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For everyone who feels they’ll

never find or never be worthy of true love.

I see you. You’re beautiful

You’re imperfectly perfect.

Eyes on me, Wildfire. Don’t look away.
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LADY OF CINDERS


Bound by a love that defies reason and a curse that defies salvation, I must navigate a kingdom of secrets before the man I can’t live without is lost forever.

I'd never aspired to be a queen. Or to fall for a king shrouded in mystery. Merrick's the golden ruler of daylight, and Lorant, his bodyguard, is the dangerous, scarred shadow of night. Two men bound by a curse that has tormented Evergorne Court for generations.

Some say I'm their salvation. But I've been lied to, manipulated, and my trust has been shattered. I should run from this cursed kingdom and never return. Instead, I find myself standing beside Merrick during the day, clawing for answers to a riddle no one is able to speak aloud. And my nights honing my magical abilities with Lorant.

With Merrick’s thirtieth birthday only weeks away, the curse tightens its hold, threatening his life and forcing me deeper into a world of betrayal, power, and fractured love. To break the curse, I must navigate fragile alliances in a court divided by secrets, uncover a treacherous past, and face an enemy determined to kill me.

Choosing between Merrick and Lorant is not only impossible, it’s forbidden. But what if I don’t have to choose at all?

Lady of Cinders, Book 2 in the M/F Kingdom of Shadow & Ruin Series, is a steamy, suspenseful romantic fantasy/romantasy with dark secrets. Expect a gothic castle full of riddles and danger, spicy heat, a touch-her-and-face-his-fury hero, all the yearning, enemies-to-lovers, forbidden love, he falls first and hard, and a cute pet, because all heroines should have a fluffy friend by her side.

Trigger Warnings: blood, gore, injuries, justified taking of a life, violence, class systems, poverty, hunger, grief, death, mourning the loss of a prior love, references to childhood trauma, killing attacking creatures.
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Lorant

“She. Is. Not here! Why isn’t she here?” I ground my teeth, the silence, the lack of progress, shredding my nerves.

“She’s coming. I know it. This is going to work.” There was Merrick in his true form. He clung to hope during the day, while I was the viper. The assassin. Hope’s flames don’t flicker in the night.

“How do you hold on to the feeling that this will turn out right?” I asked, truly wanting to know.

He paused. “I have to.”

Because I couldn’t.

If only I’d… It was too late for recriminations. “We’re either fucked or we’re… Actually, I believe we’re well and truly fucked.”

Because of me. I was cruel to her. It was my nature. My share of the curse. But I’d flayed her with my pain. Hurt her because I was being tortured myself.

I didn’t know how to fix it. Like always, that fell to Merrick.

“We’re not fucked,” he whispered. “This is going to work.”

“She hates me,” I said with a glum sigh. “Not you.” Never him.

“I don’t believe she does. She’s the one. It’s finally happening.”

If only I could grab on to his hope, his unfailing belief that Reyla could do what no one else had.

But then, it wasn’t in me to feel optimism. Or kindness. Even love, I supposed.

Except for my wildfire.

“Where is she?” I glared at the door.

“You’re too impatient.”

“We don’t have long.” Despair was another feeling I’d wallowed in until I met her. To get this close only to fail would hurt all the more because it would mean I’d ruined things for us both. “There isn’t enough time.”

“It’ll have to be, right?” As if we’d switched personalities for the first time, bleakness came through in his voice. The fact that Merrick had picked up on the feelings churning through me showed me how close we were to losing everything. “When she gets here, be nice. Apologize and tell her…whatever it is you can come up with that’ll make her smile at you again.”

If she’d speak with me. “I’ll try.”

“Thank you. If only you’d seen her at the coronation.” His excitement bloomed once more. “The dinner. Even our first dance. She was amazing.” The pride in his voice made jealousy lash through me. I wanted all her smiles. All her touches. Everything that was his that might never be mine. “She was so happy when Justifar placed the crown on her head, making her my queen.”

“Our queen,” I snapped.

“Same thing.”

It was, yet it wasn’t. Not yet. Maybe never. I ached to be everything instead of essentially nothing.

“She’s close, and frankly, that humbles me,” he said. “I don’t deserve her.”

He did more than me.

The faintest ripple whispered along the edge of my senses, a distortion I wouldn’t have noticed if my fury wasn’t already blade-sharp. I paused, listening.

No sound. No creak of footsteps. No shift in the wind.

Just silence. Unnerving silence.

Merrick turned his head to stare toward the corner where I’d swear shadows had slithered. No…there wasn’t anything there. A trick of the mind stretched by nerves.

But I still fought the urge to bare my teeth at nothing.

“What is it?” he asked, his hand sliding to the blade he—and I—always kept by our side.

“Nothing.” I wrenched my attention back to the conversation, though unease bit like insects coating my skin.

“Lorant—”

“I said it was nothing.”

“Alright.” I could feel his scowl. “Back to the ball. You haven’t told me how you handled things after I left.”

Could I avoid telling him a bit longer?

“Lorant,” he grumbled when I remained silent. “Please tell me you were at least civil to her.”

“Mostly.”

I could picture him rolling his eyes, and I hoped acceptance still lurked there.

How could I tell him that I’d dragged her onto the dance floor and taunted her with her feelings for me? Because I was angry that she’d avoided me, I’d pushed and pushed until her walls collapsed, and she snapped and ran away.

In trying to break her, I’d shattered myself.

I agreed with Merrick that we needed to keep nudging this where it had to go. Every other method taken by those who’d come before us had failed.

But if this didn’t do it…

“I found her standing on the balcony with moonlight stroking her hair,” I said softly. Did he hear the longing, the hopelessness in my voice? “It was all I could do to breathe. Seeing her there, bathed in silvery light… Her dark green gown clung to her like it belonged to her silhouette alone. I swear the stars had woven themselves into the fabric of her gown for this night and this woman alone. Her auburn hair shimmered with fiery whispers.”

So much longing. Craving. I’d lived with stark desperation since I met her.

“Never suggest you don’t feel the same for her as me.”

I couldn’t. Not ever.

“She stood there,” I said. “Alone. Her gaze lost somewhere beyond where I could see. But I sensed her uncertainty.”

“I hated leaving her. I always hate leaving her.”

Even more, I suspected, leaving her to me.

Her loneliness had echoed mine, a thing I’d found both profound and strangely unsettling.

“She didn’t know I was there, not at first.”

“Until you snarled.” His usual humor had fled. Maybe my mood was transferring over to him, or he also felt the same fear that clenched my bones to breaking when I thought of how much there was still left to do with so little time.

“I did.” No use denying it.

“I hope you danced with her after you’d gotten that out of your system,” he said.

“I made her dance.”

“Lorant,” he sighed.

“You would’ve acted the same.”

“I would not have acted the same.”

“I couldn’t help it. She didn’t come to me.” She only eagerly went to him, and the pain of that gouged deeply.

Soon, I’d start pacing, snarling, slamming my magic against the walls if only to reduce some of my stress. I’d rush to the door with a savage determination to seek her out, only to hold myself back.

“Do you hear her coming yet?” How forlorn I sounded. If nothing else, we drowned in our shared melancholy.

“Not so far.” His head tilted, and he frowned. “Wait. Maybe. Yessss. She’s coming to me. To me.” This time, I could feel the heat, the utter satisfaction, the joy in his smile.

Envy clawed through me, and I allowed it to snap. “She’s only coming to you because you two are married.”

“She’s coming to me because I treat her as she deserves.” His own control cracked and pitched, stretching thin. “I don’t snarl. I don’t make her do anything she wouldn’t do freely. And that’s why she’s coming to me.”

“Yet she’ll find me waiting.”

“Don’t—”

“You have no say in this, not now.” The nights were mine.

“Lorant.” The pleading in his voice struck through the jealousy and anger whipping around inside me.

“We’re together in this.” Unlike all the others. “Always. I mean it. I will not betray you.”

“Thank you.”

I could almost feel him shifting on the bed.

“You're ready?” His voice echoed in the room, and now I could hear it.

He flung back the blankets and eased off the bed, striding over to stand in front of the mirror.

There you are.

Don’t mess this up, he said in our mind. I’d hoped, when this time came, it would be me, but perhaps, in this, it should be you. I’m excited no matter what. Remember everything because I need to know. He stared into my—our—eyes. Please, give her what she needs. Don’t be mean.

I told you I’ll try.

Alright. His soft sigh bled out.

“It's yours,” he said into the mirror. It took us nearly ten years to discover we could actually see each other at dawn and at dusk as long as we could stare at the other’s image.

Another change with this generation of the Evergorne king. As far as I knew, no one else had figured that out.

Don’t do anything foolish, he said, his voice whisper soft. Fading.

The sun winked from view, and the change fell upon us.

He stretched and…

…I stretched, savoring taking over once more. The first time it happened, pain scorched through me. I’d dropped to the ground, curled into a tortured ball, and bellowed until I was hoarse. Now, it almost felt seamless, but that could be due to our age and the reality creeping closer.

In the mirror, Merrick’s face and body shimmered.

The sun cringed away from the night and candles lit themselves inside the blooming darkness, a magical trick I’d set in place years ago to ensure we could see each other until the last moment.

Merrick’s image no longer showed in the mirror. He’d become Lorant. The scar I’d received at ten gouged across my face. I’d added more through the years while Merrick remained almost untouched.

He was gifted with light.

I was gifted with darkness.

Please, Merrick echoed in what was now my mind, distant enough I could barely hear him. She saw it happen! Don’t ruin this. Be kind. Be…me.

There was no chance of that, not unless…

Only now did I hear my sly, calculating, and exceedingly clever wildfire who, like on the ship, had chosen to arrive by unconventional means. No storming the door for this woman. In every situation, she blazed a new path.

It was all I could do to keep the feral smile off my face, to act natural, to pretend that I didn’t know she was watching, seeing what we needed her to discover.

But then scrapes and shuffles drifted from the open window as she retreated.

Surely she wasn’t leaving already? Not when she’d finally learned what we’d been desperate to share but could not tell her.

How I longed for release from this relentless grip of tension squeezing the last wisps of sanity from my mind. I hovered on restraint's edge, subject to the whims of one woman.

One exquisite, perfect wildfire of a woman.

Ah, there she was again, creeping up and through the window. I should’ve known Reyla would not run, not even from this. She challenged everything with all she was and would ever be, and she would not turn away from this—from us.

I turned to face the mirror, giving the impression I was staring at my reflection while, instead, I watched her every move in the glass.

The pad of her footsteps rippled toward me.

Nearly time.

Never time.

Now.

I spun to face her.

As she shrieked and gouged her blade toward my heart, I snapped out my hand and bound my fingers around her wrist, bringing her plunge to a halt.

The sharp tip poked my chest, drawing one droplet of blood. A growl ripped up my throat.

While she snarled and kicked, trying to knock me off my feet, I wrangled the blade from her hand. I flung it aside and stole the other, shooting it out of her reach as fast as I had the first.

She smacked me, tried to bite me.

This woman was very good—and equally bad.

I lifted her and flung her onto my bed, following her down, caging her with my arms and legs and my naked body.

With one hand pinning hers above her head, I disarmed her, one lethal knife at a time, grinning ferally while I did it.

“Wanted to kill me, did you?” I drawled against her throat. “Not tonight.”

“Fuck you!” She shrieked and flailed, her response dragging grim satisfaction from my soul.

Merrick was right. Love could bloom from hatred’s ashes.

I savored how sweet and flustered and…aroused she looked lying beneath me on my bed.

She speared me with a glare, the only remaining weapon in her arsenal.

I slid my nose from her chin to her ear, savoring the scent of her sweaty rage, her heat, and the realization that she would always battle for control. This woman was a queen unlike any other.

“You’ll win no match with me, Wildfire,” I rasped.

Lorant ruled the night.

“I hate you.” Her eyes blazed with traitorous tears. “I hate you! Let me go.”

While she bucked and kicked, I feathered my words across her ear. “Do you truly hate me, my pretty little bride?”
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Reyla

Ifroze. Pretty little bride?

Merrick’s words—coming from Lorant’s mouth.

“You fucker. You asshole,” I snarled. “Don’t call me that. Never you.”

“I call you what I please,” he growled.

“Well, fuck that too. You used me. Twisted me with this nasty little secret. But it’s over. I know who and what you are.”

“Tell me,” he purred, his words tickling across my nape and down my spine. Heat spiraled through me, and I froze, tears of dismay pricking at my eyes. How could my body betray me like this, make me crave him like this, when all I felt for him and Merrick was hatred?

“Who am I?” he asked. “What am I? Do tell.”

“You’re Merrick. You’re Lorant. You’re both of them. One of you controls this body at night while the other takes it during the day.” Fury roared through me. “You used me, played with me, while you two laughed.”

And that was the worst of it. They’d broken me when nothing else ever had.

Well, watch this.

My attempt to flit from underneath him fizzled, leaving me still at his mercy, pinned in place by his big hands and his big, naked body.

Desperation clawed through me. I tried to flit again. Over and over, and…nothing.

“Please tell me you’re not trying to leave me so soon, Wildfire. You came here for something, and I’ll happily oblige.”

“Fuck you. Take my body if that’s what you’re determined to do. Use me in every way possible. But know right now that while I might not be able to fight you off, I will find my revenge.”

How could I have thought I was falling in love with him—and with Merrick? That foolish feeling had been cauterized away, leaving only ashes behind.

I gave him a slick smile. “You’re going to die, Lorant. Die! And in less than six weeks.”

“This could be true.” Sadness flickered through his deep green eyes, and seeing it punched me in the gut, slamming through my anger, leaving only stupid pity behind.

“Why?” I asked. So many whys with not one single answer. “Tell me why you used me.”

“I’ve wanted you from the moment I first saw you. All of you. Every scrap of kindness, joy, and caring you might deign to give me.”

How slick, how full of sappy emotion he sounded. But it wasn’t true. All this was a lie.

“I knew there was almost no chance I’d ever be able to have you,” he added with a wry contortion of his mouth. “Do you know what that did to me?”

“This isn’t about you.”

“Isn’t it?” His face took on a sardonic twist. “You avoided me night after night, leaving me standing in the tower. Alone. Waiting. Always waiting.”

“You said we couldn’t meet up.”

“I did not!”

I paused. “You sent messages.” My words came out weak.

He shook his head, and his eyes locked onto mine. “I should’ve stormed your room, made you come to me.”

“You didn’t need to force it. I agreed.”

His sharp gaze narrowed on my face. “Who told you I couldn’t meet with you?”

I blinked, trying to remember. “Surren, I think, one of the nights. Lord Briscalar, on another.”

“Lies.”

“They’re my friends. And while they’re eager to protect me, I don’t believe they’d lie about something like that.”

“Then someone interfered.”

“Who?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

“There’s no we in this.” And why was I having an almost reasonable conversation with him?

It didn’t take long for my anger to churn through me once more.

“Don’t say us,” I snapped. “There never will be an us.”

“You are my wife,” he growled. “You married me.”

“I married Merrick. You’re two separate people.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Once again, he was making me think, shoving my fury to the side when I needed to hold it tight. If I couldn’t use it as a wall between us, I’d give in, and he and Merrick would complete whatever nasty plan they’d dreamed up for their “pretty little bride”.

He juggled my hands still bound over my head, continuing to pin me while holding up his wrist with the mating mark that matched my own. Moonlight streamed in through the window, stroking it, arching off of it weaving around his wrist, exactly like mine. “Seeing you, but never permitted to touch.”

“You broke that rule when you ground your cock against me on the ship.”

His lips quirked up on one corner before smoothing. “I seem to remember you thrusting your pretty little clit against my cock, taking considerable pleasure from my body. You came so sweetly in my arms.”

“You caught me at a bad time.”

“You wanted me then. You want me now.” He dragged his nose along my neck to the crests of my breasts. “Like I will always crave you.”

If he pushed this…

Force was one thing. I’d fight him to the bitter end if he did something like that.

But if he tried to seduce me, would I be able to resist?

“Let me go.” It was all I could do to make my voice sound calm and collected, though there was no reasoning with this man.

“I’m afraid I can’t.”

There he was, confirming my assumption.

“Let me go or I’ll…”

“You’ll what? Will you grab your blades from wherever I flung them and try to kill me again, my pretty little bride?”

“I told you not to call me that,” I snarled, bucking up against him, tugging at his hand holding mine secured above me. Damn, infernal man had too tight a grip on my wrists, and his body was heavy, pressing me down into the blankets I thought I’d be sharing with Merrick. Such a fool I’d been, having dreams like that about the king.

How easily they’d both subdued me.

His smile came out slick. “You prefer I call you Wildfire, then.”

“Never that.” Pinching my eyes closed, I willed my body to flit.

My feet smacked down on the wooden floorboards a few feet from the bed, and I splayed my arms wide to maintain my balance, stumbling away from him.

Glaring.

His deep green eyes too much like Merrick’s, yet not, remained locked on me as he rolled onto his back and tucked his palms beneath his neck on the pillow.

I did all I could not to glide my gaze down his naked body. He truly was scarred all over. Tiny ones, even on his belly and thighs, as if someone had bound him and poked him with a blade numerous times.

His cock…

Stop looking at his fucking cock.

It stirred.

“We weren’t playing with you.” He kept his gaze on the ceiling. “We never would. Know this.”

“I know nothing. Tell me why all the Evergorne kings die on their thirtieth birthday.”

“If only I could.”

“Could what? Die?”

If Merrick died, would Lorant? The pain of losing them both at one time stabbed through me, and it was all I could do to suck in air. It wasn’t as easy to shut off my feelings for them as I’d hoped. And that made me even more furious, particularly with myself.

“If only I could tell you.” He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and sat, shifting his neck as if working out kinks. Through it all, he watched me.

Always watching.

The craving in his gaze could not be denied, and it sparked something willfully determined inside me. I would not give in. I would not relent.

“Open your mouth and give me an answer,” I snapped. “It’s easy. Or are you suggesting you can’t tell me why all the Evergorne kings die?”

His head jerked in a yes.

Then he was coughing, gagging, smacking his chest with his fist.

“Why is the castle cursed?” I would drag answers from him before I left.

And I was going to leave this place, one way or the other. It was time to visit the dragons and take a long flight. If I hadn’t been crowned queen and felt an obligation to this court and its people, I’d scramble onto a dragon’s back and fly away, never to return.

As for Merrick-Lorant, I wasn’t going to have anything to do with either of them again.

“Can’t tell you that either,” he croaked, his hands wrapping around his throat, and his face losing color.

“Then tell me why you two share a body. More or less share. You look different at night versus during the day. Can you answer me that?”

“I’m asking you to stay.”

I knew very well what he meant. “What, no twisting me into compliance with the slick sort of favor you bound me to in the tower?”

“Stay because you want to be here.”

“I’m no longer Merrick’s or your willing bride.”

“Too late to back out of that part now, Wildfire,” he drawled, his intent gaze seeking and latching onto mine. “You’re married. You’re queen of this court. You’re stuck here whether you like it or not.”

I lifted my chin. “If I want to leave, I will.”

“And never find out what’s truly going on?”

He taunted me, teased me at every turn, even with this secret he appeared unwilling to divulge.

“Stay,” he said again. “Work with me at night and Merrick during the day. Find out what’s going on.” The last came out in a frustrated growl.

“How am I supposed to discover anything when everyone tosses out hints and then acts as if they never said a word? What can you tell me about what’s going on here?”

His pleading gaze met mine. The pain there tangled through me, making it nearly impossible to think. “If only you knew how much I wanted to tell you. How it started for us.” His air wheezed in and out, and the scar on his face stood out in a white slash across his face that was rapidly losing color. “How it will end. About the curse.”

I stepped toward him. “Yes. Tell me about the curse.”

“Discover the truth before it’s too late. Merrick and I are doomed. We will die if you don’t⁠—”

His face went florid, and he wrangled his hands around his throat, gasping and gurgling.

A low, primal groan escaped his lips, sending a ripple of dread through me.

“What are you doing? Stop fooling around.”

“Not,” he wheezed, his head jerking back and forth. Color continued to bleed from his face, and the veins in his neck threatened to burst from the strain.

“Lore?”

His chest heaved, his thick muscles contracting rhythmically as if they were in a futile battle with the invisible force cutting off his ability to suck in air.

I took another step toward him, flinging my hand to a blade at my side that was no longer there, as if I could use it to defend him. “Stop it.” He was playing with me, right? Trying to twist this like always, to manipulate me into⁠—

His eyes glazed over, the irritating, infuriating, much-too-arousing, reckless man I always saw there fading.

Lorant was not playing.

“Lore!” I leaped across the distance I’d put between us.

Before I could reach him, he lurched forward, his body crumbling, collapsing, hitting the hard floor with a sickening thud. He lay where he fell in a pile of contorted limbs and ashen gray flesh.

“Lore?” I croaked. Despite my rage and the bitter feeling of betrayal I’d clung to since I saw the change, I could not keep my heart from aching for them both. “Are you alright?”

He’d asked me to stay. He hadn’t begged.

But was this part of their game?

I nudged his leg with my foot, but he didn’t respond. He didn’t even twitch.

His lungs did not rise.

They did not fall.

I dropped to my knees beside him with a guttural wail wrenching up my throat.
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Reyla

“Lorant.” My hoarse cry echoed in the room as I grabbed his shoulders and dragged him onto his back, shaking him. His head lolled.

I pressed my ear to his chest, and the steady beat of his heart reassured me.

He sucked in one breath of air. Another. And barked out a groan, his hands jerking up to palm his face.

“Get out of here,” he snarled. “Can’t…see me like this.”

“You’re hurt. What happened?”

“I am fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” I snarled right back at him. “I thought you were dead.”

“It’ll take more than that to kill me. But don’t worry, Wildfire. If you stay around long enough, you’ll find your reward.”

“I don’t actually want you dead,” I said in a stilted way, sounding as prissy as he’d first assumed me to be.

He nudged me to the side and lurched upright, turning to sit, pressing his back against the bed. His sneering gaze met mine and pinned me in place. “I told you to leave.”

“You don’t get any say in this.”

One of his eyebrows jerked up. “Do you truly believe that? If anything, I have all the say in this.”

“Not if you hope to make use of your willing bride.”

“You should leave. Run from the castle and never come back. We’ll only ruin you, destroy you.”

“Forget that for now. I’m here. You’re here. And I still want answers.” My growl clawed through my lungs. “Are you two separate people or…” I couldn’t believe I was even thinking this, but I needed to know. “Or are you one person who’s been…I don’t know, split?”

He blinked but said nothing.

“Speak, damn you. Are you two individuals sharing one body because of, well, the curse?”

He stared right at me, unblinking, his face cratering, his mouth pinching closed. So much agony in his eyes. It was all I could do not to hug him, to tell him this would be alright.

I suspected it would never be alright.

Where had my fury gone, my rage?

It had been ripped out of me when he collapsed, and I thought he was dead.

I turned and settled beside him, leaning against the bed, our arms and legs brushing together. It was past time I found that dragon aerie, past time I climbed onto one of them and flew away from this wretched place. I wouldn’t leave forever, though the urge to do so kept roaring through me.

The thing is, I’d run after Kinart died and again to this place where I thought I could lock my past inside a box and pretend it never existed.

I suspected if I ran this time, there would be no compartmentalizing whatever this was between me and Merrick and Lorant. And while that made frustration drag its nails across my skin, I’d changed enough over the last few months to know that running never fixed anything. Whatever you fled came with you. It would still rear up and slash your heart wide open when you least expected.

“I’m going to tell you what I know, and you’re going to listen,” I said. If I wasn’t staring up at him, I would’ve missed his blink. “Indicate if I’m right.”

When my brother told a lie, he blinked. What, if anything, could a blink reveal about Lorant?

Maybe nothing or everything.

“If I’m correct with a statement, would you blink?” I asked.

His gaze remained locked on mine, and he slow-blinked. I’d take that as agreement—for now.

“You’re Lorant.”

“No longer Lore?”

“The nickname doesn’t feel right any longer.”

His gruff laugh echoed around us. “How ironic.”

“Why?”

“I have no problem confirming your statement. I’m Lorant, but…” He tapped the skin beside one of his eyes and blinked.

“Then you can answer some questions.”

“Yes, some, and quite easily.”

“And others?”

He flicked his hand to the floor where he’d only recently laid, not breathing.

“If you try to answer questions about you and Merrick, and the curse, something cuts off your air to keep you from speaking?” I asked.

His sigh hollowed him out, and he closed his eyes and opened them once more.

“Interesting.”

“I prefer to use the word agonizing.”

“Why did you try to tell me if it hurts you that bad?” I held up my hand. “Allow me to rephrase that. You wanted to tell me. I suspect you wish you could tell me everything.”

His face tightening, he blinked hard. Over and over until I placed my hand on his cheek.

“Stop!”

None of this could be true.

Could it?

“A few of the staff have blurted out odd things,” I said, trying to think of the better way to phrase my questions. “A curse. All the Evergorne kings dying on their thirtieth birthday. When I question them further, they stare forward blankly. They eventually come back to themselves, but it’s like they never said anything. I’m going to assume, a big guess on my part, that everything is related to the curse.”

He blinked.

I hooted, and my grin pinched my face. But when his joined in, my smile fell.

“Don’t think you’re getting off easy,” I said. “If I’m going to forgive you, I need groveling, Lorant. Solid, heartrending groveling. You two kept this from me, and I feel betrayed.”

So. Bitterly. Betrayed.

“I’m sorry.” Big words coming from Lorant, a man I suspected was stingy with his apologies.

“Everyone’s bound by the curse as well,” I said.

“Wildfire,” he breathed, blinking fast.

To think I was actually starting to believe this.

Somewhere, deep inside them, everyone working at Evergorne must know, but the curse kept them from remembering except for brief moments. This must be why they were compelled to remain here, each generation repeating what the last endured along with the king.

“Please ask all your questions,” he said gravely. “I’ll answer them if I’m able. Death is a cunning thing. It stalks a person and attacks when they least expect it. You’ve drawn your weapon. You’ve braced yourself for the attack. But like all the others, and despite every desperate thing you might do, you also succumb.”

There was a hidden meaning in his statement. “You mean die. All the past Evergorne kings died on their thirtieth birthday, and you have no way of stopping it from happening.”

He blinked.

Ah, answers. Sort of.

I wanted to ask him everything, but I had to take care with how I formed my questions. If a curse was controlling this court, it might not even want him to blink.

I didn’t want to lose Merrick. I didn’t want to lose Lorant. And that was the most bitter thing about this entire situation.

“It would be better if I didn’t care for either of you,” I said, sadness bruising my heart.

“Yet you do?”

A question, not Lorant’s usual drawling, snarly, cocky way of assuming everything. The vulnerability shadowing his eyes stunned and confused me. More facets of Lorant I wasn’t sure my heart could handle.

“I’m angry with you,” I said. “Still very angry.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when I grovel.”

Because he made me want to smile again, I smacked his arm. “Don’t tease.”

“While I do enjoy teasing you, everything I say and do contains a measure of truth.”

“Truth as you see it.”

“Truth you’d do well to pay attention to.”

“Back to the curse. Why can I mention it without ramifications? I don’t blank out, staring off into the distance, and I don’t—” I gestured to the floor where, too short a time ago, he lay, nearly dying.

“Some people travel considerable distances to reach this court.”

I paused, trying to reveal the twist in his words. “You’re saying that I can speak of the curse because I’m not from Evergorne.” Or perhaps this continent. “But we’re all fae.”

“In one way or another. As for your earlier question, please delve deeper.”

“The question about you being two separate individuals or one who has been split?”

He blinked.

I tapped my chin. “We didn’t settle that yet, did we? Let me think about how to question you.”

“Is there a difference between spice cake and butter cake?”

What an odd thing to ask. “They have separate flavors, but they’re both still cake.”

He blinked.

Confused, I tipped my head back and spoke to the ceiling. “Cake is cake. Nothing else.”

“Are you sure?”

“You’re saying that you’re both cake but with different flavors?”

He blinked.

I pondered that for a moment before speaking. “I’ve only seen you at night. Him during the day. Two flavors of cake but still the same sweet confection.”

“I believe they left the sugar out of my share of the confection.”

My laugh spurted out.

His crooked smile rose to join in with mine. “You’re clever. You hold the world in your hands, Wildfire.”

“I watched as Merrick changed into you, yet you two look different.”

“Does the moon look anything like the sun?”

“They’re both balls, one too bright to stare at.” Merrick. “And the other is eclipsed by the night.” Lorant. “I’m thinking out loud, here. You control this body at night, and Merrick’s in it during the day. Are your minds connected all that time?”

He stared down at me.

“No, then. But you can communicate, at least sometimes,” I said. “I heard Merrick talking, and I assume it was him speaking with you and then you with him after the switch.”

He blinked.

Night.

Day.

“You can only communicate during dusk and dawn?” I asked.

He leaned over and kissed me.

I reeled back before my body could melt into him, and jumped to my feet. Racing across the room, I swept my blades off the floor and spun to face him.

“I don’t recall begging for your touch, Lorant,” I snarled. “We made a deal.”

He chipped out a nod, though he grumbled. “I apologize.” Rising to his feet, he strode close enough to loom over me.

Naked.

Totally, brazenly, gloriously naked.

I stumbled backward. “Don’t kiss me again.”

He kept his predator’s pace with me and would soon pin me in a corner if I didn’t take care. “I can no more stop kissing you than I can stop breathing.”

“Clichéd sentiment, Lorant. Don’t think your dubious attempts at seduction will work on me any longer.” I kept backing away from him, brandishing my blades between us. But let’s face it, for now, I wasn’t as eager to swipe them across his throat or gouge them into his chest.

“Nothing I do is dubious,” he spat. “Everything I do has purpose.”

“So snarly.” After sheathing my daggers, I crossed my arms over my chest and glared up at him. “If you tried a little charm, you might actually make friends.”

“I don’t want friends.”

“None?”

A growl rumbled in his throat. “I can be charming.”

“Show me.”

Keeping his sultry gaze locked on mine, he bowed deeply. “Speak with me, my queen. Ask your questions, and I will answer them in the most charming way possible.”

“Blinks will do for now.”

But the longer I let all this churn through my mind, the harder it was to think of what questions to ask. There were thousands, but they were tangling together, and I couldn’t grab onto any of them long enough to spit them out.

My brain felt like it was drowning in mud. My arms and legs twitched from crawling across a freakin’ castle to get here.

There was only one way I could handle this now.

“I’m going to leave.” I met his gaze squarely. “Tell my staff that Farris and I will be away for as long as it takes.”

“As long as what takes?” His hands lifted as he stalked toward me.

Huffing, I backed into the wall. “Don’t try to follow me.”

He bellowed as I flitted from the room.
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Reyla

As expected, the cooks had left the kitchen for the evening, and I’d been here enough I more or less knew my way around. I found a relatively clean pouch in the enormous pantry, then stuffed it with dried meat and fruit, grabbing two loaves of bread from the counter, plus a packet of butter from the cold box, and a few water flasks I filled.

Another flit—thankfully, my magic was working for now—sent me to my sitting area. I packed a few more items in the bag I’d brought from the fortress, ignoring Lorant’s snarls and bangs on the outer door.

With Farris in my arms, I flitted again, this time to the road below the castle. Farris trotted beside me as I slunk into the woods on one side. I kept going, following a spindly trail that bled out before returning, only to disappear altogether. Only then did I feel I was far enough away from Evergorne Court and all its twisty secrets to think. How could I do that while Lorant, and then Merrick, worked as one to wear me down?

Standing in Lorant’s room, seeing the sadness and touch of fear in his eyes, let alone watching him smack onto the floor when he tried to tell me too much, would soon gut me. I’d drop to my knees and tell him that of course I’d stay. Give in just because my heart was breaking for them both.

If I’d stayed, I would’ve soon forgiven them whether they groveled or not. Placidly helped them solve the riddle of this curse and break it.

I still wanted to flit back and say I would do everything I could. Just please don’t die.

But pain kept stabbing through my heart. I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open.

And if nothing else, I was anything but placid.

Finally, I came across a pretty meadow with moonlight spiking down, sparkling on the dew-kissed grass, a stream trickling along one side with a pool deep enough to bathe in if I chose, and even an ancient fire ring constructed beneath the broad, low-swaying branches of a woretar tree. Smoke from the fire would curl up through the needly mesh, dissipating and hiding my location.

Perfect.

Farris settled on the grass, staring up at me, his tail flopping around.

“You enjoy camping, don’t you?” I asked, feeling suddenly free. I wouldn’t stay away long, but I needed this time, and I was going to take it.

It didn’t take long to set up a place to sleep, collect a huge pile of downed wood, and start a fire. I snuggled beneath the blankets on my cozy, improvised bed, doing my best to forget that Lorant had crafted them for me. With Farris curled up along my belly, his intent gaze scanning the woods, my eyes closed, and I dropped off to sleep.

I only woke up a few times during the night, first when Lorant roared my name from far enough away, I suspected he must be stomping along the road. He didn’t enter the woods or magic his way to me, and his roar was not repeated. Or, if it was, he’d moved past where I could hear him. The only other times I woke, I fed the fire.

When dawn gouged open the sky, bruising it in dusty pink, gold, and brittle gray etched with thick clouds, I stretched and rose onto my elbow only enough to toss more wood onto the fire. Flopped back on my blankets, I stared up at the branches overhead, letting my mind swim from one thought to another.

I still couldn’t reconcile all I’d learned from Lorant in my mind. Threading it all together into a satisfying answer seemed beyond me, but after my decent night’s sleep, I should be able to put this into some kind of order.

Lounging in bed felt great, but after a while, I needed to get up. I tossed the blankets back and rose, slinking into the woods where I took care of business while Farris did the same not far away. I splashed my face at the stream and used a wet cloth to wash a few select areas, shivering as gooseflesh pricked my skin in the cool morning air. Settling on my improvised bed beside the fire again, I combed and re-braided my hair, making sure it was neat and smooth. I may be roughing it, but there was no need for me to look equally rough.

Soon, I was munching on bread slathered with creamy butter and nibbling on dried meat and fruit, feeding Farris as well. If I knew my now-tame nyxin, he’d catch mice or a rabbit or two or three, gobbling them down with a few bites, but I’d brought enough to share.

I’d set no time limit on how long I’d be away, but I was aware that the clock’s hands kept spinning.

After putting the food away, hanging my pack from a branch of a nearby tree to keep pesky creatures from stealing, I lay back on my bed, watching the thick clouds slide by. Rain might chase me out of the woods soon.

I kept thinking. Not coming to any conclusions, but how could I?

When my ass started to ache from lying on it for so long, I got up and started pacing, striding from one end of the meadow to the other. Back and forth while my mind whirred. I was beginning to piece things together. Making the patches, one of my fortress friends might say, the one who loved making quilts in her spare time. I had a few squares ready, but no clue how I’d stitch them together.

After lunch found me flinging my blades at a dead tree that hadn’t gone punky enough to fall apart from the blows.

Two men sharing one body.

Cursed, and if they knew, they couldn’t tell me why.

Time slipping away with their death looming.

Another throw of my blade. The second. Stomping over to retrieve them only to throw them again.

When Merrick’s voice echoed in the woods, I jumped.

“Reyla. Come back. Please? I promise I’ll grovel!” His honest sweetness was as equally appealing as Lorant’s sharply clever banter, and it was all I could do not to call out and tell him where to find me.

But I hadn’t even begun to lay out my squares for that quilt, which meant I needed more time.

At least my fire had gone out and was no longer smoking to give my location away.

Finally, his calls faded. Good. The tortured hoarseness of his voice had made tears spring up in my eyes. If he’d found me, I would’ve told him that my heart was still angry, that they should’ve found some way to tell me. That I wasn’t ready to face all that—and them—quite yet.

I laid on the blankets for part of the afternoon, still running what Lorant had told me through my mind. Answers still weren’t coming fast, but I kept collecting enough scraps to start pinning them together. My mind’s craft project wasn’t much, but I suspected I’d soon have something I could hold up to show I was ready.

As night swallowed the day, leaving only darkness behind, I ate dinner with Farris. My perky fire brought me comfort, and I sat beside it, staring into the flames. They flickered, mesmerizing me, and as the wood snapped and popped, I threaded an imaginary needle and started binding squares together, adding a section or two to my quilt made of peace. It was looking good, but it still wasn’t ready to hold up and show to the world.

I wasn’t either.

With Farris snorting and snoring beside me, I slept again, waking sometime in the stark cold night to Lorant’s snarls and bellows echoing through the woods. Hearing them reminded me again of how different the two men were. Merrick had tried to lure me out with his ever-present sweetness, while Lorant would scour the area with his usual relentless fury.

The oddest thing about the entire situation was how appealing I found both parts of this person who used to be one but had been sliced in two.

The only other time I woke outside of needing to feed the fire was when Farris growled. Rising onto my elbow, I shoved hair off my face and peered around, but I saw nothing other than my furry friend glaring toward the woods.

A mouse or a rabbit? When I saw no movement, I figured it must be.

“Good boy. Keep watch.” After smoothing down his bristled fur with lots of pats and waiting until he’d settled, I flopped back onto my bed and fell back asleep.

Nothing disturbed my sleep again that night.

Come morning, I woke to rain pattering nearby, brushed away from my warm location by the overhead branches. I ate while snuggling beneath the blankets, still thinking, yet delicately adding more squares to my imaginary quilt.

More pacing, this time accompanied by raindrops, was followed by more throwing blades at the now falling apart dead tree.

When the afternoon had settled in for a short nap, I knew it was time. I hadn’t come to any major decisions, but my quilt was done, and I was ready to lift it for the world—or Lorant and Merrick to see. I gathered my things and made sure my fire had burned away to only ashes.

But when I tried to flit to my suite, my damn power failed me.

It was a long walk home with rain drizzling down my spine.

I snuck in through the back kitchen door, gliding past the staff with my head high, as if it was normal for the queen to saunter through the cooking area wearing dingy leathers and with her hair hanging around her face in saturated strands. I only paused to wish the head chef, Dulvade, a pleasant evening before taking the back stairs to my floor.

There was no slinking past Surren and my guard.

“I’m back,” I said brightly as I strode among them and swept open my door. “I’ll see you all in the morning.”

Surren lifted his hand. “But⁠—”

I shut the door before he could finish. My bag thudded on the floor when I dropped it, making my ladies jump where they sat near the fire, Moira reading. Faelith sewing, and Calista… well, it looked like she was brooding, her new, favorite pastime.

“I won’t need you tonight,” I said as Farris left me, galloping over to scamper around Faelith. “I’ll see you all in the morning?”

Calista scrambled to her feet. “Oh, I think you⁠—”

“Goodnight!” With that, I walked into my bedroom and shut the door.

After bathing and dressing in clean leathers, and with my hair freshly braided, I gathered power and warned it to behave.

After ten fucking attempts, I finally flitted to the king’s suite just in time to catch Merrick shimmering into Lorant. He stood in the middle of the room, staring into the mirror.

I did my best not to admire his ass.

“Why the fuck are you always naked?” I huffed, wishing he’d…cover that big cock. Hide it away so it wasn’t such a distraction.

“Where have you been?” He spun away from the mirror and stormed toward me, but stopped a few paces from me, his face florid, his hands clenched at his sides. “I was… We were… Where were you?”

“Somewhere safe where I could think. I specifically told you not to look for me.”

“We did not agree.”

I shrugged. “Nonetheless, I took the time I needed.”

“And?”

“I made a quilt while I was gone, and when I felt it was good enough, I came back. I have more questions.”

“A quilt.”

“Of peace.”

“A wall you plan to hold up between us, you mean?” His scowl twisted his scar.

I scowled too. “Cover yourself, please, and we can proceed.”

“I sleep naked.”

As did Merrick. Another detail I did not want to be reminded of.

“You’re not sleeping now.”

He glanced toward the bed, and while his smoldering eyes told me he was thinking about doing things on that bed that had nothing to do with rest, he wisely held back the words.

“I’ve come to a sort of decision,” I said.

His jaw twitched, but he still said nothing.

“If you want me to stay… If you want me to look into this and share all I learn with you both, then you need to respect the boundaries we’ve already set.”

“There are no boundaries with Merrick.”

“Are you actually fucking jealous of him?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to laugh or cry, though crying didn’t fix a damn thing. “You’re…” I sucked in a breath and shoved it out. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, let alone somewhat believing it. But it appears you two share a body, though it changes when each of you more or less possess it. You look different. Snarly, scarred Lorant at night, and smooth-skinned, pretty Merrick during the day. He’s truly a sweetie. Kind and thoughtful and gracious and noble and⁠—”

“That will be enough,” he barked.

I lifted my eyebrows.

His growl rang out, but the scar on his face smoothed, and he unclenched his hands at his sides.

“Merrick is all that and more,” I said. “Face it. When you split, it looks like the fates hands you shadow and ruin, while he gets the full sunlight. He’s complete. Mostly.”

“I’m full. I’m complete. Everything you, my wildfire, will ever need. You’ll tell me this one day.”

I rolled my eyes, though mostly in response to his huffy, arrogant tone that made my core melt and my pulse leap around.

“No wonder this entire court believes you’re two people,” I said. “You shift when you’re alone. Everyone inside the castle is bound by this curse, which must make them believe you’re two separate individuals.” I sucked in a shocked breath. “All the kings split.” I wasn’t sure how I knew this for a fact, but his blink confirmed it. “The curse has been passed down for generations, ultimately killing all the Evergorne kings and queens on their thirtieth birthday, plus each of you⁠—”

“All males.”

Huh. “Not one daughter?”

“Never.”

“Alright then, your father. His father. How far back does this go?”

“Since Evergorne Court was formed.” Gagging, he swallowed past the cursed mass building inside his throat.

“Use pretty statements, please. Don’t choke yourself.”

“As you’ve so kindly pointed out, Merrick is the pretty one.” He traced his fingers along his facial scar.

“You’re both devastating in your own way.”

“I am devastating. He’s…kind and thoughtful and gracious and noble and⁠—”

“I get it.” I rolled my eyes. “One of you rules the night. The other, the day. Merrick, the wise and thoughtful, kind king, as you so rightly pointed out. And Lorant, the viper and assassin, which does make you sound badass, though you’ve yet to show me anything that proves you truly are.”

“I’m deadlier than you would believe,” he drawled.

“Yeah, sure.” I scrunched my mouth before smoothing it and continued to process this out loud. “But Merrick’s father, your father…” I paused, and he blinked. Simply amazing. Not Lorant, per se, but this situation. In a cruel, insidious, incredulous way. “Your father was split into the advisor at night and the king by day.” The advisor who talked Erisandra into marrying the king, into becoming a “willing” bride.

I was drawing a blank now, so I started pacing to help myself think. No more patches needed for my quilt, though I supposed there would be no harm in adding to it.

Finally, I stopped in front of him, doing all I could to keep my eyes on his and not let them wander down his—still—naked form. His cock was big. Thick. Semi-aroused.

Do not look at his cock.

I dragged my gaze back to his face, ignoring his smirk, because he knew exactly where I’d been looking. “You only talk to each other at dawn and dusk. And both of you have been trying to seduce me.”

“You’re my wife.”

“I married Merrick.”

He just grinned.

“I didn’t marry you,” I huffed.

“We stood on that ship, speaking our vows to each other.”

“Proxy, Lorant. By proxy. You signed his name.”

“Nothing is real and everything is.”

Yeah, try to figure that out. “I’d complain about how vague that statement is if we weren’t making a bit of progress here. Regardless, I married Merrick, not you.”

He lifted his arm, showing the mating mark, the match to mine I’d spent weeks trying to deny. “I believe you’ll find someone else has this mark as well.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t seen anything like that on Merrick’s wrist.”

“Magic works in wonderful ways. It’s in your best interest that it remains hidden.”

“How is it possible for someone to be the fated mate of two men?” The fates didn’t work that way as far as I knew.

“Cake, Wildfire.”

I thought about it for a second. “I’m the fated mate of two pieces of cake?”

“Not two individual pieces but the entire cake.”

“So, as far as the cake plate’s concerned, you’re the same person. You’re a weave of fabric that has unraveled, a part splitting in one direction⁠—”

“Taking all the dark green.”

Ah, yes. “And the other half taking the lighter green.”

“You’re amazing,” he breathed.

“Groveling. Haven’t seen nearly enough of that yet, Lorant.”

He bowed deeply. “I…” His voice lowered to a husky rasp. “You don’t know how hard the last nights have been. The days for…” He swallowed. “Please know that I look forward to groveling.”

Time would tell about that. “You hid the fact that I’m the fated mate to two men who are actually one.” It was all I could do to unscramble this in my mind. “Because someone has been trying to kill me. And kill you. You’d think knowing you’ll die in a few short weeks would be enough for whoever’s trying to fling me into a quick grave, assuming the same person is responsible for all this.”

“Power can be used for good or evil.”

“Evil in this case.” The fates would never do anything this convoluted to one family in particular. “Do you think one person is responsible?”

He blinked.

“But it’s been years and years.”

“I’ve warned you to stay away from one particular kind of magic-wielder.”

“A wizard,” I hissed.

“Some say they can live forever.”

“Everyone can die.”

“Can they? They weave dark schemes with cunning minds and hearts steeped in malice.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “To sustain them, I suppose.”

“My assumption is that they’re trying to kill me to keep me from figuring this out.” My heart flipped over. “No, they’re terrified I’ll break the curse.”

He blinked at least five times.

This sounded like something straight out of the books I’d adored reading back at the fortress. I eased around him, trying not to gape at his ass that was as nice as Merrick’s. Tight. Muscular. With those cute little dimples at the top of each cheek. And his back…

Stop staring at his back!

Once I’d put distance between us, I turned to face him. “I came back to see this through.”

“How thoughtful of you,” he purred, prowling toward me, stopping close enough I could catch the heady scent of his warm skin. “Only a short wait left for time to inevitably claim what’s due.”

“That’s mean, Lorant.”

“Such is my weave.”

Night. Day. Yeah, I got it. I sent him a scowl. “I was angry. Justifiably furious, I’ll point out. It’s natural for someone feeling that way to say things they might regret.”

“You left me.”

If he didn’t sound so desolate about it, I’d snarl. Instead, I bit my lips together.

His head tilted, and he watched my face. “Do you regret telling me that you hate me, that you couldn’t wait for me to die?”

Yes. But I didn’t dare speak the word.

“Back to me staying here,” I said instead. “Do you know more about the curse than what we’ve spoken of so far?”

“Life is too often one tragedy after another with no way of knowing what might happen next.”

“No, then. But there must be more.” I’d read enough books to know there was always more. “Merrick mentioned doing research, and I’m going to assume he meant into this curse.”

Lorant blinked.

“I offered to help him, which I’ll do, naturally.” My tension was bleeding away. My eyeballs ached and spent energy had exhausted me. I felt like I’d slept, but how could I with one eye half open, and my ears tuned for sounds in the woods?

I stifled a yawn. A good night’s sleep in my bed would improve this situation. “I’m not sure what I should ask next.”

“Thinking things through can bring people to certain conclusions. Some might lead in the right direction, while others could send that person astray. I am, however, grateful that you’ve committed to staying. To not running away.”

“I didn’t run.” Not exactly. “I came back and quicker than many would’ve done in my place.”

He dipped his head forward, acknowledging my words. “I’m also grateful that you’ll give this a chance.”

Despite how upset I was with them both, my heart still kept tugging me in their direction. It wasn’t fair, but what in life ever was?

“Were you two playing a game with me?” My devastation and hurt creaked through my words, exposing the ragged seams in my quilt.

“I told you I’ve wanted you from the moment I first saw you. Unequivocally. Desperately. That is unchanged.”

“What about Merrick?”

“Doubt is a poisonous thing. Don’t allow it to cloud your thoughts.”

“You’re saying that Merrick wants me as well? Unequivocally. Desperately?”

He blinked hard.

I wasn’t sure why knowing that made my pulse sing. I’d gone from raging, from being determined to kill him—them—to sort-of-but-not-really running away, to… Well, I wasn’t sure what this new feeling was.

“This has never been a game for us,” he said.

“No, it’s a curse I’m now part of as well.”

“You’re my wife.”

“Saying it over and over again doesn’t make it true.”

“Your denial doesn’t negate the fact, either.” His probing gaze met mine.

“I’m thankful you were willing.”

Wait, willing? “I was a willing bride. That was part of the specific criteria. Are you saying that only a willing, high fae bride can break the curse?”

He blinked, and that crooked smile…

I wished he’d stop looking at me like that. The pride in his eyes made my knees melt, and I couldn’t allow that to happen. But his smile made me want to press myself against him. Tell him I wanted…

Fuck, I didn’t want to “consummate” my marriage with both of them, did I?

“I’m not fucking you or Merrick,” I said firmly.

“Perchance, you’ll change your mind.”

“And perchance, I won’t.”

He started pacing, a me thing, and I wasn’t sure what I thought about that either. I didn’t like having anything in common with either of them. “I’m asking you to work with me each night. Once you’ve mastered manipulating shadows, we’ll see if we can tease out some ability with nullification.”

I lifted and lit my finger. “Don’t forget about my spicy lightning.”

“How could I?” he drawled, stopping and watching me. Always watching. “During the day, you’ll be with…” His lips tightened.

“You can’t even say his name?”

“On occasion, but pain has a way of creeping up on a person at the most inconvenient times.”

“You’re good at this, Lorant. Very good. I’m surprised you haven’t been able to end this curse yourself.”

“Willing, Reyla. Remember that detail.”

“I’m the only one who can break the curse,” I said, still awed by that fact.

He dipped forward in a deep bow. “I’m sure your creative side will soon play a role in your position here inside the castle.”

As queen. I’d forgotten all about that. They must be wondering where I was.

“I’ll work with you at night and lounge around with Merrick during the day.”

His growl rumbled through his chest.

“You’re the same cake. That means you shouldn’t care if I’m with him, and it shouldn’t matter to him if I’m with you.”

“I will try to restrain my…irritation.”

“Snarly asshole demeanor, Lorant. That’s what it is. You missed out on all the good stuff. Let’s make that plain.”

His laugh burst out, and damn, he was even more appealing when he was happy. “Beg, Wildfire, and you’ll soon discover all the good stuff I have to offer.”

“No seduction, Lorant. Remember?”

“I didn’t agree to that. I told you I wouldn’t touch you until you begged.” His eyes gleamed with cunning. “You’ll be begging before the week is through.”

“Only when frost kisses the fire’s lips.” I eased around him, aiming for the door. “Tomorrow’s soon enough to see either of you again. I need more time to think, but I’ll remain in my suite. Please leave me alone at least for the rest of the night.”

His sigh rang out.

I understood why he would grumble. He wouldn’t be able to speak with me during daylight hours.

Time was ticking away, and my task felt insurmountable. But I was exhausted. Worn out from camping in the woods. Each sound at night… And my emotions kept lashing through me. “I’ll walk back to my room.” Better than being embarrassed if my flit didn’t work.

“Don’t do anything foolish.”

He meant like running again, and that burned, though he was right to name it.

I stopped with my hand on the doorknob. “I’d say marrying was my first foolish mistake. Coming here and allowing myself to be crowned was my second. Let’s hope that me looking into this isn’t my last.”

Chills ripped through me, but I shook them off. The fates loved to manipulate us, but I doubted they were paying much attention to the situation here at Evergorne.

A wrenching sound snapped through the quiet of the room.

The floor seemed to jerk beneath me, rattling loose a tremor that vibrated up through my boots. My hand shot out, slapping against the wall to hold my balance as icy whispers sliced through the air.

Something was angry.

“Lorant?” I whirled around.

He still stood in the middle of the room, peering around with every muscle in his body coiled tight. The scar on his face seemed fiercer in the candlelight, a mask carved from gloom and warning. His eyes darted beyond me, scanning the corners of the room with a sharpness that made needles prick across my skin.

The lights guttered, quivering as if a great breath had swept through the room. But I felt no breeze. Things slid along the edges of the ceiling like living creatures, shivering and pooling together, darkening with every beat of my heart.

“Enough!” Lorant lashed out, rushing toward me.

The shadows surged faster, rippling across the tops of the walls like liquid ink. Frosty, cloying tendrils pressing down on my senses, trying to slither into my mind and seize control.

Something thick charged through the room, making my scalp burn. My breath caught, and I reached for power, summoning a single flicker of lightning on my fingertip. But instead of the satisfying crackle of energy snapping, waiting, my magic surged from the tip. It wavered, spiraling out of control. Whatever was inside the room with us latched onto it, twisting my magic into something wild before striking it back at me.

The bolt whipped through the air, searing toward my throat.

“Reyla,” Lorant barked, latching onto me and taking me to the floor. He rolled, coming up to stand over me, facing the threat. Power surged around him, and he snapped it out with one hand. The impact sent shockwaves through the room.

While the wind beat around us, I leaped to my feet, my blades hot in my hands.

Another torrent wrenched through the room, making my hair whip, smacking it against my face.

Then the wind extinguished. My hair whooshed down to land on my shoulders. Lorant lowered his hands to his sides.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked.

He turned and looked me over. “Were you hurt?”

I looked down as if I’d find slashes all over my body, but nothing had touched me. He’d stood in front of me to take whatever blow might be coming. “I'm fine. What was that?”

He gave a little jerk of his head and made a slicing motion across his throat.

“The wizard?”

He blinked.

“Why are they doing this to us?” I snapped.

One eyebrow lifted. “Us?”

Leave it to him to pluck that out of my question. “You. Him. You know what I mean.”

“Yes. I do,” he said, his usual cockiness restored. “We are facing this together.”

Self-preservation confirmed he was right, but there was more inside me than my need to survive.

“Are you alright?” I asked him.

“I’m unharmed.” His lips quirked up on one side. “Perhaps you’ve decided to stay here with me instead of leaving?”

“I’m out the door already.”

“A pity.”

I sighed. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do about you. Him.” There was no hiding the creak in my voice. “I’ll let you know when I figure that out.”

As I left, he didn’t speak, though I was sure we were thinking the same thing.

There wasn’t much time.
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Merrick

Amber fingers of dawn stretched across the sky, staining the wall opposite the windows and highlighting the portrait of a younger me hanging there.

For now, I could only see it through the mirror, of course, but I didn’t need to study the painting to know how the brush strokes revealed my dark brown hair, my scarred face with its tight jawline, and my light-green eyes.

Lorant and I shared the same build, though his body bore many more scars, as if the fates had decided this was the night’s way of paying for the choice our cursed, distant male relative had made.

The night wore its pain for the world to see, while the day carried its wounds behind a façade and in silence.

“That was it,” Lorant grumbled, drawing my attention back to him standing in the king’s suite, staring into the mirror. “She left after that, but I checked. She didn’t flee the castle again. I followed her to her room⁠—”

“Seen or unseen?”

His mouth coiled up on one corner before smoothing. “I suspected she might not like me following her, so I trailed her unseen.”

“You checked the outer wall.”

