam spiraled up from the surface and disappeared into the warm air. The walls were brown and gold. Murals of mercreatures, made to look far more beautiful than the creatures I’d been accustomed to seeing, stretched across the tiles. My stare fixated on their seaweed-green eyes, which glowed against the painting. I looked around. Surely the massive pool wasn’t just for me.
I gazed to the left, and my eyes paused when I saw a separate section closed off from the rest of the pool. It was filled with milk, or at least that was what it looked like. 
“What sort of place is this?”
My aching muscles begged for me to take advantage. I shuddered to think how long it had been since I’d bathed. Edna had sponged me down last night, but it didn’t quite get rid of the stench leftover from the cage. I was afraid nothing would. 
I peeled my silk nightdress over my head and watched it ripple down to the tan-colored stone floor. My toes curled when I stepped into the steaming water. I groaned lightly but walked in farther, each step pulling me deeper into the bath, until the water reached my shoulders. When I tried to run my hand through my hair, my fingers got caught by several tangles.
My pain melted away. Whatever they’d put in the water soothed my cuts and bruises. A few of the bandages, which I’d forgotten to remove, danced in the water. I took them off completely and tossed them onto the stone ledge to the side. 
I ran my finger against my lips, then bent my knees and floated in the water, letting it carry me. My thoughts relaxed, pouring from one to the next. I closed my eyes and let my mind drift. Ripples moved outward as I swam the short distance to the back of the room. 
Unwantedly, Blaise’s smile crept into my relaxed state. I hadn’t expected it, but the more I focused on his smoky, intense gaze and plump lips, I remembered the way it felt to be in his arms. It consumed every ounce of my being. I could easily have lost myself to him every time. It teetered on dangerous. I hated him so much, but I wanted him to want me. I never wanted to share him. He brought out a jealousy in me I hadn’t known existed. 
With Cedric, it was different. When I was with him, I threw my inhibitions to the wind. I felt safe. I knew what I wanted. There was a clarity there that I didn’t have with Blaise. Cedric felt like home. 
My heart ached for them both, although I’d never admit it aloud. 
Sinking into the water, I disappeared under the surface, keeping my eyes squeezed shut. After a minute, I resurfaced and sucked in a deep breath. 
I detangled the knots and washed my black strands. My hair now reached down to the bottom of my back. I rinsed it twice before gripping onto the stone ledge and pulling myself out of the bath.
Edna appeared in the arched doorway. “Miss Winter. I have fresh towels for you.” She held a set of four white cotton towels and placed them on a freestanding wooden chair by the harp next to the door. Her gaze drifted to the wet bandages. “If you need anything else, please let me know. I will go and prepare you some new bandages. Your breakfast is being brought up shortly.”
“Thanks,” I muttered. I didn’t want to be ungrateful, but it was hard to find a positive in anything. I was past the point of despair and self-pity. I was becoming numb to everything, including myself. Home was so far away, and there was no way for me to escape. Hope was fading, and without hope, I had nothing.
Once alone, after wrapping a towel around myself and walking to my bed, I held onto my pillow and found comfort in my memories. I whispered a prayer for Morgana to the ancestors. I asked for them to surround her and keep her safe. I needed her to be alive. Next, I asked for Birch’s safety, apologized once again for my betrayal, and expressed my thankfulness that she was alive. I felt them around me, even as far away from Magaelor as I was. I could sense them. It brought me some solace in my torment.
 
***
 
Prince Kiros walked in without knocking. “Good evening.”
I grunted. “I could have been getting dressed.”
“My apologies,” he replied, although he didn’t look in the slightest bit sorry. He strode to the end of my bed. My linens had just been changed, although Edna always ensured the colors matched the rest of the room. “I come bearing gifts.”
I’d noticed the small package he was carrying. It was wrapped in silver paper and tied with a purple ribbon. 
“No.”
He arched an eyebrow. “You don’t even know what it is yet.”
“I don’t care.” I scowled. “So.” I paused for a second. “Have you come to tell me your father has picked a date for my execution, or will you be trying to kill me in my sleep?” I offered a sarcastic smile.
He let out a heavy sigh. “Please.” He gestured toward the plush sofa pressed against the left wall. “Humor me.”
I inhaled deeply. “Fine.” I walked behind him. He had little consideration for my condition, as he quickened his pace, leaving me rushing after him, but then what could I expect from a solis prince?
He sat down first, shuffled position, and leaned back. He placed the small box, big enough to fit a broach, in his lap. He tapped his riding boots against the marble. I took my seat, gasping when I hunched over. 
“Oh, sorry. Let me help you.” He touched my arm, and I jerked back, bringing more pain. 
“Don’t touch me.”
He pressed his lips together in a hard line. “I can already tell how this is going to go,” he grumbled. “I will begin by explaining that I do not wish to be your enemy. In fact, I was hoping we could be friends.”
I snorted, then swallowed my laughter. He couldn’t be serious. I searched his expression, but he gave nothing away. “It’s unlikely.” 
He raised a finger in protest. “But not impossible.”
I hadn’t noticed it before, but I’d not spent much time looking at his face. A deep yet short pink scar ran along his head, from the top of his ear to where it faded at his temple. It was the only blemish on his face. I wondered how he got it but didn’t care enough to ask. 
He moved his crown and puffed out his cheeks. His eyebrows were thick but tidy. He was clean-shaven, not a shadow of stubble visible around his jaw. His cinnamon-brown hair shone copper highlights when the strands hit the sunlight arrowing through the window. It was short at the sides and long on top. It had been styled with precision, different than most men I met—who didn’t put much effort into personal grooming. 
I averted my stare, casting my eyes downward. “Tell me what it is you want.” My patience was already wearing thin. 
“You want to rule, correct?”
His question threw me off. I dragged my gaze back up to meet his. “Of course.”
“Then I think I can get us both what we want. I think it would be a waste for you to die. You’re a monarch, and that does mean something to me.” He exhaled slowly and relaxed his shoulders, leaning his elbow against the arm of the sofa. “I’ll be honest with you. There’s no point dancing around the truth.”
“I agree.”
“My father wants Edgar to be on the throne.”
“Obviously.” I pressed my fingernails into my knees. “Anything else you know that’s actually news?”
“Edgar can be controlled to a point. We can appoint who we want as chancellor and have a foothold in Magaelor.”
I clenched my jaw but didn’t interrupt. 
“Where Xenos sees an opportunity, I see a problem,” he explained. “Edgar, no matter how much he is on our side, is still a monarch in his own right, and some of his ideas do not align with ours.”
“I’m surprised to hear that,” I admitted earnestly. “I presumed your father and my cousin had a lot in common.”
“The problem is Edgar will not always be able to be controlled. Xenos may not see it as an immediate issue, but I like to look ahead.”
“Undermining your own father, hmm.” I arched an eyebrow. “Not very prince-ly.”
He shrugged. “You’re the last person he’d listen to, and I’ve sent the rest of the servants away. I have nothing to hide from you. I wanted to be honest. In fact, you’re a big part of my plan.” His smile made me uneasy.
 “Which is?”
“I know a way to bring our kingdoms together!” he exclaimed, looking pleased with himself. “I’ve discussed this with the king, and after some deliberation, he has agreed. I believe it to be in both of our interests, allowing you to live and rule and remain queen.”
My eyes widened. “How?” I clung to a childish hope that he was going to let me leave, but nothing was ever so easy. “What do you want in return?”
“I would like to take you as my wife, making you the next queen of Berovia.”
Shock erased any lingering questions on my tongue.
“You would be queen, and naturally, I will be king of Magaelor.”
I blinked several times, then curled my bottom lip behind my teeth. He was serious, and while I admired the idea in the abstract, it only benefited him greatly. He was simply a prince now, so by marrying him, I would give him both a throne and control over Magaelor. He would be king consort, but ultimately, he would have more power than me when it came to the council at court. King trumps queen every time in the eyes of men. I’d be handing my kingdom to Berovia. Our magic would be stripped from us. I’d be queen of Berovia, but that didn’t mean much. Who knew how long it would be before Xenos died, especially now that he had the Ring of Immortalem. I didn’t need to ask. I already knew. He thought Magaelor would be more willing to accept Berovia if their rightful monarch married one. It was the biggest show of support I could give. 
“I would also expect the full rights to the crown,” he stated. “Naturally.”
I let out a tense breath. Of course he’d ask for that. It made him king, not a consort. If we didn’t have a child, and I died, Magaelor would be his. The line of succession would forever be changed. It would only be a matter of time until they’d try to get rid of me once they got what they wanted, but to refuse the marriage offer was a death sentence. I had to sound interested if I had any chance of getting out of there. I offered the only answer I could.
“May I think on it?”
“Yes.” His eyes lit up. “I’ll have a scholar bring you the contract to look over. You have two days, per King Xenos’s instruction. However…” He licked his lips. “I imagine you already know the alternative.”
I nodded. “I do.”
He placed the box next to me. “It’s a ring.” 
I stared at the unopened package. “Now I have no reason to open it.”
“It’s green, like your eyes.”
“My eyes are blue.”
“Oh. Right.” He scratched the back of his head. “Then, well, emeralds are beautiful. Like you.” 
I cleared my throat. “Let’s not embarrass ourselves by feigning flattery. This is purely a political proposition.”
“I’m glad you’re coming around.” He looked at the window. “It’s getting late. I must go. Xenos is holding a banquet for the duchess of—you don’t care.” He let out a clipped laugh. “Good night.” 
 
 



TWELVE
 
Treetops swayed in the abnormally cold winds sweeping through Bluewater Province. Winds ripped through the sky, tearing leaves from their branches and collecting them into a carpet of green below. 
The cloudless night beckoned me as I watched it. I shoved my foot into a loop of the rope I’d fashioned from the clothes in my drawers, then climbed over the ledge of my window. My breaths rattled as I gripped the fabric, feeling the strain on the pole I’d tied it to. 
Tonight was the night I would escape. Day two loomed on the edge of midnight. The air bit my cheeks. I was almost at the bottom, the taste of freedom close to my tongue. I shimmied down farther. My heart leapt when my feet hit stone. 
“Winter.” Cedric’s voice brought the scene crashing around me. The rope disappeared, and suddenly I was standing at the forest’s edge with him. 
I blinked back tears. “It was a dream.”
His gaze flitted over me. “You look better.” He regarded my expression before continuing. “Are they treating you well?”
I raised my eyebrows. “They tortured me. Anything is better than that.”
He swallowed hard. “I mean now. Are they taking care of you?”
“Yes,” I admitted. “Only because I am of value to them now.”
His eyebrows knitted together. “What do they want?”
My expression darkened. “Prince Kiros has offered his intention to marry me, asking for full rights to be king of Magaelor.” My heart hurt as the words left my mouth. “He wants an answer by today. If I refuse, then they’ll kill me.”
“He said that?”
“He didn’t need to. It was implied.”
“What will you answer?” 
I rubbed my arm. “Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes,” I repeated. “What do you want me to say? No?”
He pressed his fingers against his forehead. “Of course not.” He looked at me, his eyes gleaming under the fake moonlight. 
“I won’t go through with it. I just need to bide some time to escape. I don’t how, but I’m determined.”
He grabbed my arms and looked me dead in the eyes. “About that. I’ve been searching for you, sleeping as much as I could, navigating the dream plains.” His stare turned wild as we fell into an ocean of layers, the dream reacting to his emotions. The forest morphed, turning the trees snowy, then red from autumn. “I wanted to tell you I’ve made arrangements with people I trust. Skilled men. They’re going to help me get you out of the castle, but it will take a week, maybe eight days.” 
“It’ll be too late then. If I agree to this wedding, they’re not going to waste time. They’ll marry me off as quickly as they can.”
He stared at me with tortured eyes. “Then you must stall them, Winter. Pretend to care, act however you need to. Like you did with Blaise. Find a way.”
“Why can’t your father help?” I asked, desperation lacing my tone. “He’s a king.”
Cedric shook his head. “He doesn’t want to start a political upheaval with Xenos. I tried.”
I swallowed thickly. “I know you would have. I just… Cedric, what am I going to do?”
“Play the part. Win Kiros to your side. Earn his trust. Flirt. It doesn’t matter. Winter, you must stall, for your safety.”
“I hate him.”
He squeezed my arms. “It doesn’t matter.” His expression was frantic. “This isn’t about principles. It’s about survival. You’ve come this far. You made it from Berovia to Magaelor before and got through a wedding and out of Niferum. You can do this.”
I rested my forehead against his. “I’m tired of fighting,” I whispered, my breath fogging the air. 
He let out a heavy sigh and brushed my hair back from my face. “I know you are.” He ran his finger down my cheek and then my neck, until the dream started to dissolve. I wasn’t ready to let go. 
He pulled me to arm’s length and a lump ran down his throat. “Do whatever you have to do to gain their trust.” 
He faded, slowly at first, then all at once. I blinked and opened my eyes. I didn’t even get to kiss him good-bye. 
I inhaled sharply, preparing for the day ahead. I propped myself against the plush pillows, barely looking around. Edna was waiting by the foot of my bed, making me jump. “You people.” I placed my hand over my chest. “Why can’t you just knock instead of standing there like a living statue?”
“I’m sorry I frightened you.” 
Fear crowned her honey-brown eyes, piercing guilt into my chest. She was just as much a prisoner here as I was, even if she didn’t know it. She was enslaved by coin, her duties as a woman, and society. “Don’t be, it’s fine.” I pressed my lips together. “I need you to do something for me. Go and find Prince Kiros. Tell him I’m ready to give him my answer. Tell him I said yes. I will marry him.”
 
***
 
Edna brushed a lock of golden-blonde hair back, tucking it behind her ear. She finished placing the pins and spun me around. She tightened the corset strings, and I gasped for breath on the final tug. “You look perfect!” she exclaimed, admiring her work. 
I turned to take in my reflection. My eyes trailed down the dress. It was unlike any fashion I was accustomed to, even at court. The bodice was navy blue, embroidered with silver stars. The skirt was a shade darker, and on it, stitched constellations of white contrasted. Black lace trimmed the hem. A V-neck showed my cleavage. I wasn’t used to having my body on show. It was crude for a royal, but I supposed I didn’t have a choice. It was the same with the Gothic fashion in the dark fae court. The dresses I’d worn there were equally as revealing. 
My black hair was pinned back, half up with curls reaching down my back. I admired my nails, painted to match the dress and coated with a gloss that made them shine. She’d applied makeup, which I wasn’t used to wearing, and it sharpened my angular features. My lips looked bigger somehow, and my eyes popped against the blue gradient shadow on my lids. 
She pumped the atomizer on a glass bottle of clear liquid, then smiled. Sage with a splash of vanilla pinched my nostrils. 
Edna was dressed in a yellow, plain dress, with a white apron tied around her center. “You’ll be a guest of honor at the constellation ball. Every year, the king invites hundreds of dignitaries, the fae royal family, and—”
“Did you say the fae royals?” I asked, interrupting her.
“Yes.” She nodded. “I do believe this year the princes, sadly, won’t be attending.”
Considering Cedric was a prisoner here not that long ago, the revelation hardly surprised me. They were probably asked not to come. “Right.”
“There will be cake,” she said with a toothy grin. “We get to eat what’s left over, and there’s usually a lot. King Xenos spares no expense in honoring the stars.”
“Why is this done again?”
“Oh my, I should have known you wouldn’t know our traditions. I am sorry.”
“Don’t be,” I mumbled. 
“The constellation ball is an age-old tradition. Xenos is a great believer of the stars’ signs and using them to see the future and define our motives.”
“Oh.”
“Today marks the death of Sanora Umberburt, the philosopher. He was the one who came up with all the signs, bringing their truth to Berovia.” She looked ahead, dreamlike. “There are four of them, and those born under each star have different traits and purpose here. I am born under Aghai, the sign of the first three months of the year. We bring harmony and loyalty and value generosity. Our purpose is to serve.” 
I repressed the urge to roll my eyes. “Sounds great. So, will Prince Kiros be meeting me here or at the ball?”
“He should be here any moment now.” She tapped her finger against her chin. “He was happy to hear you accepted the proposal.” 
She eyed my finger. I’d worn the ring he’d left behind as a show of acceptance and gratitude, but really, it was like a chain, binding me to the man and place I hated more than anything else. 
“Thanks,” I muttered.
“It’s a beautiful ring. I love emeralds.” Everything about Edna was in moderation. The way she spoke, her movements, expressions… 
“Yes. He said they matched my eyes,” I joked, but she didn’t laugh. 
“How sweet.” Her gaze flitted to mine. “I’m sure he thought they were green in the light.”
I turned my back toward her and gripped the marble ledge by the basin. How did she have a good opinion of him? Play nice, I told myself. Remember what Cedric told you. I retreated into my mind. Tonight would be the first time I’d seen Kiros since I gave him word I would marry him. I despised them all, but now I had to play devoted fiancée and lover. I needed to win him over. I assumed Cedric had advised me to do so, hoping he’d give me some free rein at court so I wouldn’t be surrounded by guards when the time came for me to escape. I only needed to stall one week. I already had a plan, starting with today. 
The doors were opened. “Prince Kiros of Berovia,” a guard announced. 
“That’s a first.” I scoffed. “He usually just walks in as he pleases.”
Edna politely ignored my grumble. 
Kiros was dressed finely in a white suit with gold embroiders, stitching, and buttons. His hair was combed back, his crown polished to fracture any light that hit it.
“You look handsome.” I coyly turned my head at an attempt at flirting. I hated it.
“Devastatingly so.” He admired himself in the mirror, then smirked. “I’m joking.”
I bit down so hard on the inside of my cheek. I tasted blood. “I never did thank you for the ring.” I waved my hand in the air. The emeralds flashed a light onto the wall. “It’s beautiful.” 
“You’re very welcome. I’m happy to see you’ve come to your senses, although I have to wonder what sparked this sudden change in personality.”
I rubbed the back of my hand. “I figured we’re going to be married, so why not try to at least be friends to start,” I lied and skirted around another subject. I knew from the servants’ chatter that Kiros planned on us being wed in three days, but I feigned ignorance. “I was hoping we could marry in eight days. It will be my birthday,” I lied, “and entering into our sacred union on the day I entered the world seems appropriate.”
“Ah, I had planned, actually, on us being wed by week’s end.”
I cast my eyes downward. “I apologize. I didn’t know your plans. It’s my fault really. I shouldn’t have added sentiment.” I slumped my shoulders. “I guess our marriage will be just an alliance. I shouldn’t have thought to make it more than that.”
His lips parted, and confliction flashed in his eyes. “No, don’t blame yourself. I should have known you’d want something meaningful. It’s understandable. We can marry next week.”
“The twenty-third,” I said. “That’s my birthday.”
“That gives us”—he counted his fingers—“eight days. I’ll explain to my father.” His smile dimpled his cheeks. “I must admit, I had not expected to see you so amenable. I’m very pleased. I know it felt forced, but this union will be beneficial to us both. Berovia can offer your kingdom so much wealth, grain, and more. I know Magaelor has its problems, but we’re willing to take it on, even if it is a drain. I know together we can make it better. You have beautiful coves many have never ventured, filled with pink crystals that are a luxury here. There are other things, of course, like pixies. A strong resource.”
It took everything to not clench my fist. I exhaled sharply. “I could never have imagined such a wonderful agreement. I was still in shock those first days, from the…” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Initial experience here.”
He nodded, and a self-assured smile spread over his face. “I presumed that’s what was going on, and it’s not like I shouldn’t have expected it. You’ve been through a lot.” He extended his arm for me to hold. Touching him made my insides squirm, but I reminded myself I had to do whatever it took. 
I closed my eyes and pretended I was walking with Cedric instead. My shoulders relaxed, and my breathing slowed. I tilted my chin upward as I was led down the grand staircase into a well-lit room of gold and cherrywood finishing. The chandelier was the size of my entire bedroom back home. Diamonds reflected the light from the lamps on the walls. “Oh my.”
He chuckled. “It’s quite different to the smaller rooms you’re used to, I’m sure. This will be your home too now. Fate has shined down on us.”
I ground my teeth. I wanted so badly to tell him that Magaelor, while small, had a lot to offer and had more soul than Berovia could ever dream of. Our power came from the spirit realm. It was stronger than elemental magic, and that connection flourished our crops, gave fruits to our trees, and hope to the people. We never needed to worry about crops going bad like they did here, as we had much rain for our soil. The pixies healed our ailments, and we let them roam the woods, protected. 
He squeezed my arm, snapping me back to my unfathomable reality. “Smile,” he said behind clenched teeth as we passed two men who bowed. 
I forced a watery smile. “Who will I be meeting this evening?” 
“King Xenos.” He held himself up with excellent posture while we glided across the marble floors to open, white double doors. They looked like they were made from pearls, but I knew it was just an effect. “My half-sister, Neoma, the chancellor, Forman, and many other dignitaries, as well as the fae king and queen.”
I reined the sarcasm from my tone. “Quite the night.” 
He looked down at me, and his smile faltered. “You look beautiful, if I didn’t say so already.”
“You didn’t,” I snapped, then mentally kicked myself for my snark. I was trying to win him over. “I mean, thank you.”
“You don’t need to do that. You’re allowed to be yourself.”
I knew he didn’t really want that, but I nodded all the same. Men often spewed such lines when they really meant they wanted me to be myself so long as it coincided with the picture they’d painted in their heads.
Kiros led me into the ballroom. The ceiling was hundreds of feet high, painted with scenes of yellows and golds. Beams met at the center where a black chandelier hung, sparkling lights onto the walls around us. Gold banners ran down the back wall, swaying as people danced near them. 
Tables of food lined the walls. Crystal platters, silver trays, and glass domes held the most curious-looking desserts I’d ever seen. I peered at one—a red cake with a mousse-like substance on top, surrounded with strawberries and purple flecks. Another, next to it, was made from red gelatin, with a green paste swirling upward to a point. I spotted some pastries, pink tarts with yellow centers. They looked ordinary enough. I eyed them for later.
“Your Majesty. I’m honored to introduce you to Winter Mortis.”
My hands were shaking. I hadn’t expected to see Xenos so soon. His eyes were pointed, and his irises were spotted in yellow and brown. A dark-brown goatee softened his diamond-shaped face. He was tall and thin but not muscular like his son. His hair, thick and brown, waved around his heavy gold crown, embedded with sapphires. 
He leaned in and kissed me on both cheeks.
I flinched, but luckily, he either didn’t notice or react. 
“It’s a pleasure.”
I could have laughed. We all knew I’d been tortured recently, yet here we were, exchanging pleasantries. 
“King Xenos, I see where your son gets his charm and looks from.” I fluttered my lashes. “It is a pleasure to be here in your beautiful home and to have your blessing to marry Prince Kiros and unite our two kingdoms.”
A smile spread across his face. He guffawed and slapped his son on his shoulder. “I see why you were so taken with this young lady. We will begin trade negotiations with your councilmen. We look forward to the wedding this week.”
Kiros jumped in. “Actually, with all respect, Your Majesty, Winter was hoping to have the wedding next week. Her birthday is in eight days, and it would mean a lot to her beliefs if we held it then.”
That wasn’t accurate, but I nodded all the same.
“Is this true?” 
“Yes,” I said with the biggest smile I could muster. My eyes brightened. “Weddings on birthdays mark a strong union to us lunas.”
“I haven’t heard of it before, but you are the expert on lunas. Not me.” He looked me up and down. “You’re a Denor then, if you were born this time of year. Stubborn, strong-willed, and intelligent. Your purpose is to fight for those who cannot. Although, you seem more like an Aghai to me, but then, I am only getting to know you.”
I assumed he was talking about those star sign things. “I’m excited to learn more about them.”
Kiros smirked. “He could talk about them all day.” 
He fell silent when Xenos looked at him. I laughed, and the awkwardness dissipated between us. “I could listen all day. It’s so fascinating.”
The king nodded, approval washing his features. “Enjoy the party.” He gave me one last look before walking away. 
Kiros blew out a tense breath. “You impressed him. You can be quite likeable when you’re not shouting and threatening people.” 
“Can we eat something before we meet anyone else?”
“After,” he said in a low voice. My stomach growled in protest. He pulled me along the hall until we joined a small group, where a woman greeted us. She was a few years older than me and had thick, shoulder-length curly black hair, thick eyebrows, and hooded eyes.
“Brother.”
He kissed her cheek and tugged me forward. “This is Winter. Winter, this is my half-sister, Neoma.”
“He always has to mention the half-sister part.” Her laugh tinkled as the few women in the group she’d been in dispersed, leaving the three of us alone. “You’d think he was ashamed.” She winked at me.
I couldn’t help but smirk in response. 
Kiros shuffled from one foot to the other. “Ever the jokester.” 
“It’s great to finally meet you.”
She looked around us, then brought her blue eyes back toward mine. “You’re too nice. I mean, dear old Dad did torture you. If I were you, I’d burn this whole place to the ground.”
My eyebrows tangled together. 
Kiros growled. “Why do you always have to act out, Neoma?” His grip on my wrist tightened. “True rulers like Winter understand their place and duties. She knows why we did what we did.”
I pulled my lips behind my teeth to stop the flow of words that threatened to spill. 
Neoma scoffed. “Enough, brother. If you looked up enough from licking Dad’s boots, you’d realize so much more than you see.” She crossed her arms over her chest, then turned her attention to me. “I apologize for his ignorance.” She grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing servant and downed the pink bubbly in one swig.
I wanted to thank her, to tell her I agreed with every word of what she said, but I couldn’t. My stomach twisted as I spoke the words I knew I needed to. “My future husband saved me and has offered me so much. He is a strong and kind man. If you had any grace or eloquence, then perhaps he wouldn’t be ashamed of you. You are a princess, anointed by those in the highest power. Act like it.” 
“Wow. You two are perfect together.” She rolled her eyes and walked away, shaking her head. Her curls bounced around her neck. She wore a loose-fitting black dress and ankle-high boots. 
Kiros’s eyes lit up. “Thank you for defending me. I knew I made the right choice choosing you.” He placed his hands on my waist. He gazed down into my eyes with a look that made me uneasy. 
He leaned in closer.
“Cake,” I spluttered, before he could kiss me. Ultimately, I would have to, but not today. I couldn’t stomach his lips on mine. “I’m so hungry.”
Disappointment swept his features, but he quickly regained his composure. “Yes. Let us go and eat, then I can introduce you to the others. Neoma aside, I think you’ll get along marvelously with the rest of my family. My cousins are here, or so I heard they’d be attending.” 
I placed my hand on his chest. His breaths quickened. It wasn’t the kiss I could see he wanted, but I hoped it would be enough to satisfy him for now. “I can’t wait to get to know them, but between us…” I said. “I can’t wait to get to know you more.”
His gaze was drawn to my lips. “Me either.”
A blazing dragon of fire and embers erupted in the center of the room, dousing all around it in a red hue. I watched the flames flicker, mesmerized by the magic. It moved with such rhythm before it fizzled into nothing. 
Xenos guffawed, slapping the back of a small, wispy man with a long black beard, styled into a point.
Kiros whispered in my ear. “He’s a famous illusionist.”
“Aren’t you all?” I questioned. “I mean, you can all use magic.” 
“We all can control the elements to a point, of course. We’re taught in the academies, but some go on to specialized places that teach greater control, alchemy, water, fire, air, or earth wielding and other masteries. It takes a lot of work and a long time to master the arts in magic. We do believe in only using magic when necessary, but at the same time”—he pointed at the man—“we all love a good show.”
“Who doesn’t?”
“Do you have anything like this in Magaelor?”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “Not like this.” 
“Naturally, unless you’re bringing the dead back to life, huh?”
The joke, at the lunas’ expense, had me balling my fists. Quickly, I exhaled slowly, uncurling my fingers. Forcing a small laugh, I looked at Kiros. “Funny.”
He wasn’t laughing. “We’ll get you on the straight and narrow.”
We walked in silence to the food table. A fire raged in the pit of my stomach, wanting to engulf and destroy everything in the room. 
Over by the far table, a short, curious-looking man was searching through the pastries. Next to him was a tall, graceful woman. Both had pointed ears. She looked like sunshine, radiating gold from her hair to her bright eyes. She looked like Cedric, even in height, but his strong features came from his father. They glanced in my direction, whispered to each other, and quickly looked away. I assumed they wouldn’t be in a hurry to meet the girl they refused to save.
Kiros jumped up to see three men and a woman who’d approached us, all but forgetting me in the moment. I didn’t mind. I sat in silence as I watched him walk away. My mind drifted as I focused on people dancing. My mind always went to Morgana and her safety. No matter how many prayers I whispered for her, the worst-case scenario always crept into my thoughts. Then there was the man who had been in the pits with me. Patrick, if I remember correctly. I wondered if he’d died yet. Each thought pulled into another. My eyes flitted to Xenos, who walked proudly through the double doors. What secrets did he hide in the castle? The fortress and safety of home brought a relaxed, less guarded way of doing things. Would he have been foolish enough to leave something lying around that I could have used against him? Birch told me the Forest of Tranquillium was being cut down and he was responsible. 
A guard watched me carefully when I stood to get another cake. Whatever they’d left lying around, there was no way I’d be able to find out yet. Not until Kiros trusted me. Until then, he was my mission, my only goal. 
 
 



THIRTEEN
 
The warriors had come. Symbols were painted on their bearded faces, and their eyes were focused when they walked into the castle. Swords of silver remained stowed in hilts on their backs, and daggers in their belts. Some had long hair, tied at the back, and others had short cuts. Both ensured their hair would not get in the way in battle. Storming past me and Kiros, they were addressed at the double doors by a nervous-looking guard. They stood taller than almost everyone else at court. It took everything to tear my gaze from them as I walked with Kiros toward the carriage. “Who are those men?”
“They are barbarians. To others, protectors of the old faith. Mostly, they run with dragons.”
“Why are they here?”
“Father does business with them. He doesn’t wish to fight them. They have small numbers but are the fiercest of warriors.” His mouth twisted in disgust. “They care not for our laws. They ask for payment to keep the dragons under control. They look at the creatures as if they are kin. It’s very odd.”
I wanted to shout to them how King Xenos was keeping two dragons in Berovia. Doing so would ensure my immediate execution. I pursed my lips, unwantedly keeping in the words that would turn over Xenos’s world.
Kiros took my hand and helped me step into the carriage. “Let’s go, darling.”
 
Narrow, tall sun-washed stone buildings reached high into the cloudless sky. A bridge of arches led us into the heart of Claeri, the main city in Bluewater Province. We’d left the castle behind, glistening against the orange backdrop, and raced toward the people. White horses pulled us, dragging the wheels along the gravel. The grinding halted when we reached the smooth streets.
I craned my neck out of the window. A part of me wanted to take my chances and jump out of the carriage, but there were a dozen guards shortly ahead and behind us, and I didn’t have my staff. 
I sighed deeply and sat back against the hot velvet seat. Wiping beads of sweat off my forehead, I turned my head toward Kiros.
His eyebrows slightly raised, and his lips curved into a smile. “You’ll love Claeri.” 
“Thank you for bringing me.” I pressed my fingers into the aching muscles connecting my shoulder and neck, feeling relief in the pressure. “I needed to see outside of the castle walls.”
He leaned forward, brushing his fingers over the last fading bruise I had on show. “I’m so glad you have healed quickly. The ointment is made from ground unicorn horns. Only the elite use it, naturally. They’re very rare. We also have been adding unicorn blood to your teas. It renourishes you quickly.”
I ran cold. Unicorns couldn’t survive without their horns. I recalled the one in the forest. Its horn had been removed after it’d been killed. “Was it already dead when it had its blood stolen?” I questioned.
He cracked his fingers, flexing them outward. “I’m not sure.”
“Have you ever seen one?”
He nodded. “I had one given to me as a gift when I was younger, from the fae queen, but he ran away.” 
“Maybe it’s your old pet’s horn they used on me.” I couldn’t help myself, but I instantly regretted the comment. 
He uncrossed his arms and leaned away from me. “I didn’t think of that.”
“It probably wasn’t,” I stated, but the damage was done. 
By the time we reached our stop, Kiros was picking at his cuticles, staring out the window blankly.
“Where are we?” 
“Hmm.” He whipped his head around. “The Princetown Shop Front. There’s a jeweler we love that I wanted to take you to.” 
Appropriately named. “Oh, how fun.” I clapped with forced excitement. “I need to ask you something.”
His expression softened. “What is it, darling?”
I looked at his hand as it squeezed mine. I wished he’d stop calling me darling. “I was wondering if we can have some time on our own. I mean, we always have guards with us. It’s hard for us to get to know each other.” 
He removed his hand. “No.”
I closed my eyes briefly. Damn. I clawed to redeem our moment. It was six days to the wedding, and I had to find a way to lax the security. I was either confined to my room or with Kiros and his guards. 
When Cedric came, I would need to find a way to reach him. 
“No matter.” I bit my bottom lip. “We can get to know one another just fine with the guards.”
His shoulders relaxed. He tapped his fingers against his knee. “I’d like that. Also, about what my sister said.” Uncertainty weaved in his gaze. “I want to apologize to you. For you being…” He inhaled deeply. “Tortured. Neoma was right. It was not acceptable, no matter the circumstances, and I want to make up for what happened. My father shouldn’t have done it, and I should have come sooner to order your release. I guessed, without seeing you in person, it was easy to ignore the princess sent to the pits.” His face paled. “When I saw you, you were so broken.” He choked on his next words. “I didn’t know how to act around you.” 
No. No. No. He wasn’t allowed to try to be a better person. It wasn’t a part of my arrangement. 
“It was horrible to see,” he said. “Traumatic, really.”
I couldn’t believe it. His redemption was quickly squashed, and I repressed a scowl. He was waiting for me to make him feel better over me being tortured. 
I squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. I’m okay now.”
He cast his eyes downward. “Do you mean that?” His gaze trickled up to mine. The glacier blues scattered my annoyed expression. I fixed my face, softening my stare. 
“Yes, I do. You saved me in the end.”
“I did, didn’t I?” 
I nodded. 
He took my hand in his, brushing my skin with his fingers. “It was worth it, wasn’t it? It brought us together.”
My eyes instinctively widened. No, Kiros, it was not worth being tortured so I could be engaged to your arrogant ass! “Absolutely it was.”
“I’ve been wanting to say that to you. I’m happy to get it off my chest.” He puffed out his cheeks, pulled away from me, and slapped his hands on his knees. “Let us get out before dusk steals the day from us.”
The door opened to a bustling street. I took the hand of a footman and stepped out onto the beating hot slabs. Large buildings cast shadows onto the ground, their architecture so beautiful it enchanted even the most lost souls to the city with the promise of a future. It was a place where they could be anything. Groups of light fae giggled, their wings of pinks, yellows, and greens shimmering under the beating sun. The fashion went from normal suits and dresses of sorcerers to the absurd fae outfits of tree bark, leaves and grass blades positioned into the strangest patterns. Many of the women there wore pants. It was a new look, as not long ago, pants were worn primarily by men. The skirts of some of the fae were shorter than was appropriate. My lips parted. 
“It’s something, huh?” He shot me a toothy grin, standing tall with his chest puffed out. “Claeri is the biggest city in Berovia, boasting of the most diverse population of solises, fae, and even elves.”
“Even elves,” I said slowly.
I spotted one. Her dark hair ran down her back, poker-straight, and her pointed ears poked through the strands. A bow, made from silver, and a quiver of arrows hung from her back. “I see they still wield weapons even in modernized society.”
“We get most of our swords from them. Although, we won’t need them now that we’re bringing our kingdoms together. Magic does not always win every battle. Sometimes we must fight with blades.” He lifted his chin. “Our union is unprecedented, unlike anything ever seen. I will be the first ruler to bring peace to Berovia and Magaelor.” He pulled in a deep breath and curled up a satisfied smile on the exhale. The reds in his hair were more prominent in the bright light. “If I could only find a way to get the kingdom of Niferum under our rule, we would reign over half the world.”
Only half, I mused. I’d heard of the other kingdoms far away. Neither of our kingdoms’ men had sailed so far. We’d heard the stories of vicious beasts that splintered the bones of those who dared make it to the islands that surrounded a kingdom larger than both of ours together. On it, the stories told, there were brimstone castles, fiery beings, shifters, and a darkness that could consume any sorcerer or fae. Beyond there, no one knew. Not one person had made it back alive to tell the story. 
“Yes, we will.” 
The jewelry store was inside a grand sandstone building. A bell tinkled over the door when we entered. Glass windows allowed light to pour into the wide room. Jewels sparkled in their displays, gems that’d spotlight any pirate’s dreams. I didn’t care for jewelry much, but there was no harm in sneaking a peek at some of the items. After all, he’d brought me here to buy me things. It would be rude not to. 
I was drawn to a display of earrings. The diamonds were polished to a shine, most colorless, but at the back, a blue gem caught my eye.
“The blue diamond,” Kiros said, seeing my smile, and lightly touched the glass. “They’re extremely rare. I have two myself. Do you want it? They’d match your eyes.”
“Yes, blue. Not green,” I clarified, a smirk playing on my lips.
He chuckled. “Yes, blue.” He eyed the emerald on my engagement ring. “It’s still beautiful. Like you.”
“Stop.” I grinned and tapped his arm. 
He brushed his arm against mine. His hairs stood on end. I could feel him warming to me. Perhaps, if I could only get him to care for me, he’d loosen my metaphorical shackles, giving me wiggle room to escape. 
His eyes were fixed on mine, a deep, penetrating stare digging into the reaches of my mind. I could feel his breath when he closed the distance between us. He closed his eyes. I cringed but pouted nonetheless.
“Not here,” he said through a heavy breath. 
I sighed relief, faking it as a gasp. 
His lips brushed against my forehead on the way up. “I want our first kiss to be somewhere special. Just us.”
Opportunity called. “I agree.” I splayed my fingers over his chest. “It’s intoxicating, is it not?”
His touch lingered on my skin when he pulled away. I wanted to take a step back, but I didn’t want to offend, not when I was so close. 
“The blue diamond earrings,” he called. His stare prolonged on me until he was forced to look away by the storekeeper. 
“Your Highness.” The man bowed, showing the top of his balding head.
I touched my earlobe. I didn’t want to take advantage, but then, why not? They’d tortured me. It wasn’t like I could keep it anyway once I’d escaped. The jeweler offered for me to try them on, but I shook my head. I wanted to get out of the store and go back to that alone time. Would he give me my staff if I asked after a kiss? Would lust drive him to be careless? 
They placed them inside silver tissue paper and wrapped them. Kiros groaned impatience, both of ours growing thin for different reasons. He wanted me, and I wanted to use him. We rushed back into the carriage once he’d paid.
Kiros’s face flushed red. He opened his legs, pointing them toward me. Every other moment, he’d cast a furtive gaze at me. I saw the building desire in his eyes. I hated him and everything he stood for, but for a second, as we passed the bridge and the gravel crunched beneath us, I saw a boy who just wanted to be loved behind his lost eyes. 



FOURTEEN
 
That night, I eyed the blue diamonds on the earrings on the dresser. They shone every time the light from the lamps hit them. My thoughts, however, drifted to Cedric’s brother, the man who’d run my brother through with a sword, ending his short life on a battlefield he should have never been on. 
Cedric hadn’t brought it up. Neither had I. Not in our dreams. We both had bigger things to focus on. Avenging my brother’s death would come later. 
Tossing and turning and with sweat beading my head, I sighed. Who knew how much time had passed? Sleep eluded me. 
I rolled out the side of the bed and my bare feet hit cold marble as I grabbed an oil lamp. Creaking the door open, I bit my bottom lip. Three guards stood whispering to each other, all facing my room. They looked up, and I closed the door. I couldn’t go anywhere undetected. How was I supposed to gather information on my enemies if I couldn’t even leave my room alone? 
I placed the lamp on the window’s ledge and stared up at the stars. I wondered if there was any truth to Xenos’s beliefs. Did the stars’ positions really change anything? It was a silly notion, but why couldn’t it be true? If it were, it wouldn’t make a difference to me. I couldn’t read them. 
In Magaelor, when I couldn’t sleep, I would go to my window and could swear I’d hear the steady drums of the ancestors’ song carry in the winds from Ash Forest.
Laughter and drunken chattering reached my ears. I could hear men beyond the trees. It had to be the warriors, sleeping the night before heading back to where they had come from. I didn’t know anyone lived on the islands where dragons roamed until now. 
I hoped I’d see Cedric tonight, if he could find me. Climbing back into bed, I closed my eyes, praying to my ancestors for salvation. 
 
***
 
The next morning, I felt terrible. My eyes were heavy, my shoulders hurt, and my head ached. Grumbly, I nodded at Edna when she informed me I’d be spending the day with Kiros. 
Cedric didn’t come. I had an annoyingly dreamless sleep. Pulling a simple, green knee-length dress over my body, I forced a small smile onto my mouth. Time to go and be a fiancée to the man I hated for my survival, my kingdom, and Cedric. 
 
“Father never trusted my advice in our meetings, and I studied more than Neoma or anyone else ever did,” Kiros complained as we strolled through the gardens. Neatly lined flowerbeds of uniformed colors stretched out to the far reaches of the grassy banks. We treaded over stepping-stones, looking out over the wavering horizon. 
“It’s so unfair,” I replied for what felt like the hundredth time. A stream babbled, and toads croaked in the near distance.
“He always wanted a son to take his throne,” he stated, unaware of the boredom in my voice, “but he loved Neoma more. He never said so, but she won’t rule—she’s not even legitimate—so he doesn’t need to be so careful with her. They joke and fight with swords. He even goes hunting with her. His daughter.” He shook his head. “He won’t go with me. I’ve asked him again and again. She has radical beliefs too, well, you saw that for yourself, and yet he enjoys her company more than me.”
My lips pressed into a hard line. “I know it’s hard, but he loves you. I can see that. He’s harder on you and more distant because you’re going to be king one day. You are his namesake, the future of the kingdom he nurtures. He trusts you, and that’s more than Neoma will ever have.”
He stopped us close to the stream. The smell of freshly cut grass lingered, but the stench from a stagnant pond stewing nearby pinched the evocative smell into dankness. “Your support means everything to me.” He moistened his lips, holding my hands in his. “I need you to know you’ve grown to become a friend—well, more than that if I am being honest. You’re everything I want in a wife. I knew there was the right girl out there for me.” He squeezed my fingers. “And destiny brought you to me. I’ve never felt understood by my family, or anyone really. No one gets it, the values we hold as the next in line to the throne.”
I wanted to remind him I was no longer next in line, but a queen, rightfully, but I knew it best to keep my mouth shut. “You’re strong, Kiros.” I gazed up at him with an adoration that was difficult to fake. “Caring. I see it now, and we share so many beliefs. I couldn’t have asked for better. It may not have had the best start, but you’re right, destiny led me to you.” 
“Staying on the topic of beliefs,” he said, turning on his heel and striding forward. “I wanted to discuss your religion.”
“What about it?”
We veered left, missing the pond and leaving its festering stench behind us, and crossed the stream toward a collection of trees. I peered over the banks. Walls surrounded us. Outside of them were hundreds of guards, stationed to stop those from coming in and me from going out. 
“I want you to renounce your ancestral powers.”
My stomach knotted, but I reminded myself none of it was real. It was a game, and if I won, then I’d leave unscathed, ready to reclaim my crown with Cedric by my side. My destination was so clear in my mind, I wanted to forward through this part and get to the end. I couldn’t just say yes though. Kiros wasn’t stupid, although he was arrogant, which helped my case with hiding things. I had to show some fight to be convincing, then relent, I decided. 
“I can’t do that.” I stopped us next to a shaded area. Low branches hung over a patch of yellow grass. I let out a weighted sigh. “My ancestors are important to me.”
“I knew you’d say no, but I was hoping I could change your mind.” He gestured toward the ground. “May we?”
 I nodded, sat, and crossed my legs. “I know you want me to practice like you, but I can’t give it up. It’s all I know.”
“Yes.” His shoulders slumped forward. “I do understand. It seems unfair to ask such a thing, but if we are to bring our kingdoms together, you must understand how it would look to my people, whose numbers are much larger than yours, if I allow the continuation of such barbaric magic.”
I clenched my jaw. “Some would say the same about your magic. Your beliefs. The many religions Berovia allows, but I wouldn’t say that. Not anymore.”
He squinted, lowering his brow. “I’m sure many lunas would, but it’s not bad. We practice the original magic bestowed onto our lands, given to use by the elements we live and breathe. Yours is necromancy.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “It is not,” I retorted. “We use spirit. It’s one of the elements actually. Therefore, I suppose asking for my staff back would be foolish?”
His lips pinched. “Perhaps that’s how you see it, but you get your magic from the dead. You use them,” he replied, ignoring my question. 
Color flamed my cheeks. “We don’t use the ancestors. They help us. We are at their mercy. Not the other way around.”
“I’m sure that’s what you believe.”
I ground my teeth, digging my nails into my palm. “It’s not a belief. It’s a fact.” I uncurled my hand and looked at the half-crescent marks left behind. “We worship them, love them. They are our bloodlines. Their spirit lives on in our soil, in our staffs, in our trees.”
He shrugged. “Again, I know you really believe that, which is why I’m not angry you practice it.”
I inhaled sharply. “We have been looked down on for centuries for our magic. I see the judgment has not changed.”
“You haven’t even given elemental magic a try. Our gods gave us the ability to wield the elements. We are blessed.” He held up his index finger. “We are only to use magic when necessary, unlike you lunas who use it whenever you feel like it, for any little thing. That is not how it’s meant to be.”
I wanted to scream at him, but instead, I let my shoulders slump and reminded myself it wasn’t real and how grateful I’d feel to be rid of both Berovia and Kiros soon enough. At the same time, I also saw a boy who was much like me. I was brought up to believe what I knew was right and everyone else was wrong, and now I was seeing the other side of it, I supposed I could have been more forgiving. “Perhaps I could give elemental magic a shot, but you could try to see the beauty in ancestral magic too.”
He grimaced. “Giving elemental magic a chance is all I ask.” He stood and held out his hand. 
I grabbed it and he pulled me to my feet. I brushed off a few loose clippings of grass from my dress.
Kiros spun me back. I lost my footing and tumbled into a heap of limbs and fabric on the ground. The air was knocked out of my lungs. I heard a loud yelp and sat forward. “Kiros?”
A white snake with brown dots slithered close to me, hissing with its forked tongue in protest. Kiros rubbed the back of his ankle, his eyes welling when he turned to look at me. “Get back!” he ordered. “It’s a white adder. Not venomous but their bites hurt more than any other.”
His ankle, now on display as he lifted his trouser leg, was swollen and red. I shuffled back, kicking my legs until I was far enough to be able to jump to my feet. It followed me as I darted from left to right. I hurried back toward Kiros, but it wouldn’t relent. “It won’t stop.”
He growled and pointed his sapphire ring at the creature. With a bang, the snake erupted into white flames, and within seconds, it turned to ash. My eyes bugged. “Why didn’t you do that to begin with?”
“It would have bitten you before I got a chance.” He curled his lips behind his teeth, biting down. His cheeks were bright red.
I didn’t know what to say. He’d thrown me out of the way and taken the bite himself. I couldn’t have known he had a protective bone in his body, considering everything. It didn’t make up for the torture I had endured or the arrogance he portrayed, but it was something—a flicker of light in a man I’d painted as the villain. 
“Thank you.” I winced when he did, then I sucked in a deep breath when I took a closer look at the two puncture wounds. “We have pixies who could heal this in seconds back home.”
“I’ll go to the infirmary if I can walk. I was never taught healing spells. I’m sure they thought it unnecessary,” he mused aloud. “I should learn a few, hmm?”
I nodded and helped him hobble across the garden. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Yes.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. “Good.” 
The trip took three times as long as it took us to arrive. A guard spotted us when we approached the doors and shouted for help. He took Kiros from me and propped him up, then carried him toward the three other guards who all rushed to his aid.
I was alone enough, with the guards preoccupied. I could have run, if not for the walls and other defenses. I wished Cedric had come now. At the least, I could get some time by myself in the gardens, but staying by Kiros’s side would have gained the trust I needed for when it really mattered. I cast my eyes down at the ground and hurried behind them as they walked him to the infirmary. My lips curled between my teeth. I wished I could find my staff, but it had probably been broken into tiny pieces or burned. The thought ached my soul. 
 
 



FIFTEEN
 
I gripped onto the sandstone ledge, looking out over the rocky mountains. Orange basked over the sharp edges as the sun descended. I pressed my teeth into my bottom lip, readying myself for a meeting with King Xenos. Kiros was still in the infirmary but had made a swift recovery, thanks to the ointment made from powdered unicorn horn and who knew what else. He would be out soon. In the meantime, I knew what I needed to do. Xenos may have been nice to me or had even believed my niceties, but I was sitting prey in the castle. I had to take action, poke until I found out more information. 
The king’s guards had escorted me to the small office where meetings were held with lesser dignitaries. The small, oak desk was empty, aside from a paperweight and a few blank scrolls. 
I inhaled deeply and turned on my heel. The doors swung open, and a cool draft followed his tan robes that fluttered behind him. His toenails were polished under his sandal straps. I dragged my gaze up to his poised stare. “My future daughter-in-law.” He extended his arms, embracing me. He smelled like a mix of spices and citrus. “I hope you’re here to discuss what your kingdom can do for mine.” He shot me a playful smile before reaching the globe. 
The doors closed, leaving us alone.
“Thank you for taking the meeting with me.” My tone came out harder than I’d expected. I softened my voice. “When will the announcement of my engagement to your son be?”
He spun the globe in the corner with his index finger and trailed the tip over the large continents. “Once the words ‘I do’ leave your lips.” 
I expected nothing less. I knew that coming into this. To announce too early, when something could still go wrong, was foolish. He needed to keep Edgar in the dark until he had his puppet princess ready to move into the kingdom, then take the crown with a ring on my finger that would forever shackle me to Berovia. “Yes, I suspected your answer.”
His eyes widened. “You did?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “Your son is your greatest asset, the heir to the biggest throne in the world. He’s everything you would want in a prince, no? Therefore, his marriage is of subsequent importance, and so much can happen between now and the wedding. You wouldn’t want to be left looking foolish if it didn’t go through.”
He let out a short laugh. “Luckily for us, Winter, there is nothing that could happen between now and the wedding.”
I couldn’t wait for the day where he and his son would be left red-faced once I’d run with Cedric and took back my kingdom. Until then, I forced my most charming smile. “I mean, something could happen to me. If I died, there would be no engagement. I’ve already come pretty close here already.” I locked eyes with him, holding my breath for him to show his hand.
“Almost.” His lips curled into a sneer. “Fortunately, my son saw another way to benefit us all.”
I turned my back toward him, trailing my fingers along the ledge, and caught a glimpse of the setting sun. “He is smart, isn’t he? It’s incredible how he saw what you couldn’t.”
“Like you said, so much could still happen between now and the wedding.”
I ignored his thinly veiled threat. “Yes, but Edgar would be a king you wouldn’t always be able to control.”
“You underestimate me.”
“I wish I could see the greatness your son speaks of.” I turned my head. “He speaks so highly of you.”
His cheeks burned red. “If you think I don’t have ways to pacify your cousin, then you’re deeply mistaken. He will not rule if I don’t deem his reign fit. The Mortis line has hurt our monarchy for long enough. If we continue to do nothing, then we are just as bad as you.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Yet, your plan has one flaw I’m sure you haven’t thought of.”
He clenched his jaw. “I’ve thought of everything.”
“You can’t remove a monarch without a war.” 
“There are ways,” he spat. “Don’t believe we don’t have a backup plan, then another and another. I have thought of every possibility.” 
“My point.” I held up a finger. “With your son inheriting a crown of his own, you’d have full control, and yet I know nothing of the future of the kingdom I am giving him.”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “I knew you were feigning your sweet attitude when I met you.” 
“Not quite. I do indeed find Kiros charming. I like him.” It was a lie but one I spoke with conviction. “I want to do right by my kingdom, and unity is the best way for that, and I really will do what is needed to change Magaelor. I never did follow my father’s rules.” My eyes flashed. “However, Edgar is weak. You must know this.”
He didn’t respond. 
“I can’t consider taking back my throne without a plan,” I stated. “My people may not accept me now.”
He considered me for a few seconds before exhaling slowly. “You’re smarter than I gave you credit, living up to your Denor sign. Although, I do not appreciate your tone. Have some respect, for I am still your king.”
His words charged me with flames that I had to suffocate before replying. I uncurled my fingers, relaxing my shoulders. “I need to know what your plan is, else I go into this blind.”
“Have faith in your elders.”
“You son will be king of Magaelor if I marry him.”
“Yes.”
“He will have full reign, as he will be granted the full rights of a king.”
“Yes.”
“Then ease my anxieties. What do you have to lose? I cannot go anywhere, do anything, or run. I can’t refuse, else I die. You have me at your mercy, so please, is it not better for us to go into this as allies? Would it not make the transition easier? Why make this difficult? You could go that route, but I could fight you at every turn, even if it meant by death. I know my people would challenge Kiros’s rule if something were to happen to me mysteriously, without an heir.”
His expression faltered. “I’ll be honest then. I like Edgar,” He admitted. “It brings me no pleasure to hurt him. Naturally, his survival cannot continue after we reinstate you as queen and, therefore, my son as king. Your rule will forever be called into question by those loyal to Edgar’s reign.” He blew out a tense breath and ran his hand across his crownless head. “Your people will accept you as their queen. We have been keeping an eye on things in Magaelor. Many do not like Edgar and what he stands for. Your people, unfortunately, are far too indoctrinated to accept such change. They are loyal to what they know, and what they know is you. For some unknown reason, they adored your father and, therefore, will accept you back with ease.”
I nodded. “So how will you remove Edgar?”
“We have assassins placed at court, in positions high enough to get close to him. Men who are willing to die for their king and kingdom. He opened his doors to us, which will, in turn, be his downfall.”
“Like a knife in the back.”
“Indeed.” He cast his gaze downward, then trailed it back to mine.
“Magaelor will still uprise. Murder will be suspected. You’ll need an army.”
“We have one.” He leaned back against the wall. “With the power of dragons, we can take Magaelor back if needed. An army no one can drown.” 
My eyes lit up. “Using the dragons to fly there—”
He scoffed. “Silly girl, no. We syphon their powers. They’re huge beasts, so it takes months to weaken them, but once we do, we can use their incredible strength and fire-wielding abilities and channel it through a relic.”
I shook my head. “Like you did with faeries many centuries ago.”
“That was different. We would never think to do such evil now. Dragons are not people. They do not have feelings like we do, although the firedrake warders from the south would tell you otherwise.” I assumed he was talking of the warriors who’d come to court the other day. “Their claims, fortunately, have been sedated for now.”
“Dragons are protected though.”
“Yes.” He didn’t elaborate. Instead, he drummed his fingers against the globe. “How fortunate it is that we are on the same side. Has this eased your concerns?”
I nodded quickly. “Yes, and thank you.”
“I expect full cooperation from this point on.”
I dipped my head. “You have it.”
A question lingered on my tongue. There was one other thing, an important one: Morgana. I wanted to ask him to save her, but I knew if I told him my weakness, he’d exploit it, and if she’d survived so far, I didn’t want to endanger her anymore. I decided to wait until I’d gained Kiros’s trust to ask such a monumental favor. 
Xenos paused to look at the globe once more before he strode out of the small room. From the corner of my eye, I noticed a red scorpion that scuttered behind a low-hanging curtain made of red threads. I waited a full minute before letting out a weighted sigh. I spun around, and the green on my dress shimmered as I watched dusk kiss night. Stars speckled against the indigo canvass, and inky splats of black spread like veins through the blue. I breathed in the humid air and pressed my elbows onto the window ledge. Propping my chin up on my hands, I gazed out.
I should’ve been shocked they were siphoning power from dragons, but nothing surprised me with those people. He said it took months to weaken them. They were ginormous creatures with impenetrable scales. The inventive torture they’d needed to have used made me shudder, despite the heat. The memory of the poor baby dragon walking behind its mother tugged at my heart. Xenos was no better than us, although he claimed to be. Berovia’s rules about protecting dragons and helping everyone was a cover-up for getting what they wanted.
I had to find out where they kept the dragons. The creatures were rare, a dying breed. To capture not just one, but two, was an improbable task, especially when the firedrake warders protected them on the islands. I doubted they had more than the two I saw, and if they did, they couldn’t have had many. Wherever they were keeping them, it had to be out of the way but close enough so Xenos could keep an eye on them, out of fear of being caught. A prison contained, with magic. I didn’t know this kingdom enough to think of such a place, but I did know one person who did: my fiancé. 



SIXTEEN
 
Darkness swallowed me as I desperately tried to claw out of my nightmare. Blaise was watching me. The smoky gray in his irises had turned white, and his lips were pale, stretched into an unmoving line. He was empty, hollow. The smell of damp mold hung in the stagnant air. Drips sounded in the background. We were in the dungeons at Lepidus. The crown on his head was wrapped with ivy and moss. He reminded me of a living doll but was somehow alive.
“Blaise,” I pleaded at the resemblance of the boy I had once opened my heart to, no matter how brief. “Show me you’re in there. I’m afraid this is real.”
I knew I was dreaming, but nothing in my life was meaningless. Had he come to me like Cedric had? Was he finding me, or was it a premonition of dark days to come? Morgana had told me time and again I had the power of foresight, but I never believed it. 
He opened his mouth. His tongue was inky black, as if he were poisoned, just like his father had been. It was a task he must have done daily, to weaken him and turn him mad, pushing him to take his life. I didn’t want to believe it, but I had guessed all along. How could I judge him? Hadn’t we both taken our parents’ lives? 
My stomach ached when I awoke. I sat upright and jolted when Edna brushed the sweaty strands out from my eyes. “You were dreaming,” she said. “Tossing and turning since early morning when I came to check on you.”
I wiped the sweat from my forehead. I’d hoped to see Cedric, not a hollow husk of Blaise standing in a room I couldn’t escape. My eyes flitted to the window. “Did I sleep in?”
“No, it’s still early if you wanted to see Kiros. He will be out today.” Her smile brushed her cheeks pink. “He’s doing much better.”
I placed my hands on the sheets, over my lap. For once, I was happy she’d woken me up. “That’s great news.” I looked up at her, bleary-eyed. I didn’t care to ask about his recovery. I should have, but Edna took every opportunity to give me updates as if I were waiting eagerly for news, like a wife should. 
I did need to talk to him though. The dragons were being kept somewhere, and if I could find out where, and perhaps help them escape once Cedric got us out of here, it would remove their secret weapon with the added benefit of wreaking havoc on Bluewater. 
I breathed in the evocative smell of honey and vanilla. “What’s that?”
“Your bath is ready.”
My shoulders rolled back at the thought of sinking into the steaming water. It was the singular best thing I enjoyed at court. I’d take a bath, then go to see Kiros. If he was being discharged from the infirmary, we could take another walk, get out of the castle. We were days away from the wedding, and I was still no closer to gaining his trust or getting any sort of free rein without a dozen guards always watching me.
Doubts had begun to sneak into the corners of my mind too. What if Cedric wasn’t coming? Something may have held them up. He hadn’t visited my dreams the last few nights. Once I had begun thinking about everything that could go wrong, including Cedric’s safety, my belly hurt. “Perhaps I’ll skip breakfast,” I told Edna before hurrying to the bath. My hands were shaking. My faith unraveled as I took off my robe and stepped into the water. The smell was intoxicating, yet nothing calmed the questions hammering in my skull. My thoughts treaded every eventuality. By the end of my bath, I’d concluded Cedric wasn’t coming, and if he did, we’d die in the fight to get me out. I rubbed my eyes and stepped out and into fresh, fluffy towels. I was going to become either the queen of a kingdom I couldn’t rule, and the wife of a man I hated, or a body buried in an unmarked grave, forgotten as the princess who never made it home. 
 
***
 
I trembled away the memory of Blaise in my dreams and instead focused on the hallway ahead. Diamond patterns ran down the center of the marble floor, curling around into smaller passageways that led to the different wings. Some were empty, others bustling. I dipped down an empty one. The sounds of my clicking heels echoed. Light poured in through the windows, which came to a point near the high ceiling. Sandstone pillars shaded the view of a fountain with a naked lady in the center of the courtyard outside. The royals’ private gardens. I pulled my gaze from the window to where the hallway split. I hurried up the steps until I reached the infirmary and stepped inside. I inhaled deeply but held my breath for a moment before seeing Kiros’s bright smile. 
“Winter.” 
“I’m so glad you’re feeling better.” 
He looked me up and down. “You look so tense. Where have you been? I thought you’d have come to see me.” Hurt laced his features. 
I wished my thoughts would clam, especially when the nightmare still threatened my conscious mind. “I’m sorry. I wanted to come, but I had a headache.”
He leaned forward, brushing my cheek. “No need to apologize.”
I desperately wanted to bat away his hand, but instead, I moved into his embrace. “I’m so grateful you took a snake bite for me. I was so frightened.”
He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to lie next to him. I hated the doting fiancée, little-girl act. I was a queen in my own right, yet pretending to fawn over a prince, give up my magic, and go against everything I stood for. 
Torture hadn’t been my lowest point; agreeing to this wedding was. 
I decided not to tell him I had met with his father. Instead, I tugged his hand and sat upright. “Will you come for a walk with me? I haven’t been allowed out while you’ve been in here.”
“I thought you had a headache?”
“Yes.” I flinched. “Fresh air is the best cure, not that I could have been out there for long.”
He arched an eyebrow. “If you didn’t want to see me, that’s fine. You don’t have to pretend.”
“Really.” I sandwiched his hand between mine. “I did. Honestly, seeing you in pain was too much. You saved me.” Tears pooled in my eyes. It wasn’t a hard feat. I was always on the verge of crying anyway. “It would have caused more guilt than I could have contained.” I splayed my fingers over his chest and gazed into his shocking blue stare. “I’ve missed you.” 
His lips loosened into a small smile. “I’ve missed you too.” 
His breath tickled my nose. I’d been avoiding it, but I couldn’t any longer. For my kingdom, for everything, even if I doubted Cedric coming—and my anxiety made me question it almost every day—I had to have faith and at the least prepare like I’d promised him.
Kiros leaned into the kiss. He gripped my hips and pulled me closer into his body. I gasped as he stole my last breath, reaching his tongue inside my mouth. I squirmed for a moment but relaxed. His muscles ribbed against my body. He was stronger than Cedric or Blaise but far gentler. He pulled away, his eyes brighter than I’d ever seen them. His cheeks were pink, his breaths quickened. He took my shuffle as a sign I wanted more, and he kissed me again, this time more rugged. 
When he finally pulled away, I inhaled sharply. I leaned my head against his chest, finding comfort in a dark place where I could close my eyes. 
All it did was remind me of Cedric. My heart hurt from missing him. I choked on a sob I desperately wanted to keep inside. 
He tilted my head upward to look at him, then wiped my tears with his other hand. “Sweet Winter.”
I let him believe in our love story, in us, in my tears as a gesture. I needed that. But my heart ballooned. My brain faltered. My eyes glazed, then closed. Blaise unwantedly penetrated my thoughts. Our first kiss. I could feel he wanted me, but he wouldn’t admit any true feelings between us. I saw myself in him. He flamed spontaneity and excitement in my bones, but we could never have been. He was convinced he was the boy who couldn’t love, and I was the princess who could unravel a king. Together, worlds would have burned. I didn’t admit it at the time, but even when he did threaten my crown and war with my people, I still longed for him. Now, I had Cedric, who felt like the home I’d searched for since I was old enough to understand the concept. He was all I needed, and thoughts of Blaise couldn’t taint it. What Cedric and I had was special.
Kiros tightened his grip on me. I let him hold me because I needed to be held. By anyone. “I’ve never felt this way before,” he whispered, his breath dancing on my ear, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand erect. “I…”
Don’t say it. He didn’t know what he felt. He was reacting to something that wasn’t real.
“I love you, Winter.”
The words left his lips before they’d ever left Cedric’s or Blaise’s. They were empty, hollow, and would forever pit our nations against one another if I got out. It had gotten personal. I’d gained his trust. I’d made him want me as Cedric had suggested, but I’d unwantedly pulled him to fall for me. All that was left was to shatter his heart into a million pieces.
With a lump in my throat, I averted my eyes and swallowed thickly. “I love you too.” The words felt unfamiliar on my tongue. 
He knocked the air out of me as he squeezed me tighter, his desire growing. “I’m going to make you happy, every day, like you have done me.” A wide, toothy smile stretched across his mouth. 
Before he could kiss me again, I moved away. “I’m so happy.” I sniffed and wiped my tears. “Can we go for that walk? It feels so passionless in here.” I chuckled, gesturing at the white walls, plain floor, and metal, hard beds. 
“Yes, it does.” He brushed back his hair and let out a long breath. “I feel amazing. Perfect, Winter. You are everything, everything to me.”
I watched as he fell deeper into the pool of lust, mistaking it for love. I allowed him to believe in it. I returned his words with as much sincerity as I could muster. 
He twirled a lock of my hair around his finger. “Fate has smiled on me, and I am the luckiest man alive.”
 
 



SEVENTEEN
 
Light sprayed through an arched window, brightening the hallway. Neoma’s voice heightened as her and Kiros’s discussion grew heated. His tone remained steady, although I could detect the slight stumble on words as he attempted to reason with her.
“They’re not going to hurt him,” he stated. 
She scoffed and placed her hand on her hip. “I am amazed at your arrogance, although I should be used to it by now.”
He shook his head. “If it were down to you, we’d have no monarchy.”
“That’s not true!” She hissed. “I’m concerned about an old friend of both of ours.”
“They are elves.” His tone thickened. “It’s not our problem. If Davidson wants to fight for them, then that’s up to him.”
Her eyes bulged. “He wants more rights for them. They’re not treated fairly. And to stop the cutting down of the forest. He’s been thrown in the dungeons for doing nothing more than being a good person.” 
She caught my attention. I wanted the same thing as this Davidson fellow.
“He will be released. He was threatening the king. What did you expect? It’s treason.” 
“Father will have him killed. You know how he deals with problems. You could talk to him, plead with him, but you won’t.”
“Davidson will be fine. There is no reason to.”
They stood inches from each other, both with balled fists. She pulled her fingers up to her white necklace and fumbled the red pendant. He toyed with his ring. I understood. Silent threats. Secretly, I wondered who would win if it came to a magic duel. 
I stepped between them. “Please, let’s not fight.”
She rolled her eyes and let go of her necklace. “You.” She twirled dark ringlets of her hair around her finger. “You’re the same as him. I knew nothing would change around here.” Her eyes narrowed. She looked from me to him and tutted. “Whatever, what’s the point in saying anything?”
She stormed away, kicking the leg of a tall stand as she did, sending it crashing to the ground. The blue vase that had sat on it shattered into hundreds of tiny pieces. 
Kiros ground his teeth. “She never listens. I know my father will let him go. He didn’t have a choice. Davidson threatened the crown. His hands were tied, even if Davidson was a friend once upon a time.”
I placed my hand against his chest and kissed his lips for a moment. “I know. You’re doing your best.” I despised my own words, but I needed something from him today, so I had to be on his best side. Now that he thought he was in love with me, it made things easier. “I needed to talk to you actually.”
His gaze trickled down to mine, his lips curling into a bright smile. “What is it, darling?”
My hands were clammy. I touched his fingers and linked them with mine. “Back home.” My eyes watered on demand. “I have a friend. Her name is Morgana. Well, she’s imprisoned, possibly executed.” My stomach twisted so much, I felt vomit crawl up my throat, biting my breath. I swallowed thickly, closing my eyes for a second. “I must know if she is still alive. If she is, then, is there any way you can have her released?” I’d waited until now, giving her the best chance. It was all I could do. I wanted to ask after the elves too, but even Kiros didn’t have that much power. One thing at a time, and Morgana was my priority. 
He hesitated.
I squeezed his hand. “I need you to save her, for me. Please, Kiros. You’d be my hero. I can’t rely on anyone else.”
The uncertainty in his expression washed away with my words. He tensed his muscles, then stood taller. “I’ll find out about your friend. Don’t worry about a thing. I will fix this for you.”
Relief washed through me. I prayed, as I did in my quiet moments when I had the comfort of blackness behind my eyes, to my ancestors, begging again for her life to be spared for another day, if it had been prolonged to now already. “Thank you.” Tears danced down my cheeks, patterning wetness on my skin.
He brushed them away with the back of his hand. “Don’t cry.” His eyes rounded. “I’ll make this okay. I promise.”
I rested my head on his chest, grateful—for the first time since arriving—to have him in my corner. “There’s something else. When I was in the pits…”
He squirmed uncomfortably.
“I saw two dragons being taken somewhere. I thought they were protected creatures. Why were they here?” I asked, feigning ignorance to my prior knowledge. “The men who’d come, the warriors you spoke of, they run with them, no?”
His eyebrows furrowed, wrinkling his forehead. “You must be mistaken.”
“I’m not. You can’t miss them.”
He fumbled his fingers and looked over at the window. Outside, ferns baked under the midday sun. “Dragons are impossible to capture.”
“I’m sorry, I know what I saw.”
“If they were there, then it would be because the firedrake warders brought them with them. They’re protected creatures under the monarchy. If they had come to the kingdom, they’d have been taken to the hole to sleep. Not the pits.”
“The hole?” I arched an eyebrow. 
“It’s these massive underground caves, where large creatures are taken if they pose a danger to society, like dragons. Although, they’re never used unless for absolute emergencies. It’s so rare for anything like that to happen. My father would have told me if the firedrake warders had brought dragons here.”
I already knew they hadn’t and that Xenos had caught them so he could steal their powers. But I couldn’t tell Kiros. “You know.” I placed my index finger in the air. “You were right. When I think back, it was hazy. I was severely dehydrated and tired. I probably hallucinated.”
He placed his hands on my shoulders, looking me in the eye. “I’m sorry, again, you had to go through what you did. I wish I could go back and take you out of there sooner. My poor girl.” He pulled me into a hug, holding my body against his. His breath tickled my neck, the sun warming us both. “I’ll never let anything like that happen to you again. I love you so much.” His grip tightened. “I’ll always keep you safe.”
I wanted to squirm out of his arms, but I stayed rooted to the spot. “I know,” I said slowly. “I love you too.” 
The lie hardened my heart. 
 
***
 
After dinner and dancing, women in red-and-orange skirts danced in thin, soft net down to their feet, circling in the middle of the floor. Tight orange fabric was wrapped over their breasts, around them like a band and coming to a knot on their back. Their stomachs were visible, and their bellybuttons were pierced with silver loops. I’d never seen anything like it in my life. Black curls of hair rippled around them as they danced to the bongo players. I watched, mesmerized, as they moved with grace and flexibility. They tossed their hips from one jolt to another, then curled their stomachs over and over, creating a synchrony between them. When they finished, I stood, clapping. My eyes sparkled. 
Kiros stepped next to me, leaning his head toward mine. “Impressive, huh? They’re dancers from the south. A new addition to court.”
“I love them.”
He chuckled and looked around. “So do the men here.”
“The way they moved, the music, the energy… it was captivating. I wish I could dance like them.”
He kissed my cheek. “Queens don’t need to.”
I clenched my jaw. “Yes, of course not.”
“Besides, you’re far more beautiful than any woman in this castle, including the dancers.”
“You’re too kind,” I said simply. “I enjoyed the cake.” I eyed the leftovers of orange sponge with yellow paste. “Interesting taste compared to what I’m used to. A little spicy for a desert.”
He grinned. “You’ll get used to it. This is your home now. Of course, we will visit Magaelor twice yearly for a few weeks and appoint council to run our kingdom in our absence.”
My muscle tensed, hearing him refer to Magaelor as our kingdom. I reminded myself it wasn’t real and would be over soon. “You have a beautiful land here.”
“You’ve only seen Bluewater. There is so much to see in Berovia. The climates and cultures change as you venture to different parts of the kingdom. The fae province is beautiful, with blossom trees and red leafy trails, luscious green hills, and fields, and they house some of the rarest flowers in the world. I will take you there on our wedding tour.” His cheeks balled. “Which is in two days. Are you ready?”
My breath hitched. “I couldn’t be more ready.” 
I prayed silently as Kiros walked off to meet a group of his old friends growing up. They all wore suits made of fine fabrics and bright colors. Please guide Cedric here, keep him safe, let us get out of this alive so I can go home and rule our people.
 
I kissed Kiros on the cheek and told him I was going to walk back to my room. He let me, without guards. A smile covered my face as I hurried up a spiraling staircase toward the west wing of the castle. It was thrilling to be on my own and not in my room. Trailing my finger along the polished stone walls, I rounded the column that reached all the way up several floors. It was somehow colder there than it was outside.
A small red door sat in front of me. Instead of continuing upward, my hand instinctively reached for the black doorknob and turned it. The door clicked open. I ducked inside, my heart skipping a beat when I saw a small, clean-shaven man with big round eyes the color of honey, dark skin, and short, black frizzy hair. He wore long green robes, which matched the smoke inside the crystal ball he’d been holding. 
“You’re a seer!” I exclaimed. 
“Yes.” His voice was deep, and calming. “Who are you?” 
I wanted to joke that he should already know, but he wasn’t Morgana. “Winter. Mortis,” I stated. “Princess.”
“Yes, you’re marrying Prince Kiros.”
“So you’ve been told.”
“The king tells me everything.” He turned his back toward me to look at the shelves. The room was bigger, but it reminded me of the tower room Morgana had lived in. Bookshelves leaned against each wall, leaving space only for the window and a small bench. On it was a draped fur, a discarded book open to the middle, and scattered runes. In the middle of the room, a large round stone table stood proudly. A bottle filled with red liquid, a set of tarot cards—with the wanderer and Ring of Immortalem cards visible—and a small bowl filled with herbs sat in the center on top of a black cloth. 
“I have a friend who’s a seer.”
“How unfortunate for her.”
My eyebrows shot up my forehead. “It is a gift.”
“It’s easy to say when you don’t have it.”
I wanted to point out that supposedly I did, but I stayed quiet on the subject. “Well, then. Sorry to disturb you.”
“You’re not,” he answered simply and returned the crystal ball to its stand on a shelf. “Why did you seek me out?”
I hadn’t, but it was an opportunity. “I wanted to know if the friend I just told you about is still alive.”
“Do you have payment?”
I shook my head. “Does being the next princess of Berovia count?” 
“No. I cannot count on it.”
Oh no. “Why?”
“Destiny refuses to show me your future. It’s maddening.” He ticked his finger against the spine of a book. “The king asks me daily, and he does not like when he doesn’t get what he wants.”
“What did you tell him?”
“That you’re to be married to his son.”
“Then you’d be correct,” I lied. I found comfort that my future was not being shown by fate. I wondered… Was there even one left for me?
“I hope I am.” He didn’t seem overly friendly.
“I should go then.”
He closed his eyes, placing his hands on the crystal ball on the shelf. I wasn’t sure if it was my cue to go or not. 
After a minute, he opened them again. “She is either cloaked, dead, or destiny will not show me her either.” He scowled at the ceiling.
“Perhaps you’re losing your curse,” I snarked. After all, he had said it wasn’t a gift and didn’t seem happy whatsoever. 
“If that is true,” he replied in all seriousness. “Then pray for my soul when Xenos learns of it.”
“What’s your name?”
“Magnus.”
“If you’re ever in need of a change, I hope you would consider Magaelor. There, we regard seers in the highest of esteems,” I said earnestly.
“If our kingdoms join, then I would consider it.” 
On that note, I left, feeling a little heavier than when I’d entered. Morgana was either dead or cloaked. I wished for the latter. 
 
 



EIGHTEEN
 
When I closed my eyes, I was back in the cage. The bars tinged my skin red, blistering over old sores that never got to heal. Puss drained down my arms when I sat upright. I wanted to lie down and rest my head, but the sun beat down on me, unrelenting in its heat. Snakes slithered along the sand and stone, and scorpions crawled into the cages of unsuspecting prisoners, their tails poised to sting. 
I gasped for air, suddenly desperate to get out. Those moments rushed back every now and then, in between thoughts of giving up, as if my body were reminding me that I needed to survive. I gripped my aching fingers around the bars, screaming for someone, anyone, to save me. 
My eyelids fluttered open to the dim lights of the lamps, flickering flames onto the shadows on the walls. Kneading my fists into the blankets, I looked around. My room had subtle differences than where I was. The tables were in the wrong place, the painting of a landscape hung crooked—inches to the left of where it usually did—and the window was the wrong shape.
“You’re dreaming.” Cedric’s voice bounced around me.
I whipped my head around. He was leaning against the door with an uncertain smile on his face but then hurried toward me. We met in the middle, both of our arms stretched outward, and grabbed onto one another as if we hadn’t seen each other in years. It sure felt like we hadn’t. 
“How do you know what my room looks like?” I questioned. 
“It was your dream. I simply came in and made it ours.” He let out a weighted sigh, resting his head against mine. “How are you doing?” 
“Kiros is in love with me,” I blurted. “He thinks he is anyway.”
He pulled me to arm’s length, his gold gaze searching mine. “How do you know this?”
“He told me.” I blew out a long exhale. “I didn’t mean for it to happen; I just did what you told me to. I gained his trust.”
He nodded slowly. “This could work for us. I hope.” He scratched the back of his neck. “Don’t worry about a thing.”
“Are you close?” I questioned. “The wedding is the day after tomorrow.” My voice went up a whole octave. “I can’t go through with it, but I can’t run either. If I marry him, I hand over Magaelor. I’d rather die.”
Cedric squeezed my arms. “Don’t you dare consider—”
“Then get me out of here,” I stated firmly, interrupting him. It was a low blow, a thinly veiled threat, but I was desperate, and I meant it. I really would rather be dead than see Berovia rule over my people. 
“We’re in Woodbarrow. We’ll be in Bluewater tomorrow evening. We have fast horses. I have a plan. I’ve been trying to reach you.” His gaze flicked around mine manically. “But I couldn’t spend all my time asleep, not when I had a mission to uphold. I promised you I’d get you out of there, so promise me you’ll trust me to. You won’t give up.” 
“I’ll wait,” I said slowly. “Until the I do’s if I must, but I will run if you’re not there, like I did to Blaise, except this time it’s different. There’s more at stake. They’ll kill me if I don’t go through with it, Cedric. It doesn’t matter if Kiros loves me or not. Xenos is king and he doesn’t.”
His face flushed red. His hair was wilder than I’d ever seen. His bright golden locks darted off in every direction, and his pointed ears poked out through the strands. He wore a gold hoop in one ear—a new addition, or at least I’d not noticed it before. 
He took my hand in his and pulled me close to him. He brushed my hair back, then ran the back of his hand down my cheek to my neck, pausing once to look into my eyes. “I’ve missed you. We got so little time before you were taken from me. Then we had only moments in the dungeons, in your dreams. I thought I’d die seeing you tortured and in pain. Everything you’ve been through.” He kissed my forehead. “My brave, strong woman. I’m proud of you. You’ve come so far, and it will all be worth it. We just have to get past this, then you’ll see.” 
“They’re hiding dragons. They’re holding two of them down in these caves they use. The hole, which is underground. Kiros told me it’s where they would be taken. I saw them in the pits, being dragged out.” 
“They’re close to the dungeons. I know what ones he speaks of.”
“We should go and help them escape.” I looked up at him, wild-eyed. “They’re siphoning their magic to use in place of a large army.”
He clenched his jaw. “Liars. All of them. They did that to us, centuries ago. Siphoned our magic.”
I dipped my head. “I know.”
“It’s disgusting. You know what happens after any creature is weakened and their magic siphoned? They become hollow husks. Their soul slowly fades to nothing. It’s the worst kind of death. Sorcerers don’t care about any creature that uses natural magic, including dragons.”
I cleared my throat. “I know you’re angry; so am I!”
He shook his head. “Let’s focus on getting you out of this vile place first. We can work out details after.”
I nodded. “Before this ends…” I reached up to cup his cheek, feeling him beginning to fade. “I need to do something.” I brought my lips to his, feeling them caress mine gently, then with more urgency. He deepened the kiss. We held each other until the room began spinning and I could no longer feel him pressed against me.
I felt like air had been knocked out of my lungs. My eyes burned when I opened them. Still pink from the kiss, I jumped on seeing Kiros. I placed my hand over my racing heart. “You scared me.”
“I shouldn’t have come.” His cheeks burned too. It was still dark, but indigo had begun softening to a lighter blue and gray. Stars disappeared into the darkness.
“It’s so early.” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s fine. Is everything okay?” My cheeks burned with the thought of Cedric’s kiss.
Kiros chuckled. “You look like you’ve been caught with your pants down.”
My forehead wrinkled. “What?”
He smirked and sat at the end of my bed. “Never mind, it’s a saying here.” 
“Oh. Right.”
“You don’t do humor much in Magaelor, hmm?”
I crossed my arms. “If you’ve come to my room early just to insult me,” I joked. “Then you can go.” I pointed at the door. 
“I’ve come to tell you something actually. It’s important. I figured you’d want to know straight away. It was difficult to manage. It took a lot of work on my part. You’d be impressed if you knew how I duped Father into going for it.” He grinned. “Your friend, Morgana, the one you wanted to save. I negotiated her release. No one is none the wiser you were behind it.”
My world spun for a moment. I gripped the sheets, and my heart skipped a beat. Dizziness stole my breath. “She’s alive?” I choked back a sob. 
His eyes gleamed. “She is.”
My tears fell thick and fast. Relief washed away everything else. I placed my hands over my mouth and nose. I couldn’t talk yet; my soul could barely be contained in my body. 
Kiros leaned forward, his voice charged with hope. “Are you happy?”
“So happy,” I cried. “I’m so grateful, Kiros. Truly. I…” I paused. My heart softened to him, only slightly. He was ignorant, arrogant, and damn right self-absorbed, but deep down, he had a good heart, one I was close to breaking. “Kiros.” I slowed my breathing, wiping my tears on the white sheets. “No matter what happens, I want you to know I’m thankful to you for this.”
He arched an eyebrow. “No matter what happens?”
“I mean, you know, marital fights.” I laughed. “That sort of thing.”
“Right.” His eyebrows pointed down, but his smile quickly replaced his frown. “I’ve not slept. I was up all night doing this for you.” He yawned and stretched his arms. “It was worth it,” he said, finishing his stretch, and placed his hands on my bed. “To see that perfect smile of yours.”
I blushed for the first time since being here. “You should go rest. Thank you, again.”
He closed the distance between us and ran the tip of his nose against mine, closing his eyes with a deep inhale. “You never need to thank me, darling.” He pulled away, squeezed my hand, and stood. “I’ll see you later today.”
“Wait,” I called, before he could leave. Perhaps it was guilt or gratitude, but I knew in his bleary-eyed stare I couldn’t let him go. “Sleep here.” I pointed at my bed. “I’m going to bathe anyway, then get dressed and go for breakfast. Besides, your room is so far from mine.”
A smile spread over his face. “I’d love that.”
 
I waited for light snores to leave his mouth when I stepped into the warm water. Lilies floated on the water’s surface, and the smell of honey and vanilla filled the space. I breathed it in, my eyes rolling to the back of my head. 
My stomach did a flip when I thought about Morgana, bringing me out of my relaxed state. I couldn’t stop thinking about her being alive, being free. I thanked the ancestors, in my head, over and over. I wished I could get a message to her, tell her to run before I did so she wouldn’t be punished for me. I wondered if she already knew. She was skilled at foresight. She’d use her cards. I had to believe she would find a way out knowing what was to come. I begged destiny, an unseen force, to reveal to Morgana the future so she could make the best decision. 
I inhaled deeply, then exhaled, sending tingles through my body. Cedric was coming tomorrow. He was close—we were so close—to being together and going home. I had so many fears that niggled; how would I take back my throne and go against Berovia, who would surely attack me once I escaped, then Edgar and his army? He needed to die if I were to rule again. He’d been a king, and there was no going back from that. Loyalists who preferred his rule would always call him the rightful leader and never accept me. After all, kings and queens were anointed by the ancestors and creator, and Edgar had been given that power, even if temporarily. Some may see it as it was meant to be and it happened because I wasn’t fit to rule, or whatever aligned with their desires. 
 There was Blaise too, and the dream of him. The memory was hard to ignore, ingrained into my subconscious. It was too much to think about. I needed to focus on one day at a time. For now, it was getting through the day, then tomorrow, my wedding. 
I would have had two wedding days without having been married. The irony made me chuckle softly. Staring up at the mermaid mural, then trickling my gaze to the sandstone pillars, I relaxed my shoulders, drooping my arms, and floated into the water until it reached the bottom of my lip. I closed my eyes, finding comfort in the darkness. Every knot untangled in my body. 
Morgana was saved. Cedric was coming. It was all going to be okay. I felt the ancestors with me when I heard Edna open the door to the room and call for me. I shushed her, hoping she’d hear me from the bath. 
She appeared in the large doorway, holding a dress bag. My wedding dress. Her smile bunched her cheeks. “I’m sorry, miss. I didn’t know His Highness was asleep in your bed.”
“We can try it on later,” I told her as I eyed the dress, the final link in the chain.
 
***
 
It was early afternoon when Kiros finally awoke. He went to his room to dress, then joined me in the dining room for desserts. They ate them with some rich drink made from grounds of dark beans before their evening food. 
He sat at the round table with me. No one knew of our engagement yet, but he did little to hide his affection for me. “Tomorrow is the day. Everyone will be shocked. We will tell our people in Berovia today, then the official announcement will come after we are wed, to Magaelor. The king wishes to arrange battle plans first.”
I was simply pleased that he no longer required guards to follow me wherever I went. “Yes, and I understand. It’s not an easy undertaking.”
“Your people do not know you’re alive, no? How happy they will be.”
I pulled a small plate with a slice of chocolate cake and blueberries in front of me, then sipped on the drink. It was hot and bitter, but it smelled sweet and nutty. “Finally, a dessert that’s normal.” I beamed down at my cake. “And yes, I’m sure they will be,” I told him, not wanting to discuss anything resembling politics with the man who would one day be the rival king. Still, when I looked at him, I saw him as the person who’d saved my friend. It overwhelmed my negative emotions—not entirely, but mostly, and that was a problem. I didn’t want to feel guilty. 
“I love this one.” He pointed at a raspberry tart with a crumbling crust. It reminded me of the ones Cedric would make. He would be on his way here now, on horseback, the wind in his hair, his gold crown flashing in the sun. 
“It looks good.” I pointed my fork at his and took a bite. He did the same with mine. 
“The southern dancers will be dancing at our wedding dinner,” he announced after swallowing. “I asked for them specifically. I know you liked them.”
My stomach twisted. “Thank you.”
“Anything for you.” He leaned in and planted a kiss on my cheek. “I want to tell the world you’re mine now, but I can’t.” He frowned. “I despise these other women looking at you as if you are just a mistress, a fling of mine. Later today they will all know you as their future queen, and my wife.”
I rubbed the side of my neck. “I can’t wait.”
He stood and led me out to the dance floor. “For now, they’ll have to know you as this.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me much closer than was appropriate when dancing. He kissed my neck. People’s eyes were on us, watching as he ran his fingers down my side, then pushed me out into a twirl. My waves bounced around my shoulders as I caught a glimpse of Neoma looking at us from the far corner. Her arms were crossed over her chest. Her dress looked as if it were made from spun silk. It stopped at her knees and pulled tight over her curves. Thin, soft net, the same color, hung around the dress loosely. I wished I got a chance to get to know her as the real me, but it was not meant to be. 
The music ended, and Kiros pulled back. “Let us go for a stroll. I can take you down to the waterfall. It is, after all, our final night before being man and wife.”
I followed him out but stopped when something blue and familiar flashed in the back of the room. I squinted. A faery, looking uncomfortable in light fae fashion, was staring at me with an intensity that would rival Blaise’s. He pulled at his clothes and turned away, dissolving through groups of people as he moved quickly. I swear I’d seen him before, watching me in Magaelor behind a taffy store when I’d run from the castle after killing the king. 
Why was he in Berovia? 
 



NINETEEN
 
The faery walked around my room separator. How he’d gotten inside my quarters, I had no idea. The blue around his eyes became more pronounced when he leaned forward. His razor-silver hair was swept back, and his lips were thin, pulled into a hard line. “This is from Blaise.”
My heart stopped for a second as the letter was pressed into my hand. I hoped Kiros hadn’t decided to follow me from the hall after I made a quick exit. The guards stationed outside my door made me nervous though. “Who are you? Why are you here? How does Blaise know I’m here?”
“The letter will explain. My task is done. You will be wed tomorrow. If not, he will die.”
He left as fast as he’d come, sweeping into my room in the dead of night. His wings emerged at the open window, and he took flight, leaving me slack-jawed and staring at the inky sky. 
I cast my eyes down to the rolled parchment and eyed the seal. It was blue and marked with a L, for Lazarus. I recognized it, but still, it may have been copied. I feared it was a trap set by Xenos, but my gut told me it wasn’t.
I pulled open the parchment, and my gaze flicked over the scrawled ink. I plopped myself on my bed, making a pillow bounce onto the floor. It was a skill, being able to read Blaise’s handwriting. 
 
Dearest Winter, 
 
I am hoping this letter finds your eyes only. I have sent my most skilled spy to bring it to you. I am certain he will complete his task. My other spies in Berovia and at court have reported everything back to me of your arrival in Berovia and capture by King Xenos. You should know, I sent for help, for men to go and get you from the outside dungeons, but by the time they’d made it across the sea, we’d been informed that you’d been saved and taken to the castle. 
I have been told of Prince Kiros’s proposal by spies very close to the king. After all this time, of threats and kisses shared, of hurts exchanged, words never said, I hope you remain open to my sincerity toward you. I have always cared for you, and in return, I hope you do for me. The mercreatures have overwhelmed our shores since your cousin has enforced new restraints on keeping them out of Magaelorean waters. 
Attempts have been made to dethrone me. A vial of mer-venom found its way into my drink twice, getting past the tasters, with a delaying spell I presumed. It weakened me for a short while. I assumed it was done so they could try to kill me while I couldn’t fight back. I locked myself away, placing guards at every entrance until the threat passed. 
Our kingdoms will not survive this rule. Of this I am certain. He plans to have me killed, believing it a necessary evil to reclaim the lands from a barbaric fae rule, or so he claims. I believe this to be the work of his council. 
They have the sword. They are coming. 
His numbers are growing by the day, with more of his people rallying to his cause. Merchants have fled after new taxes have been placed, taking refuge on Inferis. There is civil unrest too, with many not accepting him as their king. He calls your magic necromancy. I believe this to be Berovia’s words, not Edgar’s.
You cannot come back to reclaim your throne without a show of force. Never have I seen things so divided. Please, for your kingdom, for mine, and my life, marry Prince Kiros. It is necessary, to keep peace. 
I know what you are giving up. 
If you have any plans to escape, don’t. I know you. I know you will not have taken this wedding lying down. You make plans. You run. I understand, but for your people and mine, do the right thing. 
Marry him. 
Bring Berovia here and take Edgar off the throne. 
For all our sakes. 
 
Blaise Lazarus 
 
My hands were heavy when the letter tumbled from my weakening grip. I blinked several times, my brain pushing one question into the next. 
How did Blaise get his spies and people into the kingdom? Why didn’t he try to help me when I was imprisoned? Was it true, was my people’s religion being ripped from them? I’d figured it would be, but not so soon. 
Blaise didn’t understand. How could he know? The details of my agreement with Berovia was whispered between very few. I had to make Kiros a king in his own right to Magaelor. I would be handing my kingdom to Berovia, which would be worse than having even Edgar on the throne. 
I stood and paced the room. A chorus of crickets exploded outside my window, an owl sounded off in the distance, trees cracked, and insects buzzed. I gripped onto the stone ledge and looked down at the cracked slabs, wondering how such a scar in the stones had become. The grounds were well lit, by lamps flickering light onto the flowerbeds that lined below. Vines and ivy sprawled over the stones. 
I couldn’t marry Kiros. It was out of the question, but then running would instantly set Berovia to war with Magaelor, simply because I was alive, out of their anger and spite. With the dragons, they could easily take Edgar down. It was only a matter of time. 
My heart pounded; my hands were clammy. I paced again. 
Blaise would die if I didn’t bring an army home to take Edgar away, but Xenos would make sure the first thing he made Kiros do would be to kill Blaise.
I rubbed my temples with my fingers and inhaled sharply. I dragged my hands down my face, pulling at the bottom of my eyes. 
Going home was out of the question. I’d need an army bigger than I thought, and I didn’t even have a small one. My kingdom was under duress, my people fighting among themselves. Edgar was breaking the peace because he didn’t know how to rule. He hadn’t been taught. Blaise could tell too; I could see it in his words. Edgar was being pulled in every which direction.
Morgana was there at the very least, if she hadn’t already run. I blew out a tense breath. She’d be doing something to help the madness, at least a little. She was the one person I could always count on. I missed her so much, my chest ached. 
I didn’t know what to do. For the first time ever, I craved my father’s advice. He was beastly and awful but brilliant at duping the other side, a master of politics. When it came to war, there was no other who was better. 
Was he on the other side or in a purgatory? Did his spirit go with the ancestors despite all the bad he had done? 
The thought of his soul seeing mine from beyond the grave made me shudder. 
I sat on my bed with my head in my hands as I considered one plan, then another, until all ideas came up blank. I searched my mind for what to do. I was going to be queen. I had to fix this. The responsibility fell on my shoulders, as was my birthright. 
Perhaps, in the end, I could have gotten the warriors on my side if I could have gotten word to them about Xenos harboring their dragons. Now that I knew of the firedrake warder’s existence, they were a potential ally I kept in the back of my mind. Finding them, on the other hand, would be a difficult task.
The sun bled reds and yellows, shining light onto the doubts of the night. Walls were revealed from beneath the shadows as my wedding day arrived. 
“Good morning.” Edna poked her head around the door frame. “Congratulations and happy birthday.”
I flushed red. “I forgot.” Mostly, because it was lie. 
“How old are you today? Eighteen, nineteen?”
I shook my head. “Seventeen.”
Her cheeks balled up when she smiled. “Such a fun age to be.”
I eyed the overly large, rectangular box she carried. It was wrapped in red paper and tied with a gold ribbon. She carried it to the bed and placed it in front of me. “It’s from Prince Kiros.”
I opened the box, then gasped. “I can’t believe he did this.”
“What is it?” 
“My staff,” I cried, clutching it to my chest. “It’s still intact.”
“I’ve never seen one before.” She admired the bone and the ash wood, then twitched her fingers, moving away. “Isn’t it used to cast spells that influence the dead?”
“No,” I replied bitterly. “Not even close to what we use it for.” 
“I apologize if I offended you.” Her fearful gaze moved from the ash wood of my staff to the dress bag that hung over the back of the door. “Shall we begin preparations?”
I closed my eyes. “Yes.” 
“You’re going to make the most beautiful bride.”
I nodded curtly. “I’ll take a bath first.”
“Yes, it would be best.”
I scowled for a second but smiled. Nothing she said was intentionally snarky or offensive, but her innocent honesty did come across humorous from time to time.
 
