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The Part Where I Died


What a fucking mess.

There are very obvious and important reasons introverts don’t have a lot of friends, and among those reasons is that it can get you killed.

Not that I thought my friends would kill me.

Or even intended for me to die.

But, well…that was what happened.

So, before we even begin, let me just put a warning out there to any of my fellow authors and scribblers who might read this: Don’t leave the house. Really. Don’t do it.

I was behind on my latest book. Weeks behind. And that was not a good thing when I was supposed to be releasing new chapters every day as part of an online serial called Betrayal of the Elf Prince. The only thing keeping me sane was that I had worked ahead of my daily release schedule. That way, if I wanted to take a night off or caught a cold, I’d be able to take a break without skipping a posting day.

But now I was posting new chapters the same day I wrote them, and there was zero wiggle room for me to take a day off without risking the ire of my voracious readers. These people were paying my bills, and they were depending on me to deliver their daily dose of adrenaline and dopamine. What kind of dealer would I be if I didn’t deliver on time?

Of course, Betrayal of the Elf Prince started out strong, with Prince Xeran getting tangled up in court intrigue, killing his twin brother, and going on a long quest that would result in him gaining an enormous harem as he climbed back from his exile to take the throne.

Except I wasn’t smart enough to plot anything out ahead of time. I was writing this book by the seat of my pants. My writing muse had possessed me as words flew from my fingertips and the keyboard clattered in my one-bedroom apartment. I was existing on ramen, coffee, and snack cakes. None of that mattered because the book was surging out of me.

The only problem was that the river of words had eventually dried up.

Where the hell was I going with this book? Sure, Prince Xeran was the “hero” of the book, but was he a good guy? Or was I plotting to put a villain on the throne? Who had really killed his twin brother? And who was at the core of this tangled plot I’d created? Another sibling? A rival kingdom? Someone in his harem playing the long con?

I had no fucking clue.

So, the words stopped cold.

And the longer the words stayed frozen in my brain, the greater my panic became.

I reached out to my friend Georgie to bitch and moan about the mess I’d created. Of course, Georgie cackled at me, being the loving, supportive friend that she was.

It might also have been because I’d run my mouth a few months earlier, saying that she had it easier because she was a romance author, and how hard could it be to write sex?

Yeah, we won’t be talking about how my first sex scene of this grand harem adventure story I was writing sounded like assembly instructions for an Ikea bookshelf.

I’d since eaten crow, apologized for being a pompous ass, and graciously accepted some brutal critiques from her on how to write sex properly.

In the meantime, Georgie’s answer to all my problems was to get out of the house.

Georgie: Go outside.

Me: Ewwwww…

Georgie: Fresh air and a walk will get your brain working again. Staring at your computer screen isn’t fixing shit.

Me: But…but…outside is messy and there are people out there. That’s also going to require me to shower and locate pants.

Georgie: OUTSIDE

Me: You’re mean.

Georgie: You need to remember how to human.

Me: But people, Georgie. PEOPLE.

Georgie: Time to put on your big boy pants, Adam.

Georgie: Wanna meet Jack and me for lunch? We’ll protect you from the people and you can eat something that has a vitamin or two. We’ll even help you brainstorm your plot.

Me: …but pants…

Georgie: Yes, you’ll have to shower and put on pants, but you’ll get fresh air and a fixed plot. That’s a fair trade.

As much as I hated the idea of going outside among the masses, she was right. I needed to fix this mess, and glaring at the computer wasn’t doing it any longer. As it was, I would have to tell my readers I was going to miss a posting day. If Georgie and Jack could help me fix this mess, I’d risk only losing one writing day.

So, after a little more coaxing—because I was that big of a baby—I agreed to meet her downtown for lunch at a cute restaurant with outdoor patio seating. She wasn’t letting this “fresh air” thing go.

The shower worked a few small miracles, and I located some clothes that made me appear to be a well-adjusted, normal human being. I caught a ride-share downtown and stopped off at a bookstore ahead of the agreed time and browsed the shelves.

When I hit the sidewalk and walked toward the restaurant, the worst of the dark clouds that had been hovering over my head had dissipated and the warm, late-spring sun was shining on the city. Blue skies above, a soothing breeze, and some new books in my backpack. Now I was off to meet up with friends to have proper food. If I were lucky, I’d get a few good suggestions to fix my book and all would be right in my world again. It was as though the gods were smiling down on me at last.

To reach the restaurant a couple of blocks away, I had to cross a bridge that stretched over an old canal that wound through the city. The water was usually a calm stream with a few tiny rapids and adorable waterfalls. However, this spring had brought endless rains, and the stream had swollen so that it gushed like an untamed river under the arched stone bridge.

As I crossed, something gold and shiny glinted from a clot of leaves in the gutter. I bent and fished out a coin. It was about the size of a persimmon, with a dragon on one side and a raven on the other. My eyebrows lifted as I flipped it over. The quality was exquisite, but there was no fucking way I’d found a real gold coin in the gutter. If I’d lost this much gold, I would have spent the rest of my life searching for it.

With my thumb, I rubbed away the bit of dirt that clung to the details minted into the coin, but there were no words on it. Nothing to indicate who had made the coin or what it was related to. The thing looked brand-new, as if someone had made it that afternoon. Other than possibly being gold, this wasn’t actual fungible currency.

However, that didn’t stop it from being gorgeous.

Maybe my luck was turning around. This was the start of a great day.

Whistling to myself, I flipped the coin into the air. The gold winked and reflected the brilliant sunlight as it spun. It was as though laughter had become a solid, tangible thing to be held in your hand. I caught the coin in my right and squeezed it, preparing to slap it on my left hand just to see what creature would appear, when crunching metal and squealing tires jerked my head up.

The world exploded into chaos in the blink of an eye. A giant black SUV had plowed through a smaller red sedan and was racing straight at me, its massive engine roaring like a dragon. My heart leaped into my throat, and all thought screeched to a halt. Panic and terror powered my legs, sending them backpedaling as fast as I could move. The heels of my sneakers slipped and gripped the uneven pavement.

With a bump and a trip, I tumbled over the stone railing of the bridge. My feet went over my head once, and then I was falling toward the rushing stream.

If I didn’t bash my head on the rocks, I was going to get sucked under by the racing waters.

Fuck.

This is why I should never have left my house.
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Chapter 2

A Hell of My Own Making


Ow!

Ow! Ow! Owowowow!

My face hurt. And my head hurt.

I squeezed my watering eyes shut and covered my face with my hands as pain radiated from my nose while an answering ache echoed from the back of my head.

What the fuck!

But…pain…pain meant I was still alive, right?

I didn’t know the ins and outs of dying. Honestly, I’d always thought death was pretty final, and there would be no more pain. Yet, right now, for being a corpse, I was feeling a fucking lot of it.

The last thing I remembered was the SUV roaring at me as though it meant to crush me against the stone railing of the bridge.

And I’d gone over.

Falling…into the water.

But I wasn’t dead as far as I could tell.

I wasn’t even wet.

“Are you okay?”

A firm but gentle voice had my eyes snapping open to find a ridiculously handsome man kneeling over me, his enormous green eyes peering into mine as if he were trying to see something written on my soul.

“Who? What? I—” I stammered, which only sent his sharply angled eyebrows shooting toward his lush blond hair. After blinking away the tears to clear my vision, I stared at the stranger. God, he was fucking gorgeous. Was he even real? Who had high, sharp cheekbones like that? And that mouth. Only supermodels possessed such full lips tilted into an adorable, bemused smile.

My brain wasn’t operating at full capacity yet. Nothing was making sense. I needed to be logical about things. Was I okay?

“No, my face hurts.” But even as I spoke, the pain in my nose and head were already fading. Why was this stranger at my side? Unless… “Did you hit me? Is that why my nose hurts? Did you fucking punch me?”

With his deep chuckle, the man scattered the few scraps of thought I’d gathered into a pile.

This was all wrong.

Hello, world. Someone needs to check the script. Women. Hetero. I dug women. Particularly the short, spunky ones who liked to read.

The point was, I was not gay. Not into guys. I should not have had my stomach flipping like a pancake because some strange man was laughing at me.

“No, I didn’t hit you,” the stranger stated. He tipped his pointed chin up. “You took one look at me and ran into that tree.”

“What?” I squawked.

Lovely. I was the king of first impressions. If I gave up writing, I was going to give seminars on how to make a memorable first impression, because this was going swimmingly.

“Mn. You walked right into that tree, turned, and fell,” my new “friend” explained, the last tendrils of his smile disappearing. “I came over to make sure you hadn’t killed yourself.”

“No, not dead yet,” I muttered. With extreme care, I inspected my nose with my fingertips. It was still tender as hell, but it didn’t feel broken. There didn’t even seem to be any blood gushing out, as I would have expected. Maybe I’d only knocked myself silly. I lowered my hands and turned my attention to the man. “Does it look broken to you?”

He extended a long, pale finger and slid it along the bridge of my nose, sending sparks and tingles through every nerve ending in my body. “Looks perfect to me.”

That was enough nonsense. I planted both hands on the ground, shoved into an upright position, and wished I hadn’t. My head swam, but it was nothing compared to the confusion and panic threatening to swamp me.

Where the fuck was I?

Trees…as far as the eye could see.

Trees everywhere.

No roads. No buildings. Not even a single freaking car. Definitely no sign of the car that had tried to run me down or the bridge I thought I’d fallen off.

How did I get into the middle of a forest when I was supposed to be drowning?

There was even a saddled horse nosing its way through a patch of green grass a short distance away.

“Where am I?” Those three words slipped past my trembling lips, sounding like the last utterance of a ghost. “How did I get here?” My eyes jerked up to the man, who was now standing beside me. For the first time, I took in his appearance.

Oh God. The people at the Renaissance festival couldn’t achieve this level of authenticity.

My companion wore a pair of dark-green pants that were almost molded to his powerful legs only to end in black, knee-high leather boots. His tunic was a deep red, like the color of maple leaves in the fall, with exquisite gold stitching along the hem. A long cloak the same shade of green as his pants was draped across his shoulders and held in place by a gold pin in the shape of a flower.

His eyes narrowed on me in silent question, the man seemed to weigh my strange behavior. Not that I could blame him. He’d already said I’d taken one look at him and run into a tree. Now I was claiming to not know how I’d ended up in the middle of a forest. If I were him, I’d be backing away.

“You’re in Trengrave Woods.” He spoke slowly, enunciating each word as if he were convinced I’d knocked all the sense right out of my brain. He was probably right.

Trengrave Woods sounded familiar, but it didn’t conjure up any images of a spot on a map. I couldn’t have even guessed what state I was in. It wasn’t anyplace I’d visited before. Remember, I was an author and an introvert. That would make me an indoor human, not an outdoor one.

“I-I don’t know it,” I mumbled.

That was when I made the mistake of peering down at myself. Gone were the sneakers, jeans, and sweater I’d picked out for my lunch date with Georgie and Jack. I was dressed in clothes similar to my companion. Boots, black pants, and a navy blue tunic. Even a fucking cloak! I grabbed at it only to find that I was wearing a pair of supple black-leather gloves that came halfway up my forearms.

Holy shit! A group of rogue Renaissance LARPers had kidnapped me!

“Trengrave Woods runs along the borders of the Kingdom of Wolfrest and Edros,” my companion continued, oblivious to how I was freaking out. So, naturally, he found a way to stop my heart.

My voice shattered. “What?”

“Trengrave Woods runs along the border of Wolfrest and Edros,” he repeated. “Do you know it?”

Do I know it?

Of course I knew it. I’d fucking created it.

That was why the name of the woods sounded so familiar. I’d cobbled the name together weeks ago, along with the names of the six kingdoms. They were from my book!

A loud wheezing sound filled the area, and it was only when Blondie kneeled beside me and placed a firm hand on my shoulder that I realized the sound was coming from me. I was hyperventilating, but I couldn’t stop. Nothing made sense. I’d fallen off a bridge and landed in my own unfinished novel? How the hell did something like that even happen?

Sure, plenty of people fell in love with a good story and wanted to live in that world, but who wanted to get stuck in an unfinished book of tangled up plotlines, red herrings, and characters who still needed their arcs developed?

No. No. No.

This can’t be happening.

The fringes of my vision darkened, and I was on the verge of passing out. I almost welcomed it. Maybe I’d wake up in my bed, and this whole crazy adventure of me leaving the house would turn out to be just a bad dream.

But I couldn’t let myself pass out. What if I woke up somewhere worse? Or what if I fell off that bridge and didn’t wake up at all?

“What’s wrong?”

“I-I don’t know how I got here,” I panted. They seemed the only safe words I could say. If I babbled about how I’d created this world for a book, he’d think I was crazy and leave me alone in these woods. Alone was a bad thing. This indoor human didn’t know how to forage for food or build shelter. Fuck, I was pretty sure I couldn’t start a fire even if someone supplied me with a book of matches.

“You can’t remember?”

I shook my head, still trying to get a handle on my all-consuming panic. Freaking out would not fix anything.

“Not even your name? Where you came from?”

“My name.…It’s Adam. Adam Lockhart.” That was safe enough. “Everything else is sort of blank.”

My companion wrinkled his nose. “That’s an odd name. Not one I’ve encountered, but then, I haven’t met too many humans in my lifetime.” He had barely finished speaking when a sudden shift in the breeze rattled the leaves in the trees. He turned his head to glance about, as if making sure the wind was the only thing making noises, and gave me a very clear view of his pointed ear poking out from his golden-blond hair.

Elf!

Fuck.

Elf. Elf. Elf. Elf.

I was talking to an elf.

A real, honest-to-God elf.

I was dead. I had to be dead. How could I be alive if I was sitting in the middle of the woods talking to an elf?

But if I were dead…

Before I even finished that thought, I lifted a gloved hand and pinched the bridge of my nose. A yelp of pain jumped from my lips and my eyes watered. Pain meant I wasn’t dead, and I wasn’t dreaming. This was something else.

The elf’s eyes snapped to me, and his smooth brow furrowed. Yep, I was making him question my sanity. Not that I could blame him. Nothing that had come out of my mouth or even my actions since he’d first set his eyes on me could be called normal.

“Lockhart?”

“Yes? I…” I stopped on a sigh, not even knowing whether I should tell him to use my first name or just let it go. My brain was turning into cold gloppy oatmeal, and there wasn’t enough brown sugar in all the world to save it.

A grunt escaped the elf, and he stood, brushing his hands off against each other. “That has decided it. You’re coming with me,” he announced. “I wasn’t looking to acquire a pet, but my conscience won’t allow me to leave you alone here. You’re likely to be eaten by something the moment my back is turned.”

My mouth opened to let loose an indignant shout, but the sound withered in my throat. I’d been thinking the same thing a second earlier. While I wasn’t keen on being viewed as a “pet,” I couldn’t argue that my survival skills rivaled those of a toddler.

“There’s a town close to here called Misty Pass. If we’re lucky, we’ll find someone there who recognizes you. At the very least, we can have a healer inspect your injuries.”

What he wasn’t saying was that he was hoping to make me that poor doctor’s problem. That was fine. Return me to society where I could find food and shelter and—God help me—people. Then I might figure out what the hell had happened and if there was any chance of getting home.

“Yeah,” I exhaled. With a nod, I repeated it for myself as much as for this helpful stranger. “Yeah, that might be a good idea. Thanks.” The elf extended his hand, and I took it, using him to pull myself up to stand on shaky legs. “By the way, what’s your name?”

The elf paused, and the tip of his tongue sneaked out to slide across his bottom lip. “Nylian. You may call me Nylian.”

“Mn.”

That little grunt was the best I could manage. It was taking all of my shattered concentration to keep my face from showing my panic as I released his hand. The elf’s eyes skimmed over my face.

“Thanks for your help, Nylian,” I said, flashing him a crooked smile as I tried to appear as blank and helpless as I had been since first meeting him.

It must have worked, because he nodded and started toward the horse waiting nearby. “You’re welcome.”

The second he turned his back, I opened my mouth and let out a silent scream.

His name was not Nylian.

His real name was Xeran Elrich, former prince now living in exile after being accused of killing his twin brother, Orian.

Not only had I been dropped into Betrayal of the Elf Prince, but I’d located the main character as he was beginning his quest to regain his right to return home, and possibly even the throne.

Had I just agreed to travel with a murderer, or was he simply a victim of political intrigue?

Fuck.
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Chapter 3

That Doc Was a Quack


Reaching the town of Misty Pass took longer than either of us had planned, and it was all my fault. We discovered the hard way that my faulty memory had also blocked out my ability to “remember” how to ride a horse.

Okay, okay. I’d never known how to ride a horse.

I’d been riding all of four times in my life, and that was only because Georgie had dragged me along. She’d wanted to go and hadn’t wanted to ride alone. She might have also sold me on the fact that it would be excellent research for my books.

All I’d gotten out of it was a sudden fear of heights, a sore ass, and a new respect for cowboys.

I had offered to walk while Nylian rode, but he grew impatient with my slow amble through the woods and demanded that I ride behind him. Unfortunately, my meager skills did not include that.

After nearly sliding off the back of the horse twice and panick-grabbing at my new friend, Nylian switched positions with me. That wrapped me in his arms—not exactly the place I wanted to be—and we moved much faster with him keeping me on the horse.

Lesson learned, kids. If you’re going to get swept away to another world, make it one that has at least invented cars, not one dependent on horses for getting around. Your ass will pay the price.

I couldn’t tell how much time had passed while we traveled through the woods, but the great wall of trees finally pulled away from the narrow dirt track we were following to reveal that we were in a valley between two tree-covered hills. Among the green were little specks of orange, yellow, and red, announcing the steady approach of autumn. Birds glided on the soft eddies, twirling and dipping into the thick leaves to disappear. For the first time since waking up in this world, something within me relaxed, and I enjoyed the sights. My worries, for the time being, slipped from my mind, allowing me to breathe in the beauty of a nice late-summer day.

Misty Pass huddled below us, only a few dozen buildings with thin gray smoke curling up from stone chimneys. As we drew closer, it became easier to pick out the vendors who’d set up outdoor stalls to sell their wares. People moved between the buildings and the booths, shopping and gathering in clumps to trade gossip. Their clothing seemed plainer than what Nylian and I were wearing. The colors were less vibrant and simpler in design, which left me questioning exactly who I was supposed to be. Nylian was actually an exiled prince and could afford fancy clothes. Did that mean I was a member of the nobility as well? Maybe the eldest son of a rich family?

As we entered town, Nylian stopped the horse near a small group of women. “Can you direct me to the town’s healer?” The three women stared wide eyed at him, not saying a word. “My friend has fallen ill. Please,” he added. Their eyes darted to me for a second. It didn’t help that I answered their looks with a wide grin and a wave of one hand. They probably thought I was addled in the brain, but it got one of them talking.

“Take a left on the next street. Blue building on the right,” a woman with steely gray hair replied.

“And an inn?”

“Same street.”

“Thank you,” Nylian murmured and gave the horse a nudge with his heels.

The moment we were out of earshot, I whispered, “They were totally dumbstruck by your beauty.”

“More likely, they were shocked to find themselves face-to-face with an elf.”

“Really?”

A derisive noise roughed up the back of Nylian’s throat. “Your memory is faulty. It seems you’ve forgotten that Misty Pass is within the borders of Edros—a human kingdom. Elves don’t frequently move through Edros towns.”

Shit. He was right. Edros had a long history of hostility toward the elves of Wolfrest, as the two kingdoms fought regularly over the location of the border. Once we settled at the inn, I’d need to see about getting my hands on some paper and ink to make some cheat notes for my own world. I didn’t even have my damn phone to save a few thoughts in. My brain was so scattered and overwhelmed by everything I was seeing, I was forgetting the history and rules I’d set up.

“Maybe,” I hedged as Nylian directed the horse to the left. “I still think your golden good looks struck them silly.”

“I’m losing hope that the healer will be able to do anything to help you. Not only have you lost your memory, but it’s clear you’re also insane.”

“Whatever. Just get me off this horse,” I muttered. I didn’t know how long we’d been riding. However, I was sure that it was long enough to make the muscles in my thighs ache as soon as I was on my feet.

Thankfully, it wasn’t difficult to locate the doctor’s building. Blue didn’t begin to describe it. It was a bright robin’s-egg-blue with boxes on every window ledge overflowing with different plants. Not the typical window-box flowers, but things that probably went into the healer’s poultices and tinctures. Signs also covered the two-story building, offering a variety of services.

Balance the humors and get a good night’s sleep!

Drain the pus and save the leg!

Buy two demon exorcisms and get the third one free!

I was going to die a second time.

“You know,” I started as Nylian dismounted the horse behind me while my fingers tightened on the saddle horn. “Maybe my memory will come back on its own. It could be bad for the healer to go poking around.”

“This is for your own good.” The elf grabbed my arm and pulled, breaking my hold on the saddle and sending me sliding off into his arms. A strangled yelp escaped me as I landed on him and stumbled a few times before my feet settled enough to support me.

While it was tempting to dig in my heels and force Nylian to drag me inside the building that was emanating a strange and pungent odor, I clung to the last shreds of my dignity and walked in under my own power. The interior did not help to instill in me any new faith.

The first floor was mostly one large room overflowing with battered books and dusty yellow scrolls. Plants of all kinds hung from the ceiling, drying out to be used later for whatever concoctions were needed. The smell that I’d caught a whiff of was even stronger now. A mix of spicy, rancid, pulpy, and rich in bodily fluids. My stomach turned, but the smell was forgotten as something small and furry scurried among the flotsam covering the floor, darting into the deeper shadows. I told myself it was a cat.

I didn’t believe the bullshit I was shoveling.

“Hello! Is anyone here?” Nylian called out.

I seized his forearm, preparing to drag him outside. “Nope. No one⁠—”

“Coming! Coming!” An older woman’s scratchy voice rang out in a singsong tone. A couple of seconds later, a white-haired woman appeared in a baggy brown dress that hung on her thin bones. She smiled a mouthful of crooked yellow teeth at us and clapped her hands together. This person looked more like an animated corpse than a living, breathing creature. “What seems to be the trouble?”

Nylian pulled his arm free from my grasp and placed his hand on my shoulder before shoving me a few stumbling steps forward. “I found this man in Trengrave Woods. He’s lost his memory. Can you help him?”

“Oh, you poor lost lamb. Let old Mother Thistle help you.” The soon-to-be corpse took one of my hands in both of hers, leading me over to a chair stacked with books and heavily sprinkled with what looked to be to be cat hair.

Even as I was led away, I snagged Nylian’s wrist with my other hand and pulled him along with me. “Don’t you dare fucking leave me,” I snarled between clenched teeth.

For the first time since we met, his lips spread in a broad grin that was an even mix of amusement, mockery, and malice. That had been the asshole’s plan all along. Just drop me in the hands of whoever would take me and disappear. Well, that wasn’t happening. I wasn’t sure I felt all that safe with him, but it was a hell of a lot safer than with this quack.

“Don’t worry. He’s not going anywhere. Elf blood is good for fixing a person right up,” Mother Thistle announced dismissively as she shoved me into the chair. The woman was a lot stronger than she seemed.

“I’m not giving him my blood.”

“I’m not drinking his blood.” We spoke in unison.

“Pish posh, let me look at this handsome boy.”

Whatever we said to her went in one ear and immediately out the other. At least that matched my experiences in the real world. She clucked and muttered to herself under her breath as she peered into my eyes, up my nose, in my ears, and down my throat. Bony fingers pressed around my neck. Then she put her head against my chest to listen to my heart and lungs.

It was only when she wanted to inspect both of my palms that I had to release Nylian. I glared at the elf, pinning him in place with a severe look, daring him to make a break for it. While Mother Thistle was strong, I was feeling pretty confident that I could break free and catch Nylian before he got on his horse.

My companion waggled his dark-blond eyebrows at me, taunting.

“Ah…so that’s the problem,” Mother Thistle mumbled. I threw Nylian one more warning scowl and dragged my eyes to the old woman with a hunched back.

“What’s the problem?”

“Your soul has gotten out of alignment. You’ve recently suffered a significant physical blow or a scare in your life. It was enough to cause your soul to attempt to flee from your body,” Mother Thistle explained, and my heart stopped. That…actually sounded correct.

I had suffered a huge scare—a car had forced me off a bridge where I’d supposedly fallen to my death, but I’d gotten swept to this world instead. Not that I could explain that to either of these two people. It would sound like gibberish. I didn’t recall creating a world where the insane and possessed were burned at the stake, but I didn’t want to test that theory.

“If that’s the problem, how does he fix it?” Nylian demanded. The elf shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his arms crossed over his chest.

“That’s easy!” She lifted her hands and clapped. “Well, I mean, it’s easy for me to give you what you need, but it’s going to require diligence on your part, young man, if you want to make a full recovery.” She slipped around Nylian and over to a long table filled with colored vials and bottles. A scratching noise rose above her mutters as she moved things aside. Glass clinked against glass and a burst of flame went up, lightly singeing the already blackened ceiling beams.

Without looking away from her work, she held up a bottle containing a bright-orange powder and shook it twice. “You’ll need this powder here every morning with a cup of weak tea.” She shuffled about some more. “This is a poultice that needs to be placed behind your ears three times a day. It’ll coax your soul back into place. And I’ve got this powder to be mixed with your evening tea before going to sleep. Oh! You must burn this incense every night to keep your soul from trying to escape out of your mouth while you sleep.”

She gathered everything up in little packets and bundles, a wide grin on her face. Each brown paper package had instructions written in chicken scratch that I had zero hope of interpreting on my own. Not that I planned to ingest any part of this.

Yes, she’d correctly called the fact that I’d had a big scare recently. However, my memory was working fine. Or well enough, at least. The problem was that I couldn’t explain that to Nylian without him either killing me or leaving me behind.

Not good options.

I didn’t think I could fight him off if he tried to kill me.

And, right now, he was the only person I knew in this world. I had no memory of creating a character called Mother Thistle. In fact, I wasn’t entirely sure Nylian had stopped in Misty Pass in Betrayal of the Elf Prince. I might have altered his course. What I needed was a few quiet minutes alone to think and possibly figure out my next steps.

Not drink Mother Thistle’s potions.

“Also,” she started and then gave a long pause as she looked from me to Nylian and back to me. “It’s important that for the next three months at least, you don’t drink alcohol or engage in any sexual acts.” The leveled piercing gaze had me jumping to my feet, all the things she’d dropped into my arms clattering to the messy, stained floor.

“Whoa! It’s not like that. He found me in the woods. Giving me a hand. That’s all!”

Nylian smirked as he reached out and pinched my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “What are you getting so worked up about, pet? Is she stopping your dirty plans?”

I violently batted his hand away with both of mine. “Stop talking your nonsense. Pay the healer and let’s get out of here.”

In a huff, I bent and picked up all the items I’d gained from Mother Thistle. If Nylian didn’t watch out, I was going to put this shit in his tea and burn the incense around him. Maybe it would help his soul.

Not that I would. His life was a mess, thanks to my evil plotting. He didn’t need someone making it more complicated.

A soft clink of metal coins filled the building as I picked up the last of the items and marched out the front door without another word.

The sun was sinking lower in the sky, painting the soft blue a warm orange and yellow. Voices raised in commerce, and idle chitchat had died away as people returned to their homes for their evening meals. Even the air was growing cooler and moister with the coming night. I was about to spend my first night in this strange world I’d created, and I hated to admit that I was afraid.

Despite creating this world, it was still utterly foreign to me. The only one who was familiar was Nylian, and that was making me cling to him like a barnacle on the side of a whale. He didn’t want me, and it was just a matter of time before he figured out a way to scrape me off.

But I couldn’t let that happen.

For some reason, I’d been brought here and placed directly in his path. That had to be a sign that I was supposed to stick with him. Maybe I was supposed to fix some of the plot mess I’d left unfinished. Who knew?

Muffled footsteps approached, and I twisted to see Nylian stepping outside. He dragged in a deep, cleansing breath and offered me a small nod. I don’t know whether he believed what Mother Thistle had said or whether he believed the collection of powders, incense, and poultices would actually fix me. He didn’t offer any comment.

“The inn is two doors down from here. We’ll get rooms for the night and a meal,” he declared. With deft fingers, he unwrapped his horse’s reins from where he’d tied them and led the way along the nearly empty street.

We walked side by side in silence, my gaze skimming over the other shops and homes. Lamps and candlelight flickered between the cracks of curtains and the smell of cooking food wafted out onto the street.

“Thanks for your help. I’m sure you weren’t looking for this kind of trouble. I’ll pay you back,” I murmured. My hands tightened on the packets, making the paper crinkle softly.

“Since I was the one to scare you, I consider us even now. Tomorrow, we’ll go our separate ways.”

I opened my mouth to argue that we needed to stick together, but the words died on my tongue. What the hell was I supposed to say? Fate had brought us together? That was a load of horseshit. No, I needed a much better reason. Something believable.

I was still thinking when we arrived at the inn. Nylian grabbed his bag of belongings and handed the reins of his horse over to a stable boy with filthy clothes and hay in his light-brown hair. He gawked openmouthed at Nylian while the elf ignored him.

“You’re catching flies,” I snapped at the boy as I followed Nylian into the three-story building. The boy’s mouth shut with a click of his teeth, though his wide eyes continued to follow the elf until he disappeared.

I thought I caught a look from Nylian, but it was forgotten in the next second as I crossed the threshold to the inn. Holy shit, it was like stepping into my imagination. My heart fluttered and jumped into my throat as I took in the thick wooden beams everywhere and the creak of the floor under my feet. The smell of ale and fatty cooked meat assaulted my nose from the pub that was through a large open doorway on my left. Directly in front of us stood a battered table that served as a front desk to the inn. A harried woman wearing a rigid smile glared at us as if she’d rather scare us away than give us rooms.

“How can I help you, gentlemen?” the innkeeper inquired, her dark eyes darting from Nylian to me, as if she couldn’t decide which of us was likely to be the troublemaker.

“Two rooms for the night,” Nylian said.

She grunted and turned to a board that held a handful of keys on individual hooks. She plucked two off and slammed them on the counter, but kept her hand over them, her eyes narrowed to thin slits. “This is an honorable establishment. I won’t tolerate no brawling. You get in a fight, and you’re out. I don’t care who starts it. Also, no guests in your rooms. If you wanna take advantage of Lady Finkle’s wares, you keep it at her establishment. I don’t want to see any of those whores here.”

I bit the inside of my mouth to keep from snickering. Misty Pass was large enough to support a brothel? The town looked like a forgotten town on a nonexistent dirt path. Brothels were typically reserved for larger towns along major trade routes. I really needed to spend some time trying to remember my own book. The longer we were in Misty Pass, the more I got this nagging feeling in the back of my mind that there was something about this place that I needed to remember. Something that Nylian should accomplish. But it was a splinter dug too deep, and I couldn’t reach it yet.

Nylian smiled stiffly and slapped a gold coin on the counter beside her hand. “You won’t even know we’re here. We’ll be gone by first light.”

The innkeeper released the keys and snatched the coin up in a flash. “Second floor. End of the hall. Rooms are across from each other.”

Nylian slowly took the keys with a nod and led the way up the narrow wooden staircase with a soft thump of his boots. I followed without a word, still trying to take in all my surroundings.

At the end of the hall, my companion handed me a key and motioned to the door across from the one he was standing beside. “Go in and wash up. We’ll go down for a meal in a bit…and discuss things.”

I let out a grunt as I accepted the key, trying to hide the sinking feeling in my stomach. It wasn’t hard to guess what he wanted to discuss. The elf was going to make his first serious attempt to get rid of me. At the very least, I appreciated that he was going to discuss it with me rather than disappear into the night.

Not that I didn’t think he was entirely capable of that.

Running off and leaving me behind was likely Plan B if talking to me didn’t work out.

No, ditching me was not an option. I needed to come up with a good reason for us to stick together so that he wouldn’t resort to Plan B.

The lock scraped and gave a weak metallic thunk as it slid aside. The room was a bit of a disappointment. Barely larger than a walk-in closet, it held a narrow bed with a ragged blanket. The nightstand was a rickety affair with a brass candlestick and a nub for a candle. There was another stand that held a chipped bowl and an old, stained pitcher for water for washing up. A single wooden chair stood next to the only window in the room and appeared as if it would collapse under my weight if I were insane enough to sit on it.

I pulled aside the worn curtain with the sun-faded floral pattern to allow the evening’s last sunlight into the room. The window looked out onto a narrow alley that ran between the inn and a general store on the other side. The added light in the musty-smelling room didn’t help, and I fought the urge to open the window to let in some fresh air. It was probably a safe bet that the air coming off the alley was going to be anything but fresh.

After draping my cloak across the chair and laying my sword on top of it, along with all the nonsense I’d gained from Mother Thistle, I poured some water into the bowl. I bent and splashed the cold water across my face, washing away some of the road dust and forcing my brain to wake up. As I was reaching for something to dry my face, I froze, every muscle in my body locking up as I caught sight of my reflection.

This wasn’t my face.

The eyes staring back at me weren’t my eyes.

Even though I’d woken up in different clothes, I’d always assumed it was my body that had appeared with my mind in this world. But that was not who was staring at me in the mirror. I didn’t know this face!

With shaking hands, I poked at the somewhat large, Roman nose in the middle of the face with high, sharp cheekbones and somewhat deep-set dark-brown eyes. Thick black eyebrows sat over those eyes, giving the face a grave expression.

But this face also possessed a pair of full, pouty lips that were only enhanced by the neatly trimmed mustache and goatee.

My skin was now a swarthy, warm brown compared to my previous pasty, never-seen-sunlight white. The hair that hung to my shoulders was a brown so dark that it was almost black. Of course, it was a rat’s nest after lying on the ground and getting windblown while riding on the horse with Nylian.

Staying bent in front of the mirror, I tried out raising my eyebrows and smiling, which made me look like an idiot. I switched to something flirty and suave, which made me look to be an even bigger idiot. I settled on a glare and sighed heavily. That seemed natural on this face. Of course. Did that mean I was supposed to play the asshole?

Fuck.

Who the hell was I?

Or rather, who the hell was I supposed to be?

While my mind was adjusting to being in my book, I’d thought I had popped in as myself in my body. But this body wasn’t my own, so that left me thinking that maybe I’d taken over the role of one of the other characters.

But which one?

I’d never been especially great at visualizing my characters. I was more into personality traits and interior thoughts, not jaw structure and the innate sultriness of eyes.

I pulled off my gloves to better inspect my face and discovered a signet ring on my right hand. It was a big, heavy gold-and-onyx thing. Overlaid on the black stone was a golden raven with its wings spread wide in flight. Something like this definitely meant that I was part of some important family. But which one?

Now that I was alone, it was a good time to get better acquainted with what I’d been blessed with. I turned from the mirror and patted my arms, chest, and waist. There were a surprising number of knives on my person. Maybe this body’s muscles recalled how to use them, because I had no clue.

There was also a bag that contained some travel basics such as soap, a comb, a toothbrush, a canister of what appeared to be pomade that had a nice spicy scent, and a spare dark-green tunic. This was going to come in handy.

In a little pouch, I had money! Oh, thank the gods, I actually had my own money. I could at least pay Nylian back, and I had a chance to survive if the damn elf ditched me.

I reached in to pull out a handful of coins to count my bounty, and my fingers fumbled across a coin that didn’t feel like the others. My heart stuttered, and I drew out the same fucking coin I’d found on the bridge.

The same coin I’d flipped a heartbeat before that car had forced me off the bridge.

Was this thing the reason I was here now? One side of the coin had a raven on it, very similar to the raven on my ring. Was that why I was here?

Should I give it another flip and pray that it got me home?

Or would flipping it change me into a corpse at the bottom of a river?

Three loud knocks tore through the room, jolting me from my swirling thoughts. My hand jerked, and the coin fell from my fingers to clatter on the floor.

“Lockhart?” Nylian called through the door. The knob squeaked as he turned it.

I slammed my foot on the coin, covering it from his sight, and beamed at my companion. “Yeah. What’s up?” My attempt at nonchalance failed miserably. Most likely because I was sweating and panting as if I’d run a marathon in my closet of a room.

Nylian stared at me for a second, his blond eyebrows shooting toward his hairline. He seemed like he wanted to back out of my room slowly and make a run for his horse, but the exiled prince held his ground. “You okay?”

“Yep. Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Are you ready to head downstairs for a meal?”

I nodded manically. “Sounds good. I’ll be right behind you. I need…to grab…my gloves!”

Nylian continued to stare at me as though I’d lost my mind, but finally nodded and closed my door. I waited, listening for his quiet footsteps to disappear along the hall before I snatched up the coin and placed it into my money pouch.

“No more causing trouble until I figure out what you are,” I snarled at the thing.

I was going to need to find a wizard to help me sort this out. For now, I was sticking to Nylian like glue. Some weird magic had put us together for a reason. And I had a feeling it was going to take a lot more weird magic to get me home.
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Chapter 4

Piano Man, Play Me a Distraction


The pub was what I’d expected and maybe even a bit better. I caught up with Nylian at the bottom of the stairs and we strolled into the large, crowded room. The bald, frowning bartender behind the long bar gave us a scowl as he shoved a tankard of ale in front of a man slumped on his stool but said nothing. A fire danced in the enormous hearth, keeping warm a giant black cauldron that put out a steady smell of hearty stew over the stench of body odor and old ale. A few lit candles dotted the walls, but mostly shadows filled the room, as if the occupants preferred not to be too visible to outsiders. Antlers and stuffed animal heads covered the walls as decoration, but there wasn’t much else to lend this place any charm.

What surprised me was the stage that stood at the far end of the room with an old upright piano and an assortment of instruments. Maybe this tavern was the center for entertainment and culture for Misty Pass, allowing for the occasional traveling minstrel or bard to ply their trade here for some coins and a hot meal. My hopes briefly lifted that I might see some of this entertainment, but a peek over at my companion reminded me that there were other things that needed my attention.

Nylian deftly navigated his way through the tables loaded with people. Some were playing cards, others were telling stories over their alcohol, and a few were shoveling thick stew into their mouths without looking up, content to keep their noses out of the business of others. He settled at a table near a dark corner, dropping into the seat that put his back to the wall and gave him an excellent view of most of the floor.

As I was claiming the seat across from him, a barmaid with curly red hair and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks appeared at my elbow.

“Been a while since I’ve seen your kind around these parts,” she announced, her eyes sweeping over Nylian before giving me a quick glance.

“I’m only passing through. What are you serving tonight?” Nylian replied.

“We’ve got a wild boar stew and the cook’s special pot pie.”

“Two bowls of your stew and a bottle of wine, please.”

I stared at the elf. Not even going to allow me to order for myself.

When the barmaid disappeared, Nylian leaned toward me. “The stew is most likely fresh, made with something that was killed today. Anytime a tavern offers something in a pie or calls it special, they’ve scraped together whatever hasn’t sold from the previous day.”

“You make it sound like you travel a great deal,” I said.

“And you don’t remember shit. This is the last free lesson you’re getting from me.” Nylian leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his stomach. “Tomorrow, we go our separate ways. I’ll leave you with enough money to pay for a few nights at this inn and food. Judging by your clothing, I’m sure there are people searching for you even as we speak.”

“Maybe, but how do you know that I’m not on the run from something? It might be safer for me if those people didn’t find me.” I countered.

“That sounds very much like a you problem. I’ve got enough problems of my own.”

“And maybe I can help you with your problems,” I pressed, infusing my words with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. Nylian opened his mouth to argue, but I held up a hand, stopping him. “Look, I know I’m a hindrance, but I’m sure my memory will return soon. In the meantime, I can help watch your back. Give you a hand with things. It’s got to be easier to travel with someone there to help than to do everything alone.”

Nylian clenched his teeth and quietly bit out, “I can handle things on my own.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can, but why do that if you don’t have to?”

The return of the barmaid with our food and wine halted our conversation. The stew smelled better than it looked. It was clear it had been bubbling away in that giant metal pot all day so that it was now reduced to a thick brown substance that was becoming more solid than liquid. I took a test bite, which sent me scrambling for my cup of wine. The alcohol was tart and strong, but it did a great job of stealing away the scalding heat from my tongue. As the pain faded, I caught the slightest hint of a smile lifting the corners of Nylian’s mouth as he picked at his bowl of meaty lava.

“See! You’d be so bored on your journey without me.” I pointed my spoon at him, and Nylian’s face returned to its usual blank stare. “We’ve already had a fun adventure with that crazy healer, and it could very well be your fault that my soul has been knocked out of whack.”

“I am not accepting responsibility for that,” Nylian argued.

“Sure, but you never know what exciting new thing I can bring to your journey. It’ll be fun, plus I can be helpful.”

“Helpful? You? The man who can’t remember how to ride a horse?” Nylian’s left eyebrow inched higher and higher up his forehead with every question. “Do you even remember how to use that sword you carry around?”

“It’s coming back to me, I swear it. I’ll be helpful in unexpected ways.”

Nylian pushed his nearly empty bowl into the center of the table and picked up his cup but didn’t drink from it, his eyes narrowing on me. He said nothing as I inhaled my stew now that it had cooled enough that it could be eaten without giving me second- and third-degree burns.

“Why are you so eager to travel with me?” he inquired.

“Maybe I like you,” I said, and we both gave a snort of laughter. Yeah, neither of us believed that. “Okay, how about I feel indebted to you?” I dropped my spoon into my empty bowl and pushed it aside. I picked up the wine bottle, refilled Nylian’s cup, and splashed more into my own. “You could have left me for dead in the forest, but you didn’t. Instead, you brought me to Misty Pass, took me to a healer. You even got me a room at an inn and a meal. I know you could have disappeared the moment I turned my head, leaving me alone, but you didn’t. You stayed.” I lifted my cup to him and grinned. “I’ve gotta repay that generosity.”

Lifting his cup to his lips, Nylian took a slow, deep drink without ever moving his eyes from my face. I smiled at him, waiting for him to declare bullshit. “There’s nothing to repay,” he announced when he lowered his cup to the table.

I snatched up the wine bottle again and replenished his supply. Maybe if I could get him tipsy, he’d be more agreeable. Not that I was counting on that course of action. It would be my luck that he could drink even the stoutest, most hardcore alcoholic under the table.

“There is. My conscience won’t allow me to let it be forgotten. And let’s not overlook that you need help. I know that I’m not your first choice, but I don’t see anyone else lining up to give you a hand.”

Nylian’s full lips pressed into a hard line, and he appeared as if he were about to smash that wine bottle over my head. “So, my only assistance in the world is a man who doesn’t know where he came from, how he got here, or where he was going. You can’t ride a horse, and I seriously doubt you can use a sword.” He huffed a bitter, almost soundless laugh. “You’re useless and destined to hold me back. Yeah, that sounds like my luck.”

My big mouth was not helping my cause, but I had to keep pushing forward. “I might be useless in the typical ways, but I think I can prove helpful in unexpected ways. You never know.”

“Do you even listen to the nonsense that’s coming out of your mouth?”

I grinned at my companion. “Not generally. It slows me down.” I took a deep drink of my wine. Between the scalding stew and the bitter wine, my tastebuds were dead now. I refilled my glass and shook the empty bottle at the elf. “My first useful task is to get us another bottle of wine. You sit here and think about how nice it would be to have an amusing, useful friend along on this journey rather than endless days of unrelenting silence and boredom.”

With a hop, I was out of my seat and winding my way through the tavern, between the crowded tables. Most of the customers were crusty and rough men in coarse clothes or leather armor, drinking and cursing. However, there were a good number of women among them in leathers, with swords and knives at their sides. Jack would have been at home here, cursing, drinking, and laughing loudly. Georgie wouldn’t have cared for it, but she would have braved it for her girlfriend.

A pang of longing echoed through my chest for them. I wasn’t as close to Jack as I was to Georgie, but they were both my friends. Did they think I was dead? Were they hurting right now for me? Or was Georgie cursing my name because I flaked on our lunch date? If I had to choose, I would prefer to think she was angry at me. As soon as I found my way home, I’d spend the rest of my life making it up to her and Jack. I’d become an outdoor human who socialized and walked in the sunlight.

Thankfully, I had no other family to worry over me since my mom had died. My dad had disappeared from my life before I was even born, and I had no siblings to speak of.

Did my readers even care that I was missing? Well, probably not so much about me, but more about the lack of daily updates to my story. It was likely I’d been fricasseed online for my extended absence. They were going to hate me even more when I returned and changed my story completely. Things were not at all working out the way I’d originally plotted them.

But for now, I was stuck here, and I needed to make the best of it.

At the bar, I ordered another bottle of wine and paid, being careful not to use the cursed coin.

Turning back, I started toward the table I shared with Nylian, but I didn’t get more than a few steps. The elf had disappeared. Not from the room. From sight. He was lost somewhere behind a crowd of eight gigantic men who were surrounding our table.

Heart in my throat, I edged closer, trying to ignore the sudden weakness in my knees. My stomach twisted, stirring up the bad wine and overcooked stew I’d dumped in there to make a very toxic combination. When I was a few feet away, half-hidden behind a support beam, I could make out what the ringleader was saying over the general chatter of the gathered crowd.

“Your kind aren’t welcome in Misty Pass. Who do you think you are, coming through here, eating our food?” the man snarled. “Misty Pass belongs to Edros. It belongs to the humans. It’s never going to be part of Wolfrest.”

I couldn’t see Nylian through the press of meaty human flesh, but the elf didn’t say a word.

“You know, Butch,” interjected a weaselly voice near the leader. “I heard that the elf king of Wolfrest kicked out one of the princes because he killed his brother. How do we know he’s not that exiled prince? Wouldn’t we be doing the royal family a favor by getting rid of him?”

“I’m not interested in doing any elf a favor,” Butch snapped. There was a heavy pause, and I swallowed hard. “But our town don’t need no killers running around. Getting rid of this elf would make everyone safer.”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Nylian was a skilled fighter, but he was surrounded and outnumbered. Of course, I’d try to help him, but as he’d so eloquently pointed out, I was useless with a sword. I didn’t want to test this body’s muscle memory when it came to fighting under these circumstances. The surrounding crowd had noticed something was wrong. There had to be at least forty people in this tavern. If a fight broke out, it was going to be pure chaos. I needed to come up with a distraction that dissolved the tension in an instant and created an opening for Nylian to escape.

My gaze searched the room for options and landed on the piano. A whine escaped my throat and my shoulders slumped. Really? This was my best option? The ghost of my sweet mother was clapping and crowing about how those years of piano lessons were finally going to pay off.

I cut across the room as fast as I could manage, jumped onto the stage, slammed the wine bottle I was still carrying on the top of the piano, and slid onto the small stool. My fingers danced across the black and yellowish-white keys, causing my eye to twitch in a few places as several of the notes were painfully off-key. At least the damn thing worked.

The noise in the room dropped in half with those few notes, but it wasn’t enough. I needed everyone’s complete attention. While my fingers aimlessly wandered across the keys, I frantically riffled through the list of songs that I could recall. It had been years since I’d played anything. The only reason I’d kept up with my piano playing in high school and college had been to impress girls. That meant my collection of memorized songs were ballads or silly, fun songs. Now was not the time for “November Rain.” This didn’t seem like a weepy-ballad crowd, and it wasn’t nearly as impressive without Slash here to back me up with a kickass guitar solo.

No, I settled on a song that was a lively drinking song that these people could probably relate to. I’d have to pray they could overlook the words that would mean nothing to them, like “movie star” and “microphone.”

After sending up a silent prayer for Billy Joel and his lawyers to never hear about my terrible cover, I lifted my voice above the last of the talking while picking out the opening notes.

“Good evening! I hope you don’t mind me singing you an old song that’s unique to my hometown, but I thought we could all use some entertainment.”

I fell into the song with more gusto than skill, grateful that my usually useless brain continued to hold all the lyrics to this song while I couldn’t remember anything that resembled important names, dates, phone numbers, and other necessities of life. The crowd grew quieter as I made it through the first verse and chorus. By the second set of la’s and chorus, people sang along with me.

This was crazy. They liked it! They really liked the song. Geez, these people were desperate for any kind of entertainment if they were willing to put up with my lackluster singing voice and fumbling fingers. My heart flipped over and heat suffused my cheeks as my fear for Nylian faded. They were all watching and singing now. Fingers danced with more skill than I thought they possessed, and no one seemed to care that the piano was horribly out of key. We were all singing at the tops of our lungs at each chorus.

Okay, so maybe this was why Billy had written this song. I got it now. The immediate gratification and feedback were addictive.

But was it so different from why I wrote books? To bring together people, make them forget about their troubles, and let them escape into something beautiful, if only for a minute?

The song itself was just over five minutes long, but it felt like it all passed in the blink of an eye. As I played the last few notes, I briefly considered slipping into some “Sweet Caroline,” but I doubted I’d get the same response out of these people as it would most Americans. Besides, distraction achieved, I hoped.

Jumping up from my seat, I twisted to find all the men who’d been harassing Nylian were watching me, and Nylian’s seat was now empty. The elf had escaped!

I snagged the bottle of wine and held it over my head in triumph, basking for a heartbeat in the thunderous applause and demands for another song. But there would be no encore. If Nylian was smart, he’d be making a break for it right now and I couldn’t let the elf ditch me.

“Thanks so much!” I shouted above the roar while running for what appeared to be a back door out of the place.

My steps came to a sharp halt as I plunged into the darkness behind the inn. I blinked a few times, trying to adjust my eyes to the thin light coming from the moon and some of the surrounding buildings. Now what? Circle to the front of the building and sneak up the stairs to our rooms? Was there a chance Nylian was still in his room, grabbing his shit?

Nah, the elf had to be faster than that.

But my cloak and sword were in my room. Two things I couldn’t afford to leave behind, even if I didn’t know how to swing a sword. The growing chill of the night was nipping through my clothes, proving that my cloak was going to be sorely missed if I tried to chase after Nylian without it. However, every delay meant Nylian was putting more and more distance between us.

“Psssttt…”

A harsh hiss had me jumping and twisting about, half expecting to see a giant python behind me. What I got was still enough to stop my heart. Nylian peered out of the shadows at me, frantically waving me toward the stables. The elf had waited!

I barely held in a triumphant shout as I ran across the yard to the stables that were dimly lit with an old oil lantern.

As I reached Nylian’s side, he shoved the reins into my hand of a chestnut-brown horse I’d not seen before. “Get on,” my friend ordered.

“Where did you⁠—”

“He belongs to the man who picked a fight,” Nylian interrupted.

“But my stuff.”

“Tied it to the horse. Now get on, or I’m leaving you behind.”

Yep, no more time to argue. The distraction I’d provided was dwindling with each passing second. Those men were likely to search for Nylian soon, and it was better if we were away from here as quickly as possible.

With no help, I hauled my ass into the saddle, silently thanking what fates may be that I’d been shunted into a body with some pretty awesome muscles. I tried to remind Nylian of my pathetic riding skills, but it wasn’t necessary. He’d already tied my horse to his. All I needed to do was hang on.

We burst out of the stable and down the street while I desperately clung to the saddle horn and squeezed the horse with my thighs. The fresh horse didn’t seem to mind. It raced after Nylian as though he knew what he was doing. A few shouts followed us out of town, but I didn’t dare risk looking over my shoulder. I was too likely to fall off the horse and break my neck.

As we passed the last building on main street, the cold wind whipping my hair and biting at my face, my brain finally conjured up the reason Misty Pass sounded so familiar to me.

In Betrayal of the Elf Prince, Nylian had stopped for the night in the town. He’d even stayed the night at that inn, where he’d run into trouble with eight oversized, angry humans. And despite his best efforts, the elf had gotten his ass kicked.

Yay, I saved him from getting beaten to a pulp.

However, that ass-kicking had led to him being nursed back to health by a gorgeous young woman by the name of Mercy. She’d hidden Nylian from her father and when the elf was on his feet, that strong, courageous, compassionate woman had agreed to join Nylian on his quest, eventually becoming the first consort in his harem.

Now he would never meet Mercy.

He would never fall in love with her.

“Shit!” I hissed.

“What’s wrong?” Nylian demanded, glancing over his shoulder at me.

“Uh…nothing. I-I just remembered…we forgot that medicine the healer made me.”

“Ha!” The wind nearly carried away Nylian’s sharp laugh. “Like you were ever going to take that.”

Okay, that was true. I had no intention of applying a single poultice or sprinkling any of that powder in my tea. No great loss. Only a waste of Nylian’s money.

The more important thing was that Nylian wasn’t hurt, and we’d escaped without a problem. He’d even waited for me.

No, this wasn’t a big deal. So what if there was one less woman in his harem? There were still plenty of others for Nylian to meet. I could still fix this.
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Chapter 5

Out of the Frying Pan…


Getting transmigrated to a new world of my creation was turning out to be a real pain in the ass.

Literally.

We rode for what felt like hours in the growing darkness. I could barely see anything ahead of us as trees thick with leaves blocked the moonlight. All I could do was cling to the horse and pray I wouldn’t fall off. My ass and thighs cried and complained the entire ride. I was not cut out for life in the saddle.

Yes, I had this sexy new body, and I probably made an impressive figure on the back of my stolen horse, but I couldn’t get past the pain.

When the sadist leading us away from Misty Pass declared we’d ridden far enough and called a halt, I poured off the horse rather than gracefully dismounting.

“How?” I moaned, bent over and rubbing my ass and thighs.

“What?”

“How do you get used to this? My ass is killing me.”

There was a noise. It was soft. Almost imperceptible, but I caught it.

My hand shot up, and I pointed one finger at Nylian. “Fuck no,” I snarled at him.

“What?”

“That. As much as I would love to crack that stone face of yours and make you laugh, you may not laugh now. No snickers. Not even a chortle. Do you hear me? No laughing at my ass-misery.”

There was a long pause before Nylian made a noise and asked in a very serious voice, “Would you like me to rub your ass?”

“Fuck off.”

The elf didn’t react to that, and I straightened, glancing around the small clearing Nylian had chosen for our rest. Thanks to the oppressive darkness, I couldn’t tell if we were still close to the road or if he’d led us away for our own safety. Not that I expected those hoodlums from the tavern to follow us. That was too much work, and they’d been looking for an easy target.

“The more time you spend in the saddle, the more the pain eases,” Nylian murmured. He turned his head and raised one eyebrow in my direction. “One would think you’ve spent several years in the saddle.”

“Shut up.”

Yes, I know. So witty. But I was tired, cold, and my ass hurt. Apparently, when I’d transmigrated into this new body, my old ass had come with me.

After securing the horses for the night and pulling the gear off them, we set about gathering up some firewood. Without even being told, the elf explained the proper way to make a fire. I watched closely, following his instructions for feeding the fledgling flame kindling and blowing on it as the smoke curled toward the sky. He didn’t ask any more questions, which I hoped meant he thought I was some useless noble who always had servants doing things for him.

“So…you’re a bard,” Nylian stated after the fire was crackling and we settled on the ground, resting against our saddles. I’d pulled my cloak close as the chill in the air nipped at me.

“Ha! Not even.” A cackle broke from my throat, and I grinned at the dancing flames. “My mom made me take piano lessons, hoping it would make me more cultured. I kept up with it to impress women.” The words were out of my mouth before I even thought about what I was saying.

“You’re getting your memory back?”

I shrugged one shoulder while cursing my loose tongue. “Bits and pieces. When I was playing the piano, I recalled my mother harassing me about lessons.”

“You’re good.”

“You’re being too generous, but I’ll take it.” I shifted my eyes away from the campfire to the elf, who was sitting with his long legs crossed at the ankles. Despite the desperate race through the darkness and the chilly night air, he seemed perfectly at ease, nary a blond hair out of place. Shadows played across the sharp features of his face, alternating between creating a villain and a god.

“It was a good distraction,” he admitted.

“That I will agree with.” I chuckled as I pulled my gaze away from him to peer into the blackness that lay beyond our campsite. “I figured the two of us had little shot of taking on that many guys at once, and I wasn’t in the mood to get beat up. It’s been such a long day. Why not distract the entire tavern and give you the opening to escape?”

“Smart.”

Planting my hands in the grass, I pushed up into a sitting position. “See! That’s why you need me. I’m getting better at horseback riding, and I now know how to start a fire. And I can be your go-to man for distractions! Playing the piano and singing is just the tip of the iceberg for me. I can make a huge scene in a crowd, act like I’m dying, pretend to be someone important. Isn’t it better to escape with your skin intact than to fight your way through everything?”

“Not a bard. A con artist.”

“Hey! Not at all. I have never stolen a single cent from anyone,” I argued in a hard, flat tone. “I’m a survivor. My fighting skills might not be quite what they need to be, but I’m smart enough to know how to get things done. Think of it as acquiring another brain to help you on your journey.”

Nylian lifted his eyes to stare at my face. He didn’t speak, only watched me as if he were trying to peel away all the layers of flesh and bone so he could peer directly into my brain. At last, he whispered, “Why?”

“It’s like I said earlier. You helped me, and I want to return the favor. There’s nothing more complicated to it than that.” I shifted to lean on my elbow toward him and flashed him my most winning grin—not that I was even sure what that looked like on my new face. “But it would be helpful if you could give me a little information on where you’re going and why. I might not remember much, but it seems strange for an elf to be wandering through Edros without other elves. Edros and the elves of Wolfrest don’t have a long history of being friendly.”

There was another long pause that was filled by the snap and crackle of the fire eating its way through the wood we’d gathered. Some night birds called here and there, but mostly, it felt like we were cut off from the rest of the world. Nylian turned his eyes away from me and gazed into the flames. The press of his lips became a stern, unbreakable line and a tiny wrinkle formed between his brows.

“I’ve been framed for the murder of my brother,” Nylian admitted.

“What?” I gasped. I think I did a pretty good impression of surprise. Either way, Nylian didn’t appear to notice me.

“Orian was my twin brother, and I’ve been accused of killing him. My father banished me from home. Now I’m searching for the truth about my brother’s murder.”

With a shove, I sat upright again and frowned at the campfire. “I’m sorry for your loss,” I whispered past a sudden tightness in my throat. This was not what I’d expected to feel. I thought I’d be elated when Nylian trusted me enough with the truth of what he was doing and why, but there had been a tiny tremor in his voice.

How had I overlooked the fact that Nylian had to be in great pain? All his smirking and bravado covered up the pain of losing his twin brother. Unlike with his other royal siblings, Nylian had always been close to Orian. Nearly inseparable. He had been the one person Nylian trusted above all others.

And now he was alone in the world.

Worse, his father had kicked him out of his kingdom, leaving him to fend for himself while word had spread that he was a murderer.

I’d dreamed up this tragic story as a vehicle to launch a twisted story of intrigue, danger, action, and hot sex.

I tried to remind myself that he wasn’t real, that none of this was real, yet my heart still ached for him. I was an only child and couldn’t imagine the pain of losing a sibling. But I’d lost my mother to cancer a few years back, and that was agony enough. At the end of the day, I still had my home and friends.

Nylian had nothing.

It didn’t matter if he wasn’t real. There was no way in hell I was going to let him suffer through this alone. Now that I was here, I was going to help him achieve the very best possible ending. He was going to clear his name, get all the girls, and claim the throne. At the very fucking least, he was going to return home with his head held high.

It was going to be easy. I knew this world, since I’d created it. I could provide him with all the key insights.

Except I’d still been working out the plot when I’d fallen off that bridge, and I didn’t know who killed his brother.

Details. Minor details.

“I’ll help you,” I stated.

“You don’t⁠—”

“Ah-ah-ah,” I cut him off, waving my hands in his direction. “No arguing or other nonsense. I’m helping. You’re not getting rid of me, because you need my help. I can assist you with navigating all the stuff you’ll need to go through. Plus I’ll be the person you brainstorm new ideas with. It’s not like you’re going to stumble across the actual killer’s memoir titled ‘How I Plotted the Death of Nylian’s Brother.’ I’ll watch your back and help. Provide amazing distractions where necessary.”

Nylian’s lips did that twitch thing as though he were trying to hold in a smile but was losing the battle. “I’m thinking you damaged your brain when you walked into that tree.”

“Probably so, but that doesn’t change what I said. I’m helping you. Now, where are we going next? I’m assuming you weren’t following a lead to Misty Pass.”

The elf hesitated, continuing to watch me. I didn’t expect him to trust me. Not yet, at least. Someone had already screwed the guy over and ruined his life. There was no way in hell he was going to trust some total stranger now.

“I had no plans to stop in Misty Pass. I’d planned to travel around it or simply go through without stopping, but…”

Shoving one hand into my messy hair, I grinned at my new friend. “I forced you to make a pit stop for my faulty memory.”

“My plan was also to leave you there,” Nylian muttered.

I threw my hands out to my sides. “And yet I’m still here.”

“Yes, you are.” Nylian sighed and shook his head. “My current route is to continue north and catch the ferry across the Esham Narrows to Galinaes.”

“You’re going to Galinaes next?” The disbelieving words were out of my mouth before I could catch them, but I couldn’t worry about that. Something was wrong here. He shouldn’t be heading to Galinaes next. He should be going north to the Edros capital of Gushan for some sneaking about. Were we not where I thought we were in this book?

It had been my impression that I’d run into Nylian shortly after he’d been exiled from Wolfrest. His first stop was supposed to be checking out the elf kingdom’s top enemy—the royal family of Edros in Gushan. Along the way, he would pick up a couple of new companions as well as a warrior-lover or two. They were supposed to be added to his harem. After all that, he would travel back south to Riverhold and catch a boat over to the Galinaes royal capital of Ulmenor.

