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Dedication

For the dreamers who seek to escape through fantastical tales.


CHAPTER ONE

Serving the royal family as the princess’ attendant brought with it mostly pros. The stress involved at times served as one of the negatives. Accompanying the princess on her ventures beyond the castle walls brought a certain level of stress with it despite the low risk of severe crime within the capital. Today I joined her on one of those rare trips amongst the townsfolk.

A massive festival marked the end of the summer season, accompanied by vendors from throughout the continent to host the grandest market of the year. Every city celebrated halfway through the eighth month; the capital outdid them all with its celebrations. Each year, Princess Rena attended the festivities and visited the market and I gladly joined her for those trips. With an increase in visitors during the week of the festival, the general raised the number of guards. At worst, the risk of crime evened out. Most years passed by without a hitch. Other years the guards would catch a wannabe shoplifter or two.

People paid us little mind as we meandered through the market plaza. Stalls outside shops lined the streets leading up to the giant plaza where traveling merchants filled the space with temporary wooden stands. The princess halted near one of the visiting merchants, reaching up and brushing her fingers along feathers dangling from the bottom of a dream-catcher. The maker had woven crisscrossed flower petals into the center, while three smaller webbed circles hung beneath it with green feathers swinging below the outer two and red from the center.

“This one’s beautiful.”

The tiniest smile formed on my lips. It had been a while since I’d seen her so enamored with something. I’d known her long enough to know she was sold, even if she hadn’t realized it yet.

“Would you like it, princess?”

“I -“

“Princess?” The merchant spun towards us, a glint sparking in his brown eyes the moment he noticed Rena. “You like it? For you, twelve copper!”

I choked back a gasp. “Twelve copper? Just what bird did you pluck those feathers from?” Damn it. All because I slipped up and used her title.

His displeased glare vanished behind a smile. “Too much? If you don’ like it, this one is only seven…” He gestured towards a gray dream-catcher almost half the size with less elaborate detail. “But this is special bird. Very rare.”

Yes, so rare you can’t even tell me what it is.

Rena sported a frown, gaze lingering on the more expensive dream-catcher.

I held back a sigh. The princess rarely fell so hard for something, instead opting to let others choose for her. Castle staff decided how to garb her, how she wore her hair, her schedule… On the rare occasions she could choose for herself, my resolve shattered into tiny pieces and I could never tell her no.

“Is this the one you truly want?”

“Yes.” Her answer came without hesitation.

Blowing out a soft breath, I took a pouch out of my bag and slipped twelve copper coins out of it.

The shopkeeper grinned, showing rotten teeth. “Perfect.”

Pressing my lips into a thin line, I conceded and handed him the coins. Fine, he got extra money out of this because of my slip-up. That wouldn’t happen again for the rest of the festival.

He lifted the dream-catcher off the hook it hung from and passed it to Rena.  “Have a great day, your highness.” His smile curved into a smirk when he turned to me. “You too, ma’am.”

I flashed him an insincere smile rather than smacking the smirk off his face.

Rena stepped away from the stall and I followed. She raised the dream-catcher up, examining it in the light. “It’s gorgeous,” she breathed before a grin lit up her face. “And it will match when Lord Mal finally proposes! Did I tell you? His family has an emerald engagement stone they pass down through the generations.”

Forgetting about the prior interaction, I smiled, heart swelling as she expressed joy. “That’s great. I’m looking forward to seeing it when he does.”

She nodded, golden blonde locks shifting. “You’ll be the first I tell! Oh, well, except maybe my parents.” She smiled sheepishly, before something caught her eye and a concerned frown replaced it. “Something happened.” She bolted towards the other side of the plaza.

Suppressing a swear, I ran after her, noticing what caught her eye. A group of people crowded around something, distressed murmurs coming from the group. I straightened my back and approached. “Step aside!

The person nearest to us turned, expression twisted in anger until he noticed the princess beside me. With a gasp, he stepped aside, pulling a woman along with him. One by one, people took notice and made way, allowing entry into the inner circle.

My eyes widened. Blood poured from a slit throat, pooling beneath a man’s body, staining the cobblestone crimson. The sight tore a gasp from my lips and my stomach churned. I spun around and grabbed the princess’ arms, stopping her before she moved closer.

A bystander offered, “We found him this way.”

“Someone call a guard!” I released Rena and knelt by the man’s side, gently grabbing his wrist. His skin was too pale, body too still and cold. Be alive. Even as I thought it, I knew it was a hopeless thought. A murder. Someone had committed a murder inside the capital walls. When had such a crime last happened? My chest clenched. Who would do such a thing?

“What’s going on here?” People hastened to make room at the sound of the authoritative voice. I rose to my feet to make room and faced the familiar form. Light footsteps stopped the moment she saw me and the princess. “Avalyn, princess, what are you doing here?”

“We just saw the crowd and immediately called for a guard.”

Though a slim woman, looks deceived and especially did so for Bea. Her armor and the sheath strapped to her waist created an aura of power, aided by her determined expression. Chain mail covered her form, a dark blue tunic barely visible underneath.

Without a word, Bea knelt down and checked the man’s pulse as I had before. When she rose, her carefully blank expression told me my determination was correct. “Take the princess back to the castle. Inform Her Majesty of what has happened and tell her I will return soon to make a report.”

“Of course.” I bowed my head.

Bea regarded the crowd with steely blue eyes. “That’s enough. All of you move along.”

Any protests died when she glared at them. The group scattered.

“Let’s go, princess.”

Though barely a decade older than me, I refused to get on the general’s bad side. Bea instilled fear in the strongest men. People underestimated her and when they did, they didn’t live to regret it.

As our path led us across the plaza, a panicked voice screamed, “That’s my husband!”

I caught Rena’s arm the instant she tried to stop. “Don’t. I know how you feel, but Bea will take care of her. We must return to the castle.”

Hesitation flicked across her expression, but she reluctantly nodded. “…Very well.”

Rena stayed close to me as we headed towards the castle. Word spread quickly. The crowds buzzed as people spread rumors, panic and fear showing in frowns, wide eyes, and furrowed brows wherever I looked.

“Who could have done that?”

I shook my head, unable to answer her question. “Bea will capture whoever did it. Trust in her.”

Nothing more was said as we approached the castle. A cobblestone pathway led from the city up a low hill to where the castle rested at the top, overlooking the capital. We passed under a large wooden archway at the bottom of the hill, decorated with lush vines adorned with red and orange flowers.

The guards at the castle entrance bowed their heads at our approach and pushed the large double-doors open. I led the princess into the main hall. A grand staircase towered in the center of the room, its landing splitting off to the left and right. A large portrait of a man and woman hung on the wall opposite the entrance. The man shared Rena’s pale brown eyes and though flecks of gray specked his hair, they shared the same blonde locks.

The woman possessed hair a darker shade of blonde, worn in an intricately woven braid that lay over her left shoulder. Purple ties bound it together, matching her magnificent gown.

Rena’s grandparents — the former king and queen of Atalu. Her parents ruled now and once the princess took over, their portrait would take the place of this one, allowing the remembrance of recent history.

One day Rena’s portrait will be up there.

I flinched and buried the thought. The day would come, but I hoped I wouldn’t live to see the day the girl I thought of as a sister passed away.

Smaller portraits hung on the walls as we ascended to the third floor, each showing another generation of royalty going back thousands of years.

Our destination, a door at the end of a far hallway, came nearer. Intricate carvings decorated the towering wooden door. Beyond lay the queen’s audience chamber, where she tended to most of her guests.

I knocked three times and waited.

“Enter.”

Wasting no time, the princess shoved the door open. Biting back a sigh, I followed her into the room. Elegant paintings hung on the walls and two bookcases rested on the far wall, filled with what I knew to be books about our country’s history. The queen sat on a chair next to a round table made of the finest mahogany in the land, a book in her hands.

“Rena,” the queen said with a smile before nodding in my direction. “Avalyn.”

I bowed my head. “Your Majesty, pardon the intrusion.”

“It’s not a problem. Is there something you wished to ask?”

“No, we —“

“A body was found, mother,” Rena interrupted. “Someone was murdered.”

“What?” Queen Miona’s eyes widened and she shut her book with a snap. “Someone was murdered in the capital?”

My throat clenched as I remembered seeing the lifeless body. A life ended without reason. The thought wrenched a buried memory to the forefront of my mind. A dark night, two bodies, blood, a house on fire. I shook my head, banishing the memory back to the depths. “Yes,” I forced out. “General Bea is there now. She asked that we inform you she’ll return to speak with you soon.”

The queen released a weary sigh, rising and striding to the window. “How could this have happened, and during the festival of all times? Everything has been so calm as of late.” A frown twisted her lips as she stared outside, eyes narrowed in thought.

Gorgeous shades of orange and red painted the sky as the sun descended towards the horizon. My usual awe at the sunset’s beauty faded. Now, the red reminded me of the body we found, his throat slit. How long had he suffered in silence before he bled out?

Who killed him, and why?

Unable to comprehend the reasoning, I brushed the question aside. Thinking about it wouldn’t help. So many reasons could have caused the murderer’s rage. Debt? Revenge? I hoped Bea’s investigation would find the truth.

Three firm knocks echoed off the door with a familiar authority. I turned towards the door. Bea, already? She never worked so quickly, let alone in such a severe circumstance.

“Enter.”

The door swung open and Bea strode into the room. Grim determination darkened her features, deepening the lines that began to form in her skin. “Your Majesty.” Bea knelt on one knee, right arm crossed over her chest. “Have you been informed of what has happened?”

“Yes.” The queen waved her hand and Bea rose to her feet in response. “Have you found anything?”

“I may have found a lead.” A thoughtful frown twisted Bea’s lips. “A man came forward who believes he saw the two men who committed the crime.”

“A witness?”

“Potentially.”

The queen’s green eyes brightened and her grim demeanor faded a tad, giving way to a faint hopefulness. “Who is this witness?”

“A noble, Your Majesty. He has residences in the major cities and some smaller villages, though seems to spend most of his time in Frenu.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. What were the odds a noble would have witnessed a crime?

The queen reclaimed her seat at the table. “What has he told you?”

“He claims to have seen two suspicious men hanging around near the plaza where we found the victim,” Bea stated. “He believes he could identify them if he saw them again and has already provided descriptions. I have guards searching the city as we speak.”

Silence stretched as Queen Miona frowned in thought. “Very well. Let him in. I want to hear his story for myself.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Without skipping a beat, Bea crossed the short distance between herself and the door. She pushed down the handle and pulled it open, disappearing through the doorway. Her voice slipped into the room, a murmur too quiet to decipher. No doubt warning the noble to behave in the presence of the queen. Finally, she re-entered the room and stepped aside. “You are welcome to enter.”

“Thank you.” A deep male voice filtered in through the door, followed by the sound of soft footfalls. I caught a glimpse of the noble as he entered the room before invisible hands wrapped around my throat. An overwhelming aura washed over me. I bit back a gasp.

What… is that energy?


CHAPTER TWO

A foreign energy engulfed me, suffocated me. I took a deep breath, letting it spread through me, and exhaled slowly. Repeat. My muscles unclenched, that overwhelming aura releasing its hold on me, allowing me to relax.

I focused on the noble.

Standing taller than me by a few inches, he exuded the confidence of the upper class. The slightest hint of a smirk curled his lips, matching the arrogance I expected from most nobility. Loose black slacks with a long-sleeved white button-up shirt adorned his figure, while a pale purple clock fell to just below his waist, the only color in the ensemble aside from his eyes — a vibrant dark blue. His hair rivaled his shirt; straight, pale blond, nearly white, locks fell passed his shoulders.

He waved his right arm in front of his chest in a sweeping bow. “Thank you for seeing me, Your Majesty.”

Queen Miona nodded. “Thank you for coming forward about what you saw. Introduce yourself.”

The noble flashed her a smile as he inclined his head. “Of course. My name is Kieran Myst. I own a chain of restaurants which cater to… noble clientèle. I opened one of my restaurants here in the capital just moons ago and I arrived here but a few days ago to ensure things are running smoothly.”

A flicker of recognition crossed the queen’s expression. “Would that be the restaurent Mystic?”

“It would, Your Majesty.”

She let out a thoughtful hum. “I’ve contemplated visiting that restaurant.”

A flair of arrogance tainted Lord Kieran’s smile. “I would be delighted to have you visit.”

The queen glanced at Bea and I understood the unspoken communication between them. Confirm he arrived when he said he did. The best general never trusted someone on their word alone, nor did our queen; I’d learned that throughout the years.

Something about Lord Kieran drew my gaze towards him. An odd essence lingered around him, feeling out of place and yet so familiar. There’s no way. A sinking suspicion hit me. It couldn’t be, but I had to confirm. Frowning, I exhaled a slow breath and let my spirit reach out to him, testing the waters. His spirit pushed back. Startled, I bit the inside of my lip hard to stop my gasp, eyes widening a tad.

Is he… a spiritualist?

I hadn’t sensed another spiritualist in years. This noble… Was it possible? Did he have the same heritage as me?

My defenses immediately shot up, every inch of me on edge. If he truly was a spiritualist, we needed even more caution around him. Spiritualists hit themselves and with good reason, especially in the capital. I doubted any would come forward as a potential witness to a crime, even if the actually had seen the crime. Revealing themselves risked too much.

The queen sized him up. “Please, tell me what you saw.”

“Of course. After I left my restaurant last night, I was returning to the Kingly Inn where I’ve been staying these past few nights. As I passed nearby where the man was found this afternoon, I saw two men loitering. They looked like the drunken types -“ Kieren showed a disapproving frown. “Their words were slurred and they were yelling at a third person I couldn’t see, though I heard a male voice. The two of them weren’t exactly the kind of men I would expect to see in… civilized society.”

My eyes narrowed slightly. So he saw them, but didn’t do anything to stop it? That combined with him likely being a spiritualist had alarm bells ringing.

“I didn’t want to get involved, but I did tell the guard who was patrolling near the inn about it. As far as I know, he went to investigate.”

Of course. The big bad noble couldn’t get his hands dirty. Well, at least if he told the truth, he did something right.

Bea wore a deep frown — thoughtful, I realized. I imagined her reviewing the guard schedule in her mind to figure out which of her men patrolled the area last night. As if on command, she excused herself and exited into the hallway. She spoke to one of the guards, words muffled, but I knew without a doubt what they discussed. She wanted the guard found to corroborate the noble’s story.

The general would interrogate both Lord Kieran and the guard he claimed to warn.

“So after speaking with the guard, you returned to the inn?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. When I heard about the murder today and saw its location, I thought there might be a connection. That’s why I’ve come here.”

“I see.” Queen Miona sighed, attention flitting to Bea as she reentered the room. “Bea mentioned you believe you could identify the two men?”

“Yes. If I see or hear them again, I’m positive I could point them out to you.”

“Which would allow us to catch them and charge them for their crime…” The queen frowned thoughtfully.

I suppressed a grimace and looked away. They were going to ask him for help. I knew it and I didn’t like it. For brief moment, a thought crossed my mind. I should tell them my suspicions about him. I brushed the thought aside. No. I needed to get confirmation first. Approaching them because I believe to sense his true nature wouldn’t bode well; I wasn’t supposed to be sensing anything.

“Assuming the guard in question backs up your story, would you be willing to assist in capturing these men?”

A grimace flitted across my features. I know it. She was going to trust him and let him help with the investigation. My gaze shifted to the noble and I suppressed a frown, unsure what to think of him. His status as a spiritualist gave me a deep longing to believe and trust him. So rarely did I come across others like me that it instilled a sliver of trust in me. The larger part of me disagreed. Something about him unnerved me, sent an odd sensation coursing through my body, screaming, “He can’t be trusted!”

I was inclined to believe it.

Lord Kieran lowered his head in a curt bow. “I had planned to stay for another week, so I would be glad to assist.”

“Very well. We shall see what the guard has to say.”

On cue, a firm knock resounded on the door frame before a guard entered. He glanced at the general. “You summoned me, captain?” Without skipping a beat, he knelt on one knee before the queen and princess, only rising when the queen said, “At ease.”

“Yes.” Bea waved her hand towards Lord Kieran. “Have you seen this man before?”

Glancing at the noble, the guard nodded. “Yes, ma’am. He reported a disturbance last night about three people in an argument.”

Surprise hit me. Go figure. The noble actually told us the truth.

“You investigated?”

“Immediately after he reported it. When I arrived at the location, no one was there. I searched the surrounding area but didn’t find any evidence of the men he claimed he saw.”

Lord Kieran’s jaw clenched at the word claimed and I suppressed a laugh. Aw, the poor noble was being doubted!

“Claimed?” Lord Kieran inquired, tone so calm I wondered how much effort it took.

“I don’t mean to doubt anyone,” the guard assured him. “However, my search turned up nothing. If anything happened, they moved out of my immediate search area before I arrived.”

Bea frowned, then waved her hand towards the doorway. “Very well. Dismissed.”

Without another word, the guard turned and left.

Feeling inclined to offer my opinion, I said, “It’s possible it turned into a chase. The victim may have ran and hide from them until they finally found him again earlier today.” Each word I uttered hurt. Now I was giving ideas that supported what this foreign noble said?

“It’s possible,” Bea agreed. “It would explain why you saw the fight, milord, but the body wasn’t found until later.”

“Please let me know if you would like my help. I can extend my trip if necessary.”

Contemplative silence stretched until the queen nodded. “We would appreciate your help. Avalyn, please show Lord Kieran to one of our guest rooms. As he will be assisting us, there is no need for him to pay for lodging.”

Kieran showed us another sweeping bow. “That is very kind of you, Your Majesty. Thank you.”

I forced a smile as the queen’s words brought forth a sudden rush of anxiety. “Of course, Your Majesty.” My gaze snagged on the noble. “Please, follow me, milord.” As I strode passed him, the back of his hand brushed against mine, and a shock wave of power rattled me. The sensation stunned me for the briefest moment and my senses teetered on the edge of chaos.

A haze covered my eyes and I blinked two, three times before my vision focused. Contact broke and the sudden sensation faded as I stepped through the doorway, my senses completely on edge.

As my body recovered from the shock, I led the noble through the castle to one of our many guest rooms. With each passing moment, I hoped the investigation would wrap up quickly. The longer I spent around him, the more uneasy I became.

The slightest phantom pain lingered after the burst of energy and I frowned.

It’s true. He really is a spiritualist.

***

While I loved Princess Rena like the sister I never had, her constant complaining about missing the festival tested my patience. I exhaled a slow breath. “I understand the festival is only once a year, but there are two killers on the loose. We can’t risk your safety until Bea captures them.”

Three days. Bea spent three days searching the city with the foreign noble at her side. They hadn’t found a single trace of the men he saw. Lord Kieran’s words remained convincing. To my surprise, even Bea appeared to believe him. Rarely did she trust anyone outside of the royal family’s inner circle. Sometimes I swore she didn’t even trust me despite the almost two decades I’d spent here.

Bea instilled fear in the hearts of men and any criminal wise enough would flee before she found them. Her rank was won in a tournament in which she defeated dozens of other soldiers and came out as the winner. Her serving co-general was the last man she defeated in the tournament.

She was sixteen at the time.

“You know as well as I do the guards won’t let me out of their sight,” the princess insisted.

I wandered to the open window. “I mean no offense, but your presence will distract from their search.”

“She’s right, Your Highness.” Bea’s voice drifted into the library. “The sooner we catch these men, the sooner you will be able to rejoin the festivities.”

Rena sighed irritably. “The last of the festivities are tonight!”

Lord Kieran’s aura reached out to me then. His presence overtook the room. I refused to turn around, already knowing he’d arrived with Bea. He’d become entirely too comfortable wandering the castle these past few days.

Bea sighed. “The fireworks.”

Of course. The sky darkened beyond the window. The fireworks signaled the end of the festival and the end of summer. Rena’s favorite summer activity.

I turned, unsurprised to see Bea and Lord Kieran just inside the doorway. “What about the hill?”

Bea’s expression turned contemplative and she paced from side to side. “I might be able to arrange that. You can watch the fireworks from up here on the hill. You won’t need to go to the city, and the view is better from up here as is.” Bea spun on her heel, facing the princess. “Would watching the fireworks from the hill be acceptable?”

Rena flashed a excited smile. “That would be perfect!”

“I’ll arrange it for you and your parents now. Please come outside shortly.” Bea exited the library, her sudden departure leaving us alone with Lord Kieran bar the guard outside the room.

I didn’t trust him.

Grabbing the book I’d started reading off a table, I slid it back onto its shelf. “Shall we go outside then, princess? We could see the last of the parade.”

Rena followed suit, returning her book. “Yes, let’s go.” She walked passed the noble without a second glance.

I approached, forcing a smile. “Please excuse us.”

“Of course.” He smirked and something in his expression slid chills down my spine. “I wouldn’t want to get in your way.”

Bullshit. The thought hit without warning, but I didn’t question it. Everything about his presence her put me on edge, as if some ulterior motive brought us to us. Without proof, I couldn’t do anything, and so I followed after Rena outside the csatle.

A soft breeze caressed my skin, the sensation soothing my tension. Guards set up chairs and a table, adorning the latter’s surface with some drinks and snacks. Queen Miona and King Frederick stood there, waiting for us.

I gestured towards the new outdoor setup. “Your daughter is quite stubborn.” I flashed a smile, ensuring they knew I spoke in jest.

The queen let out a soft laugh. “Yes, she can be quite stubborn about getting what she wants.”

The guards moved away from the seating area, drawing my gaze. Six chairs. Why six? The king and queen, the princess, their adviser and our tutor — Professor Sarlto — and me. The truth hit me and I grimaced. Of course. Lord Kieran, a noble and royal guest. They couldn’t get away with not allowing him to join.

His presence appeared behind me. My lips formed a tight line and I took my seat diagonally behind the princess, suppressing my disdain when Lord Kieran sat beside me, separating me from the professor. With us all in such close proximity, I wondered if the royal family had noticed what he was. Had the king or princess sensed his odd aura like I had? Probably not. They suppressed their abilities far too much to understand what they sensed, assuming they noticed anything at all.

“During the last of the festivities after the fireworks, please search one more time,” the queen urged. “Most people should be outside to celebrate the end of the festival.”

Bea nodded. “Of course. Lord Kieran and I will patrol one more time, if that is alright with you, milord?” The tiniest hint of distaste tainted her voice. So she did have issues with him after all.

“That sounds perfect.”

My self-control snapped and I couldn’t keep my knowledge to myself anymore. “You —“

Loud whistling filled the air as the first firework shot up from the city, drowning out my words. It exploded against the backdrop of the starry sky, unleashing a flurry of bountiful colors. Vibrant specks lit up the horizon, more following in intricate patterns.

Princess Rena grinned and clapped her hands together as she watched the fireworks. At the sight of the young woman so happy, my attempt to confess what I knew about our guest died. I wouldn’t ruin this for her.

Minutes passed with only the whistling and exploding of fireworks to fill the silence.

“Mother, can I go into the city to watch the concert?”

I grimaced. Now she wanted to see that as well?

Queen Miona shook her head. “The music travels. You can listen from up here, but I cannot allow you to endanger yourself.”

But it’s not the same, I could almost hear the princess say.

Princess Rena gave in with surprisingly little argument. She exhaled a sigh and rose from her seat, stepping forward to the table. Grabbing a glass, she sipped her drink, gaze locked on the show taking place in the sky. The glass clinked as she set it down.

We enjoyed the fireworks for a few more minutes before Rena took a few more steps forward. “I’ll be back!” She broke into a run, her form disappearing down the hill towards the city.

I launched from my seat and reached out as fast as I could. As I missed her wrist by inches, I cursed under my breath. “Rena!”

Unlike me, Bea didn’t suppress her swear.

“Rena, please wait —“ The king’s words fell on deaf ears and coughs shook his shoulders.

Panic surged through my chest. “I’ll bring her back.” I bolted after the princess, almost stumbling on my way down the hill. Her slim form headed straight for the main street. If she made it there, she’d disappear into the swarms of people. “Princess, wait!”

I nimbly dodged between people, but I was too slow. The princess vanished into the crowd. I followed, scowling, until someone backstepped into my path. I slammed into them and stumbled back.

“Watch out,” the person snarled. They shoved me away and knocked me off balance.

My back connected with the ground, the back of my head slamming against the cobblestone. Bright colors erupted in my vision — sparkling lights almost similar to the fireworks in the sky. Splitting pain accompanied them. Rena.

Biting back a pained cry, I scrambled to my feet. My head throbbed as I maneuvered around the group of people. Glancing around frantically, I tried to catch a glimpse of the princess’ white gown. Nowhere. I headed further in the direction I swore she’d gone.

Nothing. Nothing at all.

I kept going.

My subconscious led me to the stage where the musicians finished the preparations for their concert, an event that would start after the fireworks. No sign of Rena. I couldn’t imagine she’d have gone anywhere else.

“No, no, no… Where is she?”

Unable to give up, I searched. Dodging between the many people who lined the streets, the ones who cheered as more entertainment shot into the sky. I flinched, the noise aggravating my splitting headache. Eventually I came upon the end of the crowd, where it thinned out until I found myself alone in an empty street.

Still no princess.

Fear constricted my chest, fear of disappointing the people who raised me, and of what might happen to Rena. Never before had such a paralyzing sensation plagued me and I stood frozen, staring down the empty street.

No.

How could I face the royal family if I returned without her?


CHAPTER THREE

I stood in front of the door to Queen Miona’s meeting chambers. My legs turned to lead. How could I tell the royal family I couldn’t find their daughter? I was her attendant; Rena was my responsibility first and foremost. How could I ever look them in the eyes and give them the news?

Voices drifted through the wooden door.

“They should be back soon, shouldn’t they?” Hearing the queen, I flinched. Her confidence in my ability to bring her daughter back tightened the knot in my gut.

“I’m sure they will be, Your Majesty.” Bea. Disappointing them both would wreck me.

“I understand Rena’s frustration… It’s only natural considering the situation.”

At the sound of the ill king’s voice, my heart broke, shattering into tiny pieces. My need to be truthful to him overpowered my doubt and fear, even as my throat clenched. I knocked on the door, opened it, and forced my legs to move. “Your Majesty, Your Highness —“ They turned to face me and hesitation struck me until I forced out, “I was unable to find the princess. She disappeared into the crowd.”

A soft chuckle came from my left. “She must be sneaky, that one.”

I winced. Lord Kieran stood in the room with them. Couldn’t he just leave? After the surge of power I’d felt when his hand brushed against mine, his presence unnerved me more than it had before. He puzzled me, his reasons for his presence unclear, but I didn’t dare ask about his heritage. I would stay away from him and hope he’d disappear from our lives soon.

My head throbbed from the hard impact with the ground earlier.

“You couldn’t find her?” Shock slapped the queen’s face before she frowned. “You’re supposed to look after her.”

Each word stabbed into me like a knife. I balled a hand into a fist behind my back, nails digging into my palm, anything to distract from the mental anguish. “I know,” I said, ducking my head. “I’m sorry.”

The queen fell silent, a fact which hurt more than her words.

“She will come back.” King Frederick stated. “She’s just upset. Once she has had time to think, she’ll return, just like the other time.”

His words twisted the knives in my heart, reminding me of the other time I’d failed, when she’d chosen to go gallivanting on her eighteenth birthday to prove a point.

Hoarse coughs shook the king’s shoulders. “She… will likely watch the concert, perhaps even the last of the fireworks afterwards, then return.”

My gaze slid towards Kieran. Normally, the common folk weren’t allowed to see the severity of King Frederick’s illness. Another exception for this foreigner. I supposed the situation called for dire circumstances.

Bea narrowed her eyes at me.

“I’m sorry —“ I flinched, words spewing automatically. “I-I’m so sorry. —“

“Enough.” Queen Miona raised her hand. “Bea, I want every available guard patrolling. Find my daughter. Lord Kieran, I appreciate your assistance, however, I would like some time with my husband now. Avalyn —“ She looked with sharp disappointment. “Either search for my daughter or return to your chambers. I don’t want to deal with you right now.”

“Right away, Your Majesty.” Bea brushed passed me, disappearing into the hall.

“I understand. It’s an honor to help and thank you for allowing me to stay here. Good night.” Lord Kieran gave a formal bow before striding away.

I flinched, not sure if from the stabbing headache or the metaphorical knife ripping through my chest.

King Frederick regarded me with concern and I wondered if he’d noticed something was wrong.

The urge to apologize died in my throat. I lowered my head, muttering a soft, “I understand.” With that, I turned away from the king’s apologetic expression and took my leave.

Go to my room or search for the princess? That was no question.

My path followed the burgundy carpet on the floor, heading towards the castle’s entrance. The large double-doors, shaped like an oval towards the tops with intricate inscriptions, acted as the last line of defense for the castle. Heavy and non-flammable; it would take a small army to break through. I exited the castle.

A breeze caressed me, the sensation bringing me to a brief pause to bask in the sensation that tickled my skin. An otherworldly feeling graced me, mending the ache in my heart. A spirit, offering me comfort. Despite the severity of the situation, I couldn’t stop a small smile and a whispered, “Thank you.”

“Talking to yourself?” Startled, I whirled around, coming face-to-face with Lord Kieran. “You realize most people would question your sanity..?”

Lord Kieran stepped out of the doorway, sauntering towards me.

“But you don’t?” The momentary peace dispersed and my muscles clamped up as I found myself alone with him, polite facade dropping. “Tell me, what does that make you then?”

He waved his hand dismissively, sporting a sly smirk. “What I am is hardly relevant. Besides, aren’t you here to search for the princess? Perhaps it will get you in the queen’s good graces again.”

Stab. I grimaced, cursing myself for lowering my guard so he could hit me with an emotional blow. “I’m not doing this to get in her good graces.” I spun on my heel.

“Would you like me to help you search?”

The question caught me off guard. He wanted to help me? I considered his offer before shaking my head. “No thank you. It would hardly be right of me to ask a guest for assistance.” I flashed him a forced smile over my shoulder. “Please don’t worry about it.”

The noble called after me. “Do be careful. You’re bleeding.”

I headed down the path, approaching the city. At his words, I touched my fingertips to the back of my head. Flinching, I pulled my fingers away and saw red. Bad, but a problem for later; I wouldn’t bleed to death. Continuing down the path, I reentered the busy streets. Most of the crowd now centered around the concert stage.

He could have helped. I knew it, but the fact was simple — I didn’t trust Lord Kieran and refused to have him assist in my task. I tolerated him for the queen’s sake, nothing more. My task, my rules.

Music blasted through the streets while I searched, irritating the ache in my head further. The loud, upbeat songs were the worst, while the slow and somber ones heightened my worry.

Rena… Where are you?

My search near the stage led to nothing. Rena was smart — she would have expected us to look for her there, but where else could she have gone? Somewhere with a view of the stage?

I eyed the rooftops near the stage and frowned. A few people sat up high, but none I recognized. Still no sign of her.

“Hey, girl,” a man drawled as I headed down an emptier street. “What’s you doin’ alone..?” He pushed himself to his feet, wobbled, then collapsed to his knees when he tried to step towards me. “Fuck!”

A sour smell drifted towards me and my nose scrunched. Alcohol. The man reeked of it. I gave him a wide berth and continued down the street. He wouldn’t follow me, not when he couldn’t even take a single step. Too intoxicated. Even if he could walk, I doubted he’d manage a run.

The music dulled the further I walked. The silence opened my mind up to concentration. Where would Rena go?

A soft tug on the sleeve of my dress yanked me out of my thoughts. “Miss..?”

I blinked and turned.

A boy, perhaps five or six years old, stood beside me, garbed in a stained red shirt and shorts with disheveled brown hair. He grasped my loose sleeve lightly and stared up at me.

I knelt down to his level. “What is it?” A boy his age shouldn’t wander around at night alone, safe or not, festival or no festival. My muscles clenched, anticipating something horrible.

“You… You live in the castle, right?”

“I do.” I tilted my head slightly, forcing a smile. “Why?”

The boy fidgeted and reached into his pocket. Coins clanked together and he showed them to me as he withdrew them. Five silver.

My eyes widened. How did he..?

Way more money than a child should ever have. “Where did you get that?”

“Some men gave it… I saw the princess with them.” He looked away.

Color drained from my face. “The princess? Are you sure?”

“I- I think so.” He frowned thoughtfully. “She was sleeping.”

Sleeping? No, that wasn’t likely. Unconscious. Oh no. It was a pay off. They expected the boy not to tell anyone what he saw.

“Where did you see them?”

The boy hesitated. “They said not to tell…” He looked up at me. “But I can tell you, right? ‘Cause you’re from the castle?”

I forced the most sincere smile I could muster while anxiously awaiting the information. “Of course. You can tell me.”

He nodded firmly once, decision made. “They were there -“ The boy pointed behind me, adding, “Three streets that way.”

Close to one of the city exits, I realized. I shot to my feet. “Thank you. Telling me was a good thing.” I turned.

“What about these?”

His words halted me and I glanced over. He still held the coins in his small hands, eyes brimming with curiosity. Money. He understood it was money but I doubted he realized how much.

Five silver, the equivalent of 125 copper.

“Keep it.” I smiled at him. “You deserve it for telling me about the princess.”

Bright blue eyes lit up at my words. “Thank you, miss! Thank you!” He grinned, shoved the coins back into his pocket, and took off running towards the concert.

I hurried in the opposite direction. Third street on the left. Reaching it, I slowed my pace, putting effort into lightening my steps. I should have called for some guards. None were close, though, and if I waited too long, the men might escape the city. With the princess.

Distant male voices caught my attention. My eyes narrowed and I headed towards the voices, my determination beating out the hesitance and fear that lingered within me.

“That was easier than I thought it’d be. She came ‘ight to us!”

A deep laugh echoed in the street. “He said it wouldn’t be a problem. C’mon, let’s get outta here.”

I peeked around the corner of a stone building, hand brushing against the harsh texture for balance. Three men stood near a wall. The princess rested on the ground, leaned against the same wall, head hanging forward, body limp. Unconscious.

My heart sank. So that was why I couldn’t find her. They must have hidden, waiting for the right moment to escape the city with her. And I had no one to help me save her. Damn it. Maybe I should have accepted the noble’s offer after all.

“We’ve gotta wait for Jal.” One of the crossed his arms over his chest, leaning his back against the wall. “He ain’t back yet.”

Something nagged at me, as if something tried to warn me.

The second man scoffed. “Well, he’d better hurry his ass up.”

Wait, a fourth man? Oh no.

“We’ve got a spy!” The voice boomed from behind me. I spun around. Calloused hands grasped my upper arms and I gasped, attempting to wrench free. His grip tightened.

He glared at me through dark eyes. Unshaved and unkempt, he looked like someone for hire. Yanking me out from behind the wall and towards the three other men, he scowled. “Now what?”

The man against the wall eyed me, eyebrow raised. “The attendant, aren’t you? Tch. How predictable.” He gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Dispose of her.”

The man who captured me flashed a crooked smile. “Nighty night, sweetheart.”

A sharp pain erupted at the base of my neck before I had the chance to scream. My legs turned to mush and I collapsed, barely registering myself hitting the ground as he let go, my eyes falling shut. Darkness erupted around me, luring me in.

What will happen to me and Rena?

Everything went black.


CHAPTER FOUR

“Move." Someone commanded with a firm undertone in their distinctly feminine voice. Familiar. “Get out of the way!”

What’s… going on?

My head thudded, a constant drum of pain. The rhythmic beats plagued me and I voiced a soft whimper. Someone touched my wrist. On instinct, I parted my lips but no words came. Willing my body to obey proved too difficult. My eyes wouldn’t open, leaving me trapped in the darkness.

“Brickson, Jole, take her back to the castle. The rest of you, search the area. The princess must be nearby.”

Princess?

The word sparked memories. Someone had knocked me out. Kidnappers? With great effort I brought the memories forth. Kidnappers — they took Rena. I needed to tell them what had happened.

Someone lifted me, one arm under my knees and the other under my shoulders. Pain shot down my neck and I whimpered again. Conscious thoughts dispersed.

Darkness claimed me again.

***

My neck ached.

A groggy haze settled over my mind. Something soft rested underneath me and another lay over me. A quilt? A bed? My eyes fluttered open and I grimaced when bright sunshine blinded me, filtering through the window. Shielding my face with one hand, I planted my other hand firmly on the mattress and pushed myself upright.

Where..?

I blinked once, twice, until the fog blocking my gaze disappeared. Flinching as I craned my neck, I surveyed my surroundings. A large closet, crafted of fine elm wood, a desk and a chair, and right next to me, a bedside table. My room. I lowered my hand and stared at the small table. On top of it rested a clear glass of water.

My tongue trailed over my bottom lip and I suddenly realized how thirsty I was. I grabbed the glass and downed half the contents in two gulps. The liquid slid down my throat, soothing along the way. Inhaling deeply, I raised the glass to my lips again. Once the cool surface touched my lips, I paused.

The princess.

Memories flooded back to me. Rena running off, me searching for her, finding her and the kidnappers, then being knocked out. Vague recollections followed. A woman’s voice, someone lifting me up…

Bea and her guards?

I set the glass on the table with a soft thud and forced myself out of bed. My legs wobbled and I gripped the table for support. When I finally got my bearings straight, I wasted no time in leaving the room. The others didn’t know; I needed to tell them what I’d found out.

My body acted on its own, leading my straight to Queen Miona’s audience chamber. Anyone important would gather there while guards combed the city for the missing princess.

The door to the audience chamber stood ajar at the end of the hallway. Rushing forward, I tapped my knuckles on the door frame three times in quick succession, then slipped through the doorway. “Your Majesty. Please forgive the interruption. The princess —“

“— Is still missing,” Bea finished, standing with her arms crossed, lips curled in a permanent frown. “I see you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

My unkempt brown hair tickled my shoulders as I shook my head. “That isn’t important. The princess was kidnapped.”

Shock painted the queen’s expression. “What? Are you certain?”

“Yes. I found her unconscious with four men and overhead them talking about leaving.” I reached up and gingerly touched the back of my neck, grimacing as the slight pressure caused discomfort where they’d struck me. “They spotted me before I could alert anyone else and knocked me out.”

“You shouldn’t have gotten so close without backup.” Bea narrowed her eyes. “If you would have come to us first —“

Frustration hit me. “They would have already left the city,” I ground the words out through clenched teeth. “They were near the exit. I didn’t have time to call for help.”

“And because of you, they were able to take her.”

Bea’s words stung as if she’d slapped me. “I —“ My eyes burned with unshed tears. I swallowed hard, collecting myself. “There were no guards nearby; most were in the center of town at the festival.”

Standing straighter, Bea turned to face me. “Are you saying my men are at fault?”

I faltered beneath her stare. “I —“

“Please, that’s enough.”

Noticing the king’s presence for the first time since entering the room, I ducked my head. “I apologize, Your Majesty.”

King Frederick offered a slow, dismissive way. “Apologies are unnecessary. Please, both of you calm down. The more we fight amongst ourselves, the farther away they get.”

His words penetrated the hurt and frustration clouding my mind. He was right. How could we waste time arguing when danger lurked around the corner? We needed to find the princess.

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Bea loosed her defensive posture, shoulders no longer as tight. “That was foolish of me.”

The king stared at me, fatigue marring his already illness-stricken features. “Avalyn, tell us what happened.”

I nodded. “While searching, a boy recognized me as someone from the castle and approached me. A man gave him five silver to keep quiet because he’d seen them with the princess. The boy pointed me in the right direction. I found three men and the princess, but before I could do anything, a fourth man knocked me unconscious.”

“Five silver?” Bea frowned. “A simple kidnapper wouldn’t have that kind of money. What did the man who paid the boy look like?”

Oh no. My throat clenched. I hadn’t asked. The boy would’ve told me. “I didn’t ask. I wanted to find the princess before they escaped the city.”

Bea gritted her teeth, anger flashing in her eyes. “That is vital information.”

“If those men were hired, the person behind this could have given them extra money as a precaution.”

“No.” The queen took a deep breath, showing cracks in her composure. “No one would give hired thugs that kind of money just in case. They could have taken it and left without completing their mission.”

“So maybe whoever hired them was here to keep an eye on them.” I ran a hand through my hair, untangling knots along the way. My gaze slid across the room. King Frederick, Queen Miona, Bea…

Where was the noble?

“Where’s Lord Kieran?”

Queen Miona blinked, befuddled by the question. “Lord Kieran? I’m not sure…”

My heart sank, a suspicion hitting me harder than Bea’s words ever had. “He’s a visiting noble, right?” I stared pointedly at Bea. “Where is he?”

Understanding dawned in her eyes and she turned towards the guard by the door. “Give the word. Locate Lord Kieran, immediately.” Bea scowled. “He’s been playing us all along. He would easily have the money to pay off the child and he said himself he was only visiting.”

“Then are the men he claimed committed the murder innocent?”

“Not entirely. Lord Kieran joined me during my search last night and we found them. It doesn’t appear they were connected to that crime, but we’re in the process of linking them to others. If Lord Kieran is involved in this mess, he must have targeted them because it added credibility to his story.”

Wrong criminals or not, at least he’d done something right while here.

I remembered the distrust I’d felt towards Lord Kieran from the moment I’d first laid eyes on him. Unease, skepticism, and the sensation when his hand brushed against mine. The royal family deserved the truth of what I know.

A deep frown twisted my lips. “I think —“ Hesitance stopped me in my tracks.

“What is it, Avalyn?” King Frederick coughed into his hand, shoulders shaking. The fit passed and he stared at me questioningly.

“I’m not positive, but…” I bit my lip. “I think he might be a spiritualist.”

Those simple words thickened the tension in the air. The kind and queen exchanged a glance. “Why do you think that?”

“I’ve had an odd feeling I couldn’t explain since he arrived. But the other day, his hand brushed against mine. I felt power. Subdued, maybe. I believe he was purposefully hiding his aura.” Not entirely truthful, but it justified why I hadn’t said anything. The power I’d felt was anything but subdued.

Queen Miona looked at her husband.

The king shook his head. “I couldn’t sense anything.”

Of course not. For so many years he suppressed his abilities, hiding them, never using them. Now with his illness affecting him so severely, it was no wonder he hadn’t noticed it.

“Could her highness’ heritage be the reason for her kidnapping?” Bea eyed me and the royal family. Few people knew of the spiritualistic genes that lingered in the royal family’s bloodline. As their general, Bea was someone who received that knowledge in case of problems relating to it, though they hid the fact from the general populous.

“It’s unlikely,” Queen Miona stated. “Why not take Avalyn as well, if it was about spiritualists?”

I pressed my lips into a tight line, understanding her point. They’d knocked me out; I couldn’t have defended myself if they decided to kidnap me as well. Was Lord Kieran’s existence as a spiritualist a coincidence?

A guard stepped through the doorway, expression grim, and bowed his head. “Pardon the interruption. General, Lord Kieran is gone.”

Eerie silence lingered in the room. Bea twisted to face the lower-ranked soldier, a dangerous glint sparking in her eyes. I took an unconscious step back. In the seventeen years since she’d taken the position of general, I’d witnessed that look, now, exactly three times. It never ended well.

“What do you mean, he’s gone?” Bea slammed her hand on the table. “Has he left the city? Did the gate guards see him leave?”

The poor guard nodded and bowed his head. “Yes, ma’am. Guards confirmed he left the city around three this morning.”

Three. It couldn’t have been later than eight when I began my second search for the princess.

Bea muttered under her breath, before stating, “What more do we know about Lord Kieran?”

“He’s a self-made noble,” I offered, frowning as something nagged at me.

“He mentioned residences in Lerulmor and Frenu, and some smaller villages,” Bea added. “What else?”

“His restaurants.” My eyes grew wide in realization. “The restaurant, that’s it! He opened the restaurant Mystic here a few moons ago.”

Queen Miona looked to Bea. “Can you investigate? Perhaps the staff there knows something.”

“Absolutely, Your Majesty. If nothing else, the staff should have some information on where we can find him. If we find him, we can find the princess.” Bea’s gaze flitted to me. “Avalyn, come with me. The princess talks to you more than any of us. I want to see if anything that is mentioned rings a bell for you. If she communicated with them about her heritage, her status, anything.”

The knot in my chest loosened a tad. We had a lead. Once we knew where to go, we’d travel there and find the princess. Nothing would stop us, not with Bea leading the charge. “When do we leave?”

Bea raised an eyebrow as she adjusted her right gauntlet and strode towards the door. “Right now.”

I followed wordlessly.

Wait for us, Rena.


CHAPTER FIVE

The post-festival crowd carried on without knowledge of the princess’ current circumstances. Only Rena’s parents, some guards, and the most trusted members of the royal family’s staff knew about her kidnapping. No one wanted to alarm the citizens. We needed to retrieve her without a fuss, before everyone uncovered the truth.

The sun beat down on my back with unrelenting heat, the golden orb almost cheery despite current events, mocking us. I crushed those thoughts and stared at the building towering in front of me.

Built with large azure and gray stones, the building differed greatly from the smaller shops in the street. The restaurant stood taller than most of the single-floor stores around it. Two stories, I estimated, perhaps even a bit higher than that. Massive arched windows filtered the light into the restaurant on either side of the double-doors. A golden archway framed the entrance, standing out against the dark wooden door and its intricate engravings. A burgundy carpet led up three short steps to the door.

Situation aside, I found myself in awe. Definitely rich clientèle.

I followed Bea into the restaurant. “He didn’t spare any expenses, did he?”

Bea said nothing and turned towards a man who approached from our left. “Unfortunately, we’re not open until six —“ He halted with a frown when his gaze landed on Bea. “General, can I help you in some way?

“Yes. I would like to speak to Egan Filibur.”

While Bea asked after the restaurant manager whose name she’d dug up, I glanced around the reception room. Why create these restaurants only to kidnap the princess? The question lingered in my mind. I shook my head, sighing in relief as the motion banished the thought. Questioning wouldn’t help. We needed the right information to find him.

“He’s in his office. Please, follow me.”

We obeyed, heading through the next room where chefs filled a kitchen which rivaled the reception room in size. Delicious scents filled the room. A spiced, simmering broth assaulted my senses and I swallowed, suddenly hungry. Letting them continue to prep food varying from dicing vegetables to making fresh doughs, we exited the other side of the kitchen and crossed a hallway into a smaller room.

“Sir, the general wants to speak to you.”

A man at a desk looked up from the papers in front of him. “Thank you, Marc. That will be all. General.” The lines in his aging face thickened when he smiled and stood. “What brings you here?”

The two guards who followed us in stepped aside to let Marc leave, then closed in, blocking the doorway. I crossed my arms and fought against discomfort. Trapped, locked in a room with an unhappy Bea, exit blocked by two men under her employ.

“I have some questions about your employer.”

Something about Egan’s expression changed, his smile tightening. “My employer? Why are you curious about him?”

Bea’s stare hardened. “That’s none of your concern.”

“I’m sorry. You’re right, it’s none of my business. Please, what do you want to know?”

“Your employer’s name is Kieran Myst, correct? Where else does he have restaurants?”

“Yes, that’s right. He has a few smaller locations, but his prized restaurants are here, in Frenu, and in Lerulmor.” The corners of his lips tweaked downward. “May I ask why —“

“Bea ignored him. “Where does he live?”

Egan blinked. “Where he lives? Why —“

“Answer the question.”

I flinched at the amount of hostility in her words. Even though she didn’t direct it at me, hearing it refreshed the always underlying fear of Bea. She commanded a mixture of respect and fear throughout the kingdom and would crush anyone she wanted.

The restaurant manager stared at her before sighing. “He usually travels from city to city, visiting each of his restaurants. He never stays in one place for long.”

“Where does he spend the most time?”

Doubt flicked across Egan’s expression. “I really feel I should know why you’re asking before I give you more information.”

Bea stepped forward and placed her hands on the desk, leaning forward. “Mr. Filibur, I understand that you’re loyal to your employer. However, doubting my intentions will not make things easier for you.”

Uh-oh.

He met her stare with unwavering confidence. Any fear he felt, he hid. “The information you’re asking for is private.”

“You said he travels. All I asked is where he spends most of his time. All you’ll be doing by telling is making my job of finding him easier. I could just as easily send representatives to every location he owns.”

Downhill. I saw the situation spiraling out of control, on the verge of crashing. He’d clam up and lock away the information we needed. It was only a matter of time before she threatened incarceration. He’d never offer information if she headed down that route.

Damn it. She’s letting her anger blind her.

“Why are you looking for him?”

“That’s confidential —“

“Just to speak with him,” I interrupted, praying her anger wouldn’t shift to me.

“Avalyn —“ Bea spun around, eyes narrowed.

“Nothing more.” I kept my chin held high, gaze focused on the restaurant manager. “He was aiding the investigation into the crime that was committed here some days ago. We need to ask him a few more questions about it. Nothing serious.”

His skeptic expression remained. “Then why does this feel like an interrogation?”

A slow breath allowed my tense muscles to loosen. “Forgive us. Bea takes her position very seriously and sometimes takes things to far, even when the situation doesn’t call for it.” I flashed my most sincere smile at him and released a soft laugh, even as I felt myself digging a hole. “I really do apologize for that.”

Bea gritted her teeth and glared at me. “You —“

A distinctly male chuckle cut her off and she turned back towards Egan. The older man focused on me for the first time since our arrival. His shoulders shook lightly as his laugh slowly died out.

“I see.” Egan grinned, flashing white teeth. “I understand. I take my job very seriously, as well, so I can relate. Except my job depends on me being more… hospitable.” He leaned back into his cushioned desk chair. “So you want to know where he is now?”

“Yes.” A smile found its way to Bea’s face, expression tense beneath the facade.

“He did mention that he saw a disturbance.” Egan drummed his fingers on his wooden desk. “Like I said before, my employer spends most of his time traveling… However, I believe he was heading to Lerulmor after leaving today. If you’d like to speak with him, you’ll be most likely to find him there.” His gaze snagged on me before he redirected it towards Bea.

An odd sensation washed over me. Something in my gut clenched, then twisted, filling my body with distrust. Something wasn’t right. I stared at him but found nothing odd in his expression. Egan looked calm. Perhaps too calm?

Is he… lying?

What reason would he have for lying?