Gold and silver threads swept down my body. I had no real curves, so everything fell flat. I held my breath when the veil was placed on my head. My hands were trembling.
“You look beautiful.” Edna squeaked, clapping her hands together. 
“Thank you.” My throat felt like it was closing over. “I need a moment. Some fresh air. It’s just wedding-day jitters.” I calmed. “Please.”
“Kiros said anything you require, to make sure you have it. It is, after all, your birthday and your wedding day.”
I smiled. “Thank you.” 
“Do you need any guards or us to go with you?” She looked to her left at the maids who’d helped me put on the dress. 
“No.” I pulled the veil off, then the tiara, and shoved them in Edna’s hands. “I don’t want anyone to see me yet.” I grabbed a cloak to cover my dress. I really just didn’t want to attract unwanted attention. I had to be forgettable. I forced a small smile. “I’ll be on my way then.”
As I hurried out the door, sweating under the weight of the cloak, my heels tapped against the ancient stone. Neoma, with her arms crossed, rounded the corner. She shook her head when she saw me. “Another princess without a backbone,” Neoma mocked with a snide grin. “What a treasure. Happy wedding day.”
I didn’t care to remark back. I craned my head around, looking for an exit. “Where are the gardens? I need some air.”
She rolled her eyes and pointed behind her. “Really?” She huffed. “Down the left corridor, down the steps, and turn right.”
I watched her walk away, then hightailed her directions. Lifting the fabrics of the bottom of the dressed, I hurried down the small staircase with polished bannisters and shining marble. I reached a stretch of unused area. An ornate rug stretched to the corners of the room. I looked to my right, spotting an arched door where the gold frame knotted up into a point. Running out of it, I saw a splash of sunlight on the ground. 
My breath hitched. A guard, stationed by the door, looked me up and down.
“I need some air.” 
He nodded and moved out of my way. Holding onto my staff like a lifeline, I walked outside. The grass was long and luscious. The heat beat down on my shoulders. I reached a small collection of trees that cast shade I craved. Being out in the sun reminded me of the cage. I didn’t consciously think of it, but my anxiety heightened whenever it was midday. Some days, my heart would squeeze so tightly, I couldn’t breathe. I tried to focus on something else. 
Inhaling deeply, I looked out over the vast colors of flowers in their beds and smiled at a gardener who was watering them. I wandered for several minutes, then moved toward the pond. The smell of freshly cut grass calmed me. I strolled along trimmed hedges until my eyes spotted something moving beyond the shadows of an old cedar tree. 
I collapsed to my knees when I saw familiar waves of golden hair. The strings of pretending, which had been holding me up, had been cut. “You made it,” I cried. 
Cedric rushed to my side and kneeled, pulling me into him. His head rested on mine, and his lips brushed my temple. Everything about him dominated my heart. 
“I told you I would come.” He brushed a curl that had escaped, tucking it behind my ear. Tilting my chin to look at him, I sighed relief. His gaze fell into mine. I should have had more faith in him. I knew that now. 
“The wedding is in thirty minutes.”
“I’m just in time then,” he whispered and pulled me to my feet. I brushed the dirt from the skirt of my dress, as well as a couple of stray blades of grass. 
Whipping my head around in time to see the guard in the distance at the door, my heartbeat quickened. “There’s something I have to do first. I need evidence against Xenos before we leave.” I lifted my staff in the air. “I have this. Don’t worry about me.”
“How did you get that?”
I lifted an eyebrow. “How’d you think?”
“Your fiancé.” He joked, but his smile wavered. “Do you need to go now? We’re so close.” His eyes widened, the gold flecks reflecting light from the high sun. “Please, Winter.” 
“Yes. Just wait for me, okay?”
“You’ve got to be kidding. This is our chance to get out. What could be more important?”
My heart was pounding. I squeezed his hand, my stare begging his. “There are things I must think of before myself. Those dragons I told you of, Xenos must have the papers in the same room where he keeps the contracts. It’s where all the important documents are kept. My wedding contract is in there too. With everyone distracted, I can get in there. I have to blow this up. There are people here in Berovia who are against him. The man you sent to tell me you’d left, he was the head of a group who hates the monarchy. I’m sure they would love a reason to go to war with Xenos. Then there are the firedrake warders. They were at the castle. If they knew the dragons were here, they’d come to fight for them. It would be enough distraction where we could get out, and if he’s fighting his own people, then he can’t fight mine, for now.” My eyes pooled with tears. “If the king succeeds in his plan with siphoning their magic, I won’t have a throne to go back to. I’m sparking a war as soon as I run. Let me have a head start.”
“How will you get the information to all these people?”
I breathed deeply. My nerves were buzzing. “News writers. They don’t control the newspapers here.”
“Nope,” Cedric replied. “It’s a good idea, but I don’t want you to risk your life for it.”
I clenched my jaw. “I will be queen, Cedric. It is my responsibility.”
He shook his head slowly, and his shoulders drooped. “I’ll come with you.”
“They’d know you in a second. It’s better I go alone.”
“Please.” He touched my arm. “Be careful, and fast. I’ll come in fighting for you if I have to, but we all have a better chance of getting out alive if I don’t.”
“I know.” I kissed him, and his lips pressed against mine with urgency. My adrenaline spiked as the invisible hands of time came down upon me. I pulled away, my fingers falling from his. “Where shall I meet you?”
“We’re stationed at the entrance to the tunnels,” he explained rapidly. “There are underground passages. We had to tunnel to reach them. They were filled decades ago. There is a small gate. It’s half hidden on the side of the castle, by the west wing.” He pointed in the direction. “There is a collection of rocks and golden satinas blooming next to it. Duck under there. I’ll be waiting for you.”
I nodded curtly, then turned on my heel and ran across the grass, my lungs tightening, sweat drops forming. I reached the door and nodded at the guard. Looking back, I saw Cedric had already gone. “I heard a disturbance in the bushes all the way at the back.” I pointed in the opposite direction than where Cedric would have run. “Where the gardener is. I think someone may have broken in. It’s past the pond. I’m worried it is an attacker who may have heard about the wedding. Would you go?” 
His eyes flamed. He grabbed the hilt of his sword. I hoped it would bide me enough time to get the documents and flee back out the door before he returned. The trip to the garden had already cost me twenty of my precious thirty minutes. 
I didn’t stop to catch my breath. With forced determination, I quickened my stride, marching toward the document room. It was so close. Just around one more corner. 
My heart pounded to a stop when I saw them. My eyes flicked from Kiros to Xenos, who both were walking away from the document room. 
“Sweetheart.” Kiros’s eyes gleamed when he saw me. “It’s bad luck to see you before the wedding.”
My teeth chattered, and my skin buzzed as I walked to him, forcing a smile. “I was looking for you.” I looked at Xenos, who wore a cynical frown, then back at Kiros. “I’m so glad I found you. Um, could we talk in private?”
“Ten minutes,” Xenos warned his son and gestured for the guards to follow him to the ballroom. In the distance, violins merged with drumbeats and a harp. The music heightened my anxiety. It was about to begin.
Once we were alone, Kiros grabbed me, pulling me into a tight embrace. “You look beautiful. Also, I’m pleased to see you got my birthday gift.” He looked into my eyes, his baby blues brighter than I’d ever seen. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”
“It means a lot you did this for me.” I white-knuckled the ash wood. Knowing what I was about to do to him hurt me. “I wanted to look at the contract,” I said. “I need to check one thing.”
“Oh.” His eyebrows furrowed. “Yes, um, do we need to do it right now? I mean, our wedding is about to start.” 
“Yes, I’m worried something has been added,” I explained, not really knowing what I was rambling about but praying he bought it. 
He licked his lips and sighed. “Okay, but we must be fast.”
“I promise. It’s probably nothing,” I said, “but I have to be sure.”
“I understand,” he mumbled and walked with me to the door. After he unlocked it, we walked inside. 
He searched through a chest for the marriage contract, and I leaned against the long, oak desk. I shuffled through papers. I found several open letters bearing the king’s seal. I skimmed the words and grabbed two that spoke of the dragons, then shoved them down the front of my dress before he could see. My face flushed red when he turned around.
“Here,” he said when he reached me, scrolls in hand. “Do you know where you want to look? We’ve already gone over this.”
“Thank you.” I placed it on the desk, proceeding to pretend to look through the inked words. After a couple of minutes, I smiled. “It’s fine. I was wrong.”
“Shall we then?” He gestured at the door. “Let’s go.” 
Watching the contract left behind on the desk as I was led out, I ran my fingers along my staff. “I must find my ladies and get my flowers. I will see you under the arch.”
“Winter.” His expression darkened for a second, his gaze uncertain when he searched mine. His fingers tightened around my arm as desperation clung to his features. “You do love me, don’t you?”
I swallowed thickly. I closed my eyes, unable to look at him without my composure cracking. “I love you, Kiros. You know this.”
I opened my eyes. Relief washed his expression, replacing a frown with an excited smile. “Let’s get married.”
My hands were shaking. “Yes. I’ll see you soon.”
Time stopped when he kissed my forehead. I couldn’t believe what I was doing, but I reached up, ran my hand along his chest, and brushed my lips against his cheek. “Thank you.”
“Always, darling.”
My stomach dipped when I watched him leave. He fixed the collar on his shirt, from under his white jacket with gold fastenings. He looked back one last time before rounding the corner, his eyes filled with hope. 
After waiting thirty seconds, I hurried out, but the other door was too far away. The servants’ entrance was closer. 
Reaching down, I caught a few loose threads, then pulled until the fabric ripped enough for me to tear. It was uneven but reached my knees. I dropped the discarded satin on the ground.
Ducking under a white wood door, I gripped the stone ledge and shimmied down until I reached the laundry room. Buckets of water stood stagnant. Servants kneaded fabrics that could easily pay their yearly coin. They all looked up when I hurried through the middle of the room until I reached the small door that led to the gardens. I turned the brass knob and gulped. I was far from the west of the castle. 
I pulled my heels off, threw them into the mud, and fled barefoot, curving with the high walls. I jumped down three steps and hissed when a stone cut into my toe. 
By now they’d be wondering where I was. 
The air was thick with humidity. The stench of death permeated around the red delicate flowers that reached up from the soil. Squashing them under my feet, I ran through them until I saw the golden satinas. 
The guards would be looking for me now, surely. 
I took a moment to drop my hands onto my knees, feeling the wood from my staff pressing against my skin, and gulped in a deep breath before breaking into a sprint. I climbed down seven hot stone steps, and fell into a metal gate that screeched open. Iron spikes pointed down at a pitch-black entrance, a small opening under the walls. After dropping my legs into the hole, I scraped down into the darkness. 
“You’re here.” He grabbed my hand, holding a lit torch in the other. “We must run.” 
I nodded, chasing him down rat- and cockroach-infested tunnels. Squirming when I felt something crunch under my toes, I matched Cedric’s pace. “How far?” I struggled to gasp for air. “I need—” I said. My lungs felt like they were going to collapse. “A minute.”
He placed his hands on my shoulders, his breath hitching when he spoke. “We made it. They won’t think to look here. They think the exit is sealed off. My men are waiting, with hundreds of horses. These tunnels lead out to a small town nearby.” He paused. “Did you get what you needed?”
“Not as much as I could. Kiros found me, but I did get two letters. I didn’t get to read them, but I saw the word dragon, and they were recently opened.” 
“We’ll read them soon,” he said with promise. Flames flickered light on the obsidian walls, bringing life to the spiders, rats, and crawlies I didn’t want to see. “I’m good to go.” I shuddered, looking at the insects. 
He tugged my hand and we hurried, this time walking fast. The backs of my legs burned, begging me to stop and take a break, but I persisted until they numbed. 
“Finally.” Cedric handed me the torch and climbed up the stone. He pushed on two stones until light glistened through, illuminating the grime around us. 
I wiped the sweat with the back of my arm. Cedric offered me his hand through the gap and pulled me up. Digging my toes into the hot rocks, I made it out the other side. 
I dropped the torch on the ground and raised my head. Sand and dirt covered the desolate road. A small, wood-paneled shop stood lonely under the shade of three trees. I looked around. 
The small army moved as one. Fae sat gracefully on their white horses. The leader, who had shoulder-length dirty blond hair and green eyes, looked down at us with a regal air. His long fingers curled around the silver reins. His expression was unmoving. I noticed scars along his left temple, down to his pointed ear, and over to his mouth. His nose, long and strong, appeared as if it had been broken more than once. The rest of the fae wore purple-and-silver robes, thinly waving all the way down to cover the backs of the horses. A crest was embroidered on the back.
Cedric cocked his head slightly to the side. “Meet the best army in Berovia.”
“Are they the light fae soldiers?” I questioned, confused as to how he managed to pull them away from the king. 
“No, they’re private, hired when needed. Skilled in archery, sword-fighting, combat, and trickery. They’re the best.”
“How did you afford them?” I asked, looking around at the fifty or so men.
“I sold all my rare items,” he admitted. 
“Oh, Cedric.”
He shrugged, leading me to a beautiful short-haired horse with silver eyes. “What use is precious gems and beautiful things if I can’t sell them to save the woman I…” He smirked. “You know.”
I wanted him to say it, but I understood. Now wasn’t the right time. “She’s gorgeous.” I footed the stirrup, Cedric gave me a boost, and I climbed onto her back. “Are you not riding with me?”
He chuckled. “Can you not ride alone?”
“I’ve missed you. That’s all.” 
His grin widened. “Then we will have plenty to talk about when we stop for camp. My only focus now is to get you out of Bluewater, tonight. The province will be on high alert. Time is of the essence.”
The corner of the letter hidden in the front of my dress pricked my breast. “I want to take these first.” I pulled out the letters. 
“We will find a news writer in Woodbarrow,” he said sternly and walked to his horse. “Let us go, Dragoir,” he called to the long-haired fae. 
Dragoir led out front, guiding us through poor burrows of the town until we hit a tree line. 
“We will ride through the forest,” Dragoir told Cedric, whom I trotted behind.
My chest tightened. “The Forest of Tranquillium.”
“Where we were taken.”
“But, Cedric,” I pleaded. “What about the dragons? Is there no way?”
He gave me a disapproving look. “Whatever you’re thinking of doing, don’t.” 
“We could make it there. The papers in Bluewater will be read by more people,” I countered. 
He shook his head. “We have tested fate enough for one day.”
Distant yelling and trumpets sounding forced us into the tree line. They’d come for me at last. 
“They’re here.” Cedric looked at Dragoir. “On guard.”
Dragoir nodded with his strong jaw clenched when he peered out. “If they come, we will kill first. Ride,” he ordered. 
Cedric pulled me from Dragoir, who remained behind with half of the army. The rest went with us. The seriousness of what was happening washed over me. People were going to die. Battles fought. Hearts broken. 
The sun set on my second wedding, bringing with it a blazing army that would stop at nothing until I was dead. 
 
 



TWENTY
 
Everything had gone to hell. Dragoir’s horn sounded over the winds, which had picked up. The rest of the army with us turned their horses, racing back to their leader. 
“What’s happening?” I asked an anxious Cedric. 
“He must have needed help. There must be many of them.” 
“Shouldn’t we help them?”
He gave me an incredulous look. “They are soldiers, trained for this. To protect us.”
“I can help!” I said again, determined not to let anyone else die for me. 
“I won’t let you.” 
I pointed my staff at him. “Don’t let it come to this.” 
“If they capture you, they will kill you and Edgar will take your throne. You were willing to risk everything earlier to get those letters. Now you’re willing to give them and your crown up?”
I fumbled the reins. “No.” 
Screaming rattled through the trees. Tears pinched my eyes. He moved forward on his horse. “It’s not easy for me to leave them either.”
Picking up our pace, we raced in the moonlight, determinedly fixed on the path ahead until it became too thick for us to go any farther. Cedric grew quiet as the screams became more distant. 
Leaves larger than my face blocked the way ahead. “We can’t bring the horses through here.” 
“Dragoir knew another way through, where we could ride. We must have taken a wrong turn…” He looked around us, but no obvious path showed itself. 
I looked over my shoulder. “We don’t have long. We can go by foot. They won’t follow us far into the overgrowth, surely. They will think us to take a bigger path.” I pointed my staff at the leaves. On my command, they crumpled and died, making the way easier for us to maneuver. “Though here.”
“No.”
I flinched back. “Excuse me?”
“I said no. You’re not making the decisions this time. You’ll get us killed.” He pulled on his reins, veering us right. “Down here.”
“My plan would have worked.”
He turned his head to face me. “You want to do this right now?”
“I know you’re stressed.” My eyes widened. “But you’re acting awful.”
“Enough.” He let out a long exhale and trotted down the dark way ahead, pulling us down into a left turn. We reached a clearing, which led to a wide path at the forest’s edge. “This is it.”
I followed behind, not saying a word. I was grateful for him saving me, but he was acting like an ass and not taking my advice, which could have well saved us. 
Moonlight spotlighted lizards gripping tree trunks and small monkeys that hung in the branches above. Stars speckled through the gaps in the canopy, the inky sky calming my nerves. At least it was quiet now. We’d either gone far enough out, or all screams had been silenced.
“We can gallop from here,” he said, seeing the road widen again, leading a clear, unbroken way downward. 
Pulling on his reins, he raced forward. I pressed my feet into my horse’s sides. The wind pulled my hair back. My eyes were alight as we sped through the night, chasing morning. Freedom elated me, and the urgency to keep it spiked my adrenaline, coursing it through my veins and propelling me forward. 
I passed Cedric as we curved a bend in the widening road. Trees became more sparse the farther we rode. Animals scuttered from the watching tree line as we galloped past.
After stopping briefly for water at a stream, we took off again, wasting no time. 
I wondered about the army he’d brought to protect me. How many had died? How much more blood did I have on my hands? At this point, I’d lost count. 
So many souls had been lost to have me fail. 
Fear buzzed my mind into fearful scenarios of death, destruction, and hopelessness. I tried to push them away, but the more I ignored them, the more prominent they became.
I wished I had Morgana’s herbs to numb the fears in my mind. To slow my mind. In the blackness of night, with only the road ahead to distract me, I fell further into my thoughts. 
My throat tightened when I remembered the cage and the pain that had come with it. My chest ached when I considered Kiros’s broken heart. Panic tightened a ball in my stomach as I thought of Berovia moving against me, punishing my people for my betrayal. Edgar would soon be removed from his rule. Berovia had dragons, and the letters poking into my breast was a reminder of the power Xenos held.
My fingers flexed against the reins. “Stop!” I yelled. I gasped for breath. My lungs felt like they were growing smaller by the second. 
“Winter!” Cedric shouted, powering a shield of white light to catch me as I fell from the horse. It broke my fall as I landed on the bright barrier. Cedric slowed, using a blue magic to calm the horse, and jumped down. 
As he dropped to his knees at my side, his eyes were wild. “What happened?”
I clutched my throat. “I can’t breathe.” I moved my hand to my chest. “My heart hurts. I think I’m dying.”
He placed his hands on me, closing his eyes. “I don’t sense anything.” His eyebrows furrowed; silence hung around us on the desolate, dark dirt road. “There is no blackness attached to you.”
My tears fell thick and fast. I choked on air as I tried to gulp in more. “I’m dying!” I screamed. I felt like I was moving out of my body. 
Placing his hands on my shoulders, he rested his head against mine, muttering unintelligible words. Within seconds, a calm washed over me, bringing me back to reality. Looking around, suddenly able to breathe again, I flushed pink. “What did you do?”
“The same spell I placed on the horse.” His eyebrows pulled downward in concentration. Serenity continued to pulsate over me in waves. I closed my eyes, feeling so relaxed. Sleep lulled. Until it didn’t. 
Jolting, I opened my eyes. Cedric patted my shoulder, his expression soft. He ran his finger along the hem of his shirt. “You were filled with panic and dread. Stress, worry, it can do the strangest of sensations to your body. Us fae learn about healing properties and the darkness that plagues people’s souls. Fear is the biggest killer of spirit.” He pressed the back of his hand against my forehead. “Your mind is full. Share your burdens with me.” 
“We’re on the run,” I said on a sob.
He pulled me to my feet and brushed his lips against mine. Running the tip of his nose against mine before pulling away, he nodded. “We will work on this when we’re somewhere safe. I promise.”
The conviction in his tone brought me comfort as I grabbed my fallen staff and climbed on the horse’s back. Taking a minute to steady myself, I whispered a quick apology to my horse for startling her, then trotted into a canter and eventually galloped.
“We’re close!” Cedric shouted over the clonking. “How are you feeling?”
“Better,” I called back. Veering away from pressing fears, I instead focused on the moment I was in. My attention took in the evergreens whipping past my head, from branches to their low-hanging leaves. 
The moon moved down in the sky, and stars dulled as a wash of purple brightened the night. We had an hour until dawn, from what I could tell. 
A stream babbled at the side of the road, which began to narrow. I moved behind Cedric. After several minutes, fences, small houses made of wood, and the stench of manure from a farm—markers of civilization—welcomed us into Woodbarrow. 
 
Dawn brought light to the shadows of Woodbarrow, a small town in Woodbourne. Familiarity brought a smile to my lips when I looked around at the small houses, shops, and sandy walkways. I jumped off my horse and led her through the almost-empty streets. 
Passing a newspaper stall, I gasped. I grabbed a paper with the headline: 
 
MARRIED TODAY, PRINCE KIROS AND QUEEN WINTER MORTIS OF MAGAELOR. UNITING NATIONS. XENOS RESTORES PEACE TO THE KINGDOMS.
 
Cedric came up behind me and sighed. “They put out the message to newspapers before you ran. How embarrassing for them.”
He was right. They would feel humiliated. It would flame a war so personal. Hearts and prides were broken, and for that, I would pay. “This will mean deadly repercussions.”
He shrugged. “What can they do to you that they haven’t threatened to already?”
“Burn my people at stakes. It’s what they tried to do two centuries ago.”
“Berovia’s people would revolt over such violence.”
“Not if they don’t know.” I thought of the dragons. “Cedric, I need to find a news writer. A big one. Please.”
He tapped his chin. “I know where there is one. Come on.”
He pulled my hand as we walked into the center of town. My eyes flitted to the odd person who’d risen early. Soon the sun would be fully up, and many would be on high alert, even in Woodbarrow.
“Once done,” I said quickly as I matched his pace, “we must leave.”
“Where do we go? I want to take you to the fae court, but my father, he would not risk upsetting Xenos. I cannot trust your safety there. I could, perhaps, take you to one of my beach houses, but they will look there. They knew I was with you when we were first caught.” 
“I understand.” I peered down a narrow, cobbled street, spotting a black metal sign sticking out: Woodbarrow Times. “I see it.”
We hurried down the street, and my eyes crinkled. A fishy odor hit my nose. I could see where the sea merged with the sky at the port beyond the shops and houses. Cedric tugged me toward the white stone building with a sign reading Woodbarrow Times.
The bell above the door tinkled as Cedric walked inside. I followed, looking behind me to ensure we weren’t being followed. 
Behind a polished mahogany counter, a tall, bespectacled man was reading a parchment, not looking up. His fingers danced near a pot of ink. “Yes?” 
“We have a story,” I said. 
“We’re not taking any new stories today.” 
“You’ll want this one.” I pulled the envelopes out of my dress.
His eyes flashed brightly. “The king’s seal.” He noticed. “Broken.”
“By the king,” I stated. “Not us. These are authentic.”
“Why wouldn’t I go to the royal family?”
“You can, but you’d be mistaken to do so.”
He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his long nose. “What is in those letters?”
“My name is Winter Mortis, Princess of Magaelor, and I was a prisoner here, forced into marrying Prince Kiros. Kept in the pits, tortured at first, I saw them: two dragons, brought here to be tortured.” 
I paused for a breath but continued, despite Cedric’s scrutinizing eyes. 
“They are planning to siphon the dragons’ magic. I heard it from Xenos’s mouth, and the proof is in here.” I waved the letters in the air. “He wants to invade Magaelor and dethrone my cousin, Edgar—who doesn’t know I’m alive—and with dragons’ magic, he will. I can’t force you to print any of this, but I hope you do the right thing. He will be too busy with the firedrake warders, anti-monarchists, and angry subjects to do anything to your paper, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
The small man’s eyes rounded. He grabbed a spare piece of parchment. “Can I quote your words?”
“Yes.”
I slid the envelopes across the counter. He placed the pen down and took them. His eyes ran over each line. 
Cedric grabbed my hand. “Winter.”
“Wait.” 
“No.” He tugged my arm and pointed through the glass with his other hand. “Look.” He pointed at the small window. “There are guards searching the street. One is coming this way.”
I turned, gasping. “Please do the right thing!” I shouted before heading to the door.
Cedric followed, then placed a muscular arm in front of me as it opened. A shield burst out from Cedric, with beautiful golden magic. The guard was knocked onto his buttocks. Cedric smirked. 
I pointed my staff at the man on the ground and uttered a banned spell I recalled from the books in Blaise’s library. Weaves of silver reached him and wrapped around his wrists, holding him on the ground.
Rushing past the guard’s convulsing body, Cedric looked back. “What did you do to him?”
“Not important.”
He edged on hesitation but relented. “Hold tight.” He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me into the sky. I didn’t get a chance to take a breath before my brain realized what was happening. 
“We’re flying.” I looked out over the quaint shops that grew smaller and smaller. 
The wind picked up the higher we got. His golden wings fluttered behind his back, whisking us over the town, to the port. “Why didn’t you fly us here from the castle?”
The corners of his eyes crinkled, his expression strained. “I can’t do this for long.”
Blaise jumped unwantedly into my thoughts. He had carried me for longer, I pondered, but then, dark fae enhanced their own magic. I refused to believe he was stronger than Cedric. 
He veered us left, but we were wobbly, dancing down through the sky, layer by layer, the ground seeming to move closer with each beat of our breaths. 
I felt lighter as we descended. When we reached the ground, he landed us with a thud. The air was ripped from my lungs. 
Taking a moment to catch my breath, I looked around us. Rickety boards led out to ships. 
“Where are we going?” he asked. “We can go by boat, or…” He pointed at a carriage with horses waiting on the road for another merchant. “Steal a ride on land.”
Searching the port, I noticed Hawk’s ship was gone, which I fully expected, but another I recognized stood glorious, its sails reaching high into the pastel-blue sky. “Aquarius and Bella.”
“So, where shall I tell my old friend he’s taking us?”
I inhaled sharply. There was only one safe place left for me now, and he wasn’t going to like it. “We’re going to Niferum.” 
 



TWENTY-ONE
 
I wasted no time in updating Bella and Aquarius on our travels. “Then, we saw your ship,” I said. 
Bella looked from me to Cedric, then back again. “That’s a lot to take in.”
The rocking motion swirled my stomach. I leaned forward in my chair, placing my hands on my knees. 
Cedric chimed in. “Which is why we are so grateful you sailed us away, no questions asked.”
“Anything for old friends.”
I grinned on his plural. He thought of me as one too. “As you can see, our only real option is to go to Lepidus. Blaise wrote to me when I was in Berovia. He’s scared. Things are happening to him too. His kingdom. They’re being attacked. Attempts have been made to weaken him, perhaps even kill him with the Sword of Impervius.”
Cedric’s forehead wrinkled. “You left that part out.”
“Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to mention it while we were running for our lives,” I said, chastising him in reply.
Aquarius tensed as the atmosphere darkened. Rain pattered overhead the cabin, followed by crashing thunder. “We’re crossing over.”
Bella stood, cautiously looking at the door. “We’ve been lucky to avoid the mer, but they always seem to be around when you’re on board.”
“There might be a reason for that,” I mentioned. 
Cedric placed his hand on mine. “What?”
“The mer spared my life, twice. I don’t know why.”
Bella tossed her red, poker-straight hair over her shoulder. “I hear something.”
Silence befell the cabin, until a scream sent us all sprinting to the stairs. We climbed them, narrowly not falling out onto the deck. Catching myself on a wood rail, I sucked in a deep breath. Bella was behind me, and Cedric on Aquarius’s heels. 
“NO!” Aquarius glowered across the deck as a member of his crew was dragged overboard by a mer with long talons and dark eyes. Aquarius’s sandy-brown hair blew in the wind. It now reached around his ears. 
As I diverted my attention to the sea, my breath hitched. Scaly tails ripped through the surface, breaking the waves hurdling toward the ship. Steel-color scales scattered the moonlight. It was prime hunting time. 
I gripped my fingers into splintered wood, peering over the edge to see the faces of the mer. I wondered once again, as I had on many occasions, why I had been spared death twice. They were unforgiving, vicious predators, so mercy was out of the question. 
“Get away from there! Are you crazy?” Cedric shouted over the rain. The mer had some influence over the tides and used them to attempt to discourse ships. “You’ll be killed.”
“I have to know the truth!” I shouted back, although he didn’t understand. I knew what we needed to do. Perhaps it would be my most dangerous task yet. I had to talk to one of them. 
I braced myself, grabbing my staff with both hands and splintering the ash wood in places. I curled my fingers around the bone at the top, which made up the handle. This one was more powerful than my first. It still felt unfamiliar in my hands. I’d spent little time with it before it was taken from me by Xenos. Still, I was grateful for Morgana making me a replacement. Magic wielders were hard to come by, and from what I saw in the streets of Magaelor, not everyone was so lucky to have one.
Morgana. Her face, her smile, flashed across my memory before the ugly, twisted face of a merwoman forced the thought away.
Waves lapped around the creature’s arms and torso. It didn’t have any hair, like the others. She used her talons to climb up the bow of the ship. My heart pounded as loud as the rain droplets that hammered down creating crown-shaped splashes before becoming one with the briny, dark blue. 
She snarled when she reached the top. Others were not far behind. The man who’d been snatched was already under the surface, probably nearing their underwater caves by now.
I moved away from the edge, brandishing my staff. I held my breath when she reached the wood rail. Her eyes focused on mine. Her pupils were slits, illuminated by a spray of pale light.
Her breaths rattled as she struggled to make the change to breathing above water.
Closing my eyes, I was ready this time. It would require all my energy, but I couldn’t revert to using sacrificial magic, which would make easy prey of her. I’d made too many mistakes and was nervous about what the last spell would have cost me if Morgana hadn’t helped.
Channeling my ancestors, I steadied my breathing by gulping in deep, long inhales. My shaking hands calmed. As I envisioned the power of those who came before, a mosaic of purple, white, and yellow light flooded out of the top of my staff. “Obstupefacio magna!” I shouted, charging a paralyzing magic through the light. 
The spell hit the creature square in the chest. She flopped onto the slippery deck, her tail batting against the panels. 
I shouted a second spell I’d learned from Morgana that would bind a creature. “Alliges duplicia viventem.” I pointed my staff at the low-hanging ropes of a mast. The spell coiled around the twisted nylon and wrapped around the mermaid. 
I found shouting the spell’s words aloud put more power behind the magic. 
“Not too close!” I shouted as Cedric approached the creature. 
Pointing my staff at her again, I used another binding spell to temporarily force her mouth shut, but she still had talons that could easily tear through human flesh. The ropes spelled with magic wouldn’t hold for long. 
Three of the crew flourished their swords as two more mer climbed onboard. The stench of fish and salt pinched my nostrils. 
I scrambled backward, dodging a crew member who was charging at a mer. 
I needed to think, but there was no time. How had I been so stupid to think I could capture one when we couldn’t kill or even threaten them without the Dagger of Ruin or Sword of Impervius?
“Listen to me!” I hissed at the creature. “Try to attack us, I’ll use this.” I pulled the sword from an unsuspecting Aquarius. “Recognize it? It’s the Sword of Impervius,” I lied, hoping she hadn’t actually seen the real thing before. 
The creature hissed, pulling air into its sea lungs. “You.”
“It speaks.” My eyes were wild when I kneeled at its side. “Some of you protected me.” My accusing gaze drowned in hers. 
“We do not save humans,” she hissed.
“Some of you did. Twice. Why?” I screamed, my expression manic. “Why were your people protecting me? Tell me!”
It opened its mouth. I leaned in, desperate for the answer on the tip of her inky tongue. “We were sent to get you, to bring you to him, but your kind always attacks,” it spat. 
My heart sank. “Why were you sent to get me?” Brandishing my staff, I pointed it at her chest. 
“Careful,” Cedric warned. 
Harnessing the power of the ancients, I felt their magic strengthen as we fully crossed into Magaelorean waters. I could hear the steady, deep beats of drums. The ancestor’s song guided me. I allowed their fury into my soul, and my eyes darkened. Cedric moved an inch closer, then thought better of it.
“Tell me now, or I’m going to make you suffer,” I growled, “until you will. You’ll beg for death.”
Fear crossed her expression, if only for a second. “I’m not afraid of sorcerers.”
“I’m not either.” I stared at her with a coldness that rivaled the bitter winds. “I will never go with you, any of you.”
“Aqugar will see you.” Her eyes somehow changed shape in the moonlight. “Or your friends will die. Each time we have come, you have attacked before we could collect.”
I looked at her incredulously. “You took men, killing them. What did you expect me to do? How could I have known?”
“We hunt too. We must feed. You defend the lives of people no matter the danger for yourself.”
Aquarius growled, breaking in. “It’s called humanity.”
She struggled between shallow breaths. 
I relented. “Bring him to me and attack no more of our men.” 
“You will come with us.”
I scoffed. “I’m not getting in the sea with you.”
Cedric reached for my hand and tightened his squeeze. “There is no chance.”
“He will not come onto the ship. He gets his powers from the water and will not come aboard where he will be more vulnerable,” she said and gasped for air. 
I stood, pressing my teeth into my bottom lip. “Damn my curiosity.”
“No way.” Cedric pulled me back. “Absolutely not!”
“I’ll be okay,” I promised. 
“No.” He stood between me and the merwoman. “I won’t let you.”
“Don’t make me force you back,” I warned. “I really don’t want to do that.”
“Don’t underestimate my powers either.”
“You can’t hurt people.”
“We have tricks and loopholes,” he cautioned. 
I sighed. “Please, Cedric. If they wanted to kill me, they would have, twice, but they didn’t. Let me find out why. Have faith, trust in me. Please.”
After a minute, he stepped back. “If they try anything, I’ll fly down to you.”
“I know you will.” I kissed his salt-sprayed cheek. 
 
I was either mad or stupid… definitely both. I lowered myself into the mer-filled waters, feeling a tail brush my leg as I did. Darkness shadowed beneath the rippling waves. The mercreature’s wide, stormy eyes latched onto mine, unrelenting in her huntress nature. Her teeth bared as she fought to refrain from killing fresh meat when it was in front of her so readily. Her steel-like scales crashed through the surface as she disappeared into the murky depths. 
Holding onto the rope on the side of the ship, I looked upward at Cedric. He didn’t wear panic well. The corner of his eye twitched when he looked at me. “I’m okay.” I mouthed, although I didn’t feel it. 
They’d spared me, but I still didn’t know why, and just because they’d done it twice before, didn’t guarantee my life this time. Although it made no sense, as she’d not killed me yet, I couldn’t help but wonder if she fooled me so she could simply escape. 
They weren’t always so cold, evil, and menacing. Being natural predators meant they would always enjoy the thrill of the chase, but over time, in the last five years, I was told how they changed. They more embodied the man who ruled them, the mer king, their master. His personality poured through them, influencing their base desires, turning them deadlier. Lately, they were more skilled at tearing into people, attacking for no good reason and going out of their way to sink ships. 
If he was the totem in which they echoed, I feared meeting such a dark and hollow thing. 
A crown of coral broke the surface, its red and orange matching the depths in his pointed eyes. His hair, which resembled seaweed, stuck around his diamond-shaped face. Barrel-chested and large, he looked more godlike than mer. 
There was something sinister in his stare. It didn’t sit right with me. Then I realized what was making me so uncomfortable. It was their lack of humanity. 
He swam toward me, the other mer following shortly behind. He ignored the ship. It was no threat to him.
“Winter Mortis.” He spoke with a low grumble. It resonated through the waters, causing the waves to pick up, and I clung to the rope tighter. “I am Aqugar.” 
“Hello,” I said awkwardly. What was one to do when meeting the king of mercreatures? Was there any etiquette? 
He interrupted my thoughts. “Your life was saved, under my orders.” 
“Why?” I asked, licking my lips, then immediately regretting it as the briny taste hit my tongue. 
“We are skilled divinators. We use the future to guide us.” 
“So?”
His thin lips twisted in disgust. “I usually would not allow a human to live,” he spat. “However, you have been shown as the only one who can unite the Objects of Kai.”
My eyes narrowed. “Why do you care for them? You’re immortal, living in the ocean where no man dare swim to find and kill you.” 
“You are correct, but you do not look outside to the bigger picture.”
 “One of your people still bit me, you know. That’s hardly saving me.”
“He has been punished. He did not recognize your spirit immediately. When our waters touch you, we can sense you. We come to you.”
“That’s why all our boats have been attacked,” I figured aloud. 
His tone sharpened. “You were supposed to be retrieved.” 
“Why?”
“I wished to explain, as I will now, of your mission.”
I shook my head but stopped when I saw his hardened expression. “Why would I help you?”
“For one, you will leave today with your life.”
I cocked my head to the side. “That’s fair, yes.”
“For two, there is another motive I believe will be beneficial to you. Your heart belongs to someone who is in danger.”
My gaze flicked up to Cedric, my heart pounding. “Cedric?”
“No.”
My stomach knotted. I lowered my voice to a whisper, then leaned in. “Blaise?”
“Yes, the boy prince. For he bears the same curse as me.”
“Curse?”
“A crown was thrown into the ocean, from a ship, when the night was still, and ice frosted the coast. It was, I believe, to be discarded. Feeling the strength of the object, we found it, and it was naturally brought to me. Can you guess what this crown was?”
I searched my mind, not wanting to come across as stupid. “An Object of Kai? So the, um, Crown of Discieti.”
“Good. Yes. The boy prince was the one who tossed it away. I believe he thought it would rid him of the curse, but you see, one need only wear it once for the curse to enact itself onto you for a lifetime.”
“Now you’re cursed too.” The puzzle pieces slotted together. “How can the other objects help?”
“Together, there is a way to break all the curses. I have found the way. If you bring them to me, I will destroy them, and your Blaise will be set free.”
My thoughts wandered back to when Blaise had told me about the Crown of Discieti. The paper he had scribbled on said the crown was found by the mer. He put found, I realized, because he’d thrown it in the sea. Then when he explained the curse, he looked so lost, in a trance almost. He was searching for all five objects, and it made sense. He planned on doing the same as the mer king, Aqugar.
I recalled the explanation of the crown. “He cannot love.” 
“We can love.” He placed his hand over his chest. “But it is dulled. Joy. Love. Happiness. They are distant yet close. We can feel, but we only get flickers of it. It’s maddening, and in the end, it is easier to close one’s heart altogether.”
It all made sense now. Blaise called himself the boy who could not love. It made sense why he wanted me and said he cared yet pulled away, then seemed so distant. “I’ll find them.”
“I already knew you would. Once you have them, come to the ocean. Call for us, we will come. You do not need fear us, Winter Mortis. You shall not be harmed by us.”
Something else fell into place. “You have all become deadlier, more violent in the last years. When did you find it?”
“At the same time.”
“Your people feed from your energy. Isn’t that correct?”
“Yes, it is.”
Breaking the curse wouldn’t only save Blaise’s heart, it would also stop the mercreatures attacking the ships as much and actively hunting us. “In return, I wish for you to not attack any more lunas.”
“No.”
“That’s not how negotiations work.”
“This is not a negotiation. You will do the work regardless of deals made here today. If you need incentive, instead, I will offer this. If you do not find the objects by year’s end and bring them to me, I will make sure any boat, any ship, and any person who is a luna who comes into our waters will not leave them.”
I mentally kicked myself for trying to make an arrangement with him. What could I expect from a heartless predator king? “Then I have no choice.”
“You would have done it anyway. For your prince.”
He submerged below the inky blue waters, as did the others. I assumed that now he’d spoken to me, any ship I was on wouldn’t be attacked. 
Awkwardly climbing the rope until my foot hit the ladder step, I inhaled sharply. Cedric grabbed my hand over the railing and pulled me over. “Are you hurt? I couldn’t see or hear much of what was said.”
Relief flooded me. “They need me to bring them the Objects of Kai,” I said carefully. “I agreed.”
Aquarius’s eyebrow cocked. “Why?”
I didn’t want to bring up Blaise, or how the mer king knew my weakness. I’d been told they could see into the heart, but never so invasively. “It’s complicated.”
“Any idea where they are?” Aquarius asked.
“I know where the dagger is. The sword should be at Ash Court. The Ring of Immortalem is with Xenos.” I growled under my breath, mostly angry at myself for letting it be taken from me. “The Amulet, if I recall, is hidden by the light fae.” I looked at Cedric. “So, your family.”
He scratched the back of his neck, then pulled at his collar. “I can’t get ahold of it.”
“I need you to,” I begged, curling my fingers together. “He wants to break the curses on them.” I attempted to squeeze the sea from my hair. 
Cedric shook his head. “Are you mad? No way. If the curses are broken, those objects become ten times deadlier. Mortals can find and hold them, then become invincible to any immortal. The curses safeguard us.”
I didn’t reply, because I didn’t want to upset him with the truth; if he would not help me, then I would need to go behind his back to do it, which I didn’t want but I had no choice. If his family had the object, which I suspected, then I needed to find a way to take it from them. 
 



TWENTY-TWO
 
Frosty winds nipped my cheeks and lips. I shivered from the cold, turning my head toward Cedric, who had his arms wrapped around his front.
“This ought to do.” Aquarius emerged up on deck holding two fur coats. “I’ll be expecting payment once you’re queen.” He winked at me and handed the larger, brown jacket to Cedric. 
“Thanks, friend.”
Aquarius smiled and passed me a thick white one. I pulled it on, nestling into its warmth. I gazed over the wintry trees that blended into the white horizon. Gray rocks made up the beach. Snowflakes melted when they hit the sea. Waves lapped ashore, dragging icicles and melting them in their grasp.
“So…” Cedric’s breath fogged in the air. “This is Niferum. It’s quite something.”
I enjoyed the emptiness of a kingdom trapped in an everlasting winter, or so it felt. In the distance, a still river and thin sheets of ice led the way to runes of villages housing feral and lost fae. Ahead of us, fir trees narrowed on a snow-covered path.
I turned to face Aquarius. “Will you help us navigate?”
He scratched the back of his neck. “We are not welcome here, by King Blaise’s orders. We could only take you so far without being seen, but if you ride east, through the path in the forest, you’ll come out to Glacier Lake, and the mountains that surround it. Lepidus is just beyond the north mountains. Unless there are glamours in place, you should be fine.”
“I can see through any fae magic,” Cedric stated. “Besides.” He grinned. “We don’t need any help getting there.”
I smiled. “I hadn’t thought of that. You can see through glamours!”
Cedric’s wings unfolded in a glistening gold, like a sunset against the pale skies. “We can see through any magic, but we can also choose to see an illusion too,” he explained. “I can fly us some of the way. I’ll need rest in between, but this kingdom is much smaller than even a province in Berovia.” He nodded at Aquarius. “Thank you again, friend, for everything. Safe travels.”
“Your Highness.” He dipped his head. It was strange to hear Cedric addressed like that. 
“I told you not to call me that.”
“Seeing you next to a future queen, it feels appropriate.” He grinned, as if they were in on some private joke. “We’re betting on you, Winter.”
Bella joined his side. “Good luck, Winter.”
Hugging my arms tighter around my torso, I inhaled snowflakes. “I will repay you all someday.”
Aquarius’s eyes glinted. “Oh, I’ll only be needing one thing.”
“What is that?”
He didn’t respond. Cedric looked from him to me, then wrapped his arms around my waist. The gold in his eyes contrasted the winter wasteland around us. He spiraled us into the air, leaving my question forgotten to the winds. He carried us up to colder winds in the misty sky, the ship appearing tiny. His bright wings flapped against strong gusts, swaying us back, then diagonally. Ice prickled every inch of my bare skin. I gazed down, and my lips parted. I gripped onto Cedric tighter, my feet dangling, the want for steady ground growing stronger with the rising winds.
I was nervous about seeing Blaise—and my feelings toward Cedric—especially with what the mer king had said about my heart being with Blaise, but he and I, we could never be together, so it didn’t really matter. Cedric was good for me, and he made me laugh. I couldn’t let what the mer king said change that. 
 
***
 
An arch of ivy, purple berries, and black vines welcomed us to the white-dusted stone path leading into Lepidus, the royal court in Niferum. The castle reached high, their obsidian towers a mark against the cloudy horizon. I looked up, gasping as the temperature dropped a couple of degrees. My stomach was in knots, my heart pounded, and my hands trembled. I was just happy to be back on solid ground. 
I flexed my fingers against my staff on my belt, touching the wood from Ash Forest and bringing myself comfort. Three men, dressed in navy uniforms with purple embellishments, stepped out of the door. Each wore hardened stares and clenched jaws, brandishing their daggers.
“What is your business here?” one shouted. 
“We are here to see the king,” I replied, my voice breaking at the end. 
They didn’t break their stride. 
“Take the faery into the castle,” one ordered, jerking his head in Cedric’s direction, and turned his attention to me. “Sorcerers are to be imprisoned immediately.”
“No.” Panic widened my eyes. “I’m Winter… Winter Mortis.” I fumbled. The memory of being taken by the guards in Berovia to the pits froze my next words. My feet rooted to the spot, though the voices in my head tempted me to run. I begged them to calm. I’d always been ruled by logic, and I knew it was a different situation. Nothing would happen to me in Lepidus—Blaise would never allow it—but my trauma begged something different. I felt nauseated. “Please…” I begged when they wrestled my staff from me. Their hands on my wrists brought back the pain I felt before. “NO!” I wailed, trying to free myself. 
“Let her go!” Cedric bellowed as he was pulled toward the doors and into the castle. I pinched my eyelids shut. My breaths sped, my heart raced, and I felt as if I were going to die. 
“I can’t breathe.” My knees buckled. My sanity was splitting at its sides. “Please,” I pleaded again. “BLAISE!” I screamed as I was pulled toward the entrance to the dungeons.
 
Rocking back and forth with my back pressed against the cold stone wall, I shuddered. I looked at the starless sky through the iron-barred small window to my left. Water dripped from somewhere in the distance, the sound accompanied by the occasional cry from another prisoner in a neighboring cell.
“I’m okay,” I told myself for the hundredth time, squeezing my fingernails into my palms until I left crescent-shaped marks. I found solace in the pain. “I’m safe.” I tried to convince my racing thoughts. “It’s not the same as Berovia.” My voice was shaky. “Blaise will come. You’ll see.” I probably sounded crazy, but I didn’t care. I needed to hear the words aloud. 
Footsteps approached. Heavy boots crunched small stones in the echoey passageway. “You there.” A guard with thick eyebrows that blended into one long one stood at the bars of my cell. A key was forced into the lock, and the door swung open. “Come with me,” he grumbled, pushing his the silver helmet back. Holes had been made for the very tips of his ears to poke through. “Now.”
I jolted back, scrambling against the wall. The guard grunted and grabbed my wrist, then tugged me forward. My fingers trembled from the bitter draughts sweeping through the small, ancient passages. 
My breath fogged the air when we walked outside. Tears ran down my cheeks as I tasted freedom. The uneasiness in my chest dissipated. The jittering was less noticeable. I wanted to think about anything else, a distraction from the pain I felt every time I closed my eyes or was alone with my mind. 
Then I saw him. His presence sent shockwaves through me. His hands were in his pockets. He wore a black shirt with silver roses patterned on it. His dark eyebrows were pinched downward, his expression unmoving. 
 “Blaise.” His name felt familiar on my tongue. 
I didn’t expect to feel so nervous. I was still so angry at him, and it had been months since we’d seen each other, then there was the letter. 
My heart palpitated. 
He halted upon hearing my voice, as if he hadn’t expected me to be real. “Winter.” He sounded uncertain. “It’s really you. When they told me you’d come, I didn’t believe it.” His lips parted; tears glistened his smoky-gray eyes. “I’m sorry they took you into those dungeons.” His jaw tensed. “I would have never allowed it.” 
I swallowed thickly. I waited for the questions. Why was I here? What did I want? But neither came. I flinched when he closed the distance between us. Pulling me into his arms, he gripped his fingers into my sides and held me tighter. His breath tingled on my neck. He brought his lips to my ear. “You’re alive. I was so scared.”
The revelation shocked me still. “You were scared?”
He blew out slowly. “Of course I was.”
Butterflies swirled unwantedly. “Wait… you thought I was dead?”
He didn’t let go. “I wondered. I heard you’d escaped King Xenos, and I didn’t know what they’d done to you. The whole army was looking for you in Berovia. My spies reported.” He cupped my cheek. “You’re shaking. Let’s get inside.” His navy-blue wings opened from his back.
I nuzzled my head into his shoulder as he lifted us from the ground. I didn’t look up again until we landed in the throne room.
His gaze traced my lips. “Is there anything you need?”
“Yes, actually, I need to find…” I looked around, fumbling my fingers. I didn’t know how to bring up Cedric, but I knew I needed to find him. I was sure he was safe here among the other fae, but I wondered where they’d have taken him. “No, I…” 
“Some food perhaps?” Blaise offered. 
I thought back to the stale bread on the ship. “I’ve not had anything good to eat in days.”
He snapped his fingers at a man hovering nearby. “Bring us some apples, maybe some frosted cake.”
The guard bowed at this waist and scuttered away, leaving us in a corner near the throne, alone. Blaise let out a tense breath. “I thought you were going to get married.”
Suddenly, everything came rushing back. “Yes,” I said slowly. “Married.” I balled my fists. “I can’t believe I just let you off!” I shouted. “I’m not doing this.”
“Do what?” He pulled back, holding me at arm’s length.
“A sweet reunion.” Rage bubbled beneath the surface.
Seeing him be so sweet, so caring, made things worse. How could he hurt me as much as he did? “I am SO mad at you!” 
His eyebrows shot up. “You weren’t a moment ago.”
I shook my head. “It was just the shock of seeing you again,” I said, defending myself, and crossed my arms. 
His black hair fell around the silver crown on his head, reminding me he was now king. “You got all you wanted in the end, hmm? I can’t believe you!”
“I don’t know what the big deal is.” Confusion ticked his jaw.
Red crossed my gaze. How could he think that! He was perfectly okay with marrying me off to Kiros.
Punching my fists into his chest never felt so good. Tears ran down my cheeks as I slammed another hit, this time on his shoulder. “I hate you!” 
His gaze searched mine for a split second before he looked away. “Are you quite done?”
“Done?” I scoffed. “DONE! I’ve not even started. You wanted me to marry the prince of Berovia. He wanted to be king, not a consort, a king to Magaelor,” I said, emphasizing my words. “It would have cost me everything, you selfish bastard.”
His eyes widened, a smirk playing on his lips. “I’ve missed this.”
“Don’t you dare smile,” I warned, my fists balled, ready to land another punch. “This isn’t a game. You are a self-absorbed, uncaring, horrible—”
He rolled his eyes. “I’m the worst. I get it.”
“I despise you.” Venom laced my words. “You are heartless.” 
“Look.” He uncrossed his arms. “I didn’t think Kiros was going to be king. Just a consort. I didn’t know their plans. At the time, it seemed like it was in both of our best interests. A great idea that would have benefited me too. Am I wrong to protect what is mine?”
Tears pooled in my eyes. My words teetered on the tip of my tongue. His gaze faltered as the unspoken statement hung between us. I thought I was his. I thought he’d want to protect me. 
“My kingdom and my heart are not worth betting on an idea,” I stated, feeling vulnerable. Looking away from his invasive stare, I dropped my arms to my side. “You threatened my throne, twice, and you didn’t try to save me.”
His eyes moved downward. “Not true. Also, I didn’t mean it was worth betting on.”
“I know what you meant,” I replied.
“I don’t know what to say, love.” 
I fumed. “Don’t call me that.” 
“It’s good seeing you, regardless of the anger.” His gaze trickled over my body, moving up until his smoky-gray eyes met mine. “I was worried sick. I tried finding a way to get you out of the pits, but then Kiros saved you.” 
My mouth twisted in disgust. “My savior.” Guilt swirled my stomach into knots. I had to end this conversation and find the one person who did in fact save me, who went out of his way to care for me and showed me loyalty no matter what. Cedric was who mattered, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t pull myself away from Blaise. I had to ask him if we could stay here, yet I couldn’t feign being okay with him after what he did.
“Don’t be like this. You didn’t marry him, so what’s the problem?”
“You’re lucky I didn’t. Else I’d have used all of his armies and mine to attack you first.”
He picked up a lit cigar from an ashtray resting on the arm of his throne. Clover-scented smoke circled in the air when he exhaled. “I’m sure you would have.”
“Don’t underestimate me.”
He placed the cigar back on its silver plate. “That, I’d never do.”
I noticed a difference in him, one I couldn’t quite put my finger on. His voice wavered a couple of times and he looked on edge, although he did well to hide it. There were cracks in his composure, as if he were ready to fall apart. The words from his letter floated into my mind. “You wrote Edgar is coming for you, with the sword,” I said. “Have any more attempts been made?”
He rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes glazing over. “Since we’ve spoken, several more vials of mer-venom have reached me. They’ve grown imaginative.” He laughed nervously. “Using my cigar once to get it into my body once I’d delayed all meals and drinks, then they poisoned my clothing. It’s been…” He searched for the words, tracing his fingers along his wrist. “Problematic.”
“You think?” 
“They’re trying to weaken me. Get close to me.”
“They?”
He closed his eyes briefly. “Him, Berovia, I have enemies at every door. Your cousin hates that we haven’t gotten the feral fae under control. Despite him being allowed to live in our kingdom for most of his life, he stayed with the lunas who had broken away from Magaelor, you see, to the east of here in small villages built around the woods. My father let them be.” He shrugged. “Said they weren’t worth our time. Anyway, he and his friends, people who’d raised him like family, sometimes they were attacked by the feral fae. A few were even killed, despite their protection spells. Therefore, he doesn’t have a high opinion of us, the royal family that is. I’m sure he made some faerie friends over the years who weren’t feral.”
“I had wondered why he was so against you when he lived here. It makes sense. I am curious as to how they managed to protect themselves.”
“Edgar practices elemental magic.”
My jaw tightened. “Sacrilege.”
“Nevertheless, faeries don’t enjoy being burned with fire magic, even if it won’t kill them. It kept most of them at bay, but not all. I wouldn’t worry though. I’ve been taking care of our rogue faeries.” His forehead crinkled. I’d never seen him so stressed. I touched his wrist, instinctively, then recoiled.
“Edgar has people in the castle.” I presumed. “They have to be faeries, right?”
“Traitors,” he replied. “I assume it’s the few who he’d gotten to know while living here. They’d have to hate our family too.” He inhaled sharply. 
I wished he’d stand farther away. I could smell clove on his clothing and berries on his breath. He licked his lips, looking down at me with tenderness in his expression. He hesitated on the edge of words, uncertainty playing on his lips.
“Winter, I… I never meant for you to get hurt. You must believe me. I care for you. Deeply. As much as I can.” Sincerity was thick in his gaze. I recalled my conversation with the mer king. Could I really blame his distance, his lack of compassion, or care when he was cursed?
My heart trembled. I wished it wouldn’t. “I—”
“Don’t tell me what I feel,” he begged. Tiredness crowned his features. “I’ve missed you.”
“Winter!” Cedric’s voice resounded behind me.
I jumped a foot back, then whipped my head around.
“You’re safe.” He sighed relief, shrugging away one of the guards. “I tried telling them who you were and to let you go.” He strode to my side, then wrapped his arm around my waist and planted a kiss on my lips. 
Blaise stared him down, looking at Cedric’s fingers gripping me. Menace and fury colored his gray irises into a dark green, and his lips fell into a hard line. 
“Majesty.” The guard behind us bowed. “This man is claiming to be a light fae visitor with…”
Blaise waved him down. “He’s a guest of Winter, although I didn’t know she would be bringing a sparkly pet with her.” 
“Blaise!” I scolded, but Cedric squeezed my arm, calming me. 
“Don’t worry, Winter, he’s just threatened,” Cedric smirked, flaming Blaise’s eyes red. 
“You can stay here for now.” Blaise looked back at me. His tone was guided with annoyance. “We will discuss getting you back on your throne, in private, with my council whom I trust.” His eyes trailed the room. “Until then, I have things to attend.”
“Thank you for letting us stay.” I let out a long exhale, reining in my anger at his comment. 
“My pleasure,” Blaise replied with the enthusiasm of a slug. “I’ll have someone show you to your rooms.” He turned and walked away before I could say anything else.
 
 



TWENTY-THREE
 
Gray swirled in the blue sky outside the three arched windows that lined the back wall of the council chambers. Winds battered against the glass, begging to be let in. I leaned forward, resting my hands on the polished table. The lord, Abor, stared at Cedric. His midnight-blue eyes narrowed.
“Once you give them a voice, they will feel entitled. The people will turn against not just her monarchy.” He nodded in my direction. “But against us too. Don’t be naïve. We can’t allow them to think for themselves. They look to us for what is right and wrong. We are the order needed. If you take that away, you may as well hand over her crown now.” 
Cedric slammed his hands on the table. “They should be allowed to have a say over who is going to be queen,” he argued. “They can think for themselves.” 
I waved my hand in the air. “We are anointed by something much bigger than ourselves. They shouldn’t get a vote. It makes no sense. Edgar was not next in line,” I explained. “Lord Abor is right. We can’t do that.”
“A vote could help you.” Cedric regarded me. “If they want you on the throne, which they will, then there will be no overruling it. I think it’s a better alternative than reaching out to your cousin. Like I said before, there is no way he will hand back the throne, especially while he is in Berovia’s pocket. He is afraid. He doesn’t know Magaelor. He’s spent such little time there. He holds different beliefs. Now that he knows you are alive, it threatens him. Fear makes people do crazy things. I believe if we try to reason, show him fairness, a vote, it aligns with what he believes in. You may not think he will agree, but I do. He may even think he has a chance of staying. A peaceful way.”
I curled my fingers back and pressed my lips together. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do,” I said before Abor could jump in, “but it’s not possible, Cedric. Once we go down that path, there is no coming back. It undermines the need for a monarchy. We are anointed by our creator, and everything is built on that.”
Abor nodded. “She is correct. She is next in line for the throne after her father, and the rules of succession must be obeyed, for law, for order. We risk civil war without it.”
Sighing, Cedric sat back down and leaned back. “Then what?”
I licked my lips. “Well, we have no armies of number at our disposal.”
Abor agreed. “Our army cannot take on Magaelor and Berovia. Our guards must remain here, defending the castle against the feral fae and luna assassins sent to hurt our king.”
I had forgotten for a moment about the civil unrest in their own kingdom. “Yes. However, we do have one advantage.”
The four other men leaned forward. They had been handpicked by the king to lead the negotiations, after Blaise decided me taking back Magaelor was in the best interest of his rule. All were lords of various pockets of land across Niferum. 
One chimed in. He had a long silver beard, with eyes to match. “What would that be, young lady?”
I hated being called that. I was going to be queen, for goodness’ sake. I turned my attention from him back to Abor, who ran his hand through his wavy, long blond hair, seeing as he was the only one who seemed to regard me with any sort of respect. “We have the mountains,” I explained. “They’re almost impassible with the weather, narrow walkways, wolves, glamours in place, and the feral fae villages just beyond. We’re in dangerous territory to my people. One or two could come across, but they wouldn’t dare attempt to bring an army through. Any negotiations we do with Edgar must be done at the border. He is vulnerable here.” 
One of the lords cleared his throat. “They could come by ship.” 
Abor shook his head at the gray-bearded man. “They wouldn’t dare cross our waters, Gregoir. The mer are rampant here, and the sea treacherous. Not to mention our icebergs. Why do you think they only send a few assassins at a time?”
“They can’t fly,” I said. “Even with our magic, there is only so much we can do. We can’t influence or change the weather. There are limitations. With me, we can exploit Edgar’s army’s weaknesses.”
“Where do you suggest we meet with King Edgar?”
I groaned at hearing “king” in front of his treacherous name. “I say offer to bring him into the castle.”
Abor shook his head. “We are on high alert with the attacks, and I highly doubt your cousin would agree to come.”
I leaned back. “Then arrange a meeting at the border.”
Abor’s shoulders slumped. “I will do my best. They have been stubborn in their communications with us.”
Cedric stood, warning in his gaze. “I suggest you do it quickly. Pull whatever strings you have. We’re running out of time. It’s just like you were saying. You all made such a point of it! She is the rightful queen according to the beliefs of all monarchies. If you undermine her, then you’re undermining the very foundation monarchies are built on. Would you like your own destabilized?” He half-smirked, using their own words against them.
They did all have strong interests in Blaise remaining king. The monarchy kept them rich, with land, titles, and everything they enjoyed. “No,” Abor said quickly, his tone clipped. 
“That is all for today,” Gregoir announced and stood along with the others. “There is a feast this evening.”
Abor slapped Gregoir on the shoulder. “First one in weeks. The atmosphere is growing duller by the day.” 
I followed their chatter as they left the cold room, then I walked out behind them, hand in hand with Cedric. “Blaise is avoiding me. He won’t even come to the council meetings. You’d think he would. It’s in his interest.” 
“I can’t imagine why.” His reply was thick with sarcasm. “He was going to marry you, Winter. You’ve come to his home with another man. What did you expect?”
My stomach churned. “It was a political marriage.”
His eyebrow arched. “Not even you can believe that’s true. Look, I know you two are over, and I trust you—I’m not worried—but don’t pretend there was nothing between you. You told me about the kisses and dancing when we were in Berovia, remember?”
I placed my hand on my aching stomach. “It was fleeting.” I mentally kicked myself for overexplaining every detail of my trip back home, when I’d arrived in Berovia and found Cedric. “Really, I made it sound more than it was.”
He laughed. “I wish sometimes sorcerers also couldn’t lie. Look, us faeries feel things deeply.”
“Not Blaise,” I snapped. “He doesn’t. Trust me.” I thought back to the mer king. “Anyway, the good news is Edgar is still on the throne and hasn’t moved from the castle.” I recalled the beginning of the meeting, something I’d been waiting to discuss with Cedric in private. “Which means Berovia hasn’t yet sent armies or managed to siphon magic from the dragons, else they would have. The bad news…”
“Nothing came out in the newspapers.” Cedric sighed. “Abor didn’t say a word, and I assume it’d be the first thing they’d mention if it was public knowledge that Xenos is hoarding dragons and building an indestructible army.”
“No,” I grumbled. “That spineless newswriter. To think, I gave him two important letters right on his lap he could have used to make the biggest story of his career.”
“Your being alive has been announced, however.”
“Yes.” I sighed. “It seems everyone is aware, thanks to King Xenos, which means I have zero element of surprise. There are a lot of questions being asked.” My stomach knotted. People wanted to know my whereabouts all this time and how I got to Berovia, but fortunately, while in Niferum, I didn’t have to answer any of them. “I’m sure they’ll die down soon. Gossip always does.”
Cedric rubbed the side of my arm. “Because we already had the element of surprise with our vast armies?” he joked and looked around the empty corridor.
I smacked his arm. “Blaise has agreed to join forces.”
“To house you, to aid you, but not to back you with a show of force. You heard them. They don’t have the numbers. They’re fighting their own people with their army.” 
I rubbed the side of my neck. “Then we must pray Edgar will abdicate.” The idea was laughable. 
“I don’t pray, but I will certainly set the intention.”
I blew out a tense breath. “I mean, Edgar has to, by our laws—even though he won’t because he doesn’t care for tradition.” I ground my teeth. “I am heir to the throne and alive, but if what you said before is right… He doesn’t believe in our religion, which means he thinks he doesn’t need to follow our rules.” My shoulders slumped. “I am utterly alone, fighting for a crown, and sometimes, I wonder why I even bother with the odds stacked against me,” I admitted, feeling smaller than ever.
Cedric leaned down and kissed my forehead. “You have rambled on and on about how much you love your kingdom, your people, and how you want to change things. You talk about your birthright with unwavering faith, and your religion, the things you’re fighting for. Don’t lose sight. You’re the most stubborn person I know.”
Warmth spread through my stomach. A playful smirk curled my lips. “I am a little stubborn.”
He placed his fingers an inch apart. “Oh, just a little.” He laughed. 
An idea popped into my head. “Wouldn’t it be amazing if I could get news to the firedrake warders about Xenos hiding them? I saw them at the castle. They were terrifying. I hoped the news would be enough, but apparently, I need to take things into my own hands. I mean, we could join forces against Berovia. It’s a start. An army. Imagine, Cedric, if we had dragons on our side.”
He placed his hands on my shoulders, exhaling softly. “I wish I could say it’s possible, but they reside on one of the deadliest islands in the world. We wouldn’t even make it past the shores alive. Also, not to take away more hope, but I want you to be realistic. Aquarius is the only one who can navigate the fae waters and any others with ease. He’s the most skilled sailor I’ve met, and I’ve come across many. We would need him to get there and he’s gone from here, probably back in Berovia by now.”
I groaned. “Great.”
“You don’t even know if the firedrake warders would have agreed. They may have just descended on Xenos and gotten themselves killed. They’re wild spirits, Winter. They can’t be allied with.”
“I disagree. A common enemy makes a wonderful alliance.”
“Then we must agree to disagree.”
I rolled my eyes. “Enough talk of politics.” I tugged him down a narrow passageway and grinned when I reached the arched, glassless windows. “I want to show you something.”
Before I could walk us into the small courtyard leading out to the larger gardens, I spotted Lucien and Niam, Blaise’s brothers, walking. 
Lucien spotted me first. He was a spitting image of King Azrael, from his long nose to piercing eyes and tall, muscular appearance. Niam looked like Blaise, but his features were softer. His almond-shaped blue-and-silver eyes met mine. Next to them, Niam’s boyfriend waved. He was dressed in some outfit resembling peacock feathers.
“Who are they?”
“Notice the crowns,” I said as we approached them. “Niam and Lucien Lazarus. Princes. The other is Niam’s partner. I forget his name.”
“Winter!” Niam said brightly, hugging me. “It’s great to meet you once again. Although, I did expect to have you as my sister by now. Never mind. Blaise told us how you running away from the wedding saved us. I’m glad your father is dead after what he wanted to do to us. I mean, my condolences and everything, but he was quite the monster.”
“Enough, Niam!” Lucien scolded, bringing his icy gaze back to mine. “My brother tends to babble when he’s nervous. We are pleased to make your acquaintance.”
Niam pressed his lips together. “Sorry. You remember Crawn?” He pointed at his boyfriend, whose bright-green eyes matched the turquoise in the feathers on his shirt.
I shook his hand. “How are you?”
He bowed at his waist. “Your Highness.”
“We are late for a meeting.” Lucien’s gaze bore into Niam’s. “We’re afraid we must cut this short.”
Even in his mannerism, Lucien reminded me of the Azrael I’d met when I’d come here at fifteen, after our engagement. Ruthless. Devoid of emotion. More so than even Blaise. 
Niam smiled, bunching his cheeks. “Blaise will be delighted to have you back. He cares about you, you know.”
Lucien scowled. “Niam.”
“Sorry. I’ll see you this evening at the banquet?”
I nodded. “We will be there. This is Cedric, by the way.”
Lucien didn’t say a word. Instead, he rolled his eyes at us, displeasure in his expression.
“A light faery!” Crawn exclaimed. “I’ve always wanted to meet one. I have questions.”
“Later,” Lucien snapped, his patience growing thinner. “Excuse us, Your Highness.”
The three of them hurried away. Niam wrapped his thick jacket tightly as the snow fell thicker. I turned toward Cedric. “I like Niam. He seems nice.”
Cedric raised his dark blond eyebrows. “I don’t like the other one.”
“Lucien?”
He nodded. “Seems like trouble.”
I scratched the back of my neck. “Yeah, he does a bit.” I breathed in deeply. “Anyway, I wanted to show you the gardens. They’re stunning, especially with all the snow.”
Snowflakes landed on my hair, contrasting the black waves, as we ran outside. Taking the same path Blaise and I did once upon a time, we reached the woods. Fir trees reached out into a forest as far as the eye could see. 
“Isn’t it beautiful?”
He didn’t take his eyes off me. “It really is.”
I slapped his arm and blushed pink. We both stood still, appreciating the wintry landscape.
The evergreens melted into shadows in the distance. A lake surrounded the area, and the clarity reminded me of Kiros’s eyes. They were unlike anything I’d ever seen. I wondered how much he was hurting after I left. I felt guilty, but I didn’t altogether like him that much, so it wasn’t overwhelming. Just enough to tug on the corners of my mind now and again. 
Cedric grabbed my hand and pulled me into him, placing his other arm around me. “We haven’t had a chance to stop and breathe since this started.”
My worries melted. “I’ve been dying for some time with you.” I walked my fingers up his chest, grinning. “I never thought you’d be interested in me. I mean, I know you were kind of interested at first, but then you learned who I was and—”
The kiss stole my next breath, buckling my knees. He held me up, his fingers dancing up to my hair and getting tangled in my black waves.
 “Nothing in the past or future matters, but right now…”
We closed our eyes in unison. I wanted to lose myself in him and forget everything else. The world crumbled away as we kissed by the trees. 
When we fell apart, he wore a lopsided grin.
I steadied myself and pulled away. “It feels so free to be away from all the worry and politics. You’re my haven.”
He grinned. “I have always wanted to do this.”
I eyed him as he leaned over, balling snow in his hands.
“The closest I came to seeing snow was when I came to Magaelor in the—”
“Yes,” I said, interrupting him, not wanting to talk about the battle that had brought him and his murderous brother here. I would have to wait to avenge André until after I was back on the throne. Of course, I wasn’t going to tell Cedric that yet. A life for a life. It was the right of anyone in Magaelor. His brother took mine, and in turn, I would end his.
 “Careful,” he warned, then threw the snowball at me. It splayed across my dress.
My eyes widened. “You’re going to regret that.” I laughed. I made a snowball and threw it, but he dodged it by flying upward. “No fair!” 
He laughed and flew at me, then swept me into his arms. I couldn’t stop smiling, until I saw Blaise staring out of the top castle window at us. The sadness in his features hurt my heart.
 
 



TWENTY-FOUR
 
I thrashed around in my bed, kicking the blankets to the floor, as the cage from my nightmares pulled me deeper into the dream. My blistering skin begged for relief as the sun beat down on me, blinding me. When I opened my eyes again, the redthorn viper slithered in, puffing out a regal hood and spitting venom as it sank its fangs into my skin. The putrid stench of vomit and urine pinched my nostrils, making me gag. Blisters burned my sore skin. My parched tongue begged for even a drop of water. 
Then, something else woke me. A calling. I awoke in a puddle of sweat, my hair stuck around my forehead and on my chest. My chest heaved, and I pinched my eyes shut. Calming my racing pulse, I swallowed thickly. I could still feel the echo of pain coursing through me, the pull that had dragged me gratefully from my sleep. I climbed out of the bed, and my feet hit the cold stone ground. I shivered as I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders.
My feet carried me in a hazy state until I reached a desolate corridor with a large arched window overlooking the snowy trees and matte-black night. Blaise stared out of it, with his elbows pressed against the stone ledge and his face in his hands. Sobs escaped through his fingers; his body wrenched back when I touched him. 
He flinched, turning to face me. “What are you doing here?” He was as white as fog, his eyes bloodshot, the skin underneath sunken. “You need to leave.”
A lump formed in my throat. “I just knew you were here somehow. I couldn’t sleep either.”
“Then go have a maid bring you some herbal tea.”
The panic in my heart wouldn’t subside. “It’s more than that,” I said, trembling when I remembered the cage. When I touched him again, his pain pinched through me. “Tell me what’s wrong,” I pleaded. I traced my fingers down his cheek and stopped at his lips. I pulled away, then closed my eyes. He couldn’t even look at me. I couldn’t stand seeing him hurt, no matter what he’d done to me. My anger dissipated when I saw his tortured eyes. “You don’t need to hide your darkness from me.”
“Don’t.” He turned his back toward me, looking out at the starry night. “You shouldn’t have come to me.”
“I had no choice,” I whispered. “And I know I was angry, but you must understand what I’d gone through. We both did things wrong.”
He turned on his heel and looked me dead in the eyes with a calculating stare. He grabbed my wrist and wrenched me close to him. “Don’t you get it?” he asked through his teeth. “You’re making things worse by being here. It’s driving me into madness.”
Tears formed, and I didn’t care if he could see them. “I didn’t have anywhere to go.”
“I know.” He let go of my wrist. “But did you have to bring him with you, to shove your newfound happiness in my face? I have enough going on without watching you play in the snow and kiss in the same spot we did almost a year ago.”
His words crushed my heart. “I’m sorry, okay, but what did you expect? For me to run into your arms? You threatened to have me dethroned. Then your letter asking me to marry someone else for your gain.”
“If you’ve come here to remind me of all the terrible things I’ve done and how I’m so awful, then don’t bother. I’m numb, lost. I don’t know who I am or what I want anymore.”
I squeezed my fingers into his arms, reminding him that this was real and I was here, even if he told himself he didn’t want me to be. “I’m not leaving you like this. I want to help you.”
His gaze flitted, searching mine. It was invasive, as if he were staring into my bare soul. A fierce want pulsated between us. His fingers flexed, then curled. “Don’t do that.”
“What?”
“Look at me like that. With those eyes.”
Our worlds crashed. 
His lips were on mine, stealing my next breath. Neither of us wanted to let go. It was wrong. Desperate. 
His pain lessened as we were consumed in holding each other. I needed him like I needed air. I couldn’t think. When we pulled apart, his eyes were pointed, his expression stern. “Come with me,” he ordered, pulling me into an empty room. He pushed me down on the bed, pressed himself against me, and moaned as he kissed my neck. I couldn’t breathe. I was dizzy, high on him. The subtle smell of pine and clover made me lightheaded. He deepened the kiss. 
“Stop,” I managed to say after a minute. “I can’t.” I sat upright, gasping. “Cedric. I can’t do this to Cedric.” I spluttered, remembering the man who’d saved me, the man I cared for. 
His mouth parted. Anger stole the lust from his stare. “Why him? What does he give you?”
“He fought for me, cares for me, and saved me in every way possible.”
He looked away, moving off the bed as quick as lightning. “Then don’t search me out in the middle of the night, caring for me, giving me hope that you missed me too.”
I did, and I had wanted him to do those things to me at one point, but he couldn’t. He never could give me that. I couldn’t tell him. Not now. “I want to be your friend.”
“We are not destined to be friends,” he stated, his tone deflated. “Don’t come looking for me again.”
“Blaise.” My voice cracked. I hurried to him before he could leave, grabbing his sleeve. “Please, don’t go.”
He turned. “What do you want from me? I can’t be friends with you.”
I played my fingers over his chest. “I know you can’t feel love deeply.”
“Don’t.” He pushed me away. “Get out.”
“No.”
“I said leave!”
I inhaled shakily, my lips trembling when I left the room. Guilt dipped my stomach. I never found out what was wrong or why he was in pain, but I couldn’t be his cure, his distraction. I wandered back to my room, feeling guiltier than ever. I had hoped to approach the subject of the mer king and the Objects of Kai, but every time I was alone with him, I couldn’t think straight. 
How could I have kissed another when I was with Cedric? I shouldn’t have been thinking about anyone else but him. 
I mentally kicked myself; how could I be so stupid to put myself in that position? The main question that lingered, however, was how did I know how to find him? 
My headache splintered by the time I reached my door. 
“Aren’t I lucky?”
I jumped, placing my hand on my chest. “You frightened me.”
“I was hoping I’d find you awake.” Cedric grinned, wearing a long, white night robe and holding a candle on a gold holder. “It’s hard to sleep here.”
I didn’t want to mention the nightmares. I know he’d touched on helping my anxiety before, but I couldn’t face it yet. It was too much. “Yeah, it’s so cold.”
His stared at me with scrutinizing eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I snapped too quickly and softened my tone. He knew I was lying. “I’ve been on edge. Thinking about Edgar and the inevitably of us on a battlefield somewhere, somehow.” Which was true, but not the only thing bothering me.
He brushed the hair out of my face. “You look terrified.” Wrapping his arms around me, he kissed my temple. My stomach hurt even more. I was a bad person. The worst. 
“I need to be alone.” I pulled away gently. “I need to think.”
“It’s so lonely here,” he admitted. His carefree smile was replaced with a seriousness I’d rarely seen on Cedric.
He’d left his family, his friends, and his trade business. He was in a land he didn’t know, all for me. Guilt overwhelmed my mind. I relented. “You know what, I could use some company. Perhaps we can strategize.”
He smirked. “Or…”
“Strategize.” I stared him down.
“Fine. You’re no fun.” He poked my side.
The truth was I just couldn’t bring myself to kiss or cuddle with him after what I just did. He pushed the door open and walked inside. I looked back, wondering if Blaise was okay. My mind shouldn’t have been with him, but it was. Bringing myself back to the present, I followed Cedric. 
 
***
 
Silk banners of blue and gray covered the banquet room. Glamours portrayed snow drifting to the ground but never landing. I twirled around, and my Gothic-style, midnight-blue dress swished around my knees. I reached over the table and grabbed some bread, slices of apple, and blueberry jam. Settling down at the table with my plate, I looked Lord Abor in the eyes. “I assume you have news; else you wouldn’t have called me here.”
Cedric picked at a slice of pie next to me. 
“Yes.” Abor cleared his throat, looking between Cedric and me. “King Edgar has agreed to meet you, but not at the border.”
“Then where?”
“Ash court.”
“I can’t go there!” I slammed my fist onto the table. “He will have me killed. It’s obviously a trap.”
“He’s promised you will not be harmed, although we both know you sorcerers like to lie.” 
My mouth twisted. “Not all of us. Anyway, Edgar’s word means nothing. I won’t go.”
Abor shrugged my response.
He nodded in agreement. “I already sent word that we have declined his request.”
My eyebrows pinched downward. “Good, but you didn’t even wait to ask me.”
“Blaise gave the order. He reads all communications from Magaelor first.”
I ground my teeth. “It’s almost like I’m not a queen.” My nose wrinkled. Cedric squeezed my hand, snapping me out of my rage. 
“However, there is another matter I wish to discuss,” Abor stated. “An odd woman has appeared at court, claiming to be your friend.”
Cedric smirked. “But Winter doesn’t have any friends—”
“Who?” I asked, interrupting him. “What’s her name?”
“Morgana Emberlash. She says she is your seer. Oh—”
I stood, sending my chair screeching back. “Where is she?” My wild eyes searched his. “Tell me now!”
“She’s being kept in the dungeons. We must do it with all sorcerers because of the—Your Highness, please, wait!” he called as I ran from the table.
I grabbed a guard at the door by his purple collar. “You’re coming with me.”
 
Morgana’s orb-like brown eyes widened when she saw me. The guard unlocked the door and swung it open. I pulled her into my arms, tears streaming down my cheeks.
“I came as soon as I heard. How did you get here? You know, it doesn’t matter. I’m just so glad you are!” My thoughts raced. “Are you okay? Did Edgar hurt you? I’ll kill him!”
She patted my back, then pulled me at arm’s length. Sadness wrinkled her eyes, and her bony fingers were shaking. “Calm down. I’m okay.” She steadied her tone, although I could tell she was shaken. It was unusual for her. “I escaped. Edgar released me from the dungeons on Prince Kiros’s orders. I’ll presume I have you to thank for that.” Her bottom lip trembled. “With me no longer facing execution, Edgar put me to work. He had me making staffs nonstop.” She showed me her cut-up, bloodied fingers. “Edgar is building an army under Xenos’s nose. He’s afraid. The forest nymph escaped though, after your father died.” She smiled. “Which is good news. There are, of course, other weaker ways to predict the future, but don’t worry though.” She handed me a necklace with a small blue rune. “I had it spelled to protect you from any foresight.”
I pulled it over my head. It hung around my neck. “You’re always ten steps ahead.”
“We must act fast. Things are bad back home. The kingdom is more divided than ever.”
“Our magic?”
“Your cousin agrees to using the magic for now, only because he doesn’t have any choice, but he calls it necromancy,” she spat. “When it’s no such thing. He’s extremely ignorant to our religion. He knows there will be an uproar if he tries to take it away, but he has banned rituals and mass prayer to the ancestors. He’s threatening the ones who live in Ash Forest, calling them murderers. He’s having new prisons built to bring new law and order. He’s in over his head and knows it. He plans on eventually transitioning lunas to using elemental magic. He has Berovians in high-ranking positions at court.”
“That must have been the deal he made with Xenos. To turn Magaelor to their magic system.” I growled under my breath. “He is a mark on our family name, a treacherous, vile…”
“I know.” She breathed quickly, placing her hands on mine. “Do not meet him, Winter. He will not give you the crown. He despises you. He believes this is his chance to change things. He wants a show of force against the dark fae, wanting the feral fae rounded up and killed. Blaise has refused to kill them. Instead, he’s been trying to rehabilitate them.” She looked around at the guards cautiously. “Edgar knows Xenos will dethrone him if he doesn’t do as asked to, and Berovia wants Niferum as much as they want Magaelor.”
“Yes. They want everything,” I said grouchily. “I am certain it will be the death of them.”
“On this, we are agreed.”
“You were cloaked at the castle, Winter. Xenos was paranoid a seer or someone may have seen you were at his castle. As soon as you were captured, they spelled you. There is no other explanation for why I couldn’t see you. Before you were captured, you still had the rune I gave you, which protected you. But then I assumed it was taken. I couldn’t see if you were safe or had made it out of the kingdom. I hated not knowing if you were dead or alive. Then, when Edgar told me of Kiros’s kindness, I knew something was amiss. Then I saw you”—she clasped her hands together—“briefly, when you crossed the waters and had escaped. Destiny showed you to me and I knew you were alive.”
“They tortured me,” I cried. “I asked Prince Kiros to get you out of the dungeons for treason. Now you know, I’ll assume, of the engagement.” 
“Yes. I saw the papers from Berovia. Edgar was furious when news reached court.”
I scoffed a laugh. “At least something good came of it all then.”
“Tell me everything, Winter, all I don’t know, and don’t miss a detail.”
I rubbed my hands together. “First, let’s get you out of the cold.” I walked with her to the castle. A guard followed us. “Before I delve into everything, I must ask, do the people want me back? Are they unhappy with Edgar’s reign?”
“Yes!” she exclaimed, relaxing me instantly. “They’ve been protesting outside the gates, demanding you back, but then there are others, as you had to have known there would be, who want to see Edgar stay king. Some of the lords too. Ashur has switched sides. He is Edgar’s right-hand man now.”
“A betrayal he will pay for,” I stated, thinking of the man who had counseled my father. “Does anyone suspect me?” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Of my father’s death?”
“No. They’re not sure what happened, and I didn’t say anything, no matter what they did to me.” She shuddered. “The Ring of Immortalem,” she said, reminding me. “Do you still have it?”
I shook my head. “Xenos does.”
“I presumed. It’s okay. We can figure this all out. First, we must get you ready, make you queen. It is our only focus for now.”
“How?”
“We need an army.”
“From where? I have you.” I counted on my fingers. “Cedric and possibly Blaise. We’ll just go storm the gates.”
“We can get organized,” she said as we walked under the arch. “Bring people together. If Blaise allows sorcerers into the kingdom, we can build one here, those who would be loyal to you.”
“It would invite spies. People have already made attempts at Blaise with poison, to weaken him so he could be killed with the Sword of Impervius. Blaise won’t allow more lunas at the castle.”
A thin, watery smile curled her lips. “Winter, I saw glimpses of you both the times you’ve been at court. I’m almost certain he would do anything for you.”
I waggled my finger. “You’re wrong, but I will ask anyway.”
 
 



TWENTY-FIVE
 
“It shouldn’t have happened.” I spoke quickly, running my finger along the spines of several books lining the shelf. I glanced at Blaise, then looked back at the shelf. The evocative smell of leather and parchment hovered around us. “Us,” I said. When I closed my eyes, I could feel the kiss still lingering against my lips from the other day. I hated how I needed him, even when I didn’t want to. I buried those feelings deeply, where no one could find them. “But I wanted to apologize for hurting you.” 
“I’m sorry too,” he admitted. “I shouldn’t have snapped. Although, I won’t apologize for kissing you.” He leaned against the doorframe lazily and drank the last of his blossomdew. “Is this the only reason why you’ve requested my presence? Or is this about Edgar requesting you go to Magaelor?”
“No. I have it on good authority he will not abdicate under any circumstance.” My mind wandered back to Morgana’s words. “There are two things, but for now, my mind is on something else.”
“Then what do you want?” He moved past me and sat on a red plush bench, which stood under a large portrait of Blaise’s grandfather. He had the same brooding, gray eyes. He lived centuries ago, choosing to die when Azrael took the throne. 
“I want to talk to you about the Objects of Kai, but mostly the Crown of Discieti.” I placed my hand on my hip. “I know everything. You wore it. You’re cursed. You threw it away. Am I wrong?”
He cast his gaze downward. “Wow.” He twiddled his thumbs. “You kept that quiet. Anyway, it’s more complicated than that.”
“I have time.” I looked through the glass and crisscrossed lead at the moon, barely visible in the purple sky. I promised Morgana we would walk down to the frozen lake to talk more, after filling her in on almost every detail since we’d been apart, but the clouds rolled in fast, bringing with it a wind that swept through the cracks around the windows. A blizzard was coming, which would force us all inside. I huddled my fur coat and licked my lips. “I need to know the full story, from you.”
“Power ruined everything for me.” He moved his tortured stare to the window. “I was foolish and young. Just turned fourteen. The Crown of Discieti had been brought to the castle at my father’s command. He never did tell me of the curse on the Objects of Kai. I had no idea, only about the dagger.” 
“Oh, Blaise.”
He balled his fists, tears pooling in his moonlit eyes. “It had the power of compulsion. What an allure to a young prince who eagerly wanted to be king. My father was harder on me than Lucien or Niam. Cruel, some would say. I wanted it to stop, and I finally had an object that could control him.”
“I didn’t know.”
“How could you or anyone? He was the most powerful man in the world. Even King Xenos feared him. He was ruthless since his queen died. He only courted my mother to produce an heir, then discarded her as if she were nothing. I believe her to be dead, even though my father said he just sent her away. He never did like loose ends.” He shuddered. “So I stole it. When I placed it on my head, I felt enormous power bequeathed to me. The euphoric rush buzzed throughout my body. I’d never felt anything so intense before.” He adjusted his silver crown, then ran his fingers down the buttons on his black shirt and stopped at one, twisting it. “But all magic, Winter, comes with a price. It started small. I suddenly didn’t care when friends left me out to go to a party in the forest or if one of the girlfriends I had was flirting with another. Before long, I couldn’t feel anything to its full extent. My emotions were numbed. Over time, I tried to feel anything meeting different girls, desperately wanting to give my heart, but it wasn’t to be. When I left the academy, I didn’t miss it. When Lucien and Niam left court, I didn’t think about them. I used to love my brothers, protect them, but after that…” He trailed off.
“Did you use the compulsion?” I asked. 
He nodded his head. “At first, yes. It was fun for a time, until it wasn’t.” His irises swirled into a darker color. I noticed they often adjusted shades or glinted another color, depending on his emotions. It was subtle, but I could usually tell. “There was a girl at court. She was unlike the others. She was prudish and strict on herself. Too much. Like she was hiding something.” Regret spilled through his expression. “I told her to loosen up, have fun, and not worry about consequences. To give in to her desires. Three days later, she turned dark, taking having fun to a whole new level. Before I could change her back, my father recognized her becoming like the rest of the feral fae in the villages and killed her with the dagger.”
My hand shot to my mouth. “Are all the feral fae compelled?”
“No. They’re just more darkly inclined than most of our civilization. It happens when they allow themselves to indulge their senses too much and their desires are to hurt. I couldn’t have known her wants were so sinister. If I had…” He closed his eyes, blew out a long breath, and opened them again. “I would never have said those words to her. It’s hard for me. I feel pain deeply but not love. It’s like a barrier.” He looked over at me, teetering on the edge of words that didn’t come. 
“That’s why you’ve been looking for the Objects of Kai, to break the curse, right?”
He nodded. “I always wanted to, but it wasn’t at the forefront of my mind. I kept track of them but never sought them out. Until this year.”
“What changed?”
“I found my motivation.”
My eyebrows pinched downward. “What motivation?”
“I think we both know the answer to that.”
I swallowed thickly. “Uh… so the, um.” Warmth flushed my face. “The mer king, Aqugar.” I spluttered, regrouping my thoughts. “He wants the same thing. He’s cursed too. It’s how I found out about you. He spoke with me, said I was the best chance at finding the objects or something.”
His eyes shone brightly. “He has the crown then, as I’d guessed. I’d thrown it into the ocean, believing it would rid me of the curse.” He scoffed. “A short-lived dream.”
“I will bring them together, I promise.” I sat beside him, easing backward.
His eyes regarded me. He reached across and brushed a lock of my hair, tucking it behind my ear. “You don’t need to do anything.”
“Aqugar said I’m the one he foresees finding them. As you know well by now, they are powerful divinators. I doubt he is wrong.”
“I will find them,” he promised. “You have a lot on your shoulders as it is, although the sentiment is not lost on me.”
I clasped my fingers together. “I’ll still help regardless.”
“I know.”
“Also, I had something else to ask you.” I placed my hand on his, feeling a buzz between us. 
His gaze flitted to mine, softening at the corners. “What is it?”
“I need to build an army. I don’t know where to start, but I do know I need a place to begin.”
His expression dropped. “If you’re thinking of building one here, I can’t. Not with the attempts to weaken me. To kill me. They have the sword. One luna could slip through disguised to be on your side with the sword, and it will all be over for me.”
“I highly doubt Edgar will let the sword out of his sight, seeing as it’s the only weapon he has against you. Also, even if it is brought into the kingdom, it means we could take it from them and be one step closer to uniting the Objects of Kai.” I smiled. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I have no choice but to press the matter. I can’t go on like this. I’m supposed to be queen.” My hands started to shake. “I need this. I’ve had a hard time recently. When I said you didn’t need to hide your darkness, it’s because I understand it. I feel it. I’ve made bad decisions that have hurt people. I carry so much weight in my chest, sometimes I feel as if I may die.”
“I didn’t know you were feeling so awful.” He looked up. “I was told you were kept prisoner. It must have been hard, I know.”
“Prisoner.” My shoulders slumped forward. “They tortured me. Badly. Every day…” I sniffled. Sobs escaped through my lips as my chest caved forward. “I was covered in blisters, sores, insect bites, stings, and a snake bite from a redthorn viper. My skin was burned to the point where I couldn’t move. I was starved. I could literally place my fingers under my ribs, Blaise. I barely slept, and they gave me just enough water to keep me alive. Sometimes when I close my eyes, I feel like I’m back there,” I admitted. “Some days I don’t want to carry on. I feel too broken. Too much has happened to me for me to be a good queen, or anything else, to anyone. I keep it all in here.” I pointed at my forehead. “But I want to scream, loudly, into the sky until my voice runs dry.” My chest heaved as I cried into my hands, tears running down my fingers and palms.
He pulled me into him, running his hand through my hair, and kissed my head. “I didn’t know it was that bad. I didn’t. I’m sorry, so sorry.”
When I looked up, his pained gaze landed on mine.
“I’ll kill them for it.”
I wiped my nose and eyes with the back of my sleeve. “I will too. Revenge is one of the few things keeping me going.” I inhaled sharply. “It was Xenos mainly. Kiros is just a fool, led by his father. I healed quickly, thanks to a paste made from unicorn horns and its blood, which nourished me. They put it in my tea. It’s sickening. They’ve been killing them. Cedric and I saw one in the Forest of Tranquillium. They’re liars, pretending to be above us. They’re simply better at hiding their misdeeds.” My thoughts raced as I moved away from the topic of my torture, a place I didn’t like to linger in for too long. 
He shook his head. “It’s no secret I despise Xenos and his family.”
“His daughter is pretty nice actually. I like her.” I sniffed. “I’m sorry for crying so much.”
He touched my chin and ran his finger up to my hairline. “It’s okay to break down. We can’t be strong all the time. But you should know, love…” He wiped my tears. “That you are not too broken. If you’re too far gone, then I don’t have a hope left in my salvation.”
“I’ve hurt so many people. Birch. Morgana. Even Kiros. Men have died for me. All for what? The girl who can’t pull herself together, a queen without a crown. I’m afraid for Cedric.” I approached the subject carefully. “He won’t survive me.”
“Only a king can survive a queen’s love. Everyone knows that.”
I half-laughed, half-cried. “I never said anything about love.”
He smirked. “Good.”
“But… I’m a disaster. I’m sure no one can survive being with me. Not even a king.”
He smiled softly. “People will die for you, Winter. It comes with the job.” He pressed his hand against my chest. “I share your burden. I also know we must always appear strong. Leaders must be fearless.” He paused. “But when you’re with me, you can let go. Cry. Scream. I’ll take you into the darkest part of the forest, and we can scream together.”
I chuckled. “You’re sweet sometimes.”
“Glad to be of service. Like I said, if you feel like you’re going to break, come and find me.”
I squeezed his hand. “So can you.”
Silence hung between us. 
“You can build your army here, but I want each of them thoroughly searched, by my guards and yours. I assume you know who to reach out to first. Who is loyal to you? There are towns near here that are near military strongholds. Your people can stay in the villages surrounding it.”
“Thank you.” I croaked. “I don’t know what to say… I—” I spoke sensitively. “Are you sure you are okay with Cedric staying here?” I looked down at my fingers, picking at my cuticles. “With me I mean?”
“I was wrong to say what I did before. I wasn’t in my right mind that night. I want you to be happy, so whatever it means.”
I gave him a look. 
“I do,” he stated, defending himself. “I can’t give you what you want, Winter. Even if I really want to. There is no denying what we have, but until the curse on the Objects of Kai are broken, you deserve to be loved wholly and you shouldn’t have to wait around for me. Who knows even if they can be or how long it will take? I apologize for being petty before. It’s hard for me to watch, I won’t lie, but I’m glad to have you in my life in any way, and I should have said that before.”
 My eyebrow arched. “How mature of you.”
“I’m trying to be a better person.”
“How’s that going?”
He smirked. “Baby steps, Princess. Baby steps.” 
 



TWENTY-SIX
 
Morgana looked older. Deep lines reached around her eyes. I hadn’t properly spent time with her since she had arrived. Her lips curled at the corners. “You like him.”
“Cedric?” I questioned, then nodded. “I mean, yes, obviously.”
She shook her head. “No. Blaise.”
I picked at my cuticles. “He’s devastated me so many times and proven he’s incapable of anything deep. I mean, it is because he’s cursed to eternal loneliness by not being able to love fully, but that’s beside the point. He can’t give me what I want. He so much as told me, and also, he’s done good things.” I thought of the sweetness he’d shown recently, and my heart skipped a beat. “But also really bad things.”
“That’s not an answer,” she replied. “I remember you doing some pretty terrible things too. It’s called being human. Is he not deserving of forgiveness for them when you are?”
“I do forgive him. Look, it’s just… Cedric’s good for me.” I wrapped my arms around my stomach. My dark-purple dress hung around my feet. A darker shade of sheer net covered the fabric underneath. The glitter on the bottom shimmered when I walked. Dusts of snow covered the tips of my black boots. “I care for him.”
She shook her head slowly. “You cannot bury feelings. You must feel them, understand them, and reason with them. Before you can move on, you have to accept your truth. If you want to be with Cedric, then you must address what you have with Blaise.”
My chest felt heavy. “I’m happy with Cedric.” 
She shot me an uncertain look. “I know you want to be.”
“Don’t,” I begged. “You are my dearest and wisest friend, and I am grateful beyond measure that you are alive and well by my side once again, but you know me, Morgana. I can’t think about something as trivial as my heart while my people are suppressed under Edgar’s thumb. Berovia is moving in on us. Matters of love come last to the duties of the crown. I must answer the call of my title. I am queen of Magaelor, and I am going to be reclaim my throne.” I paused, thumbing my palm, feeling the usual wave of anxiety run through me. “I wanted to ask if you had more of those capsules, to help with my anxious feelings. They’ve been getting worse.”
“I’d be worried if they weren’t, but, Winter, you need to talk about them. The herbs will help, but not in the long term.”
“Please,” I begged. I needed short-term relief. “Will you?”
“I’ll make some tonight. I’m sure I can find the ingredients in this castle somewhere.” 
“Thank you.” I closed my eyes, finding relief in knowing I’d soon have my capsules to get me through my days. 
She squeezed my shoulders. “One day at a time. Okay. Now, onto something else, if that’s okay.”
I nodded, and she continued. 
“What you told me about the dragons poses a big problem. I have been conferring with Licia.”
The corner of my lip twitched. “Not him.”
“He is a means to an end.”
“He duped me not once”—I put two fingers in the air—“but twice the last time I was here. He’s a con artist. He doesn’t care to help anyone but himself.”
Her lips pressed into a hard line. “I appreciate you looking out for me, but you need not worry yourself where I am concerned. I am capable of seeing through others.” She lowered her shuttered gaze to mine. “Perhaps more than you.”
I slumped my shoulders. “Fine, but if he crosses you, I will kill him. I know where the dagger is.” 
She laughed. “I have missed your youthful view, although I see your rage is as strong as ever.”
“I’ve been through a lot.”
“For once, it may help us in the short term.” 
My eyes widened. “Never thought I’d hear you say that.”
“In the future,” she warned, “it will ruin you. We have much soul work to do. You are tainted, dear.” She stopped me in the middle of the path. “Anguish, anger, and vengeance have their claws buried deep into your core. It will consume you if you choose to ignore them.” 
My jaw clenched. “I’ll work on it.”
“Caring for our spirit is as important as taking care of our bodies. You feed yourself every day, do you not?” Her eyebrow arched. 
“Yes.”
“Then you must do the same for your soul. We must learn to be in stillness, connect with the ancestors and spirit that lives all around us, in nature.” She reached up to touch a bare branch. “Everything has a spiritual heartbeat. Out here, we can talk about what happened. Words, Winter, can be poison if we do not let them out. Please.”
My arms shook. “I’m afraid.” I let the words leave my lips before I could stop them.
“That is perfectly normal,” she said, encouraging me. “It’s good to acknowledge it.”
I inhaled sharply. “They hurt me so much.”
She pulled me into her arms. “I know.”
“I don’t think I can be fixed.”
“Nothing is ever too broken to be fixed.” She moved back and placed her hand over her heart. “Nothing.”
“Then I will just have to have faith in you.”
She shook her head. “No, have faith in yourself.”
I veered off the path and walked into the forest. Narrowed trees branched up toward the cloudy sky. Snow crunched under my boots. “Moving on from this talk,” I said. “I’ve come to tell you Blaise has agreed to us using a nearby town to house our army. He will send guards to the border to search any who come through. I’ve decided to send for mercenaries. One of them is named Hawk. I believe we can reach them through a tavern at the seafront in Imperia. He and his men will come to our side if we offer the future queen’s undying loyalty once we win.”
“There are many who will come,” Morgana replied. “I can send word to others who are against Edgar’s rule. There are many lords who want him off the throne. They have their own men. If we can bring them all here, we can grow quickly.”
Fear pulsed through me. “Are you sure they’ll back me?”
“You are their rightful queen.” Her tone was clipped. “I will continue to work with Licia to block Xenos’s efforts with the dragons. He has great connections.”
I rolled my eyes. “If you must. He has secrets though.”
She smirked, a look I didn’t see on Morgana often. “I am already aware.”
My interest piqued. “Do tell.”
She tapped the side of her nose. “He will not betray us. I have made certain of this.”
I sighed slowly. “I was hoping to reach out to others too.”
“Who did you have in mind?”
“Well, this isn’t just a battle, is it? I mean, it’s a war, against my cousin and Berovia.”
“I suppose it is.”
“I may need to make a deal.” I scrunched my nose. “With the mer, if I can.”
Snowflakes drifted down, landing on Morgana’s bushy hair. “Is there anyone else you’d like me to reach out to?”
“There are the firedrake warders, but they’re impossible to get ahold of and, according to Cedric, dangerous.”
The corner of her eyes crinkled. “I would like to talk to this Cedric.”
“Why?”
“He is close to you, and a Berovian. Just to get to know him, get a feel for his character.”
“Okay, but I warn you, he has a killer smile.” I smirked. “Smooth-talking too.”
She grinned. “I think I will survive.”
 
***
 
Lucien walked through the throne room wearing a somber look after talking with Blaise. Niam followed behind with Crawn, looking out of sorts. I wondered what had happened but didn’t have time to ask. We were heading to the town of Fairmont, our new base. I still couldn’t believe what was happening. Morgana said she sent word to someone important but didn’t share who. 
 