“I watched her windows from the roof for a long time after.”

“Good. She might’ve flitted.”

“I don’t believe she did. Not again.”

Thank the fates she was willing to give us another chance.

We spoke quickly. There was never enough time and too much to discuss.

He updated me about their latest conversation.

“It could’ve gone worse.” I shrugged off the bleakness creeping across my soul. We were close, and we would get where we needed to be. I was determined to believe that and do all I could to make it happen. “You did well.”

“I’m not sure I agree with that.”

“She came back. She didn’t kill you.”

“I’m sure she may still wish she had,” he drawled.

I scoffed. “That’s not her way.”

“I see a side of her you do not.”

“Because you’re snarly while I’m sweet.”

We both laughed, and it felt good. The hope she’d sparked when I met her poked its head above the ground again, but I did what I could to suppress the excited, confident feeling. There was still more to do and too many variables to predict to allow myself to bask in a feeling like that.

“We can do it,” I said, giving into optimism for this moment alone, because without the belief we could fix this, how could I go on?

“We’ll see.” His gaze shot to the window where dawn’s light continued to grow on the horizon before snapping back to the mirror where…

…Lorant’s body roared through the contortion we’d endured each dawn and dusk for a very long time. So it had been for my father, his father before him, and all the Evergorne kings since cursed King Aricor built this castle.

This much, I’d discovered. Knowing didn’t fix anything, but the tiny details had to mean something.

I’d build on the information with Reyla.

As the last of the change blazed its trail through me, a shudder rippled across my flesh.

Now Lorant was gone. Now I stared into the mirror.

Turning away, I went to the bathing area to prepare for the day, emerging sometime later fully dressed.

I left my suite and walked down the hall to speak with my wife, the woman I loved.

The woman who might be able to save me.
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Reyla

“Reyla?” Merrick’s voice lilted through my sitting area.

My pulse jumped, and I scowled at the door from where I sat on the sofa with Farris snoozing by my side. A fire crackled in the hearth, and the room had felt cozy.

Until Merrick came tapping on the door.

As dawn had crested the sky, I’d gotten up, bathed, and dressed in a tunic and pants, then slunk out of the bedroom to sink down onto the sofa.

My eyes burned from another poor night of sleep. And my heart burned with feelings for both Lorant and Merrick I still couldn’t define. Two men sharing the same body. Two separate individuals who should actually be one. Why? A “curse” was not enough of an answer.

I was going to dig into this until I exposed it all.

“Reyla?” Merrick’s voice echoed again from the hallway.

At my call and only then, Surren would grant him entrance to my suite, and I liked that in this, my guard’s loyalty belonged to me. Not that I worried Merrick would harm me, but I needed a place where I could be alone, without anyone disturbing me if I didn’t want to give them access.

Farris bounded over to me, his fluffy gray tail spiraling, his lips stretched back in a nyxin grin around his ball. He dropped it at my feet. There wasn’t much room here for him to play. I or Faelith would need to take him outside, but with rain drizzling down, coating the windows and the world in tears, I wasn’t quite ready to brave it or make Faelith do it for me. He’d have to go outside for other reasons soon, but that wouldn’t take long.

“Pretty little bride?” Merrick growled.

That silly nickname should make me growl right back at him. Instead, it made my skin overheat and my body⁠—

I didn’t want to think about what both men did to my body.

“Come in,” I said, tossing the ball across the room. Farris bounded after it as the door to the hall opened and Merrick stepped inside, his gaze locking on me.

The reservation I found in his eyes actually reassured me.

“My queen?” Lord Briscalar called out from behind him. “If you have a moment?”

“Not now…please.”

He sighed. “Very well. I’ll discuss this with you later?”

“Alright.”

Merrick glanced over his shoulder, taking in my ladies hovering in the open doorway. “I’d like time alone with my queen.” He closed the door and advanced toward me like a stag stalking a doe in heat.

Fuck, now there was a thought I had to shove aside quickly. But he was still Merrick. Lorant was still Lorant. And I appeared to be as enthralled with them now as I had been before I discovered they were the same person, split but still sharing a body.

Farris scampered over with the ball in his mouth and dropped it on my lap. Picking it up, I grimaced at its wetness and held it overhead while Farris leaped about, trying to take it from me.

“You know that nickname is creepy.” I kept my voice light. If nothing else, I couldn’t bear to hurt Merrick. Neither of them, actually. This curse was torturing them both already.

Nudging Farris to the side, Merrick stepped in front of me, the warmth of his body coasting down across mine. My simple clothing was not enough barrier between me and this too-appealing man.

“I assume you’re referring to pretty little bride,” he said with that sweet nature that I used to adore. “Do you find Wildfire creepy as well?” Leaning close, he stroked his knuckles down my cheek.

I thrust the spitty ball between us. “Want to fetch?”

His laugh snorted out. “If it results in a reward from you, then yes.”

This guy was too appealing. I slid across the sofa, out of his reach. “Wildfire feels better now that I know.”

His eyes darkening, he nodded.

Rising, I tossed the ball into the bedroom, and Farris bolted after it. “I decided I’m not as eager to kill you or him or whoever you are⁠—”

“I’m me. Merrick. Your husband. And you are my wife.”

As I eased further away from him, he continued to stalk me.

Until I pulled a blade from the sheath at my side and slashed it through the air between us. “Stay back so I can…” Naming how easily he could make me fall apart would not suit my best interests at this time.

“So you can think?” he rasped. “Breathe? Keep from wrapping your arms and legs around me and begging me to claim your mouth with my own before I trail my lips down your body to other, equally intriguing areas?”

“I don’t know who you are anymore,” I growled, only lowering my voice to keep those in the hall from overhearing. Although, did it really matter? The curse would just steal what I said from their minds with one blink. “I told him I’m stepping back from you both until I figure this out.”

“Don’t take too long.”

“And don’t play on my sympathy because of the curse.”

“Do you feel sympathetic? I hope so.”

“I imagine you hope for more than sympathy from your willing, pretty little bride.”

He jerked out a nod.

“Sit.” I pointed to the sofa as Farris bounded back into the room with his ball. “We’re going to talk.”

Since he complied, I walked over to stand in front of the fireplace, warming my back against the flames and piercing my “husband” with my eyes. “You’re you but you’re also him.”

I still couldn’t quite believe it.

His eyebrows lifted.

“As with Lorant, will you blink if I ask a question and the answer is yes?”

His eyelids dipped down before they widened again, revealing his eyes that watched me like a predator deciding how much of its tasty prey to consume with one bite. “Some locations may be better than others. Let’s…” He peered around. “Go dress in your leathers, and we’ll talk in the training room. It’s much easier to ward.”

“You’re suggesting this room is less secure? I sleep here.”

“It hasn’t always been your room.”

Only recently. Before that, it had been occupied by the queen mother. Erisandra seemed to feel she could stroll in whenever she pleased. And who knows what spell she might’ve left behind.

“If I go with you, there’ll be no tricky stuff,” I said with a scowl.

The damn man smiled.

Farris plopped his furry little ass in front of me and dropped the ball onto my feet. I gave him pats before striding over to the door and opening it.

Calista nearly fell inside, verifying Merrick’s assumption.

“Standing a bit close, weren’t you?” I asked, though politely. “Surely you weren’t snooping?”

Her cheeks blazed bright pink. “I’d never.”

I wasn’t sure about that. My gaze sought Faelith, who stood nearby. “Could you take Farris out to play? I know it’s raining, but he needs to run.”

“I don’t mind one bit, my queen.” Faelith shot a bright smile at her fiancé, Surren’s way.

“Take Surren with you to make sure Farris and Faelith remain safe.” They’d be safe no matter what, but this would give her and Surren some time alone.

“Of course, my queen.”

She hurried across the room to collect the nyxin’s collar and leash.

“I’m going to the training room with Merrick,” I announced to those in the hall.

“I’ll help you change.” Calista eased past me into the sitting room with her daughter, Moira, right behind.

“I can change my clothing myself,” I pointed out.

“I’m happy to help her,” Merrick added, the ass.

No, the ass was supposed to be Lorant. Who was also Merrick.

My mind was spinning from this already.

While Faelith left with Farris and Surren, I let Calista and Moira help me change. That kept Merrick from following me into the bedroom.

After, we strode down the hall, guards clustering around us in a protective formation. Rain lashed against the high windows, the sound distant and throbbing. The air felt charged, not unlike the moment before a lightning strike—tingling, close, and heavy with unspoken tension. My boots thudded against the floor in rhythm with Merrick’s steps.

He glanced down at me, his expression an unreadable mask. At any other time, I might have admired his restraint, his ability to hold steady even in uncertainty, but now it grated on my nerves.

The thought was cut short as a blast of heat swept through the hall, so hot it made it hard to suck in a breath. I paused mid-step, hairs prickling on the back of my neck.

Merrick’s gaze darted around. “Reyla⁠—”

Another burst of air rippled through the hallway, a pulse of overpowering wrongness that stole what was left of my calm. Magic crackled at the edges of my senses, coiling like a serpent ready to strike. My stomach lurched as if the floor was tilting, though my feet remained steady on the stone.

“What’s going on?” I whispered, my voice barely audible over the whip of thunder outside. A crack and boom was followed by a blaze of lightning.

I sensed Merrick's power rippling around us, warding us—but from what?

Ahead of us, a blade ripped free from one of the guard’s scabbards, slicing through the leather. As scraps tumbled down his leg, the guard yelped.

Freed, the dagger jerked up and whipped around in the air, the pointy end aiming my way.

Fuck, not again.

With a hiss, the blade shot toward me in a streak of silver, aimed directly for my heart.

“Reyla!” Merrick’s bellow jerked through the hall. He latched onto me and swept me behind him. A rush of energy roared out from him and a wall of shimmering air rose between us, deflecting the dagger. It clanged as it ricocheted off the wall and clattered to the floor.

“By the fates,” the guard stuttered, his voice tight with fear and shame. He rushed over and collected the fallen blade, staring down at it. “I—I didn’t. It⁠—”

“It wasn’t you,” Merrick snapped. His emerald eyes scanned the hall, rage smoldering in their depths. When his face smoothed, he nodded curtly at the guard. “We’ll continue.”

“But—”

“We’re continuing to the training room,” he bit out.

“Very well, Sire.” The guard cast a wary glance at the others, then spun.

We kept going. I knew better than to ask questions where anyone—or any thing—could hear. But this was all adding up in both a bad and a good way.

Good because I was still alive, and I must be making progress.

Bad because a wizard was determined to make sure I didn’t break the curse.
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Reyla

It didn’t take long to reach the training room, and we went inside.

Merrick braced the door partway open, speaking to those in the hall. “Surround the room. Don’t allow anyone to enter. Host wards and keep a tight watch.” He closed the panel and turned to lean against it, his hand flicking out. I could feel his own personal ward descend around us.

Another.

A third.

He kept adding them until I doubted even the fates themselves could batter their way inside.

“That should make things secure now,” he said.

“Until we leave the room.”

“I’m thinking of ways to handle this moving forward already. Trust me?”

I jerked out a nod.

His posture loosened, and he sent me a sly smile as his eyes glided down my frame. “That outfit does nothing for you.”

“I’m not taking it off.”

“A shame.”

I huffed. “You once said you loved how my ass looked in leather.”

“You make the outfit, not the other way around.” Bumping off the door, he strode over to stand directly in front of me.

“What happened in the hall?”

When he only stared at me, I realized I hadn’t phrased it correctly.

“The wizard who placed the curse knows what I’ve discovered,” I said.

He blinked.

“And they’re going to make sure I don’t make any further progress.”

“You’ve been clever right from the start.”

“They’re not going to give up.”

“Would you?”

“I wouldn’t do anything like this to someone. More than one person, actually; every generation of one family. Hence my need to learn as much as I can quickly, rip through the curse, and kill whoever crafted it.”

“I adore how ruthless you are. Go ahead. Ask your questions.” His eyes smoldered. “Unless you’d like to engage in a different sort of play.”

I flitted to the other side of the room, savoring the way he raked his fingers through his hair and grumbled. “We’re only here for questions, Merrick. We will do nothing else.”

“For now.”

“I’m not going to argue with you about this. I’m not going to plead.”

“Though you might beg Lorant.” His lips twisted and the skin around his eyes tightened. “Oh, yes, you call him Lore.”

“I’m calling him Lorant now. I’m not sure why.”

For whatever reason, that sucked the air from his windram, so to speak. He blinked, staring at me. “Good.”

I tilted my head, watching his face. “Why good?”

“Reasons.”

Was it worth incorporating his “reasons” into my next question?

He dipped forward in a bow. “Will you allow for training at the same time?”

“I haven’t warmed up yet.”

“I’d be happy to warm you.”

“Stay where you are,” I growled. My emotions kept flipping around inside me. Despite all this, it was hard to dismiss how much I liked Merrick. Too much. I’d been close to loving him, and you couldn’t shut that off because you were angry. Especially when they’d had a valid reason for withholding information.

As for Lorant…

I wasn’t going to think about snarly night guy.

“Alright,” I said.

After we’d warmed up and eased through a series of moves, he strode over to the wall and selected two blades.

“I noted you’re ambidextrous.” He returned to the middle of the room, facing me.

“I wasn’t born that way but developing the skill paid off.” I pulled my own blades, the ones he’d given me, and advanced up to him, keeping enough distance between us to watch his face, his body. Study his moves. He was overdressed in his own leathers, but nothing would drag the taunt from my mouth.

Seeing him in any way, shape, or form made my skin quiver with need.

His lips curled up. “I like that I unsettle you, Wildfire.”

“I’m not committing to anything, especially when it relates to that. Fight. Answer my questions, please.” I needed to maintain some sort of control or I’d fall apart. Or take him up on his offer to climb his body. Kiss him. Drag him down to a mat and drive this heat between us to what I’d ached for last night. What little control I had over the tattered bits of my heart appeared to be fluttering in a wind determined to latch onto them and carry them away.

“I’ll be as honest as I can,” he said.

I hadn’t only gnashed my teeth for most of the night, I’d also thought about what I could ask and how I could phrase my questions. “You said you and Lorant share everything.” Odd how night guy was no longer Lore in my mind, though I wasn’t sure why.

I’d been scorched by the realization that if I was forced to pick between the two of them, I would not be able to decide. I’d wavered and gone to Merrick, but now that I knew they were the same person, I would not waver again.

Merrick blinked.

A dangerous calm rippled through his body. I adjusted my stance, knees loose, blades at the ready in my hands. This wasn’t the first time we’d sparred, but every time felt as if we were learning something new about each other. Today I was determined to discover it all.

“Hopefully you two don’t discuss intimate things.” How mortifying that would be.

A blood vessel ticked in his temple, and his lips thinned. “I don’t like to think of my wife with someone else, let alone hear about it from another male’s mouth.”

“Then don’t ask.”

He gave me a curt nod.

“You talk to each other, though not for long,” I said.

“The slice between day and night is much too thin.” His statement reminded me to keep this to yes-no questions. “Don’t dwell too long on my…facets. I’m a complex person. The fates know I’ve tried not to think about what happens when I’m unavailable. I focus on your time with me.” His lips quirked up, and his eyes gleamed with heat. “I hope you think about those particular moments as often as I do.”

“Keep this on topic, Merrick,” I said in a stern voice that I hoped didn’t betray the flames spiraling through me. This man ignited a craving inside me I didn’t know how to control.

He stepped forward on his toes, the movement precise. My heart jumped in a way it had no right to. I didn’t let him see it, though. He hadn’t earned that satisfaction, even if I couldn’t ignore the way his body flowed like water. This man made everything seem effortless. And he was much too confident about his ability to manipulate everything—including me.

He lunged, leading with his right blade. I blocked, the clang of steel-on-steel ringing in the room. A satisfying vibration shot up my arm. His second blade sliced toward my side, and I twisted, narrowly avoiding its edge as I pivoted out of reach. My boots scraped against the floor.

“Perfectly done, as always,” he said, circling me. His green eyes tracked my every move, gleaming with sharp cunning, but there was something else there too, something that made my skin feel too tight. “But not good enough.”

“Have you two been like this all your life?”

He held eye contact without blinking.

“You were split into Lorant and Merrick, snarly night guy and sweet, adorable day guy who⁠—”

“You find me sweet and adorable.”

Way to feed his ego. Thanks, Reyla.

He surged toward me, the edges of his blades gleaming in the light. This time, I stepped into him instead of away, parrying his strike with one blade while delivering an uppercut with the hilt toward his chin with the other. He tipped his body enough that I missed, though the steel might've shaved a few hairs off his pretty neck.

“If you haven’t always been like this,” I said, not panting, not yet. “You must’ve split at some time in your life.”

“He is snarly, isn’t he?” The satisfied grin he shot me made flames curl around my spine and dip lower.

“We’re here for me to ask questions and you to answer them.”

“A shame.” His voice dropped lower, wrapping around me as if he planned to encase me in his charm. Our blades clashed together overhead. A faint grunt escaped his lips as he leaned closer, forcing his strength against mine to make me relent and back away. “But predictable.”

“Return to my question.” I needed to keep this on track.

“Puberty can do odd things to a person, am I right?” His penetrating gaze met mine.

I whipped my hands together, breaking his hold, and whirled around, trying to gouge toward his side.

He quickly sidestepped and lashed out at my right flank.

A dart to the left saved most of my leathers. He was slowly cutting away bits of my tunic, but I would not allow him to slice all the way through. “You split in your teen years.”

He blinked. “My father died when I was ten⁠—”

“And him thirty. I’m sorry. You were a child, and no one that young should have to take on the responsibility of a kingdom. You should’ve had many years to prepare for something like that. What were you, fifteen?”

He held my gaze steady.

“Sixteen?” Once I reached the top, I’d work my way backward. “Seventeen?”

He blinked and thrust his right blade toward me. “Things have a way of catching up with a man.” I didn’t miss the way his breath brushed against the side of my face, warm and infuriatingly steady while I was beginning to pant. As I twirled away, I kept my eyes locked on his. I also hated how clearly unrattled he looked. Composed. Controlled. A smirk shadowed his mouth, as if this wasn’t a fight at all but a game he was enjoying far too much.

And I was losing both battles. It wasn’t easy to think, talk, and fight at the same time.

I was also too aware of how powerful his body felt against mine, of the heat radiating from him in waves, of his scent—clean with a hint of evergreen, plus something richer, something uniquely his own. I jerked back, spinning out of his reach, trying to untangle my thoughts along with the move.

As I backed away to catch my breath and regroup, he followed, stalked me. “A father’s advice is not always welcome, but it often contains details that can make a difference in his son’s life. I was wise to listen and hold his words close to my heart.”

“Your father shared what he knew.”

Merrick blinked, his blades poised to strike at any moment. A muscle in his right thigh twitched, and he came at me fast, slashing his blades in a lethal scissor motion. Instinct took over. I ducked low, feeling the draft of his weapons split the air over my head as I swiveled beneath them.

I tumbled forward and rolled, coming up on his left side, unleashing a quick series of strikes, making him step back as he twisted and blocked each one. He gave no smirk this time, no witty comment. Just the quick, efficient movement of his blades as he matched blow for blow, pouring cunning into every swing.

“Have you discovered much?” I grunted while slashing and dodging the attack he suddenly hosted on me. “You mentioned doing research.”

“Information can take years to unveil, correct?”

“Almost thirteen years. I’m sorry you haven’t learned it all.”

He sighed.

“I think your mother might’ve slept with your father’s advisor, who was your equivalent of Lorant.” I kept my voice steady despite our blades blurring between us. The ring of steel filled the room like a song neither of us wanted to end. “She suggested you might not be the king’s son but the advisor’s instead.”

“You've been busy.”

“That's me, always digging my fingers into everyone else's soil.”

“My mother is sorely misguided. She… Her guilt consumes her, though there’s clearly no cause.” Our blades clashed together overhead.

“In her heart, there is. She must feel she cheated.”

“She does. I love my mother, but even I’ll agree she doesn’t have much of a heart. Not recently, anyway.”

“She has enough heart to embrace you.”

“So far,” he said. “I’ve tried to ease her dismay as much as I could, but we, of course, cannot discuss the more intimate details.”

“Because you’re prevented from stating that when she slept with the advisor, she was actually with your father.”

“I am my father’s son. There’s no doubt about that.”

I could only bark out a pained laugh and slash upward with my left blade to block his series of furious blows. “She thinks if you die without an heir, she’ll be able to snatch the crown off my head and place it on her own.”

He jerked to the side, though I sliced off the tip of his tunic, leaving a patch of his smooth skin on his left flank exposed. “Irony can twist through every generation.”

One after another, each dying much too young.

Finding out why might lead me to a way to break the curse.

My movements slowed. While I enjoyed sparring, particularly with Merrick, a feeling of doom hung over everything we said, and that in itself was exhausting.

However, I couldn’t avoid speaking of this any longer. “Your thirtieth birthday will be here soon.”

He faltered but for only a second before his chin lifted and he met my gaze. “Five weeks and one day.”

“That’s not enough time.”

“We’d better make sure each moment counts.” His eyes sharpened, and he lunged, the edge of his right weapon flashing toward me.

I blocked, driving my left blade upward and angling my body away from the second strike I knew was coming. “Yes, no more games.”

It didn’t help that sparring with him always felt layered with everything else—unspoken words, unresolved emotions. Each strike we exchanged felt heavier than it should have, the clash of steel ringing louder, sharper, in my ears.

But at my words, his rhythm broke. I noticed it when his right blade dipped too far to the side. For a heartbeat, I told myself it was a natural slip, that Merrick was shaken by all of this. By me, by what we’d learned together, by the mess of secrets I’d exposed.

To my complete shock, he dropped one of his blades. It clattered on the floor beside us.

While I froze, processing the sound, his other blade followed. Silence stretched long and thin after, shrill enough to cut.

“What are you doing?” I breathed, my grip tightening around my own blades as my body instinctively adjusted for what must be a trick.

“I’m yours,” he said simply, his voice steady. His green eyes lightened to spring grass, the intensity there shifting to something solemn. He slid one step back, then another, lifting his hands empty and open in front of him. “This has never been a game, Reyla. Never been a way to manipulate you. I’ll work with you every day, right up until…” He shook his head, his thick, tousled hair fluttering across his shoulders. “No more fighting today.”

I sensed a double meaning in his words. Suspicious, I blinked at him. “No slick moves intending to force me to capitulate to whatever your latest whim might be?”

“No.” His arms dropped to his sides, leaving the path to his chest frighteningly, maddeningly clear. “I tease…too much.”

“You do.” Most of the time, I liked it, even when it sparked things inside me I wasn’t ready to feel.

“I’m yours to do with as you wish,” he said. “Lift your blades, wife, and come at me if that’s what you need. Hit me. Slice me. I can take anything but you hating me.”

“Merrick—”

“When you’re finished being angry, if you still care…” He stepped forward, into my space. “I’ll be here, waiting. Always. For you.”

I stumbled backward.

His jaw muscles tightened, and I expected him to follow. For him to challenge me, physically if not verbally.

Instead, his shoulders lowered, and his gaze dropped before returning to meet mine. So much desolation there. Vulnerability, too. His voice cratered, and he gestured to my blades. “If you feel you deserve justice, then take it from my body. I’ll stand in place and let you take vengeance for the pain I’ve caused.”

“Stop it.” A band wrapped around my throat, choking off my wind. “I’m not looking for a grand gesture of sacrifice, Merrick.”

His head tilted, and he kept watching. Waiting for me to do something that I suspected would rip me apart. “What do you want, then?”

“I don’t know.” My voice came out small, as equally vulnerable as his. “I have a right to be mad at both of you.”

“You do.”

“And I also have a right to feel sad.” I’d allowed myself to start dreaming again, and now I was mourning the loss of something I might’ve never had.

“Sadness is a strength.”

I lifted my eyebrows, but didn’t speak, waiting for him to explain.

“I’ve been gouged wide open and sadness has only deepened the wound. For too long, I let it shape me, define everything I couldn't be. But then I realized that it wasn't the sadness itself that held power, it was what I did with it. I had to use it to sharpen my resolve, to remind me of what I was fighting for. That sadness is still there; it's not something you can truly ever shove away. But I learned to let it walk with me, not take the lead. Otherwise, it might've devoured me whole.”

How could I hold on to anything but the sweet start of love when he said something like that?

“I’m here,” he said, tapping the center of his chest. “I always will be.” His hands splayed apart farther. “If this is what it takes, if this is how you need to work through what I’ve done, I’m not going to stop you.”

“But… You had no control over what happened.” It wasn’t hard to see that now.

He blinked but remained stationary, wide open to wherever my anger might take me. “I need your trust. Ache for it, actually. But all I have to offer in exchange is me.”

My arms felt heavier with each pulse of my heart. I almost hated him for standing there. For waiting. For putting the next move in my hands.

I stepped over to him and placed the tip of one blade against the smooth plane of his chest.

He did not move.

“What are you doing?” I hissed, my hand shaking badly enough I almost sliced through the leather protecting his skin.

“What I should’ve done from the start. You deserve better than me. There’s no denying that. If you want it, my life is yours. End it now and you can walk away.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” I barked out, tears I didn’t have the right to shed tightening in my throat. “After all this, why do you still make me care?”

“I don’t want to twist your emotions or make you do anything that doesn’t come from your heart.” His voice trembled, and hearing that shake was enough to break something inside me when nothing else ever could.

I wanted to throw my blades to the floor and storm from the room. Stop looking at his empty hands, his chest vulnerable and exposed. Stop thinking about how close I came to slicing through whatever we’d started to build together.

I needed to hate him.

But even now, I couldn’t.

I dropped my blades, dropped my mental guards, and damn me, I dropped the walls around my heart, opening myself up to this man again.

His mouth tilted upward, but it wasn’t a smirk. Not even a grin. It was something more broken than that.

Merrick knelt, slowly, deliberately, his knees landing hard on the floor.

His gaze never left mine. “I will do whatever it takes, Reyla. Anything. Just name it.”

OceanofPDF.com


8


[image: ]


Reyla

We said nothing as we left the training room, but a feeling of peace had settled over me. Something had changed inside. The gnashing fury I’d felt last night had fled, replaced with a quiet resolve and…

I wasn’t even sure what else I felt. It was too fragile to lift into the light, to turn and examine from every angle. If I did something like that, it would break, and breaking this vulnerable thing between us would sever something inside me I’d never be able to repair.

“I need to be in the throne room today,” he said when we stopped outside the door to my suite. “Come to me?”

Even in this, he asked rather than make demands.

He could be that fragile thing I didn’t dare hold up in the light, along with the feelings inside me that were wrapped around him.

“I will,” I said.

He gave me a true smile, and while it was crooked, it contained his heart. Seeing that trust he continued to extend my way gouged into a part of me that was as fragile as him.

“Thank you. I’ll come by to escort you shortly.” He tugged on a strand of my hair that had come loose from the simple binding at my nape, then dropped it and strode away from me, down the hall toward his room.

When I stepped inside, Farris bounded over to greet me, sitting in front of me with that silly silver ball in his mouth. He dropped it at my feet and looked up at me, his bushy tail sweeping across the floor.

“He adores that ball,” I told Faelith, who’d risen from a chair in the sitting area and was striding toward me.

“That he does.” She stooped down beside him and gave him a hug. “He’s a sweet little fellow.”

“Thank you for thinking of toys for him. I wouldn’t have done it on my own.” There was no excuse other than I was busy.

And heartsick.

“I’m always happy to provide playthings for Farris.” Faelith rose, beaming. “Never worry about where his true affection lies. He adores you all the more because of that ball.”

I gave her a quick hug.

“I’m going to the throne room,” I announced to Calista and Moira who also waited in the room. “I need to bathe and change, and quickly. Faelith, could you tell Surren of my plans for the day?”

“Very well.” Faelith curtsied and slid out into the hall, closing the door behind her.

Calista and Moira hurried into the bedroom.

I followed them, stripping off my sweaty leathers and stepping into the tub Calista prepared. I washed fast. After drying, I let them help me don a light green dress. I sat at the vanity while they styled my hair and placed a small crown on my head. This would be my first appearance as the newly crowned queen, and I was grateful my ladies made me look good.

Merrick knocked, and at my call, stepped inside, taking the ball from Farris and tossing it. The nyxin scampered after it but instead of returning to Merrick, he scurried over and plunked it by my feet.

I thought about taking him with us to the throne room, but worried he’d want me to throw the ball down the red-carpeted aisle, over and over. Some might find that entertaining, but those I needed to impress most would not.

“I’ll escort my queen,” Merrick told my ladies, his confidence seemingly restored, though that touch of sadness he’d spoken of still lingered.

Let it walk beside you, not lead—a lesson I needed to remember for myself.

My ladies bowed.

“Before we leave, there’s something we must do.” Merrick opened the door and gestured for Lord Briscalar, Surren, Faelith, and Talvon to enter.

Taking in their stoic faces, I turned to Merrick, waiting to see where this was going.

“I need all of you.” Merrick gestured to Calista and Moira to join us in the open area near the fireplace. “You are the most loyal to Reyla and me.”

“Could I inquire what this is about?” Lord Briscalar asked, rocking on his heels.

The others watched solemnly, Moira sharing a concerned look with her mother.

“There have been more attempts on my queen's life,” Merrick said.

My ladies gasped as one. Surren and Talvon exchanged grim looks. Lord Briscalar only said, “Ah. I see.”

“With your permission.” Merrick's gaze sought mine. “Yours as well, my queen, I would like to form a sentinel's veil.”

“Excellent idea,” the lord said. “I'm happy to help in any way I can.”

Merrick held up his hand before questions could spill from the others. “Allow me to explain. We’re under attack from a foe I have not yet identified.” His gaze swept across each face and lingering on mine. “I will not allow this to continue, not as long as I can draw power and battle. What I ask today is no small thing. You’ll lend me your strength, your loyalty, your intent to protect us.”

“What is a sentinel veil?” Faelith sidled close to Surren, linking her hand with his.

Even Farris sat nearby, his head tilting this way and that, watching as if he was actually listening to the conversation.

“A sentinel's veil is a magical ward,” Merrick said, “forged from combined essence and intent. It’ll blanket the castle, shielding those inside from harm. Since you all will add to the veil and your loyalty is unquestioned, the veil will shield my queen and I in particular. It won't only repel attackers from the castle itself—it’ll watch, then warn me or my queen if someone is planning an attack.”

“To stop us from breaking the curse, right?” I asked. “We need this protection more than from anything else.”

“Exactly.” His gaze swept across our staff staring at the floor or wall, mentally blocked from hearing my question.

“A wonderful idea,” Lord Briscalar said gravely.

“My queen and I could form one together, but it’ll be stronger if it's infused with the power of those most loyal to us.” Merrick met the gazes of each member of the group. “There are none I trust as much as you six. This spell will seep away a fraction of your power, infusing it into the veil.”

Faelith sucked in a breath, her wide-eyed gaze meeting Surren’s.

“However, I need your agreement to participate,” Merrick said. “Something like this cannot be forced. Know that I'm asking this of you; I'm not telling you that you have to do this. If you want to back away, there will be no punishment.”

“I'll do anything I can,” Lord Briscalar said, his eyes traveling from me to Merrick.

Each swore their willingness to be a part of this, and I'd never loved them more.

“Very well. Thank you.” Merrick knelt in the center of the room and pressed his palm to the stone floor. A ripple of his power flowed outward, slow at first, as the ground darkened and shifted under his knees. The stone softened, morphed, and then rose as luminous pillars formed from swirling sand and crackling energy. Four in total—one of solid rock, unmoving and strong; another of shimmering water, twisting in perfect, endless flows. The third formed a flickering tower of firelight, heat pulsing with each breath. And the last was crafted from an ethereal column of air, its swirling strands barely visible as they danced and shifted.

Merrick rose to stand in the middle of the pillars. “The four elements. Each represents not only their intrinsic power but the foundation of the world we inhabit. Together, they form a balance, one that will soon be unyielding and steadfast. This is the balance that will guard this castle.”

I moved past the pillars to stand at his side. He linked our fingers and squeezed my hand.

“They’re nothing without the strength of those they serve,” Merrick said. “Each of you will need to focus your intent into one. Your loyalty. A bit of your magic. A fraction of your very essence.”

A shiver coursed through me. This wasn’t an ordinary kind of magic; it must be ancient.

One by one, our friends moved closer. Lord Briscalar strode to the pillar of stone, his calm, commanding presence aligning naturally with its unshakable mass. Closing his eyes, he pressed one hand to its surface, and the rock responded with a low, steady hum that vibrated through the floor beneath us.

Talvon walked over to the flame with a confident stride. He knelt first before standing to grip the fire pillar. His deep voice hummed with an incantation, a tune that lit the flames with golden streaks, making it look brighter and fiercer than before.

Surren strode to the air column with his usual stoic expression. He raised a hand, clenched it into a fist, then released it gently against the spinning pillar. Where his hand touched, the air grew sharper, clearer, and more vibrant, as though he’d carved his resolve into the currents.

The water remained untouched as my ladies moved to the elements, gathering around me in a semicircle. Moira hesitated in front of the air before placing her palm there, her quiet gift adding a ripple that danced through the column. Faelith’s soft hum brought a faint shimmer of light to the twisting water, and Calista chose fire, her power blending seamlessly with Talvon’s.

Then it was my turn. Merrick stepped aside, his eyes on me and only me.

“I am here for you,” he said softly. “We will face everything together.”

Swallowing against the tightness in my throat, I stepped over to the column of water that churned and spun faster the closer I got. The unfamiliar magic there called to a deep resolve inside me, a fragile, unshakable thing I would not let falter. I pressed my palms into the column’s cool, flowing surface, and the water enveloped my hands in a gentle caress.

Merrick joined me, sliding his hands into the same column over mine, linking our fingers. I felt more than saw the surge of his power filtering into the mass along with mine.

Finished, we backed away.

Energy coursed up through the floor, where it gathered, blended, and pulsed between the pillars. The elements became less distinct as they merged together, wrapping upward to touch and surround us in a vortex of light and energy. Merrick extended his arms as if he was claiming the magic, harnessing it, speaking words of power in a language I didn’t understand.

Farris yipped and leaped into the swirling vortex at the center of the pillars. The air crackled as the nyxin twirled, caught, his sleek silver coat catching the light from the merging elements. The vortex didn’t repel him. Instead, it bent toward him, almost welcoming, the energy folding inward to cradle his small form.

“Farris,” I cried, lurching toward him.

Merrick held me back. “Wait.” Awe shone in his voice.

The energy around Farris rippled, and a soft hum filled the chamber. His eyes glowed with an unnatural light, flickering like twin stars, and when his paws touched the ground again, the vortex seemed to lock into itself, solidifying the ward with a burst of finality. Farris scampered over to me, his tail swishing, as if he was still a simple nyxin and not…some sort of magical being who'd chosen to become a part of this spell.

The castle shuddered. As suddenly as it had started, the energy settled, sinking into the walls and floors like it was being pulled into the bones of the enormous building. The pillars dissolved, falling away in fragments of light and shadow until they’d returned to the world around us.

Silence stretched between us.

“It’s done,” Merrick said.

I stooped down and wrapped my arms around Farris. He licked my face before breaking away. After scooping up his ball, he returned to drop it at my feet, his tongue lolling and his nyxin grin in place.

I lifted his toy and threw it.

He raced after it with an eager yip.
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I linked my arm through Merrick’s as we left my suite, taking the stairs down to the first floor with our guards striding around us.

The massive double doors of the throne room loomed ahead. Two liveried fae stationed there stepped inward, pulling the doors open. Beyond the threshold, the red-carpeted aisle stretched ahead, cutting between the tall, stately pillars in a river of blood. High lords and ladies sat in benches along the sides, their gazes snapping in our direction with interest, wariness, and, in some cases, that disdain I hoped to someday diffuse.

It was the scene between the seating area and the dais, however, that made unease churn through my belly.

A cluster of people had gathered like ravens around fresh carrion. Or Erisandra, in this case. She stood tall in the center of the group, her gown of deep blue pooling around her in a stormy sea. She held her head high, and her dark hair had been woven through with glittering silver threads.

Her eyes cut directly to mine. Whatever game she was playing, it was clear she’d already made her opening move. High fae I hadn’t formally met surrounded her, and I spied Lord Hadrin among them. His hair gleamed in the light, his sly eyes fixing on me with thinly veiled disgust. He hadn’t forgotten my judgment in the matter of Devron Bullipart’s stolen cows; his anger blazed on his face for everyone to see.

What surprised me the most was seeing High Lord Zeiger, the fae man who’d escorted me to the dais for my coronation, among them. His gaze met mine before jerking to the others, and he eased backward, smoothing his gray-speckled hair across his shoulders. He took his seat a few rows behind where Erisandra usually sat.

Merrick paused, and while it was barely a breath of hesitation, I caught it. The faint tightening around his mouth and the flicker in his eyes told me he was interested in the gathering as well.

“Bold of them to do this inside the throne room,” I said.

“Calculated.”

Ah, yes. This show of force would be gossiped about throughout the kingdom.

I leaned toward him, keeping my voice low enough for only him to hear. “What are we going to do about it?”

His arm stiffened under my touch. “Diffuse it as quickly as we can.” His gaze hardened, a blade sliding into place, mirroring the thoughts tumbling through my mind. This unbecoming little gathering had trouble written all over it. I was starting to wish I'd brought my sword, not just the sheathed blades at my sides. Plus Farris, his silly ball, and his not-so-silly teeth.

The herald’s booming voice echoed through the room. “His Majesty, King Merrick of Evergorne, and Her Majesty, Queen Reyla.”

Those seated rose, some bowing their heads in deference. Others greeted us with stilted warmth, their voices full of well-practiced praise. Others remained silent, rigid even, their gazes flickering between Erisandra and us, their lack of acknowledgment speaking louder than words.

I straightened my spine as I walked down the carpeted aisle, my steps in time with Merrick’s. My gaze remained on those gathered ahead, and I noted the cool scrutiny of some, the outright hostility of others. Erisandra fluttered in the center of the group, still holding her court with those who must be her allies, her piercing gaze tracking me like prey.

Merrick led me past her without a glance in their direction. I caught Lord Hadrin's smug smile and was tempted to stop and directly address him, but Merrick gave a subtle shake of his head. I keep moving.

The dais loomed in front of us, crowned with our twin thrones carved from gleaming fessalile wood and gilded with gold. As we reached the steps, Merrick paused, waiting for me to ascend first. His unspoken show of respect didn’t escape me. I settled on my throne, him brushing my thigh as he seated himself beside me.

The cluster below began to shift, Erisandra and the others dispersing to the benches, like oil spreading across water. Lord Hadrin took the seat directly behind hers and leaned forward to whisper something to her. She glanced over her shoulder at him before her attention settled on me like a frosty wind. Only a thin, false smile cracked her face. Her ladies fussed with her skirts before sitting themselves nearby.

Lord Hadrin leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. His brooding gaze locked on me, and my fingers twitched where they rested on the arms of my throne.

How many of those seated on the benches were friends and how many simply waited to see who would win this subtle game of Wraithwaite being played before their eyes? It took considerable strategy to win, and it was anyone’s guess how any game might come out.

Merrick's gaze traveled through the room, and his voice carved through the low hum of whispers. “Welcome, citizens of Evergorne. I'd suggest we get started, but it appears some business has already been brought before our court this afternoon.” His attention landed on his mother and the others. “Do share.”

Erisandra stood, her gorgeous gown swishing around her ankles. She inclined her head toward Merrick, though not without flickering a glance my way. “It’s nothing of significance, my son.” Her smooth voice came out much too coy. “Merely idle chatter, beneath the dignity of this court.”

Her words slid off Merrick like rain on stone, though the tension in his shoulders told me how irritated he must feel.

“Idle chatter.” His voice held an edge of warning.

“What else?” Erisandra lowered herself back into her seat. “A queen mother often has little to occupy her time other than with simple gossip.”

I spoke out of the corner of my mouth to Merrick. “They’re organizing something.”

His eyes slanted to me, and he nodded. “We won't wait to discover what it is.”

He didn’t need to say it aloud. This court was a battlefield. Every glance, every word, and even silence could be used as a weapon.

And right now, we had no idea how many of their weapons were aimed directly at us.
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Merrick

Erisandra’s little gathering infuriated me. From the moment Reyla arrived, my mother had done whatever she could to unsettle my court. To drive a wedge between Reyla and me. To wrest control of the kingdom away from us.

I would not allow this to continue.

Their gazes scattered like rodents under mine. Whatever strings they were tugging on, they were doing it in plain sight, and that irritated me more than anything else. It was disrespectful at best, treachery at worst. This court would not thrive if it rotted on the inside.

Too many were watching and waiting for cracks to appear. I would not break my resolve. But as much as I wanted to challenge her some more, everyone was listening. Everything I said or did in response to her taunt would be reported throughout the kingdom.

If I shrugged this off, it would strike later, when I least expected it. Better to have an inkling of what might be creeping up behind me.

With a tilt of my chin, I signaled Talvon. He strode toward me, his boots whispering across the marble floor as he leaped onto the dais and hurried over to stand beside my throne. The silver threading through his deep red livery gleamed in the lights. Leaning close, he inclined his head, blocking my mouth from view.

“Find out what they were talking about,” I said.

Talvon’s lips twitched with a feral grin. “It would be an honor, Your Majesty.”

He’d draw out answers without causing ripples to spread. After giving him a nod, he turned smoothly, his tunic shifting across his back as he descended the dais stairs. He strode toward the back of the room, lowering himself onto a bench with a loose, casual air countered by his intense focus on every single person in the room.

Facing the court, I lifted my hand.

The herald strode out into the center of the open area, silencing the whispers that had started up again in the crowd. His voice rang out. “Dalva Grevald, step forward and present yourself before His Majesty, King Merrick and Her Majesty, Queen Reyla.”

All heads turned as the woman stood among the crowd. She hesitated, her hands smoothing the skirt of her brown dress before she eased along the row and walked down the long aisle. I didn’t miss the way her trembling fingers clutched her skirt. Lines of worry had been carved into her brow, and her braided blonde hair swayed against her back with each step. When she reached the end of the aisle, she curtsied, her head bowing low.

“Rise, Dalva Grevald.” I sat straighter. Reyla mirrored my posture, her eyes narrowing as she studied the other woman. I had no doubt she was also pulling every detail from Dalva’s appearance like me.

Dalva straightened, her shoulders squaring. “Your Majesties.” Her voice came out clear and strong. “I’m a farmer who lives outside the city wall, near the northeastern grove. My family has tended that land for many generations. During all that time, we’ve worked in peace. Until recently.”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the arms of my throne. “What has changed?”

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, and she clasped her hands in front of her waist. “Something has been attacking at night. It comes without warning and kills quickly, then vanishes before we catch a glimpse of it.”

Hisses rippled through the room, the audience shifting in their seats.

“If anyone present has insight into these attacks, now is the time to speak,” I drawled.

Gazes turned away, focusing on anywhere but me.

Dalva’s lips pressed into a tight line, and she glanced back before she faced me and spoke again. “I’ve come here to beg for help, Your Majesties. I’ve lost over half of my flock in the past month, not to mention twelve chickens. I fear my remaining sheep won’t last much longer. Without them, my family will have nothing to live on.”

My jaw tightened. This was exactly the sort of issue that needed addressing before the people outside our walls turned their backs on us. But our resources were stretched thin. A few of the high lords and ladies had recently begged for a lowering of their tithes, stating with tight times, they couldn't afford to pay their share. As Reyla had pointed out, it took considerable coin to maintain a kingdom. Though my family was not without its own wealth, and I'd gladly give everything to ensure my people were safe, I had to take care where and how I spent our coffers.

I covered my mouth and spoke to Wildfire in a low voice. “What do you suggest?”

It wasn’t only a question. I was showing her I trusted her input in this as well. My time…our time, was running out, and I had to prepare her for the worst. Every decision she made now, small or large, would carry beyond this room. She had to learn to bear the load if I wasn’t here to help shoulder it. The thought of her facing this world without me made my chest burn like an open wound.

The calculation behind her brown eyes and the thinning of her lips told me she was thinking this through. Her voice dropped. “Do we have enough guards to spare for the farmlands?”

“Not without leaving other areas exposed.”

Determination crossed her face and she whispered something that made me pause. Before I could respond, though, the doors at the back of the throne room burst open, banging into the walls.

A man stumbled inside, swaying like a puppet with severed strings. All the blood had leached from his face, and his eyes had gone wild. Blood—too much blood—soaked his clothing, dripping off his fingertips and splattering onto the red runner with every staggering step.

“Help,” he choked, his voice gurgling and wet.

He collapsed onto the red carpet before anyone could move.
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Reyla

The doors at the end of the room banged against the stone walls. Heads whipped around, and gasps rose from the crowd as a man staggered into the throne room. His boots left messy, dark streaks on the carpet, the bright fabric soaking up his dripping blood. The coppery tang hit my nose before he made it even halfway down the aisle.

“Help,” he choked, his voice raw and wet, like every word was dragged out of him by force. He stumbled toward us, his arms outstretched, before he crumpled to the floor. His body landed with a dull thud, and he lay motionless except for the erratic jerking of his chest.

The room erupted, a wave of whispers and cries rippling through those watching.

I shot to my feet. “Get a healer!” The command broke through the panic. One of my guards bolted for the back of the room, her boots stomping the floor.

Merrick and I rushed off the dais.

“Get out of the way,” he barked at the gathering crowd. I followed, lifting my skirts to keep from tripping as we pushed through. I caught snippets of their hushed whispers.

“Magic—His Highness will fix this.”

“Who is it? I don't recognize him.”

“Lesser, I'd say.”

“No, that’s a high lord. I think…Lord Ferlaern?”

“Something attacking at night, the farmer said. Outside the wall, and now this.”

The last made my stomach twist. Merrick had mentioned this on the day I arrived at Evergorne, how the wall had been built to keep horrors at bay. Dalva’s farm wasn’t within its protection.

We reached the fallen man, and Merrick dropped to one knee beside him, his voice softer now but no less commanding. “Clear out and give him air. All of you, get back.”

I knelt next to Merrick, my pulse pounding in my ears. Long, deep slashes were carved across the lord’s arms and legs, blood gushing through the torn fabric of his clothing. His chest rose and fell in a jerky way, his shredded shirt doing nothing to hide the row of deep gouges there.

Jagged wounds, too irregular to be from a blade.

My gaze shot to his face, and bile surged up my throat. Claw marks ran from his temple to his jaw, his bloodshot eyes barely able to open because of swollen lids.

“Whatever this was tore him apart,” I said, my voice shaking.

Merrick pressed his palm against the deepest of the man’s chest wounds. A low, almost hissing hum swirled around us, and for an instant, I thought it might work, that he’d stop the bleeding with his magic. That this man might leave here alive.

He moved his hand to the next wound, but there were so many. He swore, his focus on the poor man gulping for air.

“Is he dying?” someone called out.

“His Majesty’s magic will save him. Watch and see.”

“What does this mean?”

Merrick's jaw tightened. My helplessness mirrored his, though I couldn’t afford to let it show.

One king. One queen. We carried the weight for everyone else, together, always. I rubbed his arm to give silent reassurance. A steady presence. Something.

The man’s chest hitched, and a wet, gurgling sound slithered around us. His eyelids fluttered as he struggled to open them, his bleeding face tilting toward Merrick.

“King. My king,” he hissed through bubbling lungs.

Merrick leaned closer, his hand moving to the man’s shoulder. “I’m here. Tell me what happened.”

The man's breath hitched again, the wheezing sound erupting from his throat making my heart clench tight. His lips moved, mouthing something I couldn’t hear.

Merrick's horrified gaze slashed to me before returning to the man.

“What did he say?” I asked.

The man rasped out one word, hoarse and cracking, loud enough to silence everyone in the room. “Borgon.”

My guard barreled through the doors, a healer in tow. She shoved her way to the fallen man and crouched beside him.

But it was too late.

The man's chest stilled, his head lolling to the side as his body went slack. His hand gripping Merrick’s arm fell away, hitting the blood-soaked carpet with a meaty smack.

The healer froze, her eyes locking onto Merrick’s. He bowed his head, his shoulders curling inward.

And as the whispers began again, clawing through the silence like talons, one thing was clear.

The storm brewing inside the castle walls was nothing compared to what waited beyond them.
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Lorant

“I’m here to inform you that Queen Reyla will not be coming to the tower tonight,” Surren said from behind me.

I’d heard him climbing the stairs leading to the top of the highest castle tower, his footsteps too heavy to be hers, and I'd ground my teeth together.

She. Was. Refusing to come to me.

Again!

Merrick told me things were alright, that she was listening, speaking with him. She'd even allowed him to touch her.

Him. Not me.

Never me.

“My lord?” Surren shuffled his boots on the stone floor. “Did you hear me? I said that Queen Reyla would not⁠—”

“Yes, yes, I did,” I snapped, spinning, my irritation a tidal wave roaring toward shore.

This man was the perfect choice to head up her guard, because he did not flinch at my scowl or the blast of my power.

“Where is she now?” I barked, though I already knew.

He blinked. “I'm afraid I cannot divulge her current location, Lord Lorant. You know this.”

I advanced on him, my hands lifting. “I am also her protector.”

“You are.” His chin lifted and his steely gaze met mine. “But I am the head of her guard. No one, and I mean no one other than the king is entitled to this information.”

“Then go.” I thrust my hand toward the stairs. “Leave me alone.” Where I could wallow.

She wasn't coming to me tonight.

She would never come to me.

But I could go to her.

Surren retreated, his boots thudding on the stairs and along the halls at the base until I could no longer hear him.

I tugged in power and sent it back out, drawing in the night air around me, cloaking myself in it.

As I stomped down the stairs to the base of the tower, I built my fog, tugging moisture and the very ether itself from the cold walls of this stark, lonely place. I stalked through the halls, curling my fog in lazy tendrils, gliding it along the smooth floors. It wasn’t natural, not like the thin mist that whispered at the castle walls after a cleansing rain. No, this was all mine. I wove shadows with the dampness drawn from the air, thickening it, bending it to my will.

Each step I took made my irritation build, and I fed my anger into the murky gray. When I reached Reyla's floor, I drew my fog in, enfolding it around me—hiding me from view. The vapor muted the sound of my boots and concealed me. I was invisible. Quiet. Just as I intended to be.

If Reyla thought she could avoid me, she would find herself sorely disappointed.

I fed more power into the fog, and it thickened, swirling, pulsing in rhythm with my anger. She didn’t want to come to the tower? Fine. I’d go to her. While Merrick might coax her with soft smiles and horig-sweet words, I wasn’t made to beg. She would feel my wrath whether she wanted to or not, and she would respond to me.

Her guards didn’t deserve to feel the brunt of my mood, but neither did they stand a chance of stopping me. With my elemental aegis cloaking my shape, I slipped past Surren and the others stationed near her suite, their sharp-eyed watch not keen enough to track something as inevitable as the night itself. Their soft chuckles at some private joke faded as I reached the solid frame of her door without so much as a ripple in my stride.

Slanting out with my power, I created a sound on the other end of the hall. The scrape of a boot, then someone calling out for assistance.

“Go.” Surren waved to one of Reyla's guards.

The woman strode down the hall. “Who's there? Reveal yourself.”

Surren and the others took a few steps behind her, though they remained close to Reyla's door. With only one other suite on this level, and Merrick “asleep” for the night, they were justified in believing they could take their eyes off her entrance, if for only a few seconds.

I struck, cracking open her outer door and slipping inside her sitting area.

The remnants of her presence hung like static in the air, though the room remained undisturbed, with only a faint silver-bluish glow leaching in through the closed drapes to outline the cushions scattered on the furniture arrayed in front of the cold, empty hearth.

At my command, my shadows coiled tighter around me as I moved forward, looking for her.

Farris lay on the sofa. He cracked one eye open, and sensing me, his tail throbbed. It quickly stilled, and his eyes closed when sleep tucked him away.

I peered around, not finding Reyla. No ladies-in-waiting, either, who must've been dismissed for the night. After all, if Reyla wasn't coming to me, she would no longer need them.

My fingers twitched. Fury twisted its claws around my ribs, and I clenched my jaw as an emotion I couldn’t name stormed through me. It was an aching thing, bleak and unfamiliar. It humiliated me, gnawed at me with every passing tick of time. Something feral surged in its wake, sending me toward the closed bedroom door on my left.

The fog flowed with me, silent and cloying, mocking the sharp snap of my temper as I reached for the door. The panel gave with a faint creak as I pushed it inward.

Dark.

The air tasted like the rain falling in bitter tears outside. Her bedroom felt gloomy and heavy, as if the very room was determined to suffocate any sliver of warmth. Gray light seeped past the edge of her closed curtains, framing the bed…

…Where I heard a rustle, barely there, but unmistakable. My knuckles whitened as I clenched my fists at my sides. I stepped closer, keeping my pace as soft as her breathing. I stopped, locking my gaze on her form curled up on the bed. She lay on her side, buried beneath the blankets, her back to me as though the mere act of facing away would keep me from confronting her.

Pathetic. The thought stomped through me, its trail as sour as bile.

As I stood beside her bed, glaring down at her, words coiled inside me, harsh and barbed. They raked their way up my throat.

“So, this is what avoidance looks like.” My voice came out clipped and venomous, splitting the quiet like the crack of a branch. “You. Did. Not. Come to me.”

She grunted.

My laugh tore itself from me, sharp and hollow enough to send lethal pain through my heart. “I can't say that I'm surprised. I’m used to it by now. If someone wins your trust, it’ll never be the man who would willingly step into the shadows for you. Never the viper you’ve chained in the tower at the top of the stars.”

I expected her to roll over and snap at me to leave her alone. For her to spit defiance. I burned for her wrath because I’d take that over indifference. Anything but⁠—

A sound stopped me cold. Her tiny, weak moan broke through the room, faint and rough-edged like a blade dulled from overuse.

Reyla shifted beneath the blanket, her body curling tighter, her hands tangling in the folds of fabric. The sound came again, longer, cracked and utterly defeated.

The sharp edges lashing their way through me dissolved in an instant.

“Reyla.” Her name snagged in my chest, and my fists uncoiled at my sides.

Her scent, wildflowers and rain-soaked fields, hit my senses like a knife to the gut. I pulled the blanket back enough to reveal her tangled auburn hair and pale face pressed against the pillow.

She hissed, rubbing her belly, and my instincts took over. I climbed onto the bed and over her, my knees planting on either side of her. I gently cupped her face, tilting it toward me.

“Wildfire,” I breathed, terror crushing my ribs. “Look at me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

Her lashes fluttered against her flushed cheeks, sliding upward, and her murky gaze met mine. “Lorant. What are you doing here?”

She sounded too weak, too damaged to move or resist me. And that unleashed the beast inside me.