“How long was he here?” Bea’s words yanked me from my thoughts.

A thoughtful frown crossed Egan’s features. “About half a moon, I’d say. He timed his visit so he’d be here for the festival.”

Of course he did. The additional traffic of travelers during the festival made a perfect cover.

“And you’re certain he’s traveling to Lerulmor?” Bea’s hostility died down a tad.

Anxiety coursed through my veins. I’d interrupted her interrogation; she wouldn’t take kindly to that.

“Yes, he’ll be stayed there for several weeks. Rumor has it there will be some famous guest visiting the restaurant. He wants to be there to ensure everything goes smoothly.”

“I see.” Bea took a step back, nodding. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

The general believed his story. Was my distrust misplaced?

“Not at all. I’m happy to help.” Egan smiled at us. “Please, feel free to visit anytime. I’d love to serve our kingdom’s rulers.”

“Perhaps we will. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Bea spun around. The two guards stepped aside to let her pass between them.

I glanced at Egan, frowning, before heading after her. The lack of trust stayed, a persistent nagging, and I couldn’t help but latch onto it. I believed it. Something he said was a lie. The city Kieran was traveling to? Or… had Kieran snuck back into the capital?

What was I thinking? The general could read people better than I ever would.

Following Bea out of the restaurant, my muscles tensed in anticipation of what I knew came next.

“What were you thinking?” Bea cast a glare over her shoulder. “You were supposed to be a silence observer, not a participant. You could have ruined everything.”

I flinched, but gathered every ounce of my courage and forced out, “I got us the information we needed. You were making him clam up. If you’d kept going, we wouldn’t have gotten anywhere.”

Bea came to an abrupt stop and half-turned to face me. “I’m going to gather some troops and we’re going to Lerulmor to find the princess. You’re staying here.” Hostility laced the last few words, leaving no room for discussion.

I blanched, my distrust vanishing to make place for pure disbelief. “But I —“

“You’re a liability. Your impulses will ruin everything we’re working towards. The princess comes first.”

Words failed me. My throat clenched as if hands wrapped around it and squeezed. Her words penetrated my mind and I blinked, eyes stinging. Whatever remained of my willpower kept the tears from falling.

Bea’s gaze softened. “I understand that you mean well and want to save the princess, but in this case, you need to stay here. We’ll be in hostile territory and you’ll be out of your element. Stay here, wait for us to come back.” She paused, then added, “Thank you for your help.”

Silence stretched for a moment before I inclined my head. “When will you leave?” Even as I outwardly accepted her terms, the depths of my mind created a plan, defying what Bea expected of me.

“Before sunset.”

I would unearth the truth.

***

Watching Bea and hear team leave hurt. As she’d said, they departed before sunset, leaving her co-general in charge of the city. I’d tried one last time to convince the general to let me join them. She remained firm and unrelenting in her decision, giving me no choice in the matter.

“Please bring my daughter home,” the ill king had told her.

Bea swore she would. I wanted nothing more than to relieve King Frederick of his burden. The fact that I couldn’t pained me. Still, I hoped enacting my plan would help. The more I thought about Egan’s words, the more I became convinced he’d lied to us. I didn’t know why, or about what exactly, yet every fiber of my being insisted on it.

A pale waning moon hovered in the sky, replacing where the sun shone brightly earlier. Illuminating the city with its spectral rays, the partial orb guided me to my destination. The hem of my blue dress brushed against my ankles. That soft touch mixed with the caress of a cool breeze sent shivers down my spine.

I stopped in front of the restaurant. Light shone through the windows and the double doors stood open to allow guests entry. After six, the restaurant now served its clientèle. I adjusted my shawl. Icy claws trailed along my arms, filling me with anxiety. My chest clenched.

There’s no turning back now.

Ignoring the part of me that wanted to turn back, I stepped forward. The soft carpet led me into the reception room and the same man who’d greeted us that morning approached me.

“Good evening and welcome, do you have a reservation —“ Recognition flicked across his face, followed by a practiced smile. “You were with the general this morning, yes?”

“Yes.” I showed him a matching smile. “I was hoping I might be able to speak to Mr. Filibur for a few more minutes.”

“I see.” His eyes shown with curiosity. “I’m afraid we’re rather busy this evening —“ He stepped over to a tall stand, flicking through what must’ve been the guest book. “However, I will see if he can spare some time. Please, wait here.”

His form disappeared behind the door to the kitchen and I used that time to glance around the reception room. Two more double doors stood opposite the entrance, these ones closed, presumably leading into the dining room. On either side of the doors, a grand staircase curved along the walls up to the second floor. Velvet carpet covered the center of the staircases, trailing up the wooden steps, and gold lined the railing.

If anything, Kieran does know how to cater to the upper class.

I turned just in time to see Egan approach me.

“What a pleasant surprise.” He beamed at me. “I heard you want to speak with me again and I assumed the co-general would be with you, but I was mistaken. You’re here alone?”

“Yes.” My gut twisted painfully and I forced a smile to mask my discomfort. “Could we talk —“

“In private?” His oddly friendly smile stayed in place. “Of course. Let’s go to my office.”

We took the familiar path through the kitchen, where the chefs cooked for the guests. Delicious scents struck me. Herbs, vegetables, meats; the smells danced in the air and I found myself starving. The head chef shouted out orders and I flinched. The noise differed so much from the usually quiet castle I lived in. I knew which I preferred.

A soft sigh slipped passed my lips as we entered the office, no longer plagued by yells and banging dishes.

Egan grinned at me as if picking up on my relief, and settled in the chair behind his desk. “Please, take a seat. Tell me, what would you like to know?”

Hesitation coursed through me, but I pushed passed it and lowered myself into the chair in front of the desk. “Thank you.” One corner of my mouth twitched upwards. “I wanted to talk to you about the conversation we had earlier.”

Egan leaned back in his chair, threading his fingers together. “What about it? I thought we covered everything.”

“I’m aware of that, but…” My words failed me. How could I question him about a lie without sounding accusatory? Bea wouldn’t care, I realized. She would accuse regardless of the consequences.

“Hmm?” His expression never lost its perfectly patient look. “Well?”

Bea’s influence pushed its way out of my subconscious. “You lied about Kieran’s whereabouts, didn’t you?” The urge to apologize hit me the moment the words left my mouth. My lips parted to apologize. When I caught a glimpse of Egan’s face, the words died before I could make a sound.

Egan’s face split into a slow grin, not at all appearing offended by my question. “You’ve been keeping that in all day, haven’t you?”

I didn’t answer.

He tilted his head, eyeing me curiously and chuckling. “You’re not part of the army. Instead… You’re Princess Rena’s attendant, are you not?”

“I am.” Lying about it served no purpose. I preferred honesty unless a dire situation arose. My shawl dropped to my elbows as I rolled my shoulders, loosening them.

“I thought so.” Egan leaned forward and rested his forearms on the desk. “Tell me, what would you do if I admitted to lying? The general left earlier this afternoon and you would be unable to catch up to her and give her this information. Why ask if you can’t change anything? Wouldn’t the information be rather… pointless?”

His aggravating words held truth. They wouldn’t send more guards without proof and I had none. Why would the co-general believe me if I approached him? I couldn’t prove the lie, nor that Bea had fallen for it. Bea’s soldiers would believe her over me any day. Unless Egan admitted to it in front of others, my words would fall on deaf ears.

Just because I couldn’t make other people listen didn’t mean I’d accept a lie — not when it involved the princess.

“I want to know, regardless.”

“Not many can get away with lying to the general, can they?” His lighthearted grin gained a more serious edge. “If I tell you the truth, what will you do, hm? Will you go after my employer yourself… Avalyn?”

My muscles tensed the instant he uttered my name and I stared at him, frowning. Fear slipped into my subconscious and it took every ounce of my willpower to hold it back. Stay calm. Don’t worry. Focus on the conversation. Those thoughts repeated in my mind like a mantra, forcing concentration.

I entertained the thought. “Perhaps I will.”

His grin turned into a full-fledged smirk. “Interested in him, are you? I don’t blame you. After all, you two have something in common, don’t you?”

I blinked, caught off guard. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sure you know. Surely you have your suspicions, don’t you?”

His extensive knowledge didn’t surprise me anymore. Kieran spoke to him about me, about other things. He must have noticed my abilities like I had his, then told Egan about me. The only thing I doubted was whether Kieran informed him about the kidnapping or not.

I looked him over.

Bea’s research turned up that Egan’s mother gave birth to him here in the capital and he’d lived here ever sense. He’d only left for short vacations and never had issues with the law. If he knew about the princess’ kidnapping, he was a master of deception.

“Where is he?”

Booming laughter bounced off the walls. “Alright, alright. Since you’re so impatient, I’ll tell you.” He leaned forward, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “You’re right. I wasn’t entirely honest. Lord Kieran was in Lerulmor, but that was before he journeyed to the capital. Now, however… He should be on his way to Frenu.”

I grimaced. Frenu and Lerulmor practically laid on opposite sides of the continent. Even if I got a message sent to Bea, by the time she received it, it would take her days to backtrack, then head towards Frenu.

“Thank you.” I showed him a half-sincere smile and rose to my feet. “Since you cooperated, I won’t report your lie to the co-general.”

Egan released a soft chuckle. “You couldn’t prove it anyways.”

True, but it made for a nice threat.

I gripped the back of the chair I’d use and looked down at him. “I can be very convincing. Now, I’ll let you get back to work.” I spun on my heel, heading for the door.

“I can see why Lord Kieran is so interested in you.”

His words brought me to a stop and I glanced over my shoulder, heart leaping into my throat. “Interested in me?”

“Yes. Intrigued by you. It was easy to notice when he told me about you. Do let me know how it went when you get back from your trip, will you?”

I frowned. Me, a trip to Frenu? He assumed too much by expecting me to chase after Kieran alone to save Princess Rena. My friend. I clenched one of my hands into a hand as my frustration from earlier in the day resurfaced.

Instead of answering, I muttered a soft, “Goodbye.” and took my leave. I backtracked through the kitchen and out the front doors without a farewell to Marc. The bitter air hit my skin and I pulled my shawl back up over my shoulders.

Frenu.

My frown deepened and the urge to do something, anything to help the princess, hit me. A second truth shattered the barrier between my consciousness and my subconscious. I couldn’t sit on the sidelines, not when the rescue party headed to the wrong city. No one would believe me, but I didn’t know what I could do alone.

Only one choice remained and it appeared in my mind with startling clarity.

I’m going to Frenu.


CHAPTER SIX

Hesitation hit me while I shoved clothes and assorted supplies into a bag. Could I leave alone, without telling the royal family?

Logic urged me to send a message and wait for Bea so she could hunt Kieran down instead. I worried it would be too late. By the time she received the message, backtracked to the capital, and traveled to Frenu… Weeks would pass. Weeks of the princess kidnapped and in danger.

I picked a sealed envelope off my nightstand and considered my options. I’d penned a letter telling the royals where I’d gone so they could enact a backup plan. Where should I leave it?

With the professor.

My body moved on instinct, leading me out of my bedroom and down the hallway once I slung my bag over my shoulder. Candelabras lined the walls. Light from their flames danced along the stone, illuminated the halls, and guided me to my destination.

The library door stood ajar, brighter light filtering through the crack. Soundlessly, I placed a hand on the wood and pushed the door open further, peeking inside. “Professor?”

The princess’ tutor turned to face me, eyes alight with curiosity. “Avalyn. You’re still awake?”

I nodded and stepped inside, arms folded behind my back. “I am.”

The professor stood near one of the many bookcases, a thick book with a leather-wrapped cover in his hands. His turquoise robe flowed around him as he stepped towards the table and placed the book down. He regarded me with chestnut-colored eyes rimmed with aging wrinkles. “Is something bothering you?”

Is this the right thing to do? Hesitation reached for me with icy claws. I blocked it from my mind, reducing it to the slightest whisper in my mind. Determination overpowered all other emotions. I needed to do this. Waiting around for Bea would risk too much.

“I’d like to ask a favor.”

Professor Sarlto flicked his graying locks over his shoulder. “A favor?”

I stepped forward and extended the envelope towards him. “In the morning, please give this to the king and queen.”

An unasked question shone in his eyes as he took the letter from my hands. His gaze found mine again, wearing the same skeptical expression he’d shown whenever Princess Rena and I tried to lie to him when we were younger. The wise tutor never fell for it.

“What are you planning?” When I said nothing, he sighed. “Is this something you’re going to regret?”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But it’s something I need to do.”

A frown twisted his lips and he regarded me for a long moment, gaze flitting to the bag on my back. “Whatever you’re going to do, I advise against it.”

“I know.” I turned on my heel and paused in the doorway. “But I feel I have no choice.”

Not if I wanted Rena to return home safely.

A weary sigh escaped him. “Be safe, Avalyn.”

His words reignited my suppressed doubt. I forced a smile. “Always.” Without another word, I left the library and headed to the main floor.

I need to save Rena.

***

Stubborn doubt made me wander the city, contemplating my decision. Could I risk leaving the capital to hunt down Kieran alone? Bea had battle experience and a battalion of elite men traveling with her. I knew very little about battle — but I had endured things most people hadn’t.

That fact pushed me over the edge. In the middle of the night, I took my chances. Speaking with Professor Sarlto almost let my hesitance win, but I clung to my determination. The gate guards had warned me about the dangers of traveling alone, especially at night. I’d thanked them, grateful for the light autumn rain which stopped them from questioning the raised hood I sported, hiding my face.

Typical. Less cautious about people leaving the city. The people who enter the city matter more.

Hours later, a pale pink painted the horizon as a golden orb broke through the clouds inching higher and higher until vivid yellows and oranges replaced the pink. A hint of red blended with those colors and I frowned at the sight.

A visual warning of bad weather to come. I pressed onward. A bit more rain wouldn’t kill me.

I flicked the hood off my head and breathed in the crisp morning air. Nature spread around me. Trees with bushy leaves lined a well-traveled dirt path leading me farther and farther away from the capital. With the city hours behind me, the tension in my muscles slowly faded.

Please don’t follow me.

The letter I’d written, explaining Kieran’s false location, my journey to Frenu to find him, and my reasoning behind going alone would likely reach the royal family’s hands after their breakfast. I hoped Professor Sarlto hadn’t read it himself.

Another hour, perhaps two. They would send word to Bea, but I would be days ahead of them and would arrive in Frenu before they did. I imagined we traveled at similar speeds. While a single person moved faster than I group, my lack of travel experience hindered me. I should have taken one of the horses to shorten my journey, but they would have needed food.

A cluster of trees with reddish gold fruits stood in the distance. I reached up, plucking one of the apples as I passed underneath the tree. I twisted the apple in my hand and squeezed. Outer skin intact, brilliant reddish golden hue, and firm. I bit into the apple. An explosion of sweet flavor erupted, the juices sliding down my throat.

“Mmm.”

My bag hung off my right shoulder, filled with bare essentials. Some clothes, strips of dried meat and some bread, along with a map, a knife, and my mother’s diary. I’d skipped the fruits and vegetables; as proved already, I could find enough of those in the wild to maintain me.

As a gentle breeze blew passed me, I allowed myself a moment to relax. Around me, the dirt smelled fresh and earthy, enhanced by the light overnight drizzle. Bark from the trees, the brightly colored flowers — everything around me emitted its own scent.

Nature calmed me.

In this environment, the spirits reached out, wrapping around me. So rarely could they connect with someone who sensed them. They accompanied me, their mere presence calming me, allowing me to forget my worries for a while.

“Thank you.” My words barely passed as a whisper, but the spirits understood without words, picking up silent signals my body expressed without my knowledge. Dancing on the edge of my mind was an almost foreign sensation. The spirits reached out to my mind, expressing their gratitude in turn. My smile faltered. I didn’t spend enough time with them, should’ve spent more with them while growing up.

A sliver of fear slipped between the crevices of my mind. My hand unconsciously went to my right arm, fingers tracing the scar that started two inches above my inner wrist. The memories followed. Our house aflame, my parents dead, an unfamiliar form, then pain and a threat. I got my scar that night and my ability to sense spirits had never been the same.

No. My ability hadn’t changed; I had. The fear that foreign entity instilled in me that night never fully left me. I’d tried to banish the feeling but the sensation lingered in the back of my mind. A haunting reminder of that warning, as if the physical mark wasn’t enough.

I shook my head to banish those thoughts, brown locks tickling my shoulders. My fear didn’t matter. Not now — not when the spirits could guide me and keep me company.

Rena. I needed to rescue Rena.

Laughter erupted in the distance. A squirrel scampered up a tree, startled by the noise.

I tensed, clenched my right hand into a fist. People. I’d hoped to reach Frenu without encountering anyone. Beyond the city walls, guards couldn’t protect me. Were these people travelers or bandits?

Without faltering, I changed course, veering left to increase the distance between me and whoever had laughed. The person could’ve been one of the visiting merchants or a simple traveler. I refused to risk it, not when alone and mostly unarmed. I slid my hand into my bag, hand wrapping around the hilt of my knife.

Silence stretched, laughter no longer audible.

I frowned and kept my pace, my steps cautious. Everything stilled around me. Not just the noises faded, but the essences around me as well. It was as if the spirits spread out and chose tense silence. Suddenly, I felt alone. Realization hit me too late. A warning.

Something snapped behind me.

I flinched and spun, yanking the knife out of my bag. A calloused hand caught my wrist and wrenched me forward.

“Well, what do we ‘ave ‘ere?” A familiar male tone slipped into my ear and as the man pulled back, I grimaced. The sour scent of alcohol lingered in his breath and in a moment of clarity, I remembered him. The drunkard I’d passed by when looking for Rena.

“Let me go —“ I pulled my arm but his grip tightened.

The man showed me a wicked grin with yellowing teeth. “’Ey! I found us a little somethin’ special.” His slurred words filled the air around us.

Another male voice shouted something unintelligible and twigs snapped to my left. The noise approached. Panic rose, clenching my chest.

Frustration and panic laced my voice, changing its pitch. “Let me go!”

I pushed this time. The drunkard stumbled, thrown off balance, and I took my chances. Rearing back, I kicked his shin hard, then yanked my wrist free as he hissed and spat out a curse. I shoved him away from me and turned to flee.

“What the hell? You bitch!”

I saw the second man just as the back of his hand connected with my cheek. The pain tore a yelp from my lips and for a moment my vision blackened. Someone grabbed my throat tightly and I gasped. Air escaped me and my eyes went wide. The knife fell from my hand as I reached up to grab the man’s wrist. I squeezed hard and tried to pry his hand loose. He wouldn’t budge.

“Heh, feisty. We can have fun with you.”

The man shoved. My back hit the ground. My gasp at sudden airflow morphed into a whimper as my still-tender skull hit the dirt. My hand shot up to my right cheek, touching it gently. Pain ignited and I removed the pressure.

“You OK, guy?”

The first man swore again, managing a slurred, “Yeah, yeah.”

I scrambled to my feet and narrowly dodged the second man as he reached for my wrists. He stepped forward. I moved away and my back hit a tree. A smirk spread across his face. My breathing quickened, anxiety rushing through my veins.

No. No, no, no.

He chuckled and stepped closer. Alcohol laced his breath, fainter than his friend’s. Still sober, I realized with utmost certainty. He knew exactly what he was doing. That knowledge terrified me more. As he reached towards me, I knew I needed to do something.

Focus, Avalyn, focus.

I squeezed my eyes shut and blew out a breath. Gathering every ounce of focus I could, I reached out to the spirits in the surrounding area. The wind, strengthening as a storm approached, answered my call. I latched onto its spirit and melded it, shaping it into something tangible. The wind’s spirit obeyed my command and slammed into my attacker. He flew sideways and crashed onto the ground, groaning. My hair shifted as the gust hit him, but the force had no other effect on me. I inhaled as exhaustion hit me, my lack of experience using spirits this way tiring my quickly.

“What the hell —?” My assailant pushed himself to his feet. “What just happened?” He stormed towards me with narrowed eyes and grabbed my throat.

Gasping, I tried to repeat the gust. My connection with the wind spirit shattered. Panic resurfaced. No, I need that! My attempt to latch onto it again failed; the connection hovered just outside of my reach.

The man’s hand cut off my windpipe and my lips parted as I wanted to draw in a breath. Oxygen couldn’t make it passed the blockade and into my lungs. His gaze roved over my body.

All the spirits around me seemed so far away. Out of reach, out of mind; too far for me to use them.

A haze covered my vision and the lack of oxygen weakened me more. I managed a faint whimper, legs trembling.

The man said something but his words didn’t register.

I fell deeper, closer to the welcome bliss of unconsciousness. So close. I resisted, knowing what would happen once I lost consciousness, while part of me wanted to greet the darkness with open arms.

A vicious roar shook everything around me, even the ground. The pressure on my throat vanished. My legs gave out, my back sliding along the bark of the tree until I sat on the ground. I took several gasping breaths, eyes flying open.

In the distance stood a gigantic winged beast — a lion, almost ten feet long. Its expression warped into a ferocious snarl. Large wings sprouted from its shoulders, black and leathery, similar to a bat’s wings. The beast roared again and this time I knew for sure that it shook the ground.

Unconsciousness must have claimed me after all. This couldn’t be real. Beasts like that didn’t exist.

Both men scrambled back, wide-eyed with dropped jaws. “W-What —“

I wanted to run. Gut instinct yelled at me to flee, but my legs wouldn’t move. I was to tired…

The third roar sent the men into a frenzy. They bolted without a second glance at me. Their screams echoed through the woods, nothing compared to the fourth and final roar. A warning. I swore I could translate it into, Don’t come back.

The winged lion turned towards me and my muscles clamped up. Panic surfaced and I blanched, terrified. I couldn’t flee, not in my current state. I needed time to recover.

With unexpectedly soft steps, the beast strode towards me. Its face no longer twisted in a snarl.

An odd sensation arose, part of the lion’s spirit, gone as quickly as it appeared, and I blinked. I stared at the lion, lips twisted in a small frown. What was that? The feeling seemed so familiar, yet so different. Not placeable. Something about it nagged at me, willing me to figure out what it belonged to, but I failed, my mind not keeping up.

I didn’t know what to think about or what it could be.

The lion looked at me for a long moment. Finally, it turned its back on me and ran, leaping on giant paws.

I watched, shocked into silence, until the animal disappeared from my view. Gone as quickly as it arrived. Slowly and carefully, I rose to my feet, hand braced on the tree for support. I’m conscious, I realized. The beast existed. It scared them off.

Realization overwhelmed my senses. More than pain, more than fear; a question that banished all those things penetrated my mind. My eyes widened and I stared in the direction the winged lion took off in.

Did the beast… help me?


CHAPTER SEVEN

The original settlers had built Frenu along the coast, a perfect location for travelers and tourists. Barred steel gates no less than 12 feet tall stood open, welcoming visitors from all around the continent. After journeying for eight days on foot, I wasted no time on entering the city. The transition from rough dirt paths to solid cobblestone jolted my knees, then lessened the tension in my joints. My hair shifted in the ocean breeze and I took a deep breath. The salty air soothed my mind and body both.

“Welcome, ma’am,” a woman called from the left the instant I passed through the gates. “Would you like a tour? For only two copper, I’ll show you everything the city has to offer.” She flashed a practiced smile at me.

“No, thank you.” I returned her smile. “I’ll manage.”

The woman’s carefree expression faltered for a fraction of a second before that same smile returned. “Of course, ma’am. Enjoy your stay!”

The woman approached another visitor and I released a sigh. Tourist town, I reminded myself. They would do whatever they could to get money from visitors. I might’ve taken her up on the offer if I were here for pleasure. I wandered down the path. Tourists filled the streets and every shop and stall in sight. Market stands stood so close together that they flowed seamlessly, making it nigh impossible to tell where one ended and the next began. Even the capital had more space than this marketplace. I dodged as many people as I could, muttering apologies whenever I collided with someone.

Breaking through the busy crowd, I stepped into an emptier street. A gulp of air helped me steady my breaths and I ran a hand through my matted hair. Who knew I’d no longer be accustomed to busy cities after only eight days alone?

I continued down the rundown street, grateful for the reprieve. It shifted into an incline. Arriving at the top, the city’s true nature came into view.

Grand, modern buildings with impeccable stone architecture filled part of the city. Beautiful streets with unique designs, plants, and a rainbow of colors, with large windows gleaming in the sunlight. Partway through town the tone changed. Uneven, unkempt roads, the buildings lining them decrepit, devoid of bright colors. Shards of broken windows glinted. Market stalls lined those streets, selling what I knew were cheaper wares — likely even illegal, or stolen. People swarmed those stalls seeking the best deals.

I couldn’t prevent my frown. Seeing the rich and the poor divided in such a clear way left a foul taste in my mouth. If I had more power maybe I could’ve changed that, but even the royal family didn’t meddle with Frenu. I shook my head and redirected my thoughts to the task at hand.

“I need to confront him,” I muttered to myself. “But how will I..?”

The restaurant. Without knowing where he lived, the restaurant would be the best way to locate him. Even if he wasn’t there when I arrived, his staff could likely assist. Without a second thought, I headed down the path towards the richer side of the city. I would find his restaurant there, catering to the nobles rather than the commoners.

I glanced down at my clothes. My blue dress was unrecognizable, covered with green and brown stairs from the grass and dirt. My change of clothes fared no better. Among the nobles, I would stand out as if I’d wandered into the wrong side of the city. My feet led me towards the modern streets. What did it matter? I didn’t care about my appearance, not when I intended to confront the man who’d planned the princess’ kidnapping. The princess — no, my friend — came first.

The sudden difference as I entered the rich part of town exceeded my wildest expectations. Women wore expensive gowns that outdid what I wore most days and men dressed in neat button-up shirts and slacks, some in full tuxedos.

The women side-eyed me with upturned noses and the men hardly spared me a second glance. A flicker of unease slipped between the cracks of my confidence. In the capital, no one looked at me that way. If I hadn’t just traveled on foot for eight days, neither would these people.

Refusing to let the I’m-better-than-you stares get me down, I eyed each restaurant I passed. Instinct urged me forward and I knew I would recognize Kieran’s restaurant once I saw it. The style was distinct, even compared to other newer restaurants and shops. Personalized and created with care. How could someone who plotted kidnappings express so much care for a building?

A woman stepped out of my way, scoffing in disgust.

I clenched my jaw and carried on. From one street to the next, searching. Familiar shades caught my eye on the fourth street and I halted, turning towards the building to my left.

A pristine building towered in front of me, adorned with large arched windows, a golden archway with double-doors, and a scarlet carpet which led up several short steps to the doors. Carved into the archway in outstanding calligraphy was a single word: Mystic.

I blinked, mind struggling to comprehend what I saw. An exact replica of the restaurant in Atalu, except this one was grander yet. Wider, taller, and everything sparkled as if a day hadn’t passed since construction concluded.

Found it.

My nerves flared, twisting a knot in my stomach. One, two, three deep breaths loosed that sensation as I stared at the entryway. I had a simple plan. Enter the restaurant, speak with the manager, find out where Kieran was or lived, and then confront him. Getting information from one manager worked. Surely it would work a second time?

My arrival in the afternoon worked in my favor. The restaurant hadn’t opened yet. The manager should have availability to speak with me without distractions. I hope. I brushed the thought aside. Pessimism would get me nowhere and the longer I wondered, the more unsure I became of my plan.

After a final deep breath, I ascended the steps and rested a hand on the doorknob. Hesitation overwhelmed me and I frowned, struck with worry. So close to my goal, to confronting Kieran and finding Rena. What if something went wrong?

I bit my bottom lip and willed myself to open the door. Now wasn’t the time to hesitate, not when my goal hovered just ahead. With that thought at the front of my mind, I entered the reception area and surveyed my surroundings.

Gold and scarlet everywhere, just like the restaurant in the capital.

A man dressed in a fitted tuxedo approached me from the host’s stand, smiling politely. “Can I help you, milady?” His gaze slid downward for just a moment, taking in my disheveled appearance, and I caught the negative judgment in his eyes. I pretended not to notice.

His use of the word milady threw me off guard, shocking me into momentary silence. No one called me that, not even in the capital.

“Yes.” I showed him my best smile. “I’d like to speak with the manager, please.”

“Are you certain that’s who you’re here to speak to?”

The smooth voice came from my right and my left fist clenched. Familiar, oh so familiar; Kieran spoke with a distinctive noble tone that crept under my skin like skittering insects. After one slow breath, I turned towards him.

Kieran descended one of the spiral staircases, his left hand tracing along the railing. The purple cape he wore brushed just beneath his rear, shifting with every step. His smile didn’t seem like a smile, but more like a predatory leer masked with manners.

“What a pleasant surprise.” He reached the bottom of the staircase and waved his right hand in the other man’s direction. “Dismissed.”

“Yes, milord.” The employee bowed his head and disappeared through a doorway to my left.

I now stood alone in the room with Kieran, who wore that same predatory smile as he approached me. My body froze as panic took over. He wasn’t supposed to be at the restaurant; I didn’t have time to plan my next move. What do I do now?

“You’ve had quite a journey, haven’t you?”

As much as I hated him, I had to give him credit. Not once did he look below my face, at my tattered clothes.

“Yes, it was… interesting.” Interesting. A winged beast saved me from an awful fate. Yes, interesting was a good word, along with unbelievable.

“I see. Would you like a drink? It must have been exhausting.”

Every fiber of my being screamed at me not to trust anything he offered me, but my body disagreed with my mind’s protests. My tongue ran along dry, chapped lips. I needed hydration.

“Some water, please.” There, something neutral. Most poisons could be detected by small or taste. Water wouldn’t mask anything. Poison would taint it.

He nodded and swept his pale locks over his shoulder. “I’ll have some brought. Wait here and then we’ll go speak in private.” He disappeared into the same room his employee had entered.

I stood still, overwhelmed with various thoughts and sensations flashing through my mind. Regret. I should have brought backup or waited until Bea returned. Could I have, though? Rena had already been gone for a week and a half now. Confronting him alone… I’m a fool. What could I actually do?

His soft footfalls alerted me to his approach just in time for me to wipe all expression from my face.

“Follow me. Your drink will be brought up shortly.”

The urge to roll my eyes almost defeated my forced blank expression. Seriously? He couldn’t even get a glass of water on his own? My mind shouted at me not to listen, not to follow him. I shoved a soundproof wall between it and me and disobeyed.

Kieran led me to the rightmost staircase and stepped aside, waving his arm towards it. Taking the silent hint, I forced a small smile and ascended the staircase. Kieran followed two steps behind me. Manners, or blocking my exit route? I didn’t know anymore. Once we reached the second floor, we went through a doorway and stepped out onto a mezzanine.

Curiosity distracted me. A mezzanine in a restaurant? Even as the princess’ attendant, I’d never joined the royal family in their dinners to upscale restaurants. Were these common? I silenced my thoughts and strode towards one of the two tables. Kieran pulled the chair out for me and I gritted my teeth, but sat down. Watching patiently as he hung his cape over the back of his chair, I faced him as he took the seat opposite me.

Could someone so polite truly be a criminal mastermind? I frowned. His attitude hovered right on the edge of annoying and desirable. If I didn’t suspect him in the princess’ kidnapping, I’d consider his manners charming. The thought made my gaze linger on him and for the first time, I truly looked at him.

His pale locks fell passed his shoulders. The strands framed his sharp face and his sunken dark blue eyes were circled with intriguing shadows. Something in his expression drew me in, a hint of mystery in his eyes that said there was more to him than what I saw.

A smirk twisted his lips, but he said nothing.

Footsteps interrupted the silence. That same man from before walked onto the balcony, carrying a tray. “Here you are.” He placed a pitcher of water and an empty glass in front of me, then set a glass of red wine in front of Kieran, and a small tray in the center of the table. “Please, enjoy.” He bowed and left, closing the curtain in the doorway behind him.

I poured myself a glass of water and eyed the tray curiously. An assortment of foods filled the charcuterie board, varying from fresh fruits and vegetables to a variety of meats and cheeses. My stomach grumbled; sure, I’d had food each day, but I ate light and journeyed far.

A soft chuckle passed Kieran’s lips. “Help yourself. I thought you might want something to eat.”

The offer was tempting. I considered it as I lifted my glass and took a cautious sip. Water. Nothing added to it, as far as I could tell. Still, caution never hurt. I took another sip before setting it down. Time to end the farce.

“I assume you know why I’m here, so why are you being so kind?”

Kieran glanced at me over the top of his wine glass before lowering it to the table. “Now, what reason do I have not to be kind?” He flashed me his infuriatingly smug smile. “You simply wanted to talk, didn’t you?”

My frown returned and I looked him over, remembering the brief lessons Bea had given me on judging people, to see if there were ulterior motives when conversing with the royal family. No sign of fear or nerves. Then again, Bea always said that of all people, nobles took the most effort to crack. Manipulation skills were part of their upbringing. I didn’t have time to waste.

I took the plunge. “You arranged the princess’ kidnapping.”

His left eyebrow rose and he smirked. “What if I did?”

Unsure of what to think, I stared at him. He didn’t deny it. His question practically cemented his guilt. How could he have to much confidence? Was I that little of a threat to him?

“Where is she?”

“Hmm.” Leaning back in his chair, he tapped his fingers on the table. “Such a specific question… You don’t even know for sure if I partook in the kidnapping.”

My eyes narrowed as he avoided the question. So now he wanted to play? Frustration flared within me. “You arranged it. You -“

“That’s where you’re wrong.”

His words caught me off guard, cutting off the beginnings of my rant. “What do you mean?”

“I only arranged it because I was told to, but it was no kidnapping.”

“Wait… what?” Confusion must have shown on my face, because he chuckled, an amused twinkle in his eyes.

“I’m simply a middleman. Yes, I arranged it, but I was not the one behind it. That honor goes to someone else. Although, I will say that without me, I doubt much would have ever happened.”

Emotions warred inside my body. Surprise, confusion, worry, skepticism. If he wasn’t behind it, then who..? “Why do you say it wasn’t a kidnapping?” A deep frown twisted my lips. “She was unconscious when I saw her. That doesn’t sound voluntary to me. Who wanted her kidnapped?”

Kieran waved his hand dismissively and lifted the envelope I hadn’t realized lay on the table. “Rather than hearing it from me, why don’t you hear it from your beloved princess?” A hint of distaste slipped into his tone.

I eyed him skeptically as he passed the letter to me. A simple white envelope with my name written on the front in cursive lettering. Rena’s handwriting.

I turned the letter over, finding the royal seal on the back of the letter. Two swirls bound together to represent a country united. Cautiously, I slid my finger under the flap and opened the envelope. Taking out the paper, I unfolded it and scanned the words on the page.

Avalyn,

I’m sorry that my actions will reflect poorly on you until I return. The truth is something I cannot admit to the general public just yet.

Currently, I’m visiting Lord Franc in his home village. You should know why without me explaining.

Lord Kieran offered to assist in getting me out of the capital so I could visit him. I will return within two weeks and explain to my parents. Until then, please do not worry.

Your friend,

Rena

Lord Franc? One of her suitors? Two dozen men from the upper class had been selected, all of them around the princess’ age. Rena rejected twenty-three of those men and chose to give one of them a chance. Though not yet engaged, I suspected they would marry.

She rejected Lord Franc.

“Why… is she with him?” My gaze latched onto Kieran, who smirked.

“Surely you don’t need me to explain that to you.”

I grimaced. One idea came to mind, but I tried not to linger on it, despite the growing sensation in my chest. The truth. It was the truth.

Names and faces swirled through my mind — the twenty-four suitors — and I connected them to their reactions when Rena rejected them. Disappointment across the board. Except for one, who was calm. Perhaps too calm, as if the princess’ decision didn’t matter. Lord Franc acted worry-free, as if he choice meant nothing.

“Her and Lord Franc?”

A pleased smile graced Kieran’s face and he nodded. “Precisely. That’s where your beloved princess is right now.”

Lord Franc… He lived in a smaller village just a few miles away from the capital. Oh no. No one went to the right place. That fact slammed into me and I frowned deeply. It would take me another eight or nine days to get there and I had no clue where Bea’s group was.

What would I do now? Wait and trust she’d return on her own?

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you get out of helping her?”

Kieran flashed me that infuriating smirk. “That’s a story for another time.”

“But —“

“No.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, frowning. “She’s like a sister to me.”

So many memories of us growing up together, playing together, and having lessons together, surfaced at the same time. I was raised to protect the princess, to protect my friend, and I failed. Something made her reject the idea of telling me about this and I didn’t understand what or why.

After a pause, Kieran uttered, “He won’t harm her.”

Managing a slight nod, I grabbed a piece of pineapple off the tray and popped it into my mouth. My worry about poison subsided. I didn’t care anymore; he could’ve killed me plenty of other ways if he wanted to. The sudden sweetness overwhelmed my senses and I immediately craved more. I snagged another piece.

Somehow, I believed his story. His words mixed with Rena’s letter… My gut told me the truth lingered in front of me. But why did she hide this from me?

Consideration flicked across Kieran’s expression. He sipped his wine. “I know what you are.”

I blinked and turned my attention back to him. The sudden change of topic startled me, his words shocking me even more. Was my theory right? The burst of energy I’d felt that time… Was he a spiritualist too?

“You haven’t had much practice, have you?”

A slow shake of my head served as my only response.

He let out a soft hmm as he looked me over. “If you’re willing to stay for a while, I can teach you. I have some things I could show you.”

I stared at him wide-eyed, my shock reaching an all-time high. “I can’t stay. You had the princess pseudo-kidnapped. I need to go back and let everyone know, and once she’s home, take care of her. It’s my job —“

“It would take you another eight days to return to the capital. I’ve already assured you she won’t be harmed. What’s an additional day or two?”

“I —“ My lips twisted in a conflicted frown.

“Don’t you want to learn more about your heritage?”

“I do.” The honest answer slipped passed my lips before it registered in my mind. After so long of being told never to use my powers, the thought of learning about them was almost exhilarating… if not nerve-wracking.

“Then stay a day or two. After your journey, you could use some rest, as it is.”

The fatigue I’d kept suppressed for the length of the journey hit me. I was exhausted. Between the physical exertion and the mental distress caused by the attack and the kidnapping, my body longed for a nice bed and rest. Would a day or two of rest hurt..?

I shouldn’t agree. Whether he told the truth or not, Kieran aided in what amounted to the kidnapping of a royal family member for reasons he wouldn’t share. Even if he proved to have arranged it with the princess, no doubt her parents would execute him to make an example of him. I couldn’t trust him, and yet part of me wanted to give in and rest, and learn. If he could teach me even a little… was it worth it?

That tiny part of my mind won the battle. “Alright, I’ll stay, but not for long.” Something about him made me wary, even now. I would hold my own against him if things turned sour.

Kieran rose to his feet, smirking, and held out a hand to help me up. “Then let me show you where you can freshen up.”

Freshen up. The words penetrated my mind, a welcome thought, and I didn’t think, subconsciously taking his offered hand.

His energy crashed into me the moment our hands connected. Like electricity, it coursed along my skin and through my veins. My lips parted in a silent gasp as his power completely overwhelmed me. A haze settled in my mind when the sensation wiped out all thoughts. Finally, it all ended and the physical contact was normal except for the slight tingling that lingered on my hand. Kieran helped me to my feet, his smirk gaining a sly edge.

A warning. If his power was anything like what I’d just felt, could the kingdom’s army even defeat him if he became their enemy? I hoped we never found out.

More importantly, he directed the warning at me.

Kieran could crush me.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The fresh smell of flowers filled the small room I found myself in, amplified by the moisture in the air. The sweet scent of roses erupted from my shampoo, cloaking me. Hot streams of water rinsed it and coconut body lotion away. For the first time in over a week, I felt refreshed and clean. I inhaled the scents, allowing myself to relax.

I lingered beneath the flowing water, letting it calm and cleanse me. With duties to attend to, I never gave myself this much time. For the moment, I had no such duties — not in the immediate vicinity, and Kieran could wait for my presence a few moments longer.

Kieran.

Finally releasing a sigh, I twisted the knob on the wall until the streaming water slowed, then stopped. A soft cotton towel shielded my body from the cold as I wrapped it around myself and stepped out of the shower.

Around me, detailed and bright marble screamed nobility. Flawlessly carved marble shaped the sink and the bathtub which doubled as a shower. A body-length mirror rested on the ground beside the sink for those who needed to ensure perfection before exiting their home. My reflection caught my eye.

My skin, no longer dirt-covered and greasy, shone with a clean radiance. My brown hair hung over my shoulders, twisted in messy waves, and emerald eyes stared back at me. Warmth enveloped me. The sight of myself, no longer haggard and filthy, curled my lips into a slight smile. I needed this.

I gripped the top of my towel with one hand and ran the other through my damp hair. Thoughts wandered to Kieran, yanking me out of my relaxed state. I bit back a sigh.. No matter how much part of me longed to make him wait longer, my curiosity got the better of me. Delaying only prolonged my finding out what he would show me. Opening the door, I stepped into the adjacent bedroom, gaze snagging on a blue fabric on the bed. I’d given the room a thorough once-over before showering and didn’t recall seeing that.

I crossed the room with slow strides and gripped the material. Smooth, soft fabric tickled my senses as I raised it. A dress. Kieran had bought me a dress. Skepticism bubbled in my core. Why would he go through the trouble?

Considering my lack of clean clothing, I found myself willing to accept the gift. Ulterior motives or not, I wouldn’t turn down a clean dress. Re-wearing my filthy, old dress didn’t sound appealing. I brought the gown with me into the bathroom where I slipped it on and fixed my tangled mess of hair.

The material clung to my skin perfectly. The upper half curved above my breasts in a half-circle, the color almost an iridescent pale blue. Loose sleeves fanned out to my wrists, fading to azure. The bottom half of the dress copied the change in color. Several layers of varying lengths covered my lower body, stopping at my knees. I smiled at my reflection, feeling refreshed, and slipped the silver chain of my necklace around my neck. The oval-shaped sapphire rested just above the dress.

I couldn’t deny that he’d picked out a gorgeous dress.

No more delaying.

A pair of matching shoes caught my eyes as I re-entered the bedroom. Azure with a slight heel and two straps to keep them in place. I slipped them on and made my way into the hallway, heading towards the lounge he’d shown me in a quick tour before my shower. The tour served its purpose; it took me only a minute to find the room.

Kieran sat on a black love-seat, one leg crossed over the other, with a book nestled on his lap. At my approach, he looked up and flashed me his sly smirk as he snapped the book shut. “Feeling better?”

“Much.” I stepped a bit farther into the room and folded my arms over my chest. A flash of unease coursed through me. No matter how he acted, I couldn’t claim he was an ally. Short answers and keeping my distance; that was my strategy.

“I see.” He placed the book on the low table in front of him and rose from the couch. “Are you ready to learn more about spiritualism?”

Any hope of everything being a coincidence shattered when I heard that word. Spiritualism. He knew what I was and I understood the implications. Kieran, too, was a spiritualist, as I suspected. It wasn’t a word people threw around haphazardly.

My heart thrummed in my chest, a sudden eagerness overcoming me. “Yes.”

“Then follow me.”

Kieran spun and walked away, disappearing through a door on the far side of the room. His cape shifted with each graceful step, mimicking the way my dress followed my movements. He led me through a hallway and another room. In the final room, sun slipped through the cracks in the curtains. As we reached a door that led outside, Kieran stepped aside and held the door open for me.

My lips formed a tight line as I kept my silence and passed by him.

Nature spread out in front of me. Trees and flowers spread out, their scents mixing with the salty ocean air. A humongous garden surrounded me, hidden behind Kieran’s home. I paused, momentarily too stunned to speak. “There’s a place like this in the city?”

A soft chuckle filled the air and Kieran’s aura moved closer to me. I kept track of it carefully as opposed to facing him. Line of sight or not, I refused to lose track of him.

“This is the far side of the city. Just beyond those trees is the outer wall that protects the citizens.” He gestured towards the tall birch trees that lined the far side of the yard. “This piece of land hadn’t been built on yet when I purchased this house.”

It kept him close to nature, and subsequently to spirits, so he would remain strong. “So you neglected to build on it.”

“On the contrary: I added more to it.” Kieran stepped into my view and crouched by a flowerbed, gently touching the petal of a purple gladiola.

Spiritual essence strengthened in the environment and I felt it wrap around Kieran, the spirits surrounding us reaching out almost as one to greet him. “You… planted flowers?” I blinked, my mind not comprehending that someone who seemed so suspicious would go through the effort.

“Yes.” Kieran stood and turned towards me. “Is that so difficult to believe?”

“I just didn’t think —“

“That I would do things myself?” His lips curled into a smirk and he didn’t look the least bit offended. “You would do well not to assume.”

I frowned. He planted flowers just because he wanted to, because he liked them? Or was it what I suspected, to have more spirits within reach so he had access to more strength? The more spirits close to him, the more power he possessed, and the more untouchable he became.

I shelved the thought, instead uttering, “Your garden is beautiful.”

Aside from the gladiolas, chrysanthemums, dahlias, and petunias filled the space behind his house. Beyond that, an assortment of other plants and flowers expanded his collection, separating the standard green with a multitude of colors. The various sweet, floral scents almost overwhelmed me but even more so, the hundreds of spirits swiveling around us did. Rarely had I ever felt so many in a concentrated place.

No, that was wrong. I simply never opened myself up to them.

“Thank you.” His smirk became a small smile. “Now, tell me, what do you know of spiritualism?”

“We use the spirits,” I said, response coming without thought. “We can sense them and guide them, use them for our benefit.” I knelt in front of a group of petunias and brushed my fingertips over the soft petals. My connection to those spirits strengthened with the contact. “We are them and they are us.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “We can use them for many things… but do you know our limits?”

“I -” I frowned. “No… I don’t.” A flash of embarrassment tinged my cheeks pink. I knew too little for my age. Years ago, someone of my age would have known so much more… but I studied too little, had no one to teach me properly.

Kieran’s expression became unreadable. “We don’t have a limit… not truly. As long as there are spirits, we maintain a sliver of power. Even if everything perishes and you are the only living thing left, you will still have some strength - because your spirit still lives.”

Mulling that thought over as I stood once again, I tilted my head. “We can use our own soul?”

“Yes, but I would not recommend it. The more energy you draw from yourself, the weaker you become. It drains your own life essence and will shorten your life.” His blue eyes narrowed some. “Never use your own spirit unless you have no other choice. If it is a life or death situation… You must make a choice. Death, or a shorter lifespan.”

His words sent chills down my spine, littering my skin with goose bumps. Those words lodged in my mind and I knew I would never forget. How could I?

Never use your own spirit unless you have no choice. I had never seen Kieran look as serious as he did when he spoke those words. Despite me lacking trust in him, I took those words to heart. It was as if every cell that made up my powers screamed at me to believe him.

“I won’t use it.”

“Good.” That serious expression vanished to reveal his trademark smirk. “It would be a shame if your life ended so soon… There are too few spiritualists left, after all.”

My muscles tensed, remembering sections of my mother’s diary. The village of spiritualists, destroyed, utterly annihilated - everyone killed. And then them… How many others were killed? I grimaced, my hand instinctively wrapping around my right wrist, covering my scar.

Distant memories surfaced. Threats, pain, fear, death, and glowing crimson eyes. That old fear coiled in my chest, then squeezed my throat. I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t learn more. It was too much of a risk, too dangerous; they would hunt me down and kill me.

Kieran must have picked up on my sudden tension, because he gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Enough about that, however. Let me show you a way in which you can use the spirits. Are you aware that spirits can be used to create life?”

His words penetrated my fear and I glanced up at him. “Create life? But spirits…”

“Life is a never-ending cycle. The spirits represent that cycle. The living will die and the dead will return. That’s the way things have always been. Let me show you.” He directed his attention to the trees on the far side of the yard. “Come.”

Shivers plagued my body as a powerful spirit came closer. I wrapped my arms around my torso and stared at the trees. A creature stepped between two large oak trees, shaking its head to let its mane shift around its head. Familiar, I realized. A winged lion stood tall and proud, glancing from Kieran to me.

I stared at the familiar creature as the situation slowly registered in my mind. A winged lion - the same one that saved me from the two men during my journey? I found myself entranced by the beast’s hazel eyes. Excitement raced through me along with a strong desire to examine the animal further. Petrifying fear overpowered the sensation and I turned to Kieran.

“This creature -”

“I knew you would come after me.” Kieran’s smirk infuriated me. “The journey was long and the distance great. I felt you needed some protection in case something happened.”

Quenching the need to know how he knew I would follow him, I focused on a different question. “You can… control this creature?”

“He is a friend,” Kieran stated, sauntering to the beast’s side and petting its mane. “And he is proof of what I mentioned before - about creating life. I had a hand in creating him. Quite impressive, isn’t he? He won’t harm you.”

The underlying words didn’t escape me. Don’t be afraid. Come closer.

My old fear momentarily forgotten after this revelation, I obeyed. I moved closer with hesitant steps, gaze locked onto the beast and watching for the slightest movement.

“So…” Stopping in front of the lion, I considered my next course of action. “A spirit passed away and you used it… to create him?”

“That is partially true. Each spirit is reborn, but usually this is an automatic process. The spirits don’t choose what they become; the cycle of life simply reincarnates them into something else being born at that time. When a spiritualist interferes in the natural procedure, the spiritualist and the spirit meld their minds and the power allows the spirit to choose their own form. Often, they choose what will best aid their assisted creator. This skips the natural reincarnation as well as the new form appears immediately.”

I tried to picture Kieran with a winged lion cub and failed. My brain couldn’t fathom something so adorable with him.

Silence stretched while I mulled his words over. Carefully I reached up and brushed my fingers against the lion’s mane. Soft, thick strands — real. I felt the caress against my fingertips and the skepticism I held onto for over a week disappeared.

Such a creature truly existed.

Said-creature took the opportunity to lean into my touch, nuzzling my hand.

My heart swelled at the sight. “Choose their own form…” A small frown surfaced on my lips. “What was he before?”

Kieran’s smirk gained an amused edge, joined by a spark in his azure eyes. “A butterfly.”

I blinked, eyes widening in disbelief. “What?”

“He was a butterfly. I found him in my garden. He’d become trapped in a spiderweb and reached out to me as he was dying. I responded.”