No. No. No.

This was all wrong.

Why had this all gone wrong?

I understood why he’d missed out on snatching up Mercy in Misty Pass, but how could my presence be screwing up the whole part of him in Edros? I’d already written all twenty-six of those freaking chapters. There was a lot of good stuff in there.

But now, with a snap of his elf fingers, it was all gone. What the fuck?

Did he not understand the important layers I’d worked in? The character development? The foreshadowing? Okay, so I wasn’t sure what I was foreshadowing, but it was fucking in there for later!

Now he was down three members of his harem: Mercy, Elsbeth, and…I don’t remember her name, but I’m sure she was important. Shannon! Shannon, the badass bartender who’d had enough of her father’s drinking and had decided to strike out on her own with Nylian.

Fuck, I liked Shannon. Mercy was too sweet—too much of a “Mary Sue” for me, but I’d really liked Shannon.

Plus, what about Keaton, the wily rogue with the heart of gold, who was supposed to become Nylian’s new bestie? Life on the road with Nylian was supposed to reform Keaton and help heal some of his cynicism while he saved Nylian’s life.

Well, apparently Keaton was on his fucking own now.

So were Mercy, Elsbeth, and Shannon.

I’d screwed this story to hell and back with my sudden appearance. That made it even more necessary for me to stay by Nylian’s side. He was missing almost all of his team, the people who rallied to support and protect him through the hard times. The people who made sure that he never lost hope when things were at their darkest.

That all rested on my shoulders now.

“Is there a problem with my plans?”

“What?” My voice cracked, and I forced a smile. “Nope. Not at all. I guess I assumed you had business in Edros, but if you’re headed to Galinaes, the fastest route would be to catch a ferry in Riverhold.”

“If you don’t want to accompany me to Galinaes, I’m fine with you taking the horse to Misty Pass tomorrow morning. You don’t need to stick⁠—”

“No,” I said, cutting him off. “No more talk of us separating. You need me, and it’s clear that I still need you for some things. We’re sticking together. I want to help you uncover your brother’s killer so you can return home.”

Trust me, I understood what it was like being away from home.

“Lockhart?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re weird,” Nylian murmured with a hint of a smile in his voice.

Stretching my legs out in front of me, I relaxed against the saddle as best I could and folded my hands behind my head. “You know, I might not remember it, but I have this funny feeling that I’ve been hearing that my entire life.”

A noise escaped Nylian that I was willing to bet was a laugh. Maybe a snicker. But it was progress. I opened my mouth to fling another teasing remark in his direction, when the elf jumped to his feet as if marionette strings had pulled him up. My heart leaped into my throat as I watched his sword slide from its sheath.

The same noise reached my ears as I less than gracefully rolled to my feet. Something was moving through the forest, coming closer to us.

Something fucking big, if the snapping of branches was anything to go by.

Trembling fingers grabbed a knife from my waist. It was flat and a dull, matte silver. Just the feel and weight of it said it was a throwing knife. I wouldn’t want to try any close-quarters combat with this thing. Of course, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d thrown anything when my life had depended on accuracy. Could I even hit my target?

“The assholes from the inn?” I whispered.

Nylian gave the tiniest shake of his head, his narrowed gaze locked on the deep black shadows of the forest. “Not likely.”

“Do we try to make a run for it with the horses?”

“Too late. They’ve already circled us.” Even as he spoke, I heard the first rustle of the leaves on the opposite side of the camp. They were all around us now.

“Fuck,” I snarled, turning to face the other direction while trying to avoid looking into the fire. My eyes were still trying to adjust to the darkness after watching the flames for so long. Beyond the nearest trees, it was still all pitch black, as if the forest were gone.

“Keep your head down and when you spot an opening, I want you to run,” Nylian ordered.

For one frantic heartbeat, I considered it. I was a fucking writer. Before today, I’d spent most of my life behind a keyboard or a notebook. I was lucky to have ridden a horse. There was no way in hell I was prepared for the fight that was heading our way.

But I’d promised Nylian I would stick by his side. He needed me. I’d gotten him out of a fight at the inn. Maybe I’d be able to think of something clever for this fight, too.

“No,” I gritted out, praying he couldn’t hear the fear that was saturating every cell of my body. I was sticking with him.

Besides, I’d already fallen off a bridge and “died” today. How much worse could it get?

Ogres. That was how much worse it could get.
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Chapter 6

And into the Fire


Ogres swarmed our camp faster than I thought possible. There were six of them, all standing over seven feet tall and wielding crude cudgels or thick tree branches. Each one was a mass of wild hair and twisted features, and they were all covered in animal pelts. With them came a hideous, rank odor of rotting meat, sweat, and fetid earth. I gagged and choked for fresh air. As frightening as they were, the ogres weren’t without brains. They’d been smart enough to approach from downwind, not giving away that they were stalking their prey.

A yelp broke from my lips, and I threw the knife in my hand at the one closest to me. Turns out, my aim wasn’t the issue. I hit the ugly creature right in the shoulder, but the blade bounced off and spun away into the darkness. Apparently, ogre skin was more of a thick, rocklike hide. I wouldn’t pierce their flesh with a throwing knife. I would need to get in close with a sword.

And that wasn’t happening if I wanted to remain alive.

The ogre I hit didn’t even notice the knife. He swung his tree branch, attempting to take my head off. I dove for the ground, the whoosh of the branch inches above me as I rolled away and popped to my feet while the spray of dirt and grass pummeled my back.

This was my one defense. Run. Dodge. Roll. Keep moving. They couldn’t kill me if they couldn’t catch me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught glimpses of Nylian as he fended off the ogres with his sword. From the sound of it, I didn’t think he was doing much damage, but he was still alive.

“Get out of here!” the elf shouted.

“You first!” I bellowed at him as I slid half on my belly between the legs of one ogre to jump up too close to another. I spun away from his massive grabbing hands, tripped over a saddle, and nearly face-planted into a bush with long thorns. It was only an ogre snagging the edge of my cloak and ripping me back that actually saved me from impromptu acupuncture.

Of course, now that he had my cloak, he used it to whip me into one of his companions. I barely managed to open the pin holding my cloak closed and tumble out of it before an ogre could bring his cudgel down on my head.

“This isn’t working,” Nylian continued.

“No shit, Sherlock!” I screamed. My lungs were burning, and the chill that had been pricking my skin minutes ago was long gone as sweat trickled along the side of my face and spine.

“Who?”

Fuck. “Never mind. I’m open to suggestions.”

Anything was going to sound good right about now. I was running out of steam. This body might be in better shape than my original one, but its energy wasn’t limitless. Not after the long day I’d put in.

But Nylian didn’t answer. Most of the ogres had tired of chasing me. Only two remained to corral me, since they’d likely figured out I wasn’t leaving Nylian behind. The other four were now closing in on Nylian, and that wasn’t working for me.

With a snarl through clenched teeth, I darted for the campfire and snagged a log that was partially burning. Fire grazed my hand, and I swore under my breath as I chucked the log at an ogre’s head. It hit him square in the back and exploded in a shower of bright-orange embers like a firework bursting in the middle of our camp.

Naturally, the hot ash went straight for my eyes. I stumbled blindly, trying to keep moving as I wiped at my face to clear my vision. The acrid scent of smoke filled my nose. I didn’t know if an ogre had hit me or if I’d walked into another tree. Either way, pain exploded across my head and the world went dark…again.
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“Lockhart? Lockhart? I swear to the gods, if you’re dead, I will reach into the underworld and kill you a second time.”

That was how I returned to consciousness—Nylian hissing in my ear, threatening my life while my head throbbed as though it were splitting in half.

Well, it answered one question: did I get zapped home?

Nope. Still in this fictional world with fictional creatures trying to kill me.

“What happened?” I half whispered and half moaned.

“You knocked yourself out again,” Nylian muttered, though I believed there was a slight note of relief in his voice too. Of course, I could have been lying to myself as well.

“I did not!” I hissed.

“You did. I saw it. You got ash in your eyes, blindly dodged two ogres grabbing for you, tripped over a rock, and hit a tree with your forehead.”

Which would explain why the middle of my head hurt so fucking bad.

“After that, I threw up my hands and surrendered,” Nylian said.

I opened my mouth to point out that he could have escaped on his own, but for reasons I couldn’t understand, he’d stuck with me.

I squeezed my eyes shut as guilt swamped me. “Sorry.”

It wasn’t just my life I was constantly fucking up but Nylian’s as well. The elf had enough on his plate. He didn’t need my help to find more danger.

A long, weary sigh slipped out of Nylian. There was a soft shifting in the dirt, as if he were changing his position. “Don’t. We were fucked from the start. I should have heard them coming far earlier than I did. I’m surprised we lasted as long as we did.”

“Mn,” I grunted. “Singing and playing the piano wouldn’t have worked for a distraction, either.”

The elf snorted what could have been a laugh. “Probably not. Ogres aren’t known for their taste in entertainment.”

I tried sitting up so I could better see Nylian, but I quickly discovered that our captors had tied my legs together and bound my wrists behind my back. Using the toes of my boots, I rolled a bit onto my side to find that we weren’t in our camp any longer but possibly near the mouth of a cave. Gone was the soft grass. Now we were lying on dirt and rocks while the scent of rotting carcasses wafted on the breeze.

“Where are we?”

“Not entirely sure. They knocked me out as well. My guess is that they’ve taken us deeper into the forest. Ogres aren’t fond of daylight, so the cave is likely their home.”

I twisted as best I could to check out my surroundings while ignoring the way small rocks dug into various parts of my body. Nylian was sitting up next to me, also bound, as he leaned on a large boulder. His golden hair was still perfect, and there was a tiny smudge of dirt across one pale cheek.

Meanwhile, I was pretty sure my hair was a twisted rat’s nest and the rest of me was a ball of dirt and sweat. Nylian’s general perfection was either an elf thing or a Nylian thing. I was still figuring out which it was. Either way, I kind of hated him.

Maybe it was that “hero halo” that I’d heard about in some books, where the hero was untouchable and when things went wrong for him, it resulted in things going even more right for him later.

Get wounded and dirty in a fight? Hot maiden swoons and takes care of him.

Betrayed by family member? Returns to win the hearts of the people and ascend to the throne.

Beaten by the villain? Roars back ten times stronger and destroys the villain.

Yeah, Nylian was possibly benefitting from the hero halo.

“Where are the ogres?”

Nylian jerked his chin toward the back of the cave where a series of growls, grunts, and snarls had become background noise to our conversation. “They’ve been arguing since I woke about what they should do with us.”

“Do I want to know how the argument is going?”

“Probably not.” Nylian shrugged a shoulder. “I’m not fluent in ogre, but it sounds like they’re fighting over whether to eat us or sell us. At least a couple of them have gotten the impression that one of us is valuable.” Nylian paused and rolled his eyes toward me. Yeah, yeah. It was clear which of the two of us was the more valuable. Even if he hadn’t admitted to me that he was a prince, it was obvious he was the one who came from a prestigious and rich family.

“If anyone wants my vote, I say sell us.” I tried once again to sit up, only to fall with a heavy thud.

“I doubt they would care about what we want. Plus, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. They’ve killed one of their companions, and I believe he was one of the strongest voices for selling us. Now I think they’re down to eat one and sell one or eat both of us.”

“Of course. Naturally,” I muttered while trying very hard not to give in to the panic that was bubbling up in my veins. We needed to think of a way to escape while they weren’t looking. “Your sword! Knives! Did they⁠—”

“They removed all our weapons while we were unconscious,” Nylian said before I could finish.

“Well, since you’re out of options…” an unfamiliar female voice drawled from somewhere above us. I flopped around like a landed fish, trying to locate the speaker, but I was still having trouble rolling over. “How much would you be willing to pay for us to get you out of here?”

“A hundred gold pieces,” Nylian shot at our possible savior without a breath of hesitation.

“Five,” the woman countered.

“Two-fifty.”

“Are you fucking serious? Why are you negotiating?” I hissed. I scooted along the ground until I was next to Nylian and hit my forehead on his hip. “Just agree, so we can get out of here.”

“Rogues, who would charge for a rescue rather than gracefully accepting a reward after the fact, should not be paid their initial asking price,” Nylian replied in a stiff and prim tone.

“Four,” the voice from the trees stated.

“Three-fifty and that’s my final offer,” Nylian stated with a little extra bite.

There was a long sigh. The sound grew closer to us as our would-be savior climbed down the tree. “Fine, but if you get yourself captured again as we’re trying to get away, you’re on your own.”

“That will be a problem for Lockhart, I’m sure.”

“Fuck off, elf,” I growled. Not that he was wrong. I was the troublemaker. “I believe that nonsense at the inn was your mess. Not mine. I saved your ass.”

“Good to know we’re taking turns.”

There was a soft rustle behind me and a tug on the ropes at my wrists. I jerked around to see who was there, but before I could get a good view, my hands were free and I was falling onto my back. Above me, with a wide grin and short, floppy brown hair, was a woman with enormous dark eyes and round cheeks like plums. She winked at me and moved to my ankles, where she cut away the rope binding me.

“How are we coming, Jasper?” she called out in a low voice as she stepped over my legs to cut off the rope at Nylian’s ankles.

“Um…well…maybe not as good as I’d hoped,” someone stammered somewhere in the blackness behind me. There was the sudden sound of pages being turned frantically. “Maybe…maybe we should try to get out of here more quickly, Addie.”

The woman paused as she moved toward Nylian’s bound wrists, closed her eyes, and shook her head as if she were praying for some kind of inner strength to see her through. I didn’t recognize the names right off, but I honestly didn’t care who they were.

I shoved upright and rubbed my wrists, wincing as a rush of pins and needles accompanied the sudden renewed blood flow into my limbs. The splitting headache I’d been cringing through was now playing second fiddle to other aches and pains cropping up.

“Have you seen our weapons?” Nylian demanded, hopping to his feet the moment the woman finished cutting away his bindings. My hopping attempts were more of a stagger. The pins and needles that had invaded my arms were now flowing south to my hips and legs. In a second, I would feel nothing but pain. Fucking ogres.

“Over there, near the mouth of the cave.” The woman pointed as an angry roar rushed out of the dark opening, followed by the pounding of footsteps. “Shit! Time’s up. Jasper, you’re gonna have to do something. Anything!”

While Nylian darted to the cave to steal our weapons back, I turned at the sound of someone moving through the woods behind me to see a young man who couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen dressed in a baggy purple robe. He awkwardly balanced a giant book on his left hand while he flipped through the pages.

Holy shit, Jasper was a wizard!

“I think…maybe…this…” He mumbled, squinting at the print in the shitty light cast by a tiny white ball that floated over his shoulder.

Or, more accurately, a wizard in training. I wasn’t entirely sure if our luck had improved. We were free, but the ogres were racing toward us and our “saviors” were a sneaky woman and a newbie wizard.

The first ogre emerged from the cave and wildly swung his cudgel at Nylian. The elf easily slid under it and kept running at me. He tossed me my cloak wrapped around my sword, not stopping for a breath.

“We’ll leave the ogres to you!” Nylian called out. “Let’s go, Lockhart!”

I pivoted on the balls of my feet and chased after him, narrowly dodging trees in the growing darkness. “We’re just leaving them?”

“They’ve got to earn their three hundred and fifty gold pieces somehow.”

Okay, I couldn’t argue with that, but Jasper was still a kid, and that Addie didn’t appear to be a lot older. How were they going to beat a group of ogres?

The thought had barely crossed my mind when an enormous explosion sent a tremor through the forest floor and knocked me forward under its force. I glanced over my shoulder to see what the fuck had happened, only to run directly into Nylian, who’d stopped. The elf caught me, and we spun briefly, clinging to each other as we attempted to keep our feet rather than hitting the ground yet again.

The forest finally stopped twirling like a top, and I stared up at Nylian’s pale face, his eyes wide and his red lips parted on a gasp. My fingers dug into hard muscles through his tunic, and for a moment, I swore I could hear his racing heart.

Oh wait, that was my heart.

The world seemed to slow down to a stop as I stood there in Nylian’s near embrace. His bright eyes sparkled, but I couldn’t even guess where the light was coming from. His long blond hair whooshed behind him in a golden curtain. He just felt like he’d become so much more in the span of a heartbeat, and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. Had I really created him? That had to be wrong. How could I have created something so large and perfect? I was lucky to make a mug of coffee most mornings.

“Are you okay?” Nylian inquired. His voice dipped so low and soft that I briefly forgot what we were running from.

“What? Oh! Right!” I shook my head hard, trying to clear away the cobwebs. My poor brain had been battered one too many times today. It probably had suffered some serious damage. I forced my hands to release Nylian and took a step away. “I’m good. We—” The rest of the sentence left me as I stared toward the ogres’ camp and saw the area bathed in a bright white light.

“That can’t be good,” Nylian muttered.

“No, undoubtedly not. Should we go back for them?”

Nylian grabbed my upper arm and turned me away from the camp, propelling me through the forest. “Absolutely not. You’re all the trouble I can handle right now. If they want to get paid, they will find us.”

That was a fantastic point.

Besides, we’d had zero luck beating the ogres the first time. I had serious doubts we’d have much better luck a second time. If a wizard and that sneaky woman couldn’t manage it on their own, they shouldn’t have jumped into that mess.

Maybe I felt a little guilty about leaving them behind, but keeping Nylian alive to find his brother’s killer was my priority here. Not some weird side quest.

They’d find us later, right?
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Chapter 7

They Found Us


They found us.

Not that I was all that surprised. Nylian had made a smart point. If they wanted to get paid for their rescue efforts, they had to find us.

While I didn’t feel great about abandoning them to the ogres, I wasn’t up for rescuing our rescuers following our disastrous first encounter with those smelly giants.

With Nylian leading the way through the woods, we ran until my legs would no longer carry me. And then the asshole made me run some more. I didn’t know or care where we finally ended up. The sky was shifting from midnight black to slate gray when Nylian called a halt to our escape. He wouldn’t even let us build another fire to keep warm.

My mind shut down as Nylian cuddled against me, his longer body spooning mine while we wrapped ourselves in our cloaks. It was cold out, but I wasn’t in danger of freezing to death. I opened my mouth to tell him to give me some space, yet the words never left my tongue. I passed out, which wasn’t the best idea, since I likely had a concussion from all the trees I’d rammed with my head that day.

All too soon, there were voices arguing around me. The only good thing was that they were familiar voices. The ogres hadn’t returned to harass us some more. My thoughts were foggy, my body ached, and my head throbbed. Not the best way to return to consciousness.

And the worst of it was, I was still in the forest with an elf. I was not in my bed or even on my couch, where I’d pass out after writing well into the night.

“Coffee…” I groaned and tried to roll over, pulling my cloak up over my face. It was too early to greet the day, particularly when I was already outside where the sun could get at me. I wanted my tiny apartment loaded with books, pillows, and coffee. God, I missed my coffeemaker!

“Who’s coffee?” Nylian’s voice sneaked past my weak defenses to slip into my ear.

I shot up and pointed a finger at him, my voice trembling. “That isn’t funny!”

There was no way I would ever create a world that didn’t include coffee. Nope. Never. I don’t care how medieval or fantastically different it was supposed to be. It was that thing that bound all the worlds together. Not love, sex, or even death. Coffee was eternal, and I was ready to curse Nylian in the worst way for even insinuating that coffee didn’t exist.

“Wow, he isn’t a morning person, is he?” I knew that voice, too. My hand fell to my hip, and I glanced over to find the crazy woman and the wizard sitting on the other side of a low fire that was now between us. The woman grinned at me, not looking as if she had suffered any damage from the ogres.

Part of me wanted to know what the hell had happened with the ogres and that bright light, but the bigger part of me wanted to return to sleep. I wasn’t ready to face this world or the elf or any other craziness that might wait for me. Sleeping also meant that I wasn’t in danger of running into any more trees. My head couldn’t take the punishment.

So that was what I did. I lay back on the ground and pulled my cloak over my head, intending to pretend these people weren’t here until I fell asleep. Maybe this was all a long, painful nightmare. When I woke up next time, I’d be in my bed and that whole thing with the coin and falling off the bridge would never have happened.

“He simply needs to eat something.” Nylian’s hand squeezed my shoulder and gave it a shake.

“Go away,” I grumbled.

“We need to get moving soon. If you don’t eat, I’ll leave you behind.” Considering how he’d shown no qualms about leaving our rescuers behind, I had little doubt that Nylian would be happy to abandon my ass, too.

Groaning, I shoved upright and started to toss my cloak off me, but stopped the moment I noticed that I’d been covered in my cloak and Nylian’s. When had he…

Nope. Just fucking nope. There was no way in hell I was going to think about any nice things the elf did for me. I didn’t have the brain capacity for it right now, and it would make me feel guilty about getting us caught by the ogres…and maybe guilty about plunging his life into hell by writing about the murder of his brother.

Without looking at the elf on my left, I plucked his cloak out of the tangle and handed it over to him before climbing to my feet. I stretched and grunted at the morass of aches and knots that filled my body.

“That’s a hell of a bruise you got,” the woman commented.

“What?” I turned toward her to find her grinning and pointing at the middle of her forehead.

My hand reached up to touch the spot on my forehead, forcing out a curse as fresh pain coursed through my head. I had a fucking knot in the center of my forehead from hitting a tree. Of course. That was great.

“Ignore her. Sit. Eat,” Nylian admonished while holding up something that appeared to be a biscuit.

“Where did you get this?” I accepted the food and dropped onto the log next to him.

“I had a bit of flour left in my bag,” the wizard admitted with a crooked grin. “It’s not much, but it’ll at least fill the hole in your stomach for a few hours.”

I took a bite out of the biscuit and had to agree that it wasn’t much. In fact, it was pretty damn bad. It was mostly flour with the slightest hint of some other spices that gave it a trace of savory flavor. I couldn’t complain, since I had no food supplies and if Nylian had any, they’d been lost when the ogres had kidnapped us.

“Thanks,” I said with the best smile I could manage while forcing down that knot of very dry dough.

“Okay, okay. All the niceties are out of the way. How about you stop ignoring me and we talk about our payment for rescuing you?” the woman snapped.

“Who are you? How did you even find us?” I asked.

“I’m Adeline Engleford, accomplished thief, occasional mercenary, and full-time badass. This is my younger brother, Jasper, who’s studying to become a wizard.” She paused and glared at the teenager on her right. “At least he was until he got kicked out of the Ashenvale Institute of the Arcane in Gushan.”

“That wasn’t my fault,” Jasper muttered under his breath while hugging what had to be a thick grimoire to his chest.

Their bickering didn’t matter because I was choking to death on the last bite of my breakfast. Nylian’s hand landed on my back several times as I gasped for air. The last bits of the bread flew into the fire, and I coughed several more times to clear my throat.

Adeline Engleford?

Here? Now?

She was supposed to become one of Nylian’s harem consorts. Except I hadn’t planned on them running into each other until after he was leaving Galinaes. And I didn’t recall her traveling with her younger brother.

“I’m fine. I’m fine,” I rasped to get Nylian to stop hitting me. My body was sore enough as it was; I didn’t need him adding to the bruises.

The elf shoved a flask under my nose and I accepted it, taking a sip of cool water. “What happened?” he inquired, one eyebrow raised at me.

“Nothing. Went down the wrong way. I’m fine.”

It was all I could say. This wasn’t the time to announce that he was supposed to fall in love with the woman and screw her brains out while they were on the run from the royal guards of Galinaes. That seemed tasteless. Particularly in front of Adeline’s little brother.

Of course, this could be an excellent development. Maybe the story was trying to fix itself, since I’d messed things up and derailed Nylian from acquiring three other consorts. This time, I’d have the chance to stand back and enjoy the show. If I remembered correctly, Nylian and Adeline were supposed to have a rocky, adversarial love affair. She was brazen and stubborn, constantly locking horns with Nylian, who was accustomed to having his way. Yes, this was going to be very interesting to watch.

“As fun as this has been, Jasper and I need to get on our way. To do that, we need you to pay the three hundred and fifty gold pieces you owe us,” Adeline stated. She thrust her hand out before her, palm up, and smiled tightly at us both.

“Uh…” I replied, my brain frantically bouncing between the fact that I wasn’t carrying that kind of money and that they couldn’t be allowed to leave now. If they left, there was no chance of Nylian and Adeline falling in love.

This was supposed to be a goddamn action-adventure, fantasy harem book, but that wouldn’t happen if there was no goddamn harem. Nylian needed to get on the fucking ball. He was missing three consorts, and if he didn’t get off his ass, he was going to lose a fourth.

“And as I told you earlier, I don’t have that kind of money on me,” Nylian said as he took the flask from me and screwed the lid on.

“What about him?” Adeline’s hand moved from resting in front of Nylian to me.

“Why would you think that I have that kind of money on me?” I screeched. “I mean, I’ve got some coins. Not a lot. A few.” As I spoke, my hand automatically went to the pouch on my hip while my heart sped up.

It wasn’t so much that I was afraid of her grabbing all my money, but she couldn’t get her hands on that weird dragon-and-raven coin. If that thing was magical and had gotten me here, it could still get me home. Yet that wouldn’t happen if that rogue got her sticky fingers on it.

Nylian clapped a hand on my back. It slid up and wrapped around the nape of my neck, squeezing lightly. I got the point he was trying to make—shut up.

“We don’t have the money right now. However, I’m sure we can get it from Lockhart’s family,” Nylian continued. I gasped to argue, but his fingers tightened on my neck, silencing me in an instant.

“Yeah,” I agreed, my voice higher than normal. After clearing my throat, I tried again. “We can contact my family. They would have no problem covering the fee for saving my life. Look at my clothes. You can see I’m good for it. I—” A sudden squeeze on my neck cut off my words. Got it. Talking too much. I did that when I was nervous.

“Uh-huh,” Adeline grunted, not sounding convinced at all. There was no blaming her for that. Nylian and I seemed shady as fuck.

“How about this? What if we hired you as an escort of sorts?”

“What?” Both Adeline and Nylian choked out that sharp demand. Finally, they were getting on the same page, and that was only the beginning of my evil plans.

Shifting on the log, I broke free of Nylian’s grasp and leaned forward, resting my forearms on my knees. The fire had dwindled to a few smoldering embers, but the air was still warm enough to chase away the tendrils of cold hanging about as the sun continued to rise.

Now that I was awake and the sky was turning brighter, I took a second to check out our newest companions. Jasper was the typical gangly teenager with pale skin covered in a smattering of acne. The robes he was wearing appeared to be hand-me-downs from someone three times his size. I couldn’t imagine the young man ever growing into them. He’d rolled up the sleeves several times just so he could reach things with his hands. Someone had patched the robes in two places, and the hem was dirty from their time on the road.

A huge sack was at his side, likely full of supplies for their travels and his spells. But the true treasure was the grimoire that now rested on his lap. The black leather book seemed to be well over a thousand pages thick and was bound by metal bands. A thick chain was attached to those bands, and it was looped over Jasper’s slumped shoulders so no one could steal it.

If I recalled correctly, a grimoire was the collection of spells and notes from a lifetime of work of several wizards. It moved from master to apprentice again and again, which made it all the more puzzling. If the headmasters of the Institute of the Arcane kicked Jasper out, how the hell did he have a grimoire? No master would have handed such a thing over to a failed student.

No matter. It wasn’t like I was planning to steal the thing from him. Magic was not something to fuck with. My current situation was proof of that.

Adeline appeared to be Jasper’s opposite in every conceivable way. Where Jasper was nervous and withdrawn, Adeline was confident and blunt. Nothing held her back, which made her a little intimidating. Certainly the perfect match in some ways to a certain stubborn, spoiled prince.

She wore tight-fitting burgundy pants and a shirt with puffy sleeves tucked into a pair of leather gauntlets around her wrists. Her cloak was black and short, falling to her waist. She definitely didn’t have the ragged and worn look of her brother, but more of a semi-wealthy entrepreneur. Her brown hair was paler than Jasper’s and chopped into an asymmetrical bob that accented her sharp jaw.

“My friend and I are on our way north to Riverhold and the Penbrook Port there. We’re planning to catch the ferry across to Galinaes,” I said with what I hoped was a wide, reassuring smile.

“You’re going to Ulmenor?” Jasper asked, wistful hope filling his words.

“Yes,” I replied.

“No,” Adeline and Nylian snapped, making my heart jump. They were similar. This was working perfectly.

“Excuse us for a second,” Nylian continued. The bastard grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled me to my feet as he rose. He led me a fair distance away from the fire but kept both the Engleford siblings in clear view. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded between clenched teeth.

I leaned in close so I could speak into his ear. That way Adeline couldn’t hear what I was saying or read my lips. “I’m securing us protection on our way to the port. The ogres nearly killed us and we’re now without horses, which means the trek to Riverhold is going to take even longer. I’m not a great fighter, and we can’t rely on you alone to keep us alive while I try to remember shit. We need some help. Both of them seem handy in a struggle.”

Nylian made a derisive sound, but he didn’t offer any coherent arguments. I tried to take that as a good sign. “If you hire them, that woman is going to expect even more money. How are you planning to pay them?”

“I figured the money would come from the same magical pot that you’ve already offered them.” I retreated enough to offer him a snide smile. When I only received a glare in return, I shrugged. “We’ll figure it out when we get to Riverhold. Sounds like Jasper wants to reach Ulmenor, anyway. That could be incentive enough for Adeline to agree.”

Nylian grunted. “The elf wizards in Ulmenor are renowned throughout the world. Just five minutes with one of them would advance the boy’s skills by leaps and bounds.”

I punched Nylian on the shoulder and laughed. “See. There you go. The little wizard will keep Adeline distracted, and we’ll worry about the money nonsense later. I’ve got some on me now, and I’m sure we’ll have something between the two of us to sell when we reach Riverhold.”

“I’m very tempted to sell you,” Nylian muttered. He didn’t give me a chance to respond. The elf sighed. “We still have to figure out how we’re getting into Ulmenor. Everyone entering the royal capital needs an invitation or some kind of specific pass to complete business.” He pointed up at his face as he leaned in close to me. “Do you really think they’re going to let me in?”

That was an excellent point. The elves of Galinaes and Wolfrest had an even longer history of hating each other than the animosity that existed between Wolfrest and Edros. They wouldn’t welcome one of their enemies and allow him to stroll through the streets. This had been one of the many sticking points in my plot outline that had driven me crazy ahead of my bridge incident.

So, I took a page out of Georgie’s book.

I wrapped my arm around Nylian’s stiff shoulders and shook him. “One problem at a time. We’ll worry about getting into Ulmenor later. Right now, we have to reach Riverhold alive. Jasper and Adeline are the key to that.”

“You’re not inviting Adeline because you’re attracted to her, are you?”

I jumped away from Nylian and nearly stumbled over a rock in my haste. “No! Absolutely not!” That was not the impression I wanted him to get. Getting in between the hero and one of his true loves was a fucking death wish I did not have. I crossed over to Nylian and lowered my voice. “She’s not my type, I swear. Besides, I’m pretty sure she’d rather kill me and search my clothes for valuables. If she’s interested in anyone, I’m sure it’s you.”

The elf stared at me until I could feel heat creeping up to the tips of my ears. I couldn’t even guess what he was thinking, but I suspected it wasn’t anything good. He was going to ditch both me and the Engleford siblings the first chance he got, but we all needed to stick together. Adeline was going to be his first—well, first now instead of like the eighth—consort. They were going to fall in love. Plus, he needed me to help him uncover the truth about his brother’s killer. I had to see this through, since I’d created this mess.

“Fine,” Nylian ground out between clenched teeth. He turned on the balls of his feet and returned to the campfire. I barely held in a celebratory dance and made do with punching the sky in my mind as I hurried after him.

“So, will you come with us?” I asked Adeline the moment I sat on the fallen log.

“How much are you paying us to protect Your Highnesses?” she inquired with an added sneer at the end.

“Five hundred for the rescue and the escort to Riverhold,” Nylian answered before I could.

A sharp bark of laughter broke from Adeline’s throat, and she shook her head at him. “Low balling, asshole. Not a fucking chance we’re doing it for less than eight.”

“Six.”

I rolled my eyes and jumped to my feet, leaving Nylian and Adeline to argue over money. What did I care? She was going to fall in love with him, and the money was going to be moot in the end. I sat next to Jasper with a grin. “Last night, what was that giant flash of white light? How did you take out those ogres?”

The young man flushed and dropped his eyes to the grimoire in his lap. “Oh. That. The spell I’d been trying to cast didn’t work at all. I thought I could turn them to stone for a few hours. That would give us plenty of time to escape, and it was likely they’d give up on us all together out of fear.”

“Makes sense. What actually happened?”

Jasper’s shoulders rose and his head lowered so that he became even smaller. “I shrank them.”

“Really? By how much?”

“A lot. They were about the size of large squirrels when the light faded.”

I fell off the log laughing, my brain filled with the image of those snarly, angry ogres running about the forest with their cudgels in the air as they chased after rabbits and battled groundhogs. Served them right after they’d considered eating us.

“Lockhart!”

I choked on the last of my chuckles and stared up at the elf, who was glaring at me. Why the hell was he so grumpy? Was he not a morning person, too?

“Are you done?” Nylian groused.

“I don’t know. Are you and Adeline done with negotiations?” I shot at him.

“We’re done. We’ve settled on seven hundred.”

“Excellent.” I hopped to my feet and dusted off the seat of my pants, for what little it was worth. The way things were looking, it was going to be a while before I saw anything like a hot bath and a clean change of clothes. “Let’s get on the road.” I pointed in the direction I thought was northeast, trying to appear confident and powerful.

Nylian sighed as he wrapped his fingers around my wrist and adjusted my point by forty-five degrees to my left. “It’s a good thing you’re not leading this group.”

“Yep. I have no sense of direction,” I admitted freely. Back home, I’d gotten lost in my local mall more than once. God help me in those big box stores.

“Why am I bringing you along at all?”

I smiled at the elf and patted him on the shoulder. “Remember, I’m the distraction. I’m the one always ready to get you out of trouble.” I also hoped I wasn’t the one getting him into trouble.
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Chapter 8

Time for Me to Strangle Nylian


Hiking through the woods to something that resembled a road sucked.

Had I complained about riding a horse recently?

I took it all back. Every single derogatory word. Horses were great. They were beautiful, magnificent beasts that generously carried me from one place to the next at a brisk speed.

This walking was tedious.

Of course, the things hiding in the woods trying to kill us made the walking worse. The ogres hadn’t made a reappearance, but those first couple of days we’d run into wild boars who hadn’t cared for us moving through their territory, as well as bears, goblins, and what Nylian had reassured me were orcs. We didn’t stick around long enough to spot them. Hearing them from a distance was enough.

While Adeline threatened to sic her brother on them and shrink all the orcs down to squirrels, I wasn’t too confident that Jasper had control of that spell. I didn’t want to risk becoming squirrel-sized as well.

It wasn’t just the boredom from walking or the exhaustion that was getting to me. Nylian had begun acting strange almost from the start of adding Jasper and Adeline to our group. It was as if the man didn’t want me talking to Jasper. Was he afraid I was going to get into magic and try casting spells myself? Not likely.

Occasionally, the elf would run ahead to scout the route and make sure we didn’t need to take a detour past any troublesome areas. When he would return, I would be swapping stories with Jasper. Each time, the elf would insert himself into our conversation and intentionally chase Jasper off to walk with his sister.

I didn’t dare talk to Adeline more than necessary. Soon, Nylian and Adeline would fall for each other, and I didn’t want to risk getting caught up in that mess.

I wasn’t sure how that was going to happen, though. Adeline and Nylian barely spoke more than a few words and were never alone together. As much as I hated to do it, it was time for me to step in. Those two needed to be well on the road to love before reaching Riverhold. Because if they weren’t, they would go their separate ways without a backward glance. We would also need to cough up the money we owed the thief-mercenary.

Besides, I wasn’t letting this elf screw up my book more than he already had. He was supposed to have a harem that loved and supported him on this difficult road. What did he have now? A neurotic, useless author who was good at walking into trees. That was not enough.

Of course, I enjoyed the conversations I had with Nylian. He had a dry, sharp wit that always took me by surprise each time it sneaked into his tales. While he was still careful to avoid giving details about his life as a prince, he shared some interesting adventures he’d had with his brother. There wasn’t much I could share about my life, but he seemed to enjoy stories about Georgie and her girlfriend, Jack.

As the third day wore on, we called an early halt when he located a flat spot to make camp near a winding stream. I was getting pretty good at helping to set up camp—though considering our nonexistent supplies, setting up camp came down to finding some firewood and removing some rocks from the area so their sharp edges weren’t digging into my spine as I slept. If we were out of food, Adeline or Nylian would head off to find or kill something to fill our bellies.

Nylian and Jasper had attempted to give me lessons in cleaning and skinning the rabbits or fowl they caught. I’d thrown up both times, so they gave up on trying to teach me that and let me take over the cooking and firewood fetching.

“Why don’t you and Adeline go hunting this time? Work together,” I suggested after we agreed on a location.

“Why?” Nylian demanded, his eyes narrowing on my face.

I gulped. I should have been ready for that question, but I wasn’t. “Because…”

“Because hunting is hard work, and hard work shared between two people is completed even faster,” Jasper chimed in. Sometimes, I loved that kid. He stepped up beside me, the chain on his grimoire jangling softly. “Besides, with the two of you working together, you can kill something bigger, like a deer. With that much meat, we could save some for the next day. Take a break from all the hunting and such.”

Oh, I liked that idea. I was tired of an all-meat diet, though. I’d kill for some vegetables. Even another one of Jasper’s crappy biscuits, but he was all out of flour. At this point, I was praying we’d run across a farm where we could buy a few vegetables or some fruit from a farmer.

“You want something different?” Adeline demanded. “How about we make this a competition? Jasper and me will head into the forest and hunt up something to eat. You and the elf catch something from the stream. Best catch of the night means best hunters.”

“What? No!” This wasn’t what I wanted. Why was this woman so determined to mess up my plans? “How about me and Jasper fish and you and Nylian hunt?”

Adeline crossed her arms over his stomach and frowned. “No way. Jasper can’t swim.” Even Jasper seemed to pale at the mention of fishing in the stream.

“It’s not that deep. I’m sure he’d be fine,” I argued. I couldn’t let go of this chance to give Nylian and Adeline some time alone.

The thief sighed as if I were the densest thing in the forest. “You don’t know Jasper. He’d drown in a puddle if you weren’t watching over him closely.”

“I—”

“No, I like her division of the teams best,” Nylian declared, cutting off my argument. “We must meet at the camp at sunset to present our catches.”

That was all Adeline needed to hear. She gave Jasper’s sleeve a tug, and they were off into the woods, leaving me alone with Nylian for the first time since we’d escaped the ogres.

Now that I was looking at the stream, though, I had to wonder how the hell we were going to catch anything without fishing poles, hooks, and bait. As Adeline and her brother headed off in one direction, Nylian drew his sword and walked into the forest in another direction.

Groaning to myself, I followed the elf. Someone needed to. He was only going to find trouble if left alone.

“How are we supposed to catch fish without poles and bait?” I asked as I trailed after him.

The elf said nothing as he gazed up at the trees. He ambled through the forest, inspecting the trees, before swinging his sword to bring down a sturdy branch about an inch in diameter. He picked up the branch and thrust it at me. “Remove the extraneous branches and the bark; then sharpen the tip to a point. We’re spearfishing.” He finished with a smile that had its own bite. He was not happy with me.

“Okay,” I drawled out, staring at him for an extra second. “Is something wrong?”

“No.”

Well, that was too short and clearly meant yes.

“Why are you mad at me?” I pressed.

Nylian’s sword slashed through another branch with a great whoosh, and I winced. Probably not a good idea to poke at someone who was skilled at wielding a sword.

He jerked the new spear from the brush and stomped to the camp, his lips in a hard, thin line. “Are you disappointed to be stuck with me as your teammate?”

“What?” I croaked as I watched him pass me. That was out of left fucking field. What the hell was he talking about? I jogged to catch up with him and plopped on the ground beside him as we both worked on our spears.

Nylian didn’t lift his gaze from his spear as he worked his dagger along the pole, deftly removing the bark to get it to the smooth, bare wood. “You wanted to stay behind with Jasper. Is he your type?”

My knife slipped off the branch at his question, and I almost lost a finger. When my heart stopped racing, I drove the point of my blade into the dirt. It was safer to have this conversation without a sharp edge to eviscerate myself.

“Where the fuck did you get that? No, Jasper isn’t my type! Have you lost your mind?”

Nylian paused, his eyes not lifting to look at me, but the muscles in his jaw worked as if he were chewing on my words. “But you walk with him and have humorous conversations with him. You tried to hunt alone with him. Why not Adeline? Or me?”

A loud moan broke from my throat, and I dropped my face into my hand. “I’m not trying to get time alone with Jasper.” Lifting my head, I leaned in close to Nylian, who was watching me. “I’m trying to give you time alone with Adeline.”

“Why?”

Seriously? You had to be fucking kidding me. Did I really create a character so lost when it came to love? This couldn’t be the hero with a massive harem that I’d sketched out.

“Because she’s an attractive, smart, brave woman. She knows how to fight, and she’d be great on an adventure like this. I thought you might want to…” I let the rest of that sentence drift off, praying that he wasn’t a total lost cause and understood what I was getting at.

He wasn’t, and he did.

“She’s not my type,” Nylian announced, returning to working on his spear.

I was going to strangle him, story be damned. It didn’t matter if I was stuck in his world forever. I was going to strangle Nylian.

“What?” I screamed in his ear. “How is she not your type? She’s the perfect type for you. Adeline is sexy and funny. She can probably ride a horse and kill things a hell of a lot better than most people.”

For the first time since we’d sat, Nylian’s expression softened and a small smile even teased the corner of his mouth. There was a twinkle in his green eyes, as though something amused him. Not that I could figure out what the fuck it was.

“There is more to a person’s type than horseback riding and killing things,” Nylian stated.

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what things attracted him, but I let it go. “Are you sure you’re not interested in Adeline? Not even a tiny bit?”

“Not at all.” He paused and looked at me from the corner of his eye. “And you’re not interested in her?”

I huffed and picked up my knife again, resuming my work on the spear. If I wanted to have fish for dinner tonight, I needed to get this done. “Nope. Not in the slightest.”

While it was reassuring that Nylian wouldn’t kill me if I made a move on “his” woman, I still didn’t have any interest in Adeline. Sure, she was hot and funny, but I was also afraid of her. I didn’t think I could sleep with someone who I was afraid would one day kill me. She was someone I would have liked to have as a friend, so long as I didn’t owe her money.

“And you’re not interested in Jasper?”

With a snarl, I waved the point of my knife at Nylian’s face, forcing a cackle from him. “No, I’m not interested in Jasper. Oh, my fucking God! He’s a teenager.” Time for a subject change or one of us was going to end up bleeding. “All right, enough of this nonsense talk. How are we supposed to catch fish like this? Have you done spearfishing?”

“I have.”

Nylian finished making a nice sharp point on the end of his makeshift spear and set it aside. He then stripped off his boots and socks before rolling up his pants to his knees. Now, I was not into men or feet, but I had to admit the guy had some nice feet. Just the right amount of vein-y. Good, strong-looking feet while his calves had a sprinkling of pale-blond hair.

I tore my gaze away and focused on whittling the end of my spear while smacking my brain. What the hell was I doing checking out his feet? I was losing my mind. Definitely not one of my saner days. It had to be Nylian’s fault. The elf was driving me crazy with his silliness.

He sat quietly at my side as I finished preparing my spear and removed the same garments as he did. Spears in hand, we waded out into the stream. The water was bitingly cold, squeezing a yelp out from my lips, but it was also kind of refreshing. The last couple of days had been warm, and I was feeling gritty from the dried sweat and road dust.

Sunlight sparkled across the stunningly clear water, revealing colored rocks under my feet and silver, blue, brown, and red fish as they darted past. A breeze danced through the valley, rustling my hair and carrying with it the scent of wildflowers. For a second, I balanced my spear across my shoulders and tipped my face up toward the sky, drinking in deep the clean air and the peace of the day. The only sounds were birdsong, the lap of the water against the bank, and the wind through the trees. No cars rushing by. No people on their cell phones. Nothing but nature.

“Lockhart? Are you okay?” Nylian called.

I grinned and stared at him across the stream. “Everything is great. Enjoying the day. Prior to running into you, I didn’t get out like this much.” The words escaped my mouth before I thought about it and I froze, waiting for him to question me about my faulty memory, but he just smiled at me, letting the comment glide down the stream.

“Ready to learn how to spearfish?”

“Please, teach me, oh wise one,” I teased, bowing to him.

The elf smirked as he turned his attention to the water. “The first step is to stand quietly in the water. Don’t move. Do nothing to disturb the water or the rocks. Allow the fish to become acclimated to your presence.”

“Got it. Let your feet go numb in the cold water.”

“Stand quietly,” he reminded me, but there was a hint of a twist on his lips. “When the fish draw close to you at last, you must quickly choose one, take aim, and stab it. Remember that the water bends the image of the fish, placing it at a slightly different location than you perceive. Aim for the largest part of the fish.”

As he finished speaking, he stabbed at an angle a few feet away from where he stood. When pulled the spear out of the water, a long silver fish wildly thrashed its tail on the end.

“Okay, showoff. You made that look way too easy.”

For the first time, Nylian’s smile was wide and full of pride. “Maybe a little. Orian and I used to do this during the summer when we could escape the…escape our lessons,” he corrected himself, his joy dimming. He pulled the fish off the end and chucked it onto the bank, where it couldn’t flop into the water.

“Well, let’s see what kind of teacher you are.”

“I am an excellent teacher. I am more worried about the student.”

“Pfft…whatever.”

“Lockhart, please remember to not hit your own foot.”

I opened my mouth to argue with him, but closed it with a click of my teeth. As much as I hated to admit it, he was probably right. With my luck, I would stab myself in the foot.

But I was also right. He made this seem way easier than it was. The fish were ridiculously fast, and my aim was horrible. Nylian caught three more fish before I came close to my first.

“So…if Adeline and Jasper aren’t your type…” Nylian began, breaking the silence that had settled comfortably between us. His words caught me so off guard that I overextended my aim and almost fell over in the water. I splashed along, scaring all the fish and catching my balance only when the stream was now above my knees.

I glared at him, water dripping from the tip of my nose and spattering across my clothes. The bastard had the audacity to catch yet another fish despite the noise I was making. He glanced up at me and grinned as he pulled the poor thing off his spear.

“Sometimes, I think you’re trying to kill me,” I muttered. As I got into a comfortable stance while ignoring my wet pants, I stared at the darting fish, waiting for my opening. “I don’t want to talk about my type. Why don’t you tell me about your type?”

This was a question I should know the answer to, but this could be helpful. Maybe what I put in my notes and what was on the page were wildly different and I hadn’t realized it yet.

He should say, I don’t have a type.

“I’m most drawn to genuine people. Interesting people. Brave people who don’t care about the opinions of others.”

What?!?

This wasn’t right. Not at all. I mean, it was a damn good answer, but it wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

“I grew up surrounded by phony people who were only concerned for their own well-being and what my family could give them. It’s rare for me to meet people who want nothing from me. Who want to be near me because they like me, not what I can do for them,” Nylian continued, his words squeezing my heart.

“That must suck,” I murmured without thinking, my brain too busy comparing his words to the list of women he was supposed to put in his harem. Mercy fit that description perfectly. Were things messed up because I’d interfered and kept him from meeting her first?

“But then, I also have a weakness for dark-haired men with a sense of humor and humility. Who are willing to laugh at themselves and stick their neck out for another despite the odds being against them.”

“What?” I screeched. My brain stopped taking in information after it heard “dark-haired men.” The rest was a blur of racing heart and panic.

I spun too quickly to face him, and the rock I had my left foot balanced on gave way. Tumbling and stumbling, I attempted to catch my balance as my arms flailed madly in the air. My spear had gone flying without ever piercing fish scales and was long gone downstream.

Nylian saw the danger I was in and jumped over to save me, one hand extended. I grabbed it before he could plant his feet, and we both went over into the water with a large, icy splash. The stream closed in over my head while the bitter cold bit into every piece of flesh and the air rushed out of my lungs in a burst of bubbles.

We surfaced together, but the elf moved faster. The rushing water was attempting to sweep us away. Nylian wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me in tight against him while he planted the spear still in his other hand into the rocky bed, halting our progress long enough to get our feet under us.

“Are you okay?” Nylian panted.

“Are you gay?” I shouted into his face, making the elf laugh.

Fuck, the man had reduced my brain to tiny, useless shards.

There was the most wonderfully playful expression on his face. All his golden-blond hair was swept back and sticking to his head, giving me a clear view of those enormous green eyes. Drops of water clung to his long eyelashes and glistened in the light while more speckled his high cheekbones like diamonds. My hands were braced on his strong shoulders, and I couldn’t bring myself to release him. It was as if I’d lost all control of my body.

“I am attracted to men and women. Do you find that strange?” Nylian inquired.

“No! Of course not!” I barely stopped myself from announcing that some of my best friends were gay. Really. Could I be more of an idiot? I just didn’t know what to say. All the people I’d had lined up for his harem were women. How was he bisexual? Or pansexual?

My brain was still frantically trying to digest this information when Nylian’s face dipped closer to my own, snapping me out of my revery. “Does it bother you that I am attracted to men?”

“No! Nope! Perfectly fine with it. Doesn’t bother me.”

“And you? Are you⁠—”

“Women!” I bellowed. When I got control of my voice, I repeated in a normal, non-crazy-person tone, “Just attracted to women.”

Nylian’s lips spread into a slow, wicked grin that kicked my heart into overdrive for reasons I couldn’t begin to explain. I couldn’t look away from his mouth. It was hypnotic. My eyes refused to be torn away as I watched them form each sound. “Are you sure about that?”

My fingers tightened on Nylian’s shoulders, digging into hard muscle while his arm around my waist drew me in even closer. I didn’t know what was happening. There wasn’t a clear thought in my head. Only Nylian and those perfect lips smiling at me.

Was I sure about that?

A loud burst of laughter echoed from the shore, jerking me out of my trance. Our heads snapped up to see Adeline standing on the bank, holding her stomach as she cackled.

“Can’t say I’ve ever seen fishing like that!” she shouted.

Nylian’s eyes narrowed, and his warm look disappeared in a flash. Even the muscles in his jaw jumped as he ground his teeth together. For the first time since we’d joined up with Adeline and Jasper, I was worried Adeline wouldn’t survive the night.
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Chapter 9

Fireside Dreams


With a firm grip on Nylian, I got my feet under me and pushed out of his grasp. I waded to the shore, shoving my wet hair and water out of my face as I moved. The breeze that had been so pleasant a few minutes earlier was now a knife slicing through my skin and freezing me to the core as it pressed my soaked clothes against every inch of my body.

I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Nylian was coming too and found the elf a few steps behind, his glare still directed at Adeline, who was snickering on the bank.

“Did you have any luck?” I inquired, hoping to move the woman on to topics that weren’t likely to get her killed.

“How about that?” She waved both hands toward the camp. My gaze followed her dramatic motion to where Jasper was sitting in what appeared to be an explosion of black feathers.

“What did you kill? A raven?”

Adeline dropped her hands to her sides, her shoulders slumping as she gawked at me. “We got a turkey. A very large, plump turkey. What about you?”

“I got nothing, but Nylian snagged at least five big fish.”

The thief looked at the ground as I made it to dry land. “I see only four here.”

“A fox snagged one prior to your arrival,” Nylian murmured as he joined me. He lightly placed a hand on my lower back and pushed. “Come. We need to get a fire going before you get sick.”

“Mn,” I grunted with a shiver. No argument there. After picking up two of the fish, while Adeline grabbed the other two, we started for the campsite. “Sorry about ruining our fishing. You could have caught double that if I hadn’t fallen.”

“There is nothing to apologize for. The four fish plus the turkey will be plenty for our meal tonight.”

“Yeah, but I never got to show you that I could be a master fisherman like you.”

Nylian’s expression softened, returning to something closer to a smile. “I’m sure you’ll have another opportunity. Right now, your lips are turning blue.” As he spoke, he lifted a finger to brush my trembling bottom lip. Unfortunately, my hands were full of fish, making it impossible to bat his hand away.

“I’ll be fine once I’m dry. You should be grateful I didn’t have the chance to show you up.” I quickened my pace to put myself temporarily out of Nylian’s reach. My brain was focused on keeping all my body parts from freezing off right now and hadn’t had a chance to turn over the stunning information Nylian had given me.

I mean, he’d obviously been teasing me in the stream. It wasn’t like he was attracted to me. That was impossible.

Okay, the body I’d gotten zapped into was pretty fucking hot, but that was all I had going for me, and Nylian didn’t strike me as shallow. Other than a pleasant appearance, I was an idiot. A bumbling loser. While I might know some high-level information about this world, I didn’t possess the survival skills needed to get by. I could barely ride a horse, couldn’t hunt, couldn’t fight, and couldn’t skin a dead animal if I were lucky enough to kill one by accident.

If I ended up here long term, maybe I could find a job as some kind of bookkeeper or shopkeeper’s apprentice. I’d be a useful town boy who worked indoors and earned money to buy food I didn’t have to kill first. Roughing it in this world was too difficult for me.

But Nylian and me?

That would never happen. While he hadn’t admitted it yet, he was a prince and one day, he was going to return home in all his glory. He was going to need someone at his side who could stand as his equal.

Don’t get me wrong; the flirting was flattering. Whose ego wouldn’t like a little stroking from a sexy prince? But I was straight, and we were just friends. I knew better than to take anything Nylian said seriously.

As I reached the campsite, I paused near Jasper and smirked. The teenager was a mess. His hair was sticking up in every direction, and there were smudges of dirt across his face along with a few scratches, as if he’d physically fought the turkey and nearly come out the loser.

“Why don’t you use magic to get all the feathers off the bird?”

Jasper sighed. “Addie won’t let me use magic on our food.”

“Are you fucking crazy?” his sister screeched. “He’s still learning. The way his spells go, the bird would explode or be brought back to life as some kind of fifty-foot zombie turkey.”

“That’s a good point,” I mumbled, remembering how he’d attempted to turn the ogres to stone and instead had shrunk them. It was best if his magic wasn’t anywhere near our food.

Nylian took the fish from my shaking hands and laid them near Jasper. “Would you mind preparing the fish? I will make the fire.” Jasper didn’t have a chance to answer. Nylian was already putting a hand on my shoulder and redirecting me over to where we’d sat to whittle the spears. He shoved me down and pointed at my nose. “Sit. Don’t move.”

“But I can help. I’ve gotten much better at starting fires. I⁠—”

“Don’t. Move.”

Adeline snickered somewhere in the background, but I ignored her. The elf was serious, and I was more afraid of crossing him than her mocking. Only when I nodded in agreement did Nylian finally begin pulling some kindling together. Naturally, he had it roaring in no time, and I was on the fast track to being dry.

As evening approached, the incident in the stream was forgotten and we filled our bellies with roasted turkey and fish. Definitely a delightful break from the endless amounts of red meat I’d been eating. I’d still kill for a fucking vegetable. I’d sell my soul for a potato. Hell, I’d sell Nylian’s soul for some mashed potatoes. But I had a feeling my meals weren’t going to have any variety until we reached Riverhold. For now, I needed to be grateful that I was lucky enough to have fallen in with two people who were very skilled at killing their food.

I stood up, turned my ass toward the flames, and rubbed the seat of my pants, trying to get the last of the damp patches on my clothes to dry. “Not that I want to be that guy, but how much farther until we reach Riverhold?”

“At the pace we’re moving, I believe we should make it there in about two days,” Jasper answered.

“Assuming we don’t run into trouble along the way,” Nylian warned.

Adeline clapped her hands together and rubbed them. “And I’ll get paid. Easiest money I’ve ever made on a protection detail.”

That had to be true, I thought with a sigh. However, my intention hadn’t been so much that she’d protect us from bandits and predators, but that she and Nylian would fall in love. What a waste of money that turned out to be. I didn’t understand what the elf wanted, but I wasn’t willing to ditch the harem idea yet. He stated he was attracted to men and women. Maybe I needed to broaden my scope. Find more caring, compassionate, authentic people who would help Nylian and not care about his bloodline.

Not that there was anything wrong with Adeline’s approach to life. It was clear that it was her responsibility to look out for herself and her talented younger brother in a cutthroat world. Of course, she was ruthless and mercenary in her dealings with others.

I stepped away from the fire and smirked at Nylian. “Try not to jinx us.”

“Jinx us? Why would I jinx us? It’s not like I’m the one who’s a magnet for trouble.”

“Shh!” I hissed, hurrying over to his side with my hands raised to cover his mouth. “There are probably gods listening to your nonsense and preparing ways to smite us. No more nonsense.”

With a low chuckle, Nylian grabbed my wrist and pulled me onto the log next to him. “The gods have plenty to keep them busy. They don’t need to worry about us.”

“Whatever. You’d be surprised at how the gods can multitask,” I muttered as I twisted my wrist until Nylian released it.

“I’m not so worried about the gods, but the guards at the ferry keeping us out of Ulmenor,” Nylian said.

That really was our next problem—assuming something new didn’t eat us before we reached Riverhold. The elves of Galinaes weren’t the most welcoming sort. They didn’t like humans at all. The elves of Wolfrest were more tolerant of humans, or at the very least, indifferent toward them.

However, the key thing was that Wolfrest maintained a relatively open border, allowing the peoples from the other nations to cross freely for trade. Galinaes was a smaller kingdom and maintained very strict borders. Elves from Wolfrest had less trouble getting into the country, but they still needed at least a token reason.

Humans, on the other hand, needed specific paper work to prove they had a reason to be there, along with a set time frame. If a human dared to overstay their pass, they could expect immediate deportation…or worse, death. Getting caught without paper work or an invitation was an automatic death sentence since you were seen as a spy.

Nylian had a shot at getting in with minimal fuss because he was an elf. The key was that he would need to pass himself off as a Galinaes elf rather than a Wolfrest elf. There was no specific difference between the two. They came from the same lineage but had suffered a split when a war broke out between two sisters thousands of years ago.

No, the key thing was for no one to recognize him as Prince Xeran of the Wolfrest royal family. That would undoubtedly cause problems.

“So, how are you planning to get into Ulmenor?” Jasper asked with more interest than was wise.

Adeline caught that tone, too. “No.”

“What?” The young wizard sat up, his hair flopping in his face as he whipped around to look at her.

“You think that whatever they figure out, we can do, too. No fucking way.”

“Why not? We’d be careful.”

“And if we’re caught, we’re dead.” She pressed a finger to the middle of his forehead and pushed. “Especially you, little wizard. They’d probably think you’re there to steal all their secrets or sabotage them.”

“Yeah, but to spend just five minutes with one of their wizard masters would make it all worthwhile.” Jasper’s dreamy sigh left me shaking my head.

“There are few things in the world worth risking your life for,” I murmured.

“And what would make your list?” Nylian’s question was almost a wicked purr. I glanced over at the man and fought very hard to not roll my eyes at him. I knew what he was doing. He was trying to find a reason to leave me behind. Sneaking into Ulmenor was going to be dangerous for both of us. There was a thin chance Nylian could fast-talk his way out of an execution, but there was no way I’d be as lucky. I was risking my life by accompanying him.

“I’d risk my life for a good, honorable cause that I believed in.”

A slow smile spread across Nylian’s lips and he shifted his gaze to the fire. “That’s acceptable.”

“I’d also do it for a good friend who needed my help.”

That made his grin grow even wider. “You mean your specialized help with distractions?”

“No one does it better, and this seems like a situation where distractions might come in handy.”

“We’ll see. Right now, I’m thinking sneaking might be our best bet.”

“Caravan,” Adeline announced decisively.

My head popped up, and I stared at the woman across the fire as she lounged against a tree, her arms behind her head. “You think?”

“Definitely. Most human caravans from Edros, and even some Wolfrest caravans, when Edros and Wolfrest aren’t fighting, prefer to travel up to Riverhold and cross by ferry if their ultimate destination is Ulmenor.” She sat up and rested her arms on her thighs. “Crossing the border anywhere south of that and traveling north through the country is an enormous hassle. If a royal guard or the local law enforcement spots you, they’ll demand to see your papers. It doesn’t matter if you showed your papers to someone else five seconds earlier. Landing directly in Ulmenor, doing business, and getting the hell out on the next ferry is the best option for a businessman’s sanity. Plus, caravan guards would charge way more if they have to put up with that bullshit constantly.”

Nylian rubbed his chin and lifted a dark-blond brow at Adeline. “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

She shrugged. “I might have bribed and sneaked my way into a few caravans over the years. Plus, caravan guards love to tell stories over a pint of ale. I’ve picked up a few things.”

“By the sound of it, there are going to be a lot of caravans arriving in Riverhold and waiting for the ferry,” I stated. “All we need to do is talk to some caravan drivers, find someone who’s willing to take a bribe to add two names to their manifest.”

“It would be better if they could add four names,” Nylian countered.

My mouth fell open. Was he serious? It wasn’t all that long ago he’d fought me on bringing them along as an escort to Riverhold, and now he wanted to keep Adeline and Jasper with us through Ulmenor. What the fuck was he thinking? Was it possible that his opinion of Adeline was finally changing after our conversation in the stream? I was afraid to hope.