Scattered fae clothed in Gothic attire, with jewelry of thorns and berries, watched us enter the center of town. Blaise’s guards, in navy uniforms, marched us to the empty houses. Their thatched roofs desperately needed mending. As we reached the heart of Fairmont, the buildings were made of ancient stone instead. Huddling my fur coat tighter, I licked my frozen lips. 
Cedric looked around at the frosty market stalls. “Quite the difference.”
I eyed the bottles of blossomdew for sale. “They like to indulge their senses.”
“No kidding.” Cedric scoffed when we passed a brothel. Fae women, dressed in see-through net, danced behind windows, waiting for men to pay for the pleasure of their company. 
“It’s not that I approve,” I said. “I don’t.”
He grabbed my hand. “It’s a place to build an army, and that’s all we need. I can’t believe Blaise agreed to it.”
I chuckled awkwardly. “Yeah, it’s so odd. Also, if you’re in the company of anyone else, it’s probably best to call him His Majesty.”
Cedric rolled his eyes. Back-to-back eateries and inns led to a collection of taller, narrower houses. 
“These ones are empty,” I said. 
“We can’t fit everyone in here,” Cedric replied.
Morgana rushed to our side, breathless. “Sorry I am late. I was with Licia and then had to send a message to… It doesn’t matter. I’m here.” She flattened her black dress, which had wrinkled during her run. She looked up at the snow-covered stone buildings and their steps that led up to lamp-lit porches. 
One of the guards turned on his heel to face us. His bright-green eyes matched his short green hair. “The king has requested you have guards stationed outside at all times. Tomorrow, we will accompany you to the villages where your people will be staying.”
“Villages?” My eyebrow arched. “They won’t be staying here?”
His nose wrinkled. “Our orders are to have them stay in the log cabins in the surrounding villages.”
I looked at Cedric, who shrugged. “Okay, well, thank you.”
When I squeaked open the blue-painted front door, my jaw dropped. On the side table, a bouquet of freshly picked white lilies musked the air. There was no note, but I already knew who’d sent them. Starry paintings lined the narrow passage that led to a large living area with a lit fire. The three of us rushed to the fireplace and dropped to our knees on the red rug. I rubbed my hands together. The crackling and hissing of the fire was music to my ears. “I’m freezing.”
Morgana stood. “I’m going to find a place to set up my altar. I also would like to do a reading before bed.” She heaved her bag over her shoulder. “I will see you tonight. We can discuss more plans for tomorrow. Word has been sent to those I trust back home. We should be hearing back from some of them by morning.”
My stomach cartwheeled. It was beginning. It was real. “Thank you. I’ll come find you later.”
Once alone, I rested my head on Cedric’s lap. He stretched his legs out and sighed. “I love fires.”
I watched the flames dance, rejoicing in the warmth on my face. “I still can’t believe it’s finally happening. I’m going to be queen.” I stretched out my arms. “I never thought I’d need an army to make it happen.”
“Life is full of unexpected surprises. Speaking of, there are so many lilies here. So weird.” His forehead wrinkled.
I looked up and saw another bunch on a corner table. “They’re my favorite flower,” I admitted. 
He exhaled deeply. “Explains it then. Blaise sent them.”
“Don’t be jealous. He’s only trying to be friends. He told me he was happy for us to both be here.”
He scoffed. “He would say that.”
I sat upright, leaning on my hand to look at him. “You’re not usually like this.”
His frown softened. “It’s you. I don’t want to lose you.”
He wore his worry so openly. I could always read every emotion on his face, unlike Blaise. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said to assure him. “Promise.”
“I hope not.” He leaned forward and kissed my cheek softly. “You know I would do anything for you, right?” He lowered his kiss to the nape of my neck, sending shivers down my spine. The hairs on my arms stood erect. “Anything,” he said again, his voice tickling my skin.
“Kiss me again,” I whispered. “Make me forget everything. The crown. Politics. Berovia.” Blaise, I said in my head. “Make me forget.” I pulled him to my lips.
He ran his hand up my thigh, laying me down against the rug. Pressing his body on top of mine, he deepened our kiss.
 
It was midnight when I awoke, lying under our fur jackets. The fire had sizzled down to embers and ash. Carefully, I moved Cedric’s arms. We’d kissed, then talked, laughed, and kissed some more. He made me feel so free. My cheeks bunched up as I watched him sleep. Light snores escaped his lips. His gold strands curled around his pointed ears. 
Hurrying out of the room, my bare feet cold against the ground, I climbed the stairs. Morgana was kneeling by her bed, cards in hand.
I sighed relief. “You’re still awake.”
“Twilight is the best time to access the spirit realm.”
“Naturally.”
“Why are you still awake, Winter?”
“Nerves, maybe. I’m not sure.”
She put her cards down. “We have a journey ahead of us. I’ve been given warnings. The rats card.” She turned it over. Gold glistened against the black. “Meaning there are liars in our ranks. Or will be. It’s set in the future position. We must be cautious.”
“I expected spies,” I admitted in earnest. “Edgar lived here for many years. Blaise said he was bound to have made allies but he did stick to his own, other lunas who switched to elemental magic mostly, so I doubt there will be many of them.”
“There only needs to be one spy to ruin everything. Edgar has been alerted to you trying to bring people into the kingdom,” she explained quickly. “He has yet to take action.”
“He’ll amp up security around the border.”
“It’s a large area,” Morgana replied. “There are hunters in the forest, as well as anumi and wolves. They will not send many. They are afraid of the hunters.”
An idea crept into my mind. “He is bound to arm wherever he believes people may try to cross into Niferum.”
She attempted to untangle a puff of her brown hair. “Yes.”
I threw my arms in the air. “It’s clear. We send false information. Let us send a few almost-empty ships to small ports in Magaelor. He will leave the border almost unarmed to go to the ships, arming those areas if he thinks we’re coming. We leak the plan in advance, all around the castle, and allow news to travel back to court. We don’t say which ports. He’ll have to use most of his men to go to every one. Magaelor has what…” I counted in my head. “Fourteen, no, fifteen ports of entry. We must falsify we have pirates on our side who can navigate the waters.” I smiled broadly at my plan. “Make the arrangements,” I ordered. “Anyone wishing to get into Magaelor, only those we absolutely trust, whose loyalty is unquestionable, they can come through the mountains the day after tomorrow when Edgar’s attention will be diverted. Make sure only those who are trusted know.”
She placed the stallion and key cards onto the table. “Let it begin.”
 
 



TWENTY-SEVEN
 
Adius’s sharp blue eyes found mine in the small crowd that had gathered. He was who Morgana was talking about when she said she needed to get word to an important person.
Dusk settled over the fae land. The sun disappeared behind the snowy peaks, shifting the sky from red to purple. “Adius.” My heart swelled. He hadn’t aged a day since I’d seen him. His brown hair was slicked back, blending into a well-groomed, short beard at the sides. “You came. No one told me you would be here. I had hoped.”
He dropped to one knee, bowing his head. “Your Majesty. I was relieved to hear of your survival. I came as soon as I was given word.” He looked up and nodded in Morgana’s direction as she approached us. 
“Please, stand.” I exhaled slowly. “Tell me everything, Adius! I’m so glad to see you.”
His face blued. The winds picked up, gusting through the narrow walkway between the mountains where stragglers ventured through the snow. Spell shields kept the wolves at bay, and Blaise had ordered for all glamours nearby to temporarily be taken down. My hair swept back in the strong winds. I covered my eyes from the flurry of snowflakes.
“We need to move north,” Morgana stated, interrupting before Adius could respond. “A blizzard is coming.”
I sighed. I wished we had influence over the weather, but even magic had rules. “Yes. Let us move. Are the horses fed?”
She nodded. “We can stop at Enchante for shelter until the blizzard passes.”
Flashbacks of the gallows, where fresh nooses were hung by feral fae with empty stares and evil smiles, came back to me. “No way. The last time I was there, need I remind you, they tried to kill me.”
“There are no fae there anymore,” Morgana replied. “They were captured by Blaise’s men. Honestly, Winter, do you not ask questions at Lepidus?”
I scratched the back of my hand. I did need to be more on top of current news, know what was happening in all kingdoms, but I’d been preoccupied with everything. Thankfully, the herbs Morgana crushed and put inside capsules lessened my nerves, although I could feel my anxiety buzzing just beneath the surface, alerting me to it being almost time to take another. 
Adius cleared his throat, bringing me back to what was going on. “Excuse me, Your Majesty, but I will join my men and find you shortly.”
I nodded. “Yes, of course. Sorry, Adius.”
“A queen must never apologize,” he said simply, then walked to a small group of men huddled with fur coats on. 
I turned my attention back to Morgana, whose arms were hugged around her thin torso. “Are you sure there are none there?”
 “Blaise has been finding the feral fae and locking them in the dungeons at Lepidus. If there are any, they’re hiding.”
“They’re at court?” My eyes bugged. “He should just kill them! He has the dagger.”
“You sound like your cousin,” she warned. “There has to be a trial, to see what is truly in their hearts. Even the fae have rules.” She looked behind us at the guards in navy suits with pointed ears and wings that were tucked away due to heavy winds. 
“Enchante it is.” I brought my frozen fingers to my lips and breathed life into them. “It’s so cold. Cedric’s lucky he didn’t come.”
Morgana arched her eyebrow at me. “You told him not to.”
“He has matters to attend,” I said simply. “His family has been worried about him. Xenos suspects him in my escape. Cedric has been trying to contact the army who stayed behind to fight the king’s men off when we ran through the forest. He left everything behind, a huge mess, to follow me into this…” I looked around. “The ice tip of nowhere.”
“I agree. Although it is breathtaking, it’s virtually uninhabitable. Although, Lepidus is situated in the best spot for the weather.”
I shivered. “I miss the heat.”
“When it’s too hot, you miss the cold, and vice versa.” She smiled knowingly. “Too much of anything is bad.”
“I miss Magaelor.” I looked longingly at the mountains. Beyond them was home. It was cold there too, but it did get warmer in the summer months and was nothing compared to the freezing temperatures in Niferum. I longed for gray skies, the Gothic, tall buildings I’d become accustomed to, and the castle I’d grown up in. “I took it for granted.”
“We are all guilty of doing that.” She linked her arm with mine. “Come, let us go before we are trapped here. Many people have come.”
I looked over my shoulder. “A couple hundred at best.”
“There is at least twice that many, and it’s a lot closer than you were yesterday. I am certain many more wished to come, but it was short notice. I couldn’t get word to everyone for fear of it landing in the laps of spies. Once news travels, more will come. Of this, I am sure. Edgar eventually caught wind of what was happening, but it was already too late.”
“Have you consulted your cards?” I searched her gaze. “Please tell me.”
She grabbed the reins of her ash-gray horse, then footed the stirrup and jumped on its back. Frustration crossed her expression. “Destiny has not been showing me, which is not the worst thing, Winter.”
“How is it not?”
“Because, if I can’t see the outcome of your war, then neither can anyone else.”
 
***
 
Adius settled on the bench in front of the fire we’d lit inside an abandoned home. Part of the roof had caved in, but Morgana and I had repaired it using a banned spell I learned back home. I made a note to un-ban some once I was queen. 
Flames hissed warmth through my extremities, stinging them back to life. “Thank you for coming,” I said once again.
“I came for Magaelor. You are the rightful queen, anointed by our creator and our ancestors.”
The burden weighed heavily. “I’m grateful we all managed to get out of the blizzard on time. This village isn’t much, but it has shelter. We will have food once we reach Redwinter,” I explained.
“Ah, the royal province, from the days when lunas ruled all of the land here.” He rolled his staff between his hands. The handle was black, with a dragon’s tail twisting up into a head. “It’s a shame the land was split into two kingdoms. Should have never been. Although, we did get the better half.”
“Yes. No blizzards,” I said in agreement. “Right now, we’re in Silverwater. They only have two provinces.”
His pupils shrank as he stared into the crackling fire. “I’ve studied our maps,” he said kindly. “I am surprised they’ve kept anything from the old, as they’re so…” He drummed his fingers against the splintering bench. “Untraditional.”
“Yes. But they’re also lazy. Why change things, from their perspectives.”
“King Blaise seems to be doing a lot of things King Azrael did not,” he replied. “I’ve read the writings brought into Magaelor, and newspapers. I believe we are in a new age, and the young ones are getting things done differently. For a faerie, he is ambitious.”
My lips cracked when I smiled. “When I am queen, I will get things done too.”
“You are queen,” he reminded me.
I nodded. “Officially.”
“Your cousin,” he spat, growing more and more agitated. “He has lost half of our country’s wealth, not to mention allowed Berovians into the kingdom. Giving them titles and positions at court. I watch them practicing their magic on the grounds where our ancestors are buried.” His mouth twisted in disgust “He has no integrity. We need our true ruler back, and I have come to fight for your place on your throne, as I would have done for your father. You are his heir now that he is dead.”
“Yes, I was shocked to hear of his death. Do they know how it happened?” I asked. 
“We believe it is foul play, but there is no way of knowing. He had a ring on, the Ring of Immortalem. Whoever has it is responsible.”
I was half grateful I no longer held onto it but a little surprised they knew about it. Of course, Ashur would have told them before he cozied up to Edgar. 
 “Good. I mean, not good.” I shook my head. “You will, of course, be the commander of this army.” 
He stood and bowed at his waist. “An honor, Your Majesty. Although I do not condone working with the fae, I understand it is a means to an end.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. He, like my father and many others, still looked down on them. Even I couldn’t break an age-old view, although I would try, delicately. “My friend,” I said, treading carefully. “Cedric, he’s a light fae.”
Adius’s face whitened. “A Berovian?”
I guessed Berovians out-worsened fae. “Yes, but he’s not like the others. He saved me from Xenos, broke me out of the castle, and brought me home.”
His conflicted eyes looked from me to the decayed mantle. “He will get special dispensation for saving the queen of Magaelor.”
“He’s a good man,” I said. “A prince too.”
“Unusual, but I heard the light fae royal family don’t really have any power. They’re just given a castle and crown to appease them. Xenos is the true king.” Orange glowed on his face, sharpening his jaw and nose. 
I cast my eyes down to my hands and stared at the fur on my coat. It danced from the draft sneaking through the sides of the windows. “I will kill Xenos,” I promised.
“I was told of your capture, although they have spun a different angle, pretending you were to marry the king’s son, Prince Kiros.”
I laughed nervously. “I had to pretend to accept the proposal so I could escape, but trust me when I tell you, I’d have died before I made him king of Magaelor.”
“We will make them pay, Your Majesty. For now, I am in your service, devoted to returning you home. I have men. More will come. The people want you. Even Florence hates your cousin. He’s taken a liking to her.”
Her blonde waves and bright eyes popped into my mind. My ex-sister-in-law, for a short time. “I’m not surprised. Men seem to fall at her feet. I’ll never understand why.”
Adius’s cheeks flushed red. “Yes, well, he will be removed from the castle, then executed once we get you back, and we won’t have to worry about him again.”
The thought of killing him churned my stomach. Deaths hovered around me, reminding me of all I’d done. Sometimes when I couldn’t sleep at night, I could hear my father taking his last breath as he’d done on the night I pulled the ring from his finger. It was a truth no one could ever know, for if they did, my head would be the one on the chopping block, not Edgar’s. “I should go and find Morgana,” I explained and stood. “She said by noon tomorrow the blizzard will have died down enough for us to get back to Redwinter. There are towns and villages there, with food, drink, and shelter, which Blaise has allowed us to use to train and build our army.”
He leaned on his staff, pressing it on the ground under his legs. “I hadn’t gotten a chance to ask, but I know there will be plenty of time for answers once we settle. How you ended up in Berovia when everyone thought you lost to the cold here in Niferum… The details of the story are a bit hazy.”
A lump formed in my throat. “Oh, yeah, it’s a long one. I’ll catch you up once we’re back in Redwinter.” My heart pounded. “Good night, Adius.”
“Majesty.” He looked back at the fire. 
I hurried out the door and closed it behind me. The bitter wind hit my cheeks, pinching them, and pulled at my hair. I could hardly see a thing. A couple of Adius’s men—or should I have said my men—held my arms, escorting me back to the building where Morgana waited for me. I had to have her help me; we needed to concoct a perfect story of how I got to Berovia. Like Adius had said, there would be time for answers later. Answers I didn’t have. 
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
“Stop worrying,” Morgana said, soothing me as we rode into Redwinter province, leaving behind the ruins and blizzards of Silverwinter. “No one has reason to doubt you.”
“What if the men in that tavern talk? Not the mercenaries, but the fisherman and labor workers who’d seen me?” I questioned, my mind racing. “I did give them some coins and told them they didn’t see me there, but you never know. It only takes one person to place me in Magaelor the night he died.” My chest tightened. “Why did I think I could get away with it?”
“You did the right thing,” she said. “Your father was a monster.”
“It’s regicide.”
“Yes.” We slowed from a canter to a trot. The snow dusted around us as we led the small army deeper into Niferum. “Which is why we have explained. The feral fae attacked you, which is why you never sent word, but you fought them and made it out alive. When you tried to come home, you were picked up by Berovian pirates who were sent to attack your father. Instead, they found the princess and took you to Xenos.” She paused for a second. “I will talk to the men in the tavern. People can be reasoned with. You asked for the mercenaries to come. We can talk with them once they arrive. I will always do the best by you.”
I knew she would. “It’s kind of perfect, but wait, how would they have known who I was?”
“Your portrait.”
“They’re Berovians.”
“They were shown your portrait along with your father’s, by king Xenos.”
I nodded. “What if they think Xenos had something to do with my father’s death? If they believe he sent pirates to attack us, then they’ll think him behind it. He also has the Ring of Immortalem. Adius knows it is missing. They won’t believe him if he says he took it from me.”
She pulled the reins to a stop. “Good. A war is already starting, Winter. Right now, it is us against them, and we’re only trying to save our own necks. A small lie to lead the kingdom to greatness is sometimes needed. We can’t stop what’s already unfolding. It’s time to break down the old and make space for the new. It began with Blaise. It will end with you. I’ve seen it coming for a long time.”
“Seen what?”
“A reckoning.” She chilled. “All young kings and queens.”
“All?” My mind flitted to Kiros. “Even in Berovia?”
“Yes.” 
My question was halted when Adius rode to our side. “Your Majesty, I apologize for the intrusion, but we have word more of our men will be coming. It seems your plan of sending decoy ships to the ports worked, but Edgar’s forces are almost at the border.”
“Will our people make it in time?”
“They’re ahead, yes.” His eyes crowned with absolution. “Not all, but most will make it through. We have stationed soldiers at the village to wait for them, then guide them here.”
“Great. I will be traveling to Lepidus first. I have matters to discuss with King Blaise.”
“Do you need me to accompany you?”
I shook my head. “No need. I’m well protected there. You take our people and get them settled. They will be hungry after the journey. Blaise is having food sent in parcels. They should be there when you arrive.” 
Morgana leaned over. “I have business with Licia, so I will come with you.”
Her statement seemed to appease him. Looking over at the castle, he nodded. “If you need anything.”
“I won’t hesitate to send for you,” I replied quickly.
After he was gone, I turned my attention back to Morgana, who was at the edge of words. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten.” She finally said, and I rolled my eyes. 
“It’s not a big deal.”
“I wished it were under better circumstances.”
“Now is no time for celebrating.”
Morgana nodded. “I agree, but I will say it regardless. Happy birthday, Winter.”
I swallowed thickly, remembering how I’d lied to Kiros about my seventeenth to stall the wedding. “Thank you.”
 
***
 
The obsidian walls loomed against the pale horizon. 
We entered under the vined arches. Guards swept apart, opening the doors. “This way.” I walked Morgana to the throne room. It wasn’t hot, but it was noticeably warmer than outside. I could feel my fingers and toes again. I’d noticed lilies had been placed around the castle in various vases. Had Blaise become accustomed to them, or were they for me? It was conceited of me to presume it. I shrugged the idea away. More than one person could have a favorite flower. 
A woman, inches taller than me, crossed our path and tossed her long, white hair over her shoulders. It looked as if it had been woven from silk. She stopped and stared at me with bright, silver eyes. I recognized her as Darlina, Blaise’s ex-lover.
“I heard you were back,” she growled quietly. 
I rolled my eyes. The last times I’d seen her, she’d been tangled with Blaise in the library, and afterward, she’d threatened me in the gardens. “Yes. I am,” I said with an excessive smile. “Where can I find Blaise?”
“You mean His Majesty.” Spite guided her tone. “It’s none of your business.”
I lifted my chin. “I am the queen of Magaelor.”
“Not yet.” 
“I’m the rightful queen, and I wouldn’t let Blaise hear you speaking like that. He’s quite protective of me.”
Morgana tugged my arm. “Let’s not engage in childish word warfare.”
“Listen to your crazy friend.” Her eyebrows crinkled, and her lip tugged in a mocking smirk. “Away you go.”
I clenched my jaw. “You should watch who you’re talking to.”
“You too.” 
Morgana pulled me again. 
“Okay.” I shrugged her away and turned on my heel, glancing once more over my shoulder. Morgana’s hand firmly grasped my wrist. Once we were out of earshot, she leaned in. “Must you? That girl was unpleasant, yes, but you are, as you keep pointing out, a queen. Act like it. Rise above petty, juvenile behavior. You have an example to set.”
My face flooded with color. “She provoked me!”
“She is not a sovereign ruler. You were antagonizing her too.”
I exhaled deeply, slumping my shoulders forward. “You’re right.” I hated it. “I should just find Blaise. I wonder if Edgar sent anything, a declaration perhaps. He must be furious.”
“If Edgar sent anything at all.”
“We are all but declaring war on him by building this army. Like Adius said, the scouts told him Edgar knows about the decoy ships at the ports.”
Morgana nodded. “We have Licia to thank for those.”
“How?” Sometimes I didn’t even think to ask how things got done. They just did when I asked. 
“They weren’t real ships, instead tricky, incredibly difficult glamours to create and keep standing for some time. He is a remarkable man.”
My forehead wrinkled. “Licia is… no. Please don’t tell me you like him.” I felt nauseated. “He’s awful.”
“He has his own motives, as we all do. I cannot condone him for that. Besides, like for us means two different things. He is becoming a friend.” 
I inhaled sharply. “Which is what he will stay.”
Morgana pressed her lips together. “I don’t see Blaise anywhere. Any ideas? You know him best.” She gave me a look.
“No.” I looked around the bustling throne room of oddly dressed fae, in silks of white and blues, and tables covered with delicious foods and cooked hams. “Okay. Perhaps his library.” 
Morgana side-eyed the white-pillared entrance to the east dungeons, leading to Licia’s gambling rooms. “I should go to Licia. We are working on ways to disrupt what is happening to the dragons in Berovia. If we can shake the foundation enough, we could even break the spells suppressing their magic which were placed on the two in captivity. They’d be able to break free. They’re not weak enough yet to be siphoned, but close.”
“Do what you need to do,” I said. “If they get the dragons’ magic, we’re done for.”
“Yes, we will be.”
Her revelation shook my core. My fears solidified. She never pushed fear. Everything could be changeable. Not now. She knew what was at stake. If she believed we’d have no chance, then it was certain.
“Please, stop them.”
“We’re doing everything we can,” she promised, although it did little to unknot the scrambles in my stomach. 
Once she’d disappeared past the pillars into the shadowy, glittery area, I turned on my heel and headed toward the library. 
 
The fire crackled from the large fireplace, hissing when he threw a newspaper onto the logs. The sofa sat in front of it. I remembered spending my evenings devouring the books there before we were to be married. 
It felt like a lifetime ago. 
Blaise’s sharp eyes found mine. “Seventeen looks good on you.”
I furrowed my brows. 
“You didn’t think I would forget?”
I blushed. “I didn’t know you knew.” 
“I made it a point to know important dates such as a birthday, especially when I was to marry you.” He tilted his head, his silver crown glinting as he did. “Although you did not become my wife, I can still recall it all. The details of you are firmly in my mind.”
I turned my back to him, my heart racking wildly. Gripping my nails onto the stone ledge, I gasped. The cold stole all warmth from my hands. “I see the towns and villages are being repaired.” I looked out at the frosted houses, hoping to change the topic.
“Yes.” He stepped next to me, placing his hand an inch from mine. “I’m bringing the kingdom back to order.”
“About time,” I said. “Although I don’t agree on your way of doing it.” I treaded the subject carefully. “We both know what you’re responsible for.”
“Yes. I killed him.” His words lay heavy in the air. He cast his eyes down to our hands. “It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud,” he stated. “I am also aware you killed yours. I know you were close to the castle after Amos died. You were seen by my spy at the tavern. Shortly after, news broke and the Ring of Immortalem he wore was missing, and we both know what happens when the wearer removes it. You disappeared to Berovia, to erase suspicion. A move I’d have made too. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together.” He dragged his smoky eyes to meet mine. “We have both murdered our fathers. I’ll also presume the ring was taken from you by Xenos.”
My throat felt as if it were closing. “I didn’t have a choice but to kill him, and yes.”
“Neither did I.” He blew out a tense breath. “There are two people who know the truth of what happened, and they are both standing in this room.” He exhaled slowly. “I trust you.”
“You also have the truth on me, so…”
“I know you wouldn’t tell, even if I didn’t know your secrets.”
“Why did you do it? Was it mer-venom to drive him mad?”
“He’d grown… bored,” Blaise explained. “He had always been impulsive and angry, grief-stricken by his queen’s death, and a warmonger, but in recent years, he took things too far. He would never have given me the throne. His soul was darkening with each passing day. His tastes became more and more sinister.” He didn’t elaborate. “If I didn’t weaken him with the poison over time, trust me when I tell you, we’d have had no kingdom left to rule.”
“I’m sorry I lost the ring.” I changed the subject as the realization remained at the forefront of my mind. “We’d have been an object closer to breaking the curse.”
“We’ll get it back,” he said, nonchalant. “Xenos will get what’s coming.” A sly grin spread across his face. 
“What have you done?”
“I have people at his court, as you well know. Those close to him.”
“Can you hurt him?”
“He has many tasters,” he grumbled. “Protection spells, guards, and more. But I can get information. No one is truly immortal. We all know that. In the end, if I know his weaknesses, then when the time comes, he will fall, and I will take the ring and his kingdom.”
My eyebrows shot up my forehead. “Ambition.”
“Are you surprised?”
“Not really. You’ve grown more serious since I was last here.”
“I have responsibilities, people who are looking up to me.”
I licked my dry lips. “About my father, you should know, he wanted me dead. I can’t remember if you knew, but it’s one of the many reasons he had to die.”
“I know, and I feel no remorse for mine either.”
“I do.” I flushed red. “I don’t approve of what either of us did. Even if we didn’t have a choice, it’s still murder, which is wrong.”
“The world isn’t black and white. Things aren’t just separated into right and wrong. It’s all kinds of complicated. Don’t you understand? The burdens, the laws, they fall into our hands. We’re the ones who are supposed to have blood on our hands for the greater good. We did what was needed, and you won’t make me regret it.”
“Did he use the dagger, or did you?” I asked, wondering if the plan all along was to make him kill himself with the dagger by driving him mad with poison.
“Once he was weak enough, I stuck it into his chest.”
Bile rose in my throat. “He’s with the ancestors now.”
He shrugged. “He can stay there if he really is.”
“Even fae go to the spirit realm,” I stated. “I often think of the dead, even my own mortality and that of those around me.”
“I’ve not put much thought into death,” he said, leaning back on his foot. The moonlight brightened his pale skin. “I’m alive. Why would I waste any energy on the end? There’s nothing I can do to stop it from happening.”
My eyebrows knitted together. “What do you believe then?”
“I think there is something bigger than us, yes. I even believe that the dead sometimes linger.” He gazed around the dark walls. “I just figure I’ll find out for sure when I’m gone, so why worry now?”
“I like to think about it.” I stepped back from the window. “It’s weaved into everything I stand for. My magic. My prayers. My entire belief system. I’ve been close to it so many times.”
Blaise snapped his fingers, and the lamps on the wall, which flickered dim flames, grew larger. Stone illuminated from the shadows. Bookshelves, lined with ancient spines and parchment pages, brightened. “I know, love.” He grasped my hand and walked me toward a dusty shelf. “Enough about dying. I want to show you something.” He ran his finger along its wood surface. “Here are many history books in their original text, scribed, on previous wars and battles. I’ve read them all. I like to know previous strategies, then net them together to make my own, just in case we are attacked. If you’re going to be a warrior princess and fight back for your crown, I suggest you read them. Remember, Winter, you are commander in chief. People will look to you, including your generals. Prepare.” He pointed at one thick book. “Start with this one. It’s about the original battles between the light fae and solises.”
“It’s a good idea,” I replied. He grew on me with each beat. He’d always made me dizzy and swirled my stomach into butterflies, but this was new. I think I liked him as a person. He wasn’t as bad as I thought. “You know all my secrets, even the hurt I feel that I’ve kept from my nearest and dearest. 
He smirked. “Does that make me your closest person?”
I shuttered my eyes. “It means I trust you too.”
“That’s all I want.” A lighthearted smile stretched his thin lips but quickly dropped. He always seemed as if he were in pain. 
“Before you go.” I leaned against the bookshelf, shifting the weight from my feet. “Tell me why you’re sad. I saw you in a dream, suffering. Then there was the night when you were crying. I feel your sorrow. I was drawn to you. I can’t explain it.”
“I can’t.” He choked. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Fae couldn’t lie, which made his avoidance all the worse. “Please, Blaise.”
He looked away. “I’ll be going now.”
“I’m here for you,” I called after him. “Always.”
He paused before walking out the door. “Good night, Winter.”
 



TWENTY-NINE
 
Winds hassled us as we prepared for more men coming in from the south. I pushed the side of my hand against my eyebrows, shielding my eyes from the bright sunlight that arrowed through a gap in the thick cloud cover. I’d stayed up all night reading. My eyes were heavy, but my mind was sharp. I lifted my chin and looked from Cedric to Morgana. Both stood on either side of me, strong, loyal, and ready to fight. “Do you think it will work?” I asked. 
“I believe it could,” Cedric replied. “Have you discussed the plan with Adius?”
I nodded quickly. “The hunters at the edge of the forest on the other side of the border are on our side, which we already knew. Magaelorean soldiers have always been afraid of the men of the woods. It’s more beneficial for us to keep them at the border, defending the path for more to be able to come into the kingdom than to bring them over right now,” I explained. “Now, the merchants who Blaise said fled to Inferis to avoid taxes and shutting down their trade routes, they will fund us. Naturally, they want me back in power. They can’t do business. If we can get word to them, they will send us food, armor, coins, and weapons. They have their supplies on ships in different areas and in storage places.” My hands trembled from the adrenaline rushing through my veins. “The mercreatures have been forced away by powerful lunas using spells to shield their shores. Of course, it means they’ve come to the fae’s colder seas. We can use them. I know the mer king, as you know.” I looked at Cedric. “And I can ask them to allow ships through. It’s worth a shot. I don’t know if he will go for it. I’ve thought about this a lot, but it’s time to do it.”
Morgana’s breath misted when she exhaled sharply. “We must ensure we attack as few lunas as possible. We want little tragedy. Edgar is our target, and the lords who support him, as well as the Berovians. Many lunas will be caught between swords, forced into a military they may not agree with. We go carefully.”
“Yes.” I wholeheartedly agreed. “I wish to unite, not divide us further. I think if we can show enough force, Edgar will concede.”
Cedric chimed in. “I don’t think he will. He knows his fate if he hands over the crown. If you don’t kill him, a loyalist will. Your rule will forever be in question as long as he may live. One of you will rule; one will die. It is what has to be. It was sealed the moment he became king.” He gave me a look. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s your kingdom’s rules, not ours. We wouldn’t kill a ruler. It’s archaic, but it’s just the system yours is built on. You believe you’re anointed by your god, creator, ancestors… it doesn’t matter. The point is, I understand what needs to be done and I’m not even from here.”
“I know what needs to be done,” I grumbled, then clasped my hands together. “If we can get the ships and, Morgana, you can stop the dragon’s magic being siphoned, then we may have a fighting chance. Firstly, I need to talk to the mer king.” A shiver danced down my spine. “To the ice-cold waters it is.”
“Before we go.” Cedric looked out over the gray mountain base and snowy tops. “I should have led with this, but Enchante has become the go-to area when people arrive. The border is heavily guarded, but with the hunters helping, as you can see, people are still coming through. They’ll be hungry and tired. Not everyone has your stamina.”
I smirked. “I suppose.”
Morgana cleared her throat. “We need to ask your merchants, sailors, and men to deliver food to Enchante too. Not just Fairmont. And weapons.”
“Yes. Good thinking.”
“It was Cedric’s plan,” she said. “It’s a good one.”
“Morgana, how is it coming along with Licia?” I questioned. The dragons had been at the forefront of my mind since her prediction of us not having a chance if they succeeded. 
“We’re blocking it.” She sighed. “It’s not been easy. They’re using elemental magic. We’re combining natural and ancestral. We are bringing more fae in to help.” 
I nodded. “Whatever you need, it’s yours. It’s imperative you do not fail.”
She nodded and turned to face Adius, who was waiting by Enchante’s well, the entrance to the village. She left Cedric and I behind, and we both sighed in unison. 
Cedric lowered his voice to a whisper. “The story you told me you and Morgana came up with, about your reason for being in Berovia, it’s been spread. Morgana told someone at Lepidus, and I mentioned it in front of a servant who was attending to my fireplace. They told another, and you know how the people at courts are”—he smirked—“such gossips. Naturally, everyone knows. I assume Adius does too.”
“Yes, and I think he believed it.” I stared over at him and Morgana talking. “I hope so anyway. Morgana said she told him last night when she went to the town. He hasn’t said anything to me.”
“Once the story reaches the heart of Magaelor, watch more people turn away from Edgar. He has Berovians in high-ranking positions. It’s already frowned upon, but with this news, it will explode everything. There’s already unrest. Next, there will be an uprising. His numbers will dwindle. It was a brilliant idea.”
“How did you tell the story if it’s a lie?” I questioned, placing my hand on my hip. “Seriously, faeries can’t lie.”
“I didn’t. I said I was told this is what happened. Not, this is what happened.”
“Masterful.”
“We’re known for it.”
“Yes, you are.”
He leaned down and brushed his lips against mine. “I feel like we’ve hardly spent any time together. I understand, but I miss you. A lot.”
I bumped my nose against his. “I miss you too.” I buried my face into his chest. “You smell like honey and pastry.” I breathed in the evocative scents. 
“I found a baker in that place they call a town. It’s okay. It’s something.” 
I smiled. “I’ll bring in supplies, and you can make your famous tarts for us.”
“That’d be nice and normal. Let’s do it.”
“Okay, but first I need to see if I can arrange a meeting with the mer king. Oh, damn.” I bit my lip. “I promised Blaise I’d read over this battle strategy from a century ago with him, but you know, I’ll tell him another day.”
His expression hardened. “Does he need to be with you to read?”
“He knows a lot about it,” I explained. “Blaise is king. I have to spend time with him. He’s funding almost everything we’re doing.”
He tapped his finger against the side of his head. “I wonder why that is.”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s not what you think. This is beneficial to him. He can’t survive Edgar’s rule, as he has an alliance with Berovia.” 
“I’m sure that’s the only reason.” He shrugged, then shook his head slightly. “No other motivations.”
“There is nothing between us.”
“For you, perhaps not, but maybe for him.”
“Stop!” I said, berating him. “Enough of this talk, please.” He wasn’t entirely wrong. There was something there. It was powerful, lustful, and downright dangerous, but I was squashing it. I wasn’t letting it in, and that was what mattered. The truth would only hurt Cedric, and I didn’t want to do that, especially considering he had nothing to worry about. 
“You’re right.” He inhaled deeply and ran his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to feeling this… vulnerable.”
Warmth spread through me. “You’re sweet. Really, you’re perfect for me.”
He laughed. “I’m glad you think so. I do too.”
I chuckled. “Will you walk with me to the shore? I think Adius will die if he sees me going anywhere alone.”
“Yes, but wait.” He pointed over my shoulder, toward the mountains. “They have finally arrived.”
“I know them!” I squeaked, rushing toward them until I reached Hawk. He towered over me, looking down with dark eyes. He wore a suit under his thick jacket and smelled like cigar smoke.
He bowed at the waist. “Your Majesty.”
“I’m so glad to see you.”
“I must apologize.” Guilt softened his sharp features. “For leaving you in Berovia. We’d presumed you’d returned. We waited as long as we could, but we ran out of the coins you gave us and had to go back to Magaelor.”
“No, no.” I waved my hand in the air. “You couldn’t have known. No one did, but please, may I talk to you about something?” I looked around us and over at where Adius stood with other soldiers. “That man can never find out you or your men helped me get to Berovia. Well, no one can.”
He nodded. “We have heard the story. We are all loyal to you.”
Something didn’t sit right, but I shrugged it off as nerves. “I will ensure you will all be paid well once we are home.”
“For now, Majesty, we are at your service. Edgar is plunging Magaelor into poverty, us along with it and all we have built. It’s not just me. Others have come who have lost their wealth.”
“Good. We need numbers, Hawk. Please, go join Adius. He is the commander. He will take you to Enchante for some food and sleep, before you all go to Fairmont. There are villages there. Plenty of space. You will have rooms and plenty of meals for your men too.”
He smiled. “I’m glad you’re alive.”
“Me too.” A weight lifted from my chest. They were loyal to me. I mean, they wouldn’t be here if they weren’t. For now, aside from the few men who’d seen me at the tavern—and they hadn’t spoken up—everyone believed me. Was I really about to get away with murder? 
 
***
 
Pebbles led into the bubbling waves that lapped onto the beach. Seagulls soared through the gloomy sky, and the dark ocean seemed endless beneath the evening sky. Stepping into the freezing waters, I hissed as the cold ran through me, icing my bare feet. I lifted the skirt of my dark-green dress higher, until my ankles were submerged. “Perhaps this was why I’d put it off.”
“Or maybe it’s the creepiness of the mer king.” Cedric grinned, but worry still crowned his eyes. “That’s why.”
They could feel my spirit, or so Aqugar had said when we met. I calmed my mind and my heart, linking myself with the ocean. “I am Winter Mortis, and I am requesting the presence of Aqugar.” I looked around. “The, er, mer king,” I said for good measure, immediately regretting it. Of course they’d know who it was, unless there was more than one Aqugar, like there was more than one Winter. 
Cedric cleared his throat from behind me. “Nothing’s happening.”
“Give it time.” I shivered. I wished they’d hurry up. My toes were frozen. I was worried there would be no thawing them. 
After ten minutes, I hurried out of the sea. “I can’t.” My teeth chattered.
Cedric lifted me in his arms, fluttering his wings as we spiraled upward. I trembled until we hit solid ground again onto the porch of a rickety, wood house just beyond the beach. It was desolate, except for a scratchy, brown cloth on the ground and a crumbling fireplace. “It’s uh…”
“It’s out of the cold.” He blew heat into his palms and turned toward me. He sat and took my feet, then pulled off his fur coat and covered me with it.
“You don’t have to do that. You’re cold.”
He was slightly shaking, with a blue hue to his normally tanned face. “You’re more important.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “I don’t deserve you,” I said as I rolled my staff between my hands, summoning sparks into a fire. I suspended them over the fireplace, hoping it’d last long enough to bring our extremities back to life. 
“Don’t do that.” He rubbed his hand up and down my shin. “We deserve each other. You make me happy, and I hope I make you happy.”
I thought about my secret kiss with Blaise. My lapse in judgement. How sometimes I still thought about it. “You do, but you could still do better than me. I have a lot of flaws.”
“You’re a little stubborn,” he smirked, “hot-headed, and sometimes righteous.”
“Tell me how you really feel.”
“But you’re strong, fierce, caring, and sometimes, you can be funny.”
“Only sometimes.”
“I’ll teach you.”
I grinned. “Perhaps I’ll teach you how to be…” I tapped my finger against my chin. “More prince-like.”
He laughed. “I have zero interest in being a prince. I’m not next in line, not even close. I don’t care for politics. Our people have no real power in Berovia. Why would I care how I came across? If I did, do you really think I’d have shown my family up, broken you out of Xenos’s castle, then whisked you away to start a war with Magaelor?”
“With Edgar, not Magaelor,” I stated. “But I suppose not.” 
“Don’t try to change me.”
“Now who’s stubborn?” I joked.
“It must have rubbed off.”
I chuckled. He always had a way of keeping everything lighthearted. Sitting and talking with him was as easy as breathing. I snuggled closer to him. “Really, I like you just the way you are. You should know that.”
He squeezed me tighter.
I sighed. “I’m disappointed the mer king didn’t come to shallow waters to see me.”
“I know.” He brushed my hair back and kissed my forehead. “We can always try again.”
Waves crashed in the distance. I feared we didn’t have time. The war was set into motion, and with the news of my false story of Xenos sending pirates to hurt my father and kidnap me, soon more would try to come to Niferum to join me. 
Many by ship, like the ones who couldn’t dock, in the distance. 
And they’d be sunk.
 
Cedric was asleep when the evening fell into night. I moved out from under his arm, scraping my skin against the floorboards, and stood. I couldn’t sleep anyway. I was far too anxious. 
I creaked open the door and ran out into the bitter night. If I did nothing, my people wouldn’t be able to reach me. The path in the mountains was too treacherous, narrow, and guarded for everyone to come through. Some did, but they were survivors. 
I had to ensure safe passage, no matter the cost. I was their queen, and it was time I started acting like it. 
I slid across the icy pebbles and steadied myself as I halted. Sucking in deep breaths, I brought my gaze up to the midnight sky. I could really see the stars tonight. They were beautiful, pricks of silver glistening against the darkness.
I brought my fingers down to my chest and fumbled with my blue stone necklace. When I reached the water’s edge, I pulled off my boots and stepped into the iciness, bracing myself for the sharp pains to sweep up my legs.
The muscles in my legs ticked as I held my dress above the water. “Aqugar.” I held the image of him in my mind and his name on my lips as I reached out through the sea with my thoughts. It was a strange sensation, a sense of oneness for a second. Despite the cold, the rest of my body was warming. Perhaps I was just overtired. 
After several minutes, I slumped my shoulders. Tossing my black strands over one shoulder, I walked out of the water, dropping the skirt of my dress around my feet. My staff waited against my boots. The bone handle on the ash wood shone out from the black pebbles that made up the beach. I grabbed it and lifted it into the sky. From the end, lightning cracked upward. It was a useless paralyzing spell but was enough to illuminate the dark ocean, which threatened to pull me in with each lap closer. 
In the distance, I saw movement. It started as a ripple, but then I swore I saw steel-colored scales. Straining my eyes, I cracked another spell. Yellow flashed the waves, and I saw it. A large tail flipped out of the water, then a set of cold, calculating wide eyes spotted me. Those of a predator. On his head, hair that resembled seaweed dripped down by his ears, which somehow faded into his skull. A crown of coral was latched onto his head, as if it were alive.
“You requested my presence.” His tone was as icy as the ocean he swam in.
“Yes.”
“Have you found them?”
“Not yet,” I said quickly. “I will, but I can’t get them unless I defeat my cousin and become queen of Magaelor again. I know you’ve been pushed out of the waters by Edgar. He’s placed spells shielding the shores. You don’t want that. It’s your home, your territory.” 
Waves rippled around his muscular body. “What is it you are asking of me?”
At least he was straight to the point. I appreciated that. “Allow ships to pass through here and dock. I need my men, my army, to arrive safely so I can defeat my cousin and reclaim my throne. If you help me, I will be one step closer to finding the rest of the objects and uniting them. I know where they are. Most of them anyway. Blaise is helping me. Will you help, please?”
“Yes. Your ships may pass through.”
He disappeared under the surface, and with a final splash from his tail, he swam deeper into the black depths. My thank-you was still on my tongue. “I will let them know then.”
He was already gone.
“Good-bye,” I said sarcastically, although no one could hear me. 
“How rude of him.”
Cedric’s voice made me jump. 
“How long have you been there?” I asked. 
“I just got here before he swam away. He said yes. That’s great.”
I inhaled deeply. Tears prickled the corner of my eyes. “I did it, Cedric. I negotiated for my kingdom. It was my first negotiation. Maybe I can do this after all.”
He wrapped his arms around me. “I never doubted you could.”
They could come now, my people. But then, a dark thought crossed my mind. If my ships could come, so could Edgar’s.
I hoped ours arrived first.
 
 



THIRTY
 
Ships dotted the horizon. My next breath caught in my throat, and tears bubbled under my eyelids.
“They came.”
“You’re their queen,” Morgana stated. “Families are arriving too, fleeing Magaelor.”
I pressed my hand to my chest. “Does Edgar know the sea is safe for now?”
Morgana lowered her head. “Yes. Winter, I have something to tell you.”
That didn’t sound good. 
She continued. “We have managed to stop the spell on the dragons, for now. It may not last, but they’re too weak to break free, I believe. We will keep trying.”
“That’s good. Why do you look so grieved?”
Her brown eyes glazed. “Edgar is coming.”
My throat tightened. “Sorry, what? We’re not ready.”
“He knows the ships have left to come to you. He has Xenos’s backing. They’ve sent two companies and generals to aid Edgar.”
“That’s at least three thousand men.”
“They’ve underestimated us.” She touched my shoulder, then squeezed. “Adius has done an excellent job at preparing the soldiers.”
“Half of them aren’t even trained!” I panicked, pacing in a circle. “They’re fishermen, traders… blacksmiths for goodness’ sake. We don’t have enough men to beat him. Unless…” I worked over each word. Men. Always men. “What about the women? Wives, daughters… of age, of course. If we brought them into our ranks, we’d easily outnumber Edgar with the fae on our side too.”
Her eyes widened. “Female soldiers. It is a good idea, one no one will see coming.”
“I know not everyone will agree. It’s not proper, but if we can get Adius on board, I just know there are women out there, like you and me, who are brave and smart and want to fight for their kingdom, rights, and families. Naturally, any who don’t wish to join mustn’t. Only those who want to fight. Especially if they have children. They can’t be left alone.”
“We can work out details. Now you’re thinking like a queen. Like I said before, out with the old.”
She sandwiched her hands between mine. “Many ladies are fed up sitting on the sidelines. This gives them a chance, a voice. We must tell Adius.”
 
Adius reached the beach. Pockets of freezing air hit us as we stood inches apart. Morgana stood by his side. They’d always been good friends, even at the castle when I was young.
He bowed at his waist. “Your Majesty.”
“Adius,” I said, my gaze flitting from his to Morgana’s. “I want you to gather all women of age.”
He stood straight. “For what reason, Majesty?”
“To ask them if they’re willing to fight. They’re not to be forced. They do not have to. But any who are willing can step forward and be trained along with the men as soldiers. As you have already heard, Edgar is coming, and we need numbers.”
Adius’s eyes bulged. Absurdity pinched his mouth into a hard line. “Women?” he asked as if I might have been mistaken.
“Yes. Women.”
“As soldiers?”
“Yes.” I slowed it down for him. “I know it’s not the proper thing, but why not? I am fighting.”
“With all due respect, Your Majesty, you are our queen. You are the exception. I believe this is a mistake. We will continue as we are. We don’t have the numbers, but we have the strength.”
“I am not asking, Adius. You will do as ordered by your queen,” I commanded, standing as tall as I could. “Bring the women together, and the ones who wish to fight, train them with the men.” 
His eyes darted from me to Morgana, hesitance guiding his tone. “I believe it’s a bad idea. They’re weak, and we need them to stay behind to take care of things back in the villages for once the battle is over. As your commander, I am strongly against this.”
“If I need your advice, Adius, I will ask for it. Otherwise, you will do as I say. You came here to be the commander of my army, to stand at my side. I am asking you now to trust me, as your ruler.”
“Of course, Your Majesty. I will obey a command by my queen.” He bowed once more and walked away, his fists visibly balled at his sides. 
I was shaking. 
Morgana’s eyes appraised me. Pride etched onto her features. “You did a good job today.”
“He wasn’t going to accept my request.” My eyebrows furrowed. “I mean at first.”
“Just because you are queen does not mean you will immediately be respected. It is earned. Right now, they see you as a girl queen, their rightful leader but a woman and a teenager nonetheless. They think they can rule your decisions. You must show more strength than your father ever needed to. It is the world we live in. With the right counsel and guidance, you can be better than any king.”
“I feel like I did the right thing.” I moved my gaze from hers back to the ships, which grew closer. 
“Let Edgar come. Let him bring his armies. We will win.” My voice charged with hope. “I can feel the scales shifting, Morgana, in our favor. Keep trying to disrupt the work being done on the dragons. Once we have fought our battle, we will rebuild. It may take years, but eventually, we will have enough resources to take down Berovia. Once Edgar has fallen, Xenos wouldn’t wage war straight away, not with our people ready to fight. He needed my cousin to take Magaelor. They knew they couldn’t turn the people to them unless their king or queen made it so. That’s why Kiros wanted to marry me. It was a clean way of taking Magaelor. If they truly thought they could have it by force and win, they would have.”
“You’re right,” Morgana replied. “They know lunas won’t relent. What is the point of taking a kingdom if all their inhabitants are dead?”
“Exactly.” A self-assured smile spread across my face. “We can do this.”
She linked her fingers with mine. “We can. I’m by your side, Winter. Your closest friend. Your family, even. Through anything.”
 
***
 
With bright-blue eyes, shoulder-length blonde waves, and a smile despite the cold winds and sea-sprayed journey, of course it had to be her.
“Florence Montague,” I said in greeting. “I’m shocked you’re here. The last time I saw you, you didn’t want me to be queen someday.”
“Things change,” she said too brightly, peering around me. “Where is Adius?”
I arched an eyebrow. “Why?”
“I’ve come to see him too. I want you to win. I mean, you’re not as bad as Edgar.” She forced a snarky smile. “So I guess I’m on your side.”
“Fantastic,” I replied, trying to keep the spite out of my tone. “He’s over at the camps. There are horses to take you into the town. Also… if you would like, you can fight with us.”
She scoffed a laugh. “Like a soldier?”
“Yes. Like a soldier.”
Her thin eyebrows pointed downward, her forehead wrinkling. “I mean, it’s not the worst idea.”
“I’ll take it as a compliment.”
Morgana gave me an assuring nod and mouthed “see.”
“Ah, I see Adius.” She beamed. “Good to see you, Winter. I mean, Your Majesty,” she said, then hurried to the horses and guards. 
I turned toward Morgana, wide-eyed. “I can’t believe she came. I really didn’t think Edgar was that bad.”
“He fell for Florence,” she explained. “He wanted her to be his wife and was unrelenting in his pursuit. She’s in love with Adius. It’s obvious, even if they won’t admit it to each other yet. Although, I’m sure their time will come. War brings out the truth in many hearts.”
“Oh.” It did explain why he flushed when I mentioned her the day he arrived. “I didn’t think Edgar was like that with women.”
“Honey.” Morgana touched my hair, smiling. “You don’t know your cousin at all. Your father described him as someone who is passive, a pushover who wants good things, but getting to know him while he was king, we saw his true colors. His ego will be the death of him. He cares too much what others think. He acts as if he is above it all. He despises our religion. He thinks he knows best and lets Berovia call the shots. He’s insecure but proud. Don’t dismiss him, Winter. He believes in everything we don’t, and some of those views are good, but it doesn’t make him a good person. Power has rotted him. Some people can’t handle it. It ruins them.”
“I understand.” The sea looked to blend with the sky as they both sank into deep grays and blues. The last of the ships, before Edgar would be here, arrived unscathed. Aqugar had kept to his word. “So when will Edgar attack? Has there been word on his position?”
“We know he has soldiers at the other side of the mountain. The hunters have come through to join us, leaving the border in Edgar’s full control. They’re sending ships, of course, but some of our own are mixed in. We can fight them when they dock, but I believe Adius thinks they will mostly be coming through the mountains.”
“Which gives us an advantage. Not too many can fit through there at a time.”
Morgana shook her head. “They cannot. Unless they do come by sea.”
“How are the numbers building with women joining to fight?”
“Good. Many have stepped forward. Naturally, a lot of the men and older women don’t agree with what we’re doing.”
I shrugged. “As long as they’re training them, I don’t care. I’m going back to the castle. If there is any word on Edgar’s movement and his armies, you have them contact me immediately. I want to be there, armored and ready when he arrives.”
 





THIRTY-ONE
 
The day started like any other. Gray clouds rolled in from the north, bringing with them a constant cover from the sun. Mountains surrounded us, and beyond them were lakes so deep, some believed they went on forever.
“We have our people stationed at the mountains,” Adius said, holding his helmet in his hands. “The fae have set glamour traps on the path through Snowy Peaks. Our soldiers have been alerted to them.” He sat on a stone step in front of a tall, narrow house. “I have sent a small number to the five beaches where they may be able to dock. We don’t think they will send many by ship. As for Edgar, we’ve heard nothing.”
“Nothing?” I asked. “At all?”
He shook his head. “Crickets.”
“That’s not good.” I pressed my lips together. “Is he at Ash Court still?”
“No. We know he left the castle two days ago. He would have reached here by now, unless…” His gaze darkened. “They’re setting a trap. He must be hiding. I would bet in the forest at the border.”
“Or by ship,” I said. “We can’t rule it out.”
“The sea is treacherous and unpredictable, especially with the mer.”
“Not if they know the mer aren’t attacking.”
“It’s still risky.”
I inhaled sharply. “Send more men to the smallest beach. If I were him, it’s where I’d go. No one would be expecting it.”
Adius nodded. “I agree. I’ll send more there. As for the women…” he said, tugging at the top of his shirt. “Several hundreds have joined.”
I gasped. It was far more than I’d hoped. “Really? Of their own accord?”
“Many seemed excited to fight.” He looked uncomfortable. “We have trained them alongside the men, just as you ordered.”
“This is good. They want to fight for their kingdom, and now they can.”
“Of course. I’ve come to terms with this. Sometimes, one-time exceptions can be made in dire circumstances like this.”
I didn’t reply. How could I possibly say I hoped I could continue allowing women to fight once we’d reclaimed Magaelor? I’d need to get votes from the lords though, and that would be my most difficult task. I needed to become a diplomat. Be convincing. “How is the training going?” I asked, changing the subject back to the men. 
“We have some of the best generals,” he said proudly. “They have excellent techniques they’re sharing. Once we’ve finished, we can begin stage two.”
“Stage two?” I asked. “Edgar will attack any day now. We don’t have time.”
“We are going as fast as we can. Many of these people are farmers, merchants, sailors, fishermen, labor workers, and maids, not trained soldiers.”
I gulped. “Do what you can.”
“The fae guards have joined ranks.”
“Good.”
“King Blaise has sent all forces to join ours, except for the castle guards. It’s an unexpected show of force that has boosted our numbers greatly.”
“I know.” My cheeks bunched. “He’s been very supportive.”
“He has no choice. This war will ground in his kingdom.”
“Yes.” I pondered, looking out over the horizon. “Send some of the faeries to fly over the mountains, to see if they can tell what’s happening over there.”
“I will.” He squeezed the bottom of his helmet. “I’m not sure why that didn’t occur to me.”
I did. They didn’t think of the fae as equals, so why would they think to use their skills? “Send the elite guards.”
“We need them here with us. I think it best if we just send fae soldiers to look.”
I hesitated. “Okay, yes. I actually need to go now. I have to find Cedric.”
“About that,” he replied. “Be careful who you associate with. Your father pushed a fae-luna marriage only to get them under his thumb, never to make peace. Your people will never accept a faerie king by your side. You must not ruin your name. Be careful who sees you. If you must have affairs, keep them private.” His tone sharpened. “I will also add that Cedric is a Berovian too. Regardless of if he saved you, he’s not an acceptable partner for you, even if he weren’t a faerie. The lords would never allow it.”
There it was. I’d been waiting for it. The truth, that despite me being queen, the lords and men like Adius still had a lot of control. My eyes widened. “I’ll decide who’s appropriate or not.”
“I hope you do the right thing. I’d hate to see you forced not to.” He bowed at his waist. “I hope you take counsel. Good rulers need them, even your father,” he said, rising again.
“Cedric will be coming back to Magaelor with me,” I said quickly. “Also, I haven’t even thought about marriage.”
“You need to. It’s your duty to give the people a king.”
I tilted my chin. “For right now, they have their queen, or at least will.”
“They’re fighting and dying for you, for Magaelor. Do right by them is all I ask.” He walked away.
I watched his silhouette fade out, then cursed under my breath. Storming away, I decided to find Morgana before Cedric.
 
***
 
Licia’s golden eyes found mine. They matched his hair and his two front teeth. He may have been a couple of inches shorter than me, but he acted like he was miles taller. “Princess.” he stated. The edge in his tone made me nervous.
“Queen,” I said, correcting him. 
“Not yet,” he said simply and drummed his finger on the table between us. 
Morgana sat beside him, holding a bag of runes. “How is everything going?”
“They don’t know where Edgar is. Can you both find him?” I despised Licia, after our previous encounters, but he was a skilled spellmaster, and as much as it irritated me, we needed him. 
“We already tried,” Licia said icily. “Edgar is cloaked, just as we have cloaked you. However, we have searched instead for his generals. They didn’t think to hide them from magical detection.” His eyes glistened with mischief. “Two are at a small beach to the northeast.”
“I knew it!” I slammed my fist onto the table, making the drinks ripple in their goblets. “Adius has sent men there. I’ll send word for him to send even more.”
“We were trying to find you to tell you,” Morgana said, her fingers stretching over her blue drawstring pouch. “We have great news, in fact.”
“What?”
“We’ve successfully released the dragons from all spells. We have reason to believe they will escape shortly; therefore, they will be wreaking havoc in Berovia anytime soon. We should hear news tomorrow. However, I have heard something bad happened in Berovia today, but that’s all I have been told. Once I hear the details, I will tell you.”
I clapped my hands together. “This is excellent. Well done.” I appraised her, then nodded my head in Licia’s direction. “You too, Licia.”
“I did tell you before, I’m invested in your future. For now.”
“You still haven’t told me why.”
He tapped the side of his nose. “For now, we will focus on reclaiming your throne. Destiny won’t show us who will take the crown, leading me to believe it could go either way. You must kill your cousin and his right-hand man, General Frost.”
Shockwaves rippled through me. A conversation from over a year ago resonated in my mind. Morgana had told me something about frost.
“Frost,” I said slowly. “Why is that important?”
He shrugged.
Morgana squinted. “My foretelling.” Her thick eyebrows knitted together. “Remember, I told you, you’d rule when frost fell. Sometimes the messages aren’t always clear. I assumed it would be the weather, perhaps snow in Berovia, but this makes sense. He’s the man who protects Edgar. He relies on him for everything. Winter…” She leaned across the table, her eyes bigger than ever. “He’s a dangerous man, a skilled spellcaster, a fighter. He will not be easy to take down.”
A knowing ran through me. “If all it takes is killing him to seal my fate, then I will make sure he falls.”
“You’re barely seventeen!” Morgana exclaimed, her expression laced with fear. “You will not be fighting. Someone will kill him, yes, Adius perhaps, or another, but not you.”
Licia whipped his head to look at her. “She will need to fight. She’s the commander in chief.”
She shook her head. “There’s no way. She can stay behind. She’s too important. If Winter is killed, there will be no queen.”
“She has to.”
I sighed. “I’m right here,” I said. “Licia is right.” My nose wrinkled. “I have to be leading the army. They need a leader, and I am her. I know you want to protect me. My goodness, it’s all you’ve done since I was a little girl, but I’m queen now, Morgana. I must take risks. It’s my responsibility.”
Tears crowned her eyes. “I always knew this day would come, but you’re family to me, Winter. If something were to happen to you… When your brother died, it hurt. I’ve been there for you both since you were little. We can’t lose you too.”
I grabbed her hands and squeezed her fingers. “I promise I will do my best not to die.”
She half-smiled. “We will place the strongest protection spells on you.”
“Not again.” Licia crossed his arms. “You’re not using that magic for her again.”
I had no clue what they were talking about, but I’d never seen anyone talk to Morgana that way.
“She needs the strongest magic we can find,” she replied. “I can handle it.”
I didn’t like the way she looked at him. “I need to go,” I said, visibly confused. “Cedric will probably be worried. Let me know if anything else happens.”
“Winter!” Cedric ran into the banquet room, his eyes wild. The three of us stood, and goblets knocked over onto yesterday’s newspaper. “They’re here. Edgar is here. They’re coming, in the thousands. We had men at the ports to intercept them, but there were too many. They marched to Fairmont. The fields beyond there, Adius has soldiers ready.”
My heart palpitated, and my vision hazed. My shaking fingers gripped my staff. The time had come to fight. I looked around desperately for Blaise, but he was nowhere to be seen. I spotted Lucien over by the tables.
“Tell Blaise they’re here!” I shouted at the young prince before rushing out of the throne room with Cedric and Morgana. 
 



THIRTY-TWO
 
Wolves howled somewhere in the distance. I shuddered as night dropped the temperature to below freezing. Knotting my hand with Cedric’s, our arms stretched between our horses, I looked behind us. 
Florence wore her armor well, somehow looking beautiful under the silver. Her horse was light brown with a thick mane. Next to her, Adius sat on a black stallion, his sword in hand. She said something to him quietly, but he grouched back, frowning. He must’ve been angry she came along to fight. 
Cedric moved his horse away from mine, unlinking our fingers. My throat tightened. Thousands of people lined the battlefield where the town met the villages and forest. And they were all looking to me.
I thought about the crown, growing up in a castle, and trying to get home. It was all magical when it was an idea. When it was in front of me—thousands of people ready to die at my feet—it hit me like a thousand icicles. The responsibility took my breath away. 
Gripping the silver reins on my horse, I closed my eyes for a few seconds. I could hear my people marching as the rest joined our ranks. It brought me back to the memory of the battle André and my father had fought. I heard the same footsteps as well as the sound of metal clashing in the distance. Except this time, I was leading the army. My gaze caught Cedric’s, then Morgana’s, and in that instant, I was reminded what I was fighting for. 
The marching grew louder. Finally, there was silence as the last of my army arrived. The night sky turned blacker. I parted my lips, trying to find the words to lift my people as their gazes stayed on me. My voice caught the wind and shook. I did my best to turn my girlish tone deeper.
“You are all my family.” Tears pooled, but I didn’t care. Emotion may have never suited my father, but I was not him. “My heart beats for every single one of you. I do not know many of you personally, but I do know your spirit, your strength, and the courage in your souls! I applaud your bravery for being here today, for fighting for Magaelor, for your families, your rights, and your religion.”
Cedric’s eyes widened. Morgana nodded in approval. 
“I will fight today for our kingdom. I know the ancestors will guide us to victory. With each of you, we will win back what has been taken from us. I was anointed to be your queen, and Edgar has stolen the throne from us.”
The front rows who could hear me cheered, and the sound froze my next sentence. My emotions swept over me in waves. I sucked in a deep breath. 
“He wants to take our magic. He calls it necromancy. He doesn’t care for our ancestors who protect and love us!” 
They cheered again, this time growing louder.
Tears fell down my cheeks. “King Amos may have been taken from us, but his spirit lives on in this fight, and I promise to do better by you all once we have taken our kingdom back. We fight, tonight, for our home and our dignity. For Magaelor!” I lifted my sword in the air. 
They cheered loudly. My heart hammered.
Cedric stared, awestruck. “You are incredible,” he said, joining me by my side. I flushed pink. 
Adius also joined me. He stared pointedly over the army he created. “Our scouts have informed us they will be coming from the east. They should be here soon. They were told of our position in advance.”
The rats card swarmed back into my memory. We were already forewarned of traitors in our midst. Pricks as cold as ice ran through my fingers and toes. “Where are the faeries?”
Just as he was about to answer, I turned my head to the west. Hundreds upon hundreds of fae, prepared for battle, rode toward us. Behind the front rows, men marched. That must have been who I had heard. It wasn’t Edgar’s army; it was an extension of ours. At their front, Blaise rode on a black horse with eyes as white as snow. His crown shimmered in the moonlight, and his gaze found mine. 
My jaw dropped. “I didn’t think he would come.” 
Movement that looked like waves on the horizon diverted my attention. Edgar was here too. A horn sounded; battle cries carried in the wind as they approached. 
It was time. I brandished my sword and staff, then led us forward. 
 
Swords and spells crashed together. 
The dead lingered around the battlefield on the outstretched snow, over broken branches and contorted bodies, waiting to bring those who would die to the other side. 
There were too many of them. 
My gaze drifted over the crimson-stained snow crunching under my boots. I was still rooted in shock.
“MOVE!” Cedric screamed over the sounds of swords clashing and screaming. I blinked twice, my mouth parting slightly, as I took in the head of a decapitated luna, his accusing, final glare now empty.
Cedric tugged me away, and I landed in a heap of snow. Shivering the flakes away, I stood. “There’s too many.” My heart fluttered. I could hardly hold onto the sword in my trembling fingers with one hand and my staff with the other. “How did they get so many here?”
“We were betrayed,” Cedric said simply, brandishing a sword in his hands. He couldn’t use magic to harm like us, but he was good with shield spells and used his wings to spring down on our enemies. He’d told me what I already knew, but it still stung. Someone—or more than one—had betrayed our position, meaning Edgar had been able to send his ships to several beaches while we were at the mountains. 
I hated seeing my people ready to die for Edgar—a king not worth dying for. My lips were icy cold, my dress bloodied, and stare fierce. 
 
Then I saw him. Edgar Mortis. Cousin. King. Foe. 
A crown of gold and red glistened on top of his head. His brown waves curled around the spikes pointing up. His Mortis-blue eyes found mine. In many ways, he resembled my father, but his features were softer. I saw something in his expression: uncertainty.
I’d always been told of his passive nature, how he wanted peace. I couldn’t understand how it’d led to this. I’d been made to believe he was this pushover who believed in healing from crystals and didn’t want any part of politics. Morgana said power had changed him. I guessed in the end, it would destroy him. He stared in my direction, on the back of a white stallion. 
My heart stopped. 
It wasn’t what I’d expected. His eyes looked too much like mine, like my father’s and mother’s. I assumed she was still on Inferis. She hadn’t bothered to join me here. I felt the tiniest bit guilty for not asking after her, but she’d never cared for me much.
I ducked when a spell shot my way. Edgar’s conflicted stare crossed mine. He looked down at his head guard, a man I recognized as General Frost, the man who determined my fate.
Blaise rode to my side and grabbed my hand. He pulled me up onto his horse, knocking the air out of my lungs. Cedric disappeared from my line of sight.
I gasped once I’d caught my breath. “What are you doing?” 
“Getting you your crown.” He galloped forward. Snow dusted around us in a flurry.
As I gripped into his waist, the sword tumbled from my grip. “NO!”
I still had my staff. Edgar grew closer, his general in front of him, poised to fight. Markings of a warrior were sprawled on his face, his scars stretching out, thin and pink over his aging skin. His eyes were the color of storm clouds. Barrel-chested and with muscles filling his armor, he stood taller than us by several inches. His horse, like him, stood strong and proud. 
Fear of dying gripped me as Blaise and I got closer. It all came down to this. I couldn’t concentrate on anything but them. 
“Get ready!” Blaise shouted. Unlike Cedric, he trusted me to handle myself, or understood my duties more, instead of trying to keep me out of danger. Frantically, I scrambled for a paralyzing spell, but it bounced right off him and hit one of my own soldiers square in the chest.
I knew I shouldn’t, but the lure of sacrificial magic was strong. The power, untapped and deadly, lingered as it always did when I was in my most dire need. Perhaps that was what Licia meant when he told Morgana not to use that magic to help me. I hoped she wasn’t, but I knew she’d done it before. 
Two spells shot at me but bounced off. My protection spells from Morgana and Licia, I mused.
Shock erased my thoughts. General Frost stabbed his sword through Blaise’s horse, throwing us to the ground. There were no spells against swords or weapons, which was why they were still used.
Standing, I steadied myself, but he was quick. I jumped out of the way and grabbed a sword lying on the ground. I was always useless at this. Edgar watched, jumping down from his horse. His presence pulled a fury out of me I’d kept buried until now.
“COWARD!” I screamed at him. “You call yourself a Mortis. You steal MY crown. MY throne. You threatened MY people. I will KILL you for it!”
“I see you’re no different from your father,” he snarled. “Then I will take pleasure in ending his line.”
“Family against family.” I grappled the hilt and plunged it forward. I held myself strong as Blaise got into a fight with General Frost. 
Shows of extreme force kept Edgar winning. I dodged another almost-lethal attack. I came close to hitting him twice, too close apparently. General Frost pushed Edgar backward into Blaise, then diverted his attention to me. 
Frost wasted no time with words. Instead, he sliced the blade of his sword through the air. He was better than Edgar, far better than me. I didn’t stand a chance. 
In his belt, I spotted a dagger. Small but deadly. It was a far smarter option than fighting him back with a sword. 
As he crashed downward, slicing the blade down over me, I nimbly flipped the space between us and landed at his stomach. I had seconds. If that. 
I grabbed his dagger and pulled it to his throat. Surprise filled his features as I sliced it across his neck. 
I couldn’t believe it. I’d killed him. My gaze pulled up to Edgar’s, who looked behind me. 
“NO!” Blaise screamed. Somewhere to my left, Cedric’s wail ached through my soul. 
At first, I didn’t understand what was happening. All I knew is I was numb all over. I felt a dull ache in my stomach, like someone had punched me really hard. Looking down, I watched blood spray out from the center of my dress. Shock stole my next breaths, until the sword was wrenched back. One of Edgar’s men looked down at me, then dropped his sword to his side as if he were just as surprised at what he’d done as I was.
My hands were shaking. Pain seared through me, slightly at first, then stronger until I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. I gurgled and coughed blood. My vision blurred. I could see my ancestors still, swaying and surrounding me. It was over. I saw Blaise kill Edgar before stars filled my vision. I watched his crown fall onto the snow-covered ground. Empty. 
The last thing I saw was Cedric’s panicked stare on mine, then Blaise dropping to my side and pressing his hands against the wound. Death came quickly. I felt peaceful in its grasp. The battle was over, and we were both dead. 
 
 



THIRTY-THREE
 
The curious thing about death was how beautiful and light it felt. It was the most feared thing, yet so serene. I was at peace when I was pulled back unwantedly into my broken body. Trapped in a silent suffering, I heard Licia’s and Morgana’s chants. Pain pinched through my stomach where the fatal wound was. I had lost too much blood for me to stay. Yet somehow, I was alive. For seconds at least.
I hovered between worlds. The veil. A place I never wanted to end up. I wanted to beg Morgana and Licia to stop trying to bring me back and let me go. They had taken me from the spirit realm, landing me in a sort of purgatory. I didn’t want my soul to become trapped, half here, half there for an eternity. It was a fate worse than death. 
The dead, eyeless and unspeaking, watched me from a distance. They weren’t as kind as the ancestors in the spirit realm. They seemed angry, hurt, as they moved closer. Everything was misted in gray and white. I wanted to speak, but I couldn’t. 
I could still feel the pinches of pain from the world, but the emptiness of the veil took most of it away. My soul shuddered as they grew closer again, impatient now. I could feel their energy. They wanted to attach to me. I didn’t know why. 
Death. 
Blackness.
Emptiness.
Darkness lured me in, away from my fear. I turned to walk but heard Blaise’s and Cedric’s pained tones, begging for Morgana and Licia to try harder. 
They couldn’t. I knew it was impossible. I was already gone. 
In the distance, I saw him before I felt him. My father’s spirit, restless and filled with fury. I wanted to scream, to run, but he could reach me now. He rushed closer, a resemblance to who he was in his life before I tore the ring from his finger, ripping his immortality from him.
Daughter.
The voice was inside my head. There was no need for words there. 
You have killed two of your family now, a great betrayal for which you will pay.
I turned and saw Edgar. I didn’t kill him.
He was killed for you. You have destroyed us. My father’s voice echoed in my head. As punishment, your soul will be shattered. You will no longer remain.
No, I pleaded. I had no choice. You were going to kill me. You both were. No. No. My soul trembled. I didn’t want to be obliterated out of existence, mere splinters of me left. I could hear the chanting still as I tried to escape, but it was no use.
They could almost touch me. Then everything faded to black. 
 
“Winter.” Morgana’s bloodshot eyes were wild. “Winter, can you hear me?” she asked desperately, hovering over me. Joining her, Blaise, Cedric, and Licia looked down. 
“Winter?” Cedric hesitated. “Can you hear us?”
My lips parted. All that came out was a slight groan. 
Relief washed through their expressions. I noticed bones had been laid all over my body. What were they doing to bring me back? I noticed pixies had been brought in to heal my other wounds. They fluttered over my head.
My hands moved down to my stomach, but there was nothing there. “How?”
“You’re alive!” Cedric cried, pulling me into his arms. “You came back to us.”
I gulped. “How?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Morgana looked from me to Licia, her eyes glistening with tears, her cheeks puffy and red. “What matters is you are safe.”
I felt sick at the thought of my father and Edgar trying to punish me in the place between the spirit realm and our world. I didn’t know how I was alive, but I did know I never wanted to go back there.
“Cedric,” I managed to say, attempting to sit up.
Blaise didn’t say a word, instead moved to the back to make room. 
“Careful.” Cedric helped me up. “You just died.”
“Yes.” It felt surreal, but something didn’t sit right. I didn’t feel quite myself. “I really did, didn’t I?” The memory of Edgar in the spirit realm came back. I turned toward Blaise. “You killed Edgar!”
He nodded. “He had it coming,” he said nonchalantly, although I could tell he’d been crying. 
“We won,” I said slowly. “You all saved me, and we won.” I couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. “I’m queen. Queen of Magaelor.”
Cedric kissed me, his salty tears fresh on his lips. “I’m never letting you go again.” His breaths were heavy. “I mean it. Never.”
 
 



THIRTY-FOUR
 
“You’re here,” Blaise said in disbelief after I’d come to the library. Cedric had gone to the town to gather supplies. Hundreds of people had died in the battle. Their bodies were still being buried in mass graves. I stayed with the others, mourning, wondering how I’d been so lucky. I felt more darkness inside me than ever. I dared not tell a soul, but something had attached itself to me when I was on the other side, or perhaps when I’d been brought back, and it was unrelenting.
I kept dismissing the dark urges and desires, but they consumed me. Voices, telling me to do things I didn’t want to, like hurt people. “Stop!” I growled. 
Blaise frowned. “What did I do?”
“Nothing.” I closed my eyes. “Sorry.” I’d taken several of Morgana’s capsules, but nothing kept the darkness at bay. “Blaise, I’m sorry for everything. I—”
Before I could say anything else, his lips were on mine. He held onto me tightly, the urgency strengthening our bond. The darkness in me purred with his, begging for more. He tangled his hand in my hair. 
 “Blaise.” His name rolled off my tongue as I pulled away. His breaths were heavy as his head rested against mine. His grip around me tightened. 
“I won’t apologize,” he said before I could tell him it was wrong. 
I felt dizzy. “I can’t do this. I’m with Cedric. I know we’ve been through so much.”
His eyes squeezed shut. “I…” He opened them again, looking uncertain as his gaze met mine. “Don’t leave.”
“This has to stop.” I cried, pushing him away. “You confuse me. I never know what you want or what this is, and I’m hurting Cedric, a man I care about.”
His lips parted. “I−” 
“It’s not your fault.” I reined in my anger. I wasn’t being fair to him. “You’re just doing what feels good for you and that’s all you know.”
“You died.” He said. “It…terrified me.” He took my hands in his. “But you’re alive.”
“Why did it terrify you?”
“Why wouldn’t it?” He brushed his fingers against my lips. “Admit it. You don’t really want him.”
My heartbeat quickened. “Please don’t.”
“My brother is upset with me, you know. He believes I used my armies to protect you.”
“You were protecting Magaelor.” I hesitated. “Right?”
He shrugged. “What does it matter? You’re staying with him. You’ve made it abundantly clear.”
“You care about Magaelor’s people.” I stated because he wouldn’t.
He laughed. “I am not like your precious Cedric. I don’t pretend to care about things I don’t. I care for Niferum.”
My heart raced, and my voice cracked. “Don’t do this.” My tears fell thick and fast. “I’ve just become queen again. I-I can’t stand it. There’s someone who wants me deeply just rooms from where we stand.” I paused. “Where I betrayed him. Cedric is a good man.”
His forehead wrinkled. “I’m sure he is.”
“I want to be with him.”
“You don’t.” His eyes widened. “You’re just saying that, but it’s fine. You can continue lying to yourself.”
Blaise shook his head. “What you have with him, it’s nothing compared to what you actually want.”
“How would you know?”
“We are one of them same, Winter. He will never be enough for you. You’re too passionate.” He grabbed my shoulders, looking me dead in the eye. “We understand each other. We’re not like other people. He will never understand your dark side, or embrace it. You’ll always feel like half a person with him.”
“Let me ask you something.” I gulped, my hands were beginning to shake. “Why do you want me to leave him so much? You kiss me, why? You can’t feel love, so why are you playing with my feelings? What is it you want?”
I’d done it. Shattered the illusion of the game. I saw it in his eyes. Something in him changed. His lips parted, but he didn’t speak. 
“I knew it.” I said after a silent minute. He was simply jealous and was willing to let me ruin the one good thing in my life over it. This was all a game to him, until now. “Let me go, Blaise.” I stepped back.
His expression darkened. “I said I wouldn’t ask. I told you I wanted you to be happy, but I can’t watch it any longer. You shouldn’t be with him,” he said with determination. 
“Then who should I be with?”
He didn’t respond. 
“I’ll be leaving now. With Cedric. To Magaelor.”
I felt like something shattered in my chest as I walked to the door. 
He called out, stopping me in my tracks. “Wait.”
I turned on my heel. “What?”
He inhaled deeply, uncertainty in his features. “I’ll be seeing you at your coronation. I look forward to seeing you become queen, at long last.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “No thanks to you.”
“You’d think my killing your cousin and letting you build an army here would pay for any previous wrongs.”
“You’d think.” I couldn’t help but smirk. “Goodbye, Blaise.”
“See you soon.”
 
***
 
I wore my navy-blue dress and red traveling cloak with a white fur trim. The gold crown on my head shone under the dappled sunlight coming through the window. It had been worn by my father, then Edgar, and now me. The weight of their souls was heavy. A black pit of despair snaked around my core, knotting me from the inside. 
“Are you okay?” Cedric asked tentatively. 
I shook the feeling away. Honestly, I wasn’t. “Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked, not wanting to worry him. “We all survived. I got what I wanted. I’m queen.” Yet it didn’t quite feel real yet. “We will be back in Magaelor soon.”
“We will.” He kissed my forehead and brushed down to my lips, balling his cheeks. “I’m so proud of you.”
“Maybe we can be at peace now for a while,” I said, thinking of all the soldiers who’d deserted Edgar at the end. I’d ordered none be harmed. There was no need for division any longer. Edgar was dead, and the throne was forever solidified as mine. But something didn’t feel right. I wondered if I should have told Morgana. I was certain she used sacrificial magic to bring me back, but what was the price for a life? 
Adius rushed through the door looking flustered. “Winter!” 
“Adius, what is it?”
“King Xenos is dead,” he told me, his eyes weary. “I’ve just been alerted. He was killed, by the fire-wielders.”
I felt like someone had stuck their hand inside of me and twisted my organs. Dizziness swept me; the color drained from my face.
“Kiros is king.”
“Yes.”
Home was in my grasp. I was sure Xenos wouldn’t go to war. Politically, it didn’t make sense. But with Kiros, it was personal. I had broken his heart. Humiliated him. “He’s going to come after me, isn’t he?”
Cedric looked at me apologetically. “We will be ready for him. For now, the transition to power will occupy his mind away from any wants of war.”
“I hope so.”
“You can navigate this. First, let’s get you back home.”
“You should know, your majesty,” Adius added, “he won’t come after you right away. Berovia is in a great state of unrest. The dragons escaped, causing havoc, but also the morning before they did, a newspaper printed proof that Xenos was hiding dragons and trying to siphon their magic. They even had authentic letters showing the king’s seal. Because of it, they haven’t been able to create a lie to why they were being hidden in the kingdom.”
Cedric arched an eyebrow, knowing in his eyes. “You were right. Getting those letters did help. They just printed it later than we wanted.”
“At the right time, coincidently, it seems.”
“You did this?” Adius looked impressed.
“I helped, but Morgana and Licia are the ones who put the nail in Xenos’s coffin.”
Cedric clasped his fingers with mine. “We can discuss this on the way. Are you ready?”
“I have to be.” I whispered.
Adius stepped aside as we headed for the door. My destiny waited, and it had come about in the most unlikely way. I wondered what my future might hold as queen. 
 
***
 
We left the castle and through the large gates. Blaise had come to watch us leave with the others. His smoky-gray eyes regarded me as I footed the stirrup, climbing onto the back of my black horse. He looked like he belonged to the court, with his large, glistening blue wings which shimmered like the walls glamoured to appear as frost and crystal. 
Cedric climbed onto his horse, then reached across and held my hand. I looked back. Blaise shrugged his hands deep into his pockets, shaking his head when he turned. 
I touched the tiara on my head. Locks of my dark hair had been curled around the delicate silver frame with diamonds and sapphires—though beautiful, it was only temporary until we returned home.
Home. 
I’d spent so long contemplating the kingdom I’d inherited to rule, yet I was alone there, save for my few friends, and Cedric. I smiled at him as the wind picked up, swirling white around us. Cedric’s smile was broader, more genuine than those of us lunas surrounding him. “Ready?” I asked, gripping the night-blue reins. 
He nodded, and I looked back as we headed toward the others. Cedric’s lips always curved a little at the corners, as if he were on the edge of laughter. 
Things had worked out in the end, I reminded myself. But as the darkness in my stomach growled, tearing through my soul in a moment of weakness, I was reminded of my brush with death, and how I’d been brought back. The beast inside would not be easy to tame. I’d felt it since I died, and with each passing day, it grew hungrier. 
Glancing in the direction of Morgana−who was on the back of a brown horse−I closed my eyes for a moment. 
Some of my people waved to the fae who’d fought beside us at the battle, and I was grateful that some of the prejudice which had divided us for so long had been bridged, but I could see in the eye-rolling and sneers on several guards that we still had a long way to go. 
The obsidian towers of Lepidus Court faded into a whirl of white flurries as we rode away, leaving Blaise and his court behind, moving forward toward the unknown. My unknown. What was Magaelor like since Edgar? What was I returning to?
We galloped, the sound of hooves hitting the ice in their hundreds, followed us through the small, run-down villages. Whispers of the dead caught in the wind. Any remaining feral fae would have been chased from these buildings, by Blaise’s elite guards. They had taken to rounding them up and bringing them to the castle. To do who-knew-what.
We rode over a long, narrowing road, until we reached the battlefield. Scattered armor and pieces of weaponry greeted us, sticking out through the cover of snow that had coated any crimson.
Freshly dug mass graves were dark against the blanket of white, a stark reminder of what we’d lost. I pulled on the reins, and we all stopped. Jumping down from my horse, I thudded to my feet, and took a moment to whisper a silent prayer for the fallen. The thing inside of me−a darkness left behind by the ritual to bring me back−tugged at my thoughts, attempting to pull my attention inward, but when tears pricked my eyes, it relented. 
My boots crunched over ice as I watched Adius and the other guards readied our most prestigious. We would carry them back to Magaelor for a proper burial. Their bodies, perfectly preserved, frozen in their armor, were wrapped in cloth. I could only see two from where I stood; a head guard was in one of them, another, Lady Arma, who’d insisted on fighting, leaving her young husband a widower. Edgar, however, had been buried in a traitor’s grave, unmarked, away from the rest of the dead. Still, I kept his burial place locked away in the back of my mind.
I wished we could have brought them all home, but too many were lost. None of us knew what awaited us beyond the mountains, none more so than me. “I’m queen.” I said aloud, as if it might somehow slip through my fingers again. “Queen of Magaelor.”
Cedric’s feet hit the snow. He held the reins of his white horse, looking over the wreckage which slowly was being covered with flakes. Soon enough, the only evidence of a battle would be the pain we all held, tucked away in our hearts.
Cedric’s cold fingers entwined with mine. “We made it.” He paused, teetering on the edge of words. “I must tell you something, Winter.” His golden eyes met mine, flecked with amber, contrasting the white wasteland around us. “I’m not sure I can stay once we return to Magaelor.”
My eyebrows furrowed. “You said you’d stay with me.”
“I did.”
“Then what changed?”
He gave me a knowing look and my stomach dipped. 
“I’m not angry.” He said, unlinking our fingers. 
He knew. I felt like I could vomit at any moment. Feign ignorance or admit the truth and be wrong? “Cedric…” I hesitated. 
“You don’t love me. You’ve been distant since we arrived here, and I wondered if part of it had to do with Blaise…”
I blew out a tense breath. At least he didn’t know about the kiss. I parted my lips to speak, but my voice was swallowed by shame. I wanted Cedric with me, yet, when his lips were on mine, I thought of another. “I want to be different.” I said, with earnest.
“I know.” 
Fae could tell when they were being lied to, so it was hardly a surprise. “How can you tell if someone is lying?” I asked, realizing I’d never ventured into that question before. “I mean, can you always tell?” I had lied to Blaise before, and he hadn’t noticed, or at least did an excellent job pretending otherwise. 
“It’s not fool-proof. Sometimes, if our emotions are heightened, or we want to believe something different, then our senses can betray us, but usually it is a tingling, a knowing, like intuition. The words just feel wrong in our ears when they’re tainted with a lie.”
“So it’s not as black and white as you know every single time?”
He nodded. “If I have learned anything this month, it’s that the world is filled with shades of gray. For example, us.” He squeezed my hands, bringing some semblance of warmth back to my fingers. “You and I are so different. I know you don’t love me, but I see something that can blossom under the right circumstances. What I feel for you, it’s confusing, and a little unnerving at times.”
I licked my chapped lips. “Are you breaking up with me?”
“No.”
My breath hitched. “I’ve been unfair to you.” I looked up into his eyes, a gaze which reminded me of sunshine. Seeing him in front of me, strong, tall, muscular, with laugh lines and honey-colored hair, made me smile. He’d been my fortress under all the recent dread, and I’d betrayed him. Blaise was a storm cloud over us, a constant ghost watching me, unrelenting in my memories where he remained, testing my resolve. I was glad to be free of Niferum and him, so I could do right by Cedric. “I need you with me.”
“I have to go back to my family.” He bit the inside of his cheek, disconcertion in his gaze. “I need to patch things up. You were busy winning back your kingdom and building an army, so I didn’t want to burden you before, but the correspondence with my mother and father have been filled with uncertainty. Xenos was angry after reports came back that it was me who’d aided your escape. They’d never have come after us before, but with Kiros on the throne now, he’s unpredictable, not to mention he already hated me.” I half-expected him to smirk, but there was nothing playful in his expression. “Kiros is dangerous. After what we did to him, he could come after my family. They don’t hold as much power as the solises.”
“Hardly any at all,” I mumbled under my breath, understanding his worry. Even if the fae were immortal, most were disorganized, preoccupied with their want for pleasure was their detriment. Ambition was not a trait they were known for, and that’s how sorcerers kept winning. Until Blaise. The first king to evoke any real change since Azrael, his dead father, first became king. “Kiros can’t kill your parents.”
“He can do other things. Close our borders, refuse trade, hurt those who are close to us.” He counted his fingers. “We have solises at court we shelter as if they were family. He could easily send assassins and cover his tracks. We protect many unicorns in our forests. Xenos’s lords and the royal family want them, for their healing properties. The forest borders our towns and theirs. It wouldn’t be hard for them to cross over and take what they want.” 
“I know they want unicorns.” I shuddered at the memory of drinking one’s blood which was slipped into my food and tea, and the ground horn which was used in a paste to heal me physically from my time in the pits. “Kiros didn’t seem to want to hurt them.”
“He has to answer to his lords, and I promise you, they do.” His jaw clenched. “Not everything is down to him, just as when you return to court, you’ll need to appease the lords, no? Your priests, or whoever runs your places of worship”
My stomach churned. “I guess sometimes, but I’m the one in power.”
He didn’t argue. “I must return to help broker peace.”
“Surely your presence will only mean to aggravate him?” I pointed out, recalling the range of Kiros’s arrogance and ego. “He will want you punished for humiliating him.”
“I am certain he will be worse if I don’t return. It will be a strong show of disrespect by the light fae. It’s not easy for us. They call us equals, but we are not. We have never been. If I don’t show to receive punishment for my actions, which will most likely be a slap on the wrist as he wouldn’t politically be allowed to really hurt me, then my family will pay. The other fae will pay.”
“I know you’re not equal to the solises, in their eyes.” I wrapped my arms around my torso, digging my hands into the fur lining the inside of my traveling cloak. Not a soul had bowed to Cedric when he strode the solis-populated towns in Berovia. “Us lunas are also often looked down upon because of our magic.”
“You know”—he shoved his hands in his pockets—“I have yet to see the breadth of your magic and culture. I assumed the worse before, but as we all know, it’s easy to be ignorant to things we do not know.”
“Then stay for a little while,” I pleaded. “I’m sure nothing will happen in a couple of weeks. My coronation will be held by the high priest of Magaelor. You’ll see the rituals performed, the depth our people’s loyalty and love, and how it is woven into our magic. It’s a part of us. I want to show you all the beauty many refuse to see of our land.”
“I will stay for your coronation.” He sighed, but half-smirked, letting me know it was okay. “Then I must return to my family. For a short time, at the least. I have to build bridges. They’re my parents, my sisters and brothers. I abandoned them once, for you, to do the right thing, but now I need to do right by them.”
“I understand.” I smiled, casting my eyes down to my snow-covered boots. At least he would be there for the coronation. A small victory. “Does this mean we’re okay?”
“That depends…”
I curled my lips behind my teeth. 
“We are good.” He chuckled.
“You make me happy.” I said in all seriousness. It’s why I was afraid of him leaving to Berovia, because we were fragile now, and if he left, then I was scared he wouldn’t return to me. “I have to make this work.” 
He arched an eyebrow. “Have to?”
“Want to.” I corrected. 
“Majesty.” Adius called from over the winds. “We must ride before night falls.”
“Yes.” The guards had finished their prayers for the dead. Many of the stragglers, who’d not returned home with the rest of my people after the battle, had stopped just to take in the landscape where the battle had been fought, a slice of history frozen in time, captured in our memories, before returning. It was quiet, save for the distant howl of a wolf or anumi. “We will leave now, Adius. The path through mountains will be safe, save for the wolves and anumi, which I pray we don’t encounter. Blaise had all glamours lowered.”
A sharp nod from Adius finalized the conversation. 
 
Four hours later, we passed over the threshold into my kingdom. I breathed in the pine-pinched, bitterly cold air and let out a soft sigh. Looking over the fir trees which inked into the distance, set against a canvas of gray, with small paths running between the sea of trees, I smiled. We were home. Back in Magaelor. I was happy, and disconcertingly, the darkness which had latched itself to me purred as we moved south, to Ash Court. 
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ONE
 
We rode into Imperia. It was the main city in Magaelor, the kingdom I’d inherited to rule. Cedric, my boyfriend, and Adius, my head guard, accompanied me inside the carriage. 
Cotton-candy-shaped clouds covered the slate-gray sky. Sunlight arrowed through gaps in the clouds, illuminating storefronts and cobbled streets. Winding roads ran into the heart of the city. The carriage jerked when we turned a tight corner. I let out a long, shaky exhale as home neared. It was my first day back in the kingdom since leaving Niferum, the fae’s kingdom in the north. 
Pain pinched through me, and I earned a look from Cedric. I squeezed my eyes shut. Passing it off as heartburn, I turned my gaze to the curtain-covered window. 
Being brought back from the dead was killing me. The darkness that had been residing inside me since I was pulled back from the other side tightened around my core. It was waiting for a crack in my thoughts so it could rip through. I was keeping it at bay, but I didn’t know how long I could hold it off. I wanted to talk to the one person who could help me: Morgana. She hadn’t said much to me since we left Niferum. 
She’d performed sacrificial magic, which was not governed by the elements. Unlike the solises—who used the four elements, fire, water, air, and earth—us lunas used spirit, the most powerful element, allowing us to access our ancestors’ energy. The spirit realm fueled the energy we harnessed, so we called it ancestral magic. Magic was the only thing that differentiated solises and lunas. Both were sorcerers, our names only given to tell us apart. The solises lived in Berovia, the largest kingdom in our world, and the lunas lived in Magaelor. My kingdom was small, but it was filled with soul and hardworking people. 
Morgana, my mentor and friend, took a great risk bringing me back from death. It was a form of necromancy, and we had both been restless since. I should have died in the battle between my cousin and me for the crown. He had perished, but I’d returned to reclaim my rightful throne.
Yet again, fate had other plans. 
Cedric’s full lips curved upward at the corners, a half smile where his eyes didn’t wrinkle. I knew it well. He looked cautious but wanted to put me at ease. He was too good for me, a truth I recognized time and time again. For some reason, he remained by my side. It was my first day in the kingdom as queen ever since Blaise killed my cousin in the battle. 
I pulled back the red curtains covering us from the crowds eager to see into the royal carriage. We grumbled over cobbles, pulling up a hill. Looming against the red-orange horizon was a castle of gray stone—Ash Court, my home. 
I gazed at the swelling crowd in front of a set of market stalls, lining the sides of a wide street. Many waved, craning their necks to get a look at their new queen. 
Cedric was busy looking out the window across from mine, gazing at the kingdom. “It looks nicer than I thought it would,” he said in earnest. “If not a little eerie.”
“It’s different.” I placed my hands on my lap and fumbled my fingers. “It’s unlike anywhere else in the world.” I looked at the slate-roofed homes stacked together and the pointed arches on our temples, then moved my gaze to the ornate designs on the buildings. I’d missed the city more than I knew. Before I had gone to Berovia—even before I’d been forced to live on the island of Inferis with my mother—I had fallen in love with Magaelor, especially Imperia, the city where my castle stood. The biggest attraction in our modest kingdom was the vast evergreen forest in the distance, Ash Forest. Various sections were the burial grounds of our ancestors. Beyond the trees, carved out areas held the crypts of kings before me. The only area off limits was a good thirty-minute walk from the castle.
Only the high priest, monarch, and the priests or priestesses could go to worship the elders and ancestors. There, a river flowed, and it ran between the land of the living and dead. It was said to be where one could communicate with their spirit guide, a spirit from the other side to watch over them. Apparently, every luna got one, but they couldn’t see them. As queen, I would finally be allowed to go. The prospect of meeting my guide made being home all the more exciting.
I recalled when I’d run from Ash Court to Niferum, to escape my tyrannical father, what felt like years ago. I’d gone into the northernmost part of the forest and never felt anything so surreal in my life. Walking under the dappled light of the fir trees, touching the ash-gray bark and feeling the pulse of magic entwined with the roots and ground, had been a sensation I couldn’t quite explain.
Gripping my fingers around my staff, I felt the familiar flicker of magic shoot upward, a reminder I was safe. 
We lurched forward, and the crowd dispersed, but a few stragglers remained. One man captured my attention. His sharp gaze was focused on me. He stood on the edge of the road, over the stone bridge. His lips unfurled into a sadistic smile. He looked behind him, where three men stood with their arms crossed. All of them watched me pass, anger spilling into their hardened expressions. Dirt marked their features. They appeared as normal labor workers. I assumed they were angry at me for killing their treasonist former king, my cousin Edgar, or replacing their beloved former king, Amos, whom no one knew had died at my hand. If they did, I’d have already been executed for treason. It was by far the most dangerous secret on my lips, of which I had many. 
Blaise had technically killed Edgar, but everyone knew it was on my orders. The battle had been fought for that reason. Neither of us could survive while the other ruled, not peacefully. There would always be those loyal to either side, wanting us to be replaced. There could be no argument of succession. 
I looked at Adius, who had insisted on joining us on the journey home when we were picked up at the border for security reasons. “We have a lot of work to do.” I let out a weighted sigh, pulling the curtain over my window. I shuddered into the plush, red seat. “We must unite the people. Edgar taking the crown, unrightfully, has caused a division that may take years to heal.”
Adius nodded, then ran his hand through his brown hair, which was disheveled from when he’d taken off his helmet. “They need to see strong leadership, which you will offer them. Chaos has tired this kingdom for the longest time. Edgar brought instability, and your father… he brought war and battles.”
“So far.” I sighed. “I have brought them only death.”
“It was needed to take back your throne, and now you have it. You can give your people what they need.”
My stomach flipped when he said “your people.” Hearing it out loud made it real. “I’m going to do the best I can,” I said in promise. 
“Naturally.”
Adius always had been matter-of-fact. I expected nothing less when talking to him, which was why I had made him my head of security. He would always tell me his honest opinion, no ruffles or lace, and sometimes I needed to hear the truth. Many would rather tell a queen what she wanted to hear. 
Cedric averted his gaze from the window to me. He squeezed my knee, then grinned. “I’m looking forward to getting to know your people. It’s all very… intriguing.”
“It is.” His enthusiasm was contagious. “You’ll adore the castle. The walls are embedded with millions of tiny crystals. It’s quite something. Also, you’ll love your quarters. I’ll arrange for you to have one of the best guest rooms.”
He smirked. “I assume our days of sharing a bed are over?”
I blushed. “You know I can’t, not as queen.” I looked at Adius. “We only cuddled.”
Adius put his hands up, with a “none of my business” look.
Cedric laughed. “I’m only playing with you.” He poked my side, and Adius looked up at the ceiling of the carriage. 
“Adius,” I said quickly, wanting to change the subject. “I have a matter I wish to discuss. It’s about Morgana.”
He arched an eyebrow. “What about her?”
“She has barely spoken a word to me since the battle. She refused to join me in the carriage. Has she said anything to you? Should I be concerned?”
He shook his head. “She hasn’t uttered a word to a soul. I’ve been concerned myself.”
My stomach knotted. “I’ll get her alone when we are settled and find out what’s wrong.” I was curious as to whether she was feeling what I was, but that had to be impossible. Something had attached itself to me because I’d died, and she hadn’t. I had spent time hovering in the nightmare between the living and dead. Whatever had been there, it didn’t want to let go of my soul. 
I shook my head, fizzling out the dark thoughts, and focused on the present: the importance of my first day as queen. 
“Adius, I assume Ada will come to greet me at the front. Vahaga and the lords should be in the audience too.”
“Yes.” He nodded. “Vahaga will be waiting eagerly for an audience with you after you’ve gotten settled.”
I’d have to be alone with him. I had little fond memories of the man. I couldn’t help but frown. The high priest was anything but warm. Still, he had a direct line of magic with the ancestors and was the highest-ranking person at court besides me. “I’ll arrange to meet him, but I want you to do something for me first.”
“Yes?”
“Make sure Cedric gets inside safely.”
Cedric’s gaze flicked to mine. “I don’t need a guard to hold my hand.” His lips curved into a grin. “I promise, I’ll behave.”
“I highly doubt that.” I smirked, but a nervous energy prickled through me. “It’s not you I’m worried about.” I pressed the tip of my finger against the slight dip in my chin. “Lunas are not accustomed to seeing fae, aside from our court ambassadors, but I’m pretty sure most of them have never seen a light fae, except for at the battle.” I moved my hands down to place them on my lap, exhaling slowly as I did. “I’m worried how they may react… initially.”
“Oh, I’m sure once they get to know me, they’ll change their minds.” 
“Your optimism is undeserved,” I said with a small smile. “They’re not the most open-minded bunch.”
“Now I know where you got it from,” he teased. “You’ve changed. So can they.”
“We can only hope.”
He nodded. “Well, until then, I’ll blend in the best I can. I don’t want to be the cause of any problems on your first days as queen.”
I choked on a laugh. “I’m not asking you to blend in, Cedric, as if that were possible. You’re the epitome of sunshine, with pointed ears, wings, golden hair, and amber eyes. You can’t believe for a moment you’ll simply blend into our dreary background,” I said incredulously. “I promise, all eyes will be on you.” I paused. “After they’ve looked at their queen, of course.”
“Of course,” he replied. 
“Your security is the only thing I’m concerned with,” I explained. “Which is why Adius will ensure you get inside safely.”
Adius’s lips fell into a hard line. “Indeed, it will be obvious he is a light fae. But my job is to ensure you are safely escorted inside. However, I assure you, Cedric will be taken care of. I have many fine men who will protect him. We won’t have anyone attack him on my watch.” The ferocity in his voice calmed me. Determination and will glistened in his eyes. 
We’d slowed into a trot as the drawbridge was lowered. I looked up at the looming, gray castle, with walls so high they appeared to reach into the thick, gray cloud cover. My heart skipped a beat when we reached the courtyard. 
Stone pillars surrounded us as we rode into the large gardens. A weathered fountain, encased with glistening frozen drops, housed frosted water and shards of ice. Pulling back the curtain, I held my breath. The door was opened, and a hand of the footman extended. I took it and stepped down until my feet hit gravel. My heart pounded as I took in the audience gathered to meet me. In the eyes of the crowd was worry, for their soldier husbands or sons returning home. The lords of the kingdom had come, their watchful gazes on me. I felt as if I were moving in slow motion, unable to take it all in. They didn’t know yet what I’d done. Not only had their men fought, but the woman too, who had agreed. It was not only sons who fell but daughters too. The hairs on my arms pricked erect as the cold breeze hit my bare skin. My next breath caught in my throat. 
Cedric stepped out after me. “The castle is huge. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. It beats the castle even my parents live in.”
I shot him a half smile, but my nerves numbed me. I moved my stare to the windows above, where people were watching. 
“You’re pale, sweetheart.” His tone had softened.
“I can hardly breathe,” I admitted quietly. 
“You’ll be fine.” Cedric said, stepping out in front of me. He kissed my forehead, then cupped my cheeks, his fingers icy cold against my skin. He lifted his chin, then looked around us. “Most will be glad their true queen is home.”
“Stop,” I whispered, feeling guilty as I did. I moved my gaze over his shoulder, and Adius shot me a look, warning in his stare. I nodded at him, then looked back at Cedric. “Not here.” I pulled my hand away from his, and my heart sank. “Later.”
“I get it,” he said, his expression unreadable. 
Shouting diverted my attention to the main doors. I whipped my head around as Adius jumped out of the carriage and headed toward the doors. It took a moment for me to realize what was happening. A young woman, barely eighteen, a daughter of a nobleman I knew, screamed. One of the soldiers had whispered something to her. His helmet rested in his hands, and he wore a solemn expression. The anguish lacing her features told me her husband wasn’t coming home. 
Adius barked at a guard standing near us. “Take the young lady to the prayer room.” He pointed at the grieving widow. The bodies of the nobles who’d been brought back were carried to the main entrance. “Take them to the preparation rooms,” Adius demanded. “You four.” He pointed at four armored men. “Stay with Her Majesty. Accompany her to her chambers.”
Peering around us, he scanned the area. Some of Edgar’s men, or worse, Berovia’s, could still be lingering, awaiting revenge. Not only that, but the cries and screams of those whose loved ones wouldn’t be returning, would soon be heard. I knew that feeling all too well and wanted to comfort them, but I knew they’d be angry first. And sometimes when people were hurting, they did things they’d later regret. Their loved ones had died for my throne, and I shouldn’t be there, not while the wounds of war were so fresh. 
Cedric grimaced as more cries sounded. He grabbed my wrist, his voice rushed. “You don’t want to be here when this breaks down. We need to get inside.”
I nodded, and a lump formed in my throat as I stepped forward. The head housekeeper, Ada, hurried down the three stone steps, her sharp eyes landing on me. Her gray hair was pulled into a tight knot at the back of her head, and her thick eyebrows were pointed downward. “With me.” She rushed to grab my arm. “Majesty,” she said hastily. 
Everything set into motion before I could catch my breath. Servants bowed, and lords and ladies craned their necks to get a last look at me as I swept into the castle. I attempted to grasp Cedric’s hand for comfort but was pulled away from him, as if he were a poison. 
 