“But…” I struggled to grasp the truth. “But- How can a butterfly become… this?”

The lion’s giant maw opened in a yawn and he stretched, claws digging into the dirt. Lowering himself to the ground, he lay between us. His tail flicked as if swatting away flies, and I heard a slight hiss, drawing my attention to it. Scales covered the lion’s tail and the tip opened up into a mouth, and when I looked closer, I saw eyes and a nose. A snake — the tail was a snake. How had I missed that before?

“All that was needed was the presence of a spiritualist, willing to connect with the spirit, the necessary power, and the will — the idea.” Kieran flicked his hair over his shoulder. “It is not so complex once you come to terms with the concept.”

I showed a curt nod. “I understand.”

His explanation whirled through my mind. On the surface the idea made sense to me, but truly grasping how he managed such a magnificent feat proved difficult. I didn’t doubt him, which surprised me the most. By no means did I trust him, not after everything that happened, and yet in this moment I accepted his words without a doubt.

I saw the proof in front of me, didn’t I? The humongous beast that lounged on the ground… It came from somewhere and never before had I heard about such an animal. The power of a spiritualist created him, brought this creature to life. I believed it.

Once again intrigued by the winged lion, I knelt next to him, movements tentative, and stroked his mane. The creature regarded me with its hazel eyes for a moment, then lowered his head onto his crossed paws. My lips formed a small smile and I continued petting the animal, then glanced up at Kieran who watched me with an indifferent expression.

“Can you show me how to do this?”

“I can teach you.” His words, smooth and confident, managed to somehow calm me. When had his presence become comforting rather than off-putting?

I put up my mental barriers, tensed my muscles, and banished all thoughts of trust. Too risky. “You’ll teach me?”

“Yes,” he said. “But first, there is something else I wish to show you.”

Curiosity flitted across my face. “What’s that?”

Nothing could have prepared me for Kieran’s answer. His sharp expression gained a harder edge, a flicker of emotion sparked in his eyes, and when he looked up at the sky for a moment, he left me in nervous anticipation. Finally he returned his gaze to mine, those revealing features gone.

“Our true home.”


CHAPTER NINE

Our true home? He can’t mean…

“Mirria?”

The name felt foreign on my tongue and yet a deep yearning surfaced, as if the mere mentioning of the name made it call out to me. The city, once filled with spiritualists, protected by nature. For a moment I swore the name alone held unimaginable power, but it couldn’t, could it? The place no longer existed. Unless…

“I thought it was destroyed.”

Something flickered in Kieran’s eyes, a dangerous glint that instilled fear deep in my chest. “It was.”

“Then how -”

“There are still structures standing. It was not wiped completely from the map, only its people were.” His lips curled downward for just a moment before an impassive mask shielded his emotions. “There is still much to be seen. Every surviving spiritualist should see it once.”

Masking his emotions. I knew he hid things from me, disguised his true emotions, but I wouldn’t let that stop me. I looked closer, scrutinizing every detail in his posture. His expression masked a lot, but not everything. I saw a spark in his eyes.

His arms folded over each other and that impenetrable mask remained in place, but I caught a glimpse of what lay underneath it before it formed fully.

Pain. It haunted his expression so subtly before he hid it.

For what? Had he lost family in the attack? No, it was more. Kieran had to be a few summers older than me. Had he witnessed the attack? Did he… watch them die?

My curiosity beat out my caution. “Were you… there?”

“Yes.”

“I thought every spiritualist who lived there was… eliminated. How did you survive?”

He flashed a sly smirk. “I told you that spirits can be used to create life.”

I blinked, let his words set in, and then I gasped, feeling an ephemeral slap hit my face. “What…” I ran a hand through my soft tresses. “What happened?”

“Spiritualists and the spirits are connected. There is a bond between us that makes us inseparable. Not only did we lose many of our kin that day, but the spirits lost many of their allies.” Kieran knelt down opposite me and stroked the lion’s mane.

Silence stretched between us. He didn’t look at me. This man who expected me to hunt him down, then unearthed an entirely new truth for me… Something had happened to him, to make him the way he was now. He was on the brink of telling me, I knew. I needed him to speak.

“You -”

“I was injured,” he stated. “Dying. I managed to escape the city, but I collapsed at the edge of the forest. Some of the spirits there came to me.” He fell silent again, then looked up at me. “They sacrificed themselves and brought me back from the brink of death.”

A shadow haunted his expression and my throat clenched. I realized what he meant, what had happened to save him, what the spirits did. Nature saved him. Some of the trees and plants and perhaps even animals — they died to keep him alive, to save one ally after so many perished.

Words stuck in my throat like hard toffee, but I forced them out, “They saved your life.” My voice softened, became more caring, as if I could soothe his sorrows somehow. I didn’t know why.

“Yes.”

I wished I could say something, anything to relieve him of those memories. He saw his family die before his very eyes, then almost joined them after sustaining terrible injuries. How could he live with that, with those images etched in his memory?

My shoulders hunched forward as I absentmindedly stroked the lion’s fur. Images flooded back to me. Our home a wreck, crumbling as orange and red consumed it and weakened the wood. A glimpse into the doorway before the ceiling caved in and blocked my path. Two bodies in a pool of blood, lifeless, burning.

Kieran and I shared more similarities than I cared to admit. How could he live with such horrifying memories?

The same way I can.

A sudden thought wrenched me from my train of thought. Mirria was destroyed several years before my birth. Kieran shouldn’t have been old enough to remember, could hardly have been born.

“How do you remember all of this?” I shut the door in the face of the memories that made me sentimental. He didn’t deserve it if he continued to play around. My eyes narrowed. “You can’t be much older than me.”

A twinge of pity clenched my chest as doubt surfaced. A part of me that wanted to believe his tale. No. Not until I had proof that he spoke the truth.

His haunted expression lingered, then vanished when he released a soft chuckle. “You truly know very little about our abilities, don’t you?”

“I -” I frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Kieran released a long sigh and stood up. “Spirits — plants, animals, humans — have lives. Flies live for only a day, other creatures can live for a decade or even two, and humans… We have the chance to live for many decades. Some of us even reach a century.” He sauntered back and forth and waved his hand. “The spirits that saved me still had years left. They sacrificed those years. Most of that energy was used to heal me, but some of it, those stray years, lingered.”

I must have looked at him like he lost his sanity, because a throaty chuckle filled the air as he turned to face me.

“They added those years to my life. I’ve aged slowly. Half as quickly as others, I would say.”

Half as quickly… My parents fled Mirria days before the attack, two years before my birth. Twenty-five years. I blinked, frowning, and tried to do the math in my head. “How old were you..?”

“Fourteen.” Kieran watched me with great interest.

Fourteen? My eyes widened. “That means you’re -”

“Almost forty, technically,” he concluded. “I can’t much complain about the effects these spirits have had on me.”

My mind struggled to grasp his words. Bizarre and unreal, yet could it be true? I shook my head, surrendering to the idea. We both controlled spirits, could reincarnate them, and use them to make ourselves powerful. Why couldn’t I find truth in this?

“Will you… age like this forever?”

He said nothing for a long moment. “No. The effects are wearing out. They won’t last much longer. A year or two, perhaps. The last of the energy from the lives those spirits sacrificed is running out.”

I stared at him in silence. Spirits brought him back from the brink of death, saved him, and the remnants of that energy extended his life? It explained the feeling I got when he spoke. Kieran spoke with a maturity beyond his years and acted accordingly. Actual age would cause such a gap between him and others the age he looked.

Opening my mouth to speak, I halted.

Of course.

Kieran possessed an aura of power, something even regular people could feel. How had I been so blind? I exhaled a slow breath and opened myself up to the spirits, let them into my mind, and let myself feel them.

My mind erupted with the presence of dozens of spirits. I shook my head and sorted through them, focused on a specific target — Kieran. Everything around us disappeared from my view and the man who stood across from me stood out as a bright white figure against the sudden black backdrop that I created in my mind. Tiny flickers of light hovered within him, close to his heart.

Nine, ten — no, eleven spirits lingered within his body.

The spirits that saved his life.

“Those spirits… are still inside you.” I released myself from my tunnel vision, though kept my focus on Kieran.

“Yes. They keep me alive… because of this, they cannot be reincarnated until my life ends. They will always be with me.” He flashed a smirk, but the expression missed the hint of arrogance it usually possessed, as if he regretted blocking them from their life cycle. “You understand more about our abilities than I first thought. That will make teaching you easier. Speaking of teaching…”

The winged lion I still petted suddenly rose to its feet. My legs wobbled and I quickly rose, curiosity swelling inside me.

Kieran strode towards the beast and held onto him as he leaped up, one leg left to dangle on either side of the creature as if it were nothing more than a horse. He extended a hand towards me and a mischievous glint sparked in his azure gaze. “I told you I would show you Mirria.”

I stared blankly at his outstretched hand and waited to make the connection. The realization clicked in my mind and I gasped. “No, I am not riding that thing!”

His smirk gained an amused edge. “Come now. Nothing will happen to you. Luce knows what he’s doing. He won’t let us fall.”

“He has a name?” For some reason the thought surprised me and I glanced from Kieran to the winged lion and back. Absolutely not. “No. I’m not flying.”

“Would you rather travel on foot?”

I grimaced, almost able to feel my muscles clench in discomfort. After nine days of walking, nothing sounded more appealing than relaxing for a while by staying off my feet. And Mirria? To reach the destroyed city, we needed to cross the mountains.

My eyes met Luce’s hazel eyes and we stood like that, each staring at the other. Butterflies fluttered around my stomach and my hands shook slightly. Flying. People didn’t fly. We weren’t supposed to fly. That concept went against everything I’d ever leaned.

Shoving my fear to the side, I accepted Kieran’s outstretched hand and let him help me onto the lion’s back. It’s just like a horse, I tried to convince myself. Except that it flies.

Kieran glanced over his shoulder at me. “You might want to hold on.”

I didn’t miss the amusement in his voice and I scowled the moment he looked away. Arrogant prick.

The lion took a step and his corded muscles shifted beneath me. I yelped, my arms immediately finding their way around Kieran’s waist and locking firmly in place. I pressed my face against his back as I held on, my body tight in fear.

His chuckle was lighter than I remembered. “Relax.”

When the lion moved again, I inhaled deeply to steady my nerves. The scent of roses slipped in with the oxygen and spread through me. My muscles unclenched. My joints relaxed just a bit, and I breathed in the scent a second time.

Nature. Kieran smelled like nature, like the forest around me when I journeyed to Frenu. My body relaxed more, little by little, though I kept my arms around Kieran’s waist.

“Are you ready?”

Hesitance threatened to surface. I shoved it back down and forced myself to nod. I’d gotten on the lion. There was no turning back now. Plus, I didn’t think Kieran would let me off anyways.

“…Yes.”

The lion didn’t wait for any other signs of permission. He flicked his large black wings once, testing, and then flapped them. We soared into the sky, wind whipping around me.

I cried out again, tightened my grip on Kieran, and pressed closer to him. My hair fanned out around me, but I didn’t care. The fact that the view must have been amazing didn’t lure me in. My eyes stayed shut tight, pressed against Kieran’s cloak.

“Oh, Avalyn?” I heard his words over the rush of the wind. So calm, so comfortable with the unnatural flight.

“Y-Yes..?”

“Don’t look down.”

As if on instinct, my eyes opened and I glanced to the side. The forest stretched out beneath us, so small compared to when I walked through it. Oh no, we were so high up…

I gasped and buried my face against his back again. Kieran’s laugh filled the air, somehow louder than the howling of the wind that taunted me.

One of these days, I’ll punch him for that.


CHAPTER TEN

Throughout our journey, I found myself relaxing. Not because of Kieran’s presence, but because of how close I felt to a part of nature I’d rarely come in contact with before. The sky, and by extent, the wind.

We flew so high, on the back of the magnificent winged beast Kieran had created. My anxiety still spiked from time to time when Luce made a movement I didn’t expect, but the spirits around me reached out as welcoming tendrils and replaced my nerves with a soothing calm. Like a mother’s nurturing voice soothing a fearful child, the spirits cared for me.

Once, I dared to look down without Kieran provoking me.

The world was beautiful.

Lush green spread out below us as far as I could see. Mountains broke up the green, a sudden glimpse of jagged brown rock adorned with scattered trees. We passed over one and my studies with the princess let me understand where we were. North — the northern mountain range. Beyond these mountains lay small settlements and ruins of the largest one.

Mirria, home of the spiritualists. A home lost to tragedy.

“Does… anyone still live in Mirria?” My voice sounded tentative and I hoped Kieran could hear me over the howling wind around us. We lurched and instinctively I tightened my hold around his waist.

Ever since we made it above the mountains, the wind pushed us harder, almost trying to pull us in. Luce resisted the pulls with surprising ease but an occasional gust would still catch him off guard. I really hope we arrive there soon.

“No one truly lives there.” Kieran’s voice sounded melodious and calm, despite our current situation. “However, people often visit. The spiritualists who survived the assault visit most often… but some other people visit just to see the once thriving village in its new state. Ruined.”

A bitter note slipped into his tone and I frowned.

The event still haunted him, even if he tried to hide it. He couldn’t. I’d seen the pain in his eyes and the harsh tone in his voice only confirmed it more.

“They go there just to see the ruins?”

“Yes.” If his voice solidified, it would cut ice. “They want to see the remains of a once proud society — one that was defeated and crumbled. They have no respect for spiritualists. They see an ancient past, something that should be forgotten.”

A frown twisted my lips and for the second time, I willingly looked down. The sun descended towards the horizon. Vibrant golds and reds painted the sky, more beautiful than any artist’s canvas. Nothing beat the beauty of nature itself, and the magnificent sights it created for all beings to behold.

My gaze slid lower and then I saw it. The city loomed beneath the horizon like a dark shadow. From the distance I couldn’t make out much, but I knew all the same that this was where Kieran was born, where my parents were born. This was Mirria… the destroyed city.

Silence stretched between us while we drew closer to the ruined city. Details sharpened. I saw the city, the true city, as we began our descent.

Half-destroyed buildings filled the space of what must once have been a fantastic city in its prime. Hidden in the shadows of the buildings, patches of dark green moss crept up along the walls. Vines slithered around other sections of stone.

Invisible hands reached for me, their touch slimy and wrong. Cold enveloped me, rattling my bones from within.

The lion landed on the ground with a sharp jolt and I flinched, holding onto Kieran until his friend stilled. With trembling hands, I pulled my arms away from him and for the first time since we left Frenu, I let go of him.

Kieran turned and jumped off the winged beast. He crouched as he landed with uncanny grace, then turned to offer me a hand.

I hesitated for just a moment. The lingering doubt I still had for him surfaced. Realization hit me and I crushed the doubt and accepted his outstretched hand. If he wanted to hurt me, he could have just pushed me off somewhere over the mountains. Worrying about him wanting to hurt me was time wasted.

No one would’ve ever found me. If he wanted me dead so that he wouldn’t need to deal with me anymore, he missed an opportune chance. He honestly wanted to teach me, wanted to be helpful, lend a hand to a fellow spiritualist.

At least, I was beginning to believe that.

“This is…” The word refused to pass my lips.

“Mirria,” Kieran finished for me. “This is our home.”

The city drew my sight towards it and I took in the ruins. Wrong. Such a beautiful, thriving city shouldn’t have disappeared so easily. The spiritualists could have won the fight. Why didn’t they?

The question hovered in the back of my mind. I left it there, for the time being. Right now, there were other things to see, other questions to ask.

Bringing up the question of why the spiritualists lost would hurt Kieran more, perhaps even anger him. Not something I wanted to do. There was a time and place for everything and this wasn’t it.

That nagging feeling that engulfed me while we approached overwhelmed me again. Wrong. So wrong. Something’s wrong, but… what is it?

I focused on the city not just with my human senses, but with my spiritual senses as well. Reaching out with my mind, my magic. As I did so, that irritating sensation returned. My eyes widened and I took a step back.

Lifeless.

There’s nothing here.

“Why -”

“Does it feel so odd here? Is there no life?” Instead of answering, I merely nodded. He couldn’t see it, not while looking away from me, but he continued anyways, “Everything was wiped out. The only living things that remain are the moss and the vines… some small patches of grass, perhaps. They leeched everything away during the attack. Plants, people… All the spirits are gone.”

My eyebrows furrowed. The moss and vines had spirits?

Kieran glanced over his shoulder. “Confused?”

I immediately removed all emotion from my face. Stoic. Stay stoic. “I… don’t sense the spirits you mentioned.”

“They’re weak. Here, come with me.”

Kieran strode forward, towards a crumbling wall that had three thick vines climbing along the side. Hesitation hit me, mixing with a sense of wrongness.

This unnatural, lifeless place…

It shouldn’t have existed.

Despite my natural instincts screaming at me to stay away from there, I followed Kieran. He reached out and brushed his fingers along one of the vines. “Do you sense anything?”

I tried, focusing on the vines. When my senses still told me no life existed in this place, I stepped closer and mimicked Kieran’s movements. My fingertips slid along the vine and an eerie chill raked down my spine.

Life.

Faint, so incredibly faint, yet I felt it. The vine’s spirit pulsed in a slow, solid rhythm. Difficult to sense and yet there. The poor thing was so weak, as if it barely had enough energy to keep going.

Kieran watched me, blue eyes intently focused on me.

I looked away for a moment, unnerved. Compared to Kieran, I knew so little. The power he possessed far surpassed mine and his knowledge of our powers and our history made me look like an amateur. What little I knew came from books and my mother’s diary. But him? He had experienced all of this and learned.

Now he chose to teach me… Why?

I reigned in my curiosity and returned my attention to him. Despite my urges, I forced a different question out, “Why are those spirits so hard to sense?”

“They barely exist. These spirits live on the brink of death. The slightest change could push them over the edge.” His eyes narrowed and he stepped back, arm falling to his side. “What little foliage still lives here needs next to nothing to survive. They can live in this forgotten, dead place. They are all that can. You can sense it, can’t you? How unnatural this place feels?”

“Yes.” The word escaped automatically. “It isn’t right.”

“Precisely. Even those without our abilities can feel that something bizarre has happened here. Not just the countless deaths, but something on a far higher level. Something stranger. Life has been sucked away from here.”

Sucked away? Even a war couldn’t have taken life from the earth.

For the first time since we crossed into the city, I noticed how oddly still the wind had become. In fact, I felt nothing, not even the slightest caress of the wind against my skin. No brush of my hair from the wind shifting the brown strands. Nothing. Like almost everything around me in this forsaken city, the wind, too, was dead.

“There’s no wind.”

Kieran inclined his head and headed farther into the city. “You’re right. Even the wind doesn’t reach into the city.”

This wasn’t possible. The city couldn’t possibly have lost contact from almost every living thing. I kept up easily with his slow gait.

“Rain?”

His shoulders rolled back in an elegant shrug. “Rain is able to reach this place, in a way. But rain is part of a greater whole — water. Yes, raindrops do make it into the city, but what happens then?”

“The sun… evaporates them.”

“And they return back from whence they came. So the water is here only temporarily; it nurtures these few remnants of nature then disappears. But the wind, it is something that is always present. Not in strong gusts, perhaps, but the slightest breeze always exists. We are close to the mountains here. I can’t remember a single day when the wind stood still.”

I was tired of these riddles. “Why is there no life here?”

“Because they don’t want any.”

“They?” Who was they? I frowned. Unless…

“The people who destroyed the city.”

“But how could they -” I shut my mouth with a sharp click and I must have looked like an idiot to Kieran as I reconsidered my question, then threw it away entirely. “Spiritualists are the ones who attacked the city.”

That was why life no longer existed anymore. Spiritualists bonded with spirits. Somehow, those spiritualists created a barrier of some kind, something that prevented spirits from returning to the land within the city.

Kieran kept quiet for a long moment, staring at the setting sun. Only a fraction of it hovered above the horizon. Soon, darkness would engulf the city. A distant thought — ‘Where will we sleep?’ — surfaced, but I ignored it in favor of watching my companion. He seemed distracted. Finally, he turned and looked me in the eye. The intensity in his gaze made me shudder.

“You’re correct. Spiritualists destroyed our city.”

His confirmation of my thought created goosebumps on my skin. “But why -”

“I don’t know.”

I fell silent. So much suppressed anger filled those few words. His voice shook just a fraction and it took all of my willpower to make myself stay in place. The urge to move away from him was powerful, but I resisted.

Spiritualists killed other spiritualists and destroyed their hometown. Why? How could they have done something so horrible?

No matter how hard I tried to wrap my head around the idea, I couldn’t. It didn’t make sense. Why slaughter others like you? Then again, that tale repeated itself throughout history. Humans killed other humans for many reasons. Wealth, land, status…

A deeper connection between Kieran and I formed. Piece by piece, the strands of a rope twisted together to form a solid mass of similarity binding us together. I connected with him, sympathized with him. He watched his own people slaughter his family. And me… I found my parents dead in our home, the house aflame.

I grimaced and looked up at the sky. Darkness crept in, enveloped the city…

Did his memories haunt him as bad as mine? Of course. I’d seen it in his eyes.

“I’m sorry you had to see that… No one should have to be put through what you were.” Legitimate sincerity. Not faked like the blank expressions I forced myself to wear around him. A sliver of warmth coiled in my chest. We both saw our loved ones, dead. Not everyone could relate to that. But I could. And if I told him about my past, then he could as well.

I cared.

Kieran glanced over and I saw it then. A crack in his calm, confident demeanor. His presence in this place… It must have brought those dreaded memories to the surface. Yet, to help me, he still chose to come here. All that remained of my former home was a patch of burned ground. The remnants of my parents’ house had been built over.

Why? Why did Kieran do this for me..?

“You lost someone, as well.”

I flinched despite my attempt to suppress it. “Yes.” Hiding it served no purpose. Not now.

“Your parents?” He pressed on, but a gentle tone softened his words.

“Yes.” My right hand moved up to caress the blue gem that rested between my collarbones. “I spent the day with a friend while my parents worked. We helped out at her parents’ stand in the marketplace. Late that afternoon, I went home. The house was on fire and I saw my parents inside, before a guard pulled me away.”

My voice was flat. I distanced myself from the memory, attempted to hide how much it affected me.

A flicker of curiosity crossed Kieran’s expression. He stepped closer, reached out, and lightly brushed his fingertips along the inner part of my wrist.

I recoiled. The moment his touch vanished from my skin, I wrapped my left hand around my wrist to hide the scar. His expression, when I looked over, betrayed nothing. Diverting my eyes from him, I tried hard to suppress my buried memories before they surfaced.

“I apologize.” Kieran’s voice drew my gaze back toward him. “I shouldn’t have done that without asking.”

His sincerity surprised me and I released a slow, steady breath. “That’s alright… I just -” The words wouldn’t form. Instead, I shook my head and let him draw his own conclusions. I didn’t feel like explaining, not right now.

His pale locks shifted as he shook his head. They framed his face, such a startling contrast to his dark blue eyes. “I understand.” That curiosity resurfaced in his eyes and he stretched a hand towards me. “May I..?”

Hesitance rooted me in place.

What harm could it do?

Gathering my courage, I stepped towards him and let go of my wrist, turning it to let him see. Part of the three-inch scar crept up and under the sleeve of my dress.

Kieran touched the scar again. His touch was so gentle and yet the contact immediately sent a shock wave through me. I wanted to recoil again, oh how I wanted to, and yet something kept me from doing so. Kieran’s fingertips lightly trailed along the scar. When he reached my sleeve, he tugged it up just enough to see the full length of the mark I’d had on my body for almost two decades.

“What happened?”

No.

Fear, haunting memories. Everything hit me all at once. Terrifying red eyes, searing pain, tears. I clamped up, didn’t want to remember, to feel the pain again.

“I don’t -” The words died in my throat as invisible hands clenched my windpipe.

Something flickered to life in his eyes. Those haunting blue orbs made me think he knew more than he let on. With that same gentleness, Kieran tugged the sleeve back into place and pulled his hand away. The sudden lack of physical contact was startling.

“I understand. You don’t need to tell me.”

Guilt enveloped me like a cloak. Here he was, offering information about the horrible things that happened to him, and yet I couldn’t muster the decency to do the same. He didn’t look bothered by it.

How is he so accepting? I wouldn’t have been. Not in his situation.

“I… It happened the same night my parents died.” There. It wasn’t much, but at least I hadn’t left him with nothing.

“I see.”

Darkness finally claimed the city. Kieran glanced around, a thoughtful hint in his expression. “There is still something I want to show you before we rest for the night.”

I nodded, grateful he hadn’t pushed further. “Shall we?”

Kieran chuckled. That soft sound filled the air and made the hairs on my arms stand on end. “Yes. Follow me.”

Energy swelled around him and I took a step back, feeling cautious. He reached out to those almost-dead spirits and bonded with them. A tiny light flickered into existence. A flame in his upturned palm. The orange and yellow light licked at his skin, but didn’t harm him. It brightened our surroundings enough for me to see.

I could barely sense those spirits. He managed to use them the way I could use the stronger spirits. He makes it look easy.

He headed towards a building without another word and I followed, grateful for the light he created. This place, this city, still felt bizarre. Such a lifeless place shouldn’t exist and yet somehow it did. What had the other spiritualists done to this area?

I followed him into the building. Only this building hadn’t become entirely decrepit. It stood firm with wear on the walls. This small one-story building survived the attack, stood tall even now, more than twenty years later.

Little remained inside the structure, I realized the moment we entered. A single chair stood against the far wall and a crooked painting hung on the wall to the right of the entrance. A man and a woman posed in the painting with three children in front of them - two sons and a daughter.

Is that..? I focused on the painting a bit more, then shook my head. No. Neither of the boys resembled Kieran in the slightest. Suppressing a sigh, I instead focused on the only other thing in the room. A small bookcase that stood on a table on the leftmost wall. Two shelves tall. Thick, leather-bound books filled those two shelves.

“What are those?”

Kieran crossed the room and pulled one of the books off its shelf. After he wiped some dust off the spine, he turned, opened the book, and flicked through several pages with practiced care. “These books are all the history on Mirria that I’ve been able to find in the ruins.”

My eyes widened and I stepped forward, then paused as my hand stretched towards the book. I couldn’t touch it, not without permission. If he spent so much time collecting those books, then they were more his property than anything else.

He noticed, then released another one of those chuckles that sent shivers down my spine. “Take it.” He offered me the book and slowly, cautiously, I took it from him. I flicked through the pages, pausing every so often to scan them. Pictures depicted different eras of the city’s history and the text that accompanied them explained in great detail. Everything I could have ever wanted to know…

It’s all here.

The bookcase pulled my attention towards it. One, two… Twenty books. Twenty books on the history of Mirria, its people, and spiritualism.

“This is amazing…”

An odd feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. Anxiety? Eagerness? Yes, I was eager. Despite the royal family’s rules surrounding spiritualism, I wanted to read these books and learn whatever I could. The more I could learn, the better. If there was more light, I would have read all night.

“I want to read these.”

Kieran nodded. “I thought you might. This is where we’ll stay tonight, there are rooms with beds in the back. Read all you want.” He paused, before adding, “But don’t ruin those books.”

I shook my head. “I won’t.”

“In that case, feel free to start reading while I prepare something for us to eat.” Kieran left the room and for the first time I realized he carried a sack with him.

Food? How long does he expect us to stay here?

I shook my head and sat down on the chair, resting the book on my lap. I heard him shuffling around in a different room.

Surprise swelled in my chest. He was cooking? And even more, he had no qualms about sleeping in this place as opposed to his elegant home in Frenu?

Kieran managed to surprise me no matter what he did.

I suppressed a sigh and stared down at the pages of the book. So much knowledge hidden within its pages… No matter how long it took, I would read it and learn. I’d fill the gaps in my knowledge. Perhaps one day…

Maybe one day I’d be on par with Kieran.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

I teetered on the edge of sleep and consciousness. Here in this bed, huddled beneath the blankets in this life-forsaken city. Throughout the entire night, I repeatedly dozed off only to wake up again. A vicious cycle I blamed on the lack of life, the lack of anything natural, of normality. The oddity of the sensations around me twisted my senses.

The book I started reading lay on the bed next to me, open on the page I was at. My hand rested over it, but my eyes remained shut. This bed offered warmth and comfort, a facade to keep me calm in this foreign place. Sleep, an elusive thing that lingered just out of reach. How I longed to latch onto it and hold tight for longer than my short naps.

Soft creaks echoed from outside my room. A sense of alert triggered my senses, but my fatigue overpowered it, luring me closer to sleep. It was just the wind…

I stifled a yawn, snuggling deeper into the mess of blankets.

Something nagged at me. The thought throbbed in my head, pushing its way through my mind’s haze. Wait.

There was no wind in Mirria.

“Avalyn.” A male voice slipped into my ears and someone shook my shoulder. “Wake up.”

My eyes shot open and I bit back a gasp. Kieran knelt next to my bed, gaze focused on me. Dressed to impress. Hell, it looked like he hadn’t slept at all.

“What’s… going on?” My voice came out as a whisper. Perhaps it wasn’t necessary, but it felt right to me. He came into my room, quietly, in the middle of the night, to wake me up. Either he had a good reason or he was a creep.

I clung to the blanket to make sure it covered me. Sure, I hadn’t undressed before going to bed, but the thought of him seeing me in such a vulnerable state created a sense of unease. He didn’t need to see any more than he did now.

If he noticed my sudden movement, he didn’t let it on.

“There are trespassers.” Calm, collected; the way he usually acted.

“Trespassers?” I frowned and sat up. “What do you mean?”

“Two men.” Kieran rose to his feet. “Most likely, they’re here to find any treasures they think are still hidden here.”

I blinked as his words finally penetrated the clouded mess of my mind. “Treasure hunters? Thieves? But, it’s been so many years…”

“People still believe there are secrets within the ruins. The people in Mirria were known to have excellent ways of hiding their valuables. After all, we can use nature itself to help us with that.”

It made sense. Make a tree mask the hiding spot, grow plants to hide it entirely. With enough guidance, we could partner with spirits to have roots cover buried artifacts. “What are you going to do?”

Kieran grinned and a chill surged through me. I feared for the safety of those two men. “Give you a demonstration of the power I have, of course.”

How far would he take this?

“But -” I struggled to find a way to persuade him otherwise. “It’s not like they’ll find anything. I mean, if there was anything, you would have found it already, right?”

His grin faded to a contemplative look. “Perhaps. But you should never underestimate people of the past. There could be things even I haven’t found.”

Did he just… admit that he has flaws, that he can’t do everything?

Give the man a medal.

“You can’t harm them. They’ll leave if they don’t find anything -”

“As far as I’m concerned, the most valuable thing in this city for a common thief is that gem around your neck. Is that something you want to risk?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but stopped before the words formed. The gem, my necklace. My gaze slid down and I grasped the blue gem, framed with silver. A sapphire. The necklace passed down through my family. Of course. Thieves would want it, and we couldn’t spend the entire night avoiding them until they left. My shoulders sagged in acceptance.

“…Don’t kill them.” There, I settled.

Kieran’s smirk sparked an uncanny fear that constricted my chest. “I won’t. After all, people say this city is cursed… We need survivors to spread those rumors.”

His plan struck me with a sudden clarity. “You’re the reason people say this place is cursed?”

“Only in part. You’ve sensed the aura here, how lifeless it is. Even the regular people are able to pick up on that, how something is unnatural. That, combined with the occasional rumor… It has the desired effect in keeping most people away. At least after dark.”

I got out of bed and straightened my dress. Kieran chuckled softly as his gaze flicked up to my face. Almost immediately my cheeks burned with embarrassment and my hands shot up. My fingers ran through my usually wavy hair. Now, the strands were a tangled mess. I combed through the tresses as best as I could to tame my chaotic appearance.

Kieran looked pristine as always, perfectly well-kept. Compared to him, I looked horrible, I imagined. Like I had, well, just gotten out of bed.

“Come.” He beckoned me towards him, then headed into the hallway. “Let me show you what I can do.”

Thieves. People came to Mirria to search for hidden valuables… Disgusting. How could they roam through a ruined city for their personal gain?

Kieran led me out of the building, into the dark streets of the once prosperous city. Fear didn’t exist for him. Not once had I seen him afraid of anything. His complete and utter calm spread to me. While nerves should have coursed through me, they didn’t. My trust in this other spiritualist, this noble, heightened and I found myself relying on him.

Odd, how something like that could change so quickly. Just days ago, I arrived in Frenu with the intent of confronting him and turning him over to Bea’s custody. But he put my fears to rest, showed me proof of his innocence. Yes, he had a hand in the princess’ disappearance. Yes, perhaps he played a darker role in society than I had yet to see… but he told me the truth about the princess.

Why did I need to hear it from him?

Seventeen years. For seventeen years, Rena and I were friends. We grew up together from such a young age… Why couldn’t she trust me with her secret?

Royal politics. Secrets… I started to doubt I knew half of what the royal family did and talked about. If Rena could keep something so important from me, what else did her and her family hide? Was I nothing more than an outsider after all this time?

My voice dropped to an even lower whisper. “Where are they?”

“Not far.” His tone was low now, tinted with confidence and determination. I understood the feeling. He had a plan, a goal, and knew how to achieve it.

Curiosity helped me justify what he would do. I wanted to know how much power and what type of abilities he possessed. Yes, he showed me some of the things he managed — creating new creatures, creating fire — but not everything. My instincts decided that he knew much, much more. Almost forty years old, in truth…

A person could learn a lot in forty years.

I trusted he knew where we were going, until I realized the truth for myself. Life.

The spirits lingered within the boundaries of the city. Such a contrast with the lifeless space around us. Instead of only sensing Kieran, his winged lion, and, on occasion, what little plant-life remained in these ruins, I now noticed two other spirits.

Human spirits.

Their essences stood out in this ruined city. I knew where they were without making an attempt to search. It was impossible to miss them, really. Like a bright dot of paint on a black canvas; that’s how those spirits appeared to me. Did Kieran see them the same way, or did different spiritualists visualize essences in other ways?

Kieran raised his hand and I stopped, yanked from my thoughts. I knew better than to ask him what was wrong. The trespassing men approached us. I visualized them walking around a nearby building and then they came into view.

The men certainly dressed for the part. Clothed in black for perfect cover in the darkness of the night. One of the men stood tall with a lanky, slim figure. An over-sized hood hid his hair and facial features. The second man stood shorter than me with extra weight giving him a more rounded, pudgy appearance. A similar hood disguised his features, save a brief glimpse of pale skin in the moonlight.

Kieran reached out to the spirits and manifested a flame in his palm. “You’re not welcome here.”

The flickering light created shadows beneath across his face. I found Kieran intimidating enough in normal situations, because I knew he didn’t lie about his power. The added intimidation factor amplified that feeling. He could crush me and anyone else who opposed him. I didn’t want to cross him and yet, I wasn’t sure how I felt about having him as an ally.

The stocky man stepped forward, tossing the hood back. “Who the hell are you?” Beady brown eyes narrowed into slits.

“That’s none of your concern.”

The taller thief eyed Kieran with a calculating stare. “What are you, some good-for-nothing noble?”

Kieran’s smirk should have made the men turn tail and run. “I am a noble, yes.”

“We don’t care for nobles around here.” The short man stabbed a chubby finger in Kieran’s direction.

Idiots. They should have left when Kieran gave them the chance to.

“Yeah,” his companion continued. “Get lost!”

Kieran’s posture never changed. With utter calm, he raised the flame to in front of his face and blew. His power sparked and in a single motion, the flame split into dozens of tiny sparks that flew towards the two men.

“What the -” The flames hit the man’s arms and he jumped back, slapping his hand onto his arm when the cloth ignited. “Son of a bitch!” His partner in crime rushed over and dug his fingers into the sleeve before tearing it from the rest of the shirt. He threw the cloth onto the ground and stomped on it until it went out.

“How dare you, you bastard!”

They attacked as one, then. The tall man drew a sword and advanced on Kieran while his stockier partner snarled and lunged. Kieran didn’t move, nor did his confident smirk ever fade. I felt it a fraction of a second before it happened. A sharp surge of energy and suddenly a barrier formed around us. It shot up just before the sword struck through Kieran’s chest and the other man crashed into us.

Instead, the tip of the sword stabbed into this vibrant barrier that lit up the night. Steel shattered on impact, reducing the sword to nothing more than a jagged dagger. The companion slammed face first into the barrier, groaned and stumbled back, unceremoniously falling onto his ass.

Kieran chuckled and waved his hand dismissively. “Please, if you’re going to use foul language, at least back up your words. I’d love a challenge.”

The shorter man scrambled to his feet, stared at the magical shield, then uttered, “What the hell is that?”

“Heck if I know.” Scoffing, the man tossed his now useless sword aside. He eyed Kieran, then me, and a flash of understanding seemed to cross his expression. “Hell no… Are you guys spiritualists?”

His friend rolled his eyes. “Please, that’s an urban myth -” He frowned, then looked thoughtfully at the barrier. “Although…”

Soft clapping filled the air. Kieran clapped his hands together lazily. “Congratulations, you’ve found out the truth.” He smirked. “Now it’s your choice what to do.”

The shorter man jabbed his finger in Kieran’s direction again. “You- why don’t you stop hiding behind that barrier and fight us like a man? Or do you nobles not do any dirty work at all?”

A soft hmm escaped Kieran’s lips. “Very well.” He flicked his wrist and the barrier shattered, disappearing into tiny pieces. “Is this more to your liking, or should I lay down like a possum so you feel enough like a man to make a difference?”

Shock slapped across both thieves’ faces.

I clasped my hand over my mouth. Wow. Who knew Kieran actually had some guts? Then again, his opponents were two regular humans. Nothing they could do would harm him unless he made some terrible mistake.

“You think you can talk to us like that?” The short man sneered and drew a knife from a sheath strapped to his hip. “I’ll show ya what happens then!”

Idiot.

The reckless idiot strode towards Kieran, not rushing this time. Did he think going slower would stop him from ramming into a barrier if Kieran chose to create one again? He knew much less about spiritualism than I thought. I thought people from this region would be more knowledgeable.

Though he crossed into the space formerly blocked by the barrier, Kieran didn’t move. In fact, that sly smirk widened a tad and he watched with open amusement as the man moved cautiously towards him with his knife.

“Give up.” All amusement faded from Kieran’s voice. “This is your last chance.”

My muscles tensed uncomfortably the moment he spoke. He told me he wouldn’t kill them. Was he going to break that promise? No, he couldn’t do that… If he did, I’d leave. I’d find my own way back to Atalu, back to the royal castle. I didn’t need him to do that.

The spirits would guide me.

“Last chance?” The thief snorted. “What will you do, throw your cape at me?”

Kieran didn’t get a chance to say anything. A ferocious roar shattered the night’s silence and chills slid down my back like icy fingers.

I half-turned and spotted a large figure in the darkness, masked mostly by the night’s natural cover.

The lion. Of course. Kieran didn’t need to lift a finger; his creature protected him.

Color drained from the men’s faces and almost instantly, they stepped back. All determination vanished from the shorter thief’s expression. Now, he stared with wide eyes and an open mouth. “What… What was that?”

“The spirits of the dead are very protective of their home.” Kieran raised his chin to look down on them. “You aren’t welcome here.”

Those poor men opened their mouths to counter, but another roar echoed. Long, sinister, and effective. The men clamped their mouths shut and spun, bolting back the way they came. The distance between us and their spirits decreased. I tracked them all the way to the city limits and beyond, until they went too far for me to sense them.

I spun just as Luce came into view. The ferocious lion looked utterly calm and rubbed his head against Kieran’s shoulder.

Releasing a soft chuckle, Kieran petted the creature. “You did well. Go find yourself something to eat.”

Still struggling to comprehend the existence of such an animal, I stared. A winged lion, with a snake for a tail? It was so bizarre and yet the proof lingered right in front of me. I couldn’t deny it. No one could deny it with the amount of evidence shown to me.

The beast pranced away from us with light steps. When he vanished from my sight, my attention returned to Kieran. He had wanted to show me things he could do, the power he possessed. Well, he certainly had.

It doesn’t compare. I suppressed a frown and summoned the memories from the time he grasped my hand. His energy attacked me then, suffocated me, threatened to overwhelm me. He possessed so much more power than he showed me now.

“This was just a fraction of your power, wasn’t it?”

Kieran faced me, expression carefully blank, before the corners of his mouth twisted slightly. “You’ve guessed correctly.”

“It’s not a guess.” I needed to fight back, push just as hard as he did. Yes, he possessed more knowledge than me. Yes, he had more strength than me. And yes, he offered to teach me. But I wouldn’t sit idly by. I’d give it my all and wouldn’t let him get the best of me.

His expression became an amused grin. “So you think you’re ready to learn more, then?”

“No.” I felt confidence swell in my chest. “I know I am.”

I’ll make sure he doesn’t underestimate me.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Pain seared through me and I cried out. My muscles clenched and gave away as the agony overwhelmed me. My knees shuddered under my weight, then buckled and I hit the ground. My outstretched hands caught me, prevented me from slamming face-first into the dirt.

“S-Stop -”

“You wanted to learn.” Kieran sauntered towards me, flicking his hair over his shoulder. “I’m simply teaching you — like you wanted.” For the third time in the past five minutes, he extended a hand towards me.

I gritted my teeth, but accepted the gesture. With less hesitance than before, I grabbed his hand, grateful that he no longer threatened me with his strength, and let him help me to my feet. I stood, legs shaky. When he said he’d teach me, I didn’t expect this. This pain, this… fight.

“This isn’t fair.”

Kieran showed me a smirk. “This is the best way for you to learn.”

The best way for me to learn? How could he expect me to use my powers, to become stronger, in this god-forsaken lifeless place? There were hardly any spirits for me to use during the training…

“This isn’t fair,” I repeated.

He dismissed my complaint with a wave of his hand. “You want to become stronger, correct? I could teach you in a forest, where there’s an abundance of spirits. That would be the easy way. Practicing here, however, forces you to form a stronger bond with the few spirits around you. You have no choice but to focus, to become more powerful. Yes, the other way is easier, but this will be more effective for you. Once you’ve learned here, using your powers elsewhere will be second nature.”

Damn it. He did it again, made me seem inferior and utterly insignificant by explaining his reasoning. I’d prove him wrong. Even if it took weeks of training, I wouldn’t let him mock me like this. I would persevere and learn to use my abilities.

I took a slow, steady breath and willed the phantom pains away. Kieran hadn’t actually hurt me, not physically, at least. His magic mimicked the pain actual injuries would cause. An incentive for me to learn faster, he called it. As if. I bet the bastard got off on it.

“Ready for another round?”

Pushing passed my hesitation, I nodded. “Yes.”

“Then try again. Reach out to the spirits here.”

The spirits… Right, the half-dead vines and moss. How much power could those even offer? Then again, he proved a lot was possible with those few weak spirits. From the fire he used against the would-be thieves, to the attacks he directed my way.

I closed my eyes and took another deep breath, letting it flow through and relax me. None of the pain existed. All of it was fake. I just needed to learn, to reach out and connect with the spirits…

My spirit reached out, searching for those faint souls I knew existed in this area. They lingered just beyond my reach. No. Not outside my reach. I could make it that far. If Kieran could, then I’d accept nothing less.

Focus. Pushing passed my limits, beyond the boundaries of what I ever thought possible, I felt something shatter. A rush of power washed over me. The distance vanished. Suddenly those spirits seemed so much closer. Their essences lingered closer, clearer, and I felt I could reach out and touch them.

I took the plunge. Latching onto those spirits, I beckoned them towards me. They obeyed and as the power swelled in front of me, I opened my eyes.

I did it. I actually connected with those weak spirits. Yesterday, I couldn’t even sense them without touching their physical forms. Now, with Kieran’s help and my own persistence, I managed to not only sense them, but bring them towards me, to use them.

“Very good.” His expression twisted and for a moment, I swore I saw him smile. “Now, use them to protect yourself -” Energy gathered around him and a flame appeared in his palm. “Before I hit you.”

Fear threatened to surface, but I suppressed it. A shield. I needed a barrier to block the fire, like the one he created last night. It couldn’t be too difficult, right?

My eyes fluttered shut again and I visualized a shield, something to stop the fire and save me from even more phantom pains. The spirits I summoned swelled and I felt them begin to make the image in my mind a reality. Fatigue hit me, but I persisted until I knew what I wanted done existed. I opened my eyes and came face to face with a bluish shimmering barrier.

“I did it -”

Kieran waved his hand and a powerful gust of wind passed through the barrier unharmed. The force slammed into me and my feet left the ground. I flew, gasping, then yelped when I crashed onto the ground. The back of my head slammed onto the hard surface and I whimpered. Colorful blobs filled my vision and I blinked until they faded away. That was not a phantom pain.

“W-What the hell?” My voice came out harsh, all propriety forgotten. I sat up, grimacing, and glared at the man in front of me. “I did what you told me to!”

Kieran flashed me an amused grin. “Your barrier only blocked fire. Always be prepared for the unexpected.”

All expression drained from my face and I stared at him. I couldn’t figure out what to think. Once again, this arrogant noble outsmarted me and yet… It was my fault. I should have known. Expect the unexpected. One of the basic rules for anything, especially combat.

“Fine.” I heaved a tired sigh and forced myself back to my feet. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Fatigue made my movements sluggish. We’d been at this for over an hour already. How long would we continue training? My thoughts drifted back to the capital. Had Rena returned home yet, or was she still spending time with her lover..?

The energy around Kieran faded and I felt the spirits around him disperse, returning to where they belonged. “I believe it’s time for a break.”

His words brought my mind back where it belonged. A break? Yes, that sounded lovely. “Sure.” I smiled at him before I realized what I was doing.

After these couple of days, I felt more at ease around him. I shouldn’t. Not when he obviously had himself neck-deep in all kinds of illegal things. He claimed he only helped get the princess out of the capital. Fine, but I doubted his actions stopped there. If he dared to meddle with the princess, then participating in other crimes was but a small step for him. Yes, he definitely did more than he let on.

A distant thought sparked in my mind. Before I could stop it, the question slipped passed my lips, “Can we… leave the city for a while?”

I needed a break from this lifeless place. More spirits. The presence of more spirits would make me feel better. This constant lack of spiritual presence drained me. Throughout the night and day, I felt my strength wain. It wasn’t physical. I understood that much, but something about this situation tested my mental capabilities.

Had Kieran known that would happen?

Tch. Who was I kidding? Of course he knew.

Kieran said nothing for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, we can leave for a while. There is a forest close to here.” He turned and left the barren street we used for training and I followed him. Eager to feel refreshed, I moved quicker than my body wanted me to.

We headed towards the outskirts of the city. The eerily still air suffocated me during these two days. It was stifling and I needed some true fresh air.

The moment we crossed the invisible barrier around the city, I got my wish. A gentle breeze caressed my skin and I inhaled deeply, let the air expand my lungs. Fresh, something I hadn’t felt since before we arrived here. This was much better than being within the boundaries of Mirria.

Kieran glanced at me, chuckling softly. “Are you feeling better?”

“Yes.” I couldn’t lie about it. As Kieran led me towards the neighboring forest, the freshness in the air cleansed my body. Spirits existed all around us. They hovered near their physical forms, but I felt them on the edge of my mind. Grass, wind, trees, plants — all these spirits not found in Mirria greeted us.

My tense muscles unclenched after I took several deep breaths.

Much better.

We entered the forest and after a short walk, I found a seat on a fallen tree. Something had charred the tree, once upon a time. Black lingered along the bark where the tree broke away from its stump. Lightning, perhaps? Something powerful must’ve hit the tree to make it topple.

A squirrel scurried up a nearby tree. I smiled and followed the small animal with my eyes alone. Once up on a branch it stopped, glanced around, and began to munch on a nut.

Still smiling, I diverted my gaze to Kieran instead. Something in his posture changed. After spending these days with him, I recognized small signs that showed how he felt, though he tried to hide his emotions. Right now, his usually erect posture slumped a tad. His shoulders loosened and he leaned back against a tree, arms crossed.

I tilted my head to the side. He usually does that when he’s thinking…

My lips parted, but a bird’s caw cut off my words. My gaze shot up just as the bird descended between branches and flew to Kieran. The noble’s posture changed immediately. That alert, ready-for-anything sharpness resurfaced and he pushed away from the tree. He raised his left arm and the small pigeon landed on his wrist.

Almost unconsciously, I reached out to the spirit of that small bird. Something felt different from the regular spirits and it only took me a few moments to place it. Kieran’s winged lion felt odd, in a way, due to its connection with Kieran. This bird felt the same, though the connection didn’t point towards him.

My eyes widened. Another spiritualist?

How many spiritualists did Kieran know? Besides me and the princess… How many had he managed to find after the attack that destroyed Mirria?

Kieran untied a small note from the bird’s legs. Unfolding the paper, I watched him read the note. Finally, he ran his fingers gently over the bird’s back, then nodded. “Thank you.”

The pigeon took those words as a signal. The small avian creature flapped its wings and took off, vanishing beyond the trees.

I turned fully to face Kieran and used all my willpower to suppress the collection of questions I wanted to ask about other spiritualists. “What was that about?”

“It seems we’ll need to return to Frenu sooner than I anticipated.”

“What, why?” For some reason, the thought of this journey ending worried me. I wanted to get better, stronger — and he was the way for me to attain that status.

“The general and her team have been spotted heading towards Frenu.” Something in his deceptively calm gaze told me he knew the knowledge of where to go came from me.

I grimaced. “I’m sorry -”

He shook his head. “Never mind that. There is still something I want to show you and we only have two, maybe three, days before they arrive. We need to go back to Frenu for it.”

I suppressed a sigh. “…Alright.”

Rising to my feet, I followed him out of the forest. Luce waited for us there. He laid on the ground and rose when we approached him. Without wasting any time, Kieran got on the lion’s back and extended a hand towards me.

“So, Avalyn -” The way he said my name with a sly smirk made me shiver. “Would you like to join me for dinner?”

I had placed my hand in his by the time his words registered. My gaze shot up and disbelief caked my face.

“…What?”

***

I wasn’t ready for this.