“No!” Adeline shouted.

Jasper jumped to his feet and thrust one fist into the air. “Yes!”

The woman rose as well and grabbed her brother’s arm, pulling it down. “Absolutely not. I don’t want you anywhere near Galinaes. Besides, how the hell are they going to explain your presence? We can at least pass for caravan guards. Even if we change your clothes and hide the grimoire, you don’t look like a guard.”

“We could say he’s an apprentice to one of the guards,” I suggested.

“Who? You?” Adeline cackled, and I groaned at her. Yes, I looked like someone who could wield a sword and kick ass, but that image disintegrated the moment I attempted to do either. People would pity Jasper if he claimed to be my apprentice.

“If we found a caravan from the kingdom of Kodra, he could remain a wizard and pass as one of the guardians,” Nylian chimed in.

Jasper’s head popped up and the young man instantly brightened. “Seriously?”

“The kingdom of Kodra maintains only a small naval force. Most of their trade goes over land.” Nylian stood with the spear he’d made for killing fish and used it to poke at the logs, resettling them before adding another few. “Because of the long distances their traders must travel, they will often hire a wizard to accompany the goods and men to assist in the protection. It’s a much higher expense, but it’s also why you find only the truly high-quality goods, such as gems, crystals, and some of their finer fabrics outside the kingdom.”

“I thought Kodra just traded with Lockeheim to their west,” Adeline interjected.

Nylian grunted as he stuck the point of the spear into the ground and leaned on the stick. “It’s their preference during the summer and early fall months when the pass through the Broken Shards mountains is clear and safe, but for half of the year, the pass is unusable.”

“Well, it sounds like we have a few options,” I said, letting relief leak into my voice. “I would imagine we’ll be in town for a few days. We can stock up on some supplies and poke around the town, searching for the right opportunity that will get us into Ulmenor.”

“We’ll find a nice inn to get rooms in,” Nylian agreed, a half smile teasing up one corner of his mouth.

There was no holding in my happy sigh. Rooms at an inn meant I could get a bath and finally be clean. It meant regular meals. And with the coins in my pouch, I could buy a change of clothes and nice soaps. Yes, this all sounded heavenly.

Just maybe, if I could get away from Nylian for a while, I could find a wizard to look at my coin. Not that I didn’t trust Jasper. He was a good kid, and he seemed far more honest than his sister, but I needed someone with a lot more experience and magical knowledge. Flipping this damn coin had to be more than a one-way trip to this world. I had to find a way home.

“Don’t go rushing off to spend my money!” Adeline shouted. “The moment we step foot in Riverhold, I want to get paid.”

“And exactly how is that going to happen?” Nylian drawled. “We told you we don’t have the money on us. How is that going to magically change the second we enter the town?”

Adeline snarled and drew a knife to point at Nylian. “Don’t think you and this one can sneak away from me.” She moved the blade from Nylian to me to the elf again. “I’m sticking to you two until I get paid. You hear me?”

“Of course. You’re not exactly quiet,” Nylian muttered, and I struggled not to snicker. If I did, I was pretty sure Adeline was going to poke a new hole in me I didn’t need. He pulled the spear from the ground and returned to his spot on the log near me. “Are you dry now? Warm enough?”

“Yep. Clothes are dry, and I’m warm. Nothing to worry about. No illness here. You’re not ditching me yet.”

“I’d at least wait to ditch you in a town. I’m afraid you wouldn’t be able to survive on your own without me to watch over you.”

“And you need me to watch your back in town to keep you from getting killed. Face it, you’re stuck with me.”

A strange expression I couldn’t quite read crossed Nylian’s handsome face, but it was gone too quickly, lost to the shadows cast by the flickering fire. “Get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch tonight.”

“Are you sure?” I’d taken the first watch the past two nights because I struggled so much falling asleep on the hard, cold ground.

“It’s fine. I want to think about the Riverhold plan some more.” He turned his head toward Jasper and Adeline, who were getting their meager pallets ready to sleep. “We’ll start out at first light. The more miles we can cover each day, the faster we can get to Riverhold.”

I lay as close to the fire as I could stand while wrapping my cloak across my torso. With my right arm pillowed under my head, I reached out with my left to catch the edge of Nylian’s cloak before he could take up a guard position away from the fire. The elf stopped and kneeled next to my head.

“Make whatever plans you feel you have to, but they have to include me,” I whispered harshly, hoping the crackle and pop of the fire masked my words for Jasper and Adeline. “You need my help. You’re not going anywhere without me. Even Galinaes.”

Long, slender fingers drifted down and threaded through a stray lock of my hair, pulling it from where it had fallen across my forehead. “I know, Lockhart. I know.”

Nylian straightened and moved away from the light so his eyes could adjust to the darkness of the surrounding forest. I don’t know whether it was the soft ripple and splash of the nearby stream or the unexpected swim we’d taken, but I had little trouble falling asleep that night.

However, those five words followed me into my dreams, leaving my heart aching. There had been something heavy and unsettling in his tone, as if he didn’t find my presence reassuring, but something that made him weary…and maybe even sad.
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Chapter 10

Drunk Me Is an Idiot or Puns Suck


Riverhold was huge.

How had I underestimated the size of this city in my mind?

Most likely because I’d been basing it on my first encounter with Misty Pass, which was a tiny rural town that had sprouted on a minor road between Wolfrest and Edros.

Riverhold, on the other hand, was a major trading port and an important stronghold for the kingdom of Edros.

The sun was getting low in the sky as the towering stone walls of Riverhold came into view, lengthening the shadows and making the city appear even more impressive. Flags of gold and black fluttered and flapped from where they hung on the walls and at the top of towers. Guards walked the walls at regular intervals, watching the nearby forest while the guards on the ground eyeballed everyone who entered the main gate.

I tried to ignore the feeling that we received extra scrutiny when we approached, but no one stopped our progress or said a word.

The city inside the walls was even more overwhelming as the buildings of stone and wood towered three and four stories above the narrow streets. There were a few main roads wide enough to allow three carts to pass abreast of each other, but most were slender, winding affairs.

A variety of interesting smells filled the air—cooked meat, rare spices, human sweat, animal dung, and occasionally something soft and floral that I couldn’t place.

And then there were the people!

People once again surrounded me. I never in all my life thought I’d be happy to see so many people in one location. It was an interesting mix of humans, elves, half elves, and even a few towering orcs. They were all dressed in a mix of colors and fabrics, rich and poor. Weapons were everywhere.

More than once, Nylian had to grab my arm and physically move me, so I didn’t walk straight into a person or a cart because I wasn’t paying attention to what was directly in front of me.

“I’m beginning to think you’ve never been in a city this size,” Nylian murmured.

A sheepish smile spread across my lips, and I shrugged, pushing aside a repeat of my excuse of a faulty memory. He’d heard it all before, so there really was no point to it.

Maybe I had created all of this in my mind, but it was different to walk through it, smell it, touch it. This city was bigger and more complicated than my imagination could have managed, and now it was a living, breathing place. How could I not feel a sense of awe?

“Is this your first visit to Riverhold? Do you know where we should look for an inn?” I asked. Like any town this size, there were a variety of districts. I wasn’t sure if Nylian had something shadier in mind or if he was expecting to stay at an inn with more class and polish. Considering he was a member of the Wolfrest royal family, I was expecting him to choose the latter.

“I’ve visited here once, but it’s been a few years. I thought we could find an inn close to where we would encounter the caravans, but not necessarily with them, in case we need to leave quickly,” he replied, his eyes never stopping in their perusal of our surroundings.

“Then your best bet is going to be along Beaufield Lane or Langdon Walk,” Adeline interjected. She thrust her hand between us, pointing to the right. “Penbrook Port is to the west, which is where all the storage warehouses and the housing for the City Watch are located. There are plenty of inns not far from the warehouses that are cheap because they cater to the caravan drivers and the guards. If you want to be close but not too close, Beaufield and Langdon are respectable without being too pricy. The farther south you go in the city, the ritzier the buildings and shops. The pickpockets and the grifters stick to the northeast side of town, away from the wharves and close to the main entrance to the city.”

I twisted so I could glance over my shoulder at Adeline. “Really? I thought the criminal element of the city would keep a close watch on all the merchandise moving in and out of the town.”

“Most towns, yes, but not in Riverhold. The governor of Riverhold is a former general for King Gerald Montcroix. He runs the City Watch like a military regiment. With the port being a major source of income for Edros, he is protective of it, making sure the criminal element stays out.” Adeline skipped up and tossed one arm across my shoulders. Nylian gave her a warning look, as though he expected the woman to slip a knife between my ribs with the other hand. I ignored him as she continued. “But Governor Brimsey is a smart man. He knows if he tries to run all the criminals out of town, he’ll have chaos on his hands, so the watch is a little slack on the east side.”

“Which keeps the darker elements of the city happy,” I finished for her.

“Exactly.”

“We should search for a place to stay along Beaufield Lane,” Nylian announced before heading in the direction Adeline had indicated. The thief released me, and Nylian seemed to relax as we continued on. I tried to keep my attention on the street in front of me so the elf didn’t have to worry so much about me walking into something or stirring up trouble.

After three tries and no vacancies, we located a quaint and cozy hotel called Thistle Dew Nicely Inn. I stared at the sign featuring a mouse curled up on the head of a thistle with a tiny blanket drawn over it and cringed. This was not my fault. There was no way I’d done this. I couldn’t have. No, I refused to accept responsibility for such a pun. This book had run amuck with itself. Prior to falling off that bridge, I had been writing a serious adventure book of political intrigue and redemption.

Okay, so maybe I’d also planned a lot of gratuitous sex, but readers loved sex scenes.

I did not write puns. Especially bad ones like that.

This was not my fault.

“Lockhart?”

My gaze jerked over to where Nylian was standing in the doorway, holding the door open for me, his eyebrows lifted in question.

“Yeah, sorry. Coming,” I mumbled.

The inn was lovely and clean, so long as you could overlook the explosion of white doilies that covered every surface and the delicate teacups everywhere, waiting for a careless bump to send them crashing to the floor. I grabbed the edges of my cloak and pulled it close to my body while keeping my other hand on my sword, trying to make myself as small as possible so I wouldn’t knock anything over.

As I was adjusting to my surroundings, I turned toward the check-in counter to find it “manned” by a goblin. My mouth fell open as I watched it hop up onto a stool and flip open a thick registry book with long, bony fingers and curled black nails. The creature had enormous pointed ears sticking out from either side of its melon head, with a pair of dangly metal earrings hanging from each. Perched on its long hooked nose were a pair of slender glasses, while a pearl-and-beaded chain ran from the glasses to loop around the goblin’s neck. But the most confounding thing was the goblin’s hair.

In all the pictures I’d ever seen drawn of goblins, the monsters were hairless. Yet this one had a curly white beehive rising from the top of its skull. Was it…was it wearing a wig? It was as if someone had turned their gray-haired granny into a goblin.

“How many rooms will you be needing?” the goblin inquired, its mouth spreading into a wide grin full of crooked yellow teeth.

“Two?” Nylian turned and cocked his head at me. “Two rooms? Or shall we share⁠—”

“Two rooms would be perfect,” I cut him off, forcing a stiff smile. In Misty Pass I’d been terrified of the elf leaving me behind. After all the miles we traveled and conversations we’d shared, as well as that strange encounter in the stream, I was less concerned with him abandoning me. Right now, what I needed most was a bath and some privacy to think.

We both signed the register, and the goblin snagged a couple of keys. The iron one she handed to me, while Nylian received a key that looked to be made of bronze. This time, I was the one who placed the money on the counter while smirking at the elf.

“I believe this makes us even,” I taunted.

Nylian grunted, grinning back at me. “It’s a good start.”

A loud and obnoxious clearing of someone’s throat shattered our moment. Adeline’s throat, specifically.

We turned as one to find the diminutive thief glaring at us with her hands on her hips. Jasper hovered a few feet away, clutching his grimoire, his face red and directed toward the ground. Not that he had anything to be embarrassed about. We were the ones trying to run out on our debt. She was the good businessperson hunting down cheap-ass customers.

“We told you we don’t have that kind of money on us,” Nylian repeated. “It will take some time to get it. For now, you know where to find us if you and your brother wish to take accommodations somewhere else in the city.”

“Oh, hell no!” She marched up to the counter, elbowed me out of the way, and slapped a two coins on the shining wood. “One room, please.” She scowled at Nylian and me. “If you think for a second I’m letting you two out of my sight, you’re out of your minds. You’re not leaving Riverhold until I get paid.”

“Yes, yes. You’ll get paid,” Nylian muttered. He grabbed my elbow and pulled me to the stairs so we could find our rooms. Not surprisingly, we were right across from each other on the third floor.

After unlocking my door, I didn’t get more than a peek inside before Nylian called for me.

“Lockhart? Are you staying in this evening?”

I blinked at him for a moment, not expecting him to ask about my plans. “I thought I would do some shopping. There are some things I was hoping to pick up.”

He nodded once. “Allow me to wash off, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

Wincing, I fought the urge to backpedal. After clinging to him so tightly, I felt bad attempting to get rid of him now. “Actually, I was hoping to do some exploring on my own while there’s still sunlight. You’ve got to be tired of me stepping on your heels, anyway.”

Nylian’s expression closed off, making him impossible to read, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was disappointed.

“But we could find a proper restaurant to eat in this evening. A place with carefully cooked food and greens. My treat!”

The elf hesitated, his gaze softening as he rubbed one finger along his jaw. “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own?”

“Positive. I think I can manage a couple of hours alone without getting killed.”

“Okay. We’ll meet in front of the inn two hours from now so you can treat me to a meal.”

“Excellent!” I darted into my room and closed the door, willing my heart to slow down to a normal pace. This wasn’t lying to Nylian. Well, not more than I’d done already. I needed to run some errands and find someone to look at this damn coin.

What was I supposed to do? Tell him I wasn’t from this world? Yeah, that would go over so well. He’d kill me on the spot for being insane.

No.

No, he wouldn’t.

But he wouldn’t believe me, and I was sure that would hurt him. There was nothing that could make me hurt him. The guy was going through enough bullshit with people plotting against him. He didn’t need my brand of nonsense fucking up his life.

This was one secret he didn’t need to know about. I could keep this one thing from him and still help him get to the truth.

With that reassurance that I could get it all done and not destroy Nylian’s world, I tossed my cloak and sword onto the bed with the rather nice quilt, and walked over to the washbasin, where I splashed some water onto my face. My wavy reflection in the mirror showed a bedraggled man who’d spent too many days on the road. I cleaned up as best I could before jetting out the door again, though I might have peeked into the hallway first to make sure I wasn’t about to run into Nylian. I didn’t trust him to not trail after me if he spotted me.

The hallway was empty, just like the lobby. Nylian was nowhere in sight. Adeline and Jasper were also missing. Probably in their room, getting cleaned up and talking about their next steps. I wouldn’t put it past Jasper to convince his sister to let him sneak into Ulmenor.

As I stepped onto the cobblestone sidewalk, I sent up a silent prayer for Adeline to be able to rein in her brother. Ulmenor might be a great opportunity for him, but it was too dangerous.

That thought evaporated from my poor brain as I fell into the flow of people rushing to get the last of their day’s errands done. Some were carrying sacks of goods while others had servants following them, their arms loaded with items. Children were running about, shouting, laughing, and weaving between the citizens.

As my nerves were about to run away with me, I clamped down on my rampaging fears and picked a direction at random. This didn’t differ from shopping in my world. I kept one hand on my pouch to discourage pickpockets and kept my head constantly moving, remaining aware of my surroundings.

For this trip, I would venture along a block, go over one, and then head back so there was no danger of me getting lost within the city. It was as I told Adeline; we would be here for a few days. If I didn’t find what I was searching for on this trip, I would keep trying until I succeeded.

After that first block, the tension tightening every muscle in my shoulders eased, and I drew my first deep breath. Scents of delicious food wafted past my nose, causing my stomach to growl, but I kept moving. I wanted my first good meal to be with Nylian.

On the second block, my feet stopped as I took in the names of the shops, taverns, and inns.

I must have been fucking drunk one night. That was the only answer I could come up with.

There was a cobbler’s shop called Sole Mate. Two clothing makers named Clothes Minded and Fit Sew Good. And squeezed between them was a vibrant inn with a big wooden sign out front with several heads of lettuce on it. The name…Lettuce Inn.

Who did this?

Who in their right mind did this shit to their book?

I was trying to write something serious, goddammit!

Puns had their place, but not in my books.

Unless I was bored, desperate, drunk, or all three. In my case, it was probably all the above. I had no one to blame but myself.

Despite their pun-tastic names, the businesses appeared very popular with the people of Riverhold. At least their names weren’t holding them back.

My first stop was at a stationery shop called The Griffon’s Quill. There I met an older gentleman with thick glasses and ink stains on his hands who was thrilled to set me up with a stack of blank pages, two fine quills from a hawk, and a small inkwell. As crazy as I might have sounded, I needed to write down what I could remember of the book before it evaporated from my head.

I returned to the street with my goods secured in a tidy bundle and was continuing along the way I’d been traveling when a sharp, sudden movement caught my eye. I whipped around, searching the area for the shadowy figure, but the person was long gone.

Prior to darting into The Griffon’s Quill, I’d gotten the creeping feeling that I was being followed. I’d assumed that I hadn’t avoided Nylian, and it was the elf who was trailing me, but the glimpse I’d caught hadn’t been of Nylian. This person was shorter than me and I thought I’d seen short, gray hair.

Maybe I was being paranoid. Who would follow me? I was no one.

With a sigh, I walked past a few more buildings until I reached the Emerald Petal Soaps and Perfumes shop. Yes, it was a store that catered to women, which would explain why I was the only man in the building. The second I stepped inside, all talking stopped so that it was now suffocatingly silent.

But I did not care. I was at the very end of my patience with my current state of being.

A young woman in a simple dress with a white apron tied about her waist edged up to me. Her round face was frightfully pale, and she struggled to meet my gaze as she inquired, “Uh…milord…can I…help you?”

“I hope you can. I’ve been on the road for many days. Do you have soaps to make me stop smelling like a week-dead ogre? Also, it would be great if you have a lotion to treat my dry skin and something for my hair. It’s been so frizzy lately.”

That right there shattered the ice that had frozen the room.

The shop worker smiled brightly at me as she led me over to a shelf with different soaps and pretty glass jars of other substances. Within a few minutes, the other customers were surrounding me, offering suggestions while complaining that the men in their lives didn’t take nearly good enough care of their hair.

Look, I wasn’t one of those guys who needed fifty products just to care for my skin, but I also was not one of those assholes who thinks those all-in-one bottles of cleaner is going to cover it. I enjoyed having soft, unblemished skin. I’d been lucky enough to be zapped into a body with great fucking hair, and I wanted to keep it that way. And yeah, maybe I didn’t want to spend my days smelling like a rotting carcass.

Unfortunately, it took almost an hour to escape that shop with my brand-new heavy bundle of products that I hoped would survive the trip into Ulmenor, because I’d dropped far more coins in that shop than I should have.

Yet again, I saw the shadowy blur as soon as I stepped out onto the street. This time I tried to follow it, but this person was too fast for me and I was unwilling to dart down the narrow, dark alley without someone to watch my back.

Telling myself that it was a pickpocket, I returned to my previous course and hit my last stop, The Celestial Spell.

No, I refused to stop in the wizard shop called Dispel and That Spell.

I entered the dimly lit building, and the thick scent of old incense assaulted my nose. A soft twinkling chime echoed through the room, winding between the tall, overflowing bookshelves and the various herbs hanging from the ceilings. There were all kinds of raw crystals and minerals on low tables, reflecting the dancing candlelight. In a lot of ways, the store reminded me of Mother Thistle’s rickety house in Misty Pass, with its general sense of chaos.

“Halloooo!” a man from the rear of the room called out. “Welcome to The Celestial Spell.”

Weaving between the tables and shelves, I followed the voice to a man in robes that reminded me of Jasper’s, except they were newer and covered in stars and crescent moons. He had the prerequisite long white beard, bushy eyebrows, and wrinkled face behind tiny wire-rimmed spectacles. He looked the part of a wizard.

The wizard put his hand on his forehead and closed his eyes. “Let me see…you’re here for a love spell.”

“No, I⁠—”

The man’s brow scrunched up farther and beads of sweat popped out to sparkle in the low light. “A curse. Someone in your family is trying to steal your inheritance, and you need a curse to stop them.”

“No. What I need⁠—”

“You need me to gaze into your future, and tell you what dangers lie in your path.”

I sighed. “No.”

The man dropped his hand and huffed, glaring at me through his glasses. “Really, boy. I’m getting nothing from you. You’re going to need to help me out here.”

I placed all of my packages on the cluttered counter that separated us and dug into my coin pouch for the infamous coin. “This. I need you to look at this coin and tell me about it. I found it over a week ago, and…well…” I hesitated, the words dying on my tongue. Did I need to tell him I was from another world? “Can you just look at it?”

The coin resting in the center of my palm, I held it out to the man, the candlelight sliding over the shiny gold to illuminate the raven with its wings spread wide. It appeared exactly the same as the day I’d found it.

The wizard stared at it for a second and extended one hand to pick it up, but his withered fingers never even scraped the surface. He jerked his hand away on a noisy gasp and jumped from me. The man was practically climbing the giant shelf behind him to get away from me. Or rather, he was trying to escape the coin.

“Out! Out of here right now!” the wizard screeched, pointing a trembling finger at the door.

His terror ripped the air from my lungs. His already pale face had taken on a waxy texture and was now covered in sweat. I didn’t want to give the man a heart attack, but he knew something. “But do you know what this is? Where it came from?”

“No! And I don’t want to know! You-you-you get that thing out of here and never come back!”

“But—”

“It’s evil. It was made from evil. Get rid of it. But get out of here first!”

“This thing stole me from my home and brought me here. How do I get home?” I demanded, as I slipped the coin into my pouch.

Only when it was out of sight did the wizard move away from the shelves. He rushed to the counter and shoved all of my packages into my arms. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. Never return here. You and that coin are bad luck.”

I opened my mouth to argue with him, but I didn’t get the chance. A large puff of bright-purple smoke covered him. As soon as the smoke cleared and I stopped choking, the wizard was gone.

Fuck.

That had not progressed how I’d expected at all.

Frustrated as hell, I stomped out of the shop and stopped as a blur caught my attention. I ran after it, but the person disappeared down another alley before I could get a good look at them. Tightening my fingers on my bundles, I peered into the darkness, trying to decide whether I was pissed enough to try it.

“Searching for someone?”

I yelped. It wasn’t a manly sound, but there was no stopping it. Nylian had whispered the question right in my ear, and I hadn’t even heard him approach over the pounding of my heart.

“Asshole!” I shouted in his face, which made him smile even wider at me. I paused, glaring at the alley and then at him. “Have…have you been following me?”

“I have,” Nylian admitted without an ounce of remorse.

“But…” My words drifted off. That feeling of being watched had been true, but I had been sure the shadow I saw was too small for Nylian.

“But I’m not the only one following you,” Nylian admitted. He plucked the largest package out of my arms and lifted it to his nose, giving it a sniff. “That’s nice. Not too overwhelming. Soothing.”

For a second, I almost offered to share my soaps with him. Thankfully, I came to my senses and ripped us back to the topic at hand. “Did you see who is following me?”

Nylian lowered the hand holding the package, seeming content to carry it for me. “I glimpsed the person when you were in the soap shop.” The elf frowned at me. “You took a long time in there, and I got bored. Did you need to have so many women fawning over you?”

“That wasn’t my goal,” I huffed.

“But I saw the person while you were in the wizard’s shop. Shall we catch this person?”

“Yes,” I hissed through clenched teeth. After the failure with the wizard, I wanted to get at least one useful answer today. It made little sense for anyone to follow me, so I could only guess that this person was trailing me, hoping to get at Nylian. That was not a good idea.

“All right. You head down that alley and stand in the center. I’ll chase him toward you.”

Before I could argue with him, Nylian had zipped away, nearly disappearing into the crowd in the blink of an eye. There was nothing I could do but follow his instructions. At least the load in my arms was lighter, and I’d be able to draw one of my daggers.

The stench of the alley threatened to make the meager contents of my stomach escape my body. There was a squish under my boots as I walked. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I was careful to keep my gaze up. When this was over, I was going to take the world’s longest bath. Nylian would have to wait for our dinner.

Thankfully, after less than a minute pounding footsteps echoed off the buildings, drawing closer to me. A couple of seconds later, a short older man with sweat glistening on his face and eyes wide with panic rushed at me. The moment his eyes caught my face, he put on the brakes, panting fiercely.

Nylian joined us a second later, seeming as if he were barely jogging to keep up with the man. The playful expression on his sharp features was gone, and he looked decidedly fierce. Did he recognize this stranger?

“Here’s your stalker,” Nylian murmured.

“Please, Your Highness! You must forgive me! When we lost you, I became so worried,” the stranger blurted out, his eyes darting from me to Nylian and back again.

I looked at Nylian, half expecting him to be amused, but his earlier coldness was now directed at me.

“He’s talking to you, not me…Your Highness,” Nylian stated, twisting those final two words into an awful sneer.

“What?” That single question left me in a breathless gasp as I stumbled until I hit the building behind me. My legs were threatening to give out as my brain raced to comprehend what was happening. I hadn’t been zapped to this world and placed in a random new body? I had been reborn as someone in particular? Someone from a royal family?

But how?

Who?

“Watch your tongue, you vile elf!” the old man snapped. “He is Prince Victor Montcroix, and these are his lands. You will show him respect!”

Oh, fuck no!

No. No. No. No.

This was a disaster.

I couldn’t be him. Victor Montcroix was a self-centered, power-hungry monster. And someone who’d made the very top of the short list of people who could have been Prince Orian’s killer.

Oh, fuck me.
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Chapter 11

Prince of Lies


I was going to die in this disgusting, stench-filled alley.

My heart raced and my stomach churned, but it wasn’t just from a feeling of panic. A sense of betrayal was creeping in to rip my heart to shreds.

Had Nylian known this entire time that this was the body of Victor Montcroix?

The second son of the King of Edros was a brutal and vicious man who’d made no attempts to hide that he wanted to conquer all of Wolfrest and destroy that kingdom’s royal family. Thankfully, Victor’s older brother, Rufus, was next in line for the throne, and he was far more sensible than his younger brother.

But that didn’t mean Victor couldn’t have had a hand in Orian’s murder.

The problem was that I had no idea if Victor had done it or not.

In fact, there was a chance Nylian might have more information about that than I did.

Yet, that moment in the stream.

And rescuing him from the tavern brawl.

And all the fucking conversations we’d had while on the road.

The laughs we’d shared.

Had it all been fake? Had Nylian been lying to my face just to get the truth out of me?

Gritting my teeth, I gave myself a hard mental slap. I needed to pull my shit together and get a handle on this situation. The first problem was the man who’d been following me. I had to get rid of him, while also sneaking a little information out of him, preferably without him realizing that I wasn’t the real Prince Victor.

Only after this man was gone could I try to do some damage control with Nylian, not that I could even guess at what I would say to him.

I shoved away from the wall, marched toward the cowering man, grabbed a fistful of his shirt, and forced him to backpedal a few steps to put some distance between him and Nylian. “What the hell are you doing, following me?” I snarled, trying to summon up my deepest, most frightening voice when I was also quaking in fear.

“I-I-I was afraid for your life, Your Highness. After the ogres separated us, your personal guards and I have been searching everywhere for you.”

Could the same ogres who’d attacked Nylian and me have also attacked Victor? Had the prince died in the attack, allowing for my soul to get sucked into his body?

Later. Those were questions for later.

“Call off the search. You’ve found me. My new friend gave me a hand, and now I’m returning the favor by running a small errand with him,” I ordered, grinding the words between my teeth.

The man’s face twisted up, and it looked as if his pale-brown eyes were going to bulge right out of their sockets. “But…but…but…”

“Call it off!” I tossed him into the opposite wall, slamming his head and shoulders into the unforgiving bricks. “I have business to attend to alone. Come find me in two days to give me an update on what’s happening in Gushan. Afterward, I’ll be leaving Riverhold.”

His thin-lipped mouth opened for a heartbeat as if he were planning to argue, but he shut it and bowed. “Yes, Your Highness. Forgive me for disturbing you.” He took a few stumbling steps, scraping against the wall as he moved away.

Just as he was about to disappear into the deeper shadows, a new thought occurred to me that would solve a different problem that still plagued us. “Wait! I’m low on funds. The journey here required that I hire mercenaries for an escort and they need to be paid. I don’t have enough funds.”

The man who was likely a servant or even my personal assistant edged closer. For a heartbeat, he stared at me as if I’d lost my mind, but he schooled his features quickly. “Your Highness could go to any bank in Edros, show his signet ring, and take out a draft from the royal coffers. Or if you wish me to⁠—”

“No,” I snapped, cutting him off. “I’ll handle it. You may go now.”

With one last bow, the man scurried down the alley as if he were in danger of being struck by lightning if he tarried a moment longer.

As soon as he was gone, I exhaled heavily and leaned on the building, my knees almost giving out on me. What the ever-living fuck? Prince Victor Montcroix? Was I really Prince Victor Montcroix? This had to be the sickest joke I’d ever heard.

But it would explain why the guards had seemed to eyeball us extremely hard when we’d entered the city. I had thought it was that they recognized Nylian. It was more likely they’d recognized my face. And I’d been utterly oblivious. Fuck my luck.

“Your Highness,” Nylian drawled in my ear, sending a shiver along my spine.

Fixed one problem, at least temporarily, and a much bigger one was waiting in the shadows for me. This one I wasn’t sure I could fix. There was no way he was going to believe me, but I had to try. Whether Nylian wanted to admit it or not, he needed my help. And now that I knew I was supposed to be the second prince of Edros, I could be of even more assistance to him. Maybe.

“We need to talk,” I said with a heavy sigh.

“So I would gather.” His tone differed from what I’d heard from him since we’d first met. Yes, he could be stiff and haughty, but usually he was teasing with a touch of annoyed. But this was frosty to the point of him exhaling icicles.

With a grunt, I headed the way I’d come down the alley. If we were going to talk, it wouldn’t be in this smelly alley full of excrement and rotting whatever. My room at the inn was our best shot at some privacy. Especially since I wasn’t convinced my stalker had bought my performance as Prince Victor Montcroix.

As I reached the sidewalk, I hesitated, gazing left and right. After everything that had happened, I couldn’t remember the way to the inn. Had I mentioned that I had no sense of direction? Just none. It was embarrassing.

“Which way?” I grumbled, knowing Nylian was a step behind me.

The elf moved to stand beside me, his head tilted as he regarded me with narrowed eyes, as if he were still trying to decide whether I was being earnest with him or it was all an act. “To the left,” he answered slowly, his expression unchanging.

I tore my gaze away from him and turned to the left. At the next corner, I recognized where I was and could navigate the last couple of blocks on my own to the inn. Nylian walked beside me the entire way, neither of us speaking. I glimpsed my brown paper package dangling from his fingers by the twine, though. He was still carrying my purchase. The elf could have chucked it away, but he was holding on to it for me. It wasn’t like he didn’t know it was just soaps. He’d watched me shopping the past few hours. But he was still carrying it.

My confused and wounded heart clung to that stupid little thing as a tiny sign that Nylian might listen to what I had to say. I wasn’t dumb enough to let my hopes rise any higher than that. During our walk, I wracked my brain for what to say to him and was still coming up with nothing that would make sense. Was I left with nothing but the truth?

No one would believe the truth. I didn’t even believe the truth, and I was living it.

We tromped up the stairs after greeting the wigged goblin in the lobby, and I unlocked the door to my room. I placed my package on the table, hoping the stopper hadn’t come loose from the inkwell. Nylian slammed the door behind him and tossed my other package onto the bed. As he dropped into the one chair in the room, he pulled out a dagger and let the pristine silver blade catch the last tendrils of daylight coming through my window.

“Start talking,” he bit out.

“I will.” I snatched up the box of wooden matches and lit the lantern after three tries and two broken matches, thanks to my shaking hands. Once it was burning, I used it to light two more candles, chasing away as many of the shadows as possible, but it did nothing to thaw Nylian’s stony expression.

“I-I’m not sure what to say. Or even how to begin,” I stalled. This was all such a mess and so impossible. I paced the small space available between the bed and the window while trying to keep as much distance from Nylian.

“How about the truth?”

“I want to tell you the truth!” The words burst out of me in a shout. I turned away from him, shoving one hand through my hair. Was I scared of him killing me? Maybe. But really, I was more afraid of him not believing me. After everything we’d been through, all we’d shared while on the road, I couldn’t take the idea of him not believing me.

“But…” he prodded when I fell silent.

“You won’t believe me.” I sighed.

“Try me. If you tell me the truth, I promise I won’t kill you, no matter how bad it is.” Nylian held up the blade, letting the lamplight glance off the razor-sharp edge. “Lie to me, and you won’t leave this room alive.”

My hands balled into trembling fists at my side. “Fine! I’m not Victor Montcroix. I’m from another world and somehow, I got zapped into his body. My real name is Adam Lockhart, and I’m a writer. I fell off a bridge after finding this stupid coin. When I woke up, I was here, and you were standing over me. And since we’re being super honest now, I know that your real name isn’t Nylian.” I marched over to him and leaned down so that our noses almost touched, ignoring the fact that his dagger was pointed straight at my heart. “You’re Prince Xeran Elrich, twin brother of Prince Orian Elrich. The first sons of King Dorwynn of Wolfrest. You’ve been exiled and you’re searching for your brother’s actual killer. Someone is framing you, because you would never hurt Orian. You loved your brother. The problem is, you don’t know if you’ve been betrayed by someone in the court, your own family, or if one of the enemies of Wolfrest arranged it.”

I whirled around, stomping away from Nylian to pull at my hair in frustration. Now that the words were pouring out, I couldn’t stop them, no matter how ridiculous they sounded. A harsh laugh broke from my throat and I threw my hands up in the air. “I don’t even know if Victor Montcroix had a hand in it.” I spun to face him and hit myself in the chest with both hands. “But I didn’t do it. You were already exiled from Wolfrest when I came to this world. I…I…” There was nothing left. I’d run out of steam, and I was sure he didn’t believe a single word of it. Why would he?

The idea of showing him the coin crossed my mind, but I shoved it aside almost as quickly as it formed. Nylian had enough trouble as it was. While the wizard had been of little help, he’d confirmed one thing for me—that coin was fucking dangerous. There was no way in hell I was making Nylian’s life worse with that coin.

“I know you’re not Victor Montcroix.”

Nylian’s quiet statement almost knocked my legs out from under me. I wobbled and barely made it over to the bed to sit before I tumbled straight to the floor. “What?” I croaked, confident my tortured brain had made it all up.

“You’re not Victor Montcroix,” he repeated, except this time there was the tiniest hint of a smile on his lips as he placed his dagger into its sheath.

“You knew?” I exhaled. The room was spinning. The absolute relief was making me light-headed. My heart was doing a weird dance in my chest. Was I dying? Having a heart attack? Hallucinating? Probably all the above. “Wait! You recognized this body as Victor Montcroix, but you knew I wasn’t him?” I demanded, still trying to wrap my brain around his words.

“Yes, to both.”

“You fucking asshole!” I roared. With a jump to my feet, I snatched up the pillow on the bed and pummeled the exiled prince of Wolfrest with it while using every curse word I could think of. By the time I was winded and swaying, I was pretty sure what was coming out of my mouth was pure gibberish, but I didn’t care.

“All right, I think you’ve gotten that out of your system,” Nylian declared after blocking every one of my frantic strikes. He plucked the pillow from my fingers and spun us so he could deposit me in his chair. “You need to sit before you pass out.”

“But I don’t understand. How?” My fingers curled, and I shook my hands out in front of me.

Nylian tossed my pillow to the bed and leaned his shoulder against the wall closest to me, his left ankle crossed over his right. “Because I’ve met Prince Victor Montcroix. It was the celebration of my father’s fiftieth year as monarch two years ago, and the various kingdoms sent representatives to take part. Edros sent Prince Victor and several other nobles. We spoke very little, but I watched him from afar. Prince Victor’s personality couldn’t be more different from yours. When I spotted you in Trengrave Woods, I was planning to kill you, but then you opened your mouth…” He left the rest of the sentence hanging, finishing with a small shrug of one shoulder.

“I opened my mouth and what?” I cried.

“It was obvious something was wrong. You didn’t talk like Victor, or act like him. The more time I spent with you, the clearer it was. At first, I thought it was simple amnesia, but there were random things you knew, yet shouldn’t. Besides, I couldn’t believe that amnesia would cause a complete change in personality. You crack jokes all the time. Horrible ones. However, I’m certain Victor Montcroix has never told a joke in his life.”

With a groan, I dropped my face into my hands. How close had I come to dying that first day? It was better if I didn’t know. “Why…why did you keep me with you?” I made another disgruntled noise and glared at Nylian. “Let me guess, even if I wasn’t Victor Montcroix, I was walking around in his body. Everyone would think that I was the prince, which you could use later to get information out of Edros.”

“Precisely.” The elf smirked at me, and my heart twisted.

It was never about friendship. At no point had I won him over with my sparkling personality and my loyalty. He’d kept me close because he thought he might have a use for me.

“Fine. Thanks for not killing me,” I muttered. Exhaustion poured over my entire body. All I wanted to do was kick off these disgusting boots and curl up in my bed.

“Lockhart…”

I winced. It hurt to hear him say my name now. I couldn’t explain why, but it was like shards of glass in my ears.

“You know, I’m not feeling so hungry after all of today’s excitement. I think I’ll go to bed early. Catch up on some sleep. Let’s meet up tomorrow morning. We can search for a caravan to join. I can also take care of what we owe Adeline and Jasper.”

The silence stretched between us before Nylian released a slow, soft breath.

“Going with me isn’t your only option,” he stated.

I lifted my head to look at him, to find that the smirk was long gone from his lips.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m not sure I believe that you’re from another world, but everyone in this one believes you’re Prince Victor Montcroix. It’s not a long trek to Gushan from here. You can go there and live a very comfortable life as a prince. At least, until you find a way to your home.”

There was nothing in my brain for several seconds. Just static. Discovering that I was Victor Montcroix had created chaos and complications, but I was through all of that now. I had never considered that there was a bright side to this. I could go live a comfortable life in a palace. There was even an older brother to inherit the throne, so I wouldn’t have to worry about making important decisions. It was possible to walk away from all the danger and insanity right now.

My stomach soured, and my heart skipped a beat at the idea of leaving Nylian to his own devices. Alone in the world.

“No.”

“What?”

“I said no.” I shoved out of the chair and Nylian straightened from his lean on the wall as I took a step toward him. “When we first met, I wasn’t sure whether you killed Orian, but after spending the past several days with you, I can’t believe it. So, you’re stuck with me. There’s no way in hell I’m letting you wade through all these evil, scheming people alone. You need help, and I’m going to help you. Remember, I’m the king of distractions. And now I’m a prince of Edros. I can be of use.”

As I spoke, Nylian’s smile returned, growing wider with each sentence. His eyes brightened and twinkled again, lifting a heavy weight from my chest. Maybe he thought I was crazy. I didn’t care.

“Okay,” Nylian breathed.

“Good!” I marched a couple of steps away from him, only to realize I didn’t know where I was going or what I was doing. My brain and heart were relieved that he didn’t think I was an evil prince out to kill him or his brother. “Then…I guess…tomorrow…”

“Sure.” I glanced over my shoulder to see the elf stroll to my door. He placed his hand on the knob, but paused, staring at it as if he couldn’t remember how it worked. “Are you sure you’re not hungry? I did spot this restaurant while I was following you that looked promising. Smelled like it baked up some delicious bread and some tasty sweets.”

As if on cue, my stomach let out a vicious growl that filled the silent room. Fuck it.

“You know,” I began as I swung around to face him, “that sounds like a good idea.”

I wasn’t sure how Nylian viewed me any longer. Maybe not as a friend, but I didn’t think he saw me as his enemy, either. At least I didn’t need to hide the truth from him any longer.

Okay, so I hadn’t come right out and said that he was a character in a book that I’d sort of written. And I definitely wasn’t telling him about the harem. He was the one fucking that bit up. Not me.

But it was crystal clear that he needed help on this journey, and I had more ways to help him than I’d previously believed. Yep, I was more than a distraction now.
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Chapter 12

Fake It Till You Make It


A belly full of food, a long soak in a hot bath, and a comfortable bed with soft blankets meant I slept like the dead at long last. For the first time since ending up in this world, I caught up on sleep. Worries about someone trying to kill me or how I was going to get home slipped away.

When I awoke in the morning to someone pounding on my door, it took my brain an extra second to figure out where I was. As I groused to myself about unnecessary wake-up calls, I pulled on my pants and stumbled over to the door.

I opened it a crack and peered out to find a man in City Watch livery standing on the other side. My heart jolted into my throat and I was more awake than if I’d just inhaled three shots of espresso.

“Forgive the intrusion, Your Highness,” the guard begged, bowing before I could even stammer out that he had the wrong guy. Clearly, he didn’t. Well, not technically.

“What is it?” I grumbled. Thankfully, I didn’t have to fake my early-morning grumpiness. There was nothing more terrifying than finding the cops on your doorstep first thing in the morning.

“Governor Brimsey has invited you to break your fast with him this morning. He has sent his personal carriage to fetch you. It is waiting in front of the inn,” the guard stated, loud enough for all the occupants of the third floor to hear. Lovely. That helped my efforts to keep a low profile so much.

“Fine. Fine,” I muttered, holding on to my spoiled and annoyed royal persona while I freaked the fuck out on the inside. “Go away while I get dressed. I’ll be along shortly.”

The guard gave an additional bow and retreated along the hall and disappearing down the stairs. The second he was out of sight, Nylian’s door whipped open, and he hurried across to my room, still pulling on his shirt while his hair was a messy gold curtain behind him.

“What the hell are we supposed to do?” I demanded in a harsh whisper as I closed the door behind him.

“We need to get out of here. Best to sneak out the back and try to lie low on the east side of town until I can find us a caravan to join,” Nylian stated.

This all made sense. If I went out trying to pretend to be the real Prince Victor Montcroix, I was going to be caught. But was running the best option? Or were we missing out on a great opportunity to dig up some valuable information for Nylian? It was risky, but it could prove worth it.

“Pack your things and get ready to go. I’ll⁠—”

“What if I go to breakfast with the governor?” I asked.

Nylian had paced over to the window and peered out through a slit in the curtains, probably checking to see how many guards were surrounding the inn. He twisted around, his eyes wide. “What? Have you lost your mind?”

“Would it be that hard to impersonate him? It’s not like their first thought is going to be that Prince Victor’s body is now inhabited by a man from another world.” I walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Plus, you need information on what the Edros royal family is scheming. The king and Prince Rufus have a relatively good relationship with Wolfrest, but we all know Prince Victor is the loose cannon everyone has to worry about. Maybe this Governor Brimsey is in cahoots with him, and I can get the dirt on what Victor was planning.”

Nylian pulled away from my grip with a scowl. “You’re insane.”

Except he hadn’t said it with the force I would have expected. It was soft and thoughtful.

“You know I’m right. The entire purpose of going to Galinaes is to find out if the royals are plotting against your family. You need the same damn information about Edros. It was the entire reason you allowed me to ‘tag along.’ Except you didn’t get that information from me because I’m not Victor, and I don’t know what the fucker was planning.” I chased after him as he paced the room, his expression growing darker with every step.

Nylian spun, getting right in my face. “The only problem is that if your performance doesn’t convince the governor or if you say the wrong thing, you’re going to be thrown into the dungeon, or worse, executed for impersonating the prince. I won’t be able to save you if you get into trouble.”

That was true.

“It’s worth the risk,” I said. “If we can mark Edros off your list of potential threats, you can focus your attention on all the others.”

“Lockhart—”

“We don’t have time to argue about this,” I cut him off. I didn’t want to listen to any more worries that might chip away at the confidence I’d cobbled together. “The carriage is waiting. While I get dressed, I want you to tell me everything you know about the prince. It’ll help my improvising.”

Nylian frowned at me, not liking this plan at all, but in the end, he nodded and began listing every detail he’d experienced personally or heard from another. Sadly, it wasn’t much more than the vague details that I knew from my own plans.

Victor Montcroix had been born the second son and middle child of King Gerald and Queen Cordelia. He was a spoiled brat with an inferiority complex when it came to his older brother. While only twenty-four, he was completely confident that he could run Edros far better than his brother and conquer all the other kingdoms, starting with Wolfrest.

Unfortunately, there were plenty of nobles who held the same belief as Victor, or who at least believed they could manipulate him far more easily than his brother Rufus. The problem I faced was that I didn’t know in which camp Governor Samuel Brimsey fell. Was he pro-Victor who wanted to steal the crown, or was he pro-Rufus?

The carriage ride across town was slow as it wove its way through the busy streets, heading to the south side where the homes grew larger and the roads were spotless. There were more trees and flowers in pots, adding bright, vibrant colors to the world.

Not surprisingly, the governor’s mansion was the biggest building on the street, with a separate iron fence around it and several guards standing watch. Yep, there was no escaping cleanly from this place if things went horribly wrong. I prayed Nylian had listened to me and gone to the wharf to work on the caravan issue. Even if I got stuck, he could still move forward with his plan to sneak into Ulmenor.

I climbed from the carriage and schooled my features into a look of boredom as I walked past the two rows of bowing servants. A man in a somber but expensive navy blue pants and tunic ensemble and a neat mustache standing just inside the door bowed, but not as low as the servants. This man was likely the governor. At least, I hoped he was.

“Your Highness, you honor me by gracing my home with your presence,” Samuel Brimsey greeted in a gravelly voice edged with the roughness of age. His hair was salt and pepper. It was receding at the temples, giving him a pronounced widow’s peak, adding to the shrewdness of his expression.

“This felt less like an invitation and more like a summons,” I sneered, clinging to the pompous-ass persona. “I don’t care for being summoned. I don’t even like when my father summons me.”

The governor had begun to straighten, but dipped into a second, even deeper bow. “Forgive me, Your Highness. When I got word of your unexpected visit to Riverhold, I was eager to make you feel welcomed. If you had but notified me, I could have made ready rooms for your personal use. Something far more comfortable than the inn where you⁠—”

“And maybe you should have considered that I was keeping a low profile for a reason,” I bit out in a low voice as I stood over the man. With a dismissive noise, I stepped back. “But the damage is done now. I was told we were breaking our fast. Let’s get this over with.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Samuel murmured and straightened, motioning for me to accompany him through a set of incredibly tall double doors where a long table had been set with shining porcelain plates and sparkling silverware. Candlelight danced at the end of pristine white candles all along the table while brilliant sunlight shone through the wall of windows. It was a gorgeously appointed room, and it felt ridiculous for just two people.

I walked to the head of the table, followed by a servant, while Brimsey started for the other end of the table as the host. I stopped dead in my tracks, closed my eyes, and let out a sigh loud enough to be heard in the next house over.

“Are we not the only ones dining?” I demanded.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

I opened my eyes to find Brimsey had taken a couple of steps toward me, his face twisted in confusion. “Then I want you seated directly on my left. I don’t want to spend the meal straining to hear you or shouting to be heard. Do you understand? I don’t have time for all this useless pomp and circumstance.”

The words had barely finished leaving my lips when several servants scrambled to move the governor’s specific plates and silverware to the seat I’d indicated while the one servant following me rushed to pull out my chair for me to flop into.

As course after course was brought out, I peppered Brimsey with endless questions about Riverhold from inner criminal threats to outer threats from orcs to ogres to the elves of Wolfrest. I demanded to know about commerce, population, health, and every little thing I could think to ask about. I hoped that if I could keep him talking, he wouldn’t have a chance to ask me a damn thing. Of course, that led me to the bigger problem of how to ask about Gushan and the royal family without tipping him off that I wasn’t Victor.

We’d reached the end of the meal, and I still hadn’t figured out how to get dirt out of him on the royal family, and he wasn’t giving me any hints as to whether he sided with Rufus or Victor. It was safer not to chance it. If I could escape the mansion with my life intact, I’d call it a win. The important thing was getting out of Riverhold and into Ulmenor.

“Look, as lovely as this was, I can’t waste any more time here. I have private business to attend to,” I snapped. The legs of my chair scraped loudly across the floor, making me wince.

Gods, if this was convincing, Victor Montcroix was the world’s biggest ass.

“You’re right. We shouldn’t waste any more time.” The cold, stiff words from Samuel stopped my heart. Until this moment, he’d been nothing but ingratiating and polite. He stood as well and turned to the servants. “Leave us.”

The second the door closed behind the last servant in plain black livery, the governor pulled a long stiletto from a sheath hidden at his back. I stumbled away, knocking my chair over to keep the sharp point from plunging into my throat.

“Who the hell are you?” he snarled, marching toward me with every step I retreated around the table. “You are not Prince Victor Montcroix. And what are you doing traveling with Prince Xeran?”

Shit! Here I thought I’d been damned convincing. I’d acted to match Nylian’s description. Or was it Nylian’s presence that had given me away?

My brain raced for a solution. Did I attempt to brazen it out? Or did I admit I wasn’t him? If my best performance wasn’t good enough, what was the point of trying to keep pretending?

I stopped retreating, said a quick prayer to the powers that had zapped me here in the first place, and shrugged. “Fuck it. I’m not Victor Montcroix, and I’m happy to tell you what happened, but I guarantee you won’t believe me.”

Samuel stopped and blinked pale-brown eyes at me. That didn’t look like the answer he had expected. The point of his knife even lowered a touch. “But…” he exhaled.

“Holy shit! Were you bluffing?” I threw up my hands and paced a couple of steps away from him before turning. “That’s on me. A bluff is way more convincing when you’re holding someone at knife point. Lesson learned.”

“You’re not the prince,” Samuel whispered, each word trembling. Yep, the asshole had been bluffing me and I’d fallen for it. “Who are you? Where is he?”

I braced my hands on my hips and frowned at the man, who looked considerably paler now. “Seriously, Governor Brimsey, you won’t believe me.”

“Can you at least tell me, is he dead?”

Wincing, I took a small step back, preparing to make a mad dash for the closest door. “I’m not sure, but yeah…probably.”

The governor fell to his knees with a loud thud as his forehead dropped into his empty hand. “Oh, thank the gods,” tumbled breathlessly from his lips.

Again, not the reaction I’d been expecting, but I had to roll with it. I jumped toward him and wrapped my hands around one arm, hauling him to his feet. If a servant poked their head into the room, this wasn’t the best sight for them to see.

“Up we go,” I groaned as I lifted the heavy older man. “Let’s sit in a chair and talk for a bit.” As we staggered to the head of the table, I dropped him into his previous seat and poured him a fresh glass of water. For this conversation, wine would have been better or some good old-fashioned whiskey, but it was still morning.

“First, what gave me away?” I inquired as I dropped into my seat.

“Barnaby reported to me yesterday, saying that you were acting strange.” He paused and took a deep drink of water. I nearly asked who he was talking about, but I remembered the squirrely old man we’d caught following me as I shopped. “He said you wanted to know how to draft funds to pay for a mercenary escort. Normally, that’s something you…er…rather, the prince would have ordered him to handle. He would never have bothered or even cared to handle it himself. He also stated that you were traveling with exiled Prince Xeran Elrich.” The governor stopped and gave me a very pointed stare.

I waved him off. “We’ll get to that later. I promise.”

With a grunt, he continued. “That was enough to summon you here, but I wasn’t convinced until you thanked a servant.”

“I did?” I sat up in my seat only to flop down again. It was hard being an asshole. Don’t get me wrong? I was great at being an asshole without trying, but someone like Victor Montcroix took extra effort, and that was difficult to sustain for extended periods of time.

“Now tell me the truth. Who are you? Why do you look and sound just like the prince?”

What the hell? I had warned him ahead of time. So I told him. Everything. All of it. Writing the book, finding the magic coin, falling off the bridge, waking up in Victor’s body, running into Nylian. Every fucking thing. I even showed him the coin, which freaked him out, the same as that useless wizard.

By the time I was done, the governor was pale and sweating. The poor man even got up, stuck his head out the door, and shouted for someone to bring him some alcohol. Not that I blamed him at all. I’d been wanting another drink since that night at the first inn, but there had been little opportunity for it.

The poor servant arrived with the liquor, and Samuel grabbed the bottle from him and bellowed for him to get out. Only after he splashed some amber liquid in our now-empty water glasses did either of us dare to speak.

“I need you to understand my goal isn’t to steal the throne from the king or Prince Rufus.” I threw back a swallow and coughed my way through the burn. When I tried to continue, my voice was hoarse and low. “I don’t want to rule anyone, and I don’t want power of any kind. From what I’ve heard, Prince Rufus is a great guy. Let him have the throne after the king passes away. Besides, he’s got to be twenty-six, twenty-seven, right? He’ll be married any day now and popping out little princes and princesses, which will put me even further down the succession line. My goal is to help Prince Xeran clear his name and find the real threat to his family.” Leaning in close, I dropped my voice to a whisper. “By the by, you don’t happen to know if Prince Victor had a hand in that, do you?”

The governor shook his head as he reached for the bottle to pour more alcohol into his empty glass. “Not that I’m aware of. I might be stationed here in Riverhold, but I have some reliable sources in Gushan. Prince Victor made no secret of his happiness over the turmoil that struck the Wolfrest royal family. He’s been pushing for the king to give him command of our armies so he can march them south to invade Wolfrest, but King Gerald refused. We’ve been at peace with Wolfrest for over a decade. No one wants to rush into another war for no good reason. After we heard Prince Xeran was exiled, Prince Victor left Gushan, taking a battalion of his trusted men. There hasn’t been a single word of him in weeks, and many have feared the worst.”

Fantastic. Prince Victor had decided to go rogue, steal Prince Xeran, and start a war. Instead, it was likely that he’d run into a bunch of ogres, gotten himself killed, and provided me with a new princely body to inhabit.

I stared at the alcohol that was still in my glass, trying to decide if I wanted more or if it was better to stay clearheaded. “What are you going to do next? What will you tell the king?”

Samuel scowled. “Unfortunately, I have to report that I’ve spoken with you. You waltzed right through the front gates. My men are loyal to me, but I know there are still spies about and one of them has certainly sent word to Gushan.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. But until I encountered that Barnaby guy in the alley, I didn’t know I was in Prince Victor’s body.”

A whimper escaped Samuel as he massaged his temple with one hand and drained his glass again. I kind of pitied the man. Now that he knew everything, he was stuck in a nasty position.

“Fine. You said you’re leaving here in a couple of days and taking that elf prince with you?”

“Yes. Definitely.”

“Good. Leave with that prince.” Still holding his glass, he pointed one finger at me. “I’ll tell the king that we spoke, and that you hadn’t been to Wolfrest as far as I knew. After our meeting, you left Riverhold but didn’t tell me where you were going. I’ll tell him that I assume you’re returning to Gushan.”

I sat up, my brain struggling to believe that I was hearing. “And you won’t tell him I’m a fraud?”

“Repeat that crazy story you told me? Not on your damn life! He’d never believe me.” He set his glass on the table with a heavy thud and dropped into his seat with a sigh. “Your performance is believable. Watch for slipups with servants and you won’t have any problems, even if you go to Gushan.”

Really? He was going to allow me to assume the role of Prince Victor Montcroix, second in line for the throne of Edros. That was insane. Fucking insane.

“Boy, I’m fifty-seven years old. I fought in the last war with Wolfrest, and I have no desire to do it again,” Samuel continued, narrowing his eyes at my skeptical expression. “King Gerald is a good man, and a lot less impulsive than he used to be. Prince Rufus is level-headed and patient. And considering your current relationship with Prince Xeran, it seems like you’re in no rush to drag our kingdoms into a war. I can live with that. Riverhold has just enough prestige to it to do my ego good, and it’s not so chaotic that I’m worn to a frazzle each night. I’m trusting you to not fuck up this comfortable life I’ve settled into.”

My brain got locked up on the word “relationship” with regard to Nylian, but I let it go fast enough. He was right. I didn’t want anyone to go to war, but we weren’t off the hook.

“What about Barnaby? He suspects that I’m not Victor. He’s got to be halfway to Gushan by now to whisper in the king’s ear.”

For the first time, a slow, sly grin spread across Samuel’s face. “Barnaby would be the first to recognize you for a fraud. He’s served as your personal attendant for over a decade. You can’t hide shit from that little weasel.”

“Fuck,” I groaned. I’d suspected I’d blown it with him, but everything had happened so fast yesterday. There hadn’t been enough time for me to work out a sensible plan.

“However, after meeting up with you, he came running to me with his doubts. I’ve kept him locked up so I could safely sort this nonsense out.” Samuel’s smirk grew into something more sinister. “Accidents happen on the road all the time. If ogres killed Victor and no one has heard from the rest of his battalion, does it make sense that the coward survived? I think not.”

I bit my tongue to hold in the argument that he didn’t need to die over this, but deep down, I knew he did. If Barnaby was sure I wasn’t the real Prince Victor, there was no way in hell he was going to keep that a secret until the end of his days. The fewer people who knew, the better—and right now, Samuel had a pretty big incentive to keep my secret. He had a comfortable life that would carry him through his golden years. Why fuck with that?

“Got it. I’ll try to stay away from Gushan so I don’t stir up suspicion. Keep a low profile.” It was for the best. Besides, there was a good chance I wouldn’t come out of this adventure with Nylian alive. If I were lucky and I survived, maybe I could disappear in a small town somewhere as a bookshop owner.

“Though…” Samuel paused and tapped on his lips with one finger. His thoughtful expression scared me more than his sly one.

“What?”

“If you are so close to Prince Xeran and he is reinstated to his rightful place, it wouldn’t be a bad thing for the two kingdoms to form an alliance. It would be a good marriage for both countries.”

I choked on the air. It was time to get out of here. The governor had lost his mind.
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Chapter 13

Unexpected Guests


The tavern Nylian had chosen to meet at in the early evening reminded me a lot of the place where I’d made my infamous distraction in Misty Pass. The lighting was low and loud burly men crowded the tables, drinking ale and shouting at each other. Barmaids carried enormous tankards and shouted at the patrons who dared to make grabs at their rear ends. One even received a swift kick to the head without her spilling a drop of alcohol. The scents of cooked meat, body odor, ale, and old smoke mixed to create a smell that was both repulsive and familiar. Wow, I had been in this world for too long.

After some searching, I spotted Nylian at a table in a shadowy corner at the back of the giant room. It was kind of surprising that he always got these dark spots. It was as if they were always reserved for that one secretive elf who was on the run and trying to hide from the world.

Snorting at my thoughts, I wove my way through the crowd, careful not to bump into anyone. I didn’t possess the ample bosom and rounded ass that would let me get away with kicking someone in the head.

As I reached the table, I found that my partner in crime wasn’t alone. Jasper and Adeline grinned up at me as I reached them.

“We’ve been making bets about whether the City Watch chucked you into prison,” Adeline teased as I dropped into the empty chair between her and Nylian on my left.

“No, I’ve kept my nose clean. Can you say the same?”

The woman’s mouth popped open with a loud laugh. “Fuck, no! The key difference between you and me is that I don’t get caught.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” I muttered. Before I could continue, a hand wrapped around my wrist and squeezed. My eyes met a pair of brilliant emerald eyes filled with concern.

“Everything went okay?” The light tone did not match the worry in Nylian’s gaze.

“Yep, all good. Nothing to worry about,” I replied with an extra-wide smile that was full of teeth, trying to hint that we’d talk more when we didn’t have Adeline and Jasper hanging on our every word.

“So, the governor bought your bullshit that you’re really Prince Victor?” Adeline blurted out.

My brain screeched to a halt, and my mouth dropped open. “What?” I gasped.

“They recognized you at the ogre camp,” Nylian stated.

“But—”

Adeline snorted. “Yeah, ’cause names like Adam and Nylian sound sooo real.”

“What?” This was more of a shriek.

“They recognized me, too,” Nylian added.

Jasper offered an awkward smile and nodded. “Adam is a bit of a strange name. You should have picked something a little more common, like Tybalt or Rafferty.”

Again with Adam being seen as a weird name when it was incredibly common. What…oh…fuck… I’d done it to myself. I’d always said I would never use my actual name for a character in a book. Because of that, the rule must have been made that Adam wouldn’t exist in their world, thus making it rare.

I scrubbed a hand across my face, trying to get my brain working in the right direction. Adeline and Jasper knew I was Prince Victor Montcroix, and Nylian was Prince Xeran Elrich. Fabulous.

“How? When?” I spat out.

“Adeline asked me one night after you’d fallen asleep. She wanted to make sure I wasn’t your prisoner,” the elf explained. I lowered my hand to take in his less-than-thrilled expression. Yeah, that had to be insulting. I couldn’t have held a prisoner if my life depended on it. Of course, that was why she’d been so hard core with her negotiations for her services. She’d known we were both princes and were good for the money.

After choking back a laugh, I cleared my throat and smiled at him. “I take it you vouched for me.”

“In a way. Ahead of your arrival, I updated them on what I’ve learned about your situation.”

“Thanks.”

