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To anyone who’s ever struggled with feeling like they aren’t enough—

You are more than enough, just as you are. Come into your power, queens.


Content Warnings


This book contains depictions of violence, death, blood, minor gore, and witness trauma, mention of infidelity (not between the couple) and murder, themes of parental disappointment, kidnapping, as well as sexual content and situations that are not suitable for readers under eighteen years of age.


Spoiler Warnings


Readers averse to spoilers beware:

While this book can be read on its own, it is the second installment in a series of interconnected standalone romances featuring an overarching and interconnected external plot. As such, this book contains spoilers for the prior books in the series. For the best (spoiler free) experience, it is recommended that the series be read in order.

Happy reading!


[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


More on Renna's Website


For a clearer image of the maps, and an interactive, full color version of the Guide to the Inatian Noble Courts, click here to view on Renna’s website.


Prologue



ONE WEEK AGO—Keuron, Capital of Inatia, at High Keep

The servant knows to stay hidden tonight.

Maybe it’s intuition, or survival instincts, or even some guidance from the gods. Regardless, something warns her to take refuge in the shadows. Though she can’t place the feeling, or where it comes from, she knows better than to ignore it.

For starters, she probably shouldn’t be out of her room this late. If it was any other night, she would be in bed, sleeping. It’s hours after sunset, and High Keep’s halls are dark. Her path to the servants’ quarters is lit only by the candle in her hand.

But she’d been so busy with her chores that she’d skipped dinner, and couldn’t fall asleep, no matter how hard she tried. She’d laid in bed for what felt like ages, wide awake. The hunger pangs ravaging her stomach had made it so that she couldn’t take her mind off her body’s demands. So, she got out of bed and lit the candle waiting on her nightstand.

I’ll just go to the kitchens for a piece of bread, she’d reasoned with herself. I’ll be back to bed in no time.

Now that her hunger has been satisfied, the servant makes her way through the castle and back to her chamber. She climbs the first half of the main staircase and is about to start the second when a sound echoes in the foyer above.

That’s strange, she thinks. Who would be awake right now?

But then she smells something. It’s a foul, metallic smell that she can’t place right away.

Though, it only takes a moment before a single word fills her mind.

Blood.

Still in her veins where it belongs, the servant’s own blood goes cold. Fear skitters across her skin, and more than anything, she wishes she’d stayed in bed. Blowing out the candle, she presses her body to the wall. It’s hard to make out what exactly she sees at the top of the stairs, but she knows the signs of a struggle when she sees them.

Two bodies tangle with each other in the dark. They come from the East Tower, and she knows this can’t be right. Something is wrong. Only the High King and his personal guard are supposed to be in the East Tower.

One of the dark forms drags the other, leaving a trail of blood behind them. The first figure—a male, the servant realizes, noting the broadness of his shoulders—tugs and tugs and tugs.

It’s then that the servant realizes the second body is just that.

A body.

The male yanks the corpse one last time and hoists it up onto his shoulder. The servant clamps a hand over her mouth. Her stomach rolls over, knotted, and queasy. She thinks she will vomit.

But fear tightens its iron fist around her throat.

The servant doesn’t think she breathes, though, she knows that can’t be true. Indeed, she goes so still, it’s as if she’s a corpse herself. Pure survival instinct courses through her. She’s only human, after all. If she wants to live, then she can’t be seen, can’t be heard.

And the male…

The servant knows that he is fae because of the way he moves. No man, no human, could move the way he does. With lethal grace. His footsteps barely make a sound. She can only hear them because of how deathly still she is, her frozen hand clamped over her mouth.

She watches the male lift the corpse higher than she thought possible. She watches him summon wings, and fly upward, bringing the dead weight with him. And she watches him drive his sword through the dead male’s chest so hard, it nails him to the stone wall.

The servant thinks she will faint.

But she doesn’t. She watches. She waits. She doesn’t even blink.

The male takes something shiny, something metal, and places it beneath the corpse’s feet. As if summoned by her fear, the clouds covering the moon dissipate, and silvery moonlight shines through the windows. It illuminates the foyer, making the metal on the floor seem to glow.

Her breathing quickens.

Gods above, she thinks, in a terrified frenzy. She panics now. Survival is but a forgotten memory.

The metal on the floor, lying in a pool of blood, is not just any metal.

It’s a bronze crown. The crown of the High King.

The servant stares up in horror, unable to tear her eyes from the corpse’s face. She’s not close enough to see much detail, but even still, she knows who he is. The dead male, pinned to the wall, is not just any male.

He is—he was—Vorr, High King of all Inatia.

Then, the servant makes a horrible mistake.

She gasps.

The male—no, the murderer—knows she is there. His head snaps to her, the High King’s blood still splattered across his face. His dark cloak shields most of his defining features, but it doesn’t stop his red eyes from glowing like a demon’s in the moonlight.

It’s then the servant knows she’s going to die.

She doesn’t wait for the killer to wipe the blood from his face before she screams.


Chapter One



ONE WEEK LATER—Keuron, Capital of Inatia, at High Keep

Iresist the urge to draw my swords. Alas, they remain sheathed at my hips, one on either side. It’s been too long since I’ve trained, and I’m itching to hear the steel sing with each lunge.

Instead, I stroll up and down the training area, my arms hanging freely at my sides. About forty sweaty trainees—the High King’s Guard’s newest recruits—fill the space in unorganized clumps. Sweat gleams across their brows, along with any other exposed skin, while they spar. All hail from each of the kingdom of Inatia’s five Courts—Gold, Silver, Copper, Bronze, and Steel, my home Court.

The Courts are named for the precious metal they produce. Our lifeblood. The source of our prosperity, our livelihoods, and even the magic we’re blessed to wield. My chest swells with pride. There are just as many females as males, if not more. All those years ago, when I joined the Guard, there were so fewer females taking the oath with me. At the time, I was but one of five female trainees. It’s good to see how many more there are now.

As the Captain of the High King’s Guard, it’s my duty to oversee the training of our newest members. It’s a responsibility that I don’t take lightly. Here, in this room, the trainees will learn essential skills that they’ll rely on in defense of High Keep and the Inatian throne. I think back to my own training, and the lessons my mentor, Ceren Wrenthar, taught me. More than once, her teachings have kept me alive.

The attack one week ago was one of those times.

Anger twists in my abdomen, but I dismiss it with a single thought. Now is not the time.

Passing a sparring pair, I give them a nod of approval. “Good,” I muse, eyeing their form.

The trainees falter when they notice my attention on them.

“Focus,” I remind them. “Maintain your stances.”

They nod to me in acknowledgment, and then return to their match. Across the room from me, Sura Vilsdottyr, one of my most trusted lieutenants, does the same with other trainees. Out of my four lieutenants, Sura is the newest to the Guard. Still, she shows great promise. The moment she walked into this room among the incoming batch of trainees, I saw a spark in her. A strong will that burns like an undying flame. At the time, I was only a lieutenant myself, overseeing the training of the new recruits alongside Ceren, my greatest teacher and predecessor.

When Ceren ultimately decided to step down, she chose me as her successor. Trusting her judgment, High King Vorr appointed me as Captain of the High King’s Guard.

Now, I echo her teachings to a whole new generation of recruits.

I stop next to another pair of trainees. One of them, a light-haired female, furrows her brow with concentration. Tension gathers in her shoulders, the rigidness of her form slowing her movements.

“Relax your muscles,” I instruct, lightly tapping her upper arm. “Stay light on your feet.”

She nods, and then takes a deep breath. Her shoulders visibly loosen, and she shifts her weight between the balls of her feet.

“Better,” I tell her.

She flashes me a quick smile, before directing her attention back to her opponent.

Satisfied, I move past them, and look ahead to the next pair. On the opposite side of the training room, closer to Sura, the set of heavy, wooden doors opens, lightly scratching the stone floors when it does.

I glance that way. When I see who stands in the entry, I immediately bow my head.

In the threshold, stands Cryssa and Viridian Avanos—the High Queen and High King of Inatia.

Too focused on their sparring, it takes the trainees a moment to realize. But when they do, they lower their fists and drop into a bow. Nerves seem to radiate from them. Most, if not all, of the trainees before me haven’t been in the High King’s presence. It makes me recall my first encounter with the former High King—Viridian’s father, High King Vorr—when I’d arrived at High Keep.

My cheeks rise with the memory, though I keep my mouth closed. I’d been completely unprepared for my first audience with the king. Working up quite the sweat, every ounce of my attention had been on my opponent—their fists, jabbing at me and their exposed throat, where I planned to strike next.

So when my adversary had suddenly lowered their fists and straightened their back, I took that as my golden opportunity.

The male had broken into a coughing fit, sputtering. Ceren had merely cleared her throat behind me, and the stark silence that fell over the training room told me I’d missed something very important.

When I turned around, Vorr was there, watching me with a brow arched. There was an interest sparked in his eyes, though his expression betrayed none of it.

“Good morning, trainee,” was all he’d said.

I’d dropped into a bow. “Good morning, Your Majesty.”

Bringing myself back to the present, I shake my head a little, fighting my smile.

Now, Viridian offers the trainees a polite smile. To his right, Cryssa does the same, though she looks more amused by the trainee’s reactions to them than her husband and mate.

He meets my eyes. “Excuse the interruption, Captain. May we have a word?”

I dip my head in response, fighting the smirk that almost tugs at my cheeks. “Of course, Your Majesties.”

As one of my oldest friends, Viridian and I have gotten into all sorts of mischief over the years. He, and Myrdin, heir-apparent to the Copper Court, know me better than anyone. Yet, Viridian still insists on addressing me so formally in front of the trainees or the High King’s council—a formal body made up of representatives from each of the five Courts meant to advise the High King and Queen.

Viridian dips his head to me, the tightness of his smile pinching his lips, and steps into the hall, keeping Cryssa close by his side.

“As you were,” I announce to the trainees while I cross the room, picking up my pace. I lock eyes with Sura as I pass her. She dips her head, as if to say, “I’ll take care of things here.”

Pulling the double doors closed behind me, I step into the hall and join Cryssa and Viridian. “What’s so important that you’re interrupting my training?” I ask, keeping my tone light.

Viridian’s dark brows knit together. “I—we,” he corrects himself, glancing at Cryssa, “need to ask you something.”

I lean back a little and put my hands on my hips. “All right.” When he doesn’t say anything, I cross my arms. “Let’s hear it then.”

“We’ve decided to send representatives of the crown to each of the five Courts,” he starts. His eyes dart around, looking anywhere but at me. A sign that he’s nervous.

What could he need to ask me?

“After my father’s—after what happened to my father and the curse,” Viridian continues, evening his tone, “Cryssa and I need a strong presence outside of Keuron. To ease the beginning of our reign.”

I press my lips together, my jaw tightening. The end of Vorr’s reign was wrought with tension. So much so, that he’d ordered a complete lockdown on High Keep—no one in, and no one out.

That tension only worsened when he died.

One week ago, Viridian’s father was murdered.

Here.

In the castle.

Right under our noses.

And despite the lockdown order, the perpetrator vanished, seemingly without a trace, slipping right through our fingers like a sieve catching sand.

Less than two hours after Vorr was killed, angry, desperate humans stormed High Keep. Their numbers overwhelmed us, nearly killing Cryssa in the process. She took an iron arrow for Viridian, and in sacrificing herself for him, broke the curse that had been poisoning the land, infecting miners of a mysterious sickness, and draining the earth of the precious metals that are essential to the kingdom’s prosperity.

Since then, we’ve begun searching for Vorr’s murderer. But with the chaos that ensued that night, and the damage done to High Keep, repairs and caring for our own has taken precedence. Though I want nothing more than to find Vorr’s killer and make them pay for what they’ve done, my duty is to my people and my High King. Restoring High Keep to its former glory and caring for the wounded is my priority. My thirst for justice can wait.

For now.

Still, High Keep is restless. Fear permeates the castle walls. Even I look over my shoulder, clutching the hilts of my steel short swords when I do. Our sense of safety has been stolen from us, pierced by the blade that ended the life of our last king.

“You know how important it is that the people feel heard,” Cryssa adds, fire burning in her gaze. “The curse may be broken, but humans, our people, are uneasy. They don’t know us, or how we’ll rule.”

“Right,” Viridian agrees. “We’ve convinced the council to back this initiative. Now, more than ever, we need stability.”

“You don’t have to convince me,” I tell them. “You know I’ll always defend your command.”

Not that I’ve ever been one for politics. Making decisions that impact the lives of many on a much larger scale, navigating unclear, interpersonal matters…. It’s never been something I’ve been good at. If anything, I’ve made it my mission to steer clear of politics.

Fighting isn’t delicate the way politics are. There’s no need to decipher people and try to read between the lines, or to understand what’s been left unsaid. No, in combat, what you see is what you get. A skilled warrior can determine their opponent’s strengths and weaknesses just by looking at them. With politics, one can never tell what’s true and what’s not. Who is a threat, and who is an ally.

Cryssa and Viridian look at each other and then back at me expectantly.

Placing my hands on my hips, I straighten my back. Wariness settles into the back of my mind, and something in the way they’re looking at me tells me I won’t like what’s about to come next.

“So, what do you need me for?” I ask.

“We’d like you to be our representative in the Steel Court,” Viridian says slowly, as if to brace himself for my response.

I stare at him blankly. “What?”

“We’d like you to act on our behalf.” Viridian searches my expression. “It would require you to return to Illnamoor.” He swallows, before taking a breath. “To your mother’s Court.”

“You…” My voice trails off, and I swear my hands start to shake. With anger or panic, I can’t tell which. “You can’t be serious.”

“We’re serious, Lymseia,” Cryssa says, her voice soft. “We wouldn’t have come to you if we weren’t.”

I shake my head, my chest rising and falling with my quickening breaths. “Choose someone else,” I demand. “Anyone but me.”

Viridian exhales, as if he already knew this was coming. “There’s no one else. Your mother is Head of House. Her loyalties are to her Court, above all, as they should be. The very nature of her position means that we cannot rely on her to prioritize the crown’s goals above her own. And your sister…” He pauses. “I can’t say I know Vestella well enough.”

“Fine, not her then.” I frown. “There must be someone else.”

“Lymseia,” Viridian says, as though to beg me to reconsider. “Trust me, I know you don’t want this. You must believe that we wouldn’t have come to you if we had any other choice.”

Fighting the anxiety that grips my chest, I force myself to calm down. He’s right. I know that he’s right. I’m the clear choice. The best option. Still, the thought of returning to my mother’s Court has discomfort twisting in my abdomen. I’ve never felt at home there. Here, at High Keep, among the High King’s Guard, was the first place that I ever felt like I truly belonged.

And now Viridian wants me to leave.

“When would I be expected to depart?” I ask, reining in my emotions.

Viridian’s jaw tightens. “As soon as possible.”

I lower my voice. “How long would I be gone?”

“We don’t know,” Viridian admits. “However long it takes to reassure the human communities that the crown will not abandon them.”

“And however long it takes for the noble fae to accept our way of doing things,” Cryssa adds, a bitter edge to her tone. As a demi-fae that was raised human, Cryssa knows all too well what little regard most noble fae have for humans. It will take time to shift how the Courts, and the kingdom as a whole, is run.

The realization grips my stomach.

They want me to be away from High Keep indefinitely.

“But I have responsibilities here. You can’t just send me away,” I protest, crossing my arms. “I’m the Captain of the High King’s Guard.”

“We’ve granted you a higher position,” Viridian tells me, carefully observing my expression. “As a diplomat.”

“Then who will take my place?” I ask, pressing my palm to my brow. “You can’t pick just anyone.”

“We need someone we can trust. We need you, Lymseia,” Viridian pleads, his amber eyes genuine. “If you accept this assignment, then you will be solely responsible for choosing your successor. And we will appoint them without question. Deal?”

At High Keep, I continue to prove myself again and again. Each time I get back up after a fight, I prove myself a warrior. Back home, in Illnamoor, I’ve never been able to do that. I’ve never been able to win my mother’s favor. I’ve never been able to follow in her footsteps.

As a diplomat, I’ll fail.

Closing my eyes, I attempt to banish the image of the inevitable disappointment on my mother’s face. The phantom sting of it lingers on my cheeks, and it makes me feel like a child again.

I’m not the one for this. Gods above, I can’t be.

“What of Myrdin?” I ask, grasping for any excuse I can think of. “He’ll be terribly bored while I’m gone.”

“Myrdin’s already agreed to represent us in Redbourne,” Viridian says.

Opening my eyes, I curse under my breath. Of course, he has. Unlike me, Myrdin was born for this. Easy-going and light-hearted, he’s adept at navigating social situations. If there was anyone who could convince even the stubbornest noble fae to see reason, it would be Myrdin. He’s the clear choice for a diplomat to act on Cryssa and Viridian’s behalf. Besides, he’d much rather be in Redbourne, the Copper Court’s capital, and his home city. As much as he enjoys his time here in Keuron, he’d always choose Redbourne if given the option.

“Please, Lymseia,” Viridian says, desperation bleeding through his words. “Consider it, at the very least.”

“I am considering it,” I tell him through gritted teeth.

Cryssa touches her palm to his forearm and gives it a light, comforting squeeze. He turns his face to hers, meeting her eyes.

Gods be damned.

I can’t believe I’m actually going to do this.

But I can’t find it in myself to deny them. No matter how much I want to dig my heels into the stone and hold my ground.

“Fine,” I grumble. “I’ll do it. I’ll go to Illnamoor on your behalf.” Quickly, I add, “But I’m not going anywhere until my position is filled.”

“Very well.” Viridian—and Cryssa—sigh in relief. His eyes meet mine, shining with genuine gratitude. “Thank you.”

“Yes, yes, whatever.” I wave him off. “Don’t thank me until I return. There’s still time for you to regret appointing me as your representative.”

Viridian gives me a look like I’ve said something far-fetched. “There’s no one more capable for this position than you, Lymseia.”

I swallow.

“Tell us immediately once you’ve chosen your successor,” Viridian says, an air of authority coloring his words.

“Of course,” I reply with a bow of my head. “I won’t spare a moment.”

That seems to appease him. “Good.” His expression softens. “Thank you, again, Lymseia. You have no idea how much you’ve done for us already.”

I only nod and take a deep breath. He looks so sincere, so reassured, that I can’t bring myself to tell him that his faith in me is gravely misplaced. Sending me to Illnamoor, trusting me to make alliances on his and Cryssa’s behalf, will not bring peace to the realm.

If anything, my failure will become the very blade that shatters the kingdom.


Chapter Two



A FEW DAYS LATER—Nemos’s Pass, approaching the Steel Court’s Border

Waking up in a pool of blood isn’t how I imagined starting my morning.

Yet here I am.

If I’d have just ridden my horse with the guards—like I wanted to, all along—then I wouldn’t be in this predicament. No, I’d have sensed the ambush, and ambushed whoever was so bold as to attack us before the attacker even had the chance to strike.

But no. Viridian, damn him, had insisted that I take a carriage. Typical male behavior. And then, in the luxurious cabin, with plush cushions beneath my rear, I’d gone and fallen asleep.

Asleep.

Not that I’d be able to sense much inside the carriage, even if I had managed to stay alert. How Viridian and Cryssa suffer this superfluous bundle of plush is beyond me. It’s enough to soften a person’s resolve with one ride.

Ceren’s voice echoes in my mind, reminding me of her teachings. “You must always be aware of your surroundings, Lymseia. If you listen closely enough, even the walls can tell you something.”

Clearly, I was not listening closely enough. If Ceren was here, she’d be scowling at me with her hands on her hips. She wouldn’t be angry with me, of course. Just disappointed. I’ve always thought that was worse.

Fully conscious now, I’m able to tell the blood’s not mine, thank the gods. Still, blood isn’t a good sign.

Blood means fighting.

Blood means there’s a threat.

Alert, I lower myself from the seat and into a crouched position. I’m still in the carriage, so I can’t rise to my full height. My head throbs, and my knees are wet, slick with blood. How this much got inside the cabin, I don’t know.

The jagged rock walls on either side of the carriage tell me that we haven’t made it out of Nemos’s Pass—the narrow route through the Kjos Mountains, which act as a border between Keuron, Inatia’s capital city, and my home Court, Steel. I creep forward, careful not to slip in the blood that coats the floor, the weight of my steel short-swords at my sides bringing me comfort. With them at my disposal, I’ll be able to make quick work of whoever attacked us.

All the same, I’ll need to be cautious. Whoever my enemy is, they’ve likely come prepared. It’s unwise to strike before counting how many guards I have left. Which wasn’t many to start with. My journey home to Illnamoor is a diplomatic one. And, given the tight, rocky terrain in Nemos’s Pass, named for the God of Death himself, few dare to cross. I brought enough guards to hold off a minor skirmish with some lesser fae bandits or disgruntled humans.

I thought that would be enough.

I was wrong.

Inching closer to the edge of the carriage, I poke my head out. Bodies lie scattered across the road. From what I can tell, all of the guards accompanying me have been taken out. Sounds of a struggle echo some distance away, but after a moment or two, they go silent.

I move my hands to my swords’ hilts, but my movement is sluggish. Slow.

Too slow.

I’ve been sitting on my ass for however many hours. I shouldn’t be tired. The pain in my head drones on, pulsing in waves. It’s so strong that I wince.

Something’s wrong.

My guards are dead, and I didn’t hear any of it. Come to think of it, I didn’t hear anything at all. How could they have been slain without me hearing?

I used to sleep like the dead, back when almost nothing roused me. But Ceren trained that out of me. Over and over, she’d wake me in the middle of the night. First by pounding on my door. Then by opening it normally. By the end of our sessions, I’d wake the moment I detected even the softest footsteps outside my bedchamber. Now, even the slightest hint of movement wakes me.

Yet I somehow slept through six of my guards being slaughtered?

Moving forward, out of the carriage, I slowly touch my feet to the blood-soaked earth below me. Instead of finding my footing, I wobble. Dizziness clouds my vision, giving me the unsteady sensation that one might feel when traveling by water.

The horses whine, straining against their collars. Behind the carriage and coming toward me, footsteps slop through mud.

Instinctively, I stand and pull my swords from their sheaths. The steel blades sing softly when I do. The sound should bring me comfort. It usually does.

But now, I wish they were quieter. In this kind of silence—dead, heavy silence—I fear they’ll give me away.

I pause, cocking my head a little.

The footsteps slow ever so slightly, squishing in the soggy dirt. I’m not able to make out how many there are, but I know there’s more than one assailant headed my way.

Taking a deep breath, I shake my head as if that simple motion will somehow clear the fog from my vision.

It doesn’t.

“Fuck it,” I grumble. Blades swinging, I launch myself forward and round the carriage, past the back set of wheels. Without it to shield me, I’m exposed without cover.

The closest assailant—a lean fae male with cropped, chestnut brown hair—dodges back, his throat just barely missing my swords.

But I’m slow, and my movements are sloppy. It takes me too long to readjust after attacking, so he lands a strong kick to my abdomen in response. The blow has me staggering backward in a daze.

Recenter yourself, Ceren’s voice urges in my head. Find your balance.

I try, but I can’t seem to shake the dizziness that keeps thwarting my attempts.

I lunge again but miss.

One of the assailants moves to my left, while another blocks my right side.

I keep my twin blades drawn, eyeing them. The short, coppery-haired female on my left wields twin hand axes. Her muscular build makes up for what she lacks in height. The male on my right has his sword drawn. His curly golden-blond hair falls over his forehead, but it doesn’t spare me from the pointed look in his light green eyes.

I peer over the chestnut-haired male’s shoulder. Not far in front of us, stands a female with silvery-white hair that’s cut just below her chin, framing her face. Her brows are pinched tight—with focus or anger, though I can’t tell which—and she points the arrow that’s strung in her bow at me.

Angling down a little, I turn my head so that my chin is almost parallel with my shoulder and use my peripheral vision to see what’s behind me. Unsurprisingly, there’s another body at my back. A male with shaggy jet-black hair about a step’s length away. His arms are wrapped with swirls of black ink that go from his wrists, all the way up to his shoulders.

I can’t see his weapon, but the sharp edge to my back tells me he has one.

“There’s five of us, and one of you,” the chestnut-haired male says, leveling his stare. “And something tells me that by now, you can’t even walk straight.”

“You don’t know anyth—” I step forward, but wobble, losing my balance yet again.

My assailants move closer on all sides, making my head spin.

What in the gods’ names is wrong with me? I shouldn’t be so lightheaded. So dizzy, so disoriented. It feels as though I’ve been drinking, even though I haven’t touched a goblet of wine in months.

Perhaps years.

Something else is to blame.

Gods, I’ve been drugged.

That’s why I didn’t hear the bloodshed. Why I slept for so long. How did I not realize this sooner?

I swing one of my blades, but the male to my right grabs my wrist, holding my arm in place. I struggle against his grip, but he squeezes tighter, forcing me to drop my sword. The motion has me swaying toward him, and my other sword slips from my hand.

Hands grip my shoulders from behind, and I unwillingly go limp. Anger boils in my chest, but the disappointment that sinks in my stomach is much stronger. I should have been smarter. More careful. Somewhere along the line, I let my guard down, and now, good, loyal members of the Guard are paying the price for my carelessness with their blood.

How could I have let this happen?

The chestnut-haired male takes another step closer. The last thing I see is his fist quickly approaching my face before everything goes dark.


Chapter Three



Agony burns in my forehead when I come to. It’s a dull, deep kind of pain. A pounding that seems as though it will never cease. I’m not usually one to complain. When I became Captain of the High King’s Guard, I didn’t need anyone to tell me that pain came with the position. Bruises, gashes, and scars are common marks upon the skin of a warrior. Rites of passage, as I like to call them.

Sharp, sudden pain, the kind that is over with quickly, is manageable. But dull, steady, long-standing pain?

That, I’ve never handled well.

The last time I woke up with a headache like this, Myrdin, Viridian, and I had nearly drank ourselves under the table at the winter solstice ball. That was one year before my appointment. At the time, I had been training under Ceren for a few years. We stayed at the ball long enough to make appearances, as dictated by custom, and then took a few bottles down to the kitchens once all the servants had retired for the night. If Ceren had any suspicions about what the three of us had been up to that night, she never voiced them.

Good times.

But this headache has a very different cause.

Disoriented, I rise to a sitting position, pressing my palm to the side of my head when I do. Confusion settles in for a moment, when I can’t remember what happened, where I am, or how I got here.

I don’t even know where here is.

My last memory is of the ambush. My guards’ blood soaking the ground. Enemy combatants surrounding me.

They drugged me.

Gods above. I’m in enemy territory.

At the thought, my body goes rigid. Eyes wide, I swivel my head around. I’m in a tent, sitting on a bedroll. There’s a wool blanket in a pile by my feet, strewn about as if it had been laid over me initially, but got kicked off while I slept. There’s another bedroll next to the one I’m on. I won’t call it “mine” because I’m not staying here long enough to use it again.

My hands immediately go to my hips. Of course my twin blades no longer rest in their sheaths. A gift from Ceren, I’ve worn them nearly every day, only parting with them when I absolutely need to. I feel bare without them.

Despite the lingering ache in my head, I swiftly lift myself onto my feet and into a crouched position. Luckily, whatever haze clouded my mind the day of the ambush is gone. My mind is clear, calculated. The way it should have been.

I swallow a wave of guilt. If I had been thinking like this then, my guards would be alive.

But I can still avenge them.

Driving the thought from my mind, I inch toward the tent’s opening. Looking through the slit in the material, I can make out two more tents outside, arranged in a circular position around a campfire. The smell of meat roasting graces my nostrils, directing my eyes to some kind of game suspended above the flames. I can’t see anyone in my line of sight, but I’d be a fool to think they would leave their kill unattended while it roasts. Tall pine trees surround the camp, indicating we’re in the forests of the Steel Court.

I’m home.

It’s been days, then, since I left Keuron.

I know it’s a long-shot, but I look around the tent to see if there’s anything I can use. Bedrolls, blankets, and a thin pillow. As I expected, nothing that can pose as a half-decent weapon. The fact there’s no lantern, not even an empty one, tells me that I’m in the company of other fae. With our heightened eyesight, we can see more in the dark at close distances than humans can. Though, light is still beneficial.

I mutter a curse. I’ll have to go out there with my bare hands alone.

I shake the tension from my shoulders. Weaponless, I’ve taken many a male down before. What’s a few more?

With keen eyes, I lift the tent flap slightly, cocking my head to listen for anyone outside. When I’m sure that I can’t hear any signs of movement in the immediate area, I move underneath the flap, keeping my body low to the ground.

Scanning my surroundings, I duck beside the tent to take cover behind it. The raised hairs on the back of my neck won’t let me relax just yet. The campfire is out of my view, so if anyone comes back to check the roast, they won’t see me.

But I won’t see them, either.

My warrior’s instincts rise to the forefront of my mind, clearing it of any conscious thought. With my mind silent, I can hone my focus on my senses. I’ll need to react quickly, but cautiously, if I want to escape unseen.

My knees begin to ache in protest, but I don’t straighten my legs. Instead, I inch my body further along the length of the tent, careful to be light on my feet so I don’t give away my position. When I reach the end of the tent, I pause, cocking my head to listen. Only the sounds of the forest meet me. Except for an occasional scurry of an animal, or the rustle of pine needles in the wind, no noises draw my attention.

I strain to hear more, but I can’t detect an enemy nearby. Neither can I confirm that there isn’t someone lying in wait. There’s too many unknowns. I can’t be sure I won’t be seen, but I don’t have any other choice.

It’s now or never.

In one motion, I rise to my full height and break into a run.

Curses ring out behind me. Then footsteps pound the earth in my wake.

“Shit,” I pant, urging myself forward, thighs burning when I increase my speed. But I don’t let up. The footsteps diverge behind me, now coming from three directions—left, right, and directly behind me.

And they’re gaining.

Hands grasp my shoulders and tug me backward, catching strands of my blue-black hair beneath them. My momentum works against me, knocking me off balance, and my back slams into a wall of muscle. Strong arms wrap around my torso, pinning my own arms to my sides. I squirm and writhe, but I’m effectively restrained.

“I have to admit,” an airy, masculine voice says in my ear, his breath hot on my neck, “I didn’t think you’d be bold enough to run.”

“Then it seems you don’t know who you’ve kidnapped,” I breathe, inhaling his scent—spruce, mingled with that of the air just before a storm. Without warning, I drop to my feet, making myself dead weight in the stranger’s arms.

That catches my kidnapper off guard. He nearly falls but manages to recover his balance. Still, he’s not fast enough. I take advantage of his disorientation and drive my elbow into his abdomen. Hard. He releases me, sucking in a breath. I move to run again, but two figures converge in front of me, blocking my path.

Hardening my expression, I narrow my eyes.

I recognize the figures. They’re two of the fae that cornered me the day of the ambush at Nemos’s Pass—the chestnut-haired male, and the dark-haired one with the intricate tattoos.

The former merely stares me down, while the other glares at me with his arms crossed. The one that restrained me is still standing behind me. He’s near enough now that the warmth of his body sends a trickling sensation down my spine as he takes another step closer to me.

“I would watch who you’re speaking to,” the chestnut-haired male warns.

“Oh really?” I reply, sarcasm dripping from my words. I don’t give a damn about who’s standing behind me. He could be one of the gods themselves, for all I care. “And why on the gods’ green earth would I do that?”

“Because the male you’re speaking to,” he says, eyes flicking behind me to the person whom he clearly feels the need to defend, “is the heir-apparent to the Silver Court. Lord Asheros of House Larmanne.”


Chapter Four



“Asheros Larmanne? I must not have heard that right,” I say, my voice rising in volume more and more with each word. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“I assure you, Lady Wynterliff,” the voice behind me says, with a casually cool sort of quality. “This is not an attempt at humor.”

I whirl around, my eyes throwing daggers at my target once my focus lands on him.

Gods be damned, they’re not poking fun. Standing before me, dressed in a gray-blue dress coat, unbuttoned to reveal a billowy white shirt underneath, is the one and only heir-apparent to the Silver Court.

Asheros Larmanne.

White-blond hair falls over his forehead in silky waves that end just above his cheekbones, framing his long, regal face. The pale, crystal blue of his eyes is striking against his warm, sun-kissed skin tone, making them seem lighter than they truly are. His jaw is mostly clean shaven, though shadowed with stubble. And his mouth—straight and serious, as though he’s waiting for me to make my next move, before he says anything.

I take a step forward. “I can have you arrested for treason.”

Asheros doesn’t flinch, his posture relaxed, and though I’m not short for a female by any means, he’s still a head taller than me. So much so, that he cranes his neck down to look at me.

We’re so close that if I leaned forward on the tips of my toes our noses might touch.

“Kidnapping a diplomat acting on behalf of the High King isn’t a smart move, my lord.” Bitterness bleeds through my words. “Never mind killing esteemed members of the High King’s Guard.”

Feet shuffle behind me.

Asheros merely holds up his palm, and the shuffling stops. Doing nothing to widen the distance between us, he slides that crystal-blue stare to mine. “I’m aware.”

“Why do any of this?” I frown, my mouth curling with anger. “You’re—You were loyal to Viridian. To your High King.”

Asheros and his father—Lord Eldred, the current Head of House Larmanne and ruler of the Silver Court—serve on the High King’s council, with Myrdin and his father, Tanyl, as well as the other Heads of House and heir-apparents representing the five Courts of Inatia. Myrdin and Tanyl represent House Tarrantree and the Copper Court; Lady Maelyrra and her son, Nisroth, House Pelleveron and the Gold Court; my mother, and my sister, Vestella, House Wynterliff and the Steel Court; and though they’re High King and Queen, Viridian and Cryssa represent House Avanos and the Bronze Court.

Asheros, of all people, should know how important this diplomatic mission is—he was there when Viridian and Cryssa discussed it with the council, no doubt. I can’t wrap my mind around why he’d kidnap me. When now, more than ever, Viridian and Cryssa need to be represented in each of the five Courts. Asheros knows that. Hell, he’s probably supposed be in Greyhelm—the capital of the Silver Court, and his home city—on their behalf, too.

I clench my jaw.

Vorr’s curse was brought upon him by an unnamed sorceress after he took something that wasn’t his to take. The curse affected humans more so than the fae, and when the ruling class failed to alleviate their suffering, tensions amidst the Courts’ human communities escalated. Now that the curse is broken, and Viridian and Cryssa sit on the throne, things have begun to change. Still, noble fae are hesitant to accept the changes that come with Cryssa and Viridian’s rule. And though the crown is trying to bridge the gap between noble fae and humans, that change is slow moving.

Humans are distrustful of the noble fae reigning over them, and those fae look down at the humans in their care. Already, noble fae have voiced their dissatisfaction with Viridian’s view of humans and their place in society. My role as a diplomat is meant to ease these adjustments, to show the humans in the Steel Court that the crown does hear and care about them. And, though Viridian has never voiced this aloud, I know my position there is meant to keep the noble fae in line.

I gave up my title as Captain of the High King’s Guard for this.

Now, by kidnapping me, Asheros stands in my way. I don’t know him well. Our only interactions were polite small talk in passing when he and his father came to High Keep for council meetings. Any respect I’d had for him up until now is gone. Shriveled up and withered away like dust.

Crossing my arms, I move about a pace backward. “Well?”

Asheros says nothing, merely pressing his lips together into a fine line.

Seamlessly, the males standing at my back move around me, breaking from each other’s sides like the splitting of a stream, and take their place beside Asheros. They eye me warily, hanging onto each of my movements, as if they’re waiting for me to do something rash.

With my patience growing thinner by the minute, I ask, “You’re truly not going to answer me?”

His jaw ticks, and his eyes fall to the ground.

I spit at his feet. “I despise you.”

The male to his left with the swirling tattoos covering the length of his arms lurches forward, his hands clenched into fists by his sides.

I stare him down, silently daring him to take a swing at me.

But Asheros merely holds his arm out in front of him, not once taking his eyes off me. “Stand down, Ronan.”

To his left, the male, Ronan, grits his teeth, but obeys.

Looking at me, Asheros raises the crown of his head and lowers his arm. “I don’t care what you think of me.”

“Perhaps you should.” Holding my ground, I don’t shy from his gaze. “I’m not someone to make your enemy.”

He cocks his head, the corner of his lip perked up into something between a sneer and a smirk. “I’ll take that risk.” He gestures to my hips. “You’re not so formidable without your singing blades, Captain.”

Fury boils my blood. “You pompous, haughty—”

“Easy there, Bladesinger,” Asheros says, with a full-on smirk. His amusement sparks a fire inside me. “I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.” I don’t have time to respond to his nickname for me before he flicks two fingers in my direction. “Restrain her.”

Before I can move away, Ronan and the chestnut-haired male take hold of my upper arms. Their grip on me is iron-tight, and I feel my cheeks flush red. Just before they can drag me back to the camp, heat vibrates in my chest, sending jitters rippling across my skin.

Eyes wide, I look to my arms, where a warm, orange glow glimmers around me. Steadily, it grows in strength, until it’s so bright, I look like a burning star.

Dread sinks to the bottom of my stomach.

I let out a forced exhale. “You have got to be joking.”

The males gripping my upper arms freeze, their faces going pale at the sight of me. They look at each other first, and then turn back to their master.

I swallow the lump in my throat and look over my shoulder, following their line of sight. The same burning light that surrounds me shines from within Asheros, as if he and I are made from the same kind of celestial matter. He holds his palms out in front of him, eyes cast down at them. The hardness of his jaw and flexed muscles tells me he doesn’t like what he sees.

Well, that makes two of us.

The matching orange glow surrounding Asheros and I can only mean one thing: Theelia, the Goddess of Fate, has blessed us. Marked us as fated. This is her way of telling us that our fates are bound, and our relationship with each other will fall into one of two categories: lovers, or killers.

The unavoidable truth pierces me like a blade through my chest.

Asheros Larmanne will be my mate, or my murderer.

That is, if I don’t kill him first.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I mutter, forcing myself to look away from him. “Why now?” Why didn’t Theelia make her will known before? Why mark us as fated at all? What greater purpose could our bond serve?

A long, heavy silence hangs between us. Even the forest itself seems to go still in the wake of the goddess’s message.

More than anything, I wish I hadn’t taken Viridian’s gods-damned diplomat position. I should have remained at High Keep, acting as Captain of the High King’s Guard. Maybe then, the guards I took with me through Nemos’s Pass would still be breathing, and this, being fated to the very male to blame for their deaths, would never have happened.

Asheros inhales, leveling his tone. “It would appear that you and I are fated, Bladesinger.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Careful, now,” he says, a coy smile playing at his mouth. “I might be the last thing you see before you take your final breath.”

I glower at him, tensing my muscles. The males restraining me adjust their stances, stopping me from going straight for Asheros’s throat.

“Savell,” Asheros says to the chestnut-haired male, “return her to my tent and see to it that she stays there.”

So, it was his tent I woke up in earlier. The thought turns my stomach.

Savell dips his head to Asheros, and then I allow him and Ronan to haul me back to the camp. It’s fruitless to make demands, especially now that they know it’s highly probable that I’ll be the one responsible for their lord’s death. Instead, I make it my mission to cause their task to be as troublesome as possible, kicking and wriggling the whole way. Much to my satisfaction, the males on either side of me wince with annoyance while they try to wrangle my flailing limbs.

“This one’s more trouble than she’s worth,” Ronan grunts. “I can already tell.”

“You flatter me,” I retort, without relaxing my efforts to make their lives difficult.

Ronan just grumbles under his breath, and he and Savell throw me back into Asheros’s tent.

“Do us all a favor, and stay there,” Savell demands.

“Funny that you think I’ll be doing you any favors,” I counter.

Neither of them says anything, opting instead to let the tent flap fall.

I drop to my stomach, eyes peeled on the barely existent gap between the tent and the ground. Sure enough, I see a pair of feet at the front of the tent. I rise to a crouch and make my way to the back of the tent, lifting it just high enough to see the ground outside.

I curse.

They have this side under guard, too.

“Nice try.” Ronan laughs. “You’re staying here as long as Asheros says you are.”

My nostrils flare.

Like hell I am.

My body goes still at the sound of more footsteps outside the tent. I crawl back to the front and slow my breathing so I can listen.

“Theelia blessed the two of ya?” a gruff-sounding female voice asks.

A sigh. “Yes,” Asheros admits.

“Keeping her alive is risky,” a male says, his tone matter-of-fact. Savell.

“Extremely risky,” Ronan adds.

“We already run the risk of her running back to Keuron and telling the High King who we are,” another female voice says. This one is smoother than the first. “But now, she has the potential to be even more of a threat.” A pause. “It’s not too late to stop this. There has to be another way we can—”

“No,” Asheros says firmly. “Now that we have her, we need her alive. If any of you touch a single hair on her head, you will answer to me. Have I made myself clear?”

A chorus of grunts and grumbles echoes in response. They agree, but they don’t sound very happy about it.

Pushing myself back onto my rear, I move as far away from the tent’s flap as I can. I can’t—or rather, don’t want to—believe what I just heard. Asheros needs me alive for something. And I know that whatever that something is, it can’t be good.

Being fated to each other only complicates things.

My heart starts pounding when I realize that I don’t know how long it’s been since the ambush. I should be farther along on my journey to Illnamoor by now. I should have already sent a status report back to Viridian. He and Cryssa will be wondering what’s happened to me.

The political situation after Cryssa and Viridian’s rise to power is already delicate enough—it always is when a new leader takes the throne, but even more so in the wake of Vorr’s curse. The last thing we need is for more tension to arise when the rest of the kingdom learns I’ve gone missing.

Viridian trusted me to act on his behalf. I wrap my arms around my knees, pulling them to my chest, and rest my chin on my forearms. Guilt surges through me, winding itself into a knot in the pit of my stomach.

Remembering how hard he worked to convince me to accept the position, I press my lips together. A role in politics has never been something I wanted for myself, and it’s not an area I’m particularly strong in. As the second-born, I’ve always known I’ll never become Head of House, like my sister Vestella when our mother dies. Because of that, politics was never something I needed to concern myself with, let alone want.

“If you accept this assignment, then you will be solely responsible for choosing your successor. And we will appoint them without question. Deal?”

True to his word, Viridian had kept his end of the bargain. He’d let me choose my successor, Sura, and I remained at High Keep until she’d officially taken my place. Now, it’s time I follow through on my end. My High King—my friend—needs me.

At the very least, I have to try.

Whether I want it or not, I have a job to do. And I’ll be damned if I let Asheros Larmanne stop me from doing it.

Even if it means I have to kill him to get it done.


Chapter Five



Irefuse my dinner that night.

And the next.

On the third night, the short, gruff-sounding female approaches my tent, with a wooden bowl in her hand. There’s some kind of broth within it, still steaming from the campfire. She holds the tent’s flap open with her shoulder, arm outstretched with the bowl waiting in her palm. Her coppery hair hangs wild around her round face, though most of it has been pulled back into a low ponytail at the base of her head. An orange shade similar to her hair, her eyes remind me of a falcon’s—calculating and predatory.

I remember her from the ambush—she’s the one that wields dual hand axes.

Scowling at her, I make no move for the bowl.

“Fine,” she says, her voice thickly accented. I can’t tell what region she’s from, but I know it’s not mainland Inatia. “Be like that.”

She steps back, letting the tent flap fall to shield me from the camp outside. I haven’t left since Savell and Ronan dragged me back after—

After Theelia made it known that Asheros and I are fated.

I needed this time to plan my escape, I reason with myself. The next time I make my move, I won’t get caught.

My stomach growls in protest.

I was stupid to refuse the food. But if I’m being honest with myself, I’m only partly rejecting it out of spite. The truth is, even if I wanted to, I don’t think I’d be able to eat. My body is on edge, tension gripping my bones. Every so often I have to remind myself to loosen my shoulders, otherwise they’d be up to my ears. And though my stomach grumbles in hunger, the thought of consuming anything makes nausea roil in my abdomen.

Asheros’s words replay in my mind.

“If we want to do this successfully, then we need her alive.”

I swallow.

“We need her alive.”

Why in the gods’ names would he need me alive? Me, the second-born daughter? Me, the former Captain of the High King’s Guard? In the grand scheme of things, I’m no one of consequence. Not politically, anyway. My usefulness comes from my closeness with Viridian. Perhaps it’s Viridian that Asheros is after, and he’s using me to do it. Because of the two of my mother’s daughters, Vestella would be the more likely target if he was making a political move. She’s the heir-apparent, not me.

And what could any of this have to do with our bound fates?

The voices outside my tent pull me from my thoughts. “Again?” A smooth, masculine voice asks.

Asheros.

“Again,” comes a gruff-sounding, feminine reply.

“Let me try.” Asheros says, “Thank you, Gryska.”

Gryska.

So that’s her name. It only confirms my suspicion that she’s not from mainland Inatia. Names like that aren’t common around here. Not in the Steel Court, at least.

A head of silky, white-blond hair pokes through the tent’s opening, and the rest of Asheros’s body comes into view when he steps inside. He’s wearing a white shirt that hangs loose on his torso, the thin fabric doing little to hide his leaned, toned abdomen. The “V” shaped neckline frames his chiseled collarbones, his tanned chest visible underneath. Black leather pants hang low on his hips, his shirt untucked.

Furrowing my brow, I harden my jaw.

Leaning down because he’s too tall to fit inside the tent at his full height, Asheros walks in and sits down next to me. He places the bowl on the ground beside him and then his hands move toward me.

“Don’t touch m—”

Before I can finish, he gently presses my shoulders down, returning them to a normal level. “At ease, Bladesinger. No harm will come to you here.” His eyes find mine. “I promise.”

Without meaning to, I take a deep breath and release the tension lingering in my body. “For now,” I counter, a sharp edge undercutting my words. “Until whatever you need me alive for has come to fruition.”

Asheros sighs and looks away from me. His hands slip from my shoulders. “You heard us talking the other night.”

“It’s your fault for being so loud.”

He lets out a breathy chuckle. “Fair enough.” He looks at me as though he’s expecting me to respond. “I’m willing to bargain with you,” Asheros starts when I don’t say anything. The planes of his face have gone utterly serious, and that sly, cunning air about him is nowhere to be found. Still, with him, it’s hard to be sure. “A truce. If you don’t attempt to kill me, then I won’t attempt to kill you. As long as I’m safe with you, you will be safe with me and my companions.” He pauses, searching my expression. “Do we have a deal?”

Pressing my lips together, I exhale through my nose. “Deal.”

Asheros nods, though his expression doesn’t shift, still staring at me with a pensive look playing at his mouth.

Despite our agreement, we both know the truth. If we’re not mates, then one of us is bound to kill the other. As of right now, we don’t know which will come to pass.

“Come,” Asheros says, holding out his palm. “Dine with us.”

I stare at his hand for a long while, and then, for some gods-damned reason, I take it.

He picks up my bowl with his free hand, and then leads me out of the tent. The others are sitting on downed logs that act as benches with their own bowls of broth in hand. Savell, Ronan, and a curly, golden-blond-haired male sit on one, while the two females—the coppery-haired Gryska, and a white-haired female with a longbow strung across her back—sit on the other.

They turn to look at us when we approach. I quickly yank my hand from Asheros’s, but not before the others see. A flicker of emotion crosses his face when I do—something akin to disappointment or rejection—but he composes himself before I can determine which.

“I’d like to introduce you all to our guest, Lady Lymseia Wynterliff,” Asheros announces.

I roll my eyes.

Guest.

He says it like it’s my choice to be here. Not that he’s holding me captive against my will.

I have half a mind to tell him that to his face.

The fae seated around the fire slow their movements, though many still cradle their bowls close to their bodies. I can’t tell whether they’re happy to meet me, or if they’d rather strike me down where I stand.

Either is a legitimate option.

“You’re already acquainted with Savell Wrenwrith and Ronan Darir,” Asheros says, looking at me while ignoring his companion’s reactions.

Savell dips his head, and Ronan lifts his chin by way of greeting.

Asheros slides his attention to the golden-haired male. “This is Orim Brennor.”

Brennor…

The name sounds familiar, but I can’t place how I know it.

Orim gives a little wave, flashing me a sweet grin. “It’s good to meet you.”

“Same to you.” I force a polite smile. Though, judging by the look on Savell and Ronan’s faces, I don’t think it comes across the way I intended.

“Next, meet Gryska Xellamora.” Asheros gestures to the coppery-haired female with the heavy accent.

Seeming as if she can’t be bothered, Gryska merely grunts a short “Hello” in between mouthfuls of soup.

“And last, but certainly not least,” Asheros continues, turning to the white-haired female sitting beside Gryska, “is Kheldryn Vaslythe—the best archer you’ll ever meet.”

Kheldryn chuckles with a roll of her fern-green eyes. “You speak too highly of me.”

“And you think too little of yourself,” Asheros counters. His eyes linger on her for a moment, and it stirs an uncomfortable feeling in my stomach.

I suddenly have the urge to slam my fist into Kheldryn’s jaw, if it means she’ll stop looking at him like that.

Ceren’s voice echoes in my mind.

“Do not let your emotions get the better of you. Yielding yourself to them means that you are not in control.”

Immediately silencing the thought, I turn my face to the campfire. I take a deep breath and banish the twinges of jealousy threatening to sink their claws into me.

I’m in control. Asheros Larmanne has no hold over me. There’s no reason for me to be so…possessive where he’s concerned.

I take the bowl with my dinner from Asheros and lift it to my mouth to sip.

Asheros raises his brows when I do, and then touches his palm to the back of his neck.

I ignore him, swallowing another mouthful of broth. It wasn’t ladylike behavior, but I’ve never claimed to pay attention to etiquette. I’ve never had to. Though, if I ever make it to Illnamoor, I will need to conduct myself like a lady.

I wrinkle my nose.

With the introductions out of the way, the others return to their conversations, acting as if I’m not here.

Good.

It’ll save me the trouble of having to play nice.

“Do you dislike it?”

My head snaps to the voice. “What?”

“You’re scowling into your broth.” Asheros points to the bowl in my hands, now holding one of his own. “Do you dislike it?”

“Ah—that.” I tilt my head back in understanding. Then I shrug. “I’ve had worse.”

He cocks his head, as if I’ve piqued his interest. “Have you?”

“Yes,” I tell him, my tone even. “When I was training to be a member of the Guard, there was a time I lived off gruel—morning, noon, and night.”

Asheros furrows his brow, that usually straight mouth of his curled into a frown. “You can’t be serious. How are you to train hard if you’re malnourished?”

“It’s a test of willpower,” I explain, glancing at him while we eat. I wipe my mouth with the back of my sleeve. “To see who’s strong-minded enough to endure. After the first four weeks, they switch our meals to steamed meat and vegetables.”

“Ah. Do many pass this test?”

“Less than you’d think.”

“Interesting.” He redirects his attention to his broth, tipping his head back as he sips. “In that case, I’ll have to tell Orim that you enjoyed the soup.”

It doesn’t come as a surprise that the cheery, golden-haired male is the one to thank for the meal. I can’t imagine any of the others being much good of a cook.

Neither one of us says anything for a moment.

Then Asheros breaks the silence. “Are you always this tense?”

“Only when I’m in enemy territory.”

Feigning pain, he leans back and raises a hand to his chest. “You wound me, Bladesinger.”

“Where even are my blades?” I ask, my voice sharp. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost them.”

I’m only half-joking, but the thought of my steel blades being lost somewhere strikes a pang in my chest.

Asheros narrows his eyes and then straightens his mouth. “Rest assured, I haven’t lost them.”

“But you won’t be giving them back to me, either.”

“I do have some self-preservation instincts, Lady Wynterliff.”

“I think I prefer Bladesinger.”

His mouth perks with interest. “And why is that?”

“If you return my blades, then maybe I’ll tell you.”

A smirk tugs at Asheros’s lips, as if I’ve entertained him somehow. “Fair enough.”

“How long has it been since the ambush?” I ask, hoping to change the subject. It feels strange to be speaking so freely with my captor. I don’t want to push my luck, but it can’t hurt to ask. If I can find out how long it’s been, then perhaps I can figure out how far we are from the border between Keuron and the Steel Court. There may already be search parties out looking for me.

Asheros straightens his mouth, pressing his lips together like he’s choosing his words very carefully. “Long enough.”

Damn him.

Perhaps he’s smarter than he looks. Maybe even much smarter. A serpent hiding behind a pretty boy face.

Asheros holds out his hand as if to take my bowl. I make no move to give it to him, instead opting to add it to the growing stack by the campfire myself.

He exhales, shaking his head a little, and then places his bowl on top of mine.

Having already deposited their dirty bowls, the others stand and murmur their “goodnights” before trailing off to their tents. Orim, Savell, and Ronan filter into one, while Kheldryn and Gryska head to the other.

A half-smile playing at his lips, Asheros gestures in front of him with both hands. “After you.”

He wants to herd me back into his tent like some sort of prize?

As if I’d willingly share a tent with this male.

I glare at him.

But he doesn’t falter. He stares me down, meeting my glare with a completely unbothered look of his own. If anything, my resistance seems to amuse him.

I cross my arms. “You can’t make me do anything.”