Once again, Kieran bought me a dress, this time something much more luxurious than the ones I wore in my normal day-to-day life. Then again, the nobles in Frenu wore expensive gowns both as casual and formal wear.

My cheeks tinted pink as I looked at myself in the body-length mirror in the bathroom. An azure dress hugged my frame, darkening towards the bottom. At my knees, the color became a shimmering back. The silk clung to my upper body, only loosening enough for movement around my legs. A slit in the dress ran up my left leg, stopping halfway up my upper thigh. The material draped over my right shoulder, tickling my skin and keeping the dress in place.

“Why did I let him pick the dress..?”

Oh, that’s right. I didn’t. No. Instead, he showed up with a dress that he just so happened to find. And now he expected me to wear it when we went out to dinner — to his restaurant.

Yes, I wore nice clothing because of my status as attendant, but never anything this extravagant. This rivaled the nobles. No, at bare minimum, this mirrored the nobility, and I would wear it to a restaurant that catered to rich clientèle. And I wouldn’t pay for a single thing.

A frown joined my slight blush and I let out a soft sigh. Guilt coiled in my gut. How could I let Kieran pay for all of this? Two dresses, shoes, and now dinner… I glanced down at the gorgeous dress I wore. How much did it cost? How much money did Kieran spend on things for me… and why?

He had no reason to.

Shaking my head, I ran a hand though my chestnut-colored locks. Instead of putting my hair up, I let it down. The wavy tresses framed my face and caressed the back of my neck, before they settled just a few inches below my shoulders.

The mirror drew my gaze and I noticed one problem with this dress. It left my arms bare, which revealed my wrist. Anyone who caught a glimpse of my arm would see my scar.

Anxiety joined the guilt and created a devastating mixture. Why? The one thing I wanted to hide — why did this dress expose it? My other dress didn’t hide the entirety of the scar. However, it masked enough of it for most people not to notice.

I grabbed the elegant scarf that matched my dress and draped it over my elbows. Fumbling with cloth, I managed to make it fall over my lower arm, effectively hiding my scar.

Staring in the mirror for a long moment, I still felt nervous.

It would have to do.

Kieran hadn’t bought any jewelry, but that didn’t matter. I still wore my sapphire on its silver chain. The colors suited the dress and no matter how protected he claimed his house was, I wouldn’t leave this gem unattended.

My hand wrapped around it and I closed my eyes. If I focused, I could remember the day my mother passed it down to me. On my fifth birthday, she gave me this beautiful necklace, this sapphire, and said it had been in the family for generations and that now she would give it to me. She made me promise to cherish it forever and to one day pass it down to my own child.

What would my parents say now? If they saw me, what I had done with my life, and how I chose to let Kieran teach me… Would they be proud? Or would they despise the fact that I hadn’t immediately returned to Atalu, to tell the royal family about their daughter’s true whereabouts?

My hair tickled my skin when I shook my head and opened my eyes. No. I couldn’t worry about things like that, not right now. The princess made her decision. I’d confront her about it when we both returned to the castle.

After a final glance at myself in the mirror, I exited into the bedroom. A quick glimpse at the clock showed me the time. 7:11. Kieran wanted to leave by 7:15 so we would be in time for our reservations. I scoffed. Reservation? As if. He probably had a table free for him at all times. After all, why would the owner not have his own table?

My hand rested on the doorknob and hesitance paused my movements. For some reason, going out to dinner with him felt so odd. This almost felt like… a date. Was it? No, it couldn’t have been…

I pushed past my unease, twisted the doorknob, and left the room. If it was a date, then it was my first. Unconsciously, I flinched. My first date? Twenty-three years and I’d never gone on a date before.

For some reason, that thought lingered in my mind longer than my other uneasy ones. What kind of life would I lead? The longer I remained the princess’ attendant, the less time I had for myself. I always stayed in the castle with her, stood by her when she left the castle and entered the city. That was it, my life. Never did I have time to go out and socialize with others my age, to make other friends, to go out on dates.

Is watching the princess live her life the closest I’ll ever get to living my own?

Would I ever have the opportunity to have a family of my own if I stayed employed by the royal family? Even the princess’ tutor had no family.

My feet led me down a path that quickly became familiar. I stopped before I entered the lounge, suddenly nervous. Damn it, why is this so hard..?

If this was how people always felt when they went on a date, then maybe I didn’t want a family after all. This nagging sensation that rooted me in place wasn’t worth it. I forced myself to move.

When I entered the room, Kieran turned to face me.

I took in his appearance from a different mindset. He wore the same as usual and yet, as a noble already, it suited him. He didn’t need fancier clothes, unlike I did. I pushed that thought out of my mind and truly looked at him.

Black slacks, topped with a handsome white button-up that both clung to his frame and yet offered a loose, almost casual, appearance. He wore it well enough to rival others of his rank. Ruffles finished the sleeves and he wore his waist-long cloak. The material’s pale purple shade added just the right amount of color to his appearance. His blond locks fell past his shoulders, completing the ensemble.

My heartbeat hastened and for some reason seeing him this way, when I actually looked, gave him an entirely new aura. Something about him drew me in. Why..? What about him made him so special?

His gaze slid lower, unashamed, then back up to my eyes. The corner of his mouth quirked. “The dress suits you.”

Warmth spread across my cheeks. “Thank you.”

Kieran sauntered towards me and offered me his arm. “Shall we?”

Again, I hesitated. He really treated this like a date, didn’t he? The fancy clothes, the dinner, going together… Instead of dwelling on it longer, I took hold of his arm. “Yes, let’s go.”

A hint of a smile played on his features as we left the mansion. The brisk air wrapped around us, but hadn’t become too cold yet. Stars littered the sky above us, along with a half-moon. They gave us the light we needed to maneuver through the streets.

Now, clothed in a nicer dress and no longer dirty and tired, no nobles looked down on me. In fact, some of them looked at me with respect. Why? Because of my appearance… or because of my current company?

I didn’t waste too much time wondering about it. It wasn’t worth it.

We walked in relative silence. His restaurant loomed in the distance, a tall and proud building, its regal color scheme catching the eye even compared to the extravagant buildings surrounding it. Even without seeing the inside, one would know it catered to the rich. I doubted the poor could even afford an appetizer, let alone a full meal.

Ahead of us, another couple entered the restaurant. The woman wore a far more eccentric dress than mine. Her pale yellow dress expanded at her waist, no doubt requiring layers upon layers of tulle, unlike my sleek gown. I found myself grateful Kieran had chosen a more slender style for my attire.

Kieran led me up the three short steps and the doorman held the door open for us. “Good evening, milord.”

Allowing a curt nod, Kieran let me enter first.

The reception hall bustled more than any other time I entered one of his restaurants. Several nobles stood in line and the man who had looked at me like I was street trash when I first showed up tended to them.

He looked up from the book on the reception stand and his gaze landed on us. His gray eyes widened slightly and he muttered something to the people in line before approaching us. Behind him, another employee took over dealing with the line.

“Milord.” He bowed his head, then glanced at me. “…Milady.”

Surprise shone in his eyes. Part of me wanted to shove it in his face. Look at me, I’m not a filthy piece of trash, am I? I had more manners than that, however, and suppressed the desire to make him regret whatever he thought of me the first time we met.

“Good evening, Jerome,” Kieran spoke. “How are things this evening?”

Jerome? Well, at least now I knew the name of the man who focused too much on the outside. If he paid a bit more attention to the inside, what he’d see would surprise him.

“Very good, milord. We are busy tonight, as you can see.”

Kieran released a soft chuckle. “Yes, indeed I can. We’ll be staying for supper and the entertainment.”

Something changed in Jerome’s expression. A tiny tweak showed a moment of curiosity as Kieran’s words made him look at me. As quickly as the change appeared, it vanished.

Jerome bowed his head again. “Of course. Your usual table, I presume?”

“That will do.”

“In that case, please follow me.” Jerome grabbed two menus off a rack on the wall and ascended the rightmost staircase. Kieran allowed me to go first like the other time and followed two steps behind me. We entered the same balcony as the other day and approached the same table.

This time, Jerome pulled out the chair for me and I sat. Kieran took his seat opposite me, cloak still on unlike the previous time we ate here.

“Here are your menus -” Jerome offered one to each of us. “Would you like anything to drink?”

“The usual for me.”

The usual? That must have been the wine he drank before.

I didn’t feel comfortable drinking. Around the royal family, I rarely drank any alcohol at all, and that became ingrained in my subconscious. Beyond at most a single drink at special occasions, I had no desire to drink.

“Just water for me, please.”

If Jerome thought anything about my odd choice of drink, he kept it hidden behind his carefully blank expression. Because his boss brought me here, I presumed. He mustn’t have wanted Kieran to realize what he thought of me before — and now.

Kieran’s face didn’t betray anything either; he simply nodded, then added, “We’ll also have an appetizer tray. The fruit one should do.”

The word fruit brought the memory of my previous visit to the front of my mind. A tray with delicious fruit and another with crackers, cheese and meat. I hadn’t cared for the latter, but the former… Mm. Delicious pineapple.

“I will bring you that shortly.” Jerome inclined his head, then disappeared behind the curtain that blocked the doorway.

I scanned the balcony. Only two tables and no one sat at the other. Why two? If Kieran always sat here, then why would he want the company of another party?

My curiosity forced me to voice it. “Who is the second table for?”

“Sometimes I invite special guests,” Kieran explained. “When I do, that is the table they get. It’s rare that someone is given that privilege, however.”

Rare for him to offer others that table? Then how rare was it that he offered someone a seat at his table? How special did he make this dinner?

“There is still something I want to show you.” His words resurfaced and I glanced at him thoughtfully.

“You said you wanted to show me something,” I reminded him. “But then you brought up dinner…”

Kieran chuckled. “Never fear. What I want to show you will happen tonight.”

My expression twisted into a frown and I glanced over at the side of the balcony. A three foot railing blocked us from mid-air, staying low enough for me to see over it and into the dining hall below. On the far side of the dining hall stood a stage. Burgundy curtains blocked my view of the stage itself, but I saw the raised platform.

A stage? “The show?” I glanced at him. “You want to show me the show?”

“Good guess.” He said no more than that.

Jerome returned with our drinks and appetizers and I realized I hadn’t even looked at the menu. Neither had Kieran and yet he ordered something from memory. Of course. Why would a restaurant owner need to use the menu in his restaurant?

I skimmed the menu, feeling guilty that I forced Jerome to wait. Yes, he had mentally criticized me and no doubt put me down, but unlike him, I had decency. Finally I settled for a rice-based dish with vegetables and chicken, quite a contrast to Kieran’s choice of steak, potatoes, and salad.

While looking through the menu, I caught a glimpse of a delicious-looking chocolate treat for dessert. Chocolate ice cream with strawberries, chocolate syrup, and whipped cream.

There’s no way I can resist that.

“You don’t drink?” Kieran sipped his wine.

I shook my head. “No. I prefer to keep my head clear.” Lifting the pitcher, I poured myself a glass of water, then glanced at him. “Is that a problem?”

He placed his glass on the table. “Not at all. I was simply curious.”

Curious… Right. Sure he was.

I munched on the spread of fruit laid out on the tray in front of me. The delicious flavors exploded in my mouth and a soft mm passed my lips.

Kieran showed me one of those rare smiles. He didn’t say anything and the smile vanished in an instant, but it stayed long enough for me to notice. Something fluttered in my stomach and I turned my head away. Another rush of heat rose to my cheeks and I cursed myself silently. Why do I keep blushing around him?

I mean, sure, he was a handsome man, devilishly so, but he was also an arrogant prick who got under my skin with that infuriating smirk he always wore. I forced back my sigh by eating a piece of mango. Curse these damned emotions…

Several minutes passed in silence. What usually felt awkward now felt entirely pleasant. We ate our appetizers and a soft tune filled the dining hall just as Jerome brought us our entrées. I inhaled the delicious scent, catching tangs of garlic and bell pepper, but the stage drew my attention. The curtains parted as the music strummed in a slow, melodious tune. A band filled the very back of the stage. Seven members, each with different instruments. Two violins, a cello, drums, a piano, an acoustic guitar, and a flute.

Together they played the song that engulfed us all.

A spotlight sprung on and illuminated the middle of the stage.

“It’s starting,” Kieran said simply.

Something in the air shifted as if a soft breeze coursed through the hall. The floor parted and a woman rose from beneath the stage. I watched, entranced, while the floor closed beneath her and she gently landed on the wooden planks.

Her fuchsia gown flowed when another breeze blew through the room. Tresses much straighter and a darker shade of brown than mine fell to her hips, mimicking the motion of her gown. With emerald eyes she looked out into the hall, her gaze intense.

The musicians changed the tune; it became higher, sharper, but still slow — and then the woman began to sing. Her soft voice reached pitches higher than the music and together they created a magnificent song.

Her arms raised and something changed in our surroundings. Energy swelled and wispy banners in various shades of purple and blue flowed around her. They circled her, then flew out over the crowd as she sang.

I blinked. That’s… not part of the actual production.

My eyes widened and I stood up to get a better look. The woman’s power controlled those wisps, decided where they went, and what color they were. Her essence shared similarities with mine and Kieran’s…

The truth hit my like a brick and I gasped.

She’s another spiritualist.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“You can meet her once the show has ended.”

When Kieran told me that, I lowered myself back into my chair. “How… How many spiritualists do you know?”

Kieran lifted his shoulders in a nonchalant shrug. “A few.”

I wanted to counter that, but I held my tongue. Instead, I ate my dinner and watched as the singer on the stage performed more magnificent acts. No doubt the other diners thought technology created these feats, or intricate productions. So wrong. They would never realize the truth on their own.

“I thought you would like this.” Soft-spoken words, surprisingly gentle considering who they came from.

My gaze diverted from the show on stage. “…I do. It’s nice.”

For the second time tonight, he smiled. This one lingered for a few moments and for once, not a single hint of arrogance remained. “Good. I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

Unable to help myself, I allowed a similar smile to twist my lips.

“I…” My words died out and suddenly I didn’t remember what I wanted to say. I shook my head and looked down at my food. With my fork, I stabbed through a piece of broccoli and popped it into my mouth.

So many flavors. They distracted me from the current situation, from this dinner, and the emotions that warred inside me. Why did he do all of this for me? There must have been more of a reason than just because.

The comfortable silence continued and I basked in it. Kieran and I watched the show together and when Jerome came to check on us once we finished our supper, I couldn’t resist ordering that chocolate dessert I’d spotted earlier.

When he brought it to me and I took my first bite, I realized I’d been right. It was worth it. In fact, more than worth it. I indulged in the dessert, more than I ever had any others, now that the royal family wasn’t here to see my every move.

Kieran watched me eat the dessert, a spark of amusement in his eyes. Once his attention focused on me, I suddenly felt self-conscious. I paused in the middle of lifting the spoon to my mouth. “…What?”

“Nothing.” He chuckled and the sound, for some reason, relaxed me. “I just don’t see many women who can eat that entire dessert.”

“Well…” I shuffled uncomfortably in my chair.

That infuriating smirk flickered to life on his lips. “There’s no need to be embarrassed. It’s refreshing. Most of the nobles are too picky. They’ll eat a bite or two and then claim they’re full, because they don’t want others to think of them negatively. It’s a cycle that keeps going. It’s all for show.” He released a soft sigh. “You, on the other hand, don’t care what others think.”

“Why do you say that..?” I took the last bite of my ice cream, then put the spoon aside.

He liked that I didn’t act like the nobles? But he was a noble.

“Well, if the fact that you just ate that entire dish isn’t enough proof for you… remember that you walked into a noble area, and into a restaurant for the wealthy, after traveling on foot for — what was it? — eight days? And you didn’t care.”

“I was determined.”

“Precisely. Your goal was all that mattered to you, regardless of what others thought. That’s a mindset many people sorely lack.”

Below us, diners left after paying for the meals. The musicians left the stage; the singer, the spiritualist, left moments before them after gracing the crowd with a picture-perfect sweeping bow.

I felt so sluggish now. The amount I’d eaten this evening stuffed my stomach and I doubted I could eat more even if I tried. The food was delicious and I couldn’t justify wasting any of it. I could deal with a temporary stomach ache.

“Would you like to meet her now?”

His words yanked my attention back to him and I nodded. “Yes, please.”

He didn’t wait for any more confirmation. Rising and maneuvering around the table to my side, Kieran pulled my chair back so I could stand, then offered me his arm. With less hesitance than before, I took it. The soft cloth of his button-up shirt tickled my bare arm and I shuddered. We left the balcony and descended the elegant staircase together. In the reception hall, the rich collected their jackets and prepared to leave.

Kieran walked like he owned the place — true in this case. His confident gait made people step aside as we approached the door that led into the dining hall. A door to the left of the stage led us into a hallway with several more doors on either side. Dressing rooms, based on the name placards on each of them. Kieran led me to a door on the far right. A silver nameplate on the door read Lena.

My chest clenched. Anxiety similar to the time I first realized what Kieran was surfaced, coiling inside me. Relax. I didn’t need to worry so much.

A soft “One second!” came from inside the room after Kieran knocked three times. We waited until the door opened a few moments later. The singer who enchanted the hall of nobles was even more beautiful up close. A thin face with pale skin, almost like porcelain. Dark makeup accentuated her green eyes. She still wore her dress, but had pulled her hair into a low ponytail. Her skin glowed with a sparkling radiance. No doubt men’s heads turned whenever she walked by.

A spike of jealousy hit me, out of the blue, followed closely by confusion. Kieran worked with such a beautiful woman, but now he chose to spend his time with me. Why..?

“Lena, a wonderful performance, as always.” Kieran waved his hand in my direction. “This is Avalyn, a guest of mine. I believe you both have something in common -” Unspoken communication passed between them and Lena nodded. “I’ll leave you two to talk for a while.”

Once Lena showed him an affirmative nod, Kieran spun on his heel and headed down the hallway. His form disappeared through another door and it shut behind him with a soft thud.

I blinked, thrown off guard by his sudden departure. Wait, he isn’t staying?

Lena flashed a smile of brilliant white teeth at me and stepped aside. “Come in.”

Since I didn’t have much of a choice, I accepted the offer and entered her dressing room. A quick glimpse of it reaffirmed that Kieran spared no expenses. Her dressing room wasn’t just a room to change in, but a personal lounge. A black sofa, a recliner, and a low table rested on a carpeted floor. On the other side of the room, a separate door led into what must have been a bathroom.

“Feel free to sit down.”

Lena took a seat on the recliner, so I sat across from her on the couch. Subconsciously, I adjusted the shawl to make sure it covered my scar.

Her gaze shifted to catch the movement, but quickly returned to my face. “You must be one of us.”

Straight to the point. Fine, I could handle that. “Yes.” There was no point in hiding it. She could sense my powers the same way I could feel hers.

Her smile softened. “Kieran rarely brings non-spiritualists here to meet me.”

Her answer to my unasked question stunned me into silence for a long moment. “How many spiritualists does he know?”

Surprise flitted onto her face. “You mean he hasn’t told you?”

Unease started to swell in my chest. “Told me what..?”

Lena kept quiet while taking a sip of her glass of water. A soft sigh escaped her lips and she finally spoke, “He gathers spiritualists, in a way. You must know how it is. We don’t want to reveal ourselves to other people in fear of how they’ll react. Most people hardly believe in spiritualists anymore and those that do… Well, most of them are opposed to us. Based on the laws put in place by the royal family, no one wants to risk finding out what would happen if someone reported us.”

Yes, I knew that. For that single reason, the royal family refused to reveal their heritage. How would people react if they found out what King Frederick and Princess Rena could do?

“So, he…”

“He gives us a place to stay. This is a place where we can interact with others like us. He’s the one who finds us and gathers us here.” Her smile became wistful and I found myself wondering what kind of life Kieran saved her from. “He gives us a chance to be ourselves around people who won’t judge us, who understand.”

I believed her. Her reactions as she spoke, the little twitches of her face, portrayed the truth. Even so, something about this idea nagged at me like a constant itch. “Does he do… anything else?”

Her sudden thoughtful gaze did little to reassure me. Her response came much too slowly for my liking, as if she contemplated what she should or should not tell me. “Kieran wants to… out us, so to speak. He wants the world to know about us, and to accept us instead of shun us. That’s his goal.”

Leaning back so the comfortable sofa supported my back, I eyed her intently. “How does he intend to do that?” My lips curled into a frown. “With force?”

Lena cleared her throat and grabbed her glass off the table, sipping its contents again. “I’m not sure. He hasn’t told me much about how he plans to do it.”

I stared at her for a long moment. Though she met my gaze, after several moments, she looked away, sealing her fate. Guilty.

“Really? You don’t know what he’s going to do?”

Her ponytail shifted as she shook her head. “No.”

Magic reacted to my anger, spiking and flaring out around me.

Tch. You lying, piece of-

Three firm knocks interrupted us. I shook my head and heaved a sigh as I closed my eyes. What perfect timing. I didn’t need to reach out to the spirits to know Kieran stood on the other side of that door.

When I opened my eyes, I swore I could almost see Lena suppress a sigh of relief. “Come in.”

The person didn’t need telling twice. When the door opened, Kieran stepped into the room and glanced from Lena, to me, then back. “How are things in here?” The curiosity in his eyes died down when he glanced from Lena, to me, then back, no doubt taking note of the tension.

“Just fine.” Lena’s voice pitched and I struggled not to scoff. First she lied to me, then she tried to play it off? I’d remember that if I ever dealt with her again.

A hint of a frown crossed Kieran’s lips before disappearing. “I see.”

This time I couldn’t stop it. I scoffed and rose to my feet, then patted down my dress. That was all I could handle. Kieran knew damn well what was going on. So what did he do? He tried acting nonchalant. That wouldn’t work with me. We’d only known each other for a few weeks, but he should’ve known me better than that by now.

I’d had enough of the bullshit.

“Well, thank you for tonight, but I think it’s time for me to go.” The words came out clipped and curt, even to me. I didn’t care. With the sole purpose of leaving in mind, I stormed towards the door.

“Avalyn -”

I scowled and passed Kieran without a second glance. “Don’t even.”

Unfortunately for me, I didn’t feel like exploring enough to find a different way out of the restaurant. This meant that I went down the same path Kieran took me through, which would let him follow me with the utmost ease.

Before I got out of range, I heard Lena’s anxious, “I’m so sorry!”

Kieran followed me. I didn’t sense him, but I knew.

“Avalyn, wait.”

Ignoring him as much as I could, I went through the dining hall that suddenly seemed so much larger now that I tried to get through it swiftly. My ankle buckled, rolling on the low heel and I hissed in pain, grabbing onto the nearest chair to catch myself. Stupid heels.

My ankle ached, but I kept walking, entering the reception hall.

Jerome looked up from the papers in his hands and blinked. “Milady?”

“Don’t.” I pressed my lips into a tight line and made my way to the door. If they worked for Kieran, I refused to deal with them right now. My patience ran out with him, with all of them. The door was so close…

Kieran’s hand enclosed around my left elbow and I jolted to a stop. “Let me go!”

“Avalyn, you’re being immature.”

Something in me snapped and I rounded on him. “You’re calling me immature? You’re the one with who knows how many secrets.”

“Let me explain -”

“You mean try to convince me to pick your side?” I glared.

Kieran’s expression became eerily blank. “What happened to the woman I complimented earlier, because she was mature and didn’t do things just for show? You’re being just as bad as those nobles are now and that’s not you. All I want to do is explain.”

I opened my mouth to counter his words, but my response died in my throat. Bastard. He was right. Just because some girl I just met had made me question him… Still, he had too many secrets. Something about my conversation with Lena put me on edge.

A soft sigh escaped me and I glanced up at him. “Fine. Talk.”

He flashed a smirk, but it lacked his usual arrogance. “In private, alright?” When I nodded, he cast a look over his shoulder. “Goodnight, Jerome. Make sure the restaurant gets closed up properly.”

Whatever Jerome thought after seeing my outburst, he hid, bowing his head. “Yes, milord. Have a good night.”

Kieran let go of my elbow as he held the door open for me. Taking a deep breath to rein in my anger, I passed through the doorway. Kieran followed and fell in pace next to me. My arms crossed and I shivered as the now colder air tormented my bare skin. Once again, I cursed Kieran for the lack of sleeves on the dress he chose.

Chills ran along my skin and I rubbed my arms, hoping for some heat.

“Here.” Kieran unclasped his cloak and placed it over my shoulders.

I tensed for a moment, then relaxed and grabbed onto the sides of the cloak, holding it close. His body heat had warmed it and that same warmth now transferred to me. The sensation banished the cold and I took a deep breath. Kieran’s strong, natural scent enveloped me and I held back a small smile.

No. I couldn’t lose my mind over this. He was trying to calm me down and convince me that whatever he had planned would benefit everyone. I couldn’t stand for it.

Despite that, I kept his cloak on. I wouldn’t say no to a bit of heat.

We strode through the dark streets and surprise surfaced in my subconscious when I realized how busy it still was. The capital became much quieter after dark. In Frenu a different kind of activity surfaced — a darker side of traders.

“Lena told you that I gather spiritualists, and want us to reveal ourselves… correct?”

I bit my bottom lip, surprised by his admittance. “Yes. And she wasn’t very reassuring when I asked if that meant you’d use force.”

Kieran looked up at the starry sky and wasted no time before saying, “I will if it’s necessary.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know as well as I do how people treat us. Tell me, how many people know about your gift?”

I flinched, letting my gaze follow his. Hundreds of sparkling dots littered the dark canvas. Gorgeous lights illuminated the streets along with the crescent moon.

“…Just the higher-ups in the castle, and the royal family.”

“And why is that? Why don’t regular citizens know?”

My silence acted as my answer. Yes, I knew how people would react. They would shun me, like they did other spiritualists. The royal family hardly mentioned their heritage. If they didn’t, then why should others..? How would people react if they discovered the people who ruled them possessed the very abilities they had banned?

A thought crossed my mind and I gasped. “You want to take over the kingdom?”

“Yes. If the royal family won’t do anything to help their people, then I’ll do it for them.”

“You can’t do that!” I covered my mouth with my hand to stifle my sudden outburst when nearby people turned towards us. “You can’t just…”

“Wouldn’t you feel better if you didn’t need to hide what you are?”

I bristled, unwilling to let him take over the conversation. “That’s not the point -”

“I’ll give them a choice,” Kieran interrupted, gaze locking with mine. “Either they can tell the truth themselves and make the necessary changes, surrender to me so I can, or I will take the throne by force.”

“No.” I shook my head. “You can’t do that. You have no right -”

“I would rather not fight, but I will if I have no choice. Tell me, would the royal army survive against spiritualists?”

No. No, they wouldn’t. Not if too many spiritualists joined in the battle. Bea and her men could slaughter hundreds, even thousands, but if their opponents used magic to control the nature around them… That gave them they edge. They wouldn’t survive, not for long.

“This is why you gather spiritualists..?”

“The other reasons are true, as well. Instead of them being shunned, I want to help them, give them a place where they can be themselves… but that will only last for so long. They will want more and there is only one way to get more.”

I shook my head, words failing me. He threatened to go to war..?

Kieran kept silent for a moment, then added, “I want you to join us.”

My feet stopped moving, halting me in front of the gate that led onto his property. He wanted me to join them, to fight the royal family if necessary? “Is that why you’ve been teaching me? So I’ll be more useful in a fight?”

His response was instant. “No. We all deserve to learn more about our powers.”

Sincerity laced his tone and when I turned to face him, I saw no hint of deceit in his expression. While me having better control of my abilities would no doubt help if I chose his side, he didn’t lie. I accepted his answer.

“I can’t. The princess… She’s my best friend. And her parents, they raised me like a daughter. I can’t betray them like that.”

“The princess hid something incredibly important from you, and yet you’re still loyal to her?” A flicker of surprise infiltrated his voice.

“Yes. She must have had her reasons.” I didn’t know if I was trying to convince him or myself. “I’ll talk to her when I see her, so I can figure out what’s going on.”

Kieran stared at me for a long moment and my heart thrummed in my chest. “Your loyalty is admirable,” he finally said. “…I can’t convince you to join us?”

When he posed that question, I hesitated for the briefest moment. That fact scared me and I stood rooted in place, struggling to find my words. I became too attached to him, too close. If I allowed that, the next time he asked, my answer might be different. Now, however, I forced out my response. “No.”

Anxiety coursed through me then. What would he do? Kick me out of his home and refuse to help me learn more? He had every right to… No one demanded that he help me. Kieran chose to, but would my decision make him change his mind and banish me from his life?

His long silence didn’t help my nerves.

Finally, he pushed open the gate and waited for me. “Very well. It’s your choice.”

Relief coursed through me and I accepted the silent invitation back into his home. My subconscious screamed at me to leave, to return to the capital. What kind of attendant was I, staying with someone who declared themselves an enemy of the royal family? Something banished my logical thoughts and I succumbed to something else, something more personal.

I let him lead me into his home. When the warmth in the house enveloped me, I slipped off his cloak and extended it towards him. “…Thank you.”

Kieran took it from me wordlessly and hung it on the back of a chair. When he turned to face me, an odd form of hesitance slithered its way through my body. Suddenly I wanted to return to the guest room and distance myself from him.

He caught my right wrist before I could move and gently slid the shawl away from my scar. “You shouldn’t hide it,” he stated, voice firm but soft. “It shows that no matter what you go through, you don’t give up. If anyone looks down on you because of it, then they don’t deserve your company.”

His words touched something deep inside of me, something that warmed, and I managed a smile. “I…” This feeling terrified me even more and I couldn’t have felt more relieved when he let go of my wrist. “Thank you for tonight, but… I think I need to get some rest now.”

Invisible hands wrapped around my throat, making my breaths come out slow and shallow. Before he could respond, I moved towards the stairs.

Once again he grabbed my elbow. This time he spun me around before I could react. My back hit the nearest wall and I glimpsed his dark eyes before his lips connected with mine. In an instant, my mind went blank and I froze. His body aligned with mine and one hand caressed the side of my face.

His scent enveloped me and I lost all control of my actions.

I kissed him back, reaching up to wrap my arms around his neck, tangling my fingers in his pale locks. He nibbled gently on my lower lip and I couldn’t resist. My lips parted automatically and his tongue slid in to play with mine. An explosion of flavor erupted in my mouth and my eyes closed so I could savor the taste and the moment.

He tasted of delicious vanilla with a hint of chocolate, no doubt from his choice of dessert.

His body pressed tighter against mine and I emitted a soft moan. Our tongues battled for control, but he won the fight. His hand slipped to my neck, holding me close, while his free hand began trailing up my side, teasing my skin through the satin fabric of my gown. I shivered.

That intimate contact brought a semblance of clarity back to me.

What… am I doing?

My eyes shot open and I slid my hands to the front of his shoulders, gathering what half-hearted resolution I could. I pushed Kieran away from me, breaking the kiss.. My chest heaved and I took a deep breath. His scent lingered and I could still taste him on my lips.

Genuine surprise crossed Kieran’s expression once he regained his balance. “What -”

If I stayed so close to him for a moment longer, things would go somewhere they shouldn’t. Simply by being here, I betrayed the royal family, the people I served. If I went farther with him… I couldn’t allow that to happen.

“I can’t.” I shook my head once, firmly. “I’m sorry, I just… I can’t. Goodnight.” I didn’t give him a chance to respond. Instead, I rushed up the stairs and the moment I entered my room, I shut the door behind me.

I released a shuddering breath and ran a hand through my hair.

How could I let that happen..?

After he told me what his plans were… Why did I let that happen?

My head whirled and I learned back against the door, then slid down until I sat on the floor. What would I tell the royal family? Lord Kieran’s going to attack the kingdom. Oh, and by the way, I almost slept with him.

I flinched at the thought, then sighed. It shouldn’t have happened and yet it did… and I hated that I couldn’t say that I regretted it. Not entirely, at least. A part of me liked it, liked him, and wanted to ignore whatever consequences intimacy would bring. I quickly shoved that thought into the farthest depths of my mind.

Damn it. What would I do..?

My thoughts wandered back to the kiss. I raised a hand, gently touching my fingertips to my lips.

That… was my first kiss.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I spent most of the night wide awake, plagued by my mind. Warring thoughts hovered inside of me and kept me occupied. The royal family. Kieran. The kiss. His goal. The different parts of my mind merged and battled and kept slumber out of reach.

The kiss I shared with Kieran… The memory lingered at the very front of my mind. How could I forget something like that? He took my first kiss. No matter what happened, that memory would always remain with me, never fading — but I wanted it to. I needed things to simplify. Without that memory and these odd feelings inside of me, my path was clear. Return to the royal family and take my place as attendant once again.

Simple, concise. Do what they raised me to do.

Kieran threw a wrench in everything, made me question, and doubt.

Did I want to remain a simple attendant for all my life, forever tied to the royal family, or did I want more? The path others laid out for me, or one I chose for myself? A life with Kieran… or without?

Sometime during the night, I must have dozed off. Fatigue latched onto me and lured me into sleep. I resisted it now, eyes opening, willing away the sleepy stupor that blurred my vision.

My arms hurt and I blinked, trying to move them. They didn’t budge.

What the..? Tilting my head back brought my arms into view. Rope wrapped around my wrists and connected to the headboard. Tied up. Who the heck..?

“I apologize about this.”

Deep, male, calm. I knew that voice.

Craning my head forward confirmed my thought.

Kieran stood near the door, arms folded over his chest. “I didn’t want to do this.” He sauntered towards the bed and my muscles clenched.

I tried to move, but the ropes kept me firmly in place.

He noticed. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Why…” Panic surfaced, twisting my chest. “Why did you tie me up?” Raw fear overwhelmed me and I stilled the moment he stopped next to the bed. I wanted to fight, but I couldn’t. Something besides the ropes stopped me. Fear paralyzed me.

“The general and her men are almost here,” he explained. “I must take my leave… and you made your decision last night.”

My fear subsided enough for guilt to join the mix. He had asked me to join him and I declined, and then I rejected his advances. “I -”

“Since you made your decision, I can’t take you with me.” He tapped the rope with one hand and I shuddered. “However, when they find my home and come looking for me… this will prevent them from thinking you stayed here willingly.”

The remaining anxiety vanished in an instant and I stared at him, wide eyed. “You…”

Kieran smirked slyly. “They’ll think I captured you when you came looking for me, and that I kept you captive all this time. It feels rather nice to fool the general of the army… and the royal family. Of course, you could tell them the truth and make all of this obsolete, but will you?”

I looked away and fought against the sting in my eyes. After what I’d done last night, rejecting him not once, but twice… he still cared for my well-being? Kieran went out of his way to ensure I wouldn’t be considered a traitor after willingly staying with his enemy?

“Why… are you doing this?” I forced the words out.

Silence stretched between us for a long moment.

Kieran’s hand brushed against my cheek and that gentle touch made me look at him again. “You learned last night, didn’t you..? I help spiritualists, make sure they won’t be shunned. Even though you won’t join me, I won’t ruin your life. As I said, you made your choice. Perhaps I don’t agree with it, nor do I fully understand why you made this particular decision… but you did.”

His fingers drew patterns on my cheek and I relaxed into his touch. His words, once they registered, made me again doubt me decision. Despite everything I did to him, he refused to do anything to harm me. Would the royal family, the people who raised me, accept things so easily? If I told them of the time I willingly spent with Kieran, would they accept that?

No.

That lone word formed in my mind.

No, they wouldn’t. They’d call me a traitor and lock me away. Sure, he hadn’t kidnapped the princess after all, but he arranged for her to escape the capital. A crime, in their opinion. And the moment they realized he plotted to take over the kingdom… I’d become an accessory to that crime. They wouldn’t care about the time I spent with them, taking care of the princess.

“…Thank you.”

I couldn’t find any other words to say.

His smirk softened into a half-smile and that alone proved those were the only words I needed. Kieran still caressed my cheek and looked down at me. “You won’t change your mind, will you?”

Hesitation. I familiarized myself with that feeling so often lately. Even so, I managed to shake my head. “No -” My uncertainty made me pause for the briefest moment. “I won’t.”

Kieran released a soft chuckle and stepped away from me. “Very well. Perhaps you will one day.”

“Perhaps.” The word escaped on its own and that served as evidence that my hesitance grew greater the more time I spent around him.

His smirk returned and he strode to the door. “They should be here by sundown, at the latest. I apologize for putting you through this… but it was the only way. Goodbye -” He paused, glancing over his shoulder. “Ava.”

With those words, Kieran disappeared through the doorway. I stared at the place where he stood just moments before. Slowly I mulled over his words while I pulled against my bonds. Too tight. I couldn’t break them. I sagged, accepting my temporary restrained state. When I realized what he’d done, I couldn’t suppress a small smile.

He gave me a nickname.

***

The hours felt like days. My arms lost feeling while I waited for Bea and her men to arrive, the rope cutting into my wrists and limiting my circulation. During this long time, I could only think about everything that happened and what to do when I returned to the castle.

That new feeling, that now familiar hesitance, influenced my thoughts and my potential decisions.

I couldn’t do it.

The more I thought about what to tell the people who raised me, the more I realized I couldn’t offer them the truth. My feelings wouldn’t let me warn them. I couldn’t warn them that Kieran intended to take over the kingdom. A nagging sensation inside of me wouldn’t allow it.

The fact that I had such vital information and couldn’t tell them proved what I feared. I’d become an unwilling traitor to my kingdom.

Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. Please… don’t choose to fight him.

Something slammed downstairs and my eyes shot open. People. There were people in the house. I considered, suddenly nervous. This recent revelation about myself created worry within me, twisting my stomach into knots. At the same time, a flicker of relief coursed through me and my eyes stung.

I wanted to go back home.

Kieran had opened the door for me to play the role of captive. I’d be stupid to waste it.

“H-Hello..?” My voice came out shaky and I mentally scolded myself. “Help! Please! I’m upstairs!”

More shuffling from downstairs and booted feet thudded on the stairs, getting closer.

“Please help,” I screamed again.

Every emotion I’d experienced over the past couple of weeks gathered and boiled over. Tears streamed down my cheeks. Joy or sorrow? I didn’t know what brought them on, but I didn’t waste time finding out.

Someone kicked the door open and I yelped as it slammed into the wall.

A man with hair cut too short to grab stared at me. He wore a silver chest piece to protect himself, as well as gauntlets, and a sheath hung from his hip. One hand rested on the hilt of his sword, posture tense, ready to draw his weapon at a moment’s notice. His gaze landed on me. Recognition flitted across his expression and he rushed forward.

“Ma’am, I’ve found Avalyn.” His voice boomed, banishing the earlier silence that filled the room.

Drawing a small blade from a second sheath I hadn’t noticed, he cut through the bonds that kept me tied to the bed. The moment he freed me, I sat up and rubbed my wrists, biting back a grimace. Red welts marred my skin. Despite how tight they were, that hadn’t stopped me from trying to yank myself free throughout the day. Bruises would replace the red marks within a day or two.

I reached up and wiped my tears away just as Bea entered the room. The slightest hint of relief spread across her face when she spotted me, before her expression hardened.

“What were you thinking?”

I flinched and immediately looked away, unable to meet her accusatory gaze. Of course she would berate me for leaving on my own. How could I have expected any less from her?

A sigh followed her outburst and she approached me with soft footfalls. “Are you alright?”

“…Yes. He didn’t… hurt me.” I could at least be honest about that.

“Where is he now?”

My hair tickled my shoulders as I shook my head. “I don’t know. He knew you would get here today, so he left, but I didn’t hear where he was going.”

I glanced up at her just in time to see her frown. “We were wrong about the kidnapping. The princess returned to the castle.”

“That’s what Lord Kieran said.” I frowned, not used to his title anymore. “He showed me proof, but then kept me here…”

Each lie stung me, but I couldn’t afford to tell them the truth.

“We will deal with him eventually. It may not have been kidnapping, but the fact that he aided in what we thought was a crime, then kept you here against your will, is enough to charge him for your kidnapping and crimes against the royal family. Lord Franc provided us with additional information that must be discussed.”

Kieran would laugh in the face of those charges. They had no idea how much of a threat he truly was.

Bea grabbed my hand and helped me to my feet, then looked me in the eye. “Do you know of anyone who might know where Kieran has gone?” Dropping the title from his name? That told me Bea wanted nothing to do with him anymore and held absolutely no respect for him.

I knew that look. Her direct stare. She took in every tiny twitch in a person’s expression when she looked at them that way. If someone lied to her, Bea would know.

When she stared at me that way, I didn’t dare lie to her — even if it meant I betrayed Kieran.

“The people at his restaurant,” I admitted. “They might know where he’s gone.”

Bea nodded. “Do you know where his restaurant is?”

“…Yes.”

Guilt filled me like a sinking brick weighing me down. I hated this feeling of being trapped between two worlds. One day, I would be forced to choose, truly choose — but not today. I’d teeter on the edge for now, until the time was right.

“Take me there.”

I did.

Bea and her soldiers performed a quick search of Kieran’s manor in case he’d left behind any obvious trails. When they found nothing, we departed and made our way to the restaurant. Rain descended from the sky and I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself as I led the way. Only now did I realize how fortunate it was that I changed into my less elegant dress before I went to bed. What would Bea have thought if she saw me in last night’s gown?

Bea allowed me to guide them as we entered the restaurant. Jerome entered through the doorway that led to the kitchen and stopped in his tracks when he saw us. For a moment he appeared puzzled, before grim determination replaced that expression.

Jerome approached us. “How may I help you?”

Before I could say anything, Bea took the lead again. “I am General Bea. We’re here to find your employer. Where is he? If you don’t know, then I want to speak with every person who works here.”

“I was unaware that Lord Kieran had left,” Jerome stated, gaze flitting from her to the group of soldiers behind us. “Please, wait here and I will gather the others so you can ask them.”

Jerome headed to the back, unwillingly accompanied by one of the guards, and when he passed me, I swore his expression darkened. I flinched. Had the people here begun to trust me after Kieran brought me here? My heart skipped a beat. Of course they had; if Kieran brought spiritualists here to safety, no doubt they accepted my presence without question.

When Jerome returned with the rest of the employees, I stayed as far back behind the soldiers as I could. Lena shot me a glare when Bea’s attention wasn’t focused on her and I grimaced again. Yes, yes, they had begun to trust me — to an extent, at least.

I paid little mind to the interrogations, wanting to distance myself from this situation. For over an hour, we remained in the restaurant lobby, where Bea questioned each employee. By the end of it, no one admitted to knowing where Kieran had gone. She focused a lot of her energy on Jerome, picking up on his high-ranking status in the restaurant. Finally, satisfied with their answers, Bea thanked them and left.

I cast a glance over my shoulder before I followed. Most of the people I hadn’t met, but Jerome and Lena met my gaze for a long moment, their expressions equal parts disgust and disappointment. Unable to handle it any longer, I rushed out the door and caught up with Bea’s group.

“It seems none of them know where Kieran went.” Bea furrowed her brow. “We’ll need to wait for him to resurface again.”

We gathered supplies for our journey back to the capital, me simply letting Bea take the lead. Once we had what we needed, we headed towards the exit to the city and departed, leaving the city of the poor and the rich behind us. Unlike when I traveled to Frenu on my own, I couldn’t use my own pace, instead forced to follow the militaristic faster path.

I shivered as we walked through the rain and tugged the poncho we bought closer to my body. There wasn’t enough I could say to thank Bea for spending the money she had to purchase it for me, along with the food for us and her dozen men. The poncho didn’t offer warmth, but at least it protected me from the wet.

My thoughts wandered to Kieran as we walked through the woods, shifting from our lessons to our more intimate moment. The spirits hovered around us, my connection to them stronger than in the past. So many of them reached out to me. I inhaled a soft, slow breath, and allowed their presence to relax me.

Our kiss remained in the front of my mind, dulling my senses and complicating my decisions. I couldn’t do this, not forever. While I had chosen the royal family, uncertainty plagued me, leaving me unsure of the longevity of that choice. One day, I would choose a side. What terrified me was that I didn’t know who I’d pick: Kieran, or the royal family?

Both wormed their way into my feelings, one more recent than the other. The more I thought about it, the more prominent Kieran’s presence became. He meant something to me, too much for me to just push him out of my mind. Kieran threw a wrench in everything I’d ever known.

Damn it.

He caused this. All these conflicting feelings, everything that confused me. It was because of him, because he taught me about our history, and about my abilities. Plus, he showed me kindness and a different part of life, something I never witnessed before.

When was the last time I spent time away from the royal family?

Before they took me in after my parents died. When I was six. Seventeen years. I hadn’t had privacy or time away from them in seventeen years. What if separating myself from them was a better path for my life? How could I know?

I bit back a sigh, resigning myself to a future of further indecision.

What will I do..?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Somehow the journey back to Atalu felt so much longer than the reverse. When I traveled alone, I enjoyed the nature around me and wandered at my own pace. Now, the group’s pace dictated my speed.

They moved quicker than I gave them credit for. We cut two days off the travel time, in path through use of two horses used to carry gear. During the day we moved faster as a group than I did while alone. By contrast, however, Bea chose to set up camp sooner, before the sky darkened too much. I’d continued in the dark and hadn’t stopped until I’d reached my limit each day.

Different education. As General, Bea expected more danger during the night and wanted a secure perimeter. But me, someone without military training… I’d wanted to cover as much ground as I could, as quickly as possible. Emotions fueled my desire.

An odd sensation coiled in my gut. Not far from us loomed the capital, home to the royal family’s castle. My home. I should have been happy… but something dulled that feeling. A sense of longing fought against my joy — and apprehension joined the mix.

Bea kept oddly quiet during the last leg of our journey.

Her sudden silence worried me. I’d witnessed these moods of hers before. Suppressed questioning. Whenever Bea had more questions but waited to unleash them, she fell into a long silence, one that made criminals want to confess on their own.

Somehow I knew she directed that silent interrogation at me and that terrified me. Had she seen through my lies after all? I bit my lower lip, holding back from confessing the truth.

The large gates into the city stood ajar. Twenty feet tall, they served as a marker indicating when one crossed into the boundaries of the capital. Once night fell, those gates would close and each person who came or left would need to go through the guards. Only the city guards controlled passage through the gate.

I remembered the night I left the city.

Worry filled me then, when I attempted to pass through the gate wearing a hood. Fortunately for me it rained that night and they didn’t second guess my covered face. I didn’t know all the guards personally, either, beyond common courtesies. While some would have recognized me, the two guards on duty that night had only glimpsed at my shrouded face for a moment before letting me through with a warning that mercenaries attacked at night.

Everyone knew that.

Bea led us through the opened gates and as we headed down the main street, people stopped their work to look at us, some pausing in transporting goods, others stopping mid-sale. The general, twelve of her men, and the princess’ attendant wandering down the road together — a rare sight to behold, enough for them to postpone their actions for a few moments.

Nervous butterflies fluttered in my stomach, a sensation that slowly spread to every inch of my body. Instinct, or perhaps a false alarm. Something felt wrong.

I hoped my instincts were mistaken.

We strode passed the people, crossing through the center of town, and headed up the small hill to the castle. It loomed before us, its stones catching the last of the sun’s rays. Guards stood on either side of the double doors and they greeted the general when we approached. They opened the doors for us and we entered. Bea headed up a flight of stairs and I followed, reluctance brewing inside my chest. Our path led us to the meeting chamber, where the queen no doubt waited for us. And the princess.

What would I say to them..?

Once more that nagging worry surfaced, brought on by my mind wandering to Kieran. I banished the thoughts and focused on the task at hand. Thinking about him wouldn’t help me; it just distracted me from the current situation.

Bea kept her head held high as she knocked on the door.

“Come in.” The queen’s familiar voice rang out and I hesitated for a moment before following Bea into the room.

“I’ve returned, your majesty.” Bea knelt for a moment and I bowed my head.

“Avalyn!” Princess Rena smiled at me from her seat by the round table. “You’re back.” Her smile became a frown when her gaze landed on my still slightly-bruised wrists. “Did he hurt you..?”

“Quiet, Rena,” her mother interrupted, voice harsh. “Avalyn, I am glad you’re unharmed -” Her expression hardened and I flinched. “You are a reckless fool for having gone there alone. I will deal with you later. Bea, tell me what you learned in Frenu.”

I said nothing, dropping my gaze to the floor like a chastised child.

“Kieran must have seen us approach. He left the city before we arrived there. I interrogated the people who work for him in his restaurant in Frenu and I’m convinced none of them know of his whereabouts.”

Bullshit. Jerome knew. Every fiber of my being insisted he knew. Who else would Kieran have spoken with while he left me alone with Lena?

“I see.” Queen Miona frowned, concern reflecting in her gaze. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes.” Bea beckoned one of her guards and he took a blue bundle out of a bag, then handed it to her. The distinct shade of the shimmery cloth caught my eye and realization slapped me. Color drained from my face.

Bea held the material up and it unraveled into a dark blue gown that faded to black at the bottom. “Avalyn, we found this on the floor of the room you were in.”

The dress. The gown Kieran had purchased for me, that I wore to the supper with him almost a week and a half ago. They must have spotted it on the floor and grabbed it when I wasn’t looking.

All eyes latched onto me. I said nothing.

Bea’s frown replaced the blood in my veins with ice. “If Kieran bought this for you, then I find it hard to believe he kept you captive.”

“You saw for yourself.” I tried to pour conviction into my voice, but couldn’t muster the strength.

“I saw your state during one day. You were gone for three weeks. Tell me, did he have you tied to that bed the entire time you were there? Or… did he release you sometimes? What did you do when you weren’t tied up?”

I didn’t miss her accusing tone and it hurt me on an entirely different level. A deep, agonizing pain erupted in my chest as if she’d stabbed me. Downhill. Everything began to go downhill.

Forcing myself to breathe, I uttered the words, “One night, he took me to his restaurant. He made me wear that.”

“Why did he take you there?” Still skeptic.

Come on… “He… He wanted me to tell him secrets about the kingdom.” The lie formed in my mind, a likely story, and I rolled with it, “He thought that treating me with more kindness might make me slip up and tell him things.”

“What things?”

The hairs on the back of my neck rose and I hugged myself, trying to bring my facade to life. Her questions came too fast. “Fragile alliances, people who aren’t happy with your ruling, your majesty… He didn’t tell me what he’s planning, but -”

“You think he’s planning an uprising?” Rena’s eyes widened.