“Who touched you?” I snarled, my feral gaze slashing around the room. “Who hurt you? I. Will. Destroy them.”
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Reyla

“Who hurt you?” Lorant growled, his feral gaze scanning the room.

I was too far gone to appreciate how willing he was to save me.

“Fucking flow,” I mumbled with mortification gnawing through my spine. But I was in too much pain to care if Lorant snarled at me, or if he tried to drag me up to the tower room to make me work on my magic. “Damn, fucking flow.”

“You…” As if he’d been mortally wounded, he collapsed onto the bed beside me, looking entirely too comfortable on my mattress. “You have your flow?” He blinked at the ceiling. “You have your flow. How is this possible?”

Really?

“It fucking rips me apart each month,” I hissed. “If you haven’t learned about a woman’s flow by this point in your life, it’s too late now. Go away.”

“That’s why you didn’t come to me,” he said, his voice much too chipper. “You’re not avoiding me.”

“Don’t sound too happy about it.”

He rolled onto his side to face me, his gaze open and… I could be misreading him, but he appeared almost boyishly sweet. Totally not Lorant—yet it was. “But I am happy about it because you’re speaking with me. Looking at me. Not avoiding me.”

“I am not happy. I’m in pain. It’s torture, and I hate it, and right now, with you smiling in a goofy way, I can’t believe I’m seeing in Lorant instead of Merrick, I hate you as well.”

“Merrick’s smiles are goofy?”

Leave it to him to take only that from my statement. “His smiles are gorgeous. The prettiest smiles I’ve ever seen.”

“You said goofy. While my smiles are…”

“Condescending. Irritating. Snide.” I hated how his presence made my pulse jump, how he seemed to command a room with his sheer will alone. Yet there was a part of me that didn’t entirely dislike it. Such strength. Such dominance. It could be comforting. If I had to face down a foe, wouldn’t his relentlessness be the shield I needed?

“I like that you can see me in such a flattering light.” The touch of a laugh came through in his voice.

Why in all the fates did he sound so full of life when I wanted to slide into my agony and die?

“You’re also overbearing. Arrogant. Insufferable.” His cold words could cut me as sharply as any blade, and his arrogance grated, a constant friction that left me feeling gouged open and exposed. But behind his sneer, if I squinted through the cracks, I could see his pain. Pain he didn’t trust me to heal.

Trust—did I even want that with Lorant?

“Those are positive attributes,” he said. “Not flaws.”

“Lorant,” I growled. “Go away, or I’ll start listing all of Merrick’s wonderful attributes.” I rubbed my poor aching belly. Damn flow. Damn Lorant for seeing me weakened this way.

“You don’t hate me,” he marveled. “You like me. Maybe even more than like me, but there it is.”

“Gracious. Compassionate. Empathetic.”

“He is all that. I’ll admit it.” His fingertips traced across my shoulder, and damn me as well, because I wanted to drown in his touch until it blocked all the pain.

“Selfless. Optimistic. Charming.”

“We already agreed I can be charming.”

“Lorant! Shut the fuck up. Better still, go away. Don’t haunt me again for a few days. After that, I’ll be back to my old self, and we can verbally spar once more.”

“Do you promise to come back to the tower, to tease me and look at me with lust in your eyes? To carve that L into the floor for everyone to see? I want to climb up onto the roof and sit with you in my arms while we share what little joy we can find in this world.”

The stark vulnerability in his voice broke me, a tough challenge when agony kept stabbing through my belly.

It distracted me.

It made me…

Alright, it was making me love him when nothing else ever could.

“You know,” Lorant said, his voice a touch smug as he adjusted his position on my bed like he planned to remain here for the night. “I could help you.”

I shot him a glare and dragged my arm over my eyes to block him out. “Are you going to wave your dark, broody magic around and whisk away my flow? What exactly do you think you can do, Lorant?”

“That sharp tongue of yours always thrills me,” he drawled, his grin I spied past my arm making him seem almost playful. If I hadn’t been curled into a tight ball of agony, I might’ve hurled something at his insufferably gorgeous face. A pillow, at least. “You forget how I eased your seasickness on the ship, Wildfire.” His tone lightened, taking on a sweetness this man should not be able to host. “Do you remember that?”

I did remember.

My arm dropped onto my thigh, and I stayed silent, staring at the wall past him even as my body betrayed me with a twinge of awareness. Lorant was appealing in his rough, volatile way, and now that I wasn’t trying to shove him into a separate mental box from Merrick, I found myself seeing the whole picture. Two parts, one man. Messy. Complicated. Absolutely infuriating. But incredibly appealing.

I wasn’t running from this anymore. It wasn’t betrayal to care about them both, seeing as they were essentially the same person.

“What will happen to you if I break the curse?” I realized the moment I said it that he wouldn't be able to answer. I needed to phrase it as a yes or no question. “What I mean is, if I break the curse, will you cease to exist?” Asking the question yanked me out of my self-pity with the force of a drawn bowstring snapping to whip back at my face.

He shrugged.

Ah…shit. Now I was experiencing a new sort of pain, one centered in my chest, and it was much worse than the agony caused by my flow.

The world felt too small. Too quiet. And I couldn't make myself speak to break the wretchedness of it swirling around us.

His answer gave me something to think about, but now wasn't the time, not when torturous waves were swamping me, and he was lying beside me looking much too solemn, even for Lorant. Part of me wanted to say something reassuring to get his feral, piercing green eyes off me. The other part knew that wouldn’t work. Whatever I said needed to be pointed, careful. The curse was bound to them as if held them in an elderwood tree’s relentless grip. Every attempt to explain would end with them gasping, hacking for air.

“How much pain are you in?” he asked.

“It’s bearable,” I lied, trying to breathe through the sharp surges smacking through me. Another jab gouged at my belly, drawing a low hiss from between my clenched teeth. My vision blurred as I was consumed by the fresh flare of pain.

“I’m sorry. For everything I can’t say or do. For being…me when sometimes, alright, I’ll admit it, I’m not always nice.”

“No,” I breathed.

“I would do anything to make it up to you. This could be my first groveling. Will you let me help you? Please?”

“Go ahead,” I whispered. “Do your worst.”

His words skated across my skin. “For this, Wildfire, I’ll do my best.”

He shifted upright, folding his long legs beneath him as he turned to face me fully. His calloused hands lifted, palms up, and I watched through narrowed eyes as he tugged elements from the air. The stillness around him grew, charged by the faint slither of magic gliding between his fingers. Flickers of silver and cool indigo wove together, condensing into a cup that gleamed in his shadowed hand. Steam rose from the liquid inside, the scent herbal yet also spicy, soothing in a strange, lingering way.

“You'll need to sit up,” he said.

I eyed the drink like it might sprout fangs and bite me. “What is it?”

His gaze didn’t waver, his scar catching the light as his jaw tightened. “Trust me, Reyla.”

The words were simple, but they hit hard. It wasn’t just the physical pain unraveling me; something deeper churned inside, messy and knotted and entirely Lorant-shaped. I let out a low breath as he slid an arm beneath my shoulders and eased me up me enough to take the cup.

The first sip tasted bitter, but the second held hints of sweetness. It sent warmth through my veins. It seeped into my limbs, coating the edges of the pain, softening it. After I’d drained the last drop, he magicked the cup away.

He helped me lie back down and laid beside me again. This time, his fingers settled lightly on my stomach. “I’ll rub until it works,” he said, as though that was a normal thing for this man to do. As if him offering didn’t make everything, including my heart, stumble.

“Lorant—”

“Rest.” His voice came out sweet again. “Let me take care of you.”

With steady, circular pressure, his rough hand broke through the tension in my belly. I resisted at first, keeping myself coiled inward, but the potion and his touch pried me open little by little. The pain eased as warmth pooled low, finally unfurling enough to let me breathe deeply again.

“It’s fading, isn’t it?” he said with only Merrick’s kindness.

For now, it was Lorant’s.

“Yes. Thank you. It was…” I swallowed, remembering the sharp dizzying clutch that had knocked me flat earlier. “It felt like it was trying to rip me in half.”

His hand stilled for a breath before he continued with a gentle stroke. “You should never have to feel pain like that. I’ll make sure you don’t.”

“You'll slay all my attacking flow beasts?”

“If you'll let me.”

His words hooked me harder than they should’ve.

Then it hit me that I might not have another flow while these men were here with me. If the elder was right in her prediction, I would soon be with child.

Whose child?

“If Merrick dies on his thirtieth birthday.” My words came out in a guttural, tortured croak. “Will you die too?”

He closed his eyes and left them that way.
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Reyla

Idozed and woke when Lorant lifted me from the bed. Sleepy, I snuggled into his chest. Despite the dull, throbbing ache low in my belly, it felt too good to be held by this man, to let him sweep me up and take me wherever he pleased.

He settled on the sofa with me nestled in his lap, and with a flick of his finger, the cold and dark wood lying in the hearth lit up. A fire soon crackled, spreading heat and lighting the room with lulling flickers.

Farris looked up from where he lay on the cushions beside us. After one flop of his tail, he drifted back to sleep, leaving me alone with Lorant, the king of the night.

Lorant dragged a blanket off the back of the couch and draped it over us, settling me with my side pressed against his chest. When I leaned my cheek against him, I could hear his heart beating steadily.

The crackle of the fire filled the room with a low, soothing hum, and I drifted to sleep, waking sometime before dawn.

My belly throbbed again, damn thing. Yet the warmth of Lorant’s chest against my side helped.

His arms tightened around me, one of his hands resting on my hip beneath the blanket. “Is the pain back?” At my nod, he crafted another mug of potion, magicking away the cup after I’d finished.

I remained in his arms, telling myself I did so because it hurt too much to move, not because I wanted to—needed to.

Such a lie.

Every action and choice we made wove us into fate’s grand pattern. If lying was a cut in my thread, a fray they hadn’t anticipated, would they punish me for it? Or would they let me unravel completely one day?

There was this part of me, a strange, rebellious part, that said maybe this ability to lie wasn’t a flaw at all. Maybe I was something new. Something the fates hadn’t seen coming. I was an error in their perfection, one that would thrive.

No ripple stayed small forever.

Silence stretched between us, but it wasn’t empty. It hung with bruised edges I wasn’t sure either of us knew how to soothe. I wasn’t ready to push him away. There was something almost fragile in the way he held me, as if doing so was all that mattered to him. Such a silly thought. And unnerving. Seeing him in this way, unlike the snarly fae lord who prowled the shadows of my night made my heart throb.

He told me he’d wanted me from the moment he saw me.

I wasn’t sure how to deal with that.

“Thank you. The pain’s easing,” I said to keep my mind from rushing down that path.

“You shouldn't need me like this.” His words came out quiet, yet they sounded as if he’d dragged them up his throat.

“You don’t have to be here. You don’t need to hold me⁠—”

“Oh, I do.”

He didn’t, though. “And you don’t need to craft pain potions for me. I’ve survived many flows in my life, and I’ll find a way through the rest on my own.”

“That wasn’t what I meant. You shouldn’t need me, not when Merrick can give you everything I can’t. As you rightly pointed out, he’s better than me. Kinder. Safer. Easier.” His lips thinned. “I’m the storm.”

“Why would anyone want easy?” My voice came out hoarse, my heart too shattered for this conversation.

He paused, as if my question didn’t make sense to him. “You deserve easy. You deserve peace.” His thumb traced over my hip, the touch rough from his callouses but softer than his voice. “That's not in me.”

“Perhaps you don't know me as well as you think.” Sitting up straighter, I shifted my head back, noting the lines carved deep into his face. “You’re wrong.”

His eyebrows lifted. “About what in particular? After all, there are many things about me to choose from.”

“You’re wrong about what I deserve, and you’re wrong about what you are. Merrick’s kind. He’s thoughtful, warm in a way that makes me feel protected. But that doesn’t mean I want him more than you.”

His hand tensed on my hip. “The way you speak about him⁠—”

“That isn’t the point. You’re not the lesser half of him. You two, like life, provide balance. The night doesn't lack beauty just because you can't see in the darkness. And storms can cleanse the world as easily as they destroy.”

“I’m built to fight. Formed to take. My only role is to claw through the darkness to clear the way for the light.” His mouth curved into a sardonic smile. “But what use is that to someone who craves trust instead of torment?”

I shook my head, frustration bubbling under my skin. “You keep repeating what you’re meant to be like it’s a fact. It’s not some immovable truth carved into stone. But you’re not the lesser part of this curse, the piece of the cursed fae king who's been thrown to the side.” My fingers curled around his tunic, biting deep. “Whatever you think of yourself, you’re here. Holding me. Talking to me. Caring about whether I’m in pain. There isn't anything thoughtless in that.”

His throat worked as he swallowed, and I saw it—the barest flicker of surprise, almost relief on his face. The light from the fire shone in his green eyes a shade darker than Merrick’s.

“You find things in me I never let myself see,” he croaked. “And you… You make me feel whole in ways I didn't know I needed. Ways I don't know how to ask for.”

My chest tightened, my throat pinched and aching. “You shouldn’t have to ask.”

He pressed his forehead against mine, and his breath warmed my skin when he spoke. “You deserve a man who doesn’t need you to put him back together.”

“And you deserve someone who knows this battle is worth fighting.”

He stroked his fingers down my cheek, his touch lighter than a featherdorn, a mythical, tiny golden bird that flitted from one flower to another and was said to grant wishes if captured. This man was as elusive as that bird. If I caught him, would he grant me all my wishes?

His arms tightened around me.

I dozed…waking to go to the bathing area. He even helped me with that. True mortification right there. This was Lorant. He drew blood; he didn’t mop it up or magic rags to control it.

Except with me.

I woke with dawn’s light slicing through the room.

In Merrick’s arms.

Looking up, I took in the smooth skin of his face, his firm jawline, and the tortured fear shining in his lighter green eyes.

“Hey,” he said, his voice guarded.

“Good morning.” I held his gaze. “You didn’t leave before…”

“I won’t keep anything from you. Never again. I’ll spend what time I have left making this up to you. I promise.”

“You said you’d tell me what you can, and I can see now that you have. I understand why you haven’t told me everything.”

His posture didn’t sag—Merrick never allowed cracks in his façade like that. But the relief in his eyes cut through me, carving across my resolve like one of the blades he'd crafted for me with his own hands. The truth of it hit me harder than I wanted to admit. When I’d watched Merrick change into Lorant, I'd believed he'd held it back on purpose with no thought of how I'd feel. I’d painted him as the villain of my story. My anger was a sword I’d aimed straight at them both.

But now I could see that my fury had been misplaced. He wasn’t withholding secrets to manipulate me or wield some mysterious power over my life. He’d been incapable of telling me. Incapable because whoever had cursed him had made sure he couldn’t reveal the truth. They'd bound it so tightly around his throat that even trying could steal his air, his life.

And I'd doubted him. Doubted them.

The hollow ache in my chest stole the breath from me. I’d been protecting myself in all the wrong ways, shoving them out instead of pulling them closer. If I’d stopped long enough to really see him, to really see them, maybe I wouldn’t have spent so much time chasing shadows of betrayal where there were none.

It was time to focus that anger on who deserved it most, the wizard who'd cursed his family, doomed him, and left me scrambling to pick up the pieces with barely enough time to fuse them together.

Five weeks.

Five weeks, and every second we wasted felt like broken glass gouging into bare feet.

My gaze searched his, finding an openness there that exposed me. He wasn’t hiding this time. There was no carefully constructed wall of charm, no martyr-king smile lifted to shield him from rejection. He was here, fully, entirely, vulnerably here with me, placing himself into my hands.

Trusting me, of all people, not to shatter him.

It should’ve been empowering, but it felt like I stood at the edge of a cliff beside him. Anything I did now, every decision I made, could send us both careening off the side.

He’d risked far more than I’d ever realized. His health. His sanity. His very life. Because trying to tell me the truth could kill him. And still, he hadn’t stopped trying. He’d let me believe the worst of him, even when it hurt.

His gaze softened in the kind of way that told me he’d noticed something in my expression. Maybe I was revealing too much. I cleared my throat and shifted in his lap like that might somehow force the storm inside me to settle.

“I meant to say thank you,” I said. Too focused on my thoughts, I didn’t realize how wobbly my words might sound until they were out.

“For what?” The concern in his voice sunk under my skin.

“For staying. For not—” I made a vague gesture between us. “Leaving before I woke up.”

His lips twisted in a grimace of a smile that must reflect the turmoil he’d felt while sitting here, holding me in his arms while I slept, knowing that I might wake up and reject him.

Amusement flared in his eyes. “I don’t get enough credit for my ability to hold onto hope.”

A laugh choked out of me. It startled me as much as it seemed to surprise him. “If staying means keeping me trapped in your arms all morning, I might have to lodge a complaint.” My smile made my cheeks ache, but in a good way. I felt like I’d been through a terrifying storm and now a bright dawn arched across the sky.

His eyebrows lifted, his grin full and easy now. “Trapped, is it?” He tipped his head closer, enough for the tips of his hair to tickle my face. “Are you going to keep pretending you don’t like where you are? I could let you go, Wildfire.”

I huffed, rolling my eyes to cover the way my face warmed. Carefully, I slid off his lap, ignoring how cold the loss of his touch felt as I moved away.

When I’d returned from the bathing area, Farris skittered over to bump against my legs, his wagging tail smacking my calves in a rhythm determined to interrupt every serious thought I’d ever had. I snatched his silver ball off the floor and held it up while he leaped to try to grab it.

“If you’re interested in self-improvement, you could work on being a little less full of yourself,” I shot his way, testing how normal my voice sounded. Not completely, but close enough.

Merrick's laugh was like sunlight piercing through dark clouds. “And you could work on admitting when you enjoy something.”

I let the ball hover in the air before tossing it across the room. Farris bolted after it, his claws scraping the floor. “I’ll admit it when you stop acting like it means you’ve won.” I glanced back, over my shoulder. “You’re the one who’s king. Shouldn’t you be focused on winning something a bit more important than me?”

He stood and remained where he was, maybe waiting to see if I’d bolt like my nyxin if he came closer. “Winning you is the most important thing I’ll ever do.”

My smile pinched. I didn't know how to respond to that, to the emotions churning through the room. I covered by crossing to the window, where I stood as straight as I could, rubbing my belly that throbbed dully. Rain speckled the glass, tracing faint lines that reflected back at the gray sky. When I felt more composed, I turned to face him again.

He shrugged in a boyish way that didn’t match the intensity in his gaze. “Truth often sounds dramatic. I'll keep that in mind.” He reached for Farris, who’d been trying to get to me with his ball, his tail wagging hard enough to knock things off a low table. Merrick took it from the nyxin and threw it again.

“I’m glad you were able to sleep,” he said.

In his arms.

I’d been aware of his comfort, his embrace all night. First Lorant and then, later, Merrick.

“I’m even happier to see you moving easily,” he added.

“The cure’s working.”

“I’ll happily craft more for you when the prior starts to wear off.”

“Three days is the usual for me, and sadly, I’m uncomfortable the entire time.” I smirked. “I’ll keep you around to brew it for me each month when I…”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Only five weeks. There may only be one more month where he’d be here to help me, to hold me until the pain eased.

Odd how quickly I was getting used to the fact that these men were basically the same person, though what one did was independent from the other. No wonder they shared what was done or said while the other was absent. Otherwise, how would they remain sane?

“Thank you,” I said softly, settling back on the sofa. “Not only for the potion, but for how all this has played out since I boarded the ship.” Where I first met Lorant instead of him.

“It’s taken time, too much perhaps, but I’ve come to some sort of acceptance.”

That he’d die? I couldn’t name it. Wouldn’t name it. Throwing the words out would be no different from tossing a blade at his throat with my usual skill.

“You don’t mind that I spent time with him,” I said, still stunned by that fact. “Actually, you pushed me toward him, right from the start.”

“That I did.”

“Why?”

His head jerked in a no.

“You can’t say.”

He blinked.

I thought about how I could quiz him further, because I sensed there could be clues in the answers I dragged from him, but Farris scampered over and onto the sofa, dropping his favorite ball on my shoulder. It rolled off and skittered across the floor. Leaping after it, he picked it up again, and this time laid it on my thigh.

“Someone needs to go outside and run around a bit,” I said, rising. “I…” My heart hammering, I met my husband's gaze. “I liked falling asleep with you. Waking with you.”

“Reyla,” he rasped.

“I hope it's not wrong of me to see you as the same person. I know in many ways, you're not, but here,” I tapped my chest where I ached and ached and ached, “that's what you are.”

He walked right up to me, stopping and staring at me with so much joy in his eyes, it made my breathing come to a halt. “You.” He placed his hands on my shoulders. “Make.” He squeezed. “Me.” Curling toward me, he placed a kiss on my brow. “Incredibly happy.” Leaning back, he gave me the sweetest, sexiest smile.

Despite the dull ache in my belly, I couldn’t stop smiling myself. “I think we should⁠—”

“My queen?” Moira called out through the door. “Can we come in?”

I froze, gazing about in panic. “We need to hide you.”

His low laugh tickled down my spine. “Why?”

“Because you’re inside my suite.” I flipped my hands around in agitation. “It’s morning, and they didn’t see you arrive, something you’ll have to explain later because he arrived, obviously, though last night. But you’re here!”

“I’m your husband. I belong here,” he said quietly, his fingers still snug on my shoulders. He released one hand only to tuck a finger beneath my chin, lifting my face up to meet my eyes. “Or you belong in my suite. You decide which it will be.”

Ah, yes, he did belong here. Or me with him, though I wasn’t sure when bigger things should take place. Despite feeling they were one person in my heart, being with one of them intimately was not the same as being with them both. And I wasn’t sure I was ready to climb all over one, then sink down onto another, only to wake with the first, knowing he wouldn’t have experienced what the other one had.

This was incredibly confusing.

“My queen?” Calista’s voice grated at a higher tone than her daughter’s. “Are you alright?”

Farris hopped around us with his ball. If nothing else, I needed to send him outside with Faelith.

“Me being here is making you uncomfortable.” There was no mistaking the disappointment in Merrick’s voice. He tightened his spine and peered around. “I’ll hide while you send them away. Then I can slink down the hall and… No, that won’t work.” His gaze shot to a window. “I’ll reach my room a different way. There isn’t anything I’m not willing to do to ensure you’re happy.”

“No, don’t leave.” My lips quivered, but I gave him a real smile and lifted my voice. “Ladies? You may enter.”

The approval in his gaze scorched a new path straight through me. “Now there’s my wildfire bride.”

When the door burst open, my ladies bustled inside. Calista, leading the charge, came to such a quick halt that the other two knocked into her. The three scrambled together before righting themselves and smoothing their gowns.

Surren watched from the open doorway, his lips twitching with humor.

My ladies gaped at me standing close to Merrick.

“I’ll see you later, my queen?” he asked with a lilt in his voice that trickled like the warmest horig through me.

“Of course.”

He kissed me, keeping it chaste for my ladies. A damn shame right there. His fingertips trailed down my cheek once more before he strode toward the door, stopping beside my wide-eyed ladies, where he dipped his head forward in a slight bow. “Calista. Moira. Faelith. Such a lovely day, don’t you agree?”

Calista scowled at the bank of windows. “It’s raining. Cold. Miserable if you ask me.”

“Perfect for my fine fellow who adores leaping to catch the raindrops.” Faelith trotted over to grab Farris’s collar and leash off the table and held them out toward him. “Would you like to go for a long, lovely walk, Farris?” Her gaze met mine. “I’ll dress warmly and make sure he has a good run, shall I?”

“Please and thank you.” I could barely look at her. All my focus remained on Merrick.

My husband.

Mine to claim when I was ready.

After shooting me a final grin, Merrick sauntered out into the hall. He called to my guards, using each of their names, and in a jovial voice, wishing them a good morning. His footsteps faded as he made his way to his own suite.

“Well,” Calista said with a downward twist of her lips. “That’s… Yes.” A cool breeze shot through the open door, and she shivered, rubbing her arms. “What would you like to wear today, my queen?”

“I’m going to remain in my suite for the next few days.”

Moira’s breath caught. “Are you well, my queen?”

“I will be.” I rubbed my belly.

Her face cleared. “Ah, yes. Never a pleasant time, now is it?”

I shook my head.

“I think a bath?” She waited for my nod before hurrying to the bathing area, where the gush of water soon rang out.

My ladies hovered over me the entire day, only stepping out when Merrick arrived to craft the potion I gratefully drank.

That night, I roused to find Lorant sitting in a chair close to my bed, his intent gaze on me. Seeing me awake, he lifted me from beneath the blankets and strode to the bathing area, only turning around when I gently asked him to. There was only so much I wanted to reveal—about this messy flow and my heart. When I’d finished, he carried me out to the sitting area, settling on the sofa. He lit the fire and tucked a blanket around me while I curled up on his lap.

He held me.

And when I woke, I was snuggling against Merrick’s chest. His head had tilted back to rest on the back of the sofa, and he dozed, his arms still tight around me.

This pattern continued, both of them watching over me. Ensuring I felt almost no pain. Holding me to give comfort.

Days later, I roused at dawn to find myself in Merrick’s arms again, this time with him lying on top of the blankets beside me.

That was when what was left of my walls started to unravel.
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Reyla

My flow and the cursed pain that came with it had finally left, and I felt ready to emerge from my suite and take on whatever challenge the castle and its inhabitants might offer. It was time to do some solid investigation into the curse as well.

If only I knew where to start.

As he left my suite, Merrick gave me a sweet kiss and a stroke of his fingers across my cheek, stepping out into the hall.

Faelith passed him and took Farris to run around outside and do his nyxin business, while Moira shut the door behind her.

She and Calista followed me into the bedroom, where Calista stood at my closet, tutting as she scraped the hangers across the bar. “What color would you like to wear today, my queen?”

“Something pretty for the king to admire.” Moira gave me a sweet smile. “Though I imagine he finds you pretty when you’re wearing almost anything.”

Calista huffed and actually scowled, though she smoothed it quickly.

By the time I’d stepped out of the bath and dried my body, steam clung to the air and a subtle perfume lingered on my skin. Calista waited with the gown draped over her arm. I recognized it from the ship, the one with a split skirt made for both ease of movement and elegance.

“Perfect,” I said, and Calista beamed, her mood restored. Her fingers brushed my shoulders as she adjusted the fit. She only paused when I reached for my belts and strapped my blades around my waist. Her pinched expression was a whisper rather than a shout, but I caught it nonetheless. Ignoring her was easier than explaining why I’d never stop arming myself, not even while I wore a crown.

“Your hair?” Moira asked from nearby, holding up a handful of pins.

“Keep it simple. Maybe a braid?”

Calista huffed and spun to go through the jewelry.

Moira frowned her way. “As you wish, my queen.”

Once my hair had been arranged and the tiara Calista selected was secured in place, I rose from my chair and turned, spying Ember’s Shadow lying on the newly made bed.

Had one of them found it while straightening the blankets or…

“Could you both leave for a few moments?” I asked. “I need a bit of time alone.” I started toward the bathing area as if I had an overwhelming urge to sit for a while.

“Of course.” Moira tugged on her mother’s sleeve and after shooting me an odd look, Calista went with her daughter, the two women walking out into the sitting area, closing the door behind them.

Pivoting back, I dropped down onto the bed and lifted Ember’s Shadow onto my lap. I’d periodically tugged it out from beneath the mattress to see if it had anything to say, but it hadn’t so far. But if it was making itself known… Well, my heart was thrumming much too fast in my chest.

Please, please, please, give me a hint into the curse.

After peeling back the cover, I started flipping through the blank pages, my frustration growing with each one. Maybe it hadn’t inserted itself into my morning. Moira might’ve found it beneath the mattress and placed it on the bed.

Except, I found something near the end.

Words scrolled across the page as I read them aloud.

Beneath the crescent’s trembling glow,

Where rivers twist, and shadows flow,

A pledge of twin-born hearts was cast,

Weaving a bond too vast to grasp.

The elder scales, the crown’s first claim,

Together bled, bound flame to name.

Through kin of sky and earth combined,

A kingdom renewed. A fate aligned.

With hearts betrayed by fractured trust,

What once was whole, now turns to dust.

The path unclear, yet calls to dare,

A chosen bond will lead you there.

What did that mean? I grabbed the paper and pen I’d magicked with Lord Briscalar’s guidance and asked the pen to write the poem down. I was grateful I had a way to preserve this riddle, because as soon as my pen stopped scribbling, the words disappeared from Ember’s Shadow. I flipped through the book again but only found blank pages.

After tucking it and the pad of paper into a box on an upper shelf in my closet, I returned to the bed and leaned back against the headboard, thinking about the riddle.

“A pledge of twin-born hearts was cast,” I whispered. “Weaving a bond too vast to grasp. Could that refer to Lorant and Merrick? Twin-born hearts. They’ve woven a bond too vast to grasp. Maybe.” I frowned. “I wonder if any of the others worked in unison with their other half or if they were at odds, each struggling to take full control. Did they even realize they were once one and split?”

I tapped my chin, thinking about the middle verse, but I couldn’t see how it applied unless I could call Merrick earth and Lorant sky or vice versa. But that didn’t feel right. And what about elder scales? As far as I knew, the elders were all fae.

“With hearts betrayed by fractured trust. What once was whole, now turns to dust.” That could refer to the trust I struggled to find for them both, something I may have given back too easily. But how could I do anything less?

“Turns to dust” seemed clear. They were going to die if we didn’t break the curse.

“And the last?” Frowning, I stared at the wall, not truly seeing it. “The path truly is unclear. I don’t know what to do or even where to look for the information I need to end this. “Calls to dare suggests bravery, of course.”

Wasn’t that just like the fates? Winning always took sacrifice.

I would sacrifice everything to heal them.

But how? Plunging myself on a sword wasn’t going to fix this. I needed to be strategic. Careful. And quick because time was being sucked away. I’d wasted days already, wallowing in pain in my room, though I doubted I would’ve been much use even if I’d forced myself to rise and look for clues.

“A chosen bond will lead you there.” I held up my arm and let the red-stone bracelet slide down my wrist, revealing the mating mark I kept hidden. Was this the bond the riddle spoke of? If so, it should lead me…there. Wherever “there” was.

My sigh of frustration rang out.

The riddle may not even relate to the curse and my husband. If not them, then what?

Hearing my ladies moving about in the next room, I slid off the bed and joined them. The outer door opened, and Faelith entered with Farris bounding ahead of her, his fur damp but his enthusiasm as bright as ever. He skipped over and dropped his favorite ball at my feet.

“You’d think he’d want something new to play with,” I said, crouching to pick it up and toss it across the room.

Faelith leaned against the wall, her smile warm and easy. “He adores it more than anything. I tried a stick earlier, but he kept sniffing around for his ball like it was the only treasure that mattered.”

We left Farris in the suite and walked toward the throne room in our usual formation. Faelith strode at my side, Calista took the lead with two of my guards, and Moira walked quietly behind me. Surren and the other guards flanked us with sharp gazes and magic coiling around their fingers.

We descended the stairs to the first floor.

“I’d like to visit the kitchen first.” I turned that way.

Inside, the heady scent of roasting meats mixed with the sharper tang of spices. The kitchen was controlled disarray, with pots steaming and knives flashing as staff moved seamlessly between the counters and the stoves. The head chef, dressed in starched white, caught sight of me, and his thick brows shot up.

“My queen,” Dulvade gushed. “What an unexpected pleasure.”

“First, I wanted to thank you all for the amazing dishes you prepared not only for the meal after my coronation but for the expansive spread you crafted for the masked ball.”

“It was nothing.” His face blazed with color that didn't only come from the heat of the room, and he dipped forward in a smooth bow. As he rose, his gaze shifted to Moira, whose face suddenly darkened to match his own. “Just a few dishes that I gave my own special touch to.”

“It was wonderful. I don't believe I've ever tasted better, not at Lydel Court or Bledmire.” Since I was a servant at the latter, and we didn't eat with the high lords or ladies, this was certainly true. Lydel was another world altogether, though my friend had only recently gotten her court in order.

Dulvade’s eyes sparkled. “It's always a joy to craft meals and light repasts for those who appreciate the subtle flavors I imbue in each dish.”

“I imagine it is.”

As I spoke with him, a small chall caught my eye, its pure white fur glinting in the warm kitchen light as it darted between the legs of the bustling staff. The creature moved with an almost ethereal grace, weaving its way through the room without so much as a pause. It halted near an extensive spice rack mounted to the wall, its bright gaze fixated on a pot simmering on the stove.

The chall meandered closer to Moira, rubbing against her leg, purring so loudly that it drew Calista's attention. She scowled at the beast and stepped between them.

Moira’s expression flickered with unease, but she forced a smile. “I never liked challs.” A shiver tracked through her. “Not sure why.” Her gaze met her mother's. “Remember that time one attacked me when I was small?” Tugging up her sleeve, she showed the faint white scar etching across her forearm. “It did this to me and it took ages for it to heal.”

“Challs can be unpredictable,” Calista said.

With a snarl, the tiny creature leaped right at me.

I yelped and backed away, stumbling over something on the floor at the same time a member of the kitchen staff was carrying a pot of boiling soup or broth to the counter.

We jarred together. The pot went flying up then down even faster, smacking against the floor beside me, its contents spraying⁠—

A snap of Dulvade’s hand, and the piping hot broth froze mid-air. With a flick of his finger, he sent it all to the sink, where it slithered down the drain.

“My queen,” he cried. “Are you unhurt?”

“I’m fine.” I swallowed but the fear lodged there didn’t want to go down.

The chall hissed and raced toward the door to the hall, but Dulvade snatched it up from the floor, pinning it beneath his arm. “Time for this beast to leave.” He handed it to one of the staff. “Take it far from the castle,” he barked, scowling at the creature. “Far enough away it can’t make its way back to this location.”

The woman nodded and pinned the small creature’s legs, carrying it out through the back door, the panel banging closed behind her.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Dulvade said, his concerned gaze returning to me. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

I stared toward the door. “Yes. I am. Thank you. I’d be burned if you hadn’t used magic.”

“Essence weaving,” he said. “That’s my skill, and I’m grateful for it almost every day of the week. It’s quite helpful when I’d like to enhance a flavor or preserve something. When I knew that was my ability, I also knew exactly how I wanted to use it. Here, of course.”

“It’s a wonderful skill.”

He beamed, though his eyes held shadows as they darted to the door where the woman had taken the chall. “I’ve indulged the aerie’s pests long enough, it seems. I won’t allow another inside my kitchen.”

“A wise decision.” This had been an accident, right?

While I’d be foolish not to see danger in everything around me, the sentinel veil was in place. If the chall was somehow sent by the wizard, we would’ve had warning. Besides, what good would burning me do?

Oh, yes. If the wizard didn’t want the curse broken, they only needed to slow my progress, not necessarily kill me, though I suspected they’d happily do that as well if the fates allowed. But the veil…

Now Moira wasn’t the only one shivering.

I pressed for a smile, pretending the incident was over. “I don't want to keep you for long,” I told Dulvade. “I also stopped in to ask if I could make horig cakes tomorrow? I'd like to share them with the king.” Among others.

Why in the world had I decided to do this?

His grin widened, his large hands planting on his hips. “Of course! How could I say no? Tomorrow it is.”

“Thank you. I’ll stay out of your way, I promise.”

“You’ll stay anywhere but out of the way, and we'll make them together.” Dulvade’s laugh rolled through the kitchen, his cheery mood restored. “I’ve been dying to make your recipe.”

“Perfect then. Is any time better for you than another?”

He paused, his brow narrowing in thought, before it cleared. “After the lunch meal is out of the way? I’ll leave the dinner preparation to my staff, though under my strict guidance, and free that part of the day for you.”

“Early afternoon, then?”

He nodded.

Leaving the bustle of the kitchen behind, we returned to the main corridor and approached the throne room. Surren exchanged a brief word with the guards stationed near the massive double doors, and one of them slipped inside to let the herald know I'd arrived.

Before the doors opened, Erisandra left the hall on my right, her gaze locking on me. She strode over, her entourage a turbulent sea oozing around her. She stopped beside me, her face as sharp as her perfectly coiled dark hair and the deep green jewel dangling on her brow. Her gaze shifted to hover beyond my left shoulder, as though I was a faint sound she could tolerate if she didn’t focus on it too long.

“There you are,” I said brightly. “I hoped to speak with you.” Not truly, though the thought had been on my mind over the last few days while I lay moaning in bed. To fit in here fully, I needed even subtle support from this woman. If I could get in her good graces, she might back away and stop trying to thrust herself between me and Merrick.

Her left hand, adorned with green stone rings that perfectly matched the jewel on her forehead, lifted to brush imagined specks of lint from her bodice. “How noble of you.”

It took work to keep my retort from roaring up my throat. “I wanted to invite you to join me for tea tomorrow.”

Hence the horig cakes.

A flicker to my left caught my eye, something shifting on the periphery of my vision. Distortions warped the floor's glass-like surface to my left. Meanwhile, Erisandra stood with a twisted smile that remained devoid of real warmth. Fear gnawed at my gut, and I forced myself to blink, though the warping remained. Was she crafting another illusion to manipulate my perception? If so, why bother? Shifting images in the floor might trip me up or catch my attention, but I doubted they could do more than startle me.

“Is everything alright, Your Majesty?” Moira broke through my train of thought, her voice tinged with concern.

“Of course.”

“Tea?” Erisandra’s head tilted the barest degree in my direction, though her lips threatened a smirk. “My, my. An invitation from the duly crowned queen of Evergorne Court? How could I refuse?”

It wasn’t what she said but how she said it. Her agreement held no warmth, only a touch of conniving simmering below the surface. Whether I’d walked into her game, or she’d stepped into mine, I couldn’t tell.

The illusion in the floor intensified, a ripple of colors and shapes that seemed to fill the air with unspoken threats. Tendrils veined the surface, bright hues intertwining with shadows, creating an almost hypnotic energy. A hint of laughter hung in the air, a seductive whisper playing tricks with my mind. The colors deepened, whispering something I couldn't quite make out. Twisting reality, beckoning me to lose myself in its allure. My heart raced, and I could not drag my gaze away.

Vine-like projections coiled out of the floor. They slithered closer. Draped themselves across the tiles. Twisted across the tops of my shoes.

Binding tight.

My brain spun, but I was able to jerk my eyes away. Jerk my feet away.

It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real!

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Erisandra watching me with a smirk.

Damn her.

Pulling in power, I used it to lure in shadows, begging them to place themselves between me and the mirage. They thrust themselves between me and the vines, and the “mirage” recoiled, sinking back into the floor.

The tiles smoothed almost as if the mind-sucking illusions had never been there.

“Mid-afternoon?” I forced my voice to come out pleasant and not trembling from… Fury boiled through me, and I wanted to lash out at my mother-in-law, but that would put me right in her hands.

“Mid-afternoon will be fine.” Erisandra’s gaze darted to the doors that were now cracking open.

After flashing me a slick smile, she broke protocol that stated when the queen was ready to enter, royalty always proceeded any other person waiting.

With an upward twist of her mouth, she breezed through the now-open doors and into the throne room.
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Merrick

My mother was an ass. If we weren’t related, would I find a way to love her? Her behavior since I brought home my queen battled with the softer, almost sweet mother I remembered from when I was a child. She’d changed after my father’s death, and despite my attempts to find common ground with her since, she’d turned into…whatever had entered my throne room now.

With a smile containing too much cunning, she strode forward as the herald announced Reyla.

I lifted one eyebrow. Mother’s gaze met mine, and she almost appeared chastened, before she smoothed her features into her usual, haughty mask. With her nose held high enough she might be able to sniff the ceiling, she strutted ahead of her ladies and guards, along the aisle to the seat she took in the front each day.

Those watching erupted into hisses, cackles, and titters.

My court was dissolving around me, and I couldn't determine how best to fix it. I needed to hand Reyla a court that could march forward, not one shattered by disarray.

Since I'd arrived from the port with Reyla, I'd been bracing myself for a confrontation with my mother, but it still surprised me how my hands tightened into fists as she glided toward her seat. Her ladies helped her settle and took seats for themselves around her.

It would be easy to let this slight go. Yet this court needed to know who was in charge.

It was not her.

The herald announced Reyla again, and everyone rose, even my mother. My wife walked sedately toward me with two of her ladies behind her. Only the twitch of her hand on the hilt of one of her blades showed her unease. She knew the protocol, which meant she was aware of the slight my mother had delivered.

I stood as she ascended the stairs to the dais. She carried herself with grace and determination, the kind of spirit that could light up any darkness, even the shadows dooming the latest Evergorne king.

As she came close, I extended my hand, taking hers, our fingers intertwining despite the furor pressing down on the air. Hoarse whispers slashed through the room as she settled into her throne beside me.

“Still doing alright, Wildfire?” I asked, focused solely on her.

“The pain is gone, thank you. No more potion needed.” Her bright smile held only a touch of sadness. Seeing it made me even angrier at my mother. “I have a few odd occurrences to discuss, but they can wait.”

What now?

She settled on her throne, and Calista and Moira arranged her skirt before easing to the side to be nearby in case she had need.

As the herald stepped forward to announce the first supplicant, I held up my hand. The man stopped, giving me a deep bow.

“Mother,” I called out. “You will join us on the dais.”

Her brow furrowed and a flash of irritation cut through her façade. With a lift of her chin, she stood and strolled toward us like this throne was her birthright, which it would be if her hissed rumor of my parentage was true.

She came to a halt in front of me, ignoring my bride. “You wish to speak to me, dear son?”

“You fucking need to respect Reyla.” I kept my voice low, for her ears and Reyla's alone.

Only Moira, standing closest, must’ve heard, because her eyes widened.

Mother’s gaze flicked to my bride. “Is she teaching you this appalling behavior? You will not swear at m⁠—”

“I do whatever I fucking please,” I barked. “And you do what I fucking please as well.”

Moira snorted. Calista frowned.

I reminded myself to remain in control.

“Merrick,” Mother chided softly, like I was still ten and couldn’t get the advisors to listen to me instead of her.

“Treat my wife with respect or else,” I growled.

“Respect?” Mother flicked her fingers out, adjusting her skirt. “It takes more than a crown to make a queen.”

“She does not need to prove herself to you.” Only to the court, who already saw her grace, dignity, and sharp mind. “Reyla is the queen of Evergorne. My queen.” Despite the anger boiling beneath my skin, I kept my voice steady.

This woman thrived on disarray, and I would not show it to her. I’d lost control for a moment, but I’d strapped it back down again.

Mother's lips tightened, and fury churned behind her eyes. “Do you think they look up to her, Merrick? An outsider has no place in our court, one you’ve made a mistake inviting⁠—”

“Don’t,” I spat. “Do not question her place here. You undermine this court with your bitter jealousy.”

“Jealousy?” Her glare now encased Reyla as well. “Of…this?”

“Continue on this path, and by the fates, you will face my fury.”

Mother leaned in closer with rage swirling in her eyes. “Do not challenge me, dear son.”

I already was.

“Behave or else,” I snarled. “I fucking mean it.”

A deadly gleam shot through her eyes, and the look she sent Reyla dripped contempt. With a turn, she started striding across the dais, only to pivot back. “Kings come and kings go, but queens are forever. Remember that, Merrick.”

She stomped down the stairs and across the open area, not stopping when she reached her ladies but breezing past them and out of the room. Her ladies rose and scurried after her.

As the doors banged close, titters swirled through the gathering.

Even Moira and Calista appeared shocked.

Reyla remained still beside me, her face flaming. Her growing frustration would not surpass mine.

“Should I have said something?” she asked quietly. “Soothed her in some way?”

“I had to confront her.” Weariness settled in my bones. “There is no good time.” I'd acted in response to her behavior, and I could see now that my mother had probably driven me to it.

She’d made me snap. Half-bellow.

At her subtle command, I'd shown the court that there was a feud within the royal family, that she and I were at odds. I could not allow this to continue.

It would take time to repair their perception. Time I didn’t have.

I took Reyla’s hand and lifted it, kissing the back while keeping my eyes locked on hers. “I'll fix this, somehow.”

“If you can. I want to help. I hate that she's doing all she can to undermine you when…” When I could be dead soon. But my mother didn't know that. The entire court was bound by the curse. A few facts might slip through, and they had with Reyla, but if I died on my thirtieth birthday, it would be as much of a surprise as when my father passed, and his father before him. No one would connect my death to theirs. And so it would go for each new generation.

Unless we ended it now.

If Reyla did not give birth to my son, he wouldn't grow up only to die on his thirtieth birthday.

The curse would stop with me—as would the male rule of Evergorne Court.

Yet, by the time I died, my mother would have planted enough seeds of doubt that the high lords and ladies would select her as the new queen, shoving Reyla aside. The only thing that would keep this from happening would be a pregnancy that would deliver a new heir.

I wanted to snarl and gnash my teeth, but I told myself to be patient. The thread of hope I'd clung to since I met Reyla was a fragile, shredding thing. I worried it would snap before long.

“I'll fix it,” I said again. “I'm sorry you had to see that.”

“She makes the mistakes, not you.”

“Yet she's dragging you into this battle. You should be settling easily into your role here at Evergorne, not dealing with all this.”

The curse.

My mother.

My imminent death.

So much needed doing, but I only knew a fraction of how we could end this. What sucked the most was that I couldn't tell her much of anything. She had to arrive at each destination on her own and without my guidance. That much I'd learned from my father, though I’d added to the small amount of knowledge he’d shared.

“My role here is still being defined,” Reyla said. “We’re going to rule this court together.”

This was why I could still cling to the belief we could break the curse.

Because I had this woman by my side.
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As the court ended and the lords and ladies left, Talvon, the head of my guard, signaled he'd like to approach the throne. At my nod, he bounded up the stairs and stopped in front of us. “Lord Briscalar has returned. He’s waiting to speak with you in the Gold Room.”

“Excellent.” I turned to Reyla. “You may have noticed I'd borrowed the head of your entourage.”

“I was going to send for him soon. Days ago, he said he needed to speak with me, but we were caught up with other things, and I didn’t find time to seek him. Where has he been?”

“That—” I swept my gaze across those lingering in the back of the room, their attention, and likely their ears, on us and not whatever they were pretending to do. “I'd like to share that news with you in a different, quieter location. Plus hear of your earlier concerns.”

Her attention flicking to the doors on the opposite side of the throne room, she rose. “Moira? Calista? I’ll join you in my suite later.”

They dipped forward in curtsies and left the throne room.

Talvon waited for them to leave. His gaze slid to my wife before returning to me. “This relates to the borgons.”

“And the meeting we interrupted the other day?” My mother and her sycophants. I was looking forward to hearing what he might’ve discovered there.

“I’m still collecting information on that matter but should have a report for you soon.”

“The borgons it is, then.”

Talvon’s gaze shot to Reyla again, and he frowned, but it smoothed quickly. He dipped his head forward. “Of course, my king.”

We exited through the back door and strode down the hall, turning left at the end and walking out into the main corridor with rooms on either side.

“What were you concerned about?” I asked Reyla softly, unsure if she’d want to discuss it in Talvon’s and Lord Briscalar’s presence.

She related two incidents, one in the kitchen and the other with my mother in the hall. Hearing about them only made my insides start snarling again. I was sure my mother had glamoured the floor, though I couldn’t imagine why other than to concern Reyla. As for the kitchen… I’d speak with my guard. A chall might’ve been an accident. My mother was not.

“If either incident was related to the curse, it would’ve triggered the veil,” she said.

“I’ll handle this.”

Nibbling on her fingernail, she mentioned that my mother was coming for tea the next day.

“Be careful,” I said. “Remember her skill and how she loves to manipulate others.”

Reyla lifted her chin and gave me a sly smile. “I’m not bad at manipulation myself. I dare her to try again.” The grimness in her eyes should stand as a warning to everyone, including the wizard. “If she misbehaves again, I’m not above using my spicy lightning.”

“There’s my wildfire. Just remember that whatever you do or say to her can be used against us.”

“I’ll be careful.”

We continued down the hall, and Talvon hurried ahead to open the door to the parlor. “The lord is waiting inside.”

The Gold Room lived up to its name, though gold didn’t quite capture the warmth of the space. It was sunlight trapped in thread; horig woven into walls. Rich tapestries hung on either side and between the three tall windows, showing stories from Evergorne’s distant past. Heroes standing beside creatures shooting flames and distant Evergorne kings standing beneath the twin ravens of our family crest, all stitched in hues of amber, ochre, and shimmering gold. Each tapestry was bordered with intricate ivy patterns that seemed to creep and climb to the edges of the ceiling. The walls had been painted pale cream with gilded floral designs curling in each corner.

A grand fireplace had been built into the right wall, its mantel carved from gleaming trillastone and embedded with clusters of gold that caught the flickering flames. Above, a striking, round mirror etched in gold reflected our images back at us. Two plush armchairs with high backs flanked the hearth, their fabric dyed the deep amber of autumn leaves.

The central seating area had been arranged around a golden-threaded rug embroidered with faint swirling patterns that were almost imperceptible unless the light caught them right. A settee upholstered in yellow fabric faced the fireplace with matching cushioned chairs on either side with a large, polished low table between them.

Lord Briscalar rose from one of the yellow chairs, bowing to us both. His gaze shot to Talvon, and his smile curled up before smoothing.

“Wait outside,” I told our guards.

Talvon shut the door, and the four of us settled, me and Reyla on the sofa, him taking the remaining high-back chair opposite the lord.

“Tell us what you've discovered, Lord Briscalar,” I said, Talvon listening intently. As head of my guard, he'd have to deal with whatever might be coming. No, he'd insist on standing in front of me when I dealt with whatever might be coming.

The lord dipped his head toward Reyla. “My queen, first I must apologize for not being present over the past few days. I’ll make it up to you with diligence and devout service.”

“It hasn’t been long,” Reyla said, her voice light. “I was otherwise occupied, but I missed you.” I was probably the only one who could hear the touch of humor in her voice. “Please don't worry one bit, though I appreciate your concern. My ladies are more than enough to attend to my needs.”

She cared for Lord Briscalar. Why hadn't I seen that? She'd grown up without a loving father, and she might actually see the lord as a small substitute for that role. The fact that she would take the time to reassure him showed me again that she was already an amazing queen.

“You’re much too kind.” Briscalar straightened in his chair, his lips curling into a humble smile. “I truly appreciate it. As always, it’s a delight to serve you.” His sharpening gaze landed on me. “My king, as you requested, I traveled into the hills beyond the wall. Visiting relatives provided the perfect cover for my inquiries.” His attention shifted to Reyla. “I’ve been snooping, one might call it, though I’m not a person who would ever use such a… How shall we say it? It’s a silly term for this grave a matter.”

“Of course not.” Reyla’s mouth twitched, but she stared at him with a touch of concern.

Briscalar inclined his head toward her, appreciation softening his otherwise somber expression. “I prefer to call it a strategic investigation, my queen. Done with the utmost diligence and discretion.”

“I'd expect nothing less.”

I leaned forward. “What did you discover?”

“Troubling news about the borgons, Sire. The attack suffered by the farmer near the northeastern grove wasn’t an isolated event. Reports of similar incidents have sprung up across the stretches of land outside the city walls. Livestock torn apart, though never stolen.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“I believe once I’ve finished, you may have the beginning of an answer,” he said gravely.

Talvon watched the lord with considerable interest—and a touch of concern that went beyond regular friendship.

Was it like that, then? If so, I wished them both well.

“What about the towns closer to the walls?” Reyla asked. “How are the people there preparing? Have they placed guards, sent flights overhead…” She frowned. “Oh, that's right. You don't use dragons in the same way I did while growing up.”

To ride into battle, she meant.

Although, long ago, we’d…

I frowned, trying to grab hold of the thought, but it slipped from my mind before I could latch onto it and hold it up in the light.

“They're doing what they can,” Lord Briscalar said carefully. “Securing their homes and animals. Rotating guards at night, though there have been some attacks during daylight hours as well.”

“This can’t be true,” Talvon breathed, turning his widened eyes my way. “They only come at night. Never during the day. And the last attacks… They were so long ago, I don’t remember when. I was a child.”

“Except recently,” the lord said sadly. “Our people are terrified. Some have abandoned their homes and fled deeper into the forest. Others are discussing packing up and moving within the city walls for protection. They don't feel safe out there any longer.”

My people. Our people. How best to handle this?

“Why are they attacking now?” Reyla asked, deep in thought, her gaze focused on the table. Her attention snapped to the lord. “You said the daylight attacks are new.”

Talvon nodded, watching her. Judging her, perhaps. He'd soon discover what I already had. This woman had the cunning of ten Evergorne kings.

“Why are they suddenly attacking frequently?” Her brow furrowed. “They've lived in the area all this time, correct?”

“They have, my queen,” Briscalar said. “Other than a few random-appearing attacks on the wall, and many years ago, they've lived in isolation, ignoring those farming in the hills and the city, for that matter. We’ve maintained the walls, naturally. We can do nothing less. But honestly, it’s been so long since the borgons tried to breach them that even I barely remember.”

“Are the borgons beings with complex thought processes like us?” she asked.

I shook my head. “They're fierce creatures with wings and furry bodies. The size of a small shed. They have fangs and vicious claws as poor Lord Ferlaern discovered. I don't think they're capable of thoughts beyond those of a feral beast.”

A shiver rippled through her. “Then they’re not stealing livestock for their own farms. Is their prior food supply dwindling?”

“If anything, it's increasing,” Lord Briscalar said. “My relatives spoke of the vast herds in the fields beyond their homes. The hunting has been excellent, they say, and I’m grateful, since their flocks and domesticated animals are being taken.”

She frowned. “Then why are they attacking defended farms when there are herds available?”

“One of their elders had a wild suggestion.” The lord shifted on his chair. “At first I dismissed it, because it cannot be true.”

“Tell me,” Reyla said.

“The elder believes the borgons are attempting to reclaim something they believe belongs to them.”

I frowned. “Territory? They’ve crawled out of whatever cave system or dense thicket they’ve been hiding in to collect…what?”

“No one truly knows. It's not like these creatures can speak and tell us.” The lord’s voice dropped, his tone coming out reverent. “The village elder also said the borgons want their history back. Their purpose.”

Reyla leaned back in her chair, her elbows bent, and her hands clasped, lying snug on her chest. “What could that be?” She held up her finger, frowning. “In the library, I read a book that stated… No, wait.” Her shoulders sagged. “It’s not related to this.”

“What did it say?”

“It’s related to dragons.”

“Ah, yes, then.” Briscalar shook his head. “Please remember that what the elder mentioned are merely stories told around a fire, and it’s hard to give such things credence. A few say that the borgons once patrolled these lands. If this is true, I cannot imagine in what capacity.”

“Patrolling implies protection.” Reyla looked down at her hands before her gaze sought mine. “Attacking our people’s livestock does not.”

“These killings…” Briscalar sighed. “This is what’s frightening our people the most. Rather than take what they kill, the borgons are leaving messages behind. They’re not feeding on the poor animals. The livestock are left maimed, and their bodies are arranged in a pattern that—” He glanced at Reyla. “A pattern that stunned me, quite frankly.”