“You’re right,” Asheros admits. “I can’t. But I’m perfectly happy to stand here with you all night.”

Clenching my jaw, I ball my hands into fists. “You wouldn’t stand here all night.”

That sly smirk tugs at his mouth. “I think you’ll find that my endurance is near limitless.”

Limitless endurance…

Shivers trickle down my abdomen, ending between my thighs.

Don’t you dare finish that thought, Lymseia.

His wicked grin widens as if he knows exactly where my impure mind went. It only fuels the frustration pulsing through me. My nostrils flare, and I hold eye contact, refusing to be the first to break.

But just as he warned, Asheros seems perfectly content for us to stand here and stare at each other all gods-damned night.

I groan. “You’re so—”

“Dashing? Irresistible?” He interjects, voice light with humor.

And he dares to mock me, too?

My frown deepens. “Incredibly aggravating,” I retort, before storming into the tent.

Asheros chuckles behind me.

I head to the corner on my side of the tent, intending to stay as far away from him as possible. Why I let this male get under my skin is beyond me. He’s the only one in the realm with the unique ability to muddle my mind.

It seems Asheros does have some common sense because he doesn’t comment. Seemingly unbothered by me, he prepares his bedroll and pulls back the blankets so he can lie down. Lying flat on his back, he lets out a soft exhale and rests his head on his palms.

I do my best not to notice the way it makes his forearms and chest flex, suppressing the blush I feel stinging my cheeks.

What in the gods’ names is wrong with me?

I can’t let myself get distracted. That was the first thing Ceren taught me when I started training. Distraction leads to sloppiness. Sloppiness gets people killed.

“Out there, beyond the castle walls, your enemy will want you to be distracted,” Ceren had said to my group of trainees. “Out there, in the heat of battle, distraction is lethal. Listen closely, because the most important thing I can ever teach you is this: don’t, under any circumstances, lose focus.”

Whatever it is that makes me react to Asheros this way, is a test. A test of focus. Because that’s all Asheros Larmanne is.

A distraction.

Willing my body to shed the heat that lingers on my skin, I lie down on my bedroll, turning on my side so that my back faces Asheros, then pull the woolen blanket over myself. I close my eyes and clear my mind. I have no intention of going to sleep.

This is my window of opportunity to escape.

The longer I stay here, the more distracted I’ll be. I can’t have that. I have responsibilities. Matters of grave importance that I need to attend to. Staying here isn’t an option.

Not when Viridian’s crown and his fragile peace hang in the balance.

Inhaling deeply, I slow my breathing to make it seem like I’ve fallen asleep. I wait a few moments, listening closely for movement. Asheros’s own breathing falls into an even rhythm, and judging by the lack of rustling I hear, he won’t be moving any time soon.

I wait, the time stretching until I’m sure he’s asleep.

Now’s my chance.

I open my eyes, lingering a moment for my eyesight to adjust to the darkness surrounding me. Careful not to make a sound, I pull my blanket back, placing it down gently.

So far, so good.

Touching my fingers to my bedroll, I lift myself onto my feet. My torso is curled over my knees, in a crouched position. Of course, the tent is void of weapons. The bastard. All the same, I could end him with my bare hands alone. Yet without evidence of his treachery, all I’d do is potentially start a war. Killing him now isn’t an option.

But escape is.

I pause again to make sure I haven’t woken Asheros.

I glance at him. Still breathing evenly, he hasn’t moved, and his eyes are closed.

Adrenaline courses through my veins, powering my movements. I rise from a crouch, though I don’t extend to my full height. Keeping my knees bent, I advance, moving toward the front of the tent.

“It’s in your best interest to get some rest, Bladesinger.”

Asheros’s voice stops me in my tracks.

I look over my shoulder at him. He hasn’t moved at all—still lying with his hands behind his head. He hasn’t even opened his eyes.

“Gods-damn it,” I curse under my breath.

That bastard’s been playing me this whole time. Just like I attempted—and clearly, failed—to trick him into thinking I was fast asleep.

When I don’t move, he says, “Despite what you might think, I’m an extremely light sleeper. Thus, I don’t find it necessary to tell you what’ll happen if you try to leave.”

Irritation claws at my chest.

Asheros opens his eyes and looks right at me. “Do I need to get up and put you back to bed?”

“Don’t you dare,” I warn.

“Why not?” he taunts. “Daring sounds like fun.”

“Try it then,” I challenge. “It’s been too long since I messed up a male’s pretty face.”

His lips part into a sinful grin, eyes glinting in the low light. “Ah, so you think I have a pretty face?”

I grit my teeth. “I didn’t say that.”

“Mm-hmm,” Asheros muses, satisfaction dripping from his words, “sure you didn’t.”

“I’m going to punch you,” I say, balling my hands into fists. But I make no move toward him.

He flashes me a wicked look as if daring me to try it and see what would happen if I did. “I’ll play however you’d like me to, Bladesinger.”

“Urgh,” I grumble, letting out my frustration. I storm back to my bedroll and lie back down, aggressively tugging the blanket up and over my head.

Clearly amused, Asheros laughs.

I wrap the blanket around myself tighter and squeeze my eyes shut. I can already tell this male will be the death of me.

There’s barely a hint of sound before something cool grips my arm, and my eyes flash open.

I pull the blanket down.

Clasped around my left wrist, is a pale, gray-brown cuff, seemingly carved from a gemstone. In the light, a hexagonal structure is visible within the stone, refracting a sheen like that of darkened gold, though its shimmer is nowhere near as impressive. Immediately, a weight settles into my body, and my limbs feel as though I’m trudging through rough waters.

“Troilite,” I seethe, recognizing it instantly. Ceren had warned me about it.

A rare mineral formed by the mixing of iron and sulfur deep beneath the earth, troilite combines the adverse magical effects of both. Notably, iron’s ability to weaken and harm the fae, and powdered sulfur’s ability to amplify the existing magical properties of its paired mineral. While the dilution of the iron in troilite lessens the burning sensation that pure iron would cause, reducing it to an annoying sting, the sulfur within the stone ensures that I won’t be at full strength so long as I wear this cuff.

Settling back into his bedroll, Asheros leans his head back, smugness tugging at his mouth.

“You truly are a prick.” I clench my jaw. Even that takes more energy than it should. “Where did you even manage to find this?” Given its rarity, troilite isn’t particularly easy to come by.

The amusement playing at his brow tells me I won’t get my answer. “If I tell you that, Bladesinger, it won’t be a secret, now, will it?”

“You will tell me or gods be damned, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” He lies back down, eyes trained on me. I want to slap the amusement from his face. “You’ll punch me?”

I grind my teeth. Anger blazes through me, raging like the fires of hell.

Fuck trying to escape. I’m going to stay, simply so I can gather evidence of Asheros’s treachery and uncover how deep it goes. When I’m through with him, and I’ve exposed his schemes, Viridian will have more than enough proof to deal with this traitor.

I’ll make sure of it.


Chapter Six



“Bladesinger,” a voice says, rousing me from sleep.

My eyes flash open, my hand automatically reaching under my thin, feather-filled pillow for a dagger that isn’t there.

Kneeling by my bedroll, Asheros’s gaze follows my hand. When I turn up empty, his focus slides back to my own. “I hate to cut your beauty sleep short,” he says, still eyeing me carefully, “but alas, you can’t sleep forever.”

I’m too focused on wondering what’s going on to acknowledge his remark.

“What’s happening?” I ask, my tone wary.

“Nothing,” he says smoothly. “We’re leaving.” He arches a brow, a playful lilt to his voice. “Or did you think we’d be camping in this forest forever?”

“Leaving?” Suspicion sets in, unease gripping my throat. All the unknowns set me on high alert. “Leaving for where?”

His expression softens. As if to ease the tension gathering in my shoulders, he places a palm on my upper arm. “Somewhere you’ll be more comfortable. No harm will come to you there, Bladesinger. You have my word.”

“Why should I believe you?” I hiss, recoiling from his touch. “You’re the one holding me against my will with a troilite cuff on my wrist. How do I know you’re not lying to get me to cooperate?”

Asheros’s crystal eyes flare like I’ve offended him somehow. “I may be many things, Bladesinger, but I am a male of my word. When I tell you you’re safe, I mean it. Regardless of the circumstances.”

I struggle to reconcile Asheros’s actions with his words. He’s my kidnapper, but he speaks freely with me as if I’m a traveling companion and not his prisoner. He ordered the ambush that killed my guards, but he tells me that I’m safe with him. He’s my fated, but he wants me to believe that my death won’t be at his hands.

How can all of these things be true?

Hardening my jaw, I turn my face from his.

Asheros stands, hand outstretched. I stare at it for a moment, debating whether to accept his help. In the end, I take his hand and allow him to pull me to my feet. We stride to the tent’s entrance. Asheros holds up the flap, a hand to the small of my back guiding me through. Then he emerges after me, letting the tent’s opening close when he does.

Outside, I see that Savell and Ronan’s tent is already deconstructed, and Kheldryn and Gryska are nearly finished taking down theirs.

“All set?” Savell asks Asheros, rubbing his palms together.

“Yes.” Asheros nods.

Savell dips his head in response, and then motions to the tent. Ronan receives his message, and heads to the opposite end of the tent from Savell.

Once her and Gryska’s tent is secured to one of the horses, Kheldryn pours a bucket of water over the still-glowing embers that once made up the campfire.

“Come,” Asheros says, leading me to the horses secured to a tree trunk.

“What about the others?” I ask. “They’re still packing.”

“They’ll be finished momentarily,” Asheros says casually. “They won’t be far behind us.”

Narrowing my eyes, I hold his stare. He wants us—specifically me—to keep moving. He must know something he isn’t sharing. And if he wants us to keep moving, then I’ll want to do everything in my power to stall.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “What if we get separated?”

Asheros mirrors my expression. “I wouldn’t worry about that. They can handle themselves.” He takes a step forward, tilting his head down to look into my eyes. His own go dark, gleaming with challenge. “Nervous about being alone with me, Bladesinger?”

“You wish,” I counter, hardening my expression.

“That’s what I thought,” Asheros says. I can’t help but feel like whatever this is between us, he’s won this round.

I glower at him, making no effort to hide my disdain.

Patting one of the horses, he grins in return. The horse’s coat is a shiny, mahogany color, with a thick, beautiful mane.

I grip the saddle and hoist myself up. The troilite makes it more difficult than it should be. After detaching the reins from the tree trunk, Asheros swiftly lifts himself up onto the horse’s back. Settling into place behind me, he takes the reins, both of his arms extended around me.

“I can ride perfectly well on my own,” I tell him, a bitter edge to my tone.

“Oh, I’m sure you can.” The warmth of his body dances across my skin. He gives the reins a flick, and the horse begins to trot forward. “That’s precisely why it would be so foolish of me to let you ride alone, even with the troilite dampening your strength. Do you really think so little of my intellect, Bladesinger?”

“You haven’t exactly given me anything that would make me think more highly of you,” I say bluntly.

“Mmm,” he muses, as if he’s pondering the thought. “Then I’ll have to remedy that.”

I snort. “Good luck.” I doubt anything he could do now would improve my disposition toward him.

“So quick to condemn me.” There’s a glimmer of disappointment in his voice. “Do you not believe in redemption?”

“You seem to be forgetting you drugged me on the day of the ambush.” I can’t see him, but I can practically imagine the straight expression playing at his mouth. “How did you even manage to do it?”

Traveling through the city for most of the journey, it had taken about a day and a half’s ride to reach Nemos’s Pass. Whatever herb he’d used to drug me had only started to take effect upon our approach.

“Your rations,” he replies. Yet again, his willingness to speak freely surprises me. “And I may have encouraged Viridian to provide you with a carriage at our last council meeting.”

The day I left rushes to the forefront of my mind. Before his death, High King Vorr had ordered that no one come or go from High Keep. In support of their search for Vorr’s murderer, Cryssa and Viridian hadn’t lifted the command until two days before their coronation.

After I’d already gone.

Asheros—and the other Heads of House and heir-apparents, including my mother and sister—had been at High Keep, awaiting the coronation. He must have laced my rations the morning I left, and bid Savell, Ronan, and the others to pursue me, ordering them to strike when I reached Nemos’s Pass. Despite the lockdown on High Keep, he somehow sent word to them in the days leading up to my departure. And he must have known that riding in the carriage would further dull my senses, stopping me from detecting his attackers until it was too late to stop the ambush.

“You bastard,” I shoot out, my voice curt.

Though he tries to recover quickly, I feel him flinch.

His response stings.

“Why go through this effort?” I ask, trying to brush the feeling away. “What do you need me for?”

For a moment, I think he’ll answer me. But he doesn’t. I feel him stiffen behind me. The movement puffs out his chest, making it brush against my shoulder blades. I expect him to lean back so we don’t touch, but he doesn’t. Instead, he leans into me, inhaling deeply, as if he’s breathing me in.

“If I tell you that, Bladesinger,” he purrs, bringing his mouth to my ear, sending blissful shivers down my spine, “you’ll ruin my plans.”

“Maybe they need to be ruined.” I swallow and try to keep my eyes and ears open to our surroundings. Anything to take my mind off how close he is to me.

And how much I like it.

Images of him pressing his lips to my neck flash before my eyes. My eyelids flutter, and I let out a shaky exhale. Ceren’s lesson cuts through my dirty imaginings.

“Don’t lose focus.”

I shake my head a little, as if to brush away the thoughts.

Asheros draws his head back and straightens his posture. He tightens his grip on the horse’s reins, his firm arms caging me, keeping me in place from behind. At a calm pace, he maneuvers us through the forest until we reach a dirt road.

I keep my eyes trained ahead. It takes more effort than I’d like to admit not to reach behind me and push his face back to my neck.

I exhale through clenched teeth.

Asheros is silent, the even pace of his breath the only sound he makes.

Then I hear something. My body goes still, and I cock my head to listen. Asheros does the same.

Up ahead, hooves pound on the dirt.

Horses.

Someone’s coming this way.

Tugging the reins, Asheros quickly steers us away from the road. The horse obeys, quickening its pace to a canter. We weave through trees, not stopping until we’re a considerable distance from the road, though it’s still in sight.

“What—”

My words are cut off by Asheros’s hand over my mouth. We dismount, and with one hand gripping my face, and the other wrapped across my abdomen, he pulls me to his chest. Moving so quickly that he’s practically falling backward, he slams his body against the nearest tree trunk. I feel him tilt his head back against the bark, and he slows his breathing until it’s barely audible.

Darkness seems to seep out from Asheros’s feet, clawing at the ground before us. Then it curves upward, the shadows reaching and stretching over our heads, forming a protective barrier around us until they swallow us whole. My vision goes darker from the absence of light, and I strain to see through the shadows. If I wasn’t restrained, I would hold out my hand to touch them.

He can conjure shadows.

I know the precious metals from each of the five Courts have their own magical abilities, with silver having the ability to conjure. But I’d never seen someone wield it before.

Until now.

Coming from the road behind us, the sound of galloping horses draws nearer, growing in volume. The clinking of metal armor and weapons meets my ears. Luckily, the shadows don’t dampen sound. Voices converse with each other, though the words are muffled by the horses’ movement. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I’m able to pick up on the way they speak—it’s a smooth sounding dialect, with long vowels and flowing syllables.

Guards.

Those riders are guards. And judging by the way they speak, they’re native to this region.

My first instinct is to assume they’re from my mother’s Court, but with nothing else to go on, I can’t be sure. Members of the High King’s Guard come from all over Inatia. It’s possible Viridian could have sent them, too. If I could get a look at the colors they wear, I’d be able to determine who sent them with more certainty.

But regardless of where they came, they could help me. Hell, they might even be out here searching for me.

No. Though it may have been fueled by anger, my decision from last night is a sound one. I need to assess the full extent of Asheros’s deception. If there’s a threat to Viridian and Cryssa’s rule, then I need to neutralize it. I may no longer officially hold the title of Captain of the High King’s Guard, but my duty first and foremost will always be to uphold the crown. The only way to know what’s going on here, whatever traitorous scheme Asheros could need me for, is to stay.

And if I stay, I can’t let him think I’m here willingly or he’ll grow suspicious. I’ll let him think he has me—let him think the troilite cuff and his charm is enough to trap me.

He’s been deceiving me since the moment he revealed himself, and perhaps even before that.

It’s only fair I deceive him right back.

I scream and writhe against Asheros’s grasp, seemingly aiming to make as much noise as I can. He presses his palm down harder over my mouth, drowning out my yelling. I drop to my knees, as though attempting to throw him off balance.

“Not going to work this time, Bladesinger,” he huffs.

I roll my eyes. If he bought that meager display, then this is going to be child’s play.

He clings to me tighter when I go limp in his arms. Steadying himself against the tree trunk for support, he uses his body weight to keep me in place.

Asheros lets out a strained breath, and his shadows stretch a few feet beyond us to cloak our horse.

The voices get louder.

“Did you hear something?” a male asks.

“No,” another replies. A pause. “What did you hear?”

“I’m not sure,” the first guard says. “Perhaps it was an animal.”

“Over here,” I try to shout half-heartedly. “Help me!”

My words become nothing more than a garbled mess, caught in Asheros’s hand and his shadows. Wrestling with his firm hold on me, I throw my head back. I have to make this look realistic, after all, or he’ll question my motives. My skull collides with something—something that’s not a tree.

Asheros lets out a pained grunt.

Triumph flashes through me.

“What was that?” the first guard asks. “Surely, you heard something this time.”

“I don’t know,” his companion says slowly. “But I did hear something.”

Asheros inhales and holds his breath. With one hand locked around my chest, crushing my breasts, he grips my upper arm. He drives my head back with his other hand, the one that’s still clasped over my mouth, so that my temple is pressed to his jawline. My shoulder blades bear down on the solid planes of his chest, and I make it a point to ignore how good it feels to have him this close.

Don’t lose focus.

My rear, like the rest of me, grinds against Asheros every time I pretend to struggle. I feel something harden beneath me, but I don’t stop, my breaths becoming ragged.

I can practically hear Ceren this time.

“Don’t lose focus, Lymseia.”

I squeeze my eyes shut as if that would somehow dull the heat spreading through me. I buck my hips again.

Asheros sucks in a breath, and a soft, involuntary moan slips from his lips. This time, it doesn’t sound like he’s in pain.

“See anything?” one of the guards asks.

“No,” the other answers. “You?”

“No,” the first says, though, he doesn’t sound convinced.

“Let’s move on,” the guard’s companion says. “Maybe whatever we’re hearing is headed this way.”

“All right,” the guard agrees.

I feign another scream, lost to the palm of Asheros’s hand. Cloaked in his shadows, it’s doubtful the guards would see us, even if they knew where to look.

Hooves clack on the road. They fade the farther east they go, until only the rustling of the forest surrounds us.

Asheros’s grip on me lingers. He exhales, his breath hot on my neck.

I suppress a shudder.

Then he lets me go. The shadows surrounding us recede.

I whirl around, fist raised. But before I can follow through, he catches it with one hand, touching his nose with the other.

“How did you do that?” I demand. “Conjure the shadows?”

“You’re in no position to make demands, Bladesinger.”

“As if I give a damn.”

Still clutching my fist, Asheros pulls his hand away from his face and looks at the tips of his fingers. Bright red stains them.

He snarls. “You broke my nose.”

A flicker of adrenaline sparks my combat instincts. But I don’t let it show. Instead, I snap, “It’s the least I can do.”

Asheros’s lips part into that amused half-smile. He shakes his head a little, his eyes sliding from the blood coloring his fingertips, up to my own.

I stare him down. But it only widens his grin.

“You are absolutely fearless,” he mutters, as if in awe.

“That would imply I have something to fear.” The words leave my tongue before I can stop them. Not that I want to.

“To the contrary, Bladesinger,” Asheros says, taking a step closer to me, “I think you’ve just made my point.”

I tilt my head back to keep my eyes on his, his crystalline irises bearing into mine. The intensity of his gaze makes me feel utterly exposed, like he’s seeing right through me. Though, as much as I know I should, I don’t look away.

I can’t look away.

Heat dances down my skin, intensifying the longer I hold his stare.

“They’re here!” a voice calls.

More hooves follow, coming to a stop upon approach.

Finally tearing his gaze from mine, Asheros looks past me. I hesitate for a moment, and then I turn around.

Savell reaches us first, effortlessly sliding down from his steed. Ronan, Kheldryn, Gryska, and Orim trail behind him, dismounting their horses to join him.

Savell’s brow stays furrowed with worry. “What drew you off the road?”

“Illnamoorean guards,” Asheros says, a casually cool edge to his voice. As if he has everything completely under control.

But Savell doesn’t seem convinced. “How close were you to being discovered?”

Asheros gives him a relaxed shrug. “I doubt they knew we were here.”

Crossing my arms, I let out a snort. “That’s not true, and you know it.”

Savell glances at me, and then back at Asheros. “We’ll need to be cautious until we reach our destination.”

Asheros makes a point not to look at me, confusion working at his brow. “Of course,” he muses, agreeing with Savell. “Let’s not linger, then.”

Savell nods, and then re-mounts his horse. The others do the same.

Asheros takes his stallion’s reins with one hand. Giving me a mock bow of his head, he gestures to the steed with his free hand. “After you.”

I roll my eyes, but I get on.

Asheros lifts himself onto the horse’s back and sits behind me. Though he’s still close to me, given the nature of our situation, he leaves more distance between us this time.

I should be glad. Being enveloped by him was only a distraction.

But I’m not. The air between our bodies is cold compared to his warmth. And I find myself wanting it back.

Why would I crave this closeness when I’ve never needed anyone before?

Focus, Lymseia, I urge myself, purging the thought from my mind. It doesn’t matter. I won’t let myself be distracted. Especially not by a male, of all things. Ceren taught me better than that.

As if he’s somehow aware of my thoughts, Asheros takes a breath. Then, flicking the reins, he leads us out of the woods and back onto the road. Savell and the others fall in line behind us.

Asheros doesn’t speak to me as we ride. I don’t speak to him, either.

And I intend to keep it that way.


Chapter Seven



We ride well into nightfall.

The deeper into the Steel Court we travel, the thicker the forests become. Lush greenery lines the road, the forest floor on either side of us covered in a dense blanket of ferns, shrubbery, and multi-colored red, orange, and yellow toadstools of mismatched heights. The trees are taller here, looking as if they could touch the stars that light our path. Patches of moss and lichen cling to the tree trunks, leaving only flecks of bark visible through the growth.

Memories of these woods from my childhood come back to me in fragments. Given my mother’s position as Head of House, it was rare that we left Illnamoor. While the forests were visible from within the city walls, they were far enough away that I couldn’t explore them as much as I had wanted to.

But despite that, there were times my sister Vestella and I would accompany my mother and father on visits to the Wynterliffean mine, to the south. Named for my bloodline, the mine is the largest producer of steel within the Steel Court’s borders.

During my parents’ meetings with the fae responsible for overseeing the mine’s operations, Vestella and I would pretend to be mighty warriors, battling make-believe, legendary beasts of folklore. We would find downed branches and imagine that they were our broadswords, sparring with the thick tree trunks that we’d declared to be enemy invaders.

Now, I stare at those same trees in wonder, even as the darkness of night swallows most of the forest surrounding us.

Guiding the horse forward, Asheros chuckles behind me. “Have you forgotten what the forests of your home Court looked like, Bladesinger?”

I swallow. “Would you think less of me if I told you I had?”

That seems to give him pause.

“No,” he says, his voice softening. “How long has it been since you’ve seen them?”

“Nearly sixty years,” I murmur, my voice trailing off. “Since I first left for Keuron.”

He’s silent for a moment. “I hadn’t realized.”

“Not many do.” Something in my chest tightens when I form the words. “I don’t talk about home much.”

Part of me silently prays that he doesn’t ask why. I’m not ready to answer that question.

Not yet.

But, to my relief, he says, “Tell me something about these woods.”

“Well,” I start, “it’s said they’re home to many creatures that only awaken after dark.”

“Oh?” he asks, his voice lilting in interest. “Do tell.”

“My father used to tell my sister and I stories about the gnomes, trolls, and stone giants that many believe lurk here. Stories about fae children who wandered into the woods at night, never to return.”

“Tell me more.” Loosening his grip on the horse’s reins, there’s a gentle sincerity to Asheros’s voice that makes me want to share everything I know.

“Gnomes are mischievous, but they’ll be loyal to you if you can earn their respect. Trolls will eat you the first chance they get, but they’ll turn to stone if touched by sunlight. Stone giants are incredibly strong, but they’re slow,” I remark, recalling my father’s tales. It feels as though it’s been ages since I saw him. Since I sat with him around the fireplace during the long winter nights. He hadn’t said it aloud, but I knew my father had been worried when I decided to leave and join the Guard.

“Interesting,” Asheros muses. “Do you believe the stories?”

“Not anymore,” I reply, releasing the tension in my upper body. “But I used to.”

“Why is that?” he asks, curiosity bleeding through his demeanor. “Have you ever encountered such a creature?”

“There was one time,” I admit, my lips tugging into something akin to a smile. “I was playing with my sister, but she was off looking for stones we could use to build our pretend fortress. When I was alone, I thought I saw a gnome duck behind a tree.” I let out an airy laugh. The memory is so vivid, it feels as if it happened only yesterday. “Gods, I was terrified.”

“You, terrified? Of a gnome?” Asheros asks. There’s a light, but dismissive note to his voice. “Those don’t sound very formidable.”

“Ah, but that’s what they want you to think,” I explain. “It’s said that gnomes appear to be friendly, but they’ll trick you if you’re not careful.”

“Oh, will they now?” Leaning forward so that his chest brushes my shoulder blades, Asheros adds, “I suppose I should be wary of gnomes, then.”

“Yes.” I work to keep my breath steady. He and that gods-damned ability of his to accelerate my heartbeat without my permission. “You should.”

“And you?” Low and husky, his voice sends shivers down my body. “Will you trick me if I’m not careful, Bladesinger?”

“Perhaps,” I say.

“Perhaps,” he repeats, his breath hot on my neck.

The desire to arch my back and drive my rear into him almost overwhelms me. I dare to let myself imagine what that might feel like, to have his hardness pressed against me. To reach for him, and entwine my fingers in that silky, white-blond hair.

Don’t lose focus.

I cough, as if to clear my throat. “We’re near the Wynterliffean mine.”

Asheros doesn’t deny it. “We are.”

“How close?” I ask.

He goes quiet for a moment. When he speaks again, the huskiness in his voice is gone, replaced by his usual, cool, and even tone. “About half a day’s ride.”

Surprise lifts my brows. I didn’t think he’d answer that question. “You still haven’t told me where we’re headed.”

“I’m aware.” He straightens his posture, leaning away from me.

“It’s late,” I say.

“I’m aware of that, too.”

“Aren’t you going to make camp for the night?” I ask, loud enough for the others to hear. “You know the horses need to rest.”

Asheros grumbles. “Don’t tell me you’re making it a habit to inform me of things I already know, Bladesinger.”

“You clearly need reminding.”

“She does make a fair point,” Savell calls. “The horses need rest, and so do we.”

Behind me, Asheros sighs. “Very well. We’ll camp for the night. But come dawn, we leave.”

We veer off the road and into the woods. Darkness seems to swallow us, the dense canopy over our heads obstructing the light of the moon and stars that had been guiding our course. Rustling echoes somewhere in the distance. An owl coos above us.

Our steed hesitates, seemingly startled by something.

My body goes still.

“Are you second-guessing your demand to camp for the night, Bladesinger?” Asheros’s tone is light with humor. “Ah, I think I may have just seen a gnome.”

Frowning, I turn around and shove him. “Of course not.”

Despite my bravado, I can’t shake the feeling that something here is off, somehow. Every combat instinct I have is telling me to be on my guard.

With some encouragement from Asheros, the stallion advances. We travel deeper into the woods, farther from the road, and then dismount. Savell and Ronan secure the horses to a tree trunk, while Kheldryn and Gryska begin to unpack the tents.

“No fire tonight,” Asheros commands. Keeping his eyes on me, he reaches into the satchel that’s still strapped to his mount.

“No fire?” I ask.

“You and I both know you’re perfectly aware of the reason why,” Asheros says, giving me a look.

He’s right. I know exactly why he doesn’t want to light a fire. It would call attention to us. The smoke, more so than the light it would generate. We’ve already had one close encounter with guards today, and he doesn’t want a repeat.

Closing the distance between us, Asheros clasps my wrists, fingers brushing the troilite cuff.

“What are you—”

He wraps a piece of rope around both of my wrists and pulls it through a loop until it’s wound tight. I pull at it, and the more force I use, the more the rope bites into my skin.

“You prick!” I seethe. “The troilite already saps me of strength. The rope is completely unnecessary.”

“Do you really expect me to leave you unsecured in a forest this dark?” Asheros leans forward until our faces are merely inches apart, while tying the other end of the rope around his belt loop. “Come now, love. I can’t have you running away again, can I?”

“After tonight, you’re going to wish I had,” I snap.

His face lights up with amusement, and his mouth parts into that wicked grin. “Don’t tempt me, Bladesinger.”

“Urgh!” I tug at my restraints when what I really want to do is knee him in the crotch. Ruse be dammed.

Asheros chuckles.

“As soon as I’m free, I’m going to slap you.”

“So you’ve said. As long as it’s your hands touching my pretty face, Bladesinger,” Asheros purrs, “you can do whatever you’d like.”

I grit my teeth. Now, I do want my hands on his face.

But not to slap him.

I groan in frustration. How can this male wield my own aggression against me and do it so seductively?

With the tents pitched, Asheros moves deeper into the camp, tugging me along with him. Resisting, I lean back and shift my weight to my heels.

He pulls at the rope again, this time, looking back at me over his shoulder. “Must you make this difficult?”

“You can’t honestly expect me to give in so easily.”

“Mmm, that is true,” he murmurs, glancing up like he’s considering my statement. “You will make me earn it, won’t you?”

My lips part for my breath. “Earn what?”

Asheros turns to face me, leaning forward to look into my eyes. His stare darkens, taking on a hungry, ravenous quality, and my lungs forget to work. “Everything,” he breathes.

I’m transfixed, seemingly unable to tear my gaze from his.

He shares my expression, that hungry look lingering on his face. His eyes drop to my lips.

I swallow.

Is he…?

Just when I think he might kiss me, Asheros leans back, gently tugging at the rope binding my wrists. This time, I obey and follow him where he leads.

I don’t notice Gryska or Ronan, which tells me they must have retired for the night. On the way to their tents, Savell and Kheldryn mutter their “goodnights” to one another. When we cross paths with them, Asheros dips his head to Savell and smiles at Kheldryn, wishing her a goodnight.

She tilts her head down a little, tucking her shiny, white hair behind her ear. “Goodnight.” Then she glances at me. “Both of you.”

I flash her a tight-lipped smile. Asheros nods, and then we step into our tent.

Our tent?

My brows knit together.

His tent. There is no our tent.

I let out a huff. It’s become increasingly difficult to stay focused around Asheros. He’s a distraction. A hindrance to my duty and mission to unravel his plans. One I don’t care for, any more than the rope tying my hands.

Asheros kneels and unfurls a bedroll on the right side of the tent with one hand. He stands, grasps another bedroll, and then spreads the second bedroll next to the first.

Either he notices my distaste, or he already expects it, because he turns around to face me. “Relax, Bladesinger.” A self-assured smirk plays at his mouth. “I won’t cuddle with you unless you beg me.”

I glower at him. “I don’t beg.”

“That’s quite a shame, isn’t it?”

“Maybe for you,” I retort.

“Mmm, it is a gods-damned shame for me,” he drawls, his crystalline gaze capturing my own. He’s not touching me, but the heat of his icy eyes on mine makes me feel as though his hands are all over my body. “I would very much enjoy hearing you beg.”

I swallow. Whatever focus I have quickly slips away. If Ceren was here, she would scold me, but I’m too far gone to hear her lessons in my head.

“Would you?” My voice is a shell of what it was moments ago.

Asheros steps closer to me, closing the gap between us. Spruce and the scent of a coming storm grace my nostrils. “I would.”

A magnetic pull seems to thrum in the air that separates us, sparking a fire in my chest. And even though every fiber in my body is urging me to put it out, I can’t find the strength to do it.

“You’d have to make me.” My voice takes on a sultry quality—one I’m not used to hearing.

“Make you?” His expression darkens. “And how would I do that?”

“If I told you, you wouldn’t earn it.” I tilt my head up to his. “And we can’t have that.”

“Mm-hmm,” he agrees, subtly running his tongue across his lips, causing my breath to hitch in my throat. “No, we can’t.”

His gaze lingers on me, jaw tensing like he’s restraining himself from touching me. He doesn’t move. The heat of his body warms mine, and I almost let myself imagine what it would be like to grab him by the collar and drag his mouth down to mine.

Focus, Lymseia. This is the male that captured you. The male that ordered your guards to be killed. My mate, or my murderer. I can’t keep allowing his charms to slip past my defenses.

Not if I want to protect Inatia.

Clearing my throat, I turn my face. “I’m going to sleep.”

Asheros nods, but the tension in his jaw doesn’t fade. “Me as well.”

An awkward silence falls around us. I press my lips together, and make for the bedroll on the right, lying as far from him as the rope tying us together allows. I consider asking him to remove my bindings, but after my last escape attempt, I’m fairly certain I know how that would go.

After a while, he lies down beside me on the other bedroll. He rests on his back, and because of the rope binding my wrists to his belt loop, I’m forced to lie on my side, facing him.

Shutting my eyes, I do my best to ignore his proximity.

What’s wrong with me?

I shouldn’t let myself get so distracted, or… relaxed. Asheros is a traitor, and my loyalties are to the crown and my kingdom. I should be doing my damnedest to gain his trust and learn who else is involved in his scheme, so I can deliver them to Viridian for judgment before they destroy the new Inatia we’re working so hard to build.

Then, I can return to my place at Court, to my duty as a diplomat. The voice of the High King and Queen of Inatia. A representative of the crown.

That is my place, now.

Apprehension closes around my throat.

Illnamoor is my place, now. Discussing politics and strategy among finely dressed nobles. Maintaining appearances. Playing nice. Compromising. Swallowing my pride to appease the nobles, even when I believe they’re being pig-headed.

A duty I never wanted.

Picking up a sword and fighting an opponent is so much easier than battling with words. Showing strength and inspiring my guards to follow me is so much easier than convincing nobles, who may have never seen combat, to ally with me.

But perhaps even in that, my sister would be the better choice.

“I expected more from you.”

How many times had I heard those words from my mother after my lessons, soured by her uncaring disappointment? How many times had I tried even harder, over and over, just to hear them again?

“I expected more from you.”

How many times had I put on a brave face, only to break down once I’d reached the privacy of my bedroom, replaying those five words over and over again? How many times had I wished, for once, to hear something different?

To hear she was proud of me?

“I expected more from you.”

Well, perhaps, she’d always expected too much from me.

A stark contrast to my mother’s, Viridian’s words echo in my mind.

“We need someone we can trust. We need you, Lymseia.”

I let out a long sigh.

“I’m not meant for this,” I murmur to myself. “I’ll only let you down.”

The weight of my fear―my failure―swells in my chest and overflows. Tears threaten to well in my eyes, and my throat burns. A horrible knot forms in my stomach, rising to choke me. I slow my breathing, aiming to bury my emotions deep within me. Emotions, like anything else, are deadly in battle.

Ceren taught me that, too.

“Bladesinger?” Asheros asks softly.

Frantically, I wipe my eyes, inadvertently pulling at the rope binding. I curse under my breath. My control—my focus—slipped away.

Again.

“What’s wrong?” Asheros presses, his expression pinched with worry.

“Nothing.” Hardening my expression, I lock my vulnerability behind a wall as durable as the steel of my twin blades.

“Bladesinger,” he says. Though it retains its tenderness, his voice is firm. “Something—someone—hurt you, didn’t they.”

It’s not a question.

“Didn’t they?” he repeats.

“You’re my kidnapper,” I say, my voice hard. “Why would I tell you who hurt me?”

A lethal calm settles into his crystal-blue eyes, making them colder than ice. “So, someone did hurt you.”

Without meaning to, I’d said too much.

“Who, Bladesinger?” Asheros’s voice is barely above a simmer, full of deadly purpose. “Who should I bring to their knees before you?”

Tightening my jaw, I ignore him.

Before he has the chance to argue with me, the horses’ shrieks ring out, splitting the silence.


Chapter Eight



“This discussion is not over,” Asheros promises, eyes blazing.

“Yes, it is,” I counter, matching his scowl with one of my own. It never should have begun, I think to myself dryly. Letting him, my enemy, see my weakness…

I can only imagine what Ceren would say.

He growls in protest, nostrils flaring. “Bladesinger—”

I shove past him and out of the tent, using the rope that binds us together to drag him out with me. I expect him to keep arguing with me, but then I see what’s riling up the horses and completely forget what Asheros and I were arguing about.

Eyes widening, adrenaline takes hold of my body. A troll nearly triple my height stands with its back facing us. Long clumps of murky hair fall from the creature’s head, clinging to its back. And, gods, the smell? The creature’s rancid odor hangs in the night air. Bent over the horses, it picks one up and slings it over its shoulder.

Letting out a distressed cry, the horse wriggles, trying to get away, but is effectively trapped. Its hooves scratch against the troll’s damp skin while it attempts to kick itself free.

Father’s stories are… true. Creatures of myth truly live in these woods.

“Gods be damned,” Asheros murmurs, taking in the sight.

“Gods be damned is right,” I mumble.

The others emerge from their tents, weapons drawn and at the ready.

“Hey,” Ronan yells, eyes wild with outrage. “Hands off our horses.”

The troll roughly drapes another horse over its other shoulder and then slowly turns around to face us. Crinkled, leathery skin stretches across a large, pointed nose and a round face while beady, black eyes sweep over us.

Its mouth parts into a grin that makes my skin crawl, revealing jagged, yellowed teeth. The troll steps forward, cocking its head slightly as if evaluating its next meal.

“You’re the troll expert, Bladesinger,” Asheros says, not once taking his focus off the beast. “How are we to deal with this?”

“Uh…” I swallow. My instincts are telling me to fight, but I’m still without my blades.

Think, Lymseia.

Clenching my jaw, I recall one of Father’s stories.

“A troll will eat you at the first glimmer of opportunity,” Father had told Vestella and I by the fire one winter night. “But if you can delay it long enough, until the sun rises, it’ll turn to stone.”

“Won’t the troll know the sun’s rising?” I had asked. “Won’t it run away?”

“It will want to eat you too much, you see,” Father had answered with a knowing look. “So much so, it will not realize dawn has come until it’s far too late.”

“We have to stall,” I say, raising my voice so the others can hear. “Judging by the moon’s height, it won’t be long until sunrise.”

“Stall?” Disbelief colors Savell’s words. “That’s the best we can do?”

Sharing Savell’s bewilderment, Orim raises both of his brows.

“Do you have an obsidian blade?” I demand.

“No.” Savell sighs.

“Then you’ll never cut through a troll’s skin deep enough to do any real damage,” I say, keeping my eyes trained on the beast.

“Seriously?” Orim asks.

“Seriously,” I shoot out, moving backward to put more distance between myself and the creature. “Try not get eaten, will you?”

“Eaten?” Ronan’s voice rises to a screech. “What do you mean, try not to get eaten?”

“You heard her,” Asheros bellows, silencing him immediately. “Do as she says.”

Ronan clamps his mouth shut. Orim takes a breath and readies his sword. I inhale deeply through my nose, clearing my mind. When I exhale, I hone my focus on the troll. If I had any weapons on me, this would be the time when I’d adjust my grip, so they’re comfortable in my hands.

The troll lunges for me. Its long arms swing low, fingers extended. Ready to crush me in its grasp.

I extend my knees to jump out of the way, but not a second too late, Asheros pulls me to his body. Shadows erupt around us the moment he tightens his grip on my waist, and we jerk backward.

The troll clasps its fists around thin air and, not realizing it failed to catch me, immediately brings its hands to its open mouth. The creature gnashes its teeth, as if to chew, but frowns when it realizes its mouth is empty. Dribbles of saliva run from the corners of its lips, teeth bared in rage.

It sweeps its arms again, wildly grabbing for any living thing it can take hold of. One of the horses bucks its hind legs, and it slides forward, freeing itself. Shaking its head, the troll swivels its gaze from us, directing its attention to the others.

As long as we’re cloaked in Asheros’s shadows, it can’t see us.

Savell, Ronan, and Orim keep their distance from the troll, using their swords to slash at its hands when it gets too close.

“Come here, ya big lug!” Gryska charges with her axes but stays far enough away from the troll’s grabbing hands.

Releasing arrow after arrow, Kheldryn stays light on her fee. The first hits its mark, the tip embedding into the troll’s shoulder. The beast lets out a groan but doesn’t slow down. The second arrow lands, puncturing its belly the way a thorn would.

The troll lets out a fierce roar. Unlike the first arrow, the second only seems to make it more enraged.

“I have an idea,” I tell Asheros, thinking quickly. Combat instincts thud in my ribcage, and the impulse to do something overpowers any hint of caution I feel. “How far does the cover of your shadows extend?”

“A few feet, without over-extending myself,” he says, slowly. Suspicion tightens his mouth. “Why?”

I hold up my wrists. “I need you to cut these ropes. Now.”

Hardening his jaw, he stares at me for a moment. Then he glances at the troll, at Savell, Ronan, Orim, and Gryska’s panicked attempts to stay out of the creature’s reach.

Kheldryn fires more arrows. None seem to do any more than annoy the troll.

Asheros’s eyes flick back to me. “Tell me that idea of yours first.” A demand.

I can’t say I blame him.

“If we can make it until dawn, the sunrise will turn the troll to stone.” I look at the creature and then meet Asheros’s gaze. “If you can shield us with your shadows, then we can distract it without being seen.”

He tilts his head forward as though to prompt me for more explanation.

“Trolls are brainless, but they have innate magic like the metals,” I say. “Your shadows can’t extend far enough to cloak everyone, and even if you could, you said yourself you’d exert too much strength to keep it up for very long. But if I can get close enough without being seen, the troilite cuff around my wrist might make it dizzy.”

His stare narrows. “I need to cut the rope for this plan to work?”

Raising my hands, I pull at the rope securing me to him. “It’s going to be much harder for me to move freely if you’ve got me on a leash.”

He straightens his mouth. “What assurances do I have that this isn’t just a ploy to escape?”

“None.” I stare him down. Though I have no plans to leave until I’ve discovered all I can on his plans, he doesn’t need to know that. “But you don’t have many options.”

Muscles work at his jaw and flex with tension. He doesn’t have a better alternative, and he knows it.

“Fine,” he says at last, with a long sigh. He pulls a silver dagger from his waistband, one that I didn’t know he had, and slips it beneath my rope bindings.

Is this the silver object he uses to channel and conjure his shadows?

I take note of that information for later use. Rubbing the rope marks from my wrists, I avert my gaze. “Thank you.”

“Don’t make me regret this, Bladesinger,” he grumbles.

“No promises,” I sling back.

Lips tugged up in something just short of a smirk, Asheros rolls his eyes. “How dare I assume otherwise.” Then, a calm stillness centers him and straightens his mouth. “I’ll move at your command, Captain.”

I nod, the amusement immediately falling from my expression. Strict focus snaps into place, and all thought slips from my mind. The shadows surrounding us reduce my visibility, but I can still make out what lies ahead well enough to act on it.

The troll continues its attempts to grab onto one of the others, huffing in annoyance each time it misses. Kheldryn gracefully increases the distance between herself and the creature, taking long strides backward. Gryska lets out a fierce cry and swings both of her battle axes, one after the other. Light on their feet, Savell and Ronan dodge the troll’s curled fingers, and Orim circles the creature from behind.

“Too slow,” Ronan shouts.

“Over here,” Savell taunts.

“Yoo-hoo,” Orim hollers.

The troll bellows, a mangled and guttural sound. When it shifts forward, the remaining horse slips off of the troll's shoulder and lands on its side, letting out a whine.

“We move now,” I say to Asheros.

Keeping my focus on my target, I lower my stance and slowly move forward with my knees bent. To my left, Asheros does the same, mirroring my form. In his left hand, the one that’s farthest from me, he keeps a tight, but flexible grip on his dagger.

We advance, treading carefully while Savell, Ronan, and Orim continue provoking the troll. And thank the gods, the troll takes the bait. Its movements become more agitated and uncontrolled, losing any semblance of pattern or predictability.

Gritting his teeth, Asheros shakes his head slightly, mouth curved in disapproval. Under his breath, he whispers, “They’re going to get themselves killed.”

“Then let’s not waste time,” I mutter, keeping my focus on the troll.

He nods. Staying in line with one another, we move forward until we’re positioned on either side of the troll, less than an arm’s length behind it. Glancing at me, Asheros brings his dagger to the troll’s skin, but doesn’t make contact. Unwavering, he keeps his eyes on me, as if waiting for my command.

“Now?” he mouths to me.

I take a breath and still my mind. We only get the element of surprise once.

“Now,” I mouth back, working to over emphasize the syllable.

Without a second’s hesitation, Asheros jabs his dagger into the troll’s side.

The beast lets out a terrible shriek. Thrashing its head, the troll whirls around, desperately clawing for whatever being is to blame for the shallow wound.

It comes dangerously close to Asheros.

Panic jolts through me. Not the panic of a soldier in battle, or the onlooker of a tragedy. No, this is the panic of someone who cares deeply. Of someone who would throw themselves into the fire for another, even if it meant they would die slowly.

“Look o—” I throw a hand over my mouth to keep quiet.

Asheros darts back, just barely avoiding the troll’s fist. Seemingly unaware of my presence, the troll swipes for him again, missing a second time. I’m lucky that my misstep a moment ago didn’t give away my position—that means I can still move around unseen.

I lunge forward, pounding both of my fists into the troll’s other side. The creature roars, twisting its frame around again. I leap back several paces. The troll closes its fist around nothingness, letting out a violent rush of air through its grotesque, misshapen nostrils.

Asheros furrows his brows, tension working at his jaw. The distance between us has grown, spanning more than a few feet. Eyes widening, I look down at my hands. The troilite cuff stings my skin, and the shadows enveloping me have thinned to form a translucent layer around me.

My cover.

It’s gone.

The troll pauses. Saliva dripping from its jagged, yellow teeth, its eyes narrow with deadly purpose.

And I have its undivided attention.

“Well, shit,” I curse.

From the outskirts of my vision, I see worry deepen the crease in Asheros’s brow.

The troll makes a move for me. But thank the gods, I’m faster. Taking quick breaths, I dodge its burly arms and hands. Thunder roars in my veins, pure adrenaline powering my movements. My thighs burn from having my knees bent for so long, but the pain merely fades into the background.

The troll seems to have forgotten about Asheros.

But Asheros doesn’t forget about the troll. He darts forward, practically throwing himself into the chaos.

“Have you no common sense? Get out of here,” I cry out to him and the others.

I glance over my shoulder to where the rest of our group watches, looking unsure of what to do next. Savell and Ronan stand with most of their weight balanced on one foot, as if they’ll take off running in the opposite direction at any moment. Orim remains at the ready, looking to Asheros for his next command. Kheldryn stands perfectly still, bow strung, her fingers hovering by the arrow’s nock.

Gryska tightens her grip around her hand axes, leaning forward as though she’s about to charge at the troll head-on. “Don’t worry, I can take him.”

“Leave,” I shout. “Now.”

“If you think you can be rid of me that easily, Bladesinger,” Asheros throws back, “then you’re not as quick-witted as I thought.” That smirk plays at his lips, attempting to mask the sweat beading across his forehead.

I drop to my feet. The troll’s arms crash together above my head, and I roll forward, just out of its reach.

Asheros’s shadows dissipate. Light on his feet, he lunges forward and then ducks to avoid being hit by the troll, who rears its hand back in preparation of another strike. When it’s about to make another move for me, Asheros—that gods-damned idiot—jumps upward, hooking his arms over the troll’s shoulder.

Slow to realize this, the troll raises its hand to grab me, suspending Asheros in the air, his legs dangling over the creature’s arm at least twelve feet above the ground. The troll turns to him, anger clouding its face, and shakes its limb like it’s trying to free itself from a parasite.

Savell and Ronan charge at the beast. Orim doesn’t hesitate to follow. Mirroring Asheros, Ronan does the same to the troll’s other shoulder, clinging to it like a pest. The troll bellows, its efforts to shake them off becoming more haphazard and savage. Meanwhile, Savell and Orim take turns poking the troll’s belly with their swords, inciting the creature further.

If escape was my goal, this chaos would provide the perfect cover. Asheros is too busy battling the troll, as are the others. But even if my goals hadn’t changed, would I run? Would I abandon them?

I find myself frozen in place.

No. Even with my instincts blaring to run, I wouldn’t move.

Asheros’s attention locks on me, further immobilizing me. He bares his teeth in concentration, brows furrowed slightly, and then shadows close in around me. The troll, too preoccupied with ridding itself of Asheros, Ronan, Savell, and Orim, barely notices.

My breath quickens and my brows draw together. Asheros’s shadows protected me. Not himself. Not the others.

Why? Why hide me and not himself?

It doesn’t matter.

What matters is that I act.

I don’t waste another second and grab the nearest branch I can find. It pales in comparison to my blades, but for now, it will do.

I lift the branch over my head, shifting my weight to the balls of my feet. Squinting, I stop, raising a hand over my eyes.

The morning sun peeks over the tree line.

It’s about gods-damned time.

The troll’s eyes widen in realization, and its efforts to shake Asheros and Ronan loose become increasingly more frantic. The two fae males grimace and grit their teeth, doing all they can to hold on.

Slowly, starting from the outskirts of its body and moving toward its center, the troll’s leathery skin hardens, turning gray. As if it’s moving through hardening mud, the creature’s movements slow, audible cracks sounding through the woods. The troll gives one last cry, the stone eating away at the last remaining parts of its face, leaving its mouth wide open.

Letting out long, tired exhales, Asheros and Ronan relax and let their bodies go limp—save for their arms and hands, which still grip the troll’s now-stone arms.

Gracefully, they lower themselves down and let go, feet landing softly on the forest floor.

Kheldryn, Savell, and Ronan let out sighs of relief, while Orim and Gryska raise their arms to slap each other’s palms with whoops of laughter.

“Well,” Asheros announces, brushing his hands against his leather pants. He looks at me. “That was quite the spectacle, wasn’t it?”


Chapter Nine



“You idiot. I told you to leave,” I seethe, marching right up to him. “What on the gods’ green earth would possess you to throw yourself at the troll like that?”

All at once, Asheros’s light-hearted expression goes cold, hard lines gripping his mouth, face, and shoulders.

Savell and Ronan blanch and glance at each other before backing away from me like I’m a wild beast. Kheldryn and Gryska exchange similar looks and then quickly busy themselves with the horses. Rubbing the back of his neck, Orim scans our surroundings and makes his way elsewhere.

“Why didn’t I leave?” Asheros echoes. “I think it’s more than obvious why I didn’t leave.”

“Because for some selfish reason you won’t name, you need me alive,” I spit. “Trust me, I know.”

“Selfish?” His voice brims with anger, amplifying the coldness of his stare. “You mean to tell me that saving your life is selfish?”

My scowl deepens. “It is when it’s motivated by selfishness.”

A dangerous darkness bleeds through his voice. “You don’t know what motivates me, Bladesinger.”

“Then tell me,” I demand, throwing out my arms. “Tell me why you kidnapped me. Tell me why I’m here.”

Shaking his head, he bares his teeth in what can only be described as a humorless, breathless laugh. “The better question is why didn’t you leave?”

I freeze. “What?”

“You heard me.” Staring into my eyes, he takes a step forward, closing the gap between us. “You had an opportunity to escape without anyone stopping you. We were all distracted by the troll. You could have left, but you didn’t. So I ask you, Bladesinger, why didn’t you leave?”

Clenching my jaw, I don’t back down. “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

He cocks his head, sharpened amusement playing at his mouth. “Ah, but you just did.”

“No, I didn’t,” I counter. But the anxiety gathering at the bottom of my stomach says otherwise. Fear that he sees right through my bravado.

“I think,” he starts, bitterness sharpening with each word, “that you don’t want to go to Illnamoor. I think, that despite your prevailing sense of duty, you’re afraid of what awaits you there.”

My voice drops low with warning. “You should watch your tongue.”

But Asheros only pierces me with his stare, as if he could pin me in place with just one look. “What are you so afraid of?”

Dread clogs my lungs, rising into my throat. The realization that he sees right through me is enough to summon the very feeling I’m aiming to suppress.

The fear of my own weaknesses coming to light.

“Fear should have nothing to do with this,” I hiss through staggered, controlled breaths.

“So, you are afraid, then.”

“I’m not—” The words lodge in my throat. Staring at him with my brows knit together, I ball my hands into fists.

“Deny it,” he challenges, eyes alight like he knows he’s won this battle. “Tell me that I’m wrong.”

I can’t. And he knows it.

My frustration and shame bubble to the surface in a sickening tempest. A string of insults forms on my tongue, but I don’t unleash them.