Bea stared at me, gaze darker than I ever remembered seeing it. “It’s a large step from what he did to what you’re insinuating.”

I shook my head, biting my bottom lip until I felt it sting. “I don’t know for sure what he’s doing; I’m just telling you what happened -”

“What you’re saying is certainly a possibility. It would line up with what Lord Franc was saying…” Queen Miona rose from her seat and glanced at Bea before facing me. “However, you were the only one there and we have no way to confirm your story.”

Dread washed over me and my eyes widened. “You… don’t believe me?”

The queen’s expression softened for just a moment. “You left on your own and we found you tied up, but that only accounts for part of the time, like Bea said.” She turned to the woman in question. “Take her to the dungeon -” She paused, then added, “She will stay there until we find out the truth.”

Rena sputtered in protest. “Mother, you can’t -”

“Rena, you must look at this from an unbiased view.” The queen frowned at her daughter. “If Avalyn is telling the truth, she will be released. Meanwhile… we will continue to ask her questions.”

Shock slapped me. “Your majesty, please don’t -”

Bea grasped my wrist and I immediately fell silent. “Don’t make me restrain you.” Her voice held the tiniest amount of pity, but her tough persona hid whatever else she felt.

I looked at the princess. Her eyes shone with restrained tears. “Avalyn…”

So many thoughts wanted to burst forth. I suppressed them, bowed my head, and obediently followed Bea out of the meeting chamber. Down. Down a staircase to the ground floor, then down one more.

An unfamiliar chill nipped at my exposed skin, reducing me to shivers. The stone walls darkened the farther down we traveled and a single torch lit up the narrow staircase. I descended the uneven, jagged steps until the stairwell opened into a large underground room. A guard sat at a table with a lamp on the far side of the chamber, a book in his hands.

Our echoing footsteps made him look up. Upon spotting Bea, he bowed his head. “General. What can I do for you?”

“You’re going to have more company.” Hesitation hit me, but I followed Bea to one of the cells. She pulled the door open, then beckoned for me to enter.

“General?” The guard approached, holding a ring of keys in his hand. “Why is she..?” His gaze slid towards me with a confused frown.

“It’s a long story. Avalyn, don’t make this anymore difficult than it needs to be.”

For a moment my hesitance rooted me in place. Finally, I suppressed a sigh and used all of my willpower to move my legs. I entered the cell and turned to face Bea just as the metal door clanged shut. No escape.

I felt nothing, as if all emotion drained from my body.

Bea stared at me for a long moment. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s the truth.” A lie. A big, fat lie and Bea knew it.

“No, it’s not. We’ll find out the truth.” She glanced at the guard. “Lock the door. I’ll be by later.” With those words, Bea spun on her heel and headed upstairs. Her booted steps echoed for a bit longer until the door at the top of the stairs creaked shut.

Metal scraped on metal as the guard twisted the key in the lock. “What did you do?”

“…It’s a long story.” And I don’t feel like telling it.

He gave me a once-over before nodding and returning to his chair. There, he picked up his book and resumed his reading.

My emotions rushed back to me and I leaned against a wall. Just like a week ago, my legs gave away and I lowered myself until I sat. This whirlwind of sensations overwhelmed me and I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood. The twang of pain and the coppery tang distracted me from the emotional anguish that twisted and clenched inside of me.

They didn’t believe me.

Yes, I twisted the truth a bit, but I couldn’t tell them the whole truth, that I stayed with him willingly — not without them branding me as a traitor. Sure, I had done things they would frown upon, that they disallowed, but I never betrayed them.

Kieran offered to teach me more about my gift and I accepted. Not once did I want to turn my back on the royal family. They raised me and their daughter became my best friend.

But now…

They would release me once they knew the truth.

I grimaced. When will that be? When Kieran starts a war?

Pulling my knees up to my chest, I wrapped my arms around them and buried my face against the soft fabric of my dress. Kieran or the royal family? If the royals chose not to believe my lie… then would only one choice remain?

If they didn’t believe me, would I pick Kieran?

Would they even let me go?

Another thought slipped into my mind, one so hauntingly painful that I had to suppress a whimper. The pendulum of what ifs swung. My emotions peaked and to my surprise, my eyes stung with held back tears.

Would Kieran accept me back?


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Time blended together. How long had I been here, trapped inside this cell? The damp cold plagued my skin. I wrapped my arms around my body, taking what little warmth I could and clinging to it.

Two men sat in another cell — the two men that Kieran found for the royal family upon his original visit to the capital. They watched me from their cell and I squirmed in my seat. I wanted out of this disgusting cell and back into the light. I hadn’t betrayed the royals, damn it, why couldn’t they see that?

“What’d you do to piss ‘em off?”

The sudden question caught me off guard and I craned my neck to look at the two men. Criminals, through and through, not the type of people I should converse with. “None of your business.”

One of them, the shorter one, showed me a lopsided grin with yellowing teeth. “Heh, turned against them, eh? He said you would.” He crossed the cell and leaned against the bars that separated me from them, grubby fingers wrapping around steel. “Threw us in here, the bastard. But ‘e’s a clever one. Knew you’d join ‘im, eventually.”

Dread enveloped me, chilling me to my core. The sensation drowned everything but a spark of curiosity that flickered like a dying flame. His words captured my attention and one of them stood out. He. I couldn’t suppress my question.

“Kieran?”

He offered me that same vile grin. “That’s the one. Damned noble. Threw us in here like trash. After all we did for ‘im, too! Tch.” He spat on the ground. “But ‘e’s no better than us.”

They knew Kieran. Threw us in here… knew you’d join him…

I hurled myself to my feet the moment the dots connected. Stepping closer to the bars, I lowered my voice so the guard wouldn’t overhear my words. “You worked for him, or with him? Are you spiritualists as well?”

The second man approached from the far side of the cell. Unlike his companion, he maintained a small sense of dignity. He brushed his matted hair back, keeping it out of his face, showing hollow cheekbones and sunken eyes with dark circles beneath them.

“We worked for him.”

I leaned closer to listen to his low tone. “You did..?”

“He gathered us just like he gathered so many others.” His jaw clenched. “But he betrayed us. Sent us out here to distract the royals, make them focus their attention on capturing us. It was supposed to be safe. But then he lead them right to us!” A snarl laced the last words and out of the corner of my eyes I saw the guard raise his head and look our way.

Kieran’s former accomplice shut his mouth with a soft click, but that didn’t stop the guard from staring at us for a few more moments. “Do I need to come over there?”

I fashioned a smile and half-turned towards the guard. “No, everything’s fine.”

The royal guard frowned but finally nodded and lowered his gaze back to the book on the small table he sat at.

Releasing a soft sigh, I faced the two convicts once more. “Why did he turn you in?”

The shorter man piped up, “Like hell if we know. ‘e asked us to ‘elp and we did. And then ‘e did this crap.” His breath smelled like rotten eggs, disgusting and vulgar, and I pulled back a tad.

He must have had a reason. The thought came so suddenly that it made me pause. Why was I defending him? He outright admitted that he would attack Atalu if Queen Miona and her husband didn’t surrender. The royal family, the people who raised me… I owed them so much and yet I sought to validate their enemy’s reason for turning on two of his allies? Perhaps it was good they locked me away. These thoughts could lead me down an unwanted path.

Yet I couldn’t deny what I knew.

Kieran acted with good reasons. If he betrayed these two men, they must have done something to warrant the betrayal. Karma. What goes around, comes around? Had they betrayed Kieran first? Why would  he throw away other spiritualists if they hadn’t done something to deserve it?

I shelved the thought. Even if true, these men would never admit to it.

They’d said Kieran ‘knew you’d join him’… That memory replaced the sudden gap in my mind and my lips curled downward.

“I haven’t joined Kieran.” The statement came out bland, emotionless. “If you think I have, you’re wrong.”

“Admit it,” the shorter man said. “You know it’s true.”

My eyes narrowed and I took a step closer to the bars, despite the disgusting scent that wafted from him. “I would never betray the royal family.”

The second spiritualist laughed, a sound which drew the guard’s attention again. His laughter became a chortle until he finally grinned. “Even if you haven’t now… you will eventually.” He smirked and unlike Kieran’s infuriating smirk, this one heightened that sense of dread within me. “Kieran has never been wrong. He knows you’ll join him.”

Kieran has never been wrong? Please. “I denied him. My loyalty lies with the royal family and that’s where it will stay.”

“If you denied Kieran, you’d be dead, you would.”

I glared at the shorter man and folded my arms over my chest. “I did, and I’m not dead. I have no intention of joining him.”

His friend with the dread-inducing smirk spread his arms wide. “We’ll see.”

Scowling, I spun on my heel and took a step towards the corner I sat in before. Arms wrapped around my neck and yanked me back with a sudden force that left me defenseless. My back hit the bars and when those arms locked hard enough around my throat to cut off my windpipe, I released a pathetic gasp.

“S-Stop -” My fingers clawed at his arms, digging through the long sleeves that protected his skin.

Breath tickled my ear as the man holding me got much too close. “He wants you that badly? Well, I won’t let him have you.”

The pressure increased and I couldn’t voice anything but a whimper. I tried to gasp for air but it didn’t help. Instead I flailed with one hand, successfully hitting one of the bars with my wrist.

Pain shot through my arm, but the yell of “Hey!” that followed the clang made it worth it.

Things happened so fast then.

The guard lunged from his chair with such speed that it toppled, filling the dungeon with an echoing slam. Spots blurred my vision and the lack of air lured me closer and closer to unconsciousness.

I didn’t see, but I heard the ruckus.

A door slammed and two more pairs of footsteps joined the mix, heavy and rushed on the stone floor. Metal scraped against metal and loud and furious yells deafened me as they echoed all around us. Someone yanked on the man behind me and the pressure tightened, choking me.

The darkness called to me, willing me closer.

Suddenly the sensation vanished and I breathed, inhaling a rush of air. My legs trembled and I collapsed, pain lacing my bare knees when they hit the stone. I placed my hands on the ground to support myself as I took slow, deep breaths, chest heaving.

“Let go!”

I heard something then, like a fist connecting with skin, and then someone slammed into the bars behind me. Panic surfaced within me, primal and instinctual. I rolled onto my back and scrambled away from the bars. Distance, I needed to distance myself from those men. Once my back hit a wall, the tension in my muscles faded. Reaching up, I tenderly brushed my fingertips across the skin around my throat and flinched.

Again. First during my journey to Frenu, and now within the castle itself? Had someone decided my life would end through strangulation?

Chains rattled and I tilted my head back so I could look towards the noise. Both of the men wore shackles on their hands now, and two guards put them around their ankles as well. The third guard, the watchman, twisted a key in the door to my cell and pushed it open.

Without the caution he would use around common criminals, he approached and knelt by me. “May I?”

I sighed, regretting the breath when it made me grimace, and lowered the hand that blocked his view of my throat.

He frowned at the sight, but moved onto a different topic instead. “Lady -” The watchman hesitated, shook his head, and swallowed thickly. “Avalyn.”

I winced when he dropped the title, yet said nothing. That’s right. Treat me like the filthy criminal you’re supposed to think I am.

“I could ask the general if you could be given a room -”

“No.” My lips formed a tight line and I paused for a moment, “This is fine. There’s no need to trouble her. I’ll simply stay away from the bars between our cells.”

Hesitation, I saw it in his eyes. Bea hadn’t revealed to her men why she’d put me in the dungeon. They didn’t know why their leader locked away the princess’ attendant, couldn’t understand without an explanation. Speculation was all they had.

She won’t tell them, I knew. Not until she knows the truth herself.

I hadn’t betrayed them, hadn’t chosen Kieran’s side. No matter how much the royal family believed it, or how insistent these two criminals were that Kieran knew I would join him…

They were all wrong.

The watchman insisted on bringing me a cup of water after accepting that I didn’t want special treatment. I sipped it, flinching as the liquid slid down my sore throat. Even as he locked the cell door, once again showing that people treated me like a criminal, I knew the truth.

Queen Miona and Bea… They believed I betrayed them, my surrogate family, the people I cared about. They thought, but I knew.

My loyalty still lay with them like it always had.

Kieran would never claim it for his own.

***

Cold. I felt so, so cold. I’d lost track of everything I had tried to distract myself from the horrible sensation. Nothing worked anymore. Tugging at the hem of my dress, I waited. Eventually, the royal family would decide what to do with me. Until then, what else could I do?

Nothing.

No one to speak to, nothing to do.

Silence. I basked in the silence of this spirit-forsaken cell. Occasionally, a slight woosh would fill the air as the guard turned the page in his book. The two criminals that once worked for Kieran spoke in leisurely whispers while I remained on the opposite side of my cell.

Their words failed to reach me, spoken in hushed tones. What was it to me? The royal family thought I’d betrayed them. How could I focus on anything else before they found out I hadn’t?

The door at the top of the stairs creaked. The sound echoed hauntingly through the dungeon. Soft footsteps followed it, descending the stairs.

My body went rigid, arms wrapped around my knees. Have they made a decision?

The person approaching didn’t sound like a guard. Guards walked with heavy, firm booted steps, hard to miss. This person stepped with more caution, lighter on their feet.

Keeping my gaze on the bottom of the staircase, my eyes grew wide when the person came into view. Graying hair brushed the man’s shoulders with each step he took. He wore a magenta robe, adorned with a golden button in the shape of a quill.

Professor Sarlto?

The aging professor approached my cell. “How are you feeling?”

Surprise flitted across my face when his question registered and I used the wall as support to rise to my feet. “…I’m OK.” I wished I could give a more positive answer, but couldn’t muster the strength for it.

His brown gaze lowered, stopping at my neck. “I heard about what happened.” Casting a glance at the two criminals, the professor frowned before refocusing his attention on me.

Somehow I forced a smile to my lips. “I’m fine, honestly.” I ran my fingers over my bruised neck and flinched, adding, “It doesn’t even hurt anymore.”

Professor Sarlto scoffed. “You always were a poor liar.”

That brought a sincere smile to my lips. “Honestly, I’m alright. It’s not so bad.”

Though my former tutor shook his head, not once did his gaze leave mine. “The king and queen are in talks with the general about you. They’re trying to figure out what to do.”

Doubt clenched my chest. “I see…”

Those hazel eyes locked with mine, an odd determination within them. “They told me what this is about. Did you lie to them about your stay in Frenu?”

Suspicion struck me. No soldiers had come to interrogate me since placing me in the dungeon. Had they sent the professor in hopes that his differing status and approach would trip me up?

I gathered every ounce of sincerity I could muster before saying, “No, I told them the truth.” No tremors laced my voice. Solid and unwavering.

Professor Sarlto stared at me for a long time, expression unreadable. “I see.” Something flashed across his face, too quick for me to catch. “I’ll let you know if they make any progress.” He took a step away from the cell.

“Thank you,” I told him and meant it.

He was the first person not to treat me like a criminal since Bea threw me in the dungeon. The professor, the man who tutored not just me, but also the princess, believed me.

At least, I hoped he did.

Inclining his head in a nod, the professor said, “You’re welcome.” With that out of the way, he turned and ascended the stairs.

I watched the stairwell until the door creaked shut at the top of the steps, and for several moments longer. Professor Sarlto’s words instilled a fraction of hope in me that illuminated this dark place I found myself in.

I hope they’ll believe me like he does.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

For three more days I sat in that cell with no word from the royal family. On the first day, Bea questioned me again about my involvement with Kieran. She didn’t believe me when I denied any involvement. Her eyes betrayed it. Dark with anger, betrayal, and a deep desire for revenge that terrified me. That look, Bea used it on the worst scum she dealt with. When she used it, the criminal on the receiving end regretted ever committing their crime.

Her distrust hurt me.

I feared for my safety, if they decided to get rid of me.

But they won’t do that… will they?

I nipped at my bottom lip, suppressing a sigh.

Tired. This sitting around in a cell, ignoring the two men who every so often tried to lure me to the bars between our cells again, and waiting in silence for the verdict… It drained me more than I ever expected.

Now I understood how some people we branded criminals must have felt…

Even Bea made mistakes. Once or twice, she convicted the wrong man. We never found out until it was too late — until the execution already happened.

Two times. Innocent men accused of murder and treachery.

They endured the same as me. Sitting here, not knowing. Unlike me, they left behind families, wives and parents and children who mourned their deaths. Would anyone mourn me? Probably not. Rena might, if given the chance. Perhaps her parents would mourn me in some way. After raising me from my sixth summer, surely they must have strong feelings for me…

Something creaked, yanking me from my thoughts.

Footsteps followed, echoing on the stone staircase that led into the dungeon.

Shift change? My gaze slid towards the watchman, but he remained seated. No, something else.

The moment I saw short blonde hair and armor, dread set in. The sensation clenched my throat and reminded me of that time just days ago when Kieran’s former-ally strangled me.

Bea approached the cell. Something sparked in her gaze, a flicker of emotion I couldn’t recognize. Other emotions whirled in her eyes and all I deciphered was contemplation. A thought preoccupied her… but what?

“Unlock her door.”

All my muscles tensed at once. Even as fear lit my nerves aflame, I never looked away from Bea. Not when the guard obeyed her command and twisted the key in the door to my cell and not when the general stepped into the small confinement.

“Avalyn.”

This was it. They made their decision and intended to properly brand me as a traitor, an enemy to the throne. They would execute me without knowing the truth, realizing how wrong they were.

My muscles screamed in protest, but somehow I managed to unlock my jaw and force out one word. “Yes?”

Bea gave me a hard stare. “Come with me.”

Her three-word command lingered in the air with such a power that I couldn’t disobey. Not that I’d planned to.

Using the wall for support, I rose to my feet, wincing. Fatigue and aches slid up my ankles and through my legs. I almost stumbled, regaining my balance a split-second before it happened. How long had I been sitting? Hours, or for an entire day?

Bea stepped out of the doorway and I obeyed the silent command. Walking passed her, I turned and ascended the stairs. Bea’s footfalls echoed just behind mine. A silent threat. With her close proximity, I couldn’t escape, no matter what I tried.

Kieran could.

I blinked. Again. Another thought about Kieran, about how he could do so many things… No doubt he could escape this situation by using his magic. Even during my time with him, he only showed me a fraction of his true power. I’d sensed the swell of magic lingering beneath the surface.

He taught me so much in such a short amount of time…

If I wanted to, I could escape.

Trying hard enough would let me flee. Bea lacked magic, the spiritualistic genes that set Kieran and I apart. The princess and her father possessed this heritage, yet didn’t use it. Afraid, scared of what the people would think if they found out, so they shunned that side of themselves.

That’s what Kieran wants to change.

I shook my head and banished the thought. No more Kieran. With everything going on, I couldn’t waste my precious time thinking about him. I needed to focus on other, more important things.

“May I… ask what’s going on?”

Bea moved ahead of me now, leading me up another flight of stairs and in the direction of the queen’s meeting chamber. She cast a brief glance at me before focusing on our path. “You’ll know soon enough.”

Her curt words crushed any further questions I’d intended to ask.

Speak when spoken to, then? Fine.

We approached the double-doors that led into the meeting chamber and Bea tapped her knuckle on the wood three times. Several moments passed before Queen Miona’s voice uttered, “Enter.”

Anxiety coursed through me, tossing my thoughts together and creating a jumbled mess. My fingers dug into the sides of my gown, seeking anything to ground me. Bea opened the door and beckoned me to go first. I did, my movements almost robotic, as if my mind had separated from my body. The queen sat at the table with her husband, and the princess stood near a bookcase.

Upon seeing King Frederick, an overwhelming amount of emotion wrapped around me. Did he, too, believe I betrayed him? The sickly king who became, in a way, my surrogate father…

Does he believe these lies?

Bea shut the door once we entered and a suffocating silence enveloped the room. High tensions between us, brittle enough to snap under the slightest pressure.

I chewed on my cheek for a moment, gathering what little courage I could find. “Your majesty, your highness…” I hesitated, but pushed on. “You wanted to see me?”

When Rena turned to face me, her expression broke my heart. A deep frown twisted her lips and she refused to look me in the eyes. The distrust her mother and Bea felt for me had spread. No longer did she reject what they said. The princess believed them, decided that yes, I was a traitor.

My only friend abandoned me.

A deep breath and some blinking hid the tears that stung my eyes. All of this, I’d done to find the princess. Yes, I’d stayed longer once I realized she was alright, but… That wasn’t to betray them. It was to learn.

They once said never to use spiritualistic magic.

I suppressed a grimace when my subconscious reminded me of that. The reason I’d never truly learned how to control the spirits around me, or how to sense them. The royal family had forbidden it. I’d broken that rule.

In a way, I had betrayed them.

“Your friend -” Queen Miona laced the word with utter distaste. “He has sent us a message.” She slid an envelope over the surface of the table towards me. “A carrier pigeon delivered this last night. Kieran wants us to surrender or there will be a war.”

A million different thoughts appeared in the front of my mind at once. The pigeon must’ve been the bird that someone had used to contact Kieran while we were in Mirria. And the threat… he’d barely waited two weeks after we spoke about it to put his plan into action. Why?

Taking the queen’s act as permission to approach, I stepped forward with cautious steps and grabbed the envelope off the table. Beside me, Bea rested a hand on the hilt of her sword. I limited my movements. Slipping the letter out of the envelope, I unfolded the paper and scanned the page. Letters spread across the parchment in black ink that formed words in brilliant calligraphy that came only from a noble’s hand.

Your Majesty, your Highness,

We first met in the autumn under what you then believed were better circumstances. In fact, even then, I had already begun to put my plan into motion. Your attitude towards spiritualists is what brought this on. The people shun them because you deny your heritage. They know no better. I aim to change this.

Many spiritualists survived the devastation that struck Mirria twenty-six years ago. I’ve gathered them and their loyalty to me is unwavering. We are ready to change the way we are perceived. I will give you three choices.

Announce your heritage to the citizens of your kingdom and change their views of those different from them to allow spiritualists to live their lives out in the open, no longer forced to hide their talents.

Surrender to me so I may make the change.

Or fight. My followers and I are prepared to take this to war. We’ve waited long enough for justice and we are ready to fight your army. Let them come. We are stronger.

If you do not wish to do this peacefully, war is imminent. I would rather no one come to harm, but should you choose war, you give me no choice. I will give you until the night of the next full moon to send me your answer. My condition is that it must be delivered by the princess’ attendant, Lady Avalyn. No others may accompany her. She will find me in Lerulmor. Should I not receive word by that night, we will proceed with our third option.

The decision is yours, your majesty. Choose wisely.

Lord Kieran

I blinked as the words penetrated my mind one by one, their meanings following immediately after. Three choices. The royal family would never confess to their heritage in fear of an uprising. That left two. Surrender or fight? The queen wouldn’t surrender, not to an enemy who so openly entered the capital and acted like a friend. One option.

Queen Miona would fight. And against Kieran’s spiritualists… she would lose, unless some miracle happened, something that tilted the odds in her favor.

Wait.

I skimmed over the words again. My name. I reread that line. Icy tendrils claws down my spine and the color drained. I first glanced at Bea, then the queen.

“He wants me to deliver your decision?”

“Yes,” the queen stated, tapping her fingers on the wooden table. “Why do you suppose that is?”

Oh no. Thin ice, tread carefully.

“I don’t know, your majesty.” So much pressure hit me at once that I almost succumbed to the strain. Whatever I said could seal my fate, would decide whether they chose to execute me as a traitor or let me live.

One thing. I could do one thing to hopefully keep my life. Honesty. Give a little, hold some back.

“I- I -” I took a deep breath to steady my voice. My hands shook, so I lay the letter on the table and pressed my hands on either side of it. “When I was in Frenu looking for the princess, I confronted him. I didn’t know what he was planning, but he tried to lure me to his side by offering me the chance to learn more about my magic.”

For the first time since I’d returned to the capital, their stares made me feel like I actually had their attention — that they listened to what I said. “I will be honest, your majesty. I disobeyed what you once said and let him teach me a few things. This… this magic is all I have that connects me to my parents. I was curious and wanted to learn more. But I swear, when he asked me to join him, I said no.” I swallowed the hard lump that formed in my throat and kept going, “That’s why the general found me bound when she arrived at his home. Kieran did not want me to leave and wanted to convince me to stay.”

The white lie came automatically. They couldn’t know he only tied me up so they wouldn’t suspect what had gone on between us. If they found out about that, they would reject the rest of my story.

Stillness from contemplation filled the chamber. Bea and Queen Miona mulled my words over and that simple fact sent a small burst of relief through me. It spread, warming my body where the clammy cold of nerves had taken over. They might choose to believe me yet.

Princess Rena strode towards the table, thin lips twisted in a small frown. “What did he teach you?”

“Rena, now isn’t the time.” The queen huffed and stared at me through a weakening glare. “You are telling us the truth?”

I inclined my head in a nod. “Yes, I swear I am not lying.”

“I believe you.” The king, who had been staring at the table, finally looked up at me. “And I forgive you for wanting to learn from him. Believe me, I understand that. We took you in when you were so young… You have little left that connects you to your parents. One can hardly blame you for being curious.”

Thank you. I couldn’t form the words verbally. Receiving validation from him, from the king… it made everything I’d gone through worth it. He believed me. He actually believed me.

The queen released a soft sigh after her husband’s words. “Very well. I will forgive you and allow you to stay in your old room.” Her voice pitched just slightly and despite her words, I felt no relief. “However, that still leaves the matter of Lord Kieran’s letter.”

Her words swept away all positive emotions. A cold shell remained and I swallowed hard. The letter, the threat of war, Kieran wanting me to let him know what they chose.

“We can’t surrender to him,” the princess piped up. “He has no right to take our kingdom.” Her arms folded over her chest and a determined glare painted her face.

“Hush, Rena.” Queen Miona waved her hand dismissively. “You are right, however. We cannot allow him to have his way. Avalyn, do you know how many spiritualists he has under his command?”

A lot more than he let me see. “No, your majesty. I only saw a few — two, maybe three? — of them during my stay there, but I am convinced there are many more. It sounded like he has spent quite some time searching for them.”

The queen’s lips formed a tight line and she let out a thoughtful hum. “Very well. Bea, do you believe your soldiers can handle the battle, even if we do not know what exactly we are up against?”

Unspoken words passed between their shared glance and a different kind of determination crossed the general’s expression.

Bea knelt on one knee, right arm crossed over her heart. “Of course, your majesty. We will not let the enemy win. Regardless, we will have a severe numbers advantage and all our soldiers are trained. We do not even know if all his allies are trained in combat.”

“Good.” The queen nodded. “Then there is the matter of sending you to give him the message, Avalyn.”

I suppressed a flinch when her attention turned back to me. Something felt off. Instincts screamed at me that she didn’t believe me, that I’d lost her trust after everything that happened, no matter what her husband said. I hated it, this sensation of not quite knowing what went through the queen’s head.

Would she send me back, despite doubting me?

I needed to prove my worth to her. Gathering all my available confidence, I looked her in the eyes. “I will deliver the message if you so desire. It is the least I can do after the trouble I’ve put you through.”

King Frederick frowned and worry glinted in his tired eyes. “I’m not sure we should send you.”

“We shouldn’t. I don’t want to send her.” Rena looked at me with pure, unmasked worry in her brown eyes. Any doubt she’d expressed before had vanished entirely from her expression.

My friend, my only friend, finally believed in me again. And yet she didn’t trust me enough to tell me about her affair?

I crushed the thought. Not now. That, I would worry about some other time, but not now, when we spoke about war.

“She is the only one Kieran wishes to hear our message from.”

Hesitation hit me. Could I face Kieran again after denying him? Not only by refusing to join him, but by refusing his advances, as well? My stomach fluttered and whether nerves caused it, or the memory of our kiss, I didn’t know.

“…I will deliver the message for you.” It took all my willpower to stop my voice from shaking. “He wants to hear it from me. It’s our only choice.”

The king’s frown deepened and Rena’s eyes widened as she shook her head. “No! You can’t go.”

“Rena, enough.” Queen Miona gave me a long, hard stare. “You will travel directly to Lerulmor and will deliver the message?”

“Yes.”

She paused for a moment. “You are aware that he might detain you again?”

I flinched just slightly. “Yes.”

“You’re willing to take that risk?”

“…Yes.”

Risk? No, he wouldn’t hurt me… would he? Even after I rejected him, he never harmed me physically. But now, with the threat of war at hand, would he change his ways? Would he lock to ensure I didn’t oppose him in the battle itself? I wouldn’t know until I found him and if I’d learned anything so far, I’d find him at his restaurant in Lerulmor.

“Very well. I will give you two nights in the castle to rest while Bea prepares your provisions. You will have an escort up to the outskirts of Lerulmor, but after that, it will be your task to find Kieran and give him the message. Should he not detain you, try to get as much information as you can for when you return to us.”

I nodded.

Worry caked Rena’s expression, so I gave her the most reassuring smile I could muster.

“You’re excused,” the queen stated abruptly. “Please, go freshen yourself up after your time in the dungeon.”

You mean the time you forced me to spend in that spirit-forsaken place? I bit my tongue to stop the snide remark that threatened to spill and bowed my head. “Yes, you’re majesty.” Turning on my heel, I headed for the door.

“Avalyn.”

King Frederick’s voice made me halt. I glanced over my shoulder, one hand on the doorknob. “Yes, your majesty?”

“Do not be afraid to practice your magic. Do not let those who shouldn’t know see it, but you may practice. You may need it one day.”

His wife’s lips parted, but she shut her mouth, and her protest never came. Looking at him, she frowned, but said nothing and allowed the king’s message to reach me.

Surprise flickered to life within me and his words brought a sincere smile to my lips. “…Thank you, your majesty. That means a lot to me.” I bowed my head. “Please, excuse me.”

With those final words, I twisted the knob and exited through the open doorway. My feet led me through the halls, to my chambers, as thoughts whirled incoherently through my mind.

Kieran. War. Messenger. Lerulmor.

Two nights.

In two nights, I’d travel to Lerulmor to give Kieran the message proclaiming the royal family had chosen to go to war with him. Not only would I see him again after rejecting him, I would cause a war between the spiritualists and the royal family.

I grimaced and gave a defeated sigh.

There’s nothing I can do about it.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I slept on a comfortable bed that night and enjoyed every moment of it. Such a contrast to the poor excuses for cots in the cells beneath the castle. Somehow I slept well, despite the burden the royal family had placed upon me.

Deliver their answer to Kieran. Go to Lerulmor and start the war.

Will Kieran even let me come back?

That question woke me up several times throughout the night. Once I met with him and passed on the message… would he let me return to Atalu? Or would he instead keep me captive once again? After all, I rejected him and sided with the royal family. That made me the enemy — his enemy.

Swallowing hard, I stared out the window. Children played in the fields below. They took in the last of the warm days. Winter approached. Even now, the wind possessed a bitter chill in the mornings and evenings that promised a cold winter. Farmers had long finished harvesting their crops. Nights grew longer. Soon the rain would turn to snow and white would cover the vast expanse of the land.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Would we still be at war when the snow came?

A soft knock on my door interrupted my thoughts. Turning towards the door, I opened my eyes. “Come in.”

The door opened and a knee-length green gown came into view. Princess Rena stepped inside, the fabric shifting with her steps, and shut the door behind her. “How are you feeling?” Her brown eyes shone with a silent apology, which brought a tiny smile to my lips.

“Better now that I’ve freshened up.” And now that you and your father believe me.

Rena smiled. “That’s good. I -” She paused and that apology turned into worry. “Please be careful when you leave tomorrow. Come back home.”

A knot tightened in my chest as she voiced the same concerns that plagued me overnight. “I will,” I told her, voice more confident than I felt. “I’ll come back as soon as I deliver the message.”

“Good.” The princess fell silent, her shoulders slumped in a moment of weakness. Here, in my room, no one judged her for her behavior. She could just be a person like everyone else.

The thought that nagged at me for weeks surfaced and I bit my bottom lip. If things went poorly, I’d never have another chance to ask her. “…Rena. May I ask you something?”

Rena blinked twice, gaze drawn to mine, and nodded. “Of course.”

Hesitation wrapped its immobilizing claws around me. For a few moments I struggled to find the right words. Just go for it. Finally I found my words and forced out, “Why are you cheating on your future fiancé?”

In an instant, tension enveloped the room and I regretted my blunt question. Rena stared at me. I fought the urge to shift uncomfortably by folding my arms over my chest and returning her stare.

It was an honest question.

“I chose Lord Franc.” Rena spoke each word carefully. “I never selected Lord Mal as my fiancé.”

“But you chose -”

Rena sighed and shook her head. “Lord Mal’s family has a precious gem. It is passed down from the man, to his future wife, then to their firstborn son.” The green engagement stone she had expressed excitement over before.

My lips parted, but the words died in my throat. The relationship was fake. All of it was. The only reason she chose Lord Mal… to get that gem.

“You’re lying to him to get his family’s gem.”

The determined and uncaring look in her eyes shocked me. The young and naive girl vanished and in her place stood a future queen with an agenda — one that involved Lord Mal as a temporary fiancé to obtain what she wanted from him.

“He hasn’t proposed to me yet.” Rena gave a weary sigh and leaned back against the chair by my desk. “That gem is their engagement ring. Once it exchanges hands, it belongs to whoever received it.”

Disbelief showed on my face. “You’re going to break up with him after he proposes.”

“Not immediately, of course. I’ll wait a while longer. We’ll have some problems that escalate into arguments and then I’ll realize I made the wrong choice.” Rena shook her head, golden locks brushing her shoulders. “I’ll call off the wedding and invite the other suitors back for another round. Out of those that return for a second chance, I’ll choose Lord Franc.”

I stared at her, hearing but not believing the words that came out of her mouth. “Was this your idea?”

Rena shrugged and that nonchalant gesture spread more shock through me. “My mother and I discussed it.”

Somehow I couldn’t even acknowledge the fact that her mother knew about it before Rena was kidnapped.

“It’s wrong.” I couldn’t bite my tongue before the statement erupted. Once it escaped, I realized I didn’t regret it. How could I, when Rena planned something so vile? The naive young princess I thought I knew… Instead of that, she became a cunning future queen who used others for personal gain.

Rena frowned, then, and regarded me with a flat look. “Everything is wrong in someone’s opinion. It’s impossible to please everyone.”

A filter. I needed a filter to change these horrible words into things the princess I once knew well would say. “His family will riot.”

“They won’t know the engagement was a farce. After a while, they will accept their loss. They’ve stolen from others in similar ways before. Lord Mal’s grandmother only married his grandfather for his riches. She was a common woman who desired much more.”

I ran a hand through my hair and stared, dumbfounded. “Rena… What changed you?”

“I grew up. Did you honestly believe all nobility is righteous?”

Her words made me flinch. Queen Miona had molded her into a young queen before my very eyes and I hadn’t realized. Yes, many nobles behaved in selfish ways. My own naivety prevented me from seeing the woman Rena changed into, that she joined so many other nobles in their selfish ways.

Words failed me. This discovery shattered everything I believed about the princess and her family. I knew Queen Miona had done selfish things at times, and even understood that sometimes no other choices remained, but I never believed Rena would follow her path.

I looked her in the eye. Defeated. Even so, I’d still get a last word in. As her attendant, I couldn’t force her to change, but offering my opinion to guide her — that was my job. “I disagree with this choice, Rena.” My words caught her attention, so I kept going, “You have plenty of riches already. Why steal from others?” I sighed and shook my head. “It’s your choice, but in my opinion, this would reflect poorly on you once you take the throne, and that’s not what you want, is it?” I strode to the door and pulled it open, pausing in the doorway. “All I’m saying is, don’t rush into something without weighing all your options. Excuse me.”

My two copper given, I exited the room and headed left, down the nearest flight of stairs. My chest constricted and I grimaced. Damn it. How could I have missed something of that magnitude? I’d lived alongside her for seventeen years and I’d failed to notice these changes.

My feet led me outside and around to the back of the castle. I walked down the hill the architects long ago built the castle on and approached the expanse of nature behind the stone structure.

Spirits reached out to me when I drew nearer to the trees. My muscles unclenched, relaxing further with each breath, and my mind cleared. Rena, everything she planned to do… I couldn’t stop her. Not if she and her mother plotted this together.

The spirits enveloped me and an odd sensation of calm wash over me. My worries faded, for just a moment, and I managed a smile.

“Thank you.” My words became a whisper on the chilly breeze and the essences around me poked at my aura in response. I strode forward, enjoying the feeling of nature around me. After half a week trapped in the dungeon, I craved contact with nature, with the spirits.

One of the auras around me flickered. Its strength wavered, essence flickering like a dying flame. Wide-eyed, I took in my surroundings in an attempt to find the source of this power. Nothing.

Sense, don’t look.

Kieran taught me. If I just focused, I could do many things, could reach spirits I once thought were outside my reach. After his lessons, I could do so much more.

Which meant I could do this.

My eyes fluttered shut and I let out a slow, drawn-out exhale. Willing calm to overtake me, I reached out with my magic. Spirits. So many spirits surrounded me this close to the forest. I gathered my focus, pinning it onto the one essence that stood out among the others. The healthy spirits parted to reveal a path. Slowly, I opened my eyes, careful not to let go of the connection, and followed the invisible path they created for me.

I came closer to the trees, then entered what little of the forest that remained on this side of the stone wall marking the boundaries of the city. The essence grew closer and as I stepped around a large oak tree, I found the source of the weakening soul.

A small brown and white animal lay on the ground. As I stepped closer and knelt next to it, the creature meowed weakly. My heart shattered in that instant and I gently ran my hand over the top of the cat’s head.

“You’re old… aren’t you?”

I petted her softly and even though her soft meow didn’t make sense to me, the cat’s spirit flickered. A yes, I realized. The poor cat had come into the woods to die.

The cat moved slightly to rub its head against my hand. The flickering increased, the spirit losing power fast, and my eyes widened. “No!”

On instinct, I reached out with my magic to latch onto the cat’s spirit. I caught it, just as that last flicker of life vanished, and suddenly its essence overwhelmed me. So close. I felt it so strongly now, like we’d become connected. I still petted the cat’s soft fur, but my mind wandered to this spirit I’d become tied to. Instinct continued and my magic swelled, wrapping around myself and the cat. The magic drained from me and I became tired, so tired. I held on, not surrendering to fatigue. My magic peaked, connecting with the cat’s spirit. We bonded and our souls swelled, mixed with my strength.

The mixture exploded in an eruption of power. Fatigue washed over me, captured me, and refused to let go. What little magic remained returned as if reuniting with an old.  A faint sound came from my side. Before I could look, slumber overpowered me.

Everything went black.

I floated in a dark expanse of space, barely aware of my surroundings as consciousness slowly returned to me. My limbs wouldn’t move, weighed down like lead.

Move. No matter how much power I put into that silent command, my muscles disobeyed. With every ounce of control I could muster, I shifted an inch. Pain shot through me, an ache as if I’d overworked myself, then not done anything for days.

Something soft brushed against my skin. I shivered and forced my eyes open. Light blinded my vision and I grimaced, blinking away the haze. The thing next to me moved, and something soft rubbed against my cheek. Is that fur?

Bracing my hands against the ground, I pushed myself into a seated position. Aches overwhelmed me and I bit my lip to suppress a whimper. What the heck had I done?

A slight growl emanated from beside me, reminding me of the other presence. I craned my neck to see. A cat-like creature lay there, smaller than the cat I remembered from before. Orange-ish in color, the animal had black stripes on its fur.

A tiger. My eyes widened. A tiger cub.

The tiger brushed its head against my hand and I stared at it, not quite comprehending. Tentatively, I petted from the tiger’s head down its back. It voiced another one of those mewling growls and nudged my hand again. A smile flickered to life on my lips. Something nudged my aura and I reached out in response. The spirit nearest to me drew my attention. Familiar. It felt so familiar…

The cat.

The connection sparked in my mind and I glanced from the cat’s unmoving body to the tiny cub that lay against me. The same. They felt the same.

Had I… done what Kieran had explained?

Carefully, I cradled the newborn tiger in my arms and pressed her lightly against my chest. She was so light and fragile in my grasp, her eyes still closed.

I knew nothing about tigers and yet… Yes, I created her. My spirit reached out to the dying cat’s soul and formed a bond, one that let her reincarnate and choose a new form.

Why choose a baby tiger?

Shaking my head, I managed to force myself to my feet. With slow, painful steps, I made my way back to the castle. We’d formed a connection, just like Kieran and his winged lion. This young tiger was now my responsibility. No matter what anyone said, she would remain by my side.

Don’t worry. You’ll come with me tomorrow… Mimi.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Explaining the sudden appearance of a tiger cub to the royal family had proved itself an interesting discussion. They’d expressed concern for the safety of themselves and the staff once Mimi grew to her full size. They’d relented after I assured them our bond would ensure she stayed with me.

Part of me expected they said yes to placate me, not expecting that I would return from my task as messenger.

During breakfast the next morning, nerves tossed my insides around in such a rush that I barely ate. Today, my two escorts and I would begin our journey to Lerulmor, where Kieran waited. Picking at my eggs, I finally scooped up a bite, then grimaced when my stomach objected with a sharp churn. In response, I placed the fork next to my plate. No more. My body wouldn’t accept anymore.

My behavior caught King Frederick’s eye. “You should eat more, Avalyn. You have a long journey ahead of you.”

I forced a smile. “I’m not that hungry.”

Bea entered the room and I grimaced. Showtime. “Avalyn,” she started. “You know the plan, correct?”

“Yes.” I fought against a sigh. “The two guards will escort me to the outer perimeter of Lerulmor. Once there, I finish the walk alone and enter the city, where I will locate Kieran.”

“Try to avoid letting him capture you again. If you can keep your conversation in a public place, do so. The moment he has you somewhere private, the risk rises exponentially.”

I kept my expression carefully blank. Capture me again? More like capture me for the first time. With war looming… I genuinely worried he might turn on me.

“To the best of my abilities, I’ll avoid entering any private buildings with him.”

The general nodded. “Don’t let him get an advantage and you should be fine.”

I hated the way she said should. Something in the way the word fell off her lips. She didn’t believe I’d return, that I could handle the mission without letting Kieran trap me. After all, wasn’t I just a measly attendant? It’s not like I’d gone to rescue the princess alone or anything.

I gave a confident incline of my head. “I’m ready.”

“Then it’s time to get you on your way. It’s only three and a half more weeks until the full moon.”

Rising to my feet, I slung my bag over my shoulders and placed Mimi’s small frame in a secondary bag that rested against my hip. Given how much Rena differed from how I thought she was, I worried I could no longer call her a friend. That left this small tiger as my only companion.

I cast a glance around the table at each member of the royal family. “I will return as soon as I can.”

Genuine worry twisted the king’s features. “Be safe, Avalyn.”

A lump formed in my throat and I swallowed hard. So sickly and yet now he had all of this to deal with. He didn’t need the stress. The king needed rest — a lot of rest.

The queen nodded her agreement and I almost flinched. Nothing to say on her own? Did she truly distrust me so much?

Finally, my gaze landed on Rena. My only friend growing up. Her and I were nigh inseparable, but now, after yesterday, I doubted whether she ever felt as close to me as I did her.

“Don’t die.” Her voice cracked and her words constricted my chest. “Come back.”

For that moment, I saw her. The fragile, naive girl who just wanted to enjoy life and do the things she loved. Gone was the future queen who planned less-than-noble acts. This moment, this second in time, she became the friend I knew again.

Despite the sinister nature of her words, I managed a small smile. “I’ll be back. I promise.”

Bea led me out of the castle then and towards the gate to where the two guards waited. I shouldn’t have promised. How could I assure her of something, when I didn’t know what Kieran would do now that I rejoined his enemy? It seemed right. No other words suited the moment. I could only promise and hope beyond hope that it wasn’t an empty one I couldn’t keep.

“Avalyn.”

When Bea said my name, I stopped and half-turned to face her. In her hands she held a combat knife. Five-inch blade, serrated edge, and a hilt that would more than suit my hand. She flipped it shut and passed it to me.

“If you get close enough to Lord Kieran.” Her gaze bore into mine. “Save our kingdom a lot of trouble.”

Color drained from my skin and I felt clammy all over. I reached out and accepted the blade. Cold metal weighed down my hand. I slipped it into my bag and swallowed hard while I battled with the request she bequeathed upon me.

Kill him. Bea wanted me to kill Kieran.

“I… I’ll do my best.”

My mouth dried out and I directed my gaze away from her. Kill Kieran. She wanted me to end his life and prevent the war in its entirety. Cut the head off the snake. How could I?

Bea pressed a hand onto my shoulder and gave a firm squeeze. “It’s for the good of the kingdom. Just remember that.”

“Right.” Kill the leader to disorganize the his followers. That was her plan. Even if they attacked then, their assault would pale in comparison to one organized by a proper leader. Either their chaotic approach would lead to a swift victory by Bea’s troops, or they would choose not to fight at all.

Conflicting emotions warred within me, even as the two guards and I departed the capital and began our northward trek. While the guards spoke with one another during our travels, I kept mostly to myself, focusing on providing the tiger cub with the appropriate nutrition I’d brought with me. Meanwhile, my mind occupied me with horrible what-if scenarios. Kieran killing me. His followers killing me. Me killing Kieran. Me failing and Kieran murdering the royal family.

My hands shook as Bea’s request resurfaced in my mind. I’d never killed before. How could Bea expect me to take on the role of an assassin?

Memories of our kiss slithered passed other thoughts and I flinched. Damn it. Killing him would prevent the war, or at least tilt the odds more in the royal family’s favor, but… Did I have it in me to kill him? Could I separate myself the emotions that developed during my time with him?

“Say, why did they put you in the dungeon?”

I grimaced when the guards shifted their attention to me. “It’s a long story.”

“We’ve got time.”

Unfortunately. We’d traveled far already. Now the city loomed ahead of us, much closer than ever before. Another hour, perhaps, before we reached the border. The sun long ago began its descent. By the time it touched the horizon, we should have reached the city.

“Let’s just say it was a misunderstanding.”

“That’s not a very long story.”

I bit back a sigh and glanced at the two curious guards. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

They frowned. “But -”

Pointing at the city in the distance, I stared at them. “We’re almost there. I have other things to worry about right now, or did you forget what the general asked of me?”

The guards fell silent. I exhaled and stared in defeat at the city. Slipping my hand into my now much lighter bag, I withdrew the combat knife Bea had given me. I twirled it between my fingers as we walked. The sight of the weapon did nothing to aid my indecision. Kill Kieran, or not?

How could I make this decision?

My loyalty lay with the royal family. Ever since they took me in when I was only six summers old, they became my family — the only people I had. Somehow, during my short stay with Kieran, he wormed his way in. I cared about him. How, in such a short time, had he gotten such a hold on me?

Inhaling deeply, I slipped the blade into the inside pocket of the cloak I wore to keep warm. Only once I confronted Kieran would I figure out my path.

Why is what should be such an easy decision so difficult..?

The gated city entrance came into view, close enough for us to see people coming and going, from travelers with their packs of supplies, to merchants with horse-drawn carriages of goods. The guards stopped and faced me. “This is it. If we go any farther, we risk him finding out. He only wanted you.”

“Thank you.” I barely managed a smile. “…I’ll see you when I return.”

I tried not to think about the odds surrounding my hypothetical return as I approached the gate. Before getting too close, I adjusted the small feline in my bag, closing the top just enough to cover her.

“Stay quiet now,” I whispered. “I don’t know if they want you here.”

The sensation of being watched burned me and a quick glance over my shoulder confirmed what I thought. My escorts stood in place off in the distance, waiting to see if I made it into the city — or to make sure I didn’t abandon the mission.

I inhaled once, twice, then released the breath. Okay. I could do this. With that in mind, I resumed my approach to the open gate. A city guard gave me a once-over, stepping forward into my path. A thin layer of chain-mail and green cloth shielded his upper body. The setting sun reflected off the small links. “Where have you come from and what is your business here?”

“I come from Atalu and I am visiting.”

“Who?”

I hesitated, before forcing out, “Lord Kieran Myst.”

The guard nodded. “Very well. He mentioned that he was expecting someone. Go ahead.”

“Thank you.” Despite the nerves that raged a battle within me, I flashed him a smile. Phew, he didn’t check my bag. Likely a benefit of the status of the person I was visiting.

I entered the city limits. The streets bustled with people as the darkening skies led them to close their shops and stop their chores for the evening. Other facilities got ready to open, catering to the late crowd or those looking to relax after a hard day of work. Music emanated from a handful of buildings, doors thrown wide open to invite their desired clientèle. Bars. Places that weren’t allowed open during the day, when merchants made their money, and when children played outside.

Things would change as the days shortened. Merchants had less time to sell their wares, whereas bars had more time to lure in customers. Once spring and then summer returned, merchants would rule supreme once more.

With hesitant steps, I ambled through the city.

The restaurant. I’d find Kieran there and yet… I wanted to put off the inevitable. We still had a little over a week until the full moon. An odd desire surfaced, to just barricade myself in an inn until the last moment, to hide from my responsibilities.

I could do it.

A familiar collection of colors caught my attention. A variant of the restaurant I’d come to know all too well lingered in the distance, just moments away. Almost a carbon copy of the ones in Atalu and Frenu. Without actively trying, I’d found it already. Maybe I could still leave.

Kieran already knew.

He expected a response from the royal family and had people working for him. For all I knew, he had someone watching the gates who alerted him the moment I stepped foot into the city. If he knew of my presence, then I couldn’t hide in an inn. He’d come to me. Given the choice, I’d rather not have him hunt me down.

Invisible hands squeezed my throat. Unease or no, I forced my feet to take me closer to the building. Three small steps led up to the door and by the time I reached the top, my legs felt as heavy as if I’d climbed one thousand stairs rather than three. My hesitation grew when I placed my hand on the door handle.

Just go. And I did. I pushed down the handle and entered the reception hall. The door clicked shut behind me and I swallowed the lump that threatened to cut off my breathing. It returned in an instant.

A familiar man stood in a tuxedo by the stand. Jerome looked up from his work, lips curling into a frown as his gaze landed on me. “You know, I’m getting tired of seeing you.”