Jasper leaned toward me, his countenance shining brighter than the sun. “Is there any way you could let me look at the coi⁠—”

“No!” Adeline and I shouted at him. There was no fucking way I was letting him anywhere near it.

“Gods, Jasper. It’s like you’ve got a death wish,” Adeline moaned.

“Anyway, I talked to the governor. Everything is fine so long as I get the hell out of town soon,” I said, trying to make that coin a distant memory in all our heads.

“Good.” Nylian slumped in his chair, appearing relaxed while his gaze skimmed over the occupants of the tavern. A barmaid popped over and dropped two tankards of ale in front of Adeline and Jasper while a cup of wine was placed near Nylian.

“Well, aren’t you a sweet thing?” she purred, staring down at me. “Where did you come from?”

I aimed for my warmest, most devil-may-care smile, trying to remember that I’d been given a sexy face and was no longer stuck with my original goofy mug. “I just arrived, and I’ve been blessed with the light of an angel.”

“Gar! Aren’t you a smooth talker?” she said, fanning herself. Her round cheeks were already ruddy, but I had a feeling that was more because of the heat of the room and the hard labor than any of my flirting attempts. “What can I get you, handsome man?”

A hand clamped on my knee under the table and squeezed hard enough that I thought my kneecap was going to pop off. Obviously, Nylian didn’t want me wasting time flirting with the waitstaff. My grin wavered, and I cleared my throat to keep my voice from cracking under the sudden pain.

“I’ll have what he’s having,” I replied with a tip of my head toward Nylian’s drink. Under the table, I grabbed the bastard’s wrist and pulled, trying to get him to release me.

“And we’ll all have the pheasant for dinner this evening,” Nylian chimed, his voice as smooth as butter even as he continued to torment me.

“I’ll have it all brought over in a wink.” And of course, she directed that wink at me, which made Nylian tighten his grip, squeezing a tiny whimper of pain out of me.

“Thanks,” I choked out.

“Lovers’ quarrel?” Adeline snickered as the barmaid walked away.

“Don’t talk nonsense,” I snapped at her as I pried the elf’s kung-fu grip off my knee. I threw him a dirty look and then directed my attention to Jasper since my other companions were busy being pains in the ass. “Did you get to the bookshop today?”

“I did, but they didn’t have a copy of Uzephior’s Practical Guide to Wards and Curses,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I figured it might be a long shot to find it here, but I thought since it’s Edros’s biggest city outside of Gushan, there was a chance. Next time we’re in the capital, I’ll have to try a bookstore there.”

Adeline snorted. “Like we’re ever stepping foot in Gushan again.”

Jasper’s slim shoulders slumped farther, and he took a sip of his ale, half hiding behind the giant mug. Despite spending several days on the road with them, I’d never weaseled out where they were from or why this wizard wasn’t being trained. Adeline had no love of Gushan, and I had a feeling her animosity stemmed from a protectiveness of her younger brother. Her issues seemed to roll away like water off a duck’s back.

Regardless of Jasper’s past at the Institute of the Arcane, it wasn’t the only magic academy in the world. There were others in Edros, even. The Institute was the most highly regarded, though.

“Is it unheard of for elves to train humans in magic?” I asked Nylian, willing to forgive him now for bruising my knee for no good reason.

“In Wolfrest, no. However, we haven’t had a lot of human scholars studying in our kingdom over the years. Our approach to magic differs from humans, and not all human wizards adapt to it well. In Galinaes, I think there have been only a handful of humans permitted to study at their schools in all of their history.”

“Pfft. Elvish magic,” Adeline grumbled before draining her tankard.

Jasper let out a dreamy sigh and rested his chin on the edge of his mug. “Studying under the masters in Wolfrest would be so amazing,” he declared in the dreamiest voice I’d ever heard. “Galinaes would be nice too, but it would be much harder to learn under teachers who would hate me on sight. People say that the wizards in Wolfrest judge you on your skills. So if they didn’t like me, I’d know it was because I wasn’t smart or accomplished enough.”

“No more ridiculous talk,” Adeline snapped. “I told you we’d find you a nice old, retired wizard to mentor under. That would be good enough.”

Jasper nodded and turned all his focus on his ale while I fought to bite my tongue. This was none of my business. I was already sticking my nose into Nylian’s business and having a hard time keeping up. There was no room in my current schedule to meddle in Jasper’s and Adeline’s affairs. Besides, I knew she was doing the best she could for her brother.

Except I had no doubt that a retired wizard would just use Jasper as a servant and nursemaid to care for him, run his errands, and clean his house. Jasper would learn very little magic, and he’d miss out on the joys of learning magic alongside people his age.

But getting Jasper into a good magic school started with money.

“Almost forgot,” I said, reaching for the pouch on my side. I untied it and dropped it on the table in front of Adeline with a loud thud. “This should cover what we owe you for the rescue and the escort to Riverhold.”

Adeline didn’t look pleased. I thought she’d be crowing and celebrating her new bounty. Instead, she frowned at the bag as it sat on the table. “Yeah, about that…” she drawled, pushing the dark-blue leather pouch back toward me. “I think you should hold on to that for now.”

“What?”

“Take out what we owed for the escort. She can have the fee for the ogre rescue,” Nylian cut in. “She and Jasper are accompanying us to Ulmenor.”

“What?” I screeched again. Really, what the fuck was happening here? How long had I been gone?

Nylian dropped his voice and leaned closer to me so that he was whispering in my ear. “I found a caravan from Kodra who will take us all on. Adeline is using what we owe her for the escort to cover the fee for her and Jasper to tag along.”

I could only gape at Nylian. Had the elf lost his mind? What the hell had she said to convince him to let them join us? Did he also have a soft spot for the little wannabe wizard who dreamed of studying magic under elves? I almost smirked at him. That fucking had to be it.

“It’s just until we get to Ulmenor, and then we go our separate ways,” Adeline said firmly.

“Yeah, why do I feel like I’ve heard that one before?” I mumbled as I grabbed the pouch and secured it to my belt. I’d need to divide up the money when I was in the safety of my room.

“So…there’s a minor complication with the caravan tomorrow,” Nylian began in a tone that made me wish he wouldn’t continue. This so-called complication was going to be a real pain in the ass.

“I don’t want to know.”

“You have to know. We⁠—”

“There she is!”

The deep roar cut through the din of the enormous room, and everyone turned to stare at the huge hairy man pointing at our table. Of course he was pointing at our table. Behind him were six other large, muscular and armed men, all glaring in our direction. Or, more accurately, at Adeline.

“Shit!” The thief reached across the table, grabbed a handful of my shirt, and pulled me in until my forehead slammed into hers. “Protect Jasper for me!”

In the next blink of an eye, she was running toward the kitchen at the back of the room. With amazing dexterity, she wove between people and even mounted a table and hopped across them to cut through the crowd.

The tavern erupted into chaos with people jumping up, shoving, shouting, and throwing punches willy-nilly while the seven men tried to shove their way through to chase after a fleet-footed Adeline. After being stymied in a knot of flesh in the center of the room, some grew brains and ran for the front door, thinking to circle the building to the rear.

“We need to get out of here before the City Watch is called!” Nylian shouted over the ruckus. I nodded. The governor had made a point of saying that I had to keep a low profile until I got out of town. Getting caught up in a brawl would not help that effort.

Jasper threw himself across the table, seizing both of our arms. “Wait! You have to help my sister! There are too many of them. She’s going to get hurt.”

Nylian’s gaze slid to mine, and he didn’t look thrilled at the prospect. It was as if he were silently asking, Do I really have to?

“Please,” I pleaded. “I can take Jasper to the inn. We’ll stay out of trouble.”

That got me an epic eye roll, but he agreed and disappeared into the insane crowd of people. I snagged Jasper’s bony arm through his robes and tugged him along behind me, attempting to use my larger frame to push my way through and protect him as best I could. It was only when we were out in the cooling evening air that I could draw in a deep breath of relief.

“Glad we’re out of there,” I said as we started down the sidewalk.

Jasper flashed me a crooked grin, but his face was pale, and his eyes were wide. “Yeah. That was crazy.”

“Do you know why those guys were after your sister?”

The would-be wizard’s eyes darted to the ground as his fingers played with the chain attached to his ever-present grimoire. “I have a feeling…she was…cheating at cards again,” he mumbled, so I could barely hear him. His head popped up, and his expression was fierce. “But it’s not her fault. She’s an amazing fighter. The best mercenary in the business. But most people don’t like hiring women mercenaries. Some of them complain she’s too short. It’s not any easier when she has to drag along a useless failure of a wizard on her jobs.”

Jasper trailing along behind Adeline as she went from town to town searching for work couldn’t be easy on either of them. I couldn’t argue with Jasper about Adeline’s skills. We’d run into a few relatively minor annoyances while on the road to Riverhold, and she’d always been the first one into the fray, hacking away at each attacker. She’d more than earned her money.

“Do you mind if I ask…where are your parents?” I asked, hating to be nosy, but at the same time… What the fuck? Adeline appeared to be in her early twenties and was more than capable of taking care of herself, but Jasper was small, thin, undernourished, and couldn’t be more than fifteen. Maybe even only thirteen. This boy needed to be in school somewhere, or at least apprenticing under some tradesperson. Not wandering the road with his big sister.

“Orc attack,” he replied in a low voice.

My chest tightened, and I swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry.”

“Addie and I are from a tiny farming village just south of Gushan. It was called Dornwich. Addie left home when I was eight. She was sixteen, and Dad was trying to marry her off to the blacksmith’s son. She didn’t want to stay in the village and be a farmer or the wife of a blacksmith. A few years later, two ships crossed the waters from Basden, filled with orcs. They burned the village and killed everyone during the night. Our house was closest to the woods. Mom sneaked me out a window, and I hid in the forest for days, too scared to come out. Addie was in Gushan when news of the attack reached them. She hurried back and found me. I’ve been traveling with her ever since.”

“You went to Gushan with her?”

Jasper nodded as he stepped around a lamplighter going about his nightly business, lighting the oil lanterns that dotted the street as well as replacing the wooden torches where needed. The sky was growing darker as the sun sank in the west, but the street filled with various shops and homes was taking on a warm, cozy glow.

“I did. She even raised enough money for me to study at the Institute for a couple of years.” The brightness that rose in him fizzled out, and his head drooped. “But then there was the incident, and we had to leave Gushan.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. All the interesting people have ‘incidents’ in their past. It’s the boring people who are incident free. Who wants a boring, incident-free life?”

“Exactly!” Jasper rebounded like a super-bounce ball. “Traveling with Addie is always an adventure!”

There was no doubt in my mind about that.

We reached the corner to turn down the last block to the inn, and we stopped dead in our tracks. Addie raced past us as fast as she could move while four behemoths brandishing swords above their heads chased after her, bellowing curses. Well, four was fewer than the original seven in the tavern. Either she’d lost the other three or they were chasing Nylian, whom I did not see. Maybe they’d split up?

“Come on! We have to help her!” Jasper ran after the horde, and I barely caught his arm to stop him.

“Whoa! Wait a minute! Nylian is helping her. My job is to get you to the inn safely. They’ll meet us there.”

“But she’s outnumbered, and they’re going to kill her,” he argued, hitting me with those big, helpless brown eyes. Fuck. Was this why Nylian was still stuck with me?

“In case you’re forgetting, I’m shit at fighting. That’s why we hired your sister.”

“We don’t need to fight them. We just need to distract them long enough for her to get away.”

That word was becoming the very bane of my existence.

I sent up a quick prayer for us to get this done without getting killed and without Nylian catching me, because I was honestly more afraid of the elf than I was of those four maniacs.

“Come on,” I growled, jogging after the crazed group pursuing Adeline. While we lost sight of them, the noise was easy enough to follow through the streets. The few people left on the sidewalks at this hour had stopped and were whispering about the madness that had passed. So far, there was no sign of the City Watch, but it was only a matter of time until they appeared to round up the rabble-rousers. I did not want to be part of that group.

After a few more twists and turns, we located our target. Adeline had taken a wrong turn down a dead-end alley and the four men were blocking her primary escape route as they edged along the alley toward her. My heart raced and a cold sweat covered my skin, chilling me to the bone as I reached for my sword, only to find it missing from my hip. I squeezed my eyes shut for an instant and swore. I’d left my sword in my room at the inn because I thought I wouldn’t need it for a simple dinner meetup with Nylian.

A dinner I’d never gotten to taste because I was now trying to weasel my way into trouble I was supposed to be avoiding.

Fuck my life!

With no sword on hand, I spotted what I hoped would be the next best thing. A shovel. It was a heavy bastard with a stout cast-iron scoop. Considering the way it smelled, the thing was probably used to clear out stables. I didn’t know what it was doing in the alley, but I was glad it was there.

I took a step closer to the group in front of me, testing the weight of my new weapon. If I bashed the closest guy on the head, I wouldn’t kill him, right? To hell with that—I’d collapse his skull and end up in the dungeon for murder. That would get me sent to Gushan for some serious explaining to my royal father about why I’d gotten sucked into a common street brawl.

Besides, this was supposed to be a minor distraction.

Searching the alley, my eyes lit on inspiration. Just over the gaggle of brutes was a sagging awning that had collected rainwater along with gods only knew what else. Definitely trash and a bit of human waste. One of the support beams was a couple of steps away. Yes, this was the perfect distraction. Adeline’s attackers would get covered and distracted, giving her the chance to escape. It should also provide Jasper and me time to escape as well.

Clenching my teeth, I held the heavy shovel like a baseball bat and swung it with all the strength I had. The iron spade let out an ominous bong as it hit the wood support, sending bone-rattling vibrations down the handle and into my entire body. The support cracked and partially collapsed, but it didn’t give completely.

A small amount of the water spilled out, hitting one man on the back, causing him to yelp in what sounded like icy shock. All four men turned and were now staring daggers at me.

Long story short, my distraction sucked, and I was a dead man.

I threw the shovel at them, only to have it clang against the wall, and ran away from them and toward Jasper. Yet, the second I laid eyes on the wannabe wizard with his grimoire open in his hands, I shifted from fear to abject terror. Oh fuck, he’s gonna cast a spell. Nylian was going to strangle my tiny squirrel neck.

Jasper spoke some garbled words that sent a powerful echo into the marrow of my bones, and thrust out his hand. A bolt of purple light shot forth, and I dove for the ground, not caring that I was getting covered in dirt, mud, and worse. Metal clattered against paving stones, followed by several loud and angry quacks.

I shoved upright and twisted while still kneeling to see four white ducks waddle out of the alley.

“Ducks?” I shrieked. My head whipped around to see Jasper cringing behind his grimoire. “You turned them into fucking ducks?”

“I was trying the same stone spell I attempted with the ogres,” Jasper replied, his voice muffled behind his book.

With a groan, I climbed to my feet and glared at the ducks, who were quacking and waddling in all different directions. This was a disaster, not a distraction.

Jasper hurried over to my side and helped me to pat away the dust and dirt that now covered my clothes. “Don’t worry! They’ll turn human again in an hour or two. I’m sure of it.”

“That’s assuming that someone doesn’t catch them, pluck them, and roast them before they’re human again.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

I sighed and looked at the alley to find it empty. Adeline had likely climbed a wall or slipped into a window the moment those assholes had turned toward me. She’d missed the magical half of our performance.

“You know,” a too-familiar voice above my head said. It sent a chill along my back, and I curled up a little prior to lifting my eyes. Nylian sat on the railing of a small balcony on the second floor of a residence. He held the slender stem of a red flower between two fingers, twirling it slowly, as if he were the most carefree person in the world. But when he lowered his stare to me, I wished the four brutes were here to beat me to a pulp. “I thought the inn was in the other direction,” he continued in an icy voice.

“I think you’re right!” My voice was so high, I thought I was going to shatter glass. I grabbed Jasper with both hands and turned the wizard in the correct direction. “We are going the other way right now.”

I partially dragged Jasper along the street, speed walking the entire way to the inn so that we were panting and sweaty as we arrived. I wasn’t brave enough to glimpse over my shoulder to see how close Nylian was. If I were lucky, he’d take some time to calm down. Because right now, I was pretty sure the elf was going to kill me.
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Chapter 14

A Little Massage for the Angry Elf


At the inn, I got Jasper into his room. While he was more than eager to have a sleepover—even offering to sleep on my floor—I needed some space. Particularly since Nylian and I had to have a chat in private, and I didn’t want Jasper around while Nylian read me the riot act over my failure to obey his rather simple instructions.

I’d barely closed my door and peeled off my boots when there were two hard knocks. With a sigh, I opened the door in stockinged feet and waved for the pissy elf to enter.

“Look, I know what you’re going to say. I should have followed your instructions and taken Jasper straight to the inn, and I’m sorry for worrying you. We were walking to the inn when we saw those four men corner Adeline in the alley. Jasper freaked out, demanding we help her. I figured you were busy with the other three. I thought I could distract them long enough to give Adeline a chance to escape, and then Jasper and I would run. But things went…”

Steam ran out on my words when I found myself trapped in Nylian’s narrowed gaze. The ice from earlier had melted, and now he was a boiler about to explode under the mounting pressure.

“Did it not occur to you that I was winnowing down the number of men chasing that thief? That maybe you were in my way when you picked up a shovel to defend yourself?” Nylian demanded through clenched teeth.

“Oh. No. It didn’t.”

“And what were you going to do, Lord of Distractions, when your first plan failed?” Nylian took a step toward me, and I backpedaled.

“I was still working that out.”

“Luckily, you had an untrained wizard with you to turn them all into ducks.”

The undercurrent of rage in Nylian’s voice faltered for the first time when he mentioned the fowl end for those bruisers. His lips twitched as if he were trying not to smile, but I could see amusement twinkling in his eyes. I was pretty sure I was off the hook. The elf had needed a chance to vent and make sure I was chastened.

“What would you have done if he’d hit you with that spell?” Nylian growled.

“Quacked up?”

Oh, God! I was responsible for all those store names. I should have known I wasn’t above a bad pun opportunity.

Nylian was not amused.

I cleared my throat and tried again. “You would have strangled me. Would you have roasted me and had me for dinner if Jasper turned me into a duck?”

Nylian’s voice dipped low and turned deliciously dark. “I would have devoured you.”

It felt as if he had already tossed me onto the fire. Heat suffused every inch of my body, and my mouth turned bone-dry. Some tiny voice in the back of my mind whimpered, Yes, please! Not that I was entirely sure what it was begging for.

Nylian took a step closer to me, and my brain snapped out of its fog. I placed my hands on his stiff shoulders and pushed him until he dropped into the only chair in my room.

“Thank you for saving Adeline. I know you’re not her biggest fan, but I appreciate your efforts,” I stated. “After talking to Jasper for a bit, it sounds like they’ve had a tough go of things. She’s been caring for her younger brother as best she can after orcs killed their parents. And it hasn’t been easy for her to get jobs when she has a little brother tagging along behind her.”

The elf huffed and looked away from me, but I could see a touch of color rising in the tips of his pointed ears. I had the most insane desire to run my finger along the edge of one of those ears to feel that it was real. However, I couldn’t imagine that elves were big fans of weirdos touching their ears, so I kept my hands to myself. Maybe if we got to be good friends, or if I helped him catch the person who plotted the death of Orian, he’d let me touch his ears.

“Whatever. She saved us. I was only evening the score,” Nylian muttered.

Except she was being paid for that service, so there was no score to settle. But he didn’t seem to be in the mood to tolerate any teasing from me.

“Besides,” he snapped, his head whipping around so he could once again pin me with his angry gaze. “You had me worried the entire day. What happened with the governor? I’m assuming you convinced him you’re the prince, since you’re out walking free.”

“Actually, no.” I took two steps to the table where I’d stashed my new lotions and soaps, but had to return to Nylian’s side to push him down into the chair.

“What do you mean, no? What happened? If he knows you’re not really Victor, how are you still walking free?”

“Sit. Relax. I’ll tell you.”

He flopped onto the cushioned chair with a mutinous glare, as if he thought scowling would hurry my story along. I snatched up the bottle with the lotion and took the stopper off. Holding it out toward him, I waved it in the air. “Do you like this scent?”

“It’s nice. Now talk.”

I put some in my palm and returned the stopper to the jar. At his side, I picked up one of his hands and rubbed the lotion into his skin, paying attention to the various acupressure points while working slowly up each individual finger. It had been prickling in the back of my mind since I’d met with Governor Brimsey that Nylian was a prince. He’d been born to a pampered life of the finest things, people waiting on him.

But in the past several days, even weeks, he’d been on his own. No one to see to his needs. No one to take care of him. And with each passing day, more and more weight was piling onto his shoulders. He was growing prickly and short-tempered.

Would it be so hard for me to pamper him for five minutes?

That was when I thought of my favorite salon. Their prices for haircuts were ridiculous, especially for a guy, and my cut was stupidly simple. I didn’t go there all the time. Only as a treat after I finished a book. And my favorite part was the shampoo. They took the clients to a separate, darkened room where soothing music played. A warm, scented towel was placed over my eyes; my hair was washed; my scalp, neck, and temples were massaged. They even massaged my hands before returning me to my stylist’s chair. It was an incredibly relaxing experience that helped to shed weeks of tension in a matter of minutes.

Nylian fought it for five seconds. Then his shoulders lowered, and his perfectly straight spine curled as he sunk into the chair.

“Governor Brimsey admitted that my performance was rather good, but I fucked up when I thanked a servant. I don’t even remember doing it,” I admitted. Nylian opened his mouth to ask more questions, but he shut his mouth again with a warning look from me. “That weasel we cornered in the alley—Barnaby—was Victor’s personal servant for years. He recognized I wasn’t the prince in an instant and ran off to whisper in the governor’s ear. That’s why he invited me to breakfast.”

“Considering you’re still alive, I would guess that the governor has a scheme to use you,” Nylian said, sounding much more relaxed.

I winced. “Scheme might be too big of a word for this. Apparently, after hearing you’d been exiled and the Wolfrest court was in turmoil, Prince Victor ran off to cause problems. He was being reactive to what happened to you and your brother. I don’t think he was the mastermind behind your brother’s poisoning. My guess was that he intended to kidnap you and torture you for inside information about Wolfrest’s defenses. He wanted to start a new war between Wolfrest and Edros. Governor Brimsey is not a fan of that plan.”

“Nor am I,” the elf grumbled, slumping even farther in his chair. I pressed my thumbs into the palm of his hand, working away the new bit of tension creeping into his body.

“That’s why the governor was rather pleased to hear that I didn’t want the throne and I didn’t want a war with Wolfrest. He’s happy that King Gerald has mellowed with age and Prince Rufus, who’s next in line, also doesn’t want a war.”

Nylian stared up at me, a half smile lifting one corner of his full lips. “So, he’s going to let you impersonate the prince because you won’t ruin his comfortable life here in Riverhold.”

“Pretty much.”

I put his hand on the arm of the chair and stepped back. Nylian lifted his relaxed and lotion-soft hand, moving it slowly as if surprised by how the tense muscles had disappeared. Trust me, I understood the feeling.

“What about that Barnaby fellow?” Nylian asked. He lifted his other hand and held it out to me, nudging for me to continue my massage. I held in a laugh as I poured more lotion onto my palm and worked on the other one.

“The governor said he’d take care of the man,” I replied, my brain shying away from what those words meant. “He’s doing what he can to stop the rumors, but we walked right through the front gates. Countless guards saw my face. By now, someone has sent a missive to Gushan about Prince Victor’s appearance here.”

“Where they’ve told the king or someone else in power that Prince Victor Montcroix was spotted traveling with the exiled Prince Xeran,” Nylian finished for me.

I grunted and fell silent for more than a minute as I worked on his other hand. “I’m worried.”

“That someone will guess that you’re not the prince?”

“That, or maybe they’ll think I’ve kidnapped you and I’m about to start a war. Or a hundred other weird ideas that people with too much time on their hands can think up.” I existed in a world where something hideous called social media existed and false information spread like a plague in the blink of an eye. Yes, this world didn’t have social media, but there were still plenty of gossips and people with bad intentions.

A sigh escaped my parted lips as I worked my way along his pinky before returning to the center of Nylian’s palm. While the massage had been to help Nylian relax, it had done wonders for my chaotic thoughts. It also could have been giving voice to all the things that had been floating in my head all day.

“I wonder if it would be better for me to go to Gushan and play the part of Prince Victor. Tell this crazy story about how you saved my life from ogres and I traveled as far as Riverhold with you. If I’m careful, I can slowly convince people I’ve changed, that my opinion of Wolfrest has evolved because you saved my life. It could ease a lot of tensions between Wolfrest and Edros.”

I released Nylian and took a step away, but he caught my hand and held tight, trapping me in place. “While it is a noble idea, the problem lies in Victor’s allies. There are plenty of people secretly on his side, wanting a war.”

“For God’s sake, why?”

He smiled at me, and I got the feeling he thought I was being naïve. He was right.

“War brings endless suffering for the people of both countries, but for the nobility and the ambitious, war creates almost limitless opportunities. People die in war, especially important ones. If you want to climb to a new position of power and there’s someone in your way…”

“It’s not too difficult to push them in front of a sword or arrange for an ‘ambush,’ ” I muttered.

“It doesn’t even have to be that dramatic. Sometimes, you just need to turn the tide of opinion against them in court, and they can fade into obscurity.” His hand tightened on mine, almost to the point of pain. “I don’t think the people supporting Victor will fade quietly if he changes his mind about attacking. In addition, these are people who will know Victor the best. They will be harder to fool.”

“And the first to denounce me out or try to blackmail me.” A heavy weight sank into the pit of my stomach. This sounded more and more like a terrible idea, but I would still go through with it if it meant taking more pressure off Nylian.

“Going back won’t help me find the person responsible for the poison ending up on that sword, and that’s the only thing that matters to me. You got the answer I was seeking regarding Edros—the royal family wasn’t involved. This wasn’t an attempt to spur a new war.” Nylian released my hand, stood, and grabbed my shoulders. He turned us a hundred and eighty degrees and shoved me into the chair. With both hands resting on the arms of the chair, Nylian leaned forward, and I pressed into the chair as far as I could, my heart jumping into my throat. What the hell was he doing?

That question was still forming in my brain when he smiled. “Thank you for taking that risk and helping me.”

“Oh. Yeah. Of course. I told you I would be helpful to have traveling with you. I’m better at more than distractions.”

Nylian straightened and rubbed his hands together, appearing to enjoy the softness. “Tomorrow, I would prefer no distractions. We’re staying very low key. We need to be as discreet as possible.” He paused and stared at me for a second. “Get some rest. We will start early. You might want to consider shaving, though.”

“What?” I jumped to my feet and rushed across the room to gaze at my reflection in the mirror. The mustache and goatee looked a little long, but it wasn’t messy or scruffy yet. It could do with a trim, but to shave it all off seemed extreme. “You don’t think I look bad, do you?”

Nylian leaned on my back and reached around to trail one finger down my mustache to brush over my pursed lips to bump across my chin. “No, I don’t think it’s unattractive. It draws the proper amount of attention to those adorable lips of yours.”

I smacked his hand away and straightened, while the elf chuckled and dodged my attempts to hit him with ease. “Annoyance.”

“We will talk more about it tomorrow.” He spun away and walked to my door, but I stopped him again.

“Wait. I want to ask a favor.”

Nylian paused with his hand on the knob, his brows lifted in silent question.

“When we have a free moment, like when we’re on the road, would you be willing to teach me how to use a sword?”

There was no denying it any longer. Distractions wouldn’t be enough for me to remain useful to this man. The farther we traveled, the more dangerous it was becoming. He needed someone who could physically protect him. There was no hope of me learning magic, and in this world, you knew how to use a sword or you died.

All the laughter disappeared from Nylian’s face, and the prince surprised me by bowing his head to me. “It would be my honor to teach you.”

Without another word, he slipped out of the room and closed the door behind him.

My hand drifted up to my lips, which still tingled from his touch. Sometimes I was sure I could guess his thoughts, and there were others that I hadn’t a clue what was filling his head. I obviously didn’t know him as well as I’d thought when I began writing his story.

Speaking of…

With the hour still early and no one trying to kill me, I had a chance to make a few notes. I dragged the chair over to the small table with the somewhat sturdy legs. I grabbed a clean piece of parchment and one of my new quills and listed anything I could remember from my plotting notes or even character notes. I’d started working on the book with three main ideas for who’d arranged for the death of Orian.

Naturally, the first was Victor Montcroix, but that turned out to be one of my red herrings.

The second was the king and queen of Galinaes, who we were going to dig up some dirt on next.

And, finally, there were all of Nylian’s siblings. Both he and Orian stood in their way of inheriting the throne. Killing one and getting the other exiled was an excellent way to clear the deck.

But I hadn’t a clue how we would investigate them. Definitely didn’t know how to broach that subject with him.

Oh, and by the way, which of your two younger brothers and three younger sisters do you think is most likely to want you and Orian dead?

Yeah, not a conversation I wanted to have with him.

With a groan, I grabbed a fresh piece of paper and created a different list. I could remember only fourteen names, but that was more than enough. Six of them were crossed out immediately, though I hesitated over Adeline’s. Was it too late for him to fall for the thief? Now that they were traveling on the ferry to Ulmenor, there was a chance for them to get to know each other in a quieter setting. We were back to forced proximity. Nylian had said he was bi. That meant women and men.

Cursing myself and the stupid book, I tossed the quill aside, ignoring the ink splatter across the middle of the page, and slumped low in my chair. Was this my fault? Had I misread the character?

Nylian was supposed to be sex on wheels. Women should be fainting at the sight of him and throwing themselves at him left and right.

Yes, he was sex on wheels. The man was fucking hot. His features were sharp and alluring. That golden hair left you wanting to touch it. When we walked down the street, women everywhere stopped and turned to watch him stroll by.

Fuck, men stopped to gawk at him.

So, it wasn’t a sex appeal thing.

But he wasn’t very flirty.

Yes, he flirted with me, but he didn’t mean that. He flirted with me to annoy me. That wasn’t about attraction or sex.

However, maybe I was the problem. My presence was screwing with the timing of the book. Sitting up, I glanced over the list of names I’d marked off. Half of those he’d never met because I’d forced him to skip entire chunks of the original story. I didn’t understand why he and Adeline hadn’t hit it off, though.

Unless…maybe they were secretly meeting up, and neither of them wanted me to know about it. Could that be it?

Whatever. I threw my hands up and shoved away from the table. Maybe this book wasn’t meant to be an action-adventure, political intrigue epic that included a harem story with lots of sex.

However, there was one big test coming up in Ulmenor. After we got through that section, I’d know whether Nylian was meant to have a harem.
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Chapter 15

I Shaved for This?


Nylian had lost his goddamn mind.

When he said that he’d gotten us in on a caravan from Kodra, that should have been an immediate red flag. I should have called a complete halt to the conversation and demanded more details.

But I hadn’t, and now I was standing on the wharf at daybreak in a dress and a veil.

“I’m going to kill you,” I grumbled under my breath as we sidled up to the group of twenty other women in identical floor-length blue dresses with wide, long sleeves. That was at least helpful, as they helped to hide my not-very-feminine hands.

“You should be grateful,” Nylian whispered beside me. “When I stumbled across the caravan driver yesterday, he was in quite a state. It seems four of the women died on the long trek from Kodra through Wolfrest, and he needed an accurate count in order to board the ferry.”

Even with the heavy veil that covered the lower half of my face, I could more than adequately show my horror and shock with only my eyes at that comment.

Nylian rolled his eyes and huffed at me. “You know I don’t mean it like that. I’d never wish death on an innocent person. I’m just saying that fate finally shined her light on us and gave us the opportunity we were searching for to get to Ulmenor.”

Yeah, I got the point. Even if I wasn’t happy about it.

The elf had come knocking on my door at an ungodly hour this morning, ordering me to shave and pack my things. He’d also had a long blue dress in hand, complete with a veil and covering for my hair. Apparently, a nobleman in Kodra was attempting to establish some new trade relations with the kingdom of Galinaes.

“Sadly, Kodra’s idea of the perfect gift is always humans. Gold and gems can buy you an object once, but a human servant can service your needs a million times over a period of decades,” Nylian had explained, his voice dripping with disdain.

If I recalled correctly, Wolfrest and Edros had outlawed slavery and indentured servitude, leaving that for Kodra and Lockeheim, who were very close trading partners. I wasn’t sure about Basden. I’d never gotten around to making many notes about the island country dominated by orcs, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they kept some human slaves from their raids.

Meanwhile, Galinaes had a twisted mentality, clinging to the claim that they didn’t have slaves, because slavery was wrong. However, they also held the belief that only elves possessed souls. Everyone else was an animal and thus could be owned and used for work like a horse pulling a carriage or an ox in the field, dragging a plow behind it.

“Even under all those layers, you’re an ugly woman,” Adeline whispered loudly behind me.

My hand flew up to flip her off over my shoulder, but my hand remained swallowed under the enormous sleeve so she didn’t see the gesture she wouldn’t have understood in the first place.

Nylian reached over and slapped my arm back down. “Stop your nonsense.”

As far as I could see, all the other women lined up in twos were being quiet and demure, while our rowdy quartet was probably in danger of being whipped. Most of it was my fault, but Adeline wasn’t helping. She’d been snickering and taunting me since we’d arrived in disguise.

Not that she was wrong. I was taller than most of the women, and my broad shoulders made me appear enormous compared to the other delicate women. Even Nylian, who had me by a few inches, was slender in build and could pass for a tall woman.

“Your new owner won’t even take your veil off. He needs only to glance at you and send you to the stables,” Adeline continued despite Nylian’s warning looks.

Thankfully, we started moving forward after being stuck standing inside this dank and gloomy warehouse, waiting for our turn to board the ferry to cross Warbrand Lake. Bright sunlight momentarily blinded me as we stepped outside. Gulls cried over the bark of dockworkers, hurrying to move cargo from ships to wagons. Ropes creaked and waves crashed while the faint scent of salt and dead fish filled the air.

When I’d originally written this scene, Nylian had been hired as a caravan guard while the four women in his entourage posed as Kodra gifts. At least, I thought he’d had four women trailing after him at that point. Mentally, I was burning pages and cursing the old men who’d thought a harem was a good idea.

Jack had put in her two cents and said that my books needed more sex, though. If I ever got back to my world, I would tell Jack that this character had no interest in getting laid. His only thought was about finding his brother’s killer.

We trudged toward the ship that reminded me of old paintings I’d seen of the Mayflower. I didn’t know what it was. Maybe a galleon. Old-timey ships weren’t my strong suit. I just knew that if you called a ship a boat near a sailor, you’d get smacked. I preceded Nylian up the gangplank that had a thin rope for a bit of railing. Swallowing hard, I kept my focus on the woman moving steadily in front of me instead of the sloshing water between the dock and the boat. The elf even reached out a hand and put it on my side, as if he could sense I was feeling unsteady.

There was no opportunity for gazing about on the main deck as gruff, bearded sailors smelling of body odor and ale came to bark at us, shoving us below deck. The wood was worn smooth and scarred from hundreds of blade marks. It was likely this ship had once had a life out on the ocean prior to being repurposed as a ferry to make daily trips back and forth to Ulmenor. Those scars made me think of pirates and mutinies.

But as my brain spun out an elaborate tale of danger on the sea, someone shoved me into a narrow room about the size of a walk-in closet. Nylian crashed into me from behind, followed by a slam of the door. A metal bolt slid into place, locking us in. Or maybe protecting the women from randy crew members and other passengers. The caravan driver couldn’t afford to have his merchandise damaged on this last leg of the voyage.

The room was empty except for two rope hammocks strung up across the room and a bucket that I could only assume was our ensuite bathroom. Judging by the lack of horrendous odor, I guessed that someone had been kind enough to empty the bucket prior to our arrival.

Now that we were alone, I ripped off the veil and drew in a deep breath…and instantly regretted it. While the room didn’t smell of feces and urine, there was a rankness to our surroundings that I could do without. It also didn’t mix well with the salty air coming in through the tiny porthole window.

“How long will it take to cross the bay to Ulmenor?” I asked, holding my wide sleeve up in front of my face.

“If the weather stays as it is with a quiet wind and little chop to the waves, probably about five hours. Maybe less.” With astounding skill, the elf pulled himself up into the top hammock. He stretched out and removed his veil so he could show off his smirk. “The real wait is going to be the processing of the ferry by the port authority. This isn’t the only ship making the crossing today. I’m sure plenty of others have already set sail ahead of us. If we’re lucky, they won’t be letting the cargo off this ship until the sun has set.”

I attempted to lean on the side of his hammock, but the thing swayed away from me. Frowning, I straightened and tried to find a relaxed position even while my stomach bubbled and churned with a strange mix of anxiety and excitement. This was my first time on a boat, and I was going to see a kingdom ruled by elves.

However, I was sneaking into a kingdom that did not take kindly to trespassers. If we were caught, I was most likely dead.

“I’m almost afraid to ask, but do you have a plan for how we are supposed to get away from this caravan and somewhere relatively safe?” I groaned and scrubbed a hand across my face. “Fuck. Do you even have a plan for how you’re going to find the information you’re searching for?”

Nylian reached out and pressed a finger into the center of my forehead. “One problem at a time.”

I tried to smack his hand away, but the elf giggled and jerked it back, evading my touch. “Fine. How are we getting free of the caravan since we are not part of it?”

“I actually have two plans in place for that.” He held up two fingers and waggled them at me. “If it is evening when we’re released from the ship, the caravan driver will take the gift to a warehouse or a cheap inn for the night. Easy to escape from that. But if it’s still relatively early, and it looks like the driver will deliver the gift to its destination, Jasper is ready to act with a distraction.”

“Jasper!” I gasped. I leaned in closer, my fingers wrapping tight in the ropes of his hammock. “You’re talking magic, aren’t you? Have you lost your fucking mind?”

Nylian wiggled his shoulders as if he were settling into his temporary bed and laced his fingers together over his stomach. “No, it’ll be fine.”

“Uh-huh. Let me remind you of the ducks. And maybe the squirrel-sized ogres. I thought you didn’t like Jasper using magic.”

“It’s fine. Jasper and I have discussed it. He’s casting a small smoke-screen spell. At worst, it will turn into a fog that blankets the entire city for a day or two. Either way, that works in our favor. And I never said I didn’t appreciate Jasper’s magic. I just don’t like it when you’re stupid enough to stand in front of him when he’s casting a spell.”

I did not feel reassured. If anything, I was more afraid now than I had been a minute ago. But there was nothing I could do about it. We were locked in a room on a ship bound for Ulmenor. We’d figure out the rest when we landed.

With a grunt, I paced over to the porthole and cautiously peered out. Thankfully, we were on the side of the ship facing the lake. The waters looked calm, which was reassuring, since I was about to find out whether I got seasick. The shore for Galinaes and Ulmenor’s port was far enough away that I couldn’t even see a glimmer of land. It was endless water, as if we were about to set out to sea.

“Is it strange that none of the female captives that are going to be gifted to someone in Ulmenor were bound or shackled?” I turned and faced Nylian, leaning on the bulkhead with my arms crossed over my stomach. “Didn’t the caravan driver risk losing more of his cargo with them escaping?”

The elf had closed his eyes, but there was a strange grin playing on his lips. “Nope.”

“Why?”

He tilted his head toward me and opened those enormous green eyes. “Because not one of those women sees themselves as a captive. They all belong to a caste that was raised to serve those of a higher caste. It is all they know, and it is all they believe they are capable of. For them, it was an honor to be chosen to represent their people and family in another land. To run away from their duty is to dishonor their family and their original owner. If their previous master discovers it, it’s likely their entire family will be punished. Probably killed.”

My nose wrinkled and my lips twisted in disgust, no matter how I tried to hold back my judgment. That was a result of my upbringing. I’d grown up with the insane belief that I could be anything I wanted, as long as I was willing to work hard enough.

Professional athlete? Sure.

President? Of course.

Full-time author? Yeah, but I wished someone had smacked some sense into me on that one.

“By your expression, I’m guessing that such a thing doesn’t exist in your world,” Nylian drawled.

I opened my mouth to agree, but paused. There were things around my world that I hadn’t been fully exposed to or could properly speak to. “It’s not been part of my personal experience. Where I grew up, such a thing didn’t exist as far as I know. However, it would be naïve of me to say that it doesn’t exist at all.”

“That’s fair,” Nylian said, closing his eyes. “Do you…miss your world?”

Now there was an interesting question. Did I?

I’d not given it much thought other than the need to return to it. But even that wasn’t so much a matter of missing it, but a need to return to the place where I belonged. Did I miss my tiny, messy apartment? Did I miss microwave ramen noodles, my lumpy pillow, and mean comments from readers of my books?

“Not really.” I pushed off the wall and crossed to the hammock. After giving his hammock a shove, I carefully climbed into the hammock under him. “I’ve been kind of caught up in all the insanity here. There has been little time to think about my world.”

Nylian fell silent, and I closed my eyes, thinking that was the end of his questions. It probably wouldn’t be a bad idea to catch some sleep, as there was nothing we could do while stuck in the room.

“Are you married?”

That snapped my eyes open real damn quick. “No.”

“Oh.” Silence stretched for another minute. “Do you have any children?”

“No. It was just me.” I almost stated that it had been a while since I’d last attempted to date, focusing instead on my work. However, I wasn’t sure how well the concept of dating would translate in this world. In Nylian’s world, marriages were arranged, or you met someone and your families decided if you were a good match. If yes, then you married.

“You already know that I’m not married, don’t you?” Nylian’s question jerked me from my wandering thoughts, and my heart skipped a beat.

Swallowing hard, I forced my mounting anxiety aside and replied, “Yes, I do.”

“Will you explain to me why you know so many things about this world, and yet you don’t know others when you’ve never been here? How is it you know so much about me even though we’ve never met before?”

Seconds ticked by, and I didn’t know what to say. Explaining that I’d created this world, created him, seemed like a bad idea. “Nylian, can I tell you after we are out of Galinaes?”

“Why wait?”

“Because it’s not a simple answer, and where we’re headed is extremely dangerous for both of us. I think we need to focus on what’s ahead of us and not on the bit of nonsense about my life. In the grand scheme of things, it’s not important. Surviving Galinaes and getting the answers you seek are all that matters.”

“I don’t believe anything associated with you is nonsense,” Nylian countered, making my heart skip for an entirely different reason. “However, I’ll abide by your wishes. Just don’t think I’m letting you off the hook.”

Never. I would never think that this stubborn, annoying man was going to do something as kind as to forget to poke into my background.

I simply had to figure out what to tell him. The truth felt like a mistake.
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Chapter 16

I’m Your What?


Ulmenor was astounding.

The cross of the bay was serene and uneventful. Of course, I slept through most of it, so that was a definite plus. It was only when we reached the busy docks for the capital city of Galinaes that the waters got rough, and I was nearly tossed out of my hammock.

As Nylian had warned, it was several more hours before someone released us from our rooms and marched us up to the top deck, where I caught my first glimpse of the elf city by the fading evening light.

It dwarfed Riverhold in both size and graceful elegance. Each of the buildings looked to be made of stone, but they weren’t boxy and square like the brick buildings at home. They were all smooth, twisting and twirling as they rose into the air. It was as if each one had been chiseled into absolute perfection under the loving hands of thousands of artists.

“It’s so beautiful,” I exhaled, barely able to tear my eyes away from the cityscape.

“Just wait until you see Wolfrest’s capital. It’s even more stunning,” Nylian said behind me.

My heart tripped over itself at the thought of going to Wolfrest and seeing Nylian’s home with my own eyes. But it made sense. If I were to see this through to the end, Nylian would need to return home with proof of who’d arranged for Orian’s murder. Only then could he clear his name and reclaim his old life.

“I can’t wait,” I replied, smiling under my veil. “I’m sure I’m going to love it.”

“You’ll be lucky if I ever let you leave it,” Nylian muttered under his breath.

“What?” I jerked about to look at him, just to make sure I’d heard him correctly. But Nylian’s hand shot out to catch my shoulder and force me to face forward again.

“I said pay attention to where you’re going and follow the crowd. We’re going with Plan A. Stick close to me.”

That was not what he’d said. However, this wasn’t a great time to discuss Nylian’s possible kidnapping proclivities. I’d thought Plan A was to escape during the night from the warehouse, which was the better option, since it meant not relying on Jasper’s magic.

So, naturally, all things went to hell because Jasper hadn’t gotten the memo that we didn’t need his magic. Or maybe Adeline had changed the script without telling us. Either way, it wasn’t good.

The moment my feet touched the dock, my legs swaying beneath me as they tried to recall what it was to be on solid land, a great pink fog rolled in from the bay and poured through the streets. Air froze in my lungs as I watched the surrounding people disappear in the cloud, leaving behind their frantic shouts of fear and confusion.

A hand suddenly wrapped around my wrist and I jumped, instinctively trying to jerk it free.

“It’s me,” Nylian whispered in my ear. I relaxed, allowing him to pull me along. We ran as best as we could, weaving between the people and enormous crates that only appeared when we were less than a foot away from them.

The pink cotton-candy fog stretched everywhere, obscuring my view of the city. But it also meant that no one could see us. Nylian maintained a breakneck pace, forcing us to cross countless blocks as fast as my legs could carry me. Several times I wanted to stop him, but he had to know Ulmenor and its people better than I did. If it was safe for us to stop, he would let us stop.

After several blocks, the sweet scent of flowers replaced the salty air, giving it a clear crispness that I couldn’t put a name to. It was clean and almost decadent. Slowly, the fog was fading, and it was becoming easier to make out the buildings. Elegant carriages filled the streets and streetlamps popped on, one after another, with a warm yellow glow. But this was magic rather than oil and flame.

When I could no longer catch my breath, Nylian pulled us down a shadowy alley and slowed to a brisk walk. Only after a few more turns that took us away from one of the major streets did he stop. I leaned on a cool stone wall, holding my side against the stitch that was slicing through my organs. My throat was raw and my lungs burned. This body might be in damn good shape, but I still didn’t have any hope of keeping up with the elf, who wasn’t even panting.

As I stood there, trying to suck great gulps of air into my lungs, Nylian ripped off the veil, head covering, and dress that he wore over his clothes. He wadded them all up and shoved them into a dark corner before turning to me.

“I’m sorry, but we need to keep moving until we can find a safe place to hide,” Nylian murmured as his nimble fingers plucked away my veil. “That spell of Jasper’s would have sent all the City Watch scrambling for the docks. It’s likely that they’re on high alert now, searching for anyone who might have sneaked into the capital.”

“Fuck. What…what…about…Adeline…and Jasper?” I gasped.

“Hopefully they’ve gotten away.” He gave a small shake of his head when I tried to form more words. “The plan was always for us to part ways after reaching the shore. They have their business, and we have ours.”

Not great, but I couldn’t argue with him. My hopes for Adeline and Nylian fizzled completely. Maybe they weren’t meant for each other. I ignored the strange knot in my stomach that suddenly disappeared and focused on what was ahead of us. Adeline would take care of Jasper and get him to a wizard who could teach him something.

For now, Nylian and I needed to stay alive long enough to make a plan that would get us closer to the people who might have the information we needed.

With the stitch in my side fading, I had enough energy to take off my head covering and pull off the baggy blue dress. That pale hue was not my best color, but at least it had hidden my bag and the sword strapped to my back.

“Hey, why did I have to shave if I was always going to be wearing a veil?” I demanded as I wadded up the fabric and tossed it aside.

“Oh, you didn’t. I was just wondering what you’d look like clean shaven.” The evil elf flashed me a wicked grin, and I raised my fist to bring it down on top of his head. He caught it easily and shoved me against the wall. Crowding close, Nylian tipped his head toward me so that his nose brushed my cheek. Even after our time trapped on the ship and the running through the winding Ulmenor streets, he still smelled like a walk through the woods after the rain. “And I was right. You’re even more handsome now.”

What the hell was I supposed to say to that?

All the fire and irritation rushed out of me like air from a balloon. Shameless flirt.

Nylian suddenly released my arm and stepped away. “Caught your breath?” he asked, as if nothing had happened.

“Yes. Let’s go.”

“Stick close to me, and don’t do anything stupid.” He held up a finger, his expression turning deathly serious. “No distractions. Follow my lead.”

I wrapped my fingers around that extended digit and scowled. “Are you familiar with the layout of the city?”

“Not in the slightest, but every city has its shady parts. We’ll keep moving until we find it.”

That was not reassuring, but I kept my mouth shut. It wasn’t as though I had a better plan.
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The sun had fully set when Nylian finally stumbled across a warehouse that appeared as if it hadn’t been used in years. The elf assured me there were no security spells protecting the building, allowing us to sneak inside without alerting the rest of the city. We’d been on the run for hours, never stopping for more than twenty minutes. The City Watch was out in force, their cold gray uniforms shining even through the darkness.

Not that Ulmenor had a lot of that.

Magical streetlamps were everywhere, and each of the buildings seemed to twinkle with tiny white fairy lights as if they’d strung up thousands of fireflies. The capital of Galinaes was a beautiful city, but I was sure I wasn’t appreciating it properly because I was constantly worried about being caught and killed.

“You know,” I panted as I dropped onto an old, dust-covered crate in the center of the warehouse, “I think we should have come up with a plan before we boarded the ferry.”

Nylian stood close by, his entire body tense as his gaze searched the deepest shadows. His fingers tightened on the blade hilt in his hand, the silver edge catching and reflecting the light leaking in through the broken dirty windows. “Possibly.”

“Really? That’s it?”

He shoved the dagger into its sheath and turned to face me. “We had little time to linger in Riverhold. I believe the governor told you to get out of town soon. And you were worried about what rumors were floating up to Gushan from Riverhold.”

Okay. He had a point. Living in the body of one of the Edros princes was not helping us to keep a low profile while we were in Edros.

“Sorry. We rushed things because of me. But aside from that, did you have a contact in mind? A haven you could use? An idea of how you were going to sneak into the castle?”

The elf turned toward me, sucked in a breath, opened his mouth, and then said, “No.”

“What?” I screeched, only to slap my hand over my mouth for being way too loud. “What do you mean, no?”

His shoulders slumped and head hanging, Nylian shuffled over and dropped onto the crate next to me, his knee knocking into mine. “I hate to admit it, but none of this was technically planned out. Not a second of it. My brain has just recently gotten over the denial that Orian is gone.” His voice caught on those last three words, and he swallowed hard. “It’s like I blinked, and I’m suddenly exiled and branded a murderer. How…how could my father believe I would…”

I wrapped a hand around the nape of his neck and squeezed. “The people who know you don’t believe it. Maybe your father was angry and hurting over the loss of his child. Give him time to come to his senses. Right now, our job is to find out who would plot such a thing.”

“That’s the one thing that’s kept me moving since this happened. I’ve had a list running in my head of people who could benefit from this chaos.” He paused and turned his head to stare at me, his expression growing complicated.

My hand fell away from his neck and returned to my lap. “And you probably thought the gods had dropped a huge clue into your lap when you stumbled across me, only to have all your hopes crushed in Riverhold.”

“Well…not all of them.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

Nylian bumped his shoulder into mine. “Victor Montcroix was on my original list, and it seemed lucky to suddenly run into him, but I knew something was off the moment you opened your mouth. After Victor, it was always King Beldroth and Queen Sumina of Galinaes and then…my siblings.”

“Not the rulers of Lockeheim or Kodra?”

He shook his head. “Kodra has a good trade deal with Wolfrest, one that was negotiated with my father. If someone else were to take his place, it’s doubtful that the deal would remain as lucrative for them. There’s no benefit to Kodra in creating this chaos.”

“And Lockeheim?”

He spread his hands out in front of him, open and empty, appearing helpless. “We haven’t had problems with Lockeheim in generations. There has been no tension between our peoples as far as I know. It’s possible, but I can’t imagine why.”

“Doesn’t matter. We’ll check each and every lead we can until we find the true mastermind behind this plot against you and Orian.”

A slow smile grew on Nylian’s face, wiping away some of the sadness that had settled in his eyes. “Thank you. Part of me wishes to know why, but I honestly don’t care. I’m just glad that you’re here. Normally, something like this, it would be my brother at my side. I don’t think I could have done this alone. We⁠—”

Nylian was on his feet in a flash, his sword singing as it flew from its sheath. I was slower, mostly because I couldn’t hear whatever had tipped him off that trouble was approaching. But I didn’t have to wait long to hear the echo of footsteps drawing closer.

Lots of footsteps.

An entire platoon of footsteps.

“Want to run for it?” I demanded, squeezing the hilt of my sword to the point of hurting my knuckles.

“It’s too late. They’re already here. Just stay behind me.”

Sadly, I didn’t have much choice otherwise. We hadn’t gotten around to my sword training yet. The best I could do was to look threatening with my blade drawn. Anything else and I was in danger of cutting one of my own limbs off.

As the first of the City Watch rushed into the warehouse, their stone gray uniforms like ghosts floating into the darkness, Nylian rushed forward, his sword flashing. He cut the first two down, but they kept coming faster than he could stop them. My stomach twisted into bigger and bigger knots. I wanted to jump in, to help him, to not be so fucking useless.

In the end, there were too many. The guards flooded into the room, surrounding us with swords drawn. Nylian retreated to my side, his face splattered with blood and his breaths coming in sharp pants. He grabbed my arm, forcing me behind him as he kept his sword lifted, daring them to take a step closer.

“Prince Xeran Elrich, you are under arrest for illegally entering the city of Ulmenor,” one guard, who had more medals and shiny gold emblems on his uniform than the others, barked. I guessed that made him the captain or sergeant in charge of this horde.

“What about my companion?” Nylian’s fingers tightened on my wrist to the point of pain.

“That will be put to death immediately,” the captain sneered. “It’s the only way to keep the vermin population under control.”

My heart leaped into my throat. “Fuck.” Not even a fake trial and the threat of a hefty fine. Going straight to the death sentence. My thoughts briefly drifted to Adeline and Jasper and I hoped they’d done a better job than us of staying hidden, but that wish was blown away as the first elf took a step toward me with a short sword raise to cut my head from my body.

“No! He’s my pet!” Nylian shouted, halting everyone in the room.

I’m his fucking what?

So, maybe now was not the best time to argue semantics, but I had never been called that.

“If you touch him, you will be destroying the property of a member of the royal family of Wolfrest,” Nylian continued into the stunned silence.

“You’re not fooling me. Everyone knows you’ve been exiled.” The captain laughed, though I had to admit that it sounded a touch forced.

“Yes, but that’s a situation that can change easily enough. Can you bring him back from the dead as easily as I can be returned to my full status?” The captain swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his slender throat, and Nylian pressed his advantage. “Do you want to be the one to explain to King Beldroth why you plunged Galinaes into a war with Wolfrest over a human? Or would you rather arrest us and allow someone who gets paid more to make that decision?”

The elf hesitated, his face going from deathly pale to a bright pink. Just as sure that I was breathing my last, he slashed his sword through the air and shoved it into its sheath. “Throw them into the dungeon.” I could have sworn I heard him mutter, “I’m not paid enough to deal with royalty.” But I could have been mistaken.

Either way, that was how I ended up as Nylian’s “pet” and locked up in an elf dungeon.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 17

This Pet Bites


“At least we’re still alive.”

With an arched brow—because this body knew how to arch just one eyebrow—I looked around our new temporary home of cold, damp walls; oppressive iron bars; and a bit of straw on the floor that I may or may not have been sharing with the local rat population.

But I got what Nylian was saying. It could be a hell of a lot worse. I could be dead. They hadn’t even bothered to rough us up after we were disarmed and bound in rope. Of course, I thought that had more to do with Nylian’s convincing speech about not wanting to be responsible for starting a war.

If we were alive, it meant that we still had a chance at escaping and finding Orian’s killer.

I thought about asking him how long he thought we’d be stuck in there, but I let the question go. He knew no more than I did at the moment, and he didn’t need the pressure of trying to keep my spirits up. He’d already accomplished the hard task of keeping me alive.

The only thing that had me worried was that they’d taken all our belongings, including that damn magic coin. Before boarding the ship, I’d moved it from my coin pouch to a hidden pocket in the bottom of my pack. Could the elves sense the magic of the thing? If someone located the coin and stole it, there was no chance of me getting home. For now, I crossed my fingers and prayed it would go unnoticed.

It wasn’t as if I were in a rush to leave this world. There was no way I was going to leave Nylian alone. He needed me. Maybe I wasn’t sure why he needed me, but I was confident I could provide some critical help when he needed it most.

“Are you anxious, or do you just not want to use the bucket?” Nylian inquired, stopping my pacing in front of the bars midstride. Yes, we were back to a bucket for a bathroom. Lovely.

“No, I don’t need to use the bucket,” I replied with as much indignation as I could muster. Thankfully, it was enough to put a half smile on Nylian’s face.

“Sit. Rest. We’re not going anywhere anytime soon. We’ve spent most of the night running. No one is going to bother the king and queen with news of my capture until morning.”

He was right. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting the job of waking a king in the middle of the night with news that could be good or bad.

Huffing at him, I shuffled across a cell that was three times the size of our ship cabin and plopped onto the pile of straw. I released a second sigh of relief when I didn’t feel any additional movement under my ass.

“You know, this isn’t my first stay in a dungeon.”

My head popped up and turned so I could see his expression, half convinced he was making a joke, but he appeared to be serious.

“This one is even nicer than the one I stayed in before,” the elf continued. “Fewer pools of standing water. Less moss growing on the walls.”

“Who threw you in the dungeon?”

“My dad.”

I choked on a laugh. “Your dad? The king of Wolfrest? He threw you in the dungeon?”

“Mn. Both Orian and me.” Leaning his head against the wall, Nylian closed his eyes and a small smile grew on his lips. “It was years ago. When we were young and stupid.”

“As opposed to now, when you’re sooooo old and stupid.”

He cracked one eye at me. “Two hundred and forty-seven isn’t old in elf years, but yes, I know better now.” He closed his eye again and continued his story. “Orian and I were feeling restless and reckless after being cooped up inside the castle for days on end for some random celebration. I don’t even know what any longer. We decided to take the horses out for a ride. Orian challenged me to a race.”

“Which, of course, you couldn’t turn down,” I interjected.

“Of course not.”

“Where was the race held?”

“Through the middle of the afternoon market.”

“Shit,” I hissed, wincing.

“It was a complete mess.” He sighed, his voice filled with nostalgic warmth. “Stalls and carts were overturned. Produce destroyed. We were lucky no one got hurt. Everyone was so angry. When we were hauled in front of my father, he was so infuriated he couldn’t even speak in complete sentences. His face kept getting redder and redder like a tomato about to split.”

“How long were you stuck in the dungeon?”

“Two days. Our mother heard about it. She came to tell us both what a disappointment we were, and how we’d embarrassed the entire family. Afterward, she spoke to father on our behalf and convinced him to release us. As punishment, we had to work one day a week in the market for a year. We served everyone who had a stall or a cart selling goods. Ran hundreds of errands, shoveled tons of manure, whatever was asked of us.”

“You and Orian got the shit jobs. Literally.”

“Yes. And then the day after market duty, we always had double training and double school lessons to make up for what we missed while working the market.” He paused, and his grin grew a bit larger. “It was absolute misery for an entire year, but Orian made it tolerable. Even fun at times. We got to know so many of the people who called the capital home. He was always the more outgoing of us. He could chat with anyone and make them feel at ease. Orian said people could tell us apart because I was always scowling.”

That was a little hard to believe. Other than those first couple of days together, it seemed like Nylian always had a smile teasing his lips when I looked at him. How could Orian be the cheerful twin?

“Why?” The single word was a whisper that sounded as if it had gotten caught in the back of his throat. “Why would someone target him? It doesn’t make any sense. Everyone loves Orian. Loved…loved him. I’m the annoying one. The argumentative one. Orian was the calm, level-headed one. I’m the one who jumps in with my sword drawn.”

Nylian’s fist trembled as he raised it to pound on the ground, but I caught it before it could strike. With a squeeze, I dragged his watery eyes to my face. “How do you know he was the target?”

The elf blinked wide eyes at me. His lips parted, but there was only silence besides a distant drip of water.

“What are you talking about?” he demanded at last. His voice was still low, as if we were discussing secrets, and maybe we were.

“Walk me through that day. You said it happened during a duel.”

Nylian nodded. “Someone had put poison on my blade, and it got into his bloodstream from a minor cut he suffered in the duel.”

I waved my hands at him. “You’ve skipped too much.” I turned on the straw to face him and rested my shoulder on the cold stone wall. “Did you and your brother duel often?”

“Yes, at least once a week if we were both in the castle. Sometimes more often.”

“Same place?”

“Yes, if the weather was nice, there was a large courtyard we used. If the weather was poor, we took over the ballroom.”

“So, it was likely common knowledge around the castle this happened?”

Nylian made an irritated, impatient noise, but nodded again. “Yes. I’m sure all the servants and most of the court knew about our duels, but we wouldn’t let anyone in to watch. We didn’t want the annoyance or distraction.”

“Did you use the sword I see you carry?”

“No, of course not!” That answer was sharper. To the point where I was afraid he was going to hit me. But the elf controlled his temper and lowered his voice. “We have special dueling swords. They are lighter weight with a dull edge, so we can’t accidentally harm one another.”

“But of those dueling swords, you have one specific sword and Orian has another.”

“No, not really. The swords are identical.”

“So, you don’t always fight with the same sword?”