 



TWO
 
The night slipped into early morning, and I let out a sigh of relief. The people’s anger had sizzled. The initial shock was always the worst, bringing out a rage nothing could quench. It was how I felt with my brother, André, when I learned of his death. I had felt like I was going to die, grappling for comfort and bargaining with the ancestors for it not to be true even with the evidence thrust before me. My mother still had the broken pieces of his staff. I don’t think a soul had come close to me for the day after. My shouting and screaming could be heard through the hallways, or so I was told sometime later by Morgana. 
Magaelor had gone through too much. The soldiers had returned, but many without their comrades. I blinked back tears as I looked out the window, my breath fogging the glass. A couple danced under the last of the stars as they faded into an indigo sky. He wore scars on his face from the battle. His armor had been removed, but the red marks from it could still be seen. I relished watching families and couples reunite, a small light among the darkness of the grieving that had taken ahold of the court. 
I’d bathed and was forced into a boxy gray gown. The corset was pulled so tight, I could barely breathe. Tomorrow, I’d wear one of the dresses I’d acquired from Lepidus, the dark fae court. They were still being unpacked.
I gazed out as the sun rose, the gardens and gates illuminated from their shadows, and smiled. A new dawn for Magaelor. It had come at terrible losses, but together, I knew we could make it through. Once payment was made to those who’d fought—I noted in my mind to ask the lords to extend extra payments to the widows and children of our war heroes—we could rebuild. I wondered about holding a memorial to honor our fallen. It would be better if we held one sooner rather than later. They must be remembered, and I would ensure the soldiers’ names would forever be engraved into stone. 
A knock on the door made me jump, even though I was expecting it. Ada walked in, then curtseyed. Her faded-blue eyes crinkled at the corners. “Good morning, Your Majesty.”
The head housekeeper looked the same as the last time I’d seen her. Even her dress was the same; one in a rotation, I imagined. She’d looked after us as children, and while strict, she at times had brought a sense of comfort to me and my brother. Today, however, her presence only set to aggravate me. I inhaled sharply.
“Ada. Perhaps you can explain why I am being given excuse after excuse by my maids as to Cedric’s whereabouts?”
“Firstly, let me express how pleased we are to have you back at court and as our queen. Edgar was a traitor.” She bent down and fussed with the frills on the skirt of my gown, then brought her fingers up to straighten the temporary crown on my head. “You were meant to rule this kingdom after your father and brother, as is the line of succession. For him not to immediately step down upon learning of you being alive was deplorable.” 
“Thanks.” At least she was on my side. I wondered how many were. “So, about Cedric.”
“Of course, none of it would have happened if the king of Berovia hadn’t kidnapped you. You, the heir to the throne. That kingdom,” she spat, “may they burn in the fires they wield.”
I exhaled slowly, then ran my fingers down my face, pulling the skin under my eyes downward. “Berovia aside,” I said, moving away from the lie I had spread about my time in Berovia. “Where is Cedric? He is my guest.”
Ada was thirty years my senior but acted as if she were much older. Her stiff upper lip and unamused expression bore a striking resemblance to my mother, who was still stuck on Inferis, where she would hopefully stay for the remainder of her miserable life. “He is a light fae.” She lowered her voice to a whisper, leaning in as if to exchange gossip. “A Berovian.”
“He is?” I asked, feigning shock. “Well, thank you for letting me know. They’re not all the same, you know.”
She clicked her tongue, then remarked about how dirty my dresser was and how the maids would be fired for it. 
“Ada,” I snapped. “Cedric. Where is he?”
She shook her head, continuing as if she hadn’t heard me. “We will go to war with Berovia for what they did. Lunas will not stand idly while heretics disrespect our kingdom. They will pay for what they did to you.”
Those were dangerous words. Did others feel the same? Would they want to fight, even with our numbers so low? 
Ada had always loved to lecture me when I was a little girl, but I was a woman now. A queen. Her queen. “The man who kidnapped me is dead,” I said deadpan. “King Xenos has fallen.”
The corner of her lip twitched. “His son is still alive.”
I swallowed thickly. “Ada. I wish to see Cedric. No, I demand to see him,” I said, not wanting to hear the prejudice I knew that danced on her thin lips. “I won’t ask again.”
“It would look…” She tangled her fingers together, gazing up at my silver chandelier with diamonds. “Most improper. Bringing him here alone was enough to raise eyebrows and, worse, rumors. But to be seen with him? To be alone with him? You have a public image to maintain.”
“He is my friend,” I lied. “Not a lover.”
“It does not matter.” Her lips pinched with disgust. “He is a faery. Any relationship is inappropriate.”
“He fought alongside us at the battle. Besides, was it not my father who had betrothed me to the dark fae prince?”
She dipped her head. “King Amos is, sadly, no longer with us, so he cannot give his input in this case. Besides, that wedding never took place, and Blaise was not a Berovian. The lords and I believe it to be in poor taste to−”
I clapped my hands together. Rage coursed through my veins. The darkness in the pit of my stomach relished it. “Must I remind you of our vastly different positions?” My tone hardened. “Stop ignoring my request. You will bring me Cedric. That is a command.” I put my index finger in the air, preventing her next words. “If you want to keep your position at court and not end up being a wash maid, you will not ignore me again.” 
Silence hung between us for a few seconds before she let out a long exhale. “Right away.” She curtseyed, deeply, never looking me in the eye nor removing the disapproval from her expression. “I will see the faery is brought here immediately.”
I rolled my eyes when the doors closed behind her. In poor taste? What was in poor taste was my father trying to marry me to a fae prince only to gain access to their kingdom to seize it. That’s in poor taste. I paced in a circle, muttering aloud occasionally. Eventually, the doors opened. 
“Cedric!” I gasped, throwing my arms around his waist. “I’m so sorry. I was tired and slept, then when I woke up, I asked to see you. The maid said she wasn’t allowed to. Can you believe it?” I clenched my jaw.
He licked his lips. “Yes, your guards seem to have a deep loathing for my kind, as they put it, not so politely.”
My mood stormed. “They said this to you? I’ll have them dismissed. How dare they? You are my guest.”
He shook his head, sitting me on my bed, then joined my side. “You cannot undo what I imagine is generations of hate and prejudice in one day. You’ll be dismissing your entire court if you do.”
“I won’t have it.” My eyes welled with tears. “I expected different. The battle, I thought it may have changed minds, with word reaching back here that the fae fought beside us.”
“Many have changed their minds, but they are the minority, it seems. Still, it’s a start. In time, things will be different. Your people are desperate to see their queen. I’ve seen them as I walked the corridors to my room. They’re excited. Once you make them fall in love with you…” He brushed the hair from my eyes, his smile easing my rage. “Which should be easy, going by my experience…” He tapped the end of my nose. “They will see what you can do and will learn to listen. You can persuade them. Guide them.”
I scratched the back of my neck. “If only it were that easy. I told you once before, I’ve never been good at getting people to like me.”
“And yet an entire army joined you, three princes wanted your hand, and your friend saved your life. You don’t make a good point.”
I smirked, letting out a slight chuckle. “Every time.”
“What?”
I moved myself over until I was leg-to-leg with him. I walked my fingers up his chest. “You make everything feel… easy. You know, I have a few minutes before I must go and meet my high priest.” 
His hand ran up my back and into my black curls. “Then I shall make them count.”
A knock at the door jolted us both. “Your Majesty, you have an audience with Vahaga.”
I let out a weighted sigh, gazing at Cedric. “We will have to postpone our kiss.”
“Not if I have anything to do with it.” He pulled me closer, wrapping his arm sturdily around my waist. His lips crashed against mine, with little care for the man at the door staring at us, slack-jawed. When he pulled away, he simply mumbled, “Later.”
I nodded, feeling lightheaded, then stood. We shouldn’t have been so brazen; I knew it was reckless. I would have to have Adius give the guard extra coin for his silence. 
“You should come with me,” I said. “We will get some cake after my meeting.”
He looked unsure.
“It will be okay. I did not have you return with me so you could hide away in the shadows. Just don’t kiss me. I think we would give the lords and priestesses a heart attack. We’ll show friendship. They can’t do anything about that.”
“They’re going to ask you about Kiros, you know.”
I exhaled shakily. “I know.”
Pain cracked through my forehead unexpectedly. I clamped my eyes shut and felt Cedric holding me up. After a few moments, the pain was gone. 
“What happened?”
I wanted to tell him it was the darkness, that a wickedness had coiled itself around me, but like every tale that had been told, darkness could only survive in the hearts of the wicked. If he knew, he’d know what only Blaise did; I was broken. Badly. “Nothing.” My heart quickened as the lie all to easily lay on my tongue. 
“I know when you’re lying. You’re lying now, like you were in the carriage.”
I looked upward. I could be so stupid. The fae could almost always tell when someone was lying. “I get pains sometimes,” I admitted, purposely omitting the darkness from death. 
“Like a headache?” 
I held his hand. “I’ll be okay.”
“I was going to wait to ask, but seeing as we have a spare moment while we walk… Have you heard anything from Blaise?”
His question sent a shockwave through me. “Why would I have heard anything from Blaise?” 
He shrugged. “I was wondering.”
“I haven’t.”
His eyes flashed, but he didn’t say anything more. I wondered if he thought anything was still between Blaise and me. Cedric didn’t know about the kisses Blaise and I shared. More secrets I would keep to myself… ones which plagued me with guilt. Whatever was inside of me liked them. Relished in them. Every time I lied or did something bad, it felt like a small explosion in my gut, like fireworks. 
“I know you mentioned before about reuniting the Objects of Kai.”
Did he know I agreed for Blaise? I had told the mer king, Aqugar, that I would help him break the curses over the Objects of Kai because one of the curses, which Blaise and the mer king shared, made it so they were unable to love or feel as much as they wanted. If they did, it would cause them physical pain. They were condemned to a life of loneliness. After I had agreed, the mer king, I assume for extra security, threatened to sink my ships if I didn’t do it within a year. I had used that last reason to explain to Cedric why I needed to do it.
He continued. “So the mer king won’t sink your ships.”
“Right.” I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Yeah, I haven’t thought about much since returning. Everything else has been so overwhelming.”
“If you need any help, let me know.”
I arched an eyebrow. “You want to help me? I thought you wouldn’t give up the location of the Amulet. You know, the one your parents are hiding?” The Amulet was the third Object of Kai, a collection of objects that could balance the power between mortals and immortals. Two of them could kill an immortal being, like a fae or mercreature. 
“I could be persuaded.” His golden gaze glinted. “How many do you have?”
“Just the sword,” I admitted. “You know Blaise has the Dagger.”
He grimaced. 
“The Ring of Immortalem,” I said, “is with Kiros. His father took it from me when we were captured.”
“Where is the Sword?”
“Safe,” I replied. “Oh no.” I halted in the middle of the hallway. I could see him pacing at the end, the man I’d been worried about seeing again since coming home. “Cedric, you’re about to meet the high priest of Magaelor.”
 



 THREE
 
Sallow, chalky skin surrounded his deep, invasive eyes. White encircled his irises, but the flecks of silver in them shone out from the dullness, proving his position and anointment by the ancestors as high priest of Magaelor. Most always had silver in their eyes. It was one small step below king or queen. Vahaga. Regardless of my station, I kissed his ring, a sign of respect. He bowed back, and I stood. 
“Your Majesty,” he stated, his tone drier than I remembered. “We are blessed on this day the ancestors guided you home and have seen your succession over Edgar’s.” He sneered. No love lost there, I imagined. 
“I am, indeed, blessed.” 
He moved his disapproving stare to Cedric, who brushed down the front of his gold-buttoned tunic. “Nice clothes,” he said with sarcasm lacing his tone. “Very unique.”
He shot Vahaga a wide smile, not even acknowledging the thinly veiled insult. “You too.”
I cleared my throat. “Cedric, this is the high priest,” I said, as if it would mean anything to him. 
He ran his hand through his golden hair. “It’s a pleasure.” He extended his fingers for a handshake.
My eyes widened. 
“Excuse him, Vahaga, he is not accustomed to our ways yet.” I looked at Cedric apologetically. “You should bow.” I should have told him our customs beforehand. This was my fault. I made a mental note to go over with Cedric any customs he should be aware of. 
Vahaga’s mouth twisted in disgust as he looked at Cedric’s hand. “Yes. The uncivilized can always be taught proper etiquette, if, I assume, he is staying?” 
I scowled. “He is my guest.” 
He didn’t try to hide his displeasure. “I have matters to discuss with Her Majesty.” He tapped his bony fingers against his leg. The skin around his knuckles looked as if it had lost all contact with the bone beneath. 
Cedric’s eyes darted between us. “I have to eat anyway.”
Vahaga looked from me then to Cedric. 
“You can go.” I smiled. “Save me some cake.”
Cedric let out a short chuckle but caught himself at the end of a venomous stare from the high priest. “I’ll find you later.” He lowered his gaze, promise in his eyes. 
“I believe you were looking for cake.” Vahaga spat the last word, then pointed to his right. “The great hall is that way.” 
“Right.” Cedric sucked air between his teeth, whistling as he turned. “Good luck, Winter.”
Vahaga’s stare widened. Fury spilled into his sharp features.
I cleared my throat, hoping I could divert his anger back to our meeting. “Thank you for meeting with me. I would have come to you yesterday, but I was tired from the journey.”
“I expected nothing less. You women tire easily.” Understanding shrouded his expression, but I wanted to punch him. “Still, you have your duties. I’m glad to see you have recovered. Many of the decisions have already been made, so you don’t need to concern yourself with details and can focus on your coronation. I’m sure what ladies you pick will be happy to help you with the arrangements.”
I took a deep breath, reminding myself it wasn’t appropriate to dropkick the high priest of Magaelor. “No decisions can really be made without me though, can they?” Challenge flickered in my features. My fingers flexed as I held my head high. “I would love to hear what you are considering doing.”
He pressed his lips into a hard line. “King Kiros has taken the throne in Berovia.” His distaste for the kingdom did not go amiss, venom thick in his tone. “Their people have begun revolting against him, about dragons of all things. I do believe we may be at an advantage if we move now. After all, the people will be expecting vengeance for their queen being kidnapped.”
Something in his tone set me on edge. I recalled the mess with the dragons, to which I had Morgana and Licia to thank for their escape. King Xenos had had them imprisoned and was siphoning their magic so he could attack us. The firedrake wielders who ran with the dragons in the south of Berovia would have been furious when they discovered what Xenos had done. At least it would keep Kiros busy so he wouldn’t have time to think about attacking me, if it was on his mind. I had, after all, pretended to love him so I could make my escape from his castle, then broke his heart. 
“So you want to attack for my dignity?”
“Retribution,” he said slickly. “For the kingdom. You are the kingdom.”
I clenched my jaw to prevent my mouth from saying words I couldn’t retract. I didn’t want to risk offending Vahaga. I knew how things worked around here. The king or queen of Magaelor needed the high priest, as well as the other priestesses and priests, to solidify their rule. They had power over the common man, and that in itself meant they had power over me. I was to say no… but tactfully.
“I respectfully disagree. Sending in our remaining men to attack him would provoke a war and drain our already-dwindling resources.”
“Your father would have done it,” he stated, as if my words meant nothing. “It’s good timing. I do understand you are young.”
“I am queen now, so it doesn’t matter what my father would have done.” I inhaled sharply and pursed my lips. Me and my damned mouth. I reined back my honesty, wanting to grind my teeth, but instead forced a small, ingenuine smile. “All I mean, Vahaga, is you know I appreciate your counsel, but on this occasion, having been in Berovia myself, I believe it to be bad timing. Apart from the points I have already made, we would only mean to agitate Kiros into attacking us. He already holds a personal grudge against me.”
“Yes, the almost-marriage.” He strode alongside me, standing several inches taller. His brown hair was slicked back and neat, as was appropriate of a man of his standing. His cheeks had been powdered to appear paler. “Very disappointing when the news broke. Thankfully, you escaped.” Annoyance guided his tone, as if I should have somehow evaded capture altogether. “Nevertheless, your image has been repaired with the battle you won and reclaiming your throne. You are the daughter of Amos and are the legitimate heir. The people of Magaelor have mostly rejoiced.”
“Mostly?”
“Those who oppose are being dealt with.”
My eyes widened. I stopped in the middle of the corridor as we neared the small stone courtyard. “How?”
“They are simply being asked to reconsider their stance.” He watched me carefully, searching my expression. 
My stomach knotted. The darkness inside me swirled, as if to warn me there was more malice than Vahaga wanted to let on. 
“I won’t have people harmed under my rule,” I said, lifting my chin. “Not when so many fought valiantly.”
“So many also fought with Edgar, against you. The ancestors will not allow them into the spirit realm.” His words were sly, smooth as polished stone. 
I shook my head. “If the ancestors see it fit to punish them, then who are we to take matters into our own hands?” I spoke clearly, with full intention for this matter to be set to rest immediately. “We let any opposing my rule be, unless we have no choice. I would rather bring them around than wipe them out. They are still lunas,” I said, feeling unnerved, knowing of previous assassination attempts on prior monarchs. “Is there anything else we must discuss, or can I go?”
He turned on his heel, clasping his fingers behind his back, and looked out of the arched windows at a foggy courtyard. “All other matters can be discussed at the council meeting. For now…” He paused for a second, although I was sure it was for effect. “It seems we are a standstill regarding sending forces to aid the rebels fighting against Kiros. We will have to take it to the council.”
I knew being back would be a challenge, but he was opposing me and taking it to a vote. He and my father had always been on the same side, so his opposition shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Although I found it hard to believe Vahaga would ever consider any man a friend, I do think my father came pretty close. 
“Then we shall vote,” I said boldly, daring in my stance as if I had any chance of winning. I had to find a way. Because the truth was deadly. If we attacked Berovia and the truth came out, I could die. They had never kidnapped me. I’d been captured while already in Berovia, and that tidbit of information stood between my innocence and guilt. If I had been in Magaelor at the time of his death, it would change everything. They would think me a liar and wonder if I’d killed my father. We had argued, and I had escaped. Anyone who was anyone knew he and I were at odds and he had brought Edgar to the castle. It wouldn’t take a scholar to add two and two together. 
If it ever got out that I killed my father, Vahaga would be the first to send me to the executioner’s block. 
 
***
 
I tossed and turned, my bed feeling more like a prison than a place of rest. I knew Cedric had wanted to stay with me, to cuddle like we’d done on those cold nights in Niferum before the battle, but I couldn’t with so many watching eyes. The lords, priests, and priestesses here, especially Vahaga, would be furious if they thought me to be in anyone’s bed chambers but my own. A part of me wanted to do it, but being queen didn’t mean I could. I felt my influence dwindle in the meeting today with Vahaga, and the voice inside me that always said I’d be okay wasn’t there. In its place, a sense of doom loomed. 
Tomorrow I had my first resolution in the morning, a trial where a person of minor criminal activity would be brought before the monarchy and their fate decided. It was a silly tradition, as it was not my position to hold rulings over the sentences of criminals and other grievances between lunas, but it appeased the people, the lords, and priestesses. Once a month, people were brought in. Sometimes, my father would leave the rulings to my mother when they were still together, before André’s death. 
André.
My heart ached when I thought of him and how he should have been king, yet somewhere along the way, fate had decided differently. I still had to avenge him, since I knew who was responsible. Cedric’s brother would pay for André’s life with his own. It was the expected and honorable thing to do—in Magaelor anyway. Until that day came, I had to focus on the present. 
Sleep came in waves. My mind was so scattered, I could hardly piece together a coherent thought. 
Once I finally got comfortable, a pain pinched through me, sitting me upright. The darkness had returned, fully awake and wanting. “No.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “Go away, go away, go away, go away…” My breath caught as pain throbbed in my stomach. “Please stop.”
After a few moments, the pain went, and I was left feeling numb. A sensation of a tight band squeezing around my head dizzied me. Grazing my fingers against my temple, I let a tear fall down my cheek. I’d attempted to search for Morgana that evening, but I was certain she was going out of her way not to be found. I couldn’t think of what I’d done wrong, and I needed her more than ever. Whatever was inside of me, it was trying to gain control. No matter how much I closed my mind, emptied it of negative thoughts like Birch had taught me to do when my anxiety had been particularly bad, it was as if it were shouting, until I could hear nothing but its vile needs and desperation.
It must have been because it wasn’t anxiety or stress that used to plague me. Whatever it was, it was evil. 
 
 



FOUR
 
I walked the three steps to my throne. The tall stone back loomed over me, casting a shadow onto the ground. I thought for a moment about the many monarchs who had sat upon it before I took it. They were all kings, as I was the first reigning queen. Not a consort. The head of the kingdom. The pressure was unlike anything I had experienced before. I knew it was going to be a challenge, but never had I seen Magaelor so divided. Most of the people at court loved my father and missed the old ways, while a minority had been delighted at the change Edgar had brought, even if they only spoke about such things in private. Many were nervous about my rule. Misogyny was deeply embedded in Magaelor’s culture and traditions, so my position was looked upon egregiously by the lords.
My physical crown, while temporary, was beautiful. The diamonds caught the light from the arched window behind me and flashed over to the walls, which were embedded with crystals. I took my throne, and my chest felt like lead. I swallowed thickly when Cedric joined my side. He didn’t dare sit on what was my mother’s throne but stood a couple of feet away, an appropriate yet still gossip-inducing distance.
“I’ve made some friends,” he said.
My heart skipped a beat. “How?” 
“Don’t get jealous.” He smirked. “I have more free time than you.”
“It’s been two days.” I rolled my eyes when I saw Vahaga staring at Cedric venomously. “If looks could kill.”
“I’m sure I’d be dead.” He smiled, unbothered.
A small crowd had swelled as the bustles of morning flourished into midday chaos. They had come to watch a tradition upheld by the monarch for the last century: the poor man’s trial. Grievances between lunas were brought and punishments were handed out, usually once a month.
Women, dressed in boxy dresses and drab fabrics of gray and pale blue, watched me from the crowd, their pointed stares on my crown. Vahaga had joined us. His disapproving gaze trailed over my dress. It was dark fae fashion with Gothic-embroidered stars against black velvet. The slit at my cleavage was the part bothering Vahaga the most, I was sure. I danced my fingers along the net, which billowed out at the skirt. 
“Please, stand back,” Adius ordered the noble men and women who filled the carpet leading up to the thrones.
“Cedric, can you help?” I asked, eyeing a few men who didn’t move. He nodded and helped Adius, and the other guards clear them before they returned to their places. Cedric didn’t need to, but I wanted to show he had standing at court, so others wouldn’t be tempted to do anything stupid. 
Vahaga’s nostrils flared, and the corner of his thin lips twitched. His aggravation at Cedric’s presence reinforced my wanting to keep him there. I had given him the title of royal advisor, which almost gave Lords Abor and Gregoir a heart attack. I wasn’t going to push them too far but enough to remind them who was in charge. Vahaga’s way with me yesterday awakened in me a reinforced motivation to change things around here.
The doors were opened, and the first subject was brought in. A common thief, a young man no older than myself, stood a few feet from the steps to my throne. There was trickery in his eyes, a carefree stance in his posture. “Morning.”
Adius forced him a step back, gripping his fingers into his arm. “Watch your tone.”
A second man, who appeared to be a baker, wore a brown apron and carried the aroma of freshly baked bread. “Majesty.” He bowed awkwardly, removing his hat as he did. “Uh, it’s good to make yer presence. We’re glad yer back from the battle and won. Knew you would, we did.” He glanced around nervously. 
“Thank you. What is your name?”
“Ferguson, Majesty, but my friends call me Furg.”
“What has brought you here today, Ferguson?”
Adius grabbed the thief’s arm as he attempted to move. 
“He stole my new bread. The thief.” He pointed at the carefree man. “Cost us a pretty coin, he did. Refuses to pay for it, and it’s already in his belly.”
“He’s been charged with petty theft,” Adius stated. 
The baker nodded, white-knuckling his hat. “We caught him red-handed,” the baker explained, his cheeks flushing red. “It’s been hard to make a living nowadays, ain’t it? And the likes of him thinks he can come and take what he wants.”
I turned my attention to the thief, who looked far too pleased with himself. “Why did you steal the bread?” 
“Hunger,” he replied, implying obviousness. 
The heat from the freshly lit fires warmed the throne room, fogging the stained-glass windows across from me. The walls glistened with thousands of gray-and-white crystals glimmering light onto the marble floor. Guards stood on either side of the three steps.
“You should watch your tongue.” I glared at him, then clicked my tongue. 
He took a step closer, arching his heel back as he rocked toward the bottom step. He was either brave or stupid. I couldn’t yet tell. 
Lowering his voice to a whisper, he uttered, “A queen as beautiful as you, I’ll do what you wish, accept any punishment you dish out.” His eyes glinted, and I’d had enough. Stupid. Definitely stupid.
Adius nodded and slapped him on the back of his head. “Talk to Her Majesty like that again and you’ll be sent to Ironwall, then beheaded.”
My face paled. I hadn’t realized he could inflict such punishment. Was flirting with a queen truly treason? It wasn’t acceptable by any stretch but not punishable by death. 
I cleared my throat, gripping my fingers into the arms of the throne. “I should have you locked away in Ironwall.” 
The color left his cheeks. His grin faltered. “I fought for you!” His tone sharpened. “I came to fight, but I’m just one of the faceless—” 
“You were in the battle?” 
Adius shook his head. “Please, Your Majesty, don’t listen to him. He wasn’t. He was probably passed out drunk somewhere or playing the flute on someone’s farm. He’s known for this.” 
“Then Ironwall it should be.” 
“Come on. It’s just bread.” He shot an aggravated look at Adius.
At least the baker looked pleased with the verdict. 
I gathered a deep breath and let it sit at the back of my throat, calming my rage. It was a hefty punishment for bread, but he was treating me like a fool. “Three weeks service to the Crown,” I snapped, turning away from him. “I don’t care what service he does, whether it be cleaning the stables or attending the homeless,” I told Adius, who was looking from me to the young man. “Just get him out of my sight. If you catch him stealing again, send him to Ironwall.” I turned toward the thief. “That’s not just for the bread but for your manners too.” 
Adius nodded, then grabbed the thief by the scruff of his shirt and dragged him while the boy complained. Accusing eyes watched me from my small audience at the back of the room. I hated these court trials. I despised them when my father held them, and I didn’t like them now. 
“Thanks, Majesty. Greatly appreciated,” Ferguson said. 
“The Crown will compensate you for your bread.” 
Vahaga scowled. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to do that. I had never heard my father doing it, but I hadn’t attended many. 
“That was a little much,” Cedric said, leaning in closer. “Three weeks service?”
“He undermined me. No one keeps power by being friends with everyone. I have to show strength.” 
“He was hungry.” 
I rolled my eyes. “Didn’t you see his silk shirt, or are you so used to not noticing these things? He’s from a wealthy family. Probably refuses to work and steals for thrills.”
Cedric fell silent.
Vahaga spoke as the thief was pulled out of the double doors. “Young man.”
Adius turned his head, and the thief followed.
Vahaga approached them, unsteady in his gait. “You will not steal again. The ancestors will know if you have.” He lowered his gaze. “I will know.”
“I won’t!” he promised, staring behind at me. 
You have our forgiveness.” Vahaga shook his hands. “Your family will compensate the baker man for the bread you took.”
He nodded, and a plump woman—the thief’s mother, I presumed—clasped her hands together and thanked Vahaga for his understanding. I’d been right. He was from a wealthy family. The woman was dressed in beautiful fabrics of red and silver. She stood out from the dreariness surrounding her.
“Don’t.” Cedric clasped my wrist as anger almost forced me out of my throne. 
“He undermined me in front of everyone.” Tears struck my eyes. 
“Don’t cry. Not in front of him. Don’t give him the satisfaction. He’s waiting for you to break., testing you.”
I exhaled slowly, and Vahaga turned to look at me as the young thief was let go. “Is there a problem, Your Majesty?” he inquired. 
I forced a smile. “None at all. It is not a weakness to be forgiving, Vahaga. I wouldn’t hold it against you.” 
“Good,” Cedric whispered. ‘Dignified.”
The people in the room looked from Vahaga to me. Vahaga stared me down. Uncertainty lingered on him.
I cleared my throat. “If you’re going to change my convictions, however, I see little point in me continuing for the day. My advisor will confer with you after.” 
Cedric smirked. “I will.”
Vahaga looked as if he might murder someone. 
“Cedric.” I took a deep breath when I stood. “Let’s go find some lunch. Vahaga can handle things from here.” I smirked when I caught him grimace in my direction.
“Good,” Cedric remarked. “I’m starving.”
“Perhaps some cake?” I asked when we walked past Vahaga. “After, you should show off your wings. I bet so many here would love to see them.”
Cedric leaned in and whispered once we were out of earshot. “Perhaps you should stop.” He looked from me to Vahaga, who was about as red as blood. “I’m afraid if you don’t, he might explode.” 
We both chuckled, then turned away. We walked to the adjoining room. I could feel eyes watching me as we left through the arch. Tables had been filled with food and beautiful glass domes encasing delicious treats. I was pleased to see some things hadn’t changed. 
“I couldn’t help it.” I shook my head. “He’s such an asshole.”
His eyebrows raised. “Winter Rose Mortis, cursing…” 
Everything Vahaga had said had been an attempt to make me look weak. I balled my fists, no longer feeling playful or sarcastic. I was mad. “I hate him. I wish he wasn’t high priest.” I groaned, glad we weren’t around anyone who could hear my blasphemy. The darkness inside of me relished it and pushed me to feel more, to give in to the anger. “I wish he was—”
“Don’t.” Cedric placed his hand on my shoulder, his eyebrows knitting together. “I know you don’t mean it, not even about him.”
I swallowed thickly. Was it the darkness making me feel that way, or was it me? I didn’t want to find out. Suppressing my feelings, I sat at the top table, and my stomach rumbled. 
“What friends have you made?” I asked, wanting a change of topic. 
“A man called Tommy. Has a good sense of humor.”
“Is he a lord’s son? A noble?”
“A servant.”
“Oh.” I didn’t mask my surprise. “That’s nice.”
“Servants, maids, the workers… They’re the best friends you can make.”
“Yes, and they know all the gossip.”
He gave me a look that made my stomach dip. I hated when he looked at me with disappointment. “Friendship isn’t how you can use that person.”
“I know.” I snapped. 
Something in his gaze changed. I’d seen the look before. I could have sworn it was guilt hiding behind those golden eyes. 
He sighed. “You’ve been stressed.” He rubbed my shoulder, rolling it back. I closed my eyes, enjoying the relief from the tension. “You’ve had a lot happen in the short time since we arrived.”
He stopped, and I saw why. People were piling into the room. “You should eat.”
I reached for one of the small triangular sandwiches. “Cucumber.” I scrunched my nose and placed the sandwich back on the platter. I found one with chicken liver and smiled. “Mmm.”
“Liver.” Cedric gave me a look. “You all desperately need a good cook.” He winked, then packed his plate with a variety of fruits—dates, plums, and chopped apple. 
“We’re hiring, if you’re looking,” I joked. 
“I’m a royal advisor, remember?”
“Ah, yes. I think if we keep going, I may kill the lords from shock by week’s end.”
“You should be careful though, Winter.” His expression darkened. “It’s fun, being back here and showing the lords and Vahaga up, but you can’t make an enemy of everyone.”
I cast my eyes downward at the thick oak table. “I know. I’m not going to push them too far. Not until I find leverage over them.”
The smell of mulled wine and ale wafted to us as the nobles began lunch. I looked down at them from our tall seats at the top table.
Cedric finished a slice of apple. “Speaking of leverage, have you thought any more about the Objects so the mer king doesn’t harm your people?”
“I have a year,” I explained. “I’m nervous about it, but I will find a way to get them together. One of them you can help me with.”
“Ah, yes. The Amulet of Viribus.”
“Perhaps you can bring it to me.”
He tilted his head. “I could after I go home after your coronation.”
“Don’t remind me of you leaving.”
“For now, keep the one you have safe. The Sword.”
I gave him a look. “It is safe.” Did he think I was going to lose one of the only two objects that could kill an immortal?
I think he could sense my aggravation because he looked away. “Do you know yet who will be attending your coronation?”
“Apart from the expected, no.”
“Have you considered the unexpected?”
“I doubt Blaise will want to attend.”
He clenched his jaw. “Let’s hope not.”
I raised my eyebrows. Why was he suddenly so hell-bent on keeping Blaise away from me? Apart from obvious reasons… but he didn’t know about them. 
“For now, let’s focus on getting you situated here.” He interrupted my thoughts. “You have the council meeting this afternoon, right?”
My stomach flipped. I lost my appetite. “Yes. It’s my first one.”
“Are you prepared?”
“Far from it.”
“Do you want me to go with you?”
I shook my head. “I think there’s only so much I can flaunt you before they try something. I don’t trust them.”
“Me either.”
“I forgot how packed this hall can get during lunch.” My gaze drifted along the people. I spotted her before she did me. Wandering through the double doors, she swept between tables with such grace, it almost looked like she was floating. Her eyes found mine, and she smiled. 
“She’s Amara,” I told Cedric before she reached the table. “One of the court ambassadors from Niferum. I imagine she and Daric arrived today.”
Cedric stood, but anxiety guided his tone. He extended his hand. “I’m Cedric. It’s good to meet you, Amara.” 
She looked him up and down. Confusion flitted her gaze. “The pleasure is mine.” Turning her attention to me, she dropped to her knee. She tucked her black strands with white highlights behind her pointed ears before she looked up and said, “Majesty, it is a pleasure. My condolences on the death of King Amos.” 
“Thank you,” I muttered. I hadn’t gotten used to people speaking of my father’s death with sadness or pretending to be heartbroken when they mentioned his passing. I was to play the part of grieving daughter, not murderer, I reminded myself. 
“Please, excuse my confusion. I didn’t expect to see another faery here.”
I licked my lips. “He’s a good friend.”
“I’m pleased to see more of us here.” She smiled. She had the grace not to mention him being a light fae, regarding them as both being just fae, which was what it should be. “If you don’t mind, Winter. May I discuss a matter with you?”
“Please, speak freely.” I smiled and took her hands as she rose. We hadn’t spent much time together, but she had been Jasper’s friend before he was killed. Because of me. Guilt dipped my stomach when I looked into her bright eyes. It was strange how a woman I knew so little had become one of the few constants at court. She reminded me of a time when André was alive. He had always flirted with her, even when it drove Florence insane.
“It’s better we speak alone.”
Cedric’s eyes narrowed. “Is everything okay?"
“It’s about King Blaise.”
My heart pounded. My muscles tightened, and I hoped Cedric wouldn’t notice. “Yes, uh, let’s take a walk. Cedric, do you mind?”
He grabbed one of the blackberry tarts. “Go ahead. Find me after.” 
I stood, brushing the crumbs from the bodice of my dress as I did. I stepped down, and Amara took my hand. I noticed Cedric watching us carefully as we left. 
We walked into the passageway, which was relatively empty, as everyone was enjoying their lunch or the court trials that continued despite my absence. We swept past the open windows, then turned left down a wide, marble corridor with large portraits of monarchs who had come before me. The occasional four-legged sofa sat dusty against the stone walls.
“When did you arrive?” I asked. 
“One hour ago. Daric wanted to join us, but your high priest wanted to meet him beforehand.”
That couldn’t be good. “It’s okay. So what’s happened?”
“The king will be arriving in two days.” 
My eyebrows pulled down. “Why?”
“For the coronation. He said you’d already been informed.”
I closed my eyes. I’d all but forgotten his promise to attend. For some reason, I thought he wouldn’t want to come. We’d left things on a good note, but he had as much going on in his kingdom—with the feral fae—as I did. I didn’t think a promise to me would be held in any importance. 
I flexed my fingers. “I know it hasn’t been long since my departure, but how is he?”
“He is well.”
I worried about him. The Crown of Discieti’s curse continued to harden his heart, and when I was there, he’d been different, acting as if he was in pain. “He doesn’t seem… miserable?”
She tucked her bottom lip between her teeth, hesitating on each word. “May I speak plainly?”
“Please do.”
“There was talk before that he was in anguish. Since you left, however, he seems better.”
“Oh,” I said, trying to smile my way through feeling like I’d been punched in the stomach. “He’s doing better without me there?”
She held her breath, her silence deafening.
“Understood,” I said before she could say anything else. I shouldn’t have cared. I was with Cedric. I was happy. 
We continued to stroll through the castle. I walked with her through the long hallway with tall windows looking out at a gray sky. Dark buildings were silhouetted against the distant sea. 
“He has requested to bring several of his guards, and—”
“Anyone is welcome here,” I said, interrupting before she gave me a long list of whom he wanted to accompany him to the castle. “The west wing will be made up for any guests from Niferum. You all fought beside me at the battle. Any faery is welcome in the castle.”
“He will be glad to hear it.”
I inhaled deeply and slowly. “Tell him to begin his journey.”
I wasn’t sure why the thought of him coming frightened me. Perhaps because the truth was too upsetting to admit. Ever since leaving, I had this horrible feeling in my chest—regret. He let me be my own person. He made me see things about myself and embrace parts of myself I never would have without him.
Cedric. His name flashed across my mind before I could delve too deep into thought.
Amara’s sharpened tone snapped me back to our reality. She cleared her throat. “We are concerned about King Kiros.”
“I am too.” I blew out a tense breath. Every time anyone brought up his coronation, my stomach felt as if it had been cut into ribbons. “But I assure you, those matters are being discussed with importance.” 
Well, a vote was being held to antagonize him further, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. Kiros was dangerous, hurt, angry, and humiliated. I’d stolen his heart, and even though it was deserved and I’d done what I had to, to survive, I knew he would never see it that way.
“You are certain you can keep the threat contained?”
“Not certain, but we are handling it.”
“I’ve been told to give you a message. If you do go to war with Berovia, then Niferum will not be an ally.” She gave me an apologetic look. They weren’t her words. “We don’t have the resources. We lost a few men to the Sword of Impervius during the battle. With it still being in your court’s possession, we could not risk…” Her words trailed off. 
“I understand, Amara.” I placed my hand on her shoulder. “Truly, I do. Niferum has done enough for Magaelor.”
Blaise couldn’t sacrifice for me forever, especially when I had so little to give him back. “I must prepare for the council meeting shortly, but please enjoy yourself. Drink, eat, and if you need anything, ask Ada.” 
Amara nodded. She knew the head housekeeper and Ash Court well. She’d probably spent more time here than I had in the past four years. 
“Is there anything else?”
“That’s all, Your Majesty.” She turned on her heel and hurried away, leaving me feeling uneasy as the first frost of winter began to show. The clouds outside the windows whirled into a sheet of gray. I straightened my spine, ignoring the anxiety balling my guts. It was time to be a queen and hold my first council, even if it meant discussing sending troops to Berovia to hurt Kiros. Even if it meant potentially being voted against and his threat looming ever bigger over my reign. 
 
 



FIVE
 
Kill him. A voice I didn’t recognize as my own tinkered in my head. I furrowed my brows and shook it away. I had been thinking about Vahaga when it happened. Was I going insane? 
I returned from trying to find Morgana, who had once again evaded me. I wished I could find her. If anyone had answers as to what was happening to me, it was her. 
Hurrying back to my room, my mind whirled. The council meeting was about to happen, the first one of my reign, and I’d never felt more nervous. It was official business. No more listening through doors or behind curtains like I used to. I was in charge this time. The votes made in that room would change lives. 
I changed into a gown of deep emerald green. The velvet was soft against my skin, feeling like a warm embrace in the form of clothing. I wondered about Cedric. He’d been weirdly avoidant since I’d seen Amara. He was acting different, but what I could expect from him being at my court? It was unfounded territory for him—new customs, people, and magic—and Magaelor was not kind to outsiders. 
My train trailed behind me as I made my way toward the council room. Oil lamps flickered dimly as afternoon darkened to evening. Thoughts of Blaise coming to court and the threat of Kiros loomed like a storm cloud over my head. I only hoped not aggravating Kiros would mean he’d leave Magaelor alone… for now. 
I shook my head. I had to focus. I was about to enter the snake pit. My thoughts scattered and my mind sharpened. I gave myself a quick pep talk under my breath before raising my head. 
“Your Majesty,” one guard said, and the three bowed at their waists.
The doors were opened, and I was announced. The lords stood, their chairs screeching back. I saw they’d begun without me. Vahaga stood last, making it painfully obvious he didn’t want to. 
“Lord Abor.” I said, acknowledging his pointed stare. 
His midnight-blue eyes locked onto mine, calculating and wonder in his wide gaze. His blond wavy hair was pulled away from his face. He was the richest, owning the biggest pockets of land in Magaelor. “Your Majesty, I speak for us all when I say what a pleasure it is to have you join us today.” His voice was as crisp and clear as a Niferum lake on a winter’s eve. His words aired confidence and conviction. I understood why the others looked up to him. 
“Thank you.” I turned my attention to the second wealthiest but most influential of the four: Louis Caverly, next in line to the throne if I didn’t produce an heir. “Your Majesty,” he said, lowering his viper-like eyes toward me. Louis was known to be a gambling man who enjoyed his liquor a little too much. “It is a pity to hear about Edgar. You killed him, no?”
“King Blaise killed him,” I replied, though he already would know. “Under my orders. Edgar was a traitor. Do you disagree, Louis?”
“Your father wanted him on the throne, but yes, as you were discovered alive, and he knew that, he would be branded a traitor. I suppose.”
He’d do well at the dark fae court, I mused. His cunning, his ability to use words like weapons, and his lust for sensual things… A part of me wished I could send him there, away from me and my court, but he’d never agree; he hated the fae, even if he bore a striking resemblance to their ways. 
“How are your daughters?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. He’d always wanted a son but never produced an heir. “Still no son?”
“No,” he answered swiftly, his tone clipped. 
“Hmm.” I turned my attention to Lord Gregoir Mercer and Lord Edur Grey. Edur was the youngest of them all, and the most handsome. He had a strong jawline, big blue eyes, and tousled, light-brown hair. 
Gregoir was approaching his sixtieth year, yet he managed to maintain a youthful appearance. He had chestnut skin, and his wide brown eyes regarded me.
“Lords.” I smiled, remembering how kind they’d both been to me before André died and I was forced to leave. Edur had inherited the lordship at the tender age of fourteen. 
“Majesty.” Gregoir gestured around us.
“Yes.” I rested my hand against my stomach. “Let us sit.”
Vahaga was the first to talk. His voice sounded smooth and dry as he approached the subject I’d already said no to. “I would first like to discuss King Kiros’s attack on our kingdom.”
My eyebrows pinched and forehead wrinkled. “Attack? When?”
He didn’t look at me. Instead, at Lord Abor. “Our young queen was taken by Xenos, kidnapped and dragged to their kingdom to be forced into a marriage. There must be retribution.”
I pressed my lips into a hard line. He’d approached the subject with talks of vengeance. It would make it harder for me to diffuse them. 
Vahaga placed his bony hands on the table, and his jeweled rings sparkled from his pale fingers. He cleared his throat. “We are in an advantageous position, which shall not last for long. King Kiros is under threat from his own people and the firedrake warders. News of dragons being held captive swept their large nation. He is struggling to negotiate his court, according to sources. It would have been near impossible for us to station anyone at their court before, when Xenos ruled, but under Kiros’s pressures and distractions, we have been able to place a spy.”
“Why was I not informed?” I asked, panic seizing me. A spy was bad news, especially if whispers of my being in Berovia before being captured was discovered by them. 
“You are being informed now. Majesty.” He added my title as an afterthought. “The spy was sent only this morning.”
I ground my teeth. “While noble of you to want to defend my honor, Vahaga, as I said yesterday, I do believe it to be a mistake to attack now. We are low on men. We lost large numbers in the battle, on both sides, and our soldiers are yet to be paid. Our resources are dwindling. We must take care of our own first before sending them back into battle.” 
Lord Abor nodded, and I smiled.
I leaned over the table. The edge dug into my stomach. “Kiros has yet to declare war against us, unlike Xenos who always sent threats our way. We cannot afford to go to war with them. Their numbers are much vaster than ours. They have far more coin, and they’re organized. Their only weakness is their lack of ships.”
Vahaga’s lips pinched. “We may not get an opportunity like this again. They are weakened now.”
“He may not want to go to war with us at all,” I stated. “We would only aggravate him into an attack.”
Lord Edur nodded. “I agree with Winter.” His eyes widened. “I mean, Her Majesty.” 
“I vote we go to war,” Gregoir stated, interjecting. “We must show strength and honor. You were captured. It cannot go unpunished.”
Abor gripped the edge of the table. Vahaga’s eyes regarded him. “Then we must take it to a vote.” 
The dryness in the air irritated my nose. I sneezed, then excused myself. “I apologize.”
Abor waved his hand. “A vote then.”
Louis wrapped his fingers around his silver goblet, looking at me as he smiled. “I vote to attack.”
“As do I.” Gregoir raised his hand. 
Edur looked at me, sadness in his eyes. “I vote against an attack.”
Vahaga raised his arm. “I vote for the attack.” He looked at Abor. “How about you Lord Abor?”
Threat laced his tone. He exhaled slowly. “I vote to attack.”
I clenched my jaw. I could tell he didn’t agree with the others about this. He was a smart man. Traditional? Yes. Misogynic? Yes. But he wasn’t about to allow more civil unrest, yet something kept him in line. Vahaga’s influence was vast. I had to find a way to untangle it. 
“The matter is settled.” Lord Abor tilted his chin upward, then smiled. “We shall send our forces. Gregoir, you command men in your holdings in Redwinter Province?”
“Yes. I shall send them.”
I shook my head, wanting to ask why they’d not been sent to aid me in the battle, but I knew better. “It is a mistake,” I said once more, hoping to deter them. “He will come for us.”
“There has already been a vote,” Vahaga said, interrupting. “The matter is settled.”
If Kiros told them the truth, my story might be questioned. Of course, his word against mine would never hold in a court nor bring it to trial, but it could spark rumors, and rumors were dangerous things. “Is there any other news I should be aware of?” I shot Vahaga a look. “Anything that may have slipped your mind to tell your queen?”
He sneered. “Your Majesty, we wish to keep you informed on all information of importance.”
“Well, then… I should be going.”
Edur turned his gaze to mine. “Forgive me, but I do believe we have forgotten to tell you that your mother is on her way from Inferis.” He half smiled, a knowing look on his face. He was on my side. At least I could count on one of my lords. 
I turned toward Abor and Vahaga. “My mother?” I asked, anger lacing my words. “Why in Magaelor would she be coming here?”
Lord Abor answered. “With Edgar dead, you must show a united front. Your father and you had a strained relationship. Those at court know this.” He paused. “Word travels. He publicly sent you and your mother away after your brother’s death. The people of Magaelor care about family unity, and your house is in disarray.”
I knew what they were getting at, but the answer was no. “You will send her back.”
“She is the queen mother.”
“She could be the actual queen, and I still wouldn’t bring her here.” I balled my fists, which were hidden by the polished tabletop. I looked at the array of parchment in the middle of the table, and a map of the kingdom and Berovia’s. “I can manage my image.”
Louis scoffed but masked it with a cough.
Vahaga’s lips curled upward when he looked in Louis’s direction. “With a light fae at our castle, so close to Her Majesty, and your eldest friend, Morgana, barely seen by your side, we must, unfortunately, disagree.”
I exhaled deeply, feeling rage boil inside my chest. “She will not come here.”
Louis leaned back in his chair. “We have appointed the late Lady Amber’s daughter, Marissa, to assist you once your mother arrives,” he said, ignoring my statement completely. “She is around your age, a year older I believe, and knows the proper etiquette, has powerful connections, and was a lady for the Lady Florence when she was a princess. She’s experienced and is committed to be in your service.”
I ground my teeth. I didn’t get a say in anything. I despised them all, except Edur. “My mother will not be welcome here.” 
“She is almost here.”
“Why bother bringing it up if my word counts for nothing?” My tone was sharp, my words shooting at them like invisible arrows. I quickly remembered it was Edur who’d said it, not them. They’d had no plans to confer with me over what was, to them, an unimportant decision. “You will ensure when my mother steps foot on Magaelorean soil that she be placed back on the ship and taken back to Inferis.”
Lord Abor shifted in his chair, blowing out a long, tense breath. The others looked at him, then back at me. “It would be unwise to do so.”
The darkness inside me pushed as the want to hurt them coursed through me. I reined the anger in as much as I could and quickly stood before I did something I would regret. “I need a moment to confer,” I said and hurried to the double doors. 
“Who’s she conferring with?” someone asked as I left the room. Once outside, I dismissed the guards. 
I pressed my back against the wall and exhaled slowly. Running my fingers along the cold, smooth stone, I closed my eyes. I needed to remain calm, but every emotion felt heightened. Whatever was inside me was influencing my reactions. I couldn’t let it, not when so many were relying on me. 
I remembered what Morgana had told me in that cold tower room on Inferis when I was sixteen. “You will lose yourself in a river of your rage.”
After several minutes of being in the quiet, I breathed in a few deep breaths and felt the panic settle. I didn’t want to see my mother, but I couldn’t keep fighting them on everything. Lose the battle, win the war. I needed to save my commands for more important matters, but the thought of seeing that woman again made me want to scream. She was the one who’d taught me to not let my emotions rule me, yet the thought of her presence alone made me so mad, so un-queenly. 
Walking back inside, I found them whispering among themselves. They stopped when they saw me. Blue light filtered through the window and onto the table, illuminating the dust in the air.
I cleared my throat. “I have decided my mother may come. However, she will return to Inferis once my image problem has settled. As for Lady…”
“Marissa,” Abor said. 
“Yes.” I nodded in his direction. “She may accompany me, but seeing as I, too, had the same etiquette lessons as a child and grew up in this castle, I will not be needing her input on how to act.”
Lord Abor rested his hands on his lap. “Very well. Your mother arrives tomorrow. We will do a formal greeting at the front courtyard.”
“Yes,” Vahaga said. “The more eyes on them seeing each other, the better.”
I gritted my teeth. “Onto other matters. I wish to hold a memorial for our fallen soldiers.”
“We can do that in time. It will be attended to after your coronation, which is our main priority.”
“We can still make preparations.”
“We will once we take a look at the financial side,” Vahaga said calmly. “The fragile peace with Niferum must also be discussed.”
I shot him a scathing look. “Fragile? We have peace. They aided us. It’s done.”
They all looked at me, all but Edur, with knowing on their expression, telling me it was, in fact, not done at all.
“I have spoken with ambassador Daric.” Vahaga looked down his nose at me. 
“I know,” I said, interjecting. “I heard you needed to talk with him before he had an audience with me.” I didn’t care if I sounded petty. I wanted him to know I was as aware of what was happening at court as he was. 
“Yes.” He sneered. “I have explained we will only have space for King Blaise and three of his guards. No one else may come.”
“No.” I stood. “I have already given word for as many of them to come as they like.” I put my index finger up before any of them could interrupt me. “They fought with me in the battle.” I didn’t mention how the lords had failed to come to my aid when I needed them, but the look in my eyes said it all. “I will not budge on this, as much as you try it. I have been amenable with other matters.”
Lord Abor chewed the inside of his lip. Edur stood too. “I’d be delighted to have the dark fae at court. It would be a welcome change.”
I liked Edur more and more by the second. “Thanks, Lord Edur. When you have time, I would love to discuss some land with you. My father left me land in the east. I know you have some there. Perhaps you’d like to extend your holdings?”
“Fine.” Lord Abor stood, scraping his chair back against the stone floor. “King Blaise can bring whomever he wishes.” 
Vahaga cleared his throat. “Lord Abor, may I remind you—”
“On one condition,” Lord Abor said and Vahaga’s frown turned into a smirk. 
“What would that be?” I asked wearily. 
“Your light fae friend must be sent away.”
I suppressed my amusement. Cedric would need to be leaving anyway after the coronation. They didn’t know it, which leaned in my favor. “Once the coronation is over, I will have him go back to Berovia.”
They looked at each other, then nodded. “It seems we are in agreement about one thing today.”



SIX
 
“Don’t bother,” I told Cedric, who tried picking up my staff. “It won’t work for you.”
“Fascinating.”
I grabbed it. Magic pulsed through the ground, vining up my ash-wood staff and into the bone handle. It tingled my fingertips and prickled my arms. “Want to see something intriguing?”
His eyes gleamed. “Always.” 
We stood in the center of the courtyard. I pointed it in the air, muttering words through barely parted lips. Closing my eyes, I let magic flow through me. When I opened them again, rose petals were falling all around us.
“Nice.” He smiled, his genuine one where the corners of his eyes creased. “Why rose petals though? Feeling romantic?”
I rolled my eyes. “They remind me of death. We have them at our funerals.”
His eyes widened. “Always so morbid,” he said, half joking. “You should try putting as much energy into living as you do thinking about death.”
“I don’t think about death that much. Besides, it helps me appreciate life more. Being immortal, it’s harder to appreciate things will come to an end.”
“We don’t have the ability to end things though, do we?”
I arched an eyebrow. “Well, no.” I thought about how Blaise had the Dagger, meaning they could choose when to die, but we had the Sword of Impervius. 
He sat on a stone bench. “I wish we could. There are many of us who grow weary of living. Growing old throughout centuries, eventually we become tired of life.” 
“I hadn’t put much thought to the light fae not being able to die, if I’m honest.”
“Sometimes, death is a mercy. There are faeries who have been sunk, as punishment, to the bottom of the ocean. At least centuries ago… when the solises siphoned faeries.” He rolled up his sleeves, his face reddening. “They chained them with stones and sent them to the depths, never to be retrieved.” 
“Do you think they’re still conscious down there?”
His tone sharpened. “Yes.” 
My heart pounded. To be trapped drowning over and over was a fate worse than death. “Why has no one been tempted to steal the Dagger then? If you’re all so eager for a way to end things?” It was what I would do if I were in their position. 
He shrugged. 
“Majesty.” A priestess dressed in long robes entered the white-and-gray-stone courtyard. “It is time.”
I nodded and turned toward Cedric. “I’ll find out after.”
 
The gray, leaf-carpeted ground led to a part of the forest that was off-limits to anyone other than the priests, priestesses, and the reigning monarch. It was a sacred area, where Vahaga and the others came to worship and strengthen their connection with the ancestors. As queen, I was finally allowed to venture into the beating heart of Ash Forest. The trees gave the appearance of contorted bones strangling each other into knots. The leaves were dead, giving the name to the forest, but were tinged with black and white. Above the open canopy, a watercolor horizon of shades of gray blotted as far as the eye could see. Wisps of white clouds stroked the sunless sky. 
I had presumed one day my brother would be allowed to meet with the ancestors instead of me, but fate had decided it was his destiny to join them instead.
My stomach swirled as we ventured inside. The farther we walked over twigs, which cracked under my shoes, the more the magic came to life. A mossy mattress of shrubbery reached out as far as the eye could see. The forest swept into change. Time-chiseled trees narrowed into the sky.
I spotted something gray nestled in the tall grass. I moved the blades aside. “A skull.” I recoiled.
Vahaga didn’t look at me when he spoke. “It’s a burial ground, child. What did you expect?”
“For the bodies to be buried,” I mumbled. 
He pretended not to hear me. 
The smell of earth mixed with bone and death lingered around us. Hints of sage and blueberries combated it. Behind the burial ground—a large, untouched area filled with skulls, bones, and rocks—was a babbling river. Currents swashed over sharp rocks, and the banks on either side had curved over time.
Vahaga was dressed head to toe in white. Draped around his neck was a gold chain. “You must enter the water.”
I’d heard of it, of course. The place was legendary. The river sat between the land of the living and dead. 
“It is the only way to speak with them,” he said, as if I didn’t know what it was. 
 “I know.” The bitter truth was I was afraid the ancestors would sense the dark magic inside me and deem me unworthy of the crown, or my father and Edgar would be waiting for me like they had been when I died and briefly moved to the other side, the place between the spirit realm and our world. I called it the veil. 
“We will wait here.” His thin lips tightened into a frown. Behind him, three priestesses wearing red robes and silver necklaces remained silent, something they did well.
I leaned my staff against a tree trunk. “Turn around,” I ordered. 
He did, as did the others. I struggled with the corset of the dress.
Vahaga intervened. “Having trouble?” 
I stared at his back. “I can’t get my dress off.” I mentally cursed the maids who’d done it way too tightly this morning. 
“Emelia.” He snapped his fingers at one of the priestesses in red, with dark-brown hair. She hurried on his command. It was the same one who’d come to fetch me from the courtyard. Gently, she pulled the ribbons until they came loose. Lowering her head, she moved back behind Vahaga. I removed everything but my undergarments, grabbed my staff, and walked to the water’s edge. 
Breathing in a deep breath, I dipped my toe into the cool water. It felt different than I’d expected. The water flowed around my ankles as I waded into the middle. The currents caressed my skin. It felt alive. I could feel their souls, hear their whispers as I let the river take me. My staff felt as if it were beating under my touch. Half in the water, I sensed the energy tingling all over. I closed my eyes, and the whispers grew louder.
After a few minutes, the voices silenced. It was too quiet. Slowly, I peeled back my eyelids to reveal the figure of my brother. “André.” I almost toppled over at the sight of him. He appeared more vibrant in death. There was a peace in his eyes I envied. 
“Sister.” 
I cried at the sound of his voice. “It’s you.” I leaned over to hug him, but we were separated by a thin veil. 
“We can’t touch.”
I moved my hand back and wiped my eyes. “You are my spirit guide?” I asked, referring to what we’d been taught since we were children. Each luna got a spirit guide, one of the ancestors to give them signs and guide them on their path. Normally, though, we never saw them. Many even debated their existence. 
“I have been by your side throughout your journey.” 
I never wanted to leave the water. “I don’t know if I can do this,” I admitted. Tears fell thick and fast. “It should have been you.”
His eyes widened. “If it was meant to be me, then I would be king. No, Winter, it was meant to be you.”
“I’m sorry you died.” I sniffled. 
“Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault.” Something in his expression teetered on the edge of frustration. As if he wanted to say something but couldn’t. 
I licked my dry lips. A spray of water splashed my torso as the current picked up. “Are you with me, like, all the time?”
He chuckled. “No. Only when you need me.”
That was a relief. I didn’t want to think about my brother watching me when I’d kissed Cedric… or Blaise. “Can I come here anytime?”
“Yes, but you don’t need to. If you need me, look for a sign. You’ll always know what to do.” 
“The darkness,” I whispered. “It lives in me.”
His response surprised me more than anything else. “It’s meant to.”
I raised my eyebrows. “How? What?”
“It’s part of the plan. Trust the plan.”
“I don’t want to go back.” I smiled. “I want to stay here with you. I miss you.”
“I miss you too, but Magaelor needs you. I’m proud of how far you’ve come. In time, all of this will make sense.”
“That day better come soon, because right now I’m as confused as ever.”
“It’s called being human.”
I smirked. “I can’t get over that you are standing here. I wish I could hug you.”
“I will offer you one piece of advice before you go.”
“Yes.” I gripped my staff. “Anything.”
He looked nervous. It flashed across his normally calm expression. He looked behind him as if looking at someone I couldn’t see. “My sister.” He hovered his hands over my shoulders, an invisible barrier separating us. The peace I’d seen in his stare was gone, replaced by pain. My eyebrows furrowed. 
“Please trust my words,” he said quickly, panic in his breathing. “Kill Vahaga, then destroy this pl−”
He was ripped from me, pulled into an abyss I couldn’t reach. His last words lingered in my ears. I remained rooted to the spot, crying. “André?” I cried, but only the spring breeze answered, dancing through my hair and chilling the coldness of the water on my skin. 
I stayed there for a few minutes, staring at the empty space where my brother had been. What did he mean? Destroy what? Kill Vahaga. My stomach twisted. I slowly climbed out of the water, grabbing a jagged rock as I did for support. Still trying to make sense of what had happened, I looked up.
“Majesty,” Vahaga called over the babbling waters. “Do you need aid?” His lips were pulled into an uncertain frown. Vahaga averted his gaze. I was glad. My white undergarments were slick against my skin from the water, leaving nothing to the imagination.
I managed my way up the bank, where one of the priestesses was waiting with an oversized robe. “Put this on, Your Majesty.” She spoke softly. They’d come prepared. Pulling on the robe, I shuddered. 
He turned around. “What did they say? Who was your guide?” His stony eyes froze my words. “Tell me.”
André had said to kill him, then he was dragged away from me. Perhaps he wasn’t meant to tell me. If that were true, then André had taken a risk. My heart hammered. I wasn’t sure I could do it, not after I’d murdered my father. But my brother said to trust his words, and I did. I loved my brother. 
“It was my father,” I lied. “He said he was proud of me.” I wondered how they couldn’t see him or hear me, but then, perhaps a spirit guide’s apparition was only visible to the person whose guide it was. 
“Ah.” He gripped his staff, which held the most beautiful amethyst I’d ever seen embedded into the top, where the wood met his hand.
“How didn’t you see him?” I questioned. 
“The river is separated from the living, acting as a veil. It’s a meeting ground, therefore when you entered, we couldn’t see or hear you.”
“Ah.” That made sense. It was only when I’d already climbed out that I could hear Vahaga asking me if I’d needed help. 
“Did he say anything else?”
I regarded him carefully. “No.”
“Then why were you crying?” Suspicion crowned his eyes. 
“I missed him. I couldn’t believe he was there, talking to me.” It was half-true, except about the who part. 
He didn’t look convinced. “We will pay tribute to the ancestors’ graves, then head back to the castle.”
Early morning moved into late morning as we trudged through the forest. I couldn’t wait to return. I wanted to tell Cedric everything, especially about André suggesting killing Vahaga. In life, he’d never have condoned murder in cold blood, but in death, he was different—wiser, knowing. I wished I could go back and see him, but something about his exit from me told me that wouldn’t be possible. I took comfort in his promise that he was with me when I needed him, even if I couldn’t see or hear him. I smiled to myself, feeling warm in the knowledge that my brother was okay, even if he was dead.
 



SEVEN
 
I’d dressed in a purple gown, pulled my hair back into a knot of curls, and placed the crown on my head. Pausing to look at my reflection for a moment, I pressed my lips together into a hard line. There was something amiss, a flicker of rage in my stare that wasn’t mine. Shuddering, I forced the fear to the back of my mind, assuring myself today I would find Morgana and put a stop to what was happening. For now, I had to find Cedric. 
I ambled to the banquet room, still processing this morning’s events. People stopped and bowed as I walked. Florence came into view. She was talking with Adius, who was stationed at one of the doors. She flashed me a wide smile as I passed. I gave her a nod, then smiled at Adius. I hadn’t warmed up to her entirely yet, but she had fought alongside me in Niferum and appeared to actually love Adius. Her eyes dulled and expression slacked whenever I mentioned my brother, telling me she had loved him too, so I didn’t hate her like I had before. 
Sweeping into the bustling room filled with long tables, crowds of people, and red-and-gold banners hanging on the walls, I nodded at several nobles I recognized. At the back of the room, by the table of sweet crystals, I saw Cedric’s glistening golden wings. He was showing Amara, who laughed. His small display earned scowls from lunas around him, but he didn’t care. In fact, he barely noticed them. He wore the typical light fae fashion I’d become accustomed to seeing him in. He wore a gold shirt with patterns of yellow swirling inward to the fastened buttons. Gold dust was glittered on his hair and navy-blue pants. It wasn’t naturistic like the clothes in Berovia, but it was close enough. 
“Cedric!” I called and met him and Amara at the table. His wings folded into his back. He kissed my cheeks, and I blushed pink. His hand was on my waist, and one of the lords, I noticed, Gregoir, watched us from his table. I slowly pushed his hand from me. “Friends, remember?”
He grimaced. “Ah yes, we must keep up the pretense.”
“You understand.”
“I know,” he whispered; a playful smirk danced on his lips. “I miss kissing you.”
Amara’s eyes widened. “I will leave you both alone.” A knowing smile crossed her expression. She curtseyed, then turned and left. 
“Thanks, Am−”
“She’s gone.”
“I can see that.” Turning to face him, I laced my fingers up to my necklace, and pulled the pendant away from the clasp, which was aggravating my chest. “I have a lot to tell you.”
“Of course you do!” he said a little too enthusiastically. Something had him in a good mood. He grabbed his plate of pastries, waffles, and honey. 
I gestured toward the front of the room. “Let’s go to the top table, where we can talk without listening ears.”
We took our seats. “What was it like?” I asked over a plate of waffles and honey. “The market?”
He grinned. “Good guess.”
“Hardly a difficult assumption.” I gestured toward his twig-woven belt and tunic. “The gold dust gives it away. You can’t find it in Magaelor’s normal shops.”
“The shadow market here isn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” he admitted. “The pixies they’re trading, there are hundreds.”
I scowled. “Hmm.”
He put his hands in the air. “I didn’t buy one.”
“I know.”
“I’d say come with me next time, but I think a queen in an illegal market would raise eyebrows.” He examined a powdered puff of cream in his fingers, then looked at me. “So, are you going to tell me about your excursion to the sacred forest… area?”
“It was breathtaking.” Tears prickled my eyes. “I saw my brother.”
Sadness pinched his features. “Oh, Winter. Was he a ghost… or?”
“Yes and no. He’s my spirit guide. We all get one,” I explained. “He wasn’t transparent or anything like that, but we couldn’t touch. We were separated by a veil.”
His eyebrow arched. “Was he at peace?”
“He looked like he was at peace at first but then kept looking over his shoulder as if he was looking at someone I couldn’t see. He told me something in a rush, then was dragged away. He almost seemed panicked.”
He hesitated, turning the pastry over in his hands. “Don’t get angry, please. Help me understand if I’m wrong, but I have to question the spirit realm. What you said, it makes me wonder. Your history suggests that luna culture derives from forging this other side for your dead to reside in.”
“Yes…” An uncomfortable sensation crept over me. “Why do you ask?”
“I wonder if they’re happy about being stuck there. I mean, the spirit realm was created. Shouldn’t souls be allowed peace? You said your brother was panicked. That doesn’t sound peaceful to me.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. It was created so we could be together and continue harnessing our magic even after we finished this life. I never presumed they thought themselves stuck. If they were, they didn’t show it. Perhaps my father and Edgar had when I briefly crossed over when I died during the battle, but they were exceptions. My father would hardly be happy about sacrificing himself to give back to the new generation. “I haven’t thought about it much, but I don’t know.” 
The end, when he was dragged away from me into an abyss, flashed across my thoughts. “I’ve always known it as this wonderous place. It’s what it is. I’ve never questioned it.”
Until now.
“You could ask him,” Cedric said. “Your brother.” I sensed him drawing out his words, pondering them carefully before speaking. “He may be able to shed some light as a fellow luna. How often is it you can speak to the dead? This is an opportunity.”
My stomach swirled. “Usually, we can sense our ancestors’ spirits but never communicate. Only Vahaga and my father did. I can only talk to André, but if I’m honest, I’m not entirely sure that if I go back, he’d be there. The way he was dragged away from me at the end, it was unnerving.”
Cedric’s lips parted. He didn’t speak, instead let out a long exhale. After a few moments, he looked at me. “What did you talk to him about?”
I lowered my voice to a whisper, looking around for eavesdroppers as I did. “He told me to kill Vahaga, then to destroy… something. I didn’t catch what.”
His eyes widened. He dropped the pastry onto his plate, then leaned in. “He asked you to murder your high priest?”
“Yes.”
He whistled out a breath. “That’s quite an ask. Did he say why?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think he was supposed to tell me. Like I said, he was torn from me when he did.” The last seconds before André’s departure replayed in my head. “But I can’t consider murder, surely. I wish I could get some clarity. I’m nervous about going back. If he wasn’t meant to tell me that, then he won’t be able to tell me why. Morgana could help, but she’s been avoiding me.”
“You must find her.” His expression darkened. “Your brother’s words should be taken seriously. I agree Vahaga is a horrible person, but to kill someone? There must be a good reason for it. If he knows something, perhaps Vahaga is a danger. A threat. Why else would he tell you to commit such a heinous crime?” 
My stomach knotted. “I’ll look for Morgana tonight.”
I lost my appetite and pushed the plate away from me. Everything was too much. I’d been lied to all my life, so the possibility I had been yet again duped was hardly a shock. I wouldn’t ignore it like I had before either. I’d find a way to find out the truth. 
“You can eat all the food you want now that your mother isn’t here,” Cedric said, snapping me out of my mind. He pointed at my half-eaten waffles. “I remember you telling me she would always stop you from eating sugary things.”
“As queen, I can do whatever I want.” I gave him a small smile. “Anyway, as it turns out, I’m not as rid of her as I’d thought.” I looked at my food. “She’s on her way here.”
“Oh.”
“The lords and Vahaga sent for her to correct my image problem.”
He almost choked on his tart. “André’s offer grows more tempting.”
I knew he was joking, but I couldn’t bring myself to laugh. Not when the real idea of having to kill another person loomed on the horizon. Taking my father’s life was a darkness I couldn’t get rid of. A part of me wondered if whatever had attached itself to me when I died had done so because of the stain on my soul. Murder left a mark nothing could remove. 
Cedric snapped his fingers. “Winter?”
“Yes. Sorry.” I looked at my waffles. “I’m not hungry anymore.”
“Sorry if I brought the mood down.”
I shook my head. “I’m under a lot of pressure. Vahaga and the lords also overturned my decision to send forces to Berovia to attack Kiros.”
Cedric’s eyes widened. “Are they mad?”
“Quite, but I hope I can prevent it. I only need to persuade one of the lords to change their minds about the vote to send men to fight Kiros, and the whole thing will be put to bed. I have Edur’s vote, and my best bet is Gregoir.”
Cedric raised his eyebrows. “And how you do you plan on making him do that?”
I pressed my fingers against my temples, closing my eyes for a moment to find comfort in the blackness. “He loves coin, and I will ensure his pockets remain lined and his lands intact if he goes with me on this. As a new queen, I have plenty to gift, inherited by my father. These parcels of land I inherited will serve as my leverage.” 
“Cunning.”
“It’s not any different than what my father did, minus the threats, but for now, I need to keep my head above water until I can figure things out. Once I know what strings I need to pull on, who I need to bribe and befriend, the easier it will become.”
His eyes lit up. “You’re a little scary when you’re being devious.”
The darkness inside of me agreed, building slowly while Cedric finished eating. The room was alive with people bustling for their food. I spotted Florence a few tables over, her blonde waves pulled into a high bun. Adius sat next to her, dressed head to toe in red and gold. They must have come in while we were talking. He was probably on a break. 
I scanned the room for Morgana, but as always, her absence was felt. I wanted to talk to her about what was happening. I was queen, we’d won the battle, and I was alive. Yet every time I went to find her in the few moments I had spare, she had avoided me. I swore I had caught her crying one time she hurried out of the room before I could catch her, but she turned away too quickly to know if what I’d seen was simply light catching against her eyes. 
“Are you not feeling well?” Cedric asked, pulling me from my thoughts. “You look sickly.”
“It’s probably something I ate.” I said lazily, not wanting to show the growing faintness in my bones. Whatever was in me was getting stronger by the day. 
“Excuse me.” I said before I ran to my chambers. 
 
The room was dimly lit. The area where my father had fallen was darker than the rest of the stone floor. The four-post bed beckoned me. Tears fell down my cheeks. I wasn’t sure what I was crying about; the list was long. Being alone for the first real time had my thoughts racing. Recently, I was passing out as soon as my head hit the pillow from exhaustion, but as I lay down, I felt more awake than ever. 
The feelings bubbling below the surface grew stronger. I couldn’t cope with them. Jolting, I sat up, then jumped off the bed and to my drawers. I sifted through my old belongings until I found the drawstring bag. Inside were the capsules filled with crushed herbs that Morgana had given me the last time I was here. I swallowed them with a cup of lukewarm water, but a small part of me knew they wouldn’t work. Things felt different now.
The darkness in my body sent shockwaves through my fingers and toes, numbing them cold, then stinging them back to life. With my mouth agape, I tried to reason it was simply a sensation of anxiety, but the feeling felt forced.
A voice tinkered in my mind ever so softly, like a name caught in a breeze. I couldn’t make it out, and it left as quickly as it had come. 
Was I going mad? 
“Knock knock.” 
“What?” I snapped, feeling my rage pour over. “Who says ‘knock knock’ instead of actually knocking!” I twisted the ring on my index finger, rolling my shoulders as I did. I wasn’t in the mood for visitors. I whipped my head around at the sound of footsteps.
Corbin. Lord Abor’s eldest son. The candles caught the light on his cocoa-brown waves, which reached his shoulders. The green in his eyes were so deep, they reminded me of the Forest of Tranquillium. He stood lean and taller than I remembered from the last time I was here, sporting a devilish smile. He was an image of his mother. “I heard you were back,” he said with a casualness that could outdo even the likes of Blaise. “How are you faring?”
“Some would greet me as Your Majesty.” My eyebrows raised.
“Some would.” He smiled.
The boy who’d once played with my brother, sword-fighting in the gardens, had filled out. Muscles rippled beneath his white shirt. 
“How did you get up here?” I didn’t know why I bothered asking. He could get around anywhere. He knew the castle better than most. “What do you want?”
“Ah, a better question.” He placed a finger in the air. “Lady Avery.”
“What about her?” 
“I like her.”
“Straight to the point.” I pursed my lips. “Nothing changes with you.”
“Yes, well, I like to get what I want.”
I huffed. “She is ex-mistress to the former king. Would you rather not have someone untainted?”
He gasped, feigning shock. “How judgmental of you.”
“She whored herself to my father to get what she wanted,” I said snarkily. “Why would I ever grant you permission to marry her, which is why I presume you’re here? You need permission.”
He chewed on a nail. “Unfortunately, yes.”
“You didn’t think about being nice to try to get your way?”
He tapped the side of his head. “It did cross my mind.”
“The answer’s no.”
He sighed. “Well, I’ll be damned. I guess we can’t marry then. Thanks all the same.” He turned on his heel.
“You gave up far too easily.” My eyebrows furrowed. “Wait…” I tapped my fingers against my dresser. “You never did want to marry her. She pressed you, and you knew I’d say no so you could continue to have your way with her without committing. That’s why you didn’t try to charm a yes from me.”
He shrugged. “Like you said, the answer’s no.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “In that case, I have changed my mind. You can marry her.”
To my surprise, he smirked, then headed for my door. “Oh, I think I’m going to enjoy you being queen,” he said before he stepped outside. “Goodnight, Your Majesty.” He stretched the last two words, leaving me teetering on the edge of rage more than I already had been. Had I been played? 
He’d held a grudge against me for years for that stupid rumor. So I’d told a few people I had caught him kissing a boy. It wasn’t like it was untrue. Lord Abor was furious at the knowledge of what his son had done. In hindsight, I was harsh for telling on him. He had every right to kiss whomever he wanted, and I’d outed him to the entire court, so I could hardly contain my surprise at his disdain for me. 
I did wonder, however, why he was trying to marry Nissa if he liked men. Unless it was ruse. Nothing less than what she deserved.
I sucked in a deep breath. I felt myself becoming crueler by the second. The thing in me lavished in it, wanting more. It was easier than ever to tip into spiteful thoughts, but my nature wanted different. I wanted to be tolerant, kind, and understanding. All the things Cedric was. I tried to deny the harsher parts of myself, but the more I tucked them away, the louder they got, wanting to be acknowledged and bringing malice into every new thought. 
A guard opened my door, and I buried my head in my hands. “Can’t I get a moment of peace?” I cried, wanting some relief from the constant questions, meetings, and discussions. I’d barely had time to catch my breath, and I wanted to scream. 
“I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Majesty, but your mother has arrived.”
 
 



EIGHT
 
After all this time, I’d forgotten her disapproving stare and pinched frown, only to be reminded of the hurt she’d caused me by her presence. If I had it my way, I’d have had her remain on Inferis, but being queen meant bowing to others under the pretense of them obeying me.
“You’ve aged,” I stated as she approached me through the arched doorway. A small audience had gathered out front. Everyone was looking at us.
Vahaga nodded in my direction, his gaze pointed, his lips pulled into a thin line.
“Mother.” I swallowed my pride, then forced a small smile. 
The skin under her eyes had lost contact with the bone underneath, or it appeared that way. Her lips were as pale as the white skin around them. Her graying-brown hair had been knotted up and around her silver crown. “Daughter.” She shifted her gaze from my face to my dress. I’d changed into the most scandalous dress I owned from Lepidus court in time for her arrival. Knowing how much it would upset her brought me some solace. 
“I hope your journey was well.”
“It was.”
We stood for a moment, exchanging pleasantries, until Cedric joined my side. He’d gotten my request. “Lady Rose Mortis.” He dipped his head. 
Her nose wrinkled, creasing her forehead. “Who is this?” 
“Cedric. He’s my friend.”
Her gaze trickled over his attire and the tips of his ears. “Ah, I was told of the faery.”
A smirk danced on his lips when he shook his head. “Of course you were.”
She frowned, looking from me to where Vahaga stood. “Let us not make a scene. We should take a walk.”
There is nothing I wanted less than to be alone with her, but the stares of my court forced me otherwise. 
Cedric fell into step as we turned to walk inside. My mother grabbed my shoulder, a little too tightly. “Alone.” She looked at Cedric, her lips pursed. “You should take a stroll through our statue garden. It’s most enchanting this time of year. I’m sure even your kind can appreciate the beauty in things.”
He scoffed a laugh, disbelief on his expression. “Remarkable.”
“It’s okay, Cedric.” I swallowed thickly. “Ignore her. Most do.” 
 “Find me after.” He shot a look at my mother and walked away. 
Taking my arm, she walked me through the main corridor and past the banquet room until we were alone, save for a few guards who were far enough out of earshot. “Get rid of that vile creature today before more damage is done.”
“I will not send him away.” I balled my fist at my side. “Cedric is my friend. I will not hear of it.”
“You’ll do well to follow in your father’s footsteps.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Vahaga and Lord Abor wrote to me, telling me of your challenging, frankly radical ideas.”
“Of course they did. Also, it’s not radical to befriend light fae and not want to attack another kingdom while our numbers have dwindled.”
“That fashion.” She looked me up and down. “If you can call it that.”
“I like it.”
She scoffed. “You look ridiculous. It’s way too revealing. Would you like your subjects to see you as some common whore?”
I smirked. “I’ll ensure I have more gowns brought from Niferum. Perhaps I shall dress my ladies in them. The Ruby Circle is soon, yes?” I mentioned, referring to the age-old tradition where ladies would come to court to compete to become ladies of the princess or queen. “I will make them all follow the fashion. Perhaps I will even bring one of the fae on as one of my ladies.”
She grabbed my wrist and dug her nails in, until they left pink crescent shapes in my skin. Her face was warped, her eyes manic as she glared into mine. “This is not a game, you stupid, petulant child. You will destroy everything you father built, and his ancestors before him. You besmirch the family name by conferring with their kind, and dressing like them. You are a Mortis. You better start acting like one.”
I half smiled. “I am so, so glad I got away from this place enough to see you and my father for what you really were.”
“Mind your words. I am still your mother. Where is your dignity?” She rubbed her forehead as if I had worried her enough. 
“Mine? Ha.” I gave her a look. With any luck, I could anger her more. “Did you know Cedric and I are together?” I was enjoying myself far too much. “He’s a great kisser.”
“Enough!” she spat. “How dare you say such awful things?” She jutted her chin. “You will behave befitting a queen or else.”
“Or else what?” I pushed past her, making my way toward the small courtyard where an isolated bench sat, frosted by the early winter chill. Bare branches reached downward from the three trees that shadowed the stony ground. “You’re unbelievable. I almost died, and your first words are a command to my actions back at court.” My voice raised. “I mean, I should have expected it. It’s what happened the last time.” The courtyard was empty, as it always was. “You never came to fight with us or to see me. I know you would have known about the battle before it happened, so do us both a favor and don’t pretend otherwise. You have eyes and ears everywhere. It’s how you always knew about Father’s plans.”
 Nothing changed in her expression. I searched her bloodshot eyes for a flicker of emotion, but she gave nothing away. 
“You’ve never shown me any love,” I said and wrinkled my fingers into the dark fabric of my dress.
Her eyes rolled behind her closed lids. When she opened them, her nose wrinkled. “Stop being dramatic, Winter.”
I narrowed my gaze, my jaw clenching as I stared her down. “Don’t test me, Mother, or I’ll show you dramatic.”
“You are the ruler of a kingdom, need I remind you? Everyone is watching your movements. You wear our name. You are the face that will guide Magaelor, continuing centuries-old traditions that are the foundation of this monarchy. I will not have you ruin it because you’re feeling hurt.” She scoffed. “I have done my duty by you. I have taught you everything you know.”
I laughed and licked my lips. “It showed. You taught me all the wrong things. Traveling, I saw truths you did your best to hide from me, but I saw them anyway. You want me to be like you? I’d rather lose my crown and die then live such a pointless, boring existence. I will do what I believe is best for Magaelor because it is my kingdom.” I paused. “Not yours!”
She barely moved. She stood statuesque while listening, silently judging me. “You are young. Perhaps this was a mistake. Maybe you need a regent.”
“Don’t you dare even attempt it. I’m over the age to rule.” I growled under my breath. “You have been brought here because I said it could be so, and I can just as easily send you away.”
Her left eyebrow quivered, then raised. “The lords will not be pleased with you if you do.”
“What if I don’t care? They’ll pick their battles with me because they know they have many to fight. Why would they waste them on you? You are here, for now, to keep the peace and make a good impression.” I took a step forward, closing the gap between us. “If you say another word to me, I will send you back to Inferis where you can live out your miserable existence in that cold, gray castle. Understand?”
 “Once you’ve come to your senses, I will forgive you for speaking to me in such a disparate tone and place it down to youthful arrogance.”
“I hate you,” I said, my lips pressed tightly. “No. Wait. I despise you. Understand this, Mother, you are welcome to hold your breath waiting for an apology because I will never, ever give you one.”
“If you won’t send him away for me, do it for your people.” A lock of hair had come loose from her tight bun, so she pushed it out of her face. “They have been through enough.”
“I believe they will survive the fae’s presence and my dresses,” I growled. “Get out of my sight, before I have you dragged from this courtyard to your room on the other side of the castle.”
She clicked her tongue. The darkness in me tugged my attention toward a rock lying next to a gray tree trunk. It whispered for me to pick it up. I imagined hitting her with it, watching crimson soak the ground and her eyes turn empty. A sinister grin crept upon my face, and my fingers flexed.
“Winter!” Cedric’s voice saved me, as always.
My mother looked him down as she passed him. She shot me one final glance before disappearing into the corridor.
“How was it?”
Tears pricked my eyes. “Everything I expected.” I took a deep breath, my gaze darting to the rock for half a second. 
 
***
 
Yawning, I peeled my eyelids open and squinted at the spray of white light coming through the double windows. I stretched out, rolling back my shoulders and smiling as satisfaction rippled through my body. A good night’s rest did wonders. No one had disturbed me, as requested. After the day I’d had yesterday, I wished I could have spent the next week sleeping it off, but duty called.
My feet hit the rug that shielded them from the cold, polished stone floor. I stood, letting my white dress fall around my ankles.
Let me in, a voice in my head whispered.
My eyes widened and I froze, rooted to the spot. Was I going mad? I’d hoped to find Morgana yesterday, but with meeting my mother and the afternoon meetings, I was so tired. 
“Go away,” I whispered back, hoping I wasn’t descending into insanity. Something pinched inside my chest, palpating my heart. I closed my eyes and breathed through it, using Birch’s breathing techniques to calm me. It was the darkness. I wanted to stamp it out, but something told me it wouldn’t be that easy. Willpower alone wouldn’t get rid of it.
Maids entered my room, ready to get me dressed for the day, distracting me from my dark thoughts. They lit the fire, and the smell of logs burning and ash tinted the air. 
 
The head housekeeper, Ada, met me as I left my room. She curtseyed, lifting the emerald skirt of her dress up a couple of inches as she did. “Your Majesty, Lady Montague was hoping to have an audience with you regarding the preparation for the welcome ball.”
I sighed. I had so much to do already this morning. I needed to make time to find Morgana before I turned mad. “Tell her to come now if she wishes to talk, as I don’t have time later.”
She nodded and hurried away. I turned back to my room and slumped my shoulders when I pushed the door open. “Not a minute of peace,” I grumbled as I sat on one of the armchairs. Across from it, a second chair sat. I’d been offered my father’s room, but I couldn’t bring myself to move into it, even though it was twice as big as mine. 
Florence entered. Her silky blonde waves were tied back, and her arched eyebrows were raised as she looked around. Her violet eyes, her most striking feature, latched onto mine. “Winter… I mean, Your Majesty. Look.” She sat herself on the other chair. “I’ll be quick.”
“Please.”
She leaned forward. Her eyes glittered with excitement. Her pink lips curved upward at the corners. “I have taken on the role of royal event planner since returning, as Dominique, Amos’s planner, was killed in the battle.” She cleared her throat. “Anyway,” she said cheerily, as if Dominique had never existed. “The banquet in your honor tomorrow is all planned,” she explained. “It’s customary for new monarchs to have one.” 
“Yes. The banquet.” I hadn’t even considered it up until now. Thank goodness for Florence being on top of things. 
“I know the dark fae will be coming to court soon,” she continued, “and I was wondering if you want to do a celebration. I know your coronation is coming up, which will take center stage, but it may be a show of good will to hold something for them. A dance, perhaps? After all, they did join us in battle.”
She had a good point. “What would you suggest?”
Her eyes lit up. “A masquerade ball. They’re all the rage among the elite now. The dark fae love dances, and mystery too. What better way to get people out of the slump they’ve been in since the battle?” She shoved a makeshift invitation into my hand, as well as a guestlist. I glanced at them, then handed them back. 
I tapped my fingers against my chin. “It is unlike anything we usually do here.” I leaned back in the chair. Change was what I wanted, and a masquerade ball was certainly different than the usual parties held at Ash Court. Florence was bringing a sense of youth to the castle. She may have been several years older than me, but she held such promise in her stare and excitement in her soul. I slowly nodded, then stood. “Make it elegant,” I said. “But alluring. Don’t mess it up.”
She smirked and curtseyed. “You have my word. It will be nothing short of fabulous.”
“Good, now…” I pointed at the door. “Take your leave. I have something to take care of.” 
The door shut behind her, and my gaze drifted to the window. Pin pricks covered my skin, setting me on fire. It was brief but enough to know I was in trouble. I couldn’t spare another minute.
 



NINE
 
“Morgana!” I yelled, following her down narrowing passageways. Stone illuminated from the shadows as the lamps flickered to life. Dry musk hit my nose, making me sneeze. 
“Stop. On command of your queen.” 
She froze and turned slowly until her orb-like eyes met mine. I felt terrible talking to her like that, but she had left me no choice. I approached carefully, each step feeling heavier until I was standing in front of her. She looked lost, her eyes looking but not watching. There was an emptiness I’d not noticed in Niferum, a disconnect.
“Morgana?” I asked tentatively. “Please. Tell me what is wrong.”
“I have somewhere to be.”
“Enough with the lies.” A sob escaped through my words. “I have been desperate to talk to you. We both know what happened. You made a deal with something, or a sacrifice, I don’t know, but now whatever you used to bring me back is inside of me.”
Her eyes widened. Surprise arched her eyebrows, her lips parting. “You feel his presence too?”
“It’s a him?”
She nodded slowly. “A necromancer.”
I gasped. “This is bad. What do we do?”
She inhaled deeply. Silence hung around us, more deafening than ever. 
“Morgana!” I snapped my fingers in front of her eyes. “Tell me.”
“I did not suspect he would latch onto you too.” 
“How do we get rid of him? You made it happen before when I used sacrificial magic, so do it again. Make the ancestors take him away. He’s hurting me, and I’m afraid,” I admitted, hearing the childish words echo around us. 
She grabbed my hands and turned them over to look at my palms. “He is becoming stronger by the day.” Her eyes glossed. “There is nothing we can do.”
I half laughed in disbelief. “So that’s it then? We do nothing?”
She averted her gaze to the wall. “I distanced myself from you out of fear of hurting you. I’ve tried to remove him, but I cannot. I have written to Licia, but he has not responded yet to my letters. Although, I do not see him being able to help us, especially knowing what he wants.”
My gaze narrowed. “What does Licia want?”
“It is not for me to say, but he will not help us with this. I was going to leave, as to not put anyone at risk.”
I swallowed thickly. “At risk? You mean we can hurt people?” I thought back to the moment I wanted to pick up the rock and hit my mother with it on the back of her head. “I can’t live like this.”
“You must resist,” she replied, her gaze falling back on mine. “We must both. I have kept him at bay with a potion.” She pondered a moment. “But you are the queen. I may be able to suppress his presence for a while.” She placed her finger against her temple, mumbling incoherently for a minute. “I shall fetch the bones and grind them.”
I ran cold. “What?”
“I will prepare you something to give you time until I can speak with the necromancer.”
“You’ve lost it.” I nodded, taking a step back. “You must have gone mad if you think reaching out to him is a good idea.”
“Finding out what he wants and making a deal is the only way to rid ourselves of him. The last time the ancestors helped, you’d only used a couple of basic rituals, and you hadn’t made any sacrifices yourself. He was only faintly attached to you, but you must know, Winter, bringing someone back from the dead takes great sacrifice.”
“What did you sacrifice?” I asked, afraid of the answer.
Her eyes teared. “Myself, Winter. I gave him me. My soul.”
I choked back a sob. Tingling numbed my fingertips, as if he could sense we were talking about him. Giving one’s soul away was the worst thing they could do. “No. Take it back. I don’t want to live then.”
“You were not a part of the agreement. I was hoodwinked.” 
I shook my head. “This can’t be happening.” I looked at her again, but she acted more distant than ever. The softness of her features, the depth in her stare, and the kindness on the edges of her smile had vanished, replaced by a lost abyss as if she were in pain and unaware at the same time. “I’ll find a way out of this.”
“You can’t. It must be me. I did this.”
I shook my head. “To cause you more pain? No.”
“I’ll bring you the potion tonight to suppress him, but it will not last for long. A couple of weeks at most. In the meantime, I urge you please, do nothing. For both our sakes.”
 
***
 
I ambled back to my room, feeling lost the more I walked through the narrow hallways and past larger-than-life portraits. A girl watched the moon out of an open window, and a part of me wanted to push her simply for existing, for breathing. I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to turn in a different direction. I was struggling to contain him. More than that, I almost didn’t want to. 
I reached my room, and a guard’s honey-brown eyes found mine in the darkness. “Call Cedric here,” I said.
His eyebrows knitted together. “To your chambers at this hour?” he asked, as if he hadn’t heard correctly.
“Did I stutter?” I shouted, making the other guard jolt. “If you want to keep your position, I suggest you don’t question me. Why is everyone always questioning me as if I’m a fucking nobody. I’m queen, and I’m sick of reminding everyone of it.”
“I’ll go get him immediately,” he said quickly, catching the stare of the other guard.
I clenched my jaw and forced myself to go inside my room instead of kicking him. 
 
I lay on my bed, waiting for Cedric. I still seethed, but as minutes ticked past, I calmed enough to clear my mind. It had been reckless to call him, and I was sure rumors would flurry about his coming to my chambers so late, but I had just found out I had a creepy, centuries-old necromancer inside me or attached to me. At least, a part of him was. Maybe he was controlling me. I didn’t know, but it felt unnerving. 
“Sweetheart,” Cedric whispered, opening the door. “I was, uh, told to give you this?” He handed me a glass bottle with a stopper. “From Morgana. I’ll assume you’re on speaking terms now.”
I grabbed it and sniffed. It smelled like death and dirt, but I gulped it down anyway, on the edge of vomiting. I wretched, and it tumbled from my fingers, shattering onto the ground. 
“Are you okay?”
I shook my head. My stomach ached. “No.”
“What happened?”
 “I need you, Cedric,” I said, my voice breaking.
His smile dropped as he rushed to my side. He stroked my hair, and I rested my head against his shoulder. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Do you ever feel like you’re a bad person?”
He paused for a second before continuing to run his fingers through my strands. “No.”
“Never?”
“I’ve done bad things, but that doesn’t mean I’m not a good person, if that’s what you’re referring to.”
“I don’t believe it.” I half smiled. “What things have you done?”
“Drank too much liquor. Kissed girls and made promises I couldn’t keep. Danced my way around those truths with beautiful words and got what I wanted. I have slighted people occasionally.”
I let out a weighted sigh. We were not even close in comparison. He couldn’t possibly understand, because even though the necromancer was behind my dark thoughts, he was only heightening things already there. The rage, hatred, and spite were in me long before I had died. I’d almost cost people their lives, and I had murdered my father. 
“You’re not a bad person,” Cedric whispered as if he could sense my mind. “You have done things because you had to. You’re a royal. Sometimes it comes with the job, as you have so pointedly said before. I’m beginning to understand that now more than ever.” His expression darkened. 
My own smile wavered. “Right. I’m sure it’s the stress of being back. It’s making me a little on edge.”
He kissed my temple. “Let me melt away some of the stress. Besides, you have something to look forward to.”
“You mean my coronation.”
“Not long.” He grinned. 
I wished he hadn’t reminded me. While I was excited, I was also worried. Blaise was on his way, and being around him changed me… I remembered; Cedric wouldn’t be here for long. “Then you’re leaving,” I said, feeling loneliness wretch open a hole in my stomach. “After my coronation.”
“I have to. I’ve already sent word to my family. You did know this already.”
I squeezed my eyelids shut. Morgana had said we could hurt the people close to us; therefore, maybe it wasn’t the worst thing for him to be leaving. “I’ll miss you.”
“I may come back,” he teased. 
“When?”
“I’m not sure yet. You may not even want me back.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t I want you back?”
He didn’t answer, even though he had nothing to be insecure about.
“You’ve been acting different recently.”
He reached down and brushed his lips against mine. “Have I now?”
Butterflies whirled in my belly. I gripped onto the covers as he deepened our kiss. It was not an answer but a perfect distraction to everything in my head.
He pulled away, then smirked. “You are so beautiful.” He traced his finger along my collar bone, sending shivers down my spine. “I’m a very lucky man.”
I inhaled deeply. He wasn’t. If only he knew all the truths… about me. “I’m the lucky one.” 
“Too modest.” He pulled me into a cuddle, wrapping his arm around my waist. “I’ll stay until you fall asleep if you want.”
I closed my eyes. I snuggled into his hold, breathing in the scent of honey and pastry from his hands and clothes. His arms curled my lips into a smile. I could have lay there forever, in a dream of comfort. Morgana’s potion began to take hold, and both that and Cedric sent me into a deep sleep. 