Wasn’t he in Frenu?

His words almost made me flinch, but I suppressed the urge. After the emotional turmoil the royal family put me through, I wouldn’t let the words of someone I’d met in passing stop me. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how harmful his words were.

“I guess you left Frenu.”

He scoffed, arms folded over his chest. “Most of us did after you lured the royal guard there.”

Ouch. That time, I did flinch.

The distance between us lessened as he strode towards me. Jerome stopped entirely too close, voice lowering to a forceful whisper. “The only reason you’re still in one piece is because Kieran doesn’t want any of us touching you.”

There went his polite facade. It vanished in an instant and Jerome showed a cruel, calculated, pissed off side. Narrowed eyes darkened his expression and I froze, not wanting to push him over the edge, to risk him hurting me. His essence flared in response to his emotions and nearby spirits reached towards him in response.

I finally made the connection. Jerome, too, was a spiritualist. Were all of Kieran’s employees..?

Bitter chills traced my spine after his words and I swallowed hard. The only thing between me and pain and death was Kieran. Like an invisible barrier, he kept his followers from harming me. But why..?

Never mind. I was grateful to have their leader serve as my shield. No one would disobey him. If they did, I reckoned they’d regret it.

Jerome scowled when I refused to respond. “I swear, if it wasn’t for him -”

“Jerome, that’s enough.” A deep, melodious voice cut through the air and Jerome stopped mid-word. He took several large steps back, uncrossed his arms, and resorted to glaring at me.

I sensed rather than saw Kieran approach. At that moment, I realized I still had no clue which route I’d take. What Bea wanted, or something else? With Kieran serving as a shield between me and his followers, killing him would mean free game for them to get their revenge. I flinched.

What the hell should I do now?


CHAPTER TWENTY

The tension in the air suffocated me. Between Jerome’s glare and my indecision, my throat sealed shut. Oxygen became a rarity that I craved. I half-turned just in time to see Kieran descend the final steps of the nearest staircase. He stepped as elegantly as I remembered, halting a respectable distance away.

“Kieran.” His name came out hoarse and forced. Strained.

He flashed me that infuriating smirk. “I see they decided to send you. I had feared they wouldn’t.”

I had no retort. My chest heaved as I inhaled a deep breath through my nose.

Kieran glanced at Jerome, then at me. “Both of you, follow me. We have things to discuss.”

I didn’t want to go.

Kieran waved his hand towards the staircase and that motion brought me to my senses. Jerome took the lead. I forced my legs to move and followed, body tensing when I felt Kieran’s presence behind me.

Trapped between the two men. No escape.

Worry, fear, and indecision warred within me. What will happen..?

We stepped out onto the balcony. Two tables, like the restaurant in Frenu. Jerome led us to Kieran’s table. He waited to sit, even as Kieran moved ahead of me and pulled out my chair.

Surprise shot through me. Still polite, even now.

With no other option, I sat down and set my bags next to my chair. Kieran lowered himself into the seat opposite mine, while Jerome brought over a chair from the second table and sat.

Kieran glanced at my bag. “Why don’t you let your friend join us?”

I blinked, then reached into the bag when the dots connected. Of course he would notice. Gently, I took hold of Mimi and lifted her out of the bag, cradling her in my arms. During the two weeks since I helped her spirit reincarnate, she’d grown considerably. Mimi made little noise and merely snuggled into the fabric of my dress.

Kieran regarded the tiger cub with slight curiosity before facing me. His magic expanded, flicked against mine, and I suppressed the urge to fight against it. “A tiger, hm..? You helped her reincarnate, didn’t you?”

The bond between us. He sensed it? Of course he did. Kieran taught me that this… assisted reincarnation was possible. His ability to notice the connections shouldn’t have surprised me. Sensing our bond must not have been a challenge at all.

“Yes,” I admitted. “I found an elderly cat as she was dying… This is the new form she chose.”

This conversation about Mimi, about something other than everything else going on, calmed my nerves, loosening the tense knot within me. For almost two weeks I’d worried. Now, no matter how long it lasted, I had a moment to relax — almost.

“Interesting. I wonder…” Kieran hummed softly to himself, then shook his head. “The royals allowed you to keep her, then?”

“They did.”

“That’s surprising. After all, they reject their own heritage.”

Those words shattered the facade of peace I’d entered. Tension returned to my body, clenched my muscles, and put me on edge. I continued petting Mimi. A simple, constant motion that grounded me, keeping my stress from overtaking me.

“…They do.” A memory of my conversation with King Frederick surfaced and I wondered if sharing it would make any difference. “Though, the king has said I am allowed to practice my abilities… so long as no one who isn’t already in the know finds out.”

Jerome snorted. “I’d call that progress if it wasn’t so obvious that his wife holds the reigns.”

“How did her majesty react to that?”

I hesitated.

Pale locks shifted as Kieran shook his head, gleaning my answer from my silence. “Then no progress has been made.”

Kieran was right, no matter how much I hated to admit it to him. The royals rejected their spiritualistic genes. They feared what the citizens of their kingdom would do if they found out. Instead of taking the risk, they hid. They rejected the gift their ancestors gave them. We possessed the same gift and even while they raised me, they suppressed the desire in me to learn about my power. Queen Miona would strip me of the privilege his highness granted me once she could; I read that between the lines.

“Avalyn.” Kieran’s flat, down-to-business tone stopped my breathing. “What did the king and queen decide in response to my missive?”

Words died in my throat, unwilling to come forth. My answer would seal the fate of the kingdom. War. What I said would begin a war. How long would it last? Weeks? Months? …Years?

I moved one hand away from Mimi and wiped it on my dress. Cold sweat. Fear. Anxiety. These negative emotions plagued me, tormented me, and I wished the royal family would have sent someone else, anyone but me.

Anyone else would be dead the moment they gave the answer.

That thought pushed me over the edge and I swallowed hard. True. Kieran valued me, in some way, as a fellow spiritualist. Any guard who may have come to give the message… He wouldn’t care about them. I was the only person who could pass along the answer and have a chance at surviving.

I gulped, fighting my way through my nerves. “They refuse to surrender their kingdom.” Determination, however fleeting, laced my tone. “And I assume you knew all along they wouldn’t announce their heritage.”

Kieran regarded me for a long moment, expression devoid of any telling emotions. “Then they have chosen war.” His gaze moved from me to Jerome. “You know what to do.”

Jerome bowed his head and rose to his feet. “I’ll send out the word. It should take no more than two weeks to gather our forces.”

“I will leave that in your hands.”

“What about her?” The disdain in Jerome’s voice made me flinch. His expression mirrored his distaste.

“I will take care of her. Tend to your duties now.”

For a fraction of a second, Jerome paused, unsure. Finally he nodded. “Yes, milord.” With that, he walked around the table and exited into the hallway outside of the balcony.

I was alone with Kieran.

When he directed another one of those long stares at me, I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. He would take care of me? What was that supposed to mean?

“You realize you’re on the losing side, do you not?”

I gathered my courage and stared right back at him. “I beg to differ. The army will defeat you.”

Kieran’s lips twisted into an arrogant smile. “How will the army fight against us, when we control the surroundings? Nature itself?”

That smile made something flutter in my gut. I quickly squashed the feeling. “They’re skilled.” Bea made sure they were. “And their numbers are greater.”

“Are they?”

I opened my mouth to respond, then hesitated. Kieran wore a smirk so confident that it instilled doubt inside of me. Bea had hundreds of soldiers under her command. More if she summoned those sent as guards to other cities and villages. Surely Kieran hadn’t found enough spiritualists to even the field… had he?

Moisture drained from my mouth as I asked, “How many spiritualists follow you?”

Kieran leaned back in his chair, smirk never wavering. “Now, what would be the fun in telling you? Some things should remain secret, after all.”

Bastard. “…What if some spiritualists oppose you?”

That infuriating smirk wavered. “Are you implying that you’ll fight alongside them?”

I could. If I dared to put myself out there, I could use my magic to fight Kieran, to hopefully even things out, even just a tad. The royal family would promptly brand me a traitor for revealing myself despite the reasoning. I was damned if I joined him and damned if I didn’t. Would fighting and helping Bea’s soldiers win make the consequences worth it?

Fighting might be the only way for Bea’s army to have a chance, if Kieran isn’t bluffing about his number of followers.

I dared to test the idea. “I could.”

Something changed in Kieran’s blue eyes, a change so subtle and so quick that I barely noticed before it vanished. “I see.” He went silent for several moments, expression thoughtful. “Then I won’t give you the chance to return home to train more before the war.”

A flicker of that familiar fear resurfaced. The sensation remained dull, however. I’d expected as much, even before I arrived in Lerulmor. I hadn’t expected Kieran would let me leave, not with war approaching. He’d keep me here, captive, but not kill me.

Could he do it, if he needed to? After that night, even though I rejected him… Did he have it in him to do away with me if the time called for it, or did he struggle with the idea as much as I did?

I wouldn’t push him far enough to test that theory.

Mimi released a slight growl and adjusted in my arms, which drew my attention to her. Right. My two-week-old tiger cub. If he intended to keep me here…

“Fine.” I looked him in the eye, unafraid. “But if I’m staying, you’d better make sure I have the right supplies to care for her.”

***

Captivity.

If this was captivity, then not much difference between it and living as the princess’ attendant, barring some minor changes. At least Kieran hadn’t thrown me in a cell in a dungeon. Even now, after I confirmed the war to him, he treated me like a person, like an equal.

Kieran brought me to a room shortly after our conversation. A temporary room, he called it. One of the changing rooms for the artists who performed in the restaurant.

I reclined in the plush brown chair. My body sank into the soft fabric. After traveling for almost two weeks, this chair worked wonders on me. Mimi lay across my stomach and chest, almost face-to-face with me. “You are a beautiful tiger,” I told her, running my hand down her spine. “You really are.”

Something approached, something powerful. My muscles tensed. Concentrating for a moment, I reached out to the essence. Kieran. Relief spread through me and I focused on Mimi again. For a moment, I’d worried someone else came towards me, like Jerome. The hostility he expressed… I didn’t want to deal with that right now.

The door creaked open and shut with a soft thud. “Are you -”

When he stopped mid-question, I shifted my attention towards him. “Hm?” I basked in his expression. Pure befuddlement — the only time I’d ever seen that on him.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were enjoying the fact that I’m not letting you leave.”

I huffed, rolling my eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

Carefully, I lifted Mimi off my chest and set her on the blanket I’d taken out of my bag. As expected, she wobbled for a moment before curling into a ball.

“She should spend some time with Luce.”

Kieran’s voice sounded closer than I remembered. I tensed, but didn’t allow any other physical response, keeping my gaze on the tiger cub. “Maybe.”

Luce. The winged lion. It made sense. Luce could show Mimi things I couldn’t and could play with her more aggressively, could teach her how to act as a feline predator, and how to interact with humans. Once Mimi got bigger, one wrong move on her part could hurt me.

Our spirits are connected. She wouldn’t harm me. Mimi understood things that animals I hadn’t bonded with never could.

“Tell me, why do you feel so at ease here?” Kieran’s hot breath tickled my ear.

My eyes widened and I spun around, just in time to see him take a step back. He wore that damned smirk once again. My heart thrummed in my chest, faster and faster. So close. He’d been so close to me. His sudden proximity yanked the memory of that one night and our kiss to the forefront of my mind. I’d enjoyed it so much…

I bit my bottom lip, then quickly shook my head to banish the memories. No. No, no, no. I couldn’t think about that, wouldn’t let anything like it ever happen again.

“W- Why do you care?” I cursed myself silently when my voice cracked. Way to make him know just how he affected me.

Kieran’s lips curled. “I’m simply making conversation.”

Smug bastard.

Fine. If he wanted the conversation, then I would indulge him. I’d let him know how his plan to help me avoid suspicion failed horribly.

“Queen Miona had me locked in a cell in the castle dungeons after I returned to Atalu.”

His smirk vanished and a flicker of surprise flashed across his face. “She locked you up?”

I inclined my head. “They didn’t believe I was as innocent as I claimed to be. They only let me out after discussing the letter I assume you had Jerome send.”

Kieran showed me a legitimate frown. “They must have doubted you the moment you went after me.”

“I suppose so.”

His expression tugged at me, filled me with guilt. Regardless of what happened, he’d meant well, meant to save me from suspicion despite that I’d rejected both offers he had presented me with.

Another thought crossed my mind. “…I met your two former allies while I was down there, too.”

An impenetrable mask slid over Kieran’s face. “Is that so?”

“Yes. One of them tried to strangle me.”

Kieran’s eyes narrowed. “I see.”

Hesitation hit me. Something about Kieran’s expression made me worry, as if I treaded on thin ice. Go on, or stop while I was still ahead..? My desire to know trumped my hesitance. “They said you betrayed them.”

“They betrayed me first,” he stated, voice curt.

I mulled that over for a moment. I’d considered the same thing after they’d said Kieran betrayed them. During my time with Kieran, I’d gleaned that he valued loyalty, or so it seemed. He wouldn’t toss aside two spiritualists for no reason.

“…What did they do?”

Kieran’s expression darkened in a mixture of anger and sorrow. “You should ask Jerome what they did.” He spun on his heel and strode to the door, cape flowing with each step.

Ask Jerome? But why..? Ask Jerome, the man who didn’t try to hide the fact that he despised me? Whatever they did involved him. Considering how much he hated me, I didn’t want to anger him and give him more of a reason to come after me.

When he opened the door, I spoke up, “Kieran?”

Kieran’s soft sigh seemed louder that it was. Pausing in the doorway, he glanced at me over his shoulder. For a moment, I didn’t think he’d answer, then he uttered, “Just the short version.”

I allowed a slow, hesitant nod. Something horrible. They must have done something terrible to invoke such a passionate response from Kieran and, evidently, Jerome, too. I observed him, waiting while he collected his words.

“…They killed his wife.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

They killed his wife…

The thought repeated in my head, over and over. No wonder Jerome was so bitter, so easily angered and frustrated. After what they did to his wife… Total betrayal.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

Kieran turned and regarded me for a moment, contemplation written clear on his face. “Let’s go for a walk.” Rather than wait for me, he exited the room immediately after speaking.

Hesitance hit me for the briefest moment. I pushed passed it, scooped Mimi into my arms, and followed after him. A degree of trust for him remained in my body, in my mind, despite everything that had happened. Could he harm me? Sure, but so could everyone here. So could the royal family if I returned.

They already had once.

People in the restaurant, Kieran’s employees, shot me dirty looks when I passed them. I kept my head held high, unwilling to give into their negativity. Yes, I sided with the royal family, but so long as Kieran ordered them not to harm me, I was safe. If they truly were loyal to him, no one would touch me.

Unless someone else betrays him.

I crushed the thought. He’d had that happen once before. No doubt he had taken additional precautions after that, ones that wouldn’t allow a repeat of what happened in the past. I needed to stay positive. Pessimism wouldn’t help my cause; it would harm it.

A bitter breeze embraced me the moment Kieran and I left the warmth of the restaurant. I breathed deeply, basking in the sensation of fresh air surrounding me.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere more private.” Kieran said nothing more until we exited the boundaries of the city. The guards at the gate paid no attention to us as we passed them. The tall walls loomed behind us as Kieran led me farther away, into the trees. For several minutes we walked in comfortable silence. He stopped when the trees parted, revealing a clearing.

Kieran’s aura flared and for a moment nerves fluttered inside my abdomen. Another essence flared in response and Luce, his winged lion, stepped out from behind the nearby brush. Mimi growled softly and the sound brought a smile to my lips. So that was Kieran’s ulterior motive. Letting Mimi and Luce spend some time together.

I knelt down and placed the cub on the grassy ground. She struggled upright and immediately crashed onto the ground. Luce approached, leaning his face down to nuzzle the smaller feline. Mimi arched into the touch, trying to rise ago. The large lion nudged his snout underneath her stomach, helping to hold her upright.

Watching them from my kneeling position, I couldn’t help but smile. Mimi finally had someone to play with, someone who could truly teach her the ways of being a feral cat. I could teach her some things, but not everything.

“What did you want to talk about?” An innocent question.

“Us.”

Kieran’s answer snatched my breath away. Nothing could have prepared me for it and his tone implied he meant more than just our mutual status as spiritualists. No. The way he said us… More personal, like that one night.

With wide eyes, I slowly rose to my feet and faced him. “…Us?”

Kieran looked so calm, with his arms folded over his chest. “You’re too clever to play the fool, Ava -” My throat clenched when he used that nickname. “You know what I mean.”

The first words that stumbled into my mind spewed forth, “I’m loyal to the royal family.”

“So you will let them decide every aspect of your life?”

“No, but -”

“I’m the enemy, so being with me would be a betrayal? They would be unwilling to accept it?”

I flinched when he so openly mentioned being with him. “Yes, but -”

“You cannot hide behind the royal family forever.” I shifted uneasily under his sharp stare. “Nor can you deny how you feel.”

“How I feel?” I huffed, crossing my arms. If he interrupted me one more time… “I don’t -”

“You don’t? Then -”

Something inside of me snapped, like a string pulled tighter and tighter until it broke under the strain. “Will you let me finish a sentence? Good grief, just because you worked your way up to the status of a big-shot noble who has plenty of followers doesn’t give you the right not to let me speak! I swear, if you -”

Kieran’s expression morphed. He wore that arrogant smirk that made my stomach flutter. I cut off my own rant, words forgotten in a mixture of confusion and that fluttering sensation.

“Tell me, how often does the royal family let you speak like that?” I opened my mouth but no words came. “Doesn’t it feel good to do something that you wanted to do?”

I sputtered. “T-That’s not the point.”

“Isn’t it? They control your every move. Avalyn, take care of the princess. Avalyn, make sure everything’s in order. Avalyn, do this. Avalyn, do that. Have they ever expressed a single word of gratitude - genuine gratitude?”

I wanted to say something to counter his claim. The right words wouldn’t form, wouldn’t let me argue with him. Suddenly I found myself thinking back, lost in thought because of his words. Had they ever truly thanked me?

Sure, there were occasional dismissive thank you’s and well done’s, but a heartfelt word of thanks?

No.

The word solidified in my mind and that single word crushed me. They hadn’t, just like Kieran assumed. Never, not once, had they genuinely thanked me for any of my service.

“They gave me a home.” A pitiful response. I fought a losing battle now and I’d almost lost the will to fight.

“That shouldn’t mean expressing gratitude is unnecessary. Not only that, but after everything you’ve done for them, they shoved you aside the moment there was the slightest chance you had betrayed them.”

He was right. Bea and her guards, even the chefs, received more appreciation that I did. Wasn’t I worth a heartfelt, “Thank you for helping to raise and take care of our only daughter?”

My eyes stung and I blinked away the tears before they spilled. Not in front of him. I wouldn’t show weakness in front of Kieran.

Some part of my struggle must’ve shown on my face. Kieran’s expression softened and he took a step closer to me. “You know the truth,” he stated, words less harsh than moments ago. “Why do you remain loyal to them?”

“They’re -” I swallowed, feeling those tears creep up again. “They’re practically the only family I’ve ever known. I can hardly remember my parents. Just bits and pieces, scattered memories, but the day I remember most is the day they…” The flow of words stopped and instinctively I brushed my fingertips over the scar on my forearm. The day they died. The day I got my scar. The day fearing my powers was etched into my brain, then magnified when my new family told me not to show my gift to others.

“But do they truly treat you like family?”

Those words crushed everything I’d ever known. No. They treated me like a servant, not like a member of their family. Not anymore, at least. Once, when I was a child, they had. Then I became old enough to work and since then…

A single tear slipped past my defenses.

Kieran moved closer, then, and brushed it away with his thumb. “I’m sorry.” Those words… they sounded so genuine. “I just want you to know the truth.”

The truth crushed me. Everything I’d been through in the past two months hit me all at once. Going after the princess, being locked away for a week, realizing the princess had become a conniving young woman, being told to give Kieran the message of war, and now realizing how the royals truly thought of me…

My chest constricted and it became harder and harder to hold back my tears as those thoughts overwhelmed me, chipped away at my defenses, and left me hanging by a thread. “I -” That single word almost released a sob. I stopped speaking and looked away from him.

Kieran gripped my chin between his thumb and index finger and tilted my head up to look at him. I didn’t resist. I allowed him to draw my attention to him and realized just how close he truly stood to me. The faintest urge to move away surfaced, too weak a compulsion to make me act on it.

His blue eyes drew me in, his close presence soothing me. Tension faded from my muscles. I felt safe, and more important, I didn’t feel alone. Hesitation filled me and I wanted to say something, anything to break the silence.

Kieran leaned closer, his lips gently brushing against mine. Coherent thought vanished with that action and I stood still for a moment, unsure. Desire kicked in and I surrendered to his kiss.

His hand moved from my chin, along my jaw, and around my neck until he cradled the back of my head. I gave into his touch, sliding my hands up his chest to loop my arms around his neck. His tongue brushed against my lips and instinct again took over. My lips parted. Our tongues met in a slow dance and I succumbed fully to the kiss.

He led me backwards until my back hit a tree, never breaking our connection. When we finally separated for air, I inhaled, then let out a tiny moan as his lips found my neck, followed by him planting a soft nip.

Conscious thought returned to me slowly. I can’t do this… can I? Gently, I moved my hands to his shoulders and gave a small push. He moved away from my neck and came face-to-face with me. His scent washed over me still, that scent that only came from someone incredibly close to nature, of fresh grass and flowers. It almost drew me back in, but I kept a firm hold on that sliver of coherency.

“I -” The words hurt, even before I formed them. “I need time to think.”

The slightest flicker of annoyance crossed his expression. Twice. Twice we’d started and then I’d changed my mind. Guilt joined the indecision that plagued me.

“I’m sorry -”

Kieran shook his head and already, that flicker had vanished. “It’s alright. Take your time.”

His acceptance of my indecision, of how I still didn’t know which side to choose… How could he accept it so easily? For someone who seemed so arrogant and selfish at times, why did he care so much that I was certain of my path?

I gave into my urges. My arms wrapped around his neck and I buried my face against his chest. Again, I inhaled his scent and it spread through me, calming me. “Thank you…”

Kieran stilled for a moment, then returned the hug by wrapping one arm around my waist. His other hand stroked my hair and twirled the strands around his fingers. “Just know that there isn’t much time before the war. You must choose. You would be putting yourself at risk by not choosing.” His words drifted into my ear and I shivered when his breath tickled my skin.

The words hurt. I spent my life focused on the royal family, swearing loyalty to them. They had given me a home. Still, they had abandoned me the second things turned inconvenient. I couldn’t forget that. Was it time to move on from my home, from the role they raised me for, to begin anew on my own?

I slowly pulled away from him and stepped away from the tree. My cloak shifted and something hard hit my outer thigh. Memories rushed back to me and I swallowed, suddenly nervous. The knife that Bea gave me with orders to kill Kieran if I got the chance.

How could I, when he showed more emotion, more legitimate care, towards me than the royal family did — after only two months?

Kill Kieran and rejoin the royals. Don’t kill Kieran, but rejoin the royals, or… Join Kieran.

The options lingered in my mind and I found myself unable to weigh the options, not in his presence. For this decision, I needed privacy. Time away from him. Silence.

I scooped my feline friend back into my arms. In two weeks, Kieran and his followers would set out to begin the war. I needed to make my choice by then, the decision that would change my life and so many others forever.

Where should I even start..?


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I sat on the sofa of that same dressing room once we returned to the restaurant and stared at two items that lay on the low table. On the left lay the combat knife Bea gave me before I left the capital. The curse of death lay upon it. How many people had already perished at the hand of this knife and how many more would fall victim to it? At least one if Bea had her way, if I took Kieran by surprise and ended his life.

The thought alone clamped my throat shut. No, I couldn’t do that. My emotions, my gut, they wouldn’t let me take his life. In our time together, he’d grown on me. No matter how much I hated to admit it, Kieran wormed his way not just into my mind, but into my heart, and into my soul. We’d become connected somehow, even in such a short timespan.

My gaze slid to the item on my right. A book with a black cover. In cursive gold lettering, the creator had etched the word ‘Diary’ onto the cover. It popped, gave the black book an elegant flair. One of the few things I had left to remember my parents by.

My mother’s diary.

Carefully, I reached out and opened the book, then flipped through the worn pages. Small, cursive writing. My mother wrote about her, about my father, about me… and about spiritualism. What little I knew before meeting Kieran came from this diary and the few books in the castle library that mentioned the magical art.

What would they do?

I didn’t know. Would my parents choose the righteous path by staying with the royal family, or would they stay with the person who, for once, made them feel at home? Would they think rerevealing spiritualism was worth the sacrifice? Chills wracked my body and I wrapped my arms around myself. How could I choose?

My surrogate family, the ones who raised me, or the man who wormed his way into my heart, and gave me freedom?

My head throbbed as if someone shook me with enough force for my brain to rattle around the otherwise empty cavity. I leaned forward, pressing my face into my hands, eyes closed. Indecision. Hesitance. Fear. How could I choose when both options would have horrible consequences?

But will they really? The thought echoed in my mind, brought a certain clarity with it. No matter who I chose, the war would still happen. People would die. But which side of the battle did I belong on?

Fight for my country, for the people I cared for… or go against the royal family, and fight for the rights of my fellow spiritualists?

A groan escaped my lips and my headache became an aching throb. Damn it. What will I do?

Something soft nuzzled my lower leg. Mimi. Reaching down with one hand, I found her and threaded my fingers in her fur. Her attention gave me an odd form of comfort. Somehow I knew she was aware of my internal struggle and tried to help me through it. I appreciated it, but she couldn’t help me decide. I needed to do that on my own.

A foreign essence approached and I froze, not recognizing it. My muscles tensed in anticipation of someone entering my room. The concerns faded when the person passed the door. Their aura distanced themselves from me and finally I relaxed.

How could I get any peace when surrounded by all these people who despised me? They knew I sided with the royal family, which made me their enemy, even if Kieran told them not to touch me. They wouldn’t harm me, not while Kieran denied them that right, but they hated my presence here and wanted me gone as soon as possible.

Frustration hit me. Raw and powerful, the sensation engulfed me so suddenly that I gave in. Snatching the oil lamp off the table, I threw it across the room in one quick motion as I shot to my feet. The lamp crashed against the wall and shattered on contact. The pieces clattered to the floor, littering the carpet with shards of painted clay and oil.

Mimi growled and I sighed heavily, trying to regain my senses. Emotions whirled within me, wild and untamed. Attempts to capture and control them failed, leaving me in more of an emotional mess than before. My gaze landed on the knife and for a long moment I focused only on it. The cursed thing that the general gave me.

Random and chaotic thoughts fluttered inside my mind.

If I hadn’t gone after Princess Rena, I wouldn’t be in this mess. True, but the thought stabbed me as if I’d thrust the knife into my heart and twisted it. If I hadn’t gone after her, I wouldn’t have learned more about my magic, wouldn’t have gotten closer to Kieran, wouldn’t have created Mimi.

The emotions overwhelmed me. My legs gave out and I sagged, collapsing onto the couch. I took slow, steady breaths as my eyes stung. No. Not again. Not twice in one day. My hands shook and I clenched them in the fabric of my dress. Control. I needed control.

Control. Control. Control. No matter how much I chanted that word in my mind, over and over again, many emotions still warred inside of me. I buried my face in my hands again, unable to do anything else.

“Avalyn.”

The sound of my name made me flinch and I shot to my feet. My right hand wrapped around the hilt of the combat knife and I held it tightly, lashing out on instinct.

Someone’s hand caught my wrist. “Avalyn!”

The voice finally penetrated the chaos in my mind. All at once, everything disappeared. All those emotions faded until they became nothing more than a dull presence. My vision, which I hadn’t realized was blurred, focused and Kieran’s face formed in front of me.

I blinked once, then again, and finally realized I’d almost stabbed him and that he’d caught my wrist in a bruising grasp to stop me. The tip of the combat knife hovered two inches away from his chest. Horrified, I opened my hand and let the knife fall to the floor.

“I-I -” Anything I said would sound stupid now. “I’m sorry, I -”

“Where did you get that?”

I flinched. For some reason, his utter disregard of what I said constricted my chest. “…Bea gave it to me before I came here. She…” Hesitation clawed at me, but I pushed through it. “She wanted me to kill you, if I got the chance.”

Kieran gave me a hard stare, expression devoid of his usual amusement. “Did you intend to?”

“No!” Panic formed inside of me. “I didn’t want to. I couldn’t -” Please believe me. If he didn’t believe me, it could all be over. He could do away with me, regardless of how he felt about me.

When he said nothing, I continued, “I’m sorry. I just… I need some air. Alone. Being locked in this room is ruining me. I can’t think.” I looked at him, hoping he believed me. “I wasn’t thinking when I just…” Shaking my head, I said nothing more. Tears burned my eyes, but I wouldn’t let them spill. I was a mess. This entire situation had turned me into an emotional mess.

His expression softened just slightly. Kieran loosened his grip on my wrist, then let go entirely. Crouching in front of me, he lifted the knife off the floor, gaze returning to me when he stood upright once more.

I rubbed my wrist, grimacing. The beginnings of a bruise ached beneath my skin, but I found that the pain didn’t bother me. It distracted me from mental struggle.

“Can I trust you not to leave if I let you out of my sight?” The harsh edge in his tone vanished and I found myself more at ease again.

“Yes, I won’t leave.” I poured as much honesty into my voice as I could muster. “You can have someone watch me for all I care. I just need some time alone, outside.”

Maybe then I’d manage to think without my mind becoming a chaotic mess.

Kieran stepped closer, well into my personal space, and my muscles clenched. I fought against the urge to move away from him, even as he got close enough for his addictive scent to reach me.

His lips hovered just an inch away from mine. I chewed my bottom lip, battling the sudden urge to close the gap between us. We stood like that for a moment, neither of us moving, until finally Kieran pulled away.

Interest sparked in his eyes. “This decision is truly bothering you… isn’t it?”

I suppressed a relieved sigh when he moved away, then simply nodded.

Kieran watched me for a long moment. “Very well. I’ll have someone keep an eye on you so you can walk around the city. But I don’t want you leaving the city limits, understood?”

“Thank you.” Nodding in understanding, I felt a rush of joy spread through me. Some time to myself. How long had it been since I’d had such a moment? I added, “Will she be alright here?” I gestured towards the tiger cub. Leaving her behind served a dual purpose; I would never leave the city without her. Her presence here served as a guarantee of my sincerity.

He opened the door and inclined his head. “Of course.” In his eyes, I saw that the underlying reasoning for my request wasn’t lost on him. “Follow me.”

I obeyed, trailing after him when he left the room.

“Who’s going to watch me?” I doubted I knew the person if he truly had many people who fought alongside him, but asking never hurt anyone.

“Jerome.”

An instinctive flinch coursed through me. So much for that. Just like that, I wished I hadn’t asked the question. In fact, I wanted to turn around and return to the dressing room rather than expose myself to Jerome’s hostility. Out of the people who followed Kieran, I knew two, neither of which I was fond of.

Jerome was the worst option of the two.

“Why him?”

His lips quirked in amusement as he glanced at me out of the corner of his eyes. “Because he’s the one I trust the most,” he stated, then added, “And the one who is guaranteed to obey my commands.”

I grimaced. So he’s the one person Kieran knows for sure won’t kill me on sight. Lovely.

Resigned to my fate, I let our conversation end there.

Kieran led me towards the front of the restaurant. Jerome worked with another man, who I assumed shared his same position as host here in Lerulmor. He raised a brow, set down some papers, and shifted his attention to us.

“Milord?”

“Have all the notices been sent?”

Jerome bowed his head. “Yes. I expect to have responses within three or four days.”

“Good. In that case, I have another task for you for today.”

I glanced around the reception hall, purposely not looking at Jerome. My few hours of freedom would turn into something entirely different with him as my companion. How relaxing would it truly be?

“What is it?” Polite interest.

“Avalyn is going to wander the city. You are to accompany her and ensure she doesn’t leave the city limits.”

Jerome stood very still, expression blank. His gaze flitted to me, then back to Kieran. “You’re letting her leave here?”

“Only for a few hours. I trust you to keep an eye on her.”

His eyes told me he didn’t like it. Claiming Jerome didn’t like me put things lightly, but was he truly as loyal as Kieran believed he was?

Jerome blew out a breath and nodded. “Very well. I will watch her.”

“Thank you. I leave her in your hands.”

Kieran spun on his heel and left me with Jerome. Once out of sight, Jerome focused his gaze on me in the form of a glare.

My heart thudded in my chest, aggravated by a rush of anxiety. I forced myself to trust Kieran’s opinion of him. Jerome wouldn’t hurt me, not if Kieran told him not to.

“Let’s get this over with.”

Oh boy.

This’ll be interesting.

***

Jerome refused to go outside with me until I looked presentable. His one stipulation, Kieran’s orders be damned. Fine. After bathing, I couldn’t deny the fact that I felt better, like the water had washed away some of my worries, not to mention sweat and dirt from my journey. My wavy locks cascaded passed my shoulders in a wet mess that sent shivers through me.

Time to spend time with Jerome.

Confidence. I willed it to me, until everything I could gather swelled inside my chest. Just do it, I told myself quietly. Just go and don’t let him affect you.

I did. My feet led me down a hallway, to the left, and through a doorway that opened up into the reception hall. Jerome, who decided to continue working while I got ready, looked up from several papers. A flicker of that hatred shone in his eyes. Somehow, though, he reigned a lot of it in. The amount of distaste he showed me became a minimal amount.

Relief coursed through me, warming me. Yes, he still hated me, but he chose to at least try to treat me like a fellow person rather than an enemy. For now, at least. I reckoned that would change the moment we returned from this walk.

“Are you ready?”

I nodded. “Yes.” But I was ready before you made me go wash up.

Jerome heaved a sigh. That alone showed how excited he was to keep an eye on me. “Then let’s go.” Rather than waiting for me to respond, he strode toward the front door.

I followed, unimpressed yet unsurprised by his attitude. He opened the door and stepped through, holding the door open for me. That surprised me. I expected him to let the door hit me on the way out. Not hold it open for me. Hell, I would have understood if he pulled it shut on me.

Surprise must have shown on my face. The slightest smile curled his lips. “Don’t think I won’t be a gentleman just because I don’t like you,” he stated. “Especially since Kieran seems to hold you in some regard… Why, I can’t imagine.”

Ignore him. Just ignore him.

“Do you really have the right to wonder about your leader’s choices?” The question spilled forth before I could stop it and I almost cringed. Great start to the day. Insult him by shoving the fact that he’s not number one in his face. Just wonderful.

I moved out of the doorway, before he did decide to let the door hit me.

To my surprise, Jerome chortled. “So it’s your attitude that interests him.”

Rather than saying anything, I began my walk. The fresh, bitter air enveloped me and I inhaled as much as I could in a single breath. It spread through me and like a natural remedy, the sensation unclenched my muscles one by one. Putting the fact that I had a glorified babysitter aside, I allowed my subconscious to take control.

My feet led me through the streets of Lerulmor without a destination in mind. I enjoyed the open environment and for a moment, allowed my thoughts to wander to other, simpler things.

During my youth, Princess Rena and I spent almost every waking moment together. We studied together with the professor and played when we were permitted to do so. We even journeyed to other cities with her parents on some occasions. Twice, they brought me to Lerulmor.

Its streets and people always intrigued me.

Vendors everywhere, selling various goods. Many festivals happened in Lerulmor, brightening up the streets. One festival per moon, if not more. Lerulmor outdid even the capital with the number of large-scale events it hosted.

Even during this moment of peace, a sense of unease swelled inside of me. Without complete privacy, worry wouldn’t leave me. Jerome’s aura kept close, a small distance away, near enough for him to capture me if I dared try to make a run for it.

I wouldn’t. After everything I’d learned about Kieran, I knew better. Pushing my luck would ruin everything, would worsen this situation even more. I didn’t need that. He didn’t want to harm me. I wouldn’t give him a reason to change that.

One thing. All I needed was one thing — to make my decision.

A small cafe caught my eye and I adjusted my course. Taking a seat at one of the small outside tables, I lifted the menu and looked through the drinks they offered. The words hot chocolate stood out and my stomach rumbled in response.

Hot chocolate. Mm. A perfect drink for a late autumn day.

Jerome hadn’t come any closer. My gaze wandered and I spotted him on the other side of the street. He casually looked through some shirts that a vendor had for sale, trying to look inconspicuous. I shook my head and sighed.

Acting like he wasn’t following me, so the citizens wouldn’t take notice. As much as I feared him, feared what he might do to me if the worst situation came true, he didn’t need to stay away — not when I was the reason he had to be out and about anyways.

I gathered my magic and let the power fluctuate. It flickered, just enough to make Jerome instantly turn around to check on me. Once his gaze found me, I let everything drop to normal levels. Before he could turn away, I gestured to the chair opposite me. Even as he gave me a skeptic once-over, I kept my neutral.

Friendly. I was being friendly.

For a moment, he did nothing and part of me knew he weighed his options. Keep following me and be forced to invent new ways to stay busy, or join me and not need to worry about it at all?

Show me how smart you actually are, Jerome.

Defeat shone clearly in his eyes and he crossed the street. Pulling the chair out, he took a seat, and regarded me curiously. “Why?”

Avalyn one, Jerome zero.

I shrugged. “There’s no reason for you to try to be subtle when you and I both know what you’re doing. You might as well join me.”

The waitress approached just as Jerome opened his mouth to respond. “What can I get for you?”

“I’d like a hot chocolate, please.” I smiled at her, then redirected my attention at Jerome. “My treat.”

Jerome struggled with that for a long moment. He finally conceded with a sigh and uttered, “I’ll have a cappuccino, please.”

The waitress nodded, smiled, and said, “I’ll have that for you shortly.” With that, she moved away from our table, taking another order on her way to get our drinks.

“You’re not paying.”

I rolled my eyes. Rather than dignifying his statement with a response, I said, “You didn’t like me the moment you first saw me.”

Jerome shook his head. “It wasn’t because of who you are. I didn’t realize you were the one Kieran was waiting for. We’ve had a problem with the homeless coming into our restaurant in Frenu. Some of them get rather violent when we don’t give them what they want. That day, you -”

“Looked just like one of them? Traveling alone for eight days will do that to you.”

“If you want me to apologize for judging you, then fine, I’m sorry.” Jerome leaned back in his chair, noble facade slipping for a moment. “But that still doesn’t mean I care for you in the slightest. I don’t trust you. You’ve sided with the enemy. My opinion won’t change.”

It might if I switch sides.

I stomped on that thought, then locked it far, far away. Other reasons, I had other reasons that mattered more. What Jerome’s opinion of me was or would be wouldn’t influence my decision. The royal family and Kieran… they’d impact my decision.

“I have reasons for my choice.”

Jerome stared at me and I matched his gaze, not letting myself show fear. “How important are those reasons? The royal family? They suppress what they are, what we are, what you are. We have the chance to break that mindset.”

I considered. What the royal family meant to me, not as royals, but as a family… How could I make it clear to him? His wife. Harsh, very harsh, but if there was any way for me to get through to him, bringing up his wife would do it.

Carefully. One wrong word and I’d shatter the thin ice bringing his wife up put me on.

I deliberated for a long moment, but finally proceeded, “…Kieran told me about your wife.” I continued quickly, “Not the entire story. But… just what those two men did to her.”

His expression darkened and he leaned forward. “You have no right -”

“Please,” I interrupted. “Just listen. I don’t mean to upset you. You loved your wife, didn’t you? Would have done anything for her?”

Jerome gritted his teeth and suppressed rage shone in his eyes. “Yes.”

Warning. Were those cracks in the ice there before?

“I don’t know how much Kieran has told you about this, so let me tell you. My parents… they were killed when I was six.” The words hurt and on instinct, I covered the scar on my forearm with my palm. “The royal family took me in. They raised me. They’re the only family I’ve ever known.” I swallowed hard, then continued, “I know they’re not perfect, but for me… It’s something I always overlooked. They’re the only family I know. Now, with all of this going on, it’s hard for me to choose. I’m still weighing my options. That’s why I wanted to come outside. To clear my head, to think. I’m truly sorry that I brought up your wife, but… it was the only way for me to try to make you understand why I’m doing what I’m doing, and why this choice is so hard.”

I fell silent and looked at him. The waitress brought our drinks during our silence. For a long time, Jerome stared at me, emotions warring in his eyes. If he reached out and punched me right now, I wouldn’t blame him.

Rather than saying anything to provoke a response, I waited for him to make the first move. I’d said what I wanted to say. Either regret or relief; one of those two emotions would hit me once Jerome gathered his words.

How far will he go if I pushed him too far? Dread captured me. Would he disobey Kieran’s orders?

His shoulders heaved as he inhaled deeply through his nose. Some of that hostility in his eyes faded. He let out a long, slow breath.

My muscles remained coiled, tight, expecting him to snap at any moment.

“She would have liked you.”

I blinked. Out of the many potential responses I thought of, this one didn’t match, didn’t come close to anything I’d expected. “She would have liked you.” His wife? She would’ve liked me? “She… would have?” Hesitant, even now. The cracks in the ice sealed shut, slowly, but I still stood on that fragile surface.

Jerome lifted his cappuccino and took a sip. After setting the cup back on the table, he sagged slightly in the chair, looking equal parts more relaxed and defeated than I’d ever seen him.

“Yes. She would have liked your honesty.” Another moment of silence passed, before he added, “And she would have understood your struggle. Gina was very understanding. She believed that, if given the opportunity, everyone will eventually find the right path to take.”

I took a gulp of my drink while mulling his words over. “It sounds like she was a great woman.”

“She was.” Jerome’s stare gained a hard edge. “Kieran seems to see something in you and thinks you’ll join us. I’ll trust his judgment. Make your decision, but don’t make one you’ll regret. Just because you were raised for one thing doesn’t mean that’s the path you should spend your entire life walking. If you turn against us in the battle, none of us will hesitate to take you out. I won’t like it, and neither will Kieran, because you’re a spiritualist like we are. But in that case, you’ll give us no choice.”

“I understand.” But it doesn’t make this decision any easier.

His lips parted, but his gaze slid passed me, eyes narrowing.

“What is it?” I frowned and glanced over my shoulder. Two men walked down the street — familiar men, in armor. One of them stood a few inches taller than the other, while the shorter guard carried a few extra pounds. My eyes widened in recognition and I glanced back at Jerome.

The guards who accompanied me to Lerulmor. They were supposed to leave.

An odd determination shone in Jerome’s eyes.

Seeing that created concern inside me. It became a solid mass and I swallowed, knowing something horrible would follow.

“Did they bring you here?” Curt, professional.

I nodded. “…Escorts for the long journey. They weren’t supposed to enter the city.”

Jerome scowled and placed some money on the table. “Go take a walk. You’re not going to want to see this.”

I grimaced. Oh no.

How badly would those guards regret coming here?


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Jerome placed his hands on the table and pushed himself to his feet. The grim determination in his eyes sent alarm coursing through me. Bad. Bad things would happen soon. He gave me an out, an escape, a way to not witness what would happen.

I rose to my feet, but my legs wouldn’t move.

When Jerome took several steps away from the table, I could only watch. He made the slightest gesture, a flick of his wrist. I blinked and looked around. Why..?

My eyes widened the moment one, then two other auras hit me. Nearby. Other spiritualists. Of course. Jerome hadn’t come alone, even just to guard me. The clever man brought back-up. In case I tried to escape, or on the off chance a situation like this happened?

Leave or stay? The question repeated over and over again inside my mind. Witness what would happen, or feign ignorance?

Those men accompanied me to Lerulmor. Because of orders or not, I owed it to them to at least show some respect. And to do that, I would not leave them alone, would not refuse to watch. I would watch, as the only other resident of Atalu present, no matter how bad things became.

The three spiritualists closed in on the guards, who glanced around. Experienced enough to sense the oncoming assault. It wouldn’t do them any good. Not with three spiritualists as their opponents.

“Hello.” Jerome stepped in front of them, expression calm. “You’re soldiers from Atalu, aren’t you?”

Deny it, I begged them silently.

Pointless. Even if I hadn’t told Jerome about them accompanying me during my journey, their armor gave them away. As soldiers, they knew they couldn’t hide the truth.

Nearby commoners slowed their pace, some even stopping to watch the scene unfold. Two guards surrounded. An odd sight, something people would go a lifetime without seeing.

The taller guard showed Jerome a pointed stare. “What’s it to you?”

A slow smile curled Jerome’s lips. “I believe that goes against what Lord Kieran wished for, does it not?”

One, two… The coin dropped quickly; I could almost here the ching of the metal when the guards’ eyes widened.

“You work for him?”

“Bingo.” Jerome’s smile gained a sinister edge. “And you’re coming with me.”

“No.” The taller guard raised himself to his full height and placed a hand on his sword.

“Oh?” Jerome raised a delicate eyebrow.

“We’re not going anywhere with you.”

Idiots!

I finally forced my legs to move me forward. Before I even left cafe’s outdoor seating area, a man side-stepped and blocked my way. His aura swelled in a way many of the nearby ones didn’t, making me grimace. One of the spiritualists. Figures, Jerome had pawned me off on one of his assistants.

The other guard spotted me and something flickered in his eyes, gone too quickly for me to fully register. Surprise, maybe? Why would they be surprised to see me with Kieran’s men? I had one mission. Deliver the message to Kieran.

To do that, I needed to go through his men.

“They sent the messenger he wanted,” the other guard stated.

“Alone,” Jerome repeated. “Obviously, she isn’t alone. Or are you telling me it’s a coincidence that you two are here? Your royalty couldn’t even obey a simple request?”

The older guard snarled and stepped forward. “How dare you -”

A foreign essence cut him off. The swell of power wrapped around him, infiltrated him, and stopped his very breath. Letting my own power expand, I traced the magic back to its source. Jerome.

It swirled around him, carefree, joined by the spirit of the wind. His expression remained calm, free of tension or intense concentration. Unlike me, he controlled the spirits around him with much more finesse. Still, something felt different from the way Kieran used his magic.

Kieran’s control, his extremely intricate mastery, felt even more effortless. How big was the gap between their powers?

The spirit that stole the guard’s breath away expanded and captured the second guard as well. Something flared on the edge of my senses. A flicker that signified their life forces. Back and forth it swayed, teetering on the edge. They lost consciousness and before they sagged, the two spiritualists whose names I didn’t know stepped forward and caught them.

The crowd dispersed in a rush of gasps and screams. This would bring trouble. Someone would alert the authorities and hell would rain down on Jerome once they found him.

“You know where to take them,” Jerome said before he turned and approached me. “You’re still here. I’m surprised.”

The two other spiritualists discreetly hauled the guards upright and moved them away from the main street and out of my view. Once they vanished from my sight, my gaze flicked to Jerome. “Oh?”

He allowed a tiny grin to show. “There might be hope for you yet. Now, it’s your choice. Either get the privacy you wanted and walk around by yourself, or come with me.”

My eyebrow rose of its own accord. “You’d disobey Kieran’s order of keeping an eye on me?”

“You won’t leave,” Jerome stated plainly. “Kieran knew that all along. You could prove him wrong if you wanted, of course. I’m not sure how he’d react if you did, though.”

Leaning over, Jerome grasped his cup of coffee and downed the rest of its contents, then placed it down. “If you choose to wander, come back to the restaurant when you decide you’ve had enough. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

Jerome left. I watched him disappear around a corner and I tracked his spirit as it moved farther and farther away from me. Suddenly I felt unsure of what to do. Watch what the two guards would endure, or focus on my personal dilemma — my decision?

I wandered, thoughts drifting from place to place, never lingering on one idea for long. The truth hit me. Me. I needed to focus on me, not them. The thought stabbed me hard in the chest and I flinched. Harsh, but true. I’d become an emotional mess. What good would I be to anyone if I didn’t sort this out?

The guards would either fix their situation or dig a deeper hole. The urge to help them swirled within me, but a shell of how powerful the urge would have been two months ago. Before all of this, I had clear goals. Now, I doubted everything, didn’t trust decisions I made for myself. Then again, I needed to make a decision before I could ever trust it.

The sun lingered on the horizon. Inch by inch, it crept lower and the late afternoon rays enveloped me with warmth. I wandered without a destination in mind. Step after step, street after street, my legs carried me onward. My thoughts drifted back to my dilemma, to the persistent decision I couldn’t make. Kieran or my surrogate family?

My path shifted as darkness drew nearer and I re-entered the restaurant, still short an answer to a crucial question. Jerome didn’t man his usual post at the host stand. Why does that not surprise me?

My eyes fluttered shut and I allowed my aura to expand its reach, penetrating the walls and flicking passed every person within its grasp. Mimi’s spirit resided in the same room as before; I made a note of that and that she was alone. Kieran wasn’t far from her, just two rooms down the hall. Jerome’s essence joined him in that room along with two others — the guards.

Hesitation rooted me in place. Should I enter that room and witness whatever they were doing? I owed it to the guards and if the worst happened, perhaps I could limit how badly Kieran decided to harm them.

I made my way up the stairs and down the hall. Male voices penetrated the wall, two of them calm and the other two enraged. I recognized the louder voices as the guards. So Jerome and Kieran kept calm. Their control of the situation allowed them to do so. Not once had I seen either of them lose their temper, though Jerome once came dangerously close. The voices became clearer as I stopped outside the door.

“How dare you think you’re even worthy of taking the throne. You will never be a king.”

“I believe you’re wrong.” Smooth and confident. Kieran’s voice captured me and I couldn’t help but listen. “Atalu’s defenses are nothing against what we will put them up against.”

One of the guards snarled. “You arrogant -”

“You still haven’t answered our question,” Jerome cut in. “Why did you come here?”

“None of your business!”

Kieran voiced a sigh and I could picture him folding his arms over his chest. “Come now. The longer you disobey, the worse things will be for you.”

I flinched. Those words pierced me like icicles.

Why would they come to Lerulmor if not to get me back? A thought nagged at me. I banished all distractions, singling that thought out. Of course.

Lerulmor. Allies.

Without realizing what I was doing, I shoved the door open and entered, stopping three steps into the room. “They’re here to ask for assistance. The queen is good friends with the leaders here.”