“No, that’s impossible.” Annoyance was growing thick in his voice as he shifted to face me. “The dueling swords are identical in every way. They are stored together in a case that’s kept with all the other training supplies. Usually, one of us tells a servant to fetch the swords and where to bring them. That day, the weather had been nice. We spent some time practicing some archery while we waited for the swords. When we were done, the swords were waiting on a table for us.”

“Who chose a sword first?”

Nylian was on his feet in a flash, pacing our cell, making it feel smaller with every pass. “No,” he snapped, no longer willing to even glance in my direction. “No. I know what you’re thinking, and you are wrong.” He turned and grabbed the iron bars with both hands with a hiss. “Orian would never…”

Swearing under my breath, I shoved to my feet and hurried across the short distance separating us. “You don’t know what I’m thinking, and it’s clear you’re not thinking at all.” I grabbed his wrists and violently ripped his hands away from the bars. Just from that short period of time, his fingers were already red and looked to be forming welts. Iron and the fae don’t mix. I released one hand and smacked him in the middle of the forehead. “Don’t be a dumbass. You need your hands.”

“But you were implying…”

I ignored him for a second, running my thumbs across his palms and fingers, hoping to soothe away the damage he’d created while knowing deep down this was not helping in the slightest. But what the fuck was I supposed to do? I had no medicine or even clean water. It was bad enough I was psychologically poking about in what had to be the worst day of his life. There was no need to goad him into physically hurting himself.

“I was not implying,” I said when the redness seemed to fade. After I released his hands, I lifted my eyes to meet his. “The point I’m trying to make is that you and your brother dueling was public knowledge. Countless people had access to those swords. Anyone could have put poison on the blade. This person could have been trying to kill you, not realizing that you and Orian don’t always use the same blade. Or…” I paused, leaning in close to make sure he was paying attention, “they could have just wanted to kill one of you, not caring which prince died?”

Nylian stumbled away from me, shaking his head as he moved, but I still pressed on.

“What would your father have done if it had been you dead instead of your brother? Would he have exiled Orian? Would the same chaos have run through the Wolfrest court? Would your parents have suffered the same pain and devastation at your sudden death?”

“Stop,” Nylian choked out and walked away from me to stand on the other side of the cell with his back to me.

“If not for an odd quirk of fate, I could be sitting in this cell with Orian right now rather than you.”

“No!” He pressed his hand to his forehead, massaging it with his long fingers before repeating more softly, “No.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m not hearing any specific proof that says Orian was the intended target.”

Sure, I could cook up some convoluted theories that said Orian knew which blade held the poison and he’d sacrificed himself to save his brother. Or even that he’d plotted against Nylian, but made a mistake at the last second. I was a writer. My brain was twisted. Of course, I could think of demented shit.

But I also believed that sometimes the simplest explanation was the most plausible. In this instance, the point was to get both of the twins out of the way. Killing Orian and Xeran was dangerous. The king would have gone hunting for the killer. Yet, by killing one and framing the other, the real culprit escaped the limelight.

The thing that surprised me was that Nylian hadn’t thought of this. Of course, in his defense, he’d been blindsided from the start. His pain and grief had kept him from more analytically examining the events. He needed some outsiders on his side. Until this moment, he hadn’t had that.

I crossed the cell and took his elbow, leading him over to the pile of straw. “Rest. We’re stuck in here for now, and there’s nothing we can do about the past until we’re free.”

The elf dropped heavily to the ground, and I winced at the bones I could imagine being jarred. Far more gently, I sat next to him, wrapped an arm around his shoulders, and pulled him in close so that his head was resting against mine.

“I always thought there had to be a deeper reason why someone targeted Orian,” Nylian whispered.

“Maybe there is, and we don’t know it yet. We’ll get out of here and find the truth.”

“Before Father exiled me, I heard they conducted a search for the servant who fetched our swords that day. They discovered his body dumped in an old well outside of West Vale with his throat slit. I’m sure there were people who jumped to argue that I paid the servant to place the poison on the sword and then ordered someone to kill the servant to cover my tracks.”

I bit back a sigh. Someone had covered their tracks. The servant had been a loose end and an easy way to identify the real culprit. Now we were stuck searching for clues outside of Wolfrest.

“Thank you, Lockhart. I haven’t been able to review the events of that day. Without you, I might have missed something important.”

“No problem. You can repay me by telling me whether I should worry about this king recognizing my face? Do I need to pretend to be a prince?” The City Watch might not have recognized this handsome face, but the members of the Galinaes royal family and nobility might keep up more on other royals from other kingdoms.

Nylian shook with quiet laughter but didn’t sit up. “No. The elves of Galinaes are isolationists and don’t associate with humans.”

“Hence me becoming a pet,” I interjected.

The elf reached up and pinched my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “And I know you’re going to be the very best pet.” As he pulled his hand away, I made a show of trying to bite his hand, which earned me another, deeper chuckle. “But no, I don’t think they’ll recognize you as Victor, because all humans look alike.”

“Lovely,” I muttered.

“It is. I’m sure we’d have even more trouble if they thought you were Prince Victor Montcroix. Now, go to sleep. I’m sure tomorrow will be eventful.”

I waited, but Nylian didn’t move. The freaking elf just snuggled closer, leaning more of his weight against me, his head resting on my shoulder like his personal pillow. Whatever. I had a feeling he was going to be right about tomorrow.
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He was.

I woke to a mad scramble of pounding footsteps and the abrasive jangle of keys. I scrubbed my hands over my gritty eyes and opened them to find Nylian kneeling next to me, poised to pounce.

Fuck that shit. Pounce, my ass.

Wait, that came out wrong.

It was too early for pouncing on guards and breaking free.

“Don’t speak unless someone asks you a question directly, and keep your answers short. Stay behind me and follow my lead,” Nylian directed.

“No one should expect anything grand out of me before coffee,” I mumbled.

By the time the guard was shoving a key into the lock, I was on my feet and more or less awake. Sleeping in a cold, drafty dungeon was an experience I hoped to never repeat. Zero stars. Would not recommend it to my friends. Just my enemies.

“King Beldroth and Queen Sumina would like to speak with you,” the guard stated as he swung open the door. He even offered a bow that had me glancing over at Nylian. The elf flashed a tiny smirk my way and preceded me out of the cell. This was an interesting change in tone from “We’re going to lock you up and kill your human.”

The walk from the dungeon to where the royals were waiting for us was long and twisting, but we got to see some amazing sights along the way. The first floor we reached was better than the dungeons, but not by a lot, since this looked like the place where all the servants lived and worked, away from the view of the royal family. Not a single rug or painting adorned the first floor to break the austere monotony. Lighting was sparse, creating an ominous air filled with deep shadows from which eyes could be watching.

However, the next few floors we passed through were brighter. Plain stone turned to endless acres of smooth marble of every color. Furniture was everywhere, each piece seeming more delicate and ornate than the last. Gold and gems dripped from every knickknack and luxurious furs covered floors and were draped over chairs. There was no missing that this was a royal residence.

While it was jaw-dropping, there was something that left me feeling like I was walking through an opulent mausoleum. There was a cold austerity to it all, as if nothing living existed in this space. It was a showroom for all the kingdom’s rich possessions.

I was growing winded when the guard who’d accompanied us pushed open a set of double doors, leading us into a bright room of white marble and enormous two-story windows that faced the east, welcoming in piercingly bright morning sunlight. Blinking fiercely, I held up a hand to shade my eyes as they attempted to adjust.

Around the room were at least a dozen servants in matching white uniforms, waiting to fulfill the tiniest command. They all stood close to a medium-sized round table that had to be groaning under the enormous weight of food and silverware.

With a loud clap that made me and about every servant in the room jump, a dark-haired elf with a crown leaped to his feet. He was the first elf I’d encountered who wasn’t perfectly slender. There was considerable meat to his bones. He was nowhere near fat, but plush like a human. It was a little unsettling after seeing so many skinny elves.

“Prince Xeran Elrich, you naughty boy!” the king chastised as he left his breakfast to approach them. “Sneaking into my kingdom on an Edros ferry.”

Nylian dipped into a medium bow, his right hand to his chest, and I mimicked him. “I beg the forgiveness of you and her elegance, Queen Sumina, for my intrusion into your home.” I watched out of the corner of my eye as the king grabbed Nylian by both shoulders and urged him to straighten. For a second, I hesitated and then stood as well. So far, it appeared as if no one had noticed me, and I hoped it stayed that way for as long as possible.

“Nonsense. You only needed to send a letter ahead of you,” King Beldroth said, keeping in his playful, jovial tone.

“Of course we would welcome you within our border. It’s natural that you would seek sanctuary with your kin rather than be trapped with the humans,” Queen Sumina chimed in. Her voice was considerably less friendly and far colder than her husband’s. It was a struggle to not glance over at her when she spoke, but I was afraid of meeting her gaze. Something about the disdain that filled her voice at the mention of humans made it seem like a terrible idea.

“Exactly. You should be with other elves.” The king patted his shoulders a few times, his smile broad and simple. “Shame about that matter with your brother. We don’t believe it, of course. Your father is overlooking something obvious. We’re sure of it. Besides, even if you killed your brother, what’s the matter with that?” Beldroth asked with an absent wave of one hand. “That’s why the king maintains a harem.”

“Any struggles between the children ensures that the strongest rises to the throne,” Sumina finished for him with a chilling smirk.

One of Nylian’s hands balled into a fist and it took all of my self-control not to reach out and take that hand in my own. Blowing off Orian’s death as the natural order of things was not how you got on Nylian’s good side.

“I thank you for your wisdom,” Nylian replied, somehow keeping his disgust and anger from his voice.

“But look at this!” The king turned to me and I started, my eyes darting to Nylian and then to the king. This was what I didn’t want. “You’ve gotten yourself a human for a pet. We have dozens as servants around the palace, not that we allow them on the upper floors where they can be seen.”

Sumina lifted her voice to add her two cents. “We’ve even gifted a few of the prettier ones to some of the court for sexual servants. Is that why you keep this one?”

My face was on fire. Forget the blush beginning at the tips of my ears. The heat immediately suffused my entire face and was sliding down my chest. Did she really ask if I was Nylian’s personal whore? Oh, I had a few things to say about that. Not that I could. Anything that came out of my mouth would most definitely get me killed.

“No, Lockhart isn’t used for that,” Nylian answered, but did he need to sound disappointed about it?

“Why do you keep him? Does he do any tricks?” Beldroth inquired, and it was becoming harder to maintain a blank expression.

“Tricks?” Nylian sounded stumped.

This. This was the exact moment when the floor needed to swallow me up and take me away from this world. If I’d had that damn coin on me, I would have flipped it and said fuck the consequences.

“He has some musical talents, though only at a human level. I find him quite humorous. An entertaining storyteller. Lockhart has proved to be a pleasant traveling companion since I left Wolfrest.” The elf was crawling out of the hole the two royals had dropped him in, and the embarrassment wasn’t in danger of choking me any longer.

“Like a jester?” the king said, and the urge to smack someone returned in a flash.

“Sort of. Mostly, I find I enjoy caring for someone.”

That…was unexpected. I was still trying to digest that strange comment when our companions chimed in.

“Huh. Odd,” Beldroth announced before moseying to the table.

“Very. I can’t say that I’ve ever had that inclination,” Sumina agreed. I believed that about both of them.

The king dug into his plate of food, seeming to forget about us. It was the queen who moved things along again.

“A chamber has been prepared for your stay with us. A guard can return your pet to the dungeon until you have a need for him,” Sumina murmured. She wasn’t even looking in our direction, but picking at some fruit on her plate with a tiny gold fork.

I sucked in a breath, but Nylian immediately spoke, not giving me a chance to step in it.

“Actually, I would prefer to keep him at my side. I find caring for Lockhart very soothing for my nerves, and he’s become something of a valet for me.”

“Very well,” the queen agreed, her tone becoming dismissive, as if she were more than ready to have us out of her sight.

“Tonight!” the king suddenly exclaimed like a sugar-fueled three-year-old. “Tonight, we are throwing a grand party to welcome you here. You must bring your pet along. He’s not too bad-looking, as humans go. A tailor will be along to get you both properly outfitted. It’ll be a wonderful party.”

Nylian bowed, and I followed suit.

Thankfully, a guard stepped up to escort us out of the breakfast room and down many more corridors to our new quarters. This was a sizable step up from the dungeon. It was four times the size of my one-bedroom apartment in my world. Every bit was opulent and luxurious. Especially the bed.

The one fucking bed.

Goddammit.

I was not sleeping on the floor or at the foot of the bed like a good fucking pet.

Nylian dismissed the two servants, who were waiting inside for arrival. The second he closed the door, my mouth flew open, but I didn’t even get the chance to speak. He already had one finger raised, halting my words.

The elf flew across the room to my side. “Elves have excellent hearing, even through walls. Low volume,” he warned.

“Are you fucking shitting me?” I exploded in a harsh whisper. That pretty much covered it, since my brain was in such a froth over that entire conversation that I didn’t even know where to begin. “Seriously? Are you shitting me with that?”

The elf smiled at me, and that only left me feeling more flustered. “I don’t truly see you as a pet. You’re not my jester. You’re not a servant. Adam Lockhart is my equal and my friend.”

Well…hell. That sucked all the indignant wind out of my sails.

“Fine. Whatever,” I muttered. “At least this is better than being in the dungeon. After all the running and sleeping on the ground, I’m ready for someone to pamper my ass.” I turned toward the bed, threw out my arms, and attempted to flop right onto what had to be a ridiculously soft bed.

But I never touched a single thread.

Nylian caught the back of my shirt and left me hanging in the air, balanced on the tips of my toes. “You are not smelling up that bed. Bath first.” As soon as he finished speaking, he spun me around and marched me to a second room with even more marble and an enormous tub that could fit four people with indoor fucking plumbing. “Wash. When you’re done, I’m sure food will be dropped off. We need to look our best tonight.”

“The party?” I glanced over my shoulder to see a wicked grin spreading across the elf’s face.

“Big parties are an excellent time to go snooping for clues.”

Yes, snooping for clues. I didn’t trust King Beldroth. And I trusted Queen Sumina even less. They had to know something about Orian’s death, and we were going to uncover what it was.
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Chapter 18

Surprise of a Lifetime


Never doubt the power of a hot bath, good food, and a new set of snazzy clothes.

While the elf servants might not have been too keen about making a suit of clothes for a human, they still turned out spectacular. And really, I looked damn good in black, like some wicked rogue about to slash and seduce his way through a ball.

Of course, just as I was feeling good about myself, Nylian had to step out of the bathroom wrapped in a pale-green suit that perfectly complimented his golden hair and bright-green eyes. I might have choked on air a bit as I tried to remember how to close my mouth. Until now, his clothes had been finely made but simple and functional. Not much call for delicate stitching and fabrics when you’re going to be running through the woods.

“You’re like a prince from a storybook,” I murmured, unable to tear my eyes away.

“So are you.”

I snorted and found the power to turn away from him, but he caught my arm and dragged me over to the full-length mirror in one corner. He placed me in front of it and stood behind me, smiling. “Remember that we are two very different creatures. Elves are about grace and elegance. Dark colors are for every day. Pale pastels like fragile flowers are for social events. Humans value power and strength in all things. Especially among the men. You embody strength, power, and virility.”

I grinned at his reflection. “You’re saying I’m going to stand out like a sore thumb? That I’ll be an outcast?”

“Yes, which is exactly how I want it. I don’t want them hitting on you. You’re mine.”

With a wave of my hand, I stepped away from the mirror. “Yes, yes, I’m your pet. I promise to stick close to you and follow your cues all night. I swear.”

Nylian looked as if he were going to say something, but he just shook his head. After adjusting his clothes one last time in the glass, he returned his attention to me. “If we’re separated during the night, I want you to locate the king and queen, then put as much distance between yourself and them. They will be the most dangerous people in the room, but not the only ones. If you find yourself in a situation where you feel uncomfortable and can’t reach me, return to our room. I’ll come find you.”

“Got it.” That was an order I wouldn’t argue with. “Speaking of…the king and queen…is it just me or does he seem a little…” I paused, not sure how to put it. Instead, I tapped on the side of my head. In short, the man wasn’t all there, but I wasn’t saying those words out loud even if we were alone.

Nylian closed the distance between us and his nimble fingers lightly fiddled with my tunic and cape, even though both were perfect. “The true power holder in Galinaes is Queen Sumina. This kingdom has been a matriarchy for several generations now, ever since Queen Pyria seized power. The crown has been handed down to princesses and they’ve been wed to men who could be manipulated and controlled. King Beldroth is nothing more than a figurehead and troublemaker, but don’t underestimate him. He will take your life as easily as the queen if you cross him.”

“Because I’m a human,” I finished, his warning sinking its icy claws into my flesh.

Nylian smiled, but it felt forced and didn’t come close to touching his eyes. “But everything is going to be fine because you’re going to be near me. It should be a few hours of mingling. Then, when everyone has become intoxicated, we will slip away to do some snooping. I doubt anyone will even notice we’re missing.”

Despite Nylian’s reassurances and my stylish new clothes, anxiety bubbled within my stomach. I was an introvert at heart. As curious as I was to see what constituted an elf party thrown by royalty, most of me wanted to stay in our room, eat more food, and find a book to read. I wouldn’t have been opposed to staring at the ceiling and talking to Nylian about nothing at all.

Somewhere during our twisting journey, I’d grown comfortable with the man. We were friends, and my brain didn’t feel the need to worry about every little thing that came out of my mouth with him. I could share the same space with him and be at ease.

That was fucking rare.

In my world, I could count on one hand the number of people I felt that way with.

It was a shame he couldn’t come home with me when I figured out how to get home.

Before my brain could even analyze that strange thought, we were walking into the glittering ballroom filled with elves in elaborate gowns and elegant suits. Fans fluttered while gems caught and winked in the warm light that came from magical globes floating in the air. Along the edges of the room were hundreds of plants creating a wall of green dotted with delicate flowers of every color.

Music played in the background from a quartet of musicians. It was light and fluffy, all strings and flutes. Nothing with hard edges or deep thumping.

Servants in white uniforms slipped through the crowd, silver platters balanced on one hand, offering snacks and colorful drinks in delicate champagne glasses.

In a heartbeat, I realized I was the one shadow in this crowd of spring blossoms. Nylian was right that no one was wearing anything darker than a pastel. I stood out like a black beacon of evil among them. There was no way in hell I’d be able to hide or blend in with this crowd.

Yeah, there was no way Nylian was getting rid of me. If they were going to make me a blot on their party, I was going to become Nylian’s shadow, clinging to his every move.

“Lockhart?”

I jerked my gaze away from the assembled group who’d paused to stare at us to find Nylian smiling at me.

“You look beautiful to me.”

Those words formed an armor that wrapped around every inch of me. No matter their stares or what they said, it couldn’t touch me. The one person who mattered had already staked their claim. My friend.

As we entered the room, a servant came forward wearing a more elaborate uniform than the others and a more imperious attitude. He stated we should follow, and the crowd parted to form an aisle leading to a pair of thrones set up on a dais where the king and queen were sitting. Both wore glittering gold outfits. In fact, they were the only ones wearing the color gold, much like I was the only one wearing black. I was the night to their brilliant sunny day.

We bowed to the royals, and the king was instantly on his feet. His eyes skimmed over me for a second, but he didn’t say a word as he moved to Nylian’s side and clapped him on the shoulder. “You and your pet are looking much better now. Had a good rest? The finest of food to fill your stomach? No more of that nasty human fare, right?”

“Your Majesty has been most gracious in our care,” Nylian replied with a bow of his head. The king ushered Nylian through the ballroom while I fell several steps behind him, following like a good, obedient pet. It was galling and degrading, but it was also the safest thing for me. I didn’t know the social customs or graces that would be expected of me among the elves. I didn’t have the protective armor of being one of the Edros princes. Here, I was just a human, looked down upon as if I were a rat who’d crawled into their party, covered in feces.

Since I was following Nylian, no one expected me to make polite small talk with the other party guests. That was a relief. I was that awkward person who stood in the corner of a room and spent all their time staring at their drink. The only thing worse was when someone hit on one of the three topics that I could talk about, and then it was like I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Yeah, being Nylian’s shadow was much safer.

The king escorted Nylian around the room, bragging about this and that, not saying much of value. It was more like he was showing off his newest acquisition to his party guests rather than having any interest in Nylian. When he was done with his parade, we were nearly back at the thrones. Beldroth flitted away for something else that seemed shinier, leaving us to ourselves.

But that didn’t last long.

Now that Nylian had the royal seal of approval, the other guests flocked to his side. I was bumped away from him twice, but Nylian turned from the person who was talking to him and smiled as he grabbed my hand and pulled me close again. He was careful to make it obvious to everyone in the room that I belonged to him and that no one could shove me aside.

“He is a rather dashing-looking pet,” a woman with bright lilac-and-silver hair murmured as she pointed her closed fan in my general direction. “Did he require much training?”

“Not really. He’s quite intelligent and has picked up a lot of useful things on his own,” Nylian stated. “He is very good at getting himself into trouble, though.”

I narrowed my eyes at the back of his head. Screw him. As if I were the only one who was good at finding trouble. He’d stumbled into more than his fair share along the road.

And why the hell didn’t he have a harem of lovers yet? That made no sense. The man was sexy, funny, and smart. If I’d been writing this book, we would have been past the halfway mark. He should have had a lover or two by now. Where was the sex?

If I didn’t know better, I’d say Nylian was fucking up my story on purpose just to be an asshole.

Holding in a sigh, I turned my gaze away from my annoying companion and glanced around the room, letting my mind wander away from the people who were busy complimenting Nylian and inspecting his merchandise. That was when I saw them. The ones who would break the stalemate.

With a small clearing of my throat, I leaned forward and whispered into Nylian’s ear. “Would you like me to fetch you a refreshment?”

Nylian turned toward me, one eyebrow lifted in question. I smiled, hoping to appear a little pathetic. Even if he didn’t want a drink, I hoped he would believe that I needed a break from all the scrutiny. At the very least, I was being a good, trained pet and seeing to his needs as the others expected.

“Yes, that would be lovely,” Nylian replied.

I didn’t wait another second, slipping out of the crowd and making my way to the far side of the ballroom. Along the way, I tried to make it seem as if I were casually taking in the scenery of beautiful flowers and expensive decorations while keeping my hands locked together behind my back.

A servant swept past me, and I plucked one of the full glasses off his platter, but didn’t drink it. There was no way in hell I was eating or drinking anything at this ball without Nylian approving of it first. Elves were known for playing magical tricks on humans, particularly in the form of food and drinks. I didn’t put it past them to poison me for the fun of it.

“You’re that prince’s pet human, aren’t you?”

My head popped up, and my heart skipped a beat to find that my quarry had come to me. Standing in front of me were identical twins with pale-blond hair and enormous sky-blue eyes. Their features were as delicate as spun glass, and their skin looked as soft as baby rose petals. The only difference between them was that one was wearing a pale-yellow dress, and the other was wearing pink.

They were Fiona and Rowena. The twins who were supposed to fall in love with Nylian and join his harem. And they were my last shot at getting Nylian’s harem plotline on track.

“I am.” I sketched a quick bow to them while holding Nylian’s drink out to the side. “My name is Adam Lockhart, and I belong to Prince Xeran Elrich.”

They giggled in unison, their hands flying up to their lips and their eyes sparkling. “Oh, my! He’s adorable,” one of them announced.

“Adorable? No, he’s positively handsome!” the other cooed. “I didn’t know humans could be so handsome.”

“Well, Prince Xeran takes excellent care of me. He is always concerned about my well-being and is very compassionate,” I replied.

“And articulate!” the one in yellow said. “Amazing!”

“I wonder what else he’s good at.” The one in pink reached out a hand and slid a single finger along the sleeve of my tunic from my shoulder to my wrist, while the one in yellow also took a step closer.

“I bet your master has trained you to be good at all kinds of wonderful things to make him happy,” Yellow purred. Shit, I knew their names, but I didn’t know which one was which.

This was taking a turn I hadn’t expected. I’d thought if I moseyed over and caught their attention, I could lead them over to where Nylian was standing. Once there, they would fall head over heels in love with him at first glance. This was supposed to be easy, dammit!

“Ummm…” I paused and swallowed hard, frantically searching for something to say while they shrank the space between us. “Would…would you like me to introduce you to the prince? I’m sure he would be happy to meet you.”

“No, I’m quite enjoying our private conversation here. Aren’t you, Fiona?” Pink asked. Yes! A name. Yellow was Fiona, which meant Pink had to be Rowena.

“I thought maybe we could make our conversation even more private,” Fiona replied. “Do you think Prince Xeran would loan you to us for a while?”

“I-I-I…” I stammered. I was in so much fucking trouble.

“We promise to return you in the same condition we found you,” Rowena teased.

Fiona giggled. “Well, almost the same condition.”

Yep, needed to get out of here. This was a mistake. A huge freaking mistake, and I was sinking deeper into trouble. This was reminding me of those Regency novels that Jack liked to read where all the nobility met up to pretend to be respectable at a party and then ran off to the gardens or secret alcoves to fuck each other’s brains out.

Hopefully, this wasn’t more of a Roman-style party where it devolved into one big orgy.

Either way, I needed to get out of there. Preferably with Nylian. I might have wanted him to build a harem of lovers, but the key thing was that the people in his harem loved him. This was just sex, and these people were too dangerous.

“I…I think I should be returning to Prince Xeran. He⁠—”

“But we don’t want you to leave us,” Fiona pouted.

“Yes, we’re getting to know each other.”

I took a step back, and they answered by taking a step closer. It was time to run for it. Sure, it would make a scene, but that felt safer than spending another second alone with them.

As I was about to pivot on one foot and dash wildly across the ballroom, a hand clamped on my wrist. My heart leaped into my throat and my eyes snapped up to see Nylian standing beside me. While his face was icy and expressionless, there was a fire flickering in his bright-green eyes.

He snatched the drink I was still holding, killed it in a single gulp, and placed it on the tray of a passing servant without breaking eye contact with the two women. “You’ll excuse us.”

That was it.

In the next moment, he was pulling me out of the ballroom and along the winding halls without another word. The corridors became a blur, and my heart raced. Had something happened? Had someone let something slip about the murder of his brother?

“What happened?” I demanded in a harsh whisper. I was growing more winded as we moved just short of a jog. The damn elf had longer legs than me and was maintaining a breakneck speed. While he was still technically walking, I had to skip and jog here and there, or risk being dragged.

Nylian said nothing as we hurried down the halls.

At long last, we reached our private chambers. He threw the door open with a loud bang and jerked me inside. I took a breath to ask him what the devil was going on, but the words were caught in my throat as he closed the door and shoved me against it.

“What the fuck?”

The elf turned to me, and his icy expression was gone. His handsome face was beautifully flushed, and his eyes sparkled like emeralds in the candlelight. “I am done watching you flirt with others. You belong to me.”

My brain had zero chance of understanding that statement. The words had barely left his mouth when he slammed his long body into mine and kissed me as if our lives depended on it.

And then nothing.

Everything in my mind went to white static. I would have thought I’d died, except sensations flooded my body, replacing all thought. The warmth of Nylian’s perfect lips. The enticing brush of his tongue. The firmness of his hand as it cradled my jaw, tilting my head up at just the perfect angle so he could deepen the kiss. Heat rushed through my veins, melting my knees so that my legs didn’t want to hold me up while hardening my cock at a rate that was almost painful. This didn’t make any sense.

As I began to long for the kiss to go on forever, the tiny man who ran my brain woke up from his faint. I could feel him frantically flipping switches to get common sense back online and searching through files.

I was straight.

Right?

Right?!?!

Somehow Nylian’s other hand had sneaked between us to run up my chest. A moan of pleasure rumbled up my throat. The hands that I’d been holding up in the air came down on his shoulders, but instead of pushing him away, I dug my fingers into his muscles, pulling him in tighter.

Nylian ended the kiss but continued to press close, his lips rubbing mine as he spoke, teasing me. “Mine.”

“I thought I was straight,” I choked out. Yep, brain still trapped in a loop.

“I know you did, but I think it’s obvious that it’s more complicated than that.” As he spoke, he pressed his hips forward, rubbing his hard dick against my own. A groan worthy of the filthiest porn erupted from my lips. God, that felt too good to be fucking real.

“Sadly, you still kiss like a straight man, but I think we can fix that.”

Was that a dig at my kissing skills?

With a grunt, I leaned up, closing the tiny space between us, slamming our mouths together. This time, it was my tongue pushing into his mouth and wringing an answering cry of pleasure out of him. He released my jaw and sent both hands wandering along my body, lighting fires wherever he touched.

Unfortunately, nerves got the better of me. Kissing I could do, even though the asshole had made me self-conscious. But I’d never done anything with a man before. I wasn’t sure how to touch him. If I could touch him.

I wanted to. If what he was doing to me felt this good, could I give him this kind of ecstasy, too?

Nylian’s lips moved on mine, forming a smile. “You know, I can feel it every time your brain starts working? Parts of you stiffen up, and I don’t mean the fun parts.”

“Ny…Nylian,” I began, his name getting caught in my throat. “This is new for me.”

The hand that had been caressing my hip moved between us to cup my rock-hard cock. “How about I do something that I promise will shut down your brain?” As soon as he finished talking, he squeezed my dick, and I groaned. It was as close as I could get to a yes. Thankfully, he took it as such.

That sexy elf with the wicked grin dropped to his knees and his nimble fingers made quick work of loosening my pants. My cock sprang out like a puppy greeting its master at the front door. A hundred anxieties and fears rushed to the forefront of my brain in a heartbeat, and then that devilish tongue licked slowly up my dick from the root to the glistening purple head.

All those thoughts disintegrated to dust in an instant.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he licked and kissed his way along my dick as if he were worshiping it. His tongue swirled around the head, and I whimpered. All my memories of other experiences disappeared without a trace. There was no past, no one else who’d ever touched me. The prince on his knees, working me into his mouth with excruciating slowness, was the beginning and end of all pleasure for me.

As my cock touched the back of his throat, he slipped a hand under my sac, massaging my balls. My fingers tangled in his hair, pulling lightly, but I wasn’t sure if I was trying to pull him off before I lost it or hold him in place so I could fuck his luscious mouth. He was right. Thought was gone. My brain was mush. There was only the building feeling of my orgasm threatening to rip me apart.

A moan rattled up my throat, and the door creaked as I leaned more of my weight on it. That seemed to urge him on. He sucked me harder, bobbing on my cock even faster. One hand worked my balls while the other wrapped the base of my cock, stroking where his lips couldn’t quite reach.

“Nylian!” I shouted. Just as the world broke apart, I pulled his hair, trying to move him off my cock, but he refused to budge. I came so fucking hard, everything whited out while I pumped every drop of cum down his welcoming throat.

Tiny whimpers tumbled out between the pants as he swallowed and licked me clean. I released my hold on his hair as he stood and cuddled close enough that I could feel the frantic racing of his heart pounding against my chest. He buried his face into my neck so that each desperate pant brushed my sweaty skin.

“You…didn’t…come?” I asked, wincing at my awkwardness.

“Not yet.”

I licked my lips and tried to gather my courage, but it was too soon, too new. “I don’t…I don’t think I can do that for you…yet.”

“You don’t have to. Just need this.” He grabbed my wrist and pressed my palm to his hard cock, still trapped in his pants. Even with the material separating us, he was scorching hot. With a harsh grunt, he rutted against my hand, rubbing himself off, while guilt and hungry need swirled in my throat. Was I such a coward as to give him so little when he’d already done so much for me?

“Wait.” I pulled my hand away, and Nylian instantly released me.

“It’s okay. If you’re not comfortable,” he said, even though every word was strained.

“No, I mean help me with your pants,” I cut him off. He froze for a second and then jumped into action, as if removing his pants were the only thing that would save his life.

A low chuckle left me, and I wrapped my other arm around his waist, drawing him close to me. “Don’t get your hopes too high. I’ve never jerked off another guy.”

“You don’t have to…”

I didn’t give him the chance to finish or let my nervousness get the best of me. As soon as his pants were open, I pushed a hand inside. My fingers rubbed along his long, hot cock and he shivered, burrowing his face into my shoulder as a moan fell from his lips.

That was the final thing I needed to gather up my wavering courage. To know that a small touch from me could give him such pleasure. I wanted to hear more of that, to feel every tremble as he crumbled at my touch.

Closing my fingers on his dick, I stroked him slowly at first, fearful that I might hurt him, but Nylian clung to me tighter, thrusting into my palm, and his breathing broke. His skin was scalding, and I could feel his frantic pulse beating in my hand. Pre-cum leaked from the head and I caught it, trying to smooth out the slide as I picked up the pace.

“Adam,” Nylian whispered, his lips brushing my throat.

A new fire lit in my stomach and the hand resting on his waist tightened, pulling him in closer. “Say it again,” I demanded, my voice so rough I barely recognized it.

“Adam.” Nylian’s voice cracked. “Gods, Adam. Don’t stop. Please. Adam.”

All the noise in my head was silent, and there was only Nylian saying my name over and over in that desperate tone. A song that had me turning to steal his lips in a deep, drugging kiss. He shouted, and I swallowed it as his cock pulsed in my hand, cum splashing across my fingers. My dick twitched and ached, wanting to come all over again at the mind-melting sexiness of the moment.

I wanted to never come down from this perfect high.

Because when I did, I’d have to figure out what the fuck had just happened.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 19

If You Can’t Be Quiet, At Least Be Entertaining


“What the fuck just happened?”

Nylian huffed out a weary laugh as he snuggled his face even closer into the crook of my neck. “Even if you’re new to this, you should still be able to recognize what we did.”

My head thunked on the door, and I winced. My legs were trembling, barely holding me up, and yet my arm was still wrapped around Nylian’s waist as though I’d kill the person who even thought of trying to separate us. Static continued to dominate my brain, and part of me hoped that it would never come back online.

“I tried being subtle with you, but it wasn’t working,” Nylian continued, the laughter growing in his voice.

My eyes popped open, and I jerked to the side enough that I could meet his sleepy gaze. “What do you mean, subtle? What are you talking about?”

“See? This is what I mean. I flirted with you, but you seemed oblivious to it. I figured if you weren’t interested, you’d reject me outright.”

“You flirted, yeah, but I thought that was a joke.”

Nylian stared at me for a second, his lips flat as if he were thoroughly unamused by my comment. He slipped out of my grasp and stretched his arms over his head, the movement almost catlike. He dropped them to his sides with a sigh. “I’ll go clean up, and then we can get to snooping.”

“It was a joke, right?” I called after him, panic creeping into my voice. Nylian ignored me. I glanced at myself. My clothes were a mess, and my dick was hanging out. Yeah, couldn’t really claim it was a joke. My cock was still blissed out over the best blowjob of my life.

How had this happened?

Well, clearly, it had started with Nylian being attracted to me. Or rather, this body I’d tumbled into. Not that it was a bad body. Actually, it was quite an upgrade from what I’d had. This one was well-built, muscular, and had a damn sexy face. I couldn’t complain.

But all of the earlier sexiness wasn’t a one-way street. After that initial shock, I’d kissed him back with everything I’d had. I had held him in my arms and enjoyed the feel of him there. There had been no hesitation when it came to letting him suck my brain out of the end of my dick. Yet, that wasn’t enough for me.

The moment I’d felt and heard his neediness to come too, the moment he’d said my name, everything had changed. I’d wanted to give him the same ecstasy I’d felt. I’d wanted to give him joy and pleasure and that intense feeling of being safe and free in the arms of another.

So…I was bisexual.

Why the hell hadn’t I noticed earlier?

Probably because I’d always been attracted to women, and that was easy in my old world. That gave me a safe way out. It meant that I didn’t have to listen to the voice in my head that said, “Whoa! That guy’s hot!”

But Nylian hadn’t given me the chance to ignore that same voice that had been fawning over him from the first second I’d opened my eyes and seen him hovering above me.

Sorry, gay half of my libido. That was totally on me. And maybe on the society I’d been living in. If this was what sex was like with gay men, I’d missed out on a lot.

“And before I forget…” Nylian announced, marching out of the bathroom with a stern expression. His pants were closed, but his shirt was now missing, giving me an excellent view of his strong, muscular chest.

Yes, I think I’m going to enjoy being bi very much.

“You’re mine.”

That statement had my brain blinking on. “What?”

Nylian stopped and poked my left shoulder with one finger. “You’re mine. That means you may not flirt with anyone, especially women.”

“What are you talking about?” The elf was losing his goddamn mind. “When have I flirted with anyone?”

“You’ve flirted with countless barmaids, most of the women in that soap shop in Riverhold, Adeline, and⁠—”

“Oh my God, you’re crazy! I haven’t flirted at all. I was being friendly. You’re just upset that I haven’t flirted with you.” Nylian’s mouth shut with a click of his teeth, and I gasped. “That’s what started this. You thought I was flirting with those two women at the ball!” I threw my hands up and tried to march away from the door, only to have my pants slide down my thighs. Cursing my pants and the ridiculous man behind me, I fought to get them up. “I wasn’t flirting with them. I went over to talk to them to get them to flirt with you.”

In the blink of an eye, the elf was in front of me, a complicated expression on his face that I couldn’t read, but tonight had shown me I was terrible at reading what was going on in his head.

“You were trying to get me laid?”

I rolled my eyes. That was oversimplifying, but I didn’t want to get into it. “More or less.”

“And you said something similar about Adeline, too.”

“True.”

His strange expression cleared into a soft smile that did funny things to my heart. I was probably still in the middle of a heart attack over what we’d done against the door. He cupped my cheeks with his hands and pressed a tender kiss to the corner of my mouth. “The only one I want in my bed is you. If you can arrange for that to happen each and every night, I will be perfectly happy. You are mine, Lockhart. Don’t forget that.” He released my face, snagged my non-cum-crusted hand, and pulled me to the bathroom. “Let’s get you cleaned up. But not too much. It’s good that you smell like me now. Let all those wretches out there know they can’t touch you.”

“What does that even mean, ‘You are mine’?”

He smirked as he pushed me to sit on the edge of the enormous bathtub. “Mine? You don’t have that word in your world?”

“Asshole,” I muttered. “Does that mean that I must be monogamous to you alone while you go off and add me and a dozen other men and women to your harem?”

“What harem?” Nylian laughed as he dampened a cloth and brought it over. “I don’t have a harem.”

I almost shouted in his face that he was supposed to be like twelve women deep in his harem, but I held those words in. Apparently, I was the reason he didn’t have a harem. “You’re going to have one. I’m sure you’re going to begin stocking it the minute your father is shown the truth and you’re welcomed home. Oh, wait. You’re not expecting me to be around that long. You just want to have some fun while you’re trapped outside of your home.”

I stood, wanting to get away from him…and myself. My head was a mess. This was supposed to be a subtle fact-finding conversation about what he thought about his one-day harem. But there was a strange tightness growing in my throat, and my chest hurt every time I thought about all those other women and men who would be falling over themselves to get close to him. I didn’t want to think about them or how it was only a matter of time before he’d forget me.

Nylian grabbed a fistful of my shirt and pulled downward, forcing me to sit. As soon as I did, he captured my lips in a slow, drugging kiss that helped to sweep aside the rampaging thoughts and emotions filling my brain. I kissed him back, my hands coming to rest on his hips, holding him close.

He broke off the kiss and pressed a second, lighter one to the center of my forehead. “Idiot,” he mumbled, but the word was full of warm affection. “I’ve lost my best friend and brother. Been accused of murdering him. Been exiled from my home. The only thing that should matter to me is catching the actual murderer and clearing my name. Yet, every day, my mind is full of you. What crazy thing is Lockhart going to say today? What can I do to make him smile at me? What can I do to convince him to see me as more than a friend?”

“Nylian…” I choked out, but stopped, unsure what to even say.

“I don’t know how long this is going to last. I expect to be killed long before I can present my proof to my father. However, if these are my last days, I want them filled with you. I want you with me when I find the truth, because when you’re near me, I don’t feel as if the task in front of me is impossible.”

“I’m not going anywhere without you,” I declared, and it had nothing to do with the damn book or my reckless plotting. This man, somewhere along this journey, had become my everything, and I wasn’t ready to let him go.

“As for others…” He paused and smirked. “You are my harem of one. My one and only. I need no one else, and that is how it will remain.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. Everything felt too big, too overwhelming in that moment. Thankfully, Nylian didn’t seem to need a response. Smiling to himself, he helped me get cleaned up and pulled together so that I could at least fake being a normal human being and not some mindless creature who’d just had his entire world upended.

“While you were napping this afternoon, I discovered that King Beldroth’s offices are on this floor but in the opposite wing,” Nylian said as he walked toward our door.

That snapped me out of my fugue state. “Hey! You said you wouldn’t leave our rooms.” And I’d napped for barely an hour. The damn elf was sneaky and fast. If I tagged along, would I be holding him back? There was little question that he’d be able to move faster and quieter without me.

Nylian glanced over his shoulder at me and winked. “It was some preliminary sneaking.”

“Maybe I should stay here. We already caused a scene in the ballroom because you were jealous. I don’t want to get you caught now.”

The elf caught my hand and pulled me out the door. “But you have to come with me. If we get caught, we’re each other’s alibi.”

Yeah, I didn’t want to know more. The idea of sneaking into the king’s private offices and going through his papers was enough to send my stomach into knots.

“What about the party?” I whispered as we walked down what appeared to be an empty hallway. There was always a chance that servants or guards were hiding in some niche or alcove that I had yet to spot. “Are the king and queen going to be pissed that we left so early? You were the guest of honor.”

Nylian snorted, his grin growing wider. “They might have been if we didn’t give them the greatest gift of all as we left—something to gossip about.”

I rolled my eyes but didn’t argue with him. He was right. They had been happy to talk about me while I was standing right there. Now they had a chance to talk about Nylian and me.

As we strolled casually through the hall, Nylian made a show of wrapping an arm around me and holding me close. We kept up the show of being lovers, meandering through the corridors as though we were lost. The servants we passed were few, since everyone’s focus was on the hundreds of people who filled the ballroom below us. Once, he even spun me and pinned me to the wall. I opened my mouth to ask what the hell he was doing, only to have it filled with his tongue. I started to push him away, when I heard a surprised gasp followed by a low snicker.

A guard.

The asshole had spotted a guard on patrol, and he’d kissed me to throw the guy off our trail.

Nylian ended the kiss, and I scowled at him.

“You could have warned me,” I stated as I shoved away from the wall.

“Not enough time.”

I didn’t believe that one tiny bit. “You’re enjoying this too much.”

“Too much? Is that even possible?” Nylian threaded his fingers through mine. “I think I’m enjoying this just the right amount. I enjoy being able to kiss you whenever I want. It will keep you away from those women you like to flirt with.”

A groan rattled up my throat, and I turned my attention to the hallway we were walking down. There was no point in trying to tell him yet again that I’d only been talking to those women in the hope of setting him up with his next great love.

We were definitely away from the guest chambers as the decor shifted from light and airy so something heavier, as if we’d stepped into a shadowy forest. The landscape paintings on the wall shifted to enormous, towering portraits of men in crowns and holding swords. The white marble that had filled the other hall now became a river of black.

“This is a bad time to ask, but is there any magic in this hallway to alert them to our presence?”

Nylian shook his head, his playful expression dissolving into a grim glare. “Nothing that I’ve detected.”

Near the end of the hall, we located a pair of double doors with shining silver handles. They were grand things that looked like they belonged to a king’s office or study. Nylian moved in front of me and cautiously placed a hand on the door handle, easing it lower without making a sound. He poked his head into the crack as soon as it was large enough and scanned the room. My heart raced as I expected to see a full battalion of soldiers come rushing out to arrest us.

There was nothing but silence.

With a quick grin that I knew was ninety percent relief, Nylian pulled me into the lavish study. There were more giant portraits of past kings and battles that appeared to be between two elf armies. Probably a super biased record of the split between the Wolfrest elves and the Galinaes elves. Shelves also lined the walls, filled with books and scrolls.

In the center of the room was a grand desk that was an interesting mix of marble and silver. Nylian and I rushed over to it, riffling through the various papers there and bits of notes, but there wasn’t much to be found. Most of it seemed to be incomplete thoughts about what to have for lunch and ideas for a new saddle design or a new bow design. There was even a reminder to some general about adding a new flourish to the City Watch uniforms.

“Nothing,” Nylian snarled, making me flinch after the extended silence.

We’d been in the room for no more than five minutes, but the racing of my heart and the sweat sliding down from my temple argued that we’d pushed our luck by being in there as long as we had. Either way, we’d gone through all the notebooks, papers, and files on the king’s desk. There were still the copious number of scrolls and books on the shelves, but if he’d made some deal to arrange the death of Orian, why would he hide the notes there? It wasn’t as if he could have guessed that Nylian would show up on his doorstep.

“You said the king was little more than a figurehead. That Galinaes is a matriarchy.” I paused and took a deep breath, hating myself for even thinking it, let alone saying the words out loud. “Do you think we should check the queen’s study? If someone was going to make a move against Wolfrest, doesn’t it make more sense that it would be at the queen’s command?”

Nylian stared at me for a second before grunting. “You’re right. I’m an idiot.”

Frowning, I straightened from where I was bent over the desk and punched his shoulder. “I didn’t say that. It’s good that we checked this one.”

Nylian made another disgruntled sound. He didn’t buy my attempt to smooth things over. “If we can’t find something with the queen, we have to decide whether it is worth it to linger in Ulmenor for a few more weeks to see if we can identify the nobles who have some power and might benefit from a war between Galinaes and Wolfrest.”

My stomach churned, and I almost whimpered. Staying in Galinaes for another day was a bad idea. Even if the queen had nothing to do with Orian’s death, I didn’t put it past her to want to use Nylian for some nefarious plot.

No, the sooner we got the fuck out of here, the better.

“Come on,” Nylian urged as he walked around the desk to the double doors. “I think the queen’s study is going to be on the next floor up.”

I caught up with him after taking an extra second to make sure everything was exactly as it had been before we entered the room. “Makes sense.” Higher in the castle was more prestigious. Plus, she’d probably want more space between her and the husband she didn’t seem to like very much.

After a peek into the hall to make sure no one had come along behind us, we were out of the king’s office and hurrying the way we’d come. Nylian remained snuggled close, his arm on my waist, but this time was far less playful, a new tension humming through his frame.

With a hard swallow, I turned my face toward his and brushed the lightest kiss across his cheek, causing his fingers to dig into my side almost painfully. “We’ll figure this out together.”

His eyes found mine, and the smile that had been missing returned. “You’re right. We will.”

At the next intersection in the corridor, we found a wide set of stairs that had no guards. Nylian made a show of giggling and pinning me to the white marble handrailing to kiss me senseless. The damn elf was enjoying this part more than necessary, but I couldn’t bring myself to call a stop to it. When Nylian wasn’t reveling in the fact that I reciprocated his attraction, he was brooding about his brother’s killer, and I didn’t want him to get lost in that darkness.

The decor changed yet again on the next floor, creating a starkly different feel. The colors were all blues and grays with swirls of white and yellow. It was as if we were walking through a painting of the Milky Way. The lighting was dimmer here, and I depended on Nylian’s sharp vision to spot guards. Paintings hung on the walls at regular intervals, but they were all of women in everything from elegant gowns to shining armor on the backs of white steeds. These were the queens who were likely to be considered the heart of the kingdom of Galinaes.

After seeing the two sides of the married royals, I now ached to walk through the halls of Wolfrest’s royal castle. Would there be this strange dichotomy as well, or would the entire castle favor the king?

“Where are the prince and his pet?”

I jumped and twisted around at the sudden intrusion of the queen’s voice as it bounced cold and hard off the marble walls.

“The servant following them stated they were in his private quarters, Your Majesty.” The assistant cleared his throat. “Judging by the noises coming from the other side of the door, we believe they should be occupied for the rest of the evening.”

My mouth fell open on a silent gasp as I turned toward the speaker. His voice grew louder as the queen and her companion came up the stairs behind us. Nylian slapped his hand over my mouth to keep me from giving away our position. With a fistful of my shirt, he dragged me away from the upper railing and into the shadows of the queen’s private floor.

I could still hear Sumina’s derisive snort. “Like anyone believed he wasn’t fucking that human.”

That bitch!

Thankfully, Nylian kept a firm hold on me, stopping me from giving her a piece of my mind. The sexy elf prince wasn’t fucking me. I suspected that he very much wanted to, though.

Besides, her icy self was probably jealous that she didn’t have someone as sexy, brilliant, and caring in her life.

I was still telling Sumina off in my head when Nylian pulled aside a thick, dark-navy velvet curtain and shoved me inside a shallow alcove. As the curtain closed behind Nylian, I glimpsed a broom, a bucket, and some cloths that were likely for cleaning. This was a niche to storing servants’ cleaning supplies away from the sight of the queen and anyone coming to petition her.

Sigh. We were in a fancy broom closet.

“Has there been any news from General Luvon?” Sumina demanded, her voice growing louder as they approached our hiding spot.

“Nothing yet, I’m afraid,” her assistant answered. “Are you sure this isn’t the doing of the Edros royal family? There have been plenty of whispers about that prince hating Wolfrest and wanting to seize the farmland they’d lost to the elves centuries ago.”

The dismissive sound from the queen dripped disdain. “The humans of Edros are useless. If they had any chance of doing something effective against Wolfrest, they wouldn’t have lost that section of land in the first place.”

I stiffened, my breath trapped in my lungs. It sounded like they were standing right outside of the curtain. My heart hammered, and I prayed they wouldn’t hear it. Elves were supposed to have heightened senses compared to humans, but not that good, right?

“Lockeheim is the only country with a long and lurid history in the cultivation of poisons. Someone got them involved in this matter.” She sounded thoughtful for a second before the hard soles of her shoes clacked on the floor again, moving away from us. “Send another messenger south to Luvon. I want to know who poisoned the Wolfrest prince. In the meantime, have the servants continue to watch Prince Xeran’s movements and make sure he stays happy. While we’re a step behind someone else in destroying Wolfrest, we can still use the prince as leverage. If he causes problems, grab his pet and lock him up. Maybe even cut off a body part to show Xeran he needs to take this more seriously.”

Oh, we were getting the fuck out of Ulmenor. I wouldn’t let anyone slice bits and pieces off me.

Nylian also seemed less than thrilled with the queen’s plans. His hands tightened on me and his body shifted so that more of him was standing in front of me, as if he meant to act as a fleshy shield. Nope, not happening. We were getting the fuck out of Dodge.

As their voices grew softer and more distant, Nylian prodded the curtain aside a sliver to peek out into the corridor. My heart raced as Nylian seized my wrist and pulled me into the hall. We hurried as quickly and quietly as we could across the floor to the stairs.

Unfortunately, the heel of my boot caught on the edge of one stair. I plunged forward, hitting Nylian hard in the back. The elf caught himself to stop us from tumbling down the stairs, but it meant he was forced to slap his hand against the wall to halt our momentum. We froze, our breaths trapped in our lungs as we strained to hear if Sumina or her assistant had heard that.

“Shit,” Nylian whispered. His fingers tightened on my arm and he jerked me forward. We raced along the stairs. I couldn’t hear anything over my pounding heart and the rub of our clothes as we moved, but I trusted his superior senses. If he believed someone was coming behind us, I didn’t question him.

On the floor that held our chambers, he pulled us along the hall but stopped and jerked me into another curtained niche. My spine thudded on the wall and Nylian’s full length crashed into me. His mouth covered mine in a stunningly deep kiss that threatened to wipe my mind completely clear. What were we doing in here?

Nylian lifted his mouth from mine only to drag it along my jaw to my ear. “Be loud, and make it convincing,” he hissed.

I nearly asked him what he was talking about when I heard the faint scuff of a shoe in the hallway outside of our closet. Someone was here. Possibly the same someone who’d been walking with the queen seconds ago. We were going to be discovered. Not good. Not good at all.

“Just couldn’t wait until we made it to our room,” Nylian said, louder this time. It was above a whisper and full of naughty taunting.

Had he lost his freaking mind?

The thought had barely crossed my mind as he shifted to slip a hand between us. Those strong fingers pressed into and caressed my cock through my pants, squeezing out a surprised moan before I could catch it. I could feel his smile against my throat as he purred, “That’s my good boy.”

Oh, I got it. He wanted to throw the person off our scent by making him think he’d caught us screwing around in the closet.

Except Nylian wasn’t willing to fake this. The elf was massaging my dick and kissing along my jaw as though his only goal in life was to make me come in my pants.

“Please…Your Highness,” I managed through clenched teeth, though I wasn’t quite sure what I was pleading for.

While my brain argued that this wasn’t real, my body had other ideas, and a rush of blood to my cock left me light-headed. Heat suffused my cheeks as I grew harder. This was fucking embarrassing. Nylian couldn’t possibly have meant to turn me on. It hadn’t even been that long since he’d sucked me off, and I was hard like an out-of-control teenager discovering all the neat things his cock could do.

“Your…Your Highness…I’m…I’m sorry,” I stammered, trying to suppress my longing.

“No, my precious. No apologies. I love how you need me. Love how you trust me to pleasure you.”

It was becoming hard to determine where the playacting ended and reality began. My gaze darted to the floor, where the curtain hung about an inch above the marble. There was a faint shadow crossing over the light. Someone was standing outside the closet, listening to us. That should have had a shriveling effect on my rampaging libido, but there was something about the threat of danger mixed with the thrill of Nylian’s touch that sharpened the edge to everything.

As he spoke, Nylian tugged at the front of my pants, opening them. That answered that question. We were really fucking doing this. What better way to fool someone into believing you were fucking in the closet than actually fucking in the closet? To hell with the pervert standing outside the curtain. If he was going to stand there listening, we were going to make him wish he had more than a hand for his dick.

With clumsy, trembling fingers, I attacked Nylian’s pants, fighting to free his cock. I turned my head and seized his mouth in a deep, hungry kiss that wrung a happy moan from him. The voyeur dropped to the shadows of my mind as my tongue tangled with Nylian’s, allowing me to revel in the taste of him. His magical scent encased me, and it was like we were in the forest where we first met. Every little grunt was music to my ears, and it still wasn’t enough.

His fingertips brushed my bare cock as I was getting into the evil imp’s pants. I gasped, and the elf chuckled.

“Do you need to come, my precious one?” he teased as he wrapped his fingers around my dick and stroked. One finger rubbed across the head, playing with the slit while smearing the pre-cum across the sensitive flesh.

“Yes. Fuck yes,” I groaned.

“Then let me get you in my mouth.”

A shiver ran through me at the thought of receiving another Nylian blowjob. The elf’s mouth was made for sucking my cock, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I mean, I really did, but I also wanted something else.

As he started to drop to his knees, I caught his biceps, holding him in place. “Wait. No.”

“No? I thought you enjoyed it.” There was a hint of laughter in his voice because he knew exactly how much I enjoyed it.

“I do. Gods, I do,” I admitted with a soft moan. I paused, trying to get past my reluctance at telling him what I desired.

“What?” He pressed his face into the side of my head so that his lips were next to my ear. When he spoke, his voice was low enough to make his words just for me. “Are you worried that I don’t enjoy it? I assure you, I love the feel of your cock on my tongue. The taste of your cum is pure ecstasy.”

It was as though he’d found this hidden panel of buttons within me and delighted in slamming his hand down on all of them at the same time. It was only a matter of time before he figured out how to make me come with his words alone.

“No, I want…I want us to come at the same time.” My fingers broke free of their Nylian dirty talk paralysis and crept inside of his pants to run along the side of his cock.

“Yes,” he hissed. His entire body froze for a moment, as if he were soaking in my tentative touch. In the next skip of my heart, he burst into action, shoving his pants lower on his thighs so that his cock was free. He did the same with my pants and stepped closer so our dicks rubbed together.

White hot pleasure rocketed through me at the intimate contact, but Nylian wasn’t done by a long shot. He pulled the hand caressing his dick up to his mouth and licked the palm and sucked on each needy digit. Only when he’d rendered my brain useless did he place my hand between us and wrap it around our cocks together.

Covering my hand with his, he guided me in slow, powerful strokes. “This what you had in mind?” he asked in a strained voice.

“Fuck, yes.” With my free hand, I threaded my fingers through his hair and pulled him to me, slamming my mouth over his. The kiss was filthy as our tongues and teeth fought for dominance. All attempts to be quiet were long gone. The sounds coming from the closet were wet and sloppy, punctuated by groans and broken gasps.

Nylian grabbed my ass with his empty hand, kneading the flesh and muscle as though he meant to make bread with it. Those long fingers inched closer to my hole. It tensed and tightened in fear, and Nylian chuckled.

“One day, I’m going to fuck you,” he stated, his voice low and thick as honey. His hand on our cocks sped up, driving me closer to the edge. “Would you like that? Would you like my dick deep inside you, stretching you? I swear, I’ll give you the best orgasm of your entire life.”

As he finished speaking, one long finger brushed across my hole and pressed down, coming so close to pushing in. That was it. What tenuous hold I had on my orgasm snapped.

“Yes!” I shouted as the world exploded, hot cum spilling over our joined hands. Nylian’s cry echoed my own as he followed me over the cliff, his dick pulsing against mine.

Nylian collapsed on me, his face buried in the crook of my shoulder, his fingers gripping my ass so hard I was sure he was going to leave bruises. Our chests bumped as we frantically gasped for air.

“How…how do you know…what’s going to break me each time?” I demanded between pants.

I could feel Nylian grin. “Because you’re mine.”

There was no point in replying. We’d already had that discussion, which had resulted in him melting my brain and heart.

Nylian took pity on me. He straightened and kissed my chin. “Let’s return to our room so I can give you a proper bath, my precious pet.”

That final word brought me back to reality. That and the sudden scuff of a shoe as someone hurried away from our current “hiding” place in the closet.

I had to be blushing bright enough to light the dark space. I hurried to tuck myself away while batting aside Nylian’s less-than-helpful hands. The elf was fucking shameless. I couldn’t see his face, but I could feel his smugness filling the tiny closet. Oh yes, he’d done a great job of bending this self-proclaimed straight boy into a goddamn pretzel.

We slipped out of the closet and paused for several seconds, but all was quiet. No stomp of feet as guards rushed to arrest us for spying on the queen. We’d escaped being discovered as sneaks so far, but the queen had made it clear that we needed to get the fuck out of Galinaes. She wasn’t the one who’d killed Orian, but she had wicked plans for Nylian and I had no doubt that she’d torture me to force the prince into doing as she ordered. I wasn’t ready to put Nylian’s new possessive streak to the test.
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Chapter 20

Bath Time Is Fun Time


In a matter of minutes, I found myself standing beside the bathtub as Nylian filled it with steaming water and sweet-smelling oils. I came to my senses when he began pulling my clothes off. I smacked his hands away, which made the asshole laugh at me.

“What? I thought you would enjoy a bath,” he said.

That sounded really nice. I was sticky and damp in places that were growing uncomfortable. But I thought we had more immediate problems.

“Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?” I asked, even as I pulled my shirt over my head.

“It would be too suspicious if we attempted to leave the palace now. We don’t have a good excuse to go outside. Or would you rather we fight our way out?”

I waved a dismissive hand and turned my back to him as I shoved off my pants, which earned me a huffed laugh. Yeah, my embarrassment was silly after what we’d shared twice now, but I was still trying to wrap my brain around that.

He was right, though. Leaving now was suspicious, and there was no way we could fight our way out. Sneaking out wasn’t much better since we weren’t familiar with the castle. We were stuck until we thought of something.

With a sigh, I sank into the hot water. The heat attacked tense muscles and ate away at the knot of emotions in the center of my chest. My eyes fell shut as the fear, confusion, and surprise bubbled up to mix with unexpected bits of happiness and even pride.

So…I was bi.

There was no arguing that the first time against the door had been a fluke, not that I’d planned to. I’d enjoyed it far too much to dare stick a toe in the river of denial. It was just so unexpected.

I’d thought I was straight.

Guess not.

Of course, my first experience with a man wasn’t with some hot guy I’d stumbled across in a bar. Nope. He was an elf and a prince.

Could he be more unavailable?

Even though he claimed I was his—a statement that never failed to speed up my heart—was there any chance this could be more than a fling? I had to find a way home again, and he was a fucking prince. He probably had to marry a princess or at least another prince.

Oh, wait. I was a prince.

Could I be an option?

No. Even if I could, I had to go home.

I was out of my mind.

The water splashed, and my eyes popped open as Nylian climbed into the bathtub from the other end. My thoughts scattered to the wind as I watched his long, sleek body disappearing bit by bit into the water. Thankfully, my brain snapped on as he glided toward me.

I planted my foot in the center of his chest, stopping his progress. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Nylian’s smile grew, and those bright-green eyes sparkled like sunlight on water. “I was going to help you wash.”

“I can wash fine on my own. You stay on your side. You’re too much of a distraction.”

“I think you need a distraction. Whatever you’re contemplating is making you scowl.” His fingers slipped around my foot and lifted it from his chest, but he didn’t release it. His thumbs dug into the arch, massaging away tension. I clenched my teeth to hold in the moan of deep pleasure that tried to tumble out. My God, that was heaven. But every time he touched me felt like heaven.

“What were you thinking about?”

For a heartbeat, I considered saying “You,” but we didn’t have time to waste on my insecurities and fears. His one and only concern was finding his brother’s killer. That had to be my priority as well. Anything else could wait.