TEN
 
Swashes of red and orange infiltrated the indigo sky as the sun peeked over the horizon. I rubbed my eyes and looked through the glass pane window and out over the sprawling gardens, flowerbeds of white flowers, at the carriages that had been readied for morning excursions. Traders would soon be arriving with their wagons. 
The coronation had brought wealth into Magaelor, more than many had expected, with those who lived on Inferis coming to Imperia, along with my mother, as well as those from other provinces. The dark fae would also be coming from Niferum, and while it may have taken time to build bridges and bring peace between the fae and lunas, the inns would be full, markets would be swarmed, and if those trading and those who owned businesses in Imperia had any sense, they wouldn’t let their prejudices get in the way of good coin coming in. We needed to rebuild; the battle had taken so much from the people. Unfortunately, in war, it was always the ones who never wanted to fight in the first place who lost the most.
I placed my hand against my middle and inhaled deeply, feeling my stomach rise, then fall. Relief flooded me. Morgana’s potion had worked. I didn’t feel the usual heaviness of the darkness. I didn’t know how the mixture worked, but I would relish the moment, because for the first time since officially being queen, I felt free. 
I wondered when Amara would arrive. She’d gone into Imperia to meet with the faery who had brought my dress from Niferum. I had paid thirty coins for it. I hadn’t wanted to spend when our soldiers still needed to be paid, but I was informed that a show of wealth and steadiness from the crown was important, and image was everything. I had to look good. Still, if I was going to be made to get new dresses, they would be the fashion I preferred, unfortunately for Vahaga and the others. I hoped I could bring the fashion to court, perhaps get some of the ladies wearing it. It was beautiful. 
“Your Majesty,” a guard said when he opened the door. “High priest Vahaga.” 
I nodded, and Vahaga stepped around him. The guard retreated and closed the door behind him. 
“You wished to see me,” Vahaga said with exasperation, his tone drier than ever. His stony expression gave nothing away, and his pupils dilated as he watched me carefully move from the window to the armchair. I gestured for him to sit, but he remained standing. Ever stubborn. I still couldn’t imagine how I would kill him even if I could. What my brother had said still hovered over me. I couldn’t wrap my head around it and questioned going back, to speak to him, but my intuition tugged me the other way. 
I smiled regardless. “The soldiers are yet to be paid. The lords agreed they would help the crown fund−”
“These matters take time.” He cut me off, his eyebrows pulling downward. He entwined his fingers at the front of his long, white robes. There wasn’t a single dot of dirt on them. “Leave the financial matters to those of us who have been dealing in them since before your birth.”
“As queen,” I said to remind him, “I have every right to inquire.”
He sucked his lip between his teeth, then exhaled. “I will speak to the lords today about the matter. At the next council meeting, we can deliberate.” 
“It’s tomorrow, yes?”
He nodded but said nothing. 
“King Blaise will be arriving soon,” I explained. “With the others.”
His mouth twisted in disgust. “Yes.” 
“They will be shown as much respect as any other guest at court.”
He arched a thin eyebrow. “Is there anything important you needed to discuss with me, Your Majesty?”
“Actually, yes.” I stood, then brushed down the front of my dress. “At the battle, many women joined ranks, and that is how we won.”
His right eye twitched. “I heard. You must have been desperate.”
I let it slide right off me. I was in far too good of a mood, with the potion releasing me from the shackles of pain and anger. “Regardless of how we arrived at it happening, it was the best thing I could have done. We won, and easily.” I paused. “I want to ask the council for the opportunity for women to become guards and have the same opportunities as men within the military.”
His eyes widened. A trail of saliva shone from his lip as he sneered, then laughed. “Women, in the military. There would be an uproar. Ladies do not have the strength of men. You’d be sending them to the slaughter. It’s a ridiculous notion, and you would not be able to sway the lords, not even young Edur.”
“That’s why I wanted to talk to you first about it,” I admitted. I hoped stroking his ego would play in my favor. “You and I, Vahaga, hold the power at court. True power. We are both anointed by the ancestors. Me, to rule the people. You, to rule their faith. I know deep inside you know change has come to Magaelor, whether you like it or not. I am offering you an opportunity to stand by these new changes and times, instead of falling behind. To use your influence with the lords to do the right thing. To show you are adaptable.”
His lips parted, then closed. Hesitation shook his features. It was brief but telling. I blinked twice. My heart pounded as I did. 
“I cannot entertain it.” He walked toward me, then sat in the armchair, and I sat back down too. “It’s impossible. Even with my influence, who’s to say it wouldn’t cause unrest among the people?”
“We could grow our military by at least a quarter. There aren’t as many soldiers as there once were. Women want to be given the chance to prove themselves, the same chance men have been given for generations.” My eyes were wild as I leaned forward. “Magaelor has a queen now, not a king. Let’s show a united front. Back me with some of my decisions, and in turn, I will do the same for you.”
He sat back in the chair, letting out a long exhale. “Now is not the time for more instability. You said it yourself; the people need to be grounded.”
“Yet you are willing to send men to Berovia and destabilize us further.”
“It’s important for us to avenge what happened to you.”
I straightened my crown and sighed. “It’s not needed.”
“It is.” He leaned forward. “As for the other matter. While I am glad to see you are finally showing some respect to me as your high priest, and others in high rankings, these ideas of yours will cost us everything. You may be queen, but I will not allow you to destroy the foundations this kingdom was built upon.”
“This is a great opportunity,” I said. “For you too.”
“The answer is no. We have discussed enough.” 
I bit my tongue, holding back the vile I wanted to spill. Rage bubbled under the surface, but I dared not show it. “Then our meeting is finished.”
He didn’t bow when he left. I thought I had seen a crack, something I could use to persuade him onto my side, but he’d proven to be nothing more than a vulgar man I once held in high esteem. His position demanded respect, but he had lost mine long ago. 
I didn’t dwell on it, knowing there would be little wiggle room now for me to get him to change his mind on the attack or allowing women into the military. I had barely broached the first, as the women-and-military idea had gone so poorly. I had no choice but to buy off one of the lords, and if I couldn’t, then I’d need to use dirty tactics, the same my father had used, to stop the attack on Kiros. I wanted to do the right thing, but they made it so difficult. 
A knock sounded on the door. A part of me wondered if Vahaga had come back. I didn’t expect to see Cedric until lunch. 
“Ambassador Amara,” the guard announced. I’d forgotten she was coming among the talk of politics. 
“Come in, Amara.” I smiled broadly, gesturing her into the middle of the room. 
“Ada was visibly upset by the arrival,” she said, with a mischievous glint in her eye. Carrying the dress bags, she walked to my closet, then hung them. 
“I notice there are two dresses. I asked only for one.”
She gulped. The white in her hair looked silver under the light, contrasting from the black, silky strands. “His Majesty, um, sent one for you to wear to the ball.” Her cheeks heated pink. “He chose it.”
I eyed the white dress bags, and a tingling danced up my spine. A lump formed in my throat. I coughed to clear it. “He got the invitation to the masquerade ball in advance, it seems.”
“Yes, he was delighted by the prospect.”
Of course he was. “Is there a note with it?” I asked. 
She shook her head. “Would you like me to unbutton them?”
I nodded. She pulled the sides back to show the glittering, navy-blue gown. Ruffled lace danced as she removed the bag. The black-lace sleeves matched the corset top of the dress. Flecks of silver sparkled from the dark.
“It’s simply stunning,” I gushed. 
“It will certainly be a statement.”
“That’s the idea.” My chest heaved. I was playing a dangerous game. My mother would be at the banquet tonight in my honor, along with the lords and every other dignitary at court, including Vahaga. However, they hadn’t been impressed with my other decisions since being queen. 
“May I see the dress Blaise sent?”
She took it from the bag, and I gasped. The heavily shimmering fabric billowed out. The pale-gold gown was the most beautiful dress I had ever seen. The bodice was heavily beaded and crisscrossed into a deep V-neck. There were no sleeves or belt. “He wanted you to have this,” she said as I examined the gown. She handed me a tiara, and my stomach sank. It was the tiara I had worn at our wedding. What game was he playing?
“Uh, thanks.” I examined the glittering beaded wires and their upward curl, and I sighed. I placed it on my dresser. “Thanks, Amara, for bringing these.” I paused, staring at the woven white-and-silver tiara. “I have several meetings now, but I will see you at the banquet this evening.”
“Absolutely you will. Blaise also wanted me to tell you that dress if for you to wear when he arrives.”
My cheeks heated. “Thank you.”
She curtseyed, then left me alone. Once she was gone, I sank onto the bed. I hated how he made me feel, even when he wasn’t here. Why the tiara? What was he trying to say? Then not even leaving a note. Oh, how he infuriated me so. 
I got up and hid the crown in a drawer, as if it were a dirty secret.
 
 
 



ELEVEN
 
The room had been transformed. Red draping covered the walls, transforming the area into a world enveloped in silk. Silver tulle hung from the now-black ceiling and wrapped around beams, spelled to twinkle as if they had trapped a thousand stars. 
I held my staff close to my chest as I walked inside the banquet room. Silver platters of the most glorious cakes, tarts, cream puffs, pastry rolls stuffed with meats, crackers with pâtés and cheeses, and so much more covered the long tables along the length of the far wall. The smell of lilies powdered the air, mixed with the aroma of baked crusts, bread, and berries. 
My dark dress turned heads. It ran down my body in waves of ruffles, and I loved the way it danced around me as I stepped. Ladies and men whispered to each other, turning their heads as I passed, at an attempt of inconspicuousness. I grabbed a glass of water and gulped it down to coat my parched tongue. 
“Queen Winter Mortis of Magaelor,” Vahaga announced loudly, his eyes fixed on mine, and everyone clapped.
I curtseyed, uncertain if I had to make a speech or not. I hadn’t been prepared on what to do at my own banquet. I was sure it had been done on purpose. They wanted me to fail. All of them. 
I spotted Ada telling a few maids to place glass domes over exposed cakes on a nearby table. Small crowds swelled. Against my better judgment, I cleared my throat and projected my voice as I had been taught since a young age. “It is a privilege to be your queen.” I looked around, then saw my mother by Vahaga. My gaze landed on her before I looked away. “I’m honored to have this banquet in my name.” 
I saw it in their eyes, the soldiers, guards… men and women who had fought. They looked tired. Many still wore scars from the battle. 
The lords said there wouldn’t be a memorial yet, not until after the coronation, and even then, I wasn’t sure they planned to go through with it. I got the impression most of them thought it a waste of coin. Regardless, words spoken couldn’t be taken back. I decided to deal with the backlash tomorrow. “The main event, however, will be the memorial I will be holding for all our fallen. We must honor them. I know without the bravery of the Magaelorean people, I would not be here today, wearing this crown. I am indebted to each of you, and in return, I promise to serve the kingdom with the honor, integrity, and courage each of you has shown.”
Vahaga paled. Mostly everyone in the room lifted their drinks, toasting my speech. Their frowns loosened and were replaced with smiles. Vahaga and my mother, however, did not. 
After various people who had come to meet me had left, I was finally able to mingle with those who had been waiting for me, Cedric being one. Pride swallowed his features. He beamed, then took me in his arms. We almost forgot ourselves, but we pulled apart.
“That was a wonderful speech.”
“I have my people on my side.” I couldn’t help but beam. I felt powerful, more than ever. 
“Vahaga is seeing you’re a force to be reckoned with. They all are.” Cedric tilted his head in their direction. Vahaga was watching me with predatorial eyes. If anything, he looked more dangerous. 
“Your Majesty,” Daric said as he walked up beside me.
“Ambassador Daric.”
“I have a letter for you.” He handed it to me. I turned it over. A blue seal with the Lazarus crest.
“Thank you, Daric.”
He bowed his head, then walked backward. 
Cedric arched an eyebrow. “Blaise?”
I licked my dry lips. I prayed it had nothing to do with the tiara and dress. The changes in his affections were giving me a headache. Unless… It was about the Objects of Kai. I had promised him I would unite them and break his curse. It was the same promise I’d made the mer king, who’d given me one year before he started sinking ships. Cedric had reminded me of it twice. He was more committed to the task than I was, and it was me who had the most to lose. A lot had slipped my mind with the pressures being queen came with. There was the necromancer, Morgana, and what my brother had said. I still had a long time before the mer king would make good on his promise, so it didn’t overshadow more immediate threats in my life. 
“Are you okay?” Cedric asked.
I must have spaced out again. Dissociating kept me from having panic attacks, a luxury I could no longer afford as the leader of a kingdom. I had to show strength, and breaking down at my own banquet would be the worst thing that could happen.
My gaze trailed over his scrawled handwriting. For once, I was appreciative of his terrible penmanship, for it meant very few could interpret it. It was a skill, one I had mastered. “It’s a peace treaty.”
“I know informally you are at peace with him, but I thought you said he would only agree to an official one on paper with an offer of marriage?”
The corner of my lips lifted. “I guess he changed his mind.”
He didn’t look happy. At all. “Is there anything else with the offer of a treaty?”
I shook my head. “No. He’s been unusually quiet for Blaise.”
Suspicion crowned his eyes. “When will he be arriving? I heard he was coming.” His jaw clenched. “From others. Not you.”
“I forgot, honestly. It’s not a big deal.”
“My family may want me back early. I forgot to tell you.”
My next breath caught in my throat. “Are you joking? Tell me you’re joking!”
“I’m not.”
Seriousness swallowed his usually bright features, swirling my mind into a mixture of emotions. “Is this because Blaise is coming?”
Cedric looked over my shoulder and cleared his throat. “Uh, there’s someone behind you.”
I jolted, then turned. The lady’s honey-brown gaze softened when she smiled. Soft dimples curved her thin, rosy-pink lips. Her fair-blonde hair was styled into soft waves. “Your Majesty. I am Marissa.”
“The daughter of Lady Amber,” I recalled aloud. The lords had told me they’d be appointing her to me. At least she looked kind. Although, looks were often deceiving. 
She nodded, then tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. Her eyes darted from me to Cedric. “You’re the renowned Berovian faery.”
He extended his hand. “You can call me Cedric.” 
She flushed pink a little but shook his hand. I cleared my throat, and her gaze flitted back to me. She dropped Cedric’s hand as if it were poisonous. I almost laughed but held it in. 
“I’m surprised we are only just meeting.”
She thumbed the side of her neck. “Yes, I was advised you didn’t have space in your schedule.”
My gaze flicked to Cedric. He would have been the one to organize my calendar. It was mostly an honorary title, but regardless, he had a job to do.
“I didn’t know.” He gave me a look before I could chastise him. “I only told your people you didn’t have space to add anything else in. You’ve been overwhelmed,” he said, his tone softening. 
“I would have made time for my new lady-in-waiting. It is custom for us to get to know one another, no?”
She nodded, a sweet smile thinning her lips. “I was happy to wait until you have time for me. I can only imagine the amount of matters you must attend.”
“How would a walk in the gardens tomorrow morning sound?”
“That sounds wonderful. Thank you, Your Majesty. I am looking forward to serving you.”
I grabbed a glass of sparkling orange juice from a tray. I took a sip, then smiled, my lips still on the glass. “Your uncle is Lord Gregoir, correct?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Excellent.” A hint of a smirk played on my lips. “You can call me Winter, informally,” I said. “When we’re just talking as friends.”
“Thank you…” She hesitated. “Winter.” Clasping her fingers together, she stood gracefully, holding her head up. She was the epitome of the perfect lady. I wasn’t sure how she wasn’t married yet. I was sure many of the nobles at court had their eye on her. For now, however, she was my lady and the niece of the man I needed to buy off.
“Marissa.” I gestured in the direction of my mother and Vahaga. “Do your best to keep her away from me this evening. I wouldn’t want a scene at my own banquet.”
“I must clarify at the possibility of being wrong and causing offence. Do you mean your mother?”
“Yes.” I looked at my mother tight-lipped. 
She nodded and lowered her gaze. “Of course. So, are you prepared for the Ruby Circle?” she asked, referring to the age-old tradition of ladies coming to court in an attempt to become the next queen’s ladies. Usually, queens had six, and princesses had three. I had none up until this point, but that had been by choice. Having them now could be beneficial. I could use eyes and ears at court. Secrets and gossip were abounding there, and I needed an army of my own, even if they wore dresses and bows.
“Surprisingly, Marissa, I am.”
“You never had ladies before.” Her eyes glittered. 
“No.” I moved my finger over my glass. “How well informed you are.”
“I’m sorry for being so bold. I didn’t intend to offend you. It’s just, it was common knowledge. People spoke about you, naturally. You were the princess.”
“I’m not offended at all.” My eyebrows furrowed. “I was actually hoping those keen ears of yours may be helpful to me in the future. You know how women are looked at. I may have a crown, but I promise it’s no different. I need loyal friends, women like you.”
“I don’t know about anyone else, but I am delighted to have a queen.” 
Cedric interjected. “Not to be rude, but there’s a man waiting impatiently in the wings.”
My eyes flicked to him—tall, handsome, and sporting a lazy grin. “Ah, yes. Give me a moment to appease this pain in the—”
“Winter!” Corbin extended his arms. 
“It’s Your Majesty,” I said, scolding him and ignoring his embrace. “I’m surprised to see you haven’t wed yet.”
“What can I say, Your Majesty, I’m hard to tie down. Perhaps I will wait a year or two before marrying.”
“Lucky for Lady Avery.”
He winced, then grinned. “You see, it’s been difficult for me to rebuild my reputation after you left it in tatters all those years ago.”
“I can see how much you’re struggling.” I repressed the urge to roll my eyes, but deep down, I did feel bad for what I had done. I sighed and shook my head. “I am…” 
“Yes?”
“Sorry for that. It wasn’t my place.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “No, it wasn’t. Besides, it wasn’t what it looked like.”
“No?”
He lowered his voice to a whisper and leaned in. “Well, actually, it was what it looked like.”
“Then why ask to marry Nissa Avery if you like men?”
“I like both.” He looked me up and down with a smirk. “Don’t worry, Winter, you’re safe. I only like girls with a personality.” 
I pressed my lips together. “I’m feeling less guilty by the second.”
He looked at where Nissa stood, wearing a floor-length yellow dress with lines on the bodice. “Probably what your father liked too, seeing as he sent you and your bore of a mother to Inferis so he could be with Nissa too. She’s feisty.”
I gritted my teeth. “You make it very difficult to feel bad for you.”
He shrugged. “I don’t need you to. Just your willingness to offer me repentance occasionally, when needed. I mean, if you’re trying to make things right. For example, you hold a piece of land that belonged to my father.”
My eyebrows knitted together. “Ah yes, Lord Abor.” I wanted to ask why my father had taken it, but I didn’t want to appear ill-informed—even if it were true. “Why should I give it to you?”
“That land was going to be mine, and I want it back. After all, you may earn my forgiveness.”
I repressed the urge to roll my eyes. “I care little for forgiveness. I’ve already apologized.”
He half shrugged. “I will keep asking—”
“If I give it to you, will you leave me alone?” I asked. 
He shoved his hands in his pockets, a sly smirk appearing, showing off his dimple. “Yes.”
“Then I’ll take it under consideration.” 
He raised his eyebrows quickly. “I’m sure you’ll make the right decision. Talk soon, Your Majesty,” he said and strutted away. 
I turned toward Marissa and Cedric, who’d stayed quiet. “I didn’t realize how much greed rules the nobles and lords here.”
“They were always like that,” Marissa explained. “The only difference is you have the power and wealth, so you see it more. Everyone wants a piece.” 
“At least greed is easy to predict,” I said and took Cedric’s arm. “Let’s dance. Excuse us, Marissa.”
She curtseyed and moved out the way. Cedric led me to the center of the room. I gave a curt nod to the string quartet, and they began the waltz. He held me tightly as we moved in sync. “Aren’t you worried what people will think?”
I shook my head. “It’s only a dance.”
“You managed that with dignity,” he said with approval. “He was baiting you. Your personality is quite vibrant. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be with you.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you.” My joy was short-lived, as our previous conversation floated back into my mind. “Except you’re leaving before the coronation.”
His royal blood was showing as the dance progressed. He knew every step and did them with grace and perfection, unlike when I had danced the same dance with Blaise. It was different—raw, passionate, and messy. 
“I need to talk to you about that,” he said, and a lump rose in my throat. “The arrangements for my return to Berovia have begun.”
“Don’t go,” I pleaded. “Please.”
He winced. “Don’t do that.”
“What?”
“Beg.”
Tears welled in my eyes. “Why are you acting so strangely?” 
He swallowed hard, the lump in his throat moving as he diverted his stare from me. “It’s complicated.”
“When did you stop telling me things?”
He didn’t answer.
“Please, stay an extra week until my coronation. Is it so hard?”
His hand moved toward my cheek, but looking around, he thought better of it. “Us, here, it’s been a beautiful escape. We can talk for hours and laugh at the same things. It’s easy being with you, but I think we both know it has to come to an end.”
Prickles swept through my arms and torso, standing my hairs on end. I stopped dancing. “To an end? We were just talking about leaving early, but you were always supposed to come back.” 
He pressed his lips together. “This isn’t easy for me either. I gave up a lot to save you, to go with you to battle, and I knew I was doing the right thing. You were alone, without a friend, and I believe the gods placed me in your path. I’ve grown to care deeply for you, but things have grown complicated, and with Blaise returning, I worry he will be less than forthcoming.”
My heart palpated. “You’re breaking up with me?”
“Where will we live?” he asked, as if my heart wasn’t breaking. “It’s not been easy navigating this court. I’m here, for you, but I am not welcome. When you are not with me, the verbal abuse I’ve gotten, the constant stares and whispering, it can dampen even the sunniest soul. I may not care much for what they think of me, but I want to be back among those I like. My friends, my family. They need me, and I need to do by right by them.”
I understood. For someone like him, why would he stay and give it all up for me? “I know.” But it didn’t hurt any less.
“Winter, I could never be with you here. Not truly. I want a marriage, not a relationship in private, and I know you can’t give me more than that.”
Tears swam in my eyes. “I don’t want to be alone.”
“You won’t be.” He looked around the room. “I don’t fully understand your culture, and yes, some of it is questionable, but I see the incredible change you’re bringing already. I believe you can be the leader these people need. You have Morgana.”
I gulped. I hadn’t spoken to her since. I think, in a way, we were both nervous to be around each other. The necromancer was such a big thing to tackle, and neither she nor I had the energy to do it. “Yes.” My gaze found Marissa in the crowd. “I suppose I’ll have Marissa. I like Amara too.”
“There.” He smiled a sad smile, then held my hand. I should have told him no, but his touch was needed. Wanted. “Just do me one favor, Winter.”
“What?”
“I saw the way you lit up when you saw the peace treaty. Do what you need to do to keep peace between your kingdoms, but don’t trust Blaise. He’s dangerous. I’ve heard stories about him. Some maybe you don’t know. He manipulates you. I saw it when we were in Niferum. I think he likes you, but the way he shows it isn’t right. You deserve better than him.”
I blinked back tears. “I don’t want him, Cedric.”
He cast his eyes downward. “We both know that’s not entirely true. Don’t forget, I can tell when you’re lying.”
My stomach flipped. “What bad things have you heard?”
“He drove a girl to madness, to becoming a feral fae. Then she died. He’s slept with many women and broke their hearts. He would drink and scheme. There’s even a rumor he killed his father in cold blood. He plays with people’s emotions. I know, occasionally, we all have to betray the people we care about to do the right thing, but he does it all the time, for the wrong reasons. Just be careful.”
His horrified expression paused me. My mouth felt horribly dry. “What if there was good reason for it?”
“Don’t defend him.” He shook his head, his expression shrouded in disappointment. “How can any reason be good enough for those things? If you think him redeemable, then you’re not the person I thought you were.”
“You’re so blinded by hatred for him, you don’t see what I do.”
“I can’t believe you’re defending him.”
Our conversation was beginning to call attention our way. “We will discuss this later.”
He stepped back, then put his hands in the air. “We don’t have anything more to discuss.”







TWELVE
 
I stormed back to my room as midnight chimed. Anger kept me awake. I was being left… again. Something about Cedric was off. He kept talking about Blaise so much, I was starting to wonder if he was the one who was obsessed with him. 
I punched the bed and realized I hadn’t taken the second dose of the potion to keep the necromancer’s presence suppressed. I looked around for it, but my mind was fuzzy. Black dots floated in my vision as the pull for slumber was too strong to resist. I felt emotionally and physically drained, and the bed was a warm embrace filled with blankets and duck-feather pillows. 
Snuggling against my mattress, I drifted into blackness. 
 
I had barely fallen asleep when I was awake again, but things were distorted. Stone walls brightened from the shadows as the lamps flickered on. Air swept through the open window, circulating cold around my bedroom. Pale moonlight illuminated crimson-soaked gray. The floor was covered in drying blood; next to it, a body.
“What’s happening?” My voice echoed. I whipped my head around, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood erect. The floor felt icy to my bare feet. The candle in my hands shook and the flame died, leaving a trail of smoke climbing upward. “Hello?”
I jolted back when I saw a pair of soulless gray eyes watching me. His stare latched onto mine, unwilling to relent the tug-of-war between my conscious and subconscious. It was growing darker. The corners of his lips curled into a sadistic smile. There was no humanity left in him, not even a scrap. He was darkness incarnate. Blaise had once told me the tale of Evangeline. It spun back into my mind, painting a story of the girl who defeated the necromancer’s hold over her, with death. 
“You’re the necromancer,” I stated. My breath fogged in the air. The temperature dropped a few degrees. A shiver snaked down my spine, and I shuddered it away. 
“Good observation.” He turned his back to me, looking at the body on the floor instead. “It’s a shame about your father. He was a man who knew what he wanted.” He waved his hand in the air. “It’s a pity I only got to meet him through the eyes of others.”
“Others?”
“Those who use sacrificial magic.” He picked at his nails, which looked like talons. He looked not from this world. “They never last long, but you and Morgana, you’re tough.”
My eyes narrowed. “We are. You’re in my mind.” I could sense the coldness prickling every part of me numb in my waking life. “How did you attach yourself to me? Was it while I was on the other side? I wasn’t a part of the deal.” 
Not that I wanted Morgana to be either, but he’d not stuck to their agreement, and I needed to know why. 
“A part of you always belonged to me, Winter Mortis.” He tilted his head. “The first time you used dark magic, you opened a door. Your ancestors temporarily blocked it, but I knew eventually I would find a way in. To have a queen in my pocket… and now I do.”
“No!” I shouted. My desperate tone bounced around us in echo. 
“Yes.” He hissed, chuckling as he did. “Morgana brought you back from the dead. Her first mistake. You were not worth it, but it doesn’t matter. It worked out well. I have a queen, a woman who can go anywhere, do anything without much repercussion, in my control.”
“I am not in your control.”
“Yet,” he replied. “The concoction Morgana has spelled up for you will not last. The ingredients are rare. They will run out, and when they do, I will be here. Waiting. Just like tonight when you forgot to take it. Only traces linger in your blood, enough for me to break through, at least here in your subconscious.” He paused, looking at the window. His wide, terrifying gaze focused on the full moon. “You will forget again because you are not attentive. I have been alive for centuries. You are still a teenager.”
“Barely,” I said, as if it made any difference that I was soon to be nineteen. “It doesn’t matter how long you’ve been feeding off souls and bringing out the darkest parts of people. I’ll find a way to cast you out. Do you know why?”
He smirked. “Because you’re good and I’m evil? I’ve heard it before.”
I took a step forward. “No. I’m willing to break the rules to get what I want, and what I want is you gone. From me and from Morgana.” 
“With your ancestral magic?” he spat. “Weak.”
My gaze drifted to his talons. “I’ve heard stories about you.”
“Don’t put much worth to stories, young queen.”
The corner of my mouth twitched. From somewhere in the distance outside, I heard a raven squawk. “I believe there’s a lot more to stories than anyone wants to let on.”
He ran a talon along my dresser. He examined my perfume atomizers and lotions. “I was fooled once, and I shall not be again. I know your weaknesses. One of them is your mentor, your only true friend. The other, the fae boy prince.”
“Cedric.”
“I can hurt Morgana. I can have her hurt others you love.”
“You can go to hell.” 
He snarled. “I’m already there, girl.”
I heard a woman’s voice catch in the breeze, whispers that dissolved as quickly as they had come. “What was that?” 
He shook his head. “Nothing of importance.”
“I doubt it. We’re inside my head, right? Except, I wouldn’t dream up my father’s body. I feel no remorse.”
He grinned once more, sending shivers down my spine. He sat in a chair, and his eyes rolled back. “Those words are music to my ears. I want you to feel no remorse, to kill without fear or worry.”
“My father was a bad person. I did what I had to. I wouldn’t kill anyone else.”
“Unless you had to. Like last time. Like you said, you’ll hurt people to get what you want.” 
“I don’t want to kill people. It brings me no satisfaction.”
“How precious.” His words slithered into the next. “You want to be good.”
I swallowed thickly. “I do what’s best for the people I care about.”
“Oh, silly girl, did you not know? I have seen your mind, Winter Mortis, and it is mine. There is evil in your soul. It’s what makes you weak. Morgana is different, but you…” He tasted the air, acting as if he had eaten the most delicious meal. “You are delectable. You will be the perfect murderer. That space where remorse should be, it’s empty.” 
“You’re playing with my head. I won’t fall for it. I feel guilt.”
His lip twitched upward. “You and I are alike, wicked at the core.”
“I’m nothing like you.”
“Just let go,” he said. “It will be easier for us both. You will enjoy it if you embrace me. Together, we can have power.” 
I looked around as the whispers rose louder. “This may be my mind, but those whispers in the air I don’t recognize. They’re linked to you. There are things here that are yours.” I hurried to the door, sweeping past his large form. 
“I wouldn’t leave, if I were you.” Warning laced his tone. “We are in your subconscious. Without me, the demons in your head will be free to torture you,” he explained. “You may never escape. Those who venture into the depths of their pain often don’t return. You’ll appear to the world as mad, but the true you will be caged.”
I shuddered, then recoiled my hand from the door.
His words were hollowed. “I require deaths. I need to bring someone back.”
“You’re a necromancer. Isn’t bringing people back from the dead like your main thing?” I looked down at myself, as I was a living and breathing example of his work. 
“It’s not as easy as that. The person who died is not whole. Their bones no longer exist. I can only bring them back to have them die again.” 
I arched an eyebrow. “You want to bring someone back from the dead to kill them?”
His thin blue lips pulled in behind his teeth. “The semantics are not important. All you must know is you will help me. I won’t ask again. Stop taking the potion, or I will force you to.”
He flexed his fingers and sent me back to consciousness. Agony ripped through me and tugged at my nerves, dropping me to the ground.
 
***
 
“Your Majesty.” Adius opened the door. “King Blaise has set sail and will be arriving this evening.”
His words didn’t register in my mind at first. After my brush with the necromancer early this morning, I had been distracted, lost to thoughts I couldn’t connect. “Hmm?” 
“Your Majesty? Are you unwell?”
I shook my head, snapping myself out of it. “Sorry. Um. Blaise. Right,” I said, connecting his words. “Yes, let him in.”
He scratched the back of his head. “Of course, but he has already been let in?” Confusion pinched his eyebrows down. “Are you sure you’re well? Would you have me fetch the physician?”
“No.” I inhaled sharply. “I’m fine, really. It’s the coronation and the fae’s visit. It has me stressed is all. Thanks, Adius.”
He didn’t look entirely convinced but left me in peace nonetheless. I liked that about him. He was short, to the point, and knew when to drop things. 
Shortly after leaving, Marissa entered. A long white dress hugged her thin figure. Its lace trim and her matching bonnet gave it elegance. Her little lace umbrella would do little with the clouds blocking most of the sun, but I dared not say a thing. “Your Majesty.”
“Winter,” I stated.
She smiled politely. “Winter. Are you ready for our walk?”
I nodded. “Yes. I actually have a few things to discuss with you.”
I escorted her out, and we made our way through the bustling corridors, escorted by my guards, until we reached the large archway and doors to the garden. I gave them the signal to leave us alone. 
The frostbitten grass promised spring was still out of grasp. Bare branches from tall oaks shadowed skeletal leaves that carpeted the ground. Rotten conkers peeked between long grass, forgotten by squirrels. The small, white flowers of baby’s breath had survived the cold. A layer of fog hovered through the gardens. We strolled between flowerbeds and weathered stone fountains.
“What do you think of Lady Nissa Avery?” I asked. 
She pressed her thin lips together, brushing her gloved hand against her chest. She inhaled deeply. “She is… ambitious.”
“You are to speak honestly, Marissa.”
“She uses her body to get what she wants.”
“I know.”
“She knows everything about everyone. She makes it her business to indulge in gossip.”
A hint of a smile crossed my mouth. “Don’t we all?”
Marissa blushed. “I suppose. She had been discarded after the king’s death. People were cruel to her, and I admire how she held herself. I would not have fared so well, admittedly, in the same situation.”
“Good to know. I want you to arrange a meeting for me to meet her.”
“What would be the purpose of the meeting, if I may ask?”
“You may. I would like to invite her to be a lady-in-waiting.”
Her eyes widened. I didn’t know how they could get any bigger. “Excuse me for saying, but the lords may not find her as a suitable lady. Usually, we are maidens.”
“She’s smart.” I counted my fingers. “Resourceful. Strong. Bold. She knows things. I need those traits.”
“Of course, Your Majesty.”
I gave her a look. “She will do well, I believe. I had been looking at her all wrong. She may have been my father’s mistress, but she could be the key to what I need. Remember what I told you before? I need to build my own private army if I am to survive this place.” I looked back at the castle. “If any of us will.”
 
***
 
My foot caught on the step on the way to the main hall after returning to the castle. As I lurched forward, the air whooshed from my lungs. I caught myself, pushing out my hands in front of me. Blood rushed to my face. I was immediately swarmed with guards, who pulled me to my feet. I tried to push them off. I could get up on my own, and some of the nobles were watching. I couldn’t show weakness. They were like lions, and I, a gazelle. 
Vahaga was among them. His bright eyes latched onto me like a snake eyeing its dinner. I pulled my lips behind my teeth, then brushed the dirt from my dress. My mother stared me down. Wrinkles protruded from the corners of her eyes, veining to her graying hairline. Her thin lips were pursed, and her hands were clasped over her emerald-green bodice. She whispered something to Vahaga, who gave her a curt nod, then turned from me. 
I turned on my heel and strutted toward them. “Vahaga,” I called before he could leave.
His eyes widened when he faced to turn me. Normally, I’d be formal and show some form of respect, but not anymore. Not after what I heard had happened at the trials that morning. 
“Your Majesty,” he said slowly, a hiss stretching out his words. “What may I do for you?”
My mother didn’t say a word but looked me to him and back. Her face was a ghost of mine. It took everything for me not to punch him in the face. I bit my tone down, aware we were surrounded with eavesdroppers. “I have been advised of the incident at the court trials this morning. The young mother.”
His expression relaxed. A small smile tugged his lips. “You have made your position on attending the trials clear. I have relinquished the idea of you upholding tradition.”
“Perhaps if my verdicts were upheld, I would continue to attend them.” Neither of us looked away. “Regardless, as queen, I get final say on them.”
His eyebrow kicked up. “May I remind you, while you are indeed monarch, I, high priest, carry out sentencing for serious crimes.”
My nose wrinkled. “She has three children. You cannot endorse her public shaming.” My stomach knotted at the thought of her being placed in the stocks. “Then imprisoned.”
“She chose her path.” He attempted to turn, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back to face me. It was incredibly stupid to do it. A gasp escaped my mother’s mouth. 
“What are you doing?” His eyes narrowed. 
“I’m not finished.” I teetered on the edge of rage. My fingers were visibly shaking as I recoiled. The nobles in the vicinity no longer feigned their ignorance. Silence surrounded us. All eyes were on us.
“You are not fit—”
My eyes flashed. “I dare you to continue that sentence.”
Clearing his throat, he flicked his gaze to those near us, then back to me. “Like I said, she deserved her punishment and more. She’s lucky she wasn’t sentenced to execution. I was merciful due to her status.”
I half laughed. “Merciful? Her children will be sent to worker houses.”
“She should have made better choices.”
Bewilderment widened my gaze. “Better choices?” I scoffed. “She didn’t decide to be raped.”
“Supposedly raped,” he stated. “He says she agreed to lay with him. She came to her husband not a maiden, so what he said isn’t unbelievable.”
“I was told she was found with marks on her. Nail imprints on her thighs. A handprint around her throat.”
“He professes his innocence, and we do not condemn people without proof.”
I rolled my eyes. “They always do say they’re innocent. Yet you condemn her.”
He shook his head. “She attempted to cut off his… manhood.” 
“I am aware,” I snapped, and one of the noble’s wives’ jaw dropped. “However, she didn’t actually complete the task.” I gritted my teeth. “We are imprisoning the wrong person. The only reason she is being charged is because she admitted to her wrongdoing, unlike him.”
“The verdict is final.”
“I will continue to intervene. I will not drop this.”
Silence hung between us for a few moments, until my mother stepped in. “While your sentence was light for the woman, maybe on this one occasion, you can look into the evidence a little further. It wouldn’t do any harm, and if Her Majesty is wrong, then I’m sure she will gracefully accept the woman’s sentence.”
Vahaga gave her a look that begged it wasn’t likely for me to do such a thing. He was right. “We can open the trial again.” He turned his head to look at my mother. “I doubt we will find anything else.”
“I want everything reported to me first,” I said through gritted teeth. “The man accused of rape will be held in the dungeons until the trial. A court trial should not be held for such terrible crimes,” I explained. 
“I agree,” Vahaga said, to my surprise. “Attempted mutilation requires a public trial.”
“I meant the rape.” I flexed my fingers. 
“That too,” he said unconvincingly. 
I rubbed my forehead. We stood feet apart, neither of us looking away. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Enjoy your former husband-to-be’s visit to the castle.” His mouth pinched. “I’ve heard the king of Niferum can be ruthless and unforgiving.”
My eyes glinted. “Not to me,” I said, and he walked away, leaving me among the nobles and guards. I marched into the hallway, then to the large arches looking out into the frozen courtyard. Footsteps echoed mine. A hand gripped my wrist. A guard stepped in, but I nodded for him to stop. “Mother.” I let out a weighted sigh. “If you expect me to thank you for what you said—”
“There are private rooms for such matters to be discussed.” Her grip tightened. She spoke in a low, aggressive whisper. “You made a spectacle out of our high priest. Out of yourself. Where is your dignity?”
I scoffed. “I might ask you the same question. You stand by and allow men to not even hold a trial because the husband said he didn’t do it. It’s disgusting.”
“If you had been there, Winter.” She raised her thin eyebrows. “Then you would have been able to do something about it.”
“You’re right. I will be there for now on, until I make changes.”
“More changes. When will you grow up?”
I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I saw André.” I didn’t know why I was sharing such valuable information, but the look on her face was worth it. “At the river in the sacred part of the forest.”
Her expression dropped. Her bloodshot eyes glossed, and the sides of her lips softened. “How was he?” Desperation laced her tone. 
“He seemed okay at first, but then he was dragged from me. Quite violently.” The memory sent a shudder through me. “He told me to be weary of Vahaga.” I was either incredibly smart or utterly stupid for telling her. “He’s dangerous, Mother. I know you loved your son. He loved you too.” I had no idea why. “What I am telling you is the truth, and if you have any love left in that icy heart of yours, you will not side with him again.”
“André wouldn’t say that.”
“I don’t know what to tell you. He did. I’m not lying.”
Her jaw clenched. “If I told Vahaga what you said…”
“Go ahead,” I said in warning. “Even those on the other side can be punished. You know this.” I referred to the ancestors who shattered souls out of existence, those who had committed treason, sacrilege before their death. When they died, the oldest ancestors wouldn’t allow them to join them. “Or so Vahaga has told us. Gamble your son’s soul and daughter’s reign for a man who wouldn’t shed a tear over any of us.”
She opened her mouth to speak but closed it without a word passing her lips. She left without so much as looking at me. My stomach swirled. 
 
***
 
Morgana. I sighed with relief when I saw her long, knotted curls dance on her back as she walked holding an array of items. She was halfway up the spiral stone steps when she sensed me. She whipped her head back, almost dropping a bottle of blue liquid as she did. “Winter. You’re alone.” 
“I have ordered the royal guard to welcome Blaise to the castle. He will be arriving shortly.”
“You should be there.”
I sucked in deep breaths as I climbed the steps to her. I rested my hands on my knees, attempting to catch my breath. “I will, but first, we must talk. It’s about the necromancer.”
She swallowed thickly. She nodded, then ushered me up the steps to her tower room. 
Not much had changed, apart from the shelves. I noticed the slanted ones had been fixed. The mixed aroma of heather and lavender filled the circular room. Bookshelves housed the same dusty books, and orange hues, kissing the sky in dusk, arrowed through the small arched windows. I gripped my staff, then uttered the spell to protect us from anyone listening. Although this part of the castle was quiet, I couldn’t risk it. Not anymore. 
“I met him,” I told her as she placed the items she’d been carrying on her already-overcrowded desk. “He came to me when I was asleep. He lingered there, between my conscious and subconscious right before I woke up.” 
Slowly turning, her orb-like eyes regarded me. “What did he say?”
“He warned me to stop taking the potion to suppress him. He said you don’t have enough to last, and soon he will have control.” My gaze flicked to the windows. “He will use you to hurt people I care about if I don’t obey.” 
I didn’t want to admit how small that list was. 
“He’s testing you.” She hurried to the bookshelves and ran her long fingers along the well-creased spines. Tears swam in her eyes, although she tried to blink them away. 
I closed the distance between us. The smell of leather pinched my nostrils. I placed my hand on her shoulder, and she flinched. “You’re in pain.”
“Yes.” She didn’t try to deny it. I noticed her staff was gathering dust, leaned against the wall. “There isn’t enough potion.” 
“What do we do?”
She pulled out a heavy-looking book. “I will continue to research. What you said about him being able to access your mind between awake and asleep reminded me of something I read before. Like how the fae can dream-walk, necromancers can stay between realms. When we sleep, Winter, they say our soul leaves to another place.”
My eyebrows knitted together. “You think he’s living somewhere between realms?”
“Yes.”
“If we know where he is, then we can kill him.” My voice charged with hope. 
“No.”
My hope fizzled. “How does it help then?”
“It’s a start. We must gather as much knowledge as possible. You know the benefits of knowing.”
I nodded in understanding. “I know what we need. Banned books. All of them. I’m queen now.”
“About that.” She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Be careful with your power. My foresight has been… fuzzy… since the necromancer took hold. I’ve been trying to close him out, but I’m close to breaking.” 
The revelation knocked me backward. I steadied myself. “He will be in control if you do.”
“Which is why you must lock me away, Winter. I have been wanting to come to you, but I wanted to ready myself first. I haven’t been using magic. I don’t want to give him any more power than he already has. Neither should you.”
“I barely use magic these days. Every need is taken care of.” I fondly recalled the days when I had the freedom to practice with Morgana. “I’m not locking you away.”
“If I am not in control, I could hurt. Even kill. He’s bloodthirsty. He requires death. I feel it in every fiber of my being.”
“I know.” I bit on my bottom lip, then rubbed the back of my neck. “If you change, I will lock you away.”
She cast her eyes downward, her expression unreadable. “Good. As I said, be careful. The lords, Vahaga… they all want to see you fall. I’ve seen them, heard the whispers, and I can’t help you. They’re desperate, and desperation makes people do dangerous things.”
I placed my hands on hers. “I will heed your warning.” 
She turned her back toward me and rummaged through her desk until she found a familiar bottle. “More potion. It should last you a couple of weeks.”
Uneasiness settled in my stomach. “Is there really no more?”
“No.” She cast her eyes downward. “If you can acquire the books banned by your father, I suggest you do so in secrecy. Ask Blaise to help you.”
I looked at her incredulously. “I can’t do that.”
“You can and you must. He will help you, and he’s a good ally. Tell him everything.”
“I haven’t even told Cedric.”
“Blaise knows how to get around people. He knows the trickery of politics and how to keep things hidden. Blaise will do anything to help you. He will go further than Cedric ever could.”
I realized she saw them as nothing more than traits; right now, Blaise’s were needed more than Cedric’s. 
“It’s more complicated than that,” I explained. “Blaise won’t put himself on the line for me. Again.”
She gave me a look. “Get Blaise to help you. For all our sakes.” She looked out the window. “You can start now. They’re here.”
 
 





THIRTEEN
 
 
The ship’s navy-blue sails flapped in the wind. Beside the grand vessel were two smaller ships. Their carriages had already gone. He must’ve been close. The drawbridge was lowered, and my heart pounded. Cedric joined my side. We hadn’t spoken since our fight, and I was sure seeing Blaise wouldn’t help. 
“I thought you were leaving before Blaise arrived.” 
He held his head high. “I decided to follow your footsteps.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “How so?”
“To be brave.”
I couldn’t help but smile, even though I was mad at him. “Good.”
“We should talk before bed,” he said quickly. 
I nodded. “Yes. We should.”
His fingers brushed mine but pulled away. A guard walked to my other side and stood with a spear as the horses pulled their carriages over gravel. The door was opened once they stopped in front of us. A pair of black boots hit the ground. My breath was stolen. He looked different. Stronger. Deadlier. His eyes focused on mine, and a wicked grin taunted on his lips. 
His grin hardened into a frown when he saw Cedric. He paused in front of me. “Love.” He held my hands in his, then bowed and kissed them.
My heart skipped a beat. Cedric’s expression wavered, uncertainty lingering in his eyes. 
“Blaise.” 
We were being far too informal, but being anything but felt unnatural at this point. 
“I’ll find you later.” He winked, then gave Cedric a hard stare. 
“I don’t understand the sudden hate. You always disliked one another, but now…” I shook my head. 
“You have guests to greet,” Cedric said bluntly, his tone sharp, and walked away. He greeted a few of the fae he’d become friendly with while we had been in Niferum, and he accompanied them into the banquet hall. 
Prince Lucien was accompanied by a beautiful young faery. His brother Niam walked behind him, hand-in-hand with his boyfriend, Crawn, who was as always dressed in the most elaborate costume of feathers and green, resembling the peacocks that wandered the gardens. 
“Your Majesty.” Niam bowed with Crawn. Lucien reluctantly fell in line, bowing too. They stepped around me as more hurried to meet me.
Vahaga did his best to hold his disgust as they were brought into the castle, but he made sure to take the time to shoot me a venomous stare. 
Many of the men watched with disgust, although their anger was swiftly replaced with something else when they saw the beautiful fae women. Blaise had brought a small army with him. I guessed he wasn’t going to make the same mistake in trusting lunas again, after my father was close to slaughtering them at our almost-wedding, even though I was in power. Blaise never had been naïve. I noticed Darlina had joined him on his journey—his plaything, ex- or current girlfriend, I wasn’t sure. She didn’t look happy to see me. She swept into the hall, her bright-red dress billowing around her as she did. I gave her a bright smile and was pleased to see annoyance shroud her features.
I’d hoped to talk to Blaise in private, but I had no idea where he’d gone. Something had changed about him though. I could see it in his eyes. They were no longer pained. The suffering in his expression had evaporated and was replaced with callousness. He reminded me of the prince I’d met years before, not the man I’d come to… care for. 
 
The gray evening fell into night by the time I finished greeting everyone. Blackness pinched above as if the starless sky had swallowed the light from the world.
“Your Majesty.” Amara curtseyed. Her hair spilled around her face. “King Blaise wishes to speak with you.” 
My stomach dipped. It was about time. His abrupt leave into the castle may have pleased Cedric, but it had saddened me. “Where is he?”
She flushed pink. “He’s, um, well, he’s in your chambers.”
My eyes bulged. “My chambers?” I asked. She must’ve been mistaken. 
“He told the guards you asked for him to wait for you there.”
I inhaled sharply. I wanted to tell her I absolutely had not, but I assumed she already knew. “Thanks, Amara.” 
I hurried past her, barely acknowledging those vying for conversation from me. After pushing through the gathering groups of people, I rushed into emptying hallways and ran to my room. 
I was breathless when I opened the door. “You!” I exclaimed, my voice pitched higher. “My chambers? Really?”
He gave me an obvious stare. “I wasn’t going to talk to you while you were standing with your sparkly pet.”
Rage bubbled in my core. “His name is Cedric.”
He shrugged. He leaned against the wall next to my bed. The window next to him granted moonlight, illuminating his matte-black strands that curled around his pointed ears and silver crown. “I see you got the dress I sent.”
“Why did you send it?”
His lips curved into a wicked grin. “I saw it and thought of how beautiful you would look in it. It’s a selfish reason really. You know I like beautiful things.”
My heart thumped. “You shouldn’t have.”
He licked his lips, still smirking. “I thought you’d be pleased to see me. I guess not.”
I breathed in deep breaths, fumbling my fingers as I did. I was, but I couldn’t tell him that. “You’ve changed,” I stated. 
“We all change. I see you have been spending all your spare time with Cedric.”
How did he know all of this? Then again, he had managed to place a spy in Berovia of all places, so I shouldn’t have been surprised there had been one or two at my court. “Is it a crime to spend time with my…”
“Your what?”
“We’re together.”
“Are you marrying him?”
I jolted. “No.”
“Good.”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t get jealous.”
He scoffed a laugh. “I’m not.”
“I thought you had accepted my being with him.”
He hesitated. “Things changed.”
My eyes narrowed. “Like what this time? Your mood swings are giving me a headache.” My stomach ached. “Don’t you dare think you have the right to come into my chambers in my castle, in my kingdom, and get upset at me for enjoying the little time I do have to spare, and I’m talking minutes here and there, to talk to the one person who makes me laugh.”
He winced. “He makes you laugh.”
“Yes.” I tilted my head. “I thought we were on good terms now. You sent a treaty.”
“I did.”
My gaze flicked to the bed, then to him. “If we spend too long in my room, people will talk. Cedric will know, and if he finds out you were in here, he will be mad,” I explained. “We can go to my father’s office to discuss.”
“It’s your office now, Winter.”
“Right.” I cleared my throat. “Well, let’s go there.”
A playful grin played on his lips. The Blaise I knew returned. “Or you’re worried if we’re left alone for too long, you’ll kiss me again.”
My cheeks heated. “That was a mistake,” I explained, referring to the last time I’d been in Niferum. Kissing Blaise behind Cedric’s back wasn’t something I’d consider doing again. 
He walked toward me, focused, his gaze unrelenting in its invasiveness. I backed against the wall. He leaned his arm against it, trapping me between him and ancient stone. “It wasn’t a mistake for me.”
I swallowed thickly. “I care about you.” I knew he needed to hear it, even if he pretended not to. “But I’m not going to hurt Cedric.” 
He leaned down, bringing his lips near to the side of my face. His breath tingled my ear. “Surely you’re bored of your sparkly pet by now.” He traced a finger with his free hand down my cleavage and stopped right above the top of my dress. 
I ground my teeth. “He’s not my pet.”
He shrugged again, unmoving in his stance yet edging his body closer to mine. “He acts like it. Like a dog. Always at your side. Haven’t you wondered why? What secrets he holds?” His expression turned venomous. 
“What is your problem with him?”
He fell silent. “Ask him. Maybe he’ll tell you.”
My heart hammered. “So there is a reason for the sudden hate?”
He didn’t divulge. “He’s not good enough for you. Don’t trust him.”
I choked on a laugh. “What, and you are good enough?”
“I don’t pretend to be anything other than who I am, and that is far from good, but I did right by you.” His expression dropped. “Yet I was left empty-handed in more ways than one.” 
My eyebrows furrowed. “How do you mean?”
“I’m not playing nice anymore, Winter. I risked too much last time.”
My heart felt like lead in my chest. “You’re wrong about Cedric.” I wondered what he meant by being left empty-handed. “Please, Blaise, if he knows you were in here, he’ll think I’m with you. I’m sure he thought it last time.”
“Good. I hope he finds out.” He moved his head down to my neck, brushing his lips against my skin.
Suddenly aware of my racing heart and flushed face, I ducked under his arm. “I hope you’re ready to be serious when we’re in public,” I scolded. “This is unacceptable. I’ve risked a lot having you here.”
“As I have for you. Believe me. I’m only here for one reason.” 
“What would that be?” 
“To retrieve all that was lost to me.”
“What was lost?”
He looked over my shoulder.
A guard walked in. “Sir Cedric is here to see you.”
Blaise scowled. “Sir Cedric?”
I nodded. “One moment,” I said, then turned toward Blaise. “I’ll ask him, but please, don’t cause any trouble. My people already have their doubts about you being here. Don’t prove them right.”
“I’ll… try to behave,” he said in promise, but the glint in his eye told me otherwise. “Good night.” He kissed my cheek, his lips lingering longer than they should have. “Come find me when you know the truth. I’ll be waiting. Also…” He splayed his fingers against my chest, right above where my heart raced to his touch. “I can tell you’re glad I’m back, even if you pretend otherwise. Let me ask you, does Cedric make your heart pound like this?” His hand pressed against the cool skin of my chest. He gazed into my eyes, and I held my breath. “Do your pupils grow so big when you look at him like they do when you look at me? I can get lost in them, except there’s something different in them this time. Something foreign.”
My lips parted. He could tell? No one else did. Was it obvious? Then again, how many people spent time staring in my eyes, except for Cedric, who hadn’t noticed anything different. 
“I’ll leave you to find out the truth.” He ran his finger down my cheek. “Don’t worry, love, you’ll be mad, but just know, if it will make you feel any better, I plan on killing him for it.”
 
***
 
Cedric leaned back against my freshly fluffed pillows. “He came to your room? Brave.” He gritted his teeth. “What did he say?”
I sat on the edge of my bed, playing with the beads on my necklace when I looked at him. “What did you do?”
A flicker of panic crossed his expression, and my stomach dipped. Blaise had been telling the truth. 
“He doesn’t like me because I’m with you.”
“Do not dance around the truth. He left it so you could tell me. He didn’t tell me a thing because he gave you the dignity to tell me yourself whatever it is that’s made him so mad. He’s willing to kill you over it, so you better tell me so I can intervene.”
“Saint Blaise,” he spat. 
“What’s gotten into you?”
He inhaled deeply, then sat upright. “I guess you’ll find out sooner or later, but you’re going to hate me for it.”
“I doubt there’s anything you could do that would make me hate you.”
“Tell me that again after we’ve finished here. This is why I was going to leave today, before he came. I want you to remember that I decided to stay, remember how I said I was going to be brave. It was for you.”
I pressed my fingers against my temple. “Cedric.”
He exhaled shakily. “I just need you to remember that.”
“I will.” My hands were shaking. 
“When we left, before we left, I may have spoken with him,” he said. 
That didn’t sound good. “And what did you talk about?”
He cursed under his breath. “Understand, you had just come back from death. You were different. When you were around Blaise, you were different, and not in a good way. He brings the worst out in you.” 
“What did you say to him?”
“I told him to stay away from you, to never write to you or talk to you again. He said he would only ever have a written treaty with Magaelor through marriage to join the kingdoms, and there was no way I was going to ever let that offer reach you.” 
My eyebrows pinched downward. “You stopped the treaty?”
“To benefit you. You’re not in your right mind when you’re with him.”
“That’s not your decision to make.”
“I saw you with him.” His expression darkened, a look I wasn’t used to seeing on his face. It frightened me a little. “I saw you kiss him. I came to find you on one of the nights you said you were too tired to meet me. I knew he was up to something.”
I swallowed thickly. Words failed me. All this time, he’d known. “Why…” My voice broke. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Because it wasn’t you. He took advantage of you. We were seeking refuge in his kingdom. Without him, you wouldn’t have been able to fight or reclaim your throne. He used that to guilt you into being with him. It’s why I wasn’t angry at you. I know you are better than your actions.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Cedric, that’s not true. It wasn’t his fault.” I pretended not to see the crestfallen look on his features. 
“He lied to you. Hurt you. You told me so.”
“I did the same to him,” I admitted. “Still, I can’t believe he would threaten your life over you telling him off.”
“That’s not why he hates me,” he admitted. He let out a weighted sigh. “I knew he’d tell you. That he’d have figured it out.” 
“Figured what out?”
“Another reason I’m not mad is because… I haven’t been entirely honest with you either.”
“Honest about what?” A shiver snaked down my spine.
“Try to understand, I didn’t have a choice. I did what was needed. For my family.”
“Cedric, tell me what you did,” I ordered, tears welling in my eyes.
“I was never meant to fall for you. It wasn’t supposed to be that way.”
 



FOURTEEN
 
My fingers brushed against my lips. My heart cracked in half as he spilled the painful truth. My fingertips trembled, and the darkness inside me struggled to reach through the haze of the potion, begging me to hurt him. To hurt Cedric. He’d been given a mission to get close to me… so he could steal the Sword of Impervius out from under me. He had also seized the Dagger of Ruin when opportunity struck. 
“I’m going to assume this mission occurred after Kiros kidnapped me?” I clenched my jaw, recalling the pain I’d been in as death neared, through the bars of the cage I had been kept in. My temples ached.
“Yes.” He wouldn’t look at me. 
I nodded slowly, biting the inside of my lip. My mind attempted to weave together the tatters of my memories, but the heartache shrouded everything else. “So, when you broke me out, it was so you could earn my trust?”
Rage flexed my fingers, forcing adrenaline through my veins. 
“It’s not the only reason.” His eyes flicked toward mine. “I didn’t want him to torture you. To keep you. I still cared about you.”
My tears fell thick and fast. Betrayal had never cut so deep. “You used me to get access to the Sword.”
“We would never have had a chance to get it while your cousin was in control.”
My stomach hurt. “I’ve heard enough. Get out.”
“Wait.” He placed his hands in the air. “Before you force me out, I need you to know why. I need you to remember that I stayed even though I knew Blaise was coming after me. I could have walked away with both the Sword and Dagger, but I didn’t.”
I crossed my arms, barely containing my fury. “Explain everything. Don’t leave anything out.”
Everything made sense now. His words: Occasionally, we all have to betray the people we care about to do the right thing. His worry about Blaise’s letters or visits. The guilt I’d seen in his eyes. None of it was my imagination. 
He unfolded his arms. “Things haven’t been easy for us in Berovia. My parents and siblings are under threat. Xenos has captured other faeries,” he explained. “He was siphoning our magic, like they used to do centuries ago. It may be illegal, but it didn’t stop him. He did it in secret, and it wasn’t until you told me about the dragons we figured out he must have been keeping them in underground caves. He’s wanted us out of control. He was power-hungry, and his son is just as bad.”
“Kiros is not as bad as his father, but that is awful.” I shook my head. I was still mad, but knowing what they were doing to faeries, draining their magic until they were mere husks of people without a way to die, made me sick. 
“Maybe he’s not, but he doesn’t want to share power with us either. We needed a safeguard.”
“The Sword of Impervius and Dagger of Ruin. The only two weapons that can kill an immortal.”
“He was after them,” Cedric explained, worry guiding his tone. “You were never meant to find this out.” A sheen of sweat covered his forehead.
“Who was after what?”
“Xenos, and Kiros knew too. They were looking for the Sword and Dagger. Now they have the Ring. If they got them, he’d have a way to kill us. Xenos wanted my family dead so the line of succession died with us. He never wanted to share Berovia with us. I’m sure his son shares his ambitions.”
“You wanted them first,” I stated. It made sense. It was what I would do, although I wasn’t going to tell him that. 
“After I was released,” he said, “I was sent home. My mother and father were forced to give the last of their gold so Xenos would release me from the dungeons. We had nothing, except for the Amulet of Viribus. When we found out they were siphoning dragons, I knew we were in trouble. With that magic, Xenos could have overpowered my family easily. Our people were being taken, captured, tortured…”
“Like me,” I stated. “Yet you betrayed me. You could have told me.”
“I got you out. We got you out. My brother gave me the last of their coin to get an army to get you.”
“Which brother?” I spat. “The one who murdered mine?”
“Yes.” He sighed. “After we spent more time together, I knew I could trust you. Well, I thought I could.”
“You could have! If you just asked.” My heart tugged. “I’d have given it to you. Blaise wouldn’t, but I would.”
“I was going to,” he admitted. “But then you told me your plans to reunite the Objects of Kai, even asking me to get the Amulet of Viribus, to break the curse on them. You made up an excuse, but I knew the truth. Blaise is cursed. I’ve always known. Many have, especially among royals. The boy prince who foolishly put on the Crown of Discieti.” He clicked his tongue. “Your motivation was him, and I realized you were never going to pick me over him, so I kept quiet. I still cared about you, but I needed to help my family. After the battle, when the defenses were down at the castle, I snuck in and found the Dagger. Blaise was so caught up worrying about you.”
I cut him off. “You went looking for the Dagger while I was dead?”
“No!” He winced. “After you woke up. While you were resting, I took it. Licia helped me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course he did.”
“We left before Blaise realized it was gone.” 
“Why didn’t he tell anyone?”
He gave me a look. “Come on, Winter. If you were immortal, would you tell anyone if one of the only two weapons that could kill you had been stolen?”
“No,” I admitted. 
“He knows it was me. I don’t know how. He’s been looking for me since they arrived.”
“Where is it?”
“I’m not going to tell you.”
I shook my head. “So you found the Sword. It explains why you asked where it was. However, I never did tell you.”
“I looked everywhere but eventually found it. I made friends, friends who knew where things would be hidden.”
I shook my head, scoffing a laugh. “The servants, and yet you berated me for saying how being their friend would be useful. Hypocrite.”
“They are actually friends, but I also did use them.” He placed his hand over his heart. “I hate doing all of this. It’s not who I am, but as I said before, I had no choice.”
“I’m assuming you’re not going to tell me where the Sword is either?”
He paused. “Winter, I do care about you. Truly. I was only meant to be your friend and to get you away from Kiros. Everything else, fighting with you and more, that was all for you.”
My heart ached. “Let me unite them first. Let me break the curse on them.”
Sadness crept through his gaze and into mine. “The mer king will never give them back to you once you hand them over. Nor will he give up the Crown of Discieti. My family comes first. I could have left as soon as I had the Sword,” he said. “I stayed because you asked. I saw how much you’ve changed and how much you were struggling here. Despite what you did behind my back—”
I scoffed. “Don’t mind if I don’t feel guilty kissing him, considering you lied to me too.”
“I’m just a man trying to keep his family safe.”
A lump formed in my throat. “The feelings were real?”
“Yes.” He reached out and grabbed my hand. “Unexpected,” he said with a smirk, “but very real. I had none of this planned when I met you. Not even when we first kissed. I still helped you without knowing who you were. It was only when we were taken by Xenos this plan formed into shape. It’s why I was never with my family, supposedly trading. I was trying to find them, the Objects of Kai.”
I swallowed hard. “Cedric, you have to let me break those curses. You have to trust I’ll find a way to get them away from the mer king.”
He moved his hand from mine. “I can’t risk my family for you to save Blaise from a curse. Besides, without them cursed, it will be easier for mortals to use them against us. They’ll still have their original properties. The Dagger and Sword will still be able to kill us, the Crown can be used to compel, and the Amulet would give them unmatched strength, agility, and speed. Imagine all of that with the Ring offering immortality. In the wrong hands, we could have a war.”
I rubbed my fingers against my temples. “I won’t allow the mer king to hold them. I’ll have him hand over the Crown instead. I’ll force his hand, I don’t care.” I swallowed thickly. “I can’t do nothing, Cedric. The mer king will kill my people. Sink our ships.”
“I know.” He looked at his feet, his voice weak. “Now that you know, what are you going to do?”
My stomach dipped. “I don’t know. Blaise only knows you stole the Dagger, but not why.” 
“Or for certain it was me.”
“Licia must have told the truth. How else? Faeries can’t lie.” 
“Nope, which is why you have no choice but to believe me. When I told you how I felt, every kiss, every time I told you I cared… I couldn’t have been lying.”
I cast my eyes down at the stone floor. “I know, and that’s what’s going to make this so much harder.”
He flinched forward. “I know you. I wouldn’t have told you any of this if I thought you’d betray me back. You’re a good person. You care for me too. Blaise was a bad influence, holding you back from being who you truly are. I know you won’t hurt me.”
A tear crept down my cheek. “I think you’re the only person who’s ever overestimated me. I’m sorry.”
“Winter,” he warned. 
“Guards!”
“Don’t.” He grabbed my hand. “I told you the truth.”
“I have to put my kingdom first.” I squeezed my eyes shut as they stormed through the opened door, and I pointed at Cedric. “Arrest him.” I paused, swallowing thickly. “For treason.”
 



FIFTEEN
 
Bleary-eyed, I stared across the office. Blaise had been right. It was mine. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought of taking it before. I stared down the chair where my father had sat for his many years as king. Behind the creased, brown leather chair, a matte-black fireplace held only a few forgotten charcoaled logs. Above it hung a wide mirror with ornate designs, knotted into a frame of silver. 
The muscles in my neck ached as I turned my head. I thumbed my shoulder, attempting to ease some of the tension that had gathered. I’d drank more of the potion Morgana had given me that morning. 
When I’d discovered why the ingredients had run out, I almost threw up. Bones of a dead anumi only found deep in the forest. The bones they had buried here, from the one my father had killed after he thought one had eaten me when I had gone missing, were gone. They had been ground into a powder and mixed with a variety of herbs for me to drink with a honey-flavored liquid to help it go down. The honey did little to mask the taste. I was sure there were more bones, but no one wanted to venture into the trees where the beasts lurked, out of fear of not returning. Still, if we were left with no option, I’d be forced to send men in there. I couldn’t lose control and wouldn’t lose Morgana. 
Turning back toward the desk, I flexed my fingers, then extended them over the buffed mahogany. The smell of polish lingered in the air. I was going to have to redecorate. The head of the anumi’s bones I’d drank had been mounted onto the wall. Its unseeing eyes were redder than blood; its fur, blacker than coal. It served as a reminder of when I thought my father cared. It had been a rare, shining moment when I wanted to believe I was more to him than an heir; my heart wished for him to see me as a daughter—to protect me, love me… but neither had been true. 
The dusty air caught in my throat, forcing me to cough. My eyes were drawn to the powered light seeping through the large three glass panes on the far wall to my left. It illuminated the white on the ground. I almost tripped on a corner of the green rug, which was curled at the end, as I walked toward the window ledge. I unlatched it and inhaled the crisp, cool air.
Rows of houses with slate roofs lined the distance, stopping where the land turned to sea. Boats docked at the largest port in Magaelor, the same port where I’d found my way to Berovia. I wondered about the men who’d taken me, who had fought for me in the battle. Would they keep my secret? I hoped my rule was incentive enough to hold their tongues. They had explained how Edgar’s taxes weren’t beneficial to their trade, and I doubted anyone wanted Louis on the throne, who would be next in line if I died without an heir. He had a lot of influence at court, but among working men and woman, he was known as pompous—an arrogant politician who often took advantage of lower classes so he could line his own pockets. 
Rumors floated about how he mistreated the maids and lashed the men at his farms. There was no proof, however. He was good at covering his tracks. The only evidence was the word of people he knew he could squash. I wished it weren’t the case, but I reminded myself I could only reform one thing at a time. I had, what I hoped would be anyway, a long rule ahead of me to invoke the changes I wanted. 
Still, although I doubted any of them would let the truth slip, I had to be careful. A few merchants knew I had been in Magaelor the day my father died, and that one little secret would cast doubt over everything I had said. To say I had been kidnapped by Xenos from Niferum was a half-truth. I had been locked away, but only after I’d already run to Berovia. 
I turned the key in the lock, then blew out a long, shaky exhale before walking to the sunken chair. I didn’t want to be interrupted. My train of thoughts was scattered. From worrying about the truth of my father’s murder being uncovered to the necromancer and Morgana, to what my brother said about Vahaga and how he looked in pain, and mostly to what Cedric had unveiled had me unable to focus on one problem at a time. They all knotted my stomach, pushing tears into the corners of my eyes. 
Pressing my fingers against my forehead, I rested my elbows on the paper-covered desk and let my tears fall. I could be alone here. It was the one place I felt safe. No one knew I’d taken the office as mine yet. As far as everyone, including the guards, considered, the office was as empty as it had been since the king’s death. 
Cedric was alone, shackled in a cold room in the holding tower. It was where all treasonists went, and seldom came back after being taken through the wrought-iron gates. I’d ordered for him not to be sentenced or executed; it had been fear that pulled me into having him arrested. He knew where the Sword and Dagger were and had made it abundantly clear he wasn’t going to tell me where they were. 
He couldn’t put me before his family, and I couldn’t put him before Magaelor. He presumed I’d done it for Blaise, but it wasn’t only him. Magaelor was at risk because of the mer king, Aqugar, and he’d surely drag the ships of my navy to the bottom of the ocean if I didn’t bring him the Objects of Kai. The mer always had been predators, but they were more dangerous than ever. It was an effort I understood now because the mercreatures took on traits of the king or queen, and Aqugar had worn the Crown of Discieti. Like Blaise, he could not feel love, but he’d lived with the curse far longer, without any want to hold back and not give in to his dark urges. 
A light knock rapped on the door, and I jolted upright. I fought the urge to respond, praying whoever it was would think the office empty and leave. 
The handle turned, but the door didn’t open. It shook, and I eyed the keyhole on my side as a key was pressed into the other. “Winter?”
Blaise’s voice trembled my hands. 
“I know you’re in there. I’m not leaving until you open the door.”
I blew out a long breath, then sighed. “One moment.”
I unlocked it and creaked the door open. Blaise was wearing blue robes, and his crown was hidden within his mess of curls. His expression was stony as he pushed past me. “Lock the door,” he ordered, then walked to the window. Looking out, something he did a lot when he was in any room—a trait we shared—he shook his head. “I’ll assume Cedric being taken away this morning to the tower means I was right. He did steal the Dagger.”
My shoulders slumped. In a way, I was glad Cedric was behind bars. I was pretty sure if he wasn’t, Blaise would have killed him. “Yes.”
“Do you know where it is?”
“No.”
He turned to face me. “Did you even ask?”
I narrowed my eyes. “Of course I did. I’m not an idiot. He wouldn’t tell me. He needs them to give to his family so they can keep them from Kiros. He thinks if we give them to Aqugar, he won’t give them back.”
“He’s right. Aqugar won’t relinquish them once they’re in his grasp.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Wait… you said them?”
I bit my lip. “He took the Sword too, the Sword of Impervius,” I said, as if he didn’t already know what I was talking about. 
“You did the right thing, locking him up.” His jawline was sharper under the white light. It seeped through pale gray clouds, illuminating Imperia in a light glow.
My stomach knotted. “I know.” 
“Let’s hope his family doesn’t find out.” He rubbed his forehead, decreasing the lines that had formed on his skin. “This is quickly turning into an international crisis, one Niferum could get dragged into.”
I sat behind the desk. “Because Magaelor doesn’t have enough problems without this.”
His gaze softened. He turned and closed the distance between us, then took my hands in his. “I’m sorry he betrayed you.”
“I’m not.” My expression hardened. “I’ve learned a valuable lesson. I won’t be trusting people from now on.” I cast my eyes downward. “It hurts too much. He’s not the first person to break my heart.”
He squeezed my fingers and leaned over. “He will be the last.”
“You can’t make such promises, Blaise.”
“I could kill him for it.”
“I would never forgive you.”
“I know.” He paused, then let go of me. “We will find them, the Sword and Dagger, and you can let Cedric go and send him back to Berovia. It’s more than he deserves.”
I didn’t respond. “I have meetings today. I can’t lock myself away forever.” I suppressed a nervous laugh as it climbed up my throat. “Everyone thinks being queen is a luxury. It’s not. It’s the highest form of public service, and one I feel is draining the life from me.” I wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, but between us, I felt like I could say anything. There was no judgment in Blaise’s eyes. 
“You’re just getting your footing here. You’ve not been bred for this. This was your brother’s future for the longest time, and now you’ve been thrown into the role with little training. In time, this will all become easier.”
“I have some training,” I said. “You underestimate me. I just mean it can get a little overwhelming.”
He whistled out a breath. “You underestimate yourself, love.” 
“I’ve already sent Adius and his most-trusted men to search for any place the Sword and Dagger could be stashed. For now, I must go about as if nothing is wrong.”
“If you don’t find them.” Warning laced his smoky stare. “I will use my own means to retrieve them.”
I didn’t even want to know what that entailed. I almost forgot. “Blaise… the tiara.” I remembered his gift. “Why did you send it?”
“It is yours.”
“Made by your court.”
“Made for you.” He smirked. “It suits you and only you perfectly. Perhaps you can wear it at your wedding one day in the future.”
I didn’t hold back the laugh this time. “If you think I’m going to get married after all of this, then you’re mad. I don’t want a man by my side. I fought way too hard for my throne to have to share it with someone who will only try to overpower me.”
“Not every man will try to overpower you, love.”
My heart stammered. “I know my people will expect it, but I can’t risk it.”
“Oh, how you’ve changed,” he said with a glimmer of mischief in his eyes.
“I was fed up with being pushed around.” 
He grinned. “That you were.”
“So are you going to tell me how you found me?” Curiosity arched my eyebrow. 
The corner of his lip lifted. “Winter, you and I are two sides of the same coin. I went where I would go if I’d just been betrayed. Somewhere no one would expect.” He lowered his voice. “When I killed my father, I went to his office too, for a break from the constant interruptions. Everyone kept coming to my chambers for meetings. It was… irritating.”
I chuckled, and some of the weight lifted. “Same. Although, you did do the same to me when you arrived.”
“That wasn’t for a meeting, love. I wanted to be somewhere private with you.” 
My cheeks heated. “I need to talk to you about something else too.”
“More bad news? At least it’s never boring when you’re around.” He winked when he noticed my expression. “I’m just teasing. Go on.”
“Tell me that again once you’ve heard what I have to say,” I said, and he walked to the section next to the desk where three armchairs sat around a circular table. My father used to play cards at it with Ashur, who’d fled after Edgar fell. I sat in the one across from him and rolled my head back, feeling tension tighten in my shoulders. Thumbing the back of my neck, I briefly closed my eyes. “The story you told me about Evangeline and the Necromancer… Well, it turns out I find myself in the same predicament.”
His eyes widened. He leaned forward, placing his hands on his knees. “You’ve been using sacrificial magic again? When will you learn to stay out of trouble?”
“No. I wish I had. At least there would be a reason as to why he’s attached to my soul like a parasite. It was when Morgana brought me back from the dead. He attached himself to me.”
He nodded, then sat back. “Necromancy.”
After I relayed everything to him, from Morgana giving me the potion to my meeting the necromancer in my subconscious, he blew out a tense breath. Seconds ticked by while I waited for a response. Anything. “Blaise?”
“Don’t use your magic,” he advised. Something I already knew. 
“Morgana isn’t either. She said she doesn’t want to give him any more power than he already has.”
“She’s smart.” 
“Too smart. She wants me to lock her away if she loses control.” Tears swam in my eyes. “I’ve never seen her like this before. She’s always been so strong.”
“She is,” he said simply. “He’s just stronger.”
“I’m going to request the banned books from the archives to be brought here.”
He clicked his tongue. “Not a good idea if you don’t want your priest to question you more than he already is.”
“You know a lot for someone who lives a kingdom away.” 
He gave me a look. “I have eyes and ears everywhere, love,” he said nonchalantly. “Now, here’s the plan. We will have the books brought to us, but we will only send those we absolutely trust.”
“I only have Adius… and Marissa, I guess, but I don’t know her that well. I’m inviting Nissa Avery to be my lady-in-waiting, but I wouldn’t trust her to look after a plant.”
He smirked. “We will send the ones you trust along with my spies and Amara.”
I nodded in agreement. “Yes. I like Amara. I don’t think she will speak with anyone.”
“I know she won’t.” His eyes flashed. “I should warn you, Darlina is here. She came with Lucien. They’re friends.” He rolled his eyes up. “I know you don’t like her, but you should know we’re not together anymore.”
“Why would I care?”
“We both know you do.” He tapped his fingers rhythmically against his knee, smirking.
I rolled my eyes. “I should go,” I said, dismissing his comment. “I need to meet with the council over security arrangements for the memorial.” 
“I heard about your announcement. I’m surprised the lords agreed with the expense of the coronation.”
“Nothing was formally agreed upon.” I shot him a playful smile. “That’s why I made sure to cement it publicly. Now they can’t bow out without looking bad.”
Pride coated his features. “See, you’re already getting the hang of this, love.”
“I’m starting to feel more confident,” I admitted.
I turned my back to him when I stood, but he reached for me before I could leave. Wrapping his arm around me from behind, he stopped me from reaching the door. “You forgot this.” He handed me my papers for the meeting with his free hand. When he let go, his fingers grazed up my arm, tingling my skin. 
I grabbed the papers, inhaling sharply. “Thanks.”
My heart was pounding as I reached the door. I could feel his touch still. It lingered on my skin as if it were a living thing. I tried to shudder it away, but I could never shake him. 
I was so mad at myself. Stupid body and stupid heart. I had just given a speech about never trusting anyone again, but I’d told Blaise everything. As much as I wanted to believe he wouldn’t hurt me, I couldn’t guarantee it, even if Morgana had been certain in his loyalty.
I hurried my steps until I reached the council meeting room, then walked inside. 
 
***
 
Leaves drifted from the branches above where we sat. The benches were rotting and needed to be replaced, and they held a woody, damp smell. The smoke-tinted air carried the stench away. Large bonfires had been lit beyond the castle walls, directly across from the courtyard where we sat. It was a celebration of the dead, providing light to guide them to the veil. It was a tradition held once a year. “Thank you for joining me. I’m sure you’d rather be joining the festivities.”
Nissa shuffled uncomfortably, looking directly ahead at the arched stone leading to the cold hallways. “Yours was an unexpected invitation, Your Majesty.” She paused. “Fortunately, no one has died this year close to me, so I don’t need to partake.”
I didn’t blame her suspicion; I could sense it all around her. She had, after all, stolen our father from us. 
People couldn’t be stolen unless they wanted to be. Those were the words Morgana had told me when we’d first been swept away to Inferis. They floated back into my mind. 
My retaliation was probably expected, but fortunately for Nissa, I needed her. 
I focused my eyes on her. Her dark hair ran like silk over her shoulders and back. Blossoms and leaves carpeted the cobbled ground, and flickers of light caught between shadows as the oil lamps were lit. 
“I have been told you are ambitious.” I tilted my head. “Resourceful. Manipulative.”
She swallowed thickly. “I… I’m not manipulative.”
“Don’t be embarrassed,” I said, seeing her flushed cheeks. “I need those traits, Nissa. I am willing to let the past stay where it should be if you agree to swear your allegiance to me. I need loyal soldiers, women like you.”
Her thin eyebrows raised halfway up her forehead. “You want me to be your spy?”
“Yes.” There was little point in dancing around the truth. “As one of my ladies-in-waiting,” I explained. “Corbin came to me. He asked to marry you. I gave him my answer.”
She glanced down, then back at me. “What did you say?”
My lips curved at the corners. “I said yes. You didn’t know?”
“He never proposed.” She gripped her fingers into her legs. “Men often will say anything to get what they want.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “I’m starting to see that too.”
“When do I start?”
I smiled widely. “Right now, Nissa. If you’re successful, I will ensure you will be well compensated with land and coin.”
“Ladies can’t own their own land.” 
I cocked my head. “Yet, I, a lady, own all the land in this kingdom.”
“True.” She smirked, her words carrying in the breeze. “You do.”
“I will allow for you to own your own land, making a special dispensation, and eventually abolish the ridiculous law once I have enough leverage.”
“I’ll assume that’s where I come in. For leverage.”
“Good. You catch on fast. I need you to get dirt on the lords, their children, sisters, brothers… it doesn’t matter. Anyone in positions of power. Do what you must. Right now, it’s their votes against mine, and I can’t pass anything.” I gritted my teeth. “Their views on my being a woman and being able to rule are abhorrent. Apart from Edur, none of them will give me a chance to change anything.” 
 “Everyone has secrets in this court.” She smirked. “And I will dig them up.”



SIXTEEN
 
My heart pounded as I was escorted into the ballroom for the masquerade ball, to welcome the fae to court. It was unrecognizable under the silks in silver and white. Snow appeared to fall from the ceiling but never land, a glamour. Florence must have had help from a faery or two. Branches reached out along the walls, like fingers grappling for the long oak tables covered in silk cloths of glacier blue. It appeared as a winter wonderland, reminding me of Niferum, which was where I was sure her inspiration had come from. Even the glass flutes were frosted, carried on clear trays by servers dressed in dark-fae-inspired fashion. Net pointed out in different directions as if it had been torn from the skirts of the women’s dresses, which had beaded tunics woven with dark red. The men wore navy-blue, black, and silver tunics. 
I spotted Florence. She wore a silk gown that pooled around her feet. Fake, glistening wings were fastened to her back. She smiled as she walked toward me, holding a flute. Her painted nails shimmered purple, matching her violet eyes. “Your Majesty.” Her blonde hair was tied back, showing off her high cheekbones and flawless skin. “You’re too pretty.” Her eyes flicked down toward my dress, then back toward mine. She fingered her matching necklace. “You look like your brother more and more with age. You’re about to turn nineteen, right? That’s how old he was when we first met, before we started dating.”
I smiled as I held her words close to my heart. He and I did share the same sharp features and hooded blue eyes, but that was it. I never saw him when I looked at my reflection, but it was nice to hear. “Thank you. He’s at peace, you know.” I don’t know why I said it. It wasn’t exactly true, but I guessed a part of me wanted to heal the part of her I saw was still broken, even under her watery smiles and shrill laughter. He’d have wanted me to tell her. 
“I truly hope he is. He’ll always belong here.” She placed her hand against her chest. “I make room to love another, but it doesn’t push him out.”
For the first time, I felt a connection with her. We shared the same loss. I always had known she loved André. She was far too good at playing pretend to let others see it though. “I never thought I’d like you,” I admitted.
She chuckled. “Stranger things have happened.” 
“You’ve outdone yourself.” I looked around us. My gaze landed on icicles spelled to look as if they were hanging from over the doors. “You had help, I assume.”
“A couple of my friends from Niferum offered. I met them when I came up to fight in the battle.” She looked over my shoulder. I whipped my head around and saw Adius. 
“You’re still with him then?”
She looked down. “He’s a good man.”
“He is,” I said in agreement. “I should try some of those glacier cakes before everyone else arrives and I won’t get a chance to eat.”
The fae who was a mirror image of Blaise, with slighter softer features, giggled when he entered the room, arm in arm with the dark-skinned, elaborately dressed Crawn. Next to them, Lucien, who looked nothing like his brothers, strutted as if he were above everyone else. While they both were lean and tall with dark features, Lucien was muscular with a long nose, piercing green eyes, and thin lips. He reminded me of his dead father, Azrael. I wondered if either of them knew their brother had killed him.
Niam’s silver-blue eyes found mine. He waved me over, smiling broadly. Lucien nodded once as I walked toward them. I guessed the cake would have to wait. It always did. 
They bowed, and I hugged Niam, to his surprise. “Your Majesty. Great to see you again.”
“It’s Winter to you,” I said softly, then turned toward Crawn. “I’m glad you’re all here.”
“It’s been wonderful,” Niam gushed. “The people are so nice. We got told they wouldn’t be, but it shows if you give people a chance, they can show their true selves, and I know there is good in everyone.” He babbled, racing from one thought to the next. “Oh my, your gardens are something else, and the apples in the orchard, so good.”
“We came a long way.” Lucien’s voice cut through the conversation. “To watch you take back the throne.” He didn’t finish, but I already knew what he wanted to say. The dangerous glint in his eye warned me. The throne we helped you get.
“I appreciate you taking the journey.”
His stare was invasive. “My brother insisted.” He didn’t mean Niam. “Speak of him, and he shall come.” 
I looked behind me and saw Blaise, who’d slipped through an alternative entrance. He wore the same suit he’d worn when we’d danced before our wedding. Silver patterns swirled throughout the dark fabric. It was tailored to his lean but strong body. Mischief danced in his smoky eyes, and his black hair curled around his forehead. His crown demanded respect. Or was it the way he carried himself? I couldn’t tell. Everyone bowed or curtseyed, even some of the lunas who’d filed into the room. 
“Brothers.” He looked from Niam to Lucien. “I hope you’re not causing trouble.” 
“Never, brother.” Lucien gave him a look. “Now that she’s here, you won’t need us around.” 
The way he spoke of me sounded like it left a bad taste in his mouth. Lucien pulled Niam away who mouthed good-bye as he and Crawn were taken to the drinks area. 
“Sorry about him. He believes he knows things.” He took my hand and led me onto the dance floor where a string quartet played. The scents of pine and evergreen filled the room—Florence’s doing, I was certain. “You have outdone yourself with this ball.”
I gazed upward. “It was Florence, and wait, what foolish ideas does he believe?”
He twirled me around, then pulled me far too close. “He thinks you’re a risk to Niferum.”
“Why would he think that?”
He smirked. “He believes you have my heart.”
I scoffed a laugh. “Right.”
“He thinks it.” He shrugged, and his expression changed. 
“You can’t give your heart even if you want to,” I said, though I wondered how different our lives would be had he not worn the Crown of Discieti. He’d have been capable of love and would likely have a fae queen at his side.
He pulled me tighter, until I could feel every fold of him against me.
“People will talk,” I scolded. 
“I don’t care.” His eyes glinted, and I held my breath. “We are king and queen. I hold no care for their opinions.” His moves were scandalous. He did it on purpose. “Have you forgotten about your sparkly pet yet, love?”
A pang of pain shot through my chest. “I’ll release him once we find the Objects.” I eyed those dancing around us. “We shouldn’t discuss it here.” 
“Not here,” he said in agreement. “I want to enjoy tonight while it lasts.” He leaned down to whisper in my ear.
“While it lasts?”
“For now, you’re being receptive.”
“What’s gotten into you?”
“Like I said, I realized some things when you left.”
“Yes, that the…” I lowered my voice. “Object was stolen, and you needed to get it back.”
“I said I needed to retrieve what had been lost to me. I’ve sent our people to find the Dagger, so now one of the things dear to me is about to be returned, I’m working on earning back the second.”
My heart skipped a beat. I could barely catch my breath between spins. “The second…”
“Don’t play coy.” His expression hardened. “It turns out, even with the curse, I can’t stop thinking about you.”
“You told me before you can’t feel that way about me. The curse makes it so.”
He paused, then dipped me and brought me back up, close to his lips. “When you died, my heart broke.”
“I didn’t know you had one,” I teased, but my smile was faint.
“We both know that isn’t true.” He looked down at my dress. “I must say, I have excellent taste. You in that is going to get me in trouble.”
Someone cleared their throat. I was so focused on him, I hadn’t even seen her approach us. Blaise sighed, then looked Darlina up and down. Her moon-stricken eyes glared into mine.
“Yes, Darlina?” Blaise asked.
“Your Majesty,” she said, only to Blaise. She glanced at me with venom in her eyes. “I was hoping to have the first dance with you.”
“I’m busy.”
“With her?” She looked me up and down. 
“Yes.”
I spotted Nissa talking to Lord Abor and Corbin, and I smiled. She was already putting herself to work. “It’s okay.” I stepped back. “You can dance with Darlina.” 
Her eyebrows shot upward, and his face crumpled. “She can wait. We can finish.”
I smirked. It was rare I had the upper hand with him. I leaned over to whisper into his ear this time. “Things left unfinished are often more satisfying when completed.”
He grabbed my wrist, staring into my eyes as I pulled away. “Don’t play with me.”
I didn’t care who was looking. “I thought you liked games.”
Darlina looked murderous. I moved away from them both, grinned, and turned on my heel toward where Marissa stood. “Marissa.”
“Your Majesty.” She walked with me to a more secluded area of the room. “The mission is complete.” She removed her red fur-trimmed cloak and set it on the back of a chair. “Adius and the others are loading the books from the carriage as requested.”
“Keep this between us, Marissa. Tell no one, not even Nissa.”
“She came to me earlier. I’m glad she agreed.”
“I never doubted she would.” I saw my mother hovering close to Lord Gregoir. At least she wasn’t stuck to Vahaga’s side. When she saw me, her stare grew more… pointed? She flicked her head as if to gesture me to her. “Excuse me, Marissa.” I grabbed a handful of my skirts, pulled them to my ankles, and walked across the hall. Different nobles vied for my attention, but I didn’t look their way. I’d be there all night if I did, lost in pointless conversations and small talk, though it did sound appealing when compared to whom I was about to address. “Mother.” I pressed my lips together. “What do you want?”
She looked around us, then grabbed my arm and pulled me into the emptying hallway. She ushered me into a corner and shook her head. “You will take me to André.”
“I can’t do that. It’s against the rules.”
She pursed her lips. “You do not care about rules any other time,” she said. “At the very least, I was glad to find out you locked away that ridiculous Berovian faery. It’s about time you did something right. The lords were impressed. If you keep it up, perhaps they’ll overlook your past transgressions.”
“I’m not here to impress them, Mother. I am here to lead them. I will listen to their council if I deem it worthy advice, otherwise, they will need to start understanding I am queen, not them. Maybe I will forgive their transgressions, but not the other way around.”
She quirked an eyebrow. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”
“I never stood a chance if I played fair,” I explained, hushing my voice. “Taking you to André is a move I cannot afford to make right now. If we are caught or the ancestors get angry, they could remove me from the throne, something they can’t do for my bringing the fae to court or for how I dress, although I’m sure Vahaga wishes they could.”
“I haven’t asked much of you.”
I scoffed a laugh.
“My son.” A cry croaked in her throat. “Your coronation is in two days. It only reminds me how he was supposed to be king. I need to know he is safe.”
“He’s dead, Mother.”
“As if I need reminding. His soul. I need to know his soul is at peace.”
“Fine,” I said. “We will go tomorrow evening, when I know Vahaga will be preaching. The priestesses should be doing their blessings on my crown and ceremonial robes tomorrow.”
“Then it is the perfect timing. Would you not agree, dear child?”
“Don’t call me that,” I snapped. “If only to shut you up, I will take you. You might then see the truth for yourself. If you won’t believe me, you will believe him. If he comes,” I said, recalling his fast departure last time. Could he even come back if he wanted to?
“I do believe you.” Her hooded eyes regarded me. “Else I wouldn’t have asked to go.”
 
***
 
The ball simmered as midnight came and went. I slipped away when no one was paying attention. Several nobles dwindled our liquor reserves, guffawing at a table near the quarter and jesters. A flurry of fake snow landed on my shoulder. I looked up at the ribbed ceiling as my mind wandered. 
Tomorrow, before they went to bless my crown and my evening trip with my mother to find André’s spirit, I would have time to pour through the banned books that had been stashed in my private library. I planned to go back to my room as I thought about Cedric and how he was still locked up. I’d ensure efforts to find the Sword and Dagger were doubled down tomorrow. I wanted to have him released soon. I also wanted to speak with him before I sent him back to Berovia. He had betrayed me, but I still cared for him. I always had. It was complicated, what I had felt for him. I enjoyed being with him, and even his kisses, but I couldn’t deny how I felt for Blaise. Even when I wanted to pretend otherwise, there had been a connection between the king and me since I went to Lepidus for our wedding. I couldn’t shake him, and a part of me no longer wanted to.
Especially after what he’d said earlier. I found myself walking in the direction of his chambers, not fully aware of what I was doing. 
A guard stationed at his door looked at me, then nodded and stepped out of the way. Furrowing my brows, I creaked the door open. Slivers of moonlight illuminated him from the shadows of his room. An oil lamp flickered. His tortured eyes found mine.
Blaise rubbed his temples, then shook his head as if to remove darkness. He smiled, but there was pain in it. “Missed me?”
“Why did the guard not announce me?”
He shrugged. “I told him if you came, only you, to let you in.”
My heart stammered. “You knew I’d come?”
He smirked but said nothing.
“You’re hurting again,” I stated. “That smile doesn’t fool me.”
“It’s the curse.”
My gaze narrowed. “You’re certain?”
“Yes.”
He didn’t elaborate. 
I pressed my lips together. “You were fine when you arrived.”
“I was away from you.”
I swallowed thickly. “What… What does that have to do with the curse?”
He closed the distance between us, his eyes focused with an invasiveness to his gaze, as if he could reach into my soul. His lips brushed mine. He closed his eyes for a moment, then growled softly. Pulling away, he cursed.
I stepped back, stunned. 
“You should know first.” He shook his head. “I’ve set Cedric free. He’s gone back to Berovia.”
My jaw dropped. The words didn’t hit the back of my head. “You set him free?” I stretched out the words. “How? Why? When?”
“He gave up the location of the Dagger and Sword.” 
My eyelid twitched. “Willingly?”
“Yes.”
I tensed my shoulders. “I’d planned on speaking with him.”
He glanced at his hands. I wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t looked. A few specks of blood spotted his white sleeve. “What did you do?”
“I wasn’t lying. He did willingly relinquish the location of the Objects, after some persuasion.”
Rage streaked through me. “Did that persuasion come at the end of your fists?”
“He also gave up where the Amulet was.”
I balled my fists and spat out through gritted teeth, “You hurt him!” My voice changed, frightening me. “What condition did you leave him in?”
“I did what you wouldn’t, and I won’t apologize for it.” His words grew hollow. “He stole from me after I let him stay at my court.” He rubbed his knuckles. “Luckily, I heal quickly.”
My heart felt like someone had a fist around it. “I can’t believe you.”
He tilted his head. “He wasn’t so lucky. We gave him a potion to slow his healing, else it wouldn’t have worked. Without his magic, it wasn’t long before he’d taken enough hits.”
“You bastard!” Tears formed in pools in the corners of my eyes. “He was only trying to help his family, to protect the people he loves.”
Anger spilled into his features. “What do you think I was doing?” 
I stood in stunned silence.
He grimaced. “I need to break the curse, and he was standing in between me and what I want. Again.” 
“I hate you.”
“No you don’t.” He reached out to touch my cheek with his fingers, and I lost it. 
I slammed my fists into his chest, but he stood unflinching against them. I landed hit after hit, tears blurring my vision. “I should have you locked away!” I seethed. “Cedric was my…”
He arched an eyebrow. “Betrayer?”
“Friend.”
He grabbed my wrist as I went to hit him again. “Stop, Winter!” His eyes widened, the smoky gray glossing. “Stop.” 
“I’m going to send for him to come back.”
“He doesn’t want to see you. He didn’t before he left, and he doesn’t now.”
Confusion clouded my mind. “He was sorry for hurting me. He told me.”
“Before you locked him away.” 
“He had to understand.”
“He did, but it’s over now.” He let go of my wrist. 
My eyes watered. “I won’t forgive you for this.”
“I didn’t kill him.”
I scoffed a laugh. “What was I thinking? That makes it okay.”
“One of us had to do it. He buried them in the flowerbeds in a part of the gardens where no one goes. How long do you think it would it have taken for someone to find them?”
I paused. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Did you want Aqugar to make good on his threats?”
“You didn’t need to go so hard.”
He shook his head. “I held back. I wanted to go harder.”
My forehead wrinkled. “Why do you always choose violence?” I went to walk away, tears falling down my cheeks, but he grabbed me before I reached the door, turning me to face him.
“I did it to protect your kingdom too. I did it for you.”
“No, you did it for you. I hate you.” I balled my fists at my side again, and tears streamed down my cheeks. “I had it handled. You hurt the only person who ever cared about me.”
He inhaled slowly, a laugh of disbelief passing his lips. “The only one?” he said, as if he hadn’t heard me right. 
My lips parted. I don’t know why I said it. Anger? Curiousness of his reaction? 
“Don’t you see what you’ve done to me?” His gaze narrowed. “There is reason to Lucien’s anger. He thinks my heart controls my head. He’s not wrong. I put Niferum at risk for you.”
“You did what was right for your kingdom,” I said in a small voice. 
“No.” He shook his head. “I didn’t, and deep down, you know that. They had the Sword. I could have been killed. I went after your cousin and cut off his head so you wouldn’t have to.”
I didn’t know what to say. 
“It’s why I’m in pain,” he said. “The curse is tearing me apart, more so when I’m with you. Because, Winter, as impossible as it may be, I’m in love with you.”
 



 SEVENTEEN
 
I parted my lips, but I couldn’t find the words. I had secretly wanted to hear those words for so long, but I never thought I would. 
“How?”
“I don’t know.” He carefully watched my reaction, regarding every move I made. I sat on the edge of the bed, blowing out a tense breath. 
He was unrelenting and unforgiving in saying it, and a part of me knew he felt that way, but the curse had always been the barrier I could rely on to choose otherwise. Apparently, it didn’t even matter anymore. 
I inhaled deeply. My mind was blank. After everything, I couldn’t deny it, deny him, and I hated him for making me feel this way when he’d hurt Cedric. Even Cedric knew I’d choose Blaise over him. Was it so obvious to everyone but me? 
Anticipation rippled between us. “I should have told you before, when I first knew.” He crouched until he was face-to-face with me on the side of the bed. “I’m not a good man, love. I’m not always going to do the right thing or make decisions you agree with, but I will always, and I mean always, put you first.” 
My heart hammered. As I gazed into his eyes, everything slowed around us. His breath was minty. He smelled like smoked spice, from the party. Before I could say anything back, his lips were on mine, stealing my next breath. 
I spread my fingers against his chest. His heart raced under my touch. We crumpled into each other. I couldn’t think about anything other than the feel of him against me. He deepened the kiss, stroking his tongue against mine. I wrapped my legs around him, and he tangled his hands into my hair.
He pushed me onto the bed, his fingers dancing down my hip. “Tell me you want this.” 
“I want you,” I said against his lips. “I’m yours, Blaise. I always was.”
 