She sucked in a breath. “What sort of pattern?”

Talvon drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair, staring forward in thought. “Can you recreate it for us?”

Briscalar nodded. “Easily. It's…quite chilling, actually. I do hope I’m only misreading it, because, if I’m not… Well, allow me to show you, and you can decide for yourselves.” A snap of his fingers and his magical pad of paper and pen appeared on the table in front of him. “Draw—” He shot Reyla a grim smile. “Please draw a pattern at my direction.” He leaned close and whispered, asking for corrections as needed.

As the pen scratched across the surface, the room felt smaller, the walls pressing close in a way that had nothing to do with the old stone.

When Briscalar finished, the pen dropped to the table with a sharp click and remained there.

The lord turned the paper around for us to see. “Please tell me I’m mistaken, that this does not look like—” He winced as he looked directly at me.

I lifted the pad of paper and though the posed bodies were gruesome by themselves, it was the fact that they’d been arranged to form a perfectly executed drawing of the Evergorne crest that horrified me the most.

Two ravens facing each other with their tails and wings outspread behind them.

What in the fates could this mean?
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Reyla

“The Evergorne Crest,” I hissed.

Also the symbol I’d found on the cover of the book I’d stolen from the library that might be Isodine’s diary. Actually, after talking with Valera, I was convinced it was her diary. If only I could discover where Erisandra hid it and read.

The chill that slithered up my spine had little to do with the light breeze coming in through the cracked window, jutting around the room. The idea of the arranged bodies clung to my mind, sending dread crashing over me.

“Why the crest?” I asked.

Merrick's gaze narrowed on the drawing, and his hand lying on his thigh twitched. “Everything’s tied to Evergorne somehow.”

“The curse too, do you think?”

Lord Briscalar and Talvon sucked in a breath at the same time, and their eyes jolted to lock on the wall before they looked back at us. Yanked away by me saying “curse,” then returned with their minds blanked like usual.

“That would be my assumption,” Merrick bit out.

Briscalar nodded, probably linking Merrick's comment to his prior one about the court.

“Is this a warning or…?” Talvon asked.

Merrick's gaze narrowed. “Or what? Tell me your thoughts.”

Talvon leaned forward, his voice low. “What if this is an invitation?”

“In what way?” I asked.

“Outside of this crude display, they don't appear able to speak or communicate with us,” Lord Briscalar said. “Though they must be able to do so among themselves since this act was done in unison.” His brows furrowed. “Provocation implies they seek a response, and my assumption would be from you.” His gaze fell on Merrick.

“The last thing we need is to be manipulated by beasts in the forest, beasts that haven’t attacked this court for many generations,” Merrick said, his voice taut with frustration. “We cannot afford to play whatever game this might be, though I believe ignoring it would be unwise.”

“Exactly,” Talvon said. “Suggestions?”

“I’m open to whatever the three of you believe we should consider.”

“If this is a way of communicating, grisly as it is,” I said, “maybe we should show them we received the message.”

“Yes,” Merrick urged, leaning toward me.

“Could we project the image of the crest where they might see it? If they’re trying to communicate, this could show them we understand.” We might be traveling down the wrong road with this, but short of increasing protection, I couldn’t think of any other way to address this.

“You’re skilled with lights,” Merrick said to Talvon. “Could you arrange for something like this?”

“Easily. I’ll project something on the outside of the wall, though I’m not sure how we’ll determine they’ve seen it.” Talvon stared at the drawing, deep in thought. “They could also be trying to instill fear and weaken us.”

The window creaked ominously as the gust of wind picked up, the chill biting deeper, wrapping around my throat. My palms went sweaty, and my pulse quickened. “They’re doing a very good job if that’s their intent.”

“This is not the act of a friend,” Lord Briscalar said. “Nothing will convince me of that. It's ominous, and I believe we must do something, though I'm not sure what.”

“Increase our patrols,” Merrick said. “This will show those living outside the walls that we’re determined to protect them. A strong presence may keep the borgons away. And tell those living outside the walls that we'll find places for them inside if that's what they need. They should keep their animals inside at all times. I know that'll be a challenge with grazing animals, so send them what they need to make this possible. Hay. Whatever they ask for.”

“Excellent ideas, my king,” Lord Briscalar said.

It felt good to act rather than wait for the next horror to descend.

“Any other suggestions?” Merrick asked, and we all shook our heads. Most of this was speculation. It was hard to respond when we didn’t understand the motives.

Talvon rose. “I’ll speak with the guard about the patrols. Since we’re expanding the guard to cover this, we’ll need to enlist volunteers.”

Merrick dipped his head. “The coffers are yours. Make it sweet enough you’ll have plenty of volunteers to choose from.”

“I will.” Talvon strode from the room as Lord Briscalar got to his feet.

“I’ll work with the farmers within the walls to procure feed and see to its delivery, plus arrange for accommodations for those who are eager for the protection of this court. If nothing else, I can put the aerie to good use.”

“Thank you,” Merrick said.

With a bow, the lord also left.

My focus remained on the attacks. Why had this escalated, and why were they leaving bodies shaped to create the Evergorne crest?

We both stared toward the empty fireplace grate for a long time, not speculating aloud.

Finally, Merrick sighed. He took my hand and urged me up from the sofa to sit on the edge of the table in front of him. He placed his hands on my hips, and I realized how quickly I’d slipped back into a comfortable relationship with him. But both of them had cared for me the past few days, and it was hard to be angry with someone who’d sacrifice their sleep and their own comfort to see to mine.

“How are the borgons related to Evergorne?” I asked, pushing aside my emotions to focus on figuring this out. I felt like vital clues were missing and if I could find them, it would all make sense.

“No idea.”

The creases around his eyes showed how worried he was about this. He had so much on his mind at all times. His thirtieth birthday loomed. His mother was being a pain in the ass. The lords and ladies appeared poised to revolt. And now the borgons. We’d tumbled over the edge of a cliff without a way to break our fall.

Merrick shifted closer, his hands sliding to the table beside my thighs as his brow furrowed. “The crest.” His voice came out heavy, like he was dragging his thoughts through mud. “Why that of all things?”

“It doesn’t make sense. Could it relate to the elder’s comment about how they may be seeking something that went missing?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” His gaze flicked toward me before dropping to the floor, and his shoulders tightened. He released a long sigh that made my chest ache. “We’re missing something.” The words came out low and distant, as though he was speaking more to himself than to me.

“We'll find it.”

His sad smile rose. “I love that you say we.”

“These people are mine now. You're mine now.” It might be bold of me to state it that way, but I meant it. I'd gone from dreading being with this man to feeling the first touches of affection, to… Was this heady, torturous, exquisitely painful feeling love? I'd loved Kinart, but with Lorant and Merrick, it felt different. Richer, though that could come from me being older and hopefully, wiser.

What we had could be lasting if I could find a way to grab onto it and make it my own.

“I am yours,” he said with so much pain in his voice, it gutted me. “No matter what happens, remember that. Remember me?”

My eyes burned with tears. That time was roaring toward me and there may be no way to get out of its path, but we still had now.

“No matter what happens, I will find you in every lifetime.” His gaze searched mine. “I promise.”

The threads I’d used to bind together the squares in my quilt of peace were shredding. Perhaps it was a wall I’d erected between us. Kinart’s death nearly destroyed me. I’d wanted to make sure Merrick and Lorant’s wouldn’t.

I should’ve been tugging them beneath the quilt with me instead of lifting it between us.

“Merrick.” I pinched my stinging eyes closed before opening them again. “You break me.”

“That’s never been my wish. I only want to make you feel whole. Fulfilled. Happy.”

Was that even possible with everything going on around us?

“Don't carry this burden on your own,” I said. Mentally, I was lifting the edge of my quilt, nudging my chin to show him he could climb beneath it with me. Share warmth and the peace the quilt could bring us both.

“It’s my role to hold the burdens that come from being king of this court.”

I braced my palms on the edge of the table, leaning toward him. “I’m here. I want to share this with you. Let me shoulder some of those burdens for you. I can hand them back when you're ready to carry them once more.”

His lips tilted up in a half-smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re already helping more than you know.”

Maybe that was true, but it wasn’t enough. Not for me. Not when he looked like he was holding up Evergorne and the entire world on his shoulders. I wanted to ease some of that for him, even if I couldn’t take it all. And not just because of our marriage or my duty as queen. I wanted it for him, for the man I was coming to care for in ways I couldn’t define.

“Please,” I said.

He searched my eyes for a very long time. “Alright.”

“Thank you.” I could almost feel him easing beneath the quilt to join me. I mentally tucked it beneath our chins and hoped he’d feel the strength and hope it offered.

Swinging my legs against the table, my shoes brushed against his shins. “Maybe we both need a break to clear our heads.”

His brows lifted, and he tilted his head. “What do you have in mind?”

“Do you have to meet with your advisors today?”

“Yes, but fuck them.” His mouth curled up further. “Tell me what you're thinking of, because I'd much rather spend my time with you.”

“I don’t know.” I mentally riffled through ideas. “A walk outside? Maybe some sparring in the training room?”

“I do enjoy rolling around with you on a training mat, and a walk outside could prove entertaining.”

I leaned close to him and placed my hands on his shoulders. He really was well built. I could stare at his body—drool about it—all day. “I could teach you to flit.”

His gaze snapped to mine. “Are you going to tease me with your kisses, then disappear from my arms?”

“If I share the spell, it could be you teasing me with your kisses while you disappear from my arms.”

“If you're kissing me, I'm not going anywhere. But flitting… I've heard of it, of course, and I’ve seen you do it a few times, but it's not something anyone does here. I may not be able to perform the trick.”

Our magic did appear to be different in many ways. Why, I didn’t know; this was just how it was.

“I'll teach you, and you can try,” I said, grimacing. “I've found that kind of magic to be an inconsistent bitch. She doesn't want to behave for me like she should.”

“Sounds like a beautiful woman I know.”

I pouted. “Are you calling me a bitch?”

“Never,” he vowed, though his eyes sparkled. I loved that I could lighten his mood if only for a few moments. He wallowed too much in duty and dismay, though I understood why.

“It's not only my role here as queen of Evergorne Court to help my people with their needs but to make sure the king has a good reason to smile.”

“I'm not sure flitting will do that for me, though I'm eager to find out if it involves kisses.” He nuzzled his nose against my neck. “You smell good.” And he licked, his tongue tickling my skin. “Taste good too.”

“You're an incredible distraction.” Was that my voice coming out breathy?

A guarantee when Merrick was touching me.

His fingers slid up to bite into my thighs, holding me in place. No, slightly spreading them wide. “I could keep distracting you if you'd like.”

The heat this man drew from my core…

What a dilemma. I could lay back on the table and let him do whatever he pleased because I knew it would please me as much, or I could insist on teaching him how to flit. While taking pleasure from him might help him shed his burdens for a short time, I wanted to give him more than that.

“I'll teach you to flit and then you can teach me to…” Oh how delicious the possibilities between us were. “Something. You figure that part out.”

“Alright.” He sent me a boyish smile, telling me I'd made the right decision. If teaching him gave him a small reprieve from the heaviness surrounding him, I’d count it a victory.

“Ready to learn, King Merrick?”

“Here?” At my nod, he released my thighs and settled back on the sofa, his gaze gliding down my body. His finger flicked out to encase the room in a ward. “You're in control, Wildfire.”

“Don't tease me with such a tantalizing notion.”

His sly smile rose. “Do you like to take charge sometimes?”

The sexual innuendo in his voice made me want to command this man to strip everything off so I could discover how he tasted. Soon. That time could no longer be denied.

Because he was too distracting, and I really did want to teach him the spell, I slipped off the table, and eased to the side, savoring how he reached out to trail his fingers across my ass as I passed.

I paced a few steps away and turned back to face him, forcing myself to focus. “The spell itself is pretty straightforward. It’s the mechanics that can trip you.”

He tilted his head, watching me like he was eager to gobble me up. “I’m listening.”

“Where I come from, we're taught to picture a well full of power in our mind,” I said. “I told that to… Well, to you. Lorant. Did he share that with you?”

He nodded, his gaze locked on me and with a sly smile on his face.

“Alright, then. When we want to perform magic, we cast a spell.”

“You've already learned it's different here. No well. We pull in power from the world around us and send it back with a wish. A command, if you'd like to call it that. We persuade the magic to do what we need. What are the specific words for the flitting spell?”

I stepped over to stand in front of him again, braced my palms on his shoulders and whispered it in his ear, though this wasn't a secret. I couldn't resist touching him, getting close to him. I leaned back in his embrace. “The words are old.”

“Ancient fae, actually. I studied the language when I was small.”

“Truly?”

He flashed me a smile. “Truly. They mean to flow through the crest of power.”

Now I wondered what the other spells I’d learned meant.

“It may not work for you.” I didn't want to disappoint him, but if he couldn't draw from a well deep inside like those where I came from, then he might not be able to⁠—

He disappeared from beneath my hands and reappeared in front of the fireplace.

“I believe it’s time for me to give you a lesson, Wildfire,” he purred.
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Merrick

“Forget that,” Reyla huffed, though the sparkle in her eyes told me she wasn’t irritated one bit. “Why did it work for you the first time when I can barely get it to work one in ten times when I try?”

I flitted to stand beside her, the faint hum of the spell still buzzing through my veins. She sucked in a gasp and stepped back too quickly, her heel catching on the edge of the rug. Her balance wavered, her arms flipping outward as she tried to catch herself.

I tugged her into my arms, against my chest. “Careful there, Wildfire. Obviously, I've impressed you so much with my flitting ability that you're feeling faint.”

Her glare was as sharp as one of her blades, but there was no bite behind it. “Don’t get cocky just because you managed it on your first try. You may find it doesn't work again for you for years.”

“I’ve done it twice now, not once.” Grinning, I tightened my arms around her. “I was meant to be good at this.”

She smacked my chest, though her grin matched mine. “Ass.”

“No, that's the other man. I'm the witty, charming, and infinitely sexier one.”

“You really are full of yourself, aren't you?”

“It comes with the crown and the throne.”

Her pout was so cute, I wanted to taste it on her mouth. “It’s not fair. Flitting is hard for me. It should be hard for you too.”

“Says the woman who was able to call shadows the first night she was taught. Flitting is simple compared to that.” Her scowl eased. “It took me years to summon enough power to command even one element.”

That did it. Her shoulders loosened. “Years? You're teasing me, right? You always seem so poised. Patient. In control.”

“Do continue naming all my stellar qualities. If you run out of them, I could mention a few.”

She huffed, but her lips curled up. “You're the guardian.”

“While someone else is the assassin.”

“The harmony.”

“To their chaos.”

“Empathy.”

“Ruthlessness,” I said.

“When you were split, he took the darker attributes like despair, destruction, and intimidation, while you were left with hope, restoration, and inspiration.”

I blinked to show her she was right.

“To survive what's coming, you need both,” she said sadly.

I blinked again, and I could see that the unfairness of my probable fate was sinking through her skin, making her sad as well, and that was the last thing I wanted for my wildfire. She deserved to blaze brightly, to scorch across this world to make it anew. Not mourn me. I was nothing when compared to her, and I accepted that.

“I'm no closer to figuring this out,” she said. “For the last few days, I've lounged in bed when I could be researching in the library or… I don't know. Doing something. I'd do anything, Merrick. Know this. I don't want to remember you. I want to see you each and every day as you stand by my side, to build memories with you every single day of our very long lives. I want to lie in bed with you and talk about our day. Laugh. Grow old together.”

“Reyla,” I breathed.

She was so close…

“You're strong.” I tilted her chin up, brushing my fingertips along her jawline. “Extraordinary. You may not see it yet, but everything you need is already inside you.”

Her lips parted, questions flickering in her eyes, but I didn’t let her speak. I kissed her, gently at first, savoring the heat of her mouth against mine. Then deeper, because I was unable to bank the fire that always roared to life when she was near.

She was like the first taste of spring after a cruel winter, her warmth seeping into every part of me, erasing the cold that had lived there for too long. I could live a thousand years and never tire of kissing this woman.

Sliding my arms beneath her, I lifted her. I pivoted us toward the sofa, falling to pin her underneath me.

Her breath hitched.

I broke the kiss to grin down at her. “Comfy?”

“I—” Whatever witty retort she might’ve used vanished into a soft exhale as my hand trailed along her side, my fingertips grazing the curve of her hip.

Fire sparked in her eyes, and her lips curved into a smirk that should’ve warned me. With a blink, she flitted out from beneath me, reappearing by the windows, facing me, her hands braced beside her thighs on the sill.

“Catch me if you can,” she said, the challenge in her voice making my cock kick forward against my pants.

I growled and leaned back on the cushions, sliding my palms beneath the back of my neck while watching her. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Wildfire.”

“One you're going to lose.”

She wanted to play? Fine. I had no well, but I’d quickly discovered I could still flit as long as I used the spell.

I drew power to me, the familiar pull surging faster this time, as if my blood was eager for the chase. Spell cast, I flitted to her side, ready to grab her before she could bolt again.

But she was quick this time, and her laugh filled the room as she left me clutching at the empty space where she’d been a moment before.

“You can do better than that,” she said with a grin, now standing in front of a tapestry hanging on the far wall. Its woven threads depicted my ancestor Wobert, his stern gaze majestically locked on the distant mountains, his cloak billowing dramatically behind him as if he was facing down a storm.

Reyla was much more appealing than Wobert.

She tilted her head. “What’s wrong, my king? Surely you're faster than that.”

I stalked toward her, reached toward her. “When I catch you, Reyla, I’m not letting you go.”

Her smirk deepened. “I don’t want you to.”

I flitted to her and latched onto her. But before I could kiss her again, she spun us around and pressed me against Wobert. With a smirk, she trailed her fingertips across my chest, not stopping until they reached the waistband of my pants.

“My, my, my, what do we have here, my king?” She glided her hand down the outline of my erect cock before returning her fingers to the top fastening and undoing it.

She released them all. Released me.

“Reyla,” I groaned, not sure what she planned but unbelievably eager to find out.

She dropped to her knees in front of me and oh, how beautiful she was as she looked up at me with joy in her eyes.

“I believe it's time that I tasted you, my king.”

She leaned forward and ran her tongue up the base of my cock.

I almost came right then and there, but damn, I wanted to make this last. She was touching me. Loving me. Giving me pleasure when I should be doing it for her.

But while I told myself I should do it, I was unable to push her away.

Her tongue traced the length of my cock, her gaze locked on mine. The heat in her eyes made it a challenge to breathe. She swirled her tongue around the tip, drawing a groan from deep inside me. Holding myself back was not an option. I thrust into her mouth, unable to focus on anything but how amazing this felt, how perfect she looked with her lips spread wide around my cock.

She took me deeper, her mouth wrapping around me in a way that made me shiver. Shudder. And struggle not to come on the spot.

“Reyla,” I growled, latching onto her hair, wrapping the silky strands around my palms so I could hold her right where she was. “That feels amazing.”

She hummed, the vibration sending waves of bliss through me. Her head moved in and out, her tongue working magic on my shaft. I was a trembling wreck already, about to spill myself into her like a youth palming himself for the very first time. Control was such an exquisite thing, and I clung to it, determined not to give in too soon. I wanted to hold back, to make this last, but the feel of her mouth on me was going to make me explode.

“You're going to make me come,” I snarled, wrapping her hair tighter. Her eyes were so filled with desire, it made me unravel. She wanted to do this for me, and that knowledge only made my cock grow stiffer.

Her movements became more insistent, her mouth taking me deeper, her tongue working faster. Pressure built within me, and my body shook. Tensed. I jerked my hips forward, my eyes spiraling. I was spiraling.

I could not control this any longer. She took all of me, her lips tight around my cock as she moved, her eyes never leaving mine.

The sight of her, on her knees and with her eyes filled with fire was more than I could take. With a heavy growl, I came, shuddering with the intensity of my release. She kept moving, taking all of me before sliding back out, her lips quivering with her smile.

As the last waves of my pleasure eased, she pulled back, her mouth glistening. She licked her lips, capturing every last drop.

That satisfaction in her eyes…

Reaching down, I tugged her to her feet, pulling her against my chest where my heart pounded. “Wildfire. You…”

“Well,” she said pertly, her pretty eyes sparkling. “I suspect that felt good.”

My laugh made my chest ache, though in a good way. “Good is not a big enough word for that.”

Her hands splayed out on my chest, and she kissed me through the fabric. “Let me know when I can do it again.”

My laugh rang out, rich and full.

I was lost.

Completely, utterly lost.
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Reyla

When his advisors came knocking on the door, Merrick groaned and quickly refastened his pants.

He strode over to the door and cracked it, listening, before shutting it and turning to face me. “It appears I do need to speak with my advisors, damn them.”

“I can come with you, make this go quickly.”

“They insist we discuss what crops should be planted in the castle fields next spring.”

“Such a stimulating topic.”

He chuckled. “Still want to join us?”

“I will if you want me there with you.”

“Your input is always insightful.” He flitted over to stand in front of me, stroking my hair off my face. “I always want you by my side, but why don’t you return to your room and rest. You still look tired.”

“It was the flow, not a life-threatening illness.”

“Lie down. Sleep a bit.” He gave me a stern look. “I insist.”

“What if I insist on staying with you?”

He sighed. “Do this for me? I’ll handle the crop issue that truly isn’t a crop issue.”

“You’re sure? Because this could be one of those burdens.”

“Save your strength for the big ones.”

“Alright.”

I left to return to my room.

Farris greeted me with his favorite ball, and I tossed it over and over until he dropped it by my feet and flopped on the floor beside it. His tongue lolled, and his tail beat a furious rhythm on the wooden boards.

I settled back on the sofa and hitched my heels up on the edge of the table in front of me. My ladies sat around me in chairs, Faelith crafting lace with magic. She intended to have it worked into her wedding gown. Moira was reading one of the romance novels I’d gotten from the library. And Calista sat primly, studying her nails, periodically huffing. Bored? Yeah, I got it.

I was about to suggest she go to the kitchen and ask the cooks to slow-cook a roast or make a loaf of bread from scratch, not returning until it was done, when someone knocked on the door.

“My queen?” Lord Briscalar called out.

“Yay.” I slid off the sofa and hopped over Farris, racing to the door and swinging it open. Nothing beat Lord Briscalar for a “delightful” distraction.

“I was asked to pass a message on to you from Valera Windhaven, the head librarian.”

“Come on in.” I pivoted and strode over to sit in the chair by the bank of windows, where I took my meals.

He settled across from me. “I cannot stay long, I’m afraid.”

“We’re no longer planning the coronation, the dinner, or the masked ball. Surely you have a few moments to sit and chat.”

“I’m always delighted to chat with you, my queen.” He dimpled a smile. “But today, I plan to start making the arrangements for the upcoming balls. I’m sure your ladies have shared the appointment I made with you to discuss them.”

Not yet, but I was sure they would. “We had a ball. That was enough.”

He chuckled as if he thought I was actually joking. “Now, now. Balls are an Evergorne tradition. When the prior king was alive, we held three or four each week.”

“Truly?”

“Absolutely, and may I say it was a delight to hear about the wondrous events from my father.”

“I’m sure it was.”

My gaze was snagged by someone hurrying across the back lawn, aiming for the wall and the dense woods beyond. Normally, I’d ignore it. It was someone out for a walk—run—and there was nothing too odd about that. But there was something about the way this person moved that caught me and wouldn’t let go.

The lord continued to chatter about this ball or that—some themed with colors, another where everyone would dress like animals. I pressed my nose against the glass, squinting into the late-day sunlight.

As they slipped through a door built into the side of the wall and raced beyond, they stopped before entering the woods, glancing toward the castle. The wind caught the hood of their cloak and flipped it backward, revealing their face.

Erisandra.

It couldn’t be. But, if it was… She was alone, without even one guard or lady in attendance.

What in the fates was she doing?

I stood up fast. “Time for you all to go.”

“What?” Calista barked, rising.

“You’re very right, my queen.” Lord Briscalar beamed as he got up. “Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me. I promise I’ll arrange for nearly all the details. When we meet in a few days, you’ll merely need to approve my meal choices and the theme for each ball. Seven over the next two weeks, as I suggested, will be perfect.”

“Seven?” I groaned, my eyes wide. “That’s a lot of dancing.”

He tapped my arm. “You do it well. I watched, and it was a delight to see you spinning around the dance floor in the arms of our beloved king.”

“Yes, it was…interesting.” I stared out the window, though Erisandra was gone. Had she entered the woods or returned to the castle? “What was Valera’s message? You didn’t say.” I bustled him toward the door, snagging Moira’s and Faelith’s arms as I passed and tilting my head toward the hall when Calista’s gaze met mine.

She scowled but lately, there was nothing new about that.

“Oh, yes, of course. I nearly forgot,” he said, coming to a stop. “She asked for you to come to the library. The head librarian of Halendor Court paid her a visit and left something for you.”

“Why me?”

“Why not you?” He drew himself up stiffly. “You’re the queen.”

“Yes, but.” I shook my head. “Is it a book?”

“I don’t know what it is, and, might I say, it’s probably not my place to know. I assume it’s a gift to commemorate your coronation.”

“Is it common for librarians to bestow gifts on a rival court’s queen?”

“I don’t believe any have done so before, but it could be the start of a lovely new tradition, don’t you think?’

“I’ll visit Valera soon, then.”

“Very well, my queen. I’ll let her know.”

I needed to find out if Erisandra had crept into the woods, and I couldn’t do that while all my staff was hovering around. Taking Lord Briscalar’s hand, I rushed him out into the hall, shooing my ladies along with him. “So nice to visit with you all but I fear…”

Blinking fast, Moira leaned toward me. “Fear?”

“That I need to take a nap. Before I have to work with Lord Lorant. Or visit with the king who said he’d stop by after he was done with his advisors. I also plan to have dinner, which I’ll do here. Bring a tray and leave it in the hall.”

“We cannot do something like that,” Calista huffed. “We will bring the tray into the room. I insist.”

She could insist all she wanted, but I made my own rules. But I wanted her gone, so I gave her a simpering smile.

“Knock when you have it.” I closed the door in her face and raced into my room and dressed quickly in leathers.

One flit, and I stood at the edge of the woods beyond the wall, where I’d seen Erisandra enter. With a blade in my hand, I slunk among the trees, studying the ground for tracks.

When I found them, I followed as they wove through the woods.

The forest was darker here, the trees old and gnarled, their branches clawing at one another as if in battle. My heart skipped one beat. Another. It galloped across my ribs at a furious enough pace it made my breathing go ragged.

I crept around the craggy trees, following Erisandra’s tracks. An uneasy silence closed in around me. No birdsong, no sweep of the wind. Only an oppressive hum that slammed against the back of my skull in the same way static charges the air before the crash of a storm.

She’d traveled far.

I kept my gaze on her fresh trail.

Erisandra's tracks ended at an overgrown clearing with a few even older-appearing trees scattered across it, their spindly branches clawing at the gray sky overhead. I halted at the edge of the meadow, studying the ground around me but not finding any hint of her passage.

My growl ripped up my throat, but I bit it back.

Sweltering air gusted across the clearing, smacking into my face and making my hair stand on end. I held my breath, peering around, seeing nothing but…

Something sparkled ahead, and I frowned, squinting, cocking my head when I found what looked like a tall, cracked mirror, its surface shimmering in the low light, leaning against one of the old, contorted trees.

It was not there a moment ago.

Chills plucked across my skin, needling deep.

Runes scratched along the fractured edges of the frame pulsed a sickly indigo light. I hadn’t studied runes, though these appeared as old as the trees. Shadows writhed on the ground in front of the mirror, drawn toward the glass like bugs to a flame that would only burn them alive.

Tightening my grip on my dagger, I moved to the right, remaining within the sparse woods while slinking closer to the mirror from the side. It seemed to pull everything around it inward. Insects jolted and zapped when they hit the surface. Shadows from the trees whipped back and forth in the harsh, heated wind, also as drawn to the mirror’s lure as me. Even the sweltering air itself seemed to coast in that direction.

Leaving the woods, I picked my way through the deep, cloying grass, finally stepping in front of the mirror, though I remained far enough back to slash out if it attacked.

And why did I think it would do something like that?

A fissure gouged across the surface in a thick scar, but it appeared otherwise unmarred.

My own hazy reflection swam into view on the surface, and despite the hot air billowing around me, cold scraped its claws down my spine. It was me…except for the eyes. They glowed with an unsettling indigo light that matched the pulsation of the runes.

When a feral grin rose on the face, I gasped in a breath.

I was not grinning.

But this was my reflection. Dressed in identical leathers. Gripping the same dagger in her right hand while her other dagger remained secure in its sheath. I lifted my left arm. So did my reflection. Hitched up one leg.

Same.

It moved in perfect symmetry to me, jerking a step forward when I did, shaking its head just so.

As if mocking me.

“Stop it,” I hissed.

Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. The words skated across the meadow, smacking back at me.

My throat twitched. I took a step backward, my boot crushing dead leaves and sending a jagged, grating sound across the open area.

The thing in the mirror stepped forward along with me.

But while my hands remained at my sides, the other me shoved her hands against the inside of the glass as if testing its limits.

The air stretched taut. I could not take a deep breath.

The sharp electric hum grew louder, stabbing at my eardrums as shadows on the ground around me shifted, jettisoning back and forth, drowning in a turbulent, grassy sea.

The runes flared brighter.

Magic always had a rhythm, a predictable build to its crescendo, but this was erratic, a desperate, coiled energy on the verge of snapping.

Then it did.

With a sound like splintering ice, jagged shards tore away from the mirror’s edges and slashed toward me. I dove, rolling to the side, and the breath of their flight sliced the air close enough above to pinch my skin. The shards burrowed into the side of an enormous ancient tree on the edge of the meadow. Leaping to a crouch, I whirled back toward the mirror and froze.

My reflection remained, but now its hands were shoving through the glass. Its forearms emerged. The rest of its body strained to follow. It wrenched and slithered through the surface and slammed to the ground, rising slowly, creeping upward until it stood as straight as me.

Looking exactly like me.

While I remained motionless, it tilted its head. Its smile stretched wider, even more grotesque now, its glowing indigo eyes narrowing on me.

We circled each other, my boots jerking through the dry, brittle grass. It matched me, step for step, its movements lurching. Unnatural. My guts boiled as fear plunged through me.

The other me lunged.

I parried her swipe with my dagger, the clash of our weapons blazing through the woods. The impact jarred my arm, like I was striking myself. But that couldn’t be. I shook off the horrifying feeling.

When it lashed out again, this time with a fluid spin of its blade, I deflected the blow and gouged my other blade across the attacker's forearm.

Pain seared through me and a quick glance showed blood blooming not only on her arm but my own.

“Fuck,” I hissed.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I stumbled back, terror bolting up my throat.

Every injury I inflict on her would happen to me. How could I defeat a foe like that?

Before I could think through a strategy, she leaped at me again. I ducked under her blow, spinning left as the glowing runes on the shattered mirror pulsed and throbbed. Sparks of light flared around the clearing, the shards embedded in the tree quivering, trying to wrench themselves free.

As my utterly silent double circled me with a feral smile, I drew in power and sent it to my fingertips.

The creature tilted her head, watching me, and her malicious smile widened.

I shot lightning at the mirror, but it deflected, arcing up, spinning to roar back at me. I flung myself to the side as my own power blasted over me, striking a tree on the edge of the clearing and setting it aflame. I sprang to my feet and raced toward the woods with my double too close behind.

Calling in power again, I lured shadows near, wrapping them around me to mask my movement.

My mirror image did the exact same thing, and now I couldn't see her. She would kill me. I knew this in my bones. Then this spell would slink back to the mirror and await its next victim.

Unless she meandered back to the castle and took my place.

The thought of that shocked through me, making my insides quake. I shored up my strength and tightened my grip on my blades, determined to keep that from happening.

I dropped my shadows—and so did she.

Direct assaults were hurting me as much as her, so I had to defeat her in a different way. I shifted my attention to the mirror again. As I dodged another swipe of my double’s dagger and flipped out of reach, I took in the tall, fractured glass twitching against the gnarled tree. The runes along its edges pulsed like dying embers. The jagged crack in the surface flickered.

My double closed in with a predator's patience, her movements uncanny because they reminded me so much of myself. As I deflected, shifting around to avoid contact, she stalked me. Watched my every move. She’d strike soon, and I wasn’t sure I’d survive her blow.

I studied the shifting shadows drawn to the mirror’s glow. At first, they'd seemed like nothing more than random distortions, but now I could see patterns, movements, and a hint of intent. They weren’t aimless; they were drawn toward the mirror, tethered to it, perhaps, swirling and writhing as though waiting.

Or fueling it.

A memory bubbled to the surface of my mind. Magic always has balance, my brother once said. If it takes, it must also give.

The mirror could be taking to give to her.

My double flitted to me and struck out with her blade. I flitted myself, narrowly missing having my head severed from my body.

With a bellow, I flung a dagger at the cracked surface of the mirror.

The blade spun through the air, its edge glinting once before slamming into the tear in the glass. A true hit, thank the fates.

Time seemed to stutter. The glow surrounding the runes dimmed, the crack on the surface deepening, and for a moment, the air went utterly still.

My double froze. For the first time, her glowing eyes widened. The flicker of alarm I saw there made heat surge through me.

The stillness shattered as the mirror warped, rippling like water broken by a stone's throw. My dagger vanished into its surface, swallowed whole, before the mirror spat it back out. A bolt of searing, brilliant light streaked toward me. I flung myself sideways, the blast of my own blade grazing my shoulder. Heat scorched through leather. And my skin. Agony shot white-hot spikes up my neck. Teeth clenched, I staggered but stayed upright.

The crack widened, a tortured smile dissecting the surface. The runes throbbed, flickering like candles in a stiff wind.

I swung around to face my double. Her expression had changed. No more jagged smile. No more feral gaze. She leaped toward me, her blade lashing out in a ferocious arc.

Gritting my teeth, I summoned a bolt of lightning to my fingertip, the current coursing through me with a rhythm I controlled. I aimed for the fracture in the mirror again and blazed the lightning at it.

It rippled through the air and struck the fissure dead center.

The ground shook. Shadows leaped and coiled across the front of the mirror, as if trying to shield it from further harm. The runes flared, burning bright enough to sting my eyes, but my lightning bolt hammered into the fracture. At my command, it drove deeper. Splinters shuttered loose from the surface, gouging into the meadow in front of the mirror like shards of ice.

The other Reyla roared and launched herself at me. I ducked under her swipe.

And shot more lightning at the mirror, hitting it hard again.

With an unearthly groan, the fissure widened, jerking outward before snapping back in as if even that part of the mirror was alive. Light bled from the runes, and after one last flicker, they went dark.

The mirror shattered, jagged shards of it shooting across the clearing. I fell to the ground and lay flat, covering my head while the shockwave slammed over me, a force stronger than any gale. Tortured wails filled the air, distorted, otherworldly, a twist of a melody that abruptly cut out.

A quick look up told me the mirror image of me was gone. As was the mirror. Only the hint of foul smoke remained behind.

Pain flared across my shoulder and forearm, but I remained buried in the grass, giving my heart a chance to settle.

Finally, when bird song lilted through the woods, I rolled and sat up, studying the area but finding nothing of concern—for now.

Rising, I snatched up my other dagger where it lay half-buried in the churned grass, and sheathed it, the motion automatic, even as my body wavered.

A gust of cool wind pried at my hair, carrying the sharp, acrid scent of charred wood. The tree that had caught fire earlier still smoldered, its branches black claws stretching toward the sky, its bark curling away in thin plumes of smoke.

At least the fire had gone out. I couldn’t leave the forest to burn.

On deadened feet, I staggered around the perimeter of the clearing, but I found no trace of Erisandra. I couldn’t even find the tracks I’d followed to this meadow, though I suspected why.

I’d been lured. Almost trapped.

After a last look around, I flitted back to my suite and staggered over to the bank of windows.

It didn’t take long.

I watched as Erisandra slunk out of the woods and hurried along the path, entering the castle through a door directly below.

If I wasn’t so shaken, I’d find her. Confront her. It wasn’t a stretch to think she’d magicked the mirror for me in the woods.

Farris came over and sat beside me, looking up with his head tilting this way and that. I slunk past him and into the bathing area where I filled the tub and sank down into the welcome warmth.

I remained there until the water grew cold before climbing out and drying myself, dressing in a fresh tunic and pants.

Back in the sitting area, I loaded wood onto the fire until it roared. I sat, curling up on the sofa with Farris snoozing beside me, his head resting on my thigh.

Merrick didn’t come to my suite. My ladies brought my meal tray and insisted they sit with me while I ate it. After, I kicked them out and puttered around the room with Farris watching me from the cushions. His gaze kept slanting toward the windows.

I did not get up to look.
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Reyla

It was time to leave to work with Lorant in the tower.

The walk there felt longer tonight. My guards flanked me, but I barely heard their steady footfalls or the gentle rustle of the castle as it settled into the quiet of night. Thoughts of what Erisandra could be up to churned through my mind, but I didn’t come to any conclusions other than that she hated me. She’d gladly see me dead to steal my crown.

She was willing to lure me from the protection of the veil shielding the castle and into the woods where I’d be on my own.

Tea time tomorrow was going to be quite interesting.

For now, I would focus on Lorant.

The last time I’d seen him, he was crafting yet another potion to help me survive the pain of my flow. Holding me in his arms. Would he be kind or snarly tonight?

When I reached the base of the winding staircase, Surren gave me a subtle nod and pivoted, standing near the wall with the others to wait until I was ready to return to my suite. The stairs coiled upward, stretching endlessly toward the top. With each step, my boots scuffed against stone worn smooth by generations of kings, each swallowed by the curse.

As I climbed, I thought of Merrick’s earlier confession, the way he’d said, “Remember me.” It echoed in my mind, twisting around the memory of Lorant lying beside me on my bed, his rough hands gentle as he rubbed my belly. The way he'd sat with me in his arms at night, determined to be there if I needed him. And the way he hadn’t grimaced while helping me with things that would make me cringe if I thought about them too hard.

Gentle was not a word I'd ever associated with Lorant. How was it possible that when it came to me, he and Merrick could be the same?

When I reached the top, the thick iron door creaked open before I could raise my hand to do it myself. Fog spilled out like it had been summoned by the stark differences of this man and the other.

I stepped inside, and he turned from where he stood at the window on the opposite side of the tower room.

His silhouette cut against the silver moonlight spilling through the window behind him. As always, he wore all black, from his boots to his pants to his tunic—the last adorned only with a few hints of silver. And tonight, a cloak. The same he'd worn when he followed me through the village and welcomed me onto the ship? Everything about this man felt unreal. Dangerous. His frame appeared carved from stone, every muscle honed for battle. For survival.

For me?

The light caught the deep scar slashing from his brow to his jaw, reminding me of how much he’d endured, how he’d fought something horrible and survived. His green eyes, darker than Merrick’s, flickered almost ferally, making that storm he often claimed to be feel closer, as if his wind and rain had chased me up the stairs and now that I’d arrived, diffused into warm mist.

“Welcome, Wildfire,” he rasped, his voice a skate across my skin that brought out delicious shivers.

Wildfire.

The title should’ve reminded me of our push-and-pull relationship. Instead, hearing it from him warmed something inside me I wasn’t prepared to analyze.

“You’re late.” The way his brow arched, the faint sneer tugging at the corner of his mouth, reminded me again of who—and what—this man was.

I could tell he was trying to provoke me, to test my boundaries, like he always did. It should have made this feel familiar, but tonight, everything felt changed. The air between us was heavier somehow, crackling with things unsaid.

“I’m here now.” I stepped to the middle of the tower room. The door groaned shut behind me, sealing us in and sealing my guards out.

His gaze raked over me, assessing me in a way that felt more personal than any touch. “Are you all right? You look⁠—”

A blink and he’d flitted in front of me. When he latched onto my shoulders, I winced.

He reeled backward, his hands lifting. “What fucking happened?” he snarled, ripping forward to gently tug my tunic to the side. With a vein throbbing in his temple, he studied the slash on my shoulder. “They. Are. Dead.”

“I took care of it already.”

“Who?” he roared.

“I was attacked by a mirror.”

“What mirror?” he slashed his head around the tower room as if a shiny silver glass would appear long enough for him to destroy it.

“It’s gone. I broke it. Sent the attacker back wherever they came from.”

“Tell me everything.”

While he seared the wounds on my shoulder and forearm closed and helped me tug my tunic back into place, I told him about following Erisandra and what I found in the meadow.

After, he cupped my face and stared into my eyes. “Do not do that again.”

“I need to know what’s going on here, and if I hide in my room, I’ll never figure it out.”

“I don’t care. Protection doesn’t go past the castle walls. Stay inside. Locked in your suite. Do not leave. I’m not worth the loss of even one strand of your hair.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong.” I lifted my chin. “I will continue to risk myself to fix this.”

“No,” he snapped, whirling away from me, stalking over to the window where he braced his palms on the frame and bellowed out into the night. His roar cut off. The world outside remained still before the soft whir of insects began once more.

Joining him, peering out at the nothing, I fiddled with the strap on my blade belt. “What will you do about Erisandra?”

“What I should’ve done when I was ten.”

“You can’t kill her,” I gasped.

He crooked his head to look at me. “I can.”

“Don’t. We’ll take care of it in a different way.”

“She. Tried. To kill you. I’ll rip out her throat in return.” He said it simply, yet killing the queen mother was anything but.

“Maybe it wasn’t her.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Do you truly believe that?”

I shrugged. “This wouldn’t be the first time someone took on the face of another. That person lured me out there. They tried to kill me. It seems rather odd that they’d make sure it was her face I saw. It thrusts the blame directly at her as eagerly as you are to thrust your blade through her…you know.”

“Her right eye. Her throat. Her back or her chest. Any place will do as long as the blow’s lethal.”

“We need to be strategic about this. Attacking her now will only make us look bad and her the victim. We don’t need a martyr to rally the lords and ladies to her side.”

“She’ll have no side when she’s dead.”

I sighed. “Talk to Merrick about it. If we act, it needs to be as one, not just you storming through the castle to slit her throat. They’ll accuse you. Condemn you. There will be no defense of your actions.”

His hand jerked out, but it slowed, and he delicately stroked his fingertips across my cheek. “She hurt you.”

“And I’d love to seek my own revenge, but I’m going to make sure we’re looking at this from all angles before I do anything.”

“So wise,” he whispered. “So fragile.”

“I’m stronger than I look.” Stepping back because his touch was much too disconcerting, I strode to the middle of the room and turned. “Thank you for what you did.”

“I would heal your wounds both inside and out if I could.”

“You’ve done a great job already. Both right now and… You know.”

Easing away from the window, he dropped his back against the wall and raked his hands across his face. “No thanks are necessary.”

Awkwardness settled like an unwelcome guest between us.

“It’s strange.” I glanced at the flickering sconces casting a warm amber glow on the stone walls. “Talking about things with you. I mean, with him…” I swallowed because I refused to compare them out loud. “Yet with you⁠—”

“It's harder.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest, but the way his fingers tightened on his elbows said more than his words.

“Well, yes.” My gaze slid sideways, fixing on a crack in the wall by his shoulder. “Maybe that’s because of—” I wasn’t sure how to phrase it.

Did he know what I’d done for Merrick in the parlor? Leave it to my brain to focus on that rather than on my…odd experience in the woods. But I needed to let that rest a bit. Brew. Ferment into something I could more closely examine. And fermentation took time.

His lips tightened. “What you and…he share is yours, Wildfire.” Easily said yet jealousy strained through his voice, plus a touch of bitterness.

And somehow, that stung worse than if he’d snapped at me. I wanted him to care. Slam his fist into the wall at the thought of me being with Merrick.

Snarl or something.

Fragile or not, messy or not, I wanted every part of this man to crave me as much as I did him.

I straightened my shoulders and met his gaze. “About the curse. If I—” The words tangled my tongue. “If we can find a way to break it, what will be left?” I couldn't bear to lose either of them.

His jaw tensed. He didn’t look away, but his expression shuttered, the dangerous edge of him returning in full force. “Reyla,” he growled. “Don’t⁠—”

I held up a hand and thought for a moment, scrambling for the right way to phrase it. “If the curse is broken, will you and he—” My throat tightened again, and I forced the rest out. “Will both of you still exist?”

His shrug was a lash, a sword cutting deep, delivering a visceral, overwhelming pain that drove me to my knees. I cupped my face, unable to look at him, to see the same fear in his eyes.

Stepping close, he dropped down in front of me and pulled me against his chest. Like over the past nights, he held me.

I didn't sob, but I sure wanted to.

No, I turned my sadness into anger.

“Fuck this curse,” I shrieked, reeling my head back so fast I nearly took out his chin.

He snorted. “Yeah, fuck the curse.” Choking, he wiggled his neck, loosening the knot.

“Don't say a damn thing! Let me do the talking for us both.”

He jerked out a nod, his gaze fixed on my face.

“I'm determined, Lorant.” I stroked his scarred cheek. “No matter what either of you say, I'm not giving up now, tomorrow, or in five weeks.”

He held up four fingers.

“Four weeks?”

He blinked and lifted his other hand to display three more fingers.

Only four weeks and three days, and I was no closer to fixing this than I’d been when I arrived in Evergorne.

“You’re not going to die.” I said it firmly, as if it was a vow. I was surprised that lightning didn't light up the sky.

I struggled to my feet, looking down at him still kneeling in front of me with too much emotion in his dark eyes. It swamped me, lifted me up, and tossed me onto the shore, leaving me bereft.

He was as tortured as me, and I couldn't stand it.

“Up, up.” I tugged on his hands and almost reluctantly, he rose, towering over me, watching me, linking our fingers together. “I don’t know where to start.” The words spilled out before I could stop them. Pieces of information floated around me, but I couldn’t grasp them, let alone fit them together. “I will find a way. Because—” I broke off, my chest tightening again. “There is no choice here. I will not pick between you. That’s what I feel like this is coming to, and I can’t.”

The room felt smaller, every word I spoke crackling with a truth we couldn’t name. Lorant’s eyes were as turbulent as a stormy sea, pulling and thrashing. Rising, he took my hands in his own, and the strength of his grip kept me in place when everything inside me was determined to splinter apart.

His expression shifted, his jaw tightening, his lips parting. I thought he might say something, but he stopped, biting down hard on his lips. His fingers left mine, moving up to cradle my face as if he could hold me together through sheer will alone.

“You're reckless, Wildfire.” His raspy words eased across my skin. “The fates help me, but I need that. I need you.”

He tilted my face upward, his thumbs brushing my cheeks, his touch achingly tender. His forehead pressed against mine, and the world stopped. The curse. The looming weeks left.

The fractured pieces of us balanced on that stillness.

“I need you too.” My voice was breaking far too easily under the pressure of it all. Pain slammed onto my chest like a wave crashing down. “I can’t do this without both of you.”

His fingertips grazed along the side of my neck until they curled around it, like he was holding something impossibly fragile. The pad of his thumb brushed the hollow of my throat in a touch that felt both possessive and tender. Tightening his grip on my neck, he pulled me into him, and his lips fell onto mine with stark desperation.

He claimed my mouth in a way that was both fierce and unyielding, like he was afraid it might be the only chance he’d ever get to kiss me again. I rose onto my toes, tilting my head to sink into the kiss, refusing to let anything hold us apart. I dug my fingers into his forearms, the tension in my grip mirroring the way his lips moved against mine.

There was no hesitation here. No space between us for doubt to seep through. We were heat and desperation and the brutal ache of two people fighting not to come undone. His teeth grazed my bottom lip, pulling a gasp from me, and I answered by tugging him closer, needing him to feel how much his touch meant to me, even when everything felt like it was careening out of control.

He made a low sound in the back of his throat, one that sparked along my skin and filled my chest with something reckless. His hands slid down, gripping my waist as though to steady us both, pulling me against him, the hard planes of his body fitting against mine. It wasn’t enough. I needed more. Needed all of him. I slid my fingers into his hair, tangling them and my soul in the silky strands. His response was a low growl, the kind that reverberated through flesh and bone.

There was something in the way he kissed me, something more than the passion that tangled between us, something that was too fragile to name out loud. He drank from me as if my kisses could somehow replace whatever he thought he’d already lost. I melted into him, breathing against his mouth. Every gasp of air between us felt charged with fire.

I released his hair and scraped my nails down to his shoulders hard enough to make his breathing hitch.

He lifted his head and stared down at me. He didn’t give me space to recover, his lips grazing my jawline, his exhalations hot against my skin. His hand slid from my waist to cradle the sides of my face again, holding me in place, even as I arched closer, my arms looping around his neck to keep him near.

“Reyla.” It was low, almost guttural, a sound more emotion than word. His forehead pressed against mine again, his breathing ragged. “You ruin me.”

“Good.” The single word carried more defiance than I’d intended, but it was true. “I think you need to be ruined.”

His laugh broke across my cheek, too worn to carry much humor. He pulled back enough to look down at me, and the wild disarray of emotions in his eyes made my chest hurt. “I would strip this world down to the stone for you. Be all for you. Die for you and beg the fates to revive me only so I could die for you once more.”

His words crushed me, and I clung to his arms, holding on to keep from falling apart.

“Don’t say that,” I said. “I don't want that sacrifice.”

“It's already too late. The promise is yours.”

He kissed me again, slower, gentler, though no less filled with need. His hands framed my face like I was something fragile, yet his mouth told a completely different story. He kissed me like he was sealing the memory of my lips to his very soul.

I could taste it now. The despair he wasn’t saying out loud. The knowledge we both carried but wouldn’t name. The unspoken truth that whispered louder than anything in the room.

Four weeks and three days until I lost them both if I couldn’t end the curse.

It wasn’t fair. Not when there was so much left between us. If I couldn’t find a way⁠—

I kissed him harder, sharper, my nails biting into his forearms to remind myself of the space he still occupied here and now. This moment was ours, and I wouldn’t surrender it to the weight pressing down on me.

When he finally pulled his mouth away from mine, his eyelids lowered. I worried he couldn’t bring himself to look at me.

“This cannot be all we are,” he rasped.

“It won’t be.” I said it without hesitation, because I needed him to feel the same certainty I clung onto. “We’ll figure it out.”

His silence told me he doubted there would be enough time to find the answers. But Merrick was hope and Lorant was despair. Merrick clung to the belief that we would have a future, while this man faced the stark reality that it might never exist.

“Time to stop playing around, woman.” He tapped my ass, and his crooked smile rose, though it didn't reach his eyes. “I'm going to work you hard tonight. You need to master everything I teach you. No hesitations. No mistakes. There's no time for crap like that.”

He didn’t need to say it out loud for the weight of it to sink into my chest.

If I couldn’t fix this, I’d lose them both.

Forever.
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Lorant

“Again,” I said. “Make it obey you, Reyla. Don't allow my shadow to slide away.”

“It’s listening to you, not me. It’s not cooperating.” Frustration came through in her voice.

Desperation, too.

The feelings were echoed within me, though I wasn't irritated by her.

I loved her. The realization had solidified within me when we kissed, and I wasn't sure why I hadn't seen it the first time we met. Loving this woman was my sole purpose in life, my only reason for existing.

She tried again, her eyes sliding closed while she latched onto the power jettisoning through the room and dragged it into her core. It lashed out of her immediately, and while I couldn't quite see it, I could feel the heat of it coursing across the exposed skin of my forearms where I’d rolled up my tunic sleeves. I'd ditched my cloak not long after we got started.

Again, she pulled in power, this time in a more subtle way.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Like that.”

My shadow finally started to move. She tugged harder, a growl scraping up her throat, and my shadow slid off the wall and flashed over to her, rising to loom above her.

“Good girl,” I said.

Reyla sagged back against the wall, though she kept control of my shadow, even when I tried to call it back to mirror me on the floor.

I yanked harder and it went nowhere.

My proud smile flickered up. “Very good girl.”

She shot me a grin that stabbed through me. Eviscerated me. Made me love her all the more. “How are you able to keep such tight control over your shadow? The rest kind of drift around and act compliant.”

“Shadows from inanimate objects are compliant. Shadows generated by living beings like us almost seem to have a mind of their own.”

“Especially yours.”

I dipped my head forward in agreement.

“It takes time to learn how to manipulate more than inanimate object shadows. Practice. Most shadow wielders never make it past objects. But you commanded my shadow, and it obeyed you. No one else has ever done that before, though one tried.”

She bumped off the stone wall and walked over to stand in front of me, my shadow following her like an obedient nyxin. But then, that was me. A pup eager to do whatever this woman asked. “Who tried to steal your shadow?”

“I was ten.”

“One person then, not split.”

I blinked.

“Tell me what happened?” With a flick of her hand, she released my shadow to ooze across the floor and up onto the wall where it suddenly matched me again. The action was almost an afterthought on her part, which told me that while it may take many more years for her to be a true master of this skill, she had reached an ability with it most never achieved.

We were all tested. We all practiced with masters. But few took their lessons beyond the rudimentary basics.

I drew in a long breath, dragging in the light of the dim sconces and the smoky warmth of the tower room. Her fiery gaze remained on mine as the lights winked out at my command, leaving the room bathed in the light of the stars, the moon. Moonbeams struck her auburn hair, infusing it with molten threads.

She always waited like this, expectant but never impatient, as if she knew I’d eventually speak. She never pushed harder than my temper could take, but her steadiness, the trait I'd once mistaken for softness, shredded me in a way nothing else had.

Taking her hand, I walked over to the wall and sat, bringing her down with me to sit on my outstretched legs. She nestled into my chest as if she belonged there, and oh, how that hurt. While she looked up at me, still waiting, I wrapped my arms around her—where they belonged. Always around this woman alone.

“As I said, I was ten.” My gaze dropped to where her fingers clung to my tunic.

“You two still share the memories of before?”

Again, I blinked.

“Hmm.”

“There were times when all this—” I gestured vaguely at the castle in general. “The courts, the rules… Even as a boy, I chafed against it.”

“This part of you in particular, I assume.”

My face ached with my grin because she understood. Back then, we were one, not Lorant and Merrick, a severed half of a soul, each gifted or blighted with characteristics unlike the other. Night. Day. That was the only way to describe it. “Restoration versus Destruction. One side mends what is broken while the other eliminates what is flawed. I epitomize ruthlessness.”

“Viper. Assassin.”

Her voice did not come out judgmental, but inside, I winced. My face, as always, remained unmoving. Stoic. “All that and more.”

“One believes in goodness while the other sees what’s truly there. Sometimes we need to face reality rather than coat it with pretty glamour. A false façade benefits no one.”

I liked that she could see this in me. I'd always focused on the negative side of the traits I'd been left with, seeing them as something to overcome, though for me, that was impossible. I'd never seen them as strengths.

Not until I met Reyla.

“When I was young, I used to sneak away from the castle.”