“I was thinking about what Queen Sumina said,” I lied. Nylian frowned, and I had a feeling he didn’t believe me. He allowed me to reclaim my foot.

Sitting up higher in the water, I grabbed a delicate cake of soap and started washing. The elf’s scowl shifted to the soap, and I sighed. “Am I not doing it right, or would you rather do it?”

“Yes,” he snapped. He zoomed across the tub, causing the water to slosh over the side, and snatched the soap from my hand. With pokes and prods, he moved me so that I was sitting between his legs, his soapy hands moving over my back, shoulders, and arms.

“So needy,” I teased.

He grunted, his hands massaging away dirt and tension. More than a minute of silence passed before he spoke, and even then, his voice was a rough whisper. “I never truly considered Lockeheim a likely threat. We’ve been on such good terms with them for centuries. Why would someone in the Lockeheim royal family do this?”

“How do you know Sumina isn’t wrong?”

“She could be.” His hands slid down my chest, and he leaned forward to rest his chin on my shoulder. Being wrapped up in his arms and legs was making it difficult to concentrate. It felt as though we should be murmuring tender secrets rather than discussing political intrigue and assassinations.

“What she said about poisons is true. Nearly every known poison is made in Lockeheim. While anyone can purchase most of them, there are some incredibly potent and lethal ones that only high-ranking military officials and members of the royal family can possess.” He stopped and I could feel him shake his head. “I have someone trying to identify the poison found on my sword, but I haven’t heard from him yet.”

“While all might be well between your two kingdoms officially, there are always greedy people in the shadows who want more. I’d be willing to bet someone inside West Vale castle made a deal with someone in Lockeheim to get their hands on that poison. If you and Orian are eliminated, I’m sure a lot of new opportunities arise.”

Nylian pressed a kiss to my shoulder. “There are times when I cannot fault your logic.”

“I’m always logical.”

That kiss turned into a bite. “Not even close, precious one.”

There was that endearment again.

He’d first used it when we’d been putting on a show for the queen’s helper while hiding in the closet. I’d shrugged it off as more padding for their performance, something to make it all seem more convincing. But to hear him say it with such a mix of tenderness and joy, it squeezed my heart and wouldn’t let go. Had anyone else given me a nickname like that? I couldn’t recall.

Now that he’d used it, I wanted to hear it over and over.

This was a slippery slope. This didn’t feel like fun and games. So not a harmless fling. I wanted to stay in these arms and bask in his shameless grin. I wanted to be his person—his one and only—forever.

But how was that going to work? I didn’t belong here. Was this place even real? Would it all disappear when we reached the end of the story? Would I be thrown into my old body?

I wanted to stay with Nylian. These arms were where I belonged. Everything I’d built in my world felt fleeting and temporary. Well, everything except for Georgie and Jack. Other than them, I had no family. My own readers had probably moved on at this point, found a better story to entertain them.

But here, I was needed. Nylian needed me. Not just to clear his name, but also his heart and soul needed me like I needed him.

“Have your things ready to go tomorrow morning,” Nylian instructed, pulling me from my rambling thoughts.

“My things?”

He grunted and his hands resumed their course over my body, working their way lower. “I noticed a servant brought our belongings to the room. Make sure everything is there and packed. I have a few ideas about how we can escape.”

“Will it require one of my special distractions?”

Nylian hummed. “Not at first, but probably eventually. Since it’s just two against all the Ulmenor guards, sneaky will be best.”

I turned my head toward him, trying to see him out of the corner of my eye. “Sorry I’m not more useful with a sword.”

The elf pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Even if you were the best swordsman in all the world, I still don’t think we’d have much of a chance. Plus, I’ve not had much chance to train you. When we get on the road, there will be more opportunities.”

I nodded and faced forward again, losing myself to his touch. It was critical that I learn how to use this damn weapon I’d been carrying around for weeks. Without Adeline, I was the only one who could protect Nylian.

“Do you think Jasper and Adeline are doing okay?” I inquired.

A yelp escaped me as those wandering hands slipped between my legs. I snatched the soap away from him and darted out of his arms.

“I was being thorough,” Nylian argued at my look.

“Uh-huh.” I was not buying that bit of nonsense. Thorough or not, I couldn’t have an intelligent conversation with him while his hands were on my cock. It had enjoyed more than enough exercise for one day, and we needed to make sure things were settled for our grand escape.

With the soap in my hands, I motioned for Nylian to swap places with me so I could soap up his arms and shoulders while we talked. This was not the best idea, since all that perfect pale skin was a hell of a distraction.

“And you’re done trying to match me with Adeline?” Nylian asked, his voice full of caution.

“Oh my God, yes!” I moaned. “I’m sitting naked in a goddamn bathtub with you, soaping up your back. Do you seriously think I’d let you near anyone now—man or woman? I’ve never been good at sharing, Nylian. If you⁠—”

There was no chance to finish. Nylian spun in my arms and captured my mouth in a deep kiss, making me forget what we’d been talking about. The important thing was that there was no room for anyone else between us. Nylian was mine for as long as I could keep him.

Water splashed over the sides of the tub onto the tile floor, making an even bigger mess, but I didn’t care. The servants would have to deal with that later. The soap disappeared and there was only Nylian’s sleek, wet body sliding along mine while we kissed.

Minutes later, he lifted his head to grin at me while I lounged against the side of the bath. “Good. That is how it must stay.”

I rolled my eyes. This elf was insane and was going to be the death of me. Or rather, the second death. The fucking magic coin had caused my first death.

“As to your question, I have faith that Adeline can keep Jasper safe. She’s quite resourceful and quick-witted.” Nylian lay on top of me and tapped the tip of my nose. “Unfortunately, I don’t know where they are in the city, and we have no safe way of contacting them. We won’t be able to take them with us when we leave.”

“I figured as much. I just…worry…” I finished in a mumble. How was I supposed to explain that while we were on the road, Jasper had become like a brother to me? He was a good, smart kid who deserved better than he’d gotten when fate was handing out lives. His sister was doing the best she could, but they needed a helping hand here and there.

Thankfully, Nylian didn’t require any additional explanation. He smiled and pressed a tender kiss to the corner of my mouth.

Of course, that kiss led to other kisses. And some groping.

And a great deal of water ending up outside of the tub.

I climbed out and dried off, but my legs were little better than overcooked noodles. I shuffled into the bedroom, searching for some undergarments to throw on before collapsing into bed.

Shit.

There was only one bed.

I finally understood why Georgie and Jack became a squealing mess when they were talking about a story and it was mentioned that…there was only one bed.

I mean, I got what they were implying. Two guys couldn’t share a bed without something inevitably happening. Yeah, yeah. I had a dirty mind, too. Except until now, I’d been way too practical about it. Of course, two people could share a bed and have nothing happen between them.

But now I was living that “only one bed” scenario, and the other person was an elf whose libido just wouldn’t stop. I was enjoying the attention, but I also wasn’t ready for what would be the next step in our sexual exploration. My heart leaped into my throat, and it felt like my face was on fire.

A low, deep chuckle danced through the room, and Nylian patted my shoulder as he walked past me. “I’ll behave myself so you can sleep.” He tossed aside his towel and climbed under the blankets, completely naked.

Sure, he’d keep his hands to himself, but my brain was very aware that he was naked and so very close.

Shoving those thoughts aside, I walked over to the corner where my bag and sword were waiting for me. With trembling fingers, I dug through the contents of the pack, making sure everything was there. At the very bottom, I slipped two fingers into a secret compartment and pulled out the coin hidden there. I blocked Nylian’s potential view with my body and released a silent sigh of relief to find that the coin with the raven and dragon on it was still in my possession. There was still a chance I could return home.

The only problem was that I didn’t want to leave Nylian’s side. At least, not until he was safe.

Yes, I’d get him home safe and his name cleared. Then…then I would have to figure out how this story ended.
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Chapter 21

The Great Furry Escape


How does a prince convince his captors to open the cage?

For Nylian, he merely had to act like a spoiled prince and impress upon his “hosts” that he absolutely had to go shopping for a new wardrobe while he was in Ulmenor. Naturally, his darling pet had to accompany him as his moral support pack mule and protector.

I wasn’t there for Nylian’s epic performance during breakfast because the pet was left behind to have his meal alone in the room. That was fine. I’d had enough of the awkward and insulting questions. And while the food wasn’t likely the same caliber of what Nylian was served, it was still better than what I would have received in the dungeon. Nylian bragged about his performance upon returning to the room to fetch me and gather our things.

Carrying our swords was more difficult since the king demanded an honor guard of six palace soldiers and a carriage accompany the prince to keep him safe. However, Nylian managed it with some fast talking and reassurances that he would leave any trouble they found to the guards. It was more of a prestige thing. He couldn’t be caught without his sword, or it would raise questions about his virility or some such nonsense. At this point, I was having trouble following his tangled logic and gave up.

As we stepped out into the morning light, I tipped my face up to the sun and sucked in a deep, refreshing breath. It was nice to be outside, even if we were still prisoners. When the City Watch had chucked us into the dungeon, I’d worried that I’d never step out in the light of day again. Now the birds were singing around us, the sky was a crisp and flawless blue, and there were half a dozen servants surrounding the carriage along with the guards.

Fuck.

Losing this crowd was going to be tricky.

I glanced over at Nylian, who was wearing the same bland and emotionless expression he had whenever he was in front of other elves in the palace. However, I didn’t miss the brief twitch in the corner of his eye or the sudden tightness of his lips. Either Queen Sumina or King Beldroth had proved to be craftier than we’d given them credit for.

With a smirk, I inserted myself between Nylian and a servant, opening the carriage door for him. I offered my hand to help him up and bowed my head. “Your Highness,” I murmured.

His demeanor cracked enough to allow him to cup my cheek before he took my hand. “My precious pet,” he purred as he stepped into the carriage. I followed him and tried to take the seat opposite him, but he caught my elbow and pulled me onto the bench beside him. “Behave yourself, my pet.”

“Anything to please my prince,” I replied, which earned me an extravagant eye roll now that we were visually alone. He didn’t believe my new subservient attitude in the slightest. I had no doubt that the guards and servants next to the carriage were straining to hear our every word.

Nylian stretched a hand up and knocked twice on the roof, sending the carriage smoothly forward through the palace gates and into the city proper. “Let us do a little shopping,” Nylian announced.

“As you wish.”

However, Nylian clearly mouthed, Stay close. Be ready.

I got it. There wouldn’t be multiple opportunities today to shake free of both the guards and the servants. We had to remain close to each other or risk being separated permanently.

I nodded, hoping the anxiety creeping up to strangle me wasn’t showing on my face. I wasn’t worried about Nylian leaving me behind. He wouldn’t. He would sacrifice his chance to escape in order to stay by my side. But I couldn’t allow him to do that. We needed to get the fuck out of Ulmenor and head south to Lockeheim.

Of course, that held its own complications. Unless we boarded a ship in Galinaes bound for Lockeheim, all routes across land required us to cut through Wolfrest to reach our destination. Nylian was banned from setting foot in his home kingdom. Those problems were for later. Right now, we had to escape the royal city of Ulmenor in one piece.

The first six stores were tailors who specialized in garments for the nobility and royalty. Each shop owner took time to fawn over Nylian, complimenting everything from his natural grace and appearance to how perfectly he breathed. Most summarily ignored me, giving me a chance to poke about and search for ways to create trouble, but there were a few who sicced assistants on me to make sure I didn’t dare touch anything with my grubby human hands.

After the clothing district, we moved on to shoes, gloves, undergarments, and even a shop that sold walking sticks.

Despite my increasing boredom, I couldn’t deny that all of it was incredibly gorgeous. Each bit of lace was finer than the last. The stitching was exquisite, and the fabric was the best I’d ever seen. It might have broken my heart a bit to walk out of the boot shop without a new pair after feeling the soft suppleness of their work.

The shopping excursion also gave me a chance to take in more of the city sights. When we’d first landed in Ulmenor, Nylian and I had been running for our lives, dodging the City Watch after dark. There had been no chance to take in the beauty.

For an elf city, I found it surprisingly cold and austere. The buildings were all made of pale shades of gray stone, while glass windows sparkled and reflected the sun as it rose higher in the sky. The streets were wide and immaculately clean. That appeared to be thanks to the droves of humans in bland charcoal gray uniforms hurrying here and there to clean up any bit of rubbish, from horse droppings to a stray leaf. Nothing was out of place. Were the humans slaves that had been purchased or gifted from other kingdoms like Kodra?

As the citizens of Ulmenor passed them, not a single one gave the humans a second glance. It was as if they weren’t there, or part of the scenery, like a lamppost or trash can. No wonder they seemed so shocked that Nylian would bother to keep me, even for a pet. I was no better than a Roomba.

The only sparks of color in the entire city came from the garments of the citizens and the occasional window boxes overflowing with bright flowers. So very odd. Elves were supposed to be creatures that embraced nature and were in harmony with it, but in Ulmenor, it was as though the elves wanted the cold precision of stone. Living nature had to be corralled and controlled in boxes. I wanted to ask Nylian about it, but since Galinaes elves surrounded us at all times, I was afraid they might see my questions as rude. I’d have to save them for later when we were out of this town.

Around midday, I caught Nylian’s eye. The day was wearing away, and so were we. The guards and servants had left us with little breathing room all morning. It was time to do something drastic, like set a store on fire. Some smoke and chaos would work wonders at creating an opening for us to escape. And I knew the spot to do it in.

“Your Highness,” I said as I sidled up close to Nylian, “you had mentioned wanting to work on your memoirs soon. Would you like to pop into that stationery store to acquire a new quill and ink? Maybe some new wax as well?”

Nylian stared at me for a couple of heartbeats as if he were trying to figure out whether I’d lost my mind or if I’d actually had a purpose in suggesting this strangeness. In the end, he gave the tiniest nod of his head and led the way to the shop across the street. The reason I’d picked it was because of its relative smallness. A glance through the window revealed it was a tiny place with many shelves displaying their wares. That meant all the servants and guards would have to wait outside or risk being in the prince’s way. Not to mention, a stationery shop would have many things that burned.

We had just reached the stone stairs leading up to the front door when a massive explosion rocked the entire city, sending Nylian crashing into my arms off the second stair. I caught him and held him close as I stumbled to the side, struggling to regain my balance. My ears were ringing, and my heart even felt off-kilter from the blast. Stone and roof tiles crashed to the sidewalk, and people everywhere screamed as they ran.

“What the hell was that?” I muttered as I got both feet under me.

Nylian turned his face toward mine and whispered into my ear. “Why do I feel like that was Jasper?”

Gods help Ulmenor if that was the wizard-in-training. If he’d attempted a spell that big and failed, something had to be terribly wrong. It would be a shock if he were still alive.

Even if it wasn’t, this was a unique opportunity. The guards were already closing in on us, and one of them was shouting for the carriage to take us to the palace. The window was sliding shut before our eyes.

“I think it’s our duty to help the citizens of Ulmenor. To make sure everyone is safe,” I said, raising my voice amid the clanging alarm bells and screams of the people.

“You’re right, my precious pet. We must help.” Nylian squeezed my hand as he slipped out of my grasp. He turned to the nearest palace guard and pointed at the pillar of black smoke that was rising into the sky. It was moving in front of the sun, darkening the city. “We must go assist the citizens and help the injured.”

The guard paled and swallowed hard, his eyes turning into giant saucers in his face. “But-but-but, Your Highness, it isn’t safe for you out here. We must get you to the palace immediately. There are ample people to help the citizens of Ulmenor.”

“Those emergency workers are a far distance off, and it looks like we are only a couple of blocks away. We can at least offer assistance until they arrive.” Nylian lifted his chin and puffed up his chest a bit. “We are going.”

Without another word, Nylian took off, jogging in the direction of the smoke and chaos, not giving the guards or servants a chance to argue. I stuck close to his heels, one hand resting on my waist where I had a dagger hidden under my cloak. If I were lucky, I wouldn’t have to draw it against one of these palace guards, but I was ready if it was necessary. Nylian and I were getting out of here today.

As we crossed one block and rounded the second, we hit more people fleeing the chaos. Soot covered their faces and several had bleeding scratches on their faces and arms, caused by flying debris and broken glass. I shifted even closer to Nylian, unsure if he would take this chance to disappear into the crowd, but he kept hurrying toward the fire.

At the next block, our footsteps stumbled to a stop as we came upon the blackened building billowing red flames and smoke. Windows were blown out of the building as well as other nearby buildings. Several people lay on the ground close by, not moving under the bits of rubble. I couldn’t tell from where we stood if they were dead or knocked unconscious.

I started forward, but Nylian caught my wrist, stopping me. He didn’t look in my direction but focused all of his attention on the guards and servants gathered around us. Without an ounce of hesitation, Nylian bellowed orders, sending servants and guards this way and that to help injured people, check other buildings, and make sure no one was still in the burning building.

The servants jumped in to follow his orders, but the guards seemed more reluctant to leave his side.

“Your people are dying while you babysit me!” he roared, getting them moving at last.

The captain of our protection detail glared at Nylian and ordered one guard to stay behind at Prince Xeran’s side to make sure nothing happened to him. Not perfect, but it was a considerable improvement over what we’d faced earlier.

I turned my gaze away from the building, the smoke stinging my eyes. Just as I turned, I caught sight of two robed figures darting down an alley. One peeked over their shoulder, and I swore it was Jasper’s flushed face half-hidden in the hood.

“There!” I shouted, pointing at the alley.

Nylian didn’t question it. He darted off in a flash with me in tow. The guard assigned to us squawked in surprise, but I soon heard his pounding footsteps following behind us. The duo in black wove their way through the narrow warren of alleys and back streets until they made a mistake. A dead end.

The smaller of the two figures spun to face us, sword zooming out of its sheath, only to have their shoulders slump. The figure jerked off their hood to reveal Adeline’s familiar scowl.

“What the hell!” she snapped. “You scared me to death. And you had to bring the Watch along with you?” She waved her sword at the guard, who was standing a few feet behind me with wide eyes and mouth hanging open.

“We didn’t know it was you,” I argued.

“But we had a guess,” Nylian mumbled with a shake of his head.

“Yeah, well, we need to get out of here now.” Adeline turned the full force of her glare on the poor guard, who was still stuck with us.

“What’s going on? Who’s this human? What is she doing here? Is she the one who caused the explosion?” As the young guard spat out questions, he drew his sword, his eyes darting between the four of us.

“The explosion wasn’t Addie’s fault!” Jasper cried, jerking off his hood to reveal his pale face and what appeared to be a plump chipmunk clutching strands of his hair on the top of his head.

“What the—” the guard gasped.

“And now the tableau is complete,” Nylian muttered. He turned his attention to the guard and bowed his head. “So sorry about this.”

Before the poor palace guard could even react, Nylian stepped toward him, grabbed the wrist of the hand holding his sword, and gave him a hard jerk forward, pulling him off balance. As the man stumbled, Nylian whirled and slammed his fist into the back of the elf’s skull. In the blink of an eye, he crumpled to the ground, his sword clattering against the stones as it fell from limp fingers.

Nylian released his hold on the guard and smirked at me. I felt like I should be applauding. It was quite a spectacular but simple move.

“I guess this is the opportunity we were waiting for,” I said, grinning at my companion.

“Agreed.” He turned his attention to Adeline and Jasper. “Is it too much to hope that you know of a way out of the city that doesn’t take us through the main gate?”

“No,” Adeline replied.

“Aaahhh!” Jasper cried out as the chipmunk on his head chittered, chirped, and squeaked in its high-pitched voice while jumping up and down. It pulled on his hair, using the strands like reins on a horse.

“Gods, let me just kill that thing for you so we can focus on serious business.” Nylian marched toward Jasper, but the young wizard threw up his hands and backpedaled, attempting to ward the elf off.

“You can’t! He’s not a chipmunk. He’s my mentor.” Jasper argued.

I pressed my fingers to the bridge of my nose and pinched, fighting off the headache that was forming. It could be from the smoke or from Jasper-related chaos. I hadn’t decided yet. “Your mentor is a chipmunk? This might explain why you’re having such trouble learning magic.”

Adeline let out a long, frustrated groan as she shoved her sword into the sheath at her side. “We don’t have time for this. Long story short, Jasper changed his wizard teacher into a chipmunk by accident. Now, can we get the hell out of here?”

“I think Master Binx knows a way for us to get out of Ulmenor,” Jasper stated as the chipmunk seemed to settle in his hair.

I choked on a laugh. Binx the wizard? That was not one of the names I’d cooked up. Fuck, I hadn’t even gotten around to naming all the characters for the Galinaes part of the book. We were way off my plot outline now, but it was best to roll with it.

“Are you sure you can trust Master Binx?” I asked after clearing my throat. “You did turn him into a chipmunk, and I’m assuming you’re the one who blew up his workshop.”

“True,” Jasper agreed, hanging his head. The chipmunk scrambled to get a better hold of his locks for a second. Jasper’s head popped up, and the poor creature almost went flying. “But he also knows that I’m the only one who can change him back to an elf. If I’m caught by the City Watch, I’ll be executed, and he’ll be stuck as a chipmunk forever.”

“Fine. Fine. Let’s follow the chipmunk,” Nylian urged, sounding as if he were willing to follow just about anyone so long as they got moving. I couldn’t blame him. We’d been standing in the alley for several minutes now. The guards and servants he’d set to work on the rescue mission would search for us soon. We needed to put as much distance between us and the explosion as possible.

Jasper and Adeline jerked their hoods up again, and Jasper jumped into the lead. We wound through one alley after another. Sometimes he would stop and lift his hood, allowing the tiny brown-and-black chipmunk head to poke out and survey their surroundings.

It was hard to gauge how far we’d come. On one of our pauses, I gazed at the sky where the black smoke was still rising. The pillar had thinned, and there was now white smoke mixing in, showing that the elf version of the fire department had reached the building and was putting out the flames.

That meant the guards we’d ditched were now free and scouring the city for us. We appeared to be several blocks away in a different district, but I wouldn’t be able to relax until we were outside the high walls that surrounded Ulmenor.

“Here,” Jasper announced, pointing to a circular metal lid in the ground. A sewer grate. Lovely.

“You want us to go through the sewer?” I demanded.

“It will take us outside the wall.” Jasper pointed to the great wall that rose a short distance away. Logically, the trek through the sewer should be a matter of minutes.

But logic didn’t apply to sewers.

Down in the darkness, with a chipmunk leading us, we wandered for what felt like hours. Jasper cast one spell successfully—a small white ball of light that hung in the air in front of him, illuminating a tiny circle of space that pushed back the pitch-black permanent night that resided there. Jasper’s magical light provided only glimpses of crumbling brick walls and old stone that provided a bed for the city’s water runoff and sewage.

On the bright side, the stench wasn’t too bad, and the path seemed well trodden. They probably sent the human slaves in here to clean it out so that there wasn’t a potential buildup of debris to block the water’s path.

Or this was the same route countless smugglers, thieves, and other criminals took to get in and out of the city.

“How is it that we have encountered no one else in here?” I asked as we slogged along.

“Because they’ve been avoiding us,” Nylian replied.

“Seriously?”

He grunted as he took my hand to help steady me over a pile of broken rocks, tree branches, and some other things that I didn’t want to identify. “They’ve been watching us since we entered the sewer. As long as we don’t bother them, they won’t bother us. We’re just passing through.”

“That’s awful generous of them.”

Nylian huffed a laugh and glanced at me over his shoulder. “Not exactly. They can also tell we have a wizard with us. Everyone knows better than to impede the path of a wizard.”

Ah. That made far more sense now.

Of course, I wasn’t going to disillusion them with the truth—Jasper was a horrible wizard. Either his spells didn’t work at all, or you ended up a member of the animal kingdom. Those weren’t odds I’d fuck with.

At long last we escaped the sewer, and we were in the forest.

The only problem was that we were in the forest, in a country very hostile toward humans, with zero supplies. I doubted the chipmunk wizard was going to get us out of this new mess.
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Chapter 22

Chipmunk Cheeks Are the Best


Being outside the wall that surrounded Ulmenor was a good start, but that didn’t mean we were safe. Once lost in the shadows cast by the trees and the thick green canopy, Adeline and Jasper shed their cloaks. The chipmunk flopped on the top of Jasper’s head, his tiny chest falling and rising at an alarming rate. What were we supposed to do if the chipmunk had an itty-bitty heart attack? CPR and chest compressions seemed like a bad idea.

We pushed on, putting more distance between us and the capital while heading south toward Wolfrest and Lockeheim. We followed the main road without actually being on it. A few times we spotted Galinaes soldiers on patrol, but it didn’t appear as if they were searching for us in particular.

As night fell, Adeline and Nylian directed us farther away from the road, locating a thickly wooded area for us to make camp and a fire without worrying about catching the attention of anyone insane enough to travel at night.

It was only when Nylian and Adeline stepped away to hunt for a late dinner that I finally cornered Jasper about what happened in Ulmenor.

“You know I have to ask,” I drawled, flashing him my most ingratiating smile. At least, it would have been on my old face. I wasn’t quite sure what it looked like on this new face, but at least he didn’t run off into the woods screaming.

“What?” Jasper’s head snapped up from where he’d been trying to assist Binx in making what looked to be a nest of leaves and soft flower blossoms.

“What the hell happened in Ulmenor? A building blows up, and you’ve got a wizard chipmunk in your hair. That might be a normal day for you, but that’s still a bit out of the ordinary for me.”

He swallowed and dropped his gaze to the chipmunk, who was moving things around to where he wanted them. “Oh…yeah…not an ordinary day for me, either.”

“Are you okay? Do Nylian and I need to go to Ulmenor and beat someone’s ass? Or should I step on the rodent for you?”

A series of high-pitched chirps left the tiny furry creature, its short tail standing straight up and twitching in its agitation. With a small grin, Jasper scooped up the chipmunk in one hand and stroked his fur with the other, calming him. “No, that’s unnecessary. I…” He paused and let out a sigh that sounded as if it had come from the very depths of his soul.

I held up a hand to stop anything else from slipping out of his mouth. “Jasper, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I just wanted to make sure you and Adeline were okay.”

“No, it’s okay. Bad day.” He huffed a sickly laugh. “Really bad day. We got off the boat okay and across town, where I’d heard rumors of Master Binx. That he was willing to help new wizards in their studies. He wasn’t too keen on taking me, but I convinced him. Unfortunately, Master Binx wasn’t the only wizard in the workshop. There was also Master Kolman. While I was working with Master Binx, Adeline was catching up on some sleep. I ran to the room where my stuff was stored and found him…bothering…my sister. Except she wasn’t kicking his ass like she normally would. I…I…”

“And you were afraid that she was holding back because of you. That she was afraid of ruining your chance to get a mentor,” I filled in for him.

“Yeah,” he mumbled. He put the chipmunk on the ground, only to have it scramble up his pant leg again and rest on his knee. “I’m not exactly sure what happened next. I lost my temper. The building exploded. Master Kolman was gone, Master Binx was a chipmunk, and we were running for our lives.”

“That is an impressive day you had.”

“I never meant to hurt anyone or blow up an entire building,” Jasper said.

I reached out and put a hand on his too-slender shoulder and squeezed. “You did it to protect your sister. Sounds like Master Kolman got what was coming to him.”

“Yeah, but Master Binx got caught in the crossfire somehow, and I don’t know how to fix him.” The young wizard sighed at the chipmunk, who appeared surprisingly happy and chipper for being a wizard trapped as a tiny rodent.

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Or maybe we can find another wizard to help.” I dropped my hand from his shoulder and picked up a long stick to poke at the logs in the fire. “For now, he gets the luxury of riding on your head or in your pocket while the rest of us get to walk.”

“Oh! I almost forgot!” Jasper’s shout had me jumping almost to my feet. As it was, the stick in my hand swung wildly around as I searched for the would-be attacker lurking at the edge of our camp. “You and the prince were trying to sneak into the palace and get information about his brother’s killer. Did you learn anything? Did the king and queen have something to do with Prince Orian’s death?”

I slumped on the log serving as my seat and willed my heart to return to a somewhat normal rhythm. This kid was gonna be the death of me. Or he was just going to change me into some animal. Either way, not good.

“From what we could learn, they had nothing to do with the poisoning. However, it sounded like Queen Sumina wished it had been her. She pointed the finger in Lockeheim’s direction, since that country is where all the world’s poisons are made.”

Jasper made some sounds of agreement as he moved the chipmunk off his leg and to its little nest. “That makes sense. They do have some fabulous poisons, and not just for killing. They’ve got plenty that will raise the dead and control your mind. There’s a rumor they can make a poison that if given to two people at the same time with a drop of their blood in the mix, their souls will even swap bodies.”

“Child,” I groaned and scrubbed a hand across my face.

“What? It’s important for all wizards to be versed thoroughly in poisons, because they’re used in a lot of potions and even some amulets. And thanks to the incredible skills of the poison makers in Lockeheim, most wizards won’t bother to make their own poisons. They’ll purchase them from Lockeheim.”

That didn’t help to put my mind at ease. “So anyone could have purchased the poison that killed Orian. We’re stuck trying to track down the source and from there, locate the person who bought it.”

Jasper shrugged. “It depends on what the poison was. Some are impossible to get your hands on. Some are so rare that even if you are allowed to buy it, you have to be as rich as a king to get it. Do you know which poison it was?”

I shook my head. “Nylian has someone researching it, but he hasn’t heard yet.”

“Nylian hasn’t heard what yet?”

Speak of the devil. Just say his name, and the evil elf magically appears with a brace of rabbits in one hand and a branch of what looked to be blackberries in the other. He handed the berries over to Jasper. “I thought this might work for your wizard master.”

“Thank you! I was worried about what he was going to eat tonight. I don’t think a chipmunk’s digestive system can handle rabbit.” Jasper plucked the berries off one at a time and placed them in front of Binx. As soon as they touched the ground, Binx popped them into his mouth, extending his cheeks out farther and farther until I was barely keeping myself from poking those bulbous cheekies. He was so freaking cute!

It was hard to remember this was a wizard trapped in a chipmunk’s body. I wanted to pet him, but I was afraid if I did, he would bite me or turn me into something the second he was back in his elf form.

“I was telling Jasper the result of our time in Ulmenor,” I answered as Adeline dropped some more wood by the fire.

Adeline straightened and dusted her hands off against each other. “Nylian told me as well. Not a total loss, I guess.”

“It could have gone better,” Nylian muttered.

“And we could be dead right now after attempting to escape Ulmenor,” I pointed out. “But we’re not. We’re in the middle of the woods on our way to Lockeheim to find some poison.”

A slow grin spread across Nylian’s lips, and I swore it felt like a kiss. No one had ever looked at me like that. Or maybe they had, and I never noticed. Either way, Nylian was the first to make me feel truly desired, even cherished, and it was becoming so damn addictive. How was I supposed to return to my normal, boring life when there was this sexy elf who looked at me like I was the only thing that matter in all the world?

“Oh, Master Binx! You can’t eat them all at once. You’re going to make yourself sick.”

Thankfully, there was a gluttonous chipmunk wizard in our camp to keep me from throwing myself at Nylian.

After Adeline and the elf finished preparing the rabbits, it was my job to take over the cooking. Which was largely turning them slowly on the spit to make sure they didn’t get burned in one spot. I might have even stolen a few of the blackberries from the chipmunk and squeezed them on the meat for a little seasoning. I narrowly avoided losing a finger in the endeavor.

As much as I didn’t care for camping or being without even the most basic supplies, it was nice to be out in the woods with my three companions. Adeline was always full of fun stories from her adventures, and Jasper usually had something interesting to chime in with. Nylian added his own twisted commentary, and I soaked it all in as we sat about the campfire.

After dinner was completed and cleaned up, Jasper opened his grimoire and began searching for a way to turn Master Binx back into an elf. I stood, intending to sit next to him so I could read over his shoulder. I’d yet to see what was written in a grimoire, and I was curious as to what kind of spell was needed to reverse Binx’s current curse.

However, I didn’t get more than a single step before Nylian grabbed my arm and jumped to his feet as well.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

I cocked my head to the side, my brow furrowing at his tone. There was no way he was jealous of Jasper. We’d covered this already. “I wanted to take a peek in the spell book. Just help him a bit.”

“Absolutely not.”

“What?” I choked on the word even as Nylian wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me back a step.

“We’ve watched him reduce ogres to squirrels, change scoundrels into ducks, and now his own mentor is a chipmunk. You aren’t allowed anywhere near him when he’s casting spells.”

“That…is an excellent point,” I conceded. “You’re right. Forgive me?”

“Ooooh,” Nylian purred as he added as a second arm to my waist and pulled me in even closer. “I like how that sounds.”

“Forgive me?”

He shook his head with a smirk. “No, the other thing.”

Instead of rolling my eyes at his ridiculousness, I leaned in closer, brushing my lips over his as I whispered in a husky tone, “You’re right.”

“Ha! I knew it! About freaking time!”

Adeline’s shout and laughter nearly jolted me out of Nylian’s arms and into the fire. Good thing the elf had better reflexes. He jerked me close, nuzzled my neck long enough to place a kiss behind my ear, and shot Adeline a glare without missing a beat. Had I mentioned that my elf was smooth? Yes, very smooth.

None of that fazed Adeline. She laughed so hard she fell off the log she was using as a seat and still continued to cackle like a Halloween witch.

“Are you done yet?” I inquired as I leaned into Nylian, enjoying the feel of his muscular body supporting me.

“Never. I will never be done,” she gasped between more crows of laughter. Really, it wasn’t that funny.

After another minute, she pushed herself upright, her face bright red from laughing. “You have no idea. That whole trip to Riverhold, he was mooning over you or trying to get your attention. I thought he was going to hit you over the head with a stick and drag you into the woods if you didn’t catch a clue soon.”

“Utter nonsense,” Nylian grumbled, but I noticed he refused to meet my eyes.

Swallowing my chuckles, I leaned in and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I don’t believe her. There’s no way I could have looked away from your handsomeness.”

Adeline dissolved into more cackles, and even Jasper sounded as if he were going to choke to death in his attempt to not laugh at us. Nylian muttered something under his breath that sounded like a swear and released me, intending to move back to his seat.

He didn’t get more than a step when a hawk’s cry cut through the giggles and the crackle of the fire. Binx squealed and darted into the sleeve of Jasper’s robes. All the mirth dissolved from Nylian’s face as he turned toward the sound of the cry and lifted one arm upward. With a flap of great brown wings, a hawk dropped to our camp and lightly landed on Nylian’s forearm. Its black talons circled his wrist but seemed careful not to puncture his skin.

“Whoa,” I exhaled, my heart still racing at the sight of the raptor the size of a medium dog. “How did you do that?”

“I didn’t.” Nylian didn’t take his eyes off the hawk as he answered. The fingers of his free hand plucked at a small cylinder on the hawk’s leg, pulling out a tiny scroll of paper. The second it was free, he lifted his arm, sending the hawk into the air.

“Who’s that from?” Jasper asked.

“How did it even find you?” Adeline chimed in.

“My uncle. The hawk is trained to find me anywhere,” Nylian replied, his eyes skimming the paper before he wadded it up in his fist. He turned his gaze to me, all laughter and teasing long forgotten. He was as serious as I’d seen him since we first met. “We need to go to Blackscar. My uncle has news for me about Orian.”

“Blackscar, that’s in Wolfrest, right? Are you sure we can trust this uncle?”

“Yes. I’ve always been close with him, even though I haven’t been able to see him often. I don’t believe his intent is to harm me but to help me get to the bottom of what happened to Orian.”

I didn’t like this. After so many people had shown that they wanted Nylian dead or wanted to somehow use him, it was a little hard to believe that this uncle wasn’t among them. However, if he really had some news about Orian’s death—particularly about the poison or who’d put the poison on the sword—we would have a better chance at finding the true culprit. It was a chance we had to take.

With a couple of steps, I closed the distance between us and covered the fist still holding the paper with my hand. “Wherever you want to go, I’ll go with you. We’ll find the truth together.”

Nylian dropped his head forward to rest his forehead against mine and released a quiet sigh of relief. “Thank you. I don’t think I would have made it this far without you.”

“Yes, me and my brilliant collection of distractions and fuckups,” I teased. I wasn’t sure what good I was for Nylian. But so long as I wasn’t holding him back, that was all that mattered to me. I just wanted him to find his happiness again.

“While I’m sure his distractions are handy, I think you could also use my sword,” Adeline interjected.

Nylian lifted his head and tilted it to the side so he could look at the woman standing next to the fire. “You’re sure? If Uncle has something useful to tell, I have a feeling we’ll be going to Lockeheim next, and my funds are getting low.”

The grin that spread across her pale-pink lips was positively mercenary. “Funny that. I want something other than money this time.”

I snorted. “What? Land in Wolfrest? A title?”

She shook her head. “Nope. A proper teacher for Jasper. The human wizards have been useless so far, and Galinaes is too dangerous. I’ll help you get to Blackscar and then to where you need to go in Lockeheim, as long as you agree to find Jasper a teacher.”

“Adeline!” Jasper cried out as if he meant to argue, but she held up one hand, halting whatever he was going to say next.

“Done,” Nylian agreed without needing to hear anything else.

We had our next destination that could bring us one step closer to getting the answers Nylian sought, but this one sank like a boulder in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t trust this uncle, even if Nylian did. Until someone proved otherwise, I was sure they were all out to hurt him. If Nylian’s goal was to find his brother’s killer, my goal was to keep him alive.

I mentally crossed my fingers that this was going to be a long, slow trip to Wolfrest and Blackscar. That way, I’d have a chance to learn how to use a sword. Gone were the days of not knowing how I was going to keep him safe. No one was touching my elf.
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Chapter 23

Unexpected News


Blackscar castle was not what I’d been expecting when I’d thought of an elf city. Maybe I should have been expecting something big, dark, scary, and battered by war, though, considering the fortress sat so close to the border with Galinaes. It looked as if gray stones comprised the walls surrounding the castle, but smoke and soot had blackened everything, giving the place an ominous appearance. The only thing missing were heavy storm clouds and a murder of crows perched on the nearby signposts.

And yet, it wasn’t an overly depressing sight. We passed by a small nearby village that was a bloom of colors as people had set up stalls for a market. There were carts full of fresh produce, booths draped with yards of colorful fabric, tables laden with hand-carved and painted children’s toys. People were out shopping and chatting. Children were darting among the adults, shouting and laughing. It was as if they didn’t notice that black shadow of a castle looming over them. Or they’d gotten accustomed to it.

“Don’t let the fortress scare you,” Nylian whispered into my ear, startling me.

“What?” I jerked my head around to find a weak half smile on his lips. We’d been on the road south to Blackscar for over two weeks. Every time we took a break, Nylian would teach me more about swordplay. I was still a far way off from being any good, but I at least was in less danger of stabbing myself. Yet, every day that we got closer to our destination, Nylian’s mood wilted more. He smiled a little less, laughed a little less, and held me tighter each night as we lay by the fire.

He said he trusted his uncle, but I wasn’t convinced. Yes, we had to come to Blackscar to get the information we needed, but my only goals were to protect Nylian and get him safely out of the city. I didn’t give a shit if this guy was Nylian’s uncle, brother to the king, or whatever. I wouldn’t let him harm a hair on my elf’s head.

“Blackscar isn’t a normal city for Wolfrest,” he stated. He bumped his shoulder into mine as we wove our way through the market to the castle. “Just in case you were comparing it to what you saw in Ulmenor. My people built Blackscar fortress as a stronghold to base our western army to repel attacks by Galinaes. We never intended it to be a town long term. It was my great-uncle’s creation. His thought was that one day Wolfrest would conquer Galinaes, and Blackscar wouldn’t be needed anymore. We would tear it down and use its bricks to build a proper, elegant town worthy of the people of Wolfrest.”

“Except Galinaes still stands,” Adeline pointed out from where she was walking on the other side of Nylian.

Nylian grunted. “True, and I’m of the belief that it would be best if we remained two separate countries. Our ideals are far too different for us to be successfully merged ever again.”

I waved one hand at the surrounding market. “But the town…”

“It grew up to serve the soldiers and their families as they came to be stationed here longer than expected. The town of Blackscar remains small, so they can all fit inside the walls of the fortress if there is an attack.”

My mouth opened to ask how long it had been since the last attack on the castle, but the words became lodged in my throat when I noticed what looked to be a full squad of soldiers in gleaming green armor that winked and shone as brightly as glass. They marched toward us with spears pointed at the clear blue sky.

“Umm…Your Highness…” Jasper’s thin voice wavered, and I thought I saw the wizard dart behind me while Binx squeaked as he moved to somewhere safer on Jasper’s body.

“Relax. It’ll be okay,” Nylian murmured as he took a step forward, moving in front of our group. He held his long, elegant hands up before his chest with his palms out.

The leader of the squad barked an order I didn’t quite catch, but it didn’t matter. The soldiers rushed forward and circled us, their spears now leveled at our chests, leaving no room for escape. My heart skyrocketed into my dry throat while my hand itched to reach for the sword on my back. Not that it would have been a good idea in the slightest. We were outnumbered by more than two to one, and my sword skills still needed a lot of help.

“Nylian—” I bit out between clenched teeth.

“By order of Duke Thallan Elrich, you are under arrest for illegally entering the Kingdom of Wolfrest and disobeying the king’s order that banished you from these lands,” the head of the guard announced in a loud, ringing voice.

The people who’d been shopping scurried off as the soldiers surrounded us. A gasp of horror rose from them now as they realized who was with us. Goody. I was now a pariah in Wolfrest.

“At ease, sergeant,” Nylian replied in a calm voice. “We have no intention of fighting you. We will go peacefully before the duke.” He reached out his hand and placed it on my shoulder, squeezing just tight enough to force muscles to untense. I frowned at him, inspecting his face for any signs of fear or anger, but there weren’t. Sadness filled his eyes, but he gave no indication that he was worried or afraid for our lives.

The sergeant barked another sharp order, and the spears were pointed upward again while the soldiers closed ranks. When they started toward the castle, we had no choice but to move with them or risk being trampled. None of us dared to speak as we walked. The black castle walls loomed ahead of us, the scars and gouges in the stout walls growing more prominent with every step. A wide drawbridge crossed a moat in which I could only catch glimpses of murky water. I wondered if the danger was drowning in the moat under the weight of your armor or if there was something that called those dark waters home that was an even bigger threat.

Inside the walls, I found the fortress far more austere than the town with its colorful market. The stones had kept most of their gray color, but the height of the walls cast long shadows across the courtyard, creating a dreary atmosphere. We were escorted past soldiers going through training drills while others worked on armor and weapons maintenance or cared for the horses in the stables. There was a fair mix of men and women, but everyone was wearing armor or some kind of uniform. It didn’t appear as if there was anyone working outside who was a servant.

As we entered the castle, most of our escorts peeled off and a fresh set of guards took over without missing a beat. The interior of the castle was more appealing, with thick rugs to guard against the coldness of the stones and colorful tapestries depicting happy forest scenes of hunts and picnics by shimmering lakes. There were curtains and elegant silver candelabras holding fat yellow candles. Not quite the richness that might be expected of a castle belonging to a member of the royal family, but still warmer than a place dedicated solely to war and ruthless battles.

Even though we were taking the scenic tour through the castle, I prepared myself to be taken to yet another dungeon with cold damp walls and flickering torches casting dancing shadows.

However, that wasn’t the case this time. We climbed to the next floor and walked down a short hall to a set of double doors that opened as we approached. It was here that I spotted a couple of people who were in plain dark-blue uniforms that looked more like servants than soldiers or soldiers in training. Apparently there were servants working in the castle, but they were few and focused their attention on the needs of the duke and his family, if he had any living here with him.

“Fine. Fine. Leave us,” a rough, deep voice that sounded like little more than broken gravel after a long lifetime of bellowing orders at soldiers on chilly, mist-filled fields growled.

I jerked my attention from the elegant decorations mixed with ancient weapons to the stout, broad-shouldered elf with long white hair standing in the center of the room next to a much younger elf with pale-brown hair.

The second the last soldier exited the room, and the doors closed behind him, the white-haired elf’s cold exterior cracked into an expression of intense relief, and his shoulders slumped. “Nephew,” he exhaled, and that single word carried what felt like a lifetime of worry and pain in it.

Nylian took three swift steps across the room and wrapped his uncle up in a tight embrace. “Uncle,” he choked out, hugging him and patting him on the back. “I’m safe. Have no fear. I’m safe and I would never⁠—”

“No, no. None of that. I didn’t believe for a fucking moment you had anything to do with what happened to Orian. Utter nonsense,” the duke cut him off. He squeezed Nylian tightly once and then took him by the shoulders. With a step back, he looked over Nylian as if needing to see with his own eyes that his nephew was, in fact, safe and well.

The soldier beside the duke loudly cleared his throat and pointedly stared at me before taking a step forward and bowing. “It is an unexpected honor to have Prince Victor Montcroix visiting our town.”

Oh, shit. Yes, I’m the prince. I keep forgetting. Especially since Nylian never referred to the fact that I was in Victor’s body or that the rest of the world might see me as the prince.

My lips twitched into a smile, and I returned his bow with a small dip of my head. “Thank you. It’s an honor for me to be here.”

Yeah, that sounded as bad as it felt. This didn’t feel like the place to be Victor’s typical asshole self, but I also didn’t know how a prince was supposed to act outside of being spoiled and entitled. Right now, all I wanted to do was grab Nylian and pull him to me, where I could more easily protect him from the unknown.

“It’s okay, Uncle, Captain.” Nylian left his uncle’s side and gave a brief nod to the man who’d spoken as he came to stand by me. It was like he could sense my growing anxiety. “Prince Victor is with me.”

“What does that even mean, Xeran?” the duke demanded, tossing his hands up in the air. “From all we know from spies, Prince Montcroix left Gushan intending to kidnap you. Now he’s traveling with you? What is going on?”

“When I say that Prince Victor is with me, I mean he is with me. He is mine,” he stated, crushing those critical words between his teeth. My brain skipped at the use of Nylian’s real name, but it was forgotten as a flush burned the tips of my ears and flowed to my cheeks and neck.

I leaned toward Nylian and tipped my face up so that my lips were near his ear. “Not one to mince words, are you? Couldn’t even go easy on your uncle after everything that’s happened?”

For the first time since we’d entered Blackscar, he flashed me a real, brilliant smile. “It’s necessary to air the most important bits, so Uncle understands no one is to harm a hair on your head.”

“Is this you flirting with me in front of your family?”

“No, this is me staking my claim in front of my family.”

“Gods, just put me in your dungeon now,” Adeline moaned. She poked her head around Nylian to look at the duke while Jasper gasped and attempted to hide farther behind me. “They have been like this nonstop for weeks of traveling on the road. If I have to hear one more ‘You’re mine’ or cooing over a scraped hand or a splinter, I’m going to lose my mind.”

So, maybe the entire trip hadn’t been about walking and learning to sword fight. Following the shift in our relationship in Ulmenor, Nylian had been decidedly more hands on with me. Not that I was complaining. The attention was heavenly. I’d never known anyone so tender or playful, and I tried to return at least some of it. Dating and being outwardly affectionate were not my strong suits, though I was learning what I could from my lover.

Of course, it all had to be quite nauseating for those stuck with us.

Things were awkward now. Not that Nylian seemed to care in the least. The Wolfrest prince threaded his fingers through mine and pulled me a step closer to where his uncle was doing his best impression of a deer trapped in a set of semi headlights.

“Prince Victor Montcroix, may I introduce you to my uncle, Duke Thallan Elrich, Guardian of the Western Border and Blackscar Fortress?”

As properly as I could manage, I pressed my right hand to my heart and bowed low to the man. Maybe even lower than I should have since I was a prince, but then this was Nylian’s uncle. I was desperate to make a good impression, though that impression might have been bruised because Nylian refused to release his hold on my left hand.

“It is an honor to meet you, Your Grace.”

“Uncle, this is Prince Victor Montcroix,” Nylian continued when I straightened. “I know the rumors, and they don’t matter. It’s a long story, but the short of it is, Victor has been my friend and protector for weeks now. He has stood by me and believed me when most of the world would rather believe the worst. I won’t be parted from him ever.”

Thallan’s piercing blue eyes locked on to my face and didn’t waver for several painful heartbeats. When I was sure that he was going to declare bullshit on everything Nylian had said, he released a laughing sigh and patted his stomach. “I only wish I could be there when you tell your father that.”

My elf rolled his eyes at his uncle and turned to motion to Adeline and Jasper. “Adeline and her younger brother, Jasper, have also been our traveling companions. Adeline is a skilled mercenary, and Jasper is a wizard in want of a proper mentor.” Both Jasper and Adeline bowed to the duke, appearing more comfortable and agile in their movements than I could.

“And the rodent hiding in his robes?” Thallan inquired.

“That would be Master Binx, a wizard who suffered an unfortunate accident in Ulmenor.” Nylian cleared his throat as if he were trying to halt a chuckle before it could trickle out. “That is another reason we need a proper mentor for Jasper.”

The duke made a face that left me thinking he wished he hadn’t asked. His smile was a little stiff when he nodded to Adeline and Jasper. “Welcome to Blackscar Fortress. I’m sorry it isn’t for happier circumstances. I’ll have Captain Elion show your companions to some comfortable rooms where they can rest up from their long journey.”

The soldier who had been acting as a shadow for the duke stepped forward, holding out his arm toward the door to get us moving out of the room so the duke and his nephew could speak alone. Nylian had just released my hand, only to grasp my wrist to stop me from moving away from him.

“Wait. You have news from West Vale?” Nylian demanded, his eyes locked on his uncle.

“Yes, but this is a private matter. You can…” His words trailed off when Nylian shifted his attention to Adeline and Jasper.

“Get some rest. We’ll join up for dinner and discuss our plans.” Adeline and Jasper accompanied Captain Elion out of the room without another word, while Nylian continued to hold on to me as if I were his one lifeline in this world.

“Be reasonable, Xeran. He’s a prince for a country that has been hostile to ours for years. You can’t want to talk about family affairs in front of him,” Thallan argued, holding his hands out to his nephew. He looked at me with a wince. “No offense, Your Highness.”

“None taken, and I understand.” I lifted the wrist Nylian refused to release and brushed my lips across the knuckles. “Your uncle is right to be hesitant. Spend some time talking with him. When you’re done, you can come tell me what you think I need to know for us to continue on our journey.”

“That’s a waste of time. I’ll repeat to you everything that Uncle tells me. It’s better if you simply stay.”

I turned my attention to the duke. The ball was in his court. I tried, but if Nylian wanted me at his side, that was where I was going to stay. Thallan’s gaze darkened, but he relented in the end, motioning for us to move to a pale-yellow sofa and a matching set of chairs. Nylian chose the sofa and pulled me down next to him so that we were touching from hip to knee. It was only when he threaded our fingers together again that I noticed his palm had become sweaty, and his fingertips were ice cold.

Duke Thallan sat closest to Nylian in one chair. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. There was something about his stance that caused fear to clog my chest and choke off my air. This was going to be bad.

“I have some good news,” Thallan stated, though his smile was strained and even the few lines around his eyes had deepened. “I’ve received a private message from your father.” He paused and licked his lips. “Orian is still alive.”

“What?” I cried out.

Nylian shook his head. “That can’t be. They told me they had the ceremony. His body was turned to ash. He was returned to the dirt, trees, and water. That…that can’t be…I was told…”

“I know, and I’m sorry.” Thallan reached out to lay a comforting hand on Nylian’s arm, but the elf flinched, leaning closer to me.

“I don’t understand,” he said sharply, and my heart broke for him. His reaction seemed cold, but Nylian had spent the past few months grieving the loss of his beloved brother and suffering under the tremendous weight of being accused of murder. Hearing such good news didn’t erase all that pain.

“Orian is alive, but only just barely,” Thallan continued. He sat back in his chair, dropping his hands into his lap. “The royal healers and wizards halted the progression of the poison, keeping it from killing him, but he’s held in a magical field where time has been slowed to a crawl. They’ve identified the poison, but still need the antidote to cure him, and time is running out. The healers estimate Orian has a month, maybe two, until the poison claims him.”

Nylian sat for more than a minute with his eyes closed. His hand was so icy in mine and a fine trembling had gripped it, forcing me to cover his hand with my other one. His breathing grew ragged, but with time, it evened out as if he were gaining control over his emotions. My heart broke for him. I wanted to drag him out of Blackscar castle and away from all of this insanity, but there was no leaving. Not yet. Nylian was expected to locate this antidote so he could save his twin brother.

“What’s the poison? Where did it come from?” Nylian asked, his voice a tight whisper.

“The poison is called Widow’s Spite, and only one person makes it in all of Lockeheim—the King’s Royal Poison Maker, Duchess Helena Covington. She’s the one person who can make it because she’s the only person trained to handle the black-winged cobra.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed hard against the bile that shot up my throat. Oh, this one was my fault. I remembered creating Widow’s Spite. It was late one night, and I’d been high on way too many shots of espresso and chocolate cake.

What could be worse than a lightning-fast and deadly snake? Let’s give the fucker wings.

God, I was such an asshole. I’d never thought that one day I would need to face these slithering nightmares.

“Lockeheim. I should have headed in that direction from the very start,” Nylian muttered. “Lady Helena makes every vial of Widow’s Spite. She’ll also know where every drop has gone. She’ll be able to tell us who from Wolfrest acquired the poison.”

“That’s the hope,” Thallan agreed. “Since you were banished, your father has been conducting a thorough search of West Vale for any clue as to who handled the poison or how it was even acquired.”

“Something as rare as Widow’s Spite wouldn’t be cheap,” I observed, and immediately bit my tongue. I didn’t want the duke or even Nylian to think that I was pointing fingers at other members of the royal family. Yet, they would be just about the only people who had the money to afford a poison like that.

“You’re right,” Thallan stated, enabling me to breathe again. “It’s why the king sent Prince Xeran away. He never believed that he attempted to kill Orian. Getting him out of West Vale was the only way to protect him from whoever was striking at his sons.”

“I’m sure he also knew I would do anything to get revenge on whoever dared to harm Orian,” Nylian ground out between his teeth.

Thallan grunted, not bothering to deny such a guess. “That’s why your father and Orian are counting on you now to retrieve the antidote and the truth of who tried to kill your brother. He can’t send a diplomat without causing an incident. It’s better if this is all handled in secret. If word reaches Lady Helena that we’ve identified the poison, she could run, destroy all the antidotes, or even destroy what evidence remains of who she gave the poison to.”

“Understood.” Nylian pushed to his feet, leaving the duke and me to follow a second later. “We’ll take two days to rest here and replenish our supplies. Adeline might choose to leave her brother here with you. Lockeheim will be too dangerous for him. I want you to find a wizard to mentor him.”

“I’ll protect him like he’s my own son, but there are no wizards in the immediate area. Any around here would be specialized in farming spells and nothing more.”

Nylian shook his head. “Then send him to West Vale. Escort him there personally, if you must. I promised Jasper and Adeline that he would be trained properly, and I will not break that promise to them. She’s saved my life more times than I care to think about.”

“As you wish.” The tighter Nylian’s voice became, the more cautious Thallan’s tone grew. Even though Nylian had no expression on his face, there were signs of tension at the corners of his eyes and mouth that convinced me he was barely holding it together. He needed somewhere safe where he could deal with his emotions, and soon, rather than bottling them up and shoving them down where they could bubble and boil into a toxic brew that ate away at his soul.

“Your Grace, could you have someone show us to a room where we can sleep? Possibly have a tray of food sent up? I don’t think I am up for socializing this evening. I’m sure you understand,” I interjected with a bright smile while placing a hand on Nylian’s too-stiff shoulder.

“Of course.” The duke bowed to me and turned toward Nylian. “Nephew, please get some rest. If you need anything, I am at your disposal.”

Nylian didn’t say a word. He managed one small nod and swept out of the room, not even waiting for a servant to guide us.

The elf was a ticking time bomb.
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Chapter 24

Good-bye Old Life


The room assigned to us wasn’t as elegant or over-the-top fancy as the one we had in Ulmenor, but that was understandable considering this was a place built for war, not to house royals on vacation.

Still, there were heavy velvet curtains to block out the early morning light and to protect the occupants from drafts during those cold winter nights. The bed was narrow, but right now, all I wanted to do was snuggle as close to Nylian as possible while wrapping my arms and legs around him.

But that was not what he needed.

The man needed to explode. He needed to shout and possibly break a few things.

Yet, he was simply standing in the center of the room, his hands balled into fists at his side, every muscle in his body taut and trembling with tension. The slightest thing was going to make him snap. I didn’t want him to direct that destructive energy at me, but I’d take it if it meant him feeling better.

“Let it out, Nylian,” I ordered when we were alone.

“There’s nothing to let out,” the elf bit out, turning his back to me.

“Oh, bullshit! That’s complete and utter bullshit.”

“You forget, Prince Victor, that elves don’t feel intense emotions like humans.”

I rolled my eyes and stomped over so I was standing in front of him. “Don’t give me that arrogant nonsense. You’re so pissed that every muscle is tensed. If I shoved a piece of coal up your ass right now, you’d shit out a diamond come morning.” That at least got him to blink at me as though I’d lost my mind, but the distraction lasted only a second before a scowl formed on his face. He started to turn away again, but I grabbed his arms and forced him to remain looking at me. “Let it out!” I shook him. “Your father is a fucking asshole! He used you as a distraction! He soiled your good name and let you think your twin brother was dead.”

Nylian fought to shake off my hands, but I wasn’t letting go. “There was a good reason.”

“Fuck his reason!”

All of Nylian’s control finally snapped. He cast off my hold, nearly knocking me to the floor. He zipped across the room, snatched something up from a table, and threw it at the nearest wall. The decoration shattered into a thousand pieces, creating a glittering starburst. He continued his destruction while I scrambled to get out of his way. Two small tables were smashed, and a set of teacups and a pitcher joined the other broken glass. I didn’t step in until he drew his sword and seemed as if he planned to attack the bed.

With my hand wrapped around his on the hilt, I forced his arm over his head while placing my other arm on his waist, pulling him in close. His breathing was rapid gasps, and his pupils were blown wide, the black nearly consuming the sparkling green I loved.

“You can destroy anything you want, just not with weapons. One of us will get hurt,” I bargained.

Gritting his teeth, Nylian shoved me away. He lifted the sword and took a step toward the bed, but froze. The sword dropped but slowly, as if I were watching all the anger drain out of his body. The weapon slipped from limp fingers to clatter loudly on the stone floor. He stumbled back to the center of the room and I caught him as his legs gave out, guiding us both to sit on the floor.

Now, I got the chance to wrap him up tightly in a comforting cocoon, pressing my face into the crook of his neck that was covered in an icy cold sweat.

“Why?” Nylian’s voice trembled as he choked out that single word. “Why…why didn’t he tell me? Couldn’t he have pulled me aside for five seconds to let me know Orian was still alive? That he didn’t believe that I’d betrayed him and my brother? He-he played me for a fool,” he snarled at the end.

I brushed light kisses across his jaw and up to his temple. “I don’t think this was about you being played for a fool. This was about protecting you as best he could. Someone inside the castle had mortally wounded one beloved son and framed another. If you stayed, they could have gotten to you. The king probably sent you away to get you out of the reach of the assassin.”

“How can you be so sure of him? You don’t know my father,” Nylian countered in a stubborn voice.

He was right. I’d yet to meet the king of Wolfrest, but I’d already had an idea of him when I was crafting the book. I didn’t want all the royals to be complete douche tools. In my mind, King Dorwynn had always been more compassionate and more thoughtful. He cared more about his people and his children than the power he wielded.

But I couldn’t tell Nylian that I knew his father wasn’t an asshole because I hadn’t created him to be an asshole. On the other hand, I simply didn’t know. There were a lot of things that had turned out differently than I’d originally planned. *cough* Nylian’s sexuality *cough* We wouldn’t know the king’s true motives until we saw him. The best I could do right now was try to comfort his son.

“True, but I struggle to believe that a cold, calculating, ruthless man could have raised such a warm and tender son.”

Nylian made a derisive noise. “My father didn’t raise me. Teachers, mentors, and a series of nannies brought me up.”

“Stubborn,” I groaned before nipping the spot just under his ear. “You’re right. I don’t know your father, but I choose to believe that he didn’t intentionally hurt you. Besides, who else is he going to trust to help him get to the truth of what happened to you and Prince Orian? Banishing you meant he had someone outside the kingdom to investigate what happened. To dig into the other kingdoms that have been jealous of Wolfrest for so long.”

“Lockhart,” he whispered wearily.

“Let go of your anger toward your father for now. You won’t know for sure what he was thinking until you can confront him. If it turns out he was an inconsiderate asshole, you’ll be able to tell him as much to his face.” Nylian’s shoulders shook in a silent laugh, and I knew he was picturing that exact scene in his head. “The only thing that matters is Orian is alive. It’s not too late to save your brother. We’re going to Lockeheim to get the antidote and uncover once and for all the bastards who did this to you and your brother. You are so close to having your old life again.”

Nylian stilled in my arms. A moment later, his head whipped around and his expression was fierce as he locked eyes with mine. “I don’t want my old life back. You weren’t in my old life. I refuse to have a life that doesn’t include you.”