Instead, I press my palms to his chest and shove.

Hard.

As if he immediately realizes his mistake, he says, “Bladesinger.”

But I storm off, leaving him at my back.

“Damn it all, Bladesinger.” Guilt rushes into his voice. “I—”

My steps quicken, and I break into a jog. Then a sprint.

I let the tears fall.

I know they’re pointless, because he’s right. I don’t want to go to Illnamoor. I am afraid of what awaits me there.

“Bladesinger,” Asheros calls from behind me. “Stop.”

But I don’t stop. I can’t. All it took was one straw, and the damn I’d so carefully built around my deepest emotions, has weakened, allowing the ugly things I don’t want to face to slip through. My defenses are crumbling, and right now, it doesn’t feel as if I can repair them.

Not before Asheros reaches me.

“Stop running,” Asheros shouts, voice thick with emotions I can’t name. “Please, Lymseia.”

Lymseia.

Not Bladesinger, not Captain, not even Lady Wynterliff, but my given name.

I slow to a stop. Taking deep, heavy breaths so that my shoulders visibly rise and fall with each one, I hang my head down and close my eyes. I make no move to wipe my face. My eyes are surely red and puffy, enough for him to know that I’ve been crying. So what’s the use in hiding it now?

I feel Asheros’s steps slow when he approaches, his palm cupping my elbow when he positions himself in front of me.

The gods must be teasing me, sending us in circles. Not even a week ago, he pursued me when I ran from his tent, trying to escape. So often, we find ourselves in similar situations, and time and time again I find myself in frustratingly close proximity to him. Only this time, he didn’t have to tackle me.

This time, I want him to catch me.

And I can’t help but wonder if it’s all by design.

Asheros stills. He doesn’t remove his palm from my elbow, and although I can stand perfectly fine on my own, I lean into it like I’m unsteady on my feet.

“What?” I ask, my voice hollow and lacking in strength.

“I—” he swallows. “I overstepped my bounds. For that, I’m sorry.”

That has me opening my eyes and tilting my face up to his for a moment, before I turn away. For some reason, I can’t look him in the eye. “You were right, though. I am afraid.” I let out a dry laugh. “Perhaps I’m not truly fearless.”

“Don’t,” he murmurs.

“Don’t, what?” I ask, keeping my gaze trained on the ground a few paces ahead. “Speak the truth?”

“Don’t use my words against yourself.” His voice is rough, as if there’s something below the surface that he’s wrestling with. “I never would have uttered them had I known you’d forge them into weapons.”

I turn to him, now. My wide eyes find his instantly, as if they were the only place in the realm that I could ever want to lose myself. It’s then that an unsettling truth settles into my very being, my soul, my existence.

Fear of my diplomatic position at Illnamoor, of my mother’s disapproval, isn’t what would have stopped me from leaving, even aside from my quest to learn Asheros’s plans. In his crystal blue eyes, that truth is ever so prevalent, even if I don’t want to admit to myself what it could mean.

“Being fearless isn’t the absence of fear, Bladesinger,” Asheros tells me, leaning closer. His voice softens, as does his expression. “It means you look fear in the eye and refuse to let it stop you.”

His tone is entwined with such conviction, that I find myself nodding slowly, as though I’m under his spell.

“You are fearless, Bladesinger.” He pauses, touching his lips together before parting them again. “Don’t ever let anyone make you think the opposite is true. Not even me.”

His words hang between us, a tether we can’t shed. Neither of us says anything for a long while. Straightening my posture, I lift my head and take a breath. “We should rejoin the others.”

Asheros’s stare lingers on me. Something in his demeanor gives me the sense that there’s more he wants to say, but he doesn’t have all the words yet. He makes no move to leave, and part of me wonders if he would rather stay here, alone with me, for just a bit longer.

If he does, he surely doesn’t act on it.

“Of course,” he agrees, swallowing whatever it is that waits on his tongue. “But first, give me your hand.”

“My hand?”

Gently, he takes my left hand, fingertips grazing along the underside of my wrist. He mutters something under his breath, and the troilite cuff snaps open. Lightly removing it from my wrist with his free hand, he tucks it into his pocket.

The moment the cuff leaves my skin, a weight lifts from my shoulders, my strength flowing freely once more.

Blinking slowly, I study my arm. Surely, he must know what he’s done. If I truly was trying to escape, then removing the cuff is no different than a jailer leaving the door of a cell unlocked.

“Why?” I ask, looking up at him.

“With the troll… I almost put you in danger because of this.” Eyes fixed on my wrist, he exhales. “I’ll never do that again.”

Something takes hold of my chest, a tightness woven around my ribcage.

“Now, we’re ready to rejoin the others.” Releasing me, he turns his palm skyward in a gesture that encourages me forward.

Glancing at him, I make my way back to where we left the others with more energy in my stride. It’s farther back than I thought—I must have run more than I realized.

The others exchange curious looks when we rejoin them.

Savell, with his hands on his hips, and Ronan, his arms crossed, stand some distance away from the horses, on the outskirts of the group. They eye me, in particular, as if they fully expected Asheros to drag me back, kicking and screaming. Savell’s stare falls to my bare wrist, and controlled surprise lifts his brows. Closer to the center, Orim merely flashes me a warm smile and dips his head to Asheros. Kheldryn and Gryska finish tending to the horses, glancing up at Asheros and I when we approach.

“Are we set to depart?” Asheros asks coolly, as if nothing happened between us.

“We’re ready when you are.” Kheldryn nods, patting her mare’s back.

“What about resting?” Ronan asks, holding back a yawn.

“After the troll incident,” Asheros says, rubbing his temple, “it’s in our best interest to continue on. Orim,” he calls, looking over his shoulder at the golden-haired male. “How much farther?”

“At this pace, about another day’s worth,” Orim answers.

Asheros pauses, pursing his lips. “Then we’ll rest when we reach our destination, unless we have good reason to delay our arrival.”

He turns to me with his hand outstretched. “Are you ready?”

Staring at his open palm, I hesitate, still coming to terms with our unspoken truce, and then I take his hand. It’s warm in mine. “I’m ready.”

Asheros dips his head to me in acknowledgement, the hint of a smile pulling at his lips instead of that wicked smirk. “Good.”

He leads me to his horse and waits for me to get on. He doesn’t offer to help, nor does he automatically lift me up onto the horse’s back. He merely watches, looking for any sign indicating I might need assistance.

Of course, there are none. I’ve mounted a horse plenty of times. Still, his reaction is… different. Any other male would have assumed I required help or insisted upon it. Something about etiquette, or whatever.

Asheros mounts and adjusts the reins. The others position themselves atop their steeds, and once everyone is ready, Asheros ushers our horse forward. On the road, we ease into a steady pace. The others fall into formation behind us, two by two. Rather than ride in the center, we adhere to the road’s right side. Likely as a precaution, in the event we need to take cover in the woods.

The muffled sounds of voices behind us tell me that the others have begun talking amongst themselves, though Asheros and I remain silent. I debate keeping it that way, but my curiosity gets the better of me.

“You didn’t help me mount the horse,” I say.

Asheros glances at me, a pale brow raised. “Do you take issue with that?”

“No,” I add quickly. “I’m only mentioning it because you surprised me, is all.”

“The great Captain of the High King’s Guard surprised?” His voice lilts with amusement. “Perhaps we should have this moment recorded.”

“I haven’t forgotten my threat of punching you. There’s still time to make that a reality.”

He holds up his palms in surrender. “Please, save that for when I actually deserve it.”

I laugh. “That can be arranged.”

“In all seriousness, Bladesinger,” Asheros says, his shift in tone reflecting his words, “I didn’t want to force my help upon you. You clearly didn’t need it, and I thought it would have been insulting if I had.”

My expression softens. I turn my face to look back at him.

He thought of my feelings?

Warmth gathers in my stomach. Somehow, it makes my chest feel light, as if I’m near weightless.

He continues, crystalline stare finding mine, “But make no mistake, should you ever need my help, all you have to do is say the word.”

I tear my eyes from his, my gaze falling to my lap. “What if…” I know I’m treading into dangerous territory, where my weaknesses are vulnerable to attack, but I can’t seem to stop myself. “What if I don’t know how to ask for it?”

One of his hands releases the reins, and his thumb and forefinger find my chin. His touch is gentle, and soft, and I can’t help but want more of it now that I’ve had this small taste.

He tilts my face to his, his fingers on my chin ever so slight. “Even if you don’t know how to ask, you will have my help all the same.” A pause. “Always.”

I search his diamond irises for any hint of deception or insincerity.

But I find none.

If anything, his eyes seem to shine with conviction, like none I’ve seen before.

My mouth parts, but I don’t know what to say, so I nod and tell him the only thing that I can. “Thank you.”

“I’ve done nothing,” he replies quietly.

“I think you have.” More than he knows.

Now it’s his turn to nod, his lips pressed together as if he’s unsure of how to conduct himself. His hand falls from my chin to grip the reins once more. I correct my posture, adjusting my head and torso so my shoulders face forward.

Fatigue settles into my bones, the heaviness of it drowning any thoughts I might have. I don’t know how much longer we ride before my consciousness slips away from me entirely.

My eyes flutter open, and then close again. I stir, only partially aware I’m leaning against Asheros, who supports the full brunt of my weight. Though I’m in a murky state between sleep and wakefulness, I must grumble about it because his arms tighten around me to still my movements.

“Rest, Lymseia,” I hear him say.

Though they remain closed, I try to open my eyes.

His voice brushes my ear, tender, like a caress. “No harm will come to you so long as I’m here.”


Chapter Ten



Something jostles me awake.

My eyes flash open and I lurch forward, nearly losing my balance. The arm across my stomach stops me from falling.

“Morning,” a smooth, airy voice says. Asheros. “I trust you enjoyed your beauty sleep?”

“Gods-damn it,” I mutter under my breath.

I fell asleep.

On my enemy, no less.

And this whole time, for however long I’ve been unconscious, he’s been holding me close. He could have done whatever he wanted to me, and I would have been too slow to react.

Ceren’s voice rings through my mind in admonishment.

“Always be on your guard. Never trust your enemy.”

I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep letting Asheros and that grin of his slip through the cracks in my shield, dismantling my defenses. He’s my kidnapper, the one responsible for the deaths of good, honorable members of the Guard.

My enemy.

He stands in the way of my duty. And I still don’t know his true intentions. He could very well be deceiving me, attempting to earn my trust, to then betray me in the end.

That show of vulnerability in the woods was a mistake.

Besides, it doesn’t change anything. My duty lies in Illnamoor.

“If I’d known you’d be so displeased, I would have been more careful not to wake you,” Asheros jokes, his tone light. His words pull me from my thoughts. “Perhaps I’ll take it upon myself to smooth out this portion of the road.”

“Oh, please.” I roll my eyes.

Asheros laughs, the sound rich and full. It’s like the sweetest of berries, the kind that melts the moment you place it on your tongue. Refusing to obey, my mouth curves into a small smile.

“Well, it seems you’ve chosen the perfect time to wake,” he says, amused.

That instantly piques my curiosity. “How so?”

“We’ve just about arrived at our destination.”

“And where is that, exactly?”

The amusement doesn’t fade from his voice. “You’ll learn soon enough.”

“So you’ve said, every time I’ve asked.” I cross my arms, turning my face halfway to his so I can see him out of the corner of my eye. “I’m starting to wonder if I ever will.”

Asheros’s lips part into that sinful smirk. “Do you doubt me, Bladesinger?”

I fight the grin tugging at my mouth. “You haven’t given me much faith.”

He places a palm to his chest, feigning pain. “My heart bleeds.”

“Perhaps I’d believe you without all the dramatics,” I say, waving a hand.

Asheros laughs again, and damn him, I laugh, too.

We break through the last of the tree line and approach a manor house. It’s not nearly as grand as the manor I grew up in, the home of the Head of House, but it’s stately all the same. Constructed of precisely cut stone bricks, the building has a perfectly symmetrical angled roof made from similarly colored stone tiles. They glint a reflective gray-blue in the light of the setting sun—meaning there’s steel mixed into the material.

While the manor itself is evidence enough that whoever lives here is wealthy, the steel-infused roof tiles make it obvious. The more metal one has in their possession, the wealthier. To have metal as part of something immovable, like a home, says much, if not more about a family’s status.

As we near the manor, I make out more details. Finely trimmed shrubs line a cobblestone pathway that leads to the entrance. Thick ivy climbs the manor’s stone walls, reaching all the way up to the roof. At the center of the façade sits a small set of steps that open to a heavy, well-crafted wooden door. Even stripped of its bark, I can tell the wood is native to the area, most likely harvested from the very forest we’ve traveled through. Those same tall trees form a protective barrier around the backside of the manor though there’s not much before it gives way to a much larger clearing.

There must be a town nearby—perhaps Ethelwyn.

Once we get closer, Asheros tugs the reins, and the horse slows to a stop. He dismounts and offers a hand to me, but I don’t take it. Swinging my leg over the horse’s back, I hop off. My feet touch the ground, landing in the soft grass.

Asheros doesn’t comment on my refusal to accept his gesture. Instead, he turns to the others, who, like us, have dismounted their horses. Taking our mount’s reins, he walks the animal over to Orim. They nod to each other. Asheros must pass on a wordless command, because Orim and Ronan lead the horses behind the manor.

“Come,” Asheros says to me, motioning his head toward the wooden door.

Taking a breath, I do. I walk slowly, though, and do my best to take in my surroundings should I need to describe them at a later time. Savell, Gryska, and Kheldryn follow at my heels, arranged around me like a semi-circle.

I let out a breathless laugh. They seem more concerned about me trying to run than Asheros. Granted, I would be, too, if I was in their position.

At the top of the small set of steps, Asheros pulls open the wooden door and waits for me to enter. Once the others pass the threshold, Asheros lets the door close behind him. I wander deeper inside, surveying the space.

We’re in a foyer. Flanked by two doorways on either side, a staircase leads upward to the next floor. The door to my left is closed, but the one to my right is open. When I step into that room, my face is warmed by the heat of a fire burning in the hearth. There are two large armchairs on either side of the fireplace adorned with light-blue cushions that seem to be made from a plush material. There are end tables by each one made from the same wood as the door. Matching bookcases line the far walls. Where I’d expect to see dust between volumes, I find carefully tended shelves. Two shiny, golden paperweights sit atop the books, evenly spaced apart, gleaming in the low light.

My mouth perks up when I see them. The paperweights must be made of gohlrunn—a weighted gold alloy used for crafting expensive items that hails from Cryssa’s home Court, Gold.

Longing aches in my chest.

I’d give anything to be back at High Keep with her and Viridian.

Though they’re light, footsteps echo on the stone floor.

“Where are we?” I ask without turning around.

There’s a heavy pause, and then someone clears their throat. “My family’s home,” Orim says.

I whirl around, brows drawn. “Your family has a home here?”

Asheros’s mouth parts into that smirk. “Don’t tell me you thought they were all from the Silver Court.”

My jaw tenses. Aside from Gryska, whose name and accent make it clear that she’s not from mainland Inatia, I assumed the rest of Asheros’s inner circle were from his Court.

Apparently, I was wrong.

“Brennor…” Orim’s last name. My eyes widen in realization. “How could I have been so blind?” I mutter to myself. Aylen Brennor is the male who oversees operations at the Wynterliffean Mine. Given its proximity to Illnamoor, the Steel Court’s capital, it’s named for my family, House Wynterliff.

That means…

Orim must be related to Aylen. Better yet, we’re somewhere outside of Illnamoor, near the mine. All this time, I thought Asheros was taking me somewhere far from where I needed to be, when in truth, he’s practically bringing me to my mother’s Court himself.

My head snaps to Orim, voice sharp. “Does your father know we’re here?”

“No,” he says, cheeks reddening. “My parents have an apartment in the city where they stay during the mine’s slower season.”

At that, I direct my glare to Asheros. “Are you truly that stupid?”

“What?” he asks, raising his hands. As if he’s oblivious.

“Don’t play that game.” Marching up to him, I jab my finger into his chest. “You know exactly what I mean. For someone who doesn’t want to be discovered, you’re walking a dangerous line by keeping me this close to Illnamoor.”

“For someone who supposedly wants to escape,” Asheros retorts, his voice matching mine, “you seem very upset about that.”

I ball my hands into my fists and scoff. “You’re quite mistaken.”

“Your little outburst suggests otherwise.”

If looks could kill, the one I shoot his way would have burned him alive, leaving nothing but a trace of dust.

The male must have a death wish, because he continues, crystalline eyes blazing. “Anyone who comes looking for you will assume that I’ve taken you far from this place. As you’ve said, it would be stupid of me to hide you here, so why would anyone bother to search this area?”

Forcing an exhale, I cross my arms, fists still clasped tight.

Gods-damn him.

He’s right.

I think of what I would do if I was leading a search party with limited resources. I would focus our efforts on the areas we’ve deemed to be highly probable as our target’s location. Areas that are the most strategic for the kidnapper and provide them the most security. Thinking that way, I would focus on places that are familiar to, or connected with the kidnapper somehow, but unknown to, and isolating for, the hostage.

Asheros’s logic is so obvious, it’s downright infuriating. I wouldn’t waste my resources here, so why would anyone else? Closing my eyes, I slow my breathing. My arms fall to my sides, and I unclench my fists.

“Where will I be staying?” Though my voice has lost its aggression, my words are clipped.

“The bedchambers are upstairs,” Orim says, his tone gentle. “Would you like me to show you?”

“No, I’ll be fine on my own.” I don’t give him an opportunity to respond before I cross the room in swift strides. I do, however, catch the warning glance that Kheldryn gives Asheros, but by the time I can react, I’m already climbing the stairs.

Anger at my lack of composure burns the back of my throat.

Damn it.

I let my feelings show.

As if to further emphasize that fact, what’s left of my frustration seeps into my feet, pounding the steps.

At the top of the staircase is a long hallway lined with intricately-carved wooden doors. Each depicts its own forest scene, complete with woodland animals and creatures. I pass the first two doors without really looking at them and trudge past another that’s carved with a drawing of a friendly-looking troll—a much less menacing version than the one we encountered on our journey here—that is unknowingly being stalked by a grinning fox.

My movements slow, and I approach one of the bedchambers. The carving on this door is of several gnomes taking shelter from the rain while huddled beneath a spotted toadstool. Something about the carving softens my expression, and before I realize what I’m doing, I step inside.

Pressing my back to the wood, I close the door behind me. There’s a decently sized four-poster bed in the room’s center with identical rustic end tables on either side. Steel candelabras sit atop them with cream-colored candles. Two windows, one on either side of the bed, overlook the grounds, and there’s an adjoining washroom. To the left of the door, against the wall, is a dresser that comes up just past my waist.

The chamber is comfortable. Beyond comfortable, even. Having spent the past few decades living in the Guards’ quarters at High Keep, I haven’t stayed in a room like this in years.

But at the moment, comfort isn’t what I need. Raising my hands, I curl them into fists. At High Keep, whenever I was upset, I would train with whatever I could get my hands on first—swords, daggers, spears. Here, there’s nothing. No training dummies, no wooden posts for sparring, nothing that I can hit.

I itch to move, my body thrumming with the need to expel this energy. Crossing the space to the bed, I pluck the pillows from beneath the finely woven blankets. They’re free of any lumps and fluffed to perfection. Gripping a pillow in each hand, I bring them to the dresser and place them on top, positioned so they sit vertically against the wall. Hopefully, the combined thickness of both pillows is enough for what I need, but I have too much confined aggravation to care.

Lowering into a fighting stance, I level my fists with my eyes, and shift my weight to the balls of my feet. I land a punch to the center of the pillow, hard enough that my knuckles collide with the stone wall behind them. I throw another punch.

And another.

And another.

Each strike is harder than the last, my punches following in rapid succession. Though the pillows soften the blows to a degree, the force of my fists hitting the wall, over and over and over, means I’ll have bruised fingers to explain tomorrow.

Despite the bite of pain, I keep going. Damn Asheros and that smirk.

Punch.

Damn Viridian for asking me to leave High Keep.

Punch.

Damn my mother and her idealized expectations.

Punch.

And damn me for being too—

Weak.

I pull my hands back and unfurl my fists to inspect my knuckles. They’re cracked and bleeding, a mess of red smudged across my skin. Spotted with bright, fresh blood, the pillows are no better.

But the truth strikes harder than any blow ever could.

I’m a failure.

I should be in Illnamoor by now, standing by my mother’s side. Instead, I’ve been letting my fear, and whatever feelings I’m developing for Asheros, rule me.

“Emotions distract you from your duty,” Ceren had told me years ago. “Do not let them. Your duty to the crown comes first, above all.”

Asheros Larmanne is nothing but an emotional obstacle I must remove from my path.

My duty depends on it.


Chapter Eleven



The chamber door swings open abruptly.

“Bladesinger, I know you’re angry, but what in the gods’ names are you—” Asheros freezes in the threshold, his eyes immediately falling to my hands, and then the pillows.

“It looks worse than it is,” I explain. “The pillows—”

“Should be wary of getting on your bad side, yes, I know.” Despite the veil of sarcasm, every drop of annoyance fades from his voice.

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

“I know what you were going to say.” He approaches me, closing the gap between us. “May I?”

I nod and let him take my hands in his. His thumbs brush against my fingers, careful not to touch my bloody knuckles.

“Orim,” he calls, without turning his head to the door. His feet stay planted, and he doesn’t release my hands. “I need a bucket of water, fresh pillows, a cloth, and bandages.”

“Right away,” comes Orim’s response. In a few moments, he returns with everything Asheros asked for. He places the bucket of water on the floor by the bed, drapes the bandages and cloth over Asheros’s arm, and then sets the pillows on the bed where they belong.

I watch him work, my cheeks hot.

Orim doesn’t seem to notice. He flashes me a smile. Maintaining his warm expression, he takes the bloodied pillows from atop the dresser and leaves without saying another word, closing the door behind him.

“Are there no staff here?” I ask. Every home belonging to wealthy fae that I’ve been to have some kind of staffing, whether they be cooks, maids, or stablemen.

“The staff accompany Orim’s parents, leaving this manor empty while they’re away,” Asheros answers. “That’s what makes it such an ideal choice for us.”

“Ah.” My eyes fall to the floor. “I see.”

Asheros tugs lightly at my hands and leads me to the bed. “Sit.”

I do. The mattress gives way beneath his weight when he joins me. It tilts my body toward him, bringing our faces closer together.

Asheros lets go of one of my hands and pulls the bucket of water closer to him. He dips the cloth into it and squeezes, letting the excess drip back into the bucket. Bringing the cloth to my right hand, he hesitates, looking to me for permission before touching my skin. I nod, and he begins to gently pat my knuckles with the damp cloth. He furrows his brow, seemingly intent on my hand.

I turn my face, head angled to the floor.

“So,” he says, breaking the silence, “do you make it a habit of punching walls?”

“Not usually,” I answer, keeping my attention fixed on a point on the wall behind him.

Asheros presses his lips together. He removes the cloth from my skin and dips it back into the bucket before returning it to my hand.

“When there’s something on my mind, I train,” I tell him, feeling the need to explain.

“Ah.” He tilts his head back slightly.

There you go again, Lymseia, I chide myself.

Now he knows there’s something bothering me. What is it about Asheros that makes it so easy to open myself up to him?

“I took you here because I…” He closes his mouth, and then opens it again, as if he’s searching for the right words. “I wanted to you to help me convince Viridian to step down from the throne.”

“You honestly thought I’d help you do that?” I ask, balking at the idea.

“Not at first, no. You’re too loyal to him.” Asheros’s tone loses some of its strength. “But aside from your loyalty to his crown, you care for him, and for this kingdom. I’d hoped that once I convinced you to see my side of things, you’d realize my intentions aren’t nefarious.”

I laugh bitterly. “And then what, you’d take the crown for yourself?”

“Yes. No.” He sighs, briefly closing his eyes. “I hope not.”

My eyes widen and snap to his.

He doesn’t want the crown?

Any noble fae in his position would leap at the chance of placing themselves on the throne if presented with the opportunity.

“Then why?” I ask.

“Viridian, he—” Asheros pauses, holding the damp cloth to my hand. “Rumors are circling among the nobles. There are… doubts about his parentage.”

“He’s their king. Our king. How dare they question his position.”

“I know, Bladesinger. I know.” He holds my stare and then his eyes flick away. He picks up the cloth again and collects the last bit of blood left on my knuckles. “But king or not, the nobles gossip.”

“Gossip alone isn’t enough to rise to that level of suspicion.” I ask, “What sort of rumors?”

“Rumors that High Queen Azalinah had never been pregnant.”

“So what?” I roll my eyes. “Surely a bastard king doesn’t mark the end of a line.”

“When the bastard king is the child of the reigning monarch, no,” Asheros agrees. “But when the so-called ‘bastard’ child isn’t the progeny of the monarch or their spouse, yes, it does.” He removes the cloth from my hands. “Fae old enough to have known Vorr while Azalinah was alive insist that he was too in love with her to stray from their bed.”

I let out a huff. “Well, maybe those fae ought to learn a thing or two about minding their own business.”

“For at least a thousand years, our tradition has been that when a monarch dies without an heir-apparent, it means that the gods intended for power to pass onto another House,” Asheros reminds me. “Fae are worried that if House Avanos’s time on the throne was truly meant to die with Vorr, we risk angering the gods if we don’t let another House take the crown.”

“That’s all just superstition,” I say, though my chest tightens.

“For beings with lifespans as long as ours, superstition dies hard, and fear is a powerful thing. Regardless,” Asheros continues, “there’s enough doubt to question the legitimacy of Viridian’s claim to the throne. And given the nobles’ displeasure with the changes he’s been making since becoming High King, it’s the perfect excuse to seek a shift in power.”

“What?” His statement takes me aback. My mind’s stunned by the implications of what he’s saying. “You don’t mean…”

“I do.” He drops the bloodied cloth into the bucket. “There’s word that House Pelleveron has already begun diplomatic visits to the other Courts. Maelyrra plans to invoke the Fyrelith, and if she doesn’t get what she wants, she will go to war for it.”

“War? For the crown? On what grounds?” I shake my head, unable to contain the ferocity of my anger. “Legitimate or not, Viridian has been crowned High King. There’s ample time for him and Cryssa to produce an heir. Their reign has only just begun.”

“That doesn’t matter. The rite can be invoked by any challenger, at any time. Traditionally, only heir-apparents enter, and it’s only been invoked in the past when a ruler dies without a legitimate heir. But those aren’t strict rules.” Still holding my hand, he rubs his temple with his free hand. “Maelyrra wouldn’t be stupid enough to challenge Viridian without political support. So, to sway the other Courts, she’ll claim that Viridian isn’t Vorr or Azalinah’s son. If that’s true, then technically, the last High King died without a legitimate heir-apparent, and the Fyrelith should have been invoked when Vorr died.”

“That gods-damned female.” I never liked her. She’s so snobby, always thinking she’s better than everyone else. I don’t know how Cryssa and Viridian put up with her at council meetings, or how the likes of her can be related to someone with a worthy heart like Cryssa’s. “What proof does Maelyrra Pelleveron have? She’ll need something compelling if she wants to convince Copper and Steel to ally with her.”

The Copper and Steel Courts have been allied with the Bronze Court for centuries. Though, the Steel Court has always taken more of a neutral position when it came to conflict between the other Courts, stepping in only when absolutely necessary.

Asheros cocks his head. “There’s not much evidence.”

“Ha. See?”

I want to continue the conversation, to add something else about how Maelyrra’s grab for power is already doomed, but the heavy look in Asheros’s eyes stops me.

I clench my hands into fists. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

Of course there’s more.

“It may only be circumstantial, but it doesn’t look good, Bladesinger.” The severity of Asheros’s tone makes my stomach sink. “Think about it—Vorr and Azalinah tried for decades to produce an heir, unsuccessfully. Then, all of a sudden, Viridian is born without any news of the High Queen’s pregnancy or his birth. No one knew that the royals were expecting, until they received an invitation to the ball celebrating Viridian’s birth. It’s as if he appeared out of thin air.”

“And let’s not forget Vorr was cursed at that same ball.” My voice slows. “Before I left High Keep, Cryssa and Viridian told me everything they learned about Vorr’s curse. They said he took something that wasn’t his to take, and the female he wronged cursed him as punishment.”

I swear the air surrounding us thickens.

“Gods above.” I freeze, and my blood runs cold. “What if… What if that ‘thing’ Vorr took wasn’t a thing at all. What if it was a child?” Part of me doesn’t want to say my next thought aloud, but the words leave my lips before I can stop them. “What if it was Viridian?”

Asheros’s eyes widen. “Then the rumors would be true.”

“Fuck the rumors. I don’t give a damn about Viridian’s bloodline or superstition,” I shoot out, rising to my feet. My hand slips from Asheros’s. Fury swells in my chest and has me hardening my mouth. “It might not be Vorr’s blood running through his veins, but he’s still Vorr’s son. He’s my friend and my High King. I will protect his rule at all costs.”

I expect silence to follow my declaration. Or, if there isn’t silence, then I expect Asheros to argue with me.

Neither of those things happen.

“As will I,” Asheros says firmly, with a dip of his head, and rises to meet me. I’m surprised that there isn’t a hint of doubt in my mind that he means it.

Still, I can’t help but wonder.

“So, you’re telling me that you truly don’t want to be High King?” I lean back and cross my arms. “You can’t tell me the thought hasn’t crossed your mind.”

“It has.” Asheros’s brows knit together. He takes a breath, and when he exhales, I see fatigue wear down his defined features. “My father… He’ll likely disown me if I don’t enter the Fyrelith. It’s been ages since the Silver Court had control of the throne. But I can’t—I won’t. Viridian and I may not be the closest of friends, but I respect him. I respect his rule. And this tension, the Fyrelith, a potential war… This will only cause pointless bloodshed.” He stares into my eyes now. “So no. I have no desire to be king.”

I part my lips but can’t seem to summon any words.

I’m speechless. Truly speechless.

I still don’t know whether or not to trust him. Every instinct I have, and every fiber in my body tells me to keep him at arm’s length.

But damn it all, something in me wants to believe him.

“What happened to wanting me to help you persuade Viridian to step down?” I ask, crossing my arms. “Not even a moment ago, you told me that was your plan.” He’d gone as far as kidnapping me, intending to use me to aid his plans. That sort of commitment to a plan, that sort of risk taken to his Court and to his life, doesn’t disappear overnight. I’d be a fool to think otherwise.

But maybe…

Maybe he’s been considering alternatives for some time.

The corners of Asheros’s mouth curve up into the hint of a smirk. “That’s still in the back of my mind. Let’s call it a failsafe—in case this all goes horribly wrong.”

“Perhaps, but even if Viridian did step down without a fight,” I say, holding his gaze, “the Fyrelith would still be bloody.”

“It would.” He nods. “But if it comes to that, the loss of life caused by the Fyrelith alone would be far less than a war.”

“Fair enough.” I eye him, mulling over his answer. “Well, then, if we want to save lives, and maybe prevent an all-out war, where do we start?”

“Hunting down Vorr’s killer.” Lost in thought, Asheros shifts his weight, tilting his head side to side as he does. “Whoever they are, they’re the ones orchestrating all of this. Maelyrra Pelleveron, the other Heads of House and heir-apparents, they’re all puppets, pawns in someone else’s game.”

“Right. Maelyrra’s wanted the throne ever since Vorr became king.” Instinct takes over, and I feel as if I’m in a war room, trying to piece together the enemy’s strategy. “Vorr’s killer must have known that questions about Viridian’s true parentage would come up after he died and wanted that to happen. With Vorr gone, there’s no one to stop the nobles from talking about what happened that night a century ago. The night Vorr was cursed.”

“And the more they talk, the more doubt arises about Viridian’s bloodline, further fueling the fire.” Asheros’s gaze is firm on my own. “This was all meant to cause a rift between the Courts. To shift alliances.”

“And maybe, to start a war.”

Asheros nods.

“But why?” I ask, struggling to wrap my mind around it. “Is this truly about power? About who’s sitting on the throne?”

“It must be,” Asheros says, stroking his chin. “Why else would someone go through the effort?”

I look away. I can’t explain why, or how, but I know that’s not all there is. “There’s more to this,” I say at last. “I know it.”

“I believe you.” He sits and pats the bed beside him. “Let me wrap those hands before you go and hit something again.”

If not for the gravity of our discussion, I might have laughed. But the weight of it is heavy on my mind, and I can’t stop thinking of who would want to divide the kingdom.

I sit down while he unrolls the bandages. “Who do you think is behind it?”

“I don’t know.” Asheros’s eyes narrow. He holds out his palm, and I place my right hand in his. “Someone in a position with much to gain.”

“You don’t think it’s Maelyrra?”

Asheros makes a face that tells me he’s considering it, while weighing the other options. “She’s the obvious choice, without question,” he says, wrapping the bandage around my hand. “But I think that’s what the real killer wants us to believe.”

“What makes you think it’s not her?” I ask.

“Maelyrra wants the throne for House Pelleveron,” Asheros tells me. He secures the bandage, and then beckons for my other hand. “She always has. But the throne is meaningless without a kingdom to rule.” Taking my left hand, he wraps the other bandage around my split knuckles. “She may be arrogant, but she’s no fool. Though she’s willing to go to war, she wouldn’t risk jeopardizing the kingdom’s ability to recover after the war’s been won.”

“Fine, not Maelyrra.” I don’t hide the disappointment in my voice. I would love a reason to wipe that smug expression off Maelyrra Pelleveron’s face.

“Not Maelyrra,” Asheros agrees, tying the bandage. “There.” He grins. “Don’t go and ruin my masterpiece.”

Admiring his work, I flex my hands. For a noble fae lord, he knows how to wrap a tight bandage. Almost as well as a member of the Guard.

“I’ll do my best,” I say, “but I can’t promise you anything.”

He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. I want to ask what’s wrong, but I don’t want to push it. He’s already opened up to me more than I thought he would tonight.

“Come.” He stands, holding out a hand for me. “Orim’s preparing a feast.”

I let him gently pull me to my feet. “Wonderful. I’m starved.”


Chapter Twelve



The moment Asheros opens my chamber door, the aromas wafting up the staircase reach my nose. My mouth waters. The smell alone is enough to have me tasting whatever it is that Orim’s preparing downstairs.

Mouth agape, I turn to Asheros.

He nods, emphasizing my surprise, and touches the pads of his fingers to his chest. “I wasn’t lying when I told you he’s preparing a feast.”

“After a bite of whatever’s the cause for that heavenly scent,” I say, “I’ll never doubt you again.”

Asheros chuckles, his voice sounding lighter than it did a moment ago. “Careful, now, Bladesinger. I might actually think you tolerate me.”

Cautiously, so as not to loosen my bandages, I shove him and make my way down the staircase. Following my nose, I walk through the doorway opposite to the sitting room, and find myself in a large, but modest, grand dining room. There’s a carved wooden table sitting in the center, with eight padded chairs around it. Savell and Ronan sit on one side, while Kheldryn and Gryska sit across from them.

I peer at the back wall where there’s another open doorway. My nose tells me that’s the source of the mouthwatering smells. I make no move to take a seat, waiting for Asheros to pick his first.

He pulls out the chair next to Kheldryn and sits.

My stomach twists. What do I care if he chooses to sit next to her?

I don’t.

So I pick the chair next to Savell. Directly across from Asheros.

Kheldryn runs a hand through her hair, brushing it back. Silvery-white strands get caught in her eyelashes, and Asheros—damn him—sweeps his fingertips across her forehead to free them.

“Thank you,” she says, lips parted into small smile.

“Of course,” he replies, without hesitation.

Turning my face, I force an exhale through my nose. Savell looks my way when I do. Catching his eyes, I waggle my brows and cover my mouth with a comically exaggerated motion, like I’m jokingly suppressing the urge to vomit.

His serious expression breaks, mouth split into a grin. Ronan laughs with a hand pressed to his abdomen, earning a glare from Asheros.

Those diamond-like eyes slide to me, a brow arched.

“Causing trouble, Bladesinger?” He stretches his leg, so that his foot brushes the back of my lower calf.

I shrug.

Before I can throw back a witty response, Orim emerges from what must be the kitchen with a steaming dish in his hands. He places it on the table in front of us and then returns to the kitchen for another that he sets next to the first.

One dish holds a delectably cheesy concoction of diced potatoes, mushrooms, and leafy greens, and the other, some kind of bird baked in butter and herbs.

Approaching a large glass paneled cabinet behind us, Orim withdraws a stack of dishes and sets them down next to Ronan. Ronan takes three plates, passing them down to Savell and me, while Kheldryn does the same on her side. Savell whirls around to take handfuls of silverware, while Orim adds serving spoons to the dishes. Once the silverware has made its way around the table, Orim gestures to the food.

“Please, help yourselves,” he says, that warmth I’m coming to associate with him present in his tone.

Kheldryn and Savell look to Asheros, who waves his hand as if to say, “you first.”

Ronan doesn’t hesitate and starts spooning heaping amounts of potato and mushrooms and meat onto his plate. Savell is next, and then, passing the platters around the table, we start to serve ourselves.

“Where did this come from?” I ask, taking the serving spoon from Savell. “We’ve only just arrived.”

“We had supplies sent before our arrival,” Kheldryn says, watching me spoon food onto my plate.

“Ah, of course,” I muse. When I’m finished, I pass the serving spoon and hot dishes to Asheros.

He holds up his palm. “Kheldryn and Gryska first.”

I swallow and pass the food to Kheldryn. Gryska is next, and then Asheros serves himself last.

“Mmm,” Ronan moans when he takes a bite. “You’ve outdone yourself this time, my friend.”

“I can attest to that,” Savell adds, joining him.

I dip my fork into the potatoes and mushrooms and add a bit of meat before placing it all in my mouth. Flavors melt onto my tongue instantly, and my eyes briefly close.

“This is… Much better than that broth,” I quip, my laughter bringing a smile to my mouth.

“Listen here,” Orim protests, eyes cheerfully alight. He holds up a hand. “There was nothing to be done about the soup given how little ingredients I had to work with.”

I laugh in between bites. My tone shifts to something more serious, but still conversational. “How did you learn to cook?”

Orim’s cheeks flush a shade of red. “I’ve always been interested in food, and how certain dishes are made.” His mouth parts, and the fondness of his memories shine through. “When I was young, I’d slip into the kitchen and watch the cooks prepare our meals. I found it fascinating. Then, when we dined, I tried to pick apart the flavors and see if I could identify the ingredients.” His eyes dampen a little, with a deflated feeling I know all too well. “My father never really approved of it. Still, I came to love cooking.”

I find his eyes, my expression soft. “I know how you feel.”

“I’m sorry for that,” he replies. The corners of his mouth lift. “All the same, we became our own people, didn’t we?”

Nodding, I offer him a small smile. “We did.”

Across the table, I feel Asheros’s eyes on me. When I turn his way, he quickly averts his gaze, crystalline irises dropping to his plate.

There’s a lull in conversation after that, and my curiosity feels the need to fill it.

“How did you all meet?” Leaning forward, I sweep my gaze around the table. “Are the rest of you from the Silver Court? Or are some of you also from Steel?”

Savell, Ronan, and Kheldryn exchange wary glances, the latter crossing her arms.

This again? Truly?

If I’d made more threats, their unease would make more sense. But I’ve been in their company long enough to think they’d be more comfortable around me. Perhaps the members of Asheros’s inner circle are less trusting than I am.

Gryska, though, doesn’t seem to share her companions’ wariness.

“I hail from the Isles of Therran,” she says gruffly around a mouthful of meat.

My eyes widen. “The Isles of Therran?”

Warm and tropical, the Isles lie far off the Bronze Court’s shore, to the southeast. Judging by her accent alone, I knew Gryska wasn’t from mainland Inatia, but I didn’t think she would be that far from her homeland.

“How did you meet Asheros?” I ask her.

“I was living in Keuron,” she says, flicking her eyes up to me. Without a hint of shame, she adds, “Fighting in underground establishments for coin.”

I nod slowly, maintaining an even expression. Such places are against the law, and the Guard is often called to clear out the area and restore order during the fights. One of my first patrols involved just that. Residents had previously sent in complaints about noise they’d been hearing at night, and Ceren had sent my patrol group to investigate.

We’d arrived at a simple-looking bakery. There were empty shelves waiting to be stocked with fresh bread come morning. Based solely on looks alone, we wouldn’t have stayed for long. The noise is what gave the underground fighting ring away—it led us right to a false door behind the baker’s counter, and the club hidden beneath it.

“And let me guess,” I say, my eyes moving from her to Asheros. I point to him. “He was there, making bets.”

“Right ya are,” Gryska replies, pride rolling from her in waves. “He bet on me that night and left several gold pieces richer.”

“More than several,” Asheros quips, voice light with the fond memory. “At the very least, I won about a hundred gold coins.”

“Then what?” I ask, glancing between the two of them.

“I sought to employ her,” Asheros says, his tone even. “It was a matter of time before someone else realized how much of an asset someone with her unique skillset is.”

Ronan clears his throat. “Like Orim’s parents, my mothers oversee silver production at the Inland Mine, outside of Greyhelm. Since my older sister and her partner are set to take over for them, I didn’t care much to learn about the mine’s operations. Still, I would go with them from time to time while I lived under their roof.”

A toothy grin spreads across his face. “I was young and curious. I wasn’t aware that the Head of House and the heir-apparent were also visiting the mine that day, and Asheros caught me rummaging through crates of raw silver.” He pauses, giving me a sly look. “Observing it, of course.”

“Of course,” I muse tilting my head back. “I’m sure that’s exactly what you were doing with it.”

Still grinning, he continues. “Anyway, Asheros said my secret would be safe with him if I told him my name.”

Shaking his head a little, Asheros chuckles. “I kept my word, didn’t I?”

Laughing, Ronan scrapes the last bit of meat and potatoes off his plate. The light quality of his expression dims somewhat. Softens. “You’ve done more than keep your word.”

Finishing his meal, Asheros waves him off.

After cleaning her own plate, Kheldryn relaxes her arms and lets her hands fall to her lap. “It’s true. You’ve given us a place to belong. For that, none of us will ever be able to repay you.”

A place to belong.

I think of High Keep, the first place I ever felt like I belonged, and Myrdin and Viridian—the males that, while we don’t share blood, became my brothers. The ones who make High Keep a home for me.

Pressing his lips together, Asheros offers a small smile to the others. “You all have done the same for me.” Responding to the humble murmurings sweeping the table, he adds, “Truly.”

My chest thickens, as does my throat, making it harder to swallow my last bite of food. Feeling very out of place, I press my arms to my sides, withdrawing deeper into myself. Despite being at a full table, it is lonely without my two closest friends—perhaps three, now that I’ve met Cryssa. They’re miles away in Keuron, and I’m here, alone, dining with my kidnappers.

“Viridian…” I murmur, low enough that only I can hear.

Gods above.

Maelyrra Pelleveron’s schemes could threaten his position, if they haven’t already. If he and Cryssa don’t act quickly to secure their alliances, they could lose the nobles’ support. Myrdin would be devastated.

I wait for the others to clear their plates and then stand. Orim and Kheldryn collect the dirty dishes and used silverware, carrying them into the kitchen.

Once Asheros is up on his feet, I pull him aside. “I have to warn Viridian,” I tell him, my voice laced with urgency. “Send a letter, or a messenger—send something. I don’t care what. He has to know about the Gold Court’s plot against him.”

Asheros cocks his head, knitting his brows. “He may know by now.”

He’s right. Viridian may be aware of Maelyrra’s strategizing. I know that. Still, it does little to dispel the anxiety clutching my stomach. Because it’s just as likely that Viridian doesn’t know. Surrounded by the Kjos Mountains, which provide natural barriers in and out of Keuron, the city is often insulated from news of the Courts.

If Viridian learns of Maelyrra’s moves against him too late, he may be unable to retaliate. And if war truly is coming, then he and Cryssa could lose so much more than the throne—they could lose their lives.

“I’m not willing to take chances.” Sensing Asheros’s apprehension, I take a small step forward. “If it were one of them in his place,” I say, pointing to the dining table where the members of his inner circle had sat moments ago, “and you in mine, you would seek to do the same.”

Only a few paces behind us, Savell’s shoulders tense and his eyes narrow, dark with distrust. I don’t know how much he’s heard, but his demeanor makes it painfully obvious that he doesn’t like however much of our conversation he did happen to overhear.

Asheros exhales, casually placing his hands on his hips. I can’t help but notice how his arms flex slightly with the movement, and how it makes his hips seem even more defined. “You’re right.”

“You can’t seriously be considering this,” Savell interjects, approaching Asheros. “She’ll use this as an opportunity to betray us.”

Mouth tightening, Asheros glances at him. “I’m highly aware of that possibility, but something tells me there’s no reason to worry.” He pauses, pursing his lips as if he’s mulling over an unfamiliar taste. Looking at me, he asks, “Must we do this now, or can it wait until morning?”

“It can wait,” I say, though I would feel much better getting it over with tonight.

As if to protest, Savell opens his mouth.

Asheros cuts him off. “Good,” he says, rubbing his palms together. “Then we’ll handle this matter in the morning.”


Chapter Thirteen



If Asheros hoped delaying communication with Viridian until morning would lessen my resolve, then he’d better be prepared for disappointment.

Rather, the opposite is true. Waiting has only lent itself to the firmness of my decision to warn Viridian and Cryssa of the Gold Court’s plans. It’s been more than a week since the attack at Nemos’s pass. At this point, had I stayed on course, I would just be arriving at Illnamoor, if I hadn’t already a few days earlier.

Moving from my bed to the window, I peer at the sunrise peeking over the treetops, coloring the sky a bright honey that gives way to cerulean. The beautiful, intermingling shades splayed across the horizon lessen the tension in my shoulders, lowering them slightly. Crossing the room to the dresser, where I laid out my leathers before going to bed last night, I put them on, fastening the buckles to secure them to my body.

Catching a whiff of them when I do, I wrinkle my nose. I’ll need to wash these soon. As part of my training for the Guard, we learned how to care for them properly so they last.

I brush my hair back and run my fingers through it to work out the tangles. My sleek, blue-black mane has lost some of its luster, likely from being on the road for as long as we have, though it’s still smooth and easy to detangle. Separating it into three groups, I quickly weave my hair into a braid that falls over my left shoulder.

Taking a breath to still myself, I carefully open my chamber door and step into the hallway. The manor is dark, the corridor lit by the sunlight cast through the slim window at the end of the hall. Stepping lightly, I make my way down the staircase, but pause before entering the sitting room.

Kheldryn sits in one of the armchairs with her legs crossed. She leans over the chair’s arm, an open book resting in her lap. “You can come in,” she calls, without adjusting her posture, voice raised so I can hear.

“All right,” I say by way of announcing my entrance.

She moves only to turn the page, still focused on her book.

I wander toward the bookshelves, my arms hanging loosely by my sides. Reading had been a passion of mine years ago, before I left for High Keep. Even then, I didn’t read much for pleasure. Most of my reading was selected by my mother or my tutors. Boring, bland material on Inatian history, treatises on alliances between the Noble Houses, that sort of thing.

But once I joined the Guard, I didn’t have the time, nor the patience, for reading. I can’t remember the last time I picked up a book. It feels foreign to me now.

“Orim’s mother is an avid reader,” Kheldryn says, and my attention snaps to her. “Any genre you could imagine is somewhere on those shelves. There’s even more in her personal library.” She straightens her back, holding up the book she’s reading. “That’s where I found this one.”

I raise my brow. “She won’t be angry about that?”

“She won’t know.” Kheldryn’s eyes briefly meet mine and then she turns the page.

I press my lips together, the corner of my mouth tilted upward. “Of course.”

Crossing my arms, I turn away from her. The image of Asheros brushing her hair at dinner last night flashes before my eyes, sparking a tight pang in my chest.

“You and Asheros seem close,” I say, unable to stop myself. If I had a clearer head, I would have kept those words to myself. They’ll only lead me to answers I won’t like and things I don’t want to hear. What do I care if they’re together? Though he’s my fated, I have no claim on him.

No claim at all.

That thought should soothe the jealousy coursing through me. But it only adds kindling to the spark in my chest, making it catch fire.

“Yes,” Kheldryn says, her voice softening. She looks up at me. “We all are.”

“I know but—” I pause, stopping myself from saying something that might come across as abrasive. “You two seem… closer than most.”

Kheldryn furrows her brows, and then her expression relaxes, awash with understanding. She sets the book down on her lap. “You think we’re together.”

Jitters replace the fiery pang in my chest, dancing across my skin. “You’re not?”

“No, most definitely not,” Kheldryn tells me, shaking her head. Her silvery-white hair swings with the movement, touching her cheeks. “I, uh—I’m not interested in males.”

My eyes widen, and my cheeks burn with embarrassment. “Oh, my apologies for assuming.”

“It’s all right,” she assures me, waving a hand. “You couldn’t have known.”

There’s a pause where neither of us says anything. Then Kheldryn closes her book and presses it to her chest. “My parents died when I was very young, my mother from disease, and my father from falling through ice. He harvested it for a living, you see, and there was plenty to be harvested up north where I lived by the Silent Chasm in a small village just outside of Morir.”

The Silent Chasm lies on the Silver Court’s northern border, large sharp cliffs broken up by fjords from what I’ve heard. I’ve never seen them myself. With the exception of Dalir, Morir is the northernmost city on mainland Inatia.

I orient myself toward Kheldryn, tilting my head forward slightly.

Taking a breath, she continues. “After that, I was on my own for a while. I learned to shoot so I could hunt game for food. It was difficult at first, but I eventually got good at it.”

“I imagine you would,” I say, my voice soft. “You were dependent on your skills for survival.”

She nods, eyes flicking to mine. “Right. Anyway, I was out hunting in the mountains one day when I was overrun by an avalanche.” Her expression constricts, mouth tight. “The mountains that far north are rocky and difficult to cross. I couldn’t get far enough in time.”

My mouth parts. “I take it Valhyr’s Teeth are aptly named?”

Stories of Valhyr, the God of Honor and Glory, describe his favor of struggle, of challenge, of pushing oneself to the point of breaking for the sake of glory. Whoever named the Silver Court’s broken, jagged, and unforgiving mountain range had no doubt been thinking of the god’s love of testing and exceeding the limits of a hero’s strength.

“Yes,” Kheldryn says. “To be quite honest, I have no idea why Asheros was out there that day. Perhaps Valhyr himself had taken pity on me. But he was there with a horse and pulled me from beneath the snow.” She wraps her arms around the book, still clutching it to her chest. “I don’t remember much, but the next thing I knew, I was in bed at an inn, with a warm meal, and an innkeeper’s wife that nursed me back to health.”

Asheros is a good male.

Something lightens in my chest, stirring feelings of pride within me.

My gaze falls to the floor. Perhaps the part of the sly, cunning, and indifferent fae lord that he plays is merely a façade, protecting his true self underneath.

But if it is just an act, why go through the effort? What happened to him? What taught him to hide?

“He didn’t ask,” Kheldryn says, “but I pledged my service to him, nonetheless. He’d saved my life, and I vowed that day, I would save his, too, if it ever came to that. Only then, would my debt be paid.”

Her undying loyalty to her lord is evident in her tone, in the conviction underlying her words. I don’t need to ask her to know that she would remain loyal to Asheros, even after her so-called debt is paid. It reminds me of the Guards I once commanded in Keuron. Their belief in the crown—and in me, when I served as their Captain—shone through in every obeyed command and every salute to my position.

Gods, what I would give to be among their ranks once more.

“He is lucky to have you,” I say, my voice soft.

“I am lucky to have him,” she corrects me. “And you would be, too.”

My eyes land on her immediately, my face snapping down to hers.

“I see the way you two speak to each other,” she says, an amused smile tugging at her lips. “The way you look at him.”

Snorting, I say, “I only look at him when I must.”

Kheldryn raises a brow. “Oh, sure you do.” She glances at something in the hall and then back at me. “Have you ever wondered that, maybe in marking you two as fated, the gods weren’t telling you that he’s your enemy, but rather, that you and he would become something so much more?”

My stomach leaps into my throat, my body brimming with the possibility of what could be—if I’d only let it.

“I…” My voice trails off.

“You haven’t let yourself,” Kheldryn remarks with a knowing look. “But maybe you should. Mate bonds are something to be treasured, not rejected.”

“Not all of us have the luxury of accepting a mate bond,” I tell her, fumbling for something to use in my defense. “Though we might want to.”

As if she’s won whatever game we’re playing, Kheldryn makes a pleased face.

I open my mouth to counter her wordless statement but pause when I hear a male’s voice beside me.

“I should have known you’d be up early, Bladesinger.”

Tilting my head back, I press my eyes shut when the realization we had an audience for the last part of our conversation washes over me. Knowing full well that my fated won’t let this go undiscussed, the burn of my mistake sizzles in my lower abdomen.