***
 
I woke up against him. The sheets stuck to my skin, and my mind raced. I couldn’t help but smile as I relished his warmth, the feel of his skin against mine. He looked so peaceful when asleep. Closing my eyes, I almost forgot where I was. 
My hands shot to my mouth as a gasp escaped my lips. I jolted out of his arms. “No, no, no, no.”
He stretched his arms out, watching me rush around. A smirk played on his lips. “Morning.”
“I need to get back to my chambers.” I rubbed my forehead. “They’ll have noticed I’ve gone.” Sun poured through the cracks of the deep-purple drapes. “If they see me leave here.” I gathered my dress in my arms. 
He jumped out of bed and rushed to me. “You forget who you are.”
“It’s precisely because I know who I am that I’m panicking.” 
“Winter.” He let out a low chuckle. “What can they do if you’re found here? Remove you as queen?”
I shook my head. “They will gossip. The lords will be angry.”
His eyes crinkled at the corners. “They’re already mad. Everyone talks anyway. At least now they have a reason to.” He kissed the side of my neck, sending tingles down my spine. 
“Stop,” I said halfheartedly. 
“I meant what I said last night.” He ran his fingers down my arm and entwined his fingers with mine. I wanted to run my hands through his black curls and let the day slip away in his arms. He looked even more handsome without styling his hair… or wearing one of his tunics, pants, and boots. “Love?” 
The corner of his lip twitched, and something flashed in his eyes. It was brief, but I saw the pain behind them when he spoke. 
“Are you sure it’s… love?” I asked, squeezing his fingers. I quickly remembered what those hands had done yesterday. “I’m still mad at you for hurting Cedric.” 
He gave me a nonchalant smirk. “Someone had to do it. Like I said, I won’t always do things you like, but I will put you first, and I did.”
“It wasn’t right.”
“I had no choice.”
I shook my head. “We all have a choice.”
“He healed… in the end,” he said. “We have the Sword and Dagger. We only need the Amulet, which I’ve already sent my men to Berovia to retrieve.”
“Unless Cedric arrives home first and tells them you know where it is.”
“He won’t.”
I scoffed. “How can you be so sure?”
“I ensured it. The men who are taking him home will be taking a little detour, giving my men enough time to retrieve the Amulet.” 
I shook my head. “You’re unbelievable.”
He let out a low chuckle. “Come on. Put your dress on before I decide not to let you leave this room,” he joked and looked at the door. 
“How will I get out of here?” 
“Through the door, love.”
I rolled my eyes. “I meant without being seen.”
“Unless you want to climb out the window, which I wouldn’t recommend, especially in those shoes, then there is only one option.” 
My anxiety returned, mixed with dread. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I already had the lords and Vahaga onto me about everything little thing I did. Blaise pulled me close and held his arms around me. I rested my head on his shoulder, breathing deeply but slowly. 
“Everything will be fine. I promise. I’ll walk out with you, and if anyone says anything to you, you look them in the eye and smile. Understand? Don’t let anyone treat you like you’re less than them.”
We got dressed, and I held my breath as we walked out of his room. His men didn’t bat an eyelash, whereas my guards stared for far too long. With one look in their direction, they turned their heads to face forward. 
A noble lady with her friend passed. Both turned toward each other and whispered once they’d passed. “Great.” I gritted my teeth. “The entire court shall know by this afternoon.”
“Let’s give them something better to talk about then.”
I gave him a look. “What possible news could overshadow the scandal of me spending the night in your room and walking out wearing the same dress I’d worn at the ball last night?”
“An official peace treaty. It’s been written up, and the meeting is this morning.”
“You didn’t think to tell me?” I asked in disbelief. 
“You were to be informed yesterday, but after you came to my room, I got a little distracted.” He teased his fingers along mine. “I told them you’d make space.”
I blew out a long breath, steadying my balance. We walked through the large corridors and passed the arches leading out to the courtyard. Powdered light illuminated the ancient stone and hanging red-and-gold banners.
“I didn’t have much choice.” I half smiled. “I must dress first.” I had hoped to go through the books from the archives, but a peace treaty came first. 
“Go. I’ll meet you there, and, Winter…” He tugged my hand as I went to walk away, spinning me around. “I love you.” 
My cheeks flushed with heat. My next breath caught in my throat. There were people around, but a part of me cared less and less the more I was with him. Still, I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I…” 
“Go.” He let go of my fingers. “It’s okay.”
I didn’t know why I couldn’t say it back. I felt it, but fear clutched onto those three words with might. As if they might destroy me.
I hurried back to my room. I felt a little lightheaded when I thought about last night… and him. He loved me. He’d said so. I wanted to hate him for hurting Cedric, for sending him away, but I couldn’t. 
Despite what Cedric had done, he was still a good man. I’d been angry before, but I felt sad. I licked my lips. As upset as I was, I couldn’t bring myself to hate Blaise. Not really. Every part of my being wanted him. It had for the longest time, but the thought of being with him terrified me—because of who I was when I was with him. It wasn’t comfortable, like it had been with Cedric. Blaise challenged me. He dared me to love the broken, darkest parts of myself and embrace them. He didn’t fear things like I did, and I’d always admired those traits, but he was dangerous at times. Selfish. He’d proven it time and time again. 
Except with me.
I’d fallen in love with the king who couldn’t love. He was in pain loving me back. It was all such a mess. I couldn’t stop smiling and felt like an idiot as I grinned to myself while I walked the hallways. 
I spotted Marissa before I reached my room. She was with Nissa, and they both looked pleased with themselves. “I see the fashion here is spreading.” I approved, noticing Nissa’s Gothic dress. It was beaded on the bodice, and black-and-dark-blue ribbons covered the skirts. Marissa didn’t adopt the dark fae fashion, but she was wearing her hair down, a rare occurrence, and wore makeup for the first time I knew of. The ball had had more of an impact than I could have imagined. I’d have to thank Florence for it when I next saw her, perhaps even give her a title. She’d love that. 
“Your Majesty.” Marissa curtseyed, and Nissa followed suit. “We have news.”
I nodded and motioned them to follow. They fell in step, and we hurried to my room. Decorations were being hung everywhere, ready for my coronation tomorrow.
Nissa fawned around us. “We are ever so excited for tomorrow.”
Marissa grinned in agreement. “So many people will be arriving.”
Once there, I called to a maid to bring us all tea, and we sat in front of the fireplace. Nissa’s bright-green eyes glistened from the sun shining through the open drapes behind my bed. She looked me up and down, then smirked. I could see she knew. Marissa didn’t look any the wiser, or if she did, she didn’t show it.
“How is King Blaise?” Nissa asked, her expression lighting up. 
“Well, I would imagine.” I gave her a look of warning before changing the subject. She was observant. I’d give her that. “What news do you have for me?”
Nissa leaned forward. “Lord Abor has been paying for relations with women,” she said, scandal in her gaze, and Marissa’s face lit up. “With the fae. Since they arrived. Three of them in two days.” Her fingers spread over her knees. “His wife doesn’t know.”
The corner of my lip lifted. “I’m sure he wants to keep it that way too.”
Nissa shook her head. “He also has no plans on giving any more coin to the cause.” Her expression darkened. “Your cause.”
Marissa chimed in. “One of the faeries, Mai, told us. He’d had too much liquor last night, and we persuaded her to tell us anything she knew.”
“He doesn’t want the soldiers to get anything from the Crown. He thinks they’ll revolt if they don’t. He told Mai that monarchs could always be changed, especially if the people decided it. Even by force.”
I clicked my tongue. “Treason.” My heart raced, and my palms were sweaty. I reined in my anger as best I could, but my face was red, my stare pointed. “I knew he didn’t like me, but to suggest this? I was anointed by the ancestors to be queen.”
“He’s an idiot,” Nissa said simply. Her dark eyebrows furrowed. “He always has been. But hearsay alone won’t hold up in court.”
I was about to say that, but she’d beaten me to it. Her hungry stare told me she was on my side. Because I was the winning side. “You’re correct, but I can spook him with the knowledge. It’s enough to get him to change his vote,” I explained. “If time were on our side, I would play the long game and have Mai continue to lie with him and divulge his secrets, gather evidence, but there is a vote, one where forces will soon go to Berovia, and I am powerless to change it.”
“At least you have leverage now.” Nissa smirked. 
“Oh.” Marissa almost jumped out of her chair. “What we discussed before, they’re ready for you.”
Ah, the books had been brought in. “Thank you.”
Nissa leaned forward. “There’s something else you should know too.”
I leaned forward. The maid knocked on the door and hurried inside, holding a silver tray with our teas. Leaving behind loose tea, strainers, and a pot of steaming water, she left us alone. 
Nissa continued as Marissa poured herself a lemon tea. “The high priest has been going to secret meetings and asking questions about when you were in Berovia.”
I pressed my lips together, catching my panicked gasp before it passed my lips. If he was hunting for information about Berovia and taking meetings in secret, it could only mean one thing: he knew I was lying. He suspected foul play, and if he found out the truth, I’d die for it.



EIGHTEEN
 
We’d been in the meeting for several hours. Blaise glanced in my direction, amusement on his features. “The mugroot will be available for three coins.”
“Gold?” Abor scoffed. “There’s no way, unless you’re planning on shipping us a barrel of it.”
“It’s less than half the cost it was before.”
Gregoir interrupted. “Extortion.”
“There is another way around this,” Blaise said. We’d gone over so many details, my brain had begun to mush them all together. Their words faded as they spoke. My headaches had returned, and the potion was wearing off. It was taking a toll on me. “With it, we could merge both kingdoms.” I caught the tail end of their conversation. 
Bleary-eyed, I nodded at the maid to bring me a drink. It was only when I turned my head did I notice them all looking at me. I blinked a few times. I didn’t want them to know I had stopped paying attention. I was trying, but the headaches were searing. “Yes.” 
Blaise’s lips parted. “Yes?” 
I didn’t know what I’d agreed to. “Uh.”
“We’ve been here before.” My cousin Louis glared at me. “It didn’t go too well.”
I had no idea what any of them were talking about but hoped someone would clue me in without knowing. 
“A marriage,” Abor said slowly. “To a faery.”
Blaise smirked. “Had it not been King Amos who approved of the wedding before?”
My eyes widened. Wedding? None of them could admit they’d known about the plot against Niferum without incriminating themselves. Louis gritted his teeth, and Gregoir even balled a fist. 
Lord Edur, the only one I liked, looked from me to Blaise. “It would show unity.”
“What says you, Majesty?” Vahaga finally said, his stony expression turned curious. One of his thin eyebrows hooked upward. “Will you be willing to marry the king?”
I swallowed thickly; my mouth was dry. Where was the maid with my tea? My gaze flitted from Vahaga to Lord Abor, then Blaise. Fury laced my stare. 
“We will adjourn.” I rolled my shoulders back, not looking away from Blaise. “I will talk with my advisors and respond to your proposal shortly. In the meantime, everything else in the treaty looks good, and we will continue from there.” I turned my attention to Vahaga. “My coronation is tomorrow, and I have much to do.”
Blaise gave me a look across the rectangular table. “May I have a word with you in private?” 
“No.” A flurry of emotions circled inside me. For him to put that on me, in the middle of a peace treaty surrounded by my lords, was unfair. “Lord Abor, however, I do require a private audience with you. If you would come to my office.”
“Your Majesty… I have a—”
“It wasn’t a request,” I snapped as I stood, then left the room. 
 
***
 
A fair-haired guard stepped inside my office. “Lord Abor, Your Majesty.”
I nodded, and the doors opened fully. Lord Abor walked in. His forehead wrinkled as he looked me up and down, then took a seat in front of my desk.
“I have many fond memories of this place.” He stared at the armchairs and table, where I imagined he and my father spent many nights playing chess or cards. “I do miss the king.”
“Former king,” I replied, folding my hands together. “I shall not keep you. I have just one matter to discuss.”
His gaze snapped back to mine. “What would that be, Majesty?”
“Whispers are circling, Lord Abor, about your indiscretions.” I clicked my tongue. “Now. Now. For all your talk of hating the fae…” I cocked my head to the right, enjoying myself far too much. “You sure do enjoy sleeping with them.”
A sheen of saliva caught on his bottom lip. He wiped it, and his nostrils flared. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, My Queen.” He said the words as if they burned his mouth. “But you’ve been misled. You know how rumors are. Just rumors, luckily for us both. Else we’d be led to believe you actually slept in the faery king’s chambers without marriage.”
My smile faltered. “You’re right. Rumors may be mere rumors when it comes to relations, but rumors of treason, now that’s something a little more dangerous. Wouldn’t you agree?”
A lump moved in his throat as he sat back. He cleared his throat and averted his gaze to the bookshelf behind me. “If those rumors did exist, they would be unfounded.”
“Yet there still could be a trial, especially if witnesses willing to testify.” I gripped my desk and leaned forward. “Let’s speak clearly. You have no interest in paying the soldiers, which we both know you’ve all held back on, and you hoped the people would revolt against your anointed monarch and remove me from the throne.” Rage forced adrenaline through my veins. “If that’s not treason, I don’t know what is. I’ve heard the punishment is to be drawn and quartered. What a terrible way to die. Adius told me when he oversees the executions, many men vomit at the sight. It’s enough to turn anyone’s stomach.”
He paled. “I’ve seen enough to know.”
“Then I imagine you’ll be open to what I have to say.” 
He didn’t respond, so I continued. 
“I’m glad to see I finally have your attention. Now, I could go ahead and go to the court with this information. We have evidence too,” I lied. “Everyone leaves traces behind of their misgivings.” I paused for effect. “Luckily for you, I’m more merciful than my father.”
He sneered. “I’d say you are exactly like him.”
“Considering you held him in such high esteem, I’ll take it as a compliment.” I stood, screeching my chair back. My stare latched onto his, anger spilling into my gaze. “Change the vote to send forces to Berovia. I don’t care what he has against you. More men will not be going to attack Kiros. He’s been preparing the small army to leave in one week. There’s still time to end this.” I spoke through clenched teeth. “You will also pay the soldiers and persuade the other lords to do the same. If you don’t, then I will ensure you don’t live to see the end of this week.” 
He shook his head and stood. “I’ll change my vote, but you should know this.” He dug his nails into the polished wood. “While you may believe yourself merciful, Vahaga is not. He is suspicious of you, and if he is right, and you hold the secrets he suspects, then know I will delight in watching them destroy you.”
“I could have you arrested.” I shook my head. 
“Then who will continue to supply your grain. Your cattle?” 
“Change the vote.” I stared him down. I was done. I had yet another man to deal with before the end of the day. “And get out.” I pointed at the door and sat back in my chair. 
 
***
 
I let ink drops fall on the parchment. I had to reach out to Cedric, to make things right. Blaise strutted into my office. His bloodshot eyes found mine. The reminder of his pain almost stopped me from doing what I was about to say. Almost. 
Blaise walked behind me, and his arms hugged around my waist. His whisper tingled in my ear. “Ah, Cedric.” His gaze trickled over my writing. “You don’t need to apologize on my behalf. I’m not sorry.”
I scowled. “I’m not going to abandon him, and he deserves an apology.” I pushed Blaise away. “Besides, I’m very, very upset with you.”
He whistled out a breath. “I’ll be by the fire.” He diverted from the desk I sat behind and ambled to the fireplace to stop at the drinks globe. He poured himself a scotch, then drank it neat before turning toward me. “Always so angry.” He sat, kicking his legs up onto the table, and pressed his head back. “I thought you’d be happy. I’m saving the reputation you’ve been so afraid of besmirching.”
Oh, lord. I shook my head, focusing back on the words in front of me. I finished the letter, signed it, and sealed it with the royal crest in red wax. 
“I’m not happy.” I gritted my teeth when I finished and stood. My chair scraped back. I marched to where he sat and pushed his legs off the table. “I’m not happy at all! You proposed to me in a council meeting!” Fury guided my tone. “Is that all I am to you? A game piece to get Magaelor?” A truth swelled in my chest. “Is that why you said you loved me?” My breaths quickened. 
He sat forward, grabbing my hands in his. His tortured gaze found mine. An emotion I wasn’t used to seeing shrouded his expression, fear. “I can’t lie,” he said. “I do love you. It’s killing me to say it.” He laughed. “I’m in pain all the time because the more I fall for you, the worse it hurts. The curse doesn’t want me to, but it turns out I have a strong will when it comes to you.”
“I’ve already had two weddings,” I joked. “I only half attended one.”
“This time it will be real. You and me. I’ve tried to pretend I didn’t care. I pushed away the love. I believed I could force myself to not feel what I was feeling,” he said. “It was gradual, but then, when I fell, it happened all at once and it ruined me. I couldn’t think straight, and physically, my heart hurt. It angered me for a long time, and when I saw you with
Cedric, it felt like I’d been hit with an arrow in the back. When you died, it hurt like a dagger through the heart. 
“I want to rule by your side for the rest of your mortal life, until immortality becomes something I no longer desire.”
A lump formed in my throat. I let out a shaky exhale, before sitting myself back down. The fire crackled and hissed between charred logs. The sound did little to relax me. “I can’t marry you.”
His expression crumpled. I wanted to reach out and hold him, to take away his pain, but he nodded slowly. Understanding filling his gaze. “You’re afraid to let me in.”
“I need to earn my people’s respect and fix what’s broken first.”
He brushed his thumb along my cheek, then down along my lips. “Wife or not, I’m not going anywhere.”
A smile tugged at my lips. “I hoped you’d say that.”
He placed his hand over his heart. “It still hurts,” he teased, then his expression turned serious. “I hope in time, when we’ve both reached where we want to be, you’ll reconsider.”
“Blaise.” I inhaled deeply, my eyes glistening when I looked at him. “If I’m going to marry anyone, it’s going to be you.”
“It’s close enough to ‘I love you too,’ I guess.” He half smiled and stood, glass in hand, and walked behind me. He leaned down, tickling my neck with each breath. Running his fingers down my chest, he smirked against my neck. “We have a little bit of time before we need to go down to the library.”
A knock sounded at the door, jolting me to my feet. Blaise almost dropped his glass.
“Hello!” I called, my voice sounding unlike my own.
Adius walked inside. His fear-filled eyes met mine. “Your Majesty, excuse the interruption, but it’s Morgana.”
 
***
 
Decrepit skin and sullen eyes morphed my friend, my mentor, into a thing I didn’t recognize. I wouldn’t have known it was her at all if it wasn’t for her long brown waves, and fingers covered in silver rings.
“Morgana,” I whispered. My fingers gripped the stony ledge next to me. I steadied myself, and my gaze flicked to her staff, which remained perched against the wall. 
Blaise stood in the doorway, scratching the back of his head, and Adius stood a little in front of me. Two other guards stood outside, keeping watch. 
“Are you still in there?” I asked when she didn’t answer. 
She whipped her head around, and I stumbled back. Catching myself before I fell, I couldn’t hide the gasp that left my lips. 
She spoke, her voice drying at the ends. “He will come.” Ancient runes lay in her wrinkled palms. Her face was still scarred from the torture inflicted upon her after I’d fled. I could see them under the decay the necromancer had brought upon her. 
“Morgana,” I said tentatively, reaching my fingers into the air between us. 
“Don’t.” Her orb-like eyes flashed with warning. She walked to her altar. I wondered how she still managed to move. She appeared as if she’d crumble into a pile of dust and bones at a moment’s notice. I craned my neck to look at what she was doing, as did Adius. 
She chose her cards, holding them with the glinting silver on the back. Four cards: a love gained, another lost, death, and one traitor.
“Are they for me?”
She didn’t look at me. “You need to leave. It’s no longer safe for you here. I’ve kept him away for as long as I could, Winter, but he’s not far under the surface. He’s turning me inside out, until I submit to do his bidding.”
Bile bit my throat. “No.”
She dropped her cards and balled her fist. She quickly released it, but I noticed the gesture, as did Blaise, who was eyeing me. 
“What do you want me to do?” I asked her, hoping my wise friend was still with us. 
“Take my staff.”
Adius looked to me, and I nodded. “Keep her in this tower room. Have a guard watch her.” Tears trickled down my cheeks as we walked away from her. 
“It’s for the best,” Blaise whispered as I reached the door. I pushed past him.
Anger shocked me into action, forcing every nerve on fire as I hurried down the spiral staircase and into the winding hallway. I could hear the others calling after me, but I was far too furious to talk to them. 
“You.” I growled at myself and flexed my fingers. I could feel him moving inside me, like a spirit bottled, rattling to get out. You may have brought her to the edge, but I will kill you. I didn’t need to say the words out loud. He knew how I felt and what I thought, but the adrenaline needed to be spent. I will ruin you.
Cold pricked my fingers, then my toes. What began as a gnawing pain in the pit of my stomach grew until I was retching and shaking all at once. I felt hands on my arms and my back. He was pushing to get out, harder than ever before, but I wasn’t going to let him. 
My skin hissed as old wounds reappeared. Stars filled my visions. I couldn’t catch my breath when more wounds appeared, from my time trapped in the cage in Berovia. The sun-blistering bars had caught my skin several times a day until I was numb to the pain. My mouth dried, and the necromancer accessed another memory, another way to torture me.
I tried to suck in a breath, but my chest tightened as I did, not allowing air to pass. Panicked, I grappled my fingers into the skin of those who tried to keep me down. I felt as if I were drowning, falling through layers of ocean until I couldn’t see light anymore. 
I was going to die. I was sure of it. He brought me to the edge of torture and kept me dangling until I couldn’t breathe, scream, or cry anymore. I crumpled to the ground, and he relented. A cool breeze danced over my bare arms and neck. Sweat beaded my forehead, and my eyes burned. 
Blaise’s face came into my blurred vision. “Love.” Worry aged his youthful face. His lips were set into a hard line as he tried to get me to speak. “I said get me the fucking physician.”
I didn’t know who he was shouting at, but I didn’t care. His fingers found mine, and I winced when he touched them. The wounds, they were real. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 NINETEEN
 
His eyes were the first to meet mine when I woke sometime under the cover of night. An oil lamp flickered, sliding shadows onto his features. I noticed he was holding his breath. Looking around, I saw we were alone. “How long have I been out?”
He sighed relief. “You’re still you.”
I furrowed my brows. “Of course I’m still me. Who else would I be?” Everything that had happened flooded back. “The necromancer.” 
“Morgana is holding up, barely.”
“We need to get her some of the potion.” 
“She was never taking it, love.” His gaze flitted around my wounds, fury lacing his expression. “We’re going to find a way to kill that thing.”
I closed my eyes. My head throbbed, but the pain was nothing compared to earlier. “We need to go and check through those books. I’m sure there will be something written about him there. Some of those books are centuries old.”
He nodded. “We will, once you’re feeling better.”
A lump formed in my throat. “I was supposed to meet my mother this evening.”
He tapped his fingers against his leg. “That would explain why one of my spies saw her. She’d gone into the forest an hour ago, after waiting by the gates for some time.”
“She’ll be executed if she’s found in there. She’s going to the sacred part, the area that is off limits.”
Curiosity guided his tone. “Why would you care?”
“I don’t want her dead. I just want her… away from me.”
He nodded slowly. “I’ll have my men get her out.”
“If she left an hour ago, then she would already have reached it.” I thought about the babbling river, the place between the realms of the living and dead. I wondered if she could even reach André. Surely he couldn’t be her guide too. “It’s too late. I just hope she isn’t caught.”
“She used a cloaking spell,” he said. “She disappeared once she’d gone under the cover of the trees.”
“The magic barrier surrounding the area will de-veil that spell, but at least it will have hidden her most of the way. Vahaga is out in the woods east of there with the others, so there’s less chance of her being caught, but there’s always someone patrolling that part of the forest.”
“They’re doing rituals on your crown and such, correct?”
“Yes.” I clutched the covers to my chest and winced when the fabric touched my skin. “How can I go to my coronation covered in these?” I stared at my wounds, willing the bile away as it bit at my throat. I needed to be healed as quickly as possible.
“The Ruby Circle has been postponed. I took it upon myself to tell your guards. As is your coronation, so you need not worry.”
“This can’t be happening.” I buried my head in my hands. 
“You cannot go like this.”
“Bring me a pixie. Several. They will heal me.”
“The physician is already preparing.” 
“Thank goodness. You can tell the guards I will still be going. Once the physician comes with the pixies, I’ll just need rest.”
“But I meant mentally, love. Your mind is not so easily cured of the pain.” He brushed his thumb along my temple, the gesture slight but tender. 
“I’ll be okay. I promise. My coronation can’t be canceled.” My eyes lowered to his hands. They were trembling. “Why are you shaking?”
“It’s the…” He didn’t finish his sentence. “Winter, a lot has happened since you’ve been unconscious.”
I sighed wearily. “Since when doesn’t it?”
“The important thing is you rest.”
I sighed. “No, go on. Tell me what’s happened.”
“We are handling it.”
“Blaise,” I said in warning. “Tell me.”
“With your coronation postponed−”
I clenched my jaw. “Blaise! If you don’t explain, I will go and find someone who will.”
He paused for a moment with conflict in his eyes but relented. “There’s been news from the docks.”
My heart skipped a beat. 
He shook his head. “One of your ships was sunk.”
Pricks of shock ran through my body, standing every hair erect. “What ship?”
“The Marina.”
My eyes clamped shut. She was our biggest vessel. There must have been at least eighty men aboard. She was used to sail to Inferis and the other smaller islands surrounding Magaelor to bring goods back and forth. I didn’t need to ask any further questions. I already knew. He said the ship was sunk, not had sunk, meaning someone had brought it down, and only one person was capable of it: a mer. “Aqugar.” 
“He got impatient.”
“I had a year.” A howl climbed up my throat, threatening to erupt from my mouth. I flexed my fingers, pushing myself back against the pillow. 
He hesitated. A flicker crossed his stare, and a pang in my chest followed. “What is it, Blaise?”
“You focus on healing. I will manage everything-”
“You are not king of Magaelor!”
“I am well aware.”
“Queens don’t have time to heal.” I felt as if I were on fire. “I have to talk to him.”
“I can reach him on your behalf.”
I pulled the skin downward under my eyes, raking my fingers down my face. This was all such a mess. “Why did you hesitate? Tell me now because there’s no better time. I’d rather get all the bad stuff at once than spaced out.”
He sighed and cast his eyes downward. “I don’t want you to worry.”
“Have you not met me?”
I saw a hint of a smile, but it disappeared quickly. “The curse is getting stronger. I feel it in my bones. If I can feel it, then so can Aqugar. Loving you doesn’t help it. I’m going against the nature of it, and it’s torturing me. Somehow, it’s affected the curse itself which, inadvertently…” He looked at me. “Is making it worse for him too. For anyone whose been cursed by the Crown of Discieti.”
My eyes widened. I felt the blood drain from my face. “Well…” I spluttered, despising the thought of him being tortured and Aqugar bringing down more ships. “Stop loving me.”
He chuckled lightly, briefly touching my hand. “I don’t think I can just stop.”
“You have to try.”
“I don’t want to.”
“You must.”
“I can’t.” He looked worse with each passing moment.
“You were better back in Niferum,” I cried. 
“I hid my feelings. It didn’t go away altogether.”
“No.” I groaned. “You were better. Being around me makes it worse.”
He shook his head. “I know what you’re thinking, and I will not be going back to Niferum, especially not with all you have going on. It’s not going to make it any easier, love. I’m going to stay and help you.”
I bit down on my bottom lip. “If you insist on staying, then you will need to keep away from me. I cannot have you feeling as if you’re being tortured or making this curse worse for the mer king, not until we have reunited the Objects of Kai.”
“My men are working on it. We will retrieve the Amulet−”
“Not the Ring.” I scowled, thinking of Kiros. “He has it hidden, somewhere well. How do you plan on retrieving it?”
He didn’t respond.
“Blaise, you need to leave, before this gets worse than it already is.”
“Don’t,” he said softly. “Please.”
My heart ached from his tortured gaze, the vulnerability on his face. “Go.” 
“I won’t.”
I pushed him at arm’s length. My mouth dried as I stared at him. “Get out.” I shouted it this time, and he backed away, tears in his smoky-gray eyes. “Leave.”
He hung his head, shaking it, and shoved his hands in his pockets as he walked out the door. I didn’t look to see if he looked back. 
Loving me had killed eighty men. It was killing him. I had no choice. 
 
***
 
Orb-like eyes regarded me as the little pixies were brought into the room by the physician. Seeing them only reminded me of Cedric, when he’d illegally imported one to Berovia. I made a note to find another advisor, as I’d made him one to force the court to accept him. It hadn’t worked. 
A pixie flitted overhead, her butterfly-like wings beating against the still air in the musky room. The stench of death lingered, and the potion sat un-stoppered next to the bed. The physician scrunched his nose when he examined my wounds. He peered at me through half-moon spectacles. His glacier-blue eyes had paled with age. White hair covered his round head. “How did this happen?”
A voice I recognized as Adius’s sounded behind him, though I hadn’t seen him slip in behind the physician. “You’re not here to ask questions.”
A pixie landed on my shoulder and placed her hands over one of the deeper cuts. A warmth protruded from her palms, pulsating through me in waves. When she took her hands away, all that remained was a pink scar.
“Thank you,” I said.
The physician furrowed his brows. “No need to thank me, Your Majesty.”
“I was speaking to the pixie.” I glanced at her. She looked back with appreciation. 
The physician’s eyes widened, judgement pooling in them. He glanced at Adius, who only grinned at my response. 
After several minutes, he stood, pushing his spectacles up his dented nose. “The scars should disappear within a few hours.”
I glanced down at the pink marks covering my arms. “Thank you.” I looked at him and the pixies. “All of you.”
He caged them again and left the room quickly. My stomach dipped as he did. Before I could say anything, Adius marched to my side. “No time to rest I’m afraid, Your Majesty. A woman has been murdered. I came when it happened, but I thought it best to wait for you to be healed first.”
My eyes bulged. “Where?”
“In the courtyard.”
Stars filled my vision as the necromancer threatened to push through. I pressed my fingers against my head, feeling the ridges of my skull beneath my fingertips. Join us. His voice tinkered, echoing around in my head. I grabbed the potion and gulped it down.
After a few minutes, the familiar pull of slumber overcame me. I forced myself to sit upright. The headache and his voice were gone, but I wouldn’t give in to the tiredness. Inhaling deeply, I willed myself to get out of bed. “Take me to the body.”
 
I hurried down the emptying hallway, a hollowness in my center as we emerged into the crowded courtyard. Guards stood around a mass, a mess of silver and crimson. Blonde hair was strewn over the ground, tangled with twigs and blossom petals. Barely a soul noticed their queen as I swept through the swelling crowd. Only Blaise had noticed me, but I avoided his gaze. 
My stomach dipped when I saw her face. It was Marissa. Her unseeing eyes were focused on the matte-black sky. 
“She was dead when we found her,” Adius explained and stepped back. “Everyone, get out of here.” 
I tapped his arm. “Don’t we need to lock the castle down until we find the culprit?” 
He glanced at Marissa, and the darkness inside me tugged, prickling to the surface. One of Morgana’s rings lay on the ground, dull after years of wear. I clamped my eyes shut, pressing my hand against my stomach. “Where is she? She was meant to be kept in the tower room. How did she get out?”
Adius’s voice dropped. “She overpowered both of my men. She didn’t have her staff.” 
She hadn’t needed one, not if he had taken full control, but I thought we’d had time. “Where is she now?”
“She’s locked in one of the dungeons.” He grabbed my arm as I attempted to leave. “She’s not herself, Your Majesty.” 
I knew what that meant. I gave Blaise a dark look as he watched from across the courtyard. Skeletal leaves drifted down, as if to cover Marissa with a blanket. 
 



 TWENTY
 
The coronation went ahead as planned, despite the murder and my healed injuries from the previous night. Marissa’s body was taken to be buried in Ash Forest, a great honor, Vahaga had said. I still couldn’t believe the necromancer had taken control of my friend. 
I looked around the throne room as I entered through the double arched doors. A scandalous court, an army of loyal guards and their treacherous lovers, were bowing at my feet. My temporary crown glistened as dappled light scattered through the windows. I rolled my eyes up toward the silver etchings on the ceiling and the crystals embedded in the walls.
I scanned the crowd. Those I had wanted to come were missing. Marissa was forever gone, and Cedric, an ocean away. I spotted my mother. At least she hadn’t got caught. One blessing. The only one. She looked at me with a softness in her expression I hadn’t seen before. It was almost disturbing to see her without her usual disapproving scowl. I was dying to know what had happened in the forest last night, but it would have to wait. 
My coronation was glorious. Half the kingdom had traveled to Imperia to see the long-awaited kingdom. I walked between five priestesses, all wearing purple from head to toe, toward the throne. Standing beside it was the high priest, wearing traditional golden robes with the blue lunar cycles embroidered as various stages of the moon. Around his neck hung a silver silk ribbon. When he saw me, he pulled it down and wrapped it around his hand.
He bowed when I reached him. “Please kneel.”
He removed my current crown and handed it to one of the priestesses. 
My hands were shaking. The crown, glimmering from on top of a velvet blue pillow, had been prepared. 
“This crown has been forged from gold, with rubies for vitality and emeralds to represent strength,” Vahaga said with no expression to his tone. His voice settled the last stragglers in the crowd into absolute silence. “A diamond was made from the ashes of a bone taken from the crypt of the first king of Magaelor and has been placed in the center of the crown, to create an eternal link between the first anointed king and the reigning queen. It has been blessed in the waters of Soul Lake.” The lake sat beyond Imperia, near the villages spreading to the north, where it was said many blessings had taken place. “Then buried overnight in the soils of Ash Forest.”
My father had become king before I was born, so I never got to witness the blessing of the crown. Each ruler had their own, and when they died, it was buried with them. I was sure, one day we would run out of bones to burn from the first king, and I wondered if the priests would simply move on to the second.
“Winter Rose Mortis, daughter of Amos Lormonor Mortis, do you agree to the sacred oath to serve the people of Magaelor above all else?”
“I do.” I ran cold. Every small hair on my arms and legs stood erect. I couldn’t believe it was finally happening. 
“Will you, to your utmost power, execute the laws and customs of the blessed scriptures of our ancestors?”
“I will.”
“Finally, will you, guided by the ancestors, guide the people of this great kingdom with honor, upholding our values and traditions?”
“I will.”
The crown was placed on my head. The hairs on my arms pricked, standing erect, and my eyes glossed. I stood slowly, and Vahaga turned his back toward me, then stepped by my side. At least he wasn’t being snide today. He couldn’t, not with the eyes of Magaelor on us. “Your queen, Her Majesty, Winter Rose Mortis.”
Everyone bowed, and my heart felt as if it would stop any second. Blaise bowed too, even though he didn’t need to. It only made us having to separate hurt that much more. 
I scanned the room once everyone stood once more. A man caught my attention, perhaps because he was so desperately trying not to be seen. He wore an oversized black traveling coat. He’d come from money, or at least he appeared that way. He pulled his hood forward when he saw me staring, then turned his back. Others around him waved when they noticed I was looking in their direction. 
I caught Adius’s gaze, then nodded, a signal for him to come closer. Reaching my side, he leaned down, and I whispered the man’s description in his ear. 
“From Kiros?” I asked. “I didn’t see a staff.”
“Perhaps.” His jaw clenched. “We will find him.”
“Hurry,” I whispered. “We cannot have anything go wrong. Not today.”
Adius bowed, then walked away, quickening his steps. Ladies gawked after him as he forced his way through the crowd. He held a strong position at court, commander of my army. He was a prize to any lady here, but Florence was the only one who held his attention. 
I moved my gaze to where she stood, front row, next to Nissa. Her blonde waves had grown out, reaching below her bosom. Her small waist was made tinier by a bone corset, and gray-and-blue fabric flourished out into a skirt.
I could hear scuffling in the distance; a few guards close by gripped the handles on their swords. Voices rose as my people grew restless. 
Finally, the trumpets blew, and an organ played. When Adius emerged, a blood spatter on his red coat sent adrenaline coursing through me. I couldn’t react, not with them all looking at me. 
I blew out a tense breath. It was time for me to address my court. Sitting on the throne my father had sat on for decades, a lump formed in my throat. I was stronger now, deadlier even, but something sinister bubbled beneath my calm exterior, wanting to claw its way out and lay waste to anything in my path. 
“I thank you all for gathering today,” I announced to the crowd, and the chattering silenced. My voice was clear, my tone sharp. No one could detect the hesitance in my words as the threat of a war loomed over our heads. “We are—oh!” 
Two guards rushed to my side. I caught Blaise’s worried look ahead of me. “This way, Majesty,” one said. 
“Majesty.” The other urged me when I didn’t move. “Please, you must come with us.”
Adius nodded in my direction, so I went with them. Chatter rose as everyone watched us. Panic pinched through the air. I was hurried out the arched doorway and into the courtyard. Guards had gathered, all holding the hilts of their swords.
“What’s going on?”
“Intruders,” one said as they escorted me to a waiting carriage. “They were found with weapons, known to the Crown as belonging to a group who oppose your rule.”
“Oh.” They weren’t Kiros’s people. They were mine, and they wanted me dead. 
“We’re not sure how they breached the castle’s walls.” 
Only dignitaries had been invited. Someone from the inside must have let them in. The knowledge weighed heavily in my chest. “Where am I being taken to?”
I climbed the step and ducked inside the carriage. “To the manor house.”
Watching the castle grow smaller as we rode away, I let my tears fall. A guard in the carriage didn’t even look at me. I briefly touched my crown. It felt heavier than the last. I thought about Morgana locked away in the dungeons and wondered how I would manage without her. I needed her more than ever, but the necromancer had torn us apart, turning her into someone we couldn’t have faith in. She’d killed Marissa, and they wanted to execute her for it. I’d ordered her to be imprisoned only, but Lord Gregoir would demand her death—the victim was his niece—and other nobles at court would too. It was turning into a political disaster. 
The wheels growled when we hit gravel. The road widened and we took a sharp left, turning out of the city. Obsidian buildings and slate roofs were replaced with thatched cottages, trees with low hanging fruits, and sprawling green fields. The smell of manure hit my nose as we were pulled up a hill. The winding dirt path bumped us along until the manor house came into view. Honeydew trees and hummingbirds brought the gardens to life. 
Ivy vines sprawled along the house’s cracked front, strangling around the window arches and stone ledges. Gargoyle stone statues watched us, sitting on either side of the entrance. A weathered fountain stood in front of the coved doorway with an old stone knocker. The grass was luscious, greener than even the gardens at court. Trimmed hedges created an entrance into the grounds beyond, stretching as far as the eye could see. It was a home away from home, a place my father had taken André and me when we were children. It had been gifted to one of the lords. Gregoir, I think. 
When we halted, I pulled down the handle of the door, my voice trapped. I cleared my throat, then stepped out. “Bring Adius!” 
“He’s on his way already, Your Majesty,” the fair-headed guard said. He often stood station at my door. His red coat was pristine, unlike Adius’s. I’d seen the crimson, staining darker than the fabric, when he’d come back. Had he killed one of them, or was it his own blood? 
I thought back to Morgana’s reading and how true it had been. Even in her deteriorating state, she’d known. One love gained: Blaise. One death: Marissa. One love lost: Cedric. The final, one traitor: Unknown. 
She hadn’t been taking the potion. She’d been keeping the necromancer at bay using only her willpower, and I knew deep down I could never have done it for as long. She’d sacrificed herself so I could have the potion, all of it, because Magaelor needed a queen but also because she loved me. She had acted more like a caregiver to me over the years than my own parents ever had. 
“Adius is close,” the guard said as I was escorted inside.
I looked out and saw three carriages on the horizon.
Adius jumped out when the carriage pulled up. His blood-stained jacket had been removed, revealing his white undershirt, which was relatively clean. It wasn’t his blood.
“Tell me everything,” I said.
His eyes scanned the area. He gave a brief nod to the other guards and they spaced out, their swords brandished. He took my arm in his and briskly walked me around the house. His light-brown hair was stuck around his forehead, and beads of sweat shone under the light glow of sunlight peeking through the cotton-candy-shaped clouds.
“There were five men,” he replied, his jaw sharp as he stared ahead, poised for an attack as if someone could jump out from behind the honey blossom bushes. “Their plan, as far as we could tell, was to attack you as the coronation ended, from the side of the red carpet.”
I gulped. “They were Magaelor’s men,” I stated. “Edgar’s? Hired assassins from one of my enemies?”
He shook his head. “Monarchists. Someone had helped them inside. We are still investigating who was a part of the plot.” 
“If they were monarchists, then why would they try to kill me? Their monarch?”
He hesitated. “They were under the impression you had committed regicide.”
Every hair on my body stood on end. The fear swallowing my expression must have been apparent. I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, forcing as normal of a look as I could. “Why would they think that?”
“They were loyal to your father. Someone had told them you were behind his death.”
“How do they think I supposedly killed him?” I asked. “Considering I was a kingdom away.”
“I came straight here after the initial…” He paused, staring at his battered knuckles. “Questioning. I’m sure their unfounded accusations will be brought to light.”
My heart pounded, and bile bit up my throat. “It’s a surprise they would think it.” I clasped my fingers together. “If I could have a moment, Adius. Please, go arrange your men.” 
“We are securing the area. The house is being searched. If you can stay in this area, in view, until the threat is stabilized.”
I nodded. “Of course.” 
He walked away, and it took everything in me not to collapse into a hyperventilating mess. Someone had helped from the inside, and those men said they’d been told I was behind my father’s death, which means someone knew. Someone in the castle. Whoever it was wanted me dead. If the truth came out without proof, if wouldn’t be enough. If they had evidence, however, I’d lose a lot more than my crown.
After a few minutes of pacing and calming my breathing, I hurried to the entrance of the house. “Adius,” I called.
He turned from where he was, grouped with four guards.
“I need to go back to the castle.”
“We can’t have you go back there until we’ve secured it and found the culprit.”
I hated to do it, but I didn’t have time to argue. “Adius, it wasn’t a request. It’s an order by your queen. Return me to the castle now.”
“We can’t.”
My eyes widened. “Did you not hear me? It’s an order.”
“My job is to keep you safe. If you have me let go for not obeying your orders, then so be it, but you will not be leaving this manor until the threat is secured, Your Majesty.”
I took a step back. Shock stunned me. The final carriage growled to a stop. I didn’t notice him at first, as I was still staring at Adius, until he spoke. 
“Love?”
 



 TWENTY-ONE
 
With the house and gardens finally secured, I walked with some privacy. Blaise was at my side, the only one apart from Morgana who knew the truth of how I had acquired the throne so soon. 
“You shouldn’t have come.” I paused. “But I don’t hate that you did.”
A ghost of a smile etched on his lips. “I told you before, I’m not going anywhere.”
“We still need to keep our distance, until the curse over you is broken, but right now…” I closed my eyes for a moment, finding comfort in the blackness. “You’re the only one I can trust.” Since Morgana was locked away and not herself, it was true.
“My spies reported the men are being kept in the dungeons, and the lords and Vahaga are pushing for a swift execution.”
“I’m sure it’s one of them. They hate me enough and have the resources to have found out.”
“There’s a reason they haven’t taken you to trial and instead tried to have you assassinated,” he said, slowing his pace to meet mine. “They don’t have enough evidence. Such accusations could be considered treason without it. It’s why they want the men hung fast. Under torture, the names of those who aided them may slip.”
My adrenaline-fueled state had withered, bringing with it nausea and tiredness. I pushed on, walking Blaise through the orchard I frequented as a child. Apples hung from low branches. Many rotted on the blossom-coated ground where they’d fallen, and worms had left little holes. “I need to destroy the root of it all.” I thought back to André’s words. “Blaise, my brother told me to kill Vahaga not long ago.”
His eyebrows furrowed, scrunching his nose. “Your dead brother told you to kill the high priest?”
“I know how insane it sounds, but I saw him in his spirit form, in the veil. He was my spirit guide. He told me to kill Vahaga and to destroy something, then he was dragged into darkness.”
“Why didn’t you say something?” 
“Honestly, so much has happened that things have slipped my mind. Can you blame me?”
“Is there anything else I should know?”
I shook my head. “No.” My stomach knotted when I looked at his hardened expression. “Don’t do anything rash.” 
“We can go back to the castle tomorrow.” 
“Adius wouldn’t let me leave, even under my command.” 
“Smart man.” 
I clenched my jaw. “I should be there. I’ll look like a coward.”
“You won’t, but we don’t know if there are any more men who went unnoticed. Give them a day, love.”
“I need to help Morgana too, and I don’t have the potion to keep him at bay.”
We emerged around the front of the manor house. “I brought some of the books, the oldest ones.” 
I breathed a sigh of relief. “At least I can do something while locked away here.”
“Some prison.” He smirked, looking over the rolling hills, wildflower-pickled grounds, and tall, thirteen-bedroom manor. “I brought the potion too.”
My stomach swirled. “When will you be leaving?”
He chuckled. “I’m not letting you out of my sight until this is over.” He pulled me closer, his fingers entwining with mine. The dim glow of orange slunk into indigo, the sunset over Magaelor. His gray eyes looked almost silver under the light. “Or ever.”
“Blaise, we can’t.” The feel of his fingers against mine sent prickles along my skin.
“I’m not going to stop loving you. It doesn’t matter if we’re this close or I’m an ocean away. Pushing me away will do nothing, apart from torture me further. If you don’t want to be with me because you don’t love me, then tell me. I’ll go. If you are trying to stop my pain, however, then relent, Winter. I’ve admitted how I feel. I’m all in. There’s no going back for me.”
“Why do you love me?”
“I just do. I can’t put it into words. No one has ever touched me like you have.” His gaze darkened. Flickers of touch ran between us as he pressed himself against me. Sweeping his hand through my curls, he smiled. “God, Winter, tell me you want this.”
I held my breath as he leaned down. He brushed his lips against my forehead in an unexpected move, kissing me softly. He rested his forehead against mine, and for that moment, I felt… dared I say it? Happy. 
 
***
 
Blaise was spread out, wearing only his briefs. I pulled myself from his embrace, and he grumbled as he moved, but he didn’t wake. 
Evil grasped at the manor, shadows of fingers grappling through the moonlit windows. Branches swayed as winds howled, pulling wisps of moss and leaves through them. My heart raced as I walked barefoot on the wood floor. Falling out into the dark hallway, I ran toward the front door. A guard was stationed there, watching, his staff in hand. A barrier spell had been placed around the building. I had to be safe, but something eerie coursed through the air. I stepped away from the door slowly, not to make any noise.
I jolted when the scream erupted and wailed through the night, screeching through my bones like a fork dragging against fine china. 
“Morgana.” I gasped, her face floating into my mind. Her hollow eyes and sallow skin sent a shiver down my spine. I could see her as if I were standing in the dungeon with her. I blinked twice, and she was gone. 
She’d said I had the gift of foresight years back, but I hadn’t believed her. The vision was far too vivid for me to dismiss. I pinched myself to make sure I was indeed awake, then pressed my lips together. Was she in trouble? Was that why I could sense her? 
He sounded in my head. Let me in.

I shuddered. I knew that voice. “Go away.” 
The potion drowned his next words. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to go back upstairs, to the bed where I could cuddle in Blaise’s arms and forget everything bad that was happening, but fear rooted me to the spot. The grand staircase I’d run down looked sinister under the shadows and slices of moonlight. 
I veered left, carrying the heaviness that pushed down on my shoulders all the way to the library. Blaise and I had read through one of the books but found nothing before heading to bed, but there were three more. My eyes burned as I creaked the heavy door open. Shelves lined three of the four walls, with books of red spines and brown, then eventually blue. I paused by a shelf, running my fingers along the bridges between books. Gold titles stamped the spines. The smell of parchment and old books filled the room, and I smiled. The fire hadn’t burned out completely. Embers glistened red among the blackened logs and crumbling ash. I grabbed the poker, prodded the dying heat, and added some newspapers and a couple of new logs. 
I grabbed two books, then sprawled myself over the ornate blue rug in front of the fireplace and carved-wood mantel. My eyes blurred from fatigue, but I forced myself to focus. I was all Morgana had to help her. A trickle ran through our bond, one forged with foresight or time. I wasn’t sure which. The fire hissed, crackling as it slowly came back to life. 
I turned the pages of the ancient, leather-bound book, feeling the hours slip into each other, bringing a deeper blackness of night. I skimmed the words under the dim yellow of the oil lamps. 
I found a line and connected it with two others I had read several chapters ago: Little is known about Evangeline, the firstborn of King Dorian, except for her death. Her body was found with the king’s in his study. 
Sweeping the pages back, I found the line: The firstborn daughter of Princess Zalia of Berovia, Loretta, was found dead from a failed ritual of twelve sacrifices. 
Then another similar: Several sons had been born before the beautiful Princess Tatiana was born to King Viktor of Berovia. His beloved firstborn daughter was murdered. It appeared she was a part of a ritual involving as many as twelve dead. 
“They were all firstborn girls,” I said aloud, my breath fogging the cold air. They were all found dead in rituals, except for Evangeline, but she had killed her father, according to Blaise. She had defeated the necromancer. Blaise had said so.
Pain pinched through me, making me cry out. I gripped my nails into my legs, squeezing my eyes shut as a sharpness cracked through my forehead. Breathing through it, I rubbed my temples. I pinched the area between my index finger and thumb, a tip Morgana had taught me in some new-age medicinal technique. It helped, and the pain subsided enough to focus. 
It was the necromancer. I could sense him trying to fight through the potion that forced a disconnect between us. I smiled. I’d come close. He didn’t like it. 
He wanted power. Both the princesses after Evangeline had died during rituals with twelve dying. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. Both were princesses of Berovia, like Evangeline. I wracked my brain on their family tree, trying to recall if there were any more daughters, but I couldn’t think straight. I did know who the most recent one was though. 
King Viktor was Xenos’s father, Kiros’s grandfather. Viktor was long dead, but Kiros and Neoma survived. Even if she was Kiros’s half-sister, as he had insistently pointed out more than once, due to their clash in beliefs and dislike for one another, she was still Xenos’s daughter. 
Did that mean she was in danger of sharing the fate of the princesses before her? 
I kept reading until early morning had birds tweeting. The sky lightened enough to see the pastel blue. I set the book down and hurried back to bed to get a few more hours of sleep before I’d be forced to awaken.
It had been worth the lack of rest. I knew something. I didn’t know how important it was, but I was willing to bet that Kiros’s sister had something to do with the necromancer. It was a start. 



TWENTY-TWO
 
Lingering smoke from the fires was complemented by the scent of fresh bread wafting upstairs. Blaise stretched out, his body pressing against mine from behind. He moaned, running his hand around my stomach. I couldn’t help but smile. Turning, I twisted in the sheets to face him. “Morning.”
“I could get used to waking up like this.” He grinned, leaning in for a kiss. His lips pressed against mine. It was gentle, soft, unlike the ones last night. 
“I did some thinking last night. I couldn’t sleep.” 
He twirled a lock of my hair around his finger, gazing down at me. “Yes?”
“So much has happened, and I’ve not let myself have anything for me. I could have died yesterday. I could die tomorrow. Nothing’s promised.”
His expression darkened. “I’ll kill anyone before they get to you. You don’t need to be afraid.”
I pressed my lips together, smiling like a fool. “I’m not. I only wanted to say life is too short to leave things unsaid.” 
His gaze softened. Vulnerability flashed in them, and my stomach dipped. I parted my lips, feeling the words I’d never said out loud form a lump in my throat. “I love you, Blaise.”
He closed his eyes and pulled me tighter. I buried my head between the blanket and his chest. His lips pressed against my collar bone, his fingers dancing through my hair. He held me as if I might disappear at any moment.
We crumpled into each other. It felt like hundreds of butterflies swarmed inside of me, dizzying me. I didn’t care about anything else at that point, nothing but him—us.
It was only when someone knocked on the door did we emerge back to reality. He growled under his breath. “We’re busy.”
“No, we’re not,” I whispered, then got out of bed. “It could be Adius.”
I rushed toward the door, covering myself, and swung it open. A guard I half recognized greeted me with a bow.
“Your Majesty, we have been called to escort you back to the castle.”
“Thank you. I’ll come down when I’m ready.” 
The door clicked shut, and I looked at Blaise. “Get up and get ready. We’re going back.”
He sported a lazy grin. “We could just stay here for a little longer. The mayhem will still be there in a few hours.”
“We could.” I pulled my dress on but saw him wince from the corner of my eye when he thought I wasn’t looking. “You’re still in pain.”
“It’s worth it.”
My shoulders slumped. “Blaise.”
“I can manage it, love. Besides, my men retrieved the Amulet of Viribus. I was told they’re already on their way back with it.” 
“Cedric has arrived in Berovia then?”
He nodded. I wondered if he’d seen my letter yet.
“He’s gone to the solis court.” 
I blinked twice. “What?”
“He has gone there many times before.”
I bit my lip. “He broke me out of that castle. Kiros hates him. Why would he go there?”
He shrugged. “To make peace. Probably at the request of his parents.” 
“You still have spies there?”
“Why, love?”
“It’s not just Cedric I need to keep an eye on.” I paused. “It’s the princess. Neoma.”
He arched an eyebrow. “You’re not telling me something.”
“Last night I continued reading.” 
He sighed with exasperation. “Of course you did. I was a fool to think you’d want to get some rest for once.”
I gave him a look. “The firstborn daughters after Evangeline were found dead in rituals where twelve people died. Coincidence?”
He sat upright. “What book is it in?” 
“I bookmarked the pages for you to read. Blaise, don’t you see? We have a lead.” I felt a little lighter, even without my morning dose of the potion. I had found a thread connecting the necromancer, and if I tugged on it enough, I could unweave everything about him. Help Morgana. Help myself.
“I’ll look into rituals needing twelve sacrifices when we return.” He devoured books like I did, a hobby I appreciated us sharing.
“I’ll find my mother. She didn’t get caught going into the sacred part of the forest, and she might have been able to contact André. I need to know what she knows. If it has something to do with Vahaga…”
“We will figure all of this out, love. I promise.”
I nodded slowly. “I’m glad you got the Amulet. I don’t agree with how you got it, but at least this stupid curse on the Objects of Kai will be over.” I didn’t tell him the rest of my plan. Once the mer king broke the curses, I planned on running him through with the Dagger of Ruin, for dragging down my ship, the Marina, and killing my men. 
 
***
 
The castle was in disarray. Banners had been pulled from the walls and lay crumpled against the floor. People bustled around the freshly erected gallows outside the front of Ash Court. “What are they doing?” I growled. “Not out here.”
Adius looked at me apologetically. “The lords requested the men who attacked you be publicly executed at court as a show of force.” 
He walked me inside. People looked, bowed, or curtseyed, then quickly averted their gaze. I was sure between the attack on my life and rumors of my relationship with Blaise, I was the talk of the nobles. 
I clicked my tongue. We walked around the corner, staying in silence until we reached my office. He closed the doors behind us, and I walked to the window to stare out. “Do you think you can get me into the dungeons without being seen?” It was a long shot, but I needed to know who was behind the attack, and if they hated me so much, perhaps they would be so angry they’d spill their secrets to hurt me. “Or one of the prisoners brought to me in private?”
“They tried to kill you.” 
“Which is why you would be there, and they will be in shackles.” Worry pinched my features. “It’s important.”
He relented. “I’ll bring you down to one of the cells.” 
I swallowed thickly. “Thank you.” 
“To see only one of them. I can’t take any more risks than that. I will have three of my most trusted men come with us, just in case.”
I didn’t want anyone else there but sighed at his hardened stare. He wasn’t going to budge on it and was already meeting me in the middle. “Come to my chambers once I’m settled. I need to talk to my mother first. We can go after.” 
“Would you be willing to divulge why we must go undercover?”
“I’m going to need you to trust me on this one.” 
“As long as I can keep you safe, that’s all I care about. Also…” He paused, fumbling his fingers, his eyes wide. “I know this is a bad time to ask, but there hasn’t seemed to be a right time.” 
I leaned forward. “What is it?”
“I was hoping to get your permission to marry Florence.”
I breathed relief. “Absolutely.” 
His shoulders rolled back. “Thank you for your blessing, Your Majesty.” 
“Now, if you would please find my mother and ask her to come meet me here.”
“If anyone else wants an audience with you, should I tell them you’re indisposed?”
“Thank you. Yes.”
 
My mother looked different when she took her seat across from me. A desk filled with stacks of papers sat between us. She placed her hands on the table, her fingers clasped and her knuckles a pasty white. Her hooded eyes had a radiance to them I hadn’t seen since before André’s death. There was determination in her tone when she addressed me. “Your brother came to me.”
I blew out a shaky exhale. “Thank the ancestors he’s okay.”
“Thank no one,” she spat, her expression twisting in disgust.
“What?”
She cast her eyes downward, then flicked them back to meet mine. “You were right about Vahaga. He’s behind the treachery.”
A shiver snaked down my spine. Was Cedric right about the spirit realm after all?
“Your brother.” Her eyes teared as she averted her stare to the window. She had always been uncomfortable with emotion. “He came to me at risk to his soul. There are no spirit guides, daughter. It’s a lie we’ve been fed to keep us believing in Vahaga and the high priests before him. They’re trapping souls there, lunas who have died. There is a spell cast over Magaelor. Any who die here, we go to a place created by our elders.” 
I couldn’t help it. Tears welled in my eyes. Even with the clues here and there, hearing that the religion I’d defended and found solace in was a lie broke my heart. My mouth dried as I tried to find the words, but she continued, one heart-wrenching truth pulling into the next. 
“The elders, the ancestors who created the spirit realms, remain immortal, along with the kings, priests, and priestesses. They continue keeping the façade, walking the realms as immortal. They wanted to live forever and found a way, in another realm, while the other souls are not at peace, drained of their energy we use for our magic. We are torturing them every time we use magic.”
I didn’t notice the absence of her staff until now.
“That’s why only the high priest and his priestesses go into the veil where the river is. You were sent there…” She shook her head, clicking her tongue as she did. “Because all reigning monarchs do. Kings before you all knew the truth, but Vahaga was gauging your reaction to meeting your supposed guide. He’d hoped your father would be the first to reach you.”
“That’s what I told him.” 
“Finally.” She raised her eyebrows, pinching her lips together. “A sensible decision.”
My patience was wearing thin. “Why does he want me to kill Vahaga?”
“He said Vahaga is a threat to you and that one of you will be the cause of the other’s death.” She pulled a dagger from a sheath attached to her hip, widening my eyes. “Make sure you’re the one to do it first.”
“You want me to murder the high priest?”
“Yes, Winter. I want you to murder the high priest, then get the Sword of Impervius and stab it into the beating heart of the veil.”
“Why?”
“Because it will destroy the spirit realm.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “I have already said good-bye to my son. He wants to be at peace, and once I know you are safe and Vahaga is dead, I want you to let your brother free.”
Prickles of cold ran through my arms as I picked up the sharpened dagger. It had a ruby handle, and I was sure she’d taken from the royal collection. She unfastened the sheath and handed it to me too. “It has to be you. André was clear; one of you must cause the other’s death.”
“Why help me? I know you want to help André, but why help me?”
Her eyebrows furrowed. “I know I have been hard on you.”
I scoffed a laugh. “Understatement.”
“I’ve had to. We are royals, born to lead, and I’ve had to act out of duty, but I have always cared for you. You are my daughter. Now.” She clicked her tongue, turning her back toward me. “Let me know when it’s done, and don’t mess it up.”
I shot her a scathing look. “I didn’t with my father, and I won’t with Vahaga.”
She arched an eyebrow, turning slowly to face me. “What did you say?”
“You heard me. You keep thinking I’m not strong or know duty, but you have no idea what I’ve had to do to get where I am.”
The corner of her eye twitched. “Well then.” An air of composure returned to her features. “Get on with it.” 
 
 
 



TWENTY-THREE
 
Vahaga’s snakelike eyes latched onto me as I tried to move through the hallway. “Your Majesty.” His sly voice slithered through me.
My heart raced as he closed the gap between us, the corner of his lip curled up into a sneer.
“I’m so glad you survived the attack, at your own coronation too.” He shook his head. “I can’t possibly know how it feels to have one’s own people hate you. I’m so sorry.”
I ran cold. The snarky, bold Winter I had faced him with was gone. The man standing in front of me was dangerous. He’d taken secret meetings, Nissa had said, and now I knew he was the most likely enemy to have orchestrated the attack. He was lying to almost every person in Magaelor, keeping us using magic, fueling the spirit realm so it remains, and harnessing energy from poor souls like my brother. I was sure the only reason my brother had been able to get through or wasn’t drained completely was because my father had perhaps tried to take care of him. Even he loved my brother. But my brother was a good man and, even in death, was trying to do the right thing. 
“I’m just glad my guards were there to intercede.” 
His gaze darkened. “It seems there is always someone there to protect you.” 
“I can protect myself.”
He leaned down to whisper in my ear. “We shall see.” He pulled away, entwining his hands over his stomach and resting them against his pristine white robes. The many rings on his fingers jangled together. “The treasonist swines have been caught. They will be executed this afternoon.” He paused, watching me carefully.
I made sure to give nothing away in my expression. “Good. Let them hang. Anyway, I have meetings I must attend. The Ruby Circle is coming up soon, as it was delayed. I want to prepare.”
“I won’t keep you then.” His expression relaxed. He strode away, and I smiled, letting him think I was preoccupying myself with traditions and meetings. I couldn’t have him suspecting where I was going. Adius would be waiting for me. 
 
Looking at my reflection, I didn’t even recognize myself, let alone worry about anyone else seeing who I was. I was ready in disguise, wearing the outfit of a kitchen server with flour powdered onto my cheek and hay hanging on the threads at the edge of my skirt. I wore an old, battered cloak taken from one of the maids, and I pulled the hood over my knotted bun. Shadows from the hood cast my features into animosity. 
Adius gripped his staff, and rage pulsed through me. “Do me a favor. Don’t use that anymore.”
His eyebrows knitted together. “Why not?”
I couldn’t admit to what I knew without giving everything away. I trusted Adius with my life, but he was as religious as they came, and I didn’t want to test his loyalty between his queen and his beliefs. “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”
“Majesty?”
“Please, let’s get going.” I swallowed hard, but the lump in my throat didn’t move. “They’ll be hung in a couple of hours. I don’t want to get caught.” 
He nodded curtly. “Walk out behind me carrying this.” He thrust a tray into my hands. “Don’t speak, and follow several steps behind me. I’ll meet with my men at the entrance by the dungeons, then you will go down with water for the prisoners.” 
I inhaled sharply. “Let’s go.”
The door swung open, and Adius addressed to the two guards standing on either side of my door. “Her Majesty is taking her rest for the afternoon and will not be disturbed for the next couple of hours. Send any visitors away.” 
“Yes, General.”
My stomach felt like jelly as I stepped out behind him. Neither of them even looked at me. The tray clattered against the metal jugs. I kept my head down, only watching Adius’s knee-high black boots strode across the hallway. Every so often, he’d glance back to check I was still following him. I held my breath as Lord Abor passed us, anger lacing his features, but he didn’t notice me. It was kind of freeing to walk around so freely without everyone jumping to attention and bowing or curtseying. I was going to keep this disguise for the future, in case I wanted to sneak out so I could be alone. 
Someone walked into me, sending the water jugs clashing to the ground. Panic widened my stare when I saw it was Corbin.
Fortunately, one of the housekeepers was nearby. “Clumsy girl. Apologize to Lord Corbin.”
I had never called him that. He was only allowed the title because he was the eldest son of a lord. 
Corbin tapped his foot. It had been his fault, not mine.
“Sorry,” I said as softly as I could. I distorted my voice, hoping he wouldn’t recognize it.
He clicked his tongue, then turned on his heel. I breathed relief when he walked away, and the housekeeper snapped, “Clean this up.”
“Right away.” I bowed my head, keeping my features hidden as much as I could.
After picking up the jugs, I rushed to find Adius. I turned left down a narrow hallway and found him leaning against a wall, a foot pressed up against it. Relief flooded his expression when he saw me. I looked down at the empty jugs, feeling a knot in my stomach. Already one thing had gone wrong. 
I emerged into a windowless corridor barely big enough for two people to walk down. At least we were alone. His hair looked a pale gold under the light of oil lamp.
“I’ve talked to the guards. The others are waiting for us at the entrance. Leave the tray here. You won’t need it with the jugs empty. I’ll make another excuse for you going down there.”
I nodded, placing the tray on the uneven ground. Our footsteps clicked, echoing as we reached a large, bolt-studded wooden door. On either side of it were two guards wearing the same red uniforms as Adius, without the medals.
“Are Rodney, Christian, and Jameson already here?” he asked the balding man. 
He shook his head. “Not yet, we’ll send ’em down when we see ’em.” The guard looked at me, tilting his head. “Why’s she here?”
“She’ll be coming to help clean up, should we go a little for questioning.” He winked, and the guard laughed. 
“Go get ’em,” he said. “You show those treasonist bastards.”
“Will do.”
I walked behind Adius, then jumped when the same guard slapped my behind. My eyes widened, and fury balled my fists.
Adius looked back, then growled under breath. “Killian!” 
“What? She’s got a nice ass.”
I gritted my teeth, turning red. “That doesn’t mean you can grab it.” 
Adius squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll deal with him. Come on.” He turned me around, then walked me down the steps and into the dungeons.
“He didn’t know who you were,” Adius said. 
I looked at him incredulously. “It doesn’t matter. He shouldn’t be grabbing anyone like that. Make sure you deal with him, Adius, or I will.” I scowled, trying to refocus on the task at hand, but he had blinded me with anger. Were all servant girls treated like that? “You can ensure disciplinary action for anyone doing anything like that in future. If I hear of it, I’ll be much harsher with my punishments.”
He nodded slowly, looking abashed. “Of course, Majesty,” he whispered and creaked open a second door. I followed him past wrought-iron bars and sniveling prisoners. Rats squeaked, running as our feet hit the stone near them. The only light seeping through came through tiny square windows at the top of the cells.
“We don’t have much time.” I quickened my pace to match his.
“Here.” He stopped next to a cell with the man I recognized from the coronation. My disguise was worth nothing down there.
His expression charged with anger when he saw me. “Come here to kill me yerself?” His nostrils flared. “False queen.”
I gripped the bars, looking down at the hunched figure shackled to the wall. “Who claims I killed my father?”
He snarled. “Someone who wouldn’t lie.”
“I can take a good guess who that is, but I need you to confirm it.”
He spat on the ground, his expression darkening as he stood. “I’d rather hang than help you.” 
“You will.” My expression hardened. “Your death will mean nothing. You will feel the life squeezed from your neck for nothing but a lie unless you tell me who told you. I can spare your life and give you a lesser sentence if you only give me the name.”
“It’s not a lie.”
“I never killed my father.” 
“Yes, you did. You were seen.”
Panic flicked my gaze to his, and he smiled sinisterly. “There it is. The truth. No man or woman can hide it, not from their eyes.” His eyes bulged, making him appear unhinged. “You can put that rope around my throat. I’ll be welcomed and rewarded by the ancestors.” 
I scoffed a laugh. “You’ll be punished for attempting to murder your queen. I was appointed by them.”
“When everyone finds out you killed the great King Amos, you’ll face a far worse execution than me.”
My stomach knotted. “Even if it were true, which it isn’t,” I lied, “why do you care?”
“We are in service to the ancestors. They will reward us.”
I shook my head. I knew it already in my gut, but I wanted to see if he’d flinch. “Vahaga is not a good man, and the ancestors are not who you think they are. There is no peaceful spirit realm. We’ve all been lied to. Whatever promises he made you, they will not be kept. You will have died for nothing.”
Anger guided his tone. “Vahaga will see that you are dethroned and your head rolls.”
I smirked. “Vahaga.” I smirked toward the ceiling. “Thank you.” 
The man cursed as I walked away. Adius walked to my side, looking pale even under the dim light. When we were out of earshot, he grabbed my shoulder and turned me to face him. “What did you mean by all of that? Was it a scare tactic?”
I closed my eyes for a moment. “Adius, I’m sorry, I don’t want to lie to you, but I know how religious you are.” 
“Tell me.”
I inhaled deeply. “The spirit realm is just an energy trap for the souls who aren’t elders, or monarchs, or priests or priestesses. Their energy is drained to give us magic. It’s like torture for them. I went to the soul river, and so did my mother.”
Suspicion crowned his eyes. “What happened?”
“My brother told us the truth, at great cost to himself. He was in pain and was dragged from me. He took a risk divulging the betrayal. We have all been lied to.”
“Maybe he was lying.”
“You knew André!” I cried. “You know he wouldn’t lie about something like this. It’s true and I’m going to prove it. Please, no matter how much this upsets you and whether you choose to believe it, keep this to yourself. I’m trusting you.”
He didn’t say anything. 
“At least I know for certain Vahaga was behind the attack,” I said, changing the topic. “Now he will pay.” I felt the dagger press against my thigh as we walked, hidden under the skirt of my dress. The necromancer pushed against the barrier of the potion, relishing in my sinister instincts. Did I enjoy it? 



TWENTY-FOUR
 
Morgana’s skin looked as if it had lost contact with the bone beneath. Her orb-like eyes were sunken back into her eye sockets. Her gaze drifted to mine, but the stare did not belong to her. I’d decided to come down to see if there was a flicker of her left. I needed her. Adius had left me alone, only after I’d ordered him too. 
“Morgana, I know you’re in there.” A cold draft passed through the cell, through the bars she sat behind, and out through the other side, to me. I straightened myself on the rickety wood stool, my vision obstructed by the wrought-iron bars keeping her in and the rest of us safe.
“Your friend is no longer here.” He spoke in her voice but hissed the end of each word. “Soon I’ll have you too.”
“She’s not gone. Her soul is in her, and I bet she’s putting up a hell of a fight.” 
“I could bring her back.” 
“I will never let you out of this cell, and the fact you’re still in here tells me Morgana already bested you.”
His sinister smile faltered. I accepted it was no longer her I was talking to, in any part.
I gritted my teeth, motivated by the intelligence and strength Morgana had shown. “She took something to prevent herself from ever doing magic again.”
“She is a fool.” The smell of sweat and urine wafted by us. 
“She’s smarter than you,” I snapped, leaning forward. He’d said “she is,” not “she was.” Confirmation. I smiled, knowing my mentor, my friend, was still savable. She had known he was going to take control. It was why she’d asked me to lock her away, to ensure he couldn’t hurt anyone. She must have done a spell or took a potion to stop herself from performing magic again. He housed her body now, and she’d ensured it was useless to him. 
He snarled. “Do you know how many have gone against me in the centuries I have walked this world? I am unbeatable. I am immortal. No dagger or sword can kill me.”
“How exhausting it must be to live such a long and pointless life.”
“There is not one thing you can try that another has not. Many have tried to kill me, and none have succeeded.”
“I can trap you.”
He laughed, a sinister, hollow echo of one. “I’m trapped now, and yet here I am.” He gestured at Morgana’s body. “Still able to force myself into this world and time.”
I didn’t reply, mostly because the realization shuddered me into silence. He was in another place, like the spirit realm, and if he was trapped and still able to reach through and inflict this sort of damage, then I hated to think what he could do if he were here in the flesh. 
“You can bring her back.” His calculating stare focused on me. “She is dying, and in days, she will be nothing but bones and flesh.”
Prickles of cold stood the hairs on my arms on end. I licked my dry lips, casting my gaze to the floor. I couldn’t let her die. He knew I would do anything to help her; he was a part of me after all. “How are you inside me and her?” My eyebrows knitted together. “It’s as if your soul is fractured.”
“You will be surprised to see what I can do. You’ll find out soon enough.”
“I won’t because I will have more potion soon.”
He rolled his eyes. “Morgana, however, does not. It’s too late to give it to her. If you had been less preoccupied with your role as queen and instead helped your friend, knowing what was happening, you could have found a way to make more, enough for you both. Your lack of care in your relationships has only benefited me.”
I swallowed thickly. “I didn’t know she wasn’t taking any.”
He snarled. “You did know it was running out.” 
Perhaps he was right. It hurt to think I was partially responsible for what was happening to Morgana. Blaise had sent his men into the forest to find anumi bones. He told me this morning he’d find a way to make more of the potion to keep the necromancer at bay. It made my stomach twist to think of how many of his men would be torn apart to do it. The anumi were highly territorial beasts, with a hunger for blood. There was no way any person could venture into those trees and take the creature’s bones without becoming dinner themselves. Fortunately, for me, the fae were immortal enough that they could survive an attack. It didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt.
“Morgana,” I said, hoping my being there would flicker her soul to come to the surface.
He laughed. “Your arrogance is astounding. Do you honestly believe you are so special that your mere presence is enough to bring her back?” He spat; saliva trickled down Morgana’s bottom lip. “You’re a child, and I have nothing to fear of you. If you want to save her, then you will give me what I ask for, or watch your friend die.”
I inhaled sharply. His words cut deep, but I wouldn’t let my anger or pride kill Morgana. “If I was to consider agreeing to your terms, what exactly would they be?”
The corner of Morgana’s lip tugged upward as he watched me carefully, searching my gaze with intent. A shock of pain coursed through my body, as he felt me from the inside too. “I need power, to harness souls so I can come back. I also need the daughter of Xenos of Berovia.” 
I had been right. The firstborn daughters were something to do with it. “Neoma.”
“She must come and perform a ritual. Her sacrifice will be sufficient payment, with the souls required to bring me back to the living, to spare you both.” 
My gaze flicked around the dungeon. I didn’t want Neoma to die. My few memories of her at the castle from when I’d been kept prisoner there were fond. She was a decent person and didn’t deserve to be sacrificed. “There must be another way. Something else you want.”
“No,” he said icily.
“How many souls?”
An unsettling smile set over his expression. “A hundred.”
I closed my eyes. “I can’t kill a hundred people.”
“I’m certain you will find a way.”
I shook my head. “I won’t do it.”
“I feel her soul withering away.”
“She wouldn’t want me to do it.” I gripped the sides of the stool, my nails digging into the splintering wood. “Morgana would rather die than help you.”
“Yes. But you’re not Morgana. You’re willing to do what others won’t, for the people you love. It’s no surprise you and the faery king are drawn to one another.”
The statement was too personal, striking a chord deep inside me. Blaise had said it before. He won’t always do the right thing, but he would by me. Was I the same? 
“You’re no hero, young queen,” the necromancer said slickly. “Quit trying to act like one and agree to this like we both know you will. At least now you can save Morgana from her anguish sooner rather than later.”
Tears swam in my eyes. “That was the old me. I love Morgana, but I won’t risk everything to save one person. She wouldn’t want me to. The answer is no.” My stomach hurt as the words left my lips. 
He sneered. “Let me add some extra motivation, shall I? If you do not agree to bring me back, I will find a way to reduce this pathetic kingdom to ash, burn your forests and crops, bring plague and disease…”
My gaze narrowed. “You couldn’t.” 
“I’m inside her”—he pointed at himself—“and you. More will come along who will turn to my magic, and through each of them I will change my goal to destroying Magaelor. When I put my mind to something, I get it in the end. Are you willing to risk it?”
We stared off for a good minute, until I blinked. My lips parted, uncertainty watering my eyes. I couldn’t risk Magaelor, Morgana, and myself. If I’d had more time, perhaps I could have found a way out of it all, but time was something I didn’t have.
“Take your time.” He picked at Morgana’s nails. I slumped my head and rolled it back until I heard a pop in my neck. Everything in me ached. His presence was heavier than stone. 
“Only if you leave us both now, without the need of potion. No more controlling us.”
“If you make a deal in blood, then it must be fulfilled. If you don’t, the entire kingdom will turn to ash. I’ll find a way. It may not be this year, or the next, but at some point during your reign, you will see everything you love disappear.” 
I believed him. My words shook as they left my lips. “I agree to your terms. We have a deal.”
He approached the bars, the shackles pulling the chains along the ground, chinking over small stones. “You have seven days to prepare. On the seventh day, bring me back, when the moon is full.”
“Why when it’s full?” 
“Full moons are the ideal time to perform a ritual.” He looked me up and down one last time and closed Morgana’s eyelids. 
Morgana collapsed to the ground at the same time the heaviness lifted from me. He had gone, as he’d promised, and now I had to kill the same people I’d sworn to protect. 
 
***
 
Adius stopped me as I hurried to Morgana’s room. “Your Majesty. One of King Blaise’s ships has arrived from Berovia. We haven’t allowed them onto land yet. What should we do?”
“Let them dock. I know what they were sent for.” They must have retrieved the Amulet of Viribus. Now, only the Ring of Immortalem stood between Blaise and the curse.
He nodded. “Right away, Majesty. Also, the girls for the Ruby Circle have arrived. They’ve been shown their rooms. There are only twenty, as per your request.” 
It was a far smaller number of ladies than was present the other times the tradition had been celebrated at the castle, but it was definitely not the right time for many visitors. “Send Florence to organize everything and keep them entertained.”
“They’ll expect your presence.”
I sighed, and my shoulders slumped forward. “I’ll make sure to see them tonight. First, I must see Morgana.”
He walked at my side through the large corridors. Morgana had been out cold for hours, but one of the maids had informed me she had finally awakened. I’d locked myself in the office, wondering how I was going to murder a hundred people and bring Neoma to Magaelor. In my hand was a letter, a treaty, the only hope I had to gain their trust. 
He cleared this throat. “Excuse my intruding, but the lords will be expecting punishment for Lady Marissa’s murder.” 
“She wasn’t herself, Adius. I can’t get into why, but you must believe me.”
“I do.” His expression hardened. “I saw her. There was something sinister about her.”
“There was.” A shiver snaked down my spine. “Regardless, tell them I will discuss her punishment at the next meeting.”
“I shall schedule one.”
“Adius.” I paused, stopping for a moment in the middle of the empty corridor that connected to the west wing to where Morgana was. “It’s been overwhelming, and you being at my side… it has been a relief. I trust you, and that says a lot. Which is why I’ve been wanting to discuss an important matter with you.” I smiled. Out of all the anguish and sadness of late, this was a small happiness, something I felt I was doing for the right reasons. “There is still an opening for royal advisor. I hadn’t filled it because I didn’t know who I wanted, but it’s obvious. I would feel honored if you took the position. It has better pay. I would ensure you are gifted lands for your service. A nice place where you and Florence can retire one day.” 
He hesitated. I knew the life of a guard, of a general, was what he preferred, but Florence preferred a particular lifestyle, and this could give it to her—to them both.
“I am humbled by your request, and there is no greater honor than serving at your side, but may I take it under consideration?”
I nodded. “Of course.” I turned and walked again. “I need you to find Blaise and tell him I no longer require the potion.” 
He glanced at me sideways but didn’t ask why. “I’ll go to him now.”
“Also.” I handed him the letter.
He took it and raised his eyebrows. Shining back at him were the words “King Kiros of Berovia.”
“Take this to the messenger to send to Berovia. It must arrive in Kiros’s hands.”
“I will ensure it is sent immediately.”
“Thanks, Adius, and do think about the position. I would find it a great help. You already act like an advisory. I know it’s not the life of a general, but there’s no one else I can trust.”
He nodded with a hint of a smile, then turned and walked back in the direction we came from. I took a deep breath and continued to Morgana’s room, nervous at what awaited me on the other side of her door. 
 



TWENTY-FIVE
 
I sat on the edge of her bed, dipping her downward. Her bloodshot eyes were focused on the chandelier hanging overhead, and her long brown waves were matted. Those and her chapped lips were the only signs she’d been possessed by a centuries-old being. I grabbed a brush and began pulling out the knots. A maid tried to interject, but I wanted to do this for her.
“Everything is going to be okay now.” I brushed a tangle out and sighed. The pixies had done an amazing job at healing her. They would come in handy, especially with the letter I had sent. They were one of the terms. “I’m handling it.”
“What did you promise him?” Her pointed stare found mine. 
I looked around the room. Only a maid clattered around with a tray of tea. “Leave,” I ordered. “Leave the tea.”
The maid placed the peppermint teas on the side table, then left us alone. 
“I did what I needed to do, to save you,” I whispered. “And Magaelor,” I said before she could get mad. “Like you did when you saved me.” 
Morgana let out an exasperated sigh. “You should have let me die.”
“Like you should have me, but apparently, neither of us listen to reason.” I licked my lips, rolling my eyes. A storm was brewing behind the window. “He threatened Magaelor. He’d have brought plague and disease. I don’t need a centuries-old, vengeful necromancer whose motivation is to destroy my kingdom. I had no choice.” 
She sat upright, rubbing her temples. “You don’t need to.” She stopped me from brushing her strands. 
“I want to,” I said, brushing out her curls. “I’ve missed you.” 
“You still haven’t told me what you promised him. Winter.” She gave me a discerning look. “Tell me everything I have missed, and don’t leave out anything. I need to know.” 
I looked down at the steaming cups. “For that discussion, we might need something a little stronger than tea.”
 
I finished filling her in, and she nodded along, taking everything better than I would have. I explained how I needed to kill Vahaga and what André had told me and my mother, about the spirit realm, what the necromancer wanted me to do, the attack on me at my coronation, and my offer of a treaty to Kiros. 
“You sent a peace treaty, to Berovia?” She entwined her fingers. “We would have a better chance at kidnapping Neoma if I were going to allow the plan to go ahead, which I’m not.” 
Dismissing her statement, I clicked my tongue. “Kiros might say yes.”
“He will not.”
“He might.” I charged with hope. “I’ve seen it, glances of him reading the letter. He smiled.”
“That could mean many things.” She furrowed her brows. “I see your foresight has come in. Or, shall I say, you have finally allowed it in.”
“It’s not like I was purposely shutting it out before.” I smirked, delighting in our back and forth, like the old days on Inferis. 
“You shut out more than you will ever know.”
“Very cryptic.”
A hint of a smile curved her full lips. She lifted her tea to them and sipped. 
“Blaise and I are together.” I looked up. “It’s complicated.”
“When is it not with you two?” 
I arched an eyebrow. “You knew?”
“Of course I did. It was always meant to be him.”
A snugness settled into my chest. “How are we going to find these souls? I mean, one of them can be Vahaga, but—”
“Winter!” She scowled. “You cannot even be tempted by this offer. You should never have agreed to it. While I appreciate the sentiment, it will cost you your soul. You are our queen and cannot be a murderer.” 
“I already am.” I referred to my father. “What am I supposed to do? This is a hundred lives to save a million, to save us too. Magaelor needs you.” I didn’t like feeling vulnerable, but she was my family. She’d been there when no one else was. She had rocked me to sleep after André died. She was the one who kept me glued together when I was falling apart on Inferis. She taught me knowledge was power and made me feel like I was worth something. Moreover, she’d always believed in me, and I wasn’t ready to let her go. “I need you.”
The sharpness on her features softened. “I will carry out the task for you. It will be my burden now.”
“No!” 
“You will not question me.” 
“I’m not going to let you do it alone. I’m helping. Queen or not, I am your friend, and this was my promise. It’s my kingdom to save.”
She let out a long shaky exhale. “Then we must do it together.”
“Wait, Morgana…” An idea flitted into my mind. “The spirit realm reaches only to the tip of Magaelor, correct? Not beyond.”
“Yes.”
“Then the people who died in the battle, I mean, could their souls still be there? Without the spirit realm to go to?”
“They may have found peace.” She pressed her hands together. “Let us hope.”
“But there could have been some who didn’t.” It was an awful thing to think, but I thought it anyway. “Lost souls of lunas who died there, who wanted to wait to go to the spirit realm, they’d still be wandering, and hundreds died. What if enough remained, enough to bring him back?” I felt sick to my stomach by saying it, but between a hundred already dead versus killing a hundred living, it was no real choice. They were men and women who had fought for me, and some against me, but still. “Edgar found his way to the spirit realm, but I buried him on the border of Magaelor. The others were buried in Niferum.” 
“It could work.” Sadness pinched her lips into a frown. “Their poor souls.”
“We can set them free.” I lowered my voice to a whisper, as if the necromancer might somehow hear me even though he had left us both. “The deal was to deliver him Neoma and the souls, but once he’s back here, as a man, he can be killed. He said he’s immortal and can’t be killed by the Sword or Dagger, but I believe it a lie.”
“Why do you think it’s a lie?”
“Why else do you think he’d mention it? He doesn’t even want me to try. If there was an object that could kill me, I’d start a rumor it couldn’t. Why would anyone even try? They’d be too busy looking for alternative ways to kill me. The Objects of Kai were designed—forged—to kill any immortal.”
Her eyes widened, and her lips parted. “I believe you may be right.”
“We let him come back, then we cut his head off for good measure.”
“You’re spending far too much time with Blaise.” 
“Not enough, I think.”
“You forget one thing, Winter.”
“What?”
She blew out a tense breath. “One of us has to get close enough first. This is a creature that is stronger, more cunning than anything we have encountered before, and he has magic.” 
“I know.” I felt more determined than ever. I got my friend back and had a plan that could save my kingdom. “This way, we won’t need to kill anyone innocent. Only the guilty.”
“Speaking about Vahaga, you must be careful. His death will be looked into. He is the high priest.” 
“I got away with it before.”
“From what you said about the attack and Vahaga knowing, you haven’t.”
 Ferocity guided my tone. “I will this time.”
 
***
 
Blaise grazed his fingers lightly over my thigh as we lay in bed. Evening approached with the last of the sun’s rays kissing the horizon. I had to go down to the dance soon, where the ladies from the Ruby Circle would be eager to make an impression. I had been happy with just Nissa and Marissa as my ladies-in-waiting, but Marissa was dead and needed replacing. 
Blaise pressed his lips against my hand. “You need more than one lady,” he said, as if he could read my thoughts. “I know you don’t want to host the Ruby Circle.”
“I don’t,” I admitted, rolling my head back against the soft pillows. “I know I have to, but with everything else happening, it seems a little silly to host these events.”
“It’s precisely why you should. You need to appear as if nothing bad is happening behind the scenes. Did no one tell you? The role of a royal is to pretend as if everything is perfect, when really the world is descending into chaos.”
“I know.” I blew out slowly. “Will you be by my side?” 
He leaned over and brushed his lips against mine. My heart raced. “Do you even need to ask?” he asked against me, his hot breath tingling my skin. The smell of clover smoke and scotch lingered on his lips. He kissed my collar bone, then my neck.
“Oh,” I groaned. 
“I don’t have to stop.” He let out a low growl. “I don’t want to.”
“Then don’t.”
“I love you,” he whispered against my skin, as if it were a secret we didn’t want to share yet. It was all ours. 
“I love you too.” Twice I’d said it, and both times it cracked vulnerability into me. 
He pushed my wrists against the sheets, pressing against me. “I’m going with you to take him down.”
I looked up. I shouldn’t have told him about Morgana’s and my plan with the necromancer. I should have known he’d want to take over. “I’m capable of doing this.”
He gazed into my eyes, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “I know you are, love, but I want to do this for you.”
I pushed him off me, sighing. “I’m not going to have the same argument with you as I did with Morgana.”
“She’s helping,” he said slowly. 
“Yes, but she wanted to do it on her own at first.”
“Ever so stubborn.”
I laughed. “Says you. I think Morgana’s worried you’re a bad influence on me, you know.”
He licked his lips, looking me up and down. “Love, I’m a bad influence on everyone but you. You and I are two sides of the same coin, remember?”
“I know,” I said, breathless, and he leaned in for another kiss. I closed my eyes and melted into his embrace. Soon it would be time for battle, with Vahaga and then the necromancer, and sooner or later, I’d have to find a way to destroy the spirit realm. Until then, I’d let myself enjoy slices of happiness.
 
***
 
The room was painted in red silk, and the four long tables running the length of the room were covered in rose petals. Vases in alcoves held long-stemmed crimson roses. Down the center of the room, as long as the oak tables, was a red carpet leading up to two thrones. I sat on what had been my father’s. Ladies, escorted by their fathers or brothers, were brought to greet me one by one. Corbin smirked from nearby, and I heard him rating each arrival. Nissa watched him from three steps down from my throne. Her pained gaze fixated on him, and I felt her heart break. I shook my head. He was never good enough for her. How wrong I had been about Nissa. She’d proven to be loyal, for the most part, and determined. I liked her take-no-prisoners attitude. 
Watching the nineteenth girl out of the twenty approach, I sighed with relief. It was almost over. She had long, wavy blonde hair and the same polite smile as the other eighteen.
“Nissa,” I said.
She whipped her head around, then hurried to my side. “Winter.” She leaned in. “Is everything okay?”
“Did you bring the book I asked for, to my chambers?”
“I did.” 
“Good.” I pondered for a moment. “Have you heard anything from Adius?”
She shook her head. 
The lady watched us, waiting. I pressed my lips together. “Are there any worth having?”
Her lips curved. “One.” She turned toward the blonde girl. “You may approach Her Majesty.” 
The girl’s brother spoke. “May I introduce Lady Anna.” He nudged his sister, and she jolted. She quickly curtseyed and looked up at me.
I smiled and nodded. They left, and I blew out a tense breath. “Bring the final girl.”
Nissa grinned. “I think you’ll like this one.”
A woman walked the length of the carpet. Her skin was a sun-kissed brown. Her honey-golden eyes glistened as she met us. Her long dark hair was braided, hanging down her back. She was escorted by a tall athletic man who appeared to be old enough to be her father. She stopped in front of me and beamed a wide smile. It was a refreshing difference from the small tight smiles from the others. In their defense, they had been taught modesty was best and to not to be too bold. They’d have been perfect for my mother, but not me. 
“Your Majesty,” the man said silkily, bowing, then standing upright. “I would like to introduce to you my daughter, Lady Mai.”
My cheeks balled. Her smile was infectious. She glanced from me to Nissa and shot her a mischievous look. “It’s good to meet you, Lady Mai.” 
“The pleasure is mine,” she said back, her voice rich.
“Why do you want to be one of my ladies?” 
She glanced at her father, who cleared his throat. “Mai would like to learn more about Magaelor and believes, rightly so,” he said with a smile as infectious as his daughter’s, “the royal court is the best place to learn about the goings-on in the kingdoms, and learn skills she can use in the future.”
My eyebrows raised. “Many of the ladies who attend the Ruby Circle are wishing to find a suitable husband.”
She hesitated, looking at Nissa, then back at me. “I’m not looking for a marriage as of now.”
Her father didn’t fight it, and I couldn’t help but smile. “Good.”
Nissa turned, mouthing she’s perfect, and I couldn’t help but agree. “Thank you, Lady Mai, and…”
“Lord Jackson,” Nissa said. 
“You own the land past Ironwall,” I said, referring to the rural province where the prison stood. I remembered being told about him. He started off only owning a small pocket of land but had built it into something enviable. His father had not been a friend of my father’s. He was too kind. 
“Yes, Your Majesty.” 
“Thank you for coming,” I said and stood. “I must retire, but please, enjoy the rest of the festivities.”
Nissa thanked them and sent them away before she returned to me. “You’re leaving so soon?”
“Yes, I have a headache,” I said quickly. “I’ll be going to my chambers. I’m sure you and Florence can manage here. You can announce Mai as being one of my ladies.”
“You’ll need to choose more than one.”
“The lady with the red hair and freckles, I liked her,” I said, remembering her as the only other memorable girl in the lineup. “Announce her too.”
“Lady Penelope.”
“Yes.” 
“This will be the shortest Ruby Circle in history.” She laughed, keeping her voice low so others didn’t hear us. She was always good at being discreet. 
“I’m sorry about Corbin.”
She ran her polished fingernail along the curve of her chin. “He’s playing games with me. He makes sure only to flirt when I can see him.” She rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t feel great, but I know he’s only doing it to make me jealous. He stupidly thinks it’ll win me back.”
“Win you back?”
“I told him I wasn’t interested in courting anymore, after you said you said yes to his proposing to me and he didn’t bother.”
“Well,” I smirked. “Good for you. Oh, the land and coin has been transferred to your name. I had the papers signed days ago. You should be notified any day now of the land ownership moving to you.” 
Excitement curved her lips upward, balling her cheeks. “You’ve been too kind. I hope it wasn’t too much hassle persuading the lords to allow it.”
“With Lord Abor at my service and the others you have gathered secrets about, it wasn’t difficult at all. Of course, my sway can only go so far.” My eyes narrowed as I looked around the room. “I’m not the only one with a hold over them.”
Vahaga. But after tonight, he wouldn’t be able to hold anything over anyone again. 
 