“I…” My voice cracked, and the rest of the sentence became lodged behind a lump in my throat. What could I tell him? That it wasn’t up to me? The magical coin had brought me here, and there was no way of knowing if it planned to zip me to my old life as soon as this story was concluded. I didn’t want to make any promises I couldn’t keep. That wasn’t fair to either of us.

But I could tell him what I wanted.

“I don’t want you to return to your old life. I want to stay with you.”

Nylian’s lips crashed against mine in a violent kiss that I returned with the same desperation and hunger. The road ahead of us was perilous, but it didn’t feel so impossible or lonely. I’d follow him into whatever battle waited for us, so long as I knew he was going to be at my side.

Tongues thrust and slid sinuously along each other. Teeth nipped and tugged. Little pains were licked away and searching hands pulled at clothing in blind desperation, fighting to find bare skin. It was the hottest kiss of my life, and it still wasn’t enough. I wanted everything, even if it scared me to death.

“Bed,” Nylian breathed across my damp and sore lips. “We need a bed.”

No argument from me. Broken glass and bits of wood covered the floor. Not exactly the best spot to get naked.

I unwound my arms and legs enough so he could regain his feet. I then took his hand, letting him pull me up. My chest bumped his, and we fell into another hungry kiss as we tripped and stumbled our way to the bed. We pulled apart only when Nylian jerked my shirt over my head.

Grinning, I shoved him back onto the bed, where his body bounced nicely on the mattress. A cackle broke from his throat, and I grabbed one of his boots and jerked it off, tossing it over my shoulder.

“I think you’ll have to give my valet a few lessons on undressing me,” he snickered.

I wrapped my hand around his other boot and tugged hard, nearly falling over the moment it came free. “If your valet is this hands on, Your Highness, you can kiss that valet good-bye, because I’m not letting him touch you again.”

Deep belly laughs filled the room from Nylian while I slipped off his stockings and threw them gods knew where. “Godfried is a thousand years old and nearly blind.”

“Fine. I’ll give him a hand. He can take care of your wardrobe, and it’ll be my job to dress and undress you.” I climbed onto the bed, placing my knees on either side of his narrow hips, and leaned down so that the tip of my nose touched his. “Can you guess which will be my favorite?”

“I wonder which of us will enjoy it more.”

In the blink of an eye, the evil elf rolled me onto my back. He tore off the rest of his clothes before moving on to my boots. It was when he was attacking my pants that reality switched my brain on.

I was about to have sex with a man for the first time.

Anal sex.

Snicker all you want, but there are few things a straight man—or in my case a bisexual in denial—is more protective of than his asshole. Particularly as it comes to trusting another man to cram something large and hard into that hole.

That was not to say I wasn’t turned-on and extremely curious. Not to mention horny after two weeks straight of behaving while we were on the road with Adeline and Jasper. We’d enjoyed stolen kisses and a little groping, but getting off hadn’t been in the cards.

“What’s wrong?” Nylian demanded. The laughter disappeared from his voice in an instant, and he gave up trying to remove my pants to climb into the bed beside me.

I opened my mouth to reassure him that everything was fine, but I stopped myself. I didn’t want this first time to be tainted with a lie. “Nervous,” I admitted. “First time. With a guy,” I rushed to add. “Had sex plenty of times with women. Lots of sex there.” Nylian’s eyebrows shot up, and I slapped a hand over my mouth. That was not helping.

“I mean, not lots. Average,” I said, my words muffled behind my hand.

My lover’s expression softened, and the smile that appeared squeezed my heart. He didn’t speak as he got us rearranged on the bed so that our heads were sharing the same pillow as we lay facing each other. Nylian was completely naked while I wore only my pants, but that was too much. The memory of the feel of his body against mine while we were in the bath flitted through my brain, leaving my cock aching for a return to that rather than talking.

“We will do nothing you are not comfortable with,” Nylian reassured me as he brushed the lightest kiss across my lips. His fingers grazed my dick where it strained the front of my pants. “You’ve enjoyed when I used my hand. And we’ve both enjoyed when I took you deep in my mouth.”

A moan slipped past my lips and into Nylian’s mouth as my body recalled that tight, wet heat.

“No,” I exhaled once my tongue and brain worked together to make words. “Want more.”

“Then tell me what scares you, so I can take the fear away.”

I blinked open eyes I hadn’t realized I’d closed and stared into his handsome face filled with such warm concern. How the hell had I gotten to be so lucky?

“Pain. I’m afraid of how much it’s going to hurt,” I admitted. “I’ve always heard the first time hurts a lot, but it gets easier with practice.”

Nylian’s smile never wavered. “No.”

“What?”

“No, I won’t allow it. We won’t continue if it hurts you. How could I possibly enjoy it if I knew you were in any kind of pain?”

“But that’s just the first time, right?” Shit. Had I talked us out of sex? That wasn’t what I wanted at all.

“First time, hundredth time, doesn’t matter.” Before I could argue, Nylian seized my mouth in a slow, draining kiss that made me forget what we’d been talking about. The hand that had teased my cock with teasing touches now squeezed, forcing out a needy cry as I ended the kiss while thrusting my hips upward into his hand.

“Trust me, Adam. I can take care of you. There will be no pain,” Nylian promised, his voice a wicked temptation.

“No pain and you’re going to…” My words drifted off and Nylian’s stroking fingers froze.

“Going to what?” he rasped. His pupils had blown so wide his eyes were almost entirely black. But where rage had consumed him the last time, this was all desire. My elf did so love the dirty talk.

I licked my swollen lips and whispered, “You’re going to fuck my ass, aren’t you, Nylian? You’re going to stretch my tight hole, slide your hot thick cock inside me, and fuck me until you fill me up with your cum.”

Nylian’s entire body shuddered. “Yes. I want that. Need to be part of you. Make you mine.”

“I will always be yours.”

No matter what happens.

Even if I were permanently pulled away from this world, I knew my heart and soul would forever belong to Nylian.

We kissed over and over, each kiss growing more hungry than the last so that fears were forgotten. Even my growing terror over being forced to leave Nylian’s arms drifted away. There was only the sexy elf driving me so crazy I was about to come in my goddamn pants.

Sliding my hand up to cup the side of his head, I grazed one of his ears and his entire body froze. I looked up to see Nylian’s eyes were wide and his breath erupted from his parted lips in short, hard pants.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“Don’t stop,” Nylian cut me off. “Our ears are one of the most sensitive parts of our bodies. When you touch my ears, it’s like I can feel you touching me everywhere.”

I bit my bottom lip to hold in a very undignified squeal of excitement. I had wanted to run my fingers along those long, pointed ears since we first met.

Carefully, I extended both hands, lightly placing the fingertips of my index fingers at the base of his lobeless ears. I ran them up to the very tips, squeezing the most delicious moan out of Nylian. You would have thought I’d just deep-throated him to the point of my lips brushing his balls. I started back down, still taking my time, exploring every inch. But he couldn’t take it any longer.

Nylian flew into action, kissing me like a man possessed. My pants disappeared amidst the chaos, and I hissed to feel his feverish body pressed to my own. Silken skin slid along mine and I was in heaven. I couldn’t keep rubbing his ears. My hands desperately needed to touch the rest of him.

I ran my fingers along the powerful muscles of his shoulders. I spread my legs, fitting his body perfectly between them. My elf was so close, but not nearly close enough.

And then the wicked imp began kissing his way along my chest. He sucked and licked each nipple until they were almost painfully hard. He crawled lower, licking a stripe along my stomach to brush the swollen head of my cock. With one hand tangled in his blond locks, I pulled him up while wrapping my other hand around the base of my cock to stave off my orgasm.

“No cocksucking.”

Nylian’s grin was the filthiest thing I’d ever seen. “But you like when my mouth is full of your cock. You fuck my face so⁠—”

I seized his dirty mouth in a brutal kiss to stop his words.

“I don’t want to come that way. Only when you’re in me.”

“I can arrange that,” Nylian promised.

But instead of returning to sex, he hopped out of bed and tiptoed across the room, dodging debris while his hard cock bounced with every step. He was a gorgeous sight, and it was not helping me regain control.

“Be careful! The glass!”

He ignored me as he dug through a basket of colorful jars and vials. After a few seconds, he held up a round blue jar with a look of triumph and returned to the bed.

“What’s that?” I asked as he sat between my legs.

“This,” he said proudly as he removed the lid, “is a special salve that helps to heal everything from basic aches and pains to speeding up the closure of wounds. It even soothes abrasions and burns.” He dipped his fingers inside and held them up to reveal a thick viscous gel with a pale-blue tint. “And it works very well as a lubricant during sex.”

Fuck, yes! Elf-made magic lube. Bring it on!

That insane thought had barely crossed my brain when Nylian pressed one slick finger into my hole. There was a stretch and a flash of pain, but it was gone by the next breath.

“Are you okay?” Nylian inquired, still moving incredibly slow despite the magic elf goo.

“God, yes. Please don’t stop,” I groaned. My legs fell even wider apart while I stroked my cock.

Nylian added another finger, and I winced at the brief pain but continued to urge him on. I didn’t know whether the pain wasn’t as bad as I’d expected because I was so horny or because of the lube, but I needed more. This felt like a wicked tease, as if I were getting a lick of icing while Nylian was holding the whole damn chocolate cake inches out of my reach.

“Nylian,” I moaned. “I can’t take this. You got to fuck me before I lose my mind.”

The elf bent low, pressing a series of open mouth wet kisses on my thigh, sending chills through my entire body. He paused as he reached my hip bone and licked across the head of my leaking dick, causing my eyes to roll into my head as curses tumbled off my tongue.

“Anything for you,” he murmured.

Nylian removed his fingers from my ass and added some of the slick salve to his dick. The thick head brushed my hole, and I forced myself to release the air from my lungs, refusing to let fear strangle me.

He pushed forward, stretching my ass even more. My brain instantly overloaded. Burn, stretch, slick slide, and breath-stealing fullness destroyed my ability to think. I could only feel, and it was amazing.

The first thing that made sense was the tender brush of Nylian’s lips against mine.

“Just relax,” he whispered. “You’re doing so well, my precious one. Your body was made for me. Every thrust feels like you’re pulling me deeper.”

“Yes. More.” Those two words came out as a thin whimper. I lifted my hips with his next slow thrust, nearly taking all of him. For a second, it was too much, but then he was withdrawing and I immediately missed him. I needed everything.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and dug my heels into the mattress, meeting him for each thrust until the room was now filled with the sweaty slap of skin and the wooden bang of the headboard against the wall. In the candlelight, sweat glistened on Nylian’s brow and dampened the hair at his temples. His eyes were black pools of need, swallowing me whole and I loved it, loved everything about his moment.

“Grab your cock,” Nylian ordered through clenched teeth. “Want to watch you come. Need to feel it.”

Even as he spoke, I could feel his dick growing thicker, edging closer to his orgasm. God, I was so fucking full. This feeling was so perfect. It was almost enough to send me over the edge, but not quite.

Leaving my left hand on Nylian’s neck, I grabbed my dick with my right. Between the sweat and pre-cum, I had no problem stroking myself. Every muscle tensed and my breath caught as those first sparks gathered at the base of my spine. I wanted to fight it, stop the rush. This couldn’t be over. I wanted it to go on forever.

But it was too late. Nylian sped up, fucking me so hard I could see stars. The world exploded in a white ball wrapped in electric ecstasy. The feeling stretched on and on as Nylian continued to move in and out of my body at a frantic pace until he finally threw back his head and shouted my name at the top of his lungs.

He collapsed on top of me, smearing my cum into both our stomachs and chests, skin slick with sweat. I wrapped my arms about his waist and smiled against his shoulder. “I love when you say my name.”

Nylian wheezed, and it took me a second to realize he was laughing and not simply gasping for air. “I love when I say your name, too.”

I didn’t ask why he only used my given name when we were alone and usually in the throes of passion. The truth was that it had grown on me. I liked my name falling from his lips in these secret moments, and only we could hear it. My name was linked with a moment of pure joy, and I wouldn’t change it for anything.

After a few tender kisses, I climbed out of bed, pulled on my boots, and crunched through the mess to get a damp cloth. The water was tepid, but it did the job to clean up our mess. We’d worry about arranging baths tomorrow.

By the time I finished cleaning Nylian off, the elf was asleep. It wasn’t that late in the evening, but the trek to Blackscar had been long and exhausting. Not to mention, Nylian had suffered through an emotional roller coaster. We could all use some sleep.

I extinguished the candles, kicked off my boots, and settled under the blankets with my elf. Lying on my side, I stared at his face as it slowly came into focus as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. I marveled at those graceful eyebrows, his high cheekbones, soft lips, and sharp chin. He was elegance and beauty in sleep, sex and snark when he was awake.

Somewhere along the line in all these weeks of travel, danger, and chaos, I’d stopped thinking about Nylian as a character I’d created in a world I’d designed to pay my bills. Nylian had become real. His pain and joy were real. The danger and betrayal were real. And so was the love growing in my heart for him.

Regardless of magic coins and fate, I couldn’t leave here. I had to find a way to stay. I belonged with Nylian, and nothing was going to change that.
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Chapter 25

Bad Blood


Not surprisingly, I woke first.

I crawled out of bed, content to leave Nylian to catch up on some much-needed sleep, and dressed quickly. I eased out of our bedroom and went in search of a servant who could get me a broom I could use to clean up the glass on the floor, and maybe something to eat.

Sure, I could send the servant in with the broom, but Nylian was naked in bed, and I didn’t want anyone else in the room with him while he slept. Yep, all that elf hotness was mine, and it was gonna stay that way. We’d pitched the idea of the harem out the window, and I was staking a claim on that sexy man.

We were definitely in screw-the-book territory now.

Unfortunately, I didn’t find a servant because Captain Elion found me first.

“His Grace requests your attendance on a matter,” the man said without an ounce of warmth.

An icy chill swept through me and I nodded, motioning for the captain to precede me. I didn’t like this. A meeting alone with Nylian’s uncle seemed like a terrible idea. With any luck, he was going to question my intentions toward his nephew, and I would have to reassure him I wasn’t some evil, scheming douchebag who wanted to hurt Nylian.

But instead of going to the study or a library for a chat before a fire over some whiskey or tea, Captain Elion led me outside to the main courtyard in front of the castle, where the black sky was still turning gray with the rising sun. The area was silent, lit by a handful of flickering torches. A few servants hurried here and there, going about their early-morning chores with their heads down. There was a bite to the air as we left the last bits of summer behind. If we had been camping, I imagine I would have woken to see wispy white mist winding between the trees.

There was no mist. Just the duke standing alone in the middle of the courtyard with his sword clenched in his right fist.

My stomach dropped and my steps slowed as I approached the duke dressed all in black. His long white hair was pulled away from his face to reveal a cold hardness that rivaled the darkest winter night.

“You wanted to see me, Your Grace,” I greeted as calmly as I could manage.

“I challenge you, Prince Victor Montcroix. Prove yourself and your honorable intentions toward Prince Xeran Elrich.”

My mouth went dry, and I stumbled back a step. “What?” Movement to my left jerked my attention over to see Captain Elion bringing me a sword. He was fucking serious. He wanted to fight me.

“I don’t understand. How is a duel going to prove that my intentions are honorable? It’s a matter of who’s the better swordsman. I could beat you and still be dishonorable.”

“That true, but we both know that you won’t beat me.” A razor-sharp half smile lifted one corner of Thallan’s mouth and, for a flash, I thought he bore a small resemblance to Nylian. Particularly that night I’d admitted I wasn’t Victor Montcroix. But the similarity disappeared in a flash as the captain held the sword out to me. “Pick up the weapon. Prove you’re worthy to stand next to my nephew.”

A fine trembling ran through my right hand as I reached out and wrapped my fingers around the hilt. I hefted the sword, testing its weight. It was lighter than the sword I practiced with. It was closer to what Nylian used, which meant that I had more speed at my fingertips but less power.

Not that it was going to make much difference.

As soon as Captain Elion took two steps away from me, the duke charged. I barely had enough time to raise the sword to block his first few strikes. The ring of metal clashing with metal echoed through the early-morning silence, piercing my ears while my heart hammered wildly.

I kept up with him for a few blows, but the fourth slashed across my upper arm, slicing through cloth and flesh. A hiss of pain shot out between clenched teeth and I sidestepped, putting some much needed distance between us so I could regather my fragmented focus.

Thallan had me painfully outmatched. I’d been studying the art of swordplay for a couple of weeks while the man in front of me had been wielding a sword for a lifetime. There was no way I could survive this fight. I only hoped to buy time for Nylian to save me or to talk my way out of this mess.

While I was still attempting to figure out how I could convince him not to kill me, Thallan stepped up again and unleashed yet another attack. I parried five strikes this time before his blade slashed across my thigh. A cry of pain jumped from my throat as sharp, hot pain lanced through me. I tried to stumble away, but Thallan kicked out, catching me right behind the knee of my newly wounded leg. I crashed to the ground hard, nearly losing the sword. Bones jarred and complained as I hit the stones.

“Pathetic,” Thallan spat. “I expected more from Prince Victor. The man who dreams of being the scourge of Wolfrest.”

Yeah, I was giving Victor a bad name with my performance today. I was sure the real man had been studying swordplay since he could first walk. He would have been a fair match for Thallan, but I wasn’t him. I was just a poor imitation.

But the one place I could improve on Victor was to move him away from his reputation of being a hate-filled warmonger.

“Wolfrest and Edros have fought countless wars. Both sides have lost people and land. I thought—” I stopped to catch my breath against the swell of pain in my arm and leg. “I thought to regain the honor of my kingdom I would need to conquer Wolfrest, but…I was wrong. That was a child’s logic. The only way for a kingdom to gain honor is to care for her people and protect them. Not by seeking the pain of another who could one day be an ally.” I gasped and pushed myself to my feet while favoring my injured left leg. “Thankfully, my older brother is smarter than me and learned that lesson much sooner. He’s going to make a much wiser king than I ever could.”

When I lifted my eyes to the duke, his brow was furrowed and some of the deep lines around his eyes had eased. That wasn’t the response he’d been expecting from me.

After a couple of seconds, he shook his head as if he were dislodging some thoughts and marched toward me, sword raised. “I don’t trust you.”

“Of course not,” I replied through clenched teeth as I blocked blows aimed at my chest. “Trust is won by actions, not words.”

I did better this round, coming out with another minor cut on my other arm. It was harder to backpedal as the pain in my left leg made it nearly impossible for it to support my weight.

“As for what you said earlier, about being worthy of Prince Xeran,” I continued, narrowing my gaze on the man who seemed to grow more conflicted the longer I ran my mouth. “There is no one worthy of Prince Xeran Elrich. He’s too good, too kind, too honorable for anyone in this world. I know I don’t deserve to stand next to him. No one does. The best I can do is stand in his shadow and be ready to support and protect him when he needs me.”

That didn’t work.

Duke Thallan snarled and charged, sword swinging too fast for me to block every strike. I stumbled, just trying to stay alive as the clang and scrape of our blades filled the air. Cold sweat trickled down the side of my face while blood soaked my shirt and pants. The heel of my boot caught on an uneven stone. As I tumbled, the point of the duke’s sword slashed across my stomach. Pain exploded through the torn flesh, blotting out any pain I might have felt at hitting the cold, unyielding stones.

My sword clattered to the ground as it slipped from my fingertips and I pressed my left hand into my stomach to staunch the bleeding. When I looked up, I found the duke standing over me, his sword pointed at my face and his expression so very cold.

I was going to die.

There were no words to save me this time. No funny distractions.

The physical pain receded a little under the weight of the sadness that choked my heart. This was going to crush Nylian. He would never forgive his uncle for killing me, shattering their family even more. He didn’t deserve this.

Duke Thallan turned his head and spat at my feet. “Pathetic. How can you hope to protect my nephew when you can’t even protect yourself? I’ll give you this one chance—leave now and never seek him out. If you stay, I will kill you.”

It started as my shoulders shaking. I pressed my lips together and shook my head, but it was too late. High-pitched, and maybe even slightly crazed, laughter broke from my lips and hammered the duke. The laughter gripped my entire body, doubling the pain, but I couldn’t stop.

“Then…then you’re going to have to kill me,” I panted as I tried to get the last of my giggles under control. “Because forcing me to walk away from Xeran is sentencing me to death. I’d rather be dead than live a life without him.” I sucked in a ragged breath between clenched teeth and called on what strength I had left to shout, “Prince Xeran Elrich is mine, and I dare you to steal him from me!”

“So be it!”

The duke lifted his sword, preparing to swing it to remove my head from my neck, and I held his gaze, refusing to look away. But I didn’t see him in those last heartbeats. I could only see Nylian’s smiling face as I mentally repeated, over and over again, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough. I’m sorry I wasn’t smart enough. I’m sorry I wasn’t fast enough. I’m sorry I left you too soon.

The sword sliced downward but never touched me. Something flashed through the air and deflected it with a loud metal ting. The duke backpedaled, his head jerking up to stare past me with eyes wide. There were soft footsteps rushing toward us. I blinked as someone snatched up my sword with a loud scrape. In the next second, Nylian stood between me and the duke, his borrowed sword flashing through the air as he hammered at his stunned uncle. The duke was just barely managing to block each of Nylian’s ruthless attacks.

“No! Stop!” I wheezed. I lunged forward, trying to grab for Nylian, but I missed and would have fallen over if not for the hands that caught me. I looked up to find Adeline and Jasper on either side of me.

“Are you okay?” Adeline demanded, appearing as if she were torn between helping me and taking out Thallan as well.

“I’ll be fine. We need to stop this,” I gritted out. With their help, I sat upright and shouted. “Nylian! Stop this! I’m okay. Don’t kill him!”

Almost like I’d bellowed a magic spell, Nylian stopped attacking his uncle, who was breathing heavily and pale. The prince stared at the duke and then threw aside the sword as if the thing were tainted.

Without saying a word, Nylian marched over and kneeled beside me. His careful hands flitted over my body, checking each of the wounds, his expression growing grimmer. I was afraid he’d go after his uncle again, so I captured his hand and squeezed, forcing him to meet my eyes.

“What were you thinking?” Nylian snarled, but I didn’t miss the tremor of fear in his words.

“He challenged me. What was I supposed to do?”

“You tell him to fuck off! You tell him to mind his own business,” Nylian snapped. He looked like he wanted to shake some sense into me, but he made do with brushing some sweaty hair away from my forehead.

A smile twitched and formed before I could catch it. “Sorry. I didn’t know that was an option.”

“Nephew, get away from him!” The duke’s order cut through our little moment. “He claims he wants to protect you, but the man can’t even protect himself. He’s beneath you. This man has said to all who would listen that he wishes to destroy our family and crush our people in war.”

“Wow. This asshole has a serious death wish,” Adeline muttered, and I couldn’t agree more with her. “Nylian, if you don’t kill this guy, I’m going to.”

“Yeah,” Jasper chimed in. “I think I remember that spell that turned those men in Riverhold into ducks.”

Okay, while it was touching, they were not helping.

The softness that had wormed its way into Nylian’s eyes disappeared as his gaze hardened and his expression turned cold. He rose and turned toward his uncle, but I caught his ankle this time, keeping him from attacking the duke. Yes, Thallan was taking the express straight to pain town, but I couldn’t let Nylian kill his uncle. He’d regret it eventually, and he was dealing with enough family problems already.

“This is not the man you’ve heard about. He has changed, grown in our time together. He’s become even greater than that old shadow people cling to. And while Adam might not be skilled at using a sword, he has other abilities. I don’t keep him at my side because I need his protection,” Nylian bit out, which only earned him a confused look on the duke’s face.

I gave an overly loud fake cough and said, “Victor,” then followed it up with another cough.

Nylian groaned. “Whatever. This man is worth more to me than all of Wolfrest’s soldiers. In the weeks we’ve known each other, he has cared for me, respected me, and supported me more than a lifetime of servants, so-called friends, and even my family. Doubt him and his integrity all you want, but doing so means you also doubt me. And if you want to harm a single hair on his head, you’re going to have to kill me first.”

“Xeran—”

The duke started to argue, but Nylian cut him off with a sharp slice of his hand through the air as if he were holding a sword.

“I love him, and nothing you ever do or say will change that,” Nylian declared in a loud, ringing voice.

A gasp jumped from my parted lips. It was like the duke’s sword had pierced me yet again, but this time through the heart. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even think.

He loved me.

Nylian actually loved me.

Was he serious?

My brain was still trying to turn on when Nylian kneeled in front of me, his warm hand cupping my cheek. “Let’s get you inside. We’ll summon the healers to get you fixed up, and then we’re leaving.”

I didn’t have time to reply. The chipmunk hiding in Jasper’s hair jumped down and scampered over to stand between us and the duke, who was still standing several feet away, not saying a word. A litany of angry chirps and squeaks erupted from the chipmunk in what I could only guess was a diatribe in my defense. At least, I hoped it was. His tiny body trembled in his rage, and it was amusing until tiny sparks appeared in the air around the chipmunk.

Holy shit, the wizard trapped in a chipmunk’s body could still use magic! This was bad.

“Master Binx, it’s okay! Let’s go back to the castle,” I called out. My head whipped toward Jasper, who was staring openmouthed at his would-be mentor, and I whispered, “Go pick him up. This world can’t handle a spell-casting chipmunk.”

Jasper hurried over and scooped up the chipmunk, murmuring reassurances to him the entire time, while Adeline and Nylian helped me to my feet. I slung an arm across Nylian’s shoulders and leaned on him while we made the long trek to the room.

“Are you sure I can’t kick his ass?” Adeline asked.

“No, let it go. I appreciate you coming to my defense, but I think it’s best if we forget about this and move on,” I said.

“Fine, but you’re not off the hook with me, buster,” she threatened, sticking one finger in my face. “You’ve still got to answer for this stupidity.” She dropped her hand and sniffed. “But I don’t pick on the wounded.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I muttered.

We were silent the rest of the way to the room. By the time Nylian had me stretched out on our bed, there were three healers anxiously hovering nearby, ready to descend on me. With minimal fuss, they closed up wounds—of which only two needed stitches—applied that magical goo that was good for more than just lube, and applied bandages. The entire time, Nylian stood next to the bed, his arms folded over his chest, glaring at the healers as if daring them to cause me a single moment of pain as they worked.

When the door closed and we were alone at last, I held out my hand to him. “Stop scowling. Your face is going to get stuck like that.”

He took my hand in both of his and pressed his lips to my knuckles as he sat on the edge of the bed. For a long time, he simply held my hand with his eyes closed. My heart broke for him. I’d never wanted to scare him like that or have him suffer such pain at the hands of his own family. Coming to Blackscar had dealt him too much pain for a tiny glimmer of hope.

But I didn’t want him dwelling on what could have happened or the betrayal he was likely feeling thanks to Thallan. I was alive, and that was all that mattered.

“Were you able to avoid the glass when you got dressed?” I inquired.

Nylian’s eyes flicked open, and I thought he was going to strangle me. “That’s all you have to say to me? You’re worried about the glass on the floor?”

I licked my lips and swallowed against the growing tightness in my throat. “Did you mean what you said to your uncle?”

Nylian’s fingers tightened around mine, and his voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “I meant every word.”

“Do you really love me?” I choked out, blinking away stupid tears that were blurring my view of his perfect face.

Finally, he smiled. “I love you with everything that I am.”

“I love you too. So much,” I sobbed. With the smallest pull, Nylian crashed into me, the all-consuming kiss wiping all the pains in my body so that there was only this man who’d claimed my heart. He lifted his lips from mine to kiss away the tears that escaped and along my jaw.

“Don’t worry, precious one. No one is going to steal me away from you.”

And I believed him.
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Chapter 26

We’re All Gonna Die


After that fiasco, we got the fuck out of Dodge.

Nylian didn’t speak to his uncle before our departure, and the duke didn’t attempt to approach any of us. I didn’t know whether he was still pissed or if he was giving his nephew some space. Even as we rode out of Blackscar, Nylian was still a simmering cauldron of rage that wouldn’t cool for a long, long time.

Thankfully, Captain Elion stepped up to make sure we had all the supplies we needed for our journey to Ashbourne. Or rather, a small, secluded manor that sat on Lake Mallomar. Apparently, I was hungry that day when I was naming things. Gods, I was such an asshole.

The Duchess Helena Covington’s private manor was called Stonewill Chateau and sat beside the lake because it was the home of the black-winged cobra—a creature I was not looking forward to facing in person.

Traveling south didn’t take as long as I’d hoped it would. The route was over flat plains and farmlands that had flourished after centuries of peace between Lockeheim and Wolfrest. Seeing the people tending to their fields and bringing in their harvest made me even more eager to keep this trek as private as possible. If the government of Lockeheim was interested in going to war with Wolfrest, so be it. It was the lives of their people they were throwing away.

But if this was one power-hungry bastard out for themselves, there was no reason to ruin the lives of thousands by escalating this disaster even further.

While on the road, we caught Adeline, Jasper, and Master Binx up on the news that Orian was still clinging to life and that we needed to get an antidote to the poison coursing through his blood. Adeline had at least spent some time in Ashbourne and had used the road that cut through the Hissing Marsh. While the black-winged cobra preferred to stay at Lake Mallomar, there were plenty of other snakes and aggressive plant life that called the Hissing Marsh home. The lake and marsh were the leading reasons Lockeheim had become renowned for its poison. There were countless venomous creatures living within its borders that could be raised and harvested for their toxins.

Not to mention, the Hissing Marsh provided an excellent border to keep out would-be invaders. There was no point in attacking a kingdom if you were going to lose most of your soldiers in a swamp.

To my relief, the path to Stonewill Chateau didn’t require us to spend much time in the marsh. On a hill overlooking the home, we stopped our horses and tied them to a nearby tree. Adeline and I took care of removing the gears, rubbing them down, and feeding them. I caught her glancing over her shoulder at Jasper several times as he sat with his head bowed next to Nylian while talking about the Widow’s Spite poison and the black-winged cobra.

“We can leave him here at camp,” I said, breaking the silence.

“What?” Adeline’s head snapped up, and she blinked at me, as if her brain were still trying to comprehend my words. After a second, she frowned and resumed brushing Jasper’s horse. “No. He has to go with us. I mean, I’d love to knock him out, tie him up, and leave him here, but he’s the only one out of the four of us who knows squat about poisons and those damn snakes.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I might have been the idiot who’d created them, but Jasper was the one who knew all the rules that had developed without me.

“Well, if things go sideways on us and you see an opening to get Jasper out of there, I want you to take it. Nylian and I can look out for ourselves.”

A harsh bark of laughter jumped from her throat, and the horse startled, stomping a hoof in the dirt. She cooed at it and rubbed its neck, calming it before turning her attention to me. “You really are an idiot sometimes.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Like we would leave you two behind,” she scoffed. “As if my brother would let me leave you behind.”

“I—”

“He’s got a thing for you, you know?”

I choked on the rest of my sentence, and Adeline rolled her eyes at me. “Not like that. I mean, he admires you. Looks up to you.”

“I doubt that.”

She finished brushing Jasper’s horse and stuffed the brush in a small bag that she dropped on the ground. “Why wouldn’t he?” She lifted one hand and ticked off each item as she strolled toward me. “Magic brought you here, which automatically makes you the most interesting person in all the world to him. You are constantly getting things wrong, but you never let it stop you from getting back up and trying again.”

I frowned at her. This list wasn’t sounding all that flattering.

“And you believe in him without question. It’s like you look at him and you can see that he’s going to be a great wizard. No one has ever believed in him like that.” She pressed one hand to her chest and stared at me with wide, sparkling eyes. “I love my brother with all my heart, and even I have trouble believing that some days.”

I smiled at her. “He will be a great wizard. We’ve just got to find him the right teacher. That’s all.”

Adeline drew in a somewhat ragged breath through her nose and nodded. She focused on petting the neck of Nylian’s horse while I finished rubbing him down after our long ride that day. “Addie, you’re a great mercenary, too, but you’re an even better big sister.”

“Gods, you’re such an asshole,” she moaned and sniffed. She turned her back to me and roughly wiped her eyes. I pretended not to notice, keeping my head down as I gave Nylian’s horse a last pat on the rump before walking over to grab my gear.

As I straightened, Adeline punched my shoulder. “Just so you know, we’re all getting out of this snake pit alive. There won’t be any sacrificing for the rest of the group. Jasper needs to get to West Vale and find a teacher. Nylian needs to save his brother. And they need us to keep them alive.”

“I bet your plan is already more sensible than anything those two are trying to cook up,” I said as we walked over to join the elf, wizard, and chipmunk.

As if on cue, all three heads popped up at my words. They’d scratched a rough diagram in the dirt in front of them.

“If all your plans include me being left at camp, you can just scrap them and start over. I might not like snakes, but there’s no way in hell I’m letting you leave me behind,” I continued while still standing over them.

Nylian and Jasper stared at us and then shared a long, silent look. In the end, Nylian shrugged a shoulder and Jasper threw up his hands in exasperation. That proved I was right on that guess.

The elf turned his attention to me and smiled, “Precious⁠—”

I leveled a finger at him, my expression stern. “Do not think you can sweet talk your way out of this with precious this and Adam that.”

Nylian lost his grin and stood to face me, his hands resting on my hips. “You’re right. I want to keep you out of this fight. It’s dangerous. I feel confident that I can protect you from swords, but snakes and poison are more insidious and harder to protect against. A bite or even the smallest prick on something you didn’t even see, and it could be too late. I came too close to losing you in Blackscar.”

“And you won’t lose me now.” I leaned in and stole a quick kiss, but it did little to remove the worry from his vibrant green eyes. At least it felt like he was listening to me. “I worry about the same things for you, but if we’re watching each other’s backs, it will be harder for the duchess to strike.”

My lover dragged in a deep breath and held it for a second, before releasing it with a nod. “Okay. You’re going.”

Jasper leaned around us to glare at his sister. “What Adam said, but without all the mush and kissing.”

“Fine. Whatever. We’re all going so we can all die together in the snake house. Sounds like a fun time for everyone,” Adeline snapped.

I took Nylian’s hand and led him over to where he’d been brainstorming with Jasper. Adeline picked up a sack of dried rations and handed them out while we hashed out some rough plans. Nothing seemed brilliant. It went without saying that this woman had to have some kind of security system on the place, even though we couldn’t see any actual guards moving about the grounds.

“This might sound crazy, but what if Nylian and me just…you know…walk up and knock on the front door?” I suggested.

“Knock on the front door? You’re kidding me?” Adeline repeated in a flat voice.

“Why not? Maybe she didn’t know what the poison was being used for. Maybe she still doesn’t know. She might give, or more likely, sell us the antidote and hand over the name of the asshole who bought the poison. We don’t know that she’s trying to start a war between Lockeheim and Wolfrest.”

Nylian gazed at me, his face unreadable. He turned to Jasper and gave another one of his shrugs. “It’s not the worst idea we’ve come up with.”

“I just love the support,” I muttered.

“If you and Adam are going in the front door, what are Jasper and I doing? Sitting on the hill, twiddling our thumbs?”

“You two can circle the building and search for another way inside. Wait for our signal to come rescue us if there’s trouble,” Nylian said.

Jasper plucked the chipmunk off the top of his head and held out a sunflower seed for him to eat. “What kind of signal?”

The elf smirked. “I imagine you’ll know it when you see it. We won’t be subtle.” He stared at the chipmunk eating his dinner. “And I’d keep a close watch on Master Binx. If she’s got snakes slithering about the place, I’m sure he’d make a tasty snack.”

Yep, this was an insane idea. We’d be lucky if we didn’t die.
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Chapter 27

Why Did It Have to Be Winged Snakes?


As we stood at the front door, waiting for someone to answer, I began having second and third thoughts about my “brilliant” plan. Mostly because it was dark, and I swore I could hear movement within the shrubbery. The slithering kind of movement.

I glanced over at Nylian and the elf appeared as confident as always, not showing any signs of discomfort or worry. The sneak even smirked at me, as if he knew I was panicking.

I tried to talk myself down from my mental ledge. I’d faced his uncle, who was a far better swordsman, and survived with my dignity intact. Sort of. This should be nothing. I could handle a few snakes.

Just as Nylian was lifting his hand to use the large metal-ring doorknocker again, the massive wooden door creaked open and golden light spilled out across us like a warm beacon of hope. Except that beacon was leading us to a woman who specialized in snakes and poisons.

A short, balding man with a bland, expressionless face and an impeccable livery of black and silver stepped into the opening. He bowed his head at us. “My apologies, sirs, but Lady Covington is not welcoming guests this evening.”

“Good evening. Please extend our apologies to Lady Covington for this intrusion,” Nylian said. “But Prince Xeran Elrich of Wolfrest and Prince Victor Montcroix of Edros request a brief audience with the duchess.”

The butler’s half-closed eyes popped wide and a flush rose to his pallid cheeks. He stood there with his lips moving, but no sound was coming out. Clearly, the arrival of two foreign princes was enough to break his brain.

“Yes, please come in,” he managed at last. He stepped aside and opened the door wider, motioning for us to enter. We followed him into a small but nicely decorated parlor, where he paused long enough to light some candles before leaving us to alert his employer.

“This is a good start,” I said, clinging to a positive.

“Mn,” Nylian grunted, gazing about the room while remaining in the center. “There are a lot of snakes in this house.”

I stopped my wandering and edged closer to the elf. “How can you be sure?”

“I can smell and hear them.”

“They’re in cages, right?”

Nylian flashed me a broad smile. “No.”

There was no point in voicing my hope that it was only the nonvenomous snakes that she allowed to roam free in her home. That was silly, though I now had questions about how the servants worked every day in this place without constantly worrying about being bitten. Were the snakes that well trained? Or did the servants rely on a steady diet of antivenom to remain alive?

“Just remain close to me and you’ll be fine,” Nylian reassured. He attempted to slide his arm around my waist, but I jumped away from him at the first touch. Yeah, now I was super paranoid. It was bad enough that I was afraid of snakes, but add in flying, deadly venomous ones and I was lucky to be conscious.

I almost wept with joy when the butler returned a short time later to show us to the rear of the house. We entered a giant glass conservatory that rose more than two stories in the air. Most of the enormous room was filled with trees and plants, while a stone path wove through the large fern fronds and palm leaves. The soft, distant splash of water created a peaceful atmosphere. The only thing that was a bit creepy was the regular movement of the leaves, despite there being no breeze. There were definitely snakes in this room.

Closest to the entrance were several high wooden tables and shelves covered in glass vials and other containers, reminding me of a chemist’s workplace. Was this where the duchess harvested the venom to make her poisons and antidotes? At the very least, it seemed like a peaceful place to work, if you didn’t mind being surrounded by snakes. But considering her chosen profession, I was going to assume she didn’t mind at all.

Minutes later, a stunningly young and beautiful woman swept into the conservatory, wearing a long, elegant black gown that revealed creamy pale shoulders and a long, swanlike neck. She had an adorable heart-shaped face with hypnotic dark eyes that glittered in the flickering lamplight. At a guess, she appeared as if she couldn’t be more than twenty years old, possibly even younger. This was the accomplished King’s Poison Maker of Lockeheim?

Her tiny smile grew even wider when her gaze settled on me. “You look surprised?”

“You’re so young.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them.

Bright, tinkling laughter slipped from her lips, and she clasped her dainty hands together in front of her bosom. “I am. The youngest poison maker in all of Lockeheim. Certainly, the youngest to be named the King’s Poison Maker.”

“And I’m sure that will give you ample time to become the most accomplished King’s Poison Maker in all of Lockeheim’s long history,” Nylian said smoothly. “It is a great honor to meet you, Lady Covington. I am Prince Xeran Elrich of Wolfrest, and my companion is Prince Victor Montcroix of Edros. We apologize for showing up on your doorstep so late in the evening.”

She gave another laugh and wandered over to a divan framed by a pair of chairs on spindly legs. “You would be astonished by how often people feel that the only time to visit the King’s Poison Maker is during the dead of night.” She sat on the divan as if she weighed no more than a bit of dandelion fluff and motioned for us to sit in the pair of chairs. “What can I do for two such handsome princes?”

Nylian and I glanced at each other for a heartbeat, and I gave him a tiny nod to continue. He was the one with all the social graces and smooth speech. He was the one of us least likely to insult the woman and most likely to weasel out the information we needed. I’d probably call her a kid again or some other nonsense.

“We are very much hoping that you can provide us with an antidote to a poison and some information,” Nylian began as he edged out onto the thin limb of hope.

“You didn’t come for a poison? Well, now I’m intrigued,” she cooed. She rested her elbow on the curled side of the divan and placed her head in her palm.

“My brother, Prince Orian Elrich, was poisoned with Witch’s Spite. As everyone knows, you’re the only person in all the world who can produce that poison. We hope you can provide us with the antidote to Witch’s Spite as well as the name of the person who purchased it from you.”

I was so proud of how calm and even Nylian’s voice was as he spoke of his brother. It couldn’t be easy to remain so emotionally detached when it was his beloved brother’s life who hung in the balance.

“Well, now it’s become disappointing,” Helena murmured with a tiny pout of her bottom lip.

“What do you mean?” I asked, leaning forward in my seat. The urge to shake her was rising. Why couldn’t she just spit things out? I didn’t want to be in the snake house any longer than necessary.

“First, I offer anonymity to all of my clients. Not even the king can have access to my records.” She gave a little giggle and smiled at me, but there was a new, cold sharpness. A darker feeling slithered up from my stomach to chill my soul. I’d underestimated this woman. I’d been so caught up in her youth and kewpie-doll appearance that lent her an air of innocence. I’d forgotten that she specialized in creating something that killed people. “If people were worried about me sharing who bought what from me, no one would dare to use my expertise.”

Oh, no. What a shame…

She turned her attention to Nylian and cocked her head. “The other problem is that I don’t have an antidote to Widow’s Spite on hand because no one survives that poison. I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s too fast acting. Are you sure he was poisoned with Widow’s Spite and not something else?”

“The royal healers are quite positive that was the poison. They have placed my brother under a spell to stop time around him, which has halted the progress of the poison through his body, but they can’t remove it until we have the antidote.”

A soft grunt escaped her that made me think she might be impressed with the healers of West Vale. “Not a bad ploy, but only temporary. That would last a few months at best. But eventually, the poison will win.”

“That is why I came here as soon as I found out what poison had been used. We’re running out of time, and I need an antidote to save him.” For the first time, Nylian’s words took on a harder edge.

My heart sank as I watched the smile on Helena’s lips wilt into a frown. This wouldn’t be good. “I’ve never been a fan of making antidotes to my poisons. A poison typically has a single job. Some are destined to kill, while others exist to maim or take over the mind of their target. To take an antidote is to keep a poison from its ultimate destiny, and if I allow that, why do I make poisons in the first place? It’s almost like saying I shouldn’t exist.”

Yeah, this was going downhill fast. I was struggling to follow her twisted logic, but the short of it was that she wasn’t a fan of antidotes.

Clenching my teeth, I looked over at Nylian to find him lounging in his chair as if her words didn’t bother him, but I could see the muscles in his jaw tensing. His hand on the arm of the chair had also tightened to the point of his knuckles turning white.

“But Orian doesn’t deserve to die,” Nylian replied tightly.

Helena shrugged one shoulder. “I’m sure most people in the world would argue that they don’t deserve to die. It’s not my job to decide that. I just make the poisons. Besides…” She lifted a slender arm into the air and there was a sudden flapping of leathery wings. My heart jumped into my throat to see an actual black-winged cobra gliding across the conservatory from where it likely had been wrapped around a tree limb. When it reached Helena, it coiled its long body up her arm and tucked its wings in. Its triangular-shaped head turned toward us, and its hood flared out. It hissed a warning, revealing curved fangs. This was a living nightmare, and I was never fucking sleeping again.

“My babies are so very rare and make such valuable venom. To waste even a drop is a crime,” she continued, stroking the snake’s dark scales with her fingertips.

“So, you’re saying you won’t help us,” Nylian said, as if her answer wasn’t the most important thing in the world to him.

“I’m afraid I can’t. I remember that the person who purchased that poison was quite adamant about either you or your brother dying.” Her eyes remained on the snake as she spoke, caressing her darling pet. “I’m thinking now if you were to suffer an unfortunate accident while you were here, my client might be interested in paying a bonus.” She leveled her gaze at me and her smile slithered across her face. “But I will give your companion a fighting chance. If he runs now, he might make it out the door before my babies get him.”

Nylian nodded twice. “That is one way to go, but I have another suggestion.” His head whipped to me. “Get the door!”

I jumped to my feet and ran to the heavy double doors that led into the conservatory. From the corner of my eye, I could see Nylian leap up with one hand still wrapped around the arm of the chair. He spun, lifting the piece of furniture, and flinging it into one of the massive windows. Glass crashed. I reached the doors and slammed them shut as the butler was turning in the main hall. I twisted the deadbolt, locking us in, and shoved a nearby broom through the door handles to keep anyone from joining us.

Jasper and Adeline should have heard the glass breaking. Their job was to clear a path for our escape when we got what we were looking for.

As I pivoted on the balls of my feet to face the room again, I nearly screamed as a snake flapped its wings, speeding toward me. Nylian’s sword flashed out, slicing the creature in half before it could sink its glistening fangs into me.

“No! My baby!” Helena screamed. “My sweet baby!”

“Lockhart, go search that bureau there for an antidote,” Nylian ordered. “I’ll keep an eye on Lady Covington and her snakes.”

I ran across the room, my eyes skimming over the labels on all the vials for something marked antidote. There were plenty of chemicals and what looked to be a lot of different poisons, but nothing that seemed helpful. In fact, there were only three vials of antidotes in all of her collection, and those were located on the very back set of shelves. She’d been serious. She was not big on making antidotes to her poisons. Psychopath.

My heart raced, and I started going over the vials a second time, all the while aware that the longer we stayed, the more danger we were in. In the background, Nylian’s sword whooshed through the air and Helena’s screams grew more crazed.

“There-there’s nothing here! She was telling the truth. There’s no antidote,” I shouted when I’d looked over everything for a third and final time.

“There has to be⁠—”

Another crash of glass filled the conservatory, and my heart threatened to stop. Did the duchess have guards we’d missed?

“Did you find the antidote?” Jasper’s voice rang out.

“No! She doesn’t make antidotes!” I called back, panic causing my words to tremble.

“Search for a vial labeled ‘black-winged cobra hearts’!”

“What the…”

We all stared in the direction of the voices. A moment later, Jasper and Adeline appeared through the leafy greenery. Adeline deftly sliced through snakes as they attempted to strike while Jasper ran to us, his grimoire bouncing on his hip. He was pale except for spots of color in his cheeks. For once, Master Binx was not riding on the top of his head, but I thought I saw him peek out of the folds of Jasper’s robes near his collar.

“The hearts of black-winged cobras are a well-known panacea. They can cure nearly any poison if used in the antidote!”

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” Helena screamed, balling her hands into fists. She took a step toward Jasper as if she meant to attack him, but Adeline was right there, backhanding her hard enough to send her staggering to the divan.

The mercenary stood over her, glaring. “I’ve seen too many good people die from poison. I have no respect for what you do or who you are.” She spat at the woman’s feet, then moved to join Jasper at the table, where we were now searching for hearts taken from black-winged cobras.

“Even if you find the hearts, I’m not making you the antidote,” the duchess sneered. “Let Prince Orian die. You can all die.”

“I don’t think any of us would trust any antidote you claimed to make for us,” Nylian countered.

“Jasper, check those books over there,” Adeline barked. “She would have the recipe for the poison written down, right? Makes sense the antidote would be in the same book.”

“Yes! You’re right!” Jasper darted away to the bookshelf to work his way through the various tomes while I continued my search.

My shaking fingers fumbled over vials, causing them to clatter and fall over in my haste to read every label. At last, I located a small red jar with a winged snake drawn on it and a red heart was around it. I popped off the top and inside were what looked like tiny shriveled-up black beans. Nearly tripping over my own feet, I took it to Jasper.

“Is this it? Are these black-winged cobra hearts?” I demanded, practically holding the jar under his nose.

Jasper grabbed my hand and lowered it so he could more clearly into it. Master Binx scrambled over to Jasper’s shoulder and stood on his tiny hind legs to peer in as well.

“Yeah, that’s it. I think that’s it,” Jasper said, relief thick in his voice.

Master Binx also let out a chirp that sounded like an affirmative. Finally, something was going our way.

But that felt like the last thing.

I didn’t know whether it was his tiny squeak or his appearance out in the open, but a snake noticed and dive-bombed us. The chipmunk squealed and raced for cover. I didn’t think. My hand shot out, catching the snake behind the head before it could reach the chipmunk or Jasper with its venom-filled fangs. Just as quickly, I flung the creature into the trees and bushes.

Unfortunately, my arm slammed into a large vial of blue liquid, sending it flying toward the trees as well. It slammed into a slender branch and exploded in a shower of glass and chemicals. As soon as it touched anything, the liquid burst into flames. In a matter of a few breathless seconds, a quarter of the duchess’s private forest was engulfed in fire.

“Well, that’s not good,” Nylian muttered.

No, and it got worse. All the snakes that had been hiding in that forest were now flying and slithering in our direction to escape certain death. I tucked the jar of dried hearts into the pouch on my hip and turned back to Jasper, who was frantically paging through a slender book.

“Any luck?”

“Maybe. I-I-I don’t know. There are so many.” His hands shook as he searched, nearly ripping pages as he flipped them in haste. I snatched another book off the shelf and began searching as well.

“Jasper! We are out of time!” Adeline shouted.

Jasper and I glanced up at the same time to see a black cloud of snakes shooting through the air. There was no way Nylian and Adeline could fight them all off. There were too many. I swallowed hard, my heart squeezing so tight I thought it was going to be pulverized to dust in my chest.

Beside me, a book thunked heavily on the floor. I turned my head in time to see Jasper throw his hands in the air toward the racing snakes. Master Binx shrilly squeaked from the top of Jasper’s head, pulling on his long hair with both tiny paws. Jasper changed the arrangement of his hands slightly and shouted a single word.

My entire body was tense, waiting for pure magical chaos.

Frosty white surged from Jasper’s fingertips, filling the sky like a dense cloud. As soon as it touched the snakes, they were encased in thick blocks of ice and plummeted to the ground. I didn’t know whether they were dead or temporarily trapped, but it was fantastic.

“No!” Helena screeched. Another scream left her, but it was cut off suddenly. I jerked my head around to see Adeline’s sword buried in the center of Helena’s chest, the woman’s hands still outstretched to Jasper as if she meant to claw his eyes and tongue from his head.

“No one fucks with my brother,” Adeline snarled. She kicked the woman in the stomach, pushing her off her sword and sending her colliding with her divan.

“Jasper! Lockhart!” Nylian barked, snapping me from my moment of shock. No time to celebrate.

I clutched the book I was holding to my chest and snatched up three more. “Just grab as many as you can carry. We’ll sort through it all when we’re not in danger of burning up or being bitten.”

Jasper nodded frantically and joined me in tucking poison recipe books under his arms. With Nylian in the lead and Adeline bringing up the rear, we made a mad dash out of the house as the fire continued to spread. Servants screamed. A few attempted to stop us, but Nylian cut them down with a flash of his sword.

This had not gone according to any of the insane plans we’d cooked up, but I thought we still had a good chance at healing Orian. It was just a shame that we didn’t have the name of the person who’d bought the poison.
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Chapter 28

Bittersweet Homecoming


We were here.

We’d ridden from Stonewill Chateau as if demons had been chasing us back to Blackscar.

Once there, we discovered that we’d lucked out and Jasper had found a book with the poison and antidote recipes. He worked for three days with the healers, concocting the antidote for Orian.

New antidote in hand, we rode almost nonstop for two weeks to West Vale, where we now sat within sight of the southern gate. A full moon bathed us in cold, white light as we waited for Nylian’s contact to escort us safely past the guards.

We’d constantly dodged patrols the entire journey. When necessary, Adeline and I would scurry into a small town for some basic supplies while Jasper and Nylian waited outside. We might have been confident that the king didn’t actually think Nylian was a murderer, but appearances had to be maintained until the true culprit was found. As a result, any soldier or guard who spotted Nylian would arrest him at once, and we couldn’t afford any delays.

“Do you know who our contact is?” I whispered. My horse huffed and stomped one of its hooves in the dirt. I reached down and patted its neck, trying to soothe anxious nerves. There was nothing I could do about my own.

“No. Uncle didn’t say, but I have a hunch who it will be.”

Yeah, that was still a festering wound. Nylian and his uncle had spoken briefly while we’d stayed in Blackscar, but the mood had remained tense the entire time. At least the duke had stopped trying to kill me, which I took as a step in the right direction.

Of course, if we survived this and saved Orian’s life, there was no telling if Nylian’s father wouldn’t take the same stance and have me executed despite his son’s wishes.

Sitting on my horse, several yards from the gate in some heavy shadows thrown by tall trees, I found a weight forming around my heart, threatening to pull me into swirling, dark thoughts. This was it. We were nearing the end of the book I had mapped out. My notes had been incredibly loose for the ending, but the idea was for Nylian to return to the royal capital of Wolfrest with the key to regaining his honor and place as a favored son of the king. Just a couple of battles more and it would be over. His life would return to normal.

But what about me? What would happen to me? The book was done, and the battle was won. If I’d been sent here to sort out the mess I’d created, didn’t logic follow that I would return home again?

I didn’t want to go back.

That wasn’t home to me any longer.

This was home.

Nylian was my home now.

Fuck, after all this time, I could ride a horse. I was getting better with a sword. Life in this world didn’t seem so daunting, though Nylian played a big part in my urge to acclimate to this world.

I didn’t want to leave him, ever. There had to be more story after our happily ever after. I couldn’t imagine what the fuck it would be, but I wanted to discover it with him.

The only problem was that I didn’t think the magic that brought me here cared one bit about what I wanted.

Maybe after we healed Orian, there would be enough time for the healers to look at the coin. They could help me stay here.

The thought had barely formed in my mind when there was sudden movement among the guards. The handful we’d spotted outside the gate moved inside after a brief conversation with another guard. A second later, a cloaked figure rode out on a tall black horse and whistled once. We couldn’t see the person’s face or even any details of their form other than that they were rather short.

“That’s the contact. Let’s go. Stick close together.” Nylian put his heels into the flanks of his horse and leaped forward, racing toward the gate. I followed while Adeline and Jasper brought up the rear. It was likely a safe bet that this contact had bribed the guards, allowing us to enter the city. We couldn’t waste the opportunity.

As soon as our contact spotted us, they turned their horse and raced into the city, leading us down winding streets lit by warm, flickering lights that reminded me of fireflies in a mason jar. Even in the thick darkness of the middle of the night, my heart tripped to see West Vale for the first time. It was better than I could have ever imagined.

Where Ulmenor was elegant stone buildings poking at the sky, all of West Vale was made of trees. Every building was a living, growing tree that had been hollowed and shaped to contain shops and homes. In the darkness, I could still make out the browns and greens everywhere I looked. Even the air seemed fresher and sweeter here with the rich scent of greenery and blossoming flowers. West Vale was a living, breathing marvel. The only stones to be found were in the wall that surrounded the royal capital and the roads under the horses.

It was a struggle to keep my eyes on Nylian in front of me. All I wanted to do was slow my steed and take in the surrounding sights.

Our contact took us from the southernmost tip of the city to a quiet spot on the eastern side that was filled with elegant homes. A few had tall stone walls around them to keep people from getting too close and to add an air of privacy.

The cloaked figure reined in their horse and hopped down when a servant appeared out of the shadows to grab the horse’s reins. Nylian did the same, only waiting long enough for my feet to touch the ground before he seized my arm and pulled me with him.

Beyond the walls were more glowing lamps, revealing the soft elegance of a simple home made of a tree with white bark and large, wide green leaves. The figure waited a distance away, hand at their hip as if they were holding on to the hilt of their sword.

“Saida.” Nylian sighed, and the figure released their sword to pull aside the hood of their cloak, revealing a beautiful young woman with enormous blue eyes and gold hair the same as Nylian’s.

“Xeran!” she squealed. She raced the short distance separating them to jump into his waiting arms, hugging him tightly.

Someone tugged on my cloak, and I turned to find Adeline standing beside me, her eyes wide as she stared at the two. “Who is that?” she hissed.

“Saida is one of Nylian’s younger sisters, but from a different mother than his and Orian’s,” I whispered. Not that Nylian had told me that himself. The only member of his family that he ever spoke of was Orian. But I recalled naming some of Nylian’s six siblings. “I’m sure Nylian will be happy to introduce you⁠—”

Adeline jumped away and frantically waved both hands at me. “Nope. That’s okay. Completely unnecessary. I-I couldn’t…she’s just…no, that’s a bad idea,” she stammered. In the low lighting, it was hard to tell, but I thought she was blushing. I turned my head to gaze at Princess Saida again. She’d released her brother enough to look at him. She was rather lovely in a delicate way, with what I was sure was plenty of hidden strength. Had to be if she was the one to come out in the middle of the night to get us safely past the guards.

“Nylian?” Saida asked with a soft, breathy laugh. She looked at me and smiled. “I haven’t heard that name in years.”

Nylian shook his head and released his sister. “Don’t start. There were complicated circumstances while I was on the road. It was safer if I didn’t go by Prince Xeran.”

Saida placed her hands on her hips and stared right at me. “Uncle mentioned you were traveling with Prince Victor Montcroix, and I thought he’d lost his mind, but you really are here.”

“That is another strange and complicated circumstance,” I replied, bowing deeply to Saida. “It is an honor to meet you, Princess Saida. Thank you for your help.”

Nylian wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me into him, stealing the air from my lungs. “He’s not a complication. He’s my mate, and that’s all that matters.”

Saida blinked at him, her mouth hanging open, while a low chuckle jostled my shoulders.

“Going with the sledgehammer approach to introducing me to family, I see,” I teased.

Nylian smirked. “There’s nothing to be gained by doing it delicately. I don’t want there to be any room for misunderstanding.”

“Wow,” Saida exhaled. “I can’t wait to see how this goes over in the court.”

“That won’t matter until Orian is saved and my name restored,” Nylian countered in a sharp voice.

“Princess Saida, please let me introduce our other companions,” I interjected before the elf still clutching me tightly could begin growling. “This is Adeline Engleford, a mercenary who has been protecting us on the journey, and her younger brother, Jasper, a wizard in training. Oh, and the chipmunk in his hair is Master Binx, a wizard who met with an unfortunate accident.”

Adeline sketched a quick, awkward bow, keeping her head down as if she were afraid to meet the princess’s gaze. I couldn’t recall her ever acting so reserved. She’d met the king’s brother and had not had a problem being pulled together with him.

“A prince, a mercenary, a wizard, and a cursed chipmunk,” Saida listed. “Yup, that sounds like you.”

“All right. All right. Let’s go inside and you can tell me what’s been happening.” Nylian placed his hands on his sister’s shoulders and turned her around. Her giggles trickled out as Nylian frog-marched her into a dimly lit parlor with comfortable furniture.

“I told the servants to prepare rooms and then be scarce. They can’t get in trouble if they never technically see you,” Saida informed us.

“Thank you,” Nylian murmured as he selected a spot on the sofa and pulled me to sit next to him. Heat burned my cheeks while Saida sighed.

“Breathe, Xeran. No one is going to steal him,” she taunted.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” the elf prince muttered, his hand tightening on my knee.

“Won’t you get in trouble for helping us?” I asked, ignoring the grumpy elf.

The princess dismissively waved one hand. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“How bad are things in the palace?” Nylian demanded, getting to the heart of the matter.

Saida dropped onto the other side of Nylian, her legs stretched out and her shoulders slumped. “Not good. Not good at all. No one has seen any sign of your queen mother since it was announced that Orian died. She’s gone into seclusion in her palace and won’t speak to anyone. My mother and one servant have been permitted to see her and care for her, but she refuses to tell me anything about the queen.”

My heart broke for the woman. Told one son was dead, and the other was exiled for murder. It sounded as though the king hadn’t revealed the truth to her yet. Maybe it was to keep up appearances to catch the actual killer, but it still struck me as unbearably coldhearted.

“The other consorts?” Nylian inquired in a stiff tone.

Saida’s expression went from a frown to a scowl in the blink of an eye. “Consort Valindra and Consort Keya have been staking out new territory within the court, wasting no time bad-mouthing Queen Yaereene. They all know that King Dorwynn has always loved her best and now that both her reputation and power are in retreat, they are hoping to take advantage of it. I think that’s part of the reason my mother is spending so much time with the queen. She wants to stay out of firing range of those two schemers.”

Nylian scooped up her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t doubt your mother. Consort Celaena has always been a respected figure in the court and a fighter. I don’t think it’s about wanting to avoid a fight, but knowing it’s not worth it to get in the mud with them. Besides, Consort Celaena has always been a good friend to my mother. She is probably genuinely worried and hoping to protect her.”

I leaned forward to look around Nylian so I could meet Saida’s gaze. “Do the consorts hold that much sway within the royal court?”

“Before all of this? No. Not really,” she replied with a shake of her head. “They had some supporters and courtiers hanging on them because it was believed they could whisper things in the king’s ear. Even my mother had some, but with Queen Yaereene holding the king’s heart in her tight grip, everyone knew their influence was limited.”

“But without her there to keep the other consorts under control, it’s a totally new scheming cesspool,” Nylian finished. “What about my siblings?”