Opening my eyes, I turn my face to Asheros who is standing beside me with his hands casually resting in his pockets. His medium-length, white-blond hair is mussed in silky layers, as if he’d brushed it back off his face with his fingers. He wears a loose-fitting cream-colored shirt, the top unbuttoned and the bottom untucked, and a silvery-blue vest that’s generously fitted to his torso. His form fitting pants are a darker shade of blue, like that of the sky come midnight.

Savell enters the sitting room behind him.

“Truly, I’m surprised you didn’t come wake me.” Asheros grins wickedly, diamond eyes meeting my own.

“Luckily for you,” I tell him, crossing my arms, “I’m in the mood to be gracious this morning.”

His expression darkens, stoking the embers deep within my core. “How lucky for me, indeed.”

Tightening my arms across my chest, I avert my gaze. This male will be the death of me, I’m sure of it.

“Orim’s in the kitchen preparing breakfast,” Asheros says, tone matter-of-fact. “In the meantime, you and I will send a message to His Majesty.”

“And Her Majesty,” I add, emphasizing Cryssa’s title.

“Of course.” Asheros nods. “Both of Their Majesties.”

“Good.” I gesture in front of me, encouraging him to get on with it. “Let’s not waste time.”

“Savell,” Asheros says, glancing back at the male. “The mirror, if you would.”

“I can’t believe you’re actually going through with this,” Savell grumbles, glaring at him.

Asheros doesn’t miss a beat. “Then you’d better start believing.”

Forcing an exhale, Savell slips from the sitting room.

“A mirror?” I ask, incredulity bleeding through my voice. “How in the gods’ names is a mirror going to help with this?”

“Patience, Bladesinger,” Asheros muses, sending a smirk my way. “All will be revealed.”

Still glowering, Savell returns with long strides and brings Asheros a silver, handheld mirror.

“Thank you,” Asheros tells him, taking the mirror. To me, he says, “As you know, each of the metals in Inatia have magical properties used for spellcasting.”

“Of course,” I shoot out. “All noble fae do.”

Bronze metal is used for elemental manipulation. Those who wield it can bend fire, water, air, and even the earth to their will. Gold is the conduit for summoning, whether that be a magical familiar, an entity of great power, or even spirits to do one’s bidding. Copper is used for alchemy, a vessel for formulating magical potions and tonics, often used for healing. Those who are attuned to steel, like my sister Vestella, can transform the world around them. For example, changing inanimate objects into animals, or a person’s physical attributes. Silver, as Asheros himself has demonstrated by using his shadows, is for conjuring.

“Then you know that silver metal allows for conjuring.” Holding up the handheld mirror, he says, “Using this, we can conjure a connection between you and the individual you wish to see.”

Placing my hands on my hips, I cock my head. “What’s the drawback? Every spell has some kind of limitation.”

As if I beat him to that part of his explanation, Asheros presses his lips together. “The spell needs silver metal on both ends. In other words, a connection can only be conjured between two silver objects.”

When I don’t say anything, Asheros speaks again. “This is the fastest way to send your message. Unless you’d rather wait however long it takes for a messenger to reach Keuron.”

“No.” I let my hands wall from my waist. “Let’s try the spell, shall we?”

Asheros grins. “We shall. Luckily for us, the spell will locate the closest silver object to your desired recipient to conjure the connection.”

“All right,” I say, nodding. “What do I need to do?”

“Nothing,” Asheros says. “I’ll do the spell for you. All you need to do is speak to Viridian once the connection is made.”

Straightening my back, I take a breath.

Standing directly before me, Asheros holds the mirror out in front of him so the reflective side faces me. I adjust my position, lining my face up with the center of the mirror.

“Are you ready?” he asks.

“Ready,” I tell him.


Chapter Fourteen



Asheros dips his head in acknowledgement and then closes his eyes.

I wait a moment, staring at my reflection in the mirror when a ripple rolls beneath the glass. It spreads as if I’m looking into the ocean instead of a mirror. More ripples form, filling the entirety of the frame and emitting a faint, white glow.

Not even a moment after, the ripples give way to a clear picture. Viridian’s face materializes in the mirror. Whatever he’s looking at seems to be below him, his chin and torso taking up the majority of the image before us. He moves his arms, something shiny temporarily obstructing my view of his face.

Then he raises a fork to his mouth, chewing slowly, as if he is deep in thought.

He’s eating?

I can’t help but snort. “Am I interrupting your breakfast?”

Viridian’s eyes widen in surprise and then narrow. He cranes his neck down to look at what I can only assume is his plate, scrutinizing me. All at once, the tension falls from his face, replaced with pure astonishment.

“Lymseia?” He shakes his head a little, as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

I flash him a smirk. “The one and only.”

“Leave us,” Viridian says to someone nearby. He looks up at something—or someone—beside him and then the plate gets abruptly tugged in that direction.

“Lymseia!”

I smile and bow my head to my High Queen. “Cryssa. It’s good to see you.”

“You, too.” Cryssa returns my expression, and then laughs, scrunching her brows. “Even if it’s only through my husband’s breakfast plate.”

“We needed something silver to reach you,” I explain with a shrug. “It would seem that his plate was the closest thing.”

That has Viridian frowning. “We?” A deeper crease forms between his brows. “Who’s there with you? Where are you?”

Still holding the mirror in front of me, Asheros swallows. A glimmer of worry crosses his face.

Is he afraid I’ll expose him and his role in my failure to arrive at Illnamoor as expected?

I would be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. But I thought better of it. As of this moment, there’s too much at stake to tell Cryssa and Viridian anything about what’s happened in the time I’ve been away from High Keep.

At least, that’s what I tell myself.

Instead, I press my lips together. “You and I both know I shouldn’t answer those questions.”

Asheros visibly relaxes.

In the mirror, Viridian leans his head back, briefly closing his eyes. “Of course. Of the two of us, Cryssa is the only one who can lie.”

Unlike humans, or demi-fae like Cryssa, pure fae can’t lie. We’re physically unable to. Whether that’s by some magical force or the gods themselves, I don’t know. Still, even though we can’t lie, most fae are able to twist or bend the truth to their advantage. But when asked a direct question, we have two options—tell the truth, or say nothing.

Either way, it’s a dead give-away.

“Right.” I nod. “For now, it’s best you don’t know where I am. Or who I’m with.” I flick my eyes between Viridian and Cryssa. Neither look happy with that, but it’s for their own good. “I promise, I’ll tell you everything as soon as I can.”

“Very well,” Viridian grumbles.

At the same time, Cryssa says, somewhat menacingly, “You’d better.”

“As you command, Your Majesties,” I say lightly, before taking a breath. “What I can tell you is that I’m all right.”

“We’re glad to hear that,” Viridian says. His expression is tense, like that of a worried parent.

“But you didn’t conjure us just to tell us that you’re all right,” Cryssa adds, mouth tight.

“No,” I breathe, taking a moment to gather my thoughts. “How much do you know about…” I pause, unsure of how to broach the subject.

“The Gold Court’s claims against me?” Viridian interjects.

“Yes,” I say.

“Probably as much as you do,” Viridian starts. Anger swirls in his amber eyes. “We know that Maelyrra has been making diplomatic visits to the other Courts, claiming that I’m not my father’s legitimate heir.”

“That bitch is going to get what’s coming to her.” I clench my jaw, my own anger rising to the surface again. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“It’s all right, Lymseia,” Viridian assures me, taking a deep breath. “Maelyrra Pelleveron may be the least of our problems.”

My stomach falls. “What’s happened?”

Cryssa turns to Viridian and takes his hand before turning back to me. “Your mother is blaming the crown for your disappearance. If you’re not found and safely escorted to Illnamoor soon—” She pauses, pressing her lips together. “She’ll ally with the Gold Court against us.”

“You can’t be serious,” I shoot out.

Holding the mirror before me, Asheros stiffens, hanging his head slightly. Though his chin falls behind the rim of the mirror between us, the rest of his face is still visible above it.

“We are, Lymseia,” Viridian says slowly. His mouth parts for a long sigh, one that seems to weigh heavily on him. “Kylantha has threatened to support Maelyrra’s call for us to abdicate.”

“What?” My body goes rigid. Like the other Steel Court Heads of House that came before her, Mother’s never been one to make a strong political stance, not when it could potentially mean war between the five Courts. I’d always thought she’d favored Vestella over me. Vestella is her heir-apparent, after all. I’m the second-born. A warrior. No one of political consequence.

Or so I thought.

“This has Maelyrra written all over it.” I shake my head, eyes locking with Asheros’s. A knowing look passes between us, and I redirect my attention back to Cryssa and Viridian’s faces within the mirror. “My mother can’t… She wouldn’t do that.”

“Maybe, but… She loves you, Lymseia,” Cryssa tells me, her voice soft. “Of course she’d do anything to get you back.”

Worry, fear, and surprise wrap around each other inside me, binding me from the inside out. My words become lodged in my throat, and my stomach constricts, abdominal muscles wound tight.

“No matter,” Viridian says, leveling his tone. “You needn’t worry yourself. We have the situation under control.”

I know what he leaves unsaid. They have the situation under control.

For now.

But for how much longer?

“I trust you have more to tell us?” Viridian asks when I don’t respond.

“Yes.” I swallow, nodding. “We—I—have good reason to believe your father’s murderer is the one to blame for all of this. The claims against your rule, the tensions between the Courts, shifting alliances, all of it. Someone is dangling information in front of the right people and encouraging them to act on it.”

I know what I’m saying sounds ridiculous. I know it seems far-fetched to think that one person, whoever they are, has so much sway over important political figures as to turn them against each other.

But I can’t ignore the feeling in my gut that’s telling me I’m right.

Ceren’s teaching echoes in my mind.

Trust your instincts, Lymseia. If your intuition is telling you something is true, believe it.

My intuition is also telling me Vorr’s murderer is manipulating the Heads of House. My instincts never led me astray before, and there’s no reason to believe they’re leading me astray now.

“You don’t think Vorr’s murder was because of the human’s riots? You think whoever killed him is trying to divide the kingdom?” Cryssa asks, face drained of color. “Why?”

I sigh, heaviness weighing down my shoulders. “I don’t know yet,” I admit. “But I do know that finding your father’s killer is the key to restoring peace in our realm.”

Cryssa and Viridian go silent, seeming as if they’ve withdrawn deeper into themselves. I hold my breath, waiting for their reactions.

Viridian clears his throat. I brace myself for a fight, for the command I stand down and leave the politics to them.

But he doesn’t.

“I take it you’re set on finding my father’s killer, then,” he says at last.

“Yes.” My voice is firm.

Slowly, he nods his head. “Very well. What do you need from us?”

I exhale in relief. “To keep this secret. Don’t tell anyone we’ve spoken. I had to warn you, but as far as anyone else knows, I haven’t resurfaced yet.”

“No one?” Cryssa echoes, brows raised.

“No one. Not my mother. Not even Myrdin.” I know the Copper Court heir-apparent will be furious with me when he finds out I’ve kept him in the dark all this time, but I’ll make it up to him when this is all over. Until Vorr’s killer, the mastermind behind this kingdom’s ruin, is found, I can’t risk endangering him. Once I get deeper into this mystery, I’ll likely have a target on my back. If I confide in Myrdin, he will, too.

“Very well,” Viridian says, his voice low. “No one will know about this meeting. You have my word.”

“And mine,” Cryssa adds, sharing her mate’s solemn expression.

“Thank you,” I tell them. And I mean it.

“If you’re looking for my father’s killer, then you should know there is one witness. Her name is Arella Kellener,” Viridian says, seamlessly shifting from Viridian my friend, to Viridian the High King. “After Sura questioned her, she decided she no longer wished to serve the crown. As fate would have it, she’s native to the Steel Court.”

My heart lightens when I hear Sura’s name. Sura Vilsdottyr was my highest-ranking lieutenant when I was Captain, but also a trusted friend. As the new Captain of the High King’s Guard, I know Sura would have conducted a thorough interview of Arella Kellener.

“Where in the Steel Court?” I ask. My first step toward finding Vorr’s killer is finding Arella Kellner and speaking with her myself.

“She was born in Esvelon,” Cryssa tells me. “But that’s all we know.”

Asheros motions his head with an expression that says, “I’m on it.”

I nod. “Then I’ll start there.” Hopefully, Arella went back to her place of birth after leaving Keuron. If not, then at the very least we may be able to learn something that will help us find her.

Viridian offers me a weak smile. “Good luck, Lymseia. Be safe.”

“Don’t look so sad,” I say, attempting to lift his spirits. And my own, while I’m at it. “I’ll be back at High Keep to annoy you soon enough.”

As if for their mutual comfort, Viridian pulls Cryssa closer. “I’m counting on it.”

“If you get yourself killed, I’ll come and kick your ass,” Cryssa adds, resting her head on Viridian’s shoulder. Her tone is humorous, but I can see the worry knitting her brows.

I smirk, though the expression—and my voice—lack my usual bravado. “I’d expect nothing less from my High Queen.”

Like water that’s been disrupted, Cryssa and Viridian’s image wavers before it fades away completely.

I’m left staring at myself in the mirror Asheros lowers. He hands it back to Savell, who was waiting with his hand outstretched. He gives me a sideways look before leaving the sitting room, mirror in hand, to make his way upstairs.

“So,” Asheros announces, turning to me. “We best enjoy our time here before we leave for Esvelon.”

“Well,” Orim sighs from the hall. “Then it’s a good thing breakfast is ready.”




After another wonderful meal crafted by Orim, Asheros, the others, and I gather in the sitting room.

Kheldryn has reclaimed her seat from earlier, lounging in one of the armchairs with her legs draped over the side. Gryska stands some distance behind her, leaning up against the wall by the fireplace with her arms crossed. Orim’s taken the other armchair, resting against the plush material, while Savell and Ronan assemble behind him, about a shoulder-length apart. Asheros and I take our places between the armchairs, opposite the fireplace, completing the semi-circle.

Though I press them to my body, my arms hang straight at my side. Asheros stands more casually, with one hand in his pocket.

“What reason do we have to travel to Esvelon?” Savell asks, looking at Asheros. “Our goal is within reach.”

“The goal remains the same,” Asheros says coolly, eyes sweeping the room. “What’s changing is merely the way in which we achieve that goal.”

“You want to prevent a war, correct?” I ask, demanding Savell’s attention. “You want to end the bloodshed before it begins?”

Tensing his jaw, Savell nods.

“I want the same thing,” I tell him, letting my resolve seep through my words. “Should war break out, the people I care about are at risk. I will do anything to protect them.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Savell says. “That you’ll betray us to protect them.”

Kheldryn clears her throat. “She won’t.”

Savell turns to her, brows raised. “How can you be sure?”

She meets my eyes, before flicking her gaze back to Savell. “Because I think she cares for one of us.”

Savell’s eyes widen. The tension falls from his jaw. He turns his attention to me and then Asheros.

“Regardless,” I interject, my cheeks hot, “our goals are aligned, Savell. I have no other support. It would go against my better interest to betray my allies.”

“She makes a good point,” Ronan adds.

“If she betrays us,” Gryska quips, balling her hand into a fist, “she’ll be sorry.”

Orim gives me a warm smile. “I think we can trust her.”

I flash him a smile in return.

Savell groans. “I don’t know. But it’s not my decision,” he says to Asheros. “It’s yours.”

“And I’ve already decided,” Asheros says, an air of authority washing over him. “We’re going to Esvelon, and we’re going to crush this war at its heart before it even has a chance to begin.”

Turning to him, I nod. His gaze meets mine, and I hold his stare, hoping that in my eyes he can see my gratitude.

Something tells me that he does, because he reaches out to me with his free hand and places a palm to my shoulder.

“Well,” Savell groans, “it would have been nice to have more time in the comforts of civilization before leaving again.”

“You can rest in all the comfort you want when this is over,” Kheldryn says, rising to her feet. Poking his chest when she passes by, she teases, “Maybe by then, you’ll have less to complain about.”

Savell rolls his eyes. “I don’t complain.”

Kheldryn laughs and makes her way out of the sitting room with Gryska not too far behind her.

Placing a hand to his stomach, Ronan lets out a belly laugh. Savell lightly punches his shoulder, his frown giving way to a grin. Orim stands and shakes his head, amused.

The three of them follow Kheldryn and Gryska out into the foyer and then disperse to other parts of the manor, no doubt to begin preparations for our journey.

Silence falls around Asheros and I. Orienting himself toward me, his eyes narrow, as if he’s deep in thought. “Why didn’t you tell Viridian the truth?”

His question catches me by surprise, and I’m not quick enough to mask the shock widening my eyes. I make a face at him. “I did tell him the truth.”

He clicks his tongue, making a tsk-tsk-tsk sound. “Not the whole truth, Bladesinger.”

“So what if I didn’t?” I ask, my voice ripe with the sudden need to defend myself. “What is it to you?”

“You could have told him where you were. About what happened to you. My role and that of the others in causing your disappearance. But you didn’t.” He turns to me, crystalline irises bearing into my own, fierce and scorching despite their pale color. “I want to know why.”

“You would have been arrested for treason if I had,” I say, furrowing my brow. “More often than not, the penalty is death.”

“Why should you care if I’m arrested?” He doesn’t move, though it seems as if some unseen force has been drawing our bodies closer. “I thought you couldn’t be bothered to worry about me.”

“You’d be correct in thinking that,” I say, keeping my tone even. “Whether I like it or not, I need your help to find Vorr’s killer. That’s it.”

“That’s not the real reason. You and I both know it,” Asheros says, shaking his head. “You’re perfectly capable of tracking down the murderer on your own. And with a squadron of the High King’s Guard to command, even more so.”

There’s a part of me just beneath the surface that knows the truth but is too afraid to admit it. Both to him and to myself. Some deluded part of me that hopes the longer I deny it, the greater the chance that, maybe, it will fade.

The truth is, I didn’t tell Viridian about Asheros’s involvement in my disappearance because I have feelings for him. Growing feelings I cannot seem to stifle, or ignore, no matter how much I try.

And gods-damn me, I do try.

“Well, I don’t command the Guard anymore,” I say, letting my bitterness get the better of me. “So I’m stuck with you instead.” Placing my hands on my hips, I let out a huff. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”

He grins, revealing his white teeth and subtly pointed fae canines, and I can’t help but imagine what it would feel like if he nipped at my skin with those teeth.

It sends a shiver of sudden craving down to my core.

“Not the words I’d imagined, but yes, Bladesinger, it is.” He leans forward, that perfect smile captivating me. “You actually like me.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head, or I’ll dislike you again.”

He laughs, and I notice that he’s looking at me differently. He watches me as if I’m a unique jewel, or a breathtaking mountain view. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I wonder if maybe, just maybe, he feels the same for me as I do for him.

Something Kheldryn said lingers at the forefront of my mind, reminding me of a possibility that I haven’t dared to let myself consider just yet.

“Have you ever wondered that, maybe in marking you two as fated, the gods weren’t telling you that he’s your enemy, but rather, that you and he would become something so much more?”

For a moment, I let my sense of duty fall to the side, let everything that guides me go silent. If there was nothing external to consider, nothing to take into account other than myself and the way I feel, then maybe, just maybe, I would want Asheros.

Reality sinks into my stomach, bringing me back to earth.

I do have duties and responsibilities and people that are depending on me. I can’t let them fall to the wayside at the whim of my emotions—my feelings—for Asheros, whatever they may be.

Instead of banishing the thought or acknowledging my developing feelings for him, I merely push them to the side. They cannot interfere with my duty, though I may wish for them to.

“What is it?” Asheros asks, taking a step closer to me. He raises his hands as if to take mine in his. “What are you thinking with that beautiful mind of yours?”

“Nothing you need concern yourself with,” I tell him, my voice soft. It’s the closest thing to a lie that I can muster. “We should prepare for our departure.”

He nods, crystalline eyes still searching my own like he is trying to look into my mind himself.

Forcing myself to take a step back, I turn around and make my way upstairs.


Chapter Fifteen



We leave for Esvelon the next morning. Our packs are filled nearly to the brim with at least seven days rations and waterskins we can refill. If we continue at an even pace with minimal delays, we should reach the city by the time we exhaust our supplies.

Savell, Ronan, Orim, and Kheldryn position themselves atop their mounts, double-checking their packs are secured to their horses.

Asheros takes my hand and leads me to the last horse. My breathing quickens, heart pounding against my ribcage, but I don’t fight his advances.

Amusement crosses his expression, lifting the corner of his mouth. “Nervous about riding with me again, Bladesinger?”

“You wish,” I reply, hiding my body’s reaction beneath a mask of bravado.

But it’s true. I’m not nervous. There is something else entirely to blame for my quickening heartbeat.

And it’s most definitely not fear.

He smiles, and it nearly steals my breath away. “That’s my fighter.”

The way he says those words only adds to the feeling that pulses through me in waves. It’s akin to the adrenaline that courses through me before taking up my sword. The thrill of the coming fight, like sparks running through my bones. Yet, it’s a different feeling all the same. It’s hope and excitement and endless untethered possibilities. As if I’m soaring high above the clouds where only the gods may tread despite my feet being firmly planted on earth.

“Speaking of,” he says, letting go of my hand and reaching into the pack strapped to our mount, “you may need these.”

With his palms facing upward, he cradles two long leather-wrapped steel objects in his hands, cradled like an offering.

My blades.

Relief floods through me at the sight of them, and I automatically wrap my fingers around the hilt of each one. I tilt them back and forth, watching the sun glint on the silvery-blue metal. In one swift motion, I slide them into their sheaths at my hips.

“Thank you,” I say, bringing my gaze up to his.

“There’s no need to thank me,” Asheros murmurs, eyes locked with mine. “They belong to you. I should have returned them long ago.”

My lips part for breath, and I can’t help but search his expression, looking for some ounce of deception. But I find none.

“May I?” he asks, holding out a hand.

I nod, giving him wordless permission. Taking my hand again, he lifts me up while I pull myself onto the horse’s back. Barely a moment passes before his body warms my back, settled in place behind me.

Once he’s ready, Asheros raises a hand, just higher than his temple, and directs two fingers ahead in a forward motion. Taking the reins, he orients us toward the road, a subtle motion of his legs urging our horse forward. I glance over my shoulder. Just like when we’d traveled before, the others fall in line behind us, immersed in their own conversations.

Facing forward again, I tilt my head down slightly, bringing my chin down toward my shoulder. To Asheros I say, voice low so the others can’t hear, “Savell is very protective of you.”

And the least trusting of me. Of all Asheros’s companions, he’s the only one who hasn’t let his guard down as far as I’m concerned.

“He…” Asheros swallows. “He has reason not to trust fae.”

I furrow my brow. “But he is fae.”

“Demi-fae,” Asheros corrects.

Savell is demi-fae?

I think of the only demi-fae I have the privilege of knowing well. My High Queen, Cryssa. She’s demi-fae, her ears rounded like those of a human. If not for her auburn hair—very similar in shade to the dark red of her aunt, Maelyrra Pelleveron, and cousin, Nisroth—one would think she is fully human. When I first met her, I’d thought so, too.

Though I can’t see it myself, I feel the crease forming between my brows. “His ears—”

“They’re pointed, like ours, I know. Some demi-fae inherit more fae-like traits than others.”

My eyes widen. “Ah, I see.” Hesitating, I press my lips together. Dread fills my stomach. Though I know where this is going, I ask anyway. “What happened?”

For a moment, Asheros doesn’t speak. Just when I think he’ll refuse to answer, he clears his throat. “He’s the son of a human courtesan in Greyhelm,” Asheros lowers his voice some more. “His father has never, not once, taken interest in him. Hell, I doubt Savell even knows his father. That male left his mother to raise him on her own.” He sighs, breath heavy with the gravity of his words. “But, the work of a courtesan doesn’t pay well, and all too often, Savell was left to raise himself.”

I lower my eyes and press the heel of my palms to my thighs, curling my fingers inward.

Asheros takes a moment before continuing. “When he was barely out of his childhood years, his mother died from illness. Still no word from his father. The fae in the city saw him on the streets, ragged, scraggly, starving. They knew he was one of theirs yet, they did nothing for him.”

I can’t see Asheros, but the venom and disgust in his tone is enough to tell me his mouth is curling with loathing. “They saw his human heritage as a stain upon them. And so, they let a boy struggle each and every day, just to take another breath.”

“What of the humans?” I ask, my own revulsion rising to the surface.

“That’s the cruel irony of it all.” Asheros laughs, but the sound is devoid of humor, a bitter shell. “Some humans helped where they could, but the miners didn’t have much to spare. Others ignored him, no better than the fae.”

The fervor with which he speaks moves me, and had I not been sitting with my back to him, I would be compelled to look him in the eyes.

“My father and I were passing through the city square upon our return to the Larmanne Manor,” he says slowly, as if he’s reliving the day. “In truth, I can’t recall why my father stopped. I dismounted my horse and told Savell that if he came to the Larmanne Manor gates before dawn the next morning, I would give him work, warm food, and a place to sleep.”

“A servant’s position?” I ask.

“No. The role of my personal assistant.” Asheros’s voice lifts, and there’s a smile in his words. “He’s held that position ever since.”

Feeling lighter, I relax my hands. “Does your father know?”

“He must. I don’t know how he couldn’t. Savell has always accompanied me unless I ask him to step out when discussing private matters.”

Confused, I cock my head, the horse’s steady trot a soft, even rhythm in my ears. “How have I never seen him at High Keep when you’ve come for council meetings?”

Asheros casually adjusts his grip on the reins, and I can’t help but get distracted by the way his arms lightly brush against my sides. “When my father and I leave Greyhelm, Savell keeps an eye on things for me.”

I’d once thought Asheros cold and indifferent.

Now, I’m beginning to see how wrong I was.

Warmth seeps into my chest, a flicker of surprise at its core. Perhaps he’s beginning to let me see what lies beneath the mask he wears.

“You return his trust.”

“I do.” Asheros is quiet for a moment, before clearing his throat. “You know, for all his talk and supposed unwillingness to help you find Vorr’s killer, I know he’s glad we’ve changed course.”

“Really? Why is that?” I ask.

“Cryssa and Viridian’s union, their reign…” Asheros’s voice slows. “It gives him hope. It gives me hope. Hope for a better world where humans and fae can see past the shape of the other’s ears and look beyond the simple or finely made clothes the other wears.” A pause. “If Viridian abdicated the throne and someone else took over, that hope would be squandered.”

Cryssa and Viridian’s love broke Vorr’s curse. Their love brought Cryssa back from the cold clutches of death. Their love united a demi-fae and noble fae, and, in a way, the Gold and Bronze Courts, two Houses known to be rivals, despite Maelyrra’s rejection of Cryssa.

If love could do all of that, what else could it do for this kingdom?

“The bonds of love are stronger than any force in this world,” I murmur. A second thought comes from somewhere deep, in the corners of my mind, like a child that’s been too afraid to speak.

What could a love like that do for the wounds of my past?

“Do you truly believe that, Bladesinger?” Asheros’s voice is ripe with an emotion I can’t seem to place. “That love can save us all?”

His question gives me pause. For most of my life, I’ve relied on Ceren’s training and held tightly to those principles. To believe in what can be seen and heard. To depend only on my own skill and that of my fellow Guards. More than once, those lessons have saved my life.

But this?

This falls beyond the realm of what I know. What I’ve been taught to believe. So, I answer him as honestly as I can.

“I want to.”

He doesn’t say anything for what seems like a long while. Treetops sway in the wind. Leaves rustle. The clap-clap-clap of our horse’s hooves against the gravelly road and the muffled murmurings of our companions’ conversations fall around us—a soothing, yet peaceful reminder that neither of us is where we used to be.

That, somehow, we are no longer who we used to be.

“Me, too, Bladesinger,” Asheros says at last. “Me, too.”

A smile parts my lips.

“Now, if you repeat anything I told you,” he says, his tone losing its weight, “I’ll deny having this conversation.”

Shaking my head a little, I chuckle, glancing at him from over my shoulder. “How dare I expect anything more from you?”

“Truly, Bladesinger,” he quips, lips parted and tilted upward, flashing those perfect teeth again. “You should know better by now.”

“I’ll be sure to do better next time,” I counter, humor brightening my voice. “Just to spite you.”

Brows raised, Asheros gapes at me, a smile tugging the corners of his mouth. “Those are fighting words, Bladesinger.” He leans forward and winks. “I do hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“You said it yourself. I’m a fighter.” I tease. “It’s you who should be afraid. Especially now that I’m armed.”

“That you are.” His voice softens, eyes searching mine. He stares at me as if I’m something to be revered. As if I’m a goddess made flesh.

His attention doesn’t make me want to retreat, or shy away from the light. Instead, I want to bask in it, as if he’s the sun, and I, the moon, cold without his warmth.

Kheldryn’s words echo in my head again, but this time I can’t seem to will them away.

“Maybe, in marking you two as fated, the gods weren’t telling you that he’s your enemy, but rather, that you and he would become something so much more.”

When Theelia, the Goddess of Fate, marked Asheros and I as fated, I’d wondered why. Why him? Why wait to make her will known then, and not sooner when we’d first met?

The bonds of love….

Perhaps there’s some truth to Kheldryn’s words. Perhaps Asheros and I aren’t destined to kill each other after all.


Chapter Sixteen



Either the gods are terribly bored, or they simply want to vex us, because several hours later the skies open up.

Rain falls in thick, heavy droplets from a blanket of dark and billowing storm clouds. Thunder booms above our heads, filling my ears with its force.

“To the forest,” Asheros calls to the others. “Let’s take shelter beneath the trees.”

Worry works at Savell’s jaw—no doubt remembering the troll—but with one more glance at the skies above, he nods and directs his mount off the road.

Asheros urges our horse to go faster, only directing the animal to slow once we’re beneath the canopy. Though we’re less exposed here than the road, water still falls onto our heads. Not that it matters much. My hair and clothes are soaked. So much so, that strands stick to my face, and the shirt I wear beneath my leathers clings to my body.

Asheros tugs the reins, and our horse slows to a stop. Approaching us, the others do the same, all looking to him for guidance.

“We’ll make camp here for the night,” he says, eyes sweeping the group. “Be on your guard.”

Ronan nods, and then he and Orim turn to their packs. Ronan hands the rolled up tents and posts to Savell, while Orim withdraws a loaf of bread and a jar of some kind of fruit jam. Kheldryn and Gryska take the horses’ reins and secure them to a nearby tree trunk.

“What can I do to help?” I ask Asheros, itching to do something. Even as Captain of the High King’s Guard, I was never one to stand by and watch while others worked, regardless of the task. If those I commanded were working, then I was, too.

He winks. “You can stand there and look delicious.”

Groaning, I roll my eyes, though his remark has heat dancing in my lower abdomen. “I’m serious. I have two perfectly good hands.”

“Oh, I’m very aware of that, Bladesinger,” he murmurs, that crystalline gaze falling to my hands. “I’d love to see the extent of what those beautiful hands can do.”

“If I didn’t know better,” I tell him, taking a step closer, “I’d say you actually want me to punch you.”

A wicked grin plays at his mouth. “Whatever could have given you that impression?”

Giving him an overly exaggerated scowl, I press my fist to his chest. His hand clasps over mine, gently holding my fist in place. I swallow, fighting the thrill that his touch sends pulsing through me.

“Next time, I won’t be so merciful,” I say, though my voice makes it seem as if my mind is elsewhere. In truth, my mind is elsewhere.

Asheros doesn’t move his hand from mine, diamond-irises locked on my own. “I’m counting on it.”

The intensity of his stare heats my skin, and I can’t seem to summon words.

At the sound of someone clearing their throat, Asheros and I step back. My head snaps in that direction, and Asheros tucks his arms into his sides.

“Apologies, Orim,” he says, as if nothing happened. How can his demeanor shift so quickly, while I’m struggling to compose myself? “What is it?”

“We’re about to eat,” Orim says, eyes flicking between us. “Would you two care to join us?”

“Already?” I ask.

Orim nods. “We’re finished making camp.”

I scan our surroundings to see the three tents constructed in a circular formation. It’s just like last time, except the campfire is missing because of the rain.

“How efficient,” I murmur to myself. Having been on the road for some time and making camp on a regular basis, Asheros’s companions no doubt learned to set up camp quickly, much like soldiers.

“So…” Orim’s voice trails off, amusement lifting the corners of his mouth. “Are you going to eat with us?”

“Of course,” Asheros replies coolly, without looking at me. “We’ll be just a moment.”

Orim dips his head in acknowledgment, then rejoins the others.

“I’m fine,” I tell Asheros, shaking what remains of my desire from my shoulders.

He cocks his head, arching a brow. “Are you?”

“I am.” Firmness gathers in my voice.

“Pity.” He leans forward, a dark haze seeping into his expression. “I rather enjoyed watching you begin to lose control.”

“How unfortunate for you,” I say, giving him my best attempt at smiling sweetly.

He holds my stare, mouth parted with amusement. “How unfortunate for me, indeed.”

“I’m going to eat before there’s no bread left for us.” I make a move to march ahead, pausing when he doesn’t follow. “Are you not hungry?”

“Oh, I’m starving, Bladesinger,” he says slowly, eyes dropping to my rear. “But bread won’t satisfy my craving.”

Heat flushes my cheeks, sparking the throbbing need in my core. Biting my bottom lip, I turn around knowing full well his eyes are still on me. A confidence like none I’ve experienced before thrums through me, and I stride toward the others, swaying my hips to a phantom melody.

Asheros grunts behind me, the sound betraying the effect I have on him.

It only fuels me, the power of it charging my senses. I reach the others gathered under the flap of Kheldryn and Gryska’s tent, where two hollowed logs are positioned across from each other as makeshift benches. Exaggerating the arch of my back, I bend over to sit beside Ronan. I flick my gaze to Asheros.

His hands are clenched into fists at his sides, muscles working at his jaw. Seeing how he’s barely moved, I smirk and avert my eyes.

Rolling his eyes at our display, Orim hands me a slice of bread slathered with jam.

“Thank you,” I tell him, resisting the urge to look Asheros’s way.

“Of course,” Orim replies warmly. He throws me a mischievous look before waving to Asheros. “Sometime today would be nice, my lord.”

Asheros stalks over to us and takes the slice of bread and jam Orim offers. He sits across from me, beside Savell, just barely under the tent’s cover. Rain falls onto the back of his head, droplets running from his neck down to his chest.

Taking a bite of my bread, my focus lingers on the beads of water collecting on his sun-kissed skin, wishing I could lick it from him.

Noticing my attention, Asheros grins as though my eyes roaming his body has won him something.

Two can play at this game.

Sensing his wordless challenge, I savor every bite of my bread, closing my eyes as if it’s pleasurable.

Asheros growls as he chews, low enough only I seem to hear. His forearms tense, flexing, and he widens his shoulders.

But I don’t relent.

I go as far as to moan softly, the way one does when they taste something delicious, slowly, torturously, sucking my fingers clean when I’m done.

Licking his lips, Asheros’s crystalline irises flare.

“Gods above,” Savell grumbles, waving us away. “Get a tent.” To the others, he adds, “I’m going to bed.”

Ronan and Orim stand. “Us, too.”

Kheldryn agrees, rising to her feet, while Gryska does the same beside her. “Good idea. Goodnight, everyone.”

“Goodnight,” Asheros says roughly, though his stare remains locked on me.

The others disperse, shedding their jackets and boots before vanishing into their tents.

Asheros stands utterly still, as if waiting for me to move first.

The thrill of the challenge dances along my skin, lifting the corner of my mouth. I sashay across the camp toward our tent.

I step inside, holding the flap open for him. “Are you coming?”

“Of course.” He swallows and enters the tent behind me.

With my back facing him, I move farther inside and take my time unfastening my leathers. His footsteps sound behind me, and he stops, close enough that I can feel his presence at my back. Undoing the last buckle, I let my leathers fall to my feet, then bend over to pick them up.

“Gods-damn me, Bladesinger.”

I roll my body upward, arching my back as I rise to my full height. “What?”

He forces an exhale. “You know perfectly well, what.”

I look at him over my shoulder, at his mouth, wrought with sweet agony. “Oh, do I?”

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” he warns, a feral beast clawing to be set free.

“And why is that?” I taunt, high on the power that comes from knowing I’m the reason his calm and collected mask is slipping.

“Because you might push farther than you’re willing to go.”

Fire blooms in my lower abdomen and between my legs. “Maybe I want to go there.”

He leans forward, tilting his head down to mine. “Are you sure about that, Bladesinger?”

I swallow, my words lodged in my throat.

Asheros drops his gaze. Seeming to remember himself, he steps back. Unbuttoning his brocade jacket, he tugs it from his shoulders, the motion puffing out his chest. Without his jacket to cover him, the white fabric of his shirt, nearly opaque from the rain, adheres to his chest and abdomen. Freeing himself from it, he effortlessly pulls the shirt over his head and wrings it out in front of him, all while avoiding my eyes.

Once we’re free of our wet clothes, Asheros hands me a bedroll. Kneeling, we unroll them together as far apart from each other as the tent allows. We lie down and make ourselves comfortable, both seemingly too tightly wound to speak.

“Sleep well, Bladesinger,” Asheros says at last.

“You, too,” I reply.

Wishing for nothing more than to lower myself onto his lap and have my way with him, I force myself to close my eyes.



Hours pass, and as the heat of my desire fades, the chill of the night air and my damp shirt bite at my skin. Though my eyelids have grown heavy, and I’ve curled into myself, I’m unable to suppress the shivers wracking my body. Despite Ceren’s training, and the discipline that I’ve sought to cultivate in the face of discomfort, I’ve never been good at withstanding the cold.

“Come here,” Asheros commands, his voice worn with fatigue.

I slow my breathing, hoping to convince him I’m asleep.

“I know you’re awake, Bladesinger.” A pause. “Come. Here.”

“Why?” I ask without turning around.

“Because the incessant chattering of your teeth is driving me mad.”

“My teeth are not—” My words become lodged in my throat, leaving me unable to give voice to the lie. “You’re being dramatic,” I say instead. My teeth aren’t chattering that loudly.

“Oh, really?” His tone carries the weight of my challenge, amusement rising in his voice. “I’m the one being dramatic?”

Pressing my lips together, I attempt to still myself. I make no move to leave my bedroll, and he doesn’t wait for me to. Cloth rustles, and then despite the cool dampness still lingering on my clothes and skin, there’s the warmth of a body at my back. Beside me, Asheros waits on his knees, a pillow in hand.

I rise to a sitting position. My eyes lock with his. Even in the dark, I can make out his wet hair, the silky white-blond mess of it clinging to his long, smooth face. Chest bare, every detail of his chiseled torso is visible. His own damp pants generously hug his waist, and I can’t help but let my gaze fall to his defined hips before looking back up at his face. I breathe him in. Spruce and freshly fallen rain linger in my nose with each inhale.

“Make room for me,” he orders.

Swallowing, I move over to make space for him on my bedroll. I lie back down, turning onto my side, and feel him settle into place behind me. Strong arms wrap around me, draping across my chest, and pull me closer, eliminating any remaining distance between our bodies. The lean wall of muscle that I’d felt the first time I tried to escape him meets my back, surrounding me in an embrace. But this time it’s familiar. This time, it’s warm and…

Comfortable.

How can laying in the arms of my kidnapper be comfortable?

With his shirtless chest pressed to me, muscled arms holding me close, my rear brushes against his length. A breath catches in my throat, and without thinking, I arch into him. I play it off like I’m only trying to make myself more comfortable, but I can’t deny the trickles of desire that dance across my exposed skin when I do.

Asheros lets out a heavy breath. His arms tighten around me.

Especially the arm across my breasts.

I exhale, my breasts and nipples aching under the slight pressure.

He lowers his mouth to my neck, by my ear. “Playing more games, are we, Bladesinger?”

The gravelly, husky edge to his voice has my eyelids fluttering. I tilt my head back, baring my neck. “Perhaps.”

He lifts his arm from my chest, brushing the backs of his fingers against the soft skin of my neck. “I think yes.”

Gods above.

This male will be my undoing.

Gently, he extends his fingers and touches his palm to my neck, just under my jawline. The pads of his fingers press softly on either side of my throat. It sends a shudder through me, drawing a soft moan from my lips.

“Mmm, you like that, don’t you,” he murmurs, his voice seductively low. I can hear the pleasure underlying his tone, as if he’s enjoying this as much as I do. As though he’s enjoying my pleasure. His other hand finds its way up to my breast, painstakingly slow, his fingers trailing up my abdomen. “I wonder what else you like.”

He palms my breast through my damp shirt and flicks his thumb over my hardened nipple, letting out a groan. “So desperate for me.”

He does it again, and this time, I whimper.

Pulling his hand down, he toys with the hem of my shirt. “Do you want me to touch you without anything between us, Bladesinger?” he asks, voice just shy of a rasp.

“Yes,” I murmur. Exhilaration trickles through my body, softening the bite of the cold.

Asheros dips his hand beneath my shirt, trailing his hand back up to my breast. He squeezes gently at first and then applies more pressure. My breast fills his hand, fingers wholly clutched around it. Still palming my breast, he takes my pebbled nipple between his thumb and forefinger, pinching and twisting.

I moan softly, circling my hips to rub his growing hardness.

“Fuck, Lymseia,” he grunts, tilting his face down to my neck. His warm mouth meets my skin, placing kisses up and down from my jawline to my shoulder. His movements slow, and he parts his lips slightly, sucking my skin between his teeth while he continues to play with my nipple.

The fires of a thousand suns spread through me from the inside out, banishing any lick of cold left on my body. I writhe against him, unable to contain the pleasure and desire and need working their way through me.

Reaching behind me, I entwine my fingers into his hair, holding his head to my neck while his lips stoke the flames burning in my lower abdomen. My breaths come quicker now, and my exhales turn into moans.

“Gods,” Asheros groans into my skin. “Those moans.”

“What?” I pant.

“Those sounds you make,” he whispers, dragging his mouth up to my ear, “are heavenly.”

His words make me shudder, and my eyelids flutter. As if to emphasize his point, he tightens his hand around my breast, thumb rubbing circles over my nipple at a relentless pace.

No longer under my control, my hips buck, body rolling against his. His own breaths quicken, his grip on me roughening. A moan escapes his lips. Bare and exposed and full of desire.

Of pleasure.

The sound is my undoing.

My hand falls from his hair. I turn around and crash my mouth against his. If my kisses are a battle, and my lips swords, then Asheros meets each of my strikes with one of his own. A perfect match. He snakes his tongue past my parted lips, and whatever defenses I had left, crumble around him. He grasps my hips, pulling me to his. The force of his kiss has me nearly leaning backward, but his hand slides up my back to support me.

There isn’t a single part of my mouth he doesn’t explore, his hands running up and down my body, and there isn’t a part of him that I leave untouched, either. My hands sweep the length of his chest, up to the base of his neck, and then down past the waistband of his pants. Without lessening the intensity of our kiss, the hunger we both share ravaging the other, I move my hand to his hard length. Flattening my palm against him, I stroke his hardness in time with our mouths.

Asheros’s hand glides up into my hair, curling his fingers around the strands. He tugs my head backward, breaking our kiss. My lips feel puffy and empty when he does, and I’m forced to look him in the eyes.

Neither of us says a word.

I continue to stroke him through his pants, wanting nothing more than to take him in my hand. His eyes burn into mine, crystalline embers that pierce like ice. Our intermingled stares say so much more than words ever could.

We want each other.

Desperately.

The truth of it settles into me, my heart pounding with exhilaration. He wants me.

And I want him, too.

Body and soul.

Asheros breathes heavily, each breath shorter than the last. A low, gravelly moan tumbles from his lips. He grabs my wrist with his free hand, pushing my hand away from him. His gaze stays fixed on mine, even as we both catch our breath.

It’s only when our breathing slows to a normal pace that he clears his throat. “Are you still cold, Bladesinger?”

I shake my head. My eyes fall to his lips, and then back up to his eyes. “No.”

“Good,” he breathes. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulls me into his lean frame. “Rest, now.”

Melting into his embrace, I close my eyes. Despite the desire still coursing through me, sleep tugs at my mind, and I let myself drift away in Asheros’s arms.


Chapter Seventeen



I’m still in Asheros’s arms when I wake the next morning. It would seem that neither of us moved throughout the night, arms and legs still entangled the way they were when I closed my eyes.

Asheros sleeps soundly, his chest rising and falling with each inhale. There’s no sign of the calm, collected, and calculated male that I’m so used to seeing. His mouth is free from his wicked smirk, white-blond hair falling in front of his eyes.

Without thinking, I brush it back. The moment I realize what I’ve done, I freeze. But he doesn’t stir, and I relax. Studying his features, I can’t help but notice how beautiful he is. Seeing him this way, this peaceful—this at ease—shows me a side of him I’ve never seen before.

My chest pangs. What happened that made him learn to build so many walls?

Perhaps we’re both wounded in ways no one else can see.

My gaze falls to his bare chest, to the toned muscle I see there. Remembering what happened last night, my heart leaps into my throat, my breath catching, and I raise my fingertips to my mouth. The memory of his touch, of his lips on mine, lingers on my body, sending a rush of heat to my cheeks.

Gods above, Lymseia. What have you gotten yourself into?

Before I can consider the thought, Asheros’s brows pinch together, then he opens his eyes and reaches his arms above his head in a stretch.

“Morning,” he says. That effortlessly smooth quality returns to his demeanor. Clasping his hands, he rests them beneath his head. “Sleep well?”

I purse my lips, channeling some of his confidence. “Well enough.”

“Well enough, you say?” he echoes, brows rising. Rising to a sitting position, he leans forward and casually rests his forearms against his thighs. “I have it on good authority you slept like a baby.” He smirks, the tip of his tongue caught between his teeth. “In fact, you may have even snored.”

My jaw drops with playful offense. I shove him. “I do not.”

Asheros laughs, holding up his palms in surrender. “I’m only the messenger.”

Rolling my eyes, I move to stand.

Asheros clasps my wrist and pulls me back. Pulls me to him. I turn to him when he does, and our gazes lock instantly.

“What?” I ask, suddenly breathless.

“Last night… You were….” His voice trails off and his eyes search my face, falling to my lips. “Gods-damn it, Bladesinger,” he growls, running a hand through his hair, like he’s frustrated by what he’s about to say. “My body calls to you.”

Adrenaline gathers in my stomach the way it would if I was about to step into the ring for a sparring match.

Only, this is so much more powerful and all-consuming. Like I’m abuzz with energy.

“Just your body?” I ask, my voice dropping.

Asheros holds my gaze, not once wavering. “You know the answer to that, Bladesinger.”

Thrilling elation dances across my skin. Because gods-damn me, my body calls to his, too.

And not just my body.

My soul.

I bite my lower lip to suppress my grin.

Captivated by the other, neither of us moves, caught by the confessions we’ve just made, whether spoken aloud or not.

“Wakey-wakey, love birds,” Ronan hollers outside our tent amidst a chorus of snickering sounds. “Get your asses out here.”

Touching the pads of his fingers to his forehead, Asheros sighs. He stands, and holding an outstretched hand for me says, “Come. Let’s not give them any more material to use against us.”

Chuckling, I take his hand and let him help me up. Mostly dry now, my shirt no longer grips my skin, nor does my hair feel damp. Though, given how wet it was last night, I know there are dreaded tangles I’ll need to work through.

Asheros’s own hair is dry, though unlike mine, his falls perfectly over his face. His pants are still a shade or two darker than they should be, thanks to persisting dampness.

“Will you be all right with those?” I ask, pointing to his pants.

“They’ll be dry soon enough,” he assures me, glancing down at them. “Why?” His eyes darken, and he arches a platinum brow. “Would you like to see me without them?”

Gods, yes.

“You wish,” I say instead, pushing my way through the tent’s flap. In the corner of my eye, I see him grinning and shaking his head slightly.

My chest has a weightless quality to it, as if I’m filled with something lighter than air. The lightness I feel is strange and unfamiliar, though not unwelcome. Although, I’ve never felt quite like this. Even with Viridian and Myrdin. It makes me wonder how much emotional weight I carry, even in times when I can lay my burdens to rest.

“Finally,” Ronan groans, drawing out the word.

He, Kheldryn, and Gryska are gathered a few paces outside of our tent. Looking over Ronan’s shoulder, I see Savell and Orim tending to the horses. The other tents have already been broken down and wait in a pile at the center of camp.

Ronan glances at Kheldryn and Gryska. “We thought you’d be in there forever.”

“Apologies,” Asheros says, brushing his hair back off his face. His cheeks are flushed, though, and given the cool breeze, I doubt it’s from the temperature. “We awoke later than expected.”

“Tired, my lord?” Kheldryn asks, waggling her brows. I can tell she’s enjoying this.

Asheros’s facial features pinch together, his eyes narrowed. “Not for the reasons you think.”

“Oh, had some trouble sleeping, did ya?” Gryska booms, elbowing Kheldryn. Crossing her arms, she adds a suggestive look. “I wonder why.”

Ronan cackles, throwing his head back in laughter. Asheros’s look shoots daggers his way, but he doesn’t seem bothered by the remarks.

I tilt my head down, mouth parted with amusement.

Asheros raises a pointed finger, mouth open as if he’s about to admonish them.

I rest my palm on his upper arm, and he immediately turns to face me. “It’s all right. Let them have this.”

His demeanor softens, and the mask of the composed fae lord falls. Asheros, the real Asheros, looks back at me, the corner of his mouth perked upward. “Whatever you say, my Bladesinger.”

My Bladesinger?

Gods-damn me, my heart flutters. He’s never phrased his nickname for me like that before. It renders me unable to do anything but stare, which earns Kheldryn’s attention. She doesn’t say anything, thank the gods, but I feel her gaze slip between me and Asheros, who doesn’t seem to pay her any mind, a captivating grin playing at his mouth.

Not his usual, wicked, and self-satisfied smirk.

No, it’s a true, genuine smile. As if seeing me flustered by his simple use of the possessive before my nickname makes his heart soar.

Focus, Lymseia, I urge myself, though I know it’s of no use. When it comes to this male, I’m already too far gone.

“When you two are done gazing into each other’s eyes,” Savell calls, the hint of humor underlying his tone, “we’ll continue on to Esvelon.”

I straighten my back, firmly pressing my arms to my sides. Embarrassment heats my cheeks, and I cock my head toward Savell.

With the corners of his mouth tugged upward, he shakes his head and tightens the pack hanging from his saddle.

“Come,” Asheros says, nudging me with his arm. The softness fades from his expression and hard lines form at his jaw. “Our killer is waiting.”

Our killer.

Vorr’s murderer. The one poised to shatter our kingdom.

Taking a breath, I renew my focus. Once, I believed Asheros Larmanne to be a distraction. Now, I know that’s far from true.

He is my motivation.

If Vorr’s killer is successful, they’ll destroy Viridian and Cryssa’s reign and unleash war between the five Courts. So much hangs in the balance. War always costs lives. But not only must I bring Vorr’s murderer to justice to save my friends’ rule and prevent an all-out war, but I must also do so to protect the male who is slowly, but surely, staking his claim to my heart.


Chapter Eighteen



Beneath the bright sun, we ride for two more days. Though it’s not uncomfortably hot this time of year in the southern half of the Steel Court, sweat slicks my skin, adding to the dirt and grime already making my leathers stiff.

Gods, I would kill for an opportunity to bathe.

Rustling its mane, our horse whines.

Asheros leans forward. Patting the gentle beast’s neck, he says, “All right, boy. We’ll stop.” Holding up a fist, he turns around to face the others. “Let’s rest. We’ll make camp here.”

“Thank. The. Gods,” Ronan grumbles, sounding nearly as tired as Asheros’s stallion. “My ass is sore from all this riding.”

Gryska slaps her thigh. “That’s what females say after a night with ya.”

Kheldryn bursts out laughing and covers her mouth. Orim’s eyes light up with amusement, and he bites his lip to keep himself from laughing.

Even Savell stifles a chuckle.

Narrowing his eyes, Ronan glowers at all four of them. “Yeah, yeah, very funny.”

Paying them no mind, I slip off my mount, steadying myself when my soles touch the ground. Raising my hands over my head, I stretch my back, hoping to soothe my aching muscles.

Asheros leads the stallion deeper into the forest and secures him to a tree with the other horses. Kheldryn, Gryska, Savell, and Ronan begin to construct our tents, while Orim and Asheros build a fire. Marching decisively toward the center of camp, I take an armful of bedrolls and drop two or three beside each of the tents.

Wind brushes my hair, and with it, a steady rhythm like that of a deep rumble. Angling my head, I brush stray hair behind my ears and strain to listen. For a moment, the sound is buried beneath the chattering of the forest. But then, I hear it.

Running water.

Instinct pulls me toward the sound, my focus solely driven by the need to submerge myself in fresh, clean water. As I stride forward, the rhythm intensifies, a light pounding in my ears. A lush, green hill, rocks, and what appears to be the mouth of a large cave, completely overgrown with vibrant mosses and grass, comes into view.

Relief surges through me. Anticipation tingles along my hot, sweaty skin.

Thank the ever-living gods.

Descending into the cave, the chill of the air inside washes over me. I tilt my head back a little, eyes half-closed while I start to unclasp my fighting leathers. I’m deep into the cave when I tug the leather vest off, followed by the shirt I’ve been wearing underneath.