Her lips quirked up. “You told me. You’d board the ship we traveled on from Lydel and pretend you were a pirate.”

“I told you?”

Her smile faltered, and her brow tightened. “Yes, you. I… It sounds strange, but in my mind you’re one. Broken in two but still the same person.”

“We’re truly not.”

“You are. You’ll never convince me otherwise.”

And for that, I loved her even more, because I did worry. Not only about dying, though I’d face it with my head high and a feral gleam in my eyes. I worried I wouldn’t remember moments like this when she was freely touching me, kissing me, not as the person I was now. I would do anything to be with her, to remember it all. But even if we did what no one else ever had, these memories could be stolen from me like everything else.

“Merrick is the good in us both, while I’m the viper that should be shoved into a closet somewhere and bricked over.”

I wasn’t sure this part of me—us—deserved to go on even if Reyla broke the curse.

“That’s not true. Neither of you is better than the other.” She cupped my face and tilted it, making me look at her. “When I break this curse, you are not going to slip away. Do you hear me? I will find you. You, Lorant, because you are equally worthy.”

“Seek me, and I will stretch my hand out to you.”

“Make sure you do.”

She said it so pertly, my laugh burst out. It felt amazing. I felt lighter and freer than I ever had before.

“Now tell me your story,” she said sternly. “No more thinking you aren’t enough.”

This woman saw through any wall I lifted, and that gutted me.

And healed me.

“Alright, Wildfire,” I drawled, dragging up some of the energy that made me Lorant. “I’ll tell you my story. Sometimes, for fun, I'd run into the woods and pretend I was a hunter or someone on a grand adventure.”

“But not this day.”

“No. Not this day. On this day, I was angry with Erisandra.”

“I can see why anyone would be.”

I snorted. Me, snorting with laughter, all because of this woman I cherished above all others, even myself. “She made a judgment while sitting on the throne, and I didn't like it. When I confronted her, she chastised me, told me I was a child and when I was king, I could make these decisions for myself. Until then, I was to respect her right to do it instead. I ran from the room and kept going, not stopping until I reached my suite, where I packed a bag. I hurried to the kitchen and stole a loaf of bread and a packet of butter. I was determined to show her that she shouldn't dismiss me.”

“She already had.”

I dipped my head in acknowledgment. “I ran away, using magic to unlock the door in the wall near the woods.”

“Even then, you could command magic like that?”

“You forget how good at this I am.” I bit back my smile, watching her.

“I haven’t forgotten how arrogant you are.”

There she was.

My grin rose. I couldn’t hold it back. But it fell when I restarted my story. “As dusk settled across the land, I crept through the woods well beyond the wall. I quickly saw that the woods never looked darker than when the daylight slips away. But I was mad, so I kept going, running as fast as possible, because I could already hear shouts behind me. While she may act as if she dislikes me on occasion, I was the king, and a king must remain present at all times to do his duty.”

“Her words, I assume.”

“Of course.” I grunted. “I took a trail that wound through a swampy area and up over hills, stumbling down the other side. I thought of reaching the mountains where I would climb a steep cliff. I’d find a cave. Light a fire and eat the bread and butter I'd stolen. Then I'd sleep in the cave and pretend I was a fierce warrior on a mission for the true king.”

“Your father.”

“I miss him. He was better than the rest.” Better than me in too many ways. “Night in the woods can be scary. Sounds are shaper. Each snap of a branch carved pathetic fear into my soul.”

“You were a boy. I'm sure you were scared with good reason. Creatures hunt the woods at night, especially beyond the wall.”

“Borgons, though they're not the only things to fear in the forest.”

A shiver ripped through her, and I tightened my arms around her as if I truly had the strength and ability to protect her from what was coming.

“Then I came to the hut,” I said. “It stood on the edge of a low marshy area speckled with tiny islands covered with moss. It was nestled among capressa trees with long vines draping across the roof. They made a mesh on the walls so tight it appeared almost skeletal.”

“Did you turn around or go closer?”

“I hid, stooping down among a cluster of thorny bushes, watching the thin trail of smoke coiling from the chimney, the dark windows with no light inside, the closed door carved with a shape of something I couldn't make out. I remained there, watching, though I didn't know why. Something…” I shook my head, trying to put words to the feeling, though I couldn't find them today any easier than I could back then. “That's when the door opened, and a slender figure emerged. They wore a deep red cloak pulled up to shadow their face.”

“You didn't turn and flee?”

“Fleeing invites pursuit.”

“But you didn't know who they were.”

“I sensed what they were.” And to this day, while I still couldn't name it, I knew that if they'd caught me back then, I would not be here now.

“What were they?”

I shook my head, unwilling to name it in case I was wrong. Words had power and this one… They had the most power of them all. Enough to crack the world wide open if they chose.

“They paused, and their head lifted as if they were sniffing the air. No, I could sense that they could taste me hiding nearby.”

“Power hungry, then.”

She was right in so many ways.

“Then their head snapped to face where I hid,” I said. “’Come closer, they said. Don't stand in the woods when you can approach and finally see’.”

“Finally see what?” she asked, frowning.

“I don't know. Back then, I didn't want to know.” Although, I did now. “I couldn't hold back. Their voice, low, commanding, yet coated with something oily and unnatural, wrapped around me like a noose. ‘Come closer,’ they said again. And I obeyed. I hated it. Fought it with everything I had. But I couldn’t stop. My breath came in gasps, my chest heaving as if I’d run for hours. My body screamed for me to turn and get away. All I could do was take one step after another, my feet dragging through the swamp before pressing through the deep, vine-ensnared moss. My legs weighed more and more as I moved. And my shadow slithered along beside me, almost stretching toward them.”

“Lore,” she breathed, her arm tightening around my back.

Did she realize what she'd called me? I'd noted that she'd used Lorant since that night when she discovered who and what I am. She told Merrick she didn’t know why but that Lore no longer felt right.

So intriguing.

“The air was colder there, though no wind stirred,” I said. “The world felt muted, the sounds of the forest swallowed whole, leaving only the rasp of my labored breathing behind. I gritted my teeth, my throat raw as if I’d been screaming. Sweat slicked my skin beneath my tunic, and I tasted salt and iron on my tongue. I wanted to be back at the castle, playing in my suite, running through the corridors, doing anything but this. Anything but answering that voice’s command.”

“And your shadow?”

“It kept stretching out to them before snapping back to rejoin me.”

“Lured?”

I shrugged because I truly didn’t know, not even to this day. “The marshy area stretched longer with each of my steps. The vines clutching at my boots were alive and threatening to pull me down. Brambles snagged my clothing. My muscles trembled under the weight of something invisible, something terrible. And they said, ‘Don’t stop now’.” I pitched my voice high to match theirs. Even today, I could still hear them as if they spoke in my mind this instant. “Their voice growled through the night like the scrape of a blade against stone, rattling inside my skull and twisting tighter around my will. My feet obeyed, even as my mind rebelled, even as terror lanced through me with each dragging step. I hated how powerless I felt, how utterly undone this thing could make me with only words.”

“Tell me the rest,” she croaked.

The words rushed out of me as I jerked the memories from my mind and sliced them wide open for her to see. “’Send your shadow closer,’ they said.”

“Why did they want your shadow?”

“Rare individuals collect them. Steal something from them.”

She shuddered.

“The deep folds of their hood shifted but revealed nothing of the face beneath,” I said. “I couldn’t see their hands, but I felt their teeth in the air, their hunger. They saw the weakness in me, the smallness, and it thrilled them.”

“You were a boy.”

“Old enough to wear a crown on my head.”

“Forced to wear that crown on your head.”

“I wore it proudly.”

Reyla’s hand slipped over mine, and she squeezed. Her other hand rose, and she brushed her fingers along my face, tracing my scar. The skin still ached, though it was old now, an imprint of that night etched into my flesh. “They did this.”

“Yes.” I swallowed and continued, needing her to hear the rest. “The person met me halfway.” The memory clawed its way to the surface, stinging like an open wound. “Their stride was quicker, smoother now, not causing even a ripple in the water as they moved. When they reached me, I could feel them tugging at my core. Not my power but… I watched as my shadow slithered away from me and toward them. I knew if I let them take it, something vital inside me would be missing forever. I lashed out with whatever power I could gather and—” Now I touched my face, and phantom pain surged, sharp and searing. Once again, I could feel the icy sting of the blade.

“They cut you with a knife?”

“Their magic, a power unlike anything I’ve felt before or since. It slashed out, gouging into my skin as though it was meant to sever more than flesh.”

“A distraction so they could finish stealing your shadow?”

I shrugged.

Reyla’s soft breath was warm on my chest where I was so cold, and her eyes were wide and her gaze unflinching. She looked up at me with what I hoped was her heart in her eyes.

Hope. A Merrick word. Never mine.

Funny how in this and only with her, I could somehow grab onto a trace of that feeling.

“Did you run?” Her voice was a whisper.

“I couldn’t.” I leaned into her touch, my hand falling back to my lap as her fingers brushed over the scar again. “He would’ve found a way to escape.”

“Merrick sees in the light while you command the dark. I don’t think so.”

I blinked. All these years, I’d felt like Merrick’s unwelcome shadow, the part of us that no one would ever willingly claim as their own.

Reyla saw something better in me, and that was why I could now cling to hope.

“Before I could send magic at them again, something swooped from the sky.” My words caught in my throat, the memory vivid enough to send a tremor through my body. “I couldn’t see what it was, but shadows broke through the treetops, wings slicing the night air. Pandemonium erupted. The cloaked person screeched. That sound.” I shook my head. “It shredded through the air. They spun toward the hut, running for it like the very flames of the fates were snapping at their heels. They barely made it to the threshold.”

“What happened?”

“Fire erupted around them, engulfing the hut in seconds. The smoke turned brighter, somehow alive, curls and tendrils of it reaching outward.”

“Did it kill the cloaked person?”

“I don't know. I didn’t stay to watch. The thing in the sky—” I shook my head again, my jaw clenched tight enough to hurt. “I worried it would turn its flames toward me, so I ran until my legs wanted to give out, until my chest burned, and my throat wheezed with every breath. I didn’t stop until I staggered back into the castle.”

She held her breath.

“I hid in my room for the rest of the night. I healed this as best I could.” I dragged my fingertip along the scar that I could sear closed back then but never take away. Neither could the healers, though they tried. “I didn’t sleep. I just…sat on my bed, waiting for something horrible to happen. Waiting for the person to come after me again, I suppose.”

“They didn’t?”

“No.” My breath whooshed out of me. “I’ve listened for it ever since, because I know it still wants me.”

Reyla was quiet for a while. “What judgment did your mother make that day? While sitting on your throne.”

“She sided with a high lady—a woman I knew was in the wrong. The lady stole grain from a lesser, leaving the woman’s family near starving.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes.” A bitter sneer twisted my lips. “My mother banished the woman instead of the high lady. A lesson to show what happens when someone falsely accuses a person of high born status. She exiled the woman from this court.”

Reyla’s brows pinched together. “But how? Everyone here is as entrenched in this curse as you. They can’t leave.”

“That woman was never seen again. I don’t know what happened to her though I’ve looked. But that was Erisandra’s last judgment. I did not allow her to make another.”

“You don’t call her mother.”

“She’s never treated me as if I was her child.”

Reyla's hands dropped onto her lap, and her expression twisted between fury and something sweet, something too close to what I'd been without for so long.

Understanding.

Perhaps even love?

Please, by all the fates, let it be love.
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Reyla

“Before you leave, I want to show you how to perform nullification,” Lorant said. He rose with me in his arms and gently placed me on my feet to stand in front of him. “Though I need to be honest, I don’t know how to do the spell myself.”

“You said you knew of someone who could perform this kind of spell. I mocked you then, saying that maybe they should teach me, but I’m not mocking you now. Maybe they should teach me.”

“Not this person.”

“Why—”

“Please. No. Don’t. Never.” The hoarseness in his voice told me more than the words themselves.

“I should fear this person.”

“Very much.”

“Is it the same person who gave you that scar?”

His sharp gaze pierced into mine. “What makes you think that?”

I shrugged. “No reason.”

“Hmm.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter.” I frowned and nibbled on a fingernail. “How are you going to teach me if you can’t do the spell yourself?”

“The same way an instructor teaches about wars or strategy, by sharing what they’ve learned from their studies.”

Leaning against the wall, I nodded.

He paced in front of me as he spoke, and it was all I could do not to smile, because in this, we were very alike. Movement made it easier for me to think, to compose what I wanted to say. I did my best strategizing while pacing.

“This type of spell is about precision, control, and understanding your opponent’s weaknesses. Nullification relies on grasping how magic works, at its most basic level, in order to unravel it.” He nodded as if solidifying the thought in his mind. “Magic is energy, drawn from within or from the surrounding world. Nullification disrupts that connection. It’s not about brute strength. If Merrick could perform this spell, he would wield it gently, teasing the spell into reversing itself.”

“And Lorant would slam the door on the power itself.”

The smile he shot me… If only I could grab onto it and hold it close forever. Imprint it in my mind and on my heart.

“Look at nullification as severing a thread or snuffing out a candle.” A rock the size of my fist appeared in his hand, telling me he could move objects like Merrick. One squish, and he pulverized it. “The foundation of their spell can be reduced to nothing with the right force.”

Crossing over to the window, he released the dust, watching as the wind caught it and swept it away. He turned back to face me and continued. “Nullifying magic isn’t about overpowering someone. It’s about collapsing the bridge they used to reach the power. Picture their magic like water rushing through a dam. With nullification, you don’t build a taller dam, you divert the river entirely. If you can stop the flow at its source, it dies on its own. That means sensing it first, reading the magic like the twang on the hilt of a blade when it impacts with the back of a door.” His lips quirked up on one corner. “For instance.”

I sucked in a breath. “You found out about that.”

His low laugh rang out. “It was hard to miss. Had to replace the door, though I'll admit, I was quite impressed with your ability with a blade.”

“I'm slick.” I lit my finger on fire and blew it out, kind of thrilled that I could do this so easily and without scorching myself.

“With nullification, you’ll need to find their magic at its weakest point and pull hard. Then you should feel it unravel.”

I nodded pertly. “How are we going to practice?”

“I’ll create spells, and you’ll try to nullify them. But you're tired. I can see it in your eyes. We can work on this tomorrow night.”

“Tell me how to do it, and I'll try a few times. We don't—” I didn’t need to state that we didn't have much time. But this spell might actually help us.

“It could take years for you to perform even one successful nullification spell. It's not only a rare skill, but it’s also a difficult one to master.”

“There’s only one spell I want to nullify,” I snarled, thinking of the curse. “One that’s⁠—”

“Some spells cannot be nullified. I told you this.”

“Why not this one?” When he gave a slight shake of his head, I realized I hadn’t phrased it correctly—again. My growl ripped out, but I tamped down my anger directed solely at myself. “I’m sorry. Let me ask in a different way. Can the curse be nullified?”

He did not blink.

“Fuck.” I stomped to the window beside him and stared out at the world outside the castle, barely able to take in the wall, the dark forest beyond, and the starlit sky overhead, because my eyes kept blurring. I'd cried bucketfuls of tears for Kinart, and when I ran away from the fortress, I told myself I'd find a way to survive without sobbing all the time. Now, here I was, crying for someone new. Two someones, I supposed, though I truly didn’t see them that way. “I don't know how to reconcile this. How to reconcile you.”

He moved closer, but though he didn't touch, I could feel the warmth of his body. He was alive. Merrick was alive. But for how long? “Me or⁠—”

From the way he choked off, I knew that he couldn’t finish.

That gutted me even more. Stupid tears trickled down my face, but I would not turn and allow him to see them. “Everything. I’m sorry.”

“There’s no need to try to reconcile this. It is what it is. It’s alright to back away, to admit that it’s too much.”

He sounded as gutted as me, and that broke me all over again.

I turned to face him, finding him even closer than I’d believed. I tipped my head back to meet his eyes. “It’s not that at all. I’m not giving up. Never think I will.”

“Sometimes I feel like I’m cupping water in my hands. The more I try to hold on, the faster it slips away. I want to believe change is coming, but that belief is as fragile as a breath in winter, vanishing before I can feel its warmth, leaving only a sting in the air where something beautiful used to be.”

“Lorant.” I burst forward, impacting his chest and wrapping my arms around him. “I’m going to destroy that curse. I swear. Trust me, please.”

He rubbed my back but said nothing, just rested his chin on the top of my head.

Eventually, I tugged away. As much as I wanted to be held and comforted by him and give comfort in return, I needed to work on my magic. If I hoped to have even a scrap a chance of breaking the curse, I suspected I’d do so with power. Perhaps not nullification but with something, maybe a skill I hadn’t yet discovered.

“I’ll take you to your room,” he said.

I shook my head. “Teach me more about nullification.”

“Reyla.” He dragged his fingers through his hair, messing it up. “We can continue tomorrow night.”

“No,” I growled. “Now.”

He stalked away from me and turned back, and the pain in his eyes lashed through me. But his shoulders twitched, and his face muscles loosened. “Alright. Magic carries weight. You’ve already felt it, pulled it in to control shadows. But there's more to this than scooping up what's floating around you. To nullify another's spell, you'll need to find the wisps of power with a negative cast. They crackle like static, so I’ve read. You need to reach into the space they’ve filled with their power and say, ‘This belongs to me.’ It’s not enough to block the person’s spell. You have to reject its existence entirely. Without hesitation. Without mercy. Your will must be stronger than theirs or it could eviscerate you. So start there. Close your eyes and find that elusive power—if you can.”

He didn’t taunt me, but he didn’t hide the skepticism in his voice. I couldn’t blame him. While I was grateful that I’d been gifted with this skill, I sensed it might be a very long time before I could do more than recognize the charge, let alone harness it in time to break someone else’s spell before it killed me.

Lorant crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes following me as I sank onto the cold, uneven stone floor, bracing my back against the wall. Moonlight danced along the edges of his sharp features, making him look more like a statue than a man. “You understand what you're looking for?”

I nodded, pushing a breath out. “Power that feels wrong.”

“Not only wrong, but foreign. As though it doesn’t belong in the fabric of our world, though it must.”

“If night never gave way to darkness and darkness to light, it would be a stark world.” I felt the need to point that out.

He grunted. “As you've discovered, power feels fluid, like water rippling over stone. This will be sharp, jagged. A disruption.”

Crossing the short distance between us, he squatted in front of me, balancing his weight too gracefully for a man of his size.

His gaze locked onto mine. “You have to feel it. Not with your hands, not even with your senses. It’s deeper than that. Tap into the part of you that stirs when you pull shadows or light the air on fire. Do that, and you’ll start to recognize its texture.” He paused, his voice softening. “When you recognize it, grab onto it and find a way to control it before it can crush you.”

“Comforting.”

His lips jerked up on the corners. “Close your eyes. I'll be right here with you.”

With the world blocked off, I focused on the feel of the room. The faint hum of power in the air. The heat of my skin. The cool press of the stone floor seeping through my leathers and creeping up my spine.

“Can you see it, feel it?” Lorant’s voice wrapped around me.

“How do we know this kind of power is here?”

“It's everywhere. Maybe not as potent as the power you've used already. From what I've read, this will feel more like a whisper than a roar.”

I let my mind's eye send out feelers, searching. The power I'd use to work with shadows pulsed in the periphery of my vision, and I realized with a start that it was purple. All kinds of purple, actually, from the palest lavender to the darkest purple that was nearly blood red. And on the edges of the misty purple… There. Gold threaded through with silver. Wisps of it blasting around. In a sense, it was like the lightning I was only starting to command.

Come to me, I told it.

It ignored me. Not only that, but it also flung itself out the window, disappearing from view.

“Feel for it,” he said. “Imagine stepping into shallow water. Explore without splashing.”

“This feels like trying to catch a nyxin pup with one hand and no bait. It ran away.”

“You saw it, then.”

I almost opened my eyes because I wanted to see the pride on his face I could hear in his voice.

“Use both hands,” he said. “And your wit.”

I saw nothing.

Frustration tried to coil inside me, but I shoved it down before it could begin. If Lorant could stare death in the face every night and still hold onto his sanity, I could sit on this floor and fumble for elusive power without giving in to doubt.

“Take it slowly. If I know you, you’re trying too hard to find it.” His boots scraped against the stone as he swiveled to sit beside me. “Try calling to it. Urge it come to you instead of giving chase.”

“Any tips on what words to use to call it to me?”

“I’m afraid the only book I could find with a small section on nullification did not tell me.”

“Figures.”

Sometimes, Farris would play a catch me if you can game when it was time to go outside. Anything to avoid his collar and leash. Most of the time, he was willing to wear them. He must sense that without them, he wouldn’t be allowed to go outside. But he was a sly little fellow, as Faelith had named him, and if he could find a way to remain free of the restraint, he would. As much as he loved his ball, he adored galloping through the castle halls, making high ladies cry out and shriek.

But I’d found if I stooped down and offered him a treat, he’d come almost every time. He hadn’t yet figured out that snatching the treat from my hand resulted in me grabbing onto his ruff and holding him steady while Faelith secured his collar. Perhaps he never would, because he sure loved treats.

Maybe the treat made it worth being collared.

What kind of treat could I offer nullification power so it would let me slide a collar around its neck?

I searched but couldn’t see the power.

“I feel at a loss here,” I said. “It scooted away as soon as I found it, jumping out the window. I haven’t seen it again.”

“It'll be back. Nothing likes a void, and if there's none inside the tower room, it will feel it needs to return to provide balance.”

“I want to tease it into returning, but should I just shout at it to come back? It might be as cranky as you⁠—”

“I prefer the word, intense.”

I loved hearing the humor in his voice. “Manipulative.”

“Persistent.”

“Obsessive.”

“Only with you,” he drawled.

If I died in this man's arms at this moment, I'd feel complete.

“In some ways,” I said, “this type of power is like you, the opposite of the simple day power.”

“Which is him.” He chuffed out a laugh. “Simple. I like that. I’m glad you’re finally seeing this clearly, Wildfire.”

The rasp in his voice was my undoing. I opened my eyes and looked up at him, taking in the faint stubble along his sharp jawline, the white slash of his scar, and the warmth in his eyes that I was beginning to believe belonged only to me.

“We've talked about my,” his sly smile rose before it fell too soon, “stunning attributes, and you've so nicely highlighted his simple characteristics. Think of nullification in the same way. Creation versus destruction. Nullification slots cleanly into the middle. It creates nothing but removes everything. It’s a deliberate deletion, like erasing marks on a page in a book. Spells leave traces in the world when cast, like ink, but nullification is scrubbing that ink clean, leaving only a blank page behind.” His voice dropped off to nothing.

Blank like he saw himself?

“Merrick has a warmth about him, I’ll give you that. He’s the light that many people gravitate toward. He's kind, hopeful, and endlessly patient.”

“And this is why you'll love him.”

The pain in his voice, the vulnerability, made it clear he believed that no one would ever love him.

I could not let him think that I couldn't love him as much as I could love Merrick. “Those things are good, and they should be celebrated. But they aren’t everything. They aren’t complete, like you two aren't complete.”

“I'm listening,” he grumbled, his gaze intent on my face.

“You’re not his opposite. You’re not his dark shadow or the negative to his positive. You’re his balance, and he's yours. You cut through what’s false. Not because you want to hurt, but because you won’t pretend. That’s a rare strength. Where Merrick protects, you defend. Where he builds, you fight. People need both. I need both. You’d tear the world apart to protect what’s yours, and that…that’s beautiful. You’re passion and storm where he’s calm and sunlight, but neither of those things exists without the other. Storms clear the sky, Lorant. You make the world a safe place for people like him to grow.”

“Reyla,” he rasped, tracing his knuckles across my cheek. His hand slid around to my nape, and he carefully threaded his fingers through my hair, holding me in place.

“Your brutal honesty isn’t something to be ashamed of,” I said. “The way you never compromise on survival, never give in to the idea of failure—that’s kept you alive when so many others would’ve crumbled. You’d fight for me until the last breath, wouldn’t you?”

“I’d battle for you until there was nothing left of me to give. And even then, I'd find a way to lift my blade. To cast a spell. To thrust myself between you and the threat. If every step took me closer to being lost to you, I’d still take them to protect you. To hold you. To shelter you in every way I can.”

“Lore.” I rose up onto my knees and wrapped my arms around his shoulders. “Don’t give up. Please. Stay with me.”

“Even if there’s nothing but my shadow left, it would rise to stand between you and whatever is rushing toward you.” He stared into my eyes, and I saw everything I could ever need there.

“Because of you, you’ve both survived. Don't you see? Where he casts light, you carve the path. And there’s something breathtaking about watching someone who refuses to yield, someone who embraces the chaos and finds meaning in it. So don’t ever think that what you have to offer isn’t enough.”

Leaning close, he pressed a kiss against my forehead.

And when he leaned back, he gave me the sweetest smile.
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I kept trying, but the nullification power refused to come back. I didn’t know what treat to offer, assuming something like that would work with a non-living being. Was power alive? In some ways, it felt like it could be.

Finally, he grabbed my shoulders and shook me, making my head flop around. “Stop trying. Now.” He pressed his face so close to mine, our noses bumped. “I mean it. No more for tonight. You’re exhausted.”

I blinked at him. “Gotta try again.”

“No.” Standing, he swept me up into his arms, pulling me tight against his chest. “You’re not doing anything else tonight. I forbid it.”

My head pounded, and my mind kept spinning and threatening to just…shut itself off. I splayed my hand wide on his chest. Snuggling close, I sucked in a deep breath of his scent, willing my mind to relax. “Ruthless shouldn’t smell this good,” I mumbled, my lips dragging across his tunic. I leaned up to lick his neck. “Domineering shouldn’t taste this good.”

He snorted. “You might be surprised.” He hitched open the door to the tower room and started down the stairs.

I slid my fingers up his neck and cupped his strong jawline. “Reckless shouldn’t feel this good, Lorant.”

He paused on the stairs, staring down at me. “If there was ever a time that recklessness had a place, it’s now.”

“What does that mean?” I whispered, my eyes closing and my mind drifting.

“It means that my every instinct and every breath pulls me to you, no matter the risk, no matter the consequences.” He placed a quick kiss on my mouth, his lips brushing my skin as he spoke. “I’d give everything for one more moment where you look at me the way you did up there in the tower.”
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Reyla

Before we reached the base of the stairs, Lorant slowed. The echo of his steps against the stone held a feeling of finality. He stopped, his face unreadable before the corner of his mouth twitched.

“You’re going to have to walk now, Wildfire.” His voice came out even, but the way it scraped low, almost broken, made a lump rise in my throat. “As much as I want to carry you, I can’t.”

I was as much his wife as Merrick's, and that realization burned through me, leaving only excoriated flesh behind.

This was more than only an “I can't”. A heavier meaning hung in his words, his pain wrapping around each syllable.

I tried to swallow my sadness, but it scraped going down. “I understand.”

He gently lowered me to the floor beside him, holding me when my boots touched the stone. I wobbled from the sudden shift, and his hand lingered on my waist. For one reckless moment, I thought about grabbing onto him, dragging him back up the stairs, and locking the tower door. It would be the two of us. Away from the court. Away from the curse.

But that wouldn’t fix anything. Staying in the safety of the tower would only delay the inevitable. The curse would still come. I’d still lose him.

Lose them both.

Horrifying. That was the only word for it. The thought of their death was an icy claw wrapping around my heart, squeezing tighter every time I allowed myself to breathe. A past without them didn’t hurt at all. A future without them?

There was no life for me where they didn't exist.

My eyelids drooped.

“You're worn out, Wildfire.” A touch of humor came through in his voice, but it didn't reach his eyes. “Time for you to rest.”

And what about you?

His hand left my waist, and he opened the door. If I stayed even a heartbeat longer in the periphery of his warmth, I’d fall apart. There was too much love, too much want whipping around inside me. I’d tried to fight it, to keep it in neat compartments in my mind. Merrick and Lorant, light and dark. Caring but never falling. But there was no fighting this anymore. I’d fallen for them both, and that love now sat heavy on my chest, gouging into my ribs like the sharpest blade.

When we stepped out into the landing, Surren straightened, his gaze shifting from me to Lorant. Lorant’s jaw flexed as he eased past me, his broad shoulders casting a shadow across the doorway.

“Take care with my—” A growl rumbled in his chest. “With my queen at all times.”

Surren stiffened, his nod sharp. Lorant's unreadable gaze lingered on Surren before he strode forward, his movements brisk, as if putting distance between us was his only goal.

“My queen.” Surren gestured to the rest of my guard to take their places in front and behind me.

I walked after Lorant, and when we reached the first hallway, our gazes met, lingering long enough for me to see the unguarded pain in his eyes. So much sadness there. They held an ache that mirrored mine so completely it was like staring down at the severed pieces of my heart.

Three. My heart had broken into three pieces, and Merrick, Lorant, and I each held one.

When we reached my suite, his strong gait carried him down the corridor where he opened the door and strode into Merrick’s room, keeping up the illusion of being the king’s ever-diligent bodyguard.

I entered my sitting area with his tortured gaze still haunting me.

“I won't need you again tonight,” I told my ladies, my voice tight with pain.

Faelith, Moira, and Calista exchanged glances, but they didn't protest. They curtsied in unison and disappeared into the hall, where they'd make their way to their own quarters. My guards took their places outside the room, the familiar metallic clink of their armor the last thing I heard before the door shut, leaving me and Farris alone in the suite.

He bounded toward me, his favorite ball in his mouth, but I didn’t have the strength to throw it tonight.

I stumbled into my room and collapsed onto the bed with my leathers, blades, and boots still on.

The world tipped into blackness.
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Sunlight scratched at my consciousness, and I opened my eyes, blinking toward the draped fabric overhead. My eyes burned, but there was no time to linger in bed. The morning’s court sessions would begin soon.

The throne room was alive with its usual orchestrated disarray. Petitioners waited along the edges of the room, some fidgeting with their cloaks, others staring at the dais. Nobles sat on benches on either side of the aisle, their voices carrying across the room.

All stared at me as I entered. Some lifted their eyebrows. Others gossiped behind cupped hands.

I joined Merrick, sitting beside him while supplicants came forward.

“What do you think about this one?” he asked, over and over, seeking my opinion on all the more complicated cases while making decisions himself for the simple ones.

I couldn't stop staring at him, noting how steady his hand was on the arm of his throne, how intensely focused his gaze became when a petitioner walked forward to speak. He was a king who believed in his people, but even more, he wanted them to believe in him.

Separating them wasn’t an option anymore. Merrick and Lorant. Different, yet one. Their faces blurred in my mind when I closed my eyes. With each decision Merrick made, I craved more time to see his light and warmth.

The ruthlessness Lorant wielded wasn’t something less; it was a necessary thing.

Together, they made a whole I couldn’t ignore.
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Early-afternoon found me in the kitchen, flour dusting my hands as I stood beside the head chef. Dulvade’s booming laugh echoed as we sifted grains into a bowl. As we ground them and added the fine powder to the mix.

“Horig cakes,” he said in a cheery voice. “Simple, but elegant when done right. Like all good recipes. Honestly, my queen, I've been dying to make these. I’m so glad you’re eager to create them with me.”

I grinned up at him. “I am.”

I folded in the horig, spices, and my secret ingredient as he handed them to me, and leaned over the bowl, sucking in the sweet, grainy aroma. After stirring, we tumbled the blob out onto a floured surface.

“I can’t wait to taste them,” Moira said, her gaze more on the chef than me. I suspected my horig cakes weren't the only things she was eager to taste inside the kitchen. We'd left Calista in my suite to straighten up, and Faelith had taken Farris for a long walk outside. “What makes this recipe so special?”

Dulvade beamed her way, his thick arms working the dough, kneading it over and over. “Patience.”

She glanced between us, her brow furrowed. “That’s not a flavor.”

“No, but I imagine it’s the reason they’re soft enough to melt on the tongue instead of crumbling like regret.” His booming laugh filled the space again, and everyone working around us turned and smiled. Moira blushed and leaned against the opposite side of the counter, appearing ready to swoon.

By the time the cakes had cooled, I’d reminded myself why I was making them. Erisandra’s sharp gaze was haunting me already, and I hoped what I’d bring to tea might sweeten her mood, even slightly.

I hadn’t decided if I’d quiz her about her game in the hall the day before or seeing her enter the woods. Had she led me to the mirror?

Loaded with a plate of the small, golden cakes, and with Moira left behind to make final arrangements for the tea, I took the stairs to my suite to prepare for the queen mother's arrival, my guard swarming around me.

Calista, Moira, and I had finished setting things up when my door swept open and Erisandra strode inside—without knocking or having her arrival announced.

She peered around with her lips pinching and stopped on the rug in front of the unlit fireplace.

“I still don’t understand why we’re having tea here.” She did her best to look down her nose at me, a feat when you considered she was barely taller than me. “Why not one of the many, much more lovely, parlors?”

“I thought you’d feel at home here.” Ah, there I went, getting in my first dig. I really wasn’t good at this queen stuff, though I vowed to keep trying.

She sniffed but didn’t counter. Perhaps she was saving it for when I let down my guard.

Not happening, Mother.

Two of her ladies remained near the door while the other two minced their way across the room and slid out one of the chairs at the pretty table my ladies and I had spent considerable time arranging. We’d even picked flowers and placed them in a vase. And the tablecloth had come from the closet housing the castle’s best linens.

I could almost taste the tension between Erisandra and me as she lowered herself onto the seat at the table, her skirts pooling around her.

I settled opposite her, saying nothing, waiting for her to make her next move.

She studied the room like she owned it, pointing at and remarking about one object or another. Finally, she tilted her head in that haughty way only she seemed to have mastered, and squinted at me seated across from her at the table.

The rest of her ladies moved to linger with the others near the door, their whispers hissing through the room. Moira and Calista stood on the opposite side of the door, every bit as stiff as Erisandra's staff.

I'd never been one for tiptoeing around people, but with Erisandra, it seemed like the only way to move forward. Bluntness would only sharpen her claws. My approach needed finesse.

“Thank you for joining me,” I said, the statement polite enough.

She sniffed, leaning back in her chair. “I imagined my absence might be interpreted poorly.”

Biting back several replies, I poured tea instead, the clink of porcelain filling the silence. “It means a lot to have you here.”

“Of course it does.” She gave me an oily smile.

Instead of growling, I made my lips curl up on the corners. “I'd love to hear more about you.”

“Why?”

“Because you're Merrick's mother. I adore my husband, and I'd like to adore—” I couldn't make myself say I wanted to adore her. Although, if she was kind or made even a small amount of effort, I might find a way to like her. “Perhaps you'd rather discuss the history of Evergorne Court.”

Her sharp gaze darted to meet mine before it slid away. “History is a luxury few value,” she said coolly. “You might be one of the exceptions, given your lack of upbringing in such matters.”

Lack of upbringing? My chin lifted, a touch of defiance slipping into my voice. “You’ve seen a lot at this court. I was hoping you might share some of this knowledge with me.”

Her fingers lingered on her teacup, caressing the fine handle. “The past is a cruel beast, Reyla. Few who embrace it come away unharmed.”

“Then you must have been gouged a few times yourself,” I said lightly, watching her closely.

The faintest twitch at the corner of her mouth could’ve been a crack in her armor, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. “It’s a queen’s duty to endure such things.”

Her defenses were up; a direct assault would only strengthen them. “I find Merrick incredibly capable. And strong. He must’ve had remarkable role models to become the king he is today.”

Erisandra’s lips tightened, the teacup rattling as she returned it to its saucer. “Merrick adapted. He had to, being crowned at such a young age.” Her spine loosened a barely discernible amount. “He had me guiding him all these years, of course. I'm sure you can see my influence in him even today.”

“I truly can.” Being fae still wasn’t stopping me from spilling lies. “You must have had strong support by your side to raise such a remarkable heir, especially after the tragic⁠—”

“That’s enough flattery,” she cut in, her tone flat. “I assume you’re referring to his father. Yes, he was a strong man.” She always spoke of the king with detachment, the same way I’d speak of an uncle I’d never met.

“And the high advisor?”

Her fingers froze mid-reach for a horig cake before she took one and delicately placed it on her etched plate. “What of him?”

“I’ve heard he was instrumental in Evergorne’s politics back then.”

“For a time. He fled the court on the day my husband died.”

My heart cratered for Merrick's father. He hadn't fled; he died along with the king.

Just like Lorant would die with Merrick.

When she finally spoke again, her voice came out frayed at the edges. “He abandoned me—us—when we needed him most.” She stared down at her cake.

“His loss must've been tremendous, especially right after the king’s death.”

“A man of such importance leaves a void when he vanishes. And vanish, he did.” Her words hung in the air. Her chin tilted higher, and her knuckles whitened as she gripped the edge of the table.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, truly meaning it. “That must’ve been difficult for you. I'm sure you were relying on him to step in and give guidance to you, a young widow with a child. Truly tragic.”

“It was nothing.” She flounced back in her chair, linking her arms across her chest. “People come. People leave. Isn’t that the usual in life?”

“Not in this court.”

Erisandra's gaze darted to the right and then to the left.

“Are you looking for something?” I asked, though her answer didn't matter.

Her eyes snapped to mine, narrowed. “What makes you ask that?”

“Nothing, I suppose.” I picked up my tea and took a careful sip. “I wondered if something had caught your attention.”

“What could possibly catch my attention in this quaint room, Reyla? I don’t like how you’ve furnished it.”

Not Queen Reyla. Always calling me by my first name as if she still commanded my title.

My fingers tightened on the handle of my cup as I debated. Did I ask her outright about the book I couldn’t find after her visit? The mirror. The way she loved to manipulate objects in an attempt to manipulate me.

She took delight in toying with me, but I suspected she’d deny being involved if I pressed her. Accusing her now would only widen the distance between us.

Instead, I chose a different angle. “Your skill is glamour crafting, isn't it?”

Her lips twisted into a small, coy smile. “Glamour is a useful tool.”

I was about to find a way to subtly probe her about her magical abilities when the door opened, and Farris bounded inside. He galloped across the room but instead of coming to me, he slammed into Erisandra’s thigh. He backed away, a growl roaring up his throat. Spinning, he fled across the room, the ball still in his mouth. He raced back and forth before sidling over to me and dropping the ball on my lap. With a snarl, he advanced on Erisandra again, his fur bristling across his spine and his lips peeled back.

“This is atrocious.” Erisandra reeled toward the window to avoid him. “Get that…thing away from me! Does it have to be inside? Leave it in the aerie or something. Better yet, destroy it. It’s clearly vicious. It’s going to bite someone.”

“I’ll take care of Farris,” I said as graciously as I could. After placing the ball on the table and rising, I wrapped my fingers around his collar and urged him across the sitting area and into my bedroom, closing the door after.

He growled and flung himself against the inside of the panel.

Erisandra stood, her chair rocking backward before righting itself. “I’m finished here.”

“You haven’t even tasted the horig cakes I made in your honor.”

She glared at the plate holding my gorgeous, golden cakes. “Why in the world would you physically prepare food?”

“Because it’s fun. This is my special recipe.”

“I’m not interested.” With that, she stalked across the sitting area.

Her ladies scurried to the panel, swinging it wide for her to sweep through, into the hall.

My bedroom door jerked open, and Farris scrambled into the room, his claws digging into the floor as he bolted toward the hall, snapping and snarling. Erisandra’s ladies flung themselves backward, slamming into the wall. He hurtled into the corridor, skidding sideways as he took off after the queen mother.

I gave chase, worried more about my nyxin than her. I caught up with them halfway down the hall. Erisandra stood with her back against the wall, her hands over her head.

She held Farris’s ball.

That’s when it hit me.

Finally, Lorant might say in that snide tone that used to irk me. Now it made me smile. Quite ferally, actually.

Stalking over to her, I snatched the ball from her grasp. “While it’s sweet of you to offer to toss the ball for my dear pet, I’ll do it instead.”

“No, no.” She leaped toward me, but if nothing else, my training made me fast. Pulling a blade, I backed, slashing it through the air between us.

She cried out and stumbled into the wall.

My grin widened.

“Careful,” I said. “I’m a little touchy when it comes to my and Farris’s things.” With that, I thrust the blade back into its sheath and stomped back into my suite with him trotting by my side, wearing a cute little nyxin grin.

“Go,” I told Erisandra’s ladies who still cowered by the wall.

They raced out the door in a flurry of skirts and high-pitched cries, and I slammed the panel closed behind them.

“Well, well, well.” I stared at the ball lying on my outstretched palm while Farris sat in front of me, making no effort to urge me to throw it.

A ball?

Perchance not.

Farris had been trying to expose something glamoured. A diary, to be exact.

I tightened my fingers around the ball and strode over to the table, where I lifted a horig cake from the plate and tossed it to my nyxin, who caught it and gobbled it up. I selected another for myself and popped the entire thing into my mouth, chewing with sly satisfaction.

“Farris, my fine fellow?” I said around the tasty treat. “I believe it’s time for me to figure out nullification spells.”
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Merrick

For good reason, I rarely invited anyone to my suite. For a very good reason and at dusk, I told Talvon to come to my suite for a chat.

He’d told me earlier he had news about what my mother was up to, and I put him off, believing Lorant would want to be involved in this conversation. While I could speak with Talvon anywhere and Lorant could listen in, I didn’t dare risk my body shifting from me to him in a public location. I never knew who might be watching, and if they weren’t ensorcelled by the curse like every other Evergorne citizen, they’d see.

If someone from one of the two rival courts, Halendor and Irridain, witnessed, there was no knowing how they’d handle the information.

“Sit,” I told Talvon when he arrived. The sun hovered a blade’s width above the horizon, and from all the prior times, I knew once Lorant was present in our mind, we would have five minutes and three seconds until the change.

Talvon settled gingerly on the edge of one of the chairs. I leaned my back against the fireplace where I could see myself—and soon, Lorant—in the large mirror on the opposite wall.

Finally, Lorant murmured in my mind, his voice sleepy. I must sound this way to him at dawn.

Talvon has come to our suite to tell us what he discovered about Mother.

Good. His sharp gaze met mine in the mirror. Make him talk.

All business and alert now, are you? I asked.

He’s not speaking.

If you stop chattering, I’ll question him.

I never chatter.

You are now.

He rolled his eyes.

“What have you learned?” I asked Talvon. “Be quick about it. I have an appointment in less than five minutes.”

“It’s as you suspected, my king,” he said, rising. “I cannot sit while you stand. I apologize but it’s just not done.”

“Sit. Stand. Whatever makes you comfortable.”

“Thank you.” He wiped sweat off his brow. “The queen mother is telling the high lords and ladies that you may not be—” His snarl broke through his statement. “I don’t want to say this. It’s a nasty rumor, nothing else.”

“Name it, please.”

“She’s suggesting that you’re not the true heir to the Evergorne throne, that she is.”

“I look very much like my father.” Or I used to, per the image hanging on my sitting area wall. Lorant and I looked similar enough that some speculated he might be a relative, but neither of us looked like we did before. Our appearance had split as well.

“You have your father’s hair color, his eyes, build, and facial structure.” Talvon clenched his fists at his sides. “How dare the queen mother, who should know who the father of her only child is, say such a thing?”

Because she’ll benefit, Lorant said. With you shoved aside, she’ll claim the throne and rule with a stone fist.

Talvon stiffened. “I’m certain you’ve heard the rumor that she dallied with your father’s high advisor, but I’ve never believed it was true. Not only because I’m loyal to the throne and the royal family, but her lying with the high advisor? I cannot believe it. She was as aware as everyone else that any heir she produced had to come from the royal line. I will swear on my grave that she was loyal to King Theon.”

Except she wasn’t.

She actually was, I said.

She wasn’t in every way possible. She hated Father, and she made it obvious. She adored the high advisor and willfully fucked him. His dry laugh rang out. I imagine she may have felt a twinge of guilt here and there while lying beneath him, but she knowingly went to his bed.

If only she’d loved Father like she did him. My throat tightened, a warning that I was sliding too close to the edge of a very steep cliff. If I wasn’t careful, I’d fall. Speaking about the curse directly in our mind choked us off as quickly as speaking aloud.

“You’re the true heir to the throne, and I will defend this until my dying day,” Talvon said. “But the rumors are taking root. One of your high lords in particular is whispering with those who feel sympathetic to your mother. If they can convince enough, we’ll be fighting off a coup.”

Kill her, Lorant said.

We can’t kill Mother.

Why not?

Because she’s…Mother. Despite everything, I still loved her. Some would say I was a fool, but kindness and compassion were my attributes and my curse, not Lorant’s.

Gullible, he said simply. If you can’t do it, leave it to me.

Don’t. Please. I see who she is now, though she wasn’t like this when I was young. You remember.

More or less.

I’ll talk with her. Tell her to stop or else.

You won’t be able to carry out ‘or else,’ but I can. As you’ve said, this is me, not you. I’ll handle it. He paced, his image wavering into the mirror before disappearing, though I’d determined years ago that only I could see him there. At least let me look into this in my own way. Once we eliminate the threat, the rest will back off. Or disappear.

Assassin.

Then we can focus on what’s important, he added.

Reyla. I didn’t even need to speak her name.

Always, he breathed.

The wild passion in his voice made me pause. You love her?

He said nothing, and when I slanted a glance toward the mirror, he was staring at the floor. Four minutes and ten seconds.

“Which high lord is speaking so vocally?” I quickly asked Talvon.

“There are two, actually. Lord Hadrin of Mirkwood, the one accused of stealing Devron Bullipart’s cows.”

No surprise there, Lorant said.

“And?”

Talvon pinched his eyes closed before opening them again. I read sympathy there. “Zeiger.”

The highest lord in my court, next in line for my throne if something should happen to me and my mother. “I’m not worried about Hadrin.”

“Zeiger’s words will carry the most weight.” Talvon knew exactly what I meant.

Kill them both. Lorant’s sharp gaze met mine in the mirror. His words came out in rapid fire. We cannot allow this to continue. If they rally others to their cause, we’ll find ourselves warring within our own court before our thirtieth birthday. And we know what’ll happen after that. Reyla will be left to deal with your mother and the rest. She’s strong, but she’s new to the court. They will not permit her to rule as she should. Not even if⁠—

She was pregnant with our child.

We don’t have time to play with this, he snapped. Kill Zeiger and Hadrin, and anyone else contemplating supporting your mother will back down. Send this message and do it now.

“You’re sure Zeiger’s involved?” I asked Talvon. Hadrin could be handled, but the highest lord in my court?

Damn my mother.

“Heard him myself,” Talvon said. “I followed him after I heard he and Hadrin had been meeting with the queen mother frequently and were trying to rally support among other nobles, though no others have, as of yet, committed to their cause.”

Then I needed to solidify what support I could as soon as possible.

I will speak with Zeiger, Lorant growled.

I doubted he could make things worse.

Talvon grunted. “I’m sorry I have to share this news with you.”

I was sure he was. “How did you overhear them? Surely they didn’t speak of this out in the open?”

“The guard has ways.”

Kill your mother and Zeiger now, Lorant roared.

Fucking shut up!

His gaze blazed into mine in the mirror. Drifting to the night side, are you, my king?

I can handle this.

I believe that will fall to me. His sardonic smirk rose. Two minutes left.

“Is there anything else I need to know?” I barked.

“That’s all I’ve discovered, but I’ll keep looking into this, of course. I won’t stop until I’m dead.”

Any other questions? I asked Lorant. Tell me quickly before I have to send him from the room.

I repeated them to Talvon, speaking fast and urging him to reply even faster. “Have you identified specific weaknesses in any of the high lords who might be convinced to rally around my mother? Anything we can exploit to divide or discredit them?”

“I’ve noted a few potential flaws among the high lords who could be tempted. Lord Eldred has been embezzling from his own coffers to support his mistress. Since I've gathered the evidence, we can threaten to expose him to his high lady. He'll soon be rallying everyone to support you as king.” Talvon's sly grin rose. “Lord Cedric has a gambling habit that has left him indebted. If we offer to clear his debts, he’ll be screaming out his loyalty.”

Do it, Lorant said.

That already occurred to me. He was not the only one who could be dry on occasion. “See that this is done.”

“Of course, my king.”

What else do you want to know? I asked Lorant, then spoke to Talvon. “What measures have been taken to secure the palace and the city in case of a sudden coup attempt? Are our forces prepared for an internal threat?”

Talvon nodded, his expression serious. “We've increased patrols within the palace and around the city as you suggested. I've also assigned additional guards to key locations and vital personnel spattered here and there to spy. Hiring more for patrols beyond the wall is helping in many ways. Moreover, I've been working with our intelligence network to keep an eye on the high lords' activities. We're as prepared as we can be without alerting them to our knowledge of their plans.”

“Excellent. Can we trust anyone within the court?”

“It's hard to say. Many keep their true loyalties hidden, but I have informants among them who’ve proven reliable, and they're working only for us.”

I patted his back, grateful for his support. “Thank you.”

He jerked out a nod, his gaze sliding to my hand as it dropped to my side.

“Have you discovered any concrete evidence of treason that could be used against the queen mother and her supporters?” I asked. “Something that would hold weight in a council meeting or trial?”

Talvon cleared his throat, well understanding the gravity of the questions. “As of now, my king, the evidence is primarily based on whispered conversations. I've witnessed meetings taking place in secret, seen correspondence passed between your mother and those two specific high lords, but the contents have been carefully guarded. I haven't intercepted anything concrete yet, no signed documents or explicit plans that could be presented to the elders or in a trial. However, the frequency and secrecy of these exchanges suggest they’re closer to acting. It's only a matter of time before we uncover something solid.” He paused, his expression serious. “I assure you, I'm doing everything within my power to gather irrefutable evidence. We need something that will stand against any scrutiny. It’s out there. I won't stop until I find it.”

Fifteen seconds, Lorant growled.

“Time to leave.” I grabbed Talvon’s arm and hustled him to the door, swinging it open and pretty much tossing him out into the hall.

Talvon spun to face me. “Rest assured, Your Majesty, I’ll do everything I can to protect your throne and the stability of our kingdom.”

“Yes, yes. Notify Briscalar of our conversation and your discovery. Ask him to give me his thoughts.”

Color rose into Talvon’s face. I’d already suspected these two were close, and I was happy for them.

“I will.” His smile rose, not appropriate after our conversation, but he was probably thinking of Briscalar already. “I’ll see to it immed⁠—”

I slammed the panel closed.

My body started shimmering, sliding between darkness and light.
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Reyla

As soon as the sun slipped below the horizon, I rushed out of my room. I didn’t pause to speak with Surren or anyone else who might’ve tried to stop me. Down the hall, I knocked on Merrick’s door.

“My queen!” Calista bustled behind, coming to a skidding stop beside me, the skirt of her gown swaying around her like a treetop in a storm. She thrust herself between me and Merrick’s door, her arms outstretched and her lungs heaving. “You cannot be here. I insist you return to your room this instant.”

“You insist.” I lifted one eyebrow. “Truly?”

“Well.” She gulped down a swallow. “I⁠—”

“Out of my way,” I barked, reaching around her to knock again.

“What do you want?” Lorant snarled from behind the panel. “I have business to attend to.”

“See?” Calista said. “The king does not wish to be disturbed.”

“That was Lord Lorant.”

“I distinctly heard the voice of our king.” She latched onto my arm. “He’s busy. You must return to your rooms. Come now. I’ll help you dress for dinner with the queen.”

“I’m the queen.”

She stilled, her face going florid. “I’m terribly sorry. You are. My mistake, my queen. But still, you must return to your rooms and leave King Merrick to rest. He remains inside his room from dusk until dawn and he’s quite specific. No one is allowed to enter.”

“Because he’s cursed,” I shouted, wrenching away from her. “Split into two people and this is why you never see Merrick between dusk and dawn or Lorant from dawn until dusk. I’m going to break this curse, and if you try to get in my way, I’ll…”

She blinked, her gaze unfocused. “Please.” Her tone came out more pleasant. “Allow the king to rest. I’m sure the queen mother will be thrilled to see you at dinner.”

She would not.

“I’m not dining with Erisandra tonight.” I slammed my fist on the door. “Merrick?” I knew very well he was gone, locked up inside Lorant for now. “I need to speak with you.”

Lorant swung the door open only wide enough to poke his nose through the gap. “I’ll see you shortly in the tower.”

“You’ll see me now.” I shoved the door wider and latched onto the front of his tunic, dragging him out of the room and down the hall. Inside my own suite, I shut the outer door in Calista’s face while she sputtered, Moira and Faelith hovering behind her.

“I may need a new lady-in-waiting,” I snapped as I hauled Lorant into my bedroom and closed that door as well. “Calista’s impertinent. I’m going to replace her as soon as possible.”

“Now this is the queen I knew you could be, Wildfire.” Lorant swept his arm out and dipped forward in an elegant bow. “Would you like me to snap her neck? Stab her in the back one night when she’s sneaking from her room?”

“She sneaks from her room? Where’s she going?”

“She and one of the high lords keep meeting up in the parlor to…” He grimaced. “I don’t remain nearby long enough to find out.”

“Good for her.” A stunning revelation, but why not? That was the least of my concerns. “I’ll give her one more chance. Don’t kill her.”

“As you wish.” He strolled to the bed and peeled back the top blanket, stroking his fingertips across my pillow. When he looked over his shoulder, his sneering drawl teased its way down my spine. “If you wanted me in your bedroom, you only had to ask.”

“We don’t have time for that.”

His sultry gaze swept across my frame. “There’s always time for that.”

With a growl, I nudged him to the side. After yanking the covers back up over my pillow, I snatched the ball off the bed, spinning to face Lorant with it held aloft. “Look, look!”

Farris flopped his tail where he lounged on the foot of the bed with only one eye half-open. He’d ignored the ball since I took it back from Erisandra, reinforcing my belief she’d glamoured the book to make it appear like a toy. No wonder Farris kept dropping it by my feet. Silly me thought he wanted me to throw it for him when he must be able to see through her spell. My nyxin was smart.

Very smart.

“Your pet appears too tired to play.” Lorant’s gaze flicked to the closet. “I suggest you dress in your leathers and climb the steps to the tower. Practice calling the nullification power. I’ll join you as soon as I take care of a…delicate matter.”

“What delicate matter?”

“Something you don’t need to worry your mind about now. You need to practice commanding shadows tonight as well. We haven’t even started with your lightning, but I believe we’ll have time for some practice with that as well. Perhaps you wish to use it to carve that L into the floor?”

“Where are you going?” I shouldn’t be focusing on this now, but, assassin. Wait. “You’re going to kill someone?” I cried out loud enough to make Farris lift both eyelids to look my way.

“I said no such thing.”

“Take me with you.”

“Never.”

I advanced on him. “Who is it? Watching won’t offend me. I’m not a prissy thing. I’ve seen death. Dealt it out more times than I can count.”

“To dregs, not people.”

“They actually were people deep inside. They were under their own version of a curse. We broke it.”

“The high lady of Lydel broke it.”