“About what you’d expect. Our brothers, Jandar and Lorsan, have been fighting almost nonstop. Our king father has threatened to throw them both in the dungeon more than once, but even I knew it was just talk.” She paused and scratched her chin with one neatly manicured nail. “It’s almost like he wants them to kill each other.” Her words hung heavy in the room for a moment as no one seemed to breathe.

And then she sighed and gave a shake, as if shedding the idea. “My mother sent Melarue away for her safety about a week after you were forced to leave. She was afraid things were going to get worse.”

Nylian smirked at his younger sister. “I’m assuming she attempted to send you as well, but you refused.”

Saida chortled. “Sneaked right out of the carriage and hid out here for a week before returning to the castle. She was so pissed, but I told her you needed me here and I was staying.”

“What about Neia?”

“She’s being her usual brooding, standoffish self. I don’t know if she’s plotting something or sticking around because she wants to see it all burn.” This time, Saida leaned forward to look at me and said in an exaggerated whisper, “Our youngest sister is strange.”

I turned my attention to Nylian and grinned. “Is that all of them?”

The elf bumped me with his shoulder, a small half smile lifting a corner of his mouth. “Other than Orian, two younger brothers and three younger sisters are enough. Besides, my father is still relatively young. He could still have more children.”

“Gods, I hope not,” Saida mumbled. Nylian had released her hand, but she grabbed his with both of hers. “I’ve heard a rumor that Jandar has won the support of the Eastern Dragon Army and they are marching on West Vale to force father to name him the crown prince now that you’ve been exiled.”

“Is he the next in line?” Jasper asked, only to have Adeline frantically shush him for daring to speak when royals were talking.

Saida smiled warmly at the young wizard and Adeline. Her gaze seemed to linger on Adeline, causing the mercenary to blush. “In Wolfrest, the king chooses the heir to the throne. It’s not determined by the order in which we were born. Prior to all this happening, everyone believed it would be Orian or Xeran⁠—”

“Orian,” Nylian corrected her sharply, but Saida rolled her eyes at him.

“The king never made an official announcement as to who the crown prince was,” she continued. “I’m out of the running because I’ve begun my apprenticeship as a healer.”

“And being a healer means you can’t be the queen?” I interjected.

Nylian’s expression softened as he looked at me. “Not a healer, no, but a learned spell caster. It’s part of our oldest laws that no one who can use magic may sit on the throne. Both healers and wizards are out.”

Saida bounced a little on the sofa. “Apparently, thousands of years ago, there was this evil dark wizard who took control of the throne, and the people had a hell of a time getting rid of him. Ever since then, they outlawed any kind of spellcaster from being king or queen.”

A snort escaped Nylian. “I feel like that’s the only bit of our kingdom’s history that you ever bothered to learn.”

“Probably.”

“So, with Prince Xeran and Prince Orian out of the way, the spot of heir to the throne is up for grabs,” Adeline stated, finally finding her voice.

“That’s the way it looks.” Saida turned her head to Nylian and frowned. “When Uncle Thallan sent me word you were on your way, I really thought you’d be returning with the Western Dragon Army on your heels.”

“Impossible. All our enemies have heard of what has happened, and they are plotting ways to take advantage of it. Uncle and the Western Dragon Army are the only thing standing between both Lockeheim and Galinaes and Wolfrest’s complete demise. He can’t make a move on West Vale.”

And I had a feeling that Nylian’s siblings were well aware of that. Particularly Jandar, since he was already making a play with the Eastern Dragon Army.

“The sooner we can get the antidote to Prince Orian, the better. It’ll be the fastest way to settle all of this mess,” I stated.

“You have it?” Saida squealed. “You actually got it?”

“Sort of,” Jasper murmured, sagging in his chair. “Lady Covington refused to give us the antidote, but we got all the supplies from her as well as her poison recipe book. We made it ourselves, but I’m not a hundred percent sure it will work.”

“It will,” Nylian said in a hard, firm voice. “If we have time, we can have the royal healers look over it before we give it to him, but I’m confident it will work.” He turned his attention to his sister. “You will remain here tonight. Tomorrow, Prince Montcroix and I will make our way to the castle to see Orian. I have the antidote. I want you to stay with Jasper and Adeline. They will remain behind. They have several of the Lockeheim Poison Maker’s books, and they need to be protected at all costs.”

“I promise to keep them safe,” she replied with a broad smile. “And the books!” she tacked on with a little laugh. “Did you find out who bought the poison?”

Nylian shook his head. “There were complications, and we didn’t get that information. However, I have a plan for that too. Tomorrow, this will all be settled one way or another. Peace will return to Wolfrest.”

Even if it meant Nylian had to wash these streets in royal blood to get that peace.

My stomach twisted as I stared at my beautiful elf prince. His goal might be to save Orian and catch a killer, but mine was to make sure he got out of this battle alive. Keeping Nylian alive was the only thing that mattered to me.
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Chapter 29

A Complicated Truth


We separated a short time later, and everyone stumbled to their bedrooms.

Well, I almost made it to my bedroom, but a hand grabbed mine at the last second and Nylian “dragged” me into his bedroom. We shared a quiet, simple meal together, and we brainstormed a few ideas about how best to handle tomorrow’s inevitable shit storm. While we’d sneaked into the city, it was only a matter of time before word leaked to the rest of his siblings and the consorts in the palace. Right now, I was hoping we could get in a few hours of sleep prior to the guards and assassins showing up on his doorstep.

But sleep was scarce. My chances of sleep weren’t made any better when I opened my eyes to find I was in the bed alone. My heart jolted as I leaped out of bed and pulled on clothes as quickly as I could manage. If that stubborn idiot had dared to go to the palace without me, I was going to wring his neck.

A light breeze ruffled a set of floor-length curtains, halting my mental march to the castle. I peeked outside to find the elf strolling through a small garden, lost in thought. I wasn’t the only one struggling with sleep.

Still barefoot, I slipped outside and came up behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “You scared me to death,” I murmured against his shoulder blade.

“Sorry. I didn’t want to wake you with my restlessness,” he replied, turning in my arms to hug me.

“Whose house is this?” I inquired. There was nothing to be gained by talking about the worries that were clogging both of our minds. It was better to talk about something completely different, to shed some of the stress for a while.

Nylian grinned so very wide at me. “Mine.”

“Really?”

“Mn. My private residence.” He stepped out of my embrace and threaded our fingers together, leading me in a slow walk through the flower garden. “I live mostly in the palace with the rest of the royal family, but this is my secret place.…Though I’m sure my father and most people of the court know about it.”

“A place for secret assignations?” I whispered in a playful tone.

“Used to be. Mostly, it was a place I used when I wanted to get away from my life and the royal court. Orian has one in another part of town. So does Lorsan. Saida spends most of her time with her healing master. I don’t think she lives in the palace much anymore.”

“When life returns to normal, are you going to move me into this house? Lock me away as your kept man?” I said, trying to keep up the playful teasing.

“Absolutely not.” Nylian stopped and moved to stand in front of me. With his free hand, he brushed some hair away from my eyes. “You are not some shameful secret to be hidden. You will not be another consort. I plan to marry only once, and it will be to you. There will be no harem of consorts. Just you.”

He completely stole all my words away. My brain locked up and I could only blink at him. “But…but…what if your father picks you to be his heir? You’ll be expected to have a harem and sire children to carry on your family line.”

“I plan to renounce all claim to the throne. My hope is that Orian is healed and he will be named heir. I’m happy to support him, but regardless of who my father chooses, I won’t ever sit on that throne.” He paused and cocked his head to the side. “I hope you’re not too disappointed that I won’t ever be king.”

An angry noise exploded from my lips, and I shoved him away from me. “Fuck off. You know I don’t care about that. You’re the one who pointed out that if I wanted that life, I could so easily return to Gushan and continue Prince Victor’s old life, and yet here I am with you, about to go into battle with God only knows how many power-hungry people.”

I attempted to march to the bedroom, but Nylian caught me and wrapped me tightly in his arms, his head resting against mine. “Nope. You’re staying with me. After Orian is saved and life returns to normal, we’ll leave West Vale.”

“You want to leave?” I pulled free so I could look into his eyes. “You don’t want to stay in your home?”

He shook his head, his smile so bright it almost blinded me. “No, I want to travel with you. Being on the road with you, seeing places like Riverhold, and even Misty Pass felt new and exciting because you made each place interesting. I want to show you so much more of Wolfrest. Or we can explore Edros. Or travel south to Kodra. I’ve never seen the deserts. The world is too big to spend it sitting on a throne. Before, travel sounded intriguing. Now that I have you at my side, I want to see it all with you.”

I wanted to match his grin with one of my own, but I couldn’t quite manage it. My heart longed to do all these things with him. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to lie to him or myself another second longer. I wouldn’t give him promises I wasn’t sure that I could keep.

“What? You…you don’t want to travel?” Nylian asked, his grin wilting under the weight of fresh worries. “We can stay in West Vale, if that’s what you want. Or⁠—”

“No! I want to travel with you,” I quickly countered. “Everything you listed earlier, I want that. So much.” My voice broke on those two words, and I swallowed to keep back even more emotions trying to break free.

“What? Whatever it is, we can figure it out.”

It wouldn’t be that easy.

I glanced around the garden, but there wasn’t a bench or a ledge nearby to sit on. Just a stretch of soft green grass. That would have to do. I led Nylian over and plopped down. “This is going to be another one of those ‘I’m not sure you’re going to believe me’ moments,” I said, gazing up at him.

My wonderful Nylian beamed at me and stretched out on the grass. “You know I love your crazy stories. I believed the one where you told me that you were from another world.”

Yeah, let’s see how much he believes this insanity.

“Okay, so I told you I found this magic coin, and it zapped me from my world to this one,” I started and Nylian nodded, looking at me like I was telling him a goddamn fairy tale. “But this isn’t some random world. I…created…this world.”

“Huh?”

I sucked in a deep breath and dove in. “I’m a writer. An author. I write fantasy novels about elves and dragons and fantastical worlds with magic and all these adventures. Right before I found the coin, I was working on this book called Betrayal of the Elf Prince, and I was having lots of problems figuring out the plot. I’d only written as far as you getting kicked out of Wolfrest and going to Gushan to investigate Prince Victor. Where I left off in my notes, you would leave Gushan and go to Riverhold to look into the royals of Galinaes.” I glared hard at him. “You and your harem.”

“My harem?”

“Yes, Betrayal of the Elf Prince was an epic fantasy adventure, plus you were supposed to have this ultra sexy harem of women who loved you, fought at your side, and took care of you during your travels.”

Nylian flopped onto the grass next to me and laughed until there were tears coming out of the corners of his eyes. “That…that…” he gasped, trying to speak between chuckles. “That explains why you kept trying to fix me up with so many women along the way.”

“Yes!” I hissed, shaking my fists at the black sky above us.

When his laughter died away, Nylian rolled onto his side to face me and propped himself up on one elbow. “Are you disappointed that I don’t have a harem? That all my attention is devoted to you alone?”

“No,” I replied petulantly. “I dare you to create a harem now. There’s no fucking sharing.”

Snickering softly, Nylian leaned closed and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “No sharing.”

“Does this mean you believe me?”

To his credit, he only shrugged a shoulder. “It’s an interesting story. It would explain why there are some things you seem to know when you shouldn’t. Does this mean you know who put the poison on my sword?”

“No.” I pouted even harder. “I had all these complicated notes and theories. It was down to three people: Prince Victor Montcroix, Queen Sumina of Galinaes, or one of your siblings, but I never figured out which of your siblings. I was having trouble deciding whether Victor actually plotted it or if he was just an asshole. That’s why I was meeting my friends for lunch. Georgie is a brilliant writer, and she was going to help me brainstorm.”

“But you found the coin first,” Nylian filled in.

“Yes.”

“Okay, but I don’t understand your earlier distress.”

I pushed up, so I was sitting, glaring at the grass in front of me because I couldn’t bear to meet his eyes. “Because the book is almost over. Once you save your brother and unmask the killer, there’s really nothing left to the story. What if that’s why I was brought here? To finish the story. If I finish it, doesn’t that mean…I’ll get sent home?”

A whisper of cloth was my only warning before powerful arms closed around me, but that made the lump in my throat grow bigger. How was I supposed to live without these arms holding me?

“We’ll have the royal wizards look at that coin. They will find a way to keep you here. Nothing could make me let go of you. I will always fight to keep you with me.”

I believed him. Nylian would always fight for me.

But first, we had to save his brother and his kingdom. The coin would have to wait, and there was always a danger that it would be too late.

“Maybe we’ll skip the wizards and take the coin to a blacksmith. Have him melt the fucker down to nothing.”

Nylian nuzzled the side of my face, pressing a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Or take it to a jeweler. Have it melted and made into wedding rings,” he murmured in my ear.

My heart skipped with joy at the idea, but I was already shaking my head. “No way. I don’t want that magic anywhere near you or me. I’ll go mine the gold myself for our rings. Or maybe carve them both from wood. But we’re getting rid of that coin.”

“Agreed,” Nylian said with a laugh. “We’ll destroy the coin, and you’ll marry me. This is a wonderful plan.”

It was.

I just had to find a way to make it happen before it was too late.
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Chapter 30

I Did Not Put Ninjas in My Book!


The day began with running.

Not my preferred way to begin the day, but when men dressed in black like goddamn ninjas showed up on your doorstep with swords drawn, you didn’t have much of a choice.

We ran to lead them away from Adeline, Jasper, and Saida. Nylian reassured me that Saida knew how to use a sword—which I took to mean the princess had more skills than I—and could help Adeline keep Jasper safe. Right now, the wizard and his chipmunk mentor were the last barrier to the poison recipes we took from Lady Covington. If there was something wrong with the antidote we’d made for Orian, those books were our only chance of correcting it.

Plus, there was still the fallout to come from killing the King’s Poison Maker and burning her house to ash. I had a feeling the books would come in handy for smoothing over that little ripple with the kingdom of Lockeheim.

The early-morning sky was growing lighter, taking on hints of pink, orange, and pale blue, promising to be a wonderful day. The streets were still empty. Here and there, vendors were setting up their stalls and pulling back the curtains on their shops. A hint of baked bread and other tasty breakfast treats were filling the air. My stomach would have been grumbling if it weren’t for the mad dash we were on to the castle.

It was like they were trying to herd us. Every turn we made toward the palace was met with more fighters. Sometimes we would push through, cutting down the assassins and surging forward a few blocks, and others we would have to detour when there were more than we could manage.

Twice we ran into the City Watch and Nylian retreated. Killing assassins was one thing. Hurting the soldiers in the place he called home wasn’t something he was willing to do.

After defeating one small group, we ran two blocks and darted into an alley to catch our breaths. I leaned against the wall, panting for oxygen, while sweat trickled along the side of my face. Each gasp was a razor blade to my throat. Wolfrest was in the tight grip of fall as the air carried a crisp chill, but I could barely feel it as the heat rose from my exhausted body.

Nylian leaned on the wall beside me, his chest rising and falling as heavily as mine. In his defense, though, he was doing most of the fighting. I was in there with my sword, deflecting and striking as he taught me. But I also wasn’t above fighting dirty, since I didn’t have the skill and speed they had. I hadn’t lost a limb or an organ yet, so I took it as a win.

“You still glad you haven’t been sent home yet?” Nylian huffed.

“Fuck you! I’m having the time of my life,” I replied with a laugh. “Wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

Nylian wheezed a rough laugh. “I always knew you were crazy.”

“Just crazy for you, baby.”

We were both flushed, sweaty, and exhausted, but I wouldn’t have missed Nylian’s smile at that moment for anything in the world. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I was determined to wake up to it for the rest of my life.

“Once this is over, I swear I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk,” Nylian threatened.

I pushed away from the wall and patted his stomach. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” I eased over to the entrance to the main street, peering down it. No sign of those ninja wannabes yet. Just a few workers carrying loads of goods to the shops and residents. “How much farther is it to the palace? And do you have a plan for getting inside?” I turned to face him and shoved my hand through my hair, pushing sweaty strands away from my eyes. “I can’t imagine the royal guards are going to let you waltz right up to Orian’s bedroom.”

“Palace is three more blocks away, and you’re going straight through the front door.”

“What?” I hit one of my ears with the heel of my palm. There was no way I’d heard him correctly.

Nylian reached under his tunic and pulled out a folded piece of paper, which he handed to me. I opened it and scanned its contents. It gave the bearer a direct pass to the king. The most important part was that it contained the official seal for Duke Thallan Elrich.

“Something Uncle gave me before we left Blackscar. He thought it would clear the path for us. Just get to my father and tell him you have the antidote.”

As we left his secret residence, Nylian gave me the antidote to carry because he was sure all the assassins would expect him to have it. Now it looked like he’d always had another plan for me.

I stepped closer to him, panic growing in my chest to where it was nearly impossible to breathe. “Why aren’t you going to the palace with me?”

“Because I’m expecting to meet up with someone when we reach the palace, and Orian can’t suffer through any more delays. Word has spread that I’m in the city. It means the killer is going to be more desperate and take more risks.”

“I don’t like this.”

Nylian reached up with both hands and cupped my cheeks as he pressed his forehead against mine. “I won’t die. We have a very long life to build together that will scare and confuse so many people. I’m not willing to miss out on that. You carry all my hope and trust with you. Please, save my brother for me.”

A thousand and one curses climbed over the sudden lump in my throat, but I didn’t utter a single one of them. How was I supposed to deny him anything when he said something like that?

“Okay,” I choked out. “I’ll do it. For you.”

“Thank you.”

Nylian released me and I took a step back so that I could look him in the eyes. “But I’m warning you, if anything happens to you while I’m in the castle, I swear to whatever gods may be that I will destroy anyone who touches you. Fire and brimstone. Death and destruction. Even if it means using the rest of my life to learn the darkest magic in existence, I will burn down this world if I lose you.”

My lover didn’t even blink an eye at my threats. “Agreed.”

With nothing more to say, we left our temporary hiding spot and continued to the castle. We encountered more assassins, but far fewer than we’d run into so far. The elegant palace that stretched higher than every other building within the city shone like a great white beacon in the rising sunlight. Crystals sparkled from some of the tree limbs, catching the light and reflecting it as if the tree had given birth to tiny stars and had yet to cast them into the heavens.

And in front of the castle stood an elf with long brown hair and a grim expression. He gripped a sword in his hand. Four other palace guards flanked him, proving in an instant where their allegiance lay. There was a faint similarity in his eyes and nose to Nylian, but the elf appeared younger, as if he were barely out of his teens. His features were sharp, but held almost a rough and ragged edge to them, unlike the clean lines of Nylian’s visage. It left me feeling that the artist who’d carved this elf hadn’t been done when he was born.

“Jandar,” Nylian called out as we drew closer. “I had it narrowed to you and Lorsan as Orian’s murderer, but you were always my favorite choice. When it comes to underhanded tricks like poison, that seems most like your kind of weapon. Killing a person face-to-face takes a bit more bravery than you possess.”

This was Nylian’s so-called plan for luring out the killer? Making himself a target?

The elf was getting such a shaking the moment this was fucking over.

“Exile was too good for you. Just more proof that you’re Father’s favorite son,” Jandar sneered. He sliced his blade restlessly through the air. “But that’s okay. Rumors have spread that Orian isn’t dead. Hanging on by a thread, actually.” His wicked grin twisted his features, making him hideous to behold. “A thread that is getting cut as we speak. And after I’m done with you, the king will have lost two sons and the queen will be rendered a useless old relic. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tosses herself from a tower before the day is out.”

“Lockhart, go now,” Nylian ordered in a low voice.

“What?” I gasped.

“I’ll protect you. Go!”

I didn’t argue. There was no point. We were out of time. Someone was trying to kill Orian while we were stuck outside with Jandar. If I didn’t get inside now, he wouldn’t have a chance to wake up.

But leaving meant abandoning Nylian in a fight of five against one. Even as weak as I was in swordplay, I was at least a little help. My heart screamed at the unfairness of it all, but I could only do what my love asked of me. And right now, he was asking me to save his brother’s life.

With a roar ripping from my throat, I ran straight for the entrance the guards were stubbornly blocking with Prince Jandar. Nylian was right at my side, moving to intercept them as they raised their swords to cut me down.

Thankfully, I had one trick up my sleeve, courtesy of Adeline. While blocking two attempted strikes, I reached into a hidden pocket and pulled out a tiny piece of folded white paper. As I ducked under a slice aimed at my neck, I flung the paper at two guards so that it opened just as it neared their faces. A yellowish-white power filled the air in a toxic cloud, smacking them in the eyes.

Their screams rang out across the square, and their swords clanged on the stone street. I dropped to my knees and slid under the cloud while covering my eyes with my arm. As I popped up to my feet, I chanced a quick glance over my shoulder to find the two guards had blood pouring from their blinded eyes while a third guard was backpedaling away, fiercely wiping at his face as if he were afraid that he might have gotten hit with it as well.

That was some very nasty stuff Adeline had given me. I couldn’t say that I felt a single ounce of remorse, though. They stood with a killer and paid a price for that decision.

And if anything happened to Nylian, blinding seemed like a very small price.

For now, three attackers were taken out of the equation. Only two left for Nylian. I could live with those odds for now.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 31

Disaster


I ran to the front gate of the palace, where guards had their spears pointed at me. I stuffed my hand into my pouch, pulled out the letter Nylian had given me from his uncle, and held it over my head. “By order of Duke Thallan Elrich, let me in to see the king!” I shouted.

That gave the guards pause. They looked at each other in different degrees of shock and disbelief, but at least one of them—the guy in the most impressive armor—stepped forward and held out his hand for the letter.

His eyes skimmed it as I handed it over, and his face turned pale. “Let him through! Let him through!”

The elf who was the head of the guard not only got me through the first barrier, but he continued to run with me through level after level of protection put between me and the king. I panted, a painful stitch growing in my side with every step I took, but I pressed on, thankful that one of the gods had some pity on me and granted me an escort. Getting through the palace alone with just a letter would have been near impossible. Not to mention, I would have gotten lost more times than I could have counted.

With each level, the surroundings grew more ostentatious, but I barely noticed. I glanced around enough to reassure myself that I was getting closer to wherever the king was lurking.

As we reached yet another round of stairs, my legs gave out and I collapsed at the foot, gasping for air. I needed a second. One second to catch my breath, and I could run any distance for Nylian.

“What’s going on here?” snapped a tired and irritable voice.

“Your Majesty!” the guard beside me gasped and dropped to his knees as well.

My head snapped up, and I found an older elf standing at the top of the stairs dressed in elegant white and gold robes. His hair was golden blond like Nylian’s, but a touch paler. His eyes were harsh with dark shadows under them, as if it had been a long time since he’d last had a good night of sleep.

Sucking in as much air as I could manage, I thrust the hand holding the letter above my head and shouted, “Your Majesty, Prince Xeran and Duke Thallan sent me. I have the antidote. Please, I beg of you…let me pass. I need to get to Orian before it’s too late.”

“You have it?” King Dorwynn whispered, those three words choked with hope.

I nodded, trying to save my breath.

“Give it here!”

“No!”

“What?” It was like the entire room had frozen over and every guard that surrounded me had become a statue. No one dared to tell the king no.

“Xeran trusts me to save his brother. I will not break that trust.” I narrowed my eyes on the king, whose cheeks had flushed with anger. “You want to do something useful with your guards? Send them out to capture the real would-be killer. Xeran is fighting him right now in front of the palace. He risked his life to protect me so I could save his brother.”

Silence stretched for a moment, and I was already gathering my strength to jump to my feet and rush past the king. Orian had to be somewhere in this wing. It had to be the safest place. I would search every inch until I found him.

But the king saved me from my desperate flight.

He turned to the guard at his right with the fanciest armor of all. “Take Prince Victor to Orian as quickly as possible.” He then focused his attention on the guard still kneeling beside me. “Take your men and find Prince Xeran. Bring him to me unharmed. And if there’s anyone trying to hurt him, I want them brought as well.”

The king had barely finished speaking when the guard assigned to me rushed forward with his hand extended and a reassuring smile. I prayed this meant that he was a fan of Nylian, Orian, or both of the twins. I took his hand and let him pull me to my feet. With a little more air in my lungs and riding a second wind of hope, I ran faster through the palace, down secluded hallways and through doorways with even more guards. We were in the very inner sanctum of the royal family, the halls and rooms that most of the world would never see.

Technically, I wasn’t even seeing it. Everything was a blur of color as I moved as fast as I could with the guard. We needed to reach Orian before the assassin could complete their task. I also needed to return to Nylian. If I were lucky, the king’s guards would end the fight, but I’d only feel relief when I held Nylian in my arms again.

At the end of a long, lonely hallway, the guard’s footsteps stumbled, and my heart lurched in my chest. The double doors leading into the last room were open a crack. Shouldn’t there have been a guard on them? Or at least a lock?

Were we too late?

The guard placed a hand in the center of my chest, holding me back so that he could enter the room first. I was a half a step behind him, my heart hammering in my ears.

The room was a simple bedroom with a man who looked far too similar to Nylian lying in the center of the bed. I tore my gaze away from him because it felt too much like a bad omen, but my eyes caught on the four older men lying unconscious on the floor, a trickle of blood pouring out of their mouths. Poisoned!

And the poisoner was standing at the foot of Orian’s bed, chuckling to herself.

“You’re too late,” she crowed without even turning to face us. “The healers holding the spell in place are dead, and time has ticked forward for poor Prince Orian.”

“Consort Keya! How could you?” the guard demanded, his voice trembling.

As the short, slender woman turned toward us, I grabbed the edge of the guard’s armor and forced him to dive to the floor with me. Just above our heads, a spray of silver needles shot out of her hand and embedded in the doors and walls behind us. I knew she had to have one more trick up her sleeve. The only way she benefited from this murder was if there were no witnesses to what she was doing.

Shoving off the ground as I pulled my sword, I lunged at the woman, and she charged me. The room was small, and maybe I didn’t care as much as I should have. All I could think was that she was keeping me from saving Orian and Nylian, and no one was allowed to do that.

The point of the sword slid into her stomach with surprising ease. The scream pouring from her lips stopped short and a look of shock widened her pale-hazel eyes. For a heartbeat, our gaze met, and there was a sudden swell of pity within me. What could have driven her to take this action? Was it a thirst for power or for the love of her son?

Shaking off the thought, I shoved her off my sword and turned to the bed, ignoring the heavy thud of her body hitting the thick carpet. I dropped the weapon and dug into the pouch at my side for the tiny glass vial with the dark-red liquid.

“Is it too late?” the guard demanded as he scrambled to my side.

I pressed trembling fingers to the side of Orian’s throat. It took far too long, but I finally detected a thready pulse that was getting weaker by the second.

“He’s still alive,” I exhaled. “Go around to the other side of the bed. Hold his head up. He needs to swallow this.”

The guard jumped into action, moving to the far side of the bed and cradling the prince’s head in his shaking hands. I pried the cork from the vial and so very carefully poured the antidote into his mouth. We did it bit by tiny bit, pausing here and there to massage his throat to make sure every drop went down. When the vial was empty, the guard placed Orian’s head on his pristine white pillow and we stepped away from the bed.

There had been no time to check the antidote Jasper had made with the Blackscar healers. All the ones who’d been tending Orian were dead. Consort Keya had removed the protective barrier keeping Orian alive.

I stood there shaking, the empty glass vial clasped in both hands, praying to any higher power there was to make this right. Jasper was going to be a great wizard one day. He’d gotten the ice spell right at the Stonewill Chateau. With the healers in Blackscar, he’d gotten this antidote right. I just knew it. After everything Nylian had suffered and battled, his twin brother couldn’t be stolen from him like this.

Pounding footsteps drew me from my desperate prayers, and my head popped up in time to see Nylian fill the doorway. For the first time since knowing him, his hair was a mess, and his clothes were dirty and splattered with blood. The elf was a disaster, and he’d also never looked so perfect to me. His eyes only got wider as he took in the room’s chaos before finding me.

He said nothing. Just launched himself at me and I caught him in a tight hug that I wanted to never end. He hugged me back, almost cracking my ribs while I choked out a sob of relief.

“You’re okay? You’re not hurt?” he demanded.

“I’m okay. I—” He cut me off, his mouth covering mine in a desperate kiss that I gave in to. His hands wandered along my arms and across my chest. For a split second, I thought the man was groping me, but my brain caught up and I realized he was checking me over for injuries. I should have done the same, but I couldn’t. I wanted to hold him as tightly as I could. He was alive and in my arms. I didn’t care what happened with his brother Prince Jandar or the king. I didn’t care about anything else that was happening around us. The only thing that mattered was the elf in my arms.

A soft cough somewhere in the room pulled us apart.

“Someone is going to need to fill me in,” a low, rough voice rasped.

Nylian and I jerked toward the sound to find Orian staring at us with laughing green eyes and a fragile smile.

“I feel like I missed a lot,” Orian continued.

“My son!” someone else gasped. This one from the doorway. I blushed all the way to my roots to find the king and several guards standing there. Yep, they’d all seen me kissing the shit out of Prince Xeran while we stood over what could have been Orian’s deathbed, which was surrounded by corpses. Totally normal day for me.

Both Nylian and the king rushed to Orian’s beside while I stumbled back, trying to give them more room. Someone in the hallway shouted orders for the queen to be told the good news. I just tried to stay out of the way.

It was only when someone bumped by my arm that I glanced up to find I was standing beside the same guard who’d taken me to this room. “Thank you for saving my life and Prince Orian’s.”

With a grin, I held out my hand to him. “It was a team effort. I needed you to get me here and to help me give him the antidote.”

“Team effort,” the guard agreed, shaking my hand.

“Are you making friends or flirting?” Nylian’s voice cut into our moment, and I smirked at the elf as I released the guard’s hand.

“Only making friends. I save my flirting for you.”

Nylian’s smile widened, and he looked appeased. He jerked his chin toward the guard at my side. “That’s General Theo Wyn, head of the Royal Dragon Army of West Vale, protectors of the Elrich line, and my father’s right hand. He’s a good man to be friends with.”

And that would also make him the most powerful man in all of Wolfrest outside of the royal family. Just as my knees were threatening to turn to jelly at that bit of information, the general stepped back and bowed to me.

“Thank you again, Your Highness.”

I gulped.

Nylian seemed to guess that I was on the edge of being overwhelmed, so the asshole added frost to snow by ushering me over to Orian’s bedside. The prince’s color was improving by the second and he was more alert. The king sat on the side of the bed, clutching his hand in both of his.

“Orian, this is the man who saved your life, Prince Victor Montcroix, but his friends call him Adam,” Nylian introduced.

“I’m sure Your Highness knows better than to believe your twin brother’s nonsense,” I said.

“I do, but my brother also says some very smart things occasionally. Thank you for saving my life.”

I bowed my head to him and swallowed past the tightness in my throat. “It was my honor, but I didn’t do this alone. There was a group of us, all following Prince Xeran’s lead.”

We didn’t have a chance to speak more because the queen arrived and chaos ensued as she engulfed both of her beloved sons while shouting about the room being filled with corpses.

General Wyn took pity on me and quietly escorted me out of the room to a private drawing room where I could relax. I told him about Saida, Adeline, and Jasper at Nylian’s so-called private residence, and he immediately ordered a squad of guards to fetch them.

Once I sat in a chair, comfortable in the knowledge that Nylian was safe with his family, and Adeline and Jasper were going to join me in the palace, I just might have fallen asleep.
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Chapter 32

Happy Chipmunk


A Few Days Later…

The world fell into an odd routine for a while as news spread across Wolfrest, and eventually across the continent, that Prince Orian was alive. There was also sadder news that Prince Jandar and his mother, Consort Keya, had died in the battle to stop an assassin from finishing the attempt on Orian’s life. It was only through the quick action of Prince Xeran, along with his companions, that Prince Orian was saved.

Yeah, that was some damn creative bullshit, but I wouldn’t expect anything less from a government official. It wouldn’t make the king look good if the world had proof that one of his sons, along with a consort, was trying to kill his siblings. They were supposed to be a sweet, happy family, a model for all the Wolfrest citizens.

The idea made me snort.

The world didn’t want their leaders to be a model for them. They wanted entertainment to distract them from their lives. They wanted backstabbing intrigue, political plotting, and family scandals. And just maybe a happily ever after.

Mine was put on hold, though.

The days passed with me waking up in Nylian’s arms. After breakfast and some kisses, the elf prince ran off to spend most of the day with his brother, whom he was catching up on all our adventures. Orian had recovered from his poisoning and seemed more than ready to be done with bedrest. However, the healers and his queen mother were being extra cautious and keeping him stuck in his room for now.

I’d joined in on one of their story sessions but declined any more invites. This felt too much like a private twins moment, and I was more than happy to leave Nylian to the brother he’d come so very close to losing.

As a result, I was left to my own devices for most of the day, allowed to wander where I wanted through the palace. Not that I wasn’t aware that I was being watched by the servants, who would report back to the king and anyone else who didn’t know how to feel about me. Yes, I’d saved the prince, but I was also Prince Victor, a royal from a kingdom who hadn’t always been friendly with Wolfrest.

To lower everyone’s stress levels, I restricted my wandering to the gardens or the library. After days on the road, sleeping on the ground in forests, and running for my life, it was nice to just stretch out on a comfortable sofa and lose myself in a book. That was where Jasper found me.

“Adam! Adam!” the young wizard shouted, pulling me out of a history of Nylian’s great-great-great grandfather. I sat up as Jasper charged across the library and stopped in front of me with a spin. “What do you think? Do you like it? Isn’t it amazing?”

It took me a second to realize he wanted me to check out his new wizard robes—regal shades of green and gold with an Elrich gold dragon emblazoned right over his heart. And they fit perfectly, as if a tailor had fashioned them for him alone.

This made it official. Jasper was a wizard in training at the Wolfrest Wizard Academy in West Vale.

“They look stunning on you. Clearly, you were always meant to attend this school rather than any of the others,” I praised, as I set my book aside on a nearby table.

“Queen Yaereene oversaw them being made and demanded that I have five complete sets. Can you believe it? Five!” He thrust his hand in my face with all his fingers extended.

I chuckled and pushed his hand away. The royal family had taken good care of Jasper since he was the one who’d stolen the recipe books and made the antidote.

“Plus, she had a bunch of other everyday clothes made for me. Really high-quality stuff. My trunk for school is so full, I have to sit on it to close it.”

My heart squeezed to see his joy. The boy who’d watched the murder of his entire village by orcs, traveled with his mercenary sister as they scraped by, and dreamed of becoming a wizard while meeting up with mentors who couldn’t help him. He was on the right path at last.

“When will you be starting at the Academy?”

“Next week. I’ve been studying with Master Dexius and Mistress Loralei for the past several days, and they want me to stay here a little while longer so they can help me catch up with the rest of the students. But since I’ve begun working with them, I haven’t had a single spell explode in my face or go horribly wrong. They’re all going right!”

Which proved what I’d always suspected. Jasper was a talented wizard. It was only a matter of finding the right teacher to get through to him how he needed them to. They needed to teach to how his mind and skills worked. Not what worked for them.

Jasper plopped on the sofa next to me with a bounce and released a loud, heavy sigh. “I like it here. It’s so peaceful.”

“You mean because you’re getting three excellent meals a day, sleeping in an enormous soft bed, and have a wardrobe to rival the son of a duke?”

Jasper choked on a laugh and gave my shoulder a shove. “No! Well…I mean, that’s nice too, but I know that won’t last. I was thinking of being in Wolfrest and the people here. They slow down and take their time with everything. The focus isn’t so much on the finished product, but on the process.”

“That life is about the journey, not the destination.”

“Yes! And that everyone moves at their own pace. Apprenticeships are long here, and there’s no pressure to have accomplished something by a certain age. You get it when you get it, and that’s all there is to it.”

Yep, Jasper was going to fit in here just fine, and I wasn’t the only one who thought so.

A chirp came from his robes, and I lifted my eyebrows. That sounded like Master Binx, but it shouldn’t have.

Jasper sat up from his slouch and reached into a hidden pocket in his robes, scooping out the chipmunk along with a couple of seeds. He placed them all on the table and I watched as the chipmunk stretched his front and hind legs before giving a full body shake, as if he’d woken from a nap.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered as I leaned toward Jasper. “I thought you and the Wolfrest wizards were going to change him back to an elf.”

“We tried! Master Dexius, Mistress Loralei, and the other wizards all tried. We got the spell right, but they said he’s not changing because he doesn’t want to.”

“Really?” I stared at the chipmunk who sat in the center of the coffee table, munching on a selection of seeds and nuts. It wasn’t a bad life he was living. He was being cared for by a thoughtful young wizard, getting all the food he could want, and was getting to see the world.

Jasper nodded. “Master Dexius reassured him that he wouldn’t be in any trouble by being in Wolfrest since he was technically a Galinaes elf, but he still won’t change. Mistress Loralei thinks he’s happy the way he is.”

“He probably is.”

“They told me to try the spell every few months, and if Master Binx is ready to change, then he will.”

“Is he going to the Academy with you?”

“Yep. I’ll take good care of him there, and Mistress Loralei has already spoken with the headmaster about it.”

And a wizard chipmunk was likely to be a hit with the other students.

“How’s your sister taking the news about you beginning school soon?” I inquired.

“She’s excited and relieved not to have me following behind her.”

I opened my mouth to argue that Adeline would most definitely miss her little brother, but another thought occurred to me. “Where is your sister? I think I’ve only seen her once since we cured Prince Orian.”

Jasper’s hand leaped to his mouth, smothering giggles, as he rose to his feet and waved for me to follow him. We walked across the library to one of the large oval windows that looked down on the many flower gardens that existed within the castle’s walls. It took me a few seconds of searching to spot Adeline, and she wasn’t alone.

The mercenary was walking shockingly close to Princess Saida, their heads bent together in low conversation. Every once in a while, laughter would trickle out from one or the other as they strolled the garden, not seeming to see any of the beautiful flowers around them. No, they had eyes only for each other.

“They’ve been inseparable since that day,” Jasper said, sounding utterly disgusted by his sister’s defection from being a hard, badass mercenary to a smitten young woman who simply wanted to be near the owner of her heart.

It was something I understood all too well.

“I take it she’s going to be staying in West Vale for now,” I observed, trying to keep the laughter out of my voice and failing.

Jasper grunted. “Yeah. It doesn’t bother her at all that I’m staying here, because she’s not leaving. I think she might try to join the royal guard or something. Like become Princess Saida’s personal bodyguard.”

“Sounds like a good plan.”

“Princess Saida says she’s got at least three more years of training as a healer here in West Vale, and then there’s another healer that she wants to study under, but she’s a hermit who lives on the easternmost coast. I’m sure Addie will follow her to that healer when it’s time.”

We stood at the window watching them for another minute, and my mind drifted away to another elf with laughing eyes and a sweet smile that I hadn’t seen in too many hours. I missed him. Since he’d been welcomed home, we’d not had many opportunities to talk about what came next. That night in the garden at his secret residence, we talked about silly dreams of marriage and adventure. But dreams were easy under the soft, forgiving light of the stars.

It was a different matter when they were hauled out under the harsh glare of day and had to be put into a workable plan. I wasn’t a fool. Nylian had an obligation to his family and his kingdom. It wasn’t like he could toss all of that aside.

What was the ultimate end to this story? Would Prince Victor be sent home to Edros while the king named Prince Xeran the crown prince of Wolfrest?

For once, I couldn’t guess what came next. I didn’t dare touch the coin that was buried in my old sack, which was now stuffed in the bottom of a bureau drawer. If I touched it, I could be sent home, and I didn’t want that to happen. Not until I was sure there was no shot of being with Nylian.

As those dark thoughts were swirling through my brain, a soft chime echoed throughout the palace, almost like tiny bells stirred by a gentle breeze. It was a spell that announced the hour within the palace.

“Oh, no! I’m supposed to be meeting Mistress Loralei for a lesson! I’ll see you later!” Jasper darted for the door, but only made it halfway across the library before he backtracked to the sofa where we’d been sitting. He scooped up Master Binx, stuffed him into the hidden pocket, gave me a final wave, and ran out the door.

Life at the Academy was going to be an adventure for him.

I almost felt sorry for his new teachers. They were going to have their hands full.

In the meantime, maybe I should go hunt down my prince. This longing wasn’t going away, and I needed to steal as much time with him as I could.
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Chapter 33

My Prince


I didn’t get far from the library when a familiar voice called out behind me.

“There’s my precious one.”

Just as I was turning toward the speaker, arms wrapped my waist and a chin rested on my shoulder.

A low chuckle escaped me, and I shook my head. “Your brother might care a lot about you, but I don’t think he’s going to tolerate this kind of closeness, Prince Orian.”

The arms holding me stiffened for a heartbeat and then slid loose so Orian could move to stand in front of me. “How? My father struggles to tell us apart sometimes.”

It was only during a visit to Orian with Nylian that it had occurred to me they were supposed to be identical twins. “Supposed to be,” because I could tell them apart with a mere glance. How could I not? So much was different between them, from their voice tones to the tiny crinkles at the corners of their eyes when they smiled. There was even something different in the way they smelled.

While I’d been caught off guard at first, I’d known instantly who was holding me the second I’d felt those arms. The soft soap they both used smelled different on Nylian’s skin, and I’d always recognize it because of the number of times I’d buried my face in the warm crook of his throat.

“Ever been in love?”

Orian’s smirk shifted to something devilish and even that was off from Nylian’s. “I have loved a lot of people in my lifetime.”

“Not what I was talking about,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes. “I know with only a peek that it’s Nylian. It’s in his eyes and the way he looks at me with his whole heart. I can hear it in his voice, and the way his tongue wraps those two words: precious one. And I know it in his smell. He is heaven to me, and there’s no mistaking it. It’s too easy for me to tell you two apart.”

“Orian knows you can tell us apart. He’s just jealous,” Nylian declared as he walked up behind me. This time when arms closed around me, my entire body relaxed, knowing that I was being held by the one person in the world who could be this close to me. “My dear brother also knows that he will pray for poisoning if I catch him attempting to touch you again.” Nylian turned his face into the side of my head and kissed my earlobe. “And you need to stop finding new ways for me to love you more.”

“Has loving me become so painful?” I teased.

“This is becoming sickening for me,” Orian chimed in.

I turned my gaze to the elf brother and smiled, willing to put aside the silly flirting until I could get Nylian alone. “It’s good to see they released you from your imprisonment, Prince Orian.”

He snorted. “I’m still waiting to hear if I’ve been released permanently, or if this is a temporary reprieve for the special event.”

“Special event? What’s happening?”

Nylian let go of me so he could move to stand next to his brother. “We’ve been summoned before the king.”

“We as in, you two?”

“We as in us three,” he corrected.

“When? Crap. I need to make sure I have something proper to wear.” I tried to turn toward a nearby set of stairs, intending to return to my room to go through my new wardrobe. Jasper wasn’t the only one who’d been treated very well the past several days. I’d also received several visits from tailors, cobblers, glove makers, and more. The first of the new garments had arrived yesterday, but I wasn’t sure I had anything formal enough to be worn to see the king.

Nylian grabbed my hand and pulled me back. “The summons is for right now. We were coming to fetch you.”

“But—”

He stopped my arguments with a sharp kiss that was more teeth than anything, thanks to his wide grin. “You look perfect.”

Why did he have to say things like that? It made it so hard to argue with him, and that evil elf knew it.

While I was still flustered, Nylian pulled me by the hand through the many winding hallways until they grew to the opulence and elegance worthy of a king. As we approached the double doors, a pair of servants in green and white pulled them open, not even giving me a chance to catch my breath and center my thoughts.

Just like that, we were striding down a long aisle with people in fancy clothes on either side of us. This wasn’t a private meeting with the king. This was a formal fucking meeting before the court and countless officials. Crap!

At the end of the aisle, King Dorwynn sat on his throne of oak, while Queen Yaereene sat on a smaller throne to his left. Behind the queen stood Consort Celaena, the mother of Princesses Saida and Melarue. There was another woman behind her with a grim expression that I took to be Consort Valindra. She was probably less than thrilled about how things had worked out, but at least she and her children were still alive.

When we reached the dais, I followed Nylian’s lead and bowed to the king and the other royals.

“Prince Orian, We are so relieved to see you healed and in good health,” King Dorwynn stated, his deep voice ringing out over the silence of the throne room.

“Thank you, Father, for your warm concern. I am so sorry to have troubled you and our Queen Mother.” Orian replied with another bow of his head. “It has been a good reminder that I need to work on my sword skills further. My brother still surpasses me.”

“Not funny,” Nylian grumbled beside him while I kept my face blank. The king and queen didn’t look amused by Orian’s quip either, but it was likely that Orian still had no clue how close he’d come to death.

“Prince Victor Montcroix,” King Dorwynn stated slowly. I stepped forward and bowed to him yet again.

“Your Majesty.”

“When I prayed for the gods to provide me with a miracle to save my son, it never crossed my mind that the miracle would have your face,” the king said, dropping the royal “We.”

I lowered my eyes and swallowed, not sure how to proceed. There was no way I could be lovable goof, Adam Lockhart. Victor Montcroix was too well-known of a figure and had been rather vocal in his hatred of Wolfrest.

“Your Majesty, it was a long road that I traveled with Prince Xeran. He saved my life on more than one occasion when most probably would have left me for dead, because he is a good, honorable, and noble person. During our journey through hardship and danger, our friendship was forged, and I take that as one of the most valuable gifts I have ever received in a very privileged life. When the opportunity arose to save Prince Orian, I did it not because I felt any kinship toward him, but as a small way of thanking Prince Xeran for his friendship, patience, and compassion. I only hope that from this day forward, our two kingdoms can start anew as true allies. Friends who help and support each other when there are hardships, as well as celebrate together the great triumphs of life.”

Several seconds ticked by in oppressive silence. When I could no longer take it, I slowly lifted my gaze to find the king watching me like a bug, seeming unsure of what to do about me.

At last, the king sighed. “More than once, King Gerald Montcroix has reached out to me with words of peace and alliance, but I have ignored him, unwilling to trust his words because of you.” He paused, not at all happy about what he was about to say. “In gratitude for what you have done to save Prince Orian and assist Prince Xeran, I will reach out in good faith to your father to work to mending the centuries of ill will between our two kingdoms. In my years on the throne, I have learned that enemies are always plentiful and true friends are too few. When there is a genuine chance of friendship, we should always reach for it.”

I bowed low. “Thank you, Your Majesty, for your generosity.” With me taken care of, I straightened and retreated, happy to hide behind Nylian and become part of the forgotten background.

“Prince Xeran…” King Dorwynn stated, but where my name was a heavy weight of old angers, this one held regret and sadness. “Your honor was maligned. You were wrongly exiled. And your life was placed in danger countless times. Yet, because of your strong sense of duty to your kingdom and your family, you uncovered the truth behind the assassination attempt and saved Prince Orian’s life. I do not know what gift I can give you to show adequate gratitude for the service you have rendered our kingdom.”

Nylian stepped forward and gave his father a somewhat respectful bow of the head. “I don’t presume to know the mind of my Father King, but if he would hear my suggestion, I would like to say that I believe you should name Prince Orian Elrich as the crown prince of Wolfrest.”

There was an enormous gasp that filled the large room, as each of the nobles, courtiers, and officials reacted in shock to Nylian’s words. Had they really thought that he would claim that spot of heir to the throne? Fools. Not one of them knew him.

I glanced over and found Prince Orian smirking and shaking his head, as if he found all of this too amusing.

Well, maybe his twin brother knew him. He didn’t seem surprised.

“What?” King Dorwynn roared, launching to his feet.

Okay, everyone else was surprised while the king was pissed.

Nylian didn’t back down. “Prince Orian is wise, compassionate, patient, and strong. One day in the distant future, I’m confident that he will make an excellent leader for Wolfrest, preserving the prosperity and peace you have brought to our people.”

“What if I name you my heir?”

Nylian didn’t flinch as he met his father’s glare. The arrogant bastard might have even lifted his chin. “No. I’ll renounce all claim to the throne. As either a prince or a common subject, I’m happy to support Orian as king. I’ll support Prince Lorsan or any of my sisters if that’s who you choose. I’ll do my duty to the kingdom and lead our armies to defend our borders, but I refuse to be king.” He turned and grabbed my hand, threading our fingers together as he pulled me forward to share his spotlight. “My only wish is to marry Prince Victor Montcroix and explore the world with him. I want to build a life with him at my side and no one else. The bloodline of Elrich stops with me. Let Orian have the harem and brood of children to fight over the throne.” Nylian lifted his gaze to hold mine, his green eyes sparkling like flawless emeralds, stealing my breath away. “The only one I want is the man standing beside me.”

“You’re such a hopeless romantic,” I murmured, fighting the urge to kiss him right there in front of all the assembled nobility and officials.

“The world needs to know you’re mine,” Nylian said, his grin so fucking smug.

There was loud sputtering and gasping from the dais. We both turned our heads to find the king’s face flushed while his mouth opened and closed like a landed carp. Before he could find his words, Queen Yaereene reached out and covered his hand with hers. The king’s head snapped to her, and she smiled so softly.

“Please, my dearest heart. Our son is in love.”

The king’s resistance crumbled in front of our eyes. He dropped back onto the throne in a huff and glared at Nylian for a moment, but I didn’t miss that he was now holding the queen’s hand in an obvious sign of affection. The man might have consorts, but he had one true love.

I still had no intention of sharing my prince with anyone else.

“Fine,” King Dorwynn huffed, still sounding a little put out. “It’s decided. Prince Orian Elrich, you are now Crown Prince of Wolfrest. Your every task will be focused on preparing you to one day sit on the throne. All your siblings will be dedicated to supporting you.”

Nylian released me and stepped over to stand closer to Prince Orian. Prince Lorsan, Princess Saida, and another young woman I hadn’t seen until now but guessed to be Princess Neia stepped out of the crowd closest to the dais. As one, they all bowed to the king, accepting the edict he’d handed down.

“And you!” The king pointed at me. “You will marry Prince Xeran and be his one and only mate for as long as you live. Ha! Bet your father didn’t see that coming when he wanted to become our ally.”

I wanted to chuckle at the king’s twisted glee, but I simply bowed. “I will do everything I can to live up to your most gracious generosity. My life will be dedicated to the happiness and well-being of your precious son.”

Just as I was straightening, Nylian crashed into me, sealing our betrothal with a kiss.

Yes, this prince was officially off the market, and he was all mine.
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Chapter 34

Gone!


“Ow! Ow! Ow! Don’t bite!” I cried. I tried to scramble away from those sharp teeth, but nearly two hundred pounds of sweaty, naked elf pinned me to the bed. Not to mention, I was sated within an inch of my life, and I couldn’t feel my legs beyond a bit of tingling in my toes.

Nylian licked a long stripe along my neck where he’d just bitten me, creating an outbreak of goose bumps across my entire body. Feeling returned to my legs along with other parts of me. “Come on. Let’s go again,” the elf growled in my ear.

“Gods! What are you? Part rabbit?”

With a little elbowing and pushing, my voracious lover allowed me to roll over onto my back so I could stare up at his smiling face. He was flushed, sweaty, and his hair was a golden rat’s nest. He looked like he’d been thoroughly fucked, which was so very true.

“We’re celebrating. Don’t you want to celebrate with me?” The wicked elf attempted to jut out his bottom lip and flutter his eyelashes at me in an adorable pout, but he couldn’t maintain that ridiculous expression.

“We’ve been celebrating all night.” I tipped my head to peek out the closest window. As I suspected, the night sky was turning lighter. In just a couple of hours, dawn would break over West Vale.

“Then we will celebrate all morning, all day.”

The spirit was willing, but the body…the body was utterly drained. I was afraid if I tried to come one more time, dust would puff out the end of my dick.

Smiling at the elf who owned me completely, I reached up and placed my hand on his cheek, reveling in how he leaned into my touch. His emerald eyes closed, and such an expression of bliss washed over him. “Every moment we are together is a celebration. This battle is over at last. Orian is safe. You are home, and your parents love you. The world knows you are good and honorable. You’re allowed to rest now.”

Nylian’s eyes opened. “You forgot the most important part.”

“What’s that?”

“I have you. The king of Wolfrest has ordered you to marry me. You have no choice now.”

Still holding his face, I pulled him in for a slow kiss, soaking in the exquisite feel of him. Everything about this felt so right, as if I had been waiting my entire existence to find him so we could fit together.

“And if he hadn’t ordered it, I would have come up with a wicked plot,” I murmured against his lips when I broke off the kiss.

Amusement lit his eyes. He shifted so that he had one arm on my chest and his chin resting on it after pulling a blanket across our bodies. “Really? What kind of plot?”

“A kidnapping plot.”

“Ha! How were you going to manage this? Did you have help lined up?”

A smug smile grew on my lips, and I pushed a stray hair from his forehead. “I did. I asked Saida to loan me Adeline. My scheme was to drug your evening tea and hide you in a sack. From there, Adeline and I would sneak you out with the laundry into a waiting wagon Orian promised to arrange for me.”

Nylian laughed and snuggled closer. “You’ve got both Saida and Orian involved.”

“Mn. From there, I would drive the wagon north until we reached Misty Pass. I was planning to hold you hostage there until you agreed to marry me.”

Nylian made a happy noise and closed his eyes. “I like that plan, but why Misty Pass? Why not go all the way to Gushan?”

I snorted. “Because I don’t want to start a war. Plus, that’s a long drive. I wouldn’t be able to wait that long to kiss you again.”

“Not to mention, Misty Pass is near where we first met,” Nylian added.

“That reminds me, Nylian,” I said, putting emphasis on his very fake name. “Saida recognized the name when she heard me use it. I forgot to ask about that. Nylian wasn’t a name you just made up, was it?”

The elf turned his face into my chest as if he were embarrassed. “Gods, I forgot about that.”

“What? Now you have to tell me!”

He sat up a little and smirked, his cheeks tinged pink. “Nylian was a name I used when Orian and I were very young. When we had some free time between our studies, we would run off to the neighboring woods and play silly games of pretend. I used the name Nylian when I played at being a forest rogue who robbed caravans and went on treasure hunts.”

My body trembled with laughter, and I pulled him in for another hard kiss when he tried to roll away from me. “That’s adorable.”

He snorted and halfheartedly shoved away from me, but I refused to release him. “Orian must have told Saida about our games, because we were too old for such things when she was born. That day in the forest, you said your name was Adam, yet I knew you were Victor. I figured it was all a ruse, so I had to play along. The moment you asked for my name, my mind went blank. The first one I thought of was Nylian.”

“I love that name,” I purred, easing him close for another kiss. “But which would you prefer I use? Would you rather I call you Xeran all the time?”

My prince shook his head. “Together in private, I am your Nylian, and you are my Adam. We’ll save Xeran and Victor for the rest of the world.”

“Agreed.”

I was getting ready to suggest that we share a bath and then try to grab a few hours of sleep. But before I could speak, I watched the smile fade from Nylian’s lips and his brow furrow with a thought.

“What’s wrong? What did you just think of?”

“The coin,” he whispered, as if he were afraid of the monstrous thing hearing him.

My heart skipped a beat. I’d forgotten all about the damn thing. In all the chaos of saving Orian, getting Jasper settled with the wizards, and just going with the flow of hectic palace life, it had slipped my mind.

This was it. The happily ever after. All the problems were solved, and the story was over. If my job was to get Nylian to this point, that coin should have zapped me back to my old world and my old apartment. Or worse, my old dead body.

But I was here in bed with my fiancé.

Nylian swallowed hard and sat up. “Do you still have it? Did you ever give it to one of the royal wizards?”

I planted my hands on the mattress and pushed until I was sitting up as well, the blankets falling down to my lap. “I haven’t actually touched it since Ulmenor, but I felt it in the bottom of my bag when we were in Blackscar. After we got here, I just stuffed my bag in a drawer.”

We both looked over at the elegant white dresser with gold filigree on the far side of the room. In the very bottom drawer was that bag, along with some of the worn and ragged clothes I’d used during our long journey.

“May I see it?” Nylian inquired.

It seemed only fair, even if the thing made me nervous. The coin had brought us together. Maybe it wasn’t as evil as the Riverhold wizard claimed.

After sucking in a fortifying breath, I wrapped a blanket about myself and climbed out of bed, causing Nylian to snicker at my makeshift toga. Okay, so I was still a little shy, plus the air had grown colder with the steady approach of winter.

I kneeled and pulled open the drawer. It took some digging for me to locate the dirty bag, but I knew something was off as soon as I lifted it from the drawer. It was too light. My hand plunged into the bag, going directly for the hidden pocket, but it was empty.

“The coin’s gone!” I gasped.

Nylian was out of the bed in a flash and kneeling beside me. He grabbed the bag from my fingers and felt around in every pocket, turning the entire thing inside out.

“Someone stole it! How? Who knew about it?”

I shook my head, trying to replay all the millions of seconds that had passed since I’d last touched the sleek gold coin. “Just the four of us, I think. Well, and the wizard from Riverhold, but it couldn’t have been him. I don’t think we ever talked about it in front of Master Binx.” I lifted my gaze to Nylian’s puzzled expression. “It couldn’t have been Jasper or Adeline. I…I don’t think it was stolen.”

Nylian sat on the floor beside me, seeming oblivious to his nudity or the coldness of the tile floor on his bare bottom. “What do you mean? What happened to it?”

I shrugged. “Maybe it moved on to its next person to terrorize.” Nylian frowned and started to shake his head, but I grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Think about it. The damn thing just appeared in the gutter one day as I was walking by. My world doesn’t have wizards, so how the hell did it get in my path? I could have been meant to pick it up or it could have been luck. No idea. The point is that it’s gone, and I’m still here.” I leaned in and pressed my lips to his. “I will always be here with you.”

He kissed me back, his smile growing wider with every tender peck. “Here. Forever. Mine.”

“Forever yours,” I agreed.

The elf pulled away and cocked his head. “Shame I never got to see it. What did it look like?”

“It was a shiny gold coin about this big,” I said, holding up one hand with my thumb and index finger spaced about two inches apart. “I don’t remember any writing on it, but there was a bird with its wings spread. Sort of like a raven.”

Nylian caught my hand and turned it so that the signet ring I wore caught the flickering lamplight. “Like this raven?”

I huffed a laugh as I looked at the bird emblazoned on the onyx stone. “Yeah, a lot like that, actually.”

“And the other side?”

“A dragon.”

Nylian cackled and jumped to his feet. I stared at him until he extended his hand to me. I took it and let him pull me up as well.

“What?” I asked.

The elf’s hand shot out toward the bed, where a huge shield hung on the wall with the gold dragon of the Elrich family on it. The same dragon I’d seen a hundred times a day since coming to West Vale, and I’d never noticed that it matched the damn dragon design that graced the coin.

“Fuck. That’s it,” I breathed. Grinning at my fiancé, I grabbed the ends of my blanket and wrapped us both in it, pulling him in close.

“So, that proves it. We were always destined to be together.”

“We just needed a little magical help to get us there.”

Nylian snuggled in close, wrapping his arms around me and burying his face in my neck like an overgrown kitten. “It doesn’t matter if we’re together in this world or your world. I’m happy so long as I have you.”

Yes, my elf would always have me. Nylian was the love of my life, and nothing was ever going to separate us.

Not even crazy magic coins.
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Epilogue
COIN


Adam Lockhart is still an idiot.

If it weren’t for me interfering in his hopeless life, he’d still be wasting away in front of his computer. He should kiss my dragon in gratitude.

But I can’t spend any more time babysitting that man. Thank the gods he’s got Nylian to keep an eye on him.

I think I shall go “help” Wylder and Silvanir now.

Follow me to A Fae Called Wylder…
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Want to read more of Adam and Nylian?

I have three bonus short stories for the I Destroyed the Elf Prince’s Harem!

You can read “Meeting Dad” for free here on Prolific Works: https://claims.prolificworks.com/free/fJtBAIh5

You can also read “A Letter for Georgie” for free on my Patreon. Just become one of my followers: patreon.com/JocelynnDrake

And I also have short story “Stardust and French Fries” on my Patreon for my paid subscribers.
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New York Times Bestselling author Jocelynn Drake loves a good story, whether she is reading it or writing one of her own.

Over the years, her stories have allowed her to explore space, talk to dragons, dodge bullets with assassins, hang with vampires, and fall in love again and again.

This Kentucky girl has moved up, down, and across the U.S. with her husband.

When she is not hammering away at her keyboard or curled up with a book, she can be found walking her dog Ace or playing video games. She loves Bruce Wayne, Ezio Auditore, travel, tattoos, explosions, and fast cars.

Check out all her books at JocelynnDrake.com or join her newsletter and get regular updates on all upcoming books.
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Shiver • Shatter • Torch • Devour • Blaze • Fracture • Ignite • Rialto

Unbreakable Bonds Short Story Collections

Unbreakable Stories: Lucas • Unbreakable Stories: Snow • Unbreakable Stories: Rowe • Unbreakable Stories: Ian

Ward Security

Psycho Romeo • Dantes Unglued • Deadly Dorian • Jackson • Sadistic Sherlock • King of Romance • Killer Bond • Seth • Wicked Outlaw

Pineapple Grove

Something About Jace • Drew & Mr. Grumpy • All for Wesley

Weavers Circle

Broken Warrior • Wild Warrior • Blind Warrior • Tangled Warriors • Storm Warrior
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