Kieran didn’t look the slightest bit surprised at my sudden presence. Most likely, he’d sensed me outside the room. If my being here surprised Jerome, he didn’t show it.

“Did they tell you that?” Jerome looked intent, gaze not leaving me.

“No.” It’s just an educated hunch.

“Avalyn,” the older guard hissed. “Why -”

“She knows better than to disobey,” Kieran interrupted, flashing a dashingly sinister smirk. “Isn’t that right?” He sauntered towards me and halted when he stood diagonally just behind me. His breath tickled my ear and I suppressed a shudder.

Too close, he was too close.

“She delivered the message, but that doesn’t mean she gets to leave.” His left hand came to rest on my shoulder and I jolted slightly, caught off guard by a surge of anxiety… or was it anticipation? I balled my hands into fists, nails digging into my skin.

He was lying to them to spare me, to give me the chance to go back to the royals depending on my decision.

Gratitude formed in my chest, but I didn’t show any of it on the outside. Go with it, I told myself. Keep up with Kieran’s facade.

Kieran twisted a lock of my hair around his finger with his other hand. I shuddered and when his fingers brushed against the bare skin of my neck, a shock shot through me. This time, I knew what caused it. Not anxiety, but anticipation, brought forth by one of the things that made my decision so difficult.

Kieran.

I diverted my eyes to the left and let my shoulders sag. “I’m sorry.” I poured as much heartfelt apology into those words as I could. Kieran’s fingers continued to lightly trace patterns on my skin.

I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to ignore the surprisingly pleasant sensation.

“So,” Jerome began. “You wanted to get your allies to help you in the war, hm?”

“No.” The older guard shook his head. “We didn’t.”

“Don’t lie. Avalyn’s been very useful in giving us information since she got here, hasn’t she?”

Jerome’s words made me flinch to keep up the lie. Somehow, he’d caught onto Kieran’s strategy and switched his tactics to suit it seamlessly. I made a mental note of that. They must’ve worked together for a long time.

The younger guard snarled. “You can’t treat her like your personal source of information -”

“On the contrary,” Kieran said, voice as smooth as ever. “Your royalty sent her to us. We can do whatever we want with her.”

Neither guard responded.

I shivered, not just because he continued tracing those little patterns on my skin, but because of the implication of his words. They lingered in my mind and I gulped. His words and actions leaned my mind more and more towards his side.

“Now, tell me, did you already talk to your ally? And don’t tell me you weren’t here to do that. I believe we all know better.”

No response came for a long moment. The two guards exchanged glances, communicating wordlessly.

“No.” The older guard sounded secure, confident. “We were on our way to do that when you -” He gestured towards Jerome. “Saw us and brought us here.”

“I see.” Kieran stepped forward. “Now why should I believe you..?”

“It’s the truth. We waited outside the city for a few hours after Avalyn headed in, to give her time and draw attention away from the gate. Then we entered the city ourselves.”

Jerome circled them, slowly, like a wolf staring down its prey. “Even if we believe you, that won’t change your fate.”

Kieran released a soft chuckle. “Now, now, I do believe we can arrange something. I’ll send you two back to Atalu. Tell the royal family that when we come, we’ll hit hard and will crush all those who oppose us. They chose the war, therefore they’ll be the ones to suffer the consequences.”

I grimaced, keeping my head down. Why did things have to be this way? The royal family versus Kieran. Again and again the pairing slipped into my mind and I could never choose the right path. Now, I leaned towards Kieran. He lured me closer to him with the small motions and implications he made, each one tugging at my heart.

No. I wouldn’t let him influence my decision so easily.

“What’s the catch?”

Kieran smirked. “You tell them what I just told you. You don’t come back here. And when the time comes to fight, either you fight alongside your brothers and sisters and share the same fate, or choose not to fight and we’ll… overlook you.”

This time, his words sent a legitimate shiver through me. Cold, cruel, a man preparing for a slaughter.

“If we don’t leave?”

The corner of Kieran’s lips twitched. “You won’t get a chance to fight us with your fellow soldiers.”

Don’t be foolish. Go home.

The guards looked calculating. Biting my bottom lip, I shook my head and slipped back into the role of captive . Sincerity mixed in. “Just go,” I begged them. “It’s not worth it. You won’t win here.”

They glanced at me and something in their expressions changed. One soldier still had that calculating look, but it mixed with something else, the desire to listen to me.

“Trust me,” I urged.

Silence deafened me. No response. My slow breaths seemed so much louder than they actually were. I stared, waiting, hoping they’d listen.

Don’t be noble. Live to fight another day. They’d be no use to the royal family if they died here. None at all.

“…Fine,” the elder guard finally ground out. “We’ll deliver the message.”

“Perfect.” Kieran showed them a predatory smile. “Jerome, take them to a room. They’ll be staying overnight. You two, go with him.”

Nodding, Jerome stepped to the door and opened it. The guards approached the door, but the younger one paused, glancing back. “What about Lady Avalyn?”

I winced. They cared, they actually cared about me, about what Kieran might do to me. Hearing that crushed what little understanding of my situation I’d gathered. Other people wanted to protect me aside from the royal family.

Guards and probably Professor Sarlto all cared.

Kieran craned his neck to bring them into his view. “I’m afraid she’s not going anywhere. She’ll be staying here with me.”

“But -”

“Our agreement only covered the two of you. Take it, or leave it.”

“No, that -”

“Just go,” I repeated. “I’ll be fine.” Physically, maybe, but not emotionally. Not if this decision continued to plague me the way it did.

“You heard the lady. Follow me.” Jerome’s tall form disappeared around the corner. For a long moment the guards hesitated, staring at me, until finally they obeyed the command and exited the changing room.

Kieran nudged the door shut with his foot. When he turned to face me, he wore that mischievous smirk that made my stomach flutter. “Good acting.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Was that a compliment?”

Uttering a soft chuckle, he stepped towards me. “Perhaps.” Kieran leaned closer and his breath tickled my ear once more. “You seemed to be enjoying that.”

I shuddered, then nipped at my bottom lip when he brought a hand up to caress my neck and play with my hair. “What… gave you that idea?”

He was right, oh so right, but I’d never admit it.

I could almost feel him smirk against my skin, then he pulled away just a fraction. His lips hovered over mine, barely an inch away, and I had to fight the sudden instinctual urge to close the gap.

Dangerous. This proximity was getting too dangerous for me. I feared I’d end up doing something I’d regret… or would I?

Kieran traced those little patterns on my skin with his fingertips and I chewed my bottom lip again. When had his touch become so pleasant to me? His lips curled into a smirk and he moved his hand up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

“Join me for dinner?”

Part of me knew I shouldn’t, that it could lead into something I wouldn’t want. The way he looked at me, with those gorgeous azure eyes… They captured me and shut out any reservations I had.

I didn’t get the time to consider my response. The answer came fast and instinctual, without a hint of thought put into it.

“Yes.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

I sealed my fate the moment I told Kieran, “Yes.”

Somehow, I knew something would happen that night. An instinctive tug twisted something in my chest, warning me, or preparing me? Rather than wasting my time worrying about that, I focused on getting ready for the night.

This time, Kieran did things differently.

The royal family had confiscated the elegant dress he bought me in Frenu. Rather than choosing one for me, Kieran gave me the coin to buy one. More money than I could ever need or hope for. Ten silver. The arrogant noble gave me ten silver to buy a dress for this evening. Some people survived on less than that in an entire summer — in poverty, struggling.

I’d resisted, not wanting to accept that money. Kieran refused to deal with my resistance. When I protested, he told me simply, “I’ll come get you in your room at seven thirty.”, then left the room we’d been in. And the bastard had left the money in my hands.

Against my better instincts, I’d gone and purchased a dress. The moment I stepped foot inside one of the more expensive - as I knew nothing less would suit his restaurant - boutiques, I realized exactly why Kieran gave me ten silver. My dress cost me five. The shoes cost another silver. Had I wanted or needed anything accessories, I would’ve easily blown through the budget. I would make Kieran take the change back even if it meant I needed to shove the coins down his throat.

I stood in the changing room, staring at my reflection in the mirror.

The dress, dyed a royal blue, had thin straps that went over my shoulders. The tight fabric curved over the top of my breasts with decorative folds in the satin, creating the shape of a heart as it traveled down to my waist. From there, the fabric loosened and cascaded down my legs. It stopped at my knees in the front, then trailed down to the floor in the back. The shoes, matching in color, had short, thin heels.

Kieran treated me like a princess, showering me in noble dresses and silver. The royal family didn’t spend this much on me. Never before had I ever felt so admired, so cared for, so wanted.

I blew out a slow breath and turned away from the mirror. Nerves fluttered around my stomach like a million butterflies searching for an escape. Why was I so nervous? We’d dined together before, and he wouldn’t hurt me, so why?

It hit me and I suppressed a sigh. Of course. Because the last time we went out to dinner, we hadn’t gotten as close as now. That happened after supper, after the night he took me out. Where would the night lead now..?

Three gentle knocks resounded off the door and I jumped, whirling around. My magic lashed out and found Kieran. Breathing deeply, I calmed my racing heart. Just Kieran. Time for dinner.

With slow strides I approached the door and after a moment of hesitance, grasped the handle and pulled it open.

Kieran looked as perfect as ever in his black slacks, now with a button-up with a hint of shimmering silver mixed with the white, and that pale purple cloak to throw in a dash of color. Nothing significantly different than any other day, yet that dash of silver made my stomach flutter once more. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Kieran’s gaze roamed my body and dipped low, unashamed. A blush burned my cheeks and when Kieran looked at my face again, he chuckled. Reaching out, he moved a strand of the wavy hair I’d left loose out of my face and showed me one of those rare smiles.

“You look beautiful.”

The heat in my cheeks worsened and I diverted my gaze, embarrassed. “…Thank you.”

His hand grabbed mine and I quickly looked up, flushing. His usual smirk had banished his smile and he gestured towards the hallway with his free hand. “Shall we?”

I managed a nod, slowly willing my nerves away. “Yes.”

Kieran inclined his head and led me down the nearest flight of stairs and we entered the reception room from the side. People filled the space. Jerome worked alongside the man who usually managed this restaurant and together, they made quicker work of the crowd than alone.

Kieran let go of my hand and instead placed it on my lower back, gently urging me forward.

I swallowed, doing my best to ignore the stares of the nobles who watched Kieran and I as we skipped the line and approached the counter.

Jerome gave me a once-over and for the first time, I didn’t see any hostility in his eyes. “Your table’s ready.” Snatching two menus off the nearby table, he showed us a polite nod. “Follow me.”

We did. Up the grand staircase, onto Kieran’s private balcony. No one sat at the second table and I doubted anyone would. Not tonight. My gut instinct told me Kieran wanted time alone with me, with no one else. Him, me, and Jerome — though only to take our orders.

Kieran pulled the chair out for me and I sat, watching as he took his seat across from me. “I’ll have the usual, Jerome.”

Jerome nodded, then glanced at me, so I said, “Just water, please.”

“I’ll bring those drinks shortly.” Jerome vanished behind the curtain in the doorway, leaving Kieran and I alone.

“Thank you for this,” I said, then considered. “…And for the clothes.”

I swore Kieran would smile, but it turned into a slight smirk instead. “I’m only giving you what you deserve.”

That persistent flush warmed my cheeks again. “I don’t deserve any of this… Not when I’m so indecisive.”

Kieran leaned forward, giving me a hard stare. “Let’s not talk about that tonight. Just enjoy the dinner. That’s what I brought you here for, alright?”

Silence stretched between us while I mulled his words over. He didn’t want to discuss it and just intended to enjoy a dinner with me? But why would he..?

I shelved the thought for later and bowed my head. “Alright. I won’t mention it again.”

“Good.”

Jerome reentered the balcony and set our drinks in front of us. “I’ll be back shortly so you can order your supper.” Without another word, he left and gave us our privacy.

Food. Right.

I flipped open the menu and scanned the pages. Grateful for the temporary distraction, I focused on figuring out what I wanted to eat. In the end, I settled the same thing as last time and ordered it when Jerome came to take our orders.

Below us, a band began playing some music as the entertainment for the night. Not a show given by a spiritualist this time. I watched them play for a few moments, before turning my attention back to Kieran.

A question surfaced in my mind, a persistent one that refused to leave. I hesitated. Should I..? When the question wouldn’t exit my mind, I gathered my courage. “Why… do you like me?”

The words stung my tongue. They felt foreign in this particular combination. A mix of words that I’d never uttered before.

Kieran kept quiet for a moment, eyes focused on me. “I’ve mentioned before. You’re your own person, an individual. You’re stubborn and persistent, and go after what you want - no matter the consequences. That’s a trait I admire.”

Admire? “What about… me being a spiritualist?”

A flicker of something flashed in his eyes. He said nothing, instead quietly mulling my question over.

I prodded, “Would you feel this way about me if I wasn’t a spiritualist?”

“Things would be very different if you weren’t a spiritualist.”

I gave him my hard stare. “That wasn’t my question.”

Kieran leaned back and released a small sigh. “If you want my honest answer, then I don’t know.” My lips parted to respond, but he continued, “Your personality is what attracted me. Yes, the fact that you’re a spiritualist is a bonus and it’s your heritage that made me reach out to you to begin with. I can’t say how different things would be now if you weren’t one. However, several of my followers married those without spiritualistic powers. I have nothing against them. My goal is simply to get them to accept us.”

My mouth shut and I stared without speaking. A perfect answer. No matter what I asked him, Kieran always managed to say the right thing. Did he pick the answer he thought I’d like, or did he offer me what he truly thought?

Willing to accept that he answered honestly, I nodded. “…Alright.”

Kieran sipped his wine, glancing at me over the rim of the glass. “If you want the short version… I’m interested in you because of who you are.”

I twirled a lock of hair around my index finger, unable to meet his eyes. Every time he said something like that, my body betrayed how his words affected me. “I see.”

When I said nothing else, Kieran chuckled. “You don’t need to be so embarrassed.”

His words darkened my cheeks. “Oh, shush.”

He grinned. “Fantastic comeback.”

I looked at him, huffed, and crossed my arms. “Not all of us can be as articulate as you.”

“I think you’re very articulate,” Kieran countered. “But sometimes you like taking the easy way out - the immature way.”

I gaped at him. “Did you just call me immature?”

Amusement sparkled in his eyes, mixed with a playful smirk. “Perhaps.”

My lips betrayed my, curving into a small smile. “Arrogant jerk.”

Kieran hmm’d softly. “You don’t seem to mind it all that much.”

Never before had I seen him so relaxed, so… playful. It was such a change and I found I liked it. I enjoyed this playful banter. The lightest dusting of red tinted my cheeks and I found myself grateful when Jerome showed up with our dinner.

I took the distraction by eating. Kieran entertained my silence by eating his own meal. From time to time, I found myself glancing up at Kieran and whenever he returned my gaze, I’d quickly look towards the concert downstairs instead.

“I’ll get you a room at the inn to stay in,” Kieran stated suddenly, breaking our comfortable silence. “I’m not staying at my house, currently, so I’ve been staying in the inn myself. There’s no need for you to sleep in the changing room.”

Bringing up the changing room made me roll my shoulders to shake out the ache that dulled throughout the day. The comfort of the chair and sofa in that room lasted only in the short term.

Again, he spoiled me.

My gaze finally met his and I started to protest. “I could stay in the room -”

“Did I not just say there was so need for you to sleep on that sofa or in the recliner?” Kieran raised one delicate brow and I swore I might melt underneath his expression. “I’ll get you a room. It’s not a problem.”

Whirlwinds of thoughts blew around my mind. Again, he wanted to pay for something for me. Knowing him, he’s staying in an expensive inn…

“I can use what’s left of the silver you gave me to pay for the room.”

Something flared in Kieran’s eyes. “That’s not necessary.”

I blinked and took apart his reaction piece by piece. He seemed… offended? Huh. Did the idea that I didn’t need his help offend him, because he offered it?

Kieran set his fork down and looked me square in the eye. “Keep the money. No matter which path you choose, use it for things you want, after the war. I doubt the royal family ever gave you much money to spend.”

The truth in his words made me flinch. Sure, they paid me a minimal amount each moon, but far less than those who lived outside of the castle. After all, they provided me with a place to live and gave me food. I would never earn enough coin to move away, not comfortably anyways. Close. The attendant always needed to be close. If anything happened, my job demanded I arrive at the princess’ side as soon as I could possibly manage.

“I thought we agreed not to talk about that tonight.”

“I’m not asking you to choose right now,” Kieran explained. “But I do have one question… if you don’t mind, of course.”

Unease spread through me, made my skin clammy and tightened my throat. I grasped my glass and took a sip of water while I collected myself. When I set it on the table, I nodded. The water banished the hoarseness I’d expected when I told him, “Go ahead.”

“If you had to choose who to be with, right in this moment, who would you choose?”

My lips formed a frown. “You said -”

Kieran’s pale locks shifted when he shook his head. “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not asking who you would choose in the long run. Right now, in this very instant, do you want to be back in Atalu with them, or here with me?”

The boldness in his question stunned me into silence.

Right now. Kieran or the royal family?

“I…” My mind didn’t hesitate. It zeroed in on one person and no other thoughts could penetrate the sudden swell of complete certainty that filled me.

Kieran.

The part of me that denied that was crushed beneath the certainty of the rest of my being. In this moment, I wanted to be here with Kieran. Having dinner in his restaurant, simply enjoying one another’s company, falling for him more after each playful quip. Nothing else sounded as wonderfully perfect as what we were doing right now.

But did that mean I’d choose Kieran in the long run?

I gave my head the slightest shake, once, to banish the thought. Not right now. Like Kieran said, he asked about this moment and nothing else — nothing beyond tonight.

My courage came to me and I found the will to speak the truth. “You. I would choose you.”

That infuriating smirk formed on Kieran’s lips and my stomach flipped as if I’d just dropped through the air. Kieran pushed his chair back and rose, stalking around the table until he stood behind me. His hands rested on my shoulders and he leaned down, lips brushing against my earlobe. “Then for one night, why don’t you forget about everything else?”

I shivered and bit my bottom lip when his breath tickled my ear. My heartbeat peaked, thumping faster in my chest than I thought possible. My chest heaved as I took slow, steady breaths to calm my racing heart.

Not worry about everything else; forget about everything else. Insinuations lay hidden beneath his words and those made me hesitate. Am I willing to go that far..?

Conflicting emotions warred within me. Different voices screamed yes and no, melding to create a mess that made me entirely incoherent. Yes or no?

“…Maybe,” I offered him. Both voices yelled at me, unhappy with my neutral response.

Kieran gently massaged my shoulders and I unconsciously leaned back into his touch. The part of me that said yes grew more powerful, but the other side still resisted. My eyes fluttered shut while he continued kneading my shoulders despite the response I gave him.

“Alright,” he said. “It’s your choice. I won’t pressure you into anything.”

Meaningful words. Those words almost made my resolve shatter. It hung by a persistent thread that refused to snap even as that gentle kneading continued. For several more moments, the massage kept on going until finally Kieran stopped.

I forced my eyes open in time to see him take his seat across from me again. Kieran wore that infuriatingly smug smirk. An arrogant noble. He was arrogant, but I didn’t care. I saw beyond that, saw the glimmer of a friendly, caring man.

“It’s been a long couple of days for you,” he said. “Perhaps it’s best that you get some rest.”

Rest. That one simple word slammed exhaustion into me. I’d only arrived here yesterday and yet I’d done so much since then. Walking around, dealing with Jerome’s hostility, finding the clothes for tonight… Not to mention the still-present struggle of what path to choose.

“I think you’re right.”

Kieran nodded and we rose from our seats at the same time. I walked around the table and he placed his hand on my lower back once again. “Let’s go.” He gently nudged me forward and I passed through the doorway. We said our quick goodbyes to Jerome and stepped out into the night. In comfortable silence, we wandered towards the inn Kieran mentioned.

His hand shifted from my lower back to my hip.

I tensed in response, but didn’t look at him. Confusion hit me and I tried to dissect the emotion. What am I so afraid of?

It wasn’t Kieran; I knew he wouldn’t harm me. Did the idea of being with him so intimately scare me? Probably. I’d never gone that far with anyone before. I’d never been intimate in any way with a man before Kieran. Did my concern stem from the fact that it might influence my decision?

Music resounded from the various bars that filled the streets we journeyed through. They broke the otherwise peaceful silence of the night, chasing away nature’s stillness.

“Avalyn?” Kieran halted and I stopped beside him.

Curiosity showed clear on my expression. “Yes?”

He gently turned me towards him and pressed his lips onto mine. My stomach fluttered and I gave in, returning the kiss without a second thought as the contact spread warmth through me. It lasted only a few seconds before Kieran pulled away.

“Do you trust me?”

I blinked, surprised by the sudden question. “No.” I don’t know why I said it. The word was a lie and we both knew it.

Kieran flashed me his infuriating smirk. “Don’t you?”

He didn’t believe my answer any more than I did. Yes, I trusted him. Despite everything I did, he never tried to harm me, never made the slightest attempt at hurting me, even when I accidentally attacked him with the combat knife that Bea gave me, all he did was hold my wrist. Had he reacted any slower, I would have killed him.

I didn’t say anything.

My lack of an answer didn’t dissuade him; he still wore his trademark expression. Kieran led me into the inn and we stopped in the lobby. A woman sat at the counter, filling out papers and not paying us any mind.

“Just a moment. I’ll get your room.” Turning away, Kieran approached the reception desk. Just a few more steps and he’d reach it, would arrange for a second room.

Instinct took hold and I stepped forward, catching his hand in mine. “Wait.”

Kieran paused and regarded at me with a flicker of curiosity. “Hm?”

When I moved closer to him, I looked up into his eyes. Those azure orbs made my stomach flutter. This night, the kiss, combined with his sinfully handsome looks… The string that represented my resolve snapped and sheer emotion took over, shattering any doubts.

I leaned up and whispered in his ear, “Why don’t we share a room?”

As I pulled away, arrogance and curiosity fought a battle in his eyes. “Are you certain?”

My thoughts wandered for the briefest moment, never landing on anything that made me change my decision. I brushed my lips against his before I stepped back. When I flashed him a shy smile, my honest answer spilled forth, mimicking the true answer to his earlier question about trust.

“Yes.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Kieran didn’t doubt me after my answer, leading me down the leftmost hallway and opening the door to his room. “After you.”

Nerves in my gut clenched tighter and tighter with each step I took.

His gentlemanly attitude did little to distract me from the anxiety that now stole my breath away. I forced my limbs to obey. I entered his room, distracting myself by taking in the appearance of the chamber.

A large bed stood opposite the door. Big enough to fit at least three people and with bedding as white as the snow only a few moons away. The slight sheen on the bed from the moonlight made a single word stand out in my mind.

Silk.

Something brushed against my shoulders. I jolted, whipping around to see what it was. Kieran stood there, eyebrow raised, and I immediately felt guilty for reacting the way I did.

“Sorry -”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Kieran’s expression betrayed nothing except determination. Not to make things happen, I realized, but to make sure I was one hundred percent committed. He reached out and caressed my cheek with the backs of his fingers, adding, “We don’t need to. I can still get you a room.”

I leaned into his touch, enjoying the gentle caress. The contact brought a moment of clarity to me that pierced the anxiety that paralyzed me and put me on edge. Yes, I was sure I wanted to do this. Rather than responding with words, I took the initiative and pressed my lips to his.

Kieran didn’t return the kiss for a moment, instead beginning to pull away. Before his lips completely left mine, he must have reconsidered, pressing into the kiss with more passion than I could muster. His hand slid to the back of my neck and he held me close. My lips parted and he didn’t waste a second. I tasted delicious vanilla when his tongue slid into my mouth and toyed with mine.

His other hand grasped my hip, then slid up and down my side in a tantalizingly slow rhythm, sending tiny electric shocks across my skin. Our kiss muffled my soft groan as his touch lit a fire within me. I reached up blindly, hands running over his clothed chest until I found the clasp that help his cloak in place and unhooked it. Kieran shrugged his shoulders and the fabric fell to the floor. From there, I slid my hands up and looped my arms around his neck. His body aligned flush with mine. I arched my back, breaking the kiss to gasp for air.

His lips trailed down along my jaw, pressing soft kisses on my skin. When he reached my neck, he kissed, licked and left soft nips. I shivered as his loving touch enveloped me. His lips found the sensitive spot where my shoulder and neck connected and I clenched a hand in Kieran’s blond hair, my body tightening in vicious anticipation. He smirked against my skin, then nipped the sensitive skin.

A soft groan slipped past my lips. I tilted my head to the side, granting him easier access.

Kieran never stopped kissing or gently nibbling my skin. His hands slid around to my back and when he found the zipper on my dress, he dragged it down.

Shudders spread through me as he exposed my skin, then pulled away from me.

Lust darkened his blue eyes. He placed his hands on my shoulders, tugging the straps of my dress over my shoulders. The elegant gown he paid for dropped and pooled around my feet.

Kieran pressed his lips against mine again, not giving me time to register my embarrassment. His hands trailed over the bare skin of my sides and little shock waves lingered in their wake. Once his hands rested on my hips, they slid around to my back, then over my rear until they rested on the back of my thighs.

Suddenly he lifted me up with strength I hadn’t known he possessed. A soft gasp spilled into the kiss and on instinct I wrapped my legs around his waist, clinging to him as my footing vanishing. His growing erection pressed against me through his slacks and a flush warmed my cheeks.

Kieran took a few steps, then lowered me onto the bed.

The chill of the silk blanket somehow heightened the fire burning in my skin. I watched, anxious, as Kieran climbed onto the bed and straddled me. My cheeks turned a darker shade of red and Kieran allowed a soft chuckle to pass his lips.

Kieran leaned down to whisper, “You don’t need to be embarrassed.”

For some reason, him saying that made me relax. The tension in my muscles subsided just a tad and I found myself feeling more confident, more accepted. His words allowed me to take action — and I did.

My hands slid over his shoulders and down to the top button of his shirt. Nimbly, I slid each button out of its loop until the front of his button-up hung loose. Trailing my hand up over his exposed stomach and chest, I marveled as his abs tightened beneath my touch. Once at his shoulders, I pulled the cloth down his arms and tossed the now-useless shirt aside.

Kieran’s slim frame was well-defined with tight muscles. Not those of someone doing hard labor in a field, but self-trained. Looks deceived; he possessed more strength than he let on.

Kieran lavished the soft spot on my neck again and I released a soft moan. Thoroughly distracted by his ministrations, I didn’t notice his hand creep underneath my back and unhook my bra. Suddenly it was off and I shuddered as the cold air brushed against my skin.

Instinctively, I started to cross my arms over my chest. Kieran caught my wrists gently and lured me into a deep kiss. My mind wandered away from the embarrassment, focused instead on the enjoyment. I wrapped my arms around his bare shoulders and tugged him flush against me.

Skin met skin and the warmth of his body enveloped mine, chasing away the chills.

A flicker of hesitance surfaced inside of me, but I banished it. Now wasn’t the time for doubt or worry. My hands slid down his chest and I felt him shiver beneath my touch. His reaction spurred me on and when I reached the top of his slacks, I unbuttoned them and tugged the zipper down. Kieran took over from there. He sat up, shoved his pants down, then kicked them and his shoes off.

While in that position, Kieran reached behind him and slipped off my shoes that somehow had survived our repositioning.

Before I realized his neck move, he slid my underwear down my legs and dropped them off the bed.

I gasped, a dark blush burning my cheeks. “Kieran -”

“Shh.”

Kieran swooped down and pressed his lips against mine in a soft kiss. I surrendered without a second thought. His hands trailed over my skin, soothing while at the same time lighting a fire I’d never felt before. When Kieran finally broke the kiss, he pressed his lips to my forehead before saying, “You’re gorgeous.” He started sliding down my body. “And you…” He showered my body with kisses and I shuddered, arching into his touch. “Deserve to be treated properly.” His tongue flicked against my right nipple and a tiny gasp escaped me.

His signature smirk formed against my skin before he flicked my nipple again and circled it with his tongue. I released a groan and tangled one hand in his hair, clutching his head close to my body. With his teeth, he gently tugged and I bit my bottom lip to suppress a louder sound of pleasure. His left hand began to tease my right nipple, carefully twisting and squeezing it while his right hand traveled along the curve of my waist.

I grunted when he gave my hip a hard squeeze, then slipped his hand downward and spread my legs. I tensed slightly, then went rigid when he slipped two digits inside of me.

“Kieran -” A louder moan erupted from my throat when he dragged his fingers along my inner walls.

Pleasure built up in my gut, clenching hard. The sensation was new and powerful and unlike anything I’d self-administered in the past. He slid his fingers in and out in a rhythmic pattern, pressing them along my inner walls with each move. Pure bliss built within me with each motion and I clenched my free hand in the silk sheets.

The knot tightened, sensations climbing high as he continued his rhythmic assault. I was at a precipice and so desperately wanted to topple over. My chest heaved, knuckles turning white. When Kieran’s fingers left me again, they didn’t slide back in. Instead, his thumb applied pressure to my clit, circling.

That single movement ignited the flare within me. Pure pleasure erupted within me and I moaned, back arching off the bed. Kieran’s fingers circled that little nub as I came down from my high, reigniting the desire within me.

Ragged pants escaped me and I collapsed back onto the bed. Oh my God. My thoughts were a blur, a mess caused by Kieran’s delightfully sinful touch. I focused on recapturing my breathing while Kieran traveled back up my body.

I untangled my hand from his hair and let it fall to the bed. Still overwhelmed by the feelings he bestowed upon me, I could only look up at him while I took my slow breaths. Somehow, I managed to gather enough air to utter, “Kieran -”

“Shh.” Kieran pecked my lips and gently trailed his hands down my body.

I shivered beneath his touch and bit my bottom lip when his touch vanished from my body. He shifted above me and cloth tickled my skin when he slipped his boxers down his legs, then kicked them off.

The bliss dispersed to make room for a sudden surge of anxiety. I tensed, instinctively pressing my thighs together, even as my chest still heaved from the remnants of my orgasm.

An emotion flicked across Kieran’s face, his expression softening. He leaned down and brushed his lips against my earlobe. Tone low, the whispered, “Relax… I won’t hurt you.”

His breath tickled my ear and I shuddered, gaze diverted from him.

Kieran grasped my chin and forced me to look at him. His lips found mine and his tongue slipped into my mouth. A soft groan spilled into the kiss and the sensation turned my mind blank. I gave into the distracting kiss. His hands slid lower, eliciting shivers, and he parted my thighs.

Panic hit me and I tensed.

Kieran broke the kiss. Not moving far from me, he stared into my green eyes and captured me with his alluring gaze. “Trust me.”

That simple request solidified something within me. I already trusted him, despite not telling him so earlier. So why did I act like I didn’t?

I just need to trust him. I can do this. He won’t hurt me…

My confidence rose and I managed the slightest nod.

Kieran’s lips formed a half-smile and he kissed me again. I surrendered myself completely to the kiss. My legs spread farther, with his coaxing, and I shuddered. One of his hands stroked my hair, that small touch relaxing me more. His cock rubbed against my clit and I tried to gasp. His tongue slid in and cut off the sound. His sinful kiss distracted me, soothed me.

My muscles relaxed and I shivered when the tip of his cock found my slit. He rubbed it there for a few moments, preparing me, and a primal urge enveloped me. I let a wanton moan spill into the kiss and at that moment Kieran sheathed himself fully inside of me.

Pleasure slammed into me, mixed with a fraction of pain. Kieran broke the kiss, grunting, allowing my moan to fill the air.

“Kieran -” My words lodged in my throat when he slowly pulled back out. Before I could swallow the lump in my throat, Kieran plunged into me again and I groaned. My nails dug into his shoulders as he started a slow, steady pace.

My chest heaved, pleasure coiling in my gut.

Kieran placed one hand on the bed next to my head for leverage and the other on my right hip. His hand massaged my hip, adding another level to the pleasure he inflicted on me.

Our surroundings vanished, no longer important. I focused on Kieran and him alone — him and the pleasure that coursed through my body. A sudden urge for more hit me and I thrust my hips up just as he plunged in.

An alluring groan escaped Kieran’s lips, fueling my desire.

I joined in, fell into the same pace as him. Not once did he increase his pace. Kieran continued this slow, passionate speed and somehow reached deeper inside of me. I voiced my pleasure with moans and gasps.

Him. He was what I wanted. This arrogant noble, the only man to ever treat me this way.

Kieran leaned down, pressing his lips against my neck before nipping gently. My lips parted as my pleasure peaked, getting closer and closer to my second climax. Silent moans spilled forth and for the last few thrusts, Kieran changed his angle and pushed in harder.

A pleasured cry escaped me and white blinded my vision. My climax shook me and I crumpled into a weak heap beneath Kieran, chest heaving. Kieran’s own low groan as he reached his climax.

My vision cleared and Kieran came into view. Sweat stuck several strands of hair to his face as he stilled, still inside of me. Somehow I gathered the strength to reach up and move some of those tresses out of his face. A smile twisted my lips and I couldn’t help it.

I felt tired and yet so satisfied, in a way I’d never felt before.

Kieran gently tugged on my earlobe with his teeth, drawing a shudder from me. “I told you to trust me.” His breathy words spilled into my ear and I bit back a groan. His arrogant smirk formed and I found I didn’t care.

I loved that smirk and more, how he acted like an arrogant noble who thought he was better than anyone. I knew better, saw through the ruse and understood that he cared about others more than he would ever admit.

Fatigue hit me. The physical aspect of what we just did catching up with me as the throbbing remnants of pleasure faded. I gave into my urge to lean forward, head resting on his shoulder.

Kieran caressed my cheek with the back of his hand. “Let’s get some sleep.” He pulled out of me and lay by my side. An arm snaked around my waist, pulling my back flush against his chest. Moments later, he pulled the blanket over our bodies.

Warmth enveloped me, fatigue luring me closer to slumber.

Kieran pressed a kiss against my forehead.

That was the last thing I registered before sleep claimed me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

When morning came, the sunlight streaming through the windows lured me from my sleep. I stirred, slowly waking from my comfortable slumber. Soft sheets enveloped me. I felt so at ease, rested. Gathering all of my willpower, I managed to pry my eyes open.

The elegant room around me felt so out of place, yet familiar at the same time. As I shifted, I finally noticed the form next to me.

Kieran slept soundly on his back. His eyes were closed, hair strewn over and around his face like a halo. His bare chest, only half covered by the blanket, heaved in perfect harmony with his steady breaths.

I smiled, unable to resist. He looks so peaceful. Reaching out, I gently brushed a strand out of his face and caressed his soft skin.

Kieran’s hand shot up, catching my wrist.

I jolted, staring at him wide-eyed as his eyes fluttered open.

“Good morning.” He looked at me with tired eyes, a playful grin stretching across his lips.

The slightest dusting of a blush warmed my cheeks. “Good morning.”

Rolling over to face me, Kieran’s hand crept around to the back of my neck, luring me into a chaste kiss.

Memories of the night before surfaced and I knew I’d never forget them. The kiss didn’t last long enough. All too soon, he pulled back. Before I could stop it, a disappointed frown formed.

Kieran flashed me that smirk I’d come to love. “There will be more time for that later.”

My cheeks flushed until a thought slithered between the cracks of my clouded mind. The idea shattered the illusions of a happily ever after. Later. Would we be together later? What if I chose the royal family?

“I -” Words caught in my throat.

Kieran stared at me thoughtfully before understanding dawned in his eyes. “…Your decision?”

All I could manage was a nod.

A sigh escaped him, the warmth in his expression fading. “You still haven’t decided, then?”

“No.” The word hurt me when I forced it out.

His chest heaved as he exhaled. Kieran pushed himself upright, the blanket falling to expose the entirety of his torso. “How can you still not be certain, after last night?”

“They’re my family. I -” After last night. The phrase repeated over and over in my head, like a holiday choir that went from house to house and sang the same song in each doorway. Fear, unlike anything I felt before, settled in the pit of my stomach. Goose bumps littered my skin, even as I clutched the blanket to my chest as I sat up. Dreadful cold spread through me and though I feared the answer, I forced myself to ask the question.

“Was that all last night was? A ploy for you to get me to join you?”

Shock slapped across Kieran’s face. Surprised that I had the guts to ask, that I didn’t bend over for him like all of his however many followers? Good.

The pause before he answered was just a moment too long. “No -”

What little patience I had snapped. “You liar!”

Throwing the blanket off of me, I got off the bed and collected my clothes. He’d seen me naked before, so what was the point of hiding? My anger crushed the hint of embarrassment that wanted to take hold of me. I dressed, hands shaking as I slid into the gown and tried to pat the worst of the wrinkles out of it.

Fury unlike any that ever plagued me ignited something inside my chest. “You bastard. I never thought you’d sink this low to try to make me join you. They’re my family -”

Kieran released a noise akin to a snarl. “You’re a fool.” Getting out of the bed, he gathered his clothes and pulled them on. “They don’t appreciate you.”

“And you do?” I waved my hand towards the disheveled bed. “You appreciate me so much that you’d do that just to convince me, to turn me against them?” To stop my hands from shaking, I crossed my arms and tucked them underneath my armpits. “Compared to you, they appreciate me a lot. Heck, they actually care. Obviously you don’t.”

It hurt. It hurt so much to say that and to think that he’d just done this to make me accompany him. That he didn’t really care about me. How many other women had joined him after this little facade?

Silence stretched when I finished my rant.

My breaths came hard and heavy. I tried to calm down, tried to ignore the pain my thoughts spread through me.

Kieran stared at me for a long moment once he finished buttoning his shirt. “…I take it you’ve made your decision then?”

Tears stung in my eyes. I bit my bottom lip until it hurt to distract myself from the emotional anguish. Physical I could deal with, but not this. It took me a moment to gather myself, to suppress those tears without them spilling down my cheeks.

“No,” I ground out through clenched teeth. “You made my decision for me.”

Neither of us said anything. Kieran’s soft footfalls spread through the room while he approached me. My muscles clenched and I turned my head away, refusing to look at him. His hand brushed against my exposed back. I instinctively flinched and banished any hint of delight his touch still brought me.

“Don’t touch me,” I spat.

I took a step forward, but Kieran held onto the zipper on the back of my dress. Slowly, he slid it up, closing the back of the gown. Metal brushed against my skin and I shuddered.

“I was simply making sure you wouldn’t be indecent during our trip back to the restaurant.”

“The restaurant?” Clammy cold washed over me. No matter how hard I tried, rubbing my hands over my arms, I couldn’t dispel the cold. It came from a deeper place, inside of me, from an emotional pain I refused to linger on.

So long as I didn’t focus on it, I’d be alright.

“Yes.” Kieran moved around me, then rested a hand on the doorknob. His expression darkened and beyond that, weariness dulled his blue eyes. “As of this moment, you are now my prisoner.”

By the time we arrived at the restaurant, I’d stopped thinking. A powerful numbness had washed over me, dulling all sensations and thoughts, suppressing anything that might spark the flare of emotional pain. If I could just ignore it all, I’d be fine. I wouldn’t show Kieran weakness. Not now.

Jerome looked up from his work when we entered. His gaze flitted between us and he raised a brow as if picking up on the tension between us. For a moment, he regarded us with curiosity, but when Kieran led me towards him, he took on his usual professional attitude.

“Good morning -”

“Take her back to her temporary room,” Kieran interrupted. “As of right now, she’s a prisoner.”

My defenses dropped for the briefest second and I winced. After everything we’d done together, the training, the dinners, and last night… He tossed it all aside, threw me aside like a piece of garbage.

Kieran didn’t wait for a response. Spinning on his heel, he vanished through the doorway that, if memory served me right, led into the kitchen. If each restaurant had the same layout, an office lay beyond where the chefs prepared for the night.

Jerome watched Kieran until he disappeared from view, saying nothing. Part of me wanted to reach out with my magic, to sense if he truly left, but I crushed the desire. Finally, Jerome faced me and the professional facade he wore dropped just a little. “…Follow me.”

Part of me knew I should try to flee, but pessimism outweighed the idea. What was the point? They outnumbered me. Even if I fled the restaurant, someone would capture me before I escaped the city.

I obeyed Jerome without a word and we arrived at the changing room moments later. Jerome opened the door for me and I stepped inside. The door shut behind me and I sensed Jerome’s presence with me in the room.

My gaze skipped over everything in the room. The table’s surface was oddly empty, yet I knew I’d left something there…

My mother’s diary, the little black book. Did someone move it?

The slightest hint of panic arose, but everything else overpowered the sensation. It was here, somewhere. Someone must have moved it, or maybe I’d put it in my bag. I would look for it later. I approached the couch and lowered myself onto its surface, reaching out to pet the tiger cub who lay curled up on the other side. She nuzzled my hand and rolled over, dozing.

“I fed her an hour ago.” Jerome’s voice filled the room. “She seems to like me.”

“Thank you.” I willed myself to look up at him. “She must trust you.”

What would she do now if Kieran walked in? Go for his jugular?

Jerome nodded and sat on the couch opposite me. “She seems to.” More of that professionalism faded and he finally let his curiosity show through his gray eyes. “If I may… what happened?”

I suppressed a flinch and focused on the small animal in my arms instead of him. “Well, you must realize that I’m not on your side.” Those words lodged in my throat and I swallowed hard before continuing, “Let’s just say that Kieran made my decision for me.”

Jerome’s aura swelled and his magic expanded, flicking against mine.

Oh no, you don’t. I gathered as much power as I could muster and built firm walls around me. He wouldn’t get a deeper insight into my mental state. Not while I was conscious, at least.

Jerome cringed and let his power drop. “You’re in pain.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

A frown formed on his lips. “I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but I know Kieran better than anyone. There’s no way he meant to hurt you. If he wanted to, he would have a long time ago.”

I huffed and massaged along Mimi’s spine with my fingers. “Whatever.”

Mature response. I scolded myself, but couldn’t find it in me to care. Not right now, not with everything going on.

“You may not believe me, but it’s true. Kieran doesn’t change his attitude towards people in this way unless provoked.”

Oh, I provoked him alright. By telling him he could go shove it and that I’d stick with the royal family. That must’ve really stung his pride, especially after he got to show off his skills in the bedroom.

“Since you’re being so forthcoming, why don’t you tell me about his personal life?” A surge of confidence and sudden indifference let the words spill forth and I raised my gaze to look at Jerome.

His eyes widened and he looked taken aback. “Personal life? You mean…”

“Romantic.”

Jerome visibly flinched. “So that is what this is about?”

I found it amusing to see the man with an unshakable will so thrown off by a single question. His query skimmed a layer off the protective barrier I put between myself and my emotions. For a long moment I said nothing, then finally I forced out, “Yes.”

Heaving a sigh, Jerome dragged a hand across his face. “I really don’t think I should talk about this -”

“Is it common for him to try to seduce people to make them join him?”

Another flinch. “No! I mean, there might be some slight flirting to aid his cause, but even that I’d brush off as just… noble mannerisms. Polite charm.”

Right. His charm.

“So he doesn’t date a lot?” So long as Jerome was being so forthcoming, I’d keep asking questions.

Keep talking, I willed him silently. The fasted I threw questions at him, the less time he’d have to consider if he should give the answer.

“Not really, no. He doesn’t -” His eyes widened and the jig was up; he’d caught onto the fact that he was divulging personal secrets. He shook his head. “That’s all I’ll say. I shouldn’t have said any of that to begin with. Look, if you and Kieran are having problems -” He stressed the word as if he wanted nothing to do with it. “Then that’s something you two need to solve.”

“You can see what resolving the problem has done.” I scoffed, spreading my arms wide. “He made my decision for me and since I’m a prisoner, I bet you know which one it was.”

Jerome grimaced and rose to his feet. “I’m not going to deal with your problems. You two need to figure it out; you’re adults. But you — is this really the path you want to take? That’s what you need to think about. And like I said… I don’t believe Kieran would have wanted to do this to you. Whatever happened, I suspect it was a misunderstanding.”

No, he wanted to get me into bed and then have me fall head over heels for him and join him. I folded my arms over my chest. “If you say so.”

Sighing, Jerome headed for the door, opened it, and stepped out. “Well, I’ll see you later then.” The door shut, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I heard the key twist in the lock. Trapped. Locked inside this room with Mimi. Tilting my head back, I rested it on the back of the sofa as I released a slow sigh. In this silence, I found myself trapped, forced to deal with the thoughts and emotions that plagued me.

Kieran’s actions, my actions, and what Jerome told me… How could I know what to believe?

Emotional agony spread through me. Tears welled in my eyes, finally sliding down my cheeks. I didn’t know what to believe, what was real and what wasn’t. Did Kieran actually care, or had it all been a trick to make me join him?

Jerome didn’t think so, but with him being one of Kieran’s closest followers… Could I risk believing him?

I choked back a sob and hung my head, tasting salty tears on my lips. Everything from the past two months captured me, overwhelmed me, and in this silent room I couldn’t escape these fears, these things I wanted to avoid forever.

No matter how hard I tried, the thoughts infiltrated my mind. Chaos. Everything was chaos and I couldn’t tell which end was up or would lead me to the surface, to freedom.

It hurt. Everything hurt and I could find no escape.

I don’t know what to do.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

I didn’t know what to do.

Two days. For two days, Kieran kept me locked away in this spirit-forsaken room. Two days without much contact with others. Only Jerome visited from time to time, to give me food and to bring me supplies for Mimi. For two days, I remained in that room with the tiger cub as my only company.

And still it was a better situation than when the royal family locked me in the dungeons.

I heaved a sigh and stared at the door. Two days.

After searching every nook and cranny, I’d asked Jerome if he’d seen the diary. He didn’t know where it had gone and I believed him, and he assured me no one else had come into my room while I spent time with Kieran.

Running a hand through my hair, I tried to distract myself by staring at the ceiling. Bored. So bored. They could have at least given me some books to read. Maybe the next time Jerome showed up to give me food, I’d ask for a few…

Two auras approached, both powerful. Both familiar, one especially so after the past couple of days. Jerome. The moment I recognized the second essence, I jerked upright and every part of me tensed. Kieran.

I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Kieran since he pawned me off on Jerome two days ago.

Go passed my room, I begged silently. Please do not open this door.

Even as I pleaded with the spirits to make my desire come true, I knew it was fruitless. Both of them together, near me, meant they had a plan. A quick search with my magic proved no one else lingered nearby. They wanted me.

The two spiritualists stopped outside the changing room and I almost swore out loud. Emotions raged inside of me, raw and powerful, and I crushed each and every one of them before they affected me. Calm, reserved, emotionless. I wouldn’t let Kieran see how much turmoil this mess threw me into.

Metal scraped inside the lock and the door opened wide. Jerome entered first, followed by Kieran. The moment I saw him, everything froze. In that second, those raging emotions hit me. The sight of him shattered the barriers I’d erected.

I wanted so badly to be with him. But how could I know if I could trust him? Would I ever trust him after this, despite Jerome’s assessment of the situation? For all I knew, Jerome told me what he thought I wanted to hear to help Kieran get what he wanted. Could I trust either of them?

I slammed my barriers back into place before I became emotional. Not in front of him. Never in front of him.

I gave him the coldest stare I could muster, then flicked my gaze over to Jerome. “Yes?”

Kieran’s eyes narrowed slightly and I suppressed a victorious smirk. How does it feel to be ignored, you bastard?

Jerome glanced between Kieran and I, hesitance clear in his expression. Finally, he shook his head and moved passed it. “Grab your things. We’ve leaving.”

I blinked. That didn’t line up with their earlier time line. “I thought there was a week and a half left before we’d leave.”

Kieran gritted his teeth. “Lerulmor’s leader is on his way here with guards.”

Surprise flitted across my face. “Did those guards succeed in their mission after all then?”

“We can only assume.” Kieran’s gaze landed on me. “Did you know?”

I recoiled at the accusation. “Excuse me -“

“Enough,” Jerome interrupted and somehow he managed not to flinch under Kieran’s glare. “Save the rivalry for later, alright? We need to get out of here. We’ll meet the others partway between here and the capital.”

Kieran looked like he’d bit into something sour and ground out, “Fine. Avalyn, grab your things, we’re leaving.”

Something broke inside of me when he used my full name. The way he said it, lacking any emotion, crushed the part of me I tried to suppress.

I rose without a word. Grabbing the bag I’d carried to Lerulmor, I shoved my few belongings into it. My hands brushed against the smooth cloth of the elegant dress I’d worn to our dinner. I hesitated. The gown sparked so many memories that came from that night. It was beautiful and I enjoyed an amazing night while wearing it. Did I want to throw that all away?

Without thinking, I slipped it into my bag.

I’d keep it, for the good memories. Not for the bad ones that came the morning after.

Once I finished gathering my things, I slung the bag over my shoulder. A few steps brought me to the couch and I carefully lifted the now-sleeping cub into my arms. I placed her in my second bag, on top of her folded up blanket. Finally, I turned towards the two men.

“I’m ready.”

Kieran regarded me for a long moment. I met his gaze, without fear, though I shifted my weight from one foot to the other.

“You won’t change your mind?”

The part of me that still wanted to join him, despite everything, threatened to surface. I shoved her into a box, locked it, and buried it deep within my soul.

I petted Mimi while looking at him. “You made my decision for me.” The slightest tremor tweaked my words. I swallowed hard, then added, “We both get to live with it.”

We stared at each other then and I refused to back down. Not now, not after everything that happened between us. We were equals, and I’d be damned if I didn’t make him understand that.

Jerome cleared his throat. “Milord, we really should leave now.”

Kieran’s chest heaved when he inhaled deeply through his nose, then blew out the excess air. “Very well. Let’s go.”

He wasted no time then. Spinning on his heel, Kieran exited the room, rim of his cape shifting with every step he took. Once he vanished from sight, Jerome waved his right hand towards the door.

“After you.”

We left the restaurant far behind us, weaving our way through the crowds on the main street. Jerome and I could have blended in with the crowds, but not Kieran. His distinctive attire and appearance made him stand out.

I glanced over at Jerome. “Weren’t there other spiritualists in the restaurant?”

Jerome didn’t miss a beat. “They left earlier. We’ll be meeting up with them.”