TWENTY-SIX
 
Blaise stepped out from the shadows of the dark passageway. He looked even more handsome in the clothes of a tradesperson. I pulled the hood of my traveling cloak over my head and gave him a defiant look. “You shouldn’t have come.”
“I wouldn’t miss this.” 
I clicked my tongue. I knew why he was really coming. He was worried about me. “I can do it alone. I don’t need someone to hold my hand.”
“We’re partners now, love. I’m not looking after you. I’m joining you.”
I matched his step as we wound through the secret tunnels connecting under the castle and behind its walls. Rats scurried past our feet, and one touched my bare ankle. My skin crawled when I spotted a spider climbing down from a dull web. I turned my oil lamp from the walls, willing the crawlies and rats to hide in blackness so I could pretend they weren’t there, and shined the light onto Blaise. “I need to be the one to kill him.”
“I know.” He smirked, dimpling his cheek. The sharp edges of his face looked even more angular under the orange light. A cool wind circled us as light spilled around jagged rocks. “We’re here.”
I blew out a tense breath as he pushed back the stone door and revealed the moonlit grounds. The briny air indicated we were near the port just beyond the castle. 
I turned toward Blaise. His eyes were striking under the pale-white gleam, bringing out the silver from the smoky gray. A gust of wind tousled his jet-black hair. He looked carefree without his crown. As did I. He gazed up at the pinpricked stars shimmering against a canvass of inky black. “It’s a great night to commit murder.”
My eyes widened. “Jeez. Can you try not to enjoy this so much?”
“Vahaga deserves a far worse fate than death at the end of your blade,” he said slowly, his voice lowering. “He tried to have you killed. For that, I will enjoy every second of this.”
“You’re sure he’s in the forest?”
“My men confirmed it.”
I arched an eyebrow. “You can trust them completely?”
His expression darkened. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. Who knows you’re here?”
“Only Morgana,” I said. “Nissa thinks I’m in my chambers with a headache. Luckily, no one will know how I could have got out. The guards have been instructed not to disturb me. The tunnel connecting to my room needs to remain a secret. Imagine if people knew there was a direct way into my room.”
“Someone really should close those tunnels.” He winked at me as he pulled the hood of his navy-blue cloak over his head, flattening his dark curls. 
I glanced at the castle and the flickering lights in her windows. One of those belonged to Morgana, who was safe in her room. I had made sure to have three guards watching her and a maid in her room, so she’d have an alibi for tonight. I couldn’t have anyone think she was behind Vahaga’s death. She’d be suspected immediately because of Marissa. Unbeknownst to them, Morgana had been possessed by the necromancer. He’d pushed through then moved to collect my poor lady’s soul. I couldn’t let the lords or anyone know. They might have found out their own queen had been compromised too.
I inhaled sharply, and the salty air stabbed my lungs. “Let’s get out of here before we’re seen.” 
“Come on, love.” Blaise tangled his fingers with mine, and we escaped into the night, never pausing to look at anyone or anything. We appeared as two lovers, traders maybe, or even pirates. My brown boots reached my knees. I’d pushed the dagger in the side of one, feeling its hilt as I made my way toward the tree line. The forest appeared to go on forever, and in a way, it did. It reached all the way from the docks—around the edges of Magaelor with roads and cities built between large areas of trees—to the mountains separating Magaelor and Niferum.
“I know you’ve made arrangements to return to Niferum,” I said as we reached the fences that warned lunas to stay out of the sacred part of the forest.
He didn’t look at me. Instead, he climbed the fence with a grace I didn’t have. I footed the wood panel but almost toppled when I sat on top.
“I could have flown us.” 
“For the final time, it would draw way too much attention. Lunas are not accustomed to seeing wings.” 
His wide smile shone his pearly whites as he caught me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “They will be one day, when we unite our kingdoms.”
My heart swelled, but I kept my composure. “If we unite them.” 
His whisper tingled my neck. “One day.” He kissed just below my ear, then pulled away.
The feel of his lips lingered on my skin as I followed him under the protection of the shaded canopy. Time-chiseled trees greeted us as we stepped along the uneven ground, navigating around sprawling roots that had forced their way through the mud. Wisps of moss hung between branches, and the smell of wet bark and rain made me smile. The forest breathed life. The needle-covered ground led us to the older part of the forest. Thick evergreen firs grew sparse, replaced with graying tall trees with contorted branches and skeletal leaves. On the ground, the occasional white bone glittered under the moonlight, peeking through low hanging branches.
“We’re close.” My breath rattled as we walked. What once was known as beautiful and immortal, a place to be revered, had darkened. My heart pounded when I heard the babbling of the wide river. Jagged rocks led us into a clearing. There, the high priest’s robes were discarded on the bank. 
“Where is he?”
“In the veil,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “We can’t see him, and he can’t see or hear us either. We need to wait for him to come out.”
His mouth twisted as he looked at the white robes. “Will he be naked?”
“Yes,” I said and hid us back under the cover of the trees. “We’ll wait for him to get dressed. He will put down his staff when he does. That’s when he’ll be at his weakest. I need you to fly to his staff—it’s his best weapon—while I go for his throat.”
He smirked. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”
I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but smile. “You should break it, before you drop the staff into the river.”
His eyebrows raised a little. “Won’t your ancestors try to stop him?”
I scoffed. “What are they going to do? They’re spirits. He could use their power if he has a channel for it, but he won’t, not if he doesn’t have his staff, which is why it’s so important you take it before he grabs it.”
He ran his fingers up my arm, tracing them lightly against my skin. “So it is a good thing I came.”
“Luckily, I found use for you,” I teased, and he walked his fingers up to my neck. A playful grin curled his lips. 
A twig snapped from close behind us, and Blaise’s hand shot to my mouth, covering my yell as he pulled us into a bush. Pricks from thorns dug into my skin, making me curse against his palm. His eyes were wild as he hushed me, slowly removing his hand from my mouth. Pressing a finger against his lips, he slowly turned his head. A voice sounded from outside the large thorny bush. 
“Do you think His Highness will be done soon?” a man said, and another chuckled. 
“If he hears you call him that, he’ll have you thrown in the dungeons.”
The other man clicked his tongue. “He shouldn’t act like it then. He expects us to bow at his feet as if he is king.”
“The ancestors gave him his position,” he said, followed by a long pause. 
The other man whispered, “Do you think they can hear us?”
Neither spoke, but through the gaps in the bush, I could make out their red uniforms. Royal guards. Of course Vahaga had men patrolling this part of the forest, but it was so big, I’d presumed they’d be in a different part. The high priest usually worshiped or spoke to the ancestors alone. I didn’t move an inch, out of fear of another thorn piercing my already-spotting skin, and also because I didn’t want to make a noise. If I were found out there, with a dagger in the middle of the night, stalking Vahaga, he’d have grounds to have me arrested, even if I was queen. 
 I let out a long, shaky exhale. How were we going to attack Vahaga if they were waiting for him? Blaise clearly had the same thought. His hardened eyes met mine, his expression cold and daring.
A splash jolted me, and another thorn dug into my hip. I pressed my lips together, sucking them back behind my teeth. Digging my nails into the ground, I gazed through the gaps. The men turned their backs. Vahaga must have been climbing out of the river.
We’d missed our chance. 
“Your Excellency,” one of the men said. He was shorter than the other, from what I could make out.
“Did you see anyone else?”
The taller of the two spoke. “No one out here but us, except for a few rabbits.” 
Vahaga didn’t look impressed. “We must get back to the queen’s party.” He said my name with the same look as if he’d eaten rotten eggs. 
“Excellency, we will accompany you back.”
“Watch the forest,” Vahaga said icily. “There was an intruder last week. One of the other guards said they saw a woman coming in here. I can’t have anyone come in. Not even the—” He stopped himself, I imagine thinking better of it. “No one. This is sacred ground.”
More like he didn’t want anyone to stumble upon Magaelor’s best-kept secret… The spirit realm was a prison, and the elder ancestors were the ones keeping it that way. Vahaga and the priests or priestesses were all frauds. 
There were so many secrets kept by those at court, whether it was earth-shattering ones like Vahaga’s, deadly ones like my father’s murder and Morgana’s decision to bring me back from the dead, or less dark ones like Lord Abor’s indiscretions. Everyone had something they didn’t want anyone to know, and as queen, their secrets belonged to me.
I was about to add the biggest secret to the list. Who killed the high priest? If I could make it. Vahaga walked into the trees, and the guards followed him. Once they were gone, I moved to get out. Blaise took the brunt of most of the thorns, shielding me as I climbed out. He healed quickly, and it was only me left with the cuts to show where we’d hidden. I was sure there would be a pixie flying about somewhere, but we didn’t have time. 
The river beckoned me, luring me to enter it instead of going after Vahaga. My heart tugged me toward my brother, whom I could see, and ending the high priest’s life. Hearing the water crash over rocks reminded me of when I’d first entered the forest. My heart sank.
Blaise’s hand squeezed mine. “Love?”
Tears watered my eyes as I looked over the river and clearing. “I’d believed for so long in our ancestors and the magic that came from the dead. It was such a big part of my childhood. It shaped who I was, and for it all to be a lie…” I hadn’t fully let it in yet. Anger had propelled me forward, but it was hitting hard, like a hand squeezing around my heart. “I’d wanted to come here for the longest time… The people deserve better, Blaise. They’ve died for their beliefs, and none of it was real.” The cut of betrayal ran deeper than I knew it could. A tear trickled down my cheek. I sniffed and wiped it on the back of my sleeve. “I’m going to kill him for it, then I’m going to end all of this.” I pulled the dagger from my boot and white-knuckled it as I entered the trees, gritting my teeth. 
“Calm yourself first, love.”
“Why?” I scoffed. “I’m murderous again. Be happy.”
“Stop,” he commanded, grabbing my shoulder. He spun me to face him, his eyes wide with concern. “Even the best assassins make mistakes when they’re angry. If you let rage guide you, it could cost you your life. You need to be focused.”
“I am!”
“You’re not.” He held me back, and I wanted to punch him for it. 
“Let me go. We came out to kill him. Now you’re stopping me.”
“I won’t let you go over there until you at least slow your breathing.” He ran his fingers down to my chest where my heart raced, pounding so much you could see it move my skin. “Your heart is racing.”
I batted his hand away. “He’s going to be too far away soon. He’s already ahead of us.” 
“In and out, love.” He looked me dead in the eyes. “Slowly in, slowly out.” 
His words only made me angrier. Vahaga would get away, and it would be Blaise’s fault. I could have died because of that man. He had betrayed me and the entire kingdom. The spirit realm was a lie, and after Vahaga fell, I’d finish the elders.
Blaise’s eyes grew wider than I’d ever seen them. His eyes reflected a scene of wisps, of the dead rising in an illusory dance. I whipped my head around and saw them. Standing in the tree line, close to the river, were the souls of lunas who were trapped in the spirit realm. Or so I thought. 
My brother walked out from the middle, his expression sad as he watched us. I closed my eyes, then opened them, blinking twice. They were still there.
“Do I go to them?”
“I think they’re following us,” he said, taking a few steps forward. 
My eyebrows knitted together. “André.” 
My brother’s spirit pointed past me. I nodded, swallowing thickly, and moved forward. “He wants us to keep going.”
I kept looking back as the spirits followed. André had been right about always being with me. Even though their souls were trapped in the spirit realm, it didn’t mean they weren’t looking out for us as best they could. It wasn’t all a lie. My heart ballooned as I felt their energy guide me forward. André couldn’t speak. Souls didn’t, unless they were in the veil, which only existed in the river. He always stayed several feet back with the others. I stopped, and so did they.
“Blaise,” I said softly. “That’s my brother.”
Blaise half waved, and André gave him a quick nod. “I have to say, for the first time meeting the dead family of my girlfriend, it isn’t all that awkward.”
I laughed, and André looked happy. For a moment, I forgot he was in pain. André pointed forward again, urging us to move, so we did. 
“Why don’t they walk beside us?” he asked. 
“I think they’re watching for threats.” I didn’t know how I knew. Perhaps it was intuition, or I could sense their intentions. Either way, I felt safe with them. 
“Incredible.” Admiration softened Blaise’s features as he glanced behind us. “Remarkable really. Your dead are helping you. All the talk of your culture being a lie isn’t all true.”
He was right. Them being there had actually worked to Blaise’s advantage. I was calm as we stalked through the tall trees. 
Blaise’s hand on my lower back earned a look from my brother as Blaise guided us through the darkness of the forest at night. André shot me a knowing look. Even in death, he managed to make me chuckle. The souls were almost transparent, but they were alight in a pure white, brightening the forest, illuminating the skulls and bones sticking out from the undergrowth and soil.
We slowed when we saw three dark figures moving in the shadows ahead: one tall, one short, and the other Vahaga. His robes gave him a sacred appearance. They moved back from gusts of winds as they swept through, blowing leaves in our direction. 
André’s angered stare forced me into action. Holding onto the dagger, I inhaled sharply. “I don’t want to kill the guards.” They would be yet more collateral damage, but I didn’t see how else I could do it. Once they saw my face, it would be game over. I could leave no loose threads this time. 
The spirits danced past me, glowing brighter as they raced toward Vahaga and the two men. My next breath caught in my throat when they reached them. The spirits drained energy from the two men, bringing them to their knees, and left them asleep on the ground. Vahaga’s staff burned brightly, sizzling against his skin. They must have used the energy they’d stolen from the guards to force enough sparks of magic to destroy his staff. 
Vahaga shouted something at them, and I screamed. Elder ancestors came, several of them. Dark fingers grappled the dead ones who helped me, pure white forms. My brother fizzled out, leaving me crying into the night.
“Love!” Blaise tugged me back, and I looked toward where Vahaga stood. Guardless. My brother and the rest of the dead had forced the guards to sleep so they wouldn’t die. They saved them so I could kill Vahaga.
I made sure whatever punishment they would receive wouldn’t be in vain. I sprinted forward, uncloaking myself when I reached him so he’d know it was me who’d bested him. 
The dagger trembled in my fingers as his snakelike eyes latched onto mine, surprise in his as I thrust the dagger downward. He caught it in time and twisted my wrist until I screamed.
“I knew you were treacherous, to your father and now to your high priest.”
“I know about the spirit realm and the elder ancestors,” I spat. “You, my father, and the former kings all know.”
“Most knew. Not all. Your cousin didn’t.”
“Or me! Because you knew I’d fight you on it.” 
His gaze narrowed. “Lunas are powerful because of me and the elders. You should be grateful.”
I heard Blaise come up behind me. “Don’t!” I shouted at him. “He’s mine to kill.”
Vahaga sneered. “You’re making a mistake. The ancestors will come after you.”
I shook my head. “So many souls are being tortured. Our people! You are the traitor, to our people.”
“Letting the people believe in something is the best thing for this kingdom. If you were any kind of queen, you would know it too.” 
I spat through gritted teeth, “I’m the queen who will set them free. The ancestors, not the elders, will be set free, and when they are, they can choose to remain here if they wish, or they can find peace. It will be their choice.”
“Choices.” He laughed sinisterly. “They don’t know what they want,” he said, referring to the lunas and spirits in the spirit realm. “They need to be told what to do. If you begin giving people choices, they’ll bring the world down on themselves.”
“You underestimate people. My brother and other spirits of my ancestors helped me tonight. Because of them, I get to watch you join the place I will seek to destroy.” 
“Kill me,” he spat. “You’ll be caught. There are those who know you killed Amos. I found out the truth. You were seen in Magaelor. You lied about being kidnapped.” 
“I did.” My eyes widened. “I watched him die because he was wrong for this kingdom. He only brought Magaelor war and pain, and you bring nothing but corruption and lies.”
He weakened for a moment. Taking the opportunity, I swung myself around, pulling my wrist from his grip. I pressed the dagger against his throat, staring viciously into his soul. I wanted to watch it fade. “You can join your precious Amos and the elders, but I will still remain queen.”
He scoffed a laugh, and with an absence of fear in his gaze, he said, “You wouldn’t dare.”
I dragged the blade across his throat, relishing in his gurgled words as he collapsed like a puppet who’d had its strings cut. Crimson liquid soaked the ground, splattering leaves and twigs around us. I licked my lips. The anumi in this part of the forest would smell the blood sooner or later and wouldn’t leave any part of him left to find.
The dagger trembled my hand, my nails soaked in blood and mud. I bit down on my bottom lip, tilting my head as I stared at Vahaga’s body. Blood pumped out with each beat of his faint heart until it turned into a steady stream and the last breath left his thin lips. 
“Blaise.” My throat dried at the end of his name. “Fly the guards out of here before they wake. I don’t want to leave them to the anumi.” 
“Love?”
“Just do it, Blaise.” Tears blurred my vision. I thought I’d feel happy once he was dead, but instead, I felt nothing but hurt. He’d lied to us, and the betrayal made me numb.
I felt Blaise wrap his arm around my chest. I turned, and he pulled me against him. He held me as I cried. He must have thought I was mad to cry when I’d completed my mission, but truth was, I was grieving the loss of something sacred. I reminded myself the souls who had helped me tonight were still there, and I could help them.
Blaise kissed my temple, snapping me back to reality.
“Fly them out.”
He lifted me against him and into the air. The air whooshed from my lungs as the dagger tumbled from my grip. “Blaise!” 
“You must have lost it if you think I’m not getting you out of there first. Like I said before, love. I’ll always put you first.”
We circled upward, and I watched the silhouette of Vahaga’s body fade away, merging with the shadows of the trees. 



TWENTY-SEVEN
 
News broke of Vahaga’s disappearance. Nothing had been found of him; I was right, the anumi had come. Morgana eyed me across the bed. “They came here first.”
“As expected.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. Even though the chances of anyone listening in on us was unlikely, I wasn’t taking risks anymore. “Luckily, you had plenty of witnesses of you never leaving your room.”
“You did the right thing. The cards foretold a dark future with him alive.” She lowered her voice too and gazed over her steaming tea at me. Her brown eyes rounded, reflecting the window behind me, which was pouring with midmorning blue light. Her cards were shuffled on the round table between us. She was back to her old ways. I’d filled her in on everything she didn’t already know. 
My stomach knotted. “André wouldn’t have told me to kill him unless it was important.”
“Vahaga would have been the death of you, or you the death of him.” She sipped her tea through a small smile. “Fortunately for us all, you got to him first.” Wisdom aged her eyes, but the rest of her face remained taut and youthful for her forty years. “Moving on to the…” she whispered, “necromancer. I believe your plan will work. We shall go to Niferum, use the souls left behind from the battle, and kill him. I had some of the books you had in your library brought to me. Blaise helped me with that.”
“He helped you?”
She nodded slowly, the corner of her lips tugging. “Why wouldn’t he?”
“He just… surprises me sometimes.”
She sipped her tea some more, amusement in her eyes. “I never thought I’d see it.”
“What?”
“You. In love. Actually opening yourself up to another person.”
I rolled my eyes. “I opened myself to you.”
She shook her head. “Not completely.” She set her cup on the table. “I’m happy for you, truly.”
I inhaled sharply, fumbling my fingers on my lap. “Blaise needs to go back this week. He’s been away from Lepidus for too long, so we can travel with him to the border. But, Morgana, he wants to help us get rid of the necromancer.” I clicked my tongue, but she nodded. 
“Of course he would. He’s in love with you.” 
I pushed a lock of hair from my eyes. I would never tire of hearing that. “I know.”
She pointed at the small stack of books next to the bed, their ancient leather spines dull under the powdered light. “As I was saying, about your plan working, well, Winter, you were right. There’s nothing written about how to kill this necromancer, because no one has succeeded.” She placed her index finger in the air, halting my next words. “But there were others before him. One was killed with the Dagger of Ruin, and if an Object of Kai killed him, there’s no reason why it wouldn’t work on another.”
I’d gone through those books and found nothing. She always had a way of finding exactly what was needed. I stood, looking at the window. “Good.” The blue of the sea melted with the teal sky, waves crashing in the distance. “I’m so close to the end, Morgana. I can feel it.” My fingers twitched by my side. “With Vahaga gone, then the necromancer, that will only leave the spirit realm.” The weight of the last was crushing. “How am I supposed to tell all those people out there they’ve been lied to?” 
She cast her eyes downward. “It wasn’t all untrue. You said there were ancestors who helped you take down Vahaga. The elders, and those in power who knew what was happening, are the corrupt ones, but not everyone else. Not the rest of the souls. We use spirit, the fifth element, and while the elders had us redirecting our magic into their created dimension, we can still use the blessed element when that realm is gone. It’ll just be different. Before the spirit realm was created, it is said many used spirit by harnessing the ashes and bones of their loved ones. It wasn’t the same as what we use now. We have immediate access to great power, and we know why, but all death leaves behind traces of energy and magic, and sorcerers used to harness it to protect their homes and create barriers to keep out creatures like the anumi.” She hurried to the bed, picked up one of the books, and licked her lips as she stared at it. “This is filled with the history of the earliest settlers of Magaelor. Read it. Learn from it. Use it to guide Magaelor toward a new understanding of magic.”
“I knew you’d have the answers.” Tears glossed my eyes, but I blinked them back. “You always do.” I took the book from her hands and hugged it to my chest. “I’ll read it each night.” I sat back down, blowing out a tense breath. Morgana had lightened the crushing weight on my shoulders, as always, but I still had one more thing to ask her, and I wasn’t sure how to broach the subject. 
“Questions do best when not left to linger,” she said. 
I pressed my lips into a hard line. “Do you think I’m a bad person?” I knew she’d tell me the truth, even if it hurt. 
She quirked an arched eyebrow. “No.” 
“But I feel no remorse for Vahaga or my father,” I said. I’d begun to wonder if after everything I’d gone through, all the pain had turned inward and blackened my soul. Even without the necromancer, I still felt so much anger and hurt. 
“You did what you had to do. Besides, bad people don’t question if they’re bad.” She smiled softly. “There is a lot of gray area between heroes and villains, Winter. You fall somewhere in between, and it only makes you human.”
“I get so mad sometimes,” I replied. “To the point where I want to hurt people.”
She closed her eyes for a few seconds. “I know you want me to tell you there’s a magical reason for your rage, but there’s isn’t. It’s a trait you have that you need to work on. We all have darker parts of ourselves we want to hide from the world. Be glad you’re aware of yours. Most people aren’t.”
I swallowed thickly. I didn’t know what to say. It was what I needed to hear, but every now and then, I had a horrible feeling like I was one more heartbreak away from tipping over the edge into becoming dark. “So all the bad things I feel is normal?”
She tapped her finger against her lips. “Like I said before, you’re human. We may be sorcerers, but we are humans first, and people are messy. There have been many times where I’ve wanted to hurt someone.”
“Like when?”
“When Licia lied to me about his plan to use the necromancer. I connected with him and trusted him…” Her eyelids flickered. “For him to turn around and not help when I needed it. I told him I was being possessed and was close to losing control.” She went quiet for a moment. “He didn’t want to involve himself, he said, and I knew why. He wants to use the necromancer for his own gain.” She scoffed. “I considered sending a small curse his way, and just the thought helped me move through the hurt quickly. But I am much older than you and have experienced the sting of heartache many times.” She paced at my side but stopped to run her hand along my hair, like she did when I was a child. “You have been through so much for a girl your age, and you have overcome obstacles that would kill many. If you didn’t want to occasionally shoot a curse someone’s way or hurt someone, I really would believe something’s wrong. You’ve not given into those urges born from hurt, and one day, you’ll realize you have more control of those darker thoughts than you thought possible.”
I ran my fingers along the leather cover of the book sitting on my thighs. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. I wish you’d be my royal advisor, but I know you wouldn’t say yes.”
She shook her head, a smile lingering on her lips. “An advisor is too extroverted for me, but Adius, I am certain, is a perfect candidate. You can always come to me anyway if you need advising. I’ll always be here for you.” 
“I know.” I stood and placed the book on the table. She wasn’t shy of affection completely, giving into moments where she’d give me the odd hug or stroke my hair when I needed it, but Morgana wasn’t the most outwardly doting person. However, I could tell she needed to be hugged as much as I did. I wrapped my arms around her, and she glanced up, then sighed, smiling. She pulled me tighter, and I could smell the hints of heather, lavender, and jasmine on her dress. 
“You need to go to Blaise,” she said, realizing the time. “It’s going to be midday soon.” 
My eyebrows furrowed. Did I have a plan to meet him? Not that I didn’t want to see him, but I’d made no time to see him today. 
She pulled away. “He received a letter late last night.”
I inhaled deeply. We had returned to the castle under the cover of night after I’d killed Vahaga. He’d taken my robes to burn, which were coated in Vahaga’s blood. I’d returned to bathe, then passed out as soon as my head hit the pillow. “A letter from whom?”
Her forehead wrinkled. “Kiros.”
My stomach dipped. “Why would he be writing to Blaise?”
“You should ask him.” 
 
***
 
The fire hissed when Blaise stabbed the poker between charred logs. They finally settled and crackled, emitting a warmth that pushed against the cold draft seeping into the office. The head of the anumi had finally been taken down. I didn’t want any reminders of the man who called himself my father. 
Blaise sat back in the chair, kicking his legs up on the table, and swirled a glass of scotch in one hand. In the other, he waved a letter. 
I rolled my eyes at his boyish grin. “Are you going to give it to me?”
“It was addressed to me, love.”
“Really?” I looked at him deadpan. “I know it’s from Kiros.”
“Patience is a virtue, you know.”
“Now is not the time for games.”
He smirked. “I’ll give it to you when you’re calm.” 
Naturally, it made me the opposite of calm. “Blaise!” 
He took a swig of his drink, breathed in the scent of the brown liquid, and let out a moan. “You do all have the best scotch.” 
“I swear, if you don’t hand over the letter…” 
He furrowed his brows, but the amusement in his eyes glistened. “It’s my letter.” 
“I see someone woke up in a playful mood.”
He took his time finishing his drink and placed the glass on the table. I repressed the urge to grab it from his fingers. Finally, he unrolled the parchment and began announcing in a regal voice not his own. “Dearest His Majesty, King Blaise Lazarus of the Kingdom of Niferum.” He grinned, and I rolled my eyes. “I am delighted,” he said, “to learn of the proposed peace between Berovia and Magaelor. As Niferum is a neutral kingdom, we would be honored if you would host us at your court.” He raised his eyebrows, giving me an amused look. “While we hold meetings with Magaelor and the head of the kingdom.” 
Heat flushed my body. “He wrote to you first.” 
“Head of the kingdom,” he said, repeating the informal title as he dragged his finger over the words. “He doesn’t like you much.”
“You know why he doesn’t.”
He placed his free hand over his heart. “Ah, the bitter sting of heartache.”
I shrugged. “I had no choice.” I paused for a moment. “Are you going to tell him yes?”
His eyebrows pulled downward. “I want to see what he will offer me first. I’ve sent back a proposal with my term.”
“What terms?”
“Term. One thing.” 
“Which is?”
“The Ring of Immortalem.” 
It was the final Object of Kai we needed to break the curse. Under his charms and games, I saw the flickers of pain he was still trying to keep to himself. When he didn’t know I was looking, I saw his tortured gaze. He did a good job of hiding it, but I could tell he was desperate for it to come to an end, as was I. 
“It was also a term of the peace treaty I sent.”
“Ooo, I wonder who he’ll say yes to.” He dropped the letter on the table. “My coin’s on me.”
“What matters is”—I put a finger in the air—“he’s interested in having peace talks. It’s a start.” 
He kicked his legs up and pulled them back and onto the floor. As he leaned forward, a flash of worry crossed his features, fading his grin. “Having them in Niferum is best,” he said slowly, and the mood shifted. “If he plans on taking his revenge on you, which is unlikely, then you’re away from Magaelor and from people he could turn against you by saying the truth. Of your being in Berovia.” 
I swallowed thickly. “Do you think it’s on his mind?”
“I’m sure every possibility has crossed his thoughts. When hurt, it’s easy to dream of vengeance.”
“Morgana said something along the same lines earlier.”
“How is she?”
I shot him a knowing look. “She’s back to reading cards and giving wise advice.” 
He grinned. “I like her. She’s strong and sturdy, with good instincts.”
My eyebrows knitted together. “She’s not a horse.” 
He chuckled. “I just mean she’s got a lot to like.” 
I nodded. “She always has a way of making me feel better, about anything. She’s the real backbone of this kingdom. Without her, their queen would surely falter.” 
Blaise took my hand in his and pressed his lips against it softly. “You underestimate yourself.”
“You’ve said that before.”
“Then stop doing it.” He smirked, gently letting my hand down on my lap. “On to another subject,” he said, sitting back. “I leave tomorrow for Niferum. Will you still be coming with me?”
My hands trembled for a second, but I shook the fear of what awaited away. We had a solid plan. I couldn’t let my being afraid cause hesitation when it mattered. “Yes.” 
“What’s our plan?”
I scoffed. “You mean my and Morgana’s plan.” 
He tilted his head. “You know I’m going to be there whether you tell me what it is or not, but in not telling me, you could put me in danger. We will be facing a thousand-year-old, unkillable necromancer, after all.”
“He’s not unkillable,” I replied. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
“I make my own choices, love.” He walked to the globe and twirled it around with his finger. “You’ve found a way to kill him.”
“Using the Dagger or Sword will work. Morgana found proof it did kill another necromancer long before him.”
He squinted, confusion sweeping his features. “Is she sure? I’ve read those books and didn’t see anything.”
I nodded. “She wouldn’t have said anything if she wasn’t certain.”
“She’s good at finding things.” He shook his head, as if to scatter his thoughts. “I’m glad we have a way to kill him.” He glanced at the window. “There’s not much of the day left. You’re meeting with the lords this evening, correct?”
I nodded, and my heart felt heavier in my chest. “I am, and we have a lot to talk about.”
 
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
The oil lamps flickered to life, illuminating the long mahogany table. Seven seats sat on either side, with one at the top: mine. I sat, the smell of polish drifting in and out of each breath, and listened to the servants light the fire behind me. I straightened the crown on my head. My perfectly straight hair had been pulled back into a braid and wrapped into a knot. Mai, who had been wonderful on our first meeting, had come to my chambers to help me get ready for the council meeting. I’d made a good decision choosing her. The other one I hadn’t properly met yet, but she would be coming with me to Niferum, so I’d have a chance to get to know both new additions. 
I was the first to arrive, for once, and it was a nice relief from being always late. However, as queen, it simply meant everyone else was early under those circumstances. My station did come with some perks. I made sure to wear a somber look when the first entered. Adius sported a wide smile, his eyes alight when he saw me. I breathed relief. He’d accepted the position as my royal advisor, else he wouldn’t be here. He looked the part too. His shirt and navy blazer had been pressed. His brown waves were slicked back.
“Your Majesty.” He bowed deeply, then rose. 
“Adius.” I grinned. “I’m so happy you decided being a royal advisor is for you.” 
“Florence persuaded me. I was already on the edge of accepting. She just pushed me over it.” 
I smirked. “I like her more by the day.” 
He sat in the seat next to mine, in front of the window. The glass reflected the room and beamed ceiling. “I proposed.”
“I’m assuming she said yes.”
He nodded, unable to hide his toothy grin. “We’ll be married next week.”
“I’m happy for you both.” A warmth spread through me. It was nice to have a conversation without discussing something dark and sinister.
“I wanted to discuss a matter with you before the meeting commences.”
“What is it?”
“A ship has docked at a small port near here. Usually, they’re mostly unmanned, but several of the public guards were checking the area and captured solises who’d come onto our soil.”
My heart pounded. Had Kiros sent men beforehand? Was it really all out of vengeance? “Have they said why they’re here?”
“No, but the captain of the ship, who made a point to tell us he is in fact not a pirate, despite being found with plenty of loot aboard…”
A small smile crept onto my face.
“Said you would tell us he’s not a threat.”
“I know them. His name is Aquarius. They’re welcome here. They helped me, twice, when I was taken to Berovia and first presumed dead,” I said, not actually sure how much he knew about my initial return. “I know the official story wasn’t that I was in Berovia, but I was. I fell into the sea and was bitten by a mercreature. That man and his crew saved my life. They also gave me refuge home.” 
His eyes widened. He didn’t know the whole truth. 
“It’s a long story,” I admitted. “One for another time, but for now, when we’re done here, please advise the guards he is to be brought here, as a welcome guest.”
He hesitated, sucking air in between his teeth. “Your Majesty, I know you had Cedric here as a guest, but these men are solises, and many at court will not feel safe with them here.”
“Blaise got a letter,” I said. “Kiros has agreed to the peace treaty I had you send. He wants Niferum to host him and me as a neutral kingdom.”
“I haven’t received any letters with King Kiros’s seal on it.”
“No, he hasn’t written to me yet. I’m presuming he’s waiting on Blaise’s reply first.”
He looked at me, anticipation rising his brows. 
“Oh.” I smiled. “They’re sorting out a few terms, but he will have them there.”
“I would be honored to attend with you.” 
I cast my eyes to the table. A maid brought in a platter with tea on it. Another restocked the liquor cabinet in the corner of the room. I took a peppermint tea and turned back toward Adius. I didn’t want him to come with me. The danger surrounding what we were going to do to the necromancer hung over my shoulders. “I need you here,” I said. “With Vahaga’s death.”
“He’s been found dead?” he asked, and panic flitted my gaze to the window. 
“No.” I swallowed hard, but the lump that had formed didn’t budge. “I meant disappearance.”
He flexed his fingers over the polished wood. “I understand.” He leaned in, lowering his voice to a whisper. “We all are thinking it. He was last known to be in the forest. The guards were found outside the forest, unconscious. They said one minute they were walking with him, and the next, they were attacked by white light.” His eyes bulged. “Anumi have been spotted in that part of the forest. While most are on Inferis, some still stalk these trees.”
My next breath caught in my throat when the door opened. Lord Abor walked inside with an angered expression. His midnight-blue stare fastened onto me as he took his seat. A servant fetched him a drink. He placed some papers down in front of him. I whipped my head around and saw Lord Gregoir and Lord Louis, who watched me with viperlike green eyes. His blond hair was slicked back, and his lips curved upward at the corners. Edur tousled his brown waves, sporting a youthful grin when compared with the other lords. He took the spare seat on the other side of me. A few other lords I recognized, including Mai’s father, joined us. Two advisors took the remaining seats, and finally a man I recognized as Sir Jacob Smithson.
“Your Majesty,” he said, bowing. A few others followed suit, but Lord Abor merely dipped his head. 
“Sir Smithson.” I looked him up and down. His head of white hair showed how much he’d aged since I’d attended worship as a child. “You’re here to stand in for High Priest Vahaga.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
My mother came in last. I clenched my jaw but didn’t object. She had, after all, been on my side after she spoke to André. She sat at the back of the table, her unfocused stare wandering the room.
Lord Abor’s gaze flicked from me to Jacob. “Please, sit.” Abor stood, looking around the table. “I will start today’s session by swearing Sir Smithson as temporary high priest until Vahaga is discovered.”
“If he’s discovered,” one of the advisors said, and Abor shook his head. 
“Careful, Gregory,” he warned, his pupils narrowing. “Nothing has been found of the high priest. It is a good sign. If he’d died, then a part—” He paused, thinking better of saying it. “He would have been found.” 
The same advisor, Gregory, interjected. “Not if an anumi found him.” 
Gregoir chimed in. “We must entertain the possibility, Abor.” 
I cocked my head to the left. “Gregory is right. If an anumi found him, there would be nothing left.”
Abor’s cheek dipped, as I assumed he bit the inside of it. “Your Majesty, the forest is large, and we have not yet searched it. To jump to such conclusions is—”
“He wouldn’t disappear into thin air, Abor,” I stated. “If he’s not returned and there is no body, then we have to assume he will not be returning. It’s terribly unsettling, but we know how the anumi are.”
“He could have been kidnapped,” Louis said, a sneer wrinkling his cheeks. 
“Then why have we not been sent a ransom?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. 
Abor gritted his teeth. “Until we find out what’s happened to him, we will assume he is alive. Until then, Sir Jacob Smithson will be anointed as a temporary high priest.”
I wanted to tell them how wrong they were, but I knew I wouldn’t be believed. I wondered if Jacob knew. He was close to Vahaga, after all, and was Vahaga’s successor. My stare narrowed in on him, and a shiver traveled down my spine. 
My mother clasped her bony fingers together. “The queen is right, however.” She gave a nod in Abor’s direction. “We will wait three days until we believe him to have passed. Until then, we can continue searching.”
Abor nodded. I avoided her gaze. I hated when she was redeeming. I didn’t want to forgive her, but she was making it more difficult with each semi-decent decision. Chatter rose slowly. I cleared my throat, and silence befell the room.
“I will be traveling to Niferum tomorrow.” 
Gregoir stood this time, his chair screeching back. “To leave with the high priest missing is most inappropriate.”
“I have full faith in the royal guard and our new general to find out what has happened to Vahaga. In the meantime, I must protect the kingdom in other ways.” I paused to gather my next words. 
“Have you thought anymore on Niferum’s king’s offer?” Louis asked. My heart pounded, stilling me. Prickles ran through my fingers, and a lump formed in my throat. A wedding was the furthest thing from my mind. 
“As of now, Magaelor is my only priority. I will not be partaking in anything that will deviate me from bringing our kingdom back together. The people have suffered much division, and now is the time for uniting, which brings me to my next announcements.” I inhaled sharply and took a long moment to stand. “Firstly, the memorial has been erected. Engraving will begin next week.”
Abor’s fist balled, but he quickly released it, flexing his fingers. “I thought the memorial was on hold due to funding?”
“It was, but finding funding didn’t seem right with so many brave Mangaloreans who died for our kingdom.” Amusement danced in my eyes as I watched him squirm. “I know you wouldn’t hold back the costs for honoring our soldiers. I instructed our labor workers to build the large walls, which have engraved every name of the men and women who died in the battle. The families will be invited when it’s finished. In my heart”—I placed my hand against my chest—“I know we will all be happy to cover the coin for this.” 
They couldn’t say no without looking abhorrent to everyone else. 
“Hear, hear,” Gregoir said, placing his hand in the air, and the rest copied. Even Louis and Abor, who looked like they’d rather set themselves on fire. 
“The next announcement is important.” I licked my dry lips. I should have said something sooner, but I knew this was going to go as well as me tumbling a pile of bricks upon them. I steadied myself for my next words. “I have offered a peace treaty to King Kiros of Berovia, and I expect he will be agreeing to it. We will have peace with Berovia.”
All hell broke loose.
 
***
 
Blaise escorted me from the council meeting room. The lords had stayed in argument over my proposal to Berovia. Most were opposed, but Lord Edur and, surprisingly, Gregoir had been agreeable to it. The advisors were willing to listen, but the rest were vocally, strongly opposed to peace with “the heretics.” Oh, how little did they know how untrue that turned out to be.
“It’s okay, love,” Blaise said.
My heart skipped a beat. “I’m just glad to get out of there. The tension was too much. I was a little frightened, honestly.”
Rage spilled into his features. “They didn’t threaten you, did they?”
I scoffed a laugh. “Do you think they’d still be standing there if they had? The guards and Adius would have dragged them to the dungeons. Abor may be stubborn, but he’s not stupid. He wouldn’t hurt me, as much as I’m sure he fantasizes about it.” 
“Maybe this will make you feel a little better.” He handed me an envelope with the light fae crest.
I stopped walking, running my fingertip along the smooth, cream envelope. I turned it over and gasped, seeing Cedric’s handwriting. 
“He’s written me back.” I never thought he would at this point. I tore it open and pulled out the parchment. My gaze trickled over the words, devouring them. I reread them as my lips parted. 
“Love?” 
 
Winter, 
 
Thank you for your letter. While I appreciate your apology on Blaise’s behalf, I am unable to accept it. If rumors hold worth, then you have professed your love to the man who beat me. I certainly hope these rumors are untrue. I hold no need for an apology from him, and more so, do not want one. 
As for us,
 
My heart hammered. I held my breath as I read it once more. 
 
I’m so sorry for betraying you. I have told this to you before, but I’ll say it again. I never wanted to hurt you and will always hold our time together in the highest regard. 
I have been advised of your proposed treaty to Berovia. I am staying at Kiros’s court and will be going with him to Niferum on behalf of the light fae royal family. My brother will also be attending. I beg of you to not seek vengeance against him for what happened to your brother. There are many casualties in war, and I hope our past relationship will give you halt in your feelings toward him. We are being sent as representatives of my mother and father. 
 
Always a friend, 
Cedric Evermist
 
Blaise read it over my shoulder. “Is that the brother who—”
“Yep.”
“He’s coming to my kingdom?”
“Yep.” I stared at the letter tight-lipped. The fae prince who murdered my brother was going to be at peace negotiations. I could almost laugh at the irony if I weren’t so filled with rage. 
 



TWENTY-NINE
 
Morgana walked down to the entrance with her head held high. Lord Abor watched after her with a pointed stare. Others who joined them matched his tensed appearance. My mother joined them, but only to wave good-bye to me. She didn’t hate Morgana, because unlike them, she knew Morgana well. They’d also been trapped on Inferis together. She waved us good-bye, but Abor’s anger stole the moment. 
They still demanded her head, but I’d pardoned her, something I was sure would come back to bite me at some point. I didn’t care. I needed to protect my friend. “Ignore them. They know no better.”
She glanced at me sideways. “That sounds like advice I would give you.”
I smirked. “I’ve learned from the best.”
“Is Blaise meeting us out front?”
“Yes.” I pulled my traveling cloak tighter, nestling into the fur trim. It would be much colder in Niferum, and for a moment, I missed the weather in Berovia. I received a letter from Kiros that morning, agreeing to the treaty. Blaise’s terms had been met. He was going to receive the Ring of Immortalem. I guessed he won that bet. 
She looked around once we emerged in the courtyard. “Where’s our things?”
“On a ship.” I couldn’t help but grin. “We have new company.” I licked my dry lips as sharp winds stole their moisture. “Remember me telling you of Aquarius and his crew? They’re here. They were found at Moorestown Docks and brought to the dungeons but were released last night.” 
“It will be interesting to go by sea.”
“They’re experienced sailors. Our luggage has already been loaded onboard. We only need a carriage to take us to the docks. Their ship was brought to the main port.”
“I look forward to meeting with the people who saved your life.”
“You will have that in common,” I replied and walked with her to Blaise’s carriage. Looking out over the inky-blue sky, I sighed. Morning was barely emerging, the sunlight not yet revealing the curves of the waves or the tall black buildings of Imperia. Stars disappeared as it slowly lightened. The Dagger of Ruin and Sword of Impervius were with Blaise, wrapped carefully, as well as the Amulet of Viribus—locked in a trunk so no one would be tempted or cursed. 
“Blaise spoke to the mer king. He’s explained we are retrieving the final Object and will have it all shortly.”
Her forehead wrinkled. “I was concerned after the last sinking.” 
“The mer have become more vicious,” I said. “It’s the curse the mer king and Blaise share.”
The black curtain moved back, revealing Blaise’s tortured gaze. He wore a blue tunic with black buttons and patterning. His tousled black hair was unkempt around his crown of silver. When he saw me, the pain in his expression diminished, and a smile was forced. Sympathy and guilt guided my smile back. 
“Good morning, love.”
I shook my head with a grin. “Always in such a good mood.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” He arched a dark eyebrow, a glint of excitement on his face. “I’m taking my girl back home.”
My heart lurched. 
Morgana looked between us. “I don’t mind taking another carriage.”
“Nonsense.” He grinned, opening the door. “Both of you, in.” 
I inhaled deeply, pulling the ties of my deep-red traveling cloak around my neck, and gave one last look at the castle’s arched entrance and stone steps before stepping in after Morgana. Blaise took my hand, sitting me next to him. His fingers landed on my knee as the carriage grumbled and the horses neighed. 
“Aquarius and Bella are probably nervous,” I said, now that the three of us were alone. “They felt like they couldn’t go into Niferum before, when they found me attacked by the feral fae.” I glanced at Blaise. “Because of you.”
He smirked. “Are you surprised to learn I have enemies, love? If so, I fear I may have misled you. I’m not the good guy.” He winked, and I rolled my eyes. 
“Be nice to them.” 
“They saved your life.” He squeezed my fingers, lifting my hand to his mouth, and pressed a kiss against them, warming the cold settling against my skin. “If they are friends of yours, then they’re friends of mine.”
I leaned over, pressing my lips against his. His lips curled into a smile as we kissed. I pulled away, my cheeks heated. Morgana was sitting across from us, kindly averting her gaze to the window as if she had no idea what we were doing. “Thank you, for everything you’ve done for me,” I whispered, because it meant more that way, like a secret held between us. “I love you.” 
“I love you too.”
The corner of Morgana’s lip twitched as she suppressed a grin. I moved my gaze to where she was sitting.
“Did you pack the books?” I jolted, realizing I’d forgotten. 
“Yes.” Morgana’s brown eyes regarded me, matching the golden and dark hues in her hair. She was taller than me, as tall as Blaise who stood at six feet. Her small waist and hips lent to a willowy appearance. She was beautiful. I couldn’t understand why Licia would turn his back on her when she was clearly interested in him. He wasn’t good enough for her in any way, yet he was the one rejecting her. I shook my head. 
“Something you want to share?” she asked, titling her head. 
“Nothing.” I swallowed thickly. What she told me about Licia was between us, and not even Blaise would hear it from my mouth. She wasn’t used to being vulnerable, and she’d trusted me with something that made her feel that way. She and I were the same in that regard. 
I peeked behind the curtain as we rode over the old bridge and into Imperia. Tall buildings illuminated as the first rays of orange wavered the horizon. The first bustles of morning could be heard as the briny, salty air whipped through the curtain. As we traveled through the market, the scent of basil, smoke, and coffee overpowered the smell of the sea. Coffee was newly imported and could only be found in the richer parts of Magaelor, such as Imperia. In Berovia, I remembered, it was more common, at least at the castle. I recalled Kiros drinking it on more than one occasion.
Red-and-white striped awnings stretched over long tables, where lunas placed their fabrics or foods for sale. The people behind the stalls hollered deals at the early passersby, while customers haggled back. Eggs were stacked in baskets at one stall. They were a delicious shade of golden brown and were jumbo size. I wondered if we got our eggs from that farmer at the castle. 
“How did your lords take you leaving?” Blaise’s voiced snapped me back to the inside of the carriage. I closed the curtain and sighed. Fortunately, we weren’t using the royal carriage today, which meant people wouldn’t be chasing us down. 
“They didn’t take it well, at all, but there’s nothing they can do about it. They seem to think I should have stayed until Vahaga returns, which we all know,” I whispered, “isn’t going to happen.”
He squeezed my hand once again. “I’ll keep you safe no matter what happens.” 
I gave him a look. “No matter what happens?” 
“If your lords go against you.”
“That won’t happen. Even they aren’t that stupid. Besides, I left Adius behind to manage things for me while I’m gone.”
Morgana interjected. “It was a smart move.” She then moved her stare to Blaise. “Winter is right. The lords wouldn’t turn on her or try to do anything against her. With Vahaga gone, they are weakened.”
He put his hands in the air in a show of surrender, a teasing smile on his lips. “I was just saying.”
I shot her a thoughtful look. “We’re close,” I said, smelling the fishy air. “Aquarius and his crew were brought around to this port.”
“I’ll have to meet you there. I’ll be going on my own ship.”
“I know. Besides, I doubt Aquarius would allow you on his.”
Amusement danced on his features. “I’m sure he, like everyone else, could be persuaded.”
“Not him.” I raised my eyebrows, challenge swallowing my expression. I couldn’t help it. I always took the bait of a game between us.
“Want to bet?”
I licked my lips. “You need to go on the royal ship, remember?”
“Maybe I’ll change my mind.”
Morgana’s eyes rolled. “Winter, I think it best we go alone. While I’m sure Blaise could, if he wanted, persuade your friend to board his ship, you could use this time to bond with your new ladies. They’ll be meeting us there.”
I nodded. She was right. I had no recollection of Lady Penelope, although she would have been introduced to me at the Ruby Circle. Lady Mai, however, had left a lasting impression. She had braided my hair before the council meeting and we played a game of cards, but aside from that, I hadn’t spent any time with her. Including Nissa, I now had three ladies. It felt strange. Since I could talk, I had refused ladies-in-waiting, sticking to maids who served my basic needs. I’d never been fond of friends, but the older I got, the more I craved human interaction. 
“I’m actually looking forward to it, and with the mer king temporarily eased since Blaise saw him, it should be smooth sailing.” 
Morgana’s eyes widened as we neared the docks. The sun poured light through the cracks around the curtains. “I should do a reading before we embark.”
I nodded, letting her pull her cards out and place them next to her on the plush cushion. Once she appeared satisfied with what they said, she shuffled them and put them back into her bag. I saw one card as the wanderer. It was the same one I’d gotten before I’d landed back in Berovia, but this time, Berovia was coming to us, and with raising the dead and sacrificing a princess, I prayed this would be the last big journey I had to go on. Some peace would be welcome. 
The waves crashed, sounding in the distance as we pulled up. Stepping out, my eyes flitted to the grandest ship with tall sails. Its mast swayed against the sunrise, which glistened in a hundred shades of red and orange. 
Aquarius walked toward us, his smile wide with pearly white teeth. His sea-sprayed hair tousled against the rising gusts coming from the ocean. His skin was golden, kissed by the sun from long travels. His knee-high black boots sat against brown pants held by a gold belt. When he reached us, he dipped down and pulled me into a hug. “Thanks for helping us out there, darlin’.”
“It’s the least I could do after all you’ve done for me.”
He released me and extended his hand toward Morgana with a devilish grin. “I’m Aquarius.”
Her voice lightened. “I’m Morgana.”
His gaze passed over Blaise and to the carriage behind us. “We should get going if we’re going to get yah both to Niferum by tonight.” 
Blaise took one step forward, clearing his throat. I waited for the snarky remark or anger at his being ignored an introduction. Holding my breath, I looked from Aquarius to him.
Blaise nodded once. “Winter tells me of your heroism.”
Suspicion crowned Aquarius’s eyes. “I wouldn’t call it heroic. We were just in the right place at the right time.”
Neither broke eye contact. “Thank you for saving her life,” Blaise said.
Aquarius tipped his head to the side. “We wouldn’t have needed to the second time if you had those feral fae under control,” he snapped. 
I shuddered on thinking about them, faeries who’d gone so dark they were deemed feral. I remembered when they had taken me to the gallows and tried to hang me from a noose. 
I inhaled deeply. I was sure Blaise was going to snap. His eye twitched a flicker, only enough to be seen if we were watching him closely. “I’m working on it.” He paused. “You’re welcome in Niferum whenever you need to find relief from the sea.”
They both stood the same height, all of them towering over me. I waited for Aquarius to say something back, but instead, he shook his hand. I couldn’t believe Blaise was being so… normal.
“Here’s to new friendships.” 
Blaise nodded. “Yes.” 
I raised my eyebrows. That was too weird. Good, but weird. Blaise was being, well, nice. “Thank you again, Aquarius. Let me say my good-byes and I’ll come aboard.” I gestured toward Morgana. “I think Morgana would like to meet Bella. I hope she’s well.”
He took Morgana’s arm and helped her onto the ship. “Come aboard. Winter’s told us so much about you.”
I waited for them to leave, then turned on my heel to face Blaise. “Okay, so give.”
He brushed down the front of his tunic, a knowing smile curving on his face. “What?”
“Why were you being nice?”
“Do I need a reason?”
“It’s you. So yes.”
He chuckled. “I’m simply trying to lessen the number of enemies I have.”
I stroked my chin. “Mmhmm.”
“Really.” He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. The gentle act made my heart race. “Like I said, love, he saved your life.”
He was being nice… for me. 
“I love you.” He leaned down and kissed me softly at first, then our kiss turned animalistic. A part of me worried about who was watching, but the other half didn’t care. I held onto him, running my hands up his back and to the nape of his neck. He pushed his hand against my lower back, pulling me against him with a ferocity he usually reserved for when we were alone. He pulled away, breathing fast, torture in his eyes. A low growl escaped his lips as he gripped my arms, looking me deep in the eyes. “I love you so much.” He rested his forehead against mine. “I’ll see you tonight.” He paused for a moment, just staring at me, then pulled away and walked to his own ship. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THIRTY
 
The ship rocked against the caress of the waves, spraying the deck with washes of white foam. The sun rose higher in the pastel-blue sky, telling me it was going on noon. Bella emerged above deck, her rose-red hair tied back into a tight ponytail, which ran the length of her back. A sword hung from her belt, and a red necklace swung from her neck, used to channel her elemental magic. Curiosity burned as she approached.
“Bella!” I exclaimed. 
“Winter.” She kissed both cheeks, then pulled me at arm’s length to get a better look at me. “You look so much older than we last saw you. It’s not been a year yet.”
My lips pulled into a tight smile. “The pressures of being queen.”
She gave me a sympathetic nod. “I can only imagine.”
“Where have you been?” I arched an eyebrow. “We didn’t see you yesterday.” 
She placed her hand over her stomach. “I was sick, that’s why I stayed down in our cabin, but I’m feeling better today.” 
“I’m glad you’re feeling better. I was wondering when I’d get to see you.” I smiled. “Where’s Aquarius?”
“Taking a nap. He spent most of the night awake, worried about the mer attacking.”
“That will stop soon.” I didn’t elaborate. “I should let you know, I already told Aquarius when we boarded so I’m not sure if he mentioned it, but Kiros is coming to Niferum for peace talks with my kingdom.”
“He did tell me.” She looked down, tight-lipped. “Be careful. After everything you told us about him and his father, I wouldn’t trust his intentions.” 
“I know.” A lump formed in my throat. “But he’s not in a strong position. His own people are fighting back at him because of the dragons, as well as the firedrake wielders, and he’s a new king managing a court. Another enemy is the last thing he needs.”
She looked up at the cloudless sky, watching birds flock overhead. “Fate may just be on your side then.”
“Let’s hope so. It would be nice to be on the right side of it for once.”
She placed a hand on my shoulder. “Your friend is quite interesting.” A chuckle bubbled in her throat. 
“Morgana? Yes.”
“She read my fortune. We like her. She’s got good energy.” 
I placed my hand against my chest. “Honestly, Bella, I’d be lost without her.”
“I can tell she cares for you deeply.”
I peered over her shoulder. “Speak of her and she shall appear.” I grinned at Morgana. “We were just talking about you.”
“All good things,” Bella said and took a step back. “I’ll leave you both to it. I need to make sure they’re pulling those sails right.” She cursed under breath. “Sloppy work, as always!” She marched off to berate one of the crew, and I gave Morgana a look.
We both laughed and walked to the side of the ship. My fingers gripped into the sturdy wood. I remembered when the mer had attacked his ship and I’d used the ancestors to aid me in keeping the crew safe. It felt like a lifetime ago, and if I had known then what I knew now, I’d never have used them, and many more would have died.
“Does it hurt? Knowing the truth about the ancestors and spirit realm?” I asked Morgana.
“Yes.” 
Her answer stunned me, but I didn’t know why. She always found a way of justifying every life event, so I half expected another speech about how it was meant to be. “It hurts me too.” The sea sprayed us, and I rolled my shoulders back. “We’re almost there.” I touched her hand, sensing her tremble underneath my fingertips. “What is it?”
Her worried gaze flicked to mine. “Nothing to concern you with.”
My stomach knotted. “Anything that worries you concerns me.”
She exhaled slowly. There was a shake to her words before she smoothed them. “W-Winter. I want you to feel confident. You tell everyone you’d be lost without me, but I need you to know you can do things on your own.”
My eyebrows knitted together. “Why is it so bad to depend on you?”
She turned to face me looking downward, sadness pinching her features. “Because you don’t need to. You have the power in here.” She touched my forehead, and a splintering pain shocked through my skull. I jolted back, pressing my fingers into my head. “Ouch!”
“Winter?” Morgana’s voice floated, and reality distorted. The ship morphed into a cool, earthy place where the smell of wildflowers lingered with pine. My breath hitched as I looked up. I felt as if I were going to die. Every part of me was broken, and I couldn’t breathe. My cheeks were raw under tears, and my fingers shaking. Something had gone horribly, and I was suffering.
A pulse pushed through me and I was back on the ship, the sun beating down in an unusually clear day. Morgana tilted her head, concern squinting her eyes. “What happened?”
“I think I had a vision.” 
“What did you see?”
“It was more a feeling.” I gripped the edge of the ship, sucking in deep breaths. My chest heaved as I focused on the lapping waves. “It was awful. I was in more pain than I’ve ever felt, and that’s saying something.” 
“Were you hurt?”
I shook my head. “It wasn’t physical.”
She turned away from me. “Your gift is coming in more. You will need to nurture it.”
I shuddered away the lingering feeling of heartache. “You’ll need to teach me. I feel sorry for you. I’m quite the stubborn student.”
She laughed. “Just a little.”
 
***
 
Penelope, my newest lady-in-waiting, hurried off the ship with Nissa and Mai. I’d tried talking to her after Morgana and I had talked. She was nothing but polite, but she wouldn’t talk about anything that could be deemed inappropriate. Finally, giving up, I’d spent the rest of the day playing cards with Aquarius and Bella, losing quite a few coins. 
The cold air circled us, and Aquarius shivered. I wrapped my fur coat around me, nuzzling into its warmth. “Thanks again for bringing us here. I wanted to let you know, you, Bella, and your crew are always welcome in Magaelor. Come, attend the shadow markets,” I said with a smirk. “Just don’t tell me about them. They’re illegal, you know.”
“They are?” He feigned surprise, then grinned. “Take care, Winter. I’ll see you again.”
I loved how informal they were, especially when everyone else wasn’t. There were only so many times I could hear
“Your Majesty.”
“Don’t spend all that gold at once,” I said. 
He grinned. “I could swear you were losing on purpose.”
“I’m just terrible at cards.” I chuckled. “Be safe on those waters.”
“Always am.” 
I walked across the plank and landed on the pier. Blaise’s ship had already disembarked. He was waiting by his royal carriage. Unlike mine, it was a deep blue with silver finishings. The stallions were blacker than a Magaelorean night, their eyes like the stars that swept the darkness into something beautiful. 
Hurrying over the uneven wooden boards, I huddled my coat. Blaise tapped the side of his carriage. Morgana had gone with my ladies, leaving us alone.
“Hey you.” He tapped the tip of my nose. “I missed you.” 
“I missed you too.” I buried my head in his shoulder. He was wearing a silvery-gray fur coat. “Let’s get to Lepidus.”
“I kind of missed your court.”
His lip tugged at the corner. “I know.” 
He helped me in, then climbed in himself. He sat next to me, despite the other seat being free. The carriage pulled off, and I leaned against him. My eyes burned with the need of slumber. I wanted to stay awake long enough to see what Morgana would say to Licia when they saw each other again, but my tiredness came in waves. My eyelids were growing heavier by the minute, and the motion from the carriage moving along the icy roads cradled me into a light slumber. 
 
I awoke when the carriage stopped. My head was in Blaise’s lap. His hand was on my shoulder, his thumb stroking me tenderly. He was staring ahead, pain in his features. The torture behind his prolonged stare broke me. I pulled myself upright and stroked his temple, landing a kiss against the corner of his lip. “Don’t,” I said when he tried to hide the pain.
His lips parted. I silenced his next words with a kiss. Climbing over him, onto his lap, I ran my hands around his neck and over his muscular shoulders. I bit his bottom lip, running my hand through his tousled hair until the crown paused me. 
“We will have the Ring any day now.” I said, resting my forehead against his. My heart pounded in sync with his, and I splayed my fingers over his chest. “You’ll never know hurt again.”
He half smiled. “It should be me making you those promises.”
“You are my forever.” I kissed his neck slowly. Between kisses, I breathed words against his skin, and he moved his head back, his eyes rolling as he closed them. “It was always you. Always. I’m your queen, Blaise. Yours.”
He rocked his hips against me, gripping me against him tightly. His fingers tangled in my hair, and the crown tumbled to the ground. He fisted my hair as he bit down on his bottom lip. “Fuck. You drive me crazy.” 
Someone was at the door, pulling the handle down.
A low growl escaped him. “Leave us,” he ordered. Snow crunched under their boots as they walked away. He lowered me against the seat and traced his fingers along my thigh, his lips against my neck. “Marry me, Winter.” There was a vulnerability to his voice that made my heart skip a beat. “I want every part of you, forever. Let me rule by your side. You can trust me.”
I paused, tilting his head upward with my thumb to look into his gaze. “I know.”
“You don’t need to play hard to get.” He smirked against my collarbone as his lips brushed my skin. “You already have me.”
I was shaking. Adrenaline coursed through me. I wanted him too. Every part of him. “Ask me once the curse is broken.”
“You can count on it, my love.”



THIRTY-ONE
 
Blaise told me to sit on the throne I didn’t yet belong on, the throne for the queen of Niferum. I hesitated as I sat against the cold stone, looking out over the magic of the throne room. White glistened everywhere, spelled to appear as ice on the walls.
“Kiros is almost here,” he said as one of his men whispered in his ear. We’d spent the day wrapped together, not wanting to go back to our duties, but the king of Berovia arriving wasn’t something either of us could ignore. 
Bile bit up my throat, and I pulled a face. I willed it away, then tensed as I sat forward. Blaise toked his cigar, making little o’s in the air.
“I’m nervous,” I said.
In an instant, his hand was on mine, resting over the arm of the throne. “You have nothing to fear. If he makes even one move to hurt you, I’ll have his head cut from his shoulders.”
My breath hitched. I didn’t know how to explain that I wasn’t anxious because of what he might do to me. I was nervous because the last time I’d seen him, I’d broken his heart. Morgana kept telling me I had nothing to apologize for, that I had been held captive and forced to marry against my will. I had only done what I needed to, to survive, but there was a clawing need to make it right, still. Xenos had been responsible for my being held captive, and while Kiros was arrogant, he reminded me of, well, me in many ways. He wasn’t bad, not like his father, and he had tried to ease my pain. I was going to make things right with him because I wanted to. I didn’t care if it made me look weak. 
A guard in clothes I recognized to be from the Berovian court walked in. The doors were closed behind us. He unrolled a parchment in a dramatic display and held his hand out. His blue ring glittered, and fire erupted in the shape of a crown, then fizzled and sparked to nothing. “King Kiros of Berovia.” He projected his voice, silencing all of us who’d gathered to meet him. 
I held my breath when he entered the room, followed by Cedric, Neoma, and several others from their royal court. 
Kiros’s glacier-blue eyes found mine, reminding me of when we first met. His strong jaw was clenched, and his arms bulked under his gold tunic. Two rings shimmered from his fingers, but not the marriage finger. One was the sovereign ring, I was sure; the other used to channel magic. My curiosity burned again when I saw it. I had lost the nerve to ask Bella, as it went against everything I had ever stood for, but now the desire to know what elemental magic was like to practice burned brightly. 
Cedric’s golden eyes flicked from Blaise to me. Blaise squeezed my hand as they all stared at me. “Welcome,” Blaise announced, not letting me go. “We’re glad to have you as guests at our court.”
Panic widened my eyes. Anger wavered Kiros’s tight smile, and his gritted teeth stayed hidden behind his lips, but I could tell by the curve of his jaw. 
Neoma looked at me with hooded eyes. Her thick, curly black hair hung around her shoulders. She wore fishnet stockings and a black knee-length dress with red roses embroidered on it. She ran her fingers along Cedric’s shoulder as I looked from her to him.
He noticed me watching and parted his lips, then sighed.
I swallowed thickly, pulling my hand out from under Blaise’s. Entwining my fingers together, I stood. I didn’t like the elevation and walked the three steps down to face Kiros. Morgana, who was standing nearby at a table, gave me a look telling me I’d done the right thing. His gaze searched mine, and a sting of pain flashed his eyes.
My heart panged, and I licked my lips. “Kiros.” I said his name on a breath, closing my eyes for a moment. I felt terrible, and standing there reinforced it.
He just stared at me, unmoving.
“I’m sorry,” I said, not caring who heard.
His brows quivered, then furrowed. He parted his lips, but Blaise appeared at my side.
“How was your journey?” Blaise asked.
Kiros blinked twice, then turned his attention to Blaise. “Long and cold.” 
I rolled my eyes to his frostbitten blond curls. “I’m glad you decided to come.” I looked over his shoulder at Cedric. “All of you.”
Cedric shook his head, giving me a hint of a smile when he looked up. He passed Kiros and pulled me into his arms. I held him tightly, not realizing until then how much I’d missed him.
“Hey, sweetheart,” he said.
I almost cried as I rested against him. “I’m glad you came.” 
“I almost didn’t.”
“I know.” I pulled away and looked him up and down. “You look good.” 
He glanced back. “I’m doing good.” He looked at Blaise, and his lips pressed into a hard line. 
I jumped in before they could publicly tear each other down. “Perhaps we can catch up with a walk later.” 
Neoma joined his side. “We would love to catch up.”
I smirked as I looked from her to Cedric. I always assumed it would hurt seeing my ex-boyfriend with someone else, but it didn’t. It was then I realized I cared for him, deeply, but it wasn’t necessarily romantic. “I’d love that.”
Cedric held his breath when someone else entered the room. He had golden hair like Cedric’s, but he was inches taller, with green eyes instead of gold, and had rougher features. He tensed when he saw me. It wasn’t until I spotted the crown hidden among his waves that I realized who I was looking at: Cedric’s brother, the light fae prince who’d killed my brother. 
My heart skipped a beat. Blaise pulled me back as I instinctively moved toward him. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but anger propelled me.
“Get settled,” he said to his guests. He gripped my wrist, holding me in place. “We will meet for dinner and dancing this evening.”
Kiros looked at me, then Blaise and turned. Everyone else followed him. Cedric shot me a worried glance before leaving with his brother and Neoma. Tears trickled unwantedly as I thought of how those green eyes were probably the last thing André ever saw. Now he was stuck in the spirit realm, and I was queen. That man had altered history. He’d torn apart a family, and now he’d come for peace. 
I hadn’t readied myself to meet him, but I was sure no amount of time would have prepared me to come face-to-face with André’s murderer. Blaise twirled me around and pulled me against him. “Not here, love. Let’s go to my room. You can punch and kick things there,” he said, leading me out as I wiped tears away. 
 
***
 
Blaise hushed me as I watched Cedric and his brother enter the ballroom.
“I’ll kill him.”
“You promised you’d rein it in a little, love.”
I gritted my teeth. “I did, but seeing him brings it all back to the surface. He murdered André.”
He hesitated, and I placed my hand on my hip, facing him. “Say it, whatever it is you’re not saying.”
His shoulders slumped. “It was a casualty of war. I know for you it’s personal, but he was following orders.” 
Tears brimmed my eyes. “Screw you, Blaise.” I turned on my heel and stomped to the entrance where two blue-suited guards stood by the arched door. Inside, snow had been magicked to fall from the ceiling but disappear before reaching the white-and-gray marbled floor. I buried my hands in the layered purple fabrics on the skirt of my dress. My beaded bodice was tight, revealing more cleavage than would be deemed appropriate at Ash Court. My eyes focused on the back of the taller brother, the murderer. He was laughing with one of the dark fae women. His wings were tucked in, but a hint of gold shimmered through. 
Someone approached in my peripheral vision. Light hair, wearing a gold crown, in a suit only fit for a king in cream with gold fastenings… It was Kiros. I pulled my gaze from Cedric’s brother to the man whom I’d promised peace too. He looked me up and down and held his breath. 
“Kiros.” My voice broke as his name rolled off my tongue. 
“Winter.” He took my hand in his and kissed it. At least he was doing something other than stare at me like earlier. I wasn’t sure what had lessened the anger he’d had, but I wasn’t going to linger on it. 
“Thank you for coming and making the journey.” 
His eyes flicked down toward my chest, then back at my eyes. A flash of embarrassment pinked his cheeks. “I’m delighted to enter a new relationship with Magaelor.” His tone was drier than I remembered.
“We should talk first.” The corners of my eyes crinkled. Around us, music played, notes swirling from the violinists at the edges of the room who had burst into melody. The harpist by the door took a break and got up—to refill his drink, by the looks of things. Everyone had such colorful hair in Lepidus… greens and reds, blues and whites. It was unlike anything in either Magaelor or Berovia, and it appeared Kiros was as enchanted by the place as I was. 
“No need.” He cleared his throat, taking a step back. “This is strictly political. There’s no need for sentiment or apologies.”
I shook my head slowly. “You should tell your mood that. Earlier, it looked like you wanted to take that sword”—I glanced down at the ruby-encrusted hilt—“and run it through me.”
His eyes widened, his lips parting enough to see his teeth. “I would never think such a thing of another monarch.” 
“You were visibly angry at me when you saw me earlier. Let’s not pretend this is purely political. We can’t move forward with a peace treaty until you move past your hatred for me.” My fingers entwined over my skirt. “I understand you were hurt that I broke your heart.”
He winced. It was subtle but there.
“Understand, Kiros, I had no choice. I was forced to marry you. I’m sorry I led you to believe I…” I hesitated, my stomach knotting. “That I loved you, but I was trying to survive. I was a prisoner.” 
He exhaled shakily. “You stood me up in front of the entire kingdom.”
I gave him an apologetic look, but he had to understand the position I had been in. “I’m sorry I hurt you. The situation I was in called for it, but I did feel guilt for doing that to you. I want you to know that.”
He cast his eyes downward, averting his gaze to his shoes or probably anywhere that wasn’t my eyes. “You were placed in an unfair situation. I wanted to protect you. My father would have killed you. I wasn’t your capturer.”
“I know,” I whispered, recalling how it had been Kiros who had brokered the marriage alliance that let me live. If he hadn’t, I’d have died in that cage. “You’re not a bad person, Kiros. I know that, and I knew it then, but you could have helped me escape.”
Unease flashed his expression. “I never thought of that.” 
“I want us to move on from it. It was unfortunate it all happened the way it did, but we can try to be friends.” 
He gave me a look. “I am king, and you are a queen. We are allies, not friends.”
“You sound like the old me.” I smiled softly, and his expression changed. “I would love for us to be allies, Kiros, but friends too.” 
He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword as he tapped his foot. His hair shone under the white light, and his icy-blue eyes watched me carefully. “It seems, after taking everything into account, we are even.” 
“I’ll agree to that.” 
“Then…” He extended his arm, still not looking at me. “Will you accompany me for a dance?”
I linked my arm with his and breathed a sigh of relief as I walked with him onto the dance floor. I still saw heartbreak in his eyes when he placed his hand an inch from mine. Our bodies barely touched, stepping around each other’s in perfect sync. “You should know, I am in love with Blaise. I always was.”
He nodded slowly. “I saw you together when I arrived and guessed as much.”
“Can you believe this court?” I switched topics, and his expression lifted a little. “It’s magical, right?”
“It’s definitely something else.” 
I marveled at the high ceiling, colored in paint of blue and silver. “I must ask, why the sudden change in heart?” 
“Things have not been easy back home since my father died.”
So my suspicions were correct. “You couldn’t afford a war with Magaelor.”
“Your numbers are diminished since your messy battle with your cousin anyway, so I wasn’t too concerned.”
Ouch. 
“I actually need something else from you.”
“We’re starting negotiations early?”
“One of your lords has powerful connections with the firedrake wielders. I need him to convince them to call off their attacks on the castle.”
“Which lord?” My eyebrows knitted together. “How would they have those sorts of connections? The firedrake wielders live in the south of Berovia, nowhere near Magaelor.”
He clicked his tongue. “How do you think your kingdom gets dragons’ eggs? Do such delicacies wash up ashore, or would they need to be trafficked?” 
I didn’t appreciate his condescending tone but decided snapping back wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “Which lord?”
“A Lord Abor. I hope I’m pronouncing it correctly.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, you are, Kiros. As it happens, I can get him to do what I need, but he will need to offer them something in exchange, I imagine.”
He shrugged. “I’ll leave that to you and your council.” He paused, his expression softening. “I’m sorry.” Something in his stare changed. “They are looking for allies, probably to keep themselves safe against us in case we decide to go after them again. Which, we wouldn’t. My father wanted to use them, not me.”
I nodded. “I will write Lord Abor and tell him to be the negotiator. He will offer them Magaelor’s allegiance.” 
“And Niferum’s,” he said. 
My gaze narrowed. “Blaise isn’t a part of this peace treaty.” 
“He soon would be, no? If you love him, then you will marry him surely.”
A lump formed in my throat. “We will be leaving Niferum out of any negotiating.” My jaw clenched as he stared off, finishing our dance. 
He took a step back, then bowed. “We may continue tomorrow, in the meeting.”
“Before you go,” I said to stop him. “You promised Blaise the Ring.” 
It was the first time I saw him smile since he’d arrived. It was unnerving. “If we agree to a treaty, then I shall hand it over.” 
My fingers flexed. “That wasn’t the agreement.”
He looked at my hands. “I noticed when we arrived that you weren’t holding a staff. Don’t you all hold onto them like treasure?”
I pressed my lips into a hard line. “It’s in my chambers,” I lied. I wasn’t going to extend my curiosity about elemental magic to him. I had forgotten his arrogance in the months since I’d left Berovia.
“Fine. Well, we will speak tomorrow, Winter. Good night.”
I watched him leave, then forced out a breath once he’d joined a group of solises. Blaise spotted me from his throne. Daring glittered his smoky eyes. He gestured me toward him by curling two fingers, a mischievous smirk on his lips. I turned away, balling my fists at my side. I wasn’t going to let him off so easily.
Tonight had been wasted. Kiros had annoyed me, and Cedric’s brother’s presence made me want to kill people. I was in no mood to entertain. I pushed through groups of people, ignoring their curtseys and bows, looking for Morgana. Nissa saw me and tried to touch my arm to get my attention, but I ignored her, walking as quickly as I could toward the exit. 
A breathless voice reached me. “Majesty.” I side-glanced Mai, who hurried at my side. “We were hoping you would—”
“Not tonight, Mai. Sorry, I’m not in the mood.”
“Is there something I can help with?”
“No, thank you. I will find you three if I need you.” I felt a little bad for shaking her off like that, but rage was rippling through me, and it was better for everyone if I was away from the party.
I left Mai standing in the hallway as I exited the ballroom. I needed Morgana. I had to know our plan was still underway. Spotting the entrance to the underground tunnels, I raced in their direction. If she was anywhere, I bet she was with Licia, giving him a piece of her mind or forcing his help. She’d be anywhere but the ball. She hated parties about as much as Aquarius hated mercreatures.
Once I slipped into the tunnels, I paused to catch my breath, placing my hands on my knees through my dress. I traced the lines carving the tunnel into a semicircle with my gaze. I moved on and my heels clicked against the hard ground and echoed toward the game rooms, which were alive with fae. They stood at green-felt-covered tables where dice were thrown and small chests were placed, filled with wishes or beauty. Fae’s trickery and games did not involve anything as common as coin, a fact Licia had once told me. 
I craned my neck to see if I could see Morgana, but her long brown waves and peculiar dress sense was nowhere to be seen. Licia, however, was there. Gold glimmered from his teeth as he took someone’s wish. Licia was short with shoulder-length blond hair, wearing an emerald-green velvet suit. His eyes glistened gold when he spotted me storming toward him.
“Ah, young queen, I was wondering when I’d be seeing you again.”
The faery he was playing at his table with hurried away, anger in her features. She must have lost.
“You!” I scowled. I needed someone to take my anger out on. “You hurt my friend.”
“Morgana knows why I couldn’t involve myself,” he said deadpan, then took a seat behind the table.
I glared at him.
“Have you come to play another game? The third time might be a charm.” He’d duped me the other two times. 
“I wouldn’t play another game with you if I was offered a thousand gold coins.”
“Did you come down here to simply berate me?”
I placed my hand on my hip. “You know something about the…” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Necromancer.” 
“I know many things.”
“Care to spill?”
“I’m never so careless.” 
I rolled my eyes. “What is it you want from him?”
His gaze narrowed. “Telling you has no benefit to me.”
I shook my head. “You once said you were invested in my future.” 
“Yes.” 
“Why?”
“You served a higher purpose. You’re the reason the necromancer is back.”
My eyes bulged. Fury pulsing through me, I gripped my nails into the wood edges of the table between us. “You knew Morgana would bring me back. Yet another betrayal to her.”
“I needed him to come back. Your dying was going to happen no matter what I did. I simply took advantage of an opportunity.”
I spat through gritted teeth. “You slimy liar! You could have given us fair warning. Morgana’s gone through torment and torture.”
“It’s nothing she couldn’t handle.”
I shook my head, folding my arms across my chest. “You’ll get yours, Licia.”
“I’m sure one day I will.” 
His honesty infuriated me further. “If you won’t tell me what you want with him, then we have nothing further to discuss.” I turned on my heel, then something in my brain clicked. “Wait, you said because of me he’s back. Wasn’t he always? I mean, people must be using sacrificial magic.” 
His lips curved at the corners as he tilted his head just an inch. “They do, but he needed more power this time. He needed someone who could make things happen, and that person happened to be you. Morgana brought you back from the dead. Don’t you think if it were that easy, everyone would be doing it? Dark magic or not? Love can push us far past our normal boundaries.” The room darkened a layer. “He let her bring you back. Your spirit realm meant you were in the veil, a place where he could pull you from. The rest of us, when we die, we move on, but you lunas remain. You linger.” The disgust in his tone didn’t go amiss. “He granted Morgana the privilege of having you back, as queen, and in doing so, he took control. He will come back, in his full form once again, and in doing so, he will be more powerful than any entity that has ever existed.”
Realization washed over me, prickling my mind. “You told her the spell to bring me back.”
He smirked. “It took you longer than Morgana to figure out I was behind it then.”
“I’ll have you killed for this.”
“Blaise would never allow it. Remember, Winter, I have something over everyone.”
I clicked my tongue. “What could you possibly have over him?”
He leaned in, his voice still a whisper. “Both of you killed kings to take your thrones. If the truth of which emerged, you’d be executed, and him, exiled. Who do you think made Blaise the potion that sent his father mad before he killed him?”
“So, what? You’re some twisted puppet master?”
“No.” He looked down, and for a hint of a second, I swore I could see sadness on his features. “I’m simply a man trying to save the person he loves. Just like you. Just like Blaise. Just like Morgana.”
My heart thudded to a temporary still. “Why are you telling me all this?”
“I’m merely divulging what is already known to Morgana and Blaise. Unlike them, you can’t do anything about it, and I had a few minutes between games and was bored, so…” He gestured behind me where a man approached. Thin cream screens separated us and the other tables. He clicked his fingers, and something around us lifted. 
“What was that?” 
“Do you really believe I would be foolish enough to have eavesdroppers listen in on our conversation? I protected us both. You’re the fool for not thinking of it.”
The man, a Berovian, hesitated toward the table.
“Don’t do it. He’ll just trick you,” I said as I swept past him, then glanced back at Licia, who was grinning. I hated that little wretch. 
 



THIRTY-TWO
 
Kiros sat on the largest armchair. The gold crown on his waves reflected orange hues from the crackling fire beside him. Unlike the council meetings back home, this was far cozier. We were in Blaise’s office, and Kiros’s advisor took the chair next to him. Mine was bare, and I partially regretted not bringing Adius.
“Will it just be the three of us?” the advisor asked. 
Kiros pointed at the door. “No, bring in a witness for anything agreed upon here.”
The advisor hurried off to fetch someone to stand in. Kiros turned his attention to me as the door closed. “Why did you not bring an advisor?”
“He has matters to attend at the castle. Our high priest is missing.”
He scoffed. “A meeting with Berovia is more important. This is a peace treaty with the largest, wealthiest kingdom in this world.”
“A kingdom who desperately needs our help,” I said, sitting back. “I have written to Lord Abor, and on my command, he will set up an allegiance with the firedrake wielders, promising our military backing if their dragons are attacked again.” 
He watched me carefully. “I have the Ring.” He pulled it from his pocket, and it beckoned for me to snatch from his palm. He clenched his fingers around it, then pushed it back into his pocket. Brushing down the front of his ruby-red jacket, he blew out a tense breath. His advisor, a mousy-faced man in a white shirt and shiny black shoes, walked back in with Nissa. 
“You chose Nissa?” I asked.
“We need two witnesses, one solis and one luna.” His advisor glanced at her, then back at me. 
“Nissa.” I gestured for her to sit next to me. “You don’t need to stand.” 
“Thanks, Your Majesty.”
“First order of business.” Kiros cleared his throat, leaning forward. “Aside from you ordering your lord to broker peace with the firedrake wielders on my behalf, you will allow the transportation of pixies between kingdoms. You told me of their healing powers when you were in Berovia.” 
My eye twitched. Nissa’s eyes widened as she looked from him to me.
“How many?” I asked.
“As many as we need.”
I shook my head. “You’ll deplete us. Your kingdom is far larger. I need a number.”
His advisor nodded and whispered something unintelligible in his ear. Kiros straightened. “Initially, we will ask for three hundred.”
I almost coughed. “That’s a small army of them.”
“Charles,” he said to his advisor. “How many pixies does Magaelor have?”
He flicked through his papers, landed on one, and trailed his finger down the words. “There are an estimated eighteen thousand pixies in Magaelor and on its surrounding islands.”
I looked at Charles. “Did you come and count them yourself?”
Nissa suppressed a laugh, instead letting out a soft gurgled sound. 
Kiros placed his hands on his knees. “Three hundred initially, to see how they fare in our climate.”
I swallowed thickly. I knew they’d be okay, because Cedric had had one, and I was sure others secretly had one they’d imported through shadow markets. “I’ll agree to three hundred, if you agree to three hundred oxen in return. Berovia has a plethora, whereas Magaelor’s farms dwindle.”
He looked to his advisor, who agreed over hushed whispers. “An ox is not a match for a pixie,” Kiros said.
“I’d like to think it’s a fair trade,” I said. “While their size may differ, they are both valuable.”
“Two hundred.”
“No.”
Charles countered. “Two hundred fifty.” 
Nissa gave me an appreciative look. Our resources were scarcely low, and the truth was we needed cattle and grain. “Grain too,” I said. “Also, I want to discuss keeping the Forest of Tranquillium preserved.”
His light eyebrow arched. “What do you care for one of our forests?”
“I just do.” I didn’t want to have to explain how I owed the elves and wanted to keep them safe after they’d kept me safe. “In exchange, I know you require wood for ships.”
Kiros leaned forward. “I thought your forests were sacred.”
My heart pounded. I was glad he couldn’t sense it. “There are parts we can cut down. We need more space anyway.”
Nissa’s pained stare moved from me to Kiros. The decision wouldn’t go well with the lords, but once I explained to my people the truth about the spirit realm and the elder ancestors, then the forest’s sacredness would be questionable. We needed this agreement. I was doing the best for the kingdom, even though they wouldn’t see it to begin with. 
“Then we are agreed,” Kiros said, standing. “There are still many things my advisor needs to go over with you, fine print and other military agreements.”
“Naturally.” I stood too and extended my hand. Hastily, he shook it, and I stepped back. 
“To friends,” he said, though I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to be friends with him anymore. Still, I’d pretend, for Magaelor. The heartbreak in his eyes reminded me his demeanor might simply be down to feeling hurt and betrayed. Those feelings didn’t just disappear with words exchanged. 
“To friends.” I gave him a small smile and took the seat next to Charles. It was going to be a long night, and I needed to prepare. My heart ached as I thought of the part of the agreement that didn’t exist, that I’d be taking Kiros’s sister for my own arrangement with the necromancer.
Breathing in a slow breath, my stomach twisted when I saw it. Kiros placed the Ring of Immortalem on the table. My stomach flipped, and my heart raced. I couldn’t help but smile. Blaise could finally be free. 
“Don’t put it on,” Kiros said. “I assume it’s why you’ve been intent on getting it back, so you can be immortal at Blaise’s side, but it’s not worth it. It will be the death of you.” He lingered for a few seconds before he exhaled slowly, then left. 
I smiled and took it in my hand. I had no plans on wearing the horrible thing. Once we were done with it, I hoped to lose it to the depths of the oceans, but for now, it was the final thing that would bring Blaise peace, and for that, it was the most valuable thing I owned. 
 
***
 
The meeting had lasted an additional two hours, and as midnight clawed into early morning, the large ballroom had mostly emptied, save a few couples left dancing. Neoma danced, her black dress billowing around her knees. She laughed, holding onto Cedric, who looked genuinely happy. There was yet another dance, but I could swear there was one every day in Lepidus. Sadness rippled through me when I looked at her, an innocent, to be given to him. If we didn’t kill the necromancer as planned, she’d surely die. 
 Someone stepped behind me, their shadow casting next to me. Prickles of my anger sensed him first.
“I do beg your pardon, but I had hoped to get a moment alone with you.” His voice was slicker than Cedric’s. He sounded older, educated, and royal. “I’m Rory Evermist the Second.” 
“I know who you are.” My breath hitched. Nissa had found out everything she could about him for me before he came here. 
“Then you know I am successor to my father when he chooses to retire.”
I wondered how old he really was. They aged far, far more slowly than mortals, and their lives could span centuries. Speaking of, I had never really thought to ask Cedric how old he really was. “Yes.”
“Congratulations on your peace deal with King Kiros, yet you haven’t negotiated with us.”
I gritted my teeth. “If I must negotiate with the light fae, it will be through Cedric.”
“My younger brother is still a baby when compared to us. He will not be holding such important deals.”
I looked at him, and everything in me wanted to punch him square in the face. “Your parents should have sent someone else. Literally anyone else.”
“I do understand your anger over your brother.” He snapped his fingers for me to follow him into the well-lit corridor. “As a queen yourself, you understand the casualties of war. We were attacked first, and your brother fought me. I was left with no other option. He did, however, fight valiantly.”
“First things first,” I clenched my jaw. “Do not snap your fingers at me again. I am not some servant. And secondly, you struck down the next king of Magaelor.” I balled my fists at my side, struggling to keep up with him. “You didn’t think there would be consequences.”
“I did not know the queen of such a revered kingdom would give in to anger and sentiment over a treaty that will improve your people’s lives dramatically and end a centuries-old feud.” He put his finger up to silence me as he continued. 
“Don’t you dare!” I scathed. “Politically, you killed the heir of the kingdom. It has nothing to do with sentiment.” That wasn’t true, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. “I will work with Cedric and only Cedric.” 
“He was a fool to aid you further than he needed to, a mission he failed because of his heart.” His unimpressed gaze trickled over me. “I am taking over the reins of this negotiation. Kiros is only one half of Berovia.”
“I am aware.” 
“We are willing to sign the treaty. We have no feud with you lunas, but we do ask for a few minor exchanges.” 
I inhaled sharply. “You can write them down and give them to Cedric to give to me.”
“I’d be happy to go over them with your advisor.”
I cursed under my breath. I didn’t have one with me, but I did have Nissa. She was smart, smarter than most at court. “You can go over terms with Nissa Avery.” 
“I’ve met her.”
“Perfect,” I said deadpan. I tried to walk away before he could say anything else, wanting to be anywhere else but there. 
“Oh, complete forgiveness over past grievances is expected as part of the treaty. This is, after all, for peace.”
My teeth would have shattered if I kept going. Instead, I rolled my shoulders back, thinking of the kingdom and how much we needed this. “Magaelor forgives you,” I stated, unable to say I did, but… I was Magaelor. 
I heard him walk away and found myself wiping a tear under the dim light of an oil lamp. I shouldn’t have let him bother me so much. Unlike they believed, I really did understand the casualties of war and how it wasn’t personal, but André was my brother, and I loved him so much. When he died, I felt like a part of me had died. Magaelor had lost a future king, and Florence lost her husband. I couldn’t just overlook his death. It didn’t matter if I had a hundred years, I would never get over it. I didn’t want to hate Rory Evermist, but I did, and it was what it was. 
I ambled through corridors until I found Blaise. He was talking with a few of his men but smiled when he saw me. “Are we still not talking?”
He must have noticed my bloodshot eyes. Stupid tears. He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my temple, brushing my hair out of my face. “What happened?”
“I can’t forgive him.”
“Who?” He pulled me at arm’s length. 
“Rory, Cedric’s brother.” 
He sighed. “I shouldn’t have said what I did.”
“You were right, but I don’t care.” 
He straightened the crown on his head. A flash of pain crossed his expression, but he hid it quickly. He always did. The Ring felt heavier in my pocket when I looked at him. “Blaise, I have something for you.”
His eyebrows flicked up, mischievousness in his eyes. “Do we need to be alone for it?”
I rolled my eyes. “Not that.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the Ring. “The Ring of Immortalem.”
His eyes lit up. He grabbed my hand in his, and I white-knuckled the Ring in the other. “Let’s go.”
“Now?”
“Now.”
“Wait.” I grabbed the sleeve of his tunic and pulled him back until he faced me. “Maybe we should wait, until after we kill the necromancer. I need the Dagger, or Sword. If the mer king takes them…” I shuddered, thinking of the consequences of the necromancer staying alive. “I can’t. I know you’re in pain, and I want to ease it more than you know.”
His expression softened, and I closed my eyes.
“I can’t give them up yet.” 
He tilted my chin upward with his thumb, and I peeled back my eyelids to look into his determined gaze. “Love, I was never going to let him take them. We can go. The Sword and Dagger will be easier to use without the curses, and we still have some days before he wants to perform the ritual.”
I sucked air between my teeth. “It is a different ritual than he’ll be expecting.” 
“You’re using the dead instead of the living. An ingredient has changed, but not the spell itself.”
I winced when he said ingredient. I could see the internal conflict as he fought against the darker desires of his heart. The curse tugged him in a different direction than where he wanted to go. The pain coursing through him took its toll. I could see it when he thought I wasn’t looking.
“Okay.” I exhaled deeply. “Let’s do this, but if he attempts to take the Objects, I will take the Sword and cut his head off myself.”
Blaise blinked twice. “I don’t doubt it, love.”



THIRTY-THREE
 
Frost melted under the sprays of the sea, and water swashed ashore with the rising waves. Against the bright crescent moon, the water was as black as ink, and depthless. The pebbled beach reached to the edge of the water, where we waited for him. Snuggling into my fur coat, I searched for any warmth it had to spare. Blaise didn’t hide his pain this time. It crinkled the skin around his eyes, bursting blood vessels in his eyes. My lips parted, and I wanted to do anything to take away his suffering, but the only cure remained in the four Objects wrapped in cloth, in Blaise’s hand.
“We can’t let him take the Sword or Dagger,” I said again.
“Again, I know.” His voice broke half the way through. He cleared his throat, rubbing the side of his head. “I won’t let him take them. Trust me.”
We needed one of them to kill the necromancer, but preferably both. We were going up against an ancient entity with no real knowing if our plan would work. The Dagger as backup wouldn’t be the worst idea. “Aqugar’s taking his time.”
“He could be anywhere.”
Blaise had danced magic through the water an hour before. I watched the blue sparks leave him and enter the water, then move through the waves before they disappeared. He had called to the mer king, and I hoped it had reached him. In the distance, I watched as icebergs appeared to melt into the sea. Without them, I couldn’t tell where the sea ended and the sky began. 
Blaise side-eyed me. “It’s a reverse mirage.” His smoky eyes widened as he watched out at the starless night sky. “The air is colder than the sea. It’s rare, but it’s happened before. Look.” The ships at the port to the west appeared much smaller than they had when we’d arrived. The icebergs, I noticed, hadn’t disappeared but were a fraction of the size, looking to be much farther away. 
I smiled, feeling the cold air circle into my lungs as I took a deep breath in. “Not many things shock me, but nature fails to surprise me.”
He nodded and turned his attention back to the lapping waters. “Are you ready for this?”
I looked at him incredulously, tucking my hands further into my sleeves. “For you not to be in pain anymore? Of course.” 
He exhaled a chuckle, fogging the air in front of his face. “I mean to have every part of me.”
I half smirked. “I thought I already did.” 
He gazed upward and became lost in the starlight and crescent moon. “I’m looking forward to enjoying the freedom in loving you.” 
Of course it felt like a cage to him. There was no freedom in loving me now, only pain. Something splashed in the waters. I hadn’t noticed the large tail until it crashed into the surface of the water, sprinkling icy droplets ashore. 
Water coursed down his barrel chest and muscular arms when he emerged. The coral crown on his head was colored with oranges and reds, darkening the crimson in his compassionless stare. Hair made from green weeds, as if just plucked from the depths, slicked against the curve of his jaw and diamond-shaped face. His pointed teeth could be seen under the light of the moon in perfect clarity. “Do you have them?”
My gaze narrowed. He had sunk one of my ships, filled with eighty-four of my men, causing devastation to their families. I hated him, but he wasn’t human, and I wasn’t sure why I’d expected him to act as so. “You gave me a year,” I scowled. 
“I feared you needed a nudge.”
My fist balled, but I uncurled my fingers, reminding myself we needed him. For now.
“We have them.” Blaise unfolded the corners of the brown cloth, showing the Amulet of Viribus, Dagger of Ruin, and Ring of Immortalem. Next to them, the largest Object of all, the Sword of Impervius, glimmered beneath the moonlight. We didn’t dare touch it. They all held curses, and Blaise and Aqugar were living proof of how dangerous those curses could be.
“Give us the Crown of Discieti,” I commanded, holding my head high. I knew he expected us to hand the Objects over to him. 
“No. You were to hand them to me.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, huddling pockets of warmth. “From where I’m standing, we hold the leverage. 
His voice rumbled like thunder. “That was not the agreement.”
“I don’t care!” I shouted over his tempered words. “We don’t trust you to give them back, and they are ours. What do you have to lose by giving us the Crown?” 
He growled. “It’s mine.” 
“You can have it back for all I care.” I hissed the lie between my teeth. “We won’t betray you, because we want the curses broken as much as you. We will perform the ritual here.” 
His thin nostrils flared. “Do you have what is needed?” A snarl curled his thin lips, and I looked to Blaise. 
“Do we?”
Blaise gave one curt nod. 
“Then yes,” I replied. 
His gaze shifted to Blaise, who looked statuesque under the white illumination. Ice had frozen his jet-black hair at its ends. The Crown, secured in place, was lost amongst a sea of dark waves.
“Where is the body?” Aqugar asked.
My eyes widened. “Body?”
Blaise cast his eyes downward. “I already have their soul.”
Soul?
“One soul is not enough.” His jaw clenched. “This is why you should hand the items to me. I can find dozens of sailors to kill.”
I found my voice broken and felt dry in my throat. “You need to kill people to break them?”
Aqugar gripped into the pebbly shore, his talons screeching against the smooth gray edges. “The curse is centuries old.” 
Blaise sighed. “I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t find the right time.”
“Who did you kill?”
“One of the feral fae. A man.” He looked down at the Dagger. “An irredeemable one.”
“Where is he?”
He glanced at a derelict shed not far from where we stood. It was the same wooden shelter Cedric and I had slept in when we’d come to this same beach last year.
“You had him brought here?”
“You must be angry.” Sadness poured into his expression, tugging my heart to him.
“I’m not.” I let out a cool, shaky exhale. “I only wish you’d told me. You did what you needed to do, and the feral fae are hardly upstanding citizens.” I shuddered, recalling how they’d placed my head in a noose when I fled Niferum. Their twisted, dark eyes haunted me sometimes. “I know you want to save them,” I said. His mission was to bring them back from the darkness they’d tipped into. 
“This one was not worthy of bringing back.”
If Blaise was saying that, then that particular fae had to have done some terrible deeds. “Why do you need souls?” My eyes flicked from his to the mer king’s. “This isn’t sacrificial magic, surely?” I gave Blaise a panicked look. 
“No,” he replied, and the mer king interrupted. 
“Souls hold great energy. We need a powerful blast of magic to destroy the curses attached to these.” 
An idea flickered into my mind, burning brighter by the second. We knew we had souls to bring back the necromancer, and we could use that same energy to break the curses at the same time. “What if I told you I know exactly where to find such strong energy?”
The mer king’s slimy, long eyebrow arched. “Where?”
Blaise got the same idea. His resolve strengthened as he looked at the godlike mercreature. “You’ll need to hand over the Crown of Discieti because my love is right. There’s a way to break the curses.” 
Aqugar shook his head, frustration in his features. He disappeared under the surface, and my heart skipped a beat. “Oh great, now he’s gone and is probably going to murder a bunch more of my people.”
Blaise lifted his index finger in the air, the cool gusts of wind pulling between us. “Wait.” 
The air smelled like snow and pine, with a brush of salt. It was quite delightful when compared to the fishy stench of the port in Magaelor. I clicked my tongue as minutes ticked over, but to my surprise, Aqugar re-emerged holding a crown of pure gold, two pieces twisted around each other into a circle. On the outside, gems of blue glistened from the gold, made brighter by the sheen of water coating them. Aqugar looked at me, warning in his glare. “If you do not bring this back to me once the curse is broken, then I will ensure every mercreature in this ocean attacks every ship on sight.” 
I swallowed thickly. “Why do you want the crown anyway, after all the trouble it’s caused?” 
His eyes widened as he admired it from his hand. “Without the curse, the compulsion element will be easier to use. As of now, when I place it upon my head, the curse grows stronger, making it agonizing to use its powers.” Something faded in his bottomless eyes. “You will bring it back to me, Winter Mortis, or it will be the death of your men.”
He threw it to Blaise, who caught it with lightning speed. The mer king ducked beneath the surface, his scaly tail appearing like steel under the light of the moon and crashing against the water as he swam from the beach. 
I inhaled deeply, a smile curving my lips. “Is it possible we may be able to get everything we ever wanted?” I pressed my finger against my bottom lip. “Maybe it is possible for us to have it all.”
Blaise blinked disbelief. “Was that… optimism? Coming from Winter Mortis?” His eyebrows furrowed, followed by a slight smirk. 
“You know what? For once, I am feeling pretty good about things. We have a way to kill the necromancer and destroy your curse. Vahaga’s gone, and I have the people I love with me. I even have peace with Berovia, something my father could never achieve during his reign.”
“To be fair, I don’t think Amos ever wanted peace.”
“More evidence to how I did the world a favor by removing him from it.” 
He nodded, and I exhaled shakily. My stomach churned, reminding me I still needed to eat. It had been a long night. As we left the beach and stepped back into the chilled carriage, something Morgana had said to me when I was a child sprung into my mind; if it sounded too good to be true, then it probably was. Was having it all reaching too far? Or just reaching enough? 
 



THIRTY-FOUR
 
I awoke to screaming and shouting traveling up the hallway. I bounced out of bed and rushed to the door, the icy cold floor shocking me through my bare feet. I threw open the doors, and four guards stood in my way. “What’s happening?” 
“We’ve been ordered to keep you inside.” 
“By whom?” I demanded. 
“The king.” 
“Can you at least tell me why?” 
One looked to the other, hesitance on his face. “A group of faeries from the south attacked the castle an hour ago. They breached the walls and defenses.”
“Why did they attack?” 
“They were trying to free the others.” 
Understanding washed through me. “The feral fae.” 
“I’ll alert the king of your being awake.”
“Oh.” I looked at their swords with a smirk. “You’re not going to keep me in here. I’m the queen of my own kingdom, and your king’s word can’t control me.” I stepped back and closed the doors.
After several minutes of trying to pull on my own dress, the doors opened and Nissa stepped inside. “Your Majesty.” 
“Nissa. Do you know any more of what happened? I wanted to go downstairs, but I can’t tie these back.” I groaned as I tried to pull the strings on my corset. Nissa took over, worrying her fingers with the ribbons. 
“There were like fifty of them. They were awful. Their eyes were so black.” She shuddered and blew out a tense breath. “One of Kiros’s men was really hurt, and one of ours, but don’t worry, they’re being healed. The solises actually helped, using their magic. Fire magic is pretty impressive. I never know—”
“Where was Blaise during it?” I was mad at myself for sleeping through it. I rarely slept so late, but last night’s journey back to the castle from seeing the mer king had exhausted me. 
“He was fighting them. It hurt him to do it; I could see it in his eyes. He has loads of them hoarded away in his dungeon though. It’s a little creepy.”
I winced when she pulled the strings tight. “I know why he’s doing it,” I said, a tad breathless. “He’s trying to reunite them with their humanity.”
“That’s actually kind of sweet.”
I smiled. “It is. So are they all gone now?” 
“Blaise had to leave to one of the neighboring towns. He took most of the soldiers and guards with him. He wanted to capture as many of them before they got too far.”
I inhaled deeply as she tied a knot at the top of the corset. She helped me finish dressing, then moved around to face me. Her eyes crinkled when she smiled. I’d gotten so used to having her around, I’d forgotten she was once my enemy. “I wanted to come to you sooner, but they wouldn’t let me in each time I came.”
“Don’t worry about it.” 
“Warning.” She grinned. “Mai was planning on coming up too.”
“She doesn’t need to. I’m leaving. I have business to attend.”
“Do you think it’s safe without Blaise here?”
I rolled my eyes. “I doubt the feral fae will return with him chasing them down. Besides, our people are here, and so are the solises. We have magic.” An uneasy feeling settled over me. We did have magic, and it was torturing the people we’d loved and lost with each spell. I licked my dry lips and sighed. “Nissa, I need to talk to you about something. In fact, bring Mai and the new girl here.” 
Concern guided her tone. “I’ll get them right away.” 
I nodded and watched her hurry away. Once the doors closed, I sat on the bottom of the large four-post bed. The posts were made from wood colored somewhere between white and gray. Gripping my fingers into the thick blanket, I hoped I was doing the right thing. I had to start bringing the truth to my people, and telling my ladies was a good place to start. If they were anything like me, they’d be heartbroken. They had grown up with the same religion I had, and those beliefs were so deeply entrenched into our lives and magic, it was going to be hard to swallow. Honestly, if it hadn’t come from my brother, I doubt I would have believed it. I just hoped the word of their queen would be enough. 
 
Nissa raised her groomed dark-brown eyebrows when she saw the hot coffees. “Oh, how nice.”
“A treat,” I said as the three sat on the blue sofa next to the empty fireplace. I poured the brown liquid into my cup. The pot leaked droplets as I placed it back in the middle of the wooden table between my chair and the sofa. “Freshly made from beans.” I was a little surprised they had it here in Niferum, but I was pleased. Back home, coffee was a delicacy, although the market was growing for it. I was sure it wouldn’t be long until it became a necessity. I breathed in the rich aroma, smiling as the steam swirled from my china cup. 
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Penelope said. Her voice was so soft, if I wasn’t listening carefully enough, I could miss what she was saying.
“Yes, thanks.” Mai grinned, pulling her dark braid over one shoulder. She sipped the drink, then let out a long “ah.” 
“Thank you, ladies, for coming. I actually have some news and wanted you three to hear it from me before it becomes public knowledge. I don’t know when it will be revealed to the masses, but I imagine within the next month.” 
Their eyes all jumped toward my ring finger, but it was bare. Brimming with excitement, they leaned forward. I really wished I had better news. I didn’t want to watch their joy founder, but they were going to find out sooner or later. “We have been betrayed.”
Nissa’s eyes widened, and her lips parted. Penelope leaned back, her light eyebrows furrowed, and Mai shook her head, tut-tutting. 
“By whom?” Mai asked. 
I blew out a tense breath, puffing out my cheeks. I placed my hands on my knees, preparing myself for the words about to leave my lips. Words once said could not be unsaid. “The high priest, my father, and every other king of Magaelor.” 
Gasps escaped them, and Penelope’s hand shot to her mouth. 
I continued quickly. “We have been told, along with the rest of the people of Magaelor, that our ancestors willingly give us energy so we can perform magic. We have been led to believe they are at peace in the spirit realm and we will join them. Vahaga and others like him have pushed the agenda of us practicing almost side by side with our dead.” I inhaled, then blew out slowly, trying to calm my racing heart. “It’s a lie.” Tears brimmed my eyes. “I know it stings to hear it, and I want to explain how I know this. As many know, the sacred area of the forest is reserved for the priest and priestesses and the reigning monarch. I went there and spoke to my brother. I allowed my mother to do the same. What we learned from him was truly horrifying. Our loved ones…” I looked from Nissa to Mai. I knew Mai’s mother had died when she was younger, so I was careful with my next statement. “The dead are unfortunately trapped in the spirit realm. It’s a magic realm built using the energy from souls. The souls trapped there are fueling not only the existence of the spirit realm, but every time we perform magic, we are draining their souls and keeping them from finding peace. It’s a miserable existence.” 
Anger gritted Nissa’s teeth. She white-knuckled her staff, which she had rested against her knee when she came in. It was now in her hands. “Then why would the high priest and Amos be in on it?”
“Because they’re getting special treatment.” I sighed. “Alongside the elder ancestors, the first ones to create its existence. They are immortal and enjoying a prolonged life, while the rest of the souls suffer.” 
Penelope looked as if she was going to cry. “How can you be certain?” A whisper escaped her thin lips. “Your Majesty,” she said, her cheeks reddening at almost forgetting her manners. 
“My brother has no reason to lie. He’s on the other side, and if you ask anyone who knew him, they will tell you he was an honorable, good man. A future king.”
Mai leaned against the back of the sofa. “That’s a lot to process.”
“You think?” Nissa scoffed. “Is that why the high priest went missing?”
An icy blast pierced through me. I entwined my fingers and licked my lips. “I don’t know where he is,” I lied, “or why he’s gone, but it has nothing to do with this revelation.” It was another lie, but I couldn’t tell them I’d killed him. It would be as bad as telling them I’d killed my own father. Some secrets had to remain secret.
Nissa stood, her staff in hand, and shook her head. “There’s no real evidence.”
I shot her a warning stare. “Be mindful of who you are talking to. I am still your queen.”
She closed her mouth and turned toward the others. “We should take our leave.”
“Take your time to think about what I said.” I looked at each of them in turn, pausing on Nissa the longest. “You can choose to stay in denial and not believe me, but the souls of anyone you loved who died, they will be the ones suffering for it. For that, I hope you come around.” 
“You want us not to practice anymore?” Mai asked. 
I nodded. “I don’t want you to use your staffs.”
Penelope slumped her shoulders. Her light eyes glossed under the afternoon light coming through the large arched windows. “What are you going to do about it? If what you’re saying is true…” She paused. “Which I am sure it is.” She gave me an appreciative look. “Then do we expect everyone to stop using magic?”
Mai clicked her tongue, moving her braid back over her shoulder. Her large dark eyes bulged. “There are people who won’t care if they’re hurting others. They’ll want power. If it’s true, then someone needs to destroy it.” Determination charged her tone. “My mother is in the spirit realm, and I want her to find peace.”
Nissa shook her head. “So you both believe this?” She looked at me. “Your Majesty, we need more proof than your brother’s word. The rest of the kingdom will need the same.”
“Then go.” I cast my eyes downward, breathing slowly. “Leave Niferum and go to the forest, the sacred part. With Vahaga missing, you have my full permission to go to the river there and ask the souls yourself.” 
Nissa’s expression faltered, uncertainty lingering in her stare. After a several seconds, Nissa looked up and placed her hand on her hip, holding her staff with the other. “We will go to Magaelor.” 
Mai glanced at me. “I’m not going. I believe Her Majesty.” 
Penelope looked as if she was trapped in a mental tug-of-war, her gaze flitting between mine and Nissa’s. “You can go, Penelope,” I said. She was the type of girl who wanted to do everything by her queen, but she held the same uncertainty Nissa did, and I needed it quenched. 
“Thank you, Majesty. It’s not that I don’t believe you, it’s just—” 
“It’s perfectly fine. I’d rather you have absolution.” I turned to face Nissa, my gaze fierce. “While you are there, take Adius with you… and Lord Abor.” 
Her eyebrows pinched together, her forehead wrinkling. “Are you certain you want Lord Abor to know this?”
I nodded. “He needs to hear the truth. I will need him on my side when I tell the people and the council the truth. He will suffer the same as anyone else once he dies. He’s not a high priest or a king or queen. With Adius, I want him to get the confirmation he needs.” I paused. “Nissa, I am trusting you. If you blow this up, you can easily tear the kingdom apart, and I know you’re better than that. Go find out the truth, then keep it to yourself until I return.” 
“What will you do?” Her eye twitched. 
“There has to be a tether to our world. There is with anything, and I will find it and destroy it.” 
 