“I played a role. The point is, you’re not going to scare me if you kill someone in front of me. If anything, I might be able to help.”

“I told you I am not going to kill someone. I merely plan to have a conversation.”

“I can add input to that. Merrick asks for my opinion in the throne room all the time.”

He paused, and I swore he actually flinched, but that was a Merrick thing, not Lorant’s. “Alright. Dress in your leathers. Wear your weapons. Once we leave the castle, you’ll remain hidden within shadows. At least you’ll get some practice with that.”

“No problem.” I snaked my hands across my nape, squirming, trying to undo the top buttons on the back of my dress.

He whirled me around and undid them himself, pausing only once to deliver a kiss to my exposed spine. “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to go to bed? I thought I could use my tongue to grovel.”

I would not allow my knees to go melty. “I’m going with you while you play assassin.”

He turned me back to face him, his grip tight on my upper arms and his ever-present, snarly gaze meeting mine. “I never play.”

I backed out of his reach. “Maybe you should. It might make you more fun.”

“I’m fun,” he purred, his gaze shooting to the bed.

“That point has not been proven.” With my dress sliding forward, though I remained decently covered, I hurried to the closet and wrenched open the door, dragging out a clean set of leathers.

“Yet,” Lorant stated. “Yet.”

“Leave while I change,” I said.

“As you command.” He bowed again. “My queen.”

I rolled my eyes as he strolled toward the door. “Hold on. You distracted me.”

“I knew you’d be eager to climb into bed with me.”

“Lorant. I need something else. Before we go, I want you to teach me the nullification spell.”

“That’s more important than my conversation with someone?”

“As stimulating as your conversation will be, I’m sure we have a few moments. Teach me the spell. I need it.”

His frown took in the ball lying on the bed before flickering to the intent look on my face. “What spell do you want to nullify?”

I grabbed the ball and thrust it close to his face. “This is a diary.”

“It appears to be a ball. A silver ball.”

“That Farris kept bringing me.”

“To throw it for him, perchance?”

“You’re being obtuse. Keep up with me here, Lorant,” I grumbled. “I found a diary in the library and brought it here.”

“Found.”

“Borrowed. Whatever. Alright.” I puffed out a breath, shooting stands of my hair toward the ceiling. “I stole it. But it was left for me, so I was supposed to take it.” I tugged the ring and key from beneath the top of my dress that kept trying to slide off my breasts since he’d unbuttoned it. Despite his paltry attempts to seduce me into climbing into bed with him, he hadn’t even stolen one peek. If I wasn’t focused on other things, I might be insulted.

Actually, I was insulted.

“This key opens the diary.” I dangled it in his face. “Valera’s mother told her to give me the key.”

He took the ring and key from me and studied them lying on his palm before turning the ring over with the tip of his finger. “Ravens.”

“What?”

“There are ravens carved into the side.”

“Like the Evergorne Crest?”

He shrugged. “Ravens aren’t exclusive to Evergorne.”

I lifted the ring and squinted at the tiny pattern engraved on each side. “Those aren’t ravens. They’re dragons.”

“Ravens.”

“If anyone knows dragons, it’s me. They’re dragons.”

“If anyone knows ravens, it’s me. They’re ravens.” I wanted to smack him for smirking. His head tilted, his smirk sliding away. “You said you got them from Valera Windhaven, the head librarian?”

“Yes. Her mother… I think she and King Theon were lovers. She died in childbirth delivering a son who perished along with her. When Valera told me her mother’s story, I wondered if the child had lived, if the child was you.”

“Obviously not.”

“Proven quite conclusively, I might add. Shortly after I brought the book here, it disappeared, ironically right after Erisandra paid me a visit.”

“And you believe she glamoured the book to look like the ball.”

“I’m convinced of it. In fact, she was here a short time ago, and she tried to steal it, so that proves it.”

“Perhaps.”

“If I can nullify her spell, I can unlock the diary and see what she wrote. I suspect there’s something inside there that I need to know.”

“Why would Erisandra try to hide it from you?”

“That’s a good question. I don’t have an answer other than the fact that she’s mean. She may have thought it was mine. Her motives don’t really matter.”

“Or they do. She tried to steal it. Why not if and when she found it?”

“You go right ahead and ask her that. Let me know what she says.”

His lips thinned, and his gaze did glide down my front. My skin warmed. My cheeks flamed. And my core… Oh, the things this man could do to me with one simple look.

Focus, Reyla! “Valera told me her mother had the gift for foretelling. I think she knew I’d marry Merrick⁠—”

“Me. You married me.”

“Same thing.” I frowned but let it go. “We’re wasting time. Leave or turn around.”

He lifted one eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“Once I’ve dressed, you can teach me the spell. I’m not changing in front of you or learning with my dress gaping across my chest.”

“A pity.” He pivoted on his heel and strolled over to the window, staring out at the darkness beyond.

I dressed quickly. “All set.”

He turned and watched while I strapped on my short blades, tightening the belts around my thighs to keep them from making even a whisper when I moved. I reached for my sword.

He grunted. “You won’t need that tonight, Wildfire.”

“Perchance, I will.”

A vein throbbed in his temple. “You should remain here where you’re safer.”

“I’m going with you. If you try to lock me in, I’ll flit to the hall or the foyer and follow.”

“And I’ll promptly bring you back and make you remain here.”

“You can’t make me do anything.”

“In that, Wildfire, you’re very wrong.”

I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze squarely. “I will never let you pin me down.”

His low growl rang out. “Alright. You will remain behind me, cloaked in your shadows. Don’t make a sound. Don’t get in the way. And if I— Keep your mouth closed. Your eyes too.”

“How sweet that you want to protect naïve little me.” I sauntered toward him, savoring the heat exploding in his eyes with each step I took. Pulling a blade, I poked the tip against the bottom of his chin, though not hard enough to break the skin. “I refuse to stand behind you while you fight battles, Lorant.”

He snorted. “I suspected you’d say something like that.” A snap of his hand, and he held my blade. His slick smile rose. “Who is underestimating whom, my pretty little bride?”

“You.” I gouged forward with my other blade I held against his belly. “Your liver may not enjoy my tender touch.”

His laugh rang out, stunning me all over again with its beauty. “This is why I like you so much, Wildfire. You’re as untamed as me.”

“Don’t forget my sweet side.” I took back my blade from him, sliding them both into their sheaths at my waist.

“This is why you’re so aptly suited for both the day and the night.” He strode around me but stopped by the door, pivoting to lean against it. “Nullification spell, then we’ll leave. I don’t want to waste the entire night.”

Nibbling on my fingernail, I nodded.

“This is how we’re going to do it.” His voice dropped into that no-nonsense, hard-edged cadence he used when his patience was thinner than parchment. “Get out of your head. No second-guessing, no overthinking, no doubts. You’ve already felt the nullification power up in the tower. I’ve learned a little bit more about how to call this kind of magic, to hold them, and make them perform the spell before they slide from your grasp.”

I crossed my arms on my chest. “Easy, right,” I said dryly. “Toss aside my doubts, trust my instincts, then nullify the very nature of someone else’s magic.”

“Exactly.” Not a touch of humor came through in his voice. Rejoining me by the bed, he took the silver ball and held it up between us, rolling it across his leveled palm as his gaze stayed locked on mine. “Let’s assume for the moment this was truly changed by Erisandra’s glamour, her power. That means her magic is locked to the ball’s outer layer, masking its original form. That binding is what you’re going after.”

I stepped closer. “How do I rip it apart?”

“You’re not ripping the spell apart. Let’s get that straight. You’re severing its connection to the diary. Different concept, Wildfire. Pay attention.” He tossed the ball onto the bed and faced me again. “If you attack it head-on, Erisandra’s spell will remain. It will see your power as an attack and entrench itself deeper into the book. What you’re going to do is slip beneath the area where her spell clings. That’s the weak point, the place where her spell is thinner than thread.”

“Alright.”

“There are no guideposts for this. No step-by-step instructions. You've got nothing to work with but instinct and the small amount of knowledge I discovered in a few random books.”

I drew in a breath and pushed it back out, thinking. Calling power for shadows felt easier now, but it had come to me slowly at first. Experience and a lot of luck had refined my ability to call it, though I still had a long way to go. Nullification, on the other hand, was a “figure it out now or you die” sort of thing.

Lorant’s hands settled on my shoulders. I fought the warmth rolling off him, the sense of safety he projected, and focused on his words. “Close your eyes.”

I complied, letting the darkness sweep over me, a stillness I knew well.

“Forget everything else. The room. Me. My plans for this evening.”

How could he call possibly killing someone plans?

“Forget about Erisandra. Find that sly power and control it. Then, if you can do that, you need to reach out with yourself. Not your hand, but your will. Feel for where her spell is clinging to the book, where it’s weakest. Recognize the thing that doesn’t belong, and you can peel it back and expose what’s beneath.”

I frowned, focusing on the individual pulses of power swirling around us. It took time, but I felt more than saw it, a faint, jagged wrongness threading along the outskirts of the room, like the insistent prickling of static after a lightning storm.

“Do you feel it?”

“Yes.”

“Good. That imbalance? Keep track of it out of the corner of your mind's eye, but don’t grab it yet and don’t look directly at it. Let yourself get used to the texture of it, the way it doesn’t fit with the rest of the power around it.”

“It feels sharp,” I said. “Not fluid like what I use to control shadows or fire. It’s spiked, jagged.”

“Yes.” Satisfaction rang in his tone. “The power that commands nullification isn’t soft or subtle. It’s rough. Uneven. It belongs nowhere. Even the air resists it. Do you see how it moves? Skipping, restless?”

I nodded. The tendrils of wrongness shimmered, darting here and there like frayed threads.

“Yell at it to come to you. Don't try to coax it, not this nasty stuff. You need to make it obey. Claim it.”

In my mind, I snarled at it, told it to listen to me, to come to me.

It gouged toward me like a bolt of lightning, hitting me squarely in the chest.
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Reyla

“Reyla,” Lorant growled, his voice full of desperation. It felt like I was lying on a smooth, soft surface with him kneeling beside me. His fingers traced across my brow. “Wildfire. Wake up. Please. I can’t—” His words choked off.

Hearing the pain in his voice made me shove aside the drowning feeling and rise to the surface. I opened my eyes to find myself lying on the blankets this man had crafted and given me. His hand on my face felt good.

“I’m alright,” I croaked.

“What happened?”

“That power’s nasty. It came when I told it to, but it wasn’t happy about it.” I frowned, remembering. “It hit me.”

“You froze, and your eyes rolled back. I caught you before you fell to the floor.”

“How long have I been out?”

“Only a short time. Not long.” His concerned gaze met mine. “Don’t do that again. I wouldn’t be able to go on without you.”

“And here you think there was no kindness in your soul,” I said, overcome with both the heady feeling his words gave me, plus the realization that he cared. Truly cared. Not just in his snarly, growly way. “You like me.”

His eyes closed, and when he opened them again, they sank into mine. “Without you, I have no reason to exist. Where you go, I will follow, and the fates help whoever tries to stand between us.”

“Lorant.” I stroked his face. “I don’t know what to say.”

He eased off the bed, his tortured gaze gliding down my frame. “You don’t know what I felt when I saw you collapsing, knowing that something had attacked you. I needed to kill, but there was no one and nothing in the room to slay.”

“I’m not hurt. I’ll be more careful next time.”

“There won’t be a next time. You don’t need that book. All you need is—” He swallowed hard. “You’re going to remain here while I take care of this issue. When I get back, we’ll sit and talk. I’ll tell you more stories from when I was young.”

I sat up, ignoring how the room spun around me. “I want to hear them all, but I’m going with you.”

“Why won’t you listen?”

“I did. I just don’t agree with what you suggest.”

“It wasn’t a suggestion,” he snarled, back to his old self again. “It was a demand.”

I swung my legs over to sit on the side of the bed, my head cooperating with the movement. “I don’t take commands well.”

“How did you ever survive at the fortress?”

“With my wits. The strength of my arm.” I lifted one and flexed it to make a muscle. “And the support of my friends. You’re my friend, so I’m going to support you tonight by going with you.” My lips quirked up. “Because I’m not sure about your wits or the strength of your arm.”

He swooped in and knocked me back on the bed, following me down, pressing me into the blankets with his palms on either side of my shoulders. He nudged his face into my neck. “You, my wildfire, need to be taught a good lesson.”

“I actually think bad lessons might be more fun.” I bumped his chest with my palm. “As much as I’d enjoy your lesson, we have plans for the evening.”

He growled and backed onto his heels, still looming over me. “I don’t want you going. It’s not safe.”

“I thought it was just a simple conversation. What’s unsafe about that?”

His jaw twitched.

“Not safe for me means not safe for you either, so I’m going,” I said. “You need me.”

He slammed his eyes closed before opening them again. “I do. One twitch or hint that you’re still feeling the effects of what happened, however, and I’m bringing you back here and tying you to the bed.”

“Do you promise?”

His gaze hooded and fell on my mouth. “I can’t wait until you’re mine.”

My skin tingled, but we had things to do that didn’t involve him claiming any part of me I might offer.

“Let’s go.” I slid off the bed.

“Leave nullification alone. I mean it.” He strode to my bedroom door and swung it open, urging me to go ahead of him into my sitting area. Farris hopped off the bed and followed, his jaw stretching into a whining yawn.

I wasn’t going to leave nullification alone, not when I’d actually gotten the power to pay attention. I’d be ready for it next time, that sly, slimy thing, and then, it would be mine.

His attention fell on the table with the tea party for Erisandra. I hadn’t yet asked my ladies to take it away.

“You’re looking at what’s left of my latest interlude with the queen mother. She didn’t stay long, not even long enough to taste my⁠—”

He scooped up one of my horig cakes and popped it into his mouth, chewing. His groan rang out, and he shuddered as if he was in the throes of an amazing orgasm. “Fuck…” His eyes opened, and his face split wide open, his emotions pouring through. “You made horig cakes for me.”

“Not necessarily for you.”

He stalked over to stand too close to me. “For me.”

I shook my head and twisted my lips. “How did you know I made them?”

“They taste sweet, like you.” He said it so simply, so innocently, I couldn’t find the will to chide him. “Save them all for me? I want to eat them later.”

I waved toward the plate. “They’re yours.” I’d make them every day if only he’d always look at me like this, as if I was his world.

As we left the suite, I sent Faelith inside to take Farris for a walk and dismissed the others.

“We’re going to the tower,” Lorant told Surren. “Remain here to guard the queen’s suite.”

“We need to remain with her at all times.”

Lorant slanted a look at Surren, who twitched. “I will watch out for her.”

“Oh, yes, of course, Lord Lorant.” Surren dipped forward in a bow. “We’ll…wait here.” He frowned my way.

“I’m armed,” I said in a breezy tone, tapping the hilts of my blades. “I’ll be safe with Lord Lorant.”

Surren reluctantly nodded.

I swept past him, keeping pace with Lorant. We rounded a corner and took the next hall, arriving at the top of the stairs.

“Where, exactly, are we going?” I asked.

“When we leave the castle, keep your blades handy.”

I lifted one eyebrow as we started down the stairs. “Are you expecting an attack?”

“I’ll explain elsewhere.” He tapped his fingertip on my lips, sealing them before giving me a smirk.

I pinched mine closed, nodding.

“I do love it when you obey me, Wildfire.”

“Don’t get too used to it.”

His mouth twitched, but he didn’t say anything else as we made our way to the foyer and stepped out through the front doors.

We strode down the long drive leading to the road winding up from the city, leaving the castle behind.

“Why not flit there?” I asked.

“I need to walk.”

Stomp, that is. Was my snarly night guy irritated with me? I didn’t tease him about it, though I was sorely tempted.

Our boots scraped on the stone road flanked by dense woods. The night was alive with distant cries of birds, their shrieks echoing through the thick canopy on either side. Cool night air swirled around us, and as we passed, sticks snapped and thuds rang out from creatures bolting in the opposite direction.

“I hid deep in that side of the woods, you know,” I said, gesturing to our right.

I could feel the heat of his irritation pouring off his skin. “So close to the castle?”

“I sensed I’d be safer than, say, wandering past the wall.”

His growl ripped out. “You know what lies beyond the wall.”

Creatures.

“I was fine.”

“I could not find you!”

“That was the point. It was good for me to get away.”

He snarled. “Don’t do that again. Ever.”

“If I need space, I will take it.” I could be just as stubborn.

Stopping, he didn’t turn my way. He clenched his hands to fists. Released them. Then to fists again before he started walking, saying nothing.

At least that was settled.

The moon’s silvery beams stabbed down through the canopy, illuminating swaying branches and creating shadows that danced like silent phantoms. Despite its ethereal beauty, an unsettling chill lingered in the air. Yet nothing threatened us from beyond the tree lines.

Speaking of shadows. I found lots of power around me and actually had to shove aside the nasty, twisted bits of negative energy I’d one day command for nullification. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was sorry for hurting me.

Not now, I told it in my mind. I’m working with the nice power now.

I tugged lavender power in and compressed it in my mind before sending it out to the shadows lurking around us. They perked up and looked my way. Not exactly looked. It was more a feeling that they were suddenly paying attention. They drifted toward me, making their oozing demands that weren’t spoken words but whispered wishes. My pain, an easy share. Lust, also easy while I walked beside Lorant.

And love. Oh, how they ached to feel love.

Even that I could send to them, that aching, twisting feeling in my heart I got whenever I looked at this strong man by my side or his mirror image. I had so much to give. I just hadn’t gotten up the nerve yet to tell them.

Once they’d fed, the shadows cooperated, gliding in close to cloak me. Disappear me, one might say.

“Well done,” Lorant said softly. “And quickly too.”

“I have a great teacher.”

He shot a smile my way. “That you do.”

“A conceited one, I’ll also add.”

“I won’t disagree.”

“But that’s not all you are.”

His head cocked my way. “Do tell. What else am I?”

I swore he held his breath. No, he guarded himself because he thought I’d scorn who and what he was. Why hadn’t he realized I never would?

“You’re also the most unrelenting protector I’ve ever known. You might snarl and scowl, but it’s because you’re always bracing yourself to keep me safe, no matter the cost. You’re fierce, yes, but that ferocity… By the fates, I feel untouchable when I stand beside you. You don’t only guard my life; you guard my heart in ways I don’t think even you understand.”

“Reyla.” His eyes actually glistened as he stopped and stared at me, as he reached out and somehow found me behind the shadows, cupping my face in his gentle hands and looking directly into my eyes.

“And yes, you’re brutally honest, but it’s a relief, like standing in a cold wind when you’re hot. You don’t lie to spare my feelings or coat the truth with pretty words. Sometimes, I hate that.”

“I can tell.” There was that adorable, infernal smirk again, the one that made my heart spin.

“Sometimes, I need the truth, not sugar-coated words that may one day taste bitter. Your clarity cuts through my doubts when I can’t see the way forward myself. You’re cunning, sure, but it’s the sort of cleverness that saves me. Your plans and your instincts are flawless, even when I don’t always agree with where they lead. There’s no softness in your strategy, no hesitation, and yet, isn’t that decisiveness something to admire and trust?”

“If you keep going like this, I'm going to kiss you,” he croaked. “Not to shut you up but to give back this feeling in the only way I know how. I'm not a man who can speak pretty words. I'm me. Ruthless. Brutal. And merciless to everyone but you.”

My heart cratered, cracked wide open to let him inside. “You’re passion in its rawest form,” I said with all the heart I couldn't quite express. “You feel everything with the force of a hurricane. It’s terrifying, really, to hold the attention of someone so consuming. But at the same time, it makes me feel as if I’m the only thing you’ll ever fight this hard for.”

“Evermore, Wildfire. In this world, the one beyond, and until the fates end it all, I will seek you.”

Tears burst in my eyes. “If you keep talking like that, I'm going to sob.”

His thumbs stroked away my tears. “Don't shed them for me. Please.”

“Don't you see? Every decision you make is your way of loving, even when you don't realize that’s what you're doing. But I see, Lorant. I see it all and it means everything to me.”

He stood so close that I could feel the rise and fall of his chest, the heat radiating from his body, wrapping around me like a promise. He tilted my chin upward, holding me as if I were made of something fragile, as if any sudden motion might break me. The calloused pads of his thumbs lingered at the edge of my jaw, brushing against my skin with the faintest pressure. This whisper of a touch said more than words ever could.

“Reyla,” he breathed, my name spilling from his lips in a way that felt almost reverent. A prayer to the very fates themselves.

His lips brushed against mine gently. Featherlight. Testing. As if he feared that I might crack open or crumble beneath the weight of his adoration. And for one beautiful moment, his kiss was sweet and achingly tender. One born of restraint, of care, of a man who dared to believe if only for a heartbeat that he could show me this small part of himself without me drawing away.

I leaned in.

That was the moment everything inside me shattered.

He made a sound then, something guttural and deep in his throat, and his sweetness unraveled into something wilder. His hands, still gentle but no longer hesitant, cradled my face as one of them slid to the nape of my neck, pulling me into him like he couldn’t bear to have space between us. His lips pressed harder, firmer, moving against mine with a hunger I could feel all the way to the marrow of my bones.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and met the intensity of his kiss with my own. Fire coursed through me, a wildfire this man could so easily ignite. My head spun, but my body knew exactly what to do. I threaded my fingers into his hair and held tight, determined to never let go.

He lifted his head, his eyes searching. “I'd die happy as long as you always looked at me like you're doing now. Like you care. Like I have meaning.”

“Evermore.” I repeated his word. “Never doubt that, Lorant. Never.”

He gave me a nod and eased back, glancing around almost sheepishly. “I…haven’t been paying attention. Anything could’ve rushed toward us, and I⁠—”

“You would’ve slayed it already.”

“You don’t realize how truly distracting you can be.” His gaze pierced the woods around us. “We need to go.”

Not stand in the road and kiss.

I sucked in a breath and released it, then drew the shadows closer again, wrapping them around me like a blanket.

We continued walking.

And while we did, I teased the nasty magic, stretching my hand out only to yank it back before it could make contact.

I didn't miss that it kept slithering closer.
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Lorant

“Who are we going to kill?” Reyla asked in too perky a voice, pacing beside me down the road. Though I couldn’t see her, I could feel her. She’d hidden herself well in shadows, and I was incredibly proud.

And peeved that she’d insisted on coming along with me tonight.

“We are not killing anyone.” After that kiss, after her words sliced through any wall I might’ve erected between us, it was a wonder I could think, let alone talk.

This woman could rip me apart with only a few words. But she mended something inside me I hadn’t realized needed healing. And I’d not only lay waste to the world around us to protect her, but I’d also be willing to die for her.

Something that may very well happen.

“Who are you going to kill tonight then?” she asked. “I assume they deserve it.”

For endangering her? Yes, they did deserve death and so much more.

“It’s merely a conversation.”

She snorted. “I didn’t tumble off the dragon yesterday.”

I forced out a breath. “If he cooperates, he’ll hold onto his life. And stop playing with that nasty power. It’s stalking you.” I couldn’t quite see it, but I felt threads of it wavering in the air behind her, skimming in close as if to poke her in the spine before darting away.

“I’m not doing anything,” she said in complete innocence.

This woman. I’d like to drag her back to her bed with the blankets I’d crafted from magic for her and toss her on top, only to follow her down. I wouldn’t allow her to emerge from her bedroom until she was so well loved she couldn’t walk without grinning. I’d do that to her, with her, and more.

“You are. Leave it alone,” I snapped.

“Cranky tonight, aren’t you? Maybe once you release your pent-up energy on whoever’s caught your attention, you’ll smile. Laugh a little. Dance around a room or something.”

“I never dance around rooms.”

“Sometimes,” the wistful sound in her voice gutted me all over again, “I wish you would.”

“I’ll dance for you one day. Laugh with you. Smile.” She had all my smiles already. She just didn’t know it.

And one day, I hoped I’d have the chance to tell her.

I turned onto a lane leading to his manor house, the lights in his windows guiding our way. “What can I offer to convince you to remain outside while I enter?”

“Who’s place is this? It’s big. Gaudy, though. If he can afford all this, we need to increase his tilths.”

So clever. “High Lord Zeiger lives here.”

“That sweet man who escorted me to Merrick prior to my crowning? You’re not planning to kill him, are you?”

“Conversation, Reyla.”

“I’ve killed when it was needed.” Her mood suddenly dropped. “I’ll do so again to… You named it in the tower room. I will slay the world to protect those I love.”

Did I dare grab onto a scrap of Merrick’s hope? We had a little over four weeks left. Would it be enough?

I shrugged aside the emotions crashing through me. That was Merrick’s thing, not mine.

Or was it?

Sometimes I felt like we were blurring. We still ruled day or night with no crossing over, but when it came to this woman, we were equally shattered. We blended into one whimpering mass who’d crawl to her if she curled her finger our way.

“Hold onto your love, Wildfire,” I said. “You might need it.”

“Love isn’t something you cling to. It means nothing unless it’s shared.” She sounded so certain.

I stopped out of the clutches of the light spilling from the closest window and onto the path snaking over to the front door of the mansion. “Wait here.”

“Not happening. We’ve been through this already. Look at me. I’m the badass queen of shadows. I’m going with you. He won’t know I’m there.”

“He will if you keep chattering like you are now.”

It sounded like she shoved her words through pinched lips. “I can be quiet.”

I whirled to face her, reaching out to brace her shoulders but not finding her there. “Where are you?”

“See?” she said from my left side. “He won’t even know I’m here.”

I didn’t like this. I should’ve tied her to the bed to make her stay behind.

But then I would’ve been too tempted to join her.

“You are to remain behind me,” I barked. “Don’t let him know you’re there. Eyes on me at all times. And⁠—”

“You know that’s an enthralling thing to say.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “What is?”

“Eyes on me. So domineering. Arousing.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. “Don’t get aroused now.”

“I’ll try not to.”

My growl slipped out. “If I flick a finger your way, you leave without looking back.”

“I’m not abandoning you if you’re in danger. Never ask me to do that. Sacrifice isn’t only your middle name.”

Pray to the fates it never truly became hers.

“Behind me then,” I snapped, striding up the walk. I didn’t knock but used magic to open the door, stalking inside.

“Zeiger,” I bellowed. “Attend me.”

A woman stepped out of the parlor on my right, a duster in her hand and her mouth opening to release a brittle shriek. “What are you doing here?” She flapped her duster in my direction, her deep blue gown swaying with the movement. “Go away. You have no business here tonight, Viper.”

I could almost feel Reyla stiffening.

“Where is the exalted high lord?” I strode further into the foyer, peering around. Spying an office on the left, I walked toward it. “Tell him I’ll speak with him now.”

She shuddered and scurried down the hall, her long gray braid swaying on her spine as she darted dark looks over her shoulder.

I stepped into the office and walked around an enormous desk placed in the middle of the room with bookcases full of various volumes on two inner walls. A long bank of windows took up the right side, the darkness leaching through in inky bands staining the plush carpets. And on the final wall, near the arched entrance, I took in the long rows of mounted swords. Gifts from the king or other high lords, perhaps. Zeiger must be a collector. Lamplight winked off them as I turned away.

I sat in the chair behind the desk and hitched my boots up onto the lovely, smooth wooden surface in front of me, purposefully knocking things off to clatter on the floor.

Reyla glided across the room. I felt more than saw her, moving around to stand directly behind me.

“To your right a bit, if you please,” I said softly.

“Why?” she asked. “This place is as good as any other.”

Unless he threw magic my way. “You’re not being quiet.”

She huffed but moved.

“You,” High Lord Zeiger thrust himself into the room from the foyer. “Why have you come here tonight?”

“You know.”

He stalked toward me, a male still in his prime with broad shoulders, a narrow waist and only a touch of gray at his temples. “Leave my home this instant,” he roared.

“Now, now, there’s no need to be cranky.” I sensed Reyla biting back her snort. “It’s not like I’m sitting here in your office committing anything like…treason.”

I also felt her suck in a breath.

His lungs wheezed in and out, and he deflated before his posture tightened once more. His glare hardened as he stopped in the middle of the room, his feet planting on the rug as if he owned the world. “I don’t appreciate uninvited guests barging into my home,” he spat, his hands curling into fists at his sides. “Especially those making reckless accusations.”

Reckless? Hardly. The man reeked of calculation, each sneer and insult weighed carefully to needle me without pushing himself too far. He knew what I was, what I could do. He also knew how precarious his position would be if he showed even a hint of fear. Zeiger thrived on power, and power didn’t stumble, not without dire consequences.

I leaned back in the chair, savoring how it creaked in protest. My boots, still propped on his desk, scraped along the polished wood with a groan. The sound dragged through the room in a deliberate insult.

“Accusations. Me?” I kept my voice low. “I'm here merely to ensure you're still loyal to the crown.”

His mouth twitched. “You’ve lost your way in the dark, Viper.” He forced his stance wider, an attempt at a show of dominance that didn’t land. “Whatever you’re searching for, it isn’t here. Go back to whatever it is you do with your nights. The king may tolerate theatrics, but I do not.”

“Humor me.” I tapped one finger on the arm of the carved wooden chair, the rhythmic knock slicing through the room. “Remind me where your loyalties lie, will you, High Lord? Are you still a friend to the king and queen or…” I dug my sharp gaze into his face, watching for the slightest crack in his façade. “Has your loyalty wandered elsewhere?”

His nostrils flared, and a flicker of uncertainty darted through his eyes. He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked, though it slipped at the corners of his mouth. “The king knows I’ve always served him loyally. I’m sure the queen knows as well. There’s no need for cheap games. You’d serve yourself better in asking questions outright, instead of poisoning my home with insinuations.”

I caught the faintest rustle. Reyla, listening. She wouldn’t interrupt, but knowing she was near sent my thoughts tipping out of balance. I kept my voice level, allowing only a hint of amusement to thread through it. “Let’s not insult each other like this, Zeiger. If your loyalty is steadfast, you won’t mind a simple chat.”

His jaw locked, and his expression remained venom laced.

“King Merrick believes you’re a trusted ally. A voice of wisdom and reason in a court overflowing with ambition.” I lifted my hand and pretended to study my nails while, instead, I watched him from the corner of my eye. “But even the most loyal allies can falter. Pressure, secrets, even outside influence. These things could twist even the most resolute lords.”

Zeiger’s scowl deepened, and he straightened his shoulders. “You have no proof of anything, and if you think I’ll entertain a baseless interrogation, you’re mistaken. My actions speak for themselves.”

I leaned forward, planting my boots on the floor with a heavy thud. My quiet voice cut through the room. “Your recent actions concern me.”

“The kingdom has thrived under my counsel,” he bit out.

“For now. Please make sure you don't step into the wrong corridor. Someone might mistake your intentions.”

His mask slipped, his lips parting as though to retaliate before he caught himself and tightened his face.

“You escorted the new queen to Merrick. A grand gesture of allegiance. Yet on nights like these, it’s the whispers, not the shouts, that the king hears the loudest.”

“I owe you no explanations.”

“No, but you owe the king and queen everything, and you'd be wise not to forget it.”

“Leave my home,” he snarled. “You have no power here.”

“Is that what you truly believe?” I didn't miss the subtle shake of his hands.

“You're grasping at mist, Lorant. Your innuendos won’t change my place in this court.”

“Status is such a fragile thing. Don't you agree? Yours appears swayed by conversations conducted in moonlight. Take care where you tread.”

He glanced away for only a moment. “I serve the kingdom, as always.”

“Then there won't be any issues, will there? Don't let your ambition confuse you about who wears the crown.” I stepped around the desk, stalking through the space between us. “Make your loyalty known, High Lord, and do it soon and without question before someone misreads your intentions. Or worse, exposes them.”

“Don’t threaten me,” he growled.

I paused as I was passing him. “I never threaten. I act.” Done for the evening, I continued toward the foyer, sensing Reyla following.

See? No assassination needed.

A clang behind me was followed by a whoosh.

A torturous grunt.

And a heavy thud.

I spun, a blade already in my hand to find Zeiger lying on the floor, a sword in his grip and one of Reyla’s special blades buried deep in his back.
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Reyla

From their discussion, I suspected High Lord Zeiger was working with Erisandra to depose Merrick and take the throne. They’d discovered the plot, and Lorant had come here to make sure Zeiger knew what would happen if he didn’t publicly make it clear he was loyal to Merrick.

High Lord Zeiger had not enjoyed the result of their conversation.

I’d watched as Lorant strode past the high lord, stopping to deliver one final parting shot. “I never threaten. I act.” He’d continued toward the foyer.

I’d hustled after him, mostly concerned about not brushing against Zeiger as I went by.

I didn’t expect the high lord to rush to the wall arrayed with various swords, some ornamental, others showing clear use. A woman who battled on the regular could recognize a good blade almost with her eyes closed.

So could Zeiger. He lifted a rather dinged-up sword from the wall and gouged the weapon toward Lorant’s back.

I yanked a blade from one of the sheaths at my waist and flung it, impaling it in Zeiger’s back with my usual killing blow. He toppled to the ground, the sword making no sound when it hit the carpet but his body delivering a jarring thud.

My shadows fell away from me with a hiss. They oozed to the closest window and slid through the glass, slinking back to where I’d stolen them from.

Lorant turned, and his eyebrows lifted as he looked from Zeiger to me.

“He was going to kill you.” I raced over to his side. “He grabbed a sword. He thrust it at your back. I…”

“Saved my life.” While my heart thundered, he stooped down beside Zeiger and felt along his neck.

“Dead. I don’t miss.” I’d killed more dregs than I could count. Some people too, especially during battle to save others. But eliminating the highest lord in my court would cause an uproar even if he had been about to murder Lorant.

“Good shot.” I didn’t see pride in his eyes. Alright, maybe I did, just a little. “Thank you.” Still staring at Zeiger, he straightened. “This is going to be a problem.”

“I assume the blow is beyond your healing abilities.”

“You assume correctly.”

Dead was always dead. “It never looks good when a queen kills one of her subjects even if it’s in the defense of the king.”

“Bodyguard, if you please.”

“Right.” I jerked out a nod, shaken more by the fact that someone had nearly killed Lorant than I’d taken a life. “There’s only one thing we can do.”

He cocked his head. “And that is?”

“Get rid of the body.” I glanced toward the foyer. “That woman who was here earlier. We need to make sure she doesn’t see him like this.”

“When he goes missing, she’ll state that I was the last person seen with him.”

“And you’ll honestly state that you spoke with him and left.” I sniffed. “You will be leaving here after we take care of this, will you not?”

“Someone will note if one of the flowerbeds is disturbed.”

Did he truly think I’d plant a body that close to the house? “What kind of assassin are you that you don’t know how to get rid of a body?”

“What kind of queen are you that you do?”

“A queen who wasn’t raised to be prissy. Disposing of refuse is practically a class at the fortress.”

“They expect you to kill people and find creative ways to get rid of the remains?”

Why did he sound incredulous?

“Don’t they teach that in heir-to-the-throne classes?” I shot back.

“Bodyguard. And no. It’s assumed that someone else will handle delicate matters like this.”

“The fewer involved, the fewer who can talk. No flowerbed, naturally. Do you remember the lay of the area? How dense are the woods nearby? Any caves in the vicinity?”

“The manor is built close to a set of rolling hills. If there’s a cave there, I don’t remember seeing it.”

“We’ll get him outside and hide his body, and then we can decide where we’ll dispose of him.”

He sucked in a breath and shoved it out. “You take his feet, and I’ll take him under the shoulders.”

“Move him with your magic.”

“Shifting large objects is his talent, not mine.”

Footsteps echoed from somewhere inside the building, coming in this direction, followed by the woman’s voice. “High Lord Zeiger? I’m about to prepare your room for the night. Would you enjoy a hot toddy tonight?”

We stared at each other.

Her tone lifted. “High Lord?”

Damn.

Lorant’s gaze shot toward the foyer. “Discovery is imminent.”

I pried the sword from Zeiger’s hand and hung it back on the wall, before stooping down beside the body. “Did they teach you how to eliminate evidence in bodyguard school, then?”

“I’m better at creating evidence to frame someone else.”

“Well, start framing the room to look like he… I don’t know. You figure it out. I’ll start eliminating.” I laid my hand on the man’s head. Still warm, but he’d start stiffening soon. “Do your thing and meet me outside.”

“What are you going to⁠—”

I flitted the high lord and myself to the edge of the driveway and after hefting Zeiger under the arms, I dragged him into the deep grass along the side. There was only one flitting rule: You could only travel to a location you’d been to before because the location’s image would be secure in your mind. Otherwise, parts of you might…scatter. No one wanted that.

I crouched down beside the body to remain out of view and wait for Lorant. He didn’t take long, flitting himself to the walkway in front of the house. He peered around before striding toward me.

“Next time, you will tell me what you plan to do before you act,” he growled, coming to a stop beside me.

“Don’t bunch your pants up too tight. You might injure something.”

“Excuse me?”

Oh, how deadly he sounded. I didn’t have time for that.

I straightened and looked around. “Where can we hide him?” A morbid thought occurred to me. “Merrick told you how to flit.”

He clipped out a nod.

“Have you practiced?”

His sly smile rose.

“Good. Then you can take the body to a location in the hills beyond the wall, someplace where you’ve been enough times it’s solid in your mind. Leave it for someone to find, and let’s hope they think one of those woodland creatures got him.”

“Or that he was murdered, and his body dumped to make it look like a woodland creature got him.”

I peered toward the house. “That woman… What did you do?”

“Something I learned in my bodyguard-to-the-heir-to-the-throne classes.” His lips coiled up. “I told her I’d sent Zeiger on a vital mission for the crown. She was impressed.”

“Why didn’t you flit before she found you and let her draw her own conclusions?”

“I didn’t want to kill her.”

“You wouldn’t have.” I frowned up at him. “Would you?”

His slick smile grew

“I assume you got rid of the blood before she could see it,” I said.

“Naturally.”

“Then flit his body beyond the wall, would you? We can’t remain here all night chatting.”

He grumbled but bent down to lay his hand on High Lord Zeiger’s shoulder. A blink and he was gone, returning a short time later, giving me a nod.

“You’re getting too good with these tricks I’m still struggling to master,” I whined. “It’s not fair.”

“If you work a little harder, you’ll find success.”

“I’ve worked very hard already.” But such was the way of the world. Some magic came easily; some did not.

Taking my hand, Lorant flitted us to the ballroom where we’d entranced the audience with a dance that for us was more like a duel.

“Care to spin around in my arms?” he asked. “I could hum to create music.”

“I’m not dancing with you again.”

He leaned in close, his words a whisper across my ear. “You will if I tell you to do so.”

“Don’t be an ass.”

He huffed. “Don’t test me. Your stubbornness doesn’t deter me. It’s an invitation.”

I leaned into him, curling my voice in a low purr. “I’m not testing you, sweetums. I’m trying to see how much of that arrogance you’ll trip over if I push you hard enough.” I turned away, letting that hang between us.

He flitted, putting himself between me and the door as I was reaching for the knob. “Sweetums?”

“It has a nice, light tone to it, doesn’t it? I believe I’ll use it all the time.”

“I dare you.”

“Do you really think I won’t do whatever I please?”

“What pleases you will also please me.” Dark amusement burned in his eyes. His voice dipped, low and dangerous. “You’ll find the view from underneath me quite enlightening.”

“Arrogant, aren’t you?” I reached around him to open the door and step out into the hall.

“You adore that about me.” His fingertips trailed down my spine. “I’ve changed my mind about these leathers.”

“Oh, you have, have you?”

We walked down the hall, keeping our voices soft to avoid being overheard.

“Wear them whenever you like. I’ll savor the view almost as much as I’ll enjoy slicing them off your body with your own blades.”

My body roared.

If I wasn’t careful, I truly was going to wind up beneath him, discovering what enlightenment he had to offer. It wasn’t easy, but I pushed the image from my mind as we took the stairs and started down one of the hallways leading to my suite.

We’d only made it halfway down the corridor when Lorant stopped short, his hand snapping out to lock on my arm.

Rolling my eyes, I turned toward him. “Don’t think you're going to talk me into⁠—”

I caught sight of his face. Tension radiated from him, and his jaw was set in stone.

The air shifted. A biting chill jettisoned around me, lifting strands of my hair, followed by the prickle of unseen eyes crawling over my skin. The hallway shimmered, the walls on either side bending and warping like reflections in turbulent water.

We pivoted and hurried down the hall. A blink, and we stood at the start of the hallway again, the stone floor and walls stretching and oozing around us.

“What—” We pulled our blades, the rasp a hiss in the too-quiet hallway.

“Go,” he barked, leaving no room for argument.

We both bolted. My boots ghosted across the stone floor, and only the drum of blood in my ears broke the gasping silence. Again, we made it halfway before something slammed us back to where we’d started. My heart lurched, and dread curdled in my gut.

A frigid gust whipped through the hall, spiking the hair on my arms, carrying the cloying tang of soot. Shadows rippled across the wall beside me, morphing as they stretched. When they solidified, images wavered there before solidifying into me dressed in my masked ball gown and Lorant in his finest tunic and pants.

Gaping, I could not drag my eyes away.

His features were the same, yet wrong—too harsh, too cruel. His cold eyes pierced through the other me as he plunged a blade into my chest. Phantom pain rippled through me, stealing the air from my lungs.

Lorant snarled, and I glanced beyond him to the wall on his side of the corridor where another Reyla and Lorant circled each other, dressed in leathers, with their arms splayed wide. This version of me wielded my blades with savage precision, slashing them out at him. His foot caught on something on the floor and the other me laughed, a hollow, feral sound as she buried the weapons in his chest.

“No!” I staggered back. The images looped endlessly, and each strike of the phantom Lorant on the wall cut me while I stood stunned in the hallway. How could I fight something like this? Pain spiked across my right shoulder where a deep gash appeared, mirroring the cut dealt by the false Lorant in the wall. I bit back a scream, gritting my teeth so hard my jaw ached.

Lorant snarled as wounds also gouged across the exposed flesh of his body. On the wall, he was fighting me off, but she was much stronger than me. Faster. Vicious.

“It's feeding on our old emotions,” he cried out. “Heightening them, using them as weapons against us.”

It was cutting us apart with old wounds, cracks it suspected ran deeper than they truly did.

“Then let's show this fiend they're wrong,” I snarled.

Boots pounded in the distance, followed by the shouts of my guards, but I doubted they'd reach us in time.

“I believe in you. Lorant,” I said, slashing a blade near the shifting images. “I trust you.” Should I slay the fake Lorant? But that might injure or kill the real one behind me.

“Together in this and in everything, Wildfire,” he bellowed.

We pressed our backs against each other, our defenses fusing as one. Power surged around us as we both pulled it in.

When we lashed out, we’d do it together.

Light blazed at the opposite end of the hall, and the voices of my guards boomed through the air, the flashes and arcs of their magic searing into the warped corridor.

With a bitter shriek, the illusions on the walls cracked and splintered, shattering like shards of glass that dissolved into nothing.

The hallway brightened.

The walls solidified back into lifeless stone.

Lorant and I stood at the start of the quiet hallway again.

As my guards rushed toward us, we re-sheathed our blades.

“Did you say you trust me, sweetums?” Lorant asked, his lips quirking up on one corner.

I swallowed hard, forcing my lips into a smirk even as my muscles shook. “Always.”
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Reyla

Iwoke before sunrise the next morning in my bed and stretched before rubbing my shoulder Lorant had healed.

I’d spent half the night thinking about what happened. All the things that had happened last night.

We’d only briefly discussed the incident in the hall and come to no conclusions other than that whoever was trying to kill me—and probably him—must be related to the curse. One person or many? That, we needed to find out before they struck again.

As for High Lord Zeiger, it wasn’t easy to take a life, but I’d done so in Lorant’s defense. I wouldn’t hesitate if I found myself in a similar situation again.

Farris yawned on the blankets beside me, his tail thumping.

Only four weeks until their thirtieth birthday, and I wasn’t much closer to breaking this curse than I’d been when I discovered it existed. With no one able to talk about it, or blanking out after tossing me a few tantalizing clues, how was I supposed to do what was beginning to feel impossible? I wasn’t giving up. It not only wasn’t in me to do something like that but…

I loved them both. Despite my determination to hold my heart close, they’d wooed me with their own unique ways, and my heart had gone all in and jumped off the cliff.

My chest cratered. I never thought I’d love someone again, but now that the knowledge had been seared across my soul, I knew what I had to do.

Dawn was poking its head above the horizon as I slipped from the bed and went to my closet. I hadn’t touched my pack since a short time after I arrived but now felt like the right and the best time to say goodbye.

Farris rolled onto his back for belly rubs, which I delivered, even stroking his paws in the way he loved, other than the front right with its halfmoon scar on the biggest pad that he’d received before I met him. That, I touched gently, cooing at him while I did it.

Then I settled on the blankets and placed the pack on my outstretched thighs. I’d delayed looking long enough. I lazily stroked the nyxin’s tummy while he groaned and stabbed his legs into the air.

Eventually, I loosened the ties at the top of the bag and spread them wide.

Farris rose and poked his nose inside, sniffing before backing away and sneezing. With a huff, he dropped to his belly and looked from me to the bag.

Like before, I dug deep into the darkness, nudging aside the things I’d brought from Lydel and left there. My fingers slid across the small leather pouch I’d placed in this fortress bag what felt like a lifetime ago. Fresh and gut-wrenchingly painful then. Now, it felt distantly sad.

I tugged the pouch out and shifted the bag to the floor, placing my treasures on my legs. I stared down at the dear, scuffed, soft leather surface forever. Knowing I’d one day pull it out again, I’d left the knot undone. I removed the items, gently laying them on the bed beside me before setting the pouch to the side.

Lifting the necklace with the stone pendant, I let it spin in the early morning light, winking a blue prettier than a clear sky. I undid the clasp and tugged the pendant off the chain, then added it to the key and the ring around my neck. It felt right to carry this tiny piece of Kinart with me, a thread extending from my past into my future. It nestled warmly against my skin and when I stared at it, a tear trickled down my face.

“I’ll always love you, Kinart,” I whispered. “Please know that.”

Next, I lifted the worn book of poems and opened it randomly to a passage. I read it aloud, Farris’s nose twitching and his mournful eyes turned my way.

Kinart had loved this one in particular. Fate sure had a way of digging the blade in, now didn’t it?

In dusk's weeping whisper, hearts entwine and break,

Love lingers like echoes in twilight’s wake.

Hope’s gentle dawn nudges shadows away,

Though some must step forward, gone astray.

Paths unfurl where dreams shimmer bright,

Leaving beloved footprints lost from sight.

I dropped the book back into my pack and palmed my face. My eyes stung, and I let a few more tears fall. Leave it to Kinart’s soul to stretch out enough to make sure I read this poem and none of the others.

My shoulders shook, and my heart cored with pain.

Finally, I swiped away the tears and stared down.

Only one thing left from my lost love to touch, to hold, to cherish.

Kinart’s last note. He’d hide them for me, then grin while I opened and read them. After he was killed, I’d found this one tucked inside my dragon grooming kit inside the aerie. I couldn’t bear to open it, to read his words, because they’d be his last. As long as I didn’t read them, he was still with me. I could pretend I’d turn, and he’d be there with that silly grin on his face. That he’d stride forward, sweep me up and spin me around, kissing me.

I opened his last note and pressed it out smooth, tracing my fingers across the parchment more times than I needed to, because…

…Maybe I wasn’t as ready as I’d thought.

“Being with someone new doesn’t mean I don’t still love you,” I whispered, running my hand over and over across the now-smooth message. “We’re not saying goodbye. It’s not over for us. I won’t let that happen. I guess I just—” Closing my eyes, I stretched out my hand. “Will you hold it and step forward with me? I don’t want to leave you behind.”

Something warmed on my chest, and I looked down to find the pendant he’d given me glowing. It shuttered out before I could blink, and when I lifted it, it was as cold as it had been the last time I’d held it.

“Kinart,” I whimpered. “Kinart.”

I lifted the note, but I was crying too hard to see what he’d written. Sniffing, I used the corner of my nightgown to wipe my face, my eyes.

And then I could see. I read it aloud because he was here with me. Or he had been. He’d reached out and touched me one last time before slipping away to a place I had to believe was better.

“Love you.” My whisper echoed around me before it dissipated into the chill morning air.

With the note held aloft, I read his final words.

In a dragon’s wings, I see your courage.

In its fiery scales, your strength.

And in its heart, your infinite grace.

Stars wink out and new ones shine.

There’s nothing more certain in life than that.

When the wind whispers through your hair, know it’s me, Reyla.

And smile.

“He knew,” I sobbed. “He knew.” I didn’t know how, but he’d suspected something horrible would happen. He left this for me, maybe right before we climbed onto our dragons for that last raid. “I wish you’d told me so I could’ve held you one last time.”

I laid the note on the bed and scooted to Farris, burying my face in his soft, warm fur.

And I cried.
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Something thudded on my window, and I whipped my head up, turning to look in that direction.

Merrick was pressing his face against the glass. “Let me in?”

“What are you—” I leaped off the bed and lifted the sash, latching onto his tunic. Leaning backward, I hauled while he scrambled his feet against the stones, using his strong hands to tug himself up and in through the opening.

I fell backward with him landing on top of me.

He braced himself on his palms and looked down at me, studying my face. “You were crying. I had to come to you. Let me kill someone to make you feel better.”

“You didn’t walk down the hall to get here.” Why was I still crying? Maybe because he was looking at me as if he’d burn the world around us as long as I’d give him a smile.

He eased back onto his knees and ran his knuckles from my jawline to my nape. “Tell me why you’re sad. I’ll do anything to help you feel better.”

“I was going through some keepsakes from Kinart.”

He glanced toward the pack sitting on the bed, the treasures from my lost love scattered beside it. “Show me?”

He wanted to see things another man gave me? Merrick truly was special.

“I will.”

Rising, he tugged me up off the floor and urged me over to the bed. He sat first and patted his lap. “Come on. Show me. Tell me about him and what you two shared together.”

“Some men would find it odd to talk about a woman’s past lover with her.” I climbed onto the bed and settled on his lap, his arms going around me, holding me as if I was precious while his chin dropped onto my shoulder.

His chest rumbled when he spoke. “I’m not jealous. I’m grateful you had someone who loved you before you found me.”

“He died. He was murdered, and I think he knew it was going to happen.” Lifting the note, I read it out loud, my voice croaky yet hushed. It hurt to speak Kinart’s last words, but it also felt good.

“That’s beautiful,” Merrick said. “He’s right. You’re as fierce as a dragon. Also as sly as a nyxin and as conniving as…”

“As what?”

His words were dragging me away from my sadness. But that was Merrick. Thoughtful. Kind. Always looking for ways to please me.

“I was going to name someone who appears only at night, but that felt odd.”

“You’re right. He’s conniving.”

Merrick winced, and I reminded myself that while they presented themselves as two separate individuals, they were in truth two flames within a single fire.

“I am conniving,” I said. “I’ll admit it. You must’ve seen that already. Heard about it too a short time ago.”

“And we’ll talk about that later if that’s all right with you. Show me what else Kinart gave you.”

I tugged the pendant out from beneath my nightgown and held it up in the light. “He bought it for me at a village fair.”

He lifted it off my palm and turned it this way and that. “It’s lovely.”

“I want to wear it.”

“And you should.” He tapped the ring and the key. “These are strange adornments.”

“Surely conniving man told you about them.”

“And your suspicions. I wouldn’t be surprised. My father loved someone. I’d hoped it was my mother. All children want something like that, don’t they? As I grew older, I told myself he’d loved her, and she felt the same because he was a good person, and he deserved it. But I don’t think she ever did.”

“I think she loved the high advisor.”

“Ironic, isn’t it?”

“As much as she’s able to love anyone, that is.”

“She once loved me,” he said softly, his words brushing across my hair. “I don’t think she does now.”

“She may. But she’s greedy. Self-centered. And she’s willing to nudge you off a tall shelf if she’ll benefit from your fall.”

“Unfortunately, this is Erisandra.”

I held up the book of poems. “Kinart used to love reading these to me.”

“And you loved hearing them.”

My laugh came out much too tortured. “I never told him this wasn’t one of my favorite things. But,” I frowned, remembering, “that’s not exactly true. I loved lying in the grass beside him with my eyes closed. Then I could hear the joy in his voice as he read them to me. For that reason, I loved them as much as him.”

“He sounds like he was a wonderful person. I’m sorry you lost him.”

“Me too.” I sighed and showed Merrick the flower. “I pressed it in the book of poems. He’d tucked it into my hair after we—” There were some things you didn’t discuss with your husband.

“It’s alright to name it. He made you happy, and I’m grateful for that. I would never try to take a single memory of that time from you. Think about him, please. Remember him. Because, somewhere, wherever he is now, he’ll feel warmth and know that it comes from you.”

A new tear trickled down my cheek, this one for Merrick. He spoke of Kinart, but there was no way he couldn’t also be thinking of himself.

“A dried flower is fragile,” he said softly.

“That’s why I kept it inside the book, hoping it wouldn’t fall apart.” Because losing even this tiny thing would crush me.

“Can I do something with it for you?”

“Like what?” I held it up by the stem, and he carefully took it from me.

“I don’t want to replace this or use it to bridge loss and hope, but I want to create something new with it if that’s alright with you.”

Merrick again, asking permission, as if he worried he’d hurt me by doing something nice.

“Go ahead,” I said, easing around on his lap to face him.

He laid the flower on his palm and closed his eyes, humming a monotone tune that whispered through the room like fallen leaves on the wind and the taps of new rainfall on leaves.

The flower lifted up and started spinning above his palm. As if he’d summoned lightning, it arced through the window and connected with the flower. Light burst through the room, so bright I closed my eyes to shut it out.

When I opened them, a clear round crystal lay on his palm with the flower, now in full blooming color and no longer faded, preserved inside forever.

He held it out to me, watching me, his face guarded. Didn’t he know that there wasn’t anything he could do with all his heart that would hurt me?

I took it from him and held it against my throat.

As I pressed my face into his chest, I let one final tear fall.
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Merrick

“Queen Reyla?” Lord Briscalar called out from the sitting room. “Are you awake? It’s past seven, and while I know you occasionally enjoy sleeping late, I wondered if you were awake and had a moment to talk.”

Reyla looked up at me, her cheeks pink and her eyes no longer full of sorrow. I would do nothing to replace her lost love. Her memories of him were to be treasured as much as the flower I’d preserved in crystal. I hoped she’d think of me in the same way one day.

Would she cry when I was gone?

I hated feeling like it was already over. We had four weeks. That was enough time to end this, wasn’t it? She was the one. I knew this in my heart.

And that was only one of the many reasons why I loved her.

I just… If only she could…

“I’m awake,” Reyla said with a raised voice. “We’ll be out in a moment.” She slid off my lap and hurried into her bathing area, closing the door but not before glancing my way. “Don’t leave me, Merrick. Please.”

Never.