Conversation stalled while we walked. The outer walls that surrounded the city loomed closer. The open gate served as our only route to safety. A handful of soldiers blocked it, accompanied by a man garbed in clothing that rivaled Kieran’s in quality — a black tuxedo, measured for a perfect fit.

“We’re too late.”

Jerome looked towards the gate and swore. “Now what?”

Kieran rolled his shoulders. “We go through them.”

Oh no.

We approached the man-made barricade, the two men taking the lead. Kieran stepped forward, bowing his head when the other noble did the same. “Lord Gri,” he said. “Always a pleasure.”

A plumper man, Lord Gri gave the air of someone who indulged in life’s pleasures. Rounded cheeks matched his bulging stomach; he enjoyed food and drink, and much of it. His hairline receded and left only a black half-circle of hair around the back of his head. Gray tainted those black streaks and his pale blue eyes offset the black.

On special occasions, he’d visited the castle. I remembered his last visit, for the princess’ eighteenth birthday. The day she became an adult and earned the right to take over the throne without a man’s assistance if tragedy struck or her parents chose to pass the reigns.

Lord Gri gave Kieran a quick once-over. “I was told something about you. Is it true?”

“That depends on what you were told, milord.” Kieran flashed that sly smirk. “One hears many rumors, after all.”

Lerulmor’s leader glanced from Jerome to me and recognition sparked in his eyes. “Lady Avalyn,” he stated, and I nodded in confirmation. “So it’s true then. You plan to attack the royal family.”

Kieran voiced a sigh that sounded almost disappointed. “It’s time for a change in royalty, don’t you think? A bit of fresh blood?”

“You -”

Stepping closer to Lord Gri, Kieran lowered his voice. I strained, just able to make out his next words. “I would rather not harm you, but if you and your men don’t step out of our way, we’ll be forced to go through you.”

Lord Gri shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave.”

Kieran’s shoulders sagged. “That’s a shame.” Power swelled around Kieran in a way similar to Jerome days ago and he flicked his wrist.

Lord Gri’s eyes widened and he grasped his throat, gasping for air. “Y-You -”

“Stand aside,” Kieran called out to the soldiers. “Stand aside or your leader dies.”

Lord Gri fell to his knees. He trembled and wheezed, unable to get air into his lungs. I diverted my eyes. Give in, I urged him silently. His potential death served no purpose.

One of the guards dropped to his knees beside Lord Gri. He placed his hands on his shoulders. “Milord!”

“Stand aside,” Kieran repeated, voice devoid of the amusement I’d become accustomed to hearing. “Now.”

Several men hesitated, but two of them drew their swords and lunged forward. Jerome intercepted, suddenly wielding a curved dagger in each hand. Metal clashed on metal and he pushed back, forcing the men away from Kieran. Jerome stepped forward before they recovered and crossed his arms in front of himself in a quick slash. The blades sliced cleanly through the mens’ throats, ending the fight.

Crimson trailed from the incisions. The two guards collapsed on the ground, blood beginning to pool around their heads.

A scream ripped through the air. Behind us, people gathered to watch what happened in horror. I covered my mouth in shock, eyes wide, struggling to wrap my mind around the fact that Jerome went from a business-oriented noble to a cold-hearted killer.

Jerome aimed the tip of one of the daggers at the remaining guards. “Step aside or you’ll suffer the same fate, as will your lord.”

Though they had their hands on the hilts of their swords, none of the soldiers moved. They hesitated for a moment longer, staring at Jerome and Kieran, then at their suffocating leader. Slowly they let go of their swords and took cautious steps to the side, making room for us to pass.

Their lord wheezed, suffocating slowly because of Kieran’s magic.

Kieran didn’t even look at us. “Go.”

Jerome must have understood that the command was meant for us. Moving towards me, he placed both knives in his left hand and snatched my wrist in a surprisingly gentle grip. He pulled me through the path the guards created for us and out of the city.

Kieran followed us, pausing next to Lerulmor’s lord. “This is but a fraction of the power spiritualist’s possess,” Kieran warned. “We will be respected and you’d do well not to stand in my way.”

A tense silence hung in the air once Kieran admitted what we were. No one said anything and he trailed after us without another word, letting his statement linger.

Only once all three of us exited the city limits did the magic around Lord Gri vanish. His sudden gasps for air reached my ears despite the distance between us.

“Apologies, Lord Gri,” Kieran muttered, more to himself than the man far behind us. “I never meant for you to get in the middle of this. This is between the royal family and I, and I’m afraid not even you will stop me.”

Magic enveloped Kieran once more. It gathered, growing in strength, and he unleashed it with a wave of his hand. A powerful gust passed us, breaking the latch that kept the city gate open. The mechanism shattered and a piercing screech of metal split the air as the gate slammed shut.

Kieran didn’t look back. “That will keep them busy for a while. Come, we have quite the journey ahead of us.”

Against my better instincts, I didn’t stray from the two men. Part of me wondered if they would try to stop me if I veered off course, but this path led to Atalu. I would return home… if the royal family let me continue to call it that after the coming battle.

We walked in silence for what seemed like ages.

“Tell me, how does it feel to betray your own kind?”

I flinched, hearing bitter resentment in Kieran’s words. Focusing my gaze ahead, I refused to look at him. He tried to get under my skin, to frustrate or anger me into an argument. I wouldn’t dignify his words with a response. Crisp air filled my lungs as I breathed, the faintest scent of pine enveloping me.

“Maybe you just don’t care if we remain suppressed. Perhaps you even want it -”

His words tore into me like a knife. The sliver of careful control I’d used to keep my emotions in check snapped within me. Scowling, I rounded on him and shoved his shoulders, slamming him against the nearest tree.

“You bastard -”

“Hey!” Jerome dropped the daggers he’d started cleaning with a cloth. Grasping my shoulders, he pulled me away from Kieran. “Don’t.”

“Let her go.” Kieran appeared calm, too calm for someone who was just attacked. His tranquil behavior grated on me, spiking my fury even more.

Jerome hesitated for a moment before releasing me.

Restraints gone, I stepped towards Kieran and slapped him hard across his face. The smack echoed in the silence of the woods and out of the corner of my eyes I saw Jerome flinch. His hands twitched and I knew that not intervening while I attacked his leader killed him on the inside.

“I care more than you’ll ever know.” My voice came out rough, like a growl. “You’re the one who made this decision for me. How dare you insinuate that this was my choice.”

“Wasn’t it?” Kieran brought his hand up and touched his fingertips to his cheek. “Aren’t you the one who misconstrued my intentions?”

My lips parted to retort, but I realized I had nothing to say.

Misconstrued his intentions? I frowned. Was Jerome right? Did Kieran really not mean to manipulate my emotions to make me join him?”

“I wasn’t manipulating you.”

I glared at him. Somehow, the bastard knew what I was thinking and it frustrated me to no end. “That’s what you say.”

“Wait,” Jerome interrupted, staring at us. “How far did you two..?” When neither of us responded, Jerome threw his hands up in a ‘Why me?’ gesture and turned away. “Whatever, I’m staying out of it.” He walked away, far enough so our normal speaking voices wouldn’t carry.

Kieran stared at me and those blue eyes threatened to make my stomach flutter. “I didn’t mean to harm you.”

Those words penetrated the barrier around my emotions. Suddenly my vulnerability resurfaced. Exhaustion struck me. Tired, I was so tired of all of this — this stress, this decision. Maybe I would leave it all behind and travel on my own without him or the royal family. Never choosing was also a decision.

“How can I believe you?”

Kieran pushed away from the tree, closer to me. Before I could move back, he snaked an arm around my waist and planted his lips on mine. I wanted to pull away, to resist, but my body wouldn’t let me. My head swirled and those cursed emotions overwhelmed me.

People said actions spoke louder than words, and Kieran’s actions proved the very definition of that saying. No one could fake the passion, the sheer desperation with which he kissed me. I’d jumped to conclusions about our night together.

Tears stung my eyes, but I refused to let them spill. My honesty crushed me. In reality, I still hadn’t made a decision that sat well with me. I would regret whichever path I chose.

When Kieran broke the kiss, I pressed my forehead against his shoulder. The truth slipped into my mind and I knew it to be the only choice I could make without completely killing myself inside.

My words came out in a whisper, “I’m sorry… but I won’t change my mind.”

We pulled away at the same time and when I met his gaze, I saw the most emotion I’d ever seen written there. A whirlwind of different emotions morphed his expression. I didn’t dare try to decipher them all.

“Very well,” he said, voice strained.

I looked away, tears getting closer to overflowing the longer I looked at him. My decision pained him; I couldn’t pretend it didn’t, not after seeing the emotion in his eyes.

He didn’t manipulate me. I knew that now. My decision affected him on too much of an emotional level for our intimacy to have been fake. My self-loathing worsened. I chose the royal family and if they won the war, I’d never see Kieran again.

He would die.

“Jerome, let’s go.” After Kieran raised his voice and started walking, I followed, refusing to look at either of the men once we caught up with Jerome. Slow breaths calmed me and banished those cursed tears. The next few weeks would destroy me, assuming my decision didn’t eat me alive before the war truly began.

I’m sorry.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Two major milestones happened during our journey. First, we met up with the spiritualists from Lerulmor who had left before us — two dozen of them. All of them right there under my noise and my emotional turmoil blinded me to that fact. One of them could’ve shared a room with me and I doubted I would’ve noticed.

We traveled as this larger group for several more days, pitching tents every night to protect ourselves from the wind that grew colder each day, taking on a bitter early-winter chill. With my status still technically a captive, I shared a tent with Jerome so he could keep an eye on me.

I didn’t mind. If Kieran chose to share a tent with me, I didn’t know what would happen, but it wouldn’t be fair to either of us. I’d given him an answer. I wouldn’t risk toying with his emotions, purposefully or not. That would make me no better than the manipulating I’d believed he’d done.

The second milestone happened halfway to Atalu. Once we reached the halfway point between the two cities, we waited. Over the course of three days, more and more people showed up, far more than I ever expected. Not just dozens. By the time Kieran acknowledged that everyone he expected had arrived, upwards of one hundred spiritualists joined us.

I didn’t even know that many survived the tragedy.

Whispers traveled from person to person. These new spiritualists looked at me, glared at me. Someone had started a rumor mill and I suspected one of the spiritualists from Lerulmor had overhead one of my conversations with Kieran or Jerome. I knew all too well what rumor they spread.

I was a spiritualist who sided with their enemy, the royal family. That made me an enemy and worse yet, I betrayed my kind. Each and every one of them acted like this decision came easy to me, as if I hadn’t agonized over my choice for over a month. How could they judge me when they hadn’t lived my life?

The constant glares made me uneasy. I shifted uncomfortably and tried not to look around me. Right now, people spoke with one another in clustered groups. Tomorrow, we would begin the trek from here to the capital. Tonight, people made conversation with people they hadn’t seen in a while, or had never met.

I can’t take this.

Unwilling to endure these hateful glares, I rose from my seat on a toppled over tree trunk and maneuvered my way through the crowd of people. No more fresh air for me. Jerome’s tent would offer privacy and I craved that more.

Someone shoved my shoulder hard and I gasped, stumbling forward. I caught my balance before I hit the ground. Rage bubbled inside of me, threatening to overflow. I rounded on the man who dared to shove me.

Dark eyes glared at me from a face adorned with week-old stubble and a sharp jawline. He looked anything but apologetic. “You don’t belong here, wench.”

Hate laced his tone and it took everything in my power not to flinch. A brief glimpse of the area showed me Kieran and Jerome weren’t nearby. Great. I was alone.

“Betraying us… What the hell are you thinking?” He glanced around, throwing his arms wide as he raised his voice, “We should just kill her now before she fights alongside the royals!”

The camp split into two groups in response. Most people stayed seated, shifting their attention to watch the scene unfold. Some people stood up as if preparing to get involved.

Anxiety coursed through me, freezing my limbs in place. I swallowed thickly and clenched my hands into fists, refusing to let them intimidate me. They wouldn’t go against Kieran’s orders. If they did, I would defend myself as best as possible.

The man who started this all reached out to me, grinning. “Let’s just end this.”

A growl came from my side and Mimi lunged forward, her still-emerging teeth digging into the man’s leg. Yelping in pain, he kicked her away and knelt, hands wrapping around the injury. “You wretched thing! I’ll kill you for that.”

Mimi let out a snarl once she regained her unsteady footing, dropping the black cloth she’d ripped from the man’s leg. Before anyone else could harm her, I stepped in front of her.

His words ignited the rage that I’d kept carefully controlled. It snapped and I did the dishonorable thing. With him already crouching down, I kicked his chest hard. The force caused him to inhale sharply, then crash onto his back. Not allowing him to move, I placed my foot on his chest, gathering my weight onto that one foot.

“Touch her again and I swear by the time I’m done with you your spirit won’t even dare to reincarnate.” I spat out the threat, then added, “Do you understand?”

Color drained from his face, then his mouth formed a grin.

Someone grabbed me from behind and wrenched me off of him. With a grip strong enough to bruise, the other person held me up by my arms, then threw me onto the ground.

Pain shot through my elbows the moment I connected with the dirt and I flinched. Quickly, I rolled onto my back and scrambled backwards several feet. A group of four men stood in front of me. One of them reached down and helped the one who started this all to his feet.

Tensions ran high in the air. I felt it, how everyone in the area turned against me in that single moment. I’d attacked and even though I only defended myself, they wouldn’t care. They’d use it as a perfect opportunity to eliminate me, because I lashed out.

One of the men reached down and grabbed a fistful of my dress, yanking me to my feet. I tensed, anticipating what would happen next.

Mimi growled again, ready to strike, but one of the others easily lifted her by the back of her neck. The cub snarled and flailed, unable to escape his grasp.

“Stop,” a female voice called out. “If Lord Kieran finds out -”

“We’re eliminating a traitor. He won’t care.”

A familiar female form pushed her way through the crowd that gathered around us. Dark brown hair flowed around her and when she finally broke through, I spotted familiar narrowed emerald eyes. “Lord Kieran didn’t want her harmed -”

“Well, if he said that, it was before she turned against us.”

Lena. For some reason, seeing her here, standing up for me, surprised me. Why would she, after that one conversation we had? I stopped questioning it, focusing on the wave of gratitude that coursed through me instead. I glanced at her, hoping she saw the thanks in my eyes.

The corner of Lena’s mouth twitched, then she shook her head. “If he finds out you did this without his permission, then -”

“I’ll deal with the consequences,” the man holding me stated, lips forming a smirk and as spirits swelled around him. “But for now…”

Fear claimed me. I tried to wrench free, but his grip proved too powerful. Those spirits spread to me under his command and I felt darkness lure me closer.

No. I’m not letting this bastard kill me.

I pushed back with my own magic, undoing the latch that kept me from using it and reaching out to the spirits around me. Nature came to me, chose me, and assisted me in my battle. An array of spirits answered my call. The darkness vanished and I shoved harder and harder until no trace of his power remained on me.

“You’re not getting rid of me.” I gritted my teeth, focusing on controlling the group of spirits.

My muscles trembled under the strain when he fought against me. Our fight became a battle of wills, of concentration, of spirits-versus-spirits. I’d be damned if I let him win.

Fatigue crept in quickly, my body and mind unused to prolong strain.

He had more practice than I did, developed more endurance.

My eyes lost focus while I focused on the battling essences. Different colors sparked in the otherwise blackness of my vision, colors to represent the separate powers. Nothing else mattered but winning this, crushing him, showing them all that I wouldn’t let them walk over me and treat me like trash.

“Please, both of you, stop!” Lena’s voice penetrated my mind.

The desperation in her voice made me pause for the briefest moment and my opponent used that second to slam his magic against mine. Pain shot through me and I struggled to build up my barriers before he attacked like that again, but the blast scattered the spirits that helped me before. His power gathered, becoming a solid mass of energy that would crush me if it hit.

Raw magic. We didn’t fight with spirits right now. Just our wills, the essences that came to us naturally. His magic peaked and shot towards my weakened defenses.

A deafening roar broke me from my reverie. My magic vanished and so did the mass of energy that almost hit me. My vision returned just in time to see the crowd part to make a path.

A familiar winged lion approached us, snarling.

The fatigue I’d tried to suppress claimed me. My muscles turned to jelly, unable to hold my weight. I collapsed onto my knees on the ground and could only stare up at Luce as he approached. His gaze latched onto the man who fought me. The man wasted no time; he stepped away, head bowed.

Yeah, I thought. You’d better respect Luce or else you’re dead.

Luce turned towards the man who still held Mimi. As if her fur burned him, he placed her on the ground as quickly as he could and moved away. Mimi make her way to me with unsteady steps, resting her front paws on my thigh so she could rub her head against my cheek.

I managed a smile at that, despite everything else, and ran my right hand down her back.

The silence that stretched when Luce showed up somehow deepened. Nothing but the rustling of leaves in the wind broke the stillness. When two forms stepped around the winged beast, I realized the reason for the severe quiet. Kieran and Jerome.

One look at Kieran’s face and I knew he was pissed. He wore a stone-faced mask of sheer calm, but his eyes whirled with the rage of the strongest tornado. For once, it wasn’t directed at me.

I glanced at the group of men who attacked me. Oh, you’re in trouble now.

“My lord,” one of the men began. “We -”

“Silence.”

The bitter cold in his voice made even me flinch. The men recoiled, quickly bowing their heads to show their respect. Kieran stared at them for a long moment. “Tell me, how wise do you think it is to waste your energy when we’re about to be at war?”

“I apologize, sir, but -”

“There is no excuse. We are days away from fighting the royal army and you’re wasting your energy because you don’t like Avalyn.”

The man grimaced. “Sir, she’s the enemy -”

“She’s also a hostage.” I flinched at his words, despite knowing he didn’t truly consider me that. Not entirely, at least. “Leverage.”

“She’s a peasant.”

A peasant? Does he even know who I am?

Kieran shook his head, blond locks shifting. “Nico, Avalyn is the princess’ attendant, not simply some peasant girl.” He glanced around at everyone else now. “Let me say this clearly. If anyone harms her during the last leg of this journey, I’ll be very displeased.”

Those words rang through the clearing with a clarity no one dared to respond to.

Jerome crouched in front of me. “Come on. Let’s get you back to the tent.” He held his arms out.

Understanding, I gently handed Mimi over to him. She let out a low discontented grumble when I released her, then settled comfortably in Jerome’s arms.

“That’s where I was doing… when they attacked.” I adjusted my position, then stood. The moment my feet touched the ground, fatigue hit me in a dizzying whirlwind. I stumbled, but someone placed a hand on my lower back and the other on my shoulder.

“Careful.” Kieran sounded close, much too close.

Fog rolled in, blinding my sight, and what little I could see twisted and turned. Dizzy, I was so dizzy. Clenching my eyes shut helped a bit, so I kept them closed.

“I’ll guide you.” Kieran’s voice softened when he spoke to me.

Somehow I managed the slightest nod and trusted him to lead me and keep me upright. We walked, no doubt through a path his followers created. Without his soft touch, I’d have fallen long ago — would never make it to the tent.

“The dizziness will pass,” he told me. “You used too much energy in one go. You’re not used to it.” He slowed our pace, then added, “Duck your head now.”

The three of us got settled in the tent and I stayed quiet, face buried in my hands as I fought against nausea and dizziness. I kept my eyes closed, willing these sickening sensations to go away. A few minutes later, Jerome presented me with a cup of tea. The earthy scent soothed me and I took a sip, letting it battle my nausea.

“Let me guess. Dizzy, nauseous, body aches?” Kieran questioned.

I offered him a slow nod.

He exhaled a sigh. “You pushed yourself too hard. You need to relax now.”

Easier said than done.

“So what happened?”

I grimaced and took another sip of tea as an excuse to prolong the time before I answered. “I got up to go to the tent. One of the guys shoved me, Mimi bit him, he kicked her, I attacked him, other people got involved, then the one started using his powers on me, so I fought back, and then Luce showed up.” I took another sip, enjoying the earthy taste. “That about sums it up.”

Kieran grimaced. “I can’t even leave for a few hours without chaos erupting.”

Jerome petted Mimi, who lifted her head up to look at him. Once she determined that he was someone she trusted, she lay her head back down. “At least this shows that your friend here has a strong connection with you.”

I nodded, immediately regretting the motion when the world flipped upside-down.

Kieran gave me a concerned once-over. “You need rest. Expending too much energy can have permanent consequences, going as far as death.” He paused, considering. “Stay in here for the rest of the day. You’ll feel the effects of your exhaustion for a while yet. You probably shouldn’t use your abilities for at least a week, either.”

A week? The war will start in less than a week.

He was telling me I couldn’t join the fight if I felt I needed to?

“We’ll reach Atalu in about five more days,” I stated, more to myself than to him.

Kieran inclined his head. “Yes. And we’ll attack at dawn.”

Protect the royal family by joining the fight, against my better instincts, or hide? Let things pan out by themselves, or influence the future? Those thoughts plagued me, adding another level to my dizziness. No tea would help banish these worries..

What will I do?


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The group split into several smaller ones as we covered the remaining distance, separating far enough so no group could see another, but close enough that necessary communication could happen. Each group had a scout traveling ahead to scope out the terrain and ensure they didn’t encounter any difficulties.

Mimi wandered, weaving around nearby trees, her walking improving by the day.

With each step nearer to the capital, ice filled my veins. What little sun that penetrated the canopy of trees did little to warm me. Dread coiled in my gut. The first of however many battles was just a day away. I wrapped my arms around myself and terror quieted my mind of irrelevant thoughts.

I’m scared. Fear raked its talons down my spine. Everything became too real and I didn’t know what would happen, couldn’t predict the results — or how I would feel in the end.

My gaze slid towards Kieran.

Somehow Kieran managed to look utterly confident despite the battle that loomed ahead. Was he that arrogant, or was it a mask to reassure his followers?

My voice dropped to a whisper, just loud enough so I knew Kieran could hear me. “What will you do..?”

Kieran didn’t respond immediately. It took him a long moment, during which he stared ahead, before he answered, “What I need to.”

I bit back a sigh. Cryptic. So if slaughtering the entire army got him what he wanted, he’d do that. If just taking Bea’s life was enough, then that.

What if the royal family doesn’t back down until they’re dead?

No. I couldn’t think about that. King Frederick, Queen Miona, and Rena… dead. Images flashed across my mind, of them bleeding on the ground. I banished those visions with a shake of my head. No. They were smart; they wouldn’t let things go that far.

Silence loomed around us, chilling me further. No birds chirped, nor did any other creatures scurry up trees or over branches. Nature itself came to a halt, predicting what would come.

Odd. When I traveled to Lerulmor, I heard animals every step of the way.

Something flared to the west. Various energies swelled, gathered, and were unleashed. Eyes wide, I spun on my heel and stared in the direction of those auras.

“Isn’t that Jerome’s group?”

A quick glance at Kieran proved my memory right. He went rigid, expression tense, and broke into a run. Instinct hit and I bolted after him, vaguely noting that the others in our group did the same.

Something felt off. An aura I hadn’t felt in weeks lingered in the distance, out of view. Struggling to place it, we drew nearer to Jerome’s group and suddenly it dawned on me. Raw panic shot through me and I tried to catch Kieran’s wrist to stop him, but he was too fast.

“Kieran, wait!”

The moment the warning left my mouth, Kieran jolted to a stop. At the same time, an arrow pierced the air where his chest would have been a second later.

A female scoffed and Bea stepped out from between two trees to our right. Other soldiers joined her, fanning out around us, swords drawn. Several unfamiliar faces stood out among them, but something else about them captured my awareness. Their auras flickered, stronger than those of the soldiers around them.

It couldn’t be.

Bea lowered the hand that held her bow. “You’re a fool if you think I’ll let you reach the capital.” Hatred laced her tone. “You’re not getting any closer.”

Kieran smirked and unsheathed the sword he wore strapped to his hip. “Then I will bring the royal family your head.”

The spiritualists didn’t act, waiting for Kieran to give them the order.

Bea glanced at the guard closest to me. In a flash, he reached out and caught my arms, dragging me away from the group. His fingers dug into my skin, bruising the sensitive flesh.

“H-Hey! Let me go!” I struggled, but couldn’t move an inch in this guard’s iron grip.

“You’ll face justice in the capital,” the soldier said.

“For what?” Disbelief caked my face. I’d chosen them, not Kieran. Why did they still not believe me? Of course. Because I hadn’t killed Kieran, and my warning just now had saved his life.

“Being a traitor.” Bea drew her sword, gaze not leaving Kieran. “Now then… Let’s end this.”

Not once did Kieran look away from her. “Let’s.”

All at once, everyone advanced, swords and bows drawn and spirits summoned. Bea and Kieran moved forward, swords clashing. Soldiers moved in and engaged in battle with the other spiritualists, while those unfamiliar faces gathered power, collected the aid of spirits.

Struggling to wrap my head around it, I could do nothing. How did they get spiritualists to help them?

I fought against the man who pulled me farther and farther away from the battle. Auras flared all around. Magic filled the air, along with the clash of metal weapons. This overwhelming mass of powers thickened the air, almost suffocating. I clenched my eyes shut and counted to ten in my mind. Relax, don’t let the magic affect you.

When I reopened my eyes, I’d separated myself from the warring sensations in the area and again tried to wrench free. No luck.

“You’re not getting away.”

I scowled and twisted inward. The sudden movement let me get one arm free and I spun to face the guard. “Let me go! I haven’t done anything.”

Looking at him face-to-face, I finally recognized him. Older, with graying hair, and sharp features that told the tale of a handsome young man years in the past. Brown eyes glared at me, narrowed in determination. The older guard who traveled with me to Lerulmor.

“Please,” I tried. “I swear, I haven’t done anything.”

“Spare me the pity story.” The guard took a rope off his belt and forced me around. Catching my other arm again, he bent them behind my back hard and tied the thick rope around my wrists.

I flinched, then held back a whimper when he threw me onto the ground.

“Do yourself a favor and stay here. You’ll only make things worse if you leave.”

Grimacing, I refused to watch while he headed back into the battle. Rolling over, a hiss passed through my lips when my weight settled on my bent arms. Adjusting, I managed to get my hands flat and gave a tiny shove to help me into a sitting position.

Trust no one. The thought surfaced and it brought a sudden clarity. With the war happening now, the royal family didn’t trust anyone who had unsupervised contact with Kieran. I fell squarely into that category.

I banished those thoughts and focused on my captive state. Rope. Gently, I moved my hands to test the binds. My wrists didn’t budge an inch; rope dug into my skin the moment I tried to adjust my position.

Cursing under my breath, I bowed my head and tried to think. How do I get out of this?

The flickers of magic in the distance never faltered. A sudden swell of unfamiliar magic joined the mix, not sent forth by the unfamiliar spiritualists. It crashed through several of the others with the entirety of its strength.

Five powerful auras disappeared, snuffed out like candles, and I paled. What the- What’s going on?

“What the fuck was that?” The male voice came from diagonally behind me and I jolted. Quickly, I struggled to my feet, catching myself before I fell. I spun just as several men ran into view. Jerome and members of his group.

Seven, eight, nine… Twelve. Oh no. Where were the other eight?

Jerome spotted me. “Avalyn, what are you doing?”

I grimaced. “They captured me and left me here -” Turning around to show him the restraints, I added, “Kieran’s over where that blast came from.”

Jerome swore, shouting, “Go help out.”

The people from his group disappeared beyond the trees, heading Kieran’s way.

“Stay still.”

I tensed when Jerome grabbed one of my wrists. He withdrew one of his daggers and cut through it with a saw motion. After a few moments, he caught my wrists and tugged them apart, snapping the remaining strands.

Now free, I rubbed my bruised wrists. “Thank you.”

Jerome’s gaze focused over my shoulder instead of at me. “I need to go,” he stated and walked passed me, adding, “The choice is yours now. Help us, let them capture you, or flee. Make your decision.” He vanished in the same direction his men had gone to rejoin the fight, leaving me behind.

Alone, stuck between two worlds, now with the added option of fleeing.

I could do it, could run and never look back. Hide from the royal family and from Kieran, and never face the decision that plagued me for over a month.

No.

I wouldn’t take the easy way out. No matter what happened, I owed the royal family and Kieran more than that. They deserved an honest choice from me. If I fled, neither of them would ever want me. Cowardice didn’t deserve acceptance. Even now, it appeared the royal family rejected me.

Fear tried to ruin me. I wouldn’t let it.

That unfamiliar magic struck again. One spirit vanished before a barrier flared into existence. The barrier came from a familiar source, someone I had dealt with many times before.

Kieran.

My body acted without thought. I bolted towards the fight, not away from it like my fear wanted. That sickening coil tightened in my chest; I refused to let it influence me, not with so much at stake. Was Kieran alright?

I broke into the clearing where Bea ambushed us. Bodies lay strewn on the ground, several wearing armor, and others not dressed like warriors. Spiritualists.

Oh no…

Kieran banished the barrier with a wave of his hand, just as he dodged out of the way of Bea’s strike. When he sidestepped, his other opponent finally came into view.

Chain mail covered a tall, lean frame that had been stronger in his younger days; I’d seen portraits daily that showed his past. An auburn cape hung off his shoulders. Slight stubble masked an elderly face, worn with age and illness.

King Frederick.

My breath escaped me in a gasp. Why is he here?

Sick. Dying slowly from the inside. No medicine could save him. Why would he choose to fight?

“Please, stop this fighting!”

If he willingly showed his warriors his spiritualistic genes, then why couldn’t he tell the people? That would have prevented all of this.

He’s willing to die to protect his kingdom.

No. He couldn’t do that. The king raised me; he was family.

“Your majesty, please -” Desperation laced my voice and I stepped forward. “Stop -”

Without wasting a glance at me, magic swelled around him and he shot it into the crowd of spiritualists where Jerome helped a man to his feet. Scorching heat. Instinct guided my movements. I moved in front of Jerome and set free my magic as spirits reached out to me of their own accord.

My mind sculpted the energy into a barrier that surrounded me and all the people the blast would have hit. The king’s power slammed into my shield. It rattled me and an explosion of pain erupted in my head. I wasn’t supposed to be using this much magic yet, not after the other day. Now I understood why, but…

I had no choice. Protecting these people came first.

Finally, the king caught my eye and recognition crossed his expression. “Avalyn.”

“Stop this fight,” I begged. “Just tell people the truth!”

“I can’t.” A forlorn expression formed and he shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

Tears brimmed in my eyes. “But -” Why couldn’t he when the soldiers already knew? I didn’t understand.

More energy than before gathered around him and when he released it, that chilling fear took hold. Too much. My shield wouldn’t withstand that. I braced myself.

The second the mass of magic connected, the invisible wall shattered. I screamed as my pain intensified and the force threw me back. Crashing hard, the back of my head slammed onto the ground and agony ignited throughout my body.

The barrier still stopped the attack. The people were safe.

My head throbbed, but knowing I’d saved them took the edge off for the briefest moment. Anguish returned with a vengeance. My veins burned and it hurt to think. My body wouldn’t move, muscles numb and immobile even as I tried to shift just slightly, and my eyes fluttered shut.

It hurts.

“Avalyn!”

I didn’t know who yelled. Someone called out my name. A male voice? My senses failed to cooperate as fatigue set in, hitting me harder than before.

Yelling and shouting filled the space around me. Swords clashed, magic swelled and collided. Auras weakened and disappeared entirely. Why? For what? Because the royal family refused to announce their heritage to their people. They caused it all.

A distinct command penetrated the overwhelming collection of noise. “Fall back!”

My muscles wouldn’t budge. I could only observe by tracking the spirits. People obeyed and fled, scattering in different directions. Others chased them down. Sounds of battle faded away. In the sudden silence, I was alone.

My senses crumbled. I didn’t know what was what anymore.

A pained shout echoed in the distance, followed by a ferocious roar that threatened to shake the earth itself. Recognition slammed into me with such clarity that it hurt. Kieran. Someone got him.

Raw determination spurred me on. I focused every sliver of concentration on my body and forced my muscles to obey. Rolling onto my stomach, my hands pushed against the ground and somehow I managed to get to my feet. Tiny needles stabbed into every part of my skin. I whimpered, but refused to let it stop me. Slowly, I opened my eyes.

My vision blurred in a wave of dizziness. I steadied myself against a tree until my eyes refocused. Bodies littered the ground throughout the clearing. So many people, dead… My gaze lingered for a moment, scanning to see if I recognized anyone. A girl with familiar sharp features lay sprawled on the ground, brown hair cascading around her. I froze.

Lena?

No. This girl’s face looked younger. A knot formed in my throat. Did she have a younger sister? I’d never asked and didn’t know. Oh no…

The world spun in a vicious circle and nausea crashed into me. I pressed my right hand hard against the tree next to me as I bent over. My stomach emptied itself on the ground. Acid burned my mouth, the sickeningly sour scent invading my nostrils.

Coughs shook my body and I spat out the rest of the bile, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. The nausea subsided, but the dizziness returned in full force, threatening to consume me.

Kieran. His name repeated in my mind and I zeroed in on it. I needed to find Kieran.

His aura lingered in the distance, weakening moment by moment. Wasting no time, I used the trees as support beams while I headed in that direction. The world spun with each step I took; the trees allowed me to stay grounded.

Something happened to Kieran. My emotions guided me. Everything became clear now, in this fight. The decision I’d spent so long toiling over…

Something brushed against my exposed leg and I looked down. Mimi let out a soft growl, then bolted ahead of me in a different path. She turned, stared at me for a long moment, and continued on.

Mimi. Good, she was safe. Was she trying to lead me around the fighting? Clashes still echoed in the distance. I couldn’t fight in my current state. Choosing to trust the young cub, I followed her path with as much urgency as I could muster.

We passed by scattered battles, some too close for comfort. One of the army’s spiritualistic allies spotted me and my breath caught in my throat, fearful anticipation hitting me. Consideration flitted across his expression, but his opponent drew his attention.

In my weakened state, I didn’t pose a threat to anyone.

Kieran’s aura felt so close now. Sure enough, Mimi led me around a collection of thick trees and several spiritualists came into my sight.

On the ground, Kieran lay on his side. A gash tore open the left side of his lower back. Blood drenched his clothes and pooled on the ground beneath him. He wasn’t moving.

Color drained from my face. I took a step forward and stumbled.

“Avalyn!” Jerome caught me and I flinched, trying to ignore the pain that still laced every inch of my body.

“Why… haven’t you healed him?”

I knew spiritualists could heal. We could control life itself. That meant we could heal — we had to.

Jerome released me once I steadied myself, keeping one hand on my arm as a precaution. “We can’t. Not with the spirits already inside of him still there.”

One of the other men scowled and stepped towards me. “All of this is because of you, you wench -”

“Enough!” Jerome stepped between us, eyes narrowed. “If you would have had his back like you went supposed to -”

I drowned out their voices, focusing instead on what Jerome said before. The spirits already inside of him… Of course. They saved him after Mirria’s destruction, became a part of him, granting him an extension of his life.

There must be a way to heal him.

I stepped around Jerome, still unsteady on my feet, and fell to my knees next to Kieran.

The angry spiritualist moved closer in protest. “Don’t you dare -”

“Shut up.” I focused on Kieran. The injury I’d spotted wasn’t a shallow gash, but a deep wound from someone’s sword stabbing into him and ripping through flesh on its way out. Kieran’s chest heaved in fast, shallow bursts, and he coughed hard. Wheezing coughs that brought blood with them, painting his shirt crimson. The sword had punctured one of his lungs.

Pain ripped into my chest and tears stung my eyes. No. Focus, find a way to heal him.

Without healing, Kieran would die.

My body screamed in protest as I reached out with my magic. The once-foreign spirits lingered inside of him. What little energy they still possessed pooled around his injury, trying to slow the flow of blood. Their power would give him extra minutes, but they were too weak to do anything long-lasting.

They saved him once. This time, they had too little power.

“You tried to heal him?” My voice sounded strained while I fought against the tears that threatened to spill.

“Yes. Those spirits rejected my magic.”

Rejected his magic… Those words clarified the answer for me. They rejected magic not their own when it tried to do their job for them. But what if a foreign essence aided them instead?

I placed my hands over the gaping injury. My eyes fluttered shut and I summoned the energy of the spirits in this forest. The trees, flowers, and even the wind all lent me their power. Focusing it on the wound, I reached out to the spirits within him with a flicker of my essence.

Let me help, I begged quietly. Please, let’s save him together.

A fraction of an aura tapped me. That single touch spread warmth through me and somehow relaxed my exhausted muscles. Acceptance. They’d let me help.

I pooled the collection of spiritual magic towards my hands, letting it expand and slip into the wound. My surroundings vanished while I focused all my attention on this one task. Heal.

Somewhere in the distance, Jerome protested my use of magic, but his exact words didn’t reach me. The combined power of the spirits and I worked. Skin mended beneath my touch

What little energy I still had drained while I fixed Kieran’s injury, bringing him back from the brink of death. Exhaustion overwhelmed me again, waiting to strike. I refused to let it claim me before I finished healing him.

Slowly the healing spread inward, sealing the hole in his lung. Finally, the spirits inside of him flickered and that served as my unspoken cue. I released the magic I’d gathered, slowly letting my eyes open. The world spun, fast, relentless, and I placed a hand on the ground to steady myself.

Kieran’s breathing steadied, though unconsciousness still plagued him. Those spirits that joined him decades ago flickered, then vanished one by one, disappearing back into the natural cycle of reincarnation. I felt their departure and offered a quiet, “Thank you.”

Because of them, I’d met Kieran and learned the truth about so many things.

“You did it.” Shock tainted Jerome’s tone. “You healed him.”

“You tried to heal him by overpowering those spirits. I simply helped them.”

Without looking, I knew Jerome understood.

The man who almost attacked me became oddly quiet.

Several auras approached, coming from the same direction as I did.

Grimacing, I pushed my body further beyond its limits by standing up. Turning my back on Kieran, I swallowed hard. Those wretched tears threatened to spill again and holding them back became more difficult as time passed.

Only one thing would let them escape, would let them survive.

I glanced out of the corner of my eyes at Luce, who towered next to his master’s unconscious form, then back to Jerome.

“Get him out of here. All of you, leave. You won’t win this, not right now.”

Jerome frowned. His muscles tensed, bulging under his shirt, and I knew he sensed the approaching soldiers as well. Something softened in his expression as he looked at me. “But -”

I shook my head. “Please… Get him out of here. And when he wakes, tell him I’m sorry… That I chose wrong and I hope he can forgive me.”

Understanding dawned on his face. “Avalyn -”

“Take Mimi, too.” My gaze lingered on the cub for a long moment. She belonged with me, but she would be safer with them. With them, she would survive. If the royal family chose to execute me, they would never let her live.

Bea and three of her men came into view, joined by King Frederick. If they didn’t leave now, their enemies would capture them.

I forced as much authority into my voice as I could muster. “Go.”

That made Jerome move. With the other man’s help, he hoisted Kieran onto Luce’s back. Snatching Mimi off the ground, he then got on behind him. “Gather the others. You know where to meet us.”

The other spiritualist took off without another word.

Bea shouted and they broke into a run. Closer. They’d reach us soon — too soon.

“Go,” I repeated when Jerome paused to give me a last look.

Finally, Jerome nodded, and I tried to ignore Mimi when she let out a helpless childlike roar and stared at me. The sound stabbed me in the chest repeatedly, crushing my spirit.

Luce flapped his black wings and they took off into the sky.

The king gathered his energy and fired a blast of magic at the winged lion. Gaining the assistance of the same nearby spirits again, I waved my hand. A barrier, somehow stronger than the one I created before, solidified in the path of his attack. The blast of magic slammed into it and the shield barely shuddered.

Luce broke through the canopy and disappeared beyond the trees.

Exhaustion won the battle, slipped past my defenses, and claimed me. The barrier dispersed and I collapsed onto my knees when something seemed to yank the ground out from underneath me. Pain shot through my knees, mild compared to the phantom burning and stabbing that plagued every inch of my body.

With great effort, I raised my hands, palms facing forward, as the group halted in front of me. Lifting my head, I stared at the blurred shapes of the general and our king.

“I don’t regret it.”

Pure confidence spread through me when I uttered those words. For the first time in weeks, I knew I had done something right — saving Kieran and helping him escape. I would never regret that, especially not after the hypocrisy the royal family expressed.

The world spun again and this time when everything turned upside-down, my strength vanished along with it. I collapsed onto the ground as everything went black.


EPILOGUE

I sat on the floor in a dark cell, back resting against the wall. Cold enveloped me in this accursed place. Metal shackles bound my hands and a second pair adorned my feet, amplifying the sensation of hopelessness, of being captive. Trapped again in the dungeon beneath the castle.

Unconsciousness plagued me for the entirety of the journey back to Atalu, my mind and body both too weak after my exertions. When I awoke, I found myself bound and locked in the dungeon, in the same cell I’d stayed in before.

How long had it been? Two weeks, maybe three? Guards never spoke to me when they brought food and water. The two wretched traitors who murdered Jerome’s wife tried to goad me closer and talk to me. More like try to kill me once again.

Not once did I say anything.

The guards’ silence meant they took this far more seriously than before. This time, they had undeniable proof that I betrayed the royal family, the people who for so long gave me a life worth living. I single-handedly saved their primary enemy. The fact that they hadn’t hung me at the gallows yet shocked me.

The royal family caused all the deaths in the battle. I understood that now. They feared what their people would think if they knew the truth about their ancestry, or so they claimed, yet the soldiers in the battle knew, and they had somehow gathered other spiritualists to even the odds. Magic would better protect their people. I couldn’t understand their duplicity.

I resigned myself to my fate, not caring anymore.

They could kill me if they wanted or keep me locked away until I died of illness or old age. If they truly desired such, they could let me starve to death in retaliation for my betrayal.

No matter what they chose, I would accept it.

I righted my wrongs and chose my path. Kieran lived on because of me and hopefully, one day, he would change the balance between people and spiritualists. Finally I accepted my beliefs and made my choice. I stood behind him with every fiber of my being. I just wished I had done so sooner.

“Come on, sweetheart, you know you want to.” One of the men leered at me.

I huffed, placing my hands in my lap. Staring at the wall opposite me, I ignored their futile calls. Adjusting my position made me flinch. Even now, after however many weeks, my body ached from the amount of magic I exerted. Unlike Jerome, the royal family didn’t offer tea to soothe my aching muscles and ailments.

Every shred of pain was worth it for what I’d done. I couldn’t let Kieran die.

Footsteps echoed in the stairwell, but I didn’t look away from the stone wall. Food, already?

The door at the bottom of the steps opened, revealing a woman a decade my elder. Blonde hair barely brushed her shoulders. She stepped inside and approached my cell.

If possible, my muscles clenched harder than before. Bea.

With her own set of keys, Bea unlocked the door and pushed it open. “Come with me.”

Knowing she would force me if I refused, I stumbled to my feet, struggling with the shackles, and exited the cell when she stepped aside to allow me passage.

Bea rested her right hand on the hilt of her sword. “Front hall.”

Confusion flitted across my face. The front hall? Why..?

Were they going to execute me without so much as a day’s warning?

That thought lingered in my mind, even while I obeyed her command and headed up the flight of stairs. My feet led me down a familiar hallway, one that served as the shortest path from the dungeon to the front hall.

In the distance, I spotted the queen and princess as well as several guards who crowded around someone.

I blinked, a thought crossing my mind. “Where’s the king?”

Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Bea’s expression harden. “The king is dead.”

My eyes went wide and I spun around, no longer walking. “What? How -” Emotional distress struck me. King Frederick, the man who raised me like his own daughter… the one person who believed in my innocence the first time I returned to the capital.

“His illness.”

I sank my teeth into my bottom lip, using the pain to distract from tears that threatened to spill. His illness? No, it couldn’t have been that. Doctors had said he would survive at least another year. His aura, it hadn’t felt that weak.

Realization hit me and I blanched. The war. He used his powers, too much magic, like I had. Key differences made our fates veer down different paths. I was young and healthy, and had used my power in the past few months. The king was elderly and struck with illness and I couldn’t remember ever seeing him use spiritualism before the fight.

King Frederick was gone.

I swallowed hard, tears brimming my eyes, as the death of someone I cared about ripped into me. The truth hurt; the loss pained me more than I could ever express, more than Bea would ever believe after my actions.

Bea narrowed her eyes and nodded towards the front hall. “Go.”

Rather than disobeying, I spun and continued down the hallway. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, building up my emotional shields. We reached the group of people and Queen Miona glared at me. The hatred in her expression made me flinch. Rena scowled, but pain morphed her expression, which solidified Bea’s words for me.

King Frederick had truly passed away.

Two of the guards nearest to me stepped aside, revealing a lean, muscular man dressed to perfection in a black tuxedo. He looked like he could have stepped straight out of a fancy, high-end restaurant.

Surprise overtook me, lips parting in surprise. What the-? “Jerome?”

Jerome gave me a once-over, no doubt taking in my disheveled appearance. After flashing me a slight grin, he focused on the royals in front of him. “So, we’ve come to an agreement then?”

Queen Miona gritted her teeth. “Very well.”

Shock didn’t describe what I felt when Bea stepped in front of me and undid the shackles on my hands, then knelt down and did the same to the ones around my ankles. She took them from me and stepped aside, clearing the path between Jerome and I.

Still overwhelmed by all of this, I took a cautious step forward. “What… is going on?”

“I’ve negotiated your release.”

I stared at him, not comprehending his words. “What?”

Queen Miona interrupted before he had a chance to respond, “Avalyn, you are hereby branded a traitor to this kingdom. If you ever enter the boundary of the capital again, you will be captured and executed in accordance with your crimes.”

I winced. The words hurt, spoken without a fraction of emotion, as if I hadn’t spent almost two decades with them. My choice or not, hearing and seeing the royal family banish me pained me after living with them for most of my life.

“Bea, make sure they leave.”

Bea bowed her head. “Yes, your majesty.”

Jerome flashed them a pleased smile. “Pleasure doing business with you.” With that, he gently grabbed my wrist, which still drew a flinch from me, and led me out of the castle. Sunlight streamed onto me and the light made me grimace.

We walked in silence, Bea and several of her guards following just a few paces behind us. People in the main street stared at us as we passed and I wondered how many of them knew that the princess’ attendant became a traitor.

When we reached the gate, I glanced over my shoulder at the general. “I’m sorry,” I told her. “I never wanted things to turn out this way.”

Jerome guided me through the gates before she could respond and I knew that was best. Any words we exchanged would only worsen the situation, whether she believed me or not.

I felt her gaze bore into us while we continued distancing ourselves from the capital, disappearing into the forest. Only once we disappeared from her view did I dare speak.

“How did you arrange this?”

Jerome glanced at me, the slight tension in his muscles fading now that we left enemy territory. “It’s simple, really. What is the one thing they’ll need soon now that they no longer have a king?”

I blanched. What would they need without a king? The next generation. “…They’ll want the princess to marry soon.”

“Precisely,” a different voice said. “And it’s rather hard to do that when her fiancé is… unavailable. Her true fiancé, that is. Not the once she’s scamming for their engagement ring.”

Kieran stepped around the trunk of a tree and into my view, wearing that familiar smirk. He looked as perfect as ever, as if he hadn’t almost died in that battle weeks ago.

I froze in place, my ability to move and form words lost at the sight of him. Finally, I forced out, “You kidnapped him.”

“Temporarily. He’ll be returned now. After all, I’m a man of my word and they fulfilled their side of the deal.”

No other words came to me as shock overpowered everything within me.

Moving closer to me, his gaze slid down my body, then back up. “You look horrible.”

His words ignited the spark in my chest, bringing a sliver of life back to me after I’d given up in that cell. I scoffed, folding my arms despite the ache the movement caused. “A few weeks in a cell will do that to you.”

Kieran shook his head. “It’s been a moon.”

A moon… Four weeks?

I ran a hand through my matted hair, grimacing as oil transferred to my skin. Had it truly been that long since the battle?

A striped creature who was larger than I remembered moved around Kieran and shot towards me. Momentarily distracted by the sight of the cub, I crouched down and wrapped my arms around her neck.

Mimi.

Her presence made me realize just how unbearable living without her for so long was. “She’s grown quite a bit,” I commented, then smiled when she nuzzled her head against my cheek. “You might be a little big for my lap now.”

Kieran chuckled, the sound sending a chill through me. I rose to my feet again, my attention drifting towards him as he took another step forward and stopped directly in front of me.

Jerome lured Mimi over to him and turned away from us, distracting himself by playing with the cub.

Kieran’s voice dropped low. “I heard you were sorry.”

“Mmhmm.” I remembered what I’d told Jerome now. He had delivered the message like I’d asked him to. I made a mental note to thank him later.

“That you admit you made the wrong choice.”

I flinched, diverting my gaze from him. Yes, I’d made the wrong choice before and I’d regretted it every single day that I sat in that dark cell. Perhaps if I had chosen this sooner some lives could have been spared. I’d have fought alongside him from the get-go.

Kieran gently grasped my chin and tilted my face up to look at him. Leaning closer, his breath tickled my ear when he whispered, “I forgive you.”

Those three words changed everything. The tension I’d felt vanished and for the first time since Jerome led me out of Atalu’s gates, I felt free, as if my worries vanished and would never return. In this moment, I simply enjoyed this new change of events.

My voice quivered when I found myself on the verge of tears. “Thank you.”

When he pulled away just slightly, I stared into those gorgeous blue eyes and lost myself in them.

“Join me?”

I wouldn’t run from my fate, not anymore. After choosing wrong before, it was time to make things right. I wanted to be with him, to fight alongside him for the rights of all spiritualists, and show the royal family their hypocrisy made no sense. Though I didn’t know how long it would take, we needed to try. One day, people and spiritualists would be equal, regardless of what the queen and princess thought right now.

“Yes.” The answer felt right and I knew I chose wisely. Finally, I took the correct path and I would follow through with it, no matter what happened in the future.

“Good.” Kieran showed me that infuriating smirk and my stomach fluttered. “Because I wasn’t taking no for an answer.”

I wanted to respond to his arrogant, self-centered words. When my lips parted, he cut me off in the only way I’d ever allow and I succumbed to it without hesitation.

Kieran kissed me.
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