Gods, it feels so good to be rid of it, even if just for a moment.

“Bladesinger!” Asheros calls after me, words rushed with alarm. “What are you—”

I turn around to look at him, hands hovering by the waistband of my pants. “What does it look like? I’m taking a bath.”

Every last bit of panic drains from his demeanor. He stares at me, brows raised. “A bath?”

“Yes, a bath,” I say, gesturing to myself. “I’m absolutely disgusting.”

“You,” he says slowly, “are never disgusting.”

I snort. “Clearly, you haven’t smelled me.”

He swallows. “I don’t need to.”

Rolling my eyes, I turn around and step out of my pants. I can feel the heat of Asheros’s gaze lingering on my naked body, but I ignore it and move ahead, dipping my feet into the pool. The water is so clear that, if not for the waterfall, it would look like glass.

The stone at the bottom is smooth, softened by years and years of water gently lapping against the surface. I wade in deeper, moving until I reach the waterfall. Stepping under it, I lean my head back and let the water spray my face and hair. It’s cold, but it feels so good against my skin. And although I don’t have soap, I work my hands into my scalp like I do.

“You’re serious about that bath.” Asheros’s voice echoes off the cave walls. He keeps his tone casual, though I can detect the underlying strain he tries to hide.

Water runs from my shoulders, down my chest. I stop to look at him. “Completely serious.”

His eyes lock with mine. Taking long strides forward, he tugs his shirt off and over his head, heated gaze not once breaking from me.

“Then perhaps I am in need of one, too.”

Asheros advances. The closer he gets to me, the more of him I drink in. His white-blond hair is messy, disheveled from days of traveling. His crystal-blue irises glint in the light, though a dark haze takes hold of them. I feel bare, exposed under the intensity of his stare. If I wasn’t already naked, I would think he was undressing me with his eyes. Looking at me like he wants to devour me.

My nipples harden, trails of cold water running down my body. Despite the cool air in the cave, heat swirls down my arms, my chest, my stomach…

He wades into the pool. As he does, his leather pants darken, the wet material clinging to his muscular frame. My focus drops. My eyes roam down his body—to his defined collarbones, the planes of his bare chest, the hardness I see gathering beneath his soaked pants.

I suck in a breath. My palm meets my chest, fingers stretched up to the base of my neck. Fire burns in my stomach, the molten heat coursing through me, moving lower and lower and lower.

Asheros continues steadily, closing the gap between us with each step.

I’m transfixed by him, frozen in place. All I can do is watch him, water cascading down his face and neck. Watch the muscles in his jaw tick. Watch his forearms flex.

He stops when he reaches me. His eyes fall from mine. I follow his line of sight to my chest, smattered with water droplets. To my hard, hard nipples begging to be touched. I ache for him—ache for his hands to clasp my breasts. For his hips to press against mine. Already, molten heat courses through my lower abdomen despite the chill from the waterfall over us.

My core aches with the need to be filled.

Filled by him.

The silence is heavy between us, the rising tension between our bodies ripe with need and desire. In one motion, he takes my face between both of his hands. His mouth collides with mine. Pressing my palms to his torso, I explore the hard lines of his body, craning my head back to deepen the kiss. His hands move down the length of my body, only stopping to grab my hips.

My hands roam up to his neck, clutching to him as if he’s the very air I breathe. Gods, I drink him in like a female dying of thirst. Our mouths are rough and demanding, our grip on each other iron-tight. It’s as if whatever barrier between us has shattered into a thousand pieces, never to stop us from touching each other like this ever, ever again.

“Fuck, Lymseia,” he groans against my lips. “Let me touch you.”

My core throbs with anticipation. “I’m not stopping you.”

“Good,” he breathes. Shadows bleed from his back. He reaches down to cup my aching sex through the spray, his shadows wrapping behind me like another body holding me in place.

“Relax, Bladesinger,” he purrs, sending intense shivers down my body. “I’ve got you.”

Eyes fluttering, I let myself go. Though I’m still standing, I lean back, letting his shadows cradle my weight.

He drags two fingers between my breasts and down my abdomen. Teasing at my sensitive flesh, he traces the outline of my entrance, setting every fiber of my body aflame.

I pant and lean my head back in pleasure.

Asheros leans forward, his kisses circling my pebbled nipple before he takes it into his mouth. Lightly sucking, he flicks his tongue in back-and-forth motions, lingering when I pant. The heat of his mouth on my body—the pleasure it elicits—quickens my breath.

Touching the pads of his fingers to my throbbing core, he rubs me in small, circular motions.

Scorching pleasure ignites, searing my senses, and I let out a low, guttural moan.

“Yes, Bladesinger,” he coos. “Lose yourself to me.”

He doesn’t stop rubbing me, continuing to play with me at a painstakingly slow pace. While he does, tendrils of his shadows curve around me. They arch down to both of my breasts, their feathery softness applying focused pressure to my already erect nipples.

“Fuck,” I moan. White-hot pleasure fills me, leaving no part of my body unscathed. “Fuuuuckk.”

With his free hand, Asheros grips my chin, forcing me to look at him. The pressure builds between my legs, coiling low in my abdomen. As if sensing my need, his fingers quicken, driving me closer and closer and closer to the edge. Moans tumble from my mouth, one after another. My cries echo off the cave walls, but I don’t care.

And neither does he.

If anything, he seems to revel in the sounds of my ecstasy. His own breathing quickens, the motion of his fingers fervent with need.

Fragmenting, I fall into my climax.

But Asheros doesn’t stop, sending me right into another.

“Gods,” I pant. “I need… I need…”

The words lie at the tip of my tongue, but damn it all, I can’t fucking think.

Asheros’s burning, crystalline irises are all I can look at, even when he slides a finger already slick with my arousal right into me.

My mouth opens at the welcome intrusion, my breath leaving my lungs.

“Mm,” he murmurs, his voice a low rumble. “You need more, don’t you?”

All I can muster is a nod. Still teasing my breasts, his shadows grasp my ass, drawing another moan from somewhere low in my throat.

Taut with restraint, the lines of Asheros’s face harden. I whimper when he withdraws his finger, until he plunges two inside me. Curling his fingers, he pumps them into me, hitting deep inside, hard enough to make me see stars.

“Fuck.” My eyes roll back. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“Yes, Bladesinger,” he murmurs. He sounds fucking delicious. “You’re going to give me one more.” He lowers his mouth to my neck, breath hot against my ear. “Come on my fingers like the goddess you are.”

His words give me the last push I needed. Unadulterated rapture washes over me in waves, Asheros’s fingers slowing as I climax. I sag against his shadows, needing their support now more than ever.

Shadows receding, Asheros touches his forehead to mine, and brushes my wet hair from my face. Jaw tight, he swallows, throat bobbing.

“What is it?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“I want more of you,” he murmurs, a growl in the back of his throat. “So badly.”

“Then have me.” The words leave my lips before I even realize what I’m saying. But I don’t regret them.

“You know it’s not that simple, Bladesinger.” His voice is a gravelly, rough breath.

“Why not,” I huff, my breath heated by desire and frustration.

He lets out an agonized whine.

It shouldn’t be, but that sound is music to my depraved ears, because I know how much he wants me. How not having me leaves him starved.

“You know gods-damn well why.”

“Oh, do I?” I tease.

“Yes,” he growls. “You do.”

Theelia’s blessing.

He’s insinuating we’re not destined to kill each other. That, instead, we’re…

Mates.

I swallow. The thought has electricity brimming on my skin, the thrill of what could be lingering on my body.

Confidence surges through me, lifting the corners of my mouth with something akin to defiance. “But what if I need reminding?”

Asheros parts his lips, a blue fire burning in his gaze. “You live to torture me, don’t you, Bladesinger?”

Eager to see how far I can go with this, I tilt my head up to his. “Perhaps.”

His breath catches, and then his grip on me tightens. “Then I’ll remind you that once I have you, and I mean truly have you, you are mine.”

“Fuck,” I breathe.

His.

“All. Mine.” His voice is low and primal, staking its claim over me. He leans his head back, eyes roaming my body. “Besides, it would be a shame to destroy your pretty little pussy where no one can hear you scream in pleasure.”

“I’m sure it would survive,” I quip, challenging him with my gaze. Daring him to try and see what happens. Perhaps I’m too sexually frustrated for my own good, but gods above, I couldn’t care less.

Asheros’s crystalline eyes flare, and he brings his face down to mine, so close our noses nearly touch. “There is nothing that will survive what I’m going to do to you.”

“Oh, fuck me,” I grind out. Heat flushes my senses, and I feel as though the desire thrumming through me will burst. How can this male rile me up this way with only his words?

“Mm-hmm, in time, Bladesinger.” Stepping out of the waterfall, he winks, backing away from me. “I’ll fuck you so thoroughly you won’t be able to walk straight.”

Gods-damn me.

This male has me wrapped around his finger. And what’s even worse is, I like it. More than anything, I want to be his.

“I’ll leave you to your bath,” Asheros says, though the look in his eyes tells me he wants nothing more than to pin me to the wall and have his way with me. “Wouldn’t want to get you distracted, now, would we?”

“Tease,” I say, trying to catch my breath.

My reply brings a smirk to his mouth. “You’ll make me pay for it later.”

I meet his stare. “Damn right, I will.”

Dragging a hand across his mouth, Asheros wades out of the pool and bends down to pick up his shirt. He tugs the garment over his head, then disappears through the mouth of the cave.

Closing my eyes, I force my breathing to slow. My heartbeat calms, but I can’t banish the feeling of Asheros’s touch from my skin.

Nor do I want to.

I lean back into the waterfall and soak my hair again. The cold water runs over my skin, and I work through what little remains of the dirt and sweat. When I’m finished washing myself, I wade to the edge of the pool. After drying off the best I can, I slip back into my clothes, wring my hair, and emerge from the cave to rejoin the others.

My steps slow as I approach camp. I let my gaze wander to Asheros. His silky hair is still slicked to his skin, those diamond-like eyes alight with familiarity. Catching my eye, he flashes me a rich smile that nearly takes the air from my lungs. He’s so gods-damned beautiful.

The feel of his hands on me, of the way he touched me moments before, lingers on my skin, and with it, something else.

Something more.

I can’t seem to rid myself of his effect on me. My body craves more of him.

But beyond that…

My soul does, too.

Something’s shifted between us. That much is undeniable. And damn it all, but Kheldryn’s words swirl in my mind again, striking true within me.

“Have you ever wondered that, maybe in marking you two as fated, the gods weren’t telling you that he’s your enemy, but rather, that you and he would become something so much more?”

Maybe she’s right. Maybe we could be so much more than enemies.

My throat works a swallow.

Once, I thought I could kill Asheros Larmanne if I needed to.

Now, I know that’s not true.

The truth is…

I’d raise a blade to my own heart before I could even consider piercing his.


Chapter Nineteen



After another three and a half long days of travel, it is a relief to see signs of civilization. Sparsely scattered farms and lonely cottages give way to towns, and finally, the city. In the weeks I’ve accompanied Asheros and his companions, I’ve been isolated from the liveliness of the city, trading it for the forest’s quiet.

Adjusting our course to hug the river, Asheros slows our horse’s pace to a trot. Riding behind him this time, instead of sitting in front, I peer over his shoulder to see what lies ahead. The late afternoon sun pierces my eyes, and I can’t help but furrow my brow. Salty air blows my hair in and out of my eyes, increasing in strength as we approach the stone city gates.

Esvelon.

I’ve only been to Esvelon a handful of times. Once with my parents and Vestella for a calm, family outing, and another as my mother’s travel companion when she’d met with Esvelon’s presiding Thane—the appointed head of the city—a proud, wiry fae male who has been loyal to my family for as long as I can remember.

As we approach the gates, Asheros lengthens his posture, shielding me from view. His shadows wrap around me with delicate softness, blurring my surroundings with a dark tint. If the others notice, they don’t show it. They keep their eyes ahead so as not to draw attention to me.

When a male voice calls out to us, I understand why.

I’m recognizable here.

The world believes I’m missing. If I’m to keep my whereabouts a secret for the sake of our mission, we can’t risk one of the city guards manning the gate knowing who I am. I would do the same if I were in Asheros’s place.

“Who goes there?” A guard bellows. From what I can tell, he’s positioned above us in the tower to the left of the gate.

“Lord Asheros Larmanne, heir-apparent to the Silver Court,” Asheros announces. Seamlessly, he’s shifted back into Asheros, the cocky, smug fae lord. Though I know it’s just for show, my heart aches for the relaxed, playful, and easy-going Asheros. The one that I’m coming to know.

The one that I might be—

My eyes widen.

The one I’m falling for.

Asheros doesn’t wait for the guards to stumble through their surprise before continuing. “I’m here on business.” He pauses for a moment, and I swear I can hear his smirk. “I’d like to be granted entry sometime this century, if you would be so kind.”

The guard coughs. “Of course, my lord. Right away, my lord. You heard the male,” he hollers. “Open the gate!”

There’s a scuffling of feet and then the sounds of chains working a crank skitter across the stone, some of it lost to the sea breeze.

Asheros dips his head. He lightly squeezes his thighs, urging our horse forward and tugs on the reins. We canter beneath the gate’s prongs, Kheldryn and Savell immediately behind us.

“That was… easy,” I grumble. I’d have to speak to the Thane about security measures at the gate.

Then again, it is a large city, though not as expansive as Illnamoor. Many travel in and out on any given day, whether to access the port, or to visit the city’s illustrious market as a buyer or seller.

“What can I say?” Asheros remarks, glancing back at me. “Few can resist my undeniable charm.”

“Charm.” I roll my eyes. “Of course.”

Asheros laughs and redirects his attention to the road ahead. I straighten to look over his shoulder, squinting to see through his shadows.

Noticing my struggle, Asheros lowers his shadows just enough to clear my vision.

I give his shoulder a light squeeze, silently conveying my thanks. With my sight unobscured, the familiar sprawl I see before me rings true with my memory. The river splits the city in half, continuing all the way to Esvelon’s furthermost boundary, where it flows out into the sea.

On each side, following the river, are narrow cobblestone streets sprinkled with pale sand connected by stone bridges at roughly even intervals. People bustle to and from shops, wearing modestly colored clothes while carrying baskets of weaved cloth, knitted garments, or painted pottery.

The buildings—faded blue-gray colors, the paint worn from the salty winds—are only about two stories high with sloped roofs. White, wooden shutters frame the second story windows, some of which have people, humans and fae alike, peering out from within them.

We continue deeper into the heart of Esvelon, the cerulean waters visible along the outskirts of the city. Horses pulling wagons pass by us in either direction, likely merchants headed for the market. Despite being small in size, the city’s lively port sits in the distance. Vessels compact enough to pass through the strait that shields Esvelon’s secluded cove from ocean storms, wait at the docks.

“Any idea where to find Arella?” Asheros asks, scanning our surroundings.

“No.” I sigh. I should have asked Viridian more questions about the sole witness to Vorr’s murder. Coming here blind wasn’t my smartest move.

“That’s all right,” Asheros assures me. “I have an idea.”

I arch a brow. “An idea?”

Beckoning to the others with two fingers, he veers us off to the side of the road in front of what looks to be a pottery shop. We gather outside the building, huddled into a semi-circle that faces the wall.

Asheros’s shadows retreat, allowing me to see the others clearly.

He begins to explain his idea, and Ronan and Orim immediately sport shit-eating grins.

I listen to his ludicrous plan, my curiosity morphing to astonishment with each word spoken.

This is his plan? Truly?

When he finishes, Asheros shrugs. “You’d be surprised how much information people are willing to part with when given the opportunity.”

He can’t be serious. In my time as Captain of the High King’s Guard, information was never obtained that easily. It took planning and patience. Not… whatever kind of theatrics this is.

Blinking at him with disbelief, I cross my arms. “You mean to tell me you’re just going to walk up to people and ask?”

He glances back at me, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Watch and learn, Bladesinger.”

“You must be joking.” When none of them respond, I turn to Savell, Kheldryn, and Gryska for support. “They’re joking, aren’t they?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Kheldryn tells me, an exhausted look setting into her brow. “You weren’t here the last time they did this.”

“The last time?” I echo, my voice growing firm.

“I know it’s ridiculous,” Savell says, shaking his head with defeat, “but it’s surprisingly effective.”

“Of course it is,” Asheros cuts in, confidence brimming in his expression. “Orim’s a brilliant actor.”

Ronan gestures to Orim’s head and grabs his face, smushing the other male’s cheeks. “And who can say no to that face?”

Orim merely shrugs, a little too innocently. “It’s a gift.”

“Let’s go through this again to make sure I’m understanding this plan of yours.” I cross my arms. “The three of you are going to wander the streets and pretend to be Arella’s long-lost cousins who have suddenly decided to pay her a visit?”

Ronan nods, a whole-body motion rich with enthusiasm. “Right.”

“Yet her so-called cousins have no idea where she lives,” I say. Without intending to, my voice rises several octaves.

“That’s why we’re long-lost cousins,” Orim explains. “We’ve lost touch, so it makes sense that we don’t know where she lives now.”

“That’s…” Inhaling deeply, I rub my forehead.

“It’s all right,” Gryska says, placing her hands on her hips. “Ya can tell ‘em it’s a stupid plan.”

“Stupid,” Ronan says with an even wider grin. “But effective.”

Asheros looks at me, his mouth still curved into that devilish smirk. “If you have a better idea, Bladesinger, then please, do enlighten us.”

My brows knit together, and I narrow my eyes. When I commanded the Guard, networks of spies positioned throughout the Courts were my best source of information. Eyes and ears from within the inner workings of the major cities, who reported directly to me.

Right now, that’s not an option I can utilize. What’s important is finding Arella, and at the moment, resources aren’t our strong suit. I’ll have to take what I can get. No matter how ridiculous.

I let out a sigh. “Just do it.”

“Yes!” Ronan exclaims with a fist in the air. Rubbing his palms together, he adds, “It’s go time.”

“Stay close,” Asheros tells me, Kheldryn, Gryska, and Savell, his tone shifting to become more serious. “We’ll regroup once we’ve gained the information we need.”

Nodding, I force myself to swallow any last-minute remarks.

Asheros hands me our mount’s reins. “Take this.”

I do, keeping a relaxed but secure grip on them.

Shadows bleed from Asheros’s feet, rising to swallow me in a protective shield. Turning to face the road, he slips away from us and into the crowd with Ronan and Orim at his sides. Ronan and Orim’s horses trail behind them, forcing the crowd to part around them.

Kheldryn and Savell slink back against the building, moving parallel to Asheros to keep him in view. Gryska and I follow, keeping our focus on the people filling the street.

Asheros, Ronan, and Orim stop to talk to an elderly couple selling knitted garments outside of one of the shops. Orim talks with his hands, his motions lively and animated. The woman smiles, seemingly charmed by him. Ronan nods at something said and then rests his head on Orim’s shoulder.

Orim lightly pats Ronan’s head.

Shaking my head in bewilderment, I grit my teeth to contain my laughter.

The woman’s expression melts at their display. Leaning forward, she places her hand over her heart. She says something I can’t hear and then reaches out to Asheros with a knitted item in her hands.

Smiling at her, Asheros accepts it and dips his head. Locking eyes with me through the crowd, Asheros motions his hand forward, as though to urge us ahead.

I nod, and glance at the others before flicking my eyes back to him. The three of them say their goodbyes to the elderly couple and make their way farther down the street before taking refuge beneath a shop’s awning.

Kheldryn and Savell are already moving, Gryska and I at their heels. Savell weaves through the crowd and then he and Kheldryn join Asheros under the awning.

Since we have two of the horses, Gryska and I wait for an opportunity to cross. I squint, though it does little to improve my vision. I rely on Gryska instead, angling my head to get a better sense of her presence.

After a rickety wagon passes, we step into the street, tugging the horses after us. Once we join the others, Asheros lowers the shadows around me.

“So?” Kheldryn asks, placing a hand on her hip. “Do you know where we’re going?”

“Yes.” Asheros’s grin is triumphant. He raises the knitted square. It’s a simple-looking stitch made from cerulean and silver dyed wool. “We even got a present for her, free of charge.”

“How’d ya manage that?” Gryska arches a brow.

Orim proudly puffs out his chest. “I told the woman running the shop that it was our dear cousin’s birthday.”

“And if we didn’t make it to her house,” Ronan adds with a trembling lip, “she’d be all alone.”

Savell opens his mouth, then closes it. He sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. “You know what, I’m not even going to ask.”

“Come,” Asheros says, taking our mount’s reins from me. “Let’s go visit our dear cousin, shall we?”




The gods must be smiling down on us because Arella Kellener still lives in Esvelon.

Her house sits along the outskirts of the city beyond the glowing lanterns lining the main roads that run parallel to the river. By the time we approach the small cottage, the sun sinks below the horizon, glimmering on the darkening ocean water. A small, reinforced steel lantern hangs above a rounded wooden door. More warm light shines from within the cottage, visible through a little window beside the front door.

We dismount, keeping our horses close when we do. Savell, Ronan, and Kheldryn hang back, while Gryska and Orim seem more comfortable approaching the house.

“So, um,” Orim says, glancing between Asheros and I. “Is one of you going to knock, or…?”

“I’ll do it,” I say.

Asheros’s head snaps to me, his mouth parts as if to protest.

I continue, not affording him the opportunity. “Arella will recognize me from High Keep. She’ll be more likely to speak with us if she’s met with a familiar face.”

Asheros closes his mouth, unease flickering across his brow.

“It’s fine,” I tell him with a pat to his arm. “No need to get all protective.”

For a moment, his brows furrow, then immediately relax. His expression softens in a silent “Of course.”

“Well, then,” Gryska huffs, placing her hands on her hips. “Get to it before night falls, would ya?”

Pressing my lips together to suppress a chuckle, I approach the door to the cottage and raise my fist to knock. But before my fingers meet wood, the door swings open, revealing a soft, round face.

It takes me a moment, then the familiarity washes over me. Arella and I didn’t cross paths often, but when we did, I remember her being quiet and softspoken.

Her eyes widen at the sight of me. “Captain? Uh, I mean—” she coughs “—Lady Wynterliff?” Dark eyes glance behind me to the others in my company. “What business do you have with me?”

“I’d like to ask you some questions.” I pause, unsure of the best way to phrase what it is I’ve come to ask her. “About—”

“The late High King’s death.” Her eyes briefly close, brows wrought with the kind of agony that comes from memories one can never escape from. She takes a breath and then meets my gaze. “I’ve already spoken with Captain Vilsdottyr.”

“Captain Vilsdottyr?” Asheros asks gently.

“My successor, Sura. She’s a friend,” I tell him over my shoulder. “She led the investigation after I left.”

“There’s nothing I can tell you now that I haven’t already told her,” Arella says, looking past me.

“I know.” I soften my voice. “Captain Vilsdottyr and I are grateful for your assistance. But I must ask for your help one more time.”

Unease works at Arella’s mouth, and her petite frame seems to curve into herself.

Asheros shifts his weight closer, touching his palm to the small of my back in a supportive gesture.

“Lord Larmanne and I are doing all we can to keep the kingdom safe,” I tell Arella, gesturing to Asheros.

Her dark gaze turns to him and then back at me, her expression still riddled with anxiety. Asheros’s thumb brushes against my back in circular motions, bringing me a comfort I didn’t know I needed.

“To do that, we need to know what happened that night.” Empowered, I pause and lock my eyes with hers. “I know you’re afraid, Arella. I know relieving those memories, even for a short time, will be painful. But I wouldn’t ask this of you unless it was the only way to save the kingdom from ruin.”

Chewing her bottom lip, Arella is silent for what seems like a long while. Then she takes a deep breath, and steps backward, as if to let us pass.

“All right,” she says, looking at me. “All of you can come in.”


Chapter Twenty



Stepping into the house, I keep my movements as casual as possible, making myself appear less threatening. For Kheldryn and Savell, the quiet swiftness comes naturally, and even Gryska and Ronan attempt to lighten their steps. Though, unlike Ronan, the burly female’s not quite successful, clambering through the narrow threshold with an awkward smile.

Despite it having been over a month since the late High King’s murder, fear still bleeds from Arella, thick and flowing like an open wound. As it would, I imagine, for anyone who’d witnessed a brutal murder, especially the murder of one of the most powerful males in Inatia.

I clench my teeth. The sooner I find Viridian’s father’s killer, the sooner I can eliminate the threat to his reign and potentially his life. I’d be a fool to think that whoever killed Vorr wouldn’t go to the same lengths again to clear what they might perceive as an obstacle in their path. They’ve already killed one king. What’s one more?

Banishing the worrisome thoughts from my mind, I direct my focus to my surroundings. With a compact hearth at the center of the main room, a small wooden table, and a few chairs, Arella’s cottage is just as cozy on the inside as it is from the outside.

“Thank you for agreeing to speak with us,” I tell Arella, and I mean it. Without her, we’d be searching aimlessly.

“Of course, Cap—my lady.” With a timid, submissive air about her, she dips her head to me in acknowledgment, as if I’m still the Captain of the High King’s Guard, and she, a servant.

“There’s no need for formalities,” I say, a warm smile at my lips. “We’re not at High Keep any longer, nor do we hold our former roles.” I gesture to the walls surrounding us. “This is your home. You’re in charge here.”

Though only slightly, Arella’s shoulders loosen. “You’re right.” Waving a hand to the table and chairs, she says, “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

Asheros and I sit in the two chairs across from Arella, while Kheldryn sits beside her, leaning forward with motherly concern apparent in her demeanor. With the four chairs occupied, Ronan, Savell, and Orim stand by the table while Gryska plops herself onto the floor in between the three of them, sitting with her legs crossed.

“Before we begin,” Asheros says, his tone gentle, “I’d like for us to introduce ourselves, if that’s all right with you?”

Eyes sweeping the room, Arella nods. “That would be nice.”

Asheros flashes her a smile. Had I not been sitting beside him, my knees would have weakened. “My name is Asheros, and these are my companions. Kheldryn, Savell, Ronan, Gryska, and Orim.”

Each gives a little wave when Asheros says their name. All but Savell, who merely makes a subtle motion of his head. Arella’s gaze brightens when she finally turns to Orim, the warmth of his smile seeming to ease the chill of her fear.

My gaze locks with Asheros’s, and I offer him a small smile to convey my thanks. He dips his head to me with the kind of reverence a soldier offers their leader.

“Tell us your story,” I say to Arella. “What happened the night High King Vorr was killed?”

“I…” Wrapping her arms around herself, Arella takes a breath. “I couldn’t sleep. I’d been so busy with my chores that I’d missed dinner.” She swallows. “In the middle of the night, I got out of bed and slipped into the kitchens for some bread.”

Asheros nods while she speaks, encouraging her to continue without using words.

“I was heading back up to my room when—” Color drains from Arella’s face.

“It’s all right,” Kheldryn says softly. “You’re safe, now.”

“Nothing will hurt you as long as we’re here,” I promise. “You have my word.”

“And mine,” Asheros echoes, taking my hand in his.

Warmth blooms in my chest, flushing my cheeks. I keep my eyes trained on Arella, but I can feel Asheros’s attention shift to me.

“When I came upstairs, I saw a fae male dragging… something out of the East Tower.”

My eyes widen.

Since the death of Viridian’s mother, the late High Queen Azalinah, Vorr commanded no one enter the East Tower save for himself or his private guard. That command meant that even I couldn’t step foot into that wing despite my position as captain of his guard.

“Then…” Arella hesitates, pressing her hand to her mouth. “Out of nowhere, the male had wings.”

My blood runs cold.

“Wings?” Savell leans forward, mouth parted with the shock we all must feel. I’ve never heard of anyone, fae or human, who could magically evoke wings.

How is such a thing even possible?

None of the five precious metals from Inatia’s Courts are capable of such a thing. And as far as I’m aware, channeling the magical qualities of the metals is the only way to use magic.

But clearly, that’s not true.

Silence hangs around us, heavy and cold.

A fae with the ability to bring forth wings…

“Gods above,” I murmur, ripe with realization. To the others, I explain, “When the late High King’s body was found, he was several feet above the ground, held up by a sword through the chest pinning his corpse to the castle wall.” I press my lips together before continuing. “The killer must have used his wings to lift the body so high off the floor.”

“Yes,” Arella says slowly. “I… I watched him do it.”

Kheldryn gives Arella’s arm a light squeeze. “That must have been terrifying.”

Tears well in Arella’s eyes. “I was so sure I was going to die.”

“But you didn’t,” I say, my voice warm. “You’re here. You’re alive.”

She nods, taking a deep breath. “Only because I screamed. When I did, the killer fled.”

“Were you able to see his face?” I ask.

High Keep had been on lockdown leading up to Vorr’s death. That means, the murderer is someone known to us, and we have a definitive list of suspects to draw from. Maybe, with some kind of physical description, Asheros and I can narrow our list of potential suspects.

Arella shakes her head, mouth curved into a frown. “Not really. But his eyes…” Her voice trails off, lost in the memory.

I lean forward. “Can you remember what they looked like?”

Brows drawn, a crease forming between them, she’s quiet for a moment.

“They were red,” Arella murmurs. “And they were—gods, they were so angry. I’ll never forget the way he looked at me.”

Dread sinks into the pit of my stomach. “Red eyes?”

“Blood red,” Arella says. She sniffles, shoulders shaking with her breath. “I’m sorry. That’s all I know.”

Kheldryn pulls Arella into her arms, and the girl melts into the fae’s embrace. Orim approaches them, touching his palm to Arella’s back, rubbing the space between her shoulders in a back-and-forth motion.

Tugging at Asheros’s sleeve, I pull him aside, leading him some distance away from the others. I keep my voice low, though my breath grows quicker with each inhale. “Red eyes.”

“Which means the killer is from the Copper Court,” Asheros says, finishing my thought.

“But—” My words catch in my throat like knives slicing into me from within. “Myrdin and Tanyl were the only Copper Court nobles at High Keep when Vorr was murdered.”

“What about the servants?” Asheros asks.

“I’m sure some of them are from the Copper Court, but…” I shake my head, unable to face what must be the truth. “Do you truly believe a servant is behind this?”

Asheros presses his lips into a fine line, tension working at his jaw. “I don’t.” His eyes narrow. “But a servant could have been acting on behalf of someone in a position to gain from Vorr’s death. Until we know for sure, we can’t rule out the possibility.”

“And whoever did this is fae, or part fae,” I think out loud.

“Right.” He nods. “And I imagine not many of High Keeps servants are part fae and from the Copper Court.”

“Exactly.” I clench my jaw and curl my hands into fists at my sides. My mind struggles to make sense of the possibilities: Tanyl, Vorr’s loyal, soft-spoken brother-in-law. The mediator, the diplomat. Myrdin, the cheerful, charismatic nephew of Vorr. The Myrdin I know could never hurt a fly. Or a servant working on behalf of some other noble fae with much more to gain from an all-out war amongst the Courts.

None of them are easy to swallow But only one of those theories seems plausible. I don’t want to dare consider that one of my closest, most trusted friends could be behind such treachery.

“It will be all right, Lymseia,” Asheros says softly. He cups my face, bringing my eyes to his. “We’ll find the killer and bring him to justice.”

Sincerity and resolve blaze in Asheros’s gaze, pouring into mine. I wish I could share his optimism. But I’ve never been one to get my hopes up.

“Justice is worthless if there’s no kingdom left to defend,” I say.

Still cupping my face, Asheros touches his forehead to mine. “There will still be a kingdom to defend, my Bladesinger. You’ll make sure of it.”

He’s right.

I will.

Even if it means I have to fight until my dying breath.

With my mouth set, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. A moment passes before I straighten my back and hold my head high. Though I may not be the Captain of the High King’s Guard anymore, I’m still a warrior and I will carry myself as one.

Despite the implications of what we’ve learned from Arella today, I know more about my enemy. Ceren’s words echo in my mind, a reminder of what I have to do.

“If you do not first know your enemy, how do you expect to defeat them?”

An enemy I know is an enemy I can destroy.

But…

What if my enemy is someone close to me? Will I have the strength to do what must be done?

I swallow. Perhaps I won’t know the answer until the time comes.

“Asheros.” Savell’s voice breaks the silence, demanding both his and my attention. Savell motions his head to the left. “The window.”

The tenderness in Asheros’s face vanishes, a shift to lethal stillness evident in his demeanor, and his eyes slide to the window on the cottage’s left side. “What did you see?”

“Someone was watching us,” Savell says, his tone serious.

“Kheldryn, Gryska, and Orim,” Asheros commands, “stay with Arella.”

Still holding Arella, Kheldryn’s brows pinch together, her expression laced with worry. Orim nods, and Gryska takes a protective stance in front of Kheldryn and Arella.

To Savell and Ronan, Asheros orders, “You two, with us.”

Like a military commander leading his squadron, Asheros moves swiftly to the door, and then outside the cottage. Night has fallen in the time we’ve been inside speaking with Arella. Keeping his body close to the cottage’s exterior walls, Asheros takes carefully calculated steps, his eyes and ears alert.

Following him, I do the same, muscle memory and instinct driving my movements. At my back, Savell and Ronan stay close.

The sounds of crunched earth sail across the light wind.

Asheros and I pause. He holds up a fist, and I feel Savell and Ronan stop behind me.

A figure moves in the darkness ahead of us, movements slow but calculated. The way a hunter would when closing in on their prey.

Is the killer here?

Who else would be slinking around in the shadows, stalking the only witness to his crime?

Adrenaline courses through me, fueled by my wrath. I withdraw my blades, gripping them tightly.

Asheros pulls out his silver dagger, then positions his hands in front of his face in a defensive stance. With his free hand, he motions toward the other side of the cottage. Understanding Asheros’s wordless command, Savell and Ronan slip around the back. He gestures to me next, and we prowl forward, our weapons at the ready.

I surge forward, past the cottage, leaping out into the open space between Arella’s modest home and the surrounding brush. Not even a moment later, Asheros follows, battle ready at my side.

The figure whirls around, his face obscured by his hood and the darkness. Red eyes land on me and widen. In a swift motion, he turns around only to be blocked by Ronan and Savell. We spread out, surrounding our target on all sides and then close in, forcing him back toward the wall of Arella’s cottage.

“Who are you?” I demand.

The killer says nothing. Instead, he cocks his head forward, as if amused.

If I could see his face, we’d have our answer, but that gods-damned hood he wears falls too low for me to discern any identifying features besides those red eyes.

“Answer me!” I shout.

The red-eyed male only laughs.

Something inside me snaps. I lunge, swinging my blades. He dodges but lets out a sharp hiss. When I pull my blades back toward myself, I note the blood glistening at the tip of my left one.

Stepping closer, I reach for the male’s hood, all too eager to reveal his identity. With the ease of a well-trained warrior, he blocks me. The motion knocks me back, but I quickly reclaim my balance.

But I’m not fast enough.

In the time it takes me to reorient myself, wings materialize from the red-eyed male’s back. They appear out of thin air, translucent at first before solidifying. Dark, feathered wings propel him into the skies like a shooting star. Amidst his takeoff, his hood falls, revealing rich brown hair beneath the light of the moon.

Hair, the same color as…

Myrdin.

Lost for breath, I stagger backward. My blades nearly slip from my grasp.

“Gods-damn it, Bladesinger!” Asheros curses, rushing to me. “What on earth were you thinking?”

“I was impulsive and stupid, I’m aware,” I grumble, sheathing my blades. Shame washes over me, and I wipe my face. If she were here, Ceren would have thoroughly scolded me for my lack of caution. That kind of recklessness gets people killed.

Bracing myself for Asheros’s anger, I take a breath. But when I meet his stare, it’s not anger I see. Not even disappointment, or annoyance.

All I see is pure, unbridled fear.

“He could have—” Swallowing whatever he’d started to say, he searches my expression, and his diamond irises soften as he does. He reaches for me and pulls me to his chest. “You could have been hurt.”

At first, I stiffen.

He was… Afraid for me?

I melt into his embrace and wrap my arms around him in return. I don’t know how long we stand there, holding each other, before I hear Savell and Ronan shift their weight behind us.

Asheros and I part, though, his hand on the small of my back keeps me close.

“Come,” he says. “Let’s rejoin the others.”



Back inside Arella’s small cottage, the eight of us, including Arella, don worried looks. Unease hangs in the air, heavy with the implications of what just occurred.

“Thank the gods we were here,” Kheldryn murmurs, an arm wrapped around Arella. “If we hadn’t…”

“If we hadn’t”—Asheros’s eyes narrow in thought—“tonight would have ended very differently.”

“She’s not safe here,” Savell adds, very matter-of-factly.

“Oh really?” Gryska crosses her arms, her voice gruff. “What gave ya that impression?”

Ignoring Gryska, Savell gestures to Arella. “She needs protection.”

“I agree.” Asheros nods and then directs his attention to Orim. “If I asked you to take Arella to your family’s manor and guard her until we’ve dealt with Vorr’s killer, would you?”

“You know I’d do anything you asked of me.” Orim’s jaw sets with determination.

“Good.” Asheros looks at Arella, some of the tension working at his mouth easing. “Whether you choose to stay here, or go with Orim, the decision is yours and yours alone.”

“I promise, I’ll keep you safe,” Orim says, meeting her eyes. “I know you don’t know me well enough yet, but I hope to earn your trust.”

As though seeking her guidance, Arella turns to Kheldryn, her eyes wide.

“He may look unassuming,” Kheldryn says, her tone warm, “but he’s fierce and one of the most loyal males in the realm.”

At her words, a hint of a smile plays at Orim’s mouth, though it doesn’t shake the resolve from his demeanor.

“He won’t let anything happen to you,” Kheldryn adds.

Waiting for a response, all heads turn to Arella.

Gods, I hope she agrees. If she dies, it will be on my conscience.

She takes a breath. “I’ll go.”

Relief crosses Asheros’s face. “Good.” To Orim, he says, “You should leave at dawn.”

Orim nods. “We will.” Turning to face the others, he offers us a small smile. “I guess this is goodbye.”

“It’s only goodbye for now,” Kheldryn says, pulling him into an embrace. “We’ll see each other again soon.”

At that, Orim smiles. “We will.”

Gryska uncrosses her arms and holds out a fist. “Don’t die, all right?”

Orim laughs and touches his fist to hers. “I have to live. I have a roast turkey waiting for you the next time I see you.”

Gryska lets out a booming laugh. “My favorite. I’ll hold ya to that.”

Ronan is next. Motioning to himself with two hands, he says, “Bring it in.” Orim grins and pulls Ronan into a hug. Ronan returns the gesture, patting him on the back. “Don’t have too much fun without me.”

“I’ll try not to,” Orim quips, taking a step back. “But I can’t make any promises.”

Savell merely dips his head at his friend. “Until we meet again.”

“Take it easy, Savell,” Orim replies before turning to Asheros and me.

“I know you’ll keep her safe.” Asheros holds out his hand to Orim. When he takes it, Asheros places a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll see you soon, my friend.”

Orim meets Asheros’s eyes, his expression solemn, mirroring Asheros’s. Glancing between us, he says, “Be safe. Both of you.”

I nod, the sting of his goodbye fresh on my cheeks. Though I haven’t known Orim for very long in the grand scheme of things, I’ve gotten used to his company.

I’ll miss him.

“Same to you,” I say.

Orim’s lips perk up. He looks back at Arella. “I will.”

“Come.” Asheros guides me to the door. “We’ll stay at the inn for the night. In the morning, we’ll determine our next steps.

Letting him usher me forward, I take a deep breath. The others, save for Orim and Arella, follow. Mindlessly, I move where Asheros directs me, welcoming his hands around my waist when he hoists me up onto our mount.

Once behind me, as if sensing the storm raging within me, he gently pulls me to his chest, supporting my weight. Though he doesn’t speak, I hear his wordless message.

Rest, my Bladesinger.

I let go and relax in Asheros’s arms. Tenderly, he adjusts his hold around me.

Tonight, I’ll rest. Because come dawn, I will not stop until Vorr’s killer has been brought to justice.


Chapter Twenty-One



It’s dark when I wake.

Shifting onto my back, I rub the sleep from my eyes and sit up, giving myself a moment while my vision adjusts to the low light. Blankets rustle when I move, the mattress creaking beneath me.

I’m in a bed?

Of course. Last night Asheros mentioned spending the night at the inn. I must have fallen asleep before we arrived. I press my palms to my chest, expecting to feel my leathers.

But I don’t.

The fabric greeting me is lightweight. My shirt. Asheros must have carried me up here and removed my leathers.

“You’re awake.”

My head snaps toward his voice. Shirtless in bed beside me, Asheros sits with his back pressed to the headboard, toying with something silver in his hands. His white-blond hair is tousled, the tendrils falling in front of his eyes failing to hide the dark circles that have taken root underneath them.

If he’s here, in bed with me, then that must mean…

Gods above.

This isn’t how I imagined our first night in bed together.

I pause.

How did I imagine our first time? Have I even ventured far enough to let myself imagine what a night of pleasure with Asheros might be like?

“Bladesinger?” He lets out a breathy laugh. “Never mind. Perhaps you’re still asleep.”

“I’m awake,” I assure him, though I don’t feel it yet. My braid has all but fallen apart, no doubt tangled from sleep. Instead of re-braiding it, I opt to let my blue-black hair fall down my back for the time being.

Asheros’s mouth curves with amusement, still mindlessly spinning the silver in his hands. “So you say.” He’s silent for a moment and his brows pinch together. “It’s early. Did you sleep well?”

“Well enough,” I say. “Though that’s not because of our accommodations. They’re quite comfortable, actually.” The light from the city lanterns lining the streets below cast a warm glow into our room, allowing me to see it in more detail. There’s a dark blue, plush-looking rug beneath the bed that takes up a good portion of the floor, two sturdy looking wooden nightstands on either side of the four-poster bed, two bureaus on the far wall, and a door that likely leads to a washroom.

“You were awake even earlier than me.” I look at him, though he doesn’t meet my gaze. “I could ask you the same question.”

“I slept…” He presses his lips together. His hands go still. “Well enough, I suppose.”

“Those dark circles would say otherwise.”

Tension works at Asheros’s jaw.

We’re silent for a moment. I want to ask about what’s on his mind, but something tells me that he’ll open up to me when he’s ready. I let my eyes fall to his hands, and I get a better look at what he’s been toying with. The hilt of his silver dagger glints in the low light—the one he used to cut my rope bindings when the troll attacked us. Which feels like so long ago.

I still haven’t asked him about it.

Or his shadow-wielding.

I gesture toward the dagger. “Is that what you use to conjure?”

Asheros leans his head toward me, pale brows stitched together in question.

“The dagger,” I explain.

“Ah.” He leans his head back, and then forward. “Yes, it is.”

“May I see it?” I don’t really know where the question came from, nor do I expect him to agree. But to my surprise, he relaxes his grip and holds the hilt out to me. I stare at it for a moment, my eyes wide. Blinking away my awe, I take it.

“It’s beautiful,” I tell him, studying the silver in my palm.

The blade itself is sleek, with a tapered edge on either side. The silver glows like the moon, and if it wasn’t solid in my hand, I might think it a thick, malleable liquid instead. Polished black leather wraps around the hilt, reminding me of a snake, and a rounded pommel of frosted metal sits at the base.

I hand it back to him, hilt first, the same way he passed it to me. “Where did you get it?”

“It was a gift,” he says slowly. “From my father. Before…” he swallows. His throat bobs, anguish wearing down his features. Cold and heavy like that of an executioner’s blade. “Before he learned of my mother’s infidelity.”

My demeanor softens. “What happened after that?”

“He never looked at me the same.” His diamond irises fix on some empty spot in front of us. “No matter what I did, it was never enough to earn his favor, because in his mind only blood makes a son. And all I am is evidence of his wife’s betrayal.”

“He thinks you’re…” My voice trails off. Heavy sorrow fills my chest. “He doesn’t believe you’re his son?”

“According to him, it isn’t possible.” Still avoiding my eyes, Asheros shakes his head. Bitterness seeps into his tone. “He’ll never say those words out loud. Gods-forbid someone overhears and causes a scandal.”

Gods.

That’s why he flinched when I called him a bastard what feels like years ago.

Guilt flares in my chest, giving way to the pain I know he must carry with him each day. Lacking the right words, I move my body closer to him, closing the gap between us, and place my palm on his thigh. “I’m so sorry.”

Asheros leans into my touch. “You have nothing to apologize for, Bladesinger.”

“I don’t,” I say, letting my anger on his behalf bleed through my words. “But your father does. His scorn is for your mother and your mother alone. The way he treats you…” I swallow all of the crass, unladylike things I want to say. “It’s not right.”

“If only everyone in this world cared as much for what is right as you do, my Bladesinger.” He looks at me with a tenderness in his gaze I’m coming to recognize.

I hold his stare, and for a moment, I want to lift my hand to his cheek.

He takes a breath, his head shaking a little. “I’ve accepted I may never have my father’s approval. Believe me, it took years of trying and failing before I finally made peace with it. Winning my father’s favor is a battle I’ll likely never win, not as long as he’s convinced the blood running through my veins isn’t his.”

“If that’s how he’s decided to be, then he doesn’t deserve you,” I tell him, my voice firm. “You, just as you are, are worth so much more than your father’s approval.”

Asheros’s crystalline eyes glisten, his mouth taut with emotion. Taking my hand, he presses my palm to his cheek and holds it there. “You have no idea of how good it feels to hear you say that.”

Emotions I can’t place surge through me, a need to show him how I feel overpowering any thought I could have in this moment. Brushing my thumb back and forth against his cheek, I lean forward slowly until his mouth meets mine.

Our first kiss was a battle that set my blood aflame with need. But this… This is soft and gentle.

This is more. So much more.

With each subtle movement—my mouth moving over his, the slide of my hand up his bare chest, the brush of our bodies—I pour myself into him, as if my lips can show him the veracity of my regard for him.

I’d scream it from the rooftops if it meant he would believe it.

Asheros’s mouth moves in time with mine, perfectly in tune with my rhythm. His hand slips from mine, and he wraps both of his arms around me, pulling me into his lap.

Though our mouths break from the kiss, we stay there, holding each other. We don’t speak, but there’s no need for words. Our embrace says everything it needs to.

Once the air feels lighter, I lean back far enough to look at him. “I never asked you about your shadows.”

“I’m surprised you waited this long,” Asheros muses, tracing circles on my waist with his thumb.

“I haven’t practiced magic in decades. Truth be told, once I joined the Guard, physical training was my focus.” Others split their attention between physical and magical training, honing their abilities and incorporating them into their combat routines. But not me. So much so, that I’ve just about entirely forgotten the little magic I’d learned. Not that I had been very good at it. “How do you do it?”

“Do what?” Asheros asks, glancing up at my face.

“Channel magic from the metal.”

“At first it was quite difficult. Conjuring is all about intentions, you see.” He pauses, pressing his lips together as though searching for the right words. “I find it easier if I’m touching the object I’m channeling from, though I’ve heard of more powerful fae who don’t need to touch the object in order to channel.”

“All right…” I nod like I understand, even though I’m not following.

“The first thing I do is envision the untapped power in my mind. For me, I imagine a lake. In my mind, the water is the well of magic that I can command to my will,” he explains. “When I’d first begun using magic, I would close my eyes and imagine myself stepping into the lake, deep enough I could place my palms beneath the surface.”

“That’s it?” I ask. “What then?”

He shrugs, though his hands don’t leave my waist. “Then, it’s simply a matter of willing the magic to conjure what you command.”

I snort. “You say that as if it were simple.”

“With enough practice, it is simple,” he says. “There comes a point when the shadows become an extension of you.”

I lean forward. “Do all conjurers wield shadows?”

As if entertained by my curiosity, his eyes brighten. “Some do, yes, but not all. Some conjure light, while others specialize in more localized conjuring, like the spell we did to speak with Viridian and Cryssa back at Orim’s family manor.”

“Interesting. Despite all my tutoring, I’ve never quite understood the difference between conjuring and summoning.”

“They are similar,” Asheros concedes. “But distinct. Conjuring is characterized as magic that creates something entirely new. Something that wasn’t there before. Summoning, on the other hand, is a matter of calling upon aspects of our world that already exist and draws from gold metal instead of silver.”

I gape. “You mean to tell me that your shadows—you create them from thin air each time?”

“Yes.” Asheros nods, lips tugged into that wicked smirk of his. “Don’t tell me that’s all it took to impress you, Bladesinger.”

“And what if it is?”

Gripping my waist, he pulls me closer. “Then I’ll curse myself for failing to realize this sooner.”

He kisses me again, and I muss his hair when I pull away. We both turn to the window, the rising sun coloring the sky with light pink and orange hues.

“We should go.” I move away from the bed and tug on my pants. “The others will be waiting.”

Asheros’s expression shifts into something serious.

“What is it?” I ask, my voice low.

“I’m—” Pinching the bridge of his nose, he pauses. “There’s no way to know what waits for us going forward. And gods-damn it, I’m…” He lets out a breath.

“I know,” I say. “I’m nervous, too.”

What’s to come?

And what does it mean if my suspicions about the killer’s identity are right?

My heart constricts, as if strangled with iron.

Asheros stands and reaches for my hand. The motion draws my eyes to his. “Whatever happens,” he says, holding my hand gently, “you will be all right.”

“I don’t need to be coddled,” I tell him, my voice as soft as his expression.

The corners of his mouth tug into the hint of a smile. “I know you don’t. And I’m not coddling you, Lymseia. It’s the truth.”

“You’re no diviner,” I say, shaking my head slightly. “You can’t be sure.”

No one could. That was one of Ceren’s first lessons the first day I stepped into her training room.

“Listen now, and listen well, to the first and one of the most important lessons I will ever teach you. You may think you know the outcome of a battle, but that is an illusion.”

“What if we outnumber the enemy two to one?” A fellow trainee asks, cocky arrogance brimming in his voice. “We all know how that battle would go.”

Ceren only crosses her arms. “Do you know of the Battle at Lothaes?”

The trainee’s cheeks flush red, but he doesn’t shy away from her scrutiny. “Not well, Captain.”

“Then let me enlighten you.” Ceren’s stare sweeps through the training room.

Some trainees avert their eyes when her attention falls to them, but I keep my head held high. A flicker of something crosses her mouth, and she looks away from me.

“Before all of you were born, the Old Gods toyed with our realm. Every fighter at Lothaes that fateful day thought we were going to die—that we would lose a brutal battle, and with it, our kingdom would fall to the cruelty of the Old Gods.”

The entire room falls silent.

I’d learned of the Banishment of the Old Gods from my tutors. As the daughter of the Head of House, a noble fae belonging to one of the five Noble Houses, my mother thought it imperative that I learn the intricacies of Inatia’s history.

Even the bloody parts.

But I’d never heard the grim tales of our past from someone who was there. Someone who fought in the war against the gods.

Ceren continues, “And for a great while, I thought we were all going to be slaughtered. But though the Old Gods were more powerful than us, and though their armies of crepulnai outnumbered us nearly two to one, we were victorious that day.”

I suck in a breath.

I’d learned about the crepulnai during my lessons—humanoid creatures made from an essence so dark they siphoned and absorbed any surrounding light. It’s said there were so many crepulnai at Lothaes that a blanket of darkness swept the sky at high noon, so thick not even the starlight shone through. So many died at the hands of those evoked demons. The tales of their bravery are what made me decide to be a warrior myself.

“Despite the odds, we’d banished those cruel tyrants from our world.” Ceren pauses, letting silence fall around us. “The other side believed they knew the outcome of the battle. And yet, they lost. So, I tell you again—never assume yourself to be a diviner, because you can never truly know.”

Bringing me back to reality, Asheros moves both of his hands to my face, thumbs brushing back and forth against my cheekbones. “Listen to me,” he says, staring into my eyes. “I don’t need to be sure about anything but this—you. You are strong and more than capable of bringing Vorr’s killer to his knees. By the sheer force of your will, you will be all right, no matter what happens.”

Doubt floods my senses, sinking to the pit of my stomach.

Taking a breath, I nod and clear my mind. Pulling away, I gather my hair into a low ponytail. The heaviness of my doubt still lingers as I slip my feet into my boots, but I force myself to ignore it.

Asheros is right.

There is too much at stake to succumb to my self-doubt. Though I may no longer be the Captain of the High King’s Guard, people still look to me for strength. I can’t let my mind get the better of me. My fear of failure is only a distraction—an obstacle barring my way.

And if I want to capture Vorr’s murderer, and stop an all-out war between the Courts, I must rise above it.

Asheros searches my expression, the conviction in his crystalline eyes silent reassurance. His gaze leaves mine just long enough for him to pull a shirt on over his head.

I want to ask him why he has so much faith in me, but before I have the chance, he takes my hand and leads me to the door.

“Let’s grace the others with our presence, shall we?”


Chapter Twenty-Two



“I’m going to need more ale for this,” Ronan groans, tilting his head back to swallow what’s left of his drink. Lifting his now empty tankard, Ronan signals to the waiter, who dips his head in acknowledgment as he serves the table behind us.

Savell raises his brows and takes a swig of his ale. “On that, we can agree.” Glancing behind him, he raises two fingers and makes a circular motion in the waiter’s direction. “Make that another round.”