Farris hopped off the bed and stretched out his front paws before padding toward the door to the sitting area. I got up and let him out, closing the door again. I climbed back onto the bed and waited. Until this woman kicked me out, there was no place I’d rather be than sitting on her bed, eager for her to join me.

Reyla returned to the room with cleansed teeth and brushed hair. It spilled around her shoulders and tumbled down her back in a sunset shot through with moonlight. She stunned me all over again by her beauty. The heart sees what the heart needs, and for me, it was this precious woman.

My wildfire climbed on top of me, spreading her legs around my thighs. This hitched her nightgown up enough I couldn’t look away, though she wasn’t revealing everything. Such soft skin. Creamy with a scattering of freckles. I wanted to touch every one of them, map them out in my mind. Connect them with kisses.

My heart thundered and my cock jerked upward, seeking her like I always would. I stroked her thighs, my mind blurring until I could only see her.

“None of that,” she said with the sweetest smile as my hands eased across my chest. “We don’t have time, I’m afraid.” She shook her finger in my face. “No more climbing from your window to mine, either, if you please. What if you fell?”

“That could be bad.”

Her face pinched. “You could get hurt.”

I held her face, making her meet my eyes. “I will not allow that to happen.” And because I hated seeing her worried, I pushed for a lopsided smile. “If I started to fall, I’d flit, which means you’d save me once more.”

“I’m glad you can flit easier than me.”

And I adored her pout.

“I don’t like you risking yourself,” she said.

“I risk myself every time I take in a breath, but I know what you’re saying. I won’t do it if you promise not to do it either.”

“What if I want to climb into your window and sneak across your room to join you in bed?”

“Is that what you were doing that night?”

She nodded.

Fuck, this woman could slice my heart wide open with only a few words. I’d willingly rip it from my chest and hand it to her if I thought she’d take it. Claim it forever. “I’ll welcome you into my room and bed at any time and in any way, but I’d rather you flitted to me or walked down the hall. Join me when you’re ready.”

She was my mate. The symbols on my wrist, Lorant’s, and hers proved it. If only…

“Soon, Merrick. It’s going to be soon.”

“I’ll be waiting.” I glided my palms up and down her sides, and her nightgown rode up even further. She was going to kill me with her unintentional tease, and I’d die with her on my mind.

“My queen?” Lord Briscalar called out again. “Do you need me to send your ladies in to assist you with dressing?”

I grinned. “I’ll help you dress if you’d like. Undress too.”

She smirked. “I’m sure you will.” Her voice lifted. “I can handle it.”

“Very well,” the lord said. “Would you like me to send for your breakfast, then, my queen? We can talk while you eat.”

“Yes, order enough for two.”

A long pause followed. “Are you…” he croaked. “Eating for two?”

I snorted. “I wish.”

She shook her head and pressed her face into my neck, kissing my overheated skin. “You.”

“Yes, me,” I drawled.

“Not yet,” she called out to the lord. “You’ll be the first to know.”

“The second, because I’ll be the first,” I said simply.

“We need to ask who told him I couldn’t meet you in the tower room.” Reyla slid off my lap and strode toward the closet. Her confidence made it impossible to look away.

“You meet someone else there, not me.”

“No, it’s you.” She tugged open the door, sorting through outfits and dresses, pausing on a deep green gown. She pulled it free and held it up, studying it. “You’re the same to me.”

There went my heart, crushed all over again.

“This dress?” she asked.

“I approve.” I leaned back on her pillows, the weight of my gaze centered solely on her.

Her gaze shot to me, and the teasing lilt in her voice coasted across my bones. “You would like this one. The color matches your eyes.”

“You should always strive to match them.” My grin broke wider across my face. “I like that you think of them often.”

She snorted, a sharp, sweet thing, and shook her head. “You're dangerously approaching arrogance, Merrick.”

“I didn’t hear a denial.”

“I’m not always trying to match your eye color, but it's good to know you enjoy admiring yourself.”

“I admire you. And you should know by now that I’ll never stop.”

Her laughter trickled through me like the first rain after a drought. It settled something within me. She didn’t realize the power she held over me. Or maybe she did, and that made her dangerous in the most intoxicating way.

“Close your eyes. I'm going to change.”

I slid off the bed and turned to face the window, trying not to notice her muted reflection in the glassy surface.

“No peeking.”

“You wound me, Wildfire. When have I ever tried to peek?”

“Don’t make me start keeping a list.”

The sound of fabric rustling filled the silence. I caught her tossing her nightgown onto the bed out of the corner of my eye, and I stopped breathing. By the fates. She was naked behind me. It wasn’t enough to know it; I wanted to see every bare part of her. What I wouldn’t give for her to turn to me on her own, no longer mourning.

Yet she deserved more than a man who could not offer her a complete person. That was why I’d never pushed her for everything.

More rustling told me she was tugging the dress over her head.

She cleared her throat. “You can turn now.”

I pivoted quickly, too quickly, and my breath left me in a rush. She stood with her back to me, the gown mostly in place, open in the back to reveal soft skin that gleamed in the pale morning light.

“Would you fasten me?” she asked over her shoulder.

The curve of her spine was both sensual and vulnerable. A feral, possessiveness streak shot through me. My hands twitched with the need to touch her, and I crossed to her without a word.

I skimmed my fingertips along the exposed line of her spine, and when her breath caught, I fell apart. The fastening of every button deserved its own kiss, my lips grazing up her back with each press of my fingers. Every shiver she released sparked fire beneath my skin. I buttoned the last with aching slowness, adding a kiss to the nape of her neck.

I turned her to face me, my body begging me to pull her close. Instead, I cupped her jaw and kissed her mouth. She tilted into me, and time folded in on itself.

It was all I could do to not pull her down onto the bed, to show her how thoroughly she owned every piece of my soul. But she wasn’t ready, and I would never rush her. She’d been hurt, and parts of her heart belonged to the man who came before. Loving her, truly loving her, meant loving all of her, even the parts still tied to ghosts.

I broke the kiss, resting my forehead against hers. I didn't—couldn't—speak. If I did, the words would shatter under the weight of what I felt for this woman alone.

“You look perfect.” My statement was both everything and woefully insufficient.

Her lips curved. “You look perfect too.”

This woman…

I’d surrender every piece of myself if it meant claiming even a fraction of her heart.
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“Ah, yes, well.” Lord Briscalar looked from me to Merrick exiting my room close behind me with his hand resting on my lower back. My body still quivered from Merrick’s kisses, and I was tempted to send the lord away and drag my husband back to my bedroom. “Nice to see you both this morning, my king.” The lord’s smile grew. “My queen. A delightful day, don’t you think?”

“Delightful,” I echoed. He must think we’d spent the night together, working on that baby I was supposed to be carrying soon.

“Briscalar.” Humor burst through Merrick’s voice. His hand slid up and down my spine, reminding me of him planting kisses as he secured each button, and a shiver bolted through me.

I liked it. Liked him.

Loved him, actually. And Lorant which was the most bizarre thing about all this.

“I took the liberty of ordering plenty of food, plus extra tea and a few treats for myself as well. I do hope you don’t mind if I join you while we talk. And I sent all your ladies-in-waiting outside with Farris.” Lord Briscalar waved to the table he’d set with a vase full of bright flowers and a lacy cloth beneath an array of silver-covered dishes. “I’ve spoken with Talvon, and he shared…” His face tightened. “Please sit.”

“Such a clever idea.” I walked over to the table and Merrick held out my chair for me, his fingertips trailing across my nape as he moved away.

Walking into the middle of the room, Merrick extended his hands. His low hum rang out, and I felt the ward lash around us. Tested, it might give way, but we’d have a few moments to talk before someone tried.

Lord Briscalar waited until Merrick was seated before settling in the last place.

The lord lifted the covers off the platters, revealing a pile of crispy strips of rusher. Another held coddled eggs with an herbed cream sauce, and yet another was mounded with an assortment of sweet cakes.

“Do you remember, before my coronation,” I said, “when you told me Lord Lorant couldn’t meet with me in the tower room?”

Tilting his head, Lord Briscalar frowned. “I’m not sure that I do.”

“Think. Who told you he couldn’t meet me?”

“I assume it would be Lord Lorant himself.” His face cleared. “Ah, yes, I remember now. It was Lord Lorant. He caught me in the hall in passing and asked me to give you the message.”

Merrick and I locked gazes. It couldn’t have been him.

Then who?

“Is there something wrong?” Briscalar looked back and forth between us.

“Probably not.” Truly, there was, but the lord wasn’t going to be able to help.

We each ate a few bites before the lord lowered his fork, looking Merrick’s way. “I heard Lord Zeiger was sent on a vital mission.”

“Exceedingly vital,” Merrick said.

“I see.” Satisfaction gleamed in Briscalar’s eyes, and I was reminded of the man who had taken care of whoever tried to poison me on the ship. He might appear fluffy with his ornate clothing and ruffles, but he was as much a viper inside as Lorant.

A true ally to me and the throne.

We ate as the lord continued. “As I mentioned, at your request, Talvon informed me of his unfortunate discovery. I’ve been thinking about it ever since, trying to come up with suggestions for how you might handle this delicate situation. And if I might be so bold, I have a possible plan in mind.”

I nodded, urging him to continue while I chewed a bite of egg.

“One of the conspirators away on assignment fragments the growing faction. I suggest we build on the, how shall we say, the disarray his absence will foster.”

“She’s clever,” Merrick said with a touch of warning in his voice. “She’ll know we’re eliminating threats.”

“Hadrin’s face must be florid. I imagine he’s waiting to be called into court and asked to take on an assignment himself,” I said.

“Let him churn,” Merrick said with considerable satisfaction. “Maybe that’ll give him time to think.” He looked toward Briscalar. “I have a few ideas of my own about how we should handle my mother, but I welcome hearing your thoughts.”

“Ah, yes, exactly.” Briscalar minced out the words. “I thought, perhaps, a counter-rumor, one that could stem the one circulating about your supposed parentage. I believe our true queen could play a vital part.”

“I’m curious to hear what you suggest,” I said.

The lord beamed my way. “Delightful.” His attention traveled between me and Merrick as we settled into a rhythm of eating, speaking, and listening.

After pausing to check his ward, Merrick’s fingertips brushed my wrist before linking our fingers. He lifted our hands and kissed my knuckles, a total distraction. I sent him a teasing, though stern look, trying not to laugh when he winked. This man… He was going to undo me, then put me back together again completely new, and I was almost looking forward to it.

“I believe the queen has an opportunity to sow doubt where Erisandra has planted seeds.” The lord's voice came out calm, but quiet urgency lay beneath the raspy tones.

“I like this,” Merrick said. “It’s better than my thought of making her go look for Zeiger.”

Briscalar gave Merrick a horrified look before he chuckled.

Merrick did not laugh.

Lorant might rule the night and all the devastation that came with it, but Merrick was his match in many ways. They were two parts of one soul, and it wouldn’t surprise me to hear that, before they were split, this king was both kind and ruthless.

With a little huff of a breath, Briscalar sat straighter. “Queen Reyla’s presence alone has already changed the tone of the court. For the better, I must say.”

I swallowed a sip of tea, the subtle sweetness barely touching my tongue. “You’re referring to the way the high lords and ladies watch me now.”

“Precisely. Before you arrived, the queen mother was a shadow behind our beloved king, struggling to thrust herself into the light. She still maintained considerable power. That has shifted. Now, they don’t see her as the queen any longer. You’ve disrupted her place. She’s bitter about being sidelined from power after the late king’s death, and I believe we can twist this and use it against her. Reframe her as someone who undermines the crown out of desperation and spite.”

“She has plenty of that,” I said dryly.

Merrick flashed me a smile before his mouth smoothed. He shifted his posture, and his gaze sharpened. “And you think Reyla should grab the reins of that dragon⁠—”

“We don't use reins with dragons. Only foot commands,” I said.

“Interesting. I really need to fly with you on a dragon soon.” Merrick grunted. “Once this is settled.”

“I think our queen could reflect Erisandra's spite back on her as if she holds a mirror,” Lord Briscalar said. “Indirectly, however.”

He should've seen me in the meadow, throwing my blades. That was as direct as it got with a mirror.

“Nothing blatant, which is not our queen’s style and honestly, could cause more harm. A quiet word here. A thoughtful question there,” the lord said. “Alluding to the queen mother’s ambitions without outright accusing her of anything untoward. Show her in the light where she already shines.” He turned to me, his voice lifting in excitement. “People like her thrive when others don’t question them aloud. But cast doubt on her motives? Make them wonder why she wants to rule so badly? That can be more powerful than any denial you or the king could offer.”

I nibbled on a slice of rusher, processing this before speaking. “It's hard to paint ambition in a poor light when it's so prevalent inside this court. What makes you think the lords and ladies would turn on Erisandra?”

Briscalar smiled, his gray beard shifting with the movement. “Because she’s trying to destroy the thing this court holds most dear.”

“Their status?” I asked, unsure where he was going with this, though the idea had merit.

“The king’s status. Her actions would disrupt everything. They’d wonder if she’d displace them as well for someone within her own inner circle.”

“I’m the one who upset the hierarchy by elevating my ladies to high status. That created conflict.”

“While that worries them, it’s clear you’re not trying to rule from the king’s throne. They're eager to find your favor to ensure their way of life remains the way it has been since this court was formed. And if I might add, they hope to influence you into keeping things as they are now.”

“Hmm,” I said.

“The people already respect you, my queen,” he added. “Bucking convention can brew trouble, but I believe, in your case, countering her rumors will make you more allies than you realize.”

I needed them all to support me. Could this work?

“More importantly, they have faith in you,” he said. “Even if they haven't stated this openly yet. I hear things about you, and they're good. Very good.” His gaze darted to Merrick. “Those who believe in you will be less likely to tolerate someone threatening your standing in this court. If she displaces the king, she’ll also displace you.”

Merrick’s hand rested on the table, his fingers tapping a slow rhythm. “If the court strengthens around Reyla, won’t that inspire my mother to act more boldly? I will not endanger my queen.”

“It depends on how cleanly we thread this needle, my king,” Briscalar said. “This can’t be heavy-handed. We aren’t laying her guilt at anyone’s feet. We’d gently open questions. Those questions would do the walking. No, they’d do the shouting for us.”

The plan wasn’t without risk. No, it was riddled with it, but by the fates, it had potential. Minds that were naturally inclined toward suspicion didn’t need much to latch onto. A whisper here, a rumor there. It didn’t have to be neat. In fact, the messier it looked, the more believable it would be.

I ate more of the rusher, savoring the salt on my tongue. “If we’re going to align the court against Erisandra,” I said after swallowing, “we need to offer them something tangible to rally behind. They crave confidence in the throne. Confidence in their position within this court. Stability will quiet them faster than gossip.”

Merrick's eyes darkened and he leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. “What are your thoughts about this in general, Reyla? I don't want to put you at risk.”

“I'm at risk every time I take in a breath,” I said, stealing his words from earlier. “We’ll need help. This plan will require echoes, ones we’ll both need to quietly bring about.”

Briscalar chuckled. “Does Evergorne know how lucky it is to gain a queen so shrewd?”

“Let’s not start praising me too quickly.” I smiled, then dropped my tone. “But I can see how this could work. The court has already begun to shift its gaze toward Merrick since Erisandra launched her game. They’ll follow whoever they feel is stronger. The trick will be in how carefully we set things up so she’s caught in her own trap.”

Merrick loosened his arms and took a sip of his tea. “What about using Erisandra's past actions?”

He spoke of her possible affair with the high advisor, the night to the king's day. It was comical, really, that she might believe she'd cheated when, all that time, she'd been with the king.

Briscalar tipped his head. “Wise idea, my king. I suggest we leave a framework for doubt that people will fill in on their own.”

“It has a chance of success,” I said. “Especially if we’re subtle about it. I’m not concerned about any possible risk. I’ll do what I must to preserve this court.”

“I approve of this plan.” Merrick smiled grimly, and in the gesture, I again saw hints of Lorant. “When can we get started?”

“Immediately, my king. My queen.” Briscalar grinned, but his shrewd eyes gleaming like steel. “This will be delightful.”
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Lord Briscalar and Merrick left as my ladies-in-waiting returned with Farris. Faelith beamed and called my nyxin a fine fellow, Moira chattering about how warm the sunshine felt despite the cool breeze, and Calista scowled and muttered something about hating the outside.

I’d forgotten to ask Lord Briscalar about assigning someone new to my staff, though I suppose I should bring it up to Calista myself. She obviously wasn’t happy, and she might welcome the chance to step aside and let someone else take her place.

With that in mind, I asked Moira and Faelith to take the dishes to the kitchen, which left me alone with Calista.

“You’re dressed already, my queen,” she said in a voice that held a bit too much simpering. “Did you bathe?”

“I washed.” I didn’t need to soak in a tub three times a day. “I’m going to the throne room to pass judgment with the king.” I stooped to pat Farris. The nyxin made a pleased sound, thumping his tail on the rug before curling up in one of his favorite spots by the unlit hearth.

Calista frowned, her lips pressed thin as she adjusted the fall of her gown. “You plan to go to the throne room dressed like that, my queen?” Her gaze raked down my front.

“Is there a problem?” I glanced down at the pretty green gown Merrick had helped me don. His kisses… Remembering almost made me want to lounge on the bed all day, dreaming about my husband, something I could never do. But the dress was perfectly fine for walking the palace halls and sitting on the throne.

“Not at all,” she said, though her tone held an edge sharp enough to draw blood.

She wasn’t outright insulting me, not verbally, at least, but the look in her eyes still made resentment stab deep.

“You’re representing the crown,” she said. “Perhaps something more formal would be fitting. A gown with more adornments, perhaps? Jewel-toned sikeen does wonders for your complexion.”

Jeez, now she was worried about my complexion? The time I started stressing about my skin was the day I started more weapons training. I would never be fluffy or prissy, and I hoped she realized that soon.

I bit back a sigh, curling my fingers into my palms. She hadn’t said anything disrespectful, but there was something in the way her eyes lingered on my bare feet and the faint twist of her mouth that told me plain enough what she thought of me.

“I could wear leathers,” I said, though mostly to irk her.

There was no disguising the horror on her face. “Oh, please no, my queen. Leathers would be completely inappropriate.”

Probably. Or maybe not. The court was already getting used to their unconventional queen. Why not go all-in and wear what I pleased? A tunic and pants would be much more comfortable, though. I didn’t enjoy having my breasts squished and thrust upward by these gowns, let alone all that fabric around my legs when I needed to run.

“Your dress will be alright,” she said with a wince. “I just…”

“What?”

“If I may be blunt?” At my nod, she continued, though she paused a moment before speaking. “You not only represent the crown, but you also represent me when you leave this room. That gown is lovely but it’s nowhere near formal enough for pageantry like this.”

“I’ll sit on the throne. Pass a few judgments. Almost everyone who comes to us for aid is dressed simpler than me.”

Her hands formed fists at her sides. “You’re the queen!”

“I’m very aware of that,” I said with a bite to my voice. “If you’re unhappy as my lady-in-waiting, Calista.” Though it was a challenge, I kept my voice even. “You’re welcome to step aside and let someone else take your place.”

She paled so quickly I wondered if she might faint. “My queen, I didn’t mean—” Her fingers snapped up to her throat as if she’d swallowed a pebble the wrong way. Her breath hitched, and she gagged, clawing at her neck. Her eyes widened, and she wiggled as if trying to shake something loose.

“Are you alright? Are you choking?” Concerned, I reached for her arm, determined to make her at least sit, but she sucked in a deep breath and let it out with a muted cough.

“Forgive me,” she rasped, voice completely subdued now. “I— I’m fine. Please know I didn’t intend to insult you. I’ve been under considerable stress lately and he’s…” Tears glistened in the corners of her eyes. For a moment, she looked genuinely fragile. “Please, my queen, may I have a second chance to prove to you that I’m worthy of serving in this role? I adore working with you. Please don’t think I wish to be reassigned.”

I studied her, searching for some hint of conniving in her eyes. Maybe a faint tremble of her hands. I didn’t find it. Or maybe I didn’t want to find it.

“You mentioned a man.”

“I, um… That’s personal, my queen.”

“You’re right. We can keep this between us.” I added a small nod. “You’re welcome to stay.”

“Oh, thank you, my queen,” she gushed, her face suffusing with color. “I won’t prove you wrong in this decision.”

Hmm. We’d see. However… “You can help me change. Perhaps you’re right about the impression I need to make in court.” Not for the average citizen but for the high lords and ladies who were unsettled by the decisions I’d already made. Let them see me in lush finery and believe I was one of them—like Erisandra.

Calista’s shoulders loosened and relief flickered across her face. “Thank you.” She bowed her head. “I’ll fetch something appropriate.”

I waited while she riffled through the closet, returning with a gown in deep amethyst, a color that Erisandra would probably adore.

“This.” Calista held it up. “It’ll remind the court that you are more than a warrior queen. You’ve the grace to rule as well.”

She helped me remove the green gown, then slid the new one over my head. She busied herself fastening the clasps at the back before guiding me to the vanity, where I sat for her to arrange my hair.

I loved Lord Briscalar’s plan and there was no reason not to get started right away. But how best to delicately do this?

“Calista,” I said.

Her hands paused before continuing to twist and pin my unruly tresses. “Yes, my queen?”

“You’ve been with this court for considerable time, and I’m sure that’s made you quite savvy about everything.”

Calista’s smile flashed before she smoothed her mouth. “Time does lend wisdom, does it not?”

“Always.”

She continued working on my hair.

I continued planting a few seeds. “This court adores the queen mother and with good reason.”

“She’s amazing,” Calista said in a bright voice. “I’ve admired her all my life. Such beauty. Such dignity. She wore the crown well.”

Yes, she did, but I wore it now.

“I’ve been stunned by her myself.” In so many ways, none of which Calista would be referring to. “I love how doting she is with my husband. She sets a fine example for any potential mother.”

For whatever reason, Calista’s face blanched. Her fingers slowed while tucking another curl up on my head. “Are you suggesting that you’re…” Her gaze darted to my abdomen in the mirror.

“I don’t believe so, though that would be wonderful, don’t you think? Imagine, an heir to the throne. A baby.” It was my turn to gush. “I picture myself holding a precious little one. I’m sure the queen mother would be incredibly happy. A grandchild for her and assurance that Evergorne Court is secure for another generation.”

“I’m sure she’d be pleased,” Calista said with a frown.

“That would finally end those rumors.”

“Rumors about what, my queen?” She finished with my hair and strode to the bureau holding numerous boxes with jewelry Lord Briscalar had brought for me to choose from. Even if I wore a new piece each night, it would take me months to wear them all.

“Oh, well. Of course, I’d never believe the queen mother would…” Pressing for my best frown, I turned my gaze to my lap and glided a fingertip along the pattern of my gown.

Calista stepped forward, jewelry forgotten for now. “The queen mother would what?”

“Well, it would be wrong of me to say a thing, don’t you think? I’m not one for gossip about the past, especially potential improprieties. How shall we say…” Now I sounded like Lord Briscalar. I just needed to toss in ‘delightful’. I paused as if I didn’t dare speak any further.

“Whatever is said between us remains confidential.” Calista pressed her palm against her chest, over her heart. “Surely you know that, my queen.”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’ve heard rumors…” I pressed a sigh up my throat. “I don’t believe them. How could I? I’ve seen portraits of Merrick’s father. He resembles him so much.”

“Oh, yes, he does.” Calista’s gaze fell to the floor.

“It would be sad if someone continued to spread such awful rumors, don’t you agree? It could unsettle the court and any hope for my…” I pressed my hand against my empty belly.

She jerked out a nod. “Most definitely. I completely agree. Rumors such as that should be stymied.”

“Please let me know if you hear anyone sharing such undignified tales. I want to pull them from the soil while the weeds are young.”

Calista turned back to the jewelry. “You can trust me in this, my queen.”

I hadn’t exactly given her an assignment yet, but if she was eager to prove herself, she might be the perfect person for this role.

“Any attempt on your part to assist me in protecting the crown would be exceedingly welcome.”

Her face smoothed, and her eyes took on a conniving slant. “I understand the assignment, my queen.”

“Just take care what you say.”

She clutched my forearm. “You can trust me.”

We’d see.

“Do you interact much with the high lords and ladies now?” Assuming they weren’t scorning my ladies.

“It’s funny, actually.” She turned back with a blood red stone necklace and matching dangle earrings in her hands.

“What is?”

She secured one earring to my lobe. “I thought they’d all slight us, but most haven’t. A few were expected, naturally. Those most lofty have remained so. But the rest…it’s as if we were born to these roles.”

“Why do you suppose that is?”

“Oh, because of the curse.”

I snapped my fingers around her wrist, holding her hand in place at my ear. “Tell me more about this curse.”

She stared forward blankly before a shudder went through her. “You can trust me in this, my queen. I’ll listen and inform you of anything I might hear regarding this delicate matter, and I’ll be subtle in that other regard. You have enough to worry about without stressing about…others trying to nudge your priorities in the wrong direction.”

“Exactly. I’m glad you feel you’re fitting in.”

“That’s the thing.” Her eyes dropped from mine again. “I don’t believe I do fit in.”

“Is this what you meant when you were saying things had been rough for you lately?”

She jerked out a nod. “My friends look at me oddly now. While most of the high lords and ladies have accepted my new status, they hold themselves back. The man I…” Her eyes glistened with tears. “I shouldn’t share. It’s inappropriate on my part to even bring it up.”

“You can tell me anything. Please know that. What man are you talking about?” Lorant had told me that Calista was meeting with someone in one of the parlors.

“I’m afraid he’s decided I’m still not good enough for him even with my new high lady status.”

“What? I’ll slash his throat for you if you want.”

“Oh no. Please. No!” Fear flashed across her face. “Let it go. I have. I avoid him now.”

“I’m sorry, then. It’s wrong of him to scorn you.”

“I agree.” Her chin lifted. “I’m better off without him.”

“You are.”

“If you hadn’t brought up your gift of high-born status, I would never have mentioned it. You took considerable risk elevating me, my daughter, and Faelith. I’m grateful. Truly. This means the world to me. But it’s changed things.” She patted my arm as if I was the one who needed comfort instead of her. “I’m sure things will smooth out eventually. Please don’t worry about this, my queen.”

I took her hand, realizing I might’ve misjudged her. I’d thought she wasn’t happy working with me when maybe it was everything else going on around her. “Can I do anything to help?”

“Time, my queen,” she said. “Time will help this, I believe.”

“Let me know if there’s something I can do, anyone I can speak with.”

“I certainly will.” She pressed for a smile. “The necklace, and I believe we’re done. You look amazing, my queen. Simply lovely.”

“Thank you.”

After she’d secured it around my throat, I stood.

She stepped back to appraise her work. “Much better.”

I reached for my twin blades the moment she turned to tidy up, strapping them to my hips. Then came my sword sheath, which slid smoothly into place across my back. By the time she’d turned around, my weapons were fully secured. Her mouth pinched, but she said nothing.

“I won’t budge on this,” I said firmly.

Her snort burst out, and I was actually glad to hear it. “Why did I think you’d say something like that? Honestly, my queen, the blades make you look…”

“Horrifying?”

“Oh, nothing like that. I was thinking…” She tapped her chin. “Badass, though don’t let Moira hear me saying such a thing.”

My low laugh rang through the room. I was glad we’d talked because it had let me see a side of Calista I’d missed. She put on a stern and proper front, but underneath, she was more like me than I’d believed. “She won’t hear it from me.”

“Thank you, my queen.”

“Would you do me one more favor?”

“Naturally.”

“Could you go to the kitchen for some treats for Farris? He’s been a good boy and deserves them.”

“I’d love to do that for you.” She dipped into a small curtsy and headed toward the sitting room. I followed, finding that Moira and Faelith had returned. They stood in the open doorway, chatting with the guards.

Moira beamed at her mother. “Where are you off to?”

“The kitchen, darling.” Calista brushed by, stepping out into the hall.

“I could go with you.” The hopeful spark in her voice reminded me that she was eager to flirt with the head chef.

“You just came from there,” her mother pointed out.

I nudged Moira’s side. “I don’t mind. Go.”

Moira’s face lit up, and she scurried after her mother.

Faelith strode into the room to remove Farris’s collar and place it on a table.

“Would you like me to straighten up your bathing area and bedroom for you?” she asked. “I also need to bathe Farris.” She pinched her nose. “He rolled in something awful outside.”

“Yes, please do.”

I still planned to go to the throne room, but there was something I wanted to do first.

It was time to test a nullification spell on that ball.
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My heart flipped over.

Would this work? Only one way to find out.

While Faelith nudged Farris into the bathing area, and the gush of water rang out, I settled on the sofa with the silver ball. The metal’s dull gleam caught the light, and I stroked my thumb across its surface. Magic had hidden too many answers inside illusions, but today I felt stubborn enough to wrestle one of those secrets from its clutches. Damn Erisandra for hiding the book with a glamour spell.

I closed my eyes and teased what I now called “nasty” power, taking care not to let it bite me. Lifting the ball, I twisted it in the air. “See the spell on this poor ball? I’d like to break it, and I need your help.” With a subtle snap of my mind’s hand, I caught a band of the power, drawing it near. “Could you do that for me? Break the spell covering the ball.”

Jerking from my grip, the power spun away from me, sparkling and snapping like tiny bolts of lightning, arcing across the ball’s surface.

Sadly, the ball remained unchanged.

I tried again. And another time. Over and over without a hint of results.

At least I could grab onto the power without it trying to kill me.

Nullification spells could take years to perfect, I reminded myself as I carefully placed the ball on the small table.

I’d try again later.

I spent the rest of the morning in the throne room with Merrick, and today’s supplicants didn’t provide much challenge. We had lunch together, and he went to speak with his advisors about budgets and tithes, subjects I should make myself find interest in. Instead of joining them, I scooted to the library. It was time to collect the gift from the Halendor librarian.

With my guards clustered around me, my ladies left in my room per my request, I strode to the library and inside.

Valera rose from her desk and rushed over to join me. “My queen.” She bowed deeply. “You do me great honor visiting today. Did you come for more books?”

“Not today, though I’m enjoying the ones you’ve sent.”

She beamed. “I’m so happy to hear that. I’ve put a few more aside for you just in case. I’ll have them sent to your room?”

“That would be nice. Thank you.” Moira and Faelith would be happy to see them. They’d read the ones I collected already and had hinted that they’d love to read more.

“Can I do anything else for you today, then?” she asked.

“Do you have any books about magical skills?”

“A few.” She frowned. “Any skills in particular?”

“Nullification. Oh, and shadow magic. Controlling lightning.”

“That sounds quite specific.” She scanned the stacks holding books as if one might gleam to announce it was the right one. Wouldn’t that be nice? “I don’t believe I have anything discussing more than the basics of nullification, I’m afraid. Lord Lorant borrowed the only books with more specific details, but he hasn’t returned them yet. Would you like me to ask him to bring them back immediately so you can read them instead?”

“No, he can keep them.” I was certain he’d shared all the clues already.

“As for shadow magic and using lightning, let me see…” She sucked in a breath and released it, her brow furrowed. “What in particular would you like to know about those skills?”

“Anything, actually.”

“Alright then, follow me.” She guided me to the second story on the right side and all the way to the end, where she stared at a long row of books at her eye level before pulling out a slim volume. “This one might contain some information. I’m afraid we don’t have much. Those skills are more common in the other courts than Evergorne, I’m afraid.”

“Interesting.” I knew of my parentage; there was no lingering doubt. But it was surprising to discover I might have some affinity with the other courts, at least when it came to my magical abilities.

She handed Mastering Skills to me, a rather boring name for what I hoped was not a book that would put me to sleep within three pages.

I tucked it under my arm. “Other than that, I came by to collect what the Halendor head librarian left me.”

Her head cocked. “What do you mean?”

“You sent a message with Lord Briscalar that the head librarian had visited and left something for me.”

“Did I?” Her frown remained. “I suppose it could’ve happened. I’ve been a bit scattered since my fall. Forgetting things I should remember.”

“How are you feeling overall?”

She eased around me, heading back to the stairs, and I followed. “Well. Thank you for asking, my queen. I’m nearly better. The healer told me the impact on my mind would resolve soon.”

“I’m glad.” How awful. I was grateful she was alright. She’d had enough tragedy in her life already.

She strode to her desk and opened the top right drawer. “If she left anything for you, I would’ve put it here.” Her hand snapped up to her throat. “Oh.”

“Oh?” I leaned closer, staring into the open drawer but seeing nothing unusual there, only what you’d find inside a normal desk drawer. Pads of paper. A few pens that looked very similar to the one Lord Briscalar had taught me to magic. Clips that might hold papers together.

“I could swear I saw—” She shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

“What did you see?”

“Well, when I opened the drawer, I swear there was something lying on the top of the paper.” She pointed to that area. “But there’s nothing there now.”

“Maybe you placed the gift somewhere else?”

“I may have.” Sitting, she went through each desk drawer, then she tutted while peering around.

“Could it be inside your private quarters, perhaps?”

“I can certainly look there.” She rose and hurried in that direction, returning a short time later, shaking her head. “If she left something for you, I can’t find it. I’ll look around some more and reach out if I locate it. I wish I could remember. I’m sorry.”

“Did she leave a note or a book?”

She shrugged. “I’m afraid I can’t recall.”

“Could you collect those books for me now?” I asked, something occurring to me. “I’ll take them back with me.”

“Oh, certainly.” She smoothed her hands across her gown’s deep blue bodice. “Please wait here. I won’t be long.”

I gave her a bland smile, and she scurried into the room behind her desk.

The moment she was out of sight, I pawed through the drawer. My fingers encountered something that shouldn’t be there. Valera was right. I didn’t see anything lying on top of the pads of paper.

But I felt it.

Lifting whatever it was, I tucked it into my pocket, grateful most of my gowns had them. I could thank Merrick for that—or Lorant. Both of them, because they knew I hated holding everything in my hands.

Or maybe they’d hoped to avoid seeing me wearing a tunic and pants to the throne room.

Valera bustled back over to me with a small stack of books in her hands, holding them out. “Here you go, my queen.”

“Thank you so much.”

At her polite nod, I left, returning to my suite with my guard in tow.

Inside, I dismissed them and my ladies, urging the latter to take Farris outside. Even Calista didn’t protest this time.

Once they’d left, I tugged the invisible item from my pocket and laid it on my palm, running my fingertips across it. Smooth. Long, though flat. I had no idea what it could be or why it was hidden like this. If only the librarian had left a note.

Did a spell hide it?

I wasn’t sure if I dared thrust nasty nullification magic at it to see if that might make a difference. I’d show it to Merrick or Lorant later to see what they thought of it. For now, I rose and went to my bedroom, opening the jewelry cases on the top of one of the bureaus, sorting through the endless gleaming necklaces, bracelets, and earrings until I found a flat velvet bag about the size of whatever the librarian gave me. After sliding the object inside, I put it in my pocket for safe keeping.

For now, I wanted to try again to use nullification on the ball.

In the sitting area once more, I tugged in nasty power and sent it at the ball, but each time, I failed. And no wonder. I was doing it by rote now, not using true focus.

Slow down, I told myself. I'd always been impatient, wanting everything and wanting it now. Here I was, hoping to cast the spell within days of learning how.

Instead of yanking in more slimy magic, I rested my head on the back of the sofa and let my body relax, starting first with my toes and working my way upward until I could almost feel myself falling into that lull I sunk into before I fell asleep.

Now try. But don't be a brute about it. Be gentle. Back at the fortress, I’d been wrong about dragons. It was Tempest who convinced me that treating them kindly resulted in the best results. Perhaps power preferred kindness as well.

But when I scanned the room this time, I noticed a slightly different-appearing power hovering at the edge of my senses, coiling and releasing like a feral creature cowering in the underbrush. I let out a slow breath, relaxing my body even further, and made sure I didn't look directly at this new power. It wasn’t exactly nasty, though it arced and sparked like the slimy stuff. This power felt different, almost smoother.

With my eyes closed, I stretched out my awareness, coaxing it forward with patience rather than force, my mind focusing on its peculiar shimmer that made it look like a ribbon of molten silver laced with faint streaks of lavender. It was as beautiful as it was strange. I didn’t trust it, of course. Each power came with its own temperament, and I was already learning they seemed to have minds of their own. The power I pulled in to control shadows felt like a workhorse I tethered to a plow. This power felt timid. Like a trimont, the fleet-footed, gentle creatures that darted through the woods and grazed in open meadows.

I smirked. One could say it was almost like a fawn.

It came closer, seeming to sniff the air to check me out the way I did it. Instead of reaching for it, I coaxed it, urging it within my mind to come near.

Then I stroked it, gliding my mental finger along its ribbon-like spine.

It recoiled, darting back from my touch, but it turned before it went too far and acted almost coy, twisting a tip around to look over its magical shoulder.

“Come closer, little one,” I whispered. My chest felt tight, but I held steady, even as it shifted around and wavered, sort of looking my way, though it didn't have eyes.

I didn't move. I even held my breath.

“Aren’t you a sweet little power?” I said softly. “Would you like to play?”

The ribbon of silver flowed and rippled, slowly gliding near enough I could touch it with my mind’s fingers. This time, it let me stroke it, and it quivered.

I gently wrapped my mental fingers around it, gasping at the sharp chill sinking into my bones upon touch. The lavender hues swirled inside the silver like a delicate mist.

I tugged it inside me. There was no other way to describe it but that. It flowed, almost inky and cloying, yet with a light scent that reminded me of Tempest's favorite silver-tipped black roses.

As it settled within me, I let myself adjust to its feel, molding my will around it like I was carefully shaping clay. This was no wild beast to be wrangled. Like the power I used to command shadows, this felt like a keen blade I could wield.

I'd always loved blades.

I invited it deeper, coaxing on the endless strand wavering in front of me while binding it in place with my focus. I wove control out of instinct, as though I was pulling taut a fine web.

A subtle rustle rang out, and I opened my eyes, expecting to find one of my ladies returned, eager to chat. Or Farris bounding into the room, spreading water droplets everywhere after his bath.

No one was here but me.

And the diary—no, the ball that cloaked it—still sat in my lap, unchanged.

With the lightest touch, I uncoiled the new power, extending it in my mind toward the ball. Channeling it, I supposed. Where had I heard that term? Maybe from my brother.

My fingers skimmed its cool surface, but my awareness went beyond the physical as I probed the magic wrapped around the ball in a veneer. I willed the power to examine the spell along with me, to find its weakness.

“On the surface, where the threads are bound to the object,” Lorant had more or less told me. “That’s where you can break it.”

I sensed more than saw the shimmer that resembled warped glass, layers of it stacked on top of each other, shifting and oozing like oil skimming the surface of a puddle.

The ribbon of power moved carefully forward along with me, brushing over the tangle of spell threads as if it was tracing its fingers over fine embroidery. I probed the texture, learning its weave and the places where it was bound the tightest. Sweat rolled down my back and my head throbbed, but I kept channeling the silver magic to wind among the threads to seek where they connected to the diary. This wasn't a thing of brute force. I couldn't fling a blade at it to end it once and for all. This manipulation took subtlety, though using power in this way felt amazing.

Then I saw it, clear as a fresh day in my mind, the place where the threads connected to the book. Triumph surged inside me as I channeled the silver ribbon magic to that point. I knew that was the right term now. “There it is. Break it for me, would you?”

The silver tendrils lashed out, sliding between the threads like liquid fire, seeping into the spell's cracks in a way that felt almost too elegant for my mind to have commanded. Erisandra's glamour hissed in an eerie way before there was a small, almost polite ping.

The release echoed in the room, sending a ripple of energy across my skin. My eyes snapped open, and I half-expected the spell to retaliate. Maybe snap out and bite me.

But the thread of magic more or less exploded, shooting out in all directions. Some of it even smacked into me, thrusting me back against the sofa cushions before dissipating into the air, slithering back to wherever it came from.

The diary lay on my lap, free from Erisandra's glamour.

The twin ravens—no, they were ancient dragons curling toward each other with their wings and tails outstretched behind them—gleamed on the cover. I sensed they were waiting to breathe again, though I wasn’t sure why the thought occurred to me.

However, I was more interested in discovering what was hidden inside the book. I ran a trembling hand over the worn leather, puffing out a long sigh of relief.

“Finally,” I muttered, flipping the cover back and stared at a dedication, To my beloved Isodine.

Valera’s mother’s name.

Beloved, huh?

I flipped the page. It was a diary, and the first entry was dated over thirty years ago.

Before I could read anything, Farris scrambled from the bathing area with a flustered Faelith right behind, waving a drying cloth in the air. He hopped over and sat in front of me, his tail wagging at a furious pace. I took the drying cloth from her and buffed him well.

I swore he smirked before leaning over to gently nudge the diary with his nose.

“You like it now, do you?” When I first took it from the library, he'd clawed at it.

Lifting it, I gripped it tightly. Hugged it, actually.

The door to the hall banged open and Moira and Calista rushed inside the sitting area. They appeared so flustered even Faelith gasped.

“My queen, my queen!” Moira rushed over to me with Calista close behind, the latter clutching a packet that must contain treats for Farris.

Stark terror shone on their faces.

I dropped the book onto the sofa beside me and stood. “What’s wrong? Did something happen in the kitchen?”

“They’re attacking, my queen,” Calista barked. “We’re going to be overrun.”

Moira wailed. “They’re dying.” Tears ran down her cheeks.

“Tell me,” I barked, my heart freezing with terror. Had something happened to Merrick or the kitchen staff?

“It’s horrible. Horrible,” Moira said, her wild gaze shooting through the room before it dropped to the blades sheathed at my sides. “Protect yourself before it’s too late.”

“It’s already too late,” Calista moaned, wringing her hands.

“Tell me!”

“They’re attacking,” Calista said.

Faelith released a tiny shriek. “What do you mean?”

I gathered Farris into my arms, trying to soothe his trembles.

“They broke down places in the wall!” Calista said.

“They're pouring through the city, killing everyone in sight.” Moira whimpered, tugging on her hair. “They’re going to⁠—”

“Who?” I snarled.

“Borgons,” Calista said softly, her face flushed and her body one big shake. “They’re attacking the city.”
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Spinning, I snatched up the diary and rushed toward my bedroom, unstrapping the sheaths holding my twin blades from around my waist, my fingers feeling too slow and clumsy. They, my sword sheath, and the diary hit the bed with dull thuds while tension coiled around my ribs. My hands fumbled at the silly gown Calista had insisted I wear to the throne room. But I couldn’t reach the fastening in the back, and that made anger burn under my skin. Every wasted second felt like another life lost in the city.

My ladies followed me, wringing their hands and fluttering around me, their faces tracked with tears.

“Help me out of this wretched thing,” I shouted. “Now.”

Moira snapped into action, swiping away at her tears. She nodded and went to work on the back of the dress. While Calista unfastened my necklace and Faelith, my earrings, my dress peeled away at Moira’s touch. It stuck to my skin like I’d been pacing for hours in the heat. When the dress flopped down onto my hips, I stepped out of it and kicked it aside, only pausing to tug the velvet bag with the librarian’s gift from the pocket.

I strode to the closet and snatched a set of leathers from a hanger, pausing to tuck the book and the odd gift on the top shelf, sliding a box holding silky gloves I’d never wear in front to hide the objects.

Silence fell over the room as I turned. Even Farris only sat on the floor, staring at me with what I swore was a frown.

“Find my boots. Quickly,” I spat, my voice sharp enough to cut through the fog of terror clinging to the air.

Faelith sagged against the wall. “What are you going to do?” Her voice quavered as if she feared my answer more than the borgons attacking our people.

“Fight off the creatures.” The strength in my voice left no room for debate.

When I left the fortress, I thought I’d said goodbye to battling feral beasts, but they’d followed. Not dregs, but something equally petrifying.

Borgons.

I didn’t even know what they looked like other than Merrick’s vague description. Fierce creatures with wings and furry bodies. The size of a small shed. Fangs and vicious claws. Sounded enough like dregs to make my spine quake.

The deep gashes on Lord Ferlaern’s body was enough to strike terror into even the toughest heart.

“We can’t do this,” Moira whispered, her small voice cracking like a fragile shell. “I don’t even know how to hold a weapon, let alone wield it.”

“I do.” I ripped the dagger sheath from my bed and bound it at my waist. Each click as I secured it was like a countdown, ticking faster. “You need to stay here and protect Farris. I’ll deal with the borgons. My people need me.”

They were my people, even those who were trying to overthrow our rule. At our hearts, we needed to be one when facing a threat like this. If they couldn’t see that, they could step aside and let me take care of the problem for them.

Moira covered her mouth with shaking hands. Faelith’s brows drew together as she shifted her weight uneasily.

“You…my queen. You can’t,” Calista said. “Please reconsider. You⁠—”

“I’m going to the city, and I’m going to fight.” Striding to the bed again, I grabbed my sword and secured it to my spine, tightening the belts on my chest. “My boots, ladies? Where did you put them?”

Calista’s gaze shot to the closet, but she pinched her lips together. Truly, did she think if I couldn’t find them, I’d remain here while others died to protect me?

“My queen,” she groaned. “It’s…foolish.”

Merrick would be down in the village already, defending our people like I longed to do.

“Foolish would be cowering here,” I said.

“You’re the queen. You should to go to the throne room and remain there to direct those who will battle,” she said, as if this was the most practical thing for a woman in my position to do.

Erisandra would.

I would not.

“Not happening.” I finished securing the last buckle on my chest and stomped to the closet, finding my boots there and digging out my pack. After tugging out the rest of my blades from inside the pack, I strapped them to my thighs and calves. There were never enough weapons in battle, and I wouldn’t charge into this one unless I was fully armed.

After looking down at my weapons, making sure I had everything I would’ve worn during a raid, I strode from the bedroom and out into the hall, my ladies fluttering behind me, moaning about how I was going to die.

If my people were, so would I.

I swung around to face them. “Stay in the suite and keep Farris safe. Lock the door. And hide.” With that, I shut the panel in their faces.

“My queen.” Surren thrust himself in front of me. “I’m afraid the king is not…available right now for visits.” A pulse ticked in his temple, and he kept shooting his gaze toward the hallway behind him.

I knew in my soul where Merrick had gone. He was fighting for our people. Defending what was ours. How could I do less when he'd shown me what it meant to lead not through position but strength? His place was on the front lines, and so was mine.

I breezed past Surren. “I’ve talked enough. Time to put my training to good use.”

“But—”

I didn't give him time to finish. Whatever he planned to say wasn’t a solution to this nightmare. That much, I could tell from his tone. His words clanged uselessly against me like a jangle of dropped coins.

I stormed down the hall and took the stairs with my guard streaming behind me, muttering things I had no interest in hearing.

I should remain in my suite.

Escape into the forest.

Go to the tower and lock the door behind me.

Hide, in other words. What use was a queen if she didn’t stand in front of her people in their defense? Truly, I was not the type of queen they’d expected or were used to dealing with.

As I descended the stairs, the cacophony grew louder, swelling when I reached the foyer, where pandemonium greeted me. Staff rushed in every direction, their footsteps erratic and their arms full of paintings and ornate decorations. Their wide eyes darted around, their fear trailing behind them like shadows. They must worry the borgons would breach the castle walls and overrun us.

And Calista thought I should sit in the throne room and give direction? No way.

I stomped across the foyer in starts and stops to avoid being run into or slamming into one of them. When I reached the front door, I opened the one on the right before the guard could blink.

“You cannot go out there.” Surren thrust himself into the opening before I could step outside.

“Out of my way, Surren,” I growled, a hand on the hilt of a blade.

“Please.” His shoulders sagged but only for a moment before he stiffened them. “I can only protect you if you’re in a secure location, my queen. Please understand. This is my sworn duty.”

I pressed my face up close to his. “My sworn duty is to protect my people who are dying. Out of my way.”

“I can’t. The king⁠—”

“Where is Merrick?” I lifted one brow. He would not sit in the throne room in safety while his people battled to protect this court. He’d be in the thick of it with his blades slashing.

I belonged at his side no matter where that might be. The realization had been slow coming to me, but it had settled into my bones. I had no interest in thrusting it out again.

I was his. He was mine. And when this day was through, I was not only going to tell him, but I was also going to prove it to him.

“The king is…” His gaze darted away from mine. “I’m sure he’s inside his suite. Would you like me to escort you there, my queen?”

Delay me, he meant. Maybe lock me inside Merrick’s quarters.

“He’s not in his rooms. Besides, you said he wasn’t accepting visitors.”

“He…” Surren didn’t try to lie—even if he could, being fae—and I respected him even more for that fact. “Yes, well.”

“He’s fighting borgons. I’m joining him. Back off.” Since I knew Surren wouldn’t try to grab me, I rushed toward him. As expected, he stepped out of the way before I made contact. I continued across the wide-open stone platform and leaped down the many layers of stairs, only stopping when I reached the bottom.

Faint cries echoed from the city below, a chorus of misery, of flesh tearing and lives being wrenched apart. I suspected blood would soak the streets by the time I arrived. But I would arrive.

Merrick used to walk to the harbor, but he said it took a while. From the ride here, I knew it would take at least an hour for me to travel the distance on foot. Even now, I could hear the cries of my people dying, the snarls and roars of the borgons as they ripped them apart.

I whirled around to find Surren directly behind me, my guard spreading out to flank him. Each stared at me with grave concern. I didn’t want to worry them, but I couldn’t hide. Didn’t they see?

“Call for a zephyl,” I said. “Immediately.” My voice quaked as energy surged within me.

“They’re gone. All taken,” Surren said. “We only have a few serving the castle, and they’ve already left with defenders.”

I wanted to kick him for sounding so smug. Fury clawed at the back of my throat. He knew if I walked, the battle could be over before I could reach the city to help.

Dragging in power, I bunched it within me, and with the pier in my mind, I flitted. Except it didn’t work, and the power fizzled, sliding out of me to float around my legs in varying shades of purple mist.

I tried to coax in the silver-lavender power I’d used to cast the nullification spell, but the fine ribbons slithering around in the periphery of my vision wouldn’t come at my call.

Victory favors those who wield it like a well-honed blade, and if nothing else, I knew my blades.

And my dragons.

“Where’s the aerie?” I asked softly.

Surren’s gaze darted toward the castle. “Aerie? Why would my queen wish to go there?”

“Never mind.” Vaguely remembering someone mentioning where it was, I raced past him and kept going, taking the path weaving through the pretty gardens on the left side of the castle. I burst out into an open, grassy stretch and raced toward the sparse woods on the other side, following a maintained path that must lead to the cliffs and the aerie. This was why I should’ve visited the dragons right away. At least then, they’d know me.

If nothing else, I was going to see if one of them would give me a ride.

Finally, I spied the low building ahead, built much like those back where I came from. I wretched open the outer door, grimacing when the hinges shrieked. With my guard a rippling stream behind me, I ran down the passage with secured gates on my right.

Pausing, I listened, finally hearing the unmistakable sound of a beast shifting beyond one of the doors. Striding over to it, I unlatched it, though I left it closed for now.

I spun and nearly ran into Surren.

“What do you intend, my queen?” he asked, and I was grateful he didn’t sound patronizing. “The dragons are resting. We should leave them be.”

I rushed back down the hall, finding the tack room. Inside, I grabbed a saddle and flung it over my shoulder, turning to find Surren blocking the open doorway with his palms braced on the frame.

“You cannot do this,” he said. “The king will have my head if I allow you to leave.”

“Back away, Surren,” I growled.

He did, only to shut the door in my face. The click of the lock rang out as I slammed myself into it.

“Let me out of here,” I bellowed.

“I’m sorry, my queen. I’ll take your punishment later, when you’re still alive.”

Well fuck him. If there was ever a time to make power work for me, it was now. Closing my eyes, I sorted through the various strands of energy floating along the edges of the room, coaxing in a dark purple ribbon. After bunching it up, I sent it back out, begging my flitting ability to work.

I remained inside the tack room.

With a huff, I tried again, using a lighter purple strand of power. An almost white one. That didn’t work either. I wanted to snarl, but I was better than that. Merrick had proven this in all aspects of our life. He believed in me. Lorant believed in me.

It was time I started believing in myself.

Spying the silver and lavender one I’d used to nullify Erisandra’s spell on the diary scooting into view before darting away, I held out my mind’s hand.

“Want to play?” I whispered. This power was only supposed to work with nullification spells, but there was no harm in trying. If I didn’t take chances, I’d never find a better path to follow. “Come closer, little one. Aren’t you pretty? So beautiful.”

It paused, lifting one end, a shy creature tasting the air.

“I have a nice little task for you,” I said.

With a jerk, it drifted my way, coming near enough I could reach out and stroke my fingertip along it’s “spine”.

“You are gorgeous. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen power as beautiful or amazing as you. But it’s more than just the way your bits of lavender infuse your lovely silver shape; it’s what shines from inside you that I adore the most.”

It coiled around my wrist and lifted its tip, gliding it near enough to touch my nose.

“Would you help me flit? I seem to have—” Yeah, I wasn’t telling it the damn spell worked less than half the time I tried. “I want to ride a dragon and a mean fae man is trying to pen me inside this dusty tack room. You understand what it’s like to have someone hold you back, don’t you? Like me, all you want to do is shine.”

Its “body” sucked in a breath, expanding, before it darted at my face in a strike.

When I gasped, it flung itself down my throat.

Coughing and gagging, I tried to retch it back out. But it kept going, seeping through me, warming me.

With a shiver, I commanded a flit.

And my body moved.

A blink, and I stood outside the dragon’s pen I’d almost opened. Surren and my full guard stood farther down the hall, leaning against the tack room door, ringed by guards who whispered to each other, none noticing me watching them yet.

My shaky laugh broke free, though I kept it low. By some miracle—or sheer stubbornness—I was able to flit.

I wasn’t going to think about the power forcing itself inside me.

Not wasting precious time, I cracked open the gate and slipped into the pen, moving quietly despite the excitement thrumming under my skin. Leather and metal creaked as I adjusted the saddle still slung over my arm, my muscles burning from the care it took to move without making a sound.

Despite my worry about what swallowing power might mean, I’d flitted myself free. Time to do something about it.

Should I try again to flit to the pier?

No, I’d battled on dragonback from the time I’d received my first real sword, and if I was going to fight creatures the size of a shed, I’d do so from the back of a beast of equal size.

After carefully shutting the gate, I turned.

The air crackled with heat. A dragon shifted in the shadows, its massive tail scraping against the stone wall as it adjusted its body. The faint ripple in my chest grew stronger, matching the tempo of its breathing.

My inhalations went shallow.

The dragon’s head snapped toward me, its molten amber eyes locking onto mine. Its gaze carried an ancient intelligence, and it pinned me in place as if testing whether I was worthy to stand in its presence.

It must’ve decided I wasn’t.

It sucked in a deep breath and blasted fire my way.
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Idove to the side, rolling to come up near the mesh keeping the beast from escaping out into the enormous valley below.