THIRTY-FIVE
 
Morgana sat across from me, cards laid out between us. “You wouldn’t have told them if your intuition didn’t say you could trust them. You don’t need the cards to confirm it.”
I gave her a look. “I don’t trust my intuition.” 
She didn’t look up from her cards. “You should, especially with this. Your gift is coming in.”
“Barely.”
“You’re suppressing it still.”
“Is Blaise safe?” I asked, sitting on the edge of her bed. The cards glistened gold from their backs, a pattern knotted with suns and moons. 
“What question do you want to know? If Blaise is okay or if you can trust your ladies with your secret?”
I shrugged. “Both?”
She half smiled, rolling her eyes. “Winter. Winter.”
“Do the reading,” I pleaded, biting my bottom lip. “I need to know.” 
She shuffled them again and laid one out. Turning it around, she smiled. “The knight. Blaise is safe. He will fight but will be victorious.” 
I breathed relief. 
She gave me a cautious look. “You know the cards can change at any moment. Don’t rely on them all the time.” 
“I know, I know.” I waved my hand dismissively. “They can only predict current timelines,” I recited. “Now tell me if I can trust my ladies.”
She turned three cards. The rat. The boat. The tower. “It’s undecided. The rat shows a willingness to betray if necessary, to abandon ship, and the boat can be smooth sailing or sinking, depending on the next card.” 
“The tower?” I arched my brow. 
“It means destruction.”
A lump formed in my throat. “I thought I could trust my intuition?” Panic seized me. 
Morgana leaned forward, placing her hand on mine. “It can mean destruction of something else, not the trust. This can mean a thousand things, and timelines change too. I told you doing the cards was a bad idea.” 
“You usually do a reading before important events,” I said. “Why shouldn’t I?”
“I look for guidance and don’t put all my faith in them. I fear you will rely too heavily on them.”
“That’s why you’re here with me, always. To ground me.” 
She averted her gaze. “The necromancer came to me last night.” 
My heart skipped a beat. “You didn’t think to say something before?”
“I didn’t want to worry you.” 
“What did he say?” 
“He wants us to do it tonight.”
“We still have time.” Bile bit up throat, clawing at my tongue. I gulped back a wretch. Tears blurred my vision. I wasn’t ready yet. “The moon isn’t even full! I still have so much to do. I am supposed to have dinner with Kiros tonight while they do some magic show thing as a show of peace. I’ve barely spoken to Cedric, and Neoma definitely won’t go with us willingly. He’s going to want to see her with us.” My heart pounded. “I need Blaise too. I need to break the curses on the Objects of Kai using the same battleground.” 
Her eyes widened. The brown in them darkened. “It will take all the energy to bring the necromancer back. You can’t spare some to also break a curse over the strongest and darkest objects in the realms. It’s not possible.” She stared at me apologetically. “You’ll need to find another way.” 
“I can’t let Blaise down like that. He’s done so much for us.” 
“If we do not bring the necromancer back tonight and kill him, he will return to control you. He’ll use you to kill Blaise and anyone else who gets in the way of him getting what he wants. Magaelor will be under constant threat. No potion will keep him out forever. This is our only chance.” She ran her index finger along one the cards, closing her eyes briefly. “There is a rare event tonight.”
“What?”
“A blue moon. The moon will appear soon after sunset, bringing with it more light than a normal evening. It happened every two to three years, apparently.”
I shook my head. “You’d think an all-powerful necromancer would have known this.”
“We can only go by the lunar cycle we know. There was no way for me to know it would be tonight.” 
“I meant him.” 
“His being in a different realm probably caused an oversight. Regardless, it is tonight. The moon has been visible even during the day today. It is a strong signifier of the blue moon. It is why he came to me.” 
“I need to tell Blaise first.” I looked at the window, but the sky was already beginning to purple. “It’s too late.” My stomach dipped. 
“I’m sorry, Winter.” She paused for a moment, then nodded. “Bring the Sword. I’ll take the Dagger. Are you ready?” 
I thought about what I’d said about the spirit realm earlier. “Wouldn’t the necromancer need something to tether himself to? I mean, if he’s not in our realm…” 
“Yes, but finding it could take decades. Whatever it is, it’s surely well hidden. We wouldn’t be the first to go looking for it. Our only choice right now is to destroy him at the source, not through a tether that could be kingdoms away or at the bottom of the ocean. We only have today.” 
I sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll grab Neoma.” 
She grabbed her staff. “I said for emergencies. This is one.” 
“You’re going to knock her out.”
“I’m going to slip her a potion. I’m not going to kidnap and panic her when she can just sleep through it all, then wake up back at the castle none the wiser.”
“If we succeed,” I said, aware of the alternative. 
“We have to.” 
I blew out a long, shaky exhale. “Let’s go kill a necromancer.” 
 
***
 
We left under the cover of darkness. Harvesting the energy of the dead would require great strength, so Morgana had brought her staff. While she couldn’t do magic herself because of the potion, she could use the souls to channel it.
She gripped it tightly as we pulled Neoma into the carriage. We’d had to wait hours before she and Cedric finally separated and she had gone to her room. Only then did we grab her. Morgana’s sleeping spell was working perfectly. Unfortunately, we had extra company. I eyed his two gold teeth glistening against the rest of Licia’s pale-yellow smile. The corner of my lip twitched. I hated that faerie. He’d used my promise against me. He once said he’d need something from me and I was to give it to him. Today was the day he made good on it. He wanted passage from me to allow him to come with us, to let him stay while he brought the necromancer back. I knew making a deal with him would come back to bite me. 
Licia was, however, useful at helping us get Neoma’s unconscious body out of the castle through an underground tunnel only he knew about, but I didn’t trust his being there, and one glance from Morgana told me she didn’t either. 
“How did you know?” I whispered as I climbed in.
“I know everything.” His eyes glittered danger as Morgana stepped in and took the seat next to him. I was stuck hugging Neoma’s sleeping body against my side. 
I shook my head, then turned my attention to Morgana. “I’m sorry he has to come along.”
“It is fine.” Her stare told me not to divulge the plan to kill the necromancer. I wouldn’t dare.
Neoma’s body shifted downward as we gruelled to a start. “I can’t believe we kidnapped someone. I feel awful.”
“It’s not the worst thing you have done,” Licia stated, but Morgana shook her head. 
“The guilt shows you have a good human heart, Winter. Unlike some.” 
Licia sneered. “You enable her too much.” 
 “We don’t need your input, Licia.” I hissed his name. “Sit there quietly, or I’ll throw you out this carriage.” 
“You can try.” He admired his nails, which were painted gold, and smiled thinly. “We had a deal, remember?” 
Morgana tsked. “Enough. He’s coming whether we want him to or not, so let us ride in peace.” 
I shrugged. “At least if we throw him out, I won’t have to look at him.” 
He scowled, and I was glad I bothered him at least the littlest bit. The Sword was stowed away in the luggage compartment. For a moment, I worried he’d know through his foresight about the Sword and Dagger but then remembered something I’d read in Blaise’s library about the Objects of Kai being a blind spot for seers. While we rode, I thought about all the colorful ways I could kill Licia. We had the Dagger and Sword, so ending his life wouldn’t be the problem. There was no way I was going to trust him while we rose the necromancer back to our world. He glanced at Morgana, who stared ahead, tight-lipped. She gripped her staff, and looking at it now, I felt sick knowing what I was doing to my brother and souls like him in the spirit realm. 
I pulled back the curtain on the carriage and stared into the wintry oblivion as we pushed through a flurry of snowflakes. The sky darkened but never fully covered in blackness like it did in Magaelor. The snow always kept the horizon just visible enough.
We pulled up at the battleground. I held my breath as I looked out over the untouched blanket of snow. Underneath the pristine world of white were the bones and armor of those who’d sacrificed themselves for me to take back my throne—for Magaelor. Being back there brought tears to my eyes. Licia’s amused smile tugged when he saw them, and I wanted to punch him in the face for it. Morgana shot me a look, warning in her glare. It was as if she could sense what I was feeling. The glint in her eyes told me our anger for him was shared but it was not the right time to act on it. 
“Let us prepare first. The ritual needs to be set up perfectly before the moon reaches its apex.” 
Licia pushed down the handle, and a gust of icy wind flew inside. I hugged myself as I stepped out after him and jumped down. Snow crunched under my boots, sinking me in a few inches. We were going to kill the thing that had allowed me to come back to life at the same spot where I’d died. There was poetry there somewhere.
 
It was twilight, and the blue moon at its peak meant it was the perfect time to complete a ritual. Morgana had spent the last couple of hours preparing herbs and various bones and stones she’d brought with her into shapes found inside an old grimoire. I had paced the area three times, sprinkling sage and ash in a square around us from the pouches Morgana had given me. Licia shivered, moving back inside the carriage where Neoma was still lying on the chair, unconscious. Morgana had pulled a couple of extra fur coats over her. 
Morgana jerked her head, motioning for me to go to her. Her voice lowered to a whisper. The howling winds coated our conversation for the most part, but I still didn’t trust him not to find a way to listen in. Wait, I mouthed. “Cast a spell to block anyone from listening.” 
She nodded, pride shrouding her features. “Good thinking, Winter.”
I couldn’t help but smile. She cast the spell, both of us wincing as she used her staff. Now that I was aware of it, the magic felt more like a suction rather than a peaceful breeze. We were taking it, not being given it as I’d been led to believe. Everything about it felt unnatural. 
“I will take care of Licia,” Morgana stated. “Once the necromancer has been brought back, I will go to him. The Sword and Dagger being a blind spot in his own sight should give you ample opportunity to strike the necromancer with it. You will only get once chance.” Warning laced her gaze. “He will be watching me, expecting me to go against him.”
I inhaled sharpy. “I can do this. I’ll take the Sword from the carriage once the necromancer’s back.”
She inhaled sharply, standing tall. She removed the spell shielding our voices from being overheard, then spoke. “It is time.” 
The empty ritual ingredient pouches trembled under my grip. A shiver snaked along my spine. It wasn’t from the cold, which had already numbed parts of my body, but from the simple fact that I was about to bring back one of the most dangerous creatures to ever walk the earth. If I didn’t succeed in killing him, we would be responsible for bringing a plague upon our world. 
Morgana forced her staff into the air, and Licia jumped out of the carriage. “Aserum, mortima. Mortise, elchante, ferum.” She chanted words in an ancient language I didn’t know. The moonlight with the snow illuminated the large area. Barely visible on the horizon were the snow-peaked mountains towering in the distance, lost in the layers of sky and cloud. Fields of white stretched as far as my eye could see, and we had left any shred of civilization behind an hour ago.
As she spoke the words, louder this time, the air around us thinned. Gusts of winds ripped through the area where I’d placed the ash and sage around, and the temperature dropped a few degrees. My toes were lost to freezing. Fortunately, my thick socks and hard-capped boots would save them from frostbite. I flexed my gloved fingers and sucked in a breath, dizzying myself as illusory wisps of spirits danced up through the snow, rising upward. Ghostly faces screeched as they disappeared into the sky. Morgana dug her staff into the ground and struggled to keep her grip on it as she spoke more incantations from the old grimoire, willing the energy to bond with the battlefield. The bones of those who’d died trembled and turned to powder as they shot above the ground, turning to dust in front of our eyes. 
Licia’s golden eyes were alight as a figure formed. The pain of those who’d died for me echoed around us, forcing tears from the corners of my eyes. It took all I had not to cry out with them, to beg for their forgiveness. 
The figure darkened with each shuddering moment. The energy thinned the air so much, I could hardly breathe. Pressure banded around my head, causing a loud ringing in my ears. Pressing my hands against them, I stared at Morgana, tight-lipped. I stood close to the carriage, where the Sword was a simple grab away, the luggage compartment already unlatched. The air fogged in front of my face, as a breath tinkered from my lips and the necromancer formed. He howled, pain tearing through the energy field. It broke as he dropped to his knees, and the energy dissipated. The souls were gone, sucked into the magic that breathed life into him. He turned, his dark eyes finding ours. He was back and a man once again. His talons were gone, as were the scars and decay. He was tall and slim, with slicked black hair and a small mouth. His nose was pointed, the lack of empathy in his expression terrifying. 
Shock erased all my feeling as he approached us. Every micro-movement was calculated. Morgana hunched over. I’d never seen her so weak. The necromancer was draining her of her energy. I looked from her to Licia. She wouldn’t be able to stop him in her state. 
Licia hurried forward and bowed at the necromancer’s feet. I clenched my jaw, looking at Morgana, whose hand slipped off her staff. 
“Where is the Berovian princess?” His voice, while coming from a man, was hollow and otherworldly. I gulped, pointing at the carriage. He reached out his senses. I wasn’t sure how I knew what he was doing, but I think it lay in the gift Morgana was intent I was suppressing. I allowed it to consume me, filling me up. Invisible arms reached from him and into the carriage. He could hear her breathing, sense the elemental magic lingering on her. Her heartbeat sounded in both our ears. As he retreated, so did I. “You are a seer,” he said deadpan, then looked at Licia. “You are responsible for my return.” 
“We are.” I spoke for the first time since seeing him. “Not him.”
“He orchestrated the plan,” he stated, “giving Morgana the spell to bring you back, allowing me to enter your minds.” 
I swallowed thickly. As I edged closer to the compartment where the Sword remained hidden, my fingers trembled. The necromancer approached Morgana, sneering as he looked her up and down. He radiated anger, and I feared for her. I could sense how he was feeling, perhaps because he shared a similar magic as seers. Or so I’d read. He hated that she had kept him at bay for so long when he’d attempted to possess her. She’d bested him in moments when he thought she’d weaken and give in. She was his strongest resister, and for that, admiration flowed with his rage.
I reached out slowly and grabbed the hilt of the sword. My hand was shaking, and my bottom lip shook as I pulled it from between two cases. It glid out of its scabbard. The cold wasn’t the only reason I wore gloves. I didn’t want it to burn me, as the curse was still upon it. I was glad Morgana had the Dagger. She possessed the strength to resist its allure into madness through sheer willpower alone. 
I inhaled deeply and held my breath as my grip tightened around the hilt. I had one chance. Morgana couldn’t stop Licia from interfering. I only hoped I was quick enough to dupe them both. I had no other choice, not with Morgana drained of her energy. 
I held my next breath, my fingers firmly gripping the hilt of the Sword. Charging at the necromancer, I forced every ounce of strength I had into my legs, getting to him as quickly as I could. The Sword cut through the frostbitten air to where the necromancer stood. 
Fingers gripped my wrist and wrenched me back as the Sword reached his neck. My eyes widened as the necromancer turned to face me. I glanced to my side. 
Licia. 
Anger warped the necromancer’s emotionless features, sharpening them into something deadly. My heart pounded. Morgana let go of her staff and ran at him with the Dagger in her other hand. 
He forced a magical blast her way before she could reach him. When his back was turned, I went at him with the sword again, but Licia intervened.
“I’m going to kill you!” I screamed at Licia, wishing I had done it while I’d had the chance. If he wasn’t there, I would have killed the necromancer. That truth hurt the most, that we’d actually had a shot at this.
The necromancer’s eyes locked onto mine, sending shivers through my soul. Morgana went at him again and was thrown back by another magical blast. Growling lowly, he rushed to the carriage with impossible speed, thrust open the door, and grabbed Neoma.
“No!” I screeched, but it was too late. She was in his arms, unconscious, unable to even fight back. We should have awakened her. We should’ve done something. He was meant to be dead by now. Neoma’s being there was meant to be just a show of good faith so he trusted our presence, enough so we could reach him with the Sword or Dagger. Licia had ruined everything. The necromancer was poised to fight, and we were no match for him. 
Licia joined his side. The necromancer spoke loudly, incantations whispering into the night, taking on a life of their own. Morgana grabbed her staff and pointed it at him, muttering her own spell. 
His was more powerful. 
We were both knocked back. Snow powdered up and around us, burying us under an icy blanket. I grappled for the surface and tried to stand but was kept down by an invisible barrier. The air was knocked from my lungs when he pushed me farther into the ground with his magic, until I couldn’t breathe. I was going to die in the same place twice. 
The thought pushed energy through me. Gripping my fingers into the frozen ground, I forced out a breathless cry and winced as I sat up through the thick magic. I felt as if I were pushing through deep waters. The pressure and thickness evaporated as fast as it had come. I grabbed the Sword, which lay several inches from me, and rushed forward, but as I emerged through, he was lost to a flurry of snowflakes. Licia and Neoma were gone too. 
Morgana fought her way through the snow too and caught her breath as she stood. Disbelief parted my bluing lips. We’d failed. I’d lost Neoma to be sacrificed, which would only anger Kiros into going back on the treaty we needed, and our small chance to take down the necromancer had gone. He could wreak havoc on all the kingdoms. The Objects of Kai were still cursed, and unless I was planning a murder spree to match the energy we’d just used, they would remain so. 
My tears fell thick and fast. I turned toward Morgana, who’d paled. “We’re doomed.” 
 



THIRTY-SIX
 
 
My dreams were an ocean of layers, sinking me further into darker nightmares where the necromancer walked the earth, killing anyone who got in his way, and the forest of our land burned to the ground. Jolting awake, I gasped, catching my breath. Morgana’s orb-like eyes regarded me. The carriage wasn’t moving, and she looked pensively out the curtainless window. The pale-blue sky brightened with arrows of orange and yellow light. I must have been out for hours. Glancing down at the drool-stained, red-cushioned seat, I sighed. “How did it take us so long to get back?” 
“We’ve been here for a few hours,” she said, tapping her finger against her knee. We waited just past a large gray building with bars on the windows. Blaise had had it converted to house more of the feral fae in his bid to clean up the kingdom. 
“What are we going to tell them? Blaise… Kiros?” I sat upright, huddling my fur coat around me. 
She pressed her lips together until they whitened. Finally, letting out a tense breath, she moved her gaze to meet mine. “I’ve been attempting to formulate a plan. I want to offer up an idea of how to solve this before we explain what happened.” 
“Have you come up with anything?”
She looked at the ceiling of the carriage. “I may have something, but I have no idea if it will work.” 
“What is it?” 
“I can track Licia, who will lead us to the necromancer, but we will need to act fast. Once Licia gets what he wants from him, he’ll leave. That, or the necromancer will kill him.” She pressed her fingers against her temples. “My sight has been unclear. The necromancer is cloaking them, but I have a way of reaching Licia. It’ll be difficult, but I believe I can do it.” 
I leaned forward, pushing my elbows against my thighs. “I have every faith in you. What do you need me to do?” 
“If I need help, I will ask.” Concern etched her features, making my breath hitch. 
“What do we do when we find him?” 
“I—”
The door was wrenched back, stealing her next words. I was faced with a wild-eyed Adius. Snow coated his traveling cloak, which was red to match his uniform. He blinked off snowflakes. “Your Majesty. We rode here as fast as we could.” The sun rose behind him and Lepidus, glimmering the snow settled around the obsidian castle and towers. “You were not in your room when we arrived half an hour ago. A stable hand told us there was a carriage waiting here, so I thought I’d check.” He gave a quick nod to Morgana, then looked back at me. Had the necromancer already caused enough havoc to have Adius race to me in the night? He must have not stopped. 
“What’s happened?” I rubbed the sleep from my bloodshot eyes. 
“The attack on Lepidus was no coincidence. One of the lords was behind it.” 
Morgana interjected. “They were feral faeries, not lunas.” 
“I know.” He gripped the edge of the door tightly. “They had no organization in their want to attack Blaise, until one of the lords helped them. He gave them a way in, and they took it. The lords Louis and Gregoir believe King Kiros behind Vahaga’s disappearance. He’s still missing, and there is much disarray at the castle.”
 “What evidence do they have?” I knew they weren’t behind it, but I couldn’t say as much without having to explain my knowledge. 
“They have none, only timing. They think Kiros’s visit to Niferum is too well-timed with their high priest going missing.”
“Timing is not enough to accuse a king and kingdom.”
“It’s enough to start a rebellion. Louis has gathered his men at court, and Gregoir has sent for his from Redwinter Province.” 
“To what? Come after Kiros?”
“I believe that’s why they were initially called upon, but their plans have changed.” 
Anxiety coursed adrenaline through my veins, making my hands shake. I sat on them, but my teeth were chattering. 
Adius continued. “Their men now protect the sacred area of Ash Forest. Someone let slip about your plan to destroy the spirit realm and everything you said about the ancestors and how our magic is draining all of them but the ancestors, priests, and kings.” 
The cards had been right. “Who?” 
“It was not me or Nissa. She rode with me, as did Florence. Your mother has been imprisoned for hearsay. She actually sided with you on this one.” 
Morgana nodded along, listening carefully. “We must strategize before going back.” 
“We need to handle our problem here first.” I gave her a look. Everything was falling apart on both ends. 
“Magaelor needs you first. Let me handle finding them,” Morgana said.
The conviction in her tone calmed me. Adius puffed out his cheeks, hunching over. “It must have been the lady Penelope.” 
I should have just told Nissa and Mai. I knew Penelope was far too quiet. “She’ll regret that.” 
He licked his lips, and fear laced his green eyes. “We went to the river. Nissa, Florence, Mai, and I went directly back to the castle. We thought Penelope would come, but it seems her mind was already made up. We all saw the truth. Your brother spoke to Florence, and Nissa’s dead aunt confirmed it.” He was without his staff for the first time. “However, I fear many at court will not be so easily swayed to believe the truth about the ancestors. More so, Louis is calling your legitimacy into question. He has been saying that a queen who does not serve the ancestors cannot be the head of a monarchy whose roots are based upon those teachings.” 
“Of course he is.” I tsked. “He’s next in line.” 
“He’s grasped the opportunity, and with them guarding the forest, those who are curious will not be able to go and find out for themselves. You must return home, Your Majesty, before Magaelor revolts.”
“We will leave now. I need to tell Blaise.” 
Adius and Morgana both watched me incredulously. “There is no time. You could lose your crown and your head. We must go. Now.” 
I sucked in a deep breath. “Ready the horses. We’ll ride without a carriage. We can get there faster.”
He nodded. “Nissa and Florence are waiting with the horses. They were feeding and tending to them. We had some bread and apples. Have you eaten?”
“I’ll eat when we arrive.” My stomach grumbled in protest, but I didn’t have time to wait. I glanced back at Lepidus one last time and sighed. The peace treaty would surely be lost with Neoma missing and me leaving with no notice. Blaise would be upset for me taking the Dagger and Sword and not breaking the curse, and with the necromancer on the loose, I felt as if we were fighting a losing battle. 
Adius helped me out, and we hurried to the stables. Nissa and Florence looked at me, fear pinching their features. Florence’s blonde waves looked frozen at the tips, and her eyelashes were dotted with spots of white. Nissa shuddered under her thick jacket, and both of my ladies were holding the reins to gray horses.
“Did you tell her?” Florence asked Adius, who nodded and took the reins to his small black horse. 
Nissa cleared her throat, pointing at a small white horse. “These horses are the fastest. We need speed if we’re to get you home before…” She trailed off, looking at Florence and Adius. 
Morgana climbed on the back of another horse. She carried the Dagger and Sword and her spell book. She placed the Sword on her belt and the rest in her satchel, then gripped the reins. “Hurry, Winter.” 
“You’re coming?”
“I can look for him from Magaelor.” 
The others looked quizzical as I footed the stirrup and heaved myself onto the white horse’s back. We took off, trotting through the gardens, then rushed out the gates. Guards called after us, but the crown on my head halted them. Racing against the winds and snowfall, we traveled blind for most of the way. The skirt of my dress snagged on a passing thorn bush, cutting my leg. Morgana still had her staff, and I guessed we’d need it in case we ran into any feral fae. We’d relied on magic too much in our lives, and it would be hard to imagine a life without it. Many would fight for it. It would be foolish to think otherwise. 
 
The road narrowed out of the tree line from the forest and led south. We’d made it past Enchante and along the narrow road through the snowy peaks with surprising ease. The pine-laced air pinched into a manure-lingering smell as we rode past a farm up on a hill. We emerged from the last of the sparse trees on the forest’s edge. It veered left and into an inky evergreen against the horizon, opening us to the dark buildings of Imperia. 
Hooves thudded against the dirt roads as we galloped into the city and through the streets of neighboring villages. I could see men gathered by the entrance to the sacred part of the forest. They were tiny against the backdrop, and ahead of them, the castle stood gray-stoned and weathered, beckoning me back to my throne and a crown I wasn’t sure I held any longer. 
 
***
 
Louis stood by the arched doors. He sneered when he saw me. I jumped off my horse and onto the courtyard. I rushed toward him, anger lacing my every word. I didn’t care who saw us. “You are committing treason, you vile, pathetic excuse for a man,” I spat between gritted teeth. “You are destabilizing your own line of succession by trying to topple me from mine.” 
Morgana hurried to my side. She tried to grab my arm, but I pushed her away. My voice went up a whole octave. “If you think you’re safe because you’re of royal blood, then you are wrong!” 
“I would say the same to you,” he spat, disgust twisting his mouth. “Your own court is turning against you.” 
I called over three guards who were hovering nearby. “Arrest him.” My heart pounded as I waited… waited to see if they were loyal to me or to him. I breathed relief when they hesitantly took him. He shouted at them, cussing as he was stilled.
“You just signed your own death warrant!” Louis shouted as he fought against them. “Vahaga told us you killed King Amos!”
Gasps escaped those around us, and my stomach knotted. “That’s a lie.” 
He scoffed. “Maybe we were wrong, and it wasn’t Berovia who took Vahaga but you!”
I swallowed thickly. “Take him to the west wing. Lock him in the tower room.” He wouldn’t be placed in the dungeons under the castle but in a room that was befitting to his station, at least until I could figure out what to do with him. 
Hushed chatter and suspicious glares showed me the waning loyalty of the Court. Morgana matched my pace, and Adius walked behind us with Florence and Nissa.
“You have control as of this moment,” Morgana whispered. “Use it. Do not lose that control. If the guards turn on you, it’s over. You need to act now.” 
“Bring Abor and Edur to me. Have Gregoir arrested,” I told Adius, glancing over my shoulder. Guards accompanied us to my office. 
“Right away, Your Majesty. If you need me, I’ll be here.” 
I couldn’t have Penelope arrested for telling a secret, but I would have her sent home, disgraced, later—if things settled. “Florence, Nissa…” I waved for them to continue following me as Adius walked in the opposite direction. “You both will come with me. I need people I trust.”
We reached my office. The city looked calm through the lead crisscrossed window, but a storm was brewing, and I hoped I could stop it before it got too bad. “Morgana.” I took the seat behind my desk. “You will go and begin working on our other problem.”
Nissa arched an eyebrow. “Is it something we can help with?”
“No. Morgana has it handled.”
Morgana gave me a curt nod and left the room. I didn’t want to give any more bad news, so it was best the truth about the necromancer remained under wraps with everything going on. I already looked incompetent to many. I stood, feeling the crushing weight of my circumstances on my shoulders. Rolling them back to relieve a fraction of the aching, I looked down at the papers stacked on my desk. I had to think fast and show strength. I was their leader, and this was a test. I couldn’t fold under the pressure, else I didn’t deserve the crown on my head.
“Nissa, you will send word to Mai to rejoin us and have a letter written to Blaise explaining what’s happened.” 
“Is there anything else we can do?” They both leaned in, pressing their hands on my desk. “We want to help.” 
I tried to hold my threads of thought together as I looked at each of them. My gaze flitted to the globe, then at the empty armchairs and fireplace, remembering an easier time. “Word is already spreading through court about the spirit realm. How many know?”
Florence answered, her violet eyes brighter when she looked at me. “The entire court has heard the rumors, but most don’t know what to believe.”
“About the ancestors?” I asked. 
“No. About whether or not you’re saying what they believe to be sacrilege. None believe the truth about the spirit realm.”
Nissa interjected. “It’s difficult to persuade people to believe something when the lie is so much more comfortable.”
I nodded, pacing my way to the window to look out over my kingdom. “It is a comfort to them, but many of the poor do not own staffs. Ancestral magic has benefitted only those who could afford it. I saw it firsthand when I went into the city and towns. The homeless did not have staffs. When I went to a tavern once, none of the working men had staffs, come to think of it.” I didn’t elaborate on when, as one of the times was when I had fled after killing my father. “I understand why now. The high priest was rationing magic, by keeping it out of the hands of half the lunas by pricing the staffs at a cost they could not afford. That’s why staffs are burned when the owner dies. It’s so they couldn’t be passed on.” I scoffed. The roots of his treachery were deep. As I said it all out loud, it made more sense.
Nissa cleared her throat. “If I may, I would advise, for now anyway, that you say the lords were lying and Penelope made it up. The people aren’t ready to hear the truth yet. We must gather evidence of it first.”
Florence tsked in her direction. “Meanwhile, André and others we lost suffer? Winter’s doing the right thing by bringing it to light. It needs to be destroyed. Magaelor survived without ancestral magic once. They used the element of spirit. I know my history. It just wasn’t as strong because it didn’t have souls fueling it.”
“You’re both right in different ways, but I’ve made my decision. I’m going to tell the court the truth and offer them to go into the forest to find out for themselves.”
“The lords’ men are guarding the forest,” Nissa replied. 
“Which is why I need you to get word to the city and people in the surrounding towns and villages. They need to know everything, because I may need to call on them.”
“Call on workers?” Nissa raised her eyebrows. 
“If the guards turn on me, then yes. I have to look at this from every angle.” I sighed. How had everything gone so bad so fast? I had overlooked so much. “Florence, you know Lord Edur well, yes?”
She nodded. “What do you want from him?” 
She knew me well. “We need his backup. I need you to tell him the truth and what you saw. He might believe it if it comes from you.” 
“I’ll go to him now.” 
“Tell Adius to get his men together once he’s done arresting Gregoir,” I said before she left. “I’m going to hold a speech in the courtyard in two hours where I will be divulging everything, so if you can both go and do what I asked.” I paused. “Have Adius release my mother too, but quietly. She can’t be seen in public until they’ve been told the truth, else they’ll believe I released a heretic and believe Louis before I get a chance to explain.” 
“We will go now.” Nissa shot me a watery smile. “We will fight for you.” 
Worry pinched a pain through my head, tearing my eyes. “I know.” 
Florence gave me a sympathetic look before walking out with Nissa, leaving me alone with nothing but my faded reflection in the window. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





THIRTY-SEVEN
 
I struggled to end the building panic attack that had me hyperventilating as the nobles and households of the Court were gathered into the courtyard. I paced my office, stopping to calm myself every few minutes, but anxiety forced me to keep moving. Standing still was worse. I could feel every sensation. My skin crawled, and waves of numbness swept from my head to my toes, convincing me I was going to pass out. Every part of me screamed I was dying, but I knew better. I’d survived each time, and logic begged for me to listen, but each time an attack came up, it felt different. 
Scenarios flashed in my mind of my head bouncing from the side of an axe, with crimson liquid spraying a jeering crowd. I prayed it wasn’t foresight and merely my own anxiety forming the visions. It was hard to tell the difference. The slight chance that it could be truth turned my panic attack into something far more monstrous. I could swear I couldn’t get enough air. My lungs felt half-full with each gulp, and dizziness swirled me on the spot. I leaned over, gripping the desk. “Calm.” I gasped between breaths. “I have to calm.” 
I had never felt more alone. A knock sounded at the door. I rushed to it and locked it.
A guard’s voice sounded. “We are ready for you.” 
My hand shot to my mouth, silencing my panic. I managed to shake out a half-convincing “thank you” before hurrying back to my armchair. I needed Morgana… or Blaise, someone to help me and tell me what was best, but I only had myself to rely on. Needing to realize my own strength as queen, I forced myself to breathe slower, even though it went against every instinct in my body. I went over the breathing techniques the elf Birch had taught me what felt like lifetimes ago, and I felt myself come down. 
Usually, I needed time to recover, to sleep, after an attack passed, but I couldn’t. My people were waiting for me, and as much as I wanted to hide away, I couldn’t. Going out there and telling them everything opened me up to vulnerability. If I didn’t convince them, I’d be removed from the throne and the Court would revolt, and if my guards turned, I was done for. 
I tried my best not to think about how this could end with my head on a block and unlocked, then opened the double doors. I held my breath when I reached the arched doors leading to the courtyard. I heard the rising chatter through the thick wood and stone. I closed my eyes, finding solace in the darkness, and stepped out into the cold, ash-tinted air.
The crowd reached the entirety of the courtyard. A block had been raised for me to stand on. People continued to join the swelling crowd surrounding trader wagons that had been left discarded by the tall walls. 
Nissa, Florence, Adius, and Morgana were not there, from what I could see. They had to still be carrying out their tasks, and for the first time, I was without friend or family, standing alone with only a court of people I’d shared pleasantries with on occasion. I barely knew any of them, but they all knew me and stared up with anticipation on their faces. In front of me, guards stood along with my new general. This could get ugly, fast. 
I moved my gaze over my people. I may not have had personal relationships with them, but they meant a great deal to me. Every person there was a part of a kingdom that embodied strength and courage. Mangaloreans were known to every kingdom as being hardworking, to fight for what they believed in and so much more than their magic. They were innovators, always booming new trade into the markets when it had barely touched other lands. 
I stepped onto the erected steps and onto the wood box. It was far sturdier than it appeared. I cleared my throat, projecting my voice. “I thank you for gathering with me today.”
Silence befell them, and pricks of cold ran through me.
“Magaelor is such a beautiful kingdom, filled with hardworking, honorable people of every birthright.” I looked over the wall at the city in the distance. “We have undergone many trials, battles, and wars. We have emerged stronger each time. I could not be any prouder to be your queen and a luna.” Ferocity kept me upright as I spilled more words. “For those of you who have fought for Magaelor or have lost your loved ones to it, I am grateful for your bravery. I say all of this today, for I have come to give news that will be painful for many of you to hear.” I took a couple of deep breaths in, glancing out over the crowd, my eyes falling on everyone and no one. “We have been betrayed.”
Many gasped and turned toward each other. I cleared my throat again, projecting my voice over the whispers.
“Our high priest lied to us.” 
I waited a couple of minutes for the crowd to settle. I parted my lips, hoping I was saying the right words, the ones that wouldn’t lead to utter carnage. “I understand this is difficult to hear. It was equally as heartbreaking for me, but we are more than our magic,” I explained. “We have been told, as have our loved ones and the ancestors before us, that we are given power from the spirit realm.” My stomach dipped. “When the matter of truth is we have, unknowingly, been stealing it from the souls of those who have passed on. Every time we use magic, the souls of the people we love are in suffering. They are trapped in a realm built by the elder ancestors so they could remain immortal and kept hidden by high priests and kings before me. I didn’t want to continue their legacy and protect myself.” 
Shouting erupted. Some were angry, other questioning, and many rushed toward me. Some stood stunned to the spot. The guards took our their swords, and the general stood at my side. I stepped back as one man tried to force his way through. 
A common man, a trader it seemed, stood in front of my guards, next to him, a few more stood, creating another barrier ahead of the guards, protecting me. 
“She’s right.” The trader man shouted. “I could feel it too!”
“I implore you to find out the truth for yourself!” I shouted as loudly and clearly as I could, earning some silence among the front rows. “Go to the river in the sacred part of the forest and speak to the ancestors yourselves.” 
The statement was enough to calm most of them. I should have led with it. Some still shouted, but as word traveled back, many dispersed. A few threw things in my direction, one calling me a heretic and a false queen before leaving. 
I was escorted back inside but looked over my shoulder before I did as the masses walked away from the castle in the direction of the forest. Only a few stayed behind, seeming to take my word for it, and from what I could see, a small group had gathered at the back, including the man who’d called me a heretic. 
Adius finally appeared, rushing toward me, and tried to catch his breath. “Your mother is being kept in your room, as many wouldn’t think to look there.” 
“Good thinking.” I said and walked beside him. “I told the people. It went as well as it could go, I suppose. Most of them have gone to the forest. Adius, you need to tell the general to go with his men to filter them and to go back against Louis and Gregoir’s soldiers who are guarding the entrance.”
“He won’t have enough to fight them, but Florence is talking to Lord Edur. Still, even with him and others on our side, there’s simply not enough of us.” 
I swallowed hard. Lifting my chin, I marched in the direction of a man who could potentially help: Lord Abor. A mad scream erupted behind me. I turned and watched one of the guards fall, blood seeping through his uniform.
Behind him, a young man with flour on his neck and cheek, wearing an apron, was wrestled to the ground. In his hand, he held a knife. “This is for the ancestors. She needs to die. The heretic must be killed.”
My heart pounded when I saw the determined glint in his hungry stare.
Adius wrapped his arm over my shoulders and forced me away from the scene. “This way. We will need to keep you safe until we can secure the castle.”
“Secure it? With what men?” Tears pricked my eyes. “I can’t hide away and wait for someone believing they’re doing the ancestors’ bidding to come and drive a knife into my back. I must find Lord Abor. He’s the only chance we have at fighting back. He has influence. Once the soldiers at the forest learn we’ve arrested their lords, there will be only more uproar.” 
He relented, looking up and shaking his head. “He’s in the banquet room. I will have him brought to you. Go to my chambers. No one will think to look for you there.” 
“With a target on my head, Adius, you should get my mother away from my room too. They will go there now just to find me.” 
He nodded and walked away as the other two guards looked at each other, then escorted me to Adius’s room in the east wing. 
 
***
 
Florence’s clothes were strewn over the backs of chairs and the bed, and her pearls and earrings shone from the dresser. It may have been Adius’s chambers, but Florence had taken it over. I cleared an ottoman and sat on the silver plush, under an arrow of yellow light gleaming in through the top window. I had been in there for an hour, and Lord Abor still had not come. The anticipation of what was happening out there was killing me. My anxiety remained spiked, swirling nausea in my stomach as I waited. The final glows of sunlight poured in. I loved sunsets, but it only brought more worry as day fell into night. People felt braver under the cover of darkness, which only made me more nervous. 
Finally, the doors swept open, and Adius marched inside with Florence. Her blonde waves had been pulled up at the back of her head. She wore dark-green pants with a sheath on her belt and a dagger with an emerald-embedded handle. Her white top was tucked into her pants, and her boots were laced up at the fronts. Adius wore armor and had his battle sword in his scabbard.
“This isn’t good. Where is Lord Abor?” 
Florence exhaled shakily. “He’s gone, but it’s more than that, Winter.” Her eyes glossed over as she trickled her gaze over me, searching my expression. “Half the court went to the river and—” She teetered on the edge of words. 
Adius blew out a tense breath and continued her sentence. “They died.” 
I shook my head twice and blinked disbelief. “They died?” I must have heard him wrong. 
“There was a man there, and he killed them all. He had powers unlike anyone has ever seen.”
My stomach knotted. I knew exactly who it was. 
Florence sighed, tight-lipped. “Many are saying you sent them to their deaths on purpose.” 
“I would never.” 
“We know you wouldn’t,” she said, interrupting. “But rumors are dangerous, especially now. Truths are emerging.” 
I pressed my hands together, pressing the point of my fingers against my lips. “Where’s Nissa?”
“She’s on her way. People have lost all civility in the castle. It’s why we took so long to get here. Some are out for blood. Accusations are flying left, right, and center. There are many who believe you too, but the divide between them and those who believe it heresy is deep, and they’re not afraid to kill for what they believe in.” 
“I need to find Morgana.”
“She’s gone,” Adius said. “We already went to find her. She wasn’t in her tower room, and no one’s seen her. Your mother, however, was let out, and she fled from the castle.”
Panic raced my heart to dangerous speeds.
“Many are using more magic than before,” Adius said. “The ones who are on your side are weakened against the other side who will use their staffs. Some are still trying to get to the river to see for themselves, and the figure who was responsible, we are told, is still there.” 
I couldn’t have more of my people die, either by one side’s staffs or at the necromancer’s hand. There was only one way to end everything, but it would most likely kill me.
Florence interrupted my thoughts. “If it’s any help, we received word that King Blaise is on his way.” 
I kept my next thought to myself. At least he would come in time to bury me. I was responsible for the necromancer being there, and it was my duty to save the kingdom, at any cost. It was my birthright, and suddenly the sacrifice of being queen was real. “Florence, bring me clothes I can maneuver in better. In Morgana’s tower room, there should be a Sword and Dagger… or one.” I wondered if she might have taken them, but just in case she hadn’t, I needed Florence to look. “Check there and bring them to me. We’re going to the forest.”



THIRTY-EIGHT
 
The Sword of Impervious remained in my scabbard on my belt, but the Dagger was missing. Morgana must’ve taken it. Florence had told me how the tower room was covered in pages torn from spell books with scrawled notes about tethers between realms, and the entire place looked as if it had been turned upside down. At first, I worried she’d been kidnapped, but when I learned the Dagger and her staff were missing, I figured she’d probably gone to try to get rid of our problem herself. It was a very Morgana thing to do. 
Nissa, Florence, and Adius hurried with me under the cover of darkness. We emerged from the secret tunnel. I gripped a stone and it wobbled under my touch as I breathed in the crisp air. The crescent moon cast shadows under its pale-yellow glow.
“We’ve kept most of the population away from the forest,” Adius said. He’d been approached by my general before we left for the forest and the river within. They’d shared whispers, but I hadn’t heard what they’d said. “Most of the lords’ men who’d gone to protect the forest are dead. The blast from the man inside those trees killed them as well as others, according to General Killian.”
“There are bodies everywhere. I’m not sure how we will get close to the river if the others couldn’t.”
The stables came into view. Neighs and whinnies escaped the stalls. The smell of dung pinched my nostrils, watering my eyes. I glanced at Adius, who held the hilt of the sword he only used during battle. His eyes were focused, his stance poised to attack. His eyes flicked left to right as we walked. He remained one step behind Florence and me. Nissa moved up beside him, struggling to match our pace.
“We should head through here.” I pointed toward the entrance of the west point of the forest. It was known for the occasional anumi attack, but it would mean we’d get the jump on the necromancer if he was expecting people to keep going through the entrance, where the fences met with Keep Out signs to the sacred part of the forest. The bloodworms were another reason people avoided this part of the forest. The one square mile radius was ripe with them.
Nissa scoffed a laugh, pausing in front of the tree line. “I’m not going in there.” 
Florence rolled her eyes. “The last anumi attack was, like, two years ago, Nissa. We’ll be fine. We have the same likeliness as coming across one as we do if we go the other way. At least this way we’ll be away from the rest of the lunas.”
Nissa clicked her tongue. “Thanks, Florence.” She exhaled an annoyed grunt. “I’m more concerned about the bloodworms.” 
Florence’s eyebrows raised halfway up her forehead. “This is where they are?”
Nissa nodded, and I sighed exasperation. “I can go alone. This is the only way to stay hidden. You all don’t need to.”
Adius pulled his sword from his scabbard and held it pointed upward at his side. “I’m not letting you go in there alone, Your Majesty.” 
Florence gulped. “I’m not leaving you.” She gripped his arm, tears in her eyes. “I’ll go in.” 
“Winter’s right. We should go alone. You and Nissa can hold the fort back at the castle.” He brushed a lock of her blonde hair out of the way, landing a kiss on her forehead. “Be careful and always—” 
“Watch your back,” she said. “I know. Be careful.” She looked at me, her violet eyes glossing. “If he dies for you…”
“He won’t.”
“I’m her royal advisor and was her general.” He gave Florence a look. “It’s my duty to protect her.” 
She looked back at him. “Come back to me.” 
He smiled a sweet, genuine smile. “Always.” 
She and Nissa watched us disappear under the thick black canopy. The smell of dung gave way to damp soil and decaying leaves. The ground moved as we walked. A shiver twisted up my spine, and bile bit at my throat. Short, thick worms rippled the mossy ground. I scrunched my nose, seeing a half-eaten carcass of a rabbit swarmed by bloodworms. As each second ticked into the other, more of the rabbit’s flesh eroded into their mouths. The putrid smell of death followed us as we hurried, crushing them under our boots.
“We can’t stop, not even for a moment,” Adius warned, but I’d already had enough experience with bloodworms to know. If we stopped, they’d have enough time to latch to our boots and travel up our legs, eating holes through our skin. The last time it happened, a lady and servant boy had snuck into the forest to go somewhere private to have relations. That same evening, they were found mostly eaten, surrounded by the smell of rotting flesh. Since then, no one went in there, except Morgana, who’d had to collect some on occasion for a rare potion here and there. She was the one who’d explained to me how to surpass them if needed. Just keep moving. 
Every so often, I checked my boots and black pants, sweeping them down just in case. We moved quickly under the contorted shadows of low-hanging branches and web trapped between them.
“Hell no.” Adius flicked one from the side of his boot which had managed to latch on, despite our speed. His pause stopped me, and they swarmed my boots.
“Adius.” My eyes widened as I kicked my boots.
Adius pulled out his staff and pointed it at my feet. A blast of white light shot from it, and the worms on my boots shriveled and died. He did the same to his, then motioned for me to keep walking. 
“I thought you weren’t going to use it anymore?” I glanced at his knotted ash-wood staff. “Not that I’m not grateful, because without it, we’d have been worm food.” 
“It makes me worry how we’ll manage in such a volatile world without it.” 
My heart panged. “I’ll miss magic too, but we can’t, Adius.” 
“I know.” He scanned the area around us, then beckoned me east.
“We did use spirit magic before the spirit realm. It just wasn’t as strong. It required practice and focus. I’ve read all about it.” I smiled, thinking about the books I’d read that Morgana and Blaise had left me. I closed my eyes for only a second, pushing on ahead, and continued to check my boots every thirty seconds. Paranoia clung to my anxiety, and in this scenario, it was finally a good thing. Adrenaline kept me moving fast, and the worry meant I was extra vigilant against stray worms. I could feel my senses heighten, listening to every sound. A distant howl erupted the night. A flock of birds took off the from trees nearby, and a slither and rustle of leaves told me a snake was nearby. 
“There is elemental magic too,” Adius said, and my eyebrows shot upward.
“I never thought I’d hear you say that.” 
“Me either, but we need to replace ancestral magic with something. We can’t be left without it, not with anumi in our trees.” 
“For now, I just want to stop Magaelor from tearing itself apart.” My stomach swirled as I stepped over an overgrown root knotting up through the ground. “Those who don’t believe me are using magic more now, and those who do can’t fight back because they won’t use their staffs.” I rubbed my temple as a headache threatened to break through.
“How are you going to stop it? I haven’t questioned your motives because I trust you, but I must ask, now that we are alone, what your plan is.” 
He did deserve to be in on the know, at the very least be told a condensed version of it. “The man who killed our people is a centuries-old necromancer. He came back from the dead, and I’m going to kill him with this.” I pointed at the Sword. “The Sword of Impervius. It’s why I had Florence wear gloves when fetching them and why I am wearing them now. It burns anyone who touches the handle. It can kill them.” 
He paused for a moment, but I pushed him forward. “Don’t stop.”
He shook his head as if to scatter his thoughts. “A necromancer?” His eyes bulged. “They’re things of myths.” 
“This one is very real.” 
“How is it here?” 
I swallowed thickly. “It’s a complicated and long story, one I am sure one day I can explain, but for now, just know I have a way to kill him.”
“Why is it here?” he asked, the question so obvious but one I had overlooked in the overwhelm of events. 
It was strange. Why would the necromancer come to Magaelor’s forest? What did he want with the river, the veil between realms? He’d just escaped from the other realm. Unless… “He wants to use the energy from the spirit realm.” The truth knocked my senses out of whack. It was the only possibility that made sense. I almost toppled over on one foot, but I caught myself and pushed on, checking my boots again. I was growing breathless, whereas Adius hadn’t even broken a sweat, but he did train for hours every day. I often saw him practicing weapon training in the early hours of the morning on the grounds with a group of his men. 
“What does that mean?”
My heart pounded. “It means he plans on completing a ritual to bring… whoever it is he wants to bring back, back. Whoever it is isn’t just simply dead. That’s all I know. I think they’re like broken, scattered… Their soul, I mean.” 
Adius’s eyebrows pinched together. “He’s a necromancer. Can’t he bring anyone back from the dead?”
“Not this particular person. I imagine it’s someone he once loved.”
“What makes you think that?”
I cast my eyes to the ground. “Only love could push a man to this, beyond the bounds of humanity and more.”
The trees narrowed, the trunks thinning as we ventured forward. The ground wriggled less, until nothing moved. Once we crossed over, I breathed a sigh of relief. “We made it through.” 
“In one piece.” He kept his sword out anyway. “We still need to be careful.” He stopped, smirking. “It’s nice to be on solid ground again.” He pressed his hands against his knees, catching his breath. 
Shock rooted me to the spot. I parted my lips, frozen as I watched the beast snarl in the trees about fifteen feet behind Adius. Saliva dripped from its long canines. They couldn’t see well, but their hearing was excellent. It sniffed the vicinity. Every instinct begged me not to make a sound, but Adius didn’t know it was there, and it would have already heard us. It just couldn’t make out where we were. Its matte-black fur consumed every drop of light the moon gave it. It pawed the ground as it sniffed through its long snout. Many would mistake it for a wolf, if not for its red eyes and larger size. 
Carefully, I placed my gloved hand on the hilt of the Sword. I recalled when one had chased me off the cliff on Inferis years before, putting me on the path that led me to here. I’d almost died that night and had run, but not this time.
Adius stood. “Let’s move.” 
The sound snapped the beast toward us. It leapt through the path between the trees, bouncing off the bottoms of trunks as it picked up speed.
“Move!” I screamed at Adius and lunged past him and to the anumi. 
I pushed forward with all my might. My next breath caught in my throat when it reached me. Its sharp teeth glistened with saliva under the moonlight seeping through, its crimson eyes aligned, focusing on me.
Swinging the Sword through the air, I screamed as I twirled to the side, before it could snap its teeth onto my arm, and brought the blade down on its neck. I lifted the sword again, pulling it from flesh and bone with a wrench. I stabbed it through the beast’s stomach for good measure. Its blood covered me, and a chunk of fur caught on the hilt, tangling against my finger. 
I fell backward, and the Sword touched my bare arm. I hissed, moving myself from under it, letting out the breath I’d been holding. Tears streamed thick as my body shook violently. Streaks of cold shuddered me further.
“It’s adrenaline. Try to take slow, deep breaths,” Adius said, his wild eyes darting between me and the dead anumi. “I’m proud of you.” He ran his arm under mine and wrapped it around me, then helped me stand.
I draped mine over his shoulders, steadying myself as I blew out a long exhale.
“But I should have protected you. I am so sorry.”
My teeth chattered, and my heart raced. I looked over the blood-soaked anumi. I’d never seen so much of it in my life. The blood darkened as it pumped slower. The creature had already left this world, its red, unseeing eyes reflecting on the sword.
“It was hidden in darkness, Adius. It was so quiet.” 
“I should have been more vigilant.” 
I scowled. “Don’t beat yourself up over this.” I leaned down and grabbed the sword. “We survived. That’s what matters.” 
“Thank you, Majesty.”
In the distance, I heard water running. Downstream, the river turned into something that more resembled a swamp, proving its unworldliness. We walked along a muddy bank, looking down into green, thick, slow currents. A putrescent smell of rotten eggs wafted from it, and we both pinched our noses. 
Adius spoke semi-nasally. “This is the sacred river, the veil between the living and dead?”
“It’s a lot nicer farther up. It’s as if something dark is in the waters here.” I glared down, wondering why it looked so awful. “Upstream, the waters are so crystal clear and felt so enriching to stand in. “I wonder.” I tilted my head, watching as the river paled the more we walked. Everything needed a tether. Could it be what was keeping the spirit realm tied to ours was making the water like that?
I pressed my arm across to stop Adius, hushing him. “The necromancer,” I whispered. He stood in the middle of the beautiful part of the river. On the bank was Licia and a girl I didn’t recognize. Next to them, Neoma was caged, crying.
“We need to help her.” Adius straightened, gripping his sword. 
“The only thing that can kill him is this.” I motioned at the Sword of Impervius. “I need you to do something for me, Adius, if we have a chance at killing him.” 
“Anything.” 
I think he half expected me to hand the Sword over, holding his hand out. I shook my head and whispered, “I need you to go and get the girl away.” I pointed at Neoma’s cage. “Get her out while I take care of the necromancer.”
“He killed hundreds of people with one blast. What makes you think you can get close to him?” 
“Because.” I blew out a shaky breath. “While you’re trying to get Neoma free, it’ll distract him enough. When he turns to you, I’ll strike before he can reach you. The Objects of Kai are a blind spot with foresight, and for him. He won’t know I’m coming. If he sees me trying to free her instead, he won’t hesitate. He’ll disappear. He knows Morgana and I hold objects that can kill him. He’ll think she’s with me. If he sees you, he will think a soldier has come to help the poor girl in the cage. He won’t suspect my being there,” I said before he could push for him to do the deed instead of me, again. “I need to end this. Today.” 



THIRTY-NINE
 
Adius snuck around to the cage, surprisingly stealthy for his tall, muscular figure. Neoma gripped the bars, hushing her tears as Adius placed a finger to his lips. I hid in a collection of large fawns, behind a patch of purple wildflowers. They smelled beautiful when mixed with the pine hanging in the air. The smell was familiar, bringing me back to a memory or something I couldn’t place my finger on. 
The necromancer’s dark eyes moved to where Adius picked the padlock. His back was turned to me, water dripping down the black robes he’d acquired to his bare feet. His thin lips whispered unintelligible words, and snakes emerged from the bushes and rivers, slithering toward Adius. The orange-and-red ones were the fastest, sliding along the mud and rocks with ease. A dark-green one rattled out from behind me, but it wasn’t focused on me. It moved past as if I were a tree or one of the fronds and slithered through the underbrush toward Adius. 
He pulled his staff and cast a spell to shield himself and Neoma. The necromancer stepped to the cage, pushing footprints into the sloshy mud. He didn’t care when a jagged rock slit into his skin, leaving behind a trickle of blood. 
Licia was entranced with the golden-haired girl. She couldn’t have been older than fifteen, but the way he doted on her, it wasn’t like a lover; she must have been his daughter. I gasped, realizing she was who he’d wanted to bring back to life. 
As silently as possible, I crept out from the fronds, ignoring the snakes that set my anxiety on edge. I hurried up behind him and lifted the Sword. This time, I would not fail. 
A whoosh of cold coated me, and the Sword tumbled from my grip. The necromancer turned, shaking his head, his sadistic grin curling up more as he looked me up and down. 
“I was wondering when you would come for me.” His words dried, seeming to suck the hope from the world. 
Gritting my teeth, I tried to grab the Sword, but he kicked it from my grasp and picked it up. The metal burned his flesh, and to my horror, he let it. He didn’t even wince as it melted from his bones, then healed and melted again. Over and over. I willed back the vomit threatening to erupt from my mouth. 
His deranged eyes regarded me, his head tilting as if to get a better look. There was an invasiveness to his stare. The air thinned, and I sucked in deeper breaths. He laughed hollowly, devoid of humor, as the plants and trees in the area died. 
“You’re sucking the air out.” 
He laughed again as I fell to my knees. Adius’s bloodshot eyes found mine. Neoma gasped for breaths, and only then did the necromancer stop, allowing us breath before it took our lives. “Be lucky I need her alive.” 
“Please, don’t,” I pleaded, knowing it wouldn’t do much good, but it was worth something to try. Without the Sword, we were nothing but at his mercy, needing a miracle. 
“Winter, run.” Adius’s gaze narrowed, tears pinching the corners of his eyes. “Get out of here. He’ll kill you.” 
Prickles ran over my skin, sending goose bumps along my body. Adius stood, brandishing his sword. The river trickled, babbling down rocks that led up the banks on either side. Licia watched us, apology in his eyes as he took the opportunity to hurry himself and the girl away. I cursed under my breath as they rushed between the trees, disappearing from sight. 
The necromancer held the Sword of Impervius with amusement in his stare and a terrifying laugh trickling from his lips. “Will you die for a woman you do not know?” 
Neoma looked up at Adius, then turned her head to look at me. “Help me,” she cried, and my stomach knotted. 
“Adius, don’t.” I reached out, gripping the air as he stood between the necromancer and Neoma. 
“Run, Winter.” He stepped forward.
I ran, but toward them. If I could get the Sword of Impervius, I could…
The world slowed around me. My lips parted and a gasp escaped them as my eyes refused to believe the scene unfolding.
The blade pushed through Adius’s torso, soaking blood through his unform and forming streams between cracks in his armor. Shock widened his eyes as he moved his gaze down to the blood-stricken blade.
The necromancer wrenched it back, and Adius fell to his knees. Holding his hands over his stomach, he turned to look at me, struggling to release the final words from his lips, but they dried out before I could hear them. He fell forward and his face pressed into the mud on the bank.
Tears blurred my vision as my hands shot to my mouth. Neoma screamed, pressing her back against the cage. The necromancer simply laughed. 
“I’m going to kill you,” I promised, my fury-drenched stare on him. 
“It shall be amusing to watch you try.” 
“To watch us try.” Morgana stepped out from the tree line, holding the Dagger of Ruin in her hands. Only she could resist its lures, a curse to turn mortals mad. I almost burst out crying when I saw her, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. She glanced down at Adius, then back at the necromancer. “You spread nothing but death.” Her voice resonated, and for a second, I swear I saw him wince. “You are a plague upon this world, and I will gladly be the one to take you out of it. Where you are going, there will be no coming back.” 
“You think yourself stronger than me?”
She held her head high. “We will always be because we belong here, in the world of the living. We get to feel what it is to be alive.” 
“I know how it feels to live.”
She shook her head. “You know nothing of life.” She gripped the Dagger in one hand and her staff in the other. Lifting her staff in the air, she closed her eyes. “Ancestors, help me destroy this wart on our world.” 
My heart hammered when the spirit of my brother appeared, moving through the river with others. Their pained stares sent a sharp pain through my chest. They surrounded Morgana, and unity pulled them together. The twisted faces of the elders came to them too, helping Morgana power magic at the necromancer. The elders were keeping the other souls in line. I didn’t see my father’s spirit there, but he was surely watching. Why was she letting the elders, the villains of everything we believed, help her? 
“You came here to use our spirit realm, our most sacred river, for your own gain: to use our ancestor’s energy to power a ritual to bring back your dead lover.” Morgana spat on the ground, and the elders nodded along with her. Many of the elders’ expressions were filled with light when compared to the frustration in the other souls. “Now, we will show you true power.” Her staff swirled with blues and whites, moving around at dizzying speed.
The air began to vibrate energy, creating a force field around us. He pushed back with an energy blast of his own, knocking me back and slamming Neoma against the bars of her cage with a skull-scrunching thud. I winced, checking the rise and fall of her stomach for breathing as she lay unconscious. I sighed relief; she was breathing. 
Branches from trees cracked as they fell to the ground, breaking their twigs into patches of flowers and stretches of mud. Soil swept into the river, muddying it, and leaves circled with gusts of winds. The necromancer placed his hands in front of him as if to stop the pulse of energy moving from Morgana’s staff. His dark eyes rounded. He let out a low growl, pushing a vibration from him. A tree trunk uprooted and flew through the air at Morgana. 
She blocked it with a shielding spell as the ancestors and elders surrounded her, chanting, powering her further. André weakened, fading with the others until he was nothing. More souls joined them when the others’ powers had been drained. Sadness tugged my heart to go to him, but my brother was gone, replenishing his energy somewhere in the spirit realm. The elders never waned, with the rest of the dead taking the brunt of powering Morgana’s blasts of magic. 
The necromancer closed his eyes, breathing steadily, then opened them again. A murder of crows darted from the trees toward Morgana, their beaks pointed, murderously intent. His ease of using animals unnerved me. The winds picked up speed until it was hard to take a step forward. Morgana screamed three words in a language I didn’t know, and the birds died midair and fell to the ground with a couple dozen thuds.
Morgana swept water from the river and knocked him back, slipping him into the rocks of the rapid waters. I turned away while she was in control. Her wealth of knowledge made her his strongest contender. She’d devoured every spell book allowed in Magaelor, and even those that weren’t. That, and channeling the ancestors through being in the veil, meant she was a force to be reckoned with.
A gust of wind knocked me to my knees. After crawling through dead snakes, crow carcasses, and mud, I made it to the lock on Neoma’s cage. Adius had done a good job at trying to pick it with a small knife. I squeezed my eyes shut as I moved his body out of the way. Using his small blade, I pushed it in as far as it would go, steadying my breathing. A rumbling thunder sounded behind me. I whipped my head back and saw the drenched necromancer pulling lightning down to the river.
I turned back and twisted the blade, then wiggled it for a good minute before I felt it click. I pulled open the cage and dragged her out. Blood had dried at the end of her brown curls—hers or Adius’s, I was unsure. 
“Winter!” 
Morgana’s scream turned me. I placed Neoma down. The energy of the ancestors was dwindling, and without enough souls, the elders themselves weakened. Their ghostly faces held tortured expressions, as parts of them faded. Her eyes widened when I approached her. The necromancer rushed at her as the staff in her hands splintered, then cracked down the middle. He tilted his head, and she looked at him intently, a knowing look in her eyes.
“The tether to the spirit realm is in the river,” she called to me. “You’ll know it when you feel it. The elder’s energy is weakened now. They won’t be able to stop you. End this all.” She threw me the Dagger and it landed in a puddle of sloshed mud in front of me.
“What are you doing?” I screamed. She couldn’t kill him without it. 
The blade of the Sword cut through the air at an impossible speed. She closed her eyes, placing her hands against her chest. A knowing smile graced her lips when the blade landed a fatal blow, cutting through her shoulder and part of her neck. 
I stared in disbelief for several seconds before a howl I didn’t recognize erupted from my throat. He smiled sadistically, stretching his thin, blood-spattered lips. It had to be a bad dream. This couldn’t be happening. Vomit climbed my throat and reached its destination, pouring from my lips. I wretched as her blood spilled over the bank. My heart broke, cracking with each beat. My tears fell thick and fast as all the fight withered from my body. The vision of suffering I’d told Morgana, it had come true. I felt as if I were going to die, like the heartache might kill me. 
“No!” The necromancer’s scream rattled the trees. He curled his fingers as he appeared to suck inward, his skin taut against his bones. He struggled for breath, stumbling forward. “She bound us.” 
My jaw hung open; my fingers still curled into the mud. That must have been why she had been looking through all those books. She was binding her life with the necromancer’s. He’d once possessed us, and I bet she used that connection to do it. She’d meant to die. She’d meant to drain the elders so I could destroy the spirit realm.
Morgana had sacrificed everything for Magaelor. Only that forced me to my feet. Tears falling, I walked to the necromancer as he dropped to the ground. I spat on him, and through gritted teeth, I sneered, “Rot in death, you vile beast. May you never find peace.” I snarled as he strangled his last breath, his eyes closing before he fell limp. 



FORTY
 
The river crashed white against jagged rocks. The water no longer resembled clear waters to the pebbled bottom but instead mixed with mud and blood, clouding the area around me. I held my breath as my hands trembled to hold the hilt of the Sword of Impervius, which I’d torn from the necromancer’s cold fingers. The handle of the Dagger warmed against my skin in its sheath, ready to be used if the Sword didn’t work. I glanced at Neoma as she sat up. She glanced around, panicked, then scrambled into the woods after seeing the dead bodies. 
“I will end this today. Your death won’t be in vain,” I whispered to Morgana, hoping she could hear me. I inhaled shakily, the water dropping a few degrees in minutes. The veil pulsated, as if it knew oblivion was close and I was to deliver it. 
Ghostly faces of my ancestors, their faces shrouded with anger, wisped in an illusory dance around me. I felt their energy, piercing rage into me. I clamped my eyes shut, whispering for strength as the elder ancestors tried to weaken me. Morgana luring them to fuel her energy to fight the necromancer had made it harder for them. The Sword almost toppled from my fingers. If the water claimed it, it would be game over. 
I shuddered, wondering what they’d have been able to do if they hadn’t been drained. Even in their weakened states, they still had some effect over me. Spirits didn’t talk in the realm, but they could here, in the veil. The ghostly figures turned into flesh and bone, appearing as André once had. 
“You tempt to destroy your ancestors, young queen?” one of the elders taunted from behind me. 
My energy wilted, and a pressure grew in my head. “I am not.” I gasped as I felt my brain swell against my skull.
“Let go of the Sword. Give it to the river, or we will hurt them.”
I knew they were talking about Morgana, André, and Adius. My heart ballooned, but I wouldn’t let them sway me. They wouldn’t die or suffer for nothing. My lips quivered. Cold prickled my ankles and calves, forcing twitches through them. “Never.” I gave everything I had not to drop it. Currents strengthened as I attempted to wade through the raging waters. I couldn’t be far from the spot. Morgana said I would feel it when I reached it. Shaking, I pushed on as the elders grew closer. 
One, who had once been an elderly woman, attempted to reach me, but her touch fell through my arm. “Do not forsake us.” Her voice hollowed as the words poured. 
Whispers of pain surrounded them as others came. The trees lining the riverbank cast shadows over where I walked. I ventured into a darker, murkier part where the waters calmed. The surface hit my torso as the riverbed deepened. My heart pounded, the freezing temperatures standing every hair on my exposed skin on end. My icy fingers tightened around the hilt of the Sword.
The elders followed, shouting in echo—some taunting, others pleading, and many angry—lost in a mixture of unintelligible whispering. I could feel their want to attack me, but they were too tired. I silently praised Morgana for her brilliance, her sacrifice pushing me to keep going. 
Something moved around my ankles. I peered down, and my heart skipped a beat. I couldn’t see beneath the surface, but whatever it was, more joined it. Flickers of touch sent a shudder down my spine. My teeth chattered as I forced one foot in front of the other. The branches hanging overhead shadowed grappling fingers, appearing to ripple under the final arrows of sunlight. Sunset loomed on the horizon, pressing me to hurry. The stench of decaying plants and rotten eggs made me wretch, and the water darkened to a murky green. 
“You are weak.” One of the elders, a young man with long hair tied back with bands, snarled. “You reject the ones who have given you power… who have protected you.” He was taller than the rest. “We aided you on your journey. It was us who gave you the strength to fight the merfolk before.”
My voice stuttered from my lips as I white-knuckled the Sword. “I am only weak because you’re trying to take my energy,” I said through clenched teeth. Hundreds crowded the river and me but were unable to touch me. I forced myself ahead, flicking my eyes along the water’s surface so not to be distracted. “You helped me because you foolishly believed I would join your plan, like my father had and his father, but I am not like them.” A jolt of energy straightened my slumping posture. “You use the souls of my people, of your people once, to fuel an afterlife for yourself. You have forsaken us, and now, because of Morgana and others who fight for this kingdom, your terror will end.”
The Sword shook in my grip. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could carry it. My eyes began to close as lures of slumber came in waves. They were taking everything from me. I tried to force my eyes open to continue searching for the source, but the blackness behind my lids was tempting.
Then I felt it. It was like a beating heart sprawled over the riverbed. I peeled back my eyelids, and the corner of my lip curved. The water was deathly still in that area, far from the safety of the banks back there. The river had narrowed, twisting around high mounds and bare trees leading into the darkness of the forest. It was the same place I had once felt safe in; a sacred, beautiful area now tainted with the lies and betrayal of those who died centuries ago. I glanced at the banks where Adius and I had walked earlier in the day and pressed my lips together to stop my tears. 
The elders’ fingers grasped for the Sword as I pushed it deep into the water, never letting go. I knew I couldn’t. They would have the current drag it away, burying it under the riverbed where I couldn’t reach it. 
My heart pounded as I pushed it farther. In the riverbed was a pulsating thing. I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was what I needed to stab from seeing their panicked expressions. 
A harsh current hit me at the same time something touched my hands. A wave knocked me back. The Sword tumbled from my hands. “No!” I screamed, my voice drying. Water poured into my mouth, gurgling my cry. Reaching through the river, I felt around for it, but it wasn’t there. The ancestors sneered and rejoiced, taunting me once more. I ducked under the water and felt around the muck, but it was gone. I opened my eyes under the water, but I couldn’t see a thing. 
With the Sword gone, they came for me next. Something slimy wrapped around my neck and tightened against my throat. My last breath felt heavy in my chest. I couldn’t stand, and my legs buckled, laying me on the bottom of the river. Spluttering, I grasped at the surface. I could feel the pulsing heart of the veil under my body and hands. It was three times the size of me and felt hard but alive. I was kept down as roots and vines took on new life, wrapping around my wrists and ankles until the need for air was too much. 
Stars filled my vision as I drowned. Panic jolted me, convulsing my body to rise, but the weeds and plants of the river, manipulated by magic, held me down. 
The final flickers of energy drifted from my body, and I opened my mouth. I had failed my final task, and no one else would know how to do it. There would be another high priest appointed, and the cycle would continue. My brother would not find peace, and Louis would take the throne. Morgana would have died for nothing. I fought back against the vines, pulling on the slimy plants.
A lump formed in my throat as water filled my mouth, but nothing pulled into my lungs. My need for survival blocked my taking in the water, but my lungs felt as if they would combust under the pressure. I couldn’t even drown properly.
Hands pulled me from of the water, ripping the vines from my hands and feet. Spluttering, I tried to suck in a breath once I emerged, but nothing happened. I opened my mouth, panicking, then a gush of air swept into my mouth and lungs. 
It was painful to breathe at first, and the coughing forced me to double over. It was only when it subsided that I wondered who had saved me. 
Tears ran in the lines of waters trickling from my dripping-wet hair as it slicked down my cheeks and forehead. “Morgana.” My hand shot to my mouth. My heart swelled. She nodded over my shoulder, and I turned to see André. “Brother.”
“Do it now,” he said firmly, ferocity lining his features. 
Next to me, Adius smiled. “Tell Florence I love her, and I’m sorry.”
“I will. I promise.” Hesitance shook me. “I don’t want you to go.” I pressed my lips together, my tears falling thick and fast. The ancestors were kept back, and I could tell it was taking Morgana, Adius, and André everything they had. Some others I didn’t recognize had joined them to help keep the elders from me, to save me.
“They’re from the battle,” he said quickly, seeing me look around at the spirits of men and women. “They want peace, Winter. We want peace. We don’t have much left in us after fighting the necromancer. You must do it now.”
I looked at Morgana and sniffed loudly. “I love you both.” I looked from my brother to my friend, and my heart sank. It took every ounce of strength, through blurred tears, to unsheathe the Dagger. My lips parted, my good-bye swallowed at seeing their pain. They held strong, but their defenses against the elders were wavering. I looked at them one last time, admiring every line on my brother’s face, seeing the ghost of a smile on his lips, looking at his eyes so similar to mine and his watery smile.
“We’re proud of you.” Morgana’s final words calmed me as they always did, until I realized it would be the last time I would hear her voice. 
I pushed the Dagger down, dipping under the surface, and stabbed it into the center of the hard alive thing in the riverbed. I held it in place as shockwaves rippled from it. I broke the surface and saw André, Adius, and Morgana fizzle away, right as André shouted, “Run!” 
I hurried for the banks, wading against the current. I reached the mud and mounds and grasped into the crumbling sides. It was caving in on itself. I tried to climb out but was flung back into the river. The banks muddied the already-dark waters. I tried to swim upriver, but the ground shook as if one of the rare earthquakes were shuddering Magaelor. 
A fallen hollowed trunk floated near me, and I grabbed it. Kicking my legs up, I let it pull me farther downriver, figuring I had no other way to go. As I was swept away, the last of the bank wrapped into the water, becoming a slosh of mud.
Howling screeches from the elders erupted in the air, piercing the sky and forest. I kicked my feet, pushing to get away from the area as quickly as possible. On the edges not yet destroyed were vines hanging from low branches, knotting down the earthy mounds. 
I was dragged by the undertow. Letting the log drift out from under my arms, I pushed them out and kicked as hard as I could to make it to the bank. Every inhale felt like I was breathing knives. My arms felt like lead as I swam with all my strength until I finally reached a couple of vines. I grabbed them, digging my nails into the twisted, thick green. I tugged, glad to feel they could take my weight, and used them to pull myself out. I footed rocks and mud until I rolled onto the flat higher ground. Spluttering, I lay on my back and sucked in deep breaths. I wiped the river from my eyes, wrung my dripping-wet hair, and looked out as the spirit realm collapsed in on itself.
A blast of energy out from the center of the river, knocking me back. I slammed against the hard ground, and the trees shuddered. It was done. They were gone, and Magaelor was free.
 
***
 
“What did you do, love?” Blaise hurried to me and wrapped his cloak around my wet, muddy body. He’d come to find me. When had he arrived? I shivered away the cold. He worried his fingers to tie the cloak, then wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me into his embrace.
I breathed in the smell of clover smoke left on the material and looked up. My feet left the ground, and air whistled around us. His wings had protruded from his back, beating against the winds that picked up the higher we went. The indigo sky glittered stars, reminding me of what true beauty looked like. I nuzzled my face against his tunic, clinging to every pocket of warmth the cloak had to offer.
He tightened his hold as we veered left, descending toward the castle. “We’re almost home.”
The way he said “we” tangled my insides, reminding me of those I’d lost. The castle was just a castle without the people I loved. Morgana and André were gone. Adius was dead, and Florence had lost yet another love. I didn’t know where they were. I guessed there was no real way of knowing what was beyond death, not until I would walk there myself. Was there peace? A place? Energy? Every culture had their own theories, and I imagined it was a mix of all of them. All I could hope was wherever they’d gone, they were at peace. I hoped to see them again one day, and holding onto that hope kept me going. Pain sizzled parts of my body every now and then, hurting more with each beat of my heart, but I didn’t have the strength to see what was causing it. 
Blaise landed us in the courtyard. He was a talented flier and had been since I’d known him. My legs crumpled against the ancient stone. He laid me back, cradling my head in his hands. “Help us!” he hollered.
Footsteps pattered through the hallways. Swords were pulled out, then put back once they saw there was no danger. I hadn’t noticed until then, but where the vines had grabbed me were pink slits in my skin. Without the water, I saw blood leaking from them.
“Get the physician. Use your magic.”
“The magic is gone,” I whispered, my voice cracking.
Staffs were lifted, but nothing came from them. It was another proof that I had, indeed, destroyed the spirit realm. Panicked chatter rose as more and more attempted to access their magic after seeing the guards unable to. 
“Fuck!” he shouted. He looked into my eyes, panic glistening in his. “I’m not good at healing.” He let out a shaky exhale. “Hold still.” He held his hands over my wounds, closing his eyes. It took a few attempts until I felt warmth tingling my skin. He did it on each one, pressing with a gentleness I didn’t think him capable. “It’s stopped.” He breathed relief. I looked at my wrists and ankles. The cuts were still open, but the bleeding had stopped. 
A pixie was brought by the physician to fix my wounds entirely, and I was taken to my room. I sat on my bed, still processing what had happened. I pulled pieces of twig and moss from my hair and reached down to my thigh, at the empty sheath. I’d lost both Objects of Kai. They would be buried under the mess of whatever was left of the river where the veil had stood for centuries. It had housed so much energy for so long, I wasn’t surprised the ground it was on collapsed after the veil had been destroyed. 
Blaise hurried in after the physician finished. He ordered a maid to draw me a bath and another to get me a clean nightdress before settling me down against several duck-feather pillows. I waited for him to berate me on going there alone like he’d told me not to do, for almost dying, but instead he held me with a tenderness that was new for him. He pressed his lips against my cold cheek, sighing against me. “I’m proud of you, love, and—” He paused, sadness creeping through his expression. “I’m sorry. I saw the bodies.”
Tears glossed my eyes. “André, Adius, and Morgana helped,” I said hoarsely. My voice was still not my own. Almost drowning would do that, I guessed. “I couldn’t have done it without them.”
He rubbed his thumb against my temple. “They couldn’t have found peace without you.”
I thought of them fizzling away and expected the familiar twinge of hurt in my heart, but instead, it was replaced with numbness. 
“I was so worried about you.” He shook his head, tears swimming in his gray eyes. “I came as soon as I returned and realized you were gone.” He kissed my forehead, holding his lips against my skin for a few seconds longer than usual. A comforting aroma of soap and jasmine lingered the air around my bed. “Bath’s ready.” His lips curved against my skin. “Are you ready?”
“Not yet,” I whispered. “Hold me… for a little longer.”
He kissed my hand and entwined his fingers with mine. “Always, love.” 
 
 



EPILOGUE
 
The sun had risen, giving us another day, but the kingdom was still healing under a new order. I kneeled against the mossy mattress, taking a dead flower in my hands. I whispered, and after a few minutes, the flower came back to life.
“It’s still here,” I whispered, smiling. Spirit. Like it had been before the spirit realm was created. We no longer needed staffs as we took residual energy from the soil, bones and ash, final good-byes, and, of course, painful last moments. All of it together allowed us to practice again, but it wasn’t the same. It felt pure, untainted, but not as strong. 
I turned and walked out of the forest, gazing up at the bright sky. It had been three months since the spirit realm was destroyed and Morgana and Adius had died. Neoma was healed and sent back to Berovia. Kiros didn’t break the treaty. It was more than I had expected, but then, I’d never told him the full truth of our kidnapping Neoma. Some secrets needed to stay that way. 
Blaise joined my side, staring up at the glorious colors of the blue mixed with gray. “It’s time.”
I held his hand, resting my head on his shoulder. “I know. Just five more minutes.” 
His lips curved upward. I allowed myself a few final moments of peace.
Behind us, Ian, Adius’s friend and my head guard, crunched twigs under his boots. “Your Majesty.” 
I turned, looking down at the cloth wrapping. “Thank you, Ian.”
He nodded and handed me the Dagger wrapped in cloth, then left.
Blaise slipped it from my hands, earning himself a glare. He shrugged. “Until the curse is broken, which will be any moment now, you’re still mortal and this”—he waved the Dagger in his hand—“can still send you mad.” 
“I’m so happy it’s finally here. I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner.”
His eyebrows wrinkled. “Love, you did right by Magaelor. I will never fault you for it. You saved your people, and I couldn’t be prouder. You became the best half of us.” 
I rolled my eyes, tsking. “You have too, bringing the humanity back to most of the feral fae. It seems we both had good in us.” 
He chuckled. “Don’t start thinking me a savior.” 
I grinned. “Oh, I would never go so far.” I winked and walked us to the altar that had been prepared by Morgana’s sister, an alchemist who’d remained on Inferis until Morgana’s death. My mother, who had become more withdrawn since the spirit realm was destroyed, had decided to go back to Inferis. I’d offered her a place at Court, but she didn’t want to stay. I guessed the memories of André still haunted her at the castle. 
Blaise placed the Dagger next to the Sword, Amulet, Crown, and Ring. “Are you ready?” 
“I still don’t know if it will work,” I said. “I wish I used the energy from the spirit realm when I destroyed it, to break the curses.”
He gave me a knowing smile. “There is residual energy and a lot of it. The elders were enraged. We can use the emotion left behind.”
My stomach knotted into ribbons. I hoped it would work. I needed it to. Blaise deserved peace, and it was the only thing left standing between us. Pushing my hands into the soil before the altar of wood, I latched onto the energy and felt it as a living thing. Anchoring myself into the ground, I opened my sight, which I had been working on finessing through Morgana’s grimoires and journals. I closed my eyes to align my focus, removing the need to see with my eyes and allowing the images to clear in my mind. I felt their fear and anger course through the ground. I curled my fingers and inhaled deeply, feeling the air fill my lungs. The magic from the energy moved through me as if it were a part of me. My lips tingled. My grief remained in the ground too, as did Adius’s sadness and Neoma’s fear, all residual emotions from that fateful day. Tears leaked through my closed lids, tickling my cheeks as it all consumed me. I steadied myself when it forced me to convulse under the building pressure. I imagined a locked box in my mind and imagined the magic filling it, then closed the lid after. 
I exhaled shakily and opened my eyes. Magic coursed through my veins, spiking my heart rate, taking away every ache and pain in each of my muscles until it was gone. 
“Are you okay, love?”
I concentrated everything onto the Objects, hovering my hands over them. I recalled the words Blaise and I had practiced many times, going over the pronunciation until I said them perfectly. My voice was light when I uttered the incantation with precision on each curve to the words and change to their accents. Warmth emanated from my body, sparked around me, and dove into the Objects. They rose from the altar, a few inches from the ground. I imagined a snakebite. The magic in me sucked the venom-like curse from the five Objects of Kai. Inky liquid seeped from each of them, moving like the bloodworms in the forest, stretched across the wood, and finally came together into a dark, black-oozing liquid. 
“Incendia,” I whispered, and the inky darkness caught alight and swirled into smoke. A breeze swept it away, disappearing it into the sky. The energy fizzled from my body, leaving me lethargic. I whipped my head around, smiling. It had worked. 
“Blaise?” My forehead wrinkled. His dark hair tousled in the spring breeze, curling around his crown of silver. The pain from his eyes sizzled away, leaving behind the silvery gray I loved. Burst blood vessels healed, turning the normal bloodshot whites of his eyes brighter than ever. He breathed in and smiled on the exhale. He closed his eyes, rolling his shoulders back, and his nose wrinkled when he smelled the air. I took his hand in mine as the curse lifted. 
He opened his eyes and gazed at me, seriousness swallowing his expression. I’d never seen him so focused before; I worried something had gone wrong.
“I’d die for you and live for you, over a thousand lifetimes,” he said.
My eyebrows shot up my forehead. That was intense but my heart raced, as it had years before when he’d told me he couldn’t love, when he’d pushed me away during our dance because he was afraid to love. “I love you so much.” 
“I want you to know I will remain at your side no matter what. I’m yours, love,” he said. The intensity in his gaze caught my next breath in my throat. “I will never leave you.” 
I touched his cheek and traced my fingers to his lips. I grabbed him by the front of his pants and pulled him closer. My lips brushed against his, and he devoured my gentleness into a deepened need. He held me unlike he had ever done before. There was unrestraint to his kiss.
When he pulled away, a glimmer shone his eyes. “I’m going to have to take you back to the castle.”
I couldn’t help but grin. “First, we should bury these.” I eyed three of the five Objects of Kai. “We only removed the curses on them. If anything, we made them more dangerous. Now anyone can use them without consequence.”
“I’m keeping the Dagger, for Niferum.” 
I nodded. It was the right thing to do. The fae deserved the right to be able to end their immortality if they wished. “I’ll send the sword to Berovia, to Cedric.” 
Blaise tilted his head. “Speaking of Cedric, how do you feel about letting things go with his brother?”
Anger trembled my hand, but I hid it before he could see. I’d never really be able to forgive him, but I didn’t want to kill him anymore. “Fine. As long as he stays far away from me.” 
“Good.”
We turned our heads as a hummingbird flew past us, its wings flicking so fast, they blurred. I smiled. The animals were returning to this part of the forest again. Most had abandoned it when the leaves turned gray—a side effect of the spirit realm dragging the energy from the trees—and the ground filled with dust and bone.
“We can bury the Objects in there.” I pointed at the uneven path between the tall trees. “We will go as deep as we can, then separate.” 
“It’s a good idea, love. They’re dangerous in the wrong hands, and getting rid of them is the right thing to do.” He paused, looking at me with a softness to his eyes I wasn’t used to. “But couldn’t someone use a locator spell to find them?” 
I’d been waiting for that question. I pulled a few runes from my pocket, ones Morgana had used to cloak me. “They’re already hidden from anyone with foresight. As for those who can use magic…” I rubbed the gray, smooth stones together, a similar symbol on each one. “These will hide them. Morgana spelled them to cloak anyone with one from being located by magic. If we bury one with each object, they’ll be cloaked.” 
“It’s a great plan, love.” 
“Thanks.” I pushed the runes back into my pocket. “The mer king won’t be happy he’s not getting the crown back, but he’ll have to live with it.” The idea of a temperamental mercreature with the ability to compel anyone was quite terrifying. “He won’t be as mad without the curse, so I’m hoping he’ll be manageable. Perhaps he’ll be so grateful we broke the curse over him, he won’t react to the news the crown’s gone.” 
His eyes widened. “Was that optimism… from you?” He feigned shock, and I rolled my eyes. “Maybe this is a new chapter after all.”
 
***
 
It was late morning when I woke in Blaise’s arms. We’d buried the Amulet, Ring, and Crown each with a rune and arrived back at the castle at dusk. 
Mercreature attacks had already lessened yesterday. Our fishing boats hadn’t seen one all day or some of the night, according to Adius. I was sure it wouldn’t last. The mer were predators. They were known to eat a sailor who’d fallen overboard or take someone who’d swum too far out in the ocean, but they’d become far more vicious in the last ten years, taking down ships and even going aboard to grab men, making being a sailor almost impossible. We had later learned the mer took on characteristics of their king or queen, and with Aqugar cursed, they inadvertently also were. Now that it had been broken, it was nice to know the rage-induced attacks would lessen greatly. 
I propped my head on my hand, pushing my elbow into the fluffy pillow. He looked so peaceful now, even happy. I was certain if I told him it was possible for him to be so a couple of years ago, he’d have never believed it. 
I moved slowly, careful not to wake him, and climbed out of bed. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I looked at the window. Spring had come early this year, bringing with it fields of corn and daffodils of yellow sprouting from every flower bed in the kingdom. We needed it. While we held a fractured magic system, people were trying something new. Some turned to elemental magic. With Berovia and Magaelor at peace, many solises had come to see the wonders and soul of Magaelor.
Aquarius was offered to be the head of the Magaelorean Navy but expectedly refused. Instead, he took up sailing the new trade routes between Magaelor and Berovia, making a lot of coin while doing it. The kingdom’s economy had boomed with the trade deal, giving a win to my people who had suffered so much. 
I opened the door and requested for coffee to be brought to my chambers, then hurried to my dresser. The broken pieces of Morgana’s staff remained perched against the stone wall. I couldn’t bring myself to throw them away. Sadness pinched my day, as it often did when I thought about her being gone. Slowly, I was learning to live with their losses, but I always grieved them. 
A maid walked in with a tray of coffee. I hushed her, and she placed it on the dresser, then gave me a small smile before leaving. The aroma of freshly ground coffee beans lifted my spirits. I poured the dark liquid into one of the two china cups and sipped. “Ah.”
I glanced at Blaise’s clothes, strewn over my dresser. There was a bulge under the thin fabric of his pocket, and something poking out. I hurried to it and pulled out a little box. Curiosity begged me to open it. Arching an eyebrow, I clicked it open.
My heart skipped a beat. A gold ring encrusted with a large sapphire glistened at me. Inside the ring were words engraved. I squinted, evaluating them carefully.
For the best half of me. 
It was a wedding ring. Was that why he’d sent the tiara all those months ago? Had he known even then where we would end up? 
He snored, shifting himself onto his side. My eyes widened.
Inhaling sharply, I replaced the ring inside the box and pushed it back into his pocket. I hurried to the armchair and table, closing my eyes. Fireworks erupted inside me as I thought about being Blaise’s wife. I loved him with all my heart, and the idea of spending a lifetime with a king at my side wasn’t as scary as it used to be—not when the king was him. Together, we could unite our kingdoms, and Magaelor was in need of healing and reuniting. 
I was strong on my own and would always put Magaelor first, and now with Blaise at my side, we could achieve something great. Two kingdoms as one. 
After I finally stopped smiling to myself, I glanced at the window again, reminding myself of today’s schedule. Today I would be going to visit the people of a town outside of Imperia. While they had struggled to learn to live without ancestral magic, I offered them alternatives. Word had spread about being able to use spirit. Many tried but gave up when it didn’t offer quick results, like ancestral magic had. However, communities who did prefer it erupted all throughout Magaelor. It would take time, but I knew the kingdom would come together and find its own magic systems. Gone were the days of my father’s rule. Even Lord Abor had gotten on board with most of my decisions—not all, but he was good at protecting the Crown’s treasury and he pointed out certain things, pushing me to make the difficult decisions I needed to. 
Gregoir and Louis were imprisoned in Ironwall tower for their part in trying to dethrone me. Gregoir was given a lesser sentence, but Louis would remain there for the rest of his miserable life. I couldn’t lock Penelope away for slipping a secret, but because of her, everything had almost been ruined. She was sent home, with her title taken away. 
Mai remained my lady-in-waiting along with Nissa, who had finally agreed to go back with Corbin. He had promised the days of playing games were over. I would wait to see how long it would last. Florence remained at court. She spent the first month after Adius’s death resenting me, but she was coming around. 
I readied myself for the trip out of Imperia. In the ashes of chaos, death, and pain, opportunity rose, giving Magaelor the chance to become a diverse, strong place where Mangaloreans weren’t divided. Trade routes were opened, and the threats of war from Berovia were over. While fractured, most of the people had banded together. 
It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t whole. But Magaelor was ours, and it was worth fighting for. 
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GLOSSARY
 
Anumi:
A large wolflike creature with black fur and red eyes, native to Magaelor and Inferis.
Amulet of Viribus:
The Amulet of Viribus gives the wearer super strength and agility, but its curse will kill any whom the wearer loves. 
Ancestral Magic:
Used mainly by lunas in Magaelor. It uses the element spirit by taking energy from the spirit realm. Ancestral magic leans toward offensive and defensive magic more than wellness or healing. Those who use this magic are close to their ancestral roots.
Crown of Discieti: 
Its wearer can compel any creature or human. It is cursed to make the wearer feel loneliness and an inability to love or feel deeply, even if they only wear it once. 
Dagger of Ruin:
Can kill an immortal with even a scratch from the blade. It will turn a mortal mad if they so much as stare at it for too long. 
Elves: 
Elves are peaceful creatures who appreciate and recognize all magic. They use natural magic and mainly practice healing. They are humanoid creatures with pointed areas and prominent features. They are excellent at wielding and creating weapons, and they can see well in the dark. They are close to nature.
Light Fae:

Live in Berovia and are inclined more to healing and following the rules set by the faery monarchy. They have wings and can fly. 
Dark Fae:

Dark fae are darkly inclined fairies who do not abide by fae magic laws once set by the light fae monarchy. They live in Niferum. They have wings and can fly. 
Elemental Magic:
Used mainly by solises in Berovia. It uses the four elements: water, fire, earth, and air. Elemental magic leans toward defensive spells and learning to balance nature. Those who use this magic are close to nature.
Foresight:
Foresight is limited, and those who use it are only allowed to see what destiny shows them. All timelines can change at any given moment. No path is set in stone. Foresight is difficult to master. It can be used through tarot readings, tea leaf readings, runes, crystal ball gazing, and direct visions.
Forest Nymphs:
Small, shy, and rare creatures with powerful foresight and natural magic. 
Lunas:
Lunas are sorcerers who use ancestral magic and live in Magaelor. 
Magic Wielders:
Make staffs for lunas.
Mercreatures:
They are immortal creatures who live in the water. They reside toward the northern coasts of Magaelor, as they prefer colder waters. They attack ships and kill and drown unsuspecting sailors. 
Mugroot: 
Used as a general medicine. It can heal mer-venom if applied quickly. The plant is native to the north of Magaelor (in fae territory) by the Snowy Peak Mountains.
Natural Magic:
Used by pixie/fae/unicorns/elves/mercreatures/forest nymphs. This magic is created within themselves. Natural magic is the purest form. Natural magic leans more toward wellness and healing spells.
Necromancers:
Necromancers are powerful sorcerers who have the ability to bring the dead back to life. They use souls to power their magic and govern ritualistic and sacrificial magic in others.
Pixies:
Small, winged creatures who have extraordinary healing powers
Ritualist/Sacrificial Magic: 
Used by necromancers and few sorcerers. It is also known as black magic. The magic leans more toward offensive spells and can be used to severely harm others, even kill.
Relics:
Used by solises to channel the elements. They are usually an antique item, like jewelry, usually an item handed down through generations.
Ring of Immortalem:
Will grant any mortal immortality for as long as they wear it, but the curse ensures that if it is ever removed, the wearer will die. 
Solises: 
Solises are sorcerers who use elemental magic and live in Berovia.
Shadow Markets:
Markets used for exchanging goods and services prohibited by the monarchy. Each has a gatekeeper who only gives out keys to trusted sellers and buyers.
Staffs:
Used by lunas to channel ancestral magic. They are given to young wealthy lunas when they turn seven at the academy. That is the age they are first taught magic.
Sword of Impervius:
Can kill an immortal but will burn the flesh of the person wielding it. 
Spellmasters:
Spellmasters have mastered natural magic and learned to combine it with foresight. It is the most difficult to learn and master. They collect wishes to fuel their powers, which are almost as strong as souls, and can grant desires for people.
Unicorns:
Horned, horselike, rare and pure creatures with incredible healing powers.
Wishes:
Wishes are the soul’s desires. With it, the person would have the power to control them. The other person must give permission to have the wish taken from them.



ALSO BY REBECCA L. GARCIA
 
 
THE FATE OF CROWNS WORLD
The Fate of Crowns
The Princess of Nothing 
The Court of Secrets
Ruin
 
STANDALONES
Spellbound (Coming soon)
 
Never miss a release. Sign up for Rebecca’s monthly newsletter and receive your free novella of Ruin, a companion novella to The Fate of Crowns
bit.ly/NewsletterRebeccaLGarcia
 





Rebecca lives in San Antonio, Texas, with her husband and son. Originally from England, you can find her drinking tea, writing new worlds, and designing covers. She writes young adult fantasy. She devoured every book she was given and fell in love with magical worlds, and when she got older, her imagination grew with her. She implements royalty into her books because she adores historical monarchies.
When she’s not writing or spending time with her family, you can find her traveling and hosting book signings with Spellbinding Events.
You can find more information, updates, social media, and more on her website: www.rebeccalgarciabooks.com
 
Join Rebecca’s Royal Court on Facebook and join discussions, giveaways, games and more facebook.com/groups/rebeccasroyalcourt/
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table of Contents
PRONUNCIATION GUIDE
THE FATE OF CROWNS
ONE
TWO
THREE
FOUR
FIVE
SIX
SEVEN
EIGHT
NINE
TEN
ELEVEN
TWELVE
THIRTEEN
FOURTEEN
FIFTEEN
SIXTEEN
SEVENTEEN
EIGHTEEN
NINETEEN
TWENTY
TWENTY-ONE
TWENTY-TWO
TWENTY-THREE
TWENTY-FOUR
TWENTY-FIVE
TWENTY-SIX
TWENTY-SEVEN
TWENTY-EIGHT
TWENTY-NINE
THIRTY
THIRTY-ONE
THIRTY-TWO
THIRTY-THREE
THE PRINCESS OF NOTHING
ONE
TWO
THREE
FOUR
FIVE
SIX
SEVEN
EIGHT
NINE
TEN
ELEVEN
TWELVE
THIRTEEN
FOURTEEN
FIFTEEN
SIXTEEN
SEVENTEEN
EIGHTEEN
NINETEEN
TWENTY
TWENTY-ONE
TWENTY-TWO
TWENTY-THREE
TWENTY-FOUR
TWENTY-FIVE
TWENTY-SIX
TWENTY-SEVEN
TWENTY-EIGHT
TWENTY-NINE
THIRTY
THIRTY-ONE
THIRTY-TWO
THIRTY-THREE
THIRTY-FOUR
THE COURT OF SECRETS
ONE
TWO
THREE
FOUR
FIVE
SIX
SEVEN
EIGHT
NINE
TEN
ELEVEN
TWELVE
THIRTEEN
FOURTEEN
FIFTEEN
SIXTEEN
SEVENTEEN
EIGHTEEN
NINETEEN
TWENTY
TWENTY-ONE
TWENTY-TWO
TWENTY-THREE
TWENTY-FOUR
TWENTY-FIVE
TWENTY-SIX
TWENTY-SEVEN
TWENTY-EIGHT
TWENTY-NINE
THIRTY
THIRTY-ONE
THIRTY-TWO
THIRTY-THREE
THIRTY-FOUR
THIRTY-FIVE
THIRTY-SIX
THIRTY-SEVEN
THIRTY-EIGHT
THIRTY-NINE
FORTY
EPILOGUE
FREE EBOOK
GLOSSARY
ALSO BY REBECCA L. GARCIA


cover.jpeg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg
T{BEU kﬁARCll\J






images/00005.jpg
-
KE¥

© AsSH COURT

@ IMPERIA

© ASH FOREST

@ SNOWY PEAKS

© ENCHANTE

0 LEPIDUS COURT

© CLAERI

© ROYAL CASTLE
© GARDENS OF AETERNUM

(@ FOREST OF TRANQUILLIUM

@® wWoobBARROW
@® DEMIDAS
@® QUINTARUM

@ MELORIAM
@® LAKE GIA

@ LAKE VENORA
@® INFERIS