Placing a bowl in front of another patron, the waiter nods. “Coming right up.”

The bright light of day spills into the tavern through three large windows, the panes of glass held in place by steel frames. It’s late morning, and from the streets, people flood inside to claim the remaining free tables. Conversations echo off the tavern’s wooden walls, the ease of their laughter adding another layer of sound.

With Orim gone, the six of us sit at a table in the corner by the cold hearth. Kheldryn, Gryska, and Ronan share the bench across from me, their backs to the rest of the tavern. Savell, Asheros, and I sit on the other side, our backs to the wall.

Gryska lets out a huff. “Babies. Ya need something stronger than ale.”

Cocking his head, Ronan makes a face like he’s considering the idea, while Savell just shakes his head and sips from his tankard.

The waiter approaches our table, a full tray in hand. He places a filled tankard in front of each of us. Taking our drinks, we mutter our thanks.

“We’ll have to leave some extra coin for him,” Kheldryn says, brushing silvery hair out of her face. “He’s very attentive.”

“The poor bastard deserves it for dealing with the likes of us,” Gryska agrees, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

Spooning the last of my stew into my mouth, I chew slowly, unable to rid my body of the worry gathering in my abdomen. After what happened last night, this mess we’re in…

Part of me wishes I’d turned down Viridian’s offer to be a diplomat. Perhaps things would have been different. But if I’d never left High Keep, then I wouldn’t have gotten close to Asheros.

A pang in my chest tells me that if given the option, I would do it all over again.

“Lymseia?” Kheldryn asks.

My head snaps to her. “My apologies, what did you say?”

“We’d like to go over the plan again,” Kheldryn says.

“The plan. Right,” I say, clearing my mind. “We return to Arella’s cottage and look for anything that can indicate where our target’s gone. Then, we follow where that trail leads.”

“You say that as if it were so simple,” Savell grunts.

“It is simple,” Asheros interjects, pushing his empty bowl away from him. “We use what’s available to us.”

“And then what?” Savell asks, furrowing his brow. “We corner him? Bring him to Orim’s family manor? What happens when we find him?”

Narrowing my eyes, I press my lips together. Preparedness is the key to a successful mission. Not knowing what comes next has me on edge.

“We’ll decide what to do when we reach that point.” Asheros’s words emit an air of authority. “Time isn’t our ally.”

“Why?” I demand. “What’s happened? What do you know?”

Asheros meets my gaze, his expression apologetic. He takes a breath. “Your mother—Steel has formally denounced its alliance with the Bronze Court.”

Shock overtakes my mind, my question slipping from my lips before I can stop it. “She’s backing Maelyrra?”

“Not yet.” Asheros runs a hand through his hair. “At least, not publicly.”

“Wonderful.” Sarcasm bleeds through my tone. “Why would she break ties with House Avanos but not publicly offer her support to the Pelleverons?” I wrack my mind for any logical explanation but find none. “Without allies, Steel is vulnerable.”

“House Avanos doesn’t hold public favor,” Asheros explains, looking at me, “but neither does Maelyrra—not yet that is. And you must remember, as far as anyone knows, you’re still missing, Bladesinger. The disappearance of the second-born daughter of a Head of House does not go unnoticed.” He pauses, shifting his focus away from me. “But… There’s other news.”

“What other news?” I demand.

Asheros’s face hardens, though I see the worry pooling in his eyes. “A crepulnai was spotted in the Gold Court.”

My stomach plummets. “What? That’s impossible. The Old Gods were banished long ago.”

“So we thought.” Asheros touches the pads of his fingers to his mouth. “The claim has yet to be investigated. But if true, the implications are dire.”

“A crepulnai spotted while there’s all this unrest amongst the Courts… This isn’t a coincidence. It can’t be a coincidence. Whoever killed Vorr has ties to the Old Gods.” A chilling realization settles into my bones. “Gods, that must be how he was able to evoke his wings.”

“My thoughts as well,” Asheros mutters. He swallows, cheeks taut with tension. “So, though there are unknowns, we must capture Vorr’s murderer as soon as possible.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on the wooden table. “Should war break out between the Courts, Inatia will be vulnerable to an outside attack.”

“You think a kingdom from one of the other continents would attack us?” Kheldryn asks.

“It’s possible, but that’s not what I meant.” Asheros’s jaw tightens, his shoulders raised. “The crepulnai were the obedient soldiers of the Old Gods. If the red-eyed male has evocation magic, then he has ties to them, probably even serves them. Should Inatia weaken—or, gods above, tear ourselves apart from the inside out—it’s possible the Old Gods could seek re-entry into our world, ending the Banishment.”

Silence falls over the table, the heavy weight of it bearing down on us.

This is so much bigger than any of us could have imagined.

This threat… It’s more perilous than the bloodshed Asheros had been trying to avoid when he’d kidnapped me with the hopes of enlisting my help to persuade Viridian to abdicate the throne.

“It might be wise to call for reinforcements,” Savell says quietly. “With a threat this grave, kingdom-wide, the High King may offer aid.”

“I considered it,” Asheros says. “But stealth is our strongest weapon. Even if Viridian’s Court weren’t compromised, bringing a squadron of the Guard with us would only alert the murderer to our movements.”

“Then it’s decided.” Kheldryn stands, placing her hands on her hips. “We track the late High King’s murderer.”

Pressing his palms to the table, Savell joins her, resignation etched into his features. “If the male we’re looking for truly does have a connection to the Old Gods and he’s able to draw upon their power, then he’ll be extremely dangerous.”

“You know what,” Ronan grumbles, rising to his feet. “I change my mind. There isn’t enough alcohol in the realm for this.”

Kheldryn rolls her eyes. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t have gotten out of bed this morning.”

“Ha!” Gryska howls.

Ronan wrinkles his nose at her.

“I understand that I’m asking a lot of you,” Asheros says, his tone heavy with the weight of his words. “All of you are free to walk away from this at any time.”

My heart swells with admiration.

Regardless of our mission, his people are his priority.

He’s the kind of leader good fae would die for.

“I’ve walked beside you for years, and I’ll continue to do so for years to come,” Savell says, his expression firm. “I’ll do whatever you ask of me. Always.”

“Like hell I’m letting you do this on your own,” Kheldryn adds with a determined look in her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Reaching her full height, Gryska pats a fist to her chest. “Nor I. My axes are yours to command.”

“Not mine,” Asheros says, his jaw set. He turns to me. “Hers.” His diamond-like irises pierce mine. “We are yours to command, Bladesinger.”

The others look to me now, that awe and reverence they’d shown Asheros now directed at me.

Nerves gather in my stomach, and I take a breath. Though it’s Asheros and his inner circle—our inner circle—that look to me for orders and not the members of the High King’s Guard, I fall back into the role of commander as if I’d never stopped.

The last to stand, I ground myself, my mind focused on the undertaking before us. “Very well. Let’s give that wretch one hell of a beating.”



Orim is the one that answers the door when we return to Arella’s cottage.

“As much as I love to see you all, there must be a reason you’ve returned so soon,” he says once we’re inside. “What is it?”

“We’re tracking the red-eyed male’s movements,” I say, shifting my weight. “To do that, we thought it best to begin at the source.” I direct my focus to Arella, who stays close by Orim’s side. “Do we have your permission to search your property? We’re looking for anything he may have left behind.”

“Yes,” she says, dark eyes wide. “Yes, of course.”

Turning to the others, the pleasantries fall from my tone. “Kheldryn and Gryska, search the home for evidence the murderer’s been inside. Savell and Ronan, you have the back of the house. Asheros and I will take the front.”

Savell nods. He and Ronan exit swiftly while Kheldryn and Gryska begin surveying their surroundings.

Following Savell and Ronan’s path, I stride out of the cottage, Asheros at my back. The moment I cross the threshold, I lower my stance, scanning the ground for any mark the red-eyed male has truly been here. I know what I saw that night—what we all saw—but it’s worth nothing without evidence. Visions of the past can’t be tracked, but physical signs can.

“What’s happening in that beautiful mind of yours?” Asheros asks. Though tension grips his mouth, his words are steeped in reverence. As if he genuinely wants to know what I’m thinking.

My heart wants to leap at his use of the word ‘beautiful,’ but I’m too focused to acknowledge it. “We know the red-eyed male flew away when he made his escape, so footprints are of no use to us.”

“Right,” Asheros muses.

I look to the skies and turn my body. “At just about noon, the sun is at our backs, which means the male we’re looking for flew due west,” I say, motioning my hand in that direction.

“You never cease to amaze me.”

I give him a wink. “It’s all part of my charm.”

“That it is, indeed.” Asheros’s demeanor shifts, seriousness taking hold of his expression. “What lies west of us that could have enticed him?”

“The Copper Court lies to the west. For all we know, the murderer’s returning home.”

Asheros purses his lips. “If he were heading home to the Copper Court, he would have taken a more southernly route from here—not due west.”

I furrow my brow. “The closest major city due west of here is…”

Gods above.

My eyes widen. “Illnamoor. Illnamoor is to the west.”

“You think…” his voice trails off. “You think he’s set his sights on your mother?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” I ask, my mind falling into spirals. My heart thunders against my ribcage. “Think of it, Asheros. Historically, Steel has been the tiebreaker. Gold and Silver have always been on one side, with Bronze and Copper on the other. My mother’s just broken Steel’s ties with Bronze.” I think aloud, “If something were to happen to her, Viridian and Cryssa would look guilty of retaliation.”

Tension works at Asheros’s jaw. “And if Bronze was blamed for your mother’s death, even Copper may be forced to reconsider their alliance. House Tarrantree wouldn’t want to lose its citizens favor.”

My words tumble from my lips. “If he’s truly heading for Illnamoor, we may not make there in time.”

“He won’t strike immediately,” Asheros tells me, grasping my upper arms in an effort to steady me. “It would be too soon. If Bronze were to send an assassin, it would take just under a fortnight for them to arrive.”

Resolve blazes within me. “That means we have a fortnight to get there first.”

Still holding me, Asheros nods. “Traveling swiftly, we can be at Illnamoor in five to six days.”

Footsteps sound behind us. Glancing over my shoulder, I relax slightly when Savell and Ronan approach.

“Anything?” I ask.

Savell shakes his head. “There was nothing out of place.” He glances between Asheros and me. “You?”

Asheros takes a breath and his hands fall from my body. “We have reason to believe the murderer’s traveling due west.”

Savell cocks his head in question, but Asheros holds up a hand. “Let’s discuss this inside.”

Following Asheros’s lead, Savell, Ronan, and I enter the cottage where the others await us. I cross my arms flat against my chest, my feet firmly planted to the floor. Orim and Arella sit at the table, while Kheldryn and Gryska stand casually, the former leaning against the far wall.

She perks up when she sees us, and her brows stitch together. “What did you find?”

“Lymseia was able to deduce the red-eyed male fled due west,” Asheros says, leveling his tone. He glances at me, as if to encourage me to explain our theory.

I let my arms fall to my sides, though I keep them tight against my body. “We think he’s headed for Illnamoor. It’s the only major city directly west of here, and after my mother’s formal announcement to cut ties with House Avanos, the Steel Court hangs in a delicate balance.”

“In light of this,” Asheros adds, “if anything were to happen to Lady Kylantha, we believe the Bronze Court would appear responsible.”

“The Steel Court has always been the peacemaker,” Kheldryn says slowly. “With a direct strike to their Head of House, there’s no doubt the heir-apparent would ally with the Gold Court against Bronze, especially given Maelyrra’s movements against Viridian.”

Asheros presses his lips into a fine line. “There’s no question war would break out should Lady Kylantha be killed.”

“Regardless, this is purely speculation.” Savell shifts his weight, storm-gray eyes narrowed. “There’s nothing definitive to support the notion that our target is headed for Illnamoor.”

“No,” Asheros admits, pinching the bridge of his nose. “But speculation is all we have.”

Gryska clears her throat, gesturing to Asheros and me. “What do ya suggest we do?”

“Getting to Illnamoor before the red-eyed male does is our best option. Whether he goes after my mother or not.” I place my hands on my hips, thinking through the plausible outcomes. “If we’re right, and he plans to kill my mother, we’ll have a trap set for him.” I pause. “And if he doesn’t, then we reevaluate and rethink our next steps.”

“I agree.” Asheros looks at me, and then back at the others. “We can’t risk him harming Lady Kylantha. There’s too much at stake.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Gryska says with a huff, as if that’s the end of the discussion.

“More traveling,” Ronan groans, wiping his face. “Wonderful.”

“This is important,” Kheldryn scolds. “The fate of the kingdom is in our hands.”

I swallow, tension working at my throat.

She’s right.

The fate of the kingdom is in our hands.

Nerves gather in my stomach. The weight of the consequences, should we fail to stop Vorr’s murderer from inciting a war, bear down on my shoulders. This isn’t a battle I can fight alone, or an enemy whose weaknesses I can easily decipher.

I’m out of my element.

And the cost of my mistakes would be paid in blood.

“We’ll leave in the morning.” Asheros’s gaze sweeps the room. “Rest until then.”

“At the inn?” Savell asks, jabbing his thumb toward the outside.

“I know it’s cramped, but you’re more than welcome to stay here for the night,” Arella says. “Save your coin for when you need it.”

“Thank you.” Asheros dips his head, offering her a polite smile. To the others, he says, “We’ll stay here for the night.”

After retrieving our bedrolls from our packs, we disperse throughout Arella’s small cottage and ready ourselves for bed.

Despite the fatigue clinging to my limbs, sleep is the farthest thing from my mind. The need for action is so much stronger, a constant, driving force. Knowing myself, it won’t relent until I’ve sated its demand.

There’s something I need to do, first.

Then, I can rest.

“What is it?” Asheros asks softly, approaching me.

I meet his eyes, resolve powering my words. “I need to borrow your dagger.”


Chapter Twenty-Three



“My dagger?” Asheros arches a brow. “What for?”

Tugging lightly at his sleeve, I pull him outside with me so as not to disturb the others. It’s only once the door leading into Arella’s cottage is closed that I meet his eyes and let my shields fall.

“I need to—I want to speak with Viridian again. Before we leave for Illnamoor. I have to.” I pause, willing my tired mind to still, even if it’s just for a moment. “I have to know that he and Cryssa are all right, for now.”

Briefly closing his eyes, Asheros tilts his head back in understanding. “Of course.” His diamond-like stare meets mine, bearing into me. “Whatever you need, Bladesinger. Just say the word and it’s yours.”

I take a breath. My stomach clenches with the need to take care of this immediately, to eliminate the threat to Viridian and Cryssa’s rule, the threat to the kingdom itself. But right now, that’s not possible. Right now, all I can do is make sure that my High King and Queen—my friends—are safe.

Asheros’s expression softens, as if he’s attempting to decipher what I’m feeling.

I don’t have the words to explain it, nor do I want to. I’m too tired to sit down and talk about our feelings like a gaggle of soft-tempered fae with too much time on their hands. But he doesn’t ask me to. It’s like I’m an open book, or a language, only he can speak. He seems to know what I need without me having to say it.

Withdrawing his silver dagger, Asheros holds it in front of me so the blade runs perpendicular to the ground. Moonlight makes the silver metal gleam, and I can see my eyes reflected on the surface. He closes his eyes and the metal seems to ripple. The effect on the dagger’s surface is slower than the mirror’s, looking more like molten rock than water.

This time Viridian’s face doesn’t appear in the image reflected on the dagger’s blade. I squint, trying to make out more of the minute details.

Only, there are none.

All I see is blackness and what appears to be a grainy texture.

Wood?

What object did Asheros’s spell connect with?

“Viridian?” I ask, keeping my voice just above a hushed whisper. I don’t know where he is, or where in the castle my image is coming through, and I don’t want to alert anyone other than my intended recipients of my presence.

I wait a moment with no response.

“Viridian?” I repeat, raising my voice.

A shuffling sound emits from the dagger, and then the image shifts, like it’s being picked up and moved. Golden-brown eyes connect with mine.

“Cryssa.” I exhale, letting my mouth perk up. “So glad to see you’re not ignoring me.”

“And deny myself the pleasure of talking to one of my favorite people?” She snorts. “Not a chance.”

“Good,” I say, my lips parting for my grin. “Is Viridian nearby?”

“He’s right here.” She turns her face away from me. Another one comes into view. From what I can see, Viridian’s wispy black hair is tousled, falling in front of his amber eyes. His lips are puffy, and there’s a glint of something in his expression.

“Gods above,” I groan to myself. “Have I interrupted something?

“No,” Viridian shoots out a little too quickly, running a hand through his hair, sweeping it back from his face. “Nothing at all.”

Cryssa’s cheeks are flushed, and from the mischievous smirk playing at her mouth, I know it’s not from embarrassment.

“Where am I coming through this time, anyway?”

He pauses. “The back of Cryssa’s hairbrush.”

In front of me, Asheros chuckles softly, the dagger wobbling a little when he does.

“Sure.” I draw out the word. My eyes flick to Asheros, my smile widening, and then back to Viridian. “Whatever you say, Your Majesty. Regardless, that’s not why I wanted to speak with you.” The amusement fades from my voice, leaving my tone all-business. “Have you heard from Myrdin as of late?”

Viridian furrows his brows. “Myrdin? Not within a fortnight, no.” He angles his head, mouth tightening. “Why do you ask?”

I take a breath, then press my lips together. Part of me wants to be honest, but I can’t. It’s for their own good. Besides, other than what I do know of our suspect’s appearance, I have no real proof Myrdin’s responsible for Vorr’s death.

Not yet.

“I’m merely gathering information.” Keeping my suspicions to myself, I ask, “What was the last message you received from him?”

“Nothing unusual. Simply a status report with nothing out of place.” Viridian’s eyes narrow. “Is Myrdin in danger?”

“No,” I tell him, shaking my head.

“Then what is it?” Cryssa asks, pointed curiosity bleeding through her voice.

“I don’t have enough facts to make a proper determination, but once I do, you two will be the first to know,” I assure her, though both still don uneasy expressions. Perhaps communicating with them was a mistake.

Regardless, it’s much too late to change that now.

“I can’t talk for much longer, but I will say this. Until I return, be wary of who enters the castle.” Knotted with tension, my shoulders rise. “Even those you consider friends.”

Color fades from Cryssa’s face. “You’re scaring me, Lymseia.”

“I don’t mean to.” Regret rises in my throat, begging me to close my mouth. “Just—” I pause. “Be careful. That’s all.”

Viridian nods, his expression unreadable. “We will.”

“Good.” I let myself relax, slightly.

“Promise us you’ll be careful, too,” Viridian says, a firm look set at his brow. “If anything happened to you because of what you’re doing on our behalf…”

“I’ll be all right,” I promise, looking between the two of them. “When this is all over, I’ll be back at High Keep to give you hell.”

“You’d better,” Cryssa teases. “Because if you’re not, I’ll have no problem dragging you back here where you belong myself.”

I laugh. “Gods be damned if I let that happen.”

Though it’s brief, the hint of a smile tugs at Viridian’s mouth. It’s the last thing I see before the image wavers and then fades. The silver blade stills until only the reflection of the moonlight is left visible on its surface.

Lifting the collar of his shirt, Asheros returns the dagger to its place strapped against his chest. “How are you feeling? Any better?”

Releasing a long sigh, I shake my head. “Not at all.”

I thought knowing Viridian and Cryssa are safe, for now anyway, would ease some of my worries. That, perhaps, hearing news of Myrdin would dispel my suspicions.

I was wrong.

I’ve gained no new, helpful information. If anything, my suspicions about Myrdin grow deeper, and knowing he hasn’t sent Cryssa and Viridian any meaningful communications within a fortnight’s time, doesn’t help. For all we know, he could be galivanting around the kingdom sowing the seeds of Viridian and Cryssa’s downfall.

But why?

Despite all the signs pointing to him, I can’t seem to determine his motive. The Myrdin I know isn’t motivated by power.

Or greed.

But perhaps he isn’t the male I thought I knew.

Guilt roils my stomach, twisting in my abdomen. What kind of friend am I to believe someone I called my brother could be a murderer hell-bent on tearing apart the kingdom we both love? If there’s a chance I’m wrong, how can I ever look him in the eye knowing my faith in him faltered?

My throat constricts. Heaviness sets into my chest, the weight of it seemingly enough to pull me beneath the earth. Savell’s concerns from earlier echo in my mind.

“This is purely speculation. There’s nothing definitive.”

He’s right.

There’s nothing conclusive that points to Myrdin as our target, nor is there any evidence to show that the red-eyed male is even headed for Illnamoor.

My breath catches, and I feel as though I’ll choke on it.

We have nothing. Absolutely nothing.

And I despise it.

As Captain of the High King’s Guard, I would never pursue a lead without concrete evidence. It wasn’t worth sending squadrons with nothing to go on. It was a waste of manpower. A terrible risk, especially when going in blind meant blood could be shed.

Ceren had taught me that. She taught me to value each and every life under my command.

It’s the exact opposite of what I’m doing now. I’m sending males and females into a potentially dangerous situation without a legitimate cause. If I wouldn’t send members of my guard after a murderous fae with unknown power, then why am I doing that to Asheros and his inner circle?

Pressing my eyes shut, I try to avoid the answer. And fail. The bitter truth pierces me, sharper than any blade.

I have no other choice.

Vorr’s murderer has backed us into a wall. If we wait to act, he’ll incite a war. If we don’t wait to act, we lose precious time searching for him in all the wrong places.

We’re damned either way.

Fear we’ll fail—fear I’m sending us straight to our deaths—rises over me, all-consuming, swallowing me whole. Tears prick my eyes, the rush of emotion flooding my senses, desperate for an escape. It disrupts my composure, wearing down the careful calm I’ve worked so desperately to build over the years.

All of it falls away, and like a dam, I break.

“Lymseia,” Asheros murmurs softly, gently cupping my face with both hands. “Talk to me, my Bladesinger.” His thumbs caress my cheeks in circular motions. “What are you feeling?”

“I—I can’t…” I pant through sobs, hating myself for losing control like this.

His voice is even. Patient. “You can’t what, love?”

“I can’t do this,” I mutter, over and over. “I can’t—I can’t let anything happen to you. To any of you.”

“You won’t.” He sounds so sure, so genuine in his belief.

“You can’t know that,” I say, squeezing my eyes shut.

He touches his forehead to mine. “But I know you.”

My tears come more violently now. Shaking my head, I pull away from him, taking several steps back. “My mother always wanted me to be like her. To be wise and loved by our people. To be a symbol of hope for all the Steel Court and what our family stood for.” I clench my fists, digging them into my thighs. “Ever since I was a child, I’ve been failing at that.”

Asheros just watches me, brows pinched. His eyes intent on mine.

“My sister, Vestella, is a born leader.” I look away. “She excelled in history, mathematics, and politics when we were children, and I didn’t. She’s the picture of grace, of elegance, and I’m too headstrong, too rough around the edges. She’s truly meant to be Head of House one day—it’s who she is. But me?” I pause. “That’s not who I am.”

Slowly, Asheros closes the gap between us. He takes my hands. His grip is light, but firm, as if to say, “I’m right here.”

And gods above, I need that strength to keep going.

To admit my own failures. To him. To myself.

“Everything that made my mother disappointed in me—my lack of refinement, my blunt mouth, my refusal to accept injustice—became a strength the moment I joined the Guard.” Swallowing, I do my best to clear the lump from my throat. “My somewhat brutish exterior made the male trainees respect me, made them see me as one of them. When I became captain, my bluntness seamlessly became command, and then, an unquestionable show of authority.”

Asheros’s crystal-blue eyes deepen, so vast that not even the ocean itself can compare.

My voice wavers, but I don’t stop. “I’m a warrior. That is who I am. It’s who I’ve always been, ever since the days of fighting pretend battles with my sister in the woods when we were children.” I press my lips together to fight the fresh tears gathering in my eyes, though I’m not successful. “I’m not—” I choke on my words. “I’m not enough. I can’t—I can’t do what they need me to do. What the gods-damn realm needs me to do.”

Asheros’s lips part, but I continue before he can speak.

“That’s why… That’s why I don’t talk about home much. Because it brings up things I’d much rather forget.”

He’s silent for a long while. Just looking at me. Holding my hands. Pulling me closer, until our noses nearly touch.

“You are more than enough, Lymseia, my Bladesinger. And you always—always—will be.” Brushing loose hair out of my eyes, he forces me to look at him. “I will spend the rest of my days proving to you that you can do anything and everything you set your mind to.”

Blinking away moisture, I lock my gaze with his. “I have no army. No guards to command. This threat… I fear it’s something I won’t walk away from on my own.”

“You have me,” he murmurs. Intertwining our fingers, he presses our hands to his chest. “You have the six of us.”

“And if we’re not enough?” I bite my lower lip to stop it from trembling. “What then?”

He clutches my hands tighter, a warm look pooling in his diamond irises.

Gods-damn me, I swear that’s love I see there.

“I’ve always admired you, you know,” Asheros finally admits. His mouth relaxes, and his delicately calculated mask falls completely, letting me see his true self underneath. “Ever since the first time I saw you. It was my first time at High Keep. I was attending my first council meeting with my father. I was so unsure of myself at the time—I didn’t know who I was, or what kind of male I wanted to be.”

Gods, he’s only just begun, but I already ache to hold him.

He pauses, lips tugged upward into the hint of a smile. “And then we passed the training grounds. You were everything I wasn’t, everything I wished I could be. Unafraid. Resilient. Stronger than I could ever be.” His thumbs continue to brush my hands, the movement mindless. “You were surrounded by your peers, sparring with another trainee. I watched him strike you down, once, twice, three times.”

His stare doesn’t waver. Neither does his voice.

“You were battered and broken. But still, you rose to your feet with that determined look on your face—that look I’ve come to love more than anything in the gods-damned world. Every single time. And even though you lost that match, you walked away from the fight grinning like it was you who emerged victorious.”

Emotion gathers in my chest, but this time, the tears that come aren’t from fear, or sadness. It’s joy. The kind that comes from being seen, truly seen, and accepted for the person that you are.

“Even after you rose through the ranks, and became Captain of the High King’s Guard, you never lost that spirit.” The tenderness in Asheros’s voice nearly brings me to my knees. “You and those singing blades, the blades you are completely one with, the blades that are an extension of yourself. You can do anything and everything. No male, fear, or even the gods themselves can ever stand in your way.”

Letting my defenses fall, I let go of the feelings I try to contain. I let my walls fall. Let the tears flow from my eyes. Let the cage surrounding my heart disintegrate.

Because I’m with a male who makes me feel so safe. So protected.

So loved.

Touching his palm to my cheek, he caresses my face with his thumb. “So no, my Bladesinger. I have absolutely no doubts when it comes to following you.”

The corner of my mouth perks up. “None at all?”

“None at all,” he repeats, his words filled with promise. “There is no place in this realm I wouldn’t follow you into. Even in death.”

Throwing my arms around him, I bring my mouth to his. The salt of my tears mixes with the taste of him, but there is nothing in the gods-damned world that could tear my lips from his. He envelops me in his arms, the warmth of his body surrounding mine.

I’ve never needed anyone the way I need this male.

He is mine.

All mine.

Body and soul.


Chapter Twenty-Four



Morning comes much quicker than I’d like.

But then again, I’ve never been good at delaying the inevitable. Knowing that something will cause me discomfort has always made me run toward it headfirst. If only to be done with it sooner. So when dawn comes, I’m the first one up and dressed. Savell and Asheros are next, then Kheldryn, with Gryska and Ronan being the last to rub the sleep from their eyes.

Before we depart, Orim prepares a mouth-watering spread. Poached eggs, seared ham, buttered toast. There’s enough to feed a whole squadron of the Guard.

We huddle around Arella’s small table with Asheros, Savell, Ronan, and I standing as we eat. I let the flavors sit on my tongue, chewing slowly. Thoughtfully. This may be our last hot meal for gods know how long.

I’d rather not think about it.

“Eat up,” Orim says, using the spoon to gesture to the food. Glancing at Arella, he adds, “We’re leaving today as well.”

“Good.” Asheros nods, swallowing a bite of toast. “The sooner you two arrive at your family manor, the better.”

Orim narrows his eyes, tightness playing at his jaw. “Agreed.”

Asheros is silent for a moment. All eyes watch him, waiting for him to speak.

And he does.

“You likely won’t arrive at the manor until after we’ve reached Illnamoor. We will send word to you once the red-eyed male has been… dealt with.”

Orim’s movements slow. The entire room seems weighed down, heavy with the anticipation of what’s to come. The truth is none of us know what waits for us at Illnamoor. Or what will follow if we fail.

But I’d rather not think about that, either.

Placing my dirty plate at the end of the table, I back away from the others and turn toward the rear-facing window. Someone approaches me, and I stiffen involuntarily.

“It’s just me,” Asheros says softly, holding up his palms. “Are you all right?”

Inhaling, I nod. “I’m all right. Just… Ready to get this over with.” I look up at him, meeting his eyes. “And you?”

“Same,” he replies. “I’m eager to put this behind us.”

“I’d imagine you are,” I say, though my voice is heavier than I’d intended.

“Lymseia,” he starts, but pauses, seeming unsure of himself. “After this is over…” He closes his mouth, brows furrowed.

Arching a brow, I cock my head. “Yes?”

“Would you—” he stammers, looking flustered. “Once we’ve dealt with Vorr’s murderer, where do you see yourself?”

“Back at High Keep with the Guard.” My answer is confident. There’s nowhere else I’ve ever felt like I belonged. When he doesn’t respond, I wait a moment, studying his mixed expression. “What about you?”

“I…” Running a hand through his hair, his gaze moves past me, mouth curved into a frown. “I see my future much differently now.”

I want to ask what he means, but he doesn’t give me the opportunity.

Raising his head, he flashes me a forced smile. “If you’ll excuse me.” Spinning around on his heels, he makes his way across the room, busying himself with one of our packs. He pulls Savell aside, and the two discuss something in hushed whispers.

Stunned, I stare in his direction he. The regret rising into my chest parts my lips.

Gods-damn it.

I don’t know what, but I’ve said something wrong.

Rubbing my forehead, I direct my attention to the stack of dirty dishes. I pick them up and carry them to the wash basin where Arella scrubs silverware. I can’t think about Asheros’s feelings at the moment. Not when I can barely wrestle my own.

“Need help?” I ask, anxious to do something with my hands.

Seeming startled, Arella looks up at me, wide-eyed. She steps to the side, making room for me. “Yes, thank you.”

I pick up a rag and dip it in the wash basin, soaking it in the soapy water. Taking a breath to clear my mind, I begin to rub in circular motions across the surface of the plate.

Arella stifles a giggle.

Frowning, I turn to her. “What?”

“It’s just that, well, you scrub well for a… you know, a noble fae.” She looks away sheepishly, red staining her cheeks. “I didn’t think you’d know how.”

The hint of a smile tugs at my lips, and I shake my head slightly, rolling my eyes. “Yes, I know how to wash dishes.” I rinse off the plate and pick up another. “I’ll have you know that the Guard’s trainees do chores. They say it builds character, work ethic, and the like.”

Arella smiles at me, seemingly amused by the thought of soldiers in training washing dishes. “That’s why the new recruits worked in the kitchens?”

“Yes,” I say, as if that’s obvious. “Why else would they be washing dishes?”

She shrugs, mouth still spread into a grin. “I always thought it was because they’d gotten into trouble.”

I laugh now, too. “That was part of it.”

“Did you ever get reprimanded while you were a trainee?” she asks, curious brown eyes peering over at me.

“Once,” I admit, my smile growing wider.

“What did you do?” Arella leans forward.

“Oh, I’d love to hear this story,” an airy, masculine voice adds.

My heart swells in my chest, knowing Asheros has joined us even before I glance over my shoulder to look at him. “Well…” I pause, chuckling to myself. “It might surprise you to know this, but once upon a time, I was very bad at turning down a challenge.”

A rich laugh tumbles from Asheros’s soft lips. “Come now, Bladesinger. That’s supposed to surprise me?”

Pulling my dripping hands from the wash basin, I give his shoulder a shove, leaving wet hand marks on his fine shirt. But he only grins, his expression looking lighter than it had moments ago.

“Fine, fine,” I say, holding my hands up in surrender. “Perhaps I still am. Anyhow, a fellow recruit dared me to sneak into Ceren’s chambers, take her sword—while still in its sheath, mind you—and hang it outside the castle in a place where it could be seen from the outdoor training grounds.”

Arella pauses. Lowering the forks she’s washing, she gapes at me while Asheros just shakes his head, mouth parted with amusement.

“So, I did it. One night, after everyone had gone to bed, I slipped into Ceren’s bed chamber while she was sleeping. Her sword is her most prized possession, you see, and she kept it in her room with her.”

I’m smiling now, the fondness of the memory shining through the worry knotted between my shoulders. “I’ve never tip-toed so quietly in my whole life. Never been that afraid of being caught, either. But I made it in and out of her room without her noticing, and I practically sprinted to the training grounds after that.”

Asheros’s demeanor shifts, amusement giving way to something else underneath, something tender.

Something that only exists between our gazes.

“I used two daggers to climb the castle wall.” The memory of how the night air felt on my skin brings me back to that moment all those years ago. “And when I’d climbed high enough, I hung the sheath from a piece of hooked stone beneath one of the windows.”

Adding a clean plate to the stack forming beside me, I continue. “The next morning, Ceren was absolutely furious. You should have seen her face. It was the angriest I’ve ever seen her. She ordered us to stand in formation, and she came down, row by row, one by one, demanding the culprit come forward.”

“Did you tell her what you’d done?” Arella asks, fully invested in my story.

“Nope.” Pride rolls from me, and I puff out my chest. “I kept a straight face when she stopped in front of me. She wouldn’t have known it was me if the person who dared me to do it hadn’t come clean about it.”

“Good gods,” Arella murmurs, redirecting her attention to the wash basin. “I’d have confessed the moment I took the sword.” Her brows furrow. “What was your punishment?”

“Stable duty for two months,” I tell her. “Two months of shoveling horse shit.”

Arella wrinkles her nose. “Was it even worth it?”

I grin. “Absolutely.”

As I finish washing the plates, I feel Asheros’s gaze linger on me.

“Very well,” I say, turning around. The light tone of my voice fades, giving way to my renewed focus. “Are we ready to depart?”

Asheros scans the room, and then dips his head to me, his demeanor matching my own. “We are.”

“Good.” I take a breath to clear my mind of worry. “Let’s move out.”



It’s been nearly two days since we departed from Esvelon, and for the duration of our journey thus far, Asheros has been unusually quiet. No witty remarks. No smirks or wicked humor.

Nothing.

I can’t help but replay our last encounters in my mind, searching for the catalyst that’s to blame for this change in him. Perhaps it’s merely the stress of what’s to come.

Or maybe, something’s different between us. The last night we spent in Esvelon, I was…

Vulnerable.

Raw.

Emotional.

He seemed to welcome my candor, but perhaps I read him wrong. Then there was that odd discussion the following morning. The more that I reflect on it, the more the question he asked strikes a chord in my chest.

“Once we’ve dealt with Vorr’s murderer, where do you see yourself?”

At the time, I hadn’t picked up on what he was truly asking. What was hidden beneath the simple question. I’d answered so quickly, too quickly, that I hadn’t paid much attention.

Of course, everything is clear in hindsight. He’d been trying to ask me if I saw a future with him. And, like the brute that I am, I ignored it. He must think I don’t want him. That I don’t share his feelings.

Taking a breath, I loosen my jaw. I need to talk to him.

Alone.

Lightly gripping the reins, Asheros’s gaze is focused on the road ahead. He sits in front of me, so I’m met with the back of his head, unable to see his face.

Adjusting my position, I lean forward to get his attention.

He pretends not to notice, but I see the way his brows lift. “I’d like to speak with you when we make camp.” I try to level my tone. “Alone.”

“Is it something urgent?” Asheros asks, feigning concern. Amusement flickers in those diamond-irises, and relief lessens the weight in my chest.

“Quite urgent,” I reply, playing into his charade. “This is a matter that can’t wait.”

“Oh, really now?” he muses, mouth tugged into that familiar grin.

“Indeed,” I say, with a youthful poke to his shoulder.

“How convenient for you that we’ll be stopping to make camp in a few hours,” he teases. But despite the smile playing at his mouth, worry underlines his expression.

Is he afraid I’m going to reject his feelings toward me?

Wrinkling my nose, I give him a pretend frown. “You say that like a few hours is sometime soon.”

“So impatient, Bladesinger,” he says, mirroring my expression.

I can’t help but chuckle.

The sound of hooves clacking against cobblestone has us turning our heads. Behind us, Savell urges his mount faster, until his horse trots alongside ours.

The humor immediately fades from Asheros’s expression, hard lines forming at his mouth. “What is it?”

“There’s been a development,” Savell says, a sense of urgency lacing his tone. “There’s word of a red-eyed male who’s been spotted near Lyndhaven.”

“Lyndhaven?” I echo. Lyndhaven is a small town situated between Esvelon and Illnamoor, though it’s slightly farther north than both.

So he is traveling to Illnamoor.

Furrowing my brows, I narrow my eyes at Savell. “How do you know this?”

“At Asheros’s request, I’ve asked my contacts throughout the realm to be on the lookout for a hooded, red-eyed male,” he says simply. “One near Lyndhaven reported back.”

“Your contacts?” I repeat.

Savell nods. “I have a network of contacts for… information purposes.”

“I see.” Leaning my head back, the realization sets in. “That’s what you two were whispering about at Arella’s before we left.”

Pressing his lips together, Asheros dips his head. “Yes, it was.” He hesitates but continues. “Seeing how distressed you were at our lack of concrete evidence, I wanted to do what I could to gather information.”

Warmth blossoms in my chest at his thoughtfulness.

Now’s not the time, I think to myself. My feelings for Asheros will cloud my judgment. I slip into strategizing mode, my mind pulling apart the limited information we do have. “How far are we from Lyndhaven, a few hours?” It’s been a while since I’ve traveled in this part of Steel.

Savell purses his lips, tilting his head left and right as if he’s working it over in his mind. “A few hours at the least, and half a day at most.”

“Let’s shift course,” I say, my words holding the full weight of a command. “If the red-eyed male is going through Lyndhaven to get to Illnamoor, then so should we.”

Savell looks to Asheros, deferring to him.

Asheros nods. Though he speaks to Savell, he turns and holds my gaze. “We ride to Lyndhaven.”


Chapter Twenty-Five



When we reach Lyndhaven, sunset threatens to overtake the skies.

Sparsely settled, the town is dwarfed by Esvelon’s breadth. Small, one-story wooden structures sit far apart with sprawling emerald hills visible in between. There’s a central cobblestone road sprinkled with gaps where stones need replacement, and a small square with a few market stalls. An inn and tavern sit at the corner, the worn grooves in the road where most travelers pass through.

When the tavern door opens, fresh bread and hot stew waft in our direction. Lanterns begin to glow. And though they’re spaced in somewhat even intervals, they’re far enough apart, that as it gets darker, they’ll only provide dim light. Where in Esvelon, the main roads were lined with tightly packed buildings, markets bustling with shopkeepers and shoppers alike, Lyndhaven is a quiet, calm place.

Or so it should be.

There’s nothing here to draw my suspicion, yet something about the air’s unnatural heaviness sets me on edge. I can’t explain how or why, but I know something’s not right.

Something feels wrong.

Unnatural.

“Trust your instincts,” I mutter to myself, remembering Ceren’s words. More than once, my intuition has protected me. Now, more than ever, I must rely on it.

As we approach the center of town, I slide off the back of our horse, and bring my hands to the hilts of my short swords. The others do the same, ready to withdraw their weapons the moment their feet touch the ground.

“Let’s spread out,” I say, in my captain’s tone. How easily I slip back into my former role. So much has happened since I stepped down, that it feels like another lifetime.

“Savell, Ronan,” Asheros commands, effortlessly building upon the foundation I’d started. “Search the west side. Gryska, Kheldryn, take the east.”

“I’ll head north,” I say. “You go south.”

“No,” Asheros says, voice firm. “I’m not leaving you alone.”

“We need to cover more ground,” I argue, furrowing my brow.

“And we will.” Jaw set, he levels his gaze to mine. “Together.”

A protest forms on my tongue, but I hold back. There’s no use in wasting precious time fighting with him about this, especially when I know he won’t bend.

“Very well,” I surrender. With a wink, I add, “As long as you don’t slow me down.”

Leaning forward, he says, “Are you doubting whether I can keep up with you, Bladesinger?”

I can’t hold back my smirk. “I’m still deciding.”

A hungry haze gleams in Asheros’s eyes, rising to my challenge. “I think you are.”

Savell clears his throat as if to remind us of what we’re here to do.

My demeanor shifts and the amusement falls from my face. To the others, I say, “Be diligent. Leave no stone unturned.”

Kheldryn nods, determination taking hold of her expression. “We will. Don’t worry.”

Taking a breath, I direct my focus to the road ahead. Motioning to Asheros, I creep forward and lower my stance. Angling my head forward, I clear my mind, urging it to be still. Alert.

Ready.

We scan both sides of the street, but there isn’t much to observe. An occasional wagon passing by, or a person walking briskly by us with wary glances. Humans, mostly, notable by their rounded ears.

Whatever’s amiss here, the locals must sense it, too.

There’s a sense of dread lining my stomach, but I can’t place what’s causing it. Continuing farther ahead, we approach the inn and tavern. Laughter spills through the cracks in the building’s stone walls, no doubt the product of liquid courage and hot meals. From what I can see, the tavern’s the busiest place in the entire town, people packed in tightly around worn, wooden tables.

Making for the door, I motion my head toward the building. “In here.”

Close at my heels, Asheros follows.

We don’t know what we’re walking into, or who could be hiding in the tavern in plain sight. If it was anyone else accompanying me, I’d remind them to be on their guard. But with Asheros, there’s no need. He always seems to know what I’m thinking without me having to voice it.

Pushing the door open, I step inside. The warmth of the hearth is first to greet me, followed by the smell of cheap ale. A bard singing a ballad plays a lute in the back corner, adding a pleasant layer to the noise.

A tired-looking woman behind the bar mumbles a “Hello” while rubbing fatigue from her temples. “Can I get you anything?”

Flashing a polite smile, I shake my head. “We’re all right, thank you.”

“Suit yourself,” the woman says. “I’ll be here if you change your mind.”

Moving farther into the crowded tavern, unease slithers down my spine, finding its way into my tight abdomen. There doesn’t appear to be anything wrong here, so why is every instinct telling me to leave this place? I’ve never feared tracking a target before. Long ago, under Ceren’s guidance, I’d learned to subdue my fears.

So why won’t they rest?

I scan the tavern’s patrons, most of whom are too busy with their tankards to notice my stare. The ones who do, either look away quickly after meeting my eyes, or suggestively raise their brows. The latter are mostly males. Males desperate for a female’s comfort, if I had to guess.

Holding my gaze, one male rises to his feet to approach me. Then he freezes, swallows, and slowly sits back down.

I glance over my shoulder and catch Asheros’s icy glare. His expression relaxes when he notices me looking at him.

Chuckling softly, I redirect my focus to the sea of people in front of me.

And then I see him.

In the farthest corner from where Asheros and I now stand, is a hooded figure sitting with his back arched over the table. As if wary of being seen, his hands guard his face, and while all the other tables are full, this hooded figure sits alone.

Gesturing two fingers to my left, a silent command, I go right. Carefully, I ease my step with the hopes of not being singled out from the half-drunk crowd until it’s too late. Understanding my wordless signal, Asheros follows my lead, mirroring me on the left side. Parallel to each other, Asheros and I advance, moving in until we block our target on both sides.

The hooded figure’s shoulders tense.

Without turning around or dropping his hood, he knows he’s cornered. My blood thrums in my veins, the thrill of the hunt pounding in my ears.

Surging to his full height, the hooded figure whirls around with incredible speed. He darts between us, but not before I get a glimpse of what I need—those identifiable red eyes. But in the time it takes Asheros and I to react, the male dashes across the tavern and out the door.

The room falls silent all at once, the patrons and staff exchanging intrigued and tired looks, respectively. But the moment is short-lived, and the tavern reverts back to its usual state, as though nothing’s amiss.

Hesitation has never been one of my faults, and it sure as hell isn’t now. Instinct propels me into action, and I’m sprinting out the door without even having to think.

Movement whirrs in the corner of my eye, and like a wolf tracking a scent, I pursue. I push myself to go faster and faster and faster still, my thighs beginning to burn from the physical strain. My surroundings are but a blur, my vision solely trained on my objective.

The hooded figure makes a sharp right turn behind a modest house.

Just seconds behind him, I round the same corner, taking full breaths to fuel my stamina. I pass a sparse wood into a meadow. I have no idea how far we are from the town center, but I don’t dare look back in fear of losing my target.

Glancing over his shoulder, the hooded figure slows his pace. His brows lift, as if he’s surprised that I’m still tailing him. The almost panicked look in those red eyes sends another wave of adrenaline coursing through me.

I’m so close, now.

Almost within range.

He whirls around and waves his hands. Wings materialize at his back.

“Gods-damn it,” I curse, frustration potent in each syllable. Though I’m more than twenty paces away and I likely won’t reach him in time, I surge forward, freeing my blades from their sheaths.

Hovering some distance above the ground, the red-eyed male flaps his black-feathered wings.

When I approach, I slash the air above me, but he’s beyond the reach of my blades. With his back to the low setting sun, that gods-damned hood he wears casts a shadow over his face, obscuring everything but his mouth.

And, as always, he’s too far up for me to get a better look.

“Bladesinger!” Asheros cries, his tone wrought with alarm. “Behind you!”

I spin toward his voice, my blades raised in front of me in a defensive position.

A mass of black nothingness takes hold in the air in front of me. It moves over itself, writhing like a heap of snakes that have somehow been wound around themselves. The darkness grows, taking shape until a humanoid silhouette stands before me, so dark the light around us seems to bend to its will. It has no features, nothing discernable but a wide, gaping mouth where there should be a face.

And gods-damn me, that horrible mouth curves into a soulless, menacing grin.

Shivers trickle down my spine, and my blood runs cold.

A crepulnai.

Vorr’s murderer just summoned a gods-damned crepulnai.

“Lymseia!” Asheros shouts. “Back away from it. Now!”

I don’t have time to react or wonder how on the god’s green earth this is even possible before the crepulnai swipes a wraithlike hand at my face.

I stagger backward, swiping my blades at its torso. But my swords pass through the crepulnai with no resistance as though I’m slashing through a veiled mist.

The crepulnai swings at me again, and I barely manage to dodge. Still, its sharp nails scrape my cheek, deep enough to draw blood.

How is this even possible? How can a creature be both material and immaterial simultaneously?

“Lymseia.” Asheros’s panicked yell fills my ears. “Disengage!”

I don’t have time to heed Asheros’s warning before the crepulnai’s long fingers wrap around my neck. With one hand, it lifts me off the ground. My blades plunge into the crepulnai’s murky arms, doing nothing to release me from its iron-tight hold around my throat. Feet dangling, I kick at the air, though it’s no use.

I’m fully at the demon’s mercy.

I try to breathe, to no avail. The crepulnai’s grip on my neck crushes my airway. Panic cleaves through my chest.

Am I going to die here?

Footsteps quicken behind me, pounding the earth. Asheros screams something, his voice sounding ragged.

Lungs burning, I gasp. I squeeze my eyes closed, blinking away the dizzy feeling that’s beginning to set in.

The crepulnai cocks its head with a cold stillness. “He knowss what you endeavor. You will fail.” The demon’s voice comes out as a hiss, forced and unnatural. “There iss no stopping what iss to come.”

Fog clouds my mind and blackness surrounds my vision. Numbness prickles my feet, and my blades slip from my hands.

“You will only find death in Illnamoor, little fae. Hide now, while you sstill can.” The creature gives my throat a violent squeeze and lets me go.

Wheezing, I fall to the ground, hard, my knees taking most of the impact.

The crepulnai lets out a crazed, horrifying laugh before it vanishes into nothingness.

Bracing my palms to the earth below me, I steady myself on my hands and knees. Closing my eyes, I hang my head and inhale deeply, filling my lungs.

“Lymseia.” Asheros slides to his knees beside me and roughly grabs hold of my shoulders, pulling me onto his lap, his eyes wide and frantic. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

I shake my head. “I’m all right.” Pressing my palm to my chest, I inhale deeply. “I can breathe.”

Still gripping my shoulders, he leans back and scans my body for injuries. “Thank the gods,” he says. With one hand to the back of my head, he presses me to his chest, tightly enveloping me in his arms. Holding me, he sways back and forth, clutching onto me as if I’m going to disappear any moment.

“If anything happened to you—” His voice catches in his throat. He doesn’t dare finish that sentence. He just holds me tighter.

Hooves slow to a stop behind us.

Asheros doesn’t pay them any mind. He touches his mouth to my shoulder, taking a deep breath.

“What happened?” Savell demands roughly.

“A crepulnai attacked Lymseia,” Asheros murmurs. His voice is a shell of what it should be.

“A crepulnai?” Kheldryn echoes, fear bleeding through her voice.

I swallow, finding my voice. “Yes. The red-eyed male evoked it.”

“Fuck,” Ronan curses, wiping his mouth.

“It was both corporeal and… not. At the same time.” Furrowing my brow, I still try to make sense of what happened. “It could touch me, hurt me, but I couldn’t do the same to it. And it….” I try to suppress a shudder but judging by the concern pooling in Asheros’s pale gaze, I’m not successful. “It spoke to me.”

Savell’s brows shoot up. “It spoke to you?”

I nod. “It said that I would ‘only find death in Illnamoor.’”

“The demon knows of our plans?” Gryska asks.

“So it would seem,” Asheros says quietly. “This changes things.”

“No,” I counter, my voice sharp. “This changes nothing.”

Asheros opens his mouth to protest, but I don’t let him. “If death is in Illnamoor, then my mother’s life is threatened, just as we suspected. It’s imperative we get there before he does.”

“I agree.”

Wide-eyed, I turn to Savell. Out of all of us, he’s the one I’d least expect to agree with me.

Shifting his weight, Savell crosses his arms. “We now have evidence the red-eyed male plans to do something in Illnamoor, and we know he’s hell-bent on turning the Courts against each other.”

Scowling, Gryska balls her hands into fists. “I’m going to make that sorry excuse of a male regret the very day he sprang forth from the womb.”

“Make that two of us,” Ronan adds.

The firm edge to Kheldryn’s mouth tells me she shares Gryska and Ronan’s sentiments.

“Still,” Asheros says slowly, his voice sounding unsteady. “The crepulnai could have eliminated Lymseia right here. But it didn’t. It could have stopped her from going to Illnamoor, but instead, it merely warned her not to.”

He pauses, shifting closer to me. “I can’t help but wonder—”

I don’t even have time to take a breath before screams ring out from the town square behind us. What little light remains from the setting sun seems to be bent into submission, an unnatural darkness taking hold in the places where light should still live.

Shooting to my feet, blades back in my hands, my mind goes utterly still. All I can do is survey the perimeter, alert for any signs of the threat.

Then I see them.

“Oh, gods,” I murmur, horror taking hold.

At least a dozen crepulnai, barely visible in the darkness, seep from a shadowy pit suspended above the town square. Like dark phantoms, they move with unnatural swiftness, as if the very air itself crumbled to their will.

“To the horses!” Asheros commands. “Now!”

“What?” My voice rings out like the crack of a whip. “No! We have to help the townspeople.”

The others look to Asheros, their expressions void of color.

“We can’t leave,” I say, my tone firm.

“You’re in no position to fight,” he counters. “I can see the crepulnai’s touch drained you.”

“I’m fine,” I grind out, masking the heaviness that bears down on my limbs.

“You’re not fine. We’re leaving.” Asheros’s tone matches the hardness at his jaw. His diamond irises pierce mine, sharper than any sword. Unyielding. “If you attempt to fight them, you will die, Lymseia.”

My anger rises to my cheeks. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to run away with my tail between my legs.”

“We are not prepared to survive this,” he tells me, imploring me to consider his words. “I will not—I cannot let you act on a death wish.”

“We’re all these people have,” I shout. “How can you even think about leaving innocents to be slaughtered?”

“I’m not going to argue with you, Bladesinger.” Before I can react, Asheros bends down, takes me in his arms, and throws me over his shoulder.

Chaos erupts around us, the streets a flurried mess of panicked people. Crepulnai whirr around them, striking down the ones who aren’t fast enough.

“Put me down!” I demand, banging my fists to his back.

He moves quickly, dodging humans and crepulnai. The others follow close behind us, their grave, hurried demeanors igniting the spark in my chest.

“Asheros,” I scream, yelling until my voice runs ragged. “Let go of me!”

Asheros pays me no mind. The tension in his shoulders is proof he’s utterly focused on our surroundings. I resist his hold. Gripping me tightly, he hesitates for a moment and then sprints forward.

When he stops, he swings me off his shoulder and onto the back of our horse in one fluid motion. In an instant, he’s up behind me, arms caging me in from both sides. Tugging harshly at the reins, he spins us around.

Our horse breaks into a gallop.

Keeping his gaze trained ahead, Asheros maneuvers us through the pandemonium. I writhe against him, but the wall of hard muscle behind me and at my sides holds me in place. I give up once we break through the tree line some distance away where the dense forest grants us refuge.

Even this far away, the screams reach us.

I can’t bear to listen.

But the sound of Lyndhaven’s cries take no mercy on me, left only for the gods to hear.


Chapter Twenty-Six



Idon’t know how long we ride in silence. Asheros’s stony demeanor is firm at my back, his mouth set in hard lines.

Arms wrapped around my abdomen, I look away from him. What just happened—what we just did—goes completely against everything I stand for.

Everything I was taught to uphold.

Ceren’s lessons run through my mind in circles.

“I will not deny that your duty as a member of the Guard is to the crown, first and foremost,” she’d told my batch of recruits. “But at its core, your duty is to the people. The weak, the defenseless, the hopeless. You are their protectors. So long as your heart beats, you will raise your sword in their defense—even if it means your own life must be forfeited.”

Her most important lesson. The oath I’d sworn to live by when I’d been officially admitted into the Guard. And the very same vow I’d just broken.

Anguish floods my chest, threatening to drown me within it.

“We stop here,” Asheros says, glancing up at the midnight sky. Moonlight shines overhead, casting a crestfallen glow over us.

The others, whether from exhaustion or sorrow, merely nod and say nothing. I wait for Asheros to dismount and ignore his outstretched hand when I slip from the saddle. Curling his fingers into a fist, he presses his mouth into a fine line but doesn’t speak. Instead, he leads our mount to Savell, who secures the unsaddled horses to a tree trunk.

Kheldryn and Gryska begin to construct the tents while Ronan and I busy ourselves with unloading supplies from the packs. Once Asheros builds the fire, all of us but him sit on the forest floor, consuming our rations—bread and aged cheese—in silence.

Now, more than ever, I miss Orim’s cooking. And his bright smile. He’d know just what to say to lift our spirits. When I finish my meal, I stand and make my way to Asheros’s and my tent. He stands by the tent’s flap, barring my way inside.

“You’re angry,” he says quietly.

“Oh, really?” Sarcasm drips from my voice, rough in its harshness. “I wonder what could have possibly given you that impression?”

Asheros’s fair brows furrow, his mouth taut with frustration. He reaches for the tent’s flap and holds it open to let me through.

I storm inside, my arms crossed.

He stares at me for a moment, tension working at his jaw. Though we don’t need it, Asheros lights a lantern and sets it down in the center, between our bedrolls. In the privacy of our tent, he approaches me, stopping when he’s less than an arm’s length away.

I glower at him.

He doesn’t hide the effects of the struggle taking place behind his expression. Wiping his face, he sighs. “I understand your anger.”

“Why did you do it?” I demand. “I’m not weak, Asheros. I can hold my own, and I can damn well make my own choices.”

“I know you can.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Believe me, I do.”

I sense a “but” coming. “Well?”

“I’m not going to apologize because I would do it all over again.” His voice is raw with conviction. “If I had to choose between saving your life, or saving theirs, I will always, always, pick you.”

“That’s your problem,” I tell him, my voice clipped. “Not mine.”

Exasperated, he shakes his head. “You are so gods-damned stubborn. Can you not see what I’m trying to tell you?”

“If I’m the one having trouble understanding,” I snap, “then perhaps you should be more clear.”

“Then let me make myself abundantly clear,” Asheros seethes, his eyes wild. The rush of his anger makes the pale blue of his gaze rise to a whole other level of intensity. “I. Cannot. Lose. You.”

“What about our mission?” I say, reacting instantly without processing the weight of his confession. “Have you forgotten about protecting the realm? I’m nothing in the face of the greater good.”

“Gods-damn it, Lymseia,” he hisses. “Don’t you understand? The fucking realm isn’t what I’m concerned about.”

I stare into his eyes, searching for the answers I so desperately seek. Our whole alliance has been centered around one goal—preventing a war between the Courts. Stopping all the bloodshed before it starts. And now, he stands before me, saying that he doesn’t care about the realm?

“Why?”

“Because I love you,” he exclaims, his voice rising. It’s as if he’s reached a boiling point, and everything he’s held inside for so long is finally breaking free. “That’s why. And if keeping you safe means I have to damn the realm to hell, then so be it. Nothing, and I mean nothing, matters to me but keeping you breathing.”

The air feels as if it’s been stolen from my lungs, and I almost forget to breathe. Everything hinges on this moment. On what he’ll say next. I can’t spare an ounce of energy to do anything that might shift my focus away from him.

Closing the distance between us, Asheros steps forward and takes my face between his hands. Every trace of his anger and frustration and inner struggle fade from his voice.

“Even if you hate me for it, even if you curse my name, even if you vow to never see me again, it would still be worth it. My heart beats within your chest. Everything I do is for you because I cannot bear to live in a world where you are stolen from me.”

My heart expands, so filled with warmth and light and love that it feels as though it can’t be contained within my physical body. His words awaken something deep in my soul, something that I know to be true without even having to voice it.

But he does.

And gods, it feels so fucking amazing to hear him say those words out loud.

“Theelia blessed us that day in the woods. We were never destined to kill each other, my Bladesinger.” His expression softens. Looking at me as if I’m both his end and his beginning, he says, “You are my mate, Lymseia. Losing you would destroy me, body and soul.” He tilts his head down, touching his forehead to mine. “Is that clear enough for you?”

Emotion wells in my eyes, rising to flush my cheeks. “Perfectly clear.”

Asheros smiles, a sigh of relief escaping his parted lips.

“Gods, I…” Pressing my lips together, I swallow. There’s so much I want to say, so much I need him to know, but I don’t know how to condense it into something I can convey with words.

So, I don’t.

Instead, I kiss him.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Crashing my mouth to his, I throw my arms around Asheros’s neck, pulling him down to me. Showing him everything words can’t accurately describe, I fully open myself to him, body and soul.

He responds immediately, his hands gripping my face to kiss me in return. The movement of his lips is in perfect sync with mine, our mouths speaking in unison with one another. We are nothing but a beautiful mess of teeth, tongues, and hands, fervently exploring each other’s bodies as if it’s the one thing keeping us alive.

Asheros’s hands run down my body, lingering to squeeze my hips. At the slight hint of pleasure-tinged pain, I gasp against his mouth. Arching my back, my breasts graze his chest, and the subtle touch sets my blood on fire.

His lips part for mine, and I slip my tongue past them, claiming his mouth for myself. He welcomes my advances, his lips melting into mine while his grasp on my hips tightens.

“Gods, Lymseia,” he groans in between stolen kisses. “You are…fuck.” Releasing my hips, he threads his fingers through my hair at the base of my skull, curling them into a fist. Using his grip on my hair to tilt my head back, he reclaims my mouth in a deep, hungry kiss.

Pleasure stirs low in my abdomen, need wound tight between my legs.

“Fuck, Bladesinger,” he pants. The evidence of his own desire is pressed to my thigh, driving me wild. “I need you. Please, let me fuck you.”

The hunger in his voice undoes me.

“Do it,” I beg. “Fuck me right now.”

“Are you sure you want this?” he asks. “You know once we do this, once we form the bond, it can’t be undone.”

“I know,” I tell him, pulling away far enough so I can look into his eyes. “I want this. Gods, I want this—you, the mate bond—so badly. I’ve wanted to tell you for so long.”

He searches my expression. Relief and joy flash in his crystalline gaze for a moment before desire overtakes them once again.

Shadows seep from him, fully undressing me in a matter of seconds.

“Fuck,” I murmur when the nighttime air hits my skin.

“Cold, Bladesinger?” he teases, offering me that wicked smirk.

I shut him up with a devastating kiss, frantically plucking at his shirt. He helps me pull it off, only breaking from our kiss long enough to get it over his head. Pressing a hand to my chest between my breasts, Asheros steps back, keeping me at arm’s length.

Ravenous, his eyes roam down my body like a male starved, drinking in every detail. “You are…” His voice trails off, breathless. “Absolutely magnificent.”

Closing the gap between us, he dips his face into the crook of my neck and drags his lips from my jawline down to my shoulder. With a shudder, I close my eyes and tilt my head back.

He presses a soft kiss to my shoulder. “Otherworldly.” Another kiss, up to my neck. “Perfect.”

He pulls away, our bodies still inches apart. In his wake, the coolness of the air meets my skin, and I almost whimper at the loss of his warmth.

His touch.

Looking at me through darkened, desperate eyes, he breathes, “I am utterly yours, Bladesinger. Tell me what you want. Tell me how to worship you, my goddess.”

Lips parted as if he’s dying of thirst, he watches me closely. He would do anything for me. Anything I ask of him. He’s giving me all his power.

It makes me throb with need.

“I want you on your knees.”

Without hesitation, he falls to his knees before me, and runs his hands down over my rear and the backs of my legs. When he lowers his mouth to my inner thigh, his breath is hot on my skin.

“I’ll never have enough of you.” He moves his mouth closer to my core, yet still not where I want him. Gently, he nips at the sensitive skin there with his teeth, sending shivers rushing through my body. “I’ll always, always need more.”

He sinks lower, settling himself between my legs, his hands still roaming the backs of my thighs. Looking up at me, his gaze mingles with mine, then he blows lightly on my most sensitive spot.

I thread my fingers through his hair, mussing white-blond silk.

Eyes falling to my sex, he opens his mouth and licks his lips. “So fucking wet for me.”

My hands grasp his hair and clench. “Your mouth,” I pant. “Now.”

He sucks in a breath, a dark haze crossing his features. My body thrums with anticipation. Gods above, I need this—I need him—more than anything.

I’ve been with males before, but never, never like this. Never with my mate. It’s thrilling. Intoxicating. And then his tongue is on me, and I lose the capacity to form words.

A breathy moan slips from my lips. Gods, it’s all I can do.

Asheros’s tongue finds the one spot that will unravel me, licking and sucking. He rakes his tongue over my core in a circular motion, taking devastatingly slow, steady strokes. At the same time, he kneads the backs of my thighs while cupping the swell of my rear.

Ecstasy sparks the fire between my legs, and I can feel myself becoming even wetter. My fingers tighten their grip in his hair, but if it hurts, he doesn’t seem to notice or care.

Groaning into me, he doesn’t stop his leisurely exploration of my sex, taking his time to find all of me with his mouth. He drags his tongue down from my throbbing ache and slips it inside me, just as painstakingly deliberate as before.

I gasp, breathing heavily.

Asheros works his tongue in and out of me, further lighting my body aflame. I moan, and his grasp on me tightens, fingers digging into my skin. The subtle bite of pain only adds to the sensation, increasing my pleasure.

Pressure builds deep within me, molten and fierce, and I can’t help but rock my hips against his mouth. Asheros continues his unyielding assault on my senses until my legs are shaking from the intensity of the feeling. Every part of me is heightened, attuned to this moment, to every little thing he does.

The pleasure climbs, and climbs, and climbs, until—

Shattering, I cry out, lurching forward when I do. My hands linger in Asheros’s hair, only falling to his chest when he rises to his full height. His lips glisten with my wetness, a wicked, primal hunger in the curve of his mouth. And even though I just climaxed, my core aches at the sight.

Eyes crystallized, bearing into me like sharply cut diamonds, Asheros lazily drags two fingers across his lips. Without breaking from my stare, he slips them into his mouth and sucks my wetness from them slowly as if it’s the sweetest thing he’s ever tasted.

“You have ruined me for anyone else, Lymseia,” he says, taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Absolutely ruined me.”

“Then it’s a damn good thing you’ll never be with anyone else,” I breathe. Possessiveness laces my words, while desire stirs, low in my abdomen.

“Fuck, yes, it is,” he growls, before crashing his lips to mine.

I taste myself on his tongue and it has me moaning into our kiss.

Asheros pulls away, breathing heavily. He looks at me as if he’s waiting for my next command even though he wants nothing more than to take me right here, right now.

And damn it all to hell, I want him to take me right here. Right now.

“I need to have you,” I say, though it comes out as a half moan.

“Gods, yes, Bladesinger,” he purrs. “Yes. Please. Let me give you what you need.”

Taking both of his hands, I lead him to the closest bedroll. “Sit.”

Licking his lips, he obeys, watching me as he lowers himself onto the bedroll. I sink into his lap, straddling him. Placing both of my palms to his chest, I push him down onto his back and lean over him. Muscles flex in his jaw, shoulders rising and falling with every breath. Taking my time with him, just like he did with me, my fingers trace the planes of his chest, down to his abdomen, until I get to the waistband of his pants.

Slowly, I unfasten and tug them down, past his hips. Taking note of the hungry look in his eyes and the sweat gleaming on his chest, shining in the low light, I drop his pants onto the ground.

He watches me intently, his breath quickening every time my fingers move over his hard length. Taking him in my hands, I wrap my fingers around his shaft and give it a light squeeze. He grunts, eyelids fluttering.

Smirking, I bite my lip and lower my mouth to his tip. He looks at me as if he’ll come undone just by watching me play with him. But I’m going to do so much more than that. Parting my lips, I take the tip of him into my mouth, moaning at his taste. I take him deeper, and deeper, and deeper still, until his hardness hits the back of my throat.

A growl tumbles from his lips, raw and ragged. “Fuuuckkk, Lymseia.”

Still gripping the base of his shaft, I work my hands up and down in time with my mouth. Sucking slowly, deeply, I swirl my tongue back and forth, drawing a moan from him.

The sound snaps whatever self-control I have left. My head bobs up and down along his length, quickening in pace. Asheros’s breathing comes faster now, more uncontrolled. His exhales become moans that make me grateful that I’m kneeling and can take more of him into my mouth.

“Bladesinger,” he pants, sounding as if he’s struggling to speak. “Your mouth is fucking divine, you know that?”

His praise sends desire thrumming through my body, scorching need gathering deep inside me. My core aches to be filled by him, but I don’t stop licking and sucking him, high on the noises he makes.

He lets out a vicious groan. Grabbing a fistful of my hair, he pulls my head from his rock-hard length, and stares deep into my eyes. “So help me, I need you to be a good girl and put my cock inside of you. Right. Fucking. Now.”

Adjusting my stance over him, I direct his length to my core and lower myself onto him. A string of curses tumbles from my lips. He fills me slowly, inch by inch, until he’s completely buried inside me.

“That’s a good fucking girl,” he coos, moving his hands to my hips. He guides my motions over his length, up and down, gripping me hard. “You’re such a good fucking girl, aren’t you?”

Lost in the feel of him, all I can do is nod.

“Say it, Bladesinger,” he demands, driving into me faster now. “Tell me how much of a good girl you are.”

“I’m—fuck.” My eyes close, blinded by the white-hot pleasure wreaking havoc on my senses. “I’m such a good fucking girl.”

His approval rumbles, low in his throat. “That’s fucking right, you are.”

Every thrust of his hips drives deeply into me, hitting that spot in my core that has me closer and closer to unraveling.

“Gods,” I moan. “Fucking. Gods.”

“The only goddess here right now is you, Bladesinger,” Asheros rasps. The rapturous look in his eyes makes me feel fucking divine and unstoppable. “And you’re going to fucking come for me.”

My moan is one of pure, unbridled euphoria. His next thrust sends me into oblivion. Crying out, I ride the wave of my climax.

But Asheros doesn’t slow down. He maintains his unmerciful, punishing pace, his iron-tight grip on my hips driving my movements.

With a roar, he spills into me. The rhapsodic waves of his release wash over me, and I feel nothing but the collision of our souls, meshing into one. Words can’t accurately describe the otherworldly, exhilarating bliss that overcomes my senses. It’s as though part of me has been dormant my entire existence and has finally awakened from its slumber.

Relaxing his hold on my hips, Asheros lays me down beside him and nestles me to his chest. I allow myself to sink into his arms, feeling more at home here than I ever have anywhere else.

He is my home.

My love.

My mate.

His voice in my mind is warm and familiar, like a soldier returning home after a long battle. “I love you, Lymseia Wynterliff, more than life itself. Ever since the moment I first laid eyes on you that day at the training grounds, I have loved you.”

“I love you. So gods-damned much,” I tell him through the bond, pressing my lips to his bare chest.

And it’s true. There are many in this life that I love, but none have a hold over my heart the way he does. The tides, dirt, and even the very air I breathe is ever-changing, but this bond, our bond, is the one thing that I know with certainty will transcend even death.

His fingers brush through strands of my hair, tender in their softness. “You are destined for greatness. Come into your power, my Bladesinger. And please, I beg of you, let me watch.”

We’re both quiet for a long while, though I feel no need to fill it. In his arms, in my mind, I feel his presence—calm and stable, like a mountain.

“There is nothing I wouldn’t do to keep you safe,” he finally says aloud, murmuring into my hair. “I mean it, Lymseia. Absolutely nothing.”

“I know,” I say. “And I would do the same for you.”

His voice is soft. “I know that, too.”

Gently, he sets me down on the bedroll and stands, still naked. The low lighting lets me take in his glorious figure, and I have a new appreciation for it.

This male is mine.

All mine.

Body and soul.

Bending down, he retrieves a cloth from his pack and gently places it between my legs to wipe away the evidence of our mating. When he’s finished, he covers me with a blanket and joins me beneath it, opening his arms for me. Holding me to his chest, he strokes my hair.

Enveloped in my mate’s embrace, my breathing slows, and I feel myself slipping away.

“I won’t let anything happen to you.” Asheros’s voice comes out as a low rumble. “Rest, Bladesinger.”

And I do.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Iwake up feeling lighter. As if an unseen burden has been lifted from my shoulders.

Though his eyes are closed, I can tell Asheros is already awake. He breathes in an even and relaxed pace. He looks so at ease, so peaceful, that I almost don’t want to move, fearing that I’ll bring an end to this moment.

“Good morning,” he says, opening his eyes. I find the pale blue of his gaze immediately, wondering how I let my pig-headed stubbornness stop me from seeing what was there, all along. He looks at me as if I’m the moon, and him, the tide.

Utterly devoted.

I could stare at him like this for an eternity and still never have enough.

“Did you sleep well?” he asks, grazing the backs of his fingers against my cheek.

I smile. “Yes, I did.” Waggling my brows, I add, “Very well.”

Grinning, he rolls his eyes. “Good gods, Bladesinger.”

“What?” I laugh. “A few orgasms do much good for the body.”

He leans forward, close enough we brush noses, and dons that wicked smirk. “Next time, it will be much more than a few.”

My core aches at the thought, and I bite my lip. “Oh, I’m very much looking forward to that.”

“I thought you would,” he says, his voice rough. “As much as I’d like to have you again, and again, and again, right now, we really should be getting up.”

“Do we have to?” I whine. “I’d prefer to just stay here and fuck while the world burns.”

“If that’s truly what you desire, my Bladesinger, then you need only say the word.” The lust falls from his expression, and his mouth tightens. “But I know you care very much about the fate of the realm.”

Wiping my face, I sigh. “Why do you have to be right?”

“It’s my curse to bear.” The corners of his mouth tug upward into the hint of a smirk. “To be devastatingly handsome and knowledgeable.”

“Oh, come now.” I give him a light shove, then stand and retrieve my clothes from where his shadows had thrown them last night.

“You know you love me,” he teases.

“And you’re lucky I do,” I counter, my voice light with amusement.

“You’re right,” he admits, baring his heart to me. “I am so gods-damned lucky you love me.”

Turning around, I tilt my head back to kiss him. His hands rise to my cheeks, cupping my face. We hold the kiss for longer than we probably should, then break apart to get dressed. Once we’re fully clothed, we emerge from the tent.

The others are gathered around what remains of the campfire talking.

Ronan’s the first to see us. “There you are,” he hollers. His mouth splits into a wide smile. “We weren’t expecting you two for at least another couple of hours.”

Placing a hand on my hip, I arch a brow.

“Unless they finished another round without us hearing,” Savell adds, throwing sideways glances at Asheros and I, a small smile playing at his lips.

“Oh, please,” Gryska chimes in. Chuckling, she shakes her head. “After all the racket we heard last night, we would know if they went at it again.”

Rubbing the back of his neck, Asheros’s cheeks flush red.

“Don’t tell me you’re shy, now,” I tell him through the bond.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Bladesinger.” Winking at me, he adds, “If they could hear your screams of pleasure, then it means I thoroughly worshiped you the way you deserve.”

Heat dances across my cheeks as his words bring forth naughty, naughty memories.

“Here we go,” Ronan teases. “Now they’re talking in each other’s heads and eye-fucking.”

“Oh, leave them alone,” Kheldryn scolds, though the others break into fits of laughter instead. Ignoring them, she turns to us. “We’re all really happy for you. Both of you.”

Taking my hand, Asheros smiles at me. “Thank you.”

“Of course, we are,” Savell says, his tone shifting to something more serious. “And while we’re happy for you, we need you both to stay focused.”

“Right,” Asheros replies, leveling his expression. “Illnamoor is waiting.”

Nerves gather in my stomach. Gods, I wish it wasn’t. Who knew what could be waiting for us there. What if we’re too late? What if the red-eyed male is already there?

What if he already killed—

Asheros gives my hand a light squeeze, bringing me back down to earth. A wave of comfort flows down the bond. Meeting his eyes, I take a deep breath.

“What’s our plan?” Savell asks, looking at both of us. “Even without the threat we’re facing, I don’t recommend going in blind.”

“The first thing we’re going to do is arrange a meeting with my mother,” I say. “Since we suspect an attempt on her life, we’ll want to alert her immediately so she can increase her security detail.”

“Then what?” Savell crosses his arms, pressing them flat to his chest.

“Then, we lay a trap for the red-eyed male,” I tell him. “We create what seems to be an opportunity for him to strike and wait for him to take the bait.” I turn to Asheros. “Would you be able to restrain him with your shadows?”

He nods. “For a decent period of time, yes.”

“A decent period of time is all we need,” I say. “I’ll speak to my mother about having some of her guards assist us. Once we uncover the red-eyed male’s identity and take him into custody, we’ll leave it to Viridian to decide his fate.”

As High King, it’s solely his right to punish traitors who have committed crimes against the kingdom, and by association, his crown. But even beyond that, it’s his right to avenge his father’s death.

Seemingly satisfied, Savell dips his head, arms falling to his sides. “Good. Let’s be off.”



The next few days are a blur. We barely stop to make camp or rest, even for short periods of time, fearing that if we do, we’ll be too late. In the nearly two months since I left High Keep, we’ve never driven ourselves to the brink of exhaustion the way we do now.

The red-eyed male is fae, I tell myself. Like us, he’ll need to stop for food and rest—even with those gods-forsaken wings of his, though they’re not of this earth. My practical mind knows that to be true. Still, worry claws at my throat, threatening to choke me.

Inhaling, I force myself to clear my mind. I’m in control of the reins, guiding our mount along the mountain road. The pure, mountain air is crisp on my tongue, the breeze cool on my skin, and though neither of us knows what will happen once we reach the city, Asheros’s presence at my back is silent reassurance.

Keeping my eyes on the horizon, I squint into the sunlight. Wide, slanted roofs come into view, glimmering with steel encrusted stone tiles. Illnamoor—the city of falling rivers.

My home.

“We’re here,” I say, my voice heavier than I intended.

Asheros drapes an arm around my waist, pulling me closer.

Narrowing my eyes, I clench my jaw. We ride closer, approaching the city walls which lie at the highest point of the valley before us. Sprawled across the mountaintops, beginning some distance ahead and continuing high above where we ride, rest elegant buildings crafted from smooth ivory mountain rock with steel-infused paint accenting the graceful arches over windows and doorways in careful strokes. Water rushes beneath artfully designed bridges, the intricately carved structural supports splitting what would be one massive waterfall into five smaller ones.

As a child, I was fascinated by how the entire city had been simultaneously built, both into the mountain and above free flowing water. It seemed that wherever I stepped in this city, the chorus of its many waterfalls always surrounded me.

There were many times when I’d wandered off, following where the sound of the rushing water led, and been late to my lessons. My mouth tightens. Those would have been happy memories if not tainted by my mother’s displeasure. Her look of disappointment was always the same. A stern, hard line at her mouth. That exhale through her nose.

My mother was the kind of mother that would never tell you when she was disappointed in you. She’d leave that for me to decipher from the subtleties she’d lay as hints.

Waves of comfort radiate from the bond, washing away the phantoms of my childhood failures. I lean into Asheros, and he presses a kiss to my head.

When we near the gates, I tug on the reins and slow our horse to a stop.

The guard peers down at us. “Who goes there?”

Angling my head, I give the best impression of the dignitary my mother had always wanted me to be. “Lady Lymseia Wynterliff, second-born daughter of Head of House, Lady Kylantha Wynterliff. I’d like to see my mother at once.”

“Of course, my lady,” the guard stammers. “Right away, my lady.” He turns around. “You! Come on, then, open the gates!”

Closing my eyes in time with my breath, I let Ceren’s words guide me.

“As Captain, half the battle is in that room,” she’d told me, pointing to the throne room, where High King Vorr had waited to hear of my nomination as her successor. “I have trained you well in the art of combat. You are more than skilled with those short swords you have come to claim as your own.” She’d paused, pressing her lips together. “But even in all my years as Captain, I have never mastered the art of demanding respect from those who wear fine clothes, from those who have grown comfortable in their luxury. Not through the use of my words.”

“What do you mean?” I’d asked, absolutely bewildered. “You’re the most highly decorated warrior in the kingdom. There isn’t anyone here that doesn’t revere you.”

“That is because of my feats in battle, my successes in the wars against the Old Gods, not because of anything else,” she’d told me, resignation dampening her words. Then, she looked at me with her eyes ablaze in a way I’d never seen before—a look I’ll never forget as long as I live. “But your mind, Lymseia. Your mind is sharper than any sword. Use it to your advantage, and you will triumph in battles fought with words.”

Exhaling, I open my eyes as the gates swing inward. Gripping the reins, I urge our horse forward though every fiber in my body is telling me to turn back.

“Your mind is sharper than any sword,” I mutter to myself, over and over.

My mind is sharper than any sword.

Ceren believed that.

It’s time I did, too.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



The great hall at the Wynterliff Manor is just as I remember it.

Gray-blue walls, so light they reflect sunlight nearly as well as steel metal. Long, arched windows line the far wall, filling the room with natural light though a pristine, shining steel chandelier waits to be used. A long, dignified white oak table sits in the room’s center with rounded chairs neatly pushed in. I don’t have to see the satin chair cushions to know they’re the same sky blue as House Wynterliff’s banners—the very same ones that hang from the ceiling in rows of two, above the table adorned with my family’s rigid, linear insignia.

The guards that led us inside gesture for us to sit, but none of us do. Seemingly unaware of the palpable tension in the room, one of the guards opens his mouth as if to voice the offer aloud. All it takes is one icy look from Savell to make him rethink that decision.

Wordlessly, the guards step back into the hallway, pulling the set of double doors closed when they do.

Wrapping her arms around herself, Kheldryn wanders by the windows, fern eyes staring through the glass with her brows furrowed. Gryska sways forward and backward, shifting the bulk of her weight from her heels to her toes. Sidestepping, Savell leans against the back wall, by the door, carefully surveying our surroundings. Seeming unsure of what to do with himself, Ronan looks around the room, lightly tapping his fingers against his thighs.

And though Ceren taught me to be firm in my stance, regardless of my emotions, even I fight the urge to fiddle with my leathers.

The only one who stands deathly still is Asheros. He stays close by my side, and though he’s not looking at me directly, I can feel his eyes on me.

“What?” I ask, without sparing him from my bluntness.

“You’re uncomfortable here,” he says, as if the words taste sour on his tongue.

I glance around the room. “I…”

“Even without the bond, I would know,” he says in my mind. “I know you.” Shifting closer to me, he touches his palm to the small of my back. “You can confide in me. Whenever you need to.”

Nodding, I offer him a small smile. “I know. Truly, I do.”

His brows stitch together. “Then what is it?”

I sigh, closing my eyes for a moment. “I thought it would be easier. Coming back here, I mean. I thought I would feel stronger, more sure of myself. But the moment we approached the city gates…” I swallow. “I felt like a younger version of myself—one that loathed herself because she couldn’t excel at anything.”

“Listen to me,” Asheros says aloud now, keeping his voice low enough for only me to hear. He cups my face with both hands. “I will forever despise your mother for making you believe that about yourself. And for every moment my heart beats, I will prove to you that you are the strongest, bravest, most capable individual I know.”

He searches my expression, the ferocity of his words brimming in his crystalline gaze. “You have worked so incredibly hard for everything you’ve achieved. Though it may have taken you longer, though you may have struggled more than your peers, you persevered. You overcame any struggle, any obstacle that stood in your way. There is so much to be said for that, Lymseia. Don’t ever let another person, even me, taint your view of your worth.”

His words strike a chord deep within me, reaching a wound that never fully closed. A wound that, finally, after all these years, has begun to heal.

Emotion rises in my throat, prickling at my eyes. I exhale through parted lips, blinking to keep my tears at bay. Gods, that came on awfully quickly.

But Asheros doesn’t make me feel lesser for it. Instead, his lips curve upward in an awe-filled expression. As if I continue to astound him, in the best of ways.

Gods above, I don’t know what I did to deserve this male, but I would do it all over again. No matter the pain or discomfort I’d have to endure.

Footsteps sound in the corridor, echoing on stone floors.

“It’s about damn time,” Ronan grunts.

Taking a deep breath, I clear my mind and hone my focus. If there’s one thing I’m not going to do when my mother arrives, it’s allow her to see how much of an effect she still has on me.

Ceren believed in me.

Asheros believes in me.

And damn it all, I’m going to believe in myself, too.

When the double doors open, revealing the face that looks so much like mine, I hold my head high.

The moment she steps into the room, my mother’s regal aura demands respect. That, and the four guards lined at her back. Her tan pointed face maintains an even, yet calm expression, gray eyes moving slowly to each of us. The smooth blue-black hair we share falls down her back though pieces of it have been pulled away from her face and secured to the back of her head, revealing the points of her ears. She holds her hands in front of her waist, her arms bent at an effortlessly elegant angle.

At her side is a face I’ve longed to see.

Though she stands with the grace of our mother, Vestella’s appearance takes after our father. She shares his ash brown hair, kind face, and cobalt eyes. Her hair’s been styled in the same way as my mother’s, though hers has more life to it.

When we lock eyes, it takes nearly all my strength to stop myself from crossing the room to hug her. My older sister doesn’t hold back, and despite my mother’s sideways glance, she throws her arms around me.

“Gods above, Lymseia,” she breathes into my shoulder. “It’s so good to see you. We’ve been so worried.”

Closing my eyes for my inhale, I give a closed mouth smile and return her embrace. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Stop that,” she says, her tone stern but warm. She angles her head back to look me in the eyes. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

Asheros’s voice comes as caress in my mind. “I like your sister already.”

I can’t help but chuckle. It hadn’t occurred to me that this would be Asheros’s first real encounter with my family. Of course, he’d met my mother and sister before, by the very nature of serving on the High King’s council alongside them, but outside of the council chamber, he likely hadn’t spoken with them. Much less get to know them. Until now, he probably never had a desire to.

“What is it?” Vestella asks. She cocks her head slightly and arches a brow like she’s done since we were children.

“Nothing,” I assure her. “It’s—it’s good to see you, Ves. Truly.”

And it is. The last time I saw Vestella and my mother was during the time leading up to High King Vorr’s death. When High Keep had been on lockdown. As members of the High King’s council, they’d been subject to that command, like everyone else. But, since I was captain at the time, most of my energy had been spent securing the castle and supervising the front gates.

Brushing my hair back, Vestella smiles warmly at me. “I’m glad.”

“Is Father here?” I ask.

“He’s in the library,” she replies, tucking loose strands of my hair behind my ear. “You know how little he cares for these formal sorts of appearances. I’m sure he can’t wait to see you.”

“I can’t wait to see him,” I say. As always, I fail to see the need for a formal appearance when it’s just me returning home. Still, while I haven’t seen Mother and Vestella in what feels like ages, it’s been even longer since I’ve seen my father. Probably before I’d became captain.

I’ve truly been a terrible daughter. But my duty had always taken precedence.

Now that I’m bonded with Asheros, will that still be true?

My mouth tightens, discomfort settling into my chest.

Being with him… It’s changing my perspective on things, shifting where my loyalties lie.

Everything is different now.

And perhaps it’s time my priorities changed, too. Though it goes against everything I’ve trained to be, maybe my duty shouldn’t come before the people I love.

Not anymore.

Because nothing matters without them.

Smoothing out her skirts, Mother clears her throat. Vestella and I both turn to her, still loosely held in each other’s arms.

“Welcome home, Lymseia,” my mother says, dipping her head the way she would greet a dignitary from another Court. Doing the same to Asheros, she adds, “And welcome to our home, Lord Larmanne. I do not believe we have had the privilege of hosting you before.”

“Thank you, my lady,” Asheros replies, his years of navigating political functions bleeding through his demeanor. “This is my first time visiting your beautiful home.”

Making no move to step away from me, Vestella bows her head to Asheros. “Then we’re honored to receive you, my lord.”

Asheros returns her gesture. “The honor is mine, Lady Wynterliff.”

“To what do we owe the visit?” Mother asks, narrowing her eyes. “To speak plainly, you must be aware of how your situation looks, my lord, arriving at my doorstep with my daughter, who has been missing for months.”

Months?

Has it truly been that long?

“I can assure you, my lady,” Asheros says coolly, polite display wavering. “No harm will ever come to your daughter as long as I live.”

My mother stares him down as if she’s trying to pick his words apart to evaluate their truthfulness, but Asheros holds his ground, diamond irises sharpened like knives.

“Very well,” she says at last, turning to me. “I assume the others with you are part of Lord Larmanne’s company?”

I nod. “They are.”

“Very good. If the rest of you would be so kind,” she says, her eyes sweeping the room while she waves a dainty hand, “I would like a moment alone with my daughters.”

Looking to Asheros, Savell and the others make no move to leave.

“Bladesinger?” Asheros asks.

“It’s all right,” I assure him. “They can go.”

His eyes meet mine, and then he dips his head to Savell. Quietly, he, Ronan, Kheldryn, and Gryska slip into the hall.

Mother’s glare is icy. “That includes you, Lord Larmanne.”

But Asheros’s feet remain firmly planted next to mine. “I’ll leave if my mate requests it. If she doesn’t, then I’m not going anywhere.”

My mother’s dark brows knit together. Her eyes flick between Asheros and me. “Your mate?”

“Yes.” He nods to her and then turns to face me. “My mate.”

Mother’s brows shoot up, breaking her well-trained mask. She looks at me, wide-eyed. “He is your… You have a mate?”

“Yes,” I say, shifting my weight so that I’m closer to Asheros. “I have a mate.”

Pure excitement draws a very unladylike squeal from Vestella. “Oh, gods, Lymseia, that’s wonderful! You must tell me everything!”

“Later,” Mother says, though the firmness in her tone doesn’t dampen Vestella’s joy. “First, we must discuss the more serious matters at hand.” Looking at me now, she angles her head back, a regal tilt to her chin. “Lymseia, if you would be so kind…”

Pressing my lips together, I place my hand on Asheros’s upper arm. “Go. I’ll find you after.”

His gaze finds mine, brows stitched together as though to ask if I’m sure.

“You’ll be all right on your own for ten minutes,” I quip with a smirk. “I promise.”

Tilting his head down, his lips spread into a toothy grin. Asheros nods. With a hand to the back of my head, he presses a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll be nearby.”

Vestella gives him a little wave on his way out, and Mother’s eyes follow him until he steps into the hall.

“Tell me the truth, Lymseia,” Mother demands once we’re alone. “Has he hurt you?”

“No,” I shoot out. “No. He would never lay a hand on me. I assure you.”

“Where have you been all this time?” she asks, worry dripping from her words. “There has been no news of you. Every search party I have sent to find you returns with nothing.”

Warmth fills my chest, and suddenly, I feel like a child running off into the forest again.

Only, I’m no longer a child.

“For now, it’s best that I don’t give you the details,” I tell her as though I’m a soldier reporting to my superiors. “Asheros—Lord Larmanne—has been assisting me with a highly important investigation.”

Mother’s expression hardens. She doesn’t like my answer.

Luckily, Vestella saves me from having to justify my position. “Is there any way we can assist you? Is that why you’ve come now?”

“Yes, and no.” I rub my hands together. “We’ve come because we believe the male responsible for the death of High King Vorr is attempting to start a war among the Courts.” Turning to my mother, I say, “And after your formal renunciation of Steel’s alliance with Bronze, we believe you are his next target.”

“Of course.” Mother presses the tips of her fingers to her temple. “For centuries, we have always kept the balance between the Courts, especially with regards to the two major alliances. One between Gold and Silver, and the other—”

“Between Copper and Bronze,” I finish. “If something happened to you, then Vestella would become Head of House.”

“And if I ever thought that one of the Courts murdered our mother,” Vestella adds, “I would ensure Steel allied against them.”

“Right,” I say. “Not to mention how the people would react. Public opinion would demand you act.”

“Precisely,” Mother agrees, nodding. Taking a deep breath, she lowers her hand. “I take it you have a plan?”

“I do.” So easily, I slip into strategizing mode. “We’ll devise a trap, of sorts. Something that, at first glance, seems to be a golden opportunity to strike. Your guards will secure the perimeter, while Asheros uses his shadows to restrain him until the rest of us can secure him.”

“His shadows?” Mother asks, impressed. “Your mate is a shadow conjurer?”

“Yes,” I say, my chest puffing with pride. This is the first time someone’s ever referred to him as my mate, and gods, it feels good.

Mother crosses her arms, and somehow, she makes even that look elegant. “Perhaps he can teach you a thing or two about magic.”

I glower at her. “I have little need for parlor tricks.”

“Not all magic is for show, Lymseia,” she scolds. “The transformative qualities of steel metal are immensely—”

“I didn’t come here to be lectured, Mother,” I snap. “Are we done?”

Mother clamps her mouth shut, her gray eyes stormy. She exhales, turning her face from mine. “Yes. If you believe my life is in danger, then we must warn Lord Tarrantree that his may be at risk as well.”

“Lord Tarrantree?” I echo. Dread claws at my chest, silent like a betrayer. “Myrdin’s here? Now?”

“No,” my mother answers slowly. “His father, Tanyl, arrived just before you and Lord Larmanne.”

Tanyl is here?

Why would Tanyl have reason to come all this way from Redbourne? Copper and Bronze have been allies for centuries, and my mother formally denounced any sort of alliance with the Bronze Court.

Perhaps he’s come to negotiate on Viridian’s behalf in my absence?

That doesn’t make much sense. Before I left High Keep, Viridian appointed me as his diplomat because he trusts me. For that very reason, I don’t see why he would have sent Tanyl, and not Myrdin, who, aside from Cryssa and me, Viridian trusts above all else.

Unless he was left with no other option. Still, that thought doesn’t sit well with me.

Watching me, my mother’s eyes narrow. “What is it?”

I press my lips together, hardening my expression. “Nothing. Warning Lord Tarrantree is wise.”

“Good,” Mother says, and the way she does makes me wonder if she says it merely for the sake of having the final word.

I have half a mind to let it be, but more serious thoughts come to mind.

“You should be aware there’s been crepulnai activity within your borders.”

Recalling my close encounter with one at Lyndhaven, my guilt rears its ugly head. I consider telling my mother we have reason to believe Copper may be involved, given the red eyes of Vorr’s murderer, but I think better of it. Until I have more information, it would be unwise to throw accusations around where my enemy may hear.

“Yes.” Mother’s words are clipped. Heavy. “I heard the news of Lyndhaven.”

“It’s horrible,” Vestella says, sorrow bleeding through her voice. “I can’t imagine how afraid the townspeople must have been.”

“It was even more horrible to have been there,” I say dryly, maintaining my composure.

Vestella’s face pales. “You were there?”

“Why did you not send for us?” Mother’s steely eyes strike me, as though I’ve done something wrong. “I could have sent reinforcements.”

“I’d rather not discuss it.” I spin around on my heels, making for the door.

“Lymseia,” Mother calls. “A moment, please.”

My hands clench into fists at my sides.

Flashing me a small smile, Vestella touches my shoulder. “I’ll tell Father you’ll be coming to see him.”

“Thank you.”

I wait for the door to close behind her, and then force myself to relax my hands. “Yes?”

Mother just looks at me for a moment, the corners of her mouth curved downward. “I am happy for you, you know. Having a mate is a wonderful gift.”

My expression softens, and I don’t need to see myself to know the hard lines at my jaw fade. I’d expected her to say something about my bond with Asheros providing us an opportunity to establish diplomatic ties with Silver, or something along those lines.

But she didn’t.

Moving a few steps closer to me, she cups my cheek with one hand, pressing her lips together in what can only be described as an attempt to smile.

Tenderness gathers in the back of my throat and fills my chest, prickling at my eyes.

She approves.

I take a deep breath, no doubt mirroring her expression. “It truly is.”


Chapter Thirty



Iexit the great hall and take a left.

Emotions I’d once buried run wild through me, dragging memories up with them. Memories of running through these halls as a child, of dining in the great hall, of seeing the hurt and shock on my mother’s face in that very room when I’d told her I was leaving for Keuron.

Gods-damn it.

I thought I was past this. I thought I’d be strong enough to leave the past where it belongs—out of sight, out of mind. To relinquish its control over me. In the time I’ve been away, I’ve trained my body, I’ve honed my mind, and I’ve even conquered my impulses. I’m not the female I was when I left, and yet… I am.

The female I was and the female I am are one and the same. Only, I’m stronger now.

Braver. More confident in myself and my abilities, both on the battlefield and amongst the nobles.

The old Lymseia is still here, within me.

She is me. And I’m her reforged.

It would also appear I’m too wrapped up in my emotions to pay much attention to my surroundings. I’m barely able to look up in time before I trample the male heading toward me.

“Gods,” I stammer, blinking away my surprise. “My apologies—”

“That is quite all right,” a calm, soft-spoken voice says. “I should not be so aloof when traversing the halls.”

My head snaps up to a face.

Amicable crimson eyes stare back at me from a fair face framed by rich brown hair. The older, more experienced version of Myrdin’s.

“Lord Tarrantree,” I say, my mouth suddenly dry. “Truth be told, I wasn’t expecting to see you.” My eyes narrow. There’s something strange, lingering in the air.

Something wrong.

“What’s brought you all this way from Redbourne?” I ask, placing a hand on my hip. “Surely, it must be important.”

Tanyl gives me a small smile. “Nothing you need worry about. Merely Court politics, appearances, and the like. It is good to maintain relationships with the other Heads of House, especially during uncertain times like these.”

My jaw tightens. “I’m sure your nephew could use your support more than my mother, in as you say, these ‘uncertain’ times.”

“My nephew and his mate are more than capable,” he says, pride coloring his tone. “Still, Viridian knows that all he needs to do is ask, and I will humbly assist.”

“Right.” My voice comes out clipped. “Well, I must be off. It’s been a pleasure.”

Tanyl smiles at me again, his expression warm. Too warm. “The pleasure is mine, Lymseia. It is always wonderful to see you.”

I give him a stiff nod, and then brush past him down the hall. I wait until I’m about to round the corner to turn back. Tanyl continues forward at a calm, leisurely pace, as if everything’s fine and dandy.

Still, I can’t shake the dread that’s wrapped an icy fist around my throat. The very air I breathe feels tainted somehow.

Dark.

Wrong.

When I realize what it reminds me of, I nearly stagger, bracing my hand against the wall for support.

Gods above. That wrong feeling. It’s just like…

Lyndhaven.

The air here feels like Lyndhaven in the time before the crepulnai attacked.

Gods, that would mean…

That would mean Tanyl, not Myrdin, is responsible for Vorr’s death. That he was the male Arella saw that night.

Urgency powers my steps, my feet carrying me forward as if my life depends on it. I advance farther, until I arrive at my destination. The drive to act has my abdomen wound tight, with a need to address the threat at hand.

But when I reach the library, and I find my father and Asheros sitting by the hearth, the tension coiling in my shoulders fades. Leaning forward, Father holds a book against his lap. Asheros’s face is lit up with a carefree, boyish brightness that gives him a downright magnetizing quality.

He’s absolutely breathtaking.

I lean against the doorframe, unabashedly staring.

It may be selfish and irresponsible of me, but, for once, I let myself enjoy this moment.

The threat can wait.

Because this—this joy, this temporary peace—is something I’ll never get back. If there’s a chance Nemos will take our lives, this is a memory I’ll bring with me into the next world.

Whatever it is Father and Asheros are going on about, there’s a lull in their conversation, and they turn their heads to me.

Immediately, Asheros stands and crosses the room to me. His smile is infectious, and he looks at me as if I’m the highlight of his day.

I will never, ever get enough of him.

“How was it?” he asks, brows furrowing. “After I left?”

“It was how I expected,” I tell him, not wanting to diminish the light in his eyes. I keep my encounter with Tanyl to myself for now, not wanting to explain it to him in front of my father. And maybe, to keep that smile on his face for just a bit longer.

“Ah.” Asheros leans his head back in understanding. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I say, taking his hands in mine. “It can’t be helped.”

He presses his lips together, seemingly unconvinced.

“Truly,” I assure him. “I’d rather you didn’t waste your energy worrying about it.”

“And why is that?” He asks, that seductive wickedness seeping into his smirk. “Is there something else you’d rather me conserve my energy for?”

“Absolutely.” I wink. I glance at my father. “Later. After we’ve found our rooms for the night.”

Understanding my silent request, Asheros nods. For as long as I live, I’ll always appreciate his ability to know what it is I need without having to voice it. “I’ll see you then.”

Giving my hands one last squeeze, Asheros slips past me, out of the library.

Turning to face my father, I make my way to the hearth and sit on the floor beside his chair like I used to when he’d tell Vestella and me stories as children. My anxiety still grips my chest, but I keep it at bay for now. If Tanyl is truly the red-eyed male we’ve been searching for, and he has the ability to summon crepulnai, then this could very well be the last time I see my father. I don’t want to ruin this moment.

“Your mate speaks very highly of you,” Father says, his voice a warm rumble. “It’s been very pleasant speaking with him.”

This is one of the things I’ve always appreciated about my father. No matter how much time has passed, how much has changed, or what’s happened between us, it still feels as though we’ve picked up right where we left off. There’s no need for an explanation or a justification. I can just exist as I am. He’s the one person—aside from Asheros, now—who I know would never judge me harshly or make me feel lesser, no matter what I’ve done.

“He’s bad for my ego, to say the least,” I quip with a laugh. My tone softens. “I’m glad you enjoyed talking to him.”

Father takes my hand. “I truly did, my brave girl. He’s good for you.”

A smile rises to my cheeks. “You think so?”

Father nods, his lip curved upward. “I do. He sees you. Truly sees you and loves you anyway. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you. That, and for you to see the things he sees in you, in yourself.”

Taking my face into my hands, I sigh. “Yes, well, Mother… Mother makes that rather difficult.”

Father’s quiet for a moment. Then, “I won’t deny that your mother is hard on you. She’s hard on everyone.” Father’s cobalt eyes fall to his hands. “But you must know, that like you, she’s especially hard on herself.” He looks back up at me now, love brimming in his expression. “You may not see it, but you are so much like her.”

“Oh, gods,” I groan, rubbing my forehead. “That’s supposed to be a compliment?”

Father gives me a pretend frown. “Yes, it’s supposed to be a compliment.” The frown falls from his mouth, becoming something more sincere. “You, your sister, and your mother are the strongest females I have the privilege of standing beside. There is nothing you three cannot do, should you decide to do it. Leading by example, your mother instilled that in you from a young age.”

Father’s words give me pause.

“She did, didn’t she?” I murmur.

Though I’d failed numerous times—at practicing magic, at memorizing names of people and places, at softening my blunt nature—there was never anything that made me doubt whether my mother thought I could do it.

“Try again,” she would say when I was young, wiping my frustrated tears from my cheeks. “Try as many times as you need to master this.”

There’s a knowing look in Father’s expression. “Your mother and I, we both have the utmost faith in you, Lymseia. We’ve always been so proud of you, my brave girl.”

Unable to find the right words, I nod, a smile tugging at my lips. I’ve never been much good with the mushy things.

Instead, I tilt my head up to Father. “Would you tell me a story, for old times’ sake?” I may be grown, but one’s never too old to ask their father for a story.

Father beams, nodding. “Of course, of course.” He pauses, tapping his fingers against his chin. “Ah, let’s see. Once, there was a brave warrior whose twin short swords became synonymous with her name…”



In one of the guest suites, Asheros, the others, and I are positioned around the room. Kheldryn sits at the edge of the bed, with her legs crossed, while Gryska leans back on her palms. Savell leans against the far wall, in the corner, while Ronan stands by the window. Asheros is near the center of the room, less than a shoulder-width apart from me.

Eyes fixed on some spot ahead of him, Asheros presses the pads of his fingers to his chin.

“I’m telling you,” I say, my voice rough, “I know what I felt. It’s him. It must be.”

“I know, Bladesinger,” Asheros murmurs, running a hand through his white-blond hair. “I know. I’m just…” He exhales. “I don’t understand why Tanyl would do this. He’s the late High King’s brother-in-law. The current High King’s uncle. His proximity to the throne gives him great political influence he’d lose should Viridian fall.”

“I know,” I admit, my shoulders sagging with defeat. “I can’t make sense of it either.”

“In every council meeting I’ve attended with him, he’s always been so… soothing. Often annoyingly so,” Asheros says, shaking his head a little. “To think he could be capable of such merciless political machinations goes against everything I’ve come to believe about him.”

“We need to assume that everything we know is an act,” Savell says, his tone bitter. “Noble fae may not be capable of lies, but they can still deceive.”

Kheldryn wraps her arms around herself. “Savell makes a good point. We can’t know who to trust.”

Asheros sighs. “Believe me, I’m well aware.” A pause. “But making a move against the Copper Court’s Head of House could be detrimental if we aren’t careful. Though I’m not yet the Head of House, I still need to think of my Court. The last thing I want is to make an enemy of Copper.”

“Regardless, we mustn’t wait to act. We need to move as soon as possible,” I say, the words flooding from my lips. Making a move for the door, I add, “I’ll speak to my mother at once, and—”

“Bladesinger.” Asheros’s hand on my shoulder stops me. “Please, give it a night. That’s all I ask.”

“You say that as if you know we have a night to spare,” I tell him. “I understand your duties to your Court. But I have my own duties, duties to my High King to consider.”

“I know, Bladesinger.” Fatigue sets into his face. “Trust me, I do. And you know that you will always, always have my support. I merely want you to think things through. Will you give me that?”

Something shifts in the corridor, barely audible behind the closed door.

I cock my head, straining to listen.

“Bladesinger?” Asheros presses, his voice soft.

I wait a moment, but whatever I heard is gone.

“All right,” I surrender, turning to face Asheros. “We’ll sleep on it. But just for tonight.”

Something akin to relief lessens the tension at Asheros’s jaw. “Thank you, Lymseia. Truly.”

Clenching my hands into fists, I curl my fingers and then let go. Worry tenses my muscles, knots forming in my upper back. Every instinct I have is urging me to move, to withdraw my swords and slay the demon where he sleeps.

But as much as I’d rather not admit it, Asheros is right. Gods forbid I’m wrong about Tanyl, there could be serious political consequences for him that I hadn’t considered but should have.

“Come,” Asheros says, taking my hand. Weariness slows his movements. I hadn’t realized how worn down he is. “Let’s have a hot meal and get some rest. When morning comes, we’ll need it.”


Chapter Thirty-One



For hours, I toss and turn in a fitful sleep.

Seeing as it’s the first night I’ve slept in a proper bed in weeks, one would have thought sleep would claim me without resistance. But alas, that is not the case tonight.

Letting out a forceful exhale, I shift myself upright and attempt to rub the weariness from my eyes. I allow my gaze to wander, my focus landing on Asheros.

He hasn’t moved once since he first closed his eyes, his chest rising and falling evenly with each breath. He lies on his back, one hand outstretched toward me. Normally, he’s at least semi-conscious each time I move throughout the night—somehow, an even lighter sleeper than me—but at the moment, I doubt much would disturb him.

Though he’s unconscious, lingering stress works at his mouth, his eyes moving rapidly beneath his eyelids. Pressing my lips together, I brush tendrils of white-blond hair back off his face. His body relaxes, seemingly comforted by my touch, even in sleep.

A dull ache sets into my chest.

He’s been just as worried as I am. Just as anxious. Though we may express it differently, we’ve both struggled to contain our raging emotions. Not to mention the bond. Now it’s not just our own feelings individually that bear down on us, but the feelings of the other person, too. His fear, worry, and unease only add to mine and vice versa.

With the bond in place, our highs reach new, wonderful heights.

But so do our lows.

Tilting my head down, I sigh and touch the heel of my palm to my forehead. If I haven’t fallen asleep yet, I doubt staying here will do me any good. There’s only one thing I know that will help me ease the tension.

Carefully, I peel the blankets back and swing my legs from the mattress. Placing my feet on the floor, I tiptoe to the corner of the room and tug on my boots. Picking up my short swords safely tucked into their sheaths, I secure them to my hips and slip from the room.

Navigating through the dark halls, I let muscle memory lead me down a path I’ve walked many times. It’s only once I emerge from the manor, into the fresh, nighttime air, that I lean my head back to the stars and take a breath, filling my lungs.

I’ve always loved the mountain air here. The crispness of it. The way it feels on my tongue. The feeling of nourishment it leaves within me after every inhale. It’s one of the few things I’d missed about home when I first relocated to Keuron.

Moving across the manor grounds, I scan the area for my target, thanking the gods when I see that Mother hasn’t done away with it. Approaching my wooden training dummy—if one can call a roughly fae-sized cross of wooden planks to be a training dummy, I withdraw my blades from their sheaths.

When I’d started to consider my calling as a warrior, I’d asked my father for something to train with. This dummy was only ever meant to be a temporary solution, but I’d taken such a liking to it that I’d insisted on keeping it. Into my pre-teen years, I’d developed many aliases for this sorry heap of wood. An evil troll one sparring session, or a cold-hearted stone giant the other. My imagination was endless.

Now, I visualize my sources of stress, and project them onto the dummy. Slashing my blades, I swipe steel across the wood, careful not to sever the thing in half. It won’t be of much use to me if I go and break it. Still, I go at it with all I have. After all, it has persisted this long. It’s probably seen worse, anyhow.

I jab and side-step and bring my swords straight down from the top. The dummy absorbs each of my blows like a good sport, and I increase my speed until I’m panting. Pushing myself harder and harder and harder still, I repeat this dance until my core is burning from the exertion.

Stabbing both of my swords into the ground, so they stand upright, I place my hands on my hips to even out my breathing. Perhaps now that I’ve thoroughly exhausted myself, I’ll be able to rest for an hour, maybe two if I’m lucky, before the sun rises.

A presence sends shivers tingling down my spine.

Adrenaline surges through me, my blood pounding in my ears. Swiftly, I clasp the hilts of my blades and raise them in front of my chest, assuming a defensive stance. Turning my back to the wooden dummy, I orient myself toward the unwelcome visitor.

Red-eyes shine in the moonlight. Without his hood, Tanyl’s head of rich brown hair, so much like Myrdin’s, comes into view. His ebony-feathered wings spread from his back, massive in size.

I clench my jaw, dread coiling in my stomach.

Stalking me slowly like a beast trailing its prey, Tanyl takes another step forward, stopping about ten to fifteen paces before from me.

“You,” I breathe, taking in the sight before me. “I knew it.”

“Me?” Tanyl asks, a bit too innocently. “My, my, whatever do you mean?”

“Drop the act,” I snarl, baring my teeth. “I know what you’re trying to do.”

The mask falls from his expression instantly, a harsh, disturbing shift. “Finally. It has been exhausting having to play the part of the meek, soft-spoken fae lord.”

“Why go through all this effort? Killing the king. Starting a war?” I blurt out, “Is it because of Azalinah’s death?”

The late High King’s curse hadn’t just poisoned the land. It brought death to his beloved wife, Azalinah, Tanyl’s sister.

“No.” Tanyl’s mouth curves with unsettling rage, like the ungodly villains from one of my father’s stories. “For that, I blame the disgraced goddess whose curse took her life.”

My eyes widen, something still settling into my bones. “Goddess?”

It was a goddess that cursed Vorr all those years ago?

But Tanyl ignores me. “Noble fae are blinded by their arrogance, unable to see the truth. We hold no power in this world. Long before my stupid brother-in-law invoked the wrath of a goddess, I learned how to obtain true power. By earning the favor of any god that would listen.” A self-satisfied smirk spreads across his mouth. “Alleviana has given me that power.”

It takes me a moment to recognize that name. I’d encountered it only once during my studies, and I’m slow to make the connection.

But when I do, my blood runs cold.

Alleviana.

The Old Goddess of Avarice and Conquest. The queen of the Old Gods, and the cruelest of them all.

“If you haven’t realized by now that she’s only using you as a means to an end,” I scoff with pretend bravado, “then you truly are stupider than I thought.”

“You have fallen victim to the lies taught to you by your parents.” Tanyl’s tone is grating, sharp with abhorrence. “They are afraid of what they cannot control, and so they lock it away, instead of learning how to use it to their own advantage.”

He angles his head to me, eyes wild. “But I have. And in time, they will all cower before the power I now possess.” He parts his lips and unfurls his impressive wings. “You almost ruined everything,” he continues, taking on a more sing-song tone. “Meeting with your mother, letting her see that you are alive and well. You have given me more work to do, you see?” He inhales through his nose, leaning his head back when he does. “But alas, I have found a way to ensure that my plans remain intact.”

Nausea roils in my abdomen. Sweat slicks my palms. “Your plans?”

His smile makes my blood run cold. “I suppose I can share some details with you since you have shaped them a great deal.”

Gods, I don’t like the sound of that.

Fear colors my thoughts, imploring me to run. To get as far away from him as I can.

“You know, you are much smarter than I had ever given you credit for. You proved yourself to be quite the thorn in my side, thwarting my plans to take out the girl in Esvelon, and then surprising me at Lyndhaven. Quite the feat, I should say.”

Gods-damn me. I should run. I should fight. I should do something. But for some reason, my traitorous feet remain locked in place.

“And now, forcing my hand…” He clicks his tongue. “Thanks to you, there is too much at stake to delay any longer.”

My blood boils. I knew I heard something in the hallway last night. “It was you outside the door, eavesdropping.”

“You should have stayed away, Lymseia. You should have stayed at High Keep, behind the castle walls. At Lyndhaven, you were duly warned. But no,” Tanyl drawls, red-eyes beginning to emit an unholy glow. “You had to play the hero, the noble captain willing to risk it all to defend her king.”

“And hide, like a coward?” I spit, leaning into the tough act I’m playing. A tingling, prickly feeling lines my insides like a thousand tiny needles. “I think not.”

“So brash,” he sneers as if I’m an unworthy insect beneath his boot. “Perhaps it is good that you are the second-born. You are much too unruly for Court politics.”

“Yes, well, that unruliness you despise has made me quite the force to be reckoned with,” I say, raising my short swords. “And you’ll regret crossing paths with me.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” Tanyl’s focus closes in on me, his voice dripping with sinister certainty. “You see, I have you right where I want you. Alone. Defenseless.”

I snort, gripping my swords. “Clearly, you’re blind and an idiot. An unfortunate combination.”

“You have no idea what it is you are up against,” Tanyl seethes with a curl of his mouth. “But no matter, I am more than obliged to show you just how ignorant you truly are.”

He raises his hands, fingers outstretched, and I take a step back. “How fitting is it, that you have come to die in the place where your life began.”

Panic blares, searing each of my nerve-endings. My breathing quickens, breaths turning shallow. I shift to raise my swords but feel as though I’ve been trapped in ice. My blades fall from my hands, landing on the ground by my feet. Darkness seeps into my vision, clouding my mind.

I try to shake away the sensation, but even my head refuses to obey.

“Just think of the chaos your death will cause,” Tanyl says, drawing out the words. “The second-born lady of the Steel Court, missing for months with no news?” He pauses, the glow of his eyes a vibrant, blood red, similarly colored power vibrating beneath the skin of his palms. “Only to be found dead.”

Unable to support my weight, my legs turn to jelly. I fall backward, and my back slams to the ground. Hard. It knocks the wind out of me, but there’s not much I can do to remedy it.

There’s not much I can do at all.

I can’t even speak.

I’m completely, utterly helpless.

“Die slowly, little Wynterliff,” Tanyl says, and it’s the last thing I hear before my consciousness fades. “For the kindling has been gathered, and your death will be the spark that ignites my war.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Asheros


My heart leaps into my throat, sending me upright with a start, my breaths rough and heaving.

Raw, blazing alarm wreaks havoc on my body, my limbs tight with adrenaline. Immediately, my head snaps to my left, to the empty space in the bed beside me.

Tension works at my jaw, and I repeatedly run my hands through my hair.

Fear.

Clutching my shirt, I quickly make sense of the blood pounding in my ears.

Fear, yes. But not mine.

Hers.

My mate is afraid.

“Lymseia,” I murmur, over and over again. “Lymseia!”

She’s afraid. Gods, she’s so afraid.

I need to get to her. Right now.

Scrambling from the bed, I throw myself into the hall, not sparing a moment to bother with shoes or lighting a candle. I scan the dark hallway, aimless. I have no idea where she’s gone, or how to reach her.

Panic muddles my thoughts, the drive to protect the only identifiable thing I can hold onto.

“Focus,” I urge myself like Lymseia does when she’s feeling overwhelmed. It’s the only way to be of any help to her. Pressing my eyes tightly shut, I lean forward, looking inward to our bond. If there’s anything that can lead me to her, it’s that.

Searching my mind, I wade past the well of my magic waiting to be used and reach a wide, open space. If my untapped power is a lake, then my bond with Lymseia is a forest—tall, stable trees that provide shelter and withstand even the harshest of elements.

I feel her there.

Her fear.

“I’m coming, Bladesinger,” I mutter, like a prayer. “I’m coming for you.”

Not giving a second thought to my surroundings, I break into a run, blindly following the tug in my mind that feels like my mate when she’s near. The only thing I can comprehend, the only thing I can perceive, is her.

I weave through the manor’s unlit halls, stumbling through the dark. I burst through doors and run over neatly trimmed grass.

Where is she where is she where is she—

When I see her fall, something inside me snaps. My legs propel me forward, numbed to the burn in my muscles. I barely even discern the male figure standing over her like a shadow, black wings nearly invisible against the night. My mind runs wild, frantic, like my entire world is crashing and colliding and imploding in on itself.

All I can think about, all I can look at, is her.

Catching a glimpse of me, the male shoots into the skies, black wings flapping like a vulture’s. I pray to every damn god in the pantheon that I’m not too late.

Praying that whatever he did to her can be undone.

Praying that I can help her.

When I’m within an arm’s reach of her, I fall to my knees, running my hands over her body to feel for injuries. But there’s nothing.

Nothing.

Her eyes are closed, and she’s so still I’m afraid she’s—

I can’t even finish that thought.

Swallowing, I press two fingers to the side of her throat, beneath her jawline, relieved out of my mind to feel a pulse there. A slow, faint pulse, but a pulse, nonetheless. Lowering my ear to her mouth, I feel a faint breath. Her breathing is slow and strained, but gods, she’s breathing.

She’s alive. She’s alive. She’s alive.

Urgency powers my movements, possessiveness taking over me. Scooping her into my arms, I cradle her to my chest and break into a sprint. I barrel into the manor, yelling as loud as I can.

I don’t care if I wake the entire gods-damned city.

My mate needs help.

“Help!” I cry, screaming until my voice runs ragged and my throat stings from shouting. “I need help!”

Savell’s the first to come into view, his entire body on high alert. I’ve never been so fucking glad to see him. A question forms on his lips but vanishes when he sees my mate’s limp form in my arms. Kheldryn, then Gryska, and then Ronan follow, their faces void of color.

More bodies flood the hall, shock and fear etched into their expressions.

“Let me through!” an authoritative female voice bellows.

Kylantha Wynterliff forces her way through the crowd, her gray eyes stormy. Her gaze lands on her daughter, and she rushes towards us, sobs sounding in her throat.

“Gods above,” she cries. “Lymseia!”

“We need help,” I beg. “It’s magic,” I say, not sure how I know. I still hear Lymseia’s faint life force in the forest of my mind, but she’s just beyond my reach, as if she’s trapped behind a locked door.

“I do not—” Kylantha stammers. “I cannot, I—”

“She will be all right,” Lord Onas, Lymseia’s father, coos, folding his wife into his arms. “Her mate will care for her now. We must trust him to have her best interests at heart.”

Kylantha’s mouth twists into a devastated wince. She opens her mouth as if to protest, but melts into her husband’s embrace, her chest wracked with sobs.

Onas turns to me, his cobalt eyes fierce. “If you believe this is some kind of magic, you will need the best healers in the realm to attend to her.”

I nod, understanding his message. The royal healers are the finest alchemists the kingdom has to offer. “How can I get to Keuron in time?”

Riding by horseback would take a little over a week to reach Keuron. Even if we left now, there’s no way of knowing how much time she has left.

“Are you strong enough to conjure a portal?” Savell asks.

“Maybe,” I tell him. “I’ve never dared to expend that much energy.”

But I have to try.

Worry flickers at Savell’s mouth, his cheeks taut with tension. It’s a good thing he knows better than to argue with me right now. Because nothing, and I mean nothing, matters more to me than my mate.

Savell dips his head, determination setting his jaw. “What do you need?”




Standing in a quiet room holding my mate close to my chest, I close my eyes.

Focused on the weight of my silver dagger strapped to my chest against my skin, and the extra silver items arranged around me that Savell had found—some silverware, candelabras, and plates—I locate my untapped power in my mind. I’ve grown so comfortable conjuring my shadows that there’s no need to envision my magical reserve in my mind’s eye. But for magic like this, it helps me maintain concentration.

With our mate bond in place, the empty nothingness that had once surrounded the lake in my mind is now a lush, dense forest—like those of Lymseia’s home Court. I imagine myself wading into the lake while holding her against my chest, moving farther from the shoreline until the water is higher than my waist. The buoyancy makes her glossy, blue-black hair float, framing her face like a crown.

A dull ache claims my chest when I look at her sleeping face. Gods, I want to—no, I need to—see her open those gray eyes again. I need to hear her voice. To feel her touch.

I need her. Crave her. In the worst fucking way possible.

My intention is firm, like my resolve. There is only one thing I want, in this moment, one thing I need.

To get my mate the help she needs.

With that intention consuming my every thought, every desire, every wish, I draw on my power. The lake responds, water shifting, waves crashing. I feel it seeping from within, molding to my will. The more power I draw, the more it buzzes beneath my skin.

Opening my eyes, I see it humming beneath my fingertips, raw power swirling around them in a deep, forest green. The air crackles and vibrates, the very floor I stand on becoming unsteady, like the lake.

Still, I draw more magic until I scrape the very bottom of the well. There’s so much power within me now, buzzing in my blood, my ears, my teeth. Gods, there so much magic that I feel as though the tethers of my being that bind my soul to my body might fracture at any moment.

There is a reason fae don’t wield this much power.

But I don’t care.

She is the only thing in this entire gods-damned world that matters. I don’t care about what happens to me. There is no me, without her.

And so with one final push, I give way to the magic.

It exits from me in one fell swoop. The air before me bends into an ovular shape, twisting around a central point, like water flowing down a crevice. A flash of light nearly blinds me, and I stagger backward, closing my eyes.

But when I open them again, High Keep’s throne room is visible through an elongated round entry point.

Weakness claws at my bones. I almost wonder if I have the strength to step forward.

Lymseia lets out an agonized moan.

Fury tears through me, my rage scorching. Clinging to my mate, I take a jagged, sharp breath and launch myself forward. We fall through the portal. I turn around, so it’s my back hitting the stone floors, and not Lymseia.

I know I must be weak, because my mind can’t process the pain.

The moment we’re through, the portal vanishes behind us, and with it, the last of my magical energy. All the voices around us stop at once, the room falling silent.

“Lymseia?” a male voice asks, tight with worry. “Lymseia!”

“Viridian.” Desperation ravages my words, and I turn my head to his voice. My vision goes dark with delirium, fighting to stay conscious. “Help her! Someone! Gods, please, please, I’ll give you anything. Just please, whatever you do, save her.”

Someone—Viridian, I think—takes Lymseia from my cold, trembling arms.

Then the darkness overtakes me.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Lymseia


Emptiness surrounds me. It ebbs and flows, rising and falling like the eye of a storm or a wave that threatens to pull me under.

There is nothing and everything, all at the same time. Swirling around me. Threatening to tear me in two. Painfully filling my phantom lungs but utterly depleting them at the same time. I gasp for air where there is none. My limbs feel vaguely present, as if I’m dreaming, clawing at something in naïve desperation.

Perhaps I’m dreaming.

This agony—it can’t be real.

My mind can’t comprehend what’s happening, but deep in my bones, I know there’s a struggle. Any moment now, I fear whatever it is that’s supporting my weight will give way. I resist, fighting to keep my head above the tide.

There is nothing to hold onto.

There is nothing to save me.

There is nothing here at all but me.

I wonder if even the gods themselves are powerless here, in whatever hellish dimension I’m buried in. Deep, incomprehensible pain laces every thought, every wish, every hope.

I struggle. Gods, I struggle.

But I will not surrender.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Asheros


My eyes flash open, and my hands grab at nothing.

Rising to a sitting position, I take in my surroundings. I’m in a bed, and it’s morning. One look at the bronze-colored drapes and furnishings tells me I’m at High Keep.

“Good,” a male voice says from my bedside. “You’re awake.”

My head snaps in the voice’s direction. By the far wall, near the door, Viridian lounges in a padded chair.

“Where is she?” I demand, making a move to rise to my feet. The sudden rush to my head nearly knocks me to the ground.

“She’s safe.” Viridian’s words are clipped. “No thanks to you.”

Narrowing his amber eyes, he ascends to his full height. “Tell me,” he says, taking a step forward. “Are you responsible for the attack at Nemos’s pass?”

“Nemos’s pass?” I repeat, cocking my head. In an attempt to sway his suspicion, I ask, “Now, why would you ask me about that?”

“You’d be interested to know her carriage was recovered. When my guards arrived, they told me they’d stepped into the wake of a bloodbath. Then, the next time I see her, she’s with you, unconscious.” Viridian comes even closer now, hard lines forming at his jaw. “I won’t ask you again. Are you responsible for the attack?”

Hardening my expression, I tilt my head back and puff out my chest to the extent that I can, not once tearing my eyes from his.

Since fae can’t lie, there’s only one way to answer that question.

So I opt to say nothing instead.

Viridian’s eyes flare, electricity snapping between his fingertips. “I see.”

He steps back, and his lightning fizzles until there’s none of it left. Turning his face from mine slightly, he clears his throat. “Guards. Take him.”

Violently, the doors swing open.

I clench my teeth, keeping my arms pressed to my sides. Staring at Viridian, who stands before me the entire time, I let the guards restrain me, their grip on my arms iron-tight.

“As I told you before,” I seethe, my voice dripping with malice, “I will give you anything.” I pause, taking a breath before I continue. “As long as you give my mate the help she needs.”

Shock stuns Viridian’s angular features, and his mouth parts. “Lymseia is your mate?”

“Yes,” I growl, possessiveness lacing my words. “My mate.”

Viridian recovers quicker than I thought he would, leveling his expression. “Lymseia is with the royal healers. They’re doing everything they can for her.”

“Good,” I tell him.

Then I let his guards take me away.



Time passes differently in the royal dungeons. With no windows, or any other glimpses into the outside world, it’s difficult to say how long I’ve been held. It could be hours, or it could be days, and I wouldn’t know.

My body is too weak to stand, still depleted from the massive amount of energy I spent to conjure the portal. Even at full strength, the reinforced steel bars caging me would be a formidable foe—one I don’t think I’d be able to defeat.

All I can do is wait.

And worry.

Gods, I worry so much.

I worry that Lymseia will never wake up. I worry that I’ll lose her.

I worry that I already have.

No, I tell myself. I would know if I’d lost her. I would feel it—the pain of her absence, weighing down on me like an executioner’s blade. Losing her would be a fate far worse than death.

She’s still there, in my mind. Faint, but there. Whatever magic has her under its thrall, it’s keeping her soul locked away from mine.

But my mate is a fighter. She won’t give into anything without a fight. I can feel it—feel her fighting for her life. She’s tired, but still, she’s relentless.

“Good,” I muse into the empty space. “Fight, my fearless Bladesinger. And don’t you dare stop fighting.”

The sound of the door scraping stone has me hoisting myself to my feet. If there’s one thing my worthless excuse for a father taught me, it’s to always look a stronger male in the eyes.

I expect footsteps to follow, but only voices travel down the dungeon steps.

“Viridian. You understand the mate bond better than anyone,” a feminine voice protests, fierce with conviction. Almost immediately, I recognize it as Cryssa, Viridian’s wife and mate. “How can you lock him up?”

“If only it was that simple, Little Fawn.” A sigh. “He may be Lymseia’s mate, but he’s responsible for the attack at Nemos’s pass. For the deaths of good, loyal members of the Guard. If I let that go unpunished, I risk losing the council’s support. Given the existing threats to our rule, and perhaps to our lives—to your life—that’s not something I’m willing to risk.”

They’re silent for what feels like a long while.

Cryssa lets out a huff. Footsteps sound back and forth, as if she’s pacing. “Well, we can’t leave him there.”

Viridian exhales. “I know. I need time to consider what I’ll tell the council. Some sort of solution I can present that they’ll accept.”

That must satisfy her, because the pacing stops. “We’ll think of something. Together.”

“Always,” Viridian murmurs.

Cloth rustles, as if he’s pulling her into his arms.

“Go,” he says, his voice soft. “I’ll come find you after.”

“All right,” Cryssa replies, her tone matching that of her mate. “I love you more than anything.”

“More than anything,” Viridian repeats.

With a set jaw, I straighten my back and train my eyes ahead.

The High King stalks to my jail cell, keeping more than an arm’s length between us. If he suspects I overheard his exchange with Cryssa, he doesn’t show it.

The male I used to be would have been enraged, demanding to be released at once. He would claim the king has no evidence, therefore no reason to hold me here.

But now?

Now I understand. Viridian is doing what he thinks is best for his kingdom. For his mate. I’d do the same for mine. Keeping her safe is never far from my mind.

“What is it?” Anxiety has its tight grip around my throat, threatening to choke me. “Is she awake?” When Viridian says nothing, my hard demeanor falls apart. “Please, I need to know if she’s all right.”

Viridian swallows, tension working at his jaw. He merely shakes his head. “No. She hasn’t awakened yet.”

“Then try something else,” I demand, slamming my hand against the hard, stone wall. “Do something!”

“I am trying something else,” Viridian says, mouth tight. He gestures toward my cell, and with a wave of his hand, the guard accompanying him quickly undoes the door’s magical lock. Opening it, he stands aside, creating a forward path for me.

I stare at the guard and then Viridian. “What is this?”

“Come with me,” Viridian says, already moving toward the door leading out of the dungeon.

Hesitation slows my movements, my feet stopping just before crossing into the space outside of my cell.

Is this a trick?

“If you care for Lymseia,” Viridian says, raising his voice so I can hear, “you’ll come with me.”

“I would do anything for her,” I tell him, my tone icy.

“Her clock is ticking, Lord Larmanne.”

This may still be a trick, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take.

I waste no time. Quickly, I catch up to Viridian, adjusting my pace to maintain a good distance behind him. The guards close in around me, blocking me from all sides, moving as one. Viridian leads us up High Keep’s main staircase, through a hallway, and into a bedchamber.

My heart stops when I see her.

Gods, even like this, she’s absolutely breathtaking.

She lays in the center of a four-poster bed. Thick blankets cover her up to her waist, but I can see the black fighting leathers she usually wears have been removed and replaced with a cream satin nightgown. Her hair has been brushed smooth, free from tangles, framing her strong, tan face. Even her rosy lips are perfectly soft, just begging to be kissed. They’ve gone so far as to rest her hands over her stomach, the daintiest I’ve ever seen them.

The fae fussing over her, healers judging by the way they tenderly adjust her blankets and pillows, pause to look at us.

With one motion from Viridian, they bow and exit the room, including the guards who take their leave, closing the door behind them.

“Tell me what’s wrong with her,” I beg, my voice raw.

“The healers tell me she’s been placed under a sleeping curse,” Viridian says, his voice grave. “Who did this to her?”

At my sides, my hands ball into fists. “The same male who killed your father.”

Viridian turns his face from mine and takes a breath. “I see.”

The gravity of our circumstances drowns me. “You brought me here to say goodbye, didn’t you.” The words are more of a statement than a question. “The healers can’t do anything for her, can they?”

“I brought you here because she’s your mate,” Viridian says. “I know all too well the pain of losing your mate. How much it breaks you.”

“Thank you,” I say, struggling to find my voice. “For your kindness.”

Viridian nods and then moves for the door. “I will give you as much time as I can. We’ll be waiting in the hall.”

I rush to Lymseia’s bedside, falling to my knees.

Viridian opens the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “Don’t lose hope.” He presses his lips together. “The love my mate has for me was strong enough to break my father’s curse. Perhaps…” His voice trails off. “Perhaps your love for her can, too.”

Tears well in my eyes, blurring my vision. “Gods, I hope so.”

Could we be that lucky?

With one last glance, Viridian steps out, leaving me alone with my mate’s lifeless form.

Taking her hand, I crawl into bed with her and pull her to my chest. Pressing my lips to her forehead, I squeeze my eyes shut, clinging to her with everything I have left. With all that I am.

Letting my tears fall, I let out a scream.

And another. And another. And another.

I scream for all that was stolen from us. From the years we should have had, to the life we should have lived. I scream because it’s all I can do. It’s the only way to cope with the horrible, agonizing pain that tears me apart from the inside out, splitting my soul in two.

Half will remain with me.

But the other half, the better half, will always, always be hers. Wherever she goes.

I don’t know how, but I know that when she does finally leave this world, I will go, too.

I have to.

And so I hold her. I hold onto her as if she is the one thing I need more than anything. More than the air I breathe. More than the food that sustains me. More than the water I drink. She is my end and my beginning. My ruination and my salvation. My rise and my fall all wrapped into one.

She is mine. All mine.

But gods, I belong to her so, so much more than she could ever belong to me. She may be mine, but my claim to her pales in comparison to her possession of me. I’m hers in every way possible. She owns me, everything that I am, body and soul. Her happiness is my happiness, her sorrows are my sorrows, her triumphs are my triumphs. No amount of time with her will ever be enough. I’m a beggar, and she is priceless gold. I will take whatever piece of her I can have, no matter how little.

Over, and over, and over again, I breathe in the scent of her hair, like freshly fallen rain over soft grass. Sobs consume me, and I unravel into a mess of agonizing torment.

My heart aches as though it’s breaking apart.

It is breaking.

Tenderly cupping her cheek with my palm, I turn her face to mine. “Wherever you are, I pray you can hear me. I love you, Lymseia Wynterliff, my fearless Bladesinger. My beautiful mate. I love you to the ends of the earth, and through whatever follows this world.”

Tears choke me, but I don’t stop. “I love you. I love you. I love you, my Bladesinger. Please, please come back to me. Come back to me.” Wheezes tear from my throat. “I’m begging you.” My chest heaves so strongly, I’m shaking. Tilting my head, I touch my forehead to hers and shut my eyes. Then I lightly graze my lips against hers, pressing a soft kiss to her lips.

One. Last. Time.

I don’t let go of her when the door opens. Or when the guards and healers rush back in. Or even when the guards wrestle with me to release her.

Viridian turns away, averting his eyes.

It’s only when the guards pry me away from her, dragging me from the room kicking and screaming and thrashing, that she finally slips from my grasp.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Lymseia


The first thing I notice when I wake is that my fighting leathers are gone. Then it’s the plush material beneath me, followed by the warm, familiar feeling in my chest.

Our mate bond.

Rising to a sitting position, I stretch my arms out above my head and open my eyes. Two women with rounded human ears—servants, I gather—busy themselves dusting the furniture. I glance down at the bronze-colored blankets draped over me, and then look out the window to the sprawling grounds beyond.

Like an old friend, familiarity washes over me.

“I’m at High Keep,” I say aloud, a smile tugging at my lips. My brow furrows, worry rising in my chest, dampening my words. This time, I frown. “I’m at High Keep.”

Wide-eyed, the servants whirl around to me, looking as if they’ve seen a ghost.

“Excuse me,” I say, standing. “Do you know if Ash—if Lord Larmanne is here?”

Without saying a word, the servants flee from the room.

“Well, then,” I say, throwing my hands up with a huff. “I’ll have to track him down myself.”

Barefoot, I step into the hallway, leaving the door to the bedchamber open. The light filling the hall and the servants bustling in either direction tells me that it’s midday.

A female with a healer’s dress stops dead in her tracks when she sees me. “Lady Wynterliff,” she exclaims, rushing to me. Placing a hand under my elbow and another to my upper back, she guides me back the way I came. “We must get you back to bed.”

“No,” I demand, digging my heels. “I’m going to—where is Asheros? I must see Lord Larmanne this instant.”

The female opens her mouth, then closes it. “Lord Larmanne is—” She pauses, clearly thinking better. Scanning the hall, she signals to one of the servants. “Inform the High King at once that Lady Wynterliff is awake.”

The servant scurries down the hall.

“His Majesty will sort everything out,” the female assures me. She tries to urge me forward, but I don’t budge. Adopting a stern tone, she adds, “If you go back to bed.”

“Fine,” I surrender, my voice hard. “But if someone doesn’t start giving me answers, I swear I’ll make you all regret the day you were born.”



Time is passing slower than usual. Either I’m quite impatient, or Viridian takes his sweet time coming to my room.

When he finally arrives, Cryssa is with him. It’s her I see first.

“Lymseia!” She barrels into me, nearly knocking me over with the sheer force of her hug. “You’re alive,” she exclaims.

“Well, I’m alive for now,” I gasp. “I won’t be for much longer without air.”

“We can’t have that,” she says, releasing me.

“Much better,” I tell her, taking several deep breaths.

Viridian approaches, his shoulders sagging with relief. “Gods, Lymseia. You have no idea how good it is to see you awake.”

“So everyone keeps telling me,” I remark. “How long have I not been awake?”

“Two days,” Viridian says, with the tone of voice one has when they’ve been up all night.

“Gods above,” I murmur. “Two days?” Worry clouds my mind, seizing my heart. “Asheros.” Looking directly at Viridian, I ask, “Where is he? I must see him.”

“I…” Viridian sighs, pressing his mouth into a fine line. “Your mate is currently locked in the dungeons.”

“The dungeons?” I repeat, my outrage echoing off the walls. “Why on the god’s green earth do you have my mate locked in the dungeons?”

Viridian holds up his palms, as though in an attempt to settle me back down. “Ambushing a royal diplomat on her journey and killing her guards is an act against the crown. Your mate has committed treason, and as High King, I must act accordingly.”

“In his own, convoluted manner of thinking,” I say, shaking from my anger, “he was trying to do what he thought would save you, you idiot!”

“Really,” Viridian says, like he doesn’t believe me. “He was trying to save me?”

“Yes,” I exclaim. “And then, for the past however many months, he’s been helping me investigate your father’s murderer, and oh—”

My stomach falls, twisting with the knowledge I’d uncovered moments before whatever Tanyl did to me took hold. “Viridian, I know who killed your father.”

His face darkens, and he runs a hand along his mouth. “Later. Tell me that later.” Letting out a long sigh, he hangs his head forward in reluctance with a curse on his lips. “Right now, I’m going to release your mate.”




Ipractically fly down to the dungeons. So much so, that Cryssa and Viridian have to break into a jog to keep up with me. Servants toss me sidelong glances as I do, likely because I’m wearing nothing but a nightgown— at midday—but I pay them no mind.

“Gods, Lymseia,” Viridian calls after me, “slow down, will you? At this rate, you’re going to rupture something.”

I don’t heed Viridian’s warning. Instead, I run faster.

The moment the door to the dungeons is unlocked, I glide down the stairs, running between the cells, frantically searching for the right one.

Then I see him.

My heart overflows with joy.

His gaze immediately locks with mine, those crystalline eyes shining with unshed tears. All at once, his love, his happiness, and most of all, his relief, overwhelm my senses through the bond, meshing with mine.

Viridian makes quick work of the magical locking spell and swings the door open.

Asheros rises to his feet, and I tumble into his arms. We swirl around each other like the clashing of warm and cool winds, a typhoon of longing and agony and elation like no other.

“Thank the gods, you’re all right,” he murmurs, stroking my hair. He holds me tightly to his body, as if he’s afraid I’ll disappear. “Gods, Bladesinger, I was so, so afraid I’d lost you.”

“Please,” I say, mustering my bravado, “it’ll take more than whatever that was to get rid of me.” Beaming up at him, I poke his chest. “Unfortunately for you, there’s no escape.”

Asheros laughs—gods above, when was the last time he laughed—and it fills me with so much warmth, that I decide to spend an eternity making his face light up like that. Again and again and again, just to see him smile at me this way.

“Then luckily for you,” he says, leaning his face down to mine, “I have absolutely no desire to ever be anywhere but where you are. I am yours, Bladesinger. All yours. Body and soul.”

“Body and soul,” I echo, loving how the words taste on my tongue.

Grabbing fistfuls of the collar of his shirt, I drag his mouth down to mine and kiss him. It’s a hard, unyielding kiss. It’s not soft, or gentle, or even tender. But it’s raw and it’s passionate and it’s desperate. We kiss each other like two souls merging into one, like twin flames burning even brighter together. His lips move over mine, and I throw my arms around his neck, needing the physical proof he’s here. That I’m alive.

That we’re together.

When we part, still entangled in each other’s arms, he looks at me in awe as though I’m his universe. His goddess.

“I didn’t think… You were under a sleeping curse, Lymseia. I thought—I couldn’t… I was so powerless. The night it happened, I woke to your fear. I felt it. You were so afraid, and I couldn’t…” He presses his lips together, guilt wearing down his handsome features. “I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t protect you.”

“Shh.” I reach up to place my hand against his cheek, and closing his eyes, he leans into my touch. “The curse is broken. And I have a feeling that’s all because of you. Because of your love for me.”

He opens his eyes, the wounded look inside them tearing me apart. “I could feel you fighting it,” he says softly. “While you were asleep.”

I blink away my surprise. I have no memory of the past two days, and yet I’m not surprised to learn I resisted.

“Of course I fought it,” I say, letting confidence flow through my voice. “I wasn’t about to let you have all the fun without me. Besides, who would threaten to punch you every day if not for me?”

A small smile tugs at his lips, and I take it as a little victory. “You know, you say that, yet you never do.”

“Well…” I smirk, letting my eyes fall to his lips before lifting back up to his diamond irises. “You see, I’ve come to quite like your pretty face, and it would be a gods-damn shame to mess it up.”

Shaking his head a little, he grins and dips me for an earth-shattering kiss. I feel everything and nothing at the same time, the feeling of his lips on mine blinding me to the world around us. There is no separation between where I end and where he begins, no place where his essence can be distinguished from mine.

When he pulls away, Asheros takes my face between his hands and touches his forehead to mine. My breath hitches, thrilled by his nearness, by how wonderful and exhilarating and gods-damned amazing it is to be reunited with my love, my equal, my mate.

“Nervous, Bladesinger?” I can practically hear the smirk in his voice.

“You wish,” I reply, silently thanking every god that cares enough to listen.

This is what I fought for.

What I’ll continue to fight for, every single day.

Closing my eyes, I inhale his scent, letting it wash over me. I stand before him, fully healed. My physical body and my soul. Our love has healed me. Our love has healed us both in more ways than one.

Somewhere, beyond these walls, Tanyl plots our kingdom’s destruction. He and the crepulnai move in the shadows in service of the queen of the Old Gods—a threat like no other. Only the gods themselves can know the full extent of what lies ahead. Of the battles to be fought.

But right here, right now, in the arms of my mate, I know that our love is the one force in this world that’s capable of anything.

And in this moment, that’s more than enough.


Epilogue

Lymseia


“As much as I’d prefer to lounge here with you all day,” I say, attempting to free myself from the tangle of Asheros’s limbs, “I do have things to do.”

“Mmm, I’d say you have plenty to do, High Commander,” Asheros purrs, making good use of my new title. He adds a devilish wink. “Though the things that require your attention are in this room.”

“Oh, please,” I say, wriggling from his grasp. Blowing a kiss, I give him a flirty grin. “You’re more than capable of seeing to that yourself.” Crossing the room, I pull my clothes from the dresser and put them on, even though my growing desire makes me want nothing more than to crawl back into bed.

After I woke from the sleeping curse, I shared everything I’d learned with Cryssa and Viridian—finding Arella, our encounters with the crepulnai, Lyndhaven, and finally, that night in Illnamoor when Tanyl cursed me.

Reliving that night was unpleasant for me, but even more so for Asheros. He’d pulled me close, rage and guilt pulsing from him.

“It’s not your fault,” I’d told him through the bond. “Tanyl is to blame.”

“I know,” he’d said, though I wasn’t convinced. “And I promise you, Bladesinger, that when we finally drag his worthless hide back here, I’ll make him suffer two-fold for what he did to you.”

Immediately, we sent word to Orim and Arella that Tanyl’s whereabouts were unknown. Though he hasn’t been seen since the night he cursed me, and there have been no reports of a winged male, we’d be fools to think we’d seen the last of him.

Until Tanyl has been dealt with, Asheros and I decided it’s best that Orim stay with Arella, for her protection. Savell, Ronan, Kheldryn, and Gryska arrived at High Keep about a week later, and after lots and lots and lots of convincing and swearing their loyalty to Viridian under the pain of death, he finally agreed to let their acts of treason slide. Somehow, he’d even managed to convince the council to abide by his decision.

I’ll forever owe him for that.

And despite all that transpired since I’d first left High Keep, Viridian still encouraged me to represent him as a diplomat in Illnamoor.

But this time, I flat out refused.

“You need me here, helping you navigate this threat,” I told him, point blank. “If Tanyl has the ability to summon multiple crepulnai at once, then we’ll need to be ready for battle. As of right now, our only understanding of their weaknesses come from the wars against the Old Gods and their Banishment.”

Viridian stroked his chin. “And aside from their resistance to common magic and weaponry, there isn’t much written about them.”

“Precisely. The wars were suicide missions until the tide turned. Not enough soldiers survived long enough to write about them, never mind the crepulnai,” I said. “Besides, you’ll need my expertise to translate whatever we learn into a war strategy the Guard will understand. Knowing the crepulnai’s weaknesses are worthless if we can’t effectively weaponize them.”

“Very well,” Viridian finally agreed. “But if you’re going to stay and advise me, you’ll need to take on a position dedicated to your research and strategizing. As my military advisor and highest ranking official, with a seat on the High King’s council.”

“Sure, of course, whatever you want to call it,” I’d agreed, waving him off.

His idea had been to give me a fancy new title and position. More than simply a counselor on defense strategy, my new role as the High Commander would be two-fold: I’d have direct oversight of the High King’s Guard as its highest-ranking officer, while Sura carried on with her typical duties as captain, and I’d serve as Viridian’s military advisor, counseling him and the council on potential threats to the kingdom, and offering my advice on how best to defend against them.

All that, I was fine with.

What I was not fine with was Viridian’s suggestion to have an elaborate ceremony to officially grant me said position.

And much to my dismay, Asheros was pleased by the idea.

“Come now, Bladesinger,” he’d said. “This is an opportunity for Viridian, and the kingdom as a whole, to honor and recognize you for all you’ve done.” He’d given me that look, the one he makes when he thinks I’m being stubborn for no good reason. “Will you at least consider it?”

“Fine, I’ll consider it.” I waited a moment before shooting back at him, “The answer is still absolutely not.”

He’d laughed, and merely shook his head. “You really are something, Bladesinger.”

That was twelve days ago.

Now, he sits up in our bed, his hair falling in front of his eyes. “A shame you have to cover up for your meeting.”

“It is quite a shame for you,” I tease, making my way to the bed and pressing a kiss to his lips. “Don’t miss me too much while I’m gone.”

He flashes me that wicked grin. “I’m sure I’ll find a way to amuse myself.”

Shaking my head, I stride through the doorway and head for the throne room, where Viridian waits for me.

As I make my way through the halls, servants bow their heads to me, saying, “High Commander,” by way of greeting.

Though it’s been more than a week since Viridian created and appointed me to the position, I’m still not used to it.

When I reach the throne room, Viridian is standing with his arms crossed. The moment he sees me, he lets them fall to his sides.

“Lymseia,” he says. “Good. You’re here.”

“I’m here,” I say, with a nod.

“How has the crepulnai research progressed?” he asks.

“Not as well as I’d like,” I admit, shifting my weight. “But we’ve learned something. It seems the last Pelleveron queen was influential in weakening the crepulnai at the battle of Lothaes. It’s unclear what it was she did to turn the tide of the battle, but there must be a way we can recreate it.”

“That’s good to hear, then,” Viridian muses, though the tension working at his mouth doesn’t lessen. “How do you plan to move forward?”

Opening my mouth, I’m about to answer when the doors to the throne room open. Two figures stand in the entry.

My eyes widen, mouth agape. “Myrdin?”

Elation rises into my chest, and I don’t stop myself from crossing the room to greet him.

Myrdin grins at me, no doubt sharing my sentiment. “Lymseia. You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”

“Are you joking?” I ask, pulling him into a hug. “It’s been much too long since I bothered you.”

Looking crestfallen, he pulls away. “You don’t bother me, Lymseia.”

“Oh, stop that.” I swat his arm. “I’m only kidding, good gods.”

Myrdin’s cheeks flush. “Ah, right. Of course.”

I laugh.

Myrdin turns to the person next to him, and I clamp my mouth shut, cursing myself for forgetting that someone else was with him.

“Welcome back, Myrdin,” Viridian says, a regal air emanating from him in waves. “And your companion is…?”

“Ah, yes,” Myrdin replies, his face turning a deeper shade of red. “Viridian, Lymseia, this is Therane Ellerwood.”

The female clears her throat. Her light brown skin is perfectly smooth, golden like the sun. Voluminous, jet-black curls flow from her head styled in a braid that falls down her back, though wisps of curls break free to frame her face. The slight point of her ears tell me she’s part fae, at the very least. Her hazel eyes are quick, and I get the sense she observes everything that happens around her. She has a muscular, yet lithe frame, and maintains an assertive stance.

If she’s nervous, she doesn’t show it, her demeanor steeped in trained composure.

Judging by the leathers she wears, she doesn’t seem like the type to be caught at Court, nor between stacks of books.

Where did Myrdin find her?

“Your Majesty, Lady Wynterliff.” She dips her head to Viridian and then me. “I’m honored to make your acquaintance.”

“The honor is ours,” I say.

“Agreed,” Viridian adds. “However, Lady Wynterliff’s new title is High Commander.”

I throw Viridian an icy glare.

“High Commander?” Myrdin asks, his voice lilted with interest.

“Viridian created a cushy new job for me,” I explain to him. “I have the esteemed privilege of acting as His Majesty’s advisor on all things battle strategy. And a seat on the council.”

“Oh, I see,” Myrdin replies, his eyes wide with excitement. “You know, that’s really an immensely valuable position for the High King’s court. I can’t believe we didn’t have a High Commander sooner.”

“Oh, gods, not you, too,” I groan, looking to Therane for support.

Viridian and Myrdin laugh, each patting the other on the back like old times. Therane cocks her head slightly, amusement lifting her brows.

“I knew you would appreciate it.” Viridian’s mouth parts into a grin. “I’ve missed you, cousin.”

“And I you. Both of you.” Myrdin pauses, his usually cheerful demeanor dulled by unease. His eyes flick to Therane, who mirrors his expression. “Unfortunately,” he says, tone grave, “I’ve come with news.”

“If it’s about your father being some crepulnai mastermind,” I interject, holding up my palm, “we already know.”

Myrdin’s brows shoot up. “You do?”

Viridian nods, pressing his lips together. “We do.”

“Interesting,” Myrdin muses, brows furrowed. “How—”

“Your Majesty,” a voice says, drawing our eyes to the servant stopped before us in the hall. He shies back nervously, a missive in his outstretched hand. “An urgent message.”

Eyeing the parchment, Viridian takes the missive and reads it.

He’s silent for a moment. Many more moments pass, and he still doesn’t say a word, staring at the parchment as if his eyes could burn a hole through it.

“Well?” I ask, putting my hands on my hips. “Care to share?”

Mouth tight, Viridian clenches his jaw. Very deliberately, he closes the missive and hands it back to the servant, who scurries off. He takes a breath and then meets my eyes.

“Nisroth Pelleveron has invoked the Fyrelith.”

TO BE CONTINUED

The Of Metals and Curses Series will continue in A Tarnished Court of Copper, featuring our favorite sunshine Copper Court heir-apparent, and his grumpy assassin love interest.
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Thank you so much for reading A Shattered Kingdom of Steel! It means the world to me that out of the many titles on your miles-long TBR, you set aside the time to read mine. Thank you!

Like A Broken Throne of Bronze, this book was an absolute joy to write. Lymseia was one of my favorite characters in book one, so I was thrilled to write a book from her point of view.

While this is the end of Lymseia and Asheros’s love story, there’s still so much more planned for the Of Metals and Curses series. I promise we’ll see more of Lymseia and Asheros alongside Cryssa and Viridian in future books. The series will have five books in total (plus some novellas and newsletter-exclusive bonus chapters) with an overarching plot that continues to develop with each installment. Each book in the series focuses on one the five Noble Houses and Courts.

As you read at the end of the epilogue, the next book, A Tarnished Court of Copper, will tell Myrdin and Therane’s story. Since A Tarnished Court of Copper takes place simultaneously with A Shattered Kingdom of Steel, you’ll get to see what’s happening politically in Inatia outside of Lymseia and Asheros’s little bubble—and the fallout that’s sure to follow.

If you enjoyed reading this book, please consider leaving a rating or review on Amazon, Barnes &Noble, or Goodreads. Reviews do so much to help small authors like me, and they don’t go unappreciated.

If you’re dying for updates on my upcoming projects, including release dates, cover reveals, eARC signups, and more, I encourage you to sign up for my mailing list on my website, https://rennaashleyauthor.wixsite.com/renna-ashley---fanta, or find me on socialmedia (@rennaashleyauthor on Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok, and@rennaashauthor on Twitter). I’d love to connect with you!

Until next time,

Renna


Glossary of Terms


People

	Lady Lymseia Wynterliff: Second-born daughter of Head of House Kylantha and Lord Onas Wynterliff.

	Head of House, Lady Kylantha Wynterliff: Current head and ruler of the Steel Court.

	Lord Onas Wynterliff: Husband and Lord Consort of Head of House Lady Kylantha Wynterliff.

	Lady Vestella Wynterliff: First-born daughter of Head of House Kylantha and Lord Onas Wynterliff, heir-apparent to the Steel Court.

	Lord Asheros Larmanne: Son of Head House Lord Eldred and Lady Avourel Larmanne, heir-apparent of the Silver Court.

	Head of House Lord Eldred Larmanne: Current head and ruler of the Silver Court, father to Asheros.

	Lady Avourel Larmanne: Wife and Lady Consort of Head of House Lord Eldred Larmanne, mother to Asheros.

	High King Viridian Avanos: Son of High King Vorr and the late High Queen Azalinah (Tarrantree) Avanos, Inatian High King and the Bronze Court Head of House.

	Vorr Avanos: The late High King, first of his line, and former head of the Bronze Court.

	Azalinah Avanos: The late High Queen, wife of Vorr, Viridian’s mother, and sister of Lord Tanyl Tarrantree.

	Lord Myrdin Tarrantree: Son of Head House Lord Tanyl and Lady Phaendarra Tarrantree, heir-apparent of the Copper Court.

	Head of House, Lord Tanyl Tarrantree: Current head and ruler of the Copper Court. Brother of the late High Queen Azalinah.

	Head of House, Lady Maelyrra Pelleveron: Current head and ruler of the Gold Court.

	Ceren Wrenthar: Former Captain of the High King’s Guard, Lymseia’s mentor.

	Savell Wrenwith: Demi fae, loyal member of Asheros’s traveling party.

	Ronan Darir: Fae, loyal member of Asheros’s traveling party.

	Orim Brennor: The fae son of Aylen Brennor, Overseer of the Wynterliffean Mine, and loyal member of Asheros’s traveling party.

	Kheldryn Vaslythe: Fae, loyal member of Asheros’s traveling party.

	Gryska Xellamora: Fae, loyal member of Asheros’s traveling party.

	Arella Kellener: Former High Keep servant employed by the crown, the sole witness to the late High King Vorr’s murder.




Places

	Inatia: The kingdom in which the five courts reside.

	Keuron: Capital City of Inatia, not affiliated with any of the five courts.

	Slyfell: Cryssa’s home city, and seat of power in the Gold Court.

	Illnamoor: Seat of power in the Steel Court, and Lymseia’s home city.

	Esvelon: A major port city in the Steel Court, known for its vast markets and trading.

	Ethelwyn: A small village in the Steel Court, located near the Wynterliffean Mine.

	Redbourne: Seat of power in the Copper Court, and Myrdin’s home city.

	Greyhelm: Seat of power in the Silver Court, and Asheros’s home city.

	Mhelmouth: Seat of power in the Bronze Court.




Terms/ Phrases:

	Head of House: Title that indicates that the individual is Head of their noble house and ruler of their court. Of course, all the courts bend the knee to the High King.

	Heir-apparent: The next in line to become Head of House.

	Theelia’s blessing: A rare divine message from the Goddess of Fate that reveals the identity of one’s mate or killer.

	The High King’s Guard (also referred to as “the Guard”): The military body sworn to the service of the crown, defenders of Inatia and High Keep.

	Thane: The leader of a city or town, who answers to the Head of House of their Court.

	Crepulnai: Dark, soulless creatures evoked by the Old Gods to carry out their bidding.

	Lothaes: Major city in the Bronze court, where the Battle of Lothaes took place.

	Battle of Lothaes: The final battle of the war against the Old Gods, in which the Old Gods were defeated, resulting in their Banishment.

	The Old Gods: The gods that reigned over the realm before the new era.

	The Banishment of the Old Gods: The event in which the Old Gods were expelled from this world, credited to the unknown sacrifice made by the last Pelleveron High Queen.

	The Fyrelith: A rite that typically occurs when a High King or Queen dies without an heir, in which Heads of House and heir-apparents compete in a fight to the death for control of the throne.




Gods/ Goddesses:

The New Gods

	Theelia: the Goddess of Fate

	Nemos: the God of Death

	Imone: the Goddess of Mercy

	Allora: the Goddess of Peace and Beauty

	Yoldor: the God of Good Fortune

	Ixtia: the Goddess of Wisdom and Leadership

	Ohesis: the God of Marriage and Family

	Oara: the Goddess of Endless Waters

	Valhyr: the God of Honor and Glory

	Phyro: the God of Fire

	Therran: the God of Earth

	Cemius: the God of Deception and Veiled Truths

	Ragmos: the God of Mischief and Trickery

	Yva: the Goddess of Desolate Winters




The Old Gods

	Alleviana: the Goddess of Avarice and Conquest, and the Queen of the Old Gods, known for her cruelty.





Pronunciation Guide


People

	Lymseia: Lim-zay-uh

	Kylantha: Kill-lan-tha

	Onas: Oh-nas

	Vestella: Vest-ell-uh

	Asheros: Uh-share-owz

	Eldred: Ell-drid

	Avourel: Uh-vo-relle

	Cryssa: Chris-suh

	Viridian: Vu-rid-ee-un

	Vorr: Vore

	Azalinah: Ah-zuh-lee-nuh

	Myrdin: Mur-dinn

	Tanyl: Tan-ell

	Maelyrra: May-leer-ra

	Ceren: Ser-in

	Savell: Saav-ell

	Ronan: Ro-naan

	Orim: Or-im

	Kheldryn: Kell-drin

	Gryska: Griss-kuh

	Arella: Uh-rell-lah

	Avanos: Uh-vā-nose

	Pelleveron: Pell-uh-vare-on

	Tarrantree: Tare-on-tree

	Larmanne: Lār-mān

	Wynterliff: Win-ter-lif

	Wrenthar: Ren-thar

	Wrenwrith: Ren-rith

	Darir: Dare-ear

	Brennor: Bren-oar

	Vaslythe: Vas-leeth

	Xellamora: Zel-lah-more-uh

	Kellener: Kell-le-ner




Places

	Inatia: I-nay-sha

	Keuron: Cure-on

	Illnamoor: Ill-nah-more

	Slyfell: S-lie-fell

	Esvelon: Ez-vuh-lawn

	Ethelwyn: Ee-thell-win

	Redbourne: Red-born

	Greyhelm: Grey-helm

	Mhelmouth: Mell-mith

	Lothaes: Low-thay-ze

	Kjos Mountains: K-yoh-ss Mountains




Terms

	Thane: Th-ayn

	Crepulnai: Cree-pull-nye

	The Fyrelith: The Fi-re-lith




Gods/ Goddesses

The New Gods

	Theelia: Thee-lee-uh

	Nemos: Nee-mose

	Imone: I-mou-knee

	Allora: Uh-lore-uh

	Yoldor: Yoll-door

	Ixtia: Icks-tee-uh

	Ohesis: Oh-hee-siss

	Oara: Oh-are-uh

	Valhyr: Val-here

	Phyro: Fye-roh

	Therran: Tare-an/ Tear-an

	Cemius: See-me-us

	Ragmos: Rag-moss

	Yva: Ee-vaa




The Old Gods

	Alleviana: Al-lev-ee-ana
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