“Now, now, stop that,” a soft female voice chided from inside the stall. “No need to scorch the inside of your gate.” I couldn’t see her, not with the glaring beast between her and me.

The gorgeous, gleaming, burnished red dragon stomped into the middle of the pen and stopped while the stable hand moved along with it, revealing herself placidly grooming at its side. Sunlight filtering through the high, open windows played across its scales in a deep crimson glow, as if molten fire pulsed beneath its hide. Each scale was perfectly polished, overlapping like intricate, armored tiles designed for beauty and battle alike. Its massive chest rose and fell with low, rumbling breaths, and steam huffed from its nostrils with every exhale. The smoke curled upward, a warning to anyone daring to test it.

Like me.

Molten-gold eyes gleamed like twin suns, the slitted pupils contracting as its eyes flicked between me and the stable hand. It stretched its mouth wide. Smoke spiraled from its maw, curling lazily past ivory teeth that looked sharp enough to shred steel. Its tail swished behind it, thick and muscled, ending in a sharp ridge that dragged across the sand, leaving jagged grooves. The tip twitched, a predator’s signal that it could snap like a whip if provoked.

The stable hand shifted her hips, humming under her breath, seemingly unaware I was near.

As I eased toward the gate, the beast’s gaze flicked in my direction, tracking me.

This was the wrong dragon to steal if I was going to escape.

Frustration boiled under my skin. I couldn’t afford a delay, not with the residents of the city screaming in pain, dying with every second I wasted here.

I grabbed onto the latch. My lungs squeezed, and my breathing came out too shallow.

The woman dressed in dark leather much like my own paused, her hand holding the brush still resting on the dragon's right front leg. She wore her medium blonde hair in a long braid down her back, and she looked about my age. Twenty-six or seven or so. Pretty, though that didn’t matter.

Her head snapped around, and she pinned me in place with her gaze, her eyes sliding from my face to the saddle in my hands.

“You can’t be inside this pen. Go.” She flicked her hand my way. “He nearly burned you. I assume it was you he was trying to swat away.”

“Swat? We call that frying where I come from.” I squeezed the leather strap on the saddle until my knuckles ached. “I’m going to ride that dragon.”

“No, you’re not.” With a roll of her eyes, she strolled toward me, her hand holding the brush dropping to her side. “Nice outfit. Pretty blades you’re wearing too.”

“I know how to use them,” I growled in warning.

“Stab me then.” She turned back to the dragon and strode to the left side where she started grooming again. The dragon curled its massive head around to nudge her side before glancing my way and huffing sparks. They flickered across my leather clothing before snuffing out on the sandy floor. “I’m still not going to let you ride him.”

“I need him to take me to the city.” It was more plea than a command, and the desperation of it tasted bitter on my tongue.

“The one under attack by the borgons, you mean,” she said.

“Why aren’t you there already, helping fight them off?” My face flamed as the words scraped my throat like shards. She was wasting time with brushes and scale oil while people died.

“I’m no soldier, and this dragon is old. He’s not trained for battle.”

Her calm tone spiked through me. My chest clenched, tightening around an ache that wouldn't let up. “I need this dragon.”

“You can't have him. I suggest if you’re that eager to die, you hurry to town on foot.”

“It would take too long to get there. I have to help them now.” The words ripped out. My heart thumped against my ribs, each beat reminding me that time was slipping away.

“Not with this dragon.” The infernal woman kept casually gliding the brush across the dragon’s scales while he wiggled his spine, clearly enjoying her touch. His contented rumble grated in my ears.

My throat burned. “Please?”

I hated the word. I hated needing to beg for help anyone should be eager to give.

I could demand she let me use this magnificent beast. It belonged to the court, which meant it basically belonged to me, but that didn’t feel right. I would not act like Erisandra or some of the high lords and ladies in my court.

She sighed, her hand pausing on the dragon’s scales. “You don’t even know how to ride this dragon.”

“I grew up in a border fortress, training beasts like this.”

Her lips twisted as her gaze fell on the saddle I still held. “If you did, you’d have a bridle with you as well.”

The jab should’ve bounced off me, but it didn’t. “I use foot commands.”

“Which this dragon doesn’t understand.”

My teeth scraped together, my jaw bone spasming from the pressure. Each second wasted could mean one more life lost. Hundreds. I couldn’t stand it. They needed me, needed my strength and my blade.

Her gaze pierced me where I stood by the gate, fretting. “You’re the queen, aren’t you?”

The question made my heart stutter. “No crown,” I snapped, shifting the saddle on my shoulder.

“I could say I see your status in your bearing,” she said, wryness edging through her tone. “Or that I recognize you from the coronation.” Her gaze shifted to the dragon before returning to my face. “Why did you do it?”

“Do what in particular?” I’d done many things, some good, a few bad. Lord Zeiger could attest to the latter.

My pulse hammered against my ribs. Not far from here, people were screaming, fighting, dying. Inside this isolated aerie, a trainer chattered as if this was a normal day.

“Why did you give your ladies high status?” Her brows rose like she was curious, yet her hands kept working, adding to my frustration until I had to clench my free hand into a fist to hold back my shouts. “You put them above those they grew up with, those with status they’d held all their lives.”

“I want to do away with all that, but I need to take tiny steps, or I’ll disrupt the court.”

Her breath snorted out. “If any court needs disruption, it’s this one.”

“All of them, I imagine.”

“You’re probably right.” Her gaze lingered on me, peeling back layers to expose areas I didn’t want her to see, as if what was happening in the city wasn’t already slicing me open from the inside. “I heard you’re high born but that you’re not like any other.”

“I’m not special.” I dropped the saddle onto the sand with more force than was necessary and started toward the front of the dragon. “I grew up thinking I was an orphan.”

“Instead, you were miraculously revealed to be a high lady.”

I shrugged. “I’ve always been a dragon trainer from a border fortress. Nothing else.”

“A dragon trainer who married our king.”

“To solidify a treaty,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Why marry someone you’ve never met?”

I wanted to snap at her to get out of my way or threaten her until she backed off and let me steal the dragon from the aerie, not stand around chatting about my motivations. But she was a citizen of this court the same as me. And I couldn’t bring myself to brush off a fellow trainer.

The dragon coiled his head around and our gazes met.

I reached up to scratch him between the eyes, the place that pretty much made dragons roll over and thrust their feet into the air when you did it right.

“You do know dragons,” she said. “I’m Kian, by the way.”

“Reyla.”

“Queen Reyla.”

I shrugged. “That came with the marriage.”

“There are few who’d say no to the king.”

“Then why didn’t he marry someone from here?”

“The curse kept them away.”

Before I could snap out a question, she stared blankly at the dragon’s side. A shiver went through her, and she shook her head and began grooming again.

I wanted to growl. Start flinging my blades at a door. But my need to get to the city overrode every other desire.

“I ran away,” I blurted out before I could shove the words down my throat. My free hand curled into a fist, my nails biting into my palm. “I thought if I ran far enough away from where the man I loved died, I’d be able to forget.”

“Have you?”

“No.” The word came out flat. I kept scratching the dragon while he wiggled like Farris when I rubbed his tummy. “You can’t run far enough away to escape something like that.”

Her hand stopped mid-brush, and the scrutiny of her deep blue eyes nearly impaled me. Clever. No blades, but there’d be no need to teach the aerie staff how to battle, right?

Her attention was unbearable, but I couldn’t stop the spill of words from my mouth.

“I didn’t care where I ended up,” I said. “Honestly, I didn’t think anyone would ever matter to me again, not even myself.” My voice cracked, but I forced steel into it. “But…”

“But?”

I scratched the dragon between the eyes a little harder, finding distraction in the slow sway of his head as he leaned into my touch.

Kian handed me a bottle of claw oil and a cloth, and I eased to the side and tapped the dragon’s leg. He obediently lifted it for me to apply the oil. I rubbed hard, working it in.

“The king’s special,” I said.

She paused, watching as I dropped the dragon’s leg and carried the bottle and cloth to work on another. “He’s gorgeous.”

Her response caught me off guard, and I let out a snort that startled even me. My tension didn't ebb, but the brief smile I cracked felt genuine. “He's that, too, and by the fates, doesn’t he know it.”

Her smile curled up. “I hope he’s not too arrogant.”

“He’s a nice balance.”

She nodded and moved to groom the dragon’s flank nearby. “If you want to keep him, you’ll have to break the curse,” she said, her hand freezing on the dragon’s side.

Like a slap, her words stilled everything.

I sucked in a breath. “Tell me about the curse. Everything!”

When she stared forward blankly again like everyone else had, my blood chilled. I grumbled and stomped around her to work on another hoof.

“There are layers,” she whispered, her focus drifting toward the dragon lazily exhaling plumes of smoke onto the sand. “Break the first if you can, but then you'll need to find…” Her face tightened. I froze, holding my breath. “Find them all. The final one will be the toughest. And while you’re doing it, you’ll need to watch out for…”

New information. It was trickling out so slowly, his birthday would arrive before I learned it all. How could I save him before the time ran out? My throat felt like it was full of splinters, and the ache in my chest stretched tighter.

Her behavior was new. When I’d questioned the others, they paused and then didn’t remember saying anything. Was the spell unwinding or were these moments of clarity tiny windows that opened only to slam shut before the most important details could escape?

Kian shivered again and continued grooming.

I tapped the dragon’s left shin, and he lifted it for me to work on his claws.

Silence echoed within the pen for long enough I suspected she’d revealed all she could force through the curse.

“How would you like to go flying, my pretty friend?” I crooned to the dragon, borrowing more sweetness from my friend, Tempest. “I don’t know how to bond with you, and I don’t believe I’d try even if I could recite the phrasing, but ride a dragon, I can do. And that’s what you are.”

He looked down at me with smoke coiling from his nostrils. His molten eyes swirled like embers poised to erupt into flames. If I didn’t take care, he’d kill me with one blast of fire, but this was a tame dragon. A well-tended creature too. The sand was clean underfoot and feed awaited his hunger in the trough.

A mesh strung across the opening in the back kept him penned, but I knew how to release it.

“I like you despite you being the queen,” Kian said.

“Thanks?”

“But I still won’t let you take him. However, I’ll fly you to the city and leave you. Would that be enough?”

“Thank you.” My voice came out hoarse, cracking under the weight of everything I couldn’t say.

“I like what you’re doing here at Evergorne Court. And I’d like you to keep doing it. It’s past time things changed here for the better of us all.”

Hopefully, I’d live long enough to see it happen.

I saddled the dragon while she secured his bridle. It took only a second to release the mesh and scramble up onto his back.

“You could stay here where it’s safe,” she said from behind me as she shifted the reins, urging the dragon toward the opening.

“And leave others to fight this battle for me?”

“Other queens would.”

“Not me.” Never me.

“And that’s why I’m helping you.”

At her command, the dragon leaped, and his wings snapped out to catch air. He spiraled down toward the ground but leveled, coasting over the forest and slowly turning to the right.

Ahead, the city smoked, and the wind caught their screams, slamming them into my face.

“I’m not heartless, you know,” Kian said. “But I’m just a stable hand working in an aerie almost no one ever visits. I don’t even own a dagger, let alone know how to use one. You’re lucky. At least you have the means and the know-how to defend yourself.”

“Can you do magic?”

“I’m lesser.” Her gaze slid from mine. “Lessers can’t do much magic, now can they?”

“You tell me.”

One eyebrow lifted. “I’m lesser. Just said that.” She guided the dragon closer, and the sight stabbed through my bones.

“If I make it out of here alive, I’ll come to the aerie and show you what I know, both with magic and a blade,” I said. “It takes time and lots of practice but maybe then you won’t feel defenseless.”

“You’re the queen. You won’t remember my name, and you certainly won’t remember to stop by the aerie to teach me anything.”

I could tell her all day long that I was different, but why would she believe me? I had no problem showing her she was wrong about me. If nothing else, I kept my word. “In between, get a nicely balanced pair of small blades and start throwing them at the back of a door.”

“Why a door?”

“Make a target and keep throwing them until you can hit it squarely.”

“I suppose I could do that.”

“Over there.” I pointed to the harbor that looked relatively quiet from here. I could make my way into the market area, where it appeared most of the battle was taking place. I suspected I’d find Merrick there.

The harbor gleamed like a patch of spilled ink, the water calm, a stark contrast to the madness spreading through the streets.

“They’re huge,” I hissed when I caught sight of the borgons lumbering through the city.

“I’d never seen one before myself.” Fear trembled through Kian’s voice. “They’re enormous.”

“Scales,” I whispered, the wind catching the word and stealing it from me. “They have scales.”

“I only see fur.”

Interesting.

Borgons swarmed the narrow alleys, moving as a writhing, fluid mass. The creatures were grotesque, their shadow-black scales glinting in the sunlight, their bodies a terrifying mix of sinew and claws. Some moved on all fours, racing around carts and through stalls with inhuman speed, sending everything scattering. Their tails lashed out, smacking into buildings and people alike.

Long, jagged fangs gleamed on their arm-length jaws. One bite would easily kill, and a gulp might swallow a person whole.

Kian coasted the dragon lower, angling the beast toward the harbor. “I wish I could help.” The pain in her voice wrenched through me. “I should’ve made someone teach me how to use a blade. How to command power.”

“It hurts to see our city this way.”

Buildings that once showed off their bright paints were now smudged with soot from fires that blazed unchecked. Some of the buildings had crumbled entirely, their wooden beams splintered, their walls collapsed into rubble. Crimson streaked the cobblestones. Whether it was blood from my people or the borgons, I didn’t know.

A woman dashed out of a shop clutching a child, her eyes wide with terror. She barely had time to scream before a borgon lunged, swiping its tail out to knock her sideways. She hit a wall and crumpled to her knees, shielding the child with her own body. I clenched my legs against the dragon's shoulders, my heart kicking hard against my ribs.

“Drop me here,” I shouted over the roar of the wind and the steady beat of the dragon’s wings.

Kian stilled behind me. “Are you insane? That thing will rip you to shreds before you can draw a blade.”

What did she think I’d planned to do here, shop at the market?

“They’re tearing my people apart.” I twisted in the saddle, meeting her gaze with a glare hard enough to rival the stone beneath us. “Get lower, or I’ll jump from here.”

She cursed but urged the dragon into a swift descent. He spiraled once before he tipped his chest up, his talons scraping across cobblestones, his flapping wings stirring plumes of dirt and smoke into the air.

I swung my leg over and leaped off his side, my boots striking the ground hard. I glanced back to see Kian urging the dragon to take flight again.

“Don’t…” She shook her head. “The fates protect you!”

The dragon let out a low growl, a rumbling warning that carried in the heavy, acrid air, and blasted flames at a borgon stretching its claws toward the dragon’s belly.

Kian didn’t fly far, hovering the dragon above me like she might swoop back to rescue me if I somehow survived.

The woman screamed, clutching the child to her chest, while the borgon let out a guttural snarl, a sound that crawled under my skin and twisted. Its body, hunched and covered in scales that gleamed like oiled obsidian, shifted closer to the woman. Each step sent cracks through the cobblestones beneath its clawed feet. Muscles rippled under its hide, its veins bulging like cords stretched too tightly. Its jaw, elongated and filled with jagged teeth, dripped with thick saliva. Its slit-pupil eyes locked onto the woman. It paused, looming over her, and cocked its head, a predator savoring the final moment before the kill.

The woman pressed herself back, her arms spread as far as they could go, shielding the trembling child huddled behind her against the scorched wall. The woman wasn't screaming. Her mouth was set in grim determination, though I could see the panic cutting lines into her face. Her eyes darted to mine for half a breath, a silent plea buried beneath layers of resignation. She thought she was going to die, but she wouldn’t go down without doing all she could to protect the child.

The borgon reared, its claws scraping the side of a building, and let loose a shriek that set my teeth on edge. My sword in hand, I surged forward, my boots pounding on the blood-speckled stone.

“Move,” I yelled as I launched myself between the woman and the beast, slashing out at the creature’s belly with my blade.

Its low growl vibrating through the air, and its stench hit me like a blow, clogged with scorched flesh and decay.

“Run. Hide.” My voice cut through the crackling of fires nearby and distant screams.

The woman slid out from behind me and clutching the child's arm, bolted, disappearing into a narrow alley.

The borgon lunged at me, its claws slashing downward. I twisted, my sword slamming into the hooked talons with a clang that reverberated up my arm. Sparks flew on impact. It struck again, forcing me to dance back a pace before it shoved its massive head toward me. One jagged claw snapped out, tearing a chunk from the building beside me as I darted to the side.

Its movements were brutish but fast, faster than it should’ve been for such a hulking thing. It lunged again, swiping wide, and I ducked low, slicing out at what passed for a foreleg. The blade bit into the tough flesh, but not deeply enough for my liking. Without giving it a chance to recover, I adjusted my grip and gouged toward its chest.

A roar burst from its throat, and it sprayed saliva across the front of my tunic. I jerked to my left to avoid the rest of the splatter. My heel slipped on blood-slick cobblestones, and I started to fall. The borgon lashed out, impacting my side hard enough to knock the wind from my lungs and fling me onto the street. My shoulder screamed as I tucked, rolling into a crouch and scrambling upright before it could finish its charge.

I arced my sword in a wide swing, catching it under its exposed jaw. It howled, a sound guttural enough to rattle my skull, but it dropped onto its front limbs, distracted by the pain. I surged forward before it could rise, switching my grip and slamming the blade downward with all the strength I had, aiming for the soft patch at the base of its skull.

The blade sank in with a sickening crunch, the vibration jarring up my arms. The borgon raked its hind legs, trying to twist itself away, but the weight of its head and the location of my strike worked against it.

One flail, two heavy gurgles, and it stilled on the cobblestones with a shudder.

I pulled the blade free, staggering a step back as blood pooled thick around the carcass. My breathing came hard and fast, but the sound of metal striking scales echoed from deeper within the city, catching my attention.

Turning in that direction, I ran.

I knew where I’d find Merrick—the place where the heat of battle burned hottest.

I would find him.

I would stand by his side.

And I would protect the people I loved.
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Smoke curled through the air, singeing my throat. The borgon I battled lunged, its claws slicing through the space where I'd stood a breath ago. Its hot, rancid breath seared my neck. I swung my sword up fast, infusing elemental fire with the steel, the scorch of my magic roaring through my arm to merge with the weapon. I slashed the blade across the beast's forelimb, leaving a glowing tear in its dark hide.

It screamed, and its claws swiped again, but I ducked, its blow missing my head. At my command, air burst around me, tighter than a storm’s whip. It caught me under my arms and hurtled me up and over the borgon, dropping me down behind it. As villagers battled around me, their weapons glinting in the light of the flames, I rolled, coming up in a crouch.

“Behind you,” a woman yelled, her voice shaking as she swung her staff at the legs of a smaller borgon creeping toward me. The creature screeched when the sharpened wood struck its knee. I pivoted, my boot crunching on glass scattered across the cobblestones, and dragged my blade across the creature’s neck. Heat burned bright, my sword’s enhanced fire leaving its head a smoking stump as its body fell with a heavy, wet thud.

My people continued to fight around me, both guards from the castle and those living within the city. They moved in knots, some clutching hammers, others farming scythes or swords. Guildsfolk. Dockworkers. They didn’t waver.

“Barricade the alley.” My voice came out in a growl as I pointed with my bloodied blade. “That should slow them.” Why were they so determined to reach the marketplace? It was no different than any other part of the city.

“There are too many of them,” a man grunted, his face streaked with soot, an iron pole clutched in his hands. His knuckles gleamed red with blood.

Another creature raced from the ally, roaring toward me, its narrow eyes burning with hunger. With a jerk of my head, I pulled power and used it to collect droplets of water from the air. I twisted my fingers, my skin tightening as water and frost encased the borgon, locking it in place. My chest burned from the power surging through me.

A new borgon prowled forward, its body rippling and its muscles coiling. When it lunged, I twisted my wrist and powered an icicle through its gaping jaw, freezing its mouth mid-snap. Its guttural scream came out muffled. Ice spread, solidifying its throat, fracturing whatever it encountered. The crack as its head shattered echoed through the market area. Its corpse thudded to the ground beside the chunks.

Panicked cries behind me sent me spinning, the magic in my fists thrumming as sweat and frost slicked both palms. Two borgons had crept along the walls of a storefront, slinking past the newly constructed barricade. A boy, barely in his teens, held a short blade with both hands, and he stood tall between the creatures and a huddled family.

I surged toward them, hurling a thick band of rocks, dirt, and bits of wood that had fallen from nearby structures at the borgon. I conjured it to life so fast, it churned across my skin with a painful snap. The first borgon howled, its body seizing before it crumpled from the blow. The second swung at me, its claws raking my chest, slicing through leather to scrape my ribs. Pain lanced through me, but I gritted past it, cutting its outstretched forearm clean from its body with my blade. A swipe across its throat, and it collapsed in a heap of blood and fur.

The boy’s wide eyes spun to mine.

“Good job.” I patted his shoulder, meeting his eyes. “Get them out of here. Now.”

I turned back to challenge another borgon, but there were so many.

A heavy snarl broke the air. Another borgon scrambled toward me, bigger than all the rest. Its bulk tore through the marketplace, splintering wood and tossing vendor stands to the side.

Its eyes locked on mine.

I lunged, plunging my blade in an arc straight for its throat. I sent fire through the weapon, and it hissed as flames spilled across the borgon’s neck. The creature did not falter. Its left claw snapped out, slamming into my side, throwing me like a broken crate.

The world tilted; cries scattered around me as I hit hard, pain ripping through my chest. My sword skittered across the stone street, out of my reach.

The borgon stomped toward me. Villagers near me fell back, dragging the wounded as more poured from the alley and into the square. My mind screamed at me to get up, to keep fighting, but the blow had stunned everything inside me.

The creature’s claws lifted for a lethal swipe.

I scrambled to reach my sword, worried this would be it, but I could not quite reach.

Steel struck where my flame had failed. A hard, clean arc bisected the creature from jaw to neck, splitting the grotesque mass with a precision that left no chance for recovery. Blood sprayed the cobblestones as the borgon crumpled sideways.

Reyla stood in place as a ragged wisp of smoke coiled from the borgon’s body. Her blade gleamed, her chest heaved, but there was a frightening steadiness in her eyes as her weight shifted to the balls of her feet. Her hair spilled wild across her shoulders in red struck through with moonlight.

“Who's that?” A man cried nearby, awe shining in his voice.

“That’s Wildfire,” I growled. “My wife.”
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“Wife?” The villager’s eyes widened as he took in Reyla’s form. “You’re a lucky man.”

“I will belong to this woman even after the last cinder of my soul has blown away.”

Reyla stood half over me, scanning the area with sharp eyes before she straightened and extended a blood-streaked hand my way.

“Lounging around on that delectable ass again, are you, my king?” she drawled.

“My ass is delectable. I’m glad you’re confirming that fact.” I took her hand, and she tugged me up. She snaked forward to grab my sword from the cobblestones, handing it to me hilt first, her gaze sweeping the open marketplace again. “You might want to stop tossing this pretty weapon around.”

No borgons nearby—for now. I could hear the scrape of their claws, however. Like all the others I’d battled, they’d join us soon. Otherwise, we’d hunt them down and destroy them. For some reason, they were drawn to this area. They’d kept swarming up the alleys, toppling small buildings to reach the market.

I slid my hand beneath her hair, encircling her nape, and dragged her hard against me. My mouth fell on hers, and I kissed her with all the feral need scorching through my veins.

If only I could keep kissing her forever.

A shriek rang out, and I stepped away, grinning at the stunned way she looked at me, as if nothing and no one else existed but me.

My mate was here, and she would battle beside me.

Her kiss still burned on my lips as I tightened my grip on my sword, her bloodied handprint smeared across my wrist guard like a brand. Another shriek ripped up the street leading in this direction, jolting me back to the fight.

“Left,” Reyla snapped, spinning past me to drive her sword between a borgon’s ribs. The creature howled, jerking as she twisted her weapon free with a feral grin that seared my chest with pride. While she eliminated the threat, I surged the other way, putting my back to hers, intercepting a borgon roaring toward us.

My blade cleaved through its forearm, the fire I willed into the steel cracking like dried wood meeting flames, severing the limb. I twisted the hilt and leaped, driving the blade up through its neck, heat blasting through fur and sinew until the head swung to the ground with a sickening thump. Its blood sprayed onto the cobblestones as its body toppled.

Reyla pivoted toward me.

A borgon lunged for my blind side, its claws already slicing through the air. Before I could react, she was there, her sword flashing faster than I could follow. She leaped, opening the creature’s throat with one clean sweep. The beast dropped to the cobblestones, convulsing as blood spilled from the wound in grotesque bursts.

“You’re welcome,” she said, her breathing heavy and her grin as sharp as the blade she wielded like a master.

My chest tightened. I wanted to say something—wanted her to know I trusted no one else to guard my back.

I wanted to shout that I loved her, something I was not allowed to do.

Not yet. Maybe never.

The marketplace had been transformed into an open graveyard, the stone slick with blood and littered with fallen bodies, both fae and borgon. I focused on the flashes of movement still darting through the smoke-choked air.

I sent power into every strike, but my body was tiring. At my command, the cobblestone street buckled, and roots surged up from the earth. Thick, gnarled vines wove around a borgon to my right, binding its limbs before jerking hard enough to sever them from its body. Its screech was drowned by the snarl of a blade as a villager darted in to slit its throat with a farming sickle.

To my right, a woman flung a hammer toward a looming borgon. I stepped into the fight before the beast could crush her, leaping to slam my foot into the creature’s chest, curling air around me to add magical force to the kick. The borgon skidded back, its claws scraping the street before I drove the hilt of my blade into its body, sending spikes of ice through its ribs.

As I landed on the cobblestones again, Reyla whipped to my side, the blades I'd given her spinning in a whirl as she sprang up and cut down two borgons trying to flank me.

“They’re thinning,” she called, her voice hoarse.

It could be true, though I didn’t trust it. Too many still moved beyond the flames, their forms twisting as they prowled this way.

“Where’s your sword?”

“Stuck in a borgon. Couldn’t get it out.” She held up her blades. “These’ll do.”

They’d breached the wall earlier and invaded, rampaging through the streets and setting buildings ablaze with their fire. So many had died already, and the city was crumbling around us.

I’d fought to defeat them, but they kept coming, swarming toward the marketplace.

Now the sun barely hovered above the horizon. It would slip away soon, taking me with it, and Lorant would step into my place. He’d watch out for my wildfire. Keep her safe. And finish this if he could.

I adjusted my grip on my sword and flared my shoulders, drawing heat and flame from the licking embers of a burning stall. It took longer than I liked for my magic to respond, but my blade glowed brighter, fire spiraling up the length. I rushed toward a pair of borgons lurching from an alley and launched a wave of molten flame at them. It surged like a tidal wave, crashing over them with a hiss. They shrieked as their bodies incinerated under the torrent.

Behind me, Reyla dispatched another. We moved like threads pulled taut, crossing paths but always staying close enough to the other for added protection. Her strikes were swift and calculated to use as little energy as possible. Despite the furor around me, I caught myself staring at her. This woman battled like a legend, and I still couldn't believe that she was here, that she might one day be mine.

“How many more?” Her voice jerked me back into the moment.

“Too many,” I growled, catching her wrist to pull her into my side so I could kiss her forehead.

We spun as one when another rush of borgons tore up the alley, sending the barricade flying. They rampaged through the marketplace’s charred remains, their snarls filling the air. People fighting near us faltered. This wave wasn’t like the last, and we were all so exhausted it was hard to keep moving.

The pack churned forward, their enormous leader stepping through the smoke like a storm. Twice as large as the ones we’d faced, its fur gleamed char black under the firelight and its jagged, open maw gnashed teeth in anticipation.

Reyla squared next to me, her blades poised. “That’s new.”

“We’ve handled worse.”

“Have we?” she spat without turning her head.

A smaller borgon broke free, darting toward a villager. With a grunt, I surged after it, but it spun mid-stride, its claws catching my ribs and throwing me hard onto the cobblestones.

My vision blurred. Blood seeped from my wounds, warm and much too fresh.

The creature loomed over me, drool oozing down its jagged teeth as it struck.

Steel flashed, arms darting through the smoke with daggers flashing. Reyla buried her blades in the beast’s throat. The borgon toppled to the ground beside me, its gargled snarl the last sound it made as she lobbed its head from its shoulders.

Reyla stooped down, her face unreadable beyond the sweat and ash coating her cheeks. “Up.” She latched onto my arm and tugged, and I did my best to rise, but I only made it to my knees before I sagged back onto the cobblestones.

I bit back a howl.

“Merrick?” she cried with a catch in her voice.

She slammed onto her knees beside me and ripped away my tunic, exposing my belly. My chest.

Her breath hissed out. “Merrick, no. No!”

I drew in power to heal myself and roared it toward the wound I suspected could be lethal. Agony clutched my spine and shook me.

When my power fizzled out too fast, my mind swam.

Fuck, fuck.

I didn't like this. Not one bit.

The villagers continued to battle around us while their king lay dying.

I used some of my strength to reach up to stroke Reyla's lovely face. Tears streaked through the blood and soot on her cheeks, and I struggled to nudge them away.

“Don't,” I groaned. “Get up. Fight. I'll…drag myself off to the side. Wait there for you.”

I pulled in more power and sent it toward my wound that continued to pulse, my lifeblood oozing from the long slash. The fire inside me licked against the chill spreading through my chest, but I couldn’t. Quite. Heal myself.

I met her gaze, fighting the weight of what this must mean.

Who would've thought I'd end this way? I thought we had four weeks left, that I'd at least be with her until I turned thirty.

Blood drained faster from my side.

“Fuck, Merrick, no,” she growled.

While the world slashed and burned around us and the enormous borgon lurched closer to finish the rest of us off, she pinched her eyes closed.

I could feel her call in power. She laid her hand on my abdomen and a subtle burn seared into me as she shoved the energy my way.

But something inside me, something deeper and insidious, continued to bleed.

With a feral snarl, she drew in more power and blasted it around me. I’d bet anything she was trying to flit us to the castle healers.

The cobblestones beneath me kept biting into my spine.

“A healer,” she shrieked, her head spiraling around. “We need a healer now. Please!” Facing me again, she leaned close and kissed my neck. “Stay with me, Merrick. Please. By the fates, don’t leave. You can’t die.” She cupped my cheeks, turning my head to make me meet her gaze. “You hear me? You’re going to stay with me. Get off that ass and stand beside me. I’ll get you out of here. We’ll run far away and find a place that’s safe.”

Such a place didn’t exist, but I didn’t want to tell her that. Fate had caught up to me, and it would not let me go.

Most of all, I hated that she’d watch two men she cared for die.

“Didn’t want this,” I whispered. “Wanted so…much more.” Love. A lifetime. A chance to be something for this woman alone.

The borgons stomped closer. Reyla had to get up and protect herself or she’d be lying beside me.

“Go.” I tried to nudge her with my hand, but it flopped uselessly onto my belly, making blood squirt from my wound. “Run. Leave. Don’t let them get you.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she growled. “And neither are you.” The crack in her voice widened, and her pain spilled out. “Please, Merrick. Please. Stay with me. I need you.”

“I love you.” I coughed, gagged, struggled to get the words out through the curse. Forbidden to tell her, I’d had to hold the words back.

Now I let them blaze.

“I love you.” I said it again. Whispered it, actually, because my throat was closing off and my blood… Well, that was draining from me much too quickly. It was rather ironic that this would do what the curse couldn’t.

“I will always…love you, Wildfire,” I croaked. “Please. Remember me?”

“Merrick.” Fresh, bitter tears poured down her face highlighted in the golden glow of my last sunset. “You can’t leave. I love you. You hear me? I love you. Always.”

The sun slipped away…

…And so did I.

OceanofPDF.com


37


[image: ]


Reyla

Merrick’s body shimmered as the change set in, but all I could focus on was the blood of the man I loved still gushing from his wound.

“A healer,” I shouted. “Please, bring a healer!”

Lorant lay so still, not whispering to Merrick, not meeting my eye. He could not be gone already.

“A healer!”

But if there was one around, they were too busy. So many lay dying on the ground. Too many of my people.

And the man I loved.

Time warped. Too much and never enough.

He finished the shift, and Lorant stared up at me, pain twisting the scar on his face.

Still dying.

I was going to lose them both.

“Reyla,” he groaned, peering around with horror. His gaze locked on mine, and he growled. “Look. At me.”

The strength I’d come to associate with this man was gone, leaving only weakness and death behind.

“Look. At. Me!”

“Lorant. Please. Do something. Heal yourself.”

He blinked slowly. “Not enough strength…left.”

“That’s not true. You’re indestructible.”

His lips curled up on one corner, sliding back into an agonized pinch too fast. “Look at me. Please.”

This man had never begged. I was the one who was supposed to do that. And etch an L and a heart into the floor of the tower. Climb onto the roof and nestle in his arms. Love him. Love Merrick. They were one and the same, and I couldn’t hold onto either of them.

Damn fates.

Damn curse that was determined to steal him away.

I stared into his eyes. “Don’t go. Please don’t go.”

“I love you,” he growled through a tight throat. “Love. You. Didn’t…see it coming. Fought it. Stupid for that. Should’ve… If only I could’ve…told you.”

I snagged power from around me—within me—and sent it out to the world. Sent it into this man I adored.

Pressing my face into his neck, I whispered in his ear. “I love you, Lorant. Always. Know that. Please? I will remember. I will remember!”

“Reyla,” he croaked.

I eased back. Such joy in his eyes.

“My wildfire,” he whispered. “Every step I’ve ever taken led me…here. To you. I die willingly. Again and again. As long as I can tell you that…I love you.”

“Lorant, no. Please.” I tipped my head back. “Damn you, fates! Don’t take them from me. I love Lorant. I love Merrick. There is no life, no me, without them!”

If I hadn’t been looking up, I might’ve missed it.

Or maybe not.

Because when the sky lit up, everything and everyone around me stopped moving. All peered at the sky, even the borgons freezing mid-slash.

The air itself seemed to hold its breath, and I could taste death, promise thick. Eerily silent, the sky cracked open with a light so unusual it stole my senses. Bands of silver, scarlet, lavender, and green stretched across the sky, their hues alive. Bleeding into one another. Pulsing in ribbons of heartbeats.

The glow rippled and swayed before lashing over all of Evergorne, like a blade slicing through stone. It danced across the bloodied cobblestones around me, turning blades molten with reflected light. Even the borgons remained frozen, as if tethered by the brilliance alone. Their grotesque heads were tilted back, their eyes wide like they, too, were witnessing something larger than whatever rage had sent them to attack the city.

I tore my gaze from the sky and fixed it on Lorant. His body was trembling now, spasms rattling his frame against the cobblestones. His face twisted with something I couldn’t name, and a hoarse cry jerked up his throat.

Power licked across his skin. No, beneath it. Silver and red threads twisted through his veins, blazing across every scar etched onto his skin. It felt like the world wrapped itself around him. Held him.

His eyes flickered. Forest green. Then a mossy green and warm and so Merrick, I could barely stand it. The color didn’t hold. Its hue snapped back to a searing dark green, and his pupils widened as he dragged his gaze to meet mine.

“Divided and incomplete,” he intoned, his words echoing around us. “Doomed to never be fully loved for all facets of who I am. Cursed to live as two who will never be one unless fused together by the pure love of a willing bride’s heart.” His voice split through the air, but it wasn’t quite his. Both their voices poured out now, weaving together, discordant and whole all at once.

It was them.

Both of them speaking from one body.

My hands froze on the exposed skin of his chest.

How did you hold onto something that was ripping itself apart only to fuse itself back together again before your eyes?

His scars flared. The gouge splitting his abdomen blazed, then faded, again and again. Blood stopped flowing and the torturous gash sealed together.

The world exploded with lights and colors, over and over. My heart raced with each flash. Bright. Gone. Bright. Gone. Each burst ripped a sound from his throat. A groan. Then a snarl.

Then silence as his head fell back onto the stones.

“No,” I choked out.

Lorant.

Merrick.

The man I loved writhed under my hands as a transformation ripped through him. His chest heaved, his limbs jerking against some invisible force determined to consume him. Red and silver swam under his skin, thrusting against the surface like the colors were trying to claw free.

Words slurred from his mouth. “Bound her. Claimed her. Stole her choice. Fate gave power to her vengeance.”

As his entire body spasmed, the light in his body flared, the glow turning brighter than the blaze of colors overhead. It spiraled out in a pulse, then snapped back into him with each jagged breath.

The scar across his face remained untouched, but his others softened into smooth, unmarred skin.

He stilled.

Not as a corpse but as something new.

His chest rose and fell, the veins of color beneath his skin receding. His eyes, light green now, undeniably Merrick but flecked with darker Lorant, opened and locked on mine.

Gone was the split and the fracture of the men I'd come to love.

What stared back at me was whole.

Not the golden warmth of Merrick or the consuming darkness of Lorant, but someone new, someone balanced.

Breath punched from my lungs, and all I could do was lower my shaking head to his chest.

Him. Both of them. Together.

My Merrick.

My Lorant.

One person to love.

“I'm here, Reyla. Wildfire.” His hand rose to stroke my back. “I'm here.”

A silver beam of moonlight shot down, slicing through the sky, illuminating us in such brilliance that I worried it would sear flesh from bone. The world seemed to inhale, every creature alive or dying holding its breath.

And then it screamed.

Not a borgon.

Not a villager.

An ear-splitting shriek ripped through the world before it went silent once more.

As the magic faded, the city erupted again with visceral borgon roars. Cries of fae in terror.

Lowering its head, the enormous borgon thundered toward us, malice dripping from its obsidian-black fangs.

I leaped off my husband and placed myself between him and the beast.

With my blades lifted, I prepared myself to defend him.
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Reyla

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Merrick-Lorant lurching to his feet, using his sword more as a cane than a weapon. As the towering borgon thundered our way, he staggered over to stand beside me.

His blade scraped the cobblestones as he dragged it along with him, but his eyes were locked on the borgon barreling our way. Blood streaked what was left of his tunic, his chest, his own mixed with all the beasts he'd killed.

“Get back.” My blades tight in my hands, I thrust myself in front of him. I’d face this creature no matter the cost. My husband had suffered enough, and he’d lived despite a horrifying wound.

How had he lived? I couldn’t process what had happened. No time. No way to figure it out. But I would not let anything take him from me now. If that meant being his shield, his savior, and his weapon, that was who I’d be.

Snarling, the borgon roared closer. Its sheer size made the ground quake, the cobblestones cracking under the hammering weight of its steps. Its jagged jawline dripped. Every slick scale shimmered like polished onyx. Heat rolled off its body in thick waves.

If I died here, it wouldn’t be in vain. My husband would live. He had to.

“Stop.” His voice tore through the air, a blend of the man who loved me in daylight and the one who consumed my night, settled into something new.

And the borgon…

Its claws scraped against stone as it came to a standstill only a few paces away. It loomed over us like a jagged, two-story building about to collapse and crush us. Smoke billowed from its flared nostrils, and its muscles bunched as if it wanted to leap but suddenly couldn’t. The scent of charred flesh and steel hung in the air. As the creature huffed, its smoke-tinged breaths channeled across the front of my bloody leathers.

Snarling into its face, I didn’t waver, my blades primed.

But for some reason, I could not strike out.

The creature inhaled, its cavernous chest expanding. It lowered its massive head, the thick ridges of its skull catching the light. Its eyes gleamed like molten amber, focused on him. One pupil dilated, the other narrowing, as if it was trying to see something in this man that wasn’t visible to me.

The menace radiating from the borgon shifted like the tide rolling back, leaving the shore cracked and steaming. Its massive right front claw scraped against the cobblestones as it sank down.

Bowing.

No, that could not be right.

Yet its massive head dipped farther, brushing against the ground, its eyes narrowing to study my husband before slanting its gaze at me. This wasn’t submission, but it also didn’t strike us. The silence around it felt louder than its earlier snarls.

My husband's expression mirrored my confusion. He stood straighter now, no longer leaning on his sword.

The borgon eased up onto its haunches and backed away one step. Another. Slowly dragging its bulk across the debris-strewn cobblestone. Its gaze didn’t leave us, though. Even as it slunk farther away, its towering frame rippled with coiled tension. Heat pulsed against me as it exhaled.

It extended its neck and tipped its head back, roaring, a deafening cry that vibrated through the city.

I braced myself, expecting it to pivot and charge at us again.

After one last look at my husband, then me, the borgon lumbered around to face the other direction, its claws scraping the ground. It sent another ear-piercing roar toward the sky and launched itself into a sprint, all speed and force as it surged toward the city’s upper wall. The rest of the borgons thundered after it, their monstrous bodies a tide retreating from shore.

As they clambered over the city walls and surged into the forest beyond, a hushed, almost waiting quiet fell.

I lowered my blades, and they clanged when the tips hit the stone. Taking good care of them at all times had nearly been beaten into me, but I could barely hold onto them with my trembling grip.

Cheers erupted around us as the villagers realized they were safe—for now.

“Praise King Lorick,” someone cried, his voice echoed by others. “Long live King Lorick. Long live Queen Reyla!”

I spun to face my husband, studying this mix of a man who had once been Merrick by day and Lorant by night, but now was a mix of them both—in appearance, at least.

“King Lorick?” I croaked.

He dropped his sword on the ground and stepped forward to cup my face in his warm hands, gazing into my eyes. “Wildfire. My wife. My love.”

My breath tangled in my throat as he leaned closer, the space between us dissolving. His lips hovered just above mine, his breath warm, laced with the scent of something dark and intoxicating.

His mouth claimed mine, both brutal and tender and stunning all at once.

He tilted his head, deepening the kiss, and I gasped against his mouth. He stole the sound, swallowed it like he would take every breath I had and make it his own. His tongue traced the seam of my lips, coaxing, demanding, and I let him in. A slow slide, slick and velvet, the sudden intimacy of it made my knees threaten to give way. He tasted me with aching deliberation, a sweep and retreat, then another, teasing, tormenting, until I opened completely for him and met his passion with my own.

A groan rumbled deep in his throat, and he pulled me flush against the solid weight of his body, searing his to mine. His fingers tangled in my hair, tugging enough to make me gasp again. My heart thundered, wild and unchecked, and still, he kissed me as if he'd never get enough, as if he would devour me piece by piece.

I dragged my hands up, over the hard lines of his chest to his shoulders, the tense cords at the back of his neck. He shuddered, answering with a slow, deep stroke of his tongue against mine, so languid and sure it made fire coil low in my belly.

The world had narrowed to his mouth. The dizzying press of his body. The taste of something I hadn't craved until now. And when he finally pulled back, his breath ragged, his forehead pressing against mine, my lips felt swollen, my body utterly undone.

His voice was rough when he spoke, his gentle hands still cradling my face. “Want to fucking kiss you all the time. Plan to. But if I start again, I won't be able to stop.”

Neither would I.

I raised a trembling smile. Devastation surrounded us, and we needed to help those who’d survived and mourn those who hadn’t. But here, and for one instant with this man, I found hope.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said, his green eyes solemn yet sparkling with that heat I adored above everything else. “I’m your husband, King Lorick. Those close to me call me Lore.”

My breath caught. “That’s why you laughed that I called him Lore.”

“It’s always been my name.” He leaned close, kissing me quickly before stepping back enough to meet my gaze. “Even then, you knew.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t. I couldn’t.”

He placed his palm on my chest. “In here, you knew.”

“My queen.” Surren and the rest of my guard rushed over to surround us, joined by Lorick’s guard as well to form an impenetrable wall facing outward. Surren dropped toward us in a sharp bow. “I deeply apologize, King Lorick, for not ensuring our queen remained inside her rooms.”

“If she had, I wouldn’t be alive,” my husband said dryly.

“She…got away from us.”

“I went to the aerie and talked Kian into flying me here on a dragon.”

“That’s my unconventional bride.”

I studied this man I’d married, still unable to believe that they were now, somehow one.

Where was Lorant?

Where was Merrick?

Doomed to never be fully loved for all facets of who I am. Cursed to live as two who will never be one unless fused together by the pure love of a willing bride’s heart.

Me. My love had done something I still couldn’t explain.

“Is the curse broken?” I croaked.

His solemn gaze met mine, and his head jerked in a no, followed by a gag.

Fuck.

I’d done something major, but it wasn’t enough?

Break the first if you can, but then you'll need to find... Find them all. The final one will be the toughest. And watch out for… Kian’s words.

His thirtieth birthday was still roaring toward us, and the curse would still steal him away unless I… My snarl ripped up my throat, but I bit it back. We’d figure this out. I’d nearly lost him, but I wasn’t giving up now.

Lore scanned the area. “So much devastation. So much death.”

“Why did they attack?” I asked. We’d talk about this soon, but with the city in shambles and people wailing around us, this needed my attention now.

“I don’t know.” He frowned. “They left when I told them to, and we need to understand why. For now, we need to help as many as we can.” He squeezed my upper arms. “Are you alright?” His gaze swept down my frame. “No injuries?”

“Nothing major. Don’t do too much. You almost...” Died. I could not name it.

The shadows in his eyes told me he knew what I meant. He’d used most of his energy to fight off the borgons. He didn’t have much left for healing, though if I knew my husband, he’d give everything he had to help those around us.

He stroked my face. “Stay within eyesight?”

I nodded and watched as he strode past our guard and immediately stooped down to help a fallen villager.

Cries of pain and dismay filled the city. Smoke churned down the streets and fires still blazed, lighting up the night sky.

“Start putting out fires,” I barked to Surren. “I’m going to help whoever I can.” I hurried past him while he directed my guard to join the bucket line drawing water from the well in the center of the marketplace, passing it along a person chain to dump it on the closest building on fire.

I sheathed my blades and started helping, first kneeling beside an old woman pinned under a collapsed cart. Blood streaked her wrinkled cheeks, and her breathing came shallow and uneven. Gritting my teeth, I tugged, trying to lift the wooden frame. My muscles screamed as I heaved, but I didn’t stop. Two villagers hurried over, their soot-smudged faces flushed with determination, and together we managed to lift the cart enough to pull the woman free.

“We're here to help you,” I said as I dropped beside her again, keeping my voice calm. Her right arm lay askew, but her breathing had evened out. Hopefully, her arm was her worst injury. “Where do you hurt? Anywhere other than your arm?” She shook her head as I wiped the blood from her face with the edge of my tunic.

Her frail hand shot out, clasping my wrist with surprising strength.

“Thank you, my queen,” she said as she struggled to rise, wincing when her arm moved. “Go care for the others. I'll be alright.”

“Do you live nearby?” I couldn't leave her here on the street. “I want to take you to your home first.”

“Three streets over, and thank you.”

Once I was certain she wasn't going to pass out and there wasn't anything worse wrong with her, I helped her rise. After sliding her good arm over my shoulders, I followed her directions, slowly taking her to a building still standing that had been painted pale green with white trim. Surren, seeing me leaving the marketplace, waved for one of my guards to follow. I hated taking anyone away from helping others, but he wasn't going to let me out of his or my guard's view now that he'd found me.

Inside the woman's home, I urged her to sit at her tiny kitchen table. “Do you have family?”

“A daughter and son.” Her face pinched. “If they live.”

“What are their names? I'll look for them and send them to you.”

She gave them to me, patting my arm. “You're too kind.”

“I'll also find a healer and send them your way.” I frowned at her arm. “Will you let me touch it? I don't have magical healing skills, but I was once a dragon trainer. We all got injured at one time or another, and sometimes far from the fortress healers. We were taught to set broken bones and give simple aid ourselves.”

At her nod, I gently probed the bone, grateful to see it wasn't projecting through the skin. “It still feels aligned.” I fashioned a sling out of one of her scarves, and after making sure she had water, I left her.

I returned to the marketplace, my gaze seeking Lore. He knelt beside someone who was clearly dead, his hand on the person's chest, his head tipped back as he spoke to a woman standing on the opposite side of the body, tears streaking down her face. She pressed her clutched hands to her throat.

Fatigue lined his face, and he rose and rounded the body to gather the woman into his arms, holding her while she sobbed.

Fires still burned unchecked in parts of the city, and smoke clawed at the air. Muted cries echoed from all directions. A young man rushed into the marketplace, calling out for his mama. He spied the woman with Lore and paused, his gaze falling to the body. With a sharp cry, he rushed over to join them, holding his arms out to the woman. They held each other, mourning their loss.

Lore turned away, and when he staggered, I flitted to him, grateful the skill worked now when it hadn’t earlier when I was so determined to take him to the castle. I caught his arm, holding him upright while our guards rushed to surround us. But the true threat had fled. Now was for mourning and saving those we could, including the king.

“Hey.” My concern came through in the creak in my voice. “We should go home.”

He stroked hair off my face, his sad gaze finding mine. “I can't. They need me.”

“I feel the same, but they also need a king and a queen who have the strength to fight off the borgons if they attack again.”

The weight of all he'd been through was apparent in the drop of his shoulders and the deeply etched lines on his face.

He pulled me into his arms. “I can’t leave them now. Not yet.”

“I know.” My breath hitched, and I sank into him. My unease and disbelief over what had happened blurred as his warmth seeped through me. His touch was Merrick’s, tender in its firmness and in the way he soothed my wounds seen and unseen. His hands skimmed my back in slow, deliberate strokes, and I clung tighter to him, pressing my forehead into his chest. His scent, mixed with ash and steel, settled something feral inside me.

He looked down at me, and the heat in his eyes… This was Lorant. He bent his head, and his lips brushed against my temple before tilting lower. His hands slid up, cradling my face, and as I met his gaze, my stomach tumbled like it had when this man who was a mix of them both first kissed me. The soft green of his eyes carried that quiet understanding I’d always trusted in Merrick, but there was a glimmer of something wilder, something sharper that was pure Lorant. The contrast pierced through my doubts as completely as his lips crushed mine.

I hadn’t lost either of them; they’d fused into one.

Like the last, there was nothing tentative about this kiss. It burned with every promise Lorant had snarled in the dark, every longing Merrick had set ablaze in daylight. A thousand heartbreaks I’d never realized I carried melted away under the intensity of this man's touch. His lips moved against mine with possession, not demanding but searing into me as though branding the very shape of me into his soul. His fingers tightened, holding me to him as if the world itself would never be able to tear us apart.

I returned his kiss, my hands sliding up to his face, as though to confirm what was now so utterly clear to me. I’d loved both sides of this man, the light and dark, the fight and the calm. And here he was, completely whole. In loving them both, I’d chosen Lore before I knew he existed, and now, as he poured what felt like every fragment of himself into our kiss, I ached for more than only this brief pause in the storm.

When he drew back, I shivered, my breathing shallow. His forehead touched mine, but the peace between us lasted only until a cry tore through the streets. Sharp and guttural, the wail sliced apart the tender moment we’d carved out of ruin.

My first instinct was to pull away, to go to whoever had lost someone, to remind myself that comfort wasn't an option for us. Lore stilled me with his hands, trailing one to lift my chin until our gazes locked again.

“We live.” His deep, quiet voice touched something deep inside me. “Others are mourning, and we grieve with them. But we live, Reyla. It’s alright to feel glad for that. To hold on to it.”

I swallowed hard, his words settling against my chest, a balm for wounds that may never completely heal. He kissed my forehead again before stepping back.

We parted like a tapestry unraveling, but not completely. I felt the tether between us at all times, pulling taut as we moved through the wreckage of our city and worked to help those in need.

There was no hesitation in his steps now, no falter as he waded through rubble. He helped hoist beams from shattered homes, his strength almost unnatural. He knelt just as freely beside villagers too wounded to rise, his presence showing he was with them as their faces twisted in pain. He spoke to them, listened when others shared news of their dead, and he gave quiet commands to our guards to tend to every single person with care. I only caught pieces of this as I helped others, but knowing he was near kept me going despite exhaustion’s determination to knock me to my knees.

I stopped to help a woman bracing an injured young man, sliding beneath his arm to hold steady him as she staggered under his weight. A borgon had slashed his leg, and it bled, the dark red seeping through his torn pants and hitching down his leg. He whimpered, biting back a yell when my leg brushed against his wound.

“Over there,” I said, jerking my chin to where they'd set up a small clinic. Healers leaped from one person to another, doing what they could.

The stitch of panic in her gaze spurred me faster, and we didn’t stop until we'd brought him over to the improvised clinic and gently laid him down on one of the many blankets they must've either brought with them or raided from the marketplace itself.

“His leg,” I said when a healer came over to join us.

Her gaze met mine, and she nodded. “Are you alright?”

“I'm fine. Nothing of concern.”

“Good. We need you.” I didn't know her, but when her hand landed on my shoulder, I found new strength to keep going.

I turned, my eyes drawn to Lore again. He was carefully tugging a young boy from beneath a pile of loaded crates. Once free, the child clung to Lore’s neck as Lore pressed him into a man’s arms, whispering something that made him nod.

He glanced over his shoulder, his gaze seeking mine. Our eyes met, and even across a marketplace strewn with blood, rubble, and loss, I felt his assurance as vividly as if he’d pressed his hand to my chest again.

We lived.

Every time I saw him glance my way, his gold-flecked eyes sending reassurance through the smoke-filled streets, I started to believe him. Love could exist here, despite our loss. It had to. Love was all we could hold onto, and somehow, it had carried us through fire and blood and death together.

By the time dawn stretched over the city, its golden rays cutting through the thinning smoke, the streets were quieter. Fires had died back to smoldering embers, and any lick of flames had been beaten back by weary villagers with ash-smeared faces and blistered hands. Some sought food and water, others collapsed in small circles, leaning on one another to rest.

I stood on the steps of a battered shop, overlooking the marketplace while sipping water from a flask one of my guards had handed me. My arms ached, my legs felt like stone, but I refused to stop looking for Lore. Then I spotted him emerging from the shadows of a crumbling alley. He wiped sweat from his face and tipped his head back, catching sight of the sun rising. When he lowered his eyes to find mine, a quiet strength lingered in the curl of his mouth.

My husband—one man now, yet still both the men I loved—strode toward me.
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Lore

Reyla, my fated mate and my love had not only saved me, but she’d also broken the first part of the curse.

We’d worked hard to correct things here in the city, and while this was nowhere close to being finished, we’d done all we could for today. It was time to take my wife home.

We could've tried to flit to the castle, but I wanted our guard to remain with us at all times for protection. That shriek when I was fused back together… The wizard who’d placed the curse knew we’d broken the first part.

Holding hands, we started walking, making our way through the city and into the hills until the carriage Talvon had sent for arrived. As many of us as possible climbed in, sitting close together. I tugged Reyla onto my lap and wrapped my arms around her, resting my chin on the top of her head.

While she dozed, the vehicle took us the rest of the way to the castle that loomed ahead, its stone walls stained with smoke from the city below. Magical torches hung along the ramparts, flickering as pale streaks of dawn broke on the bruised horizon.

I wanted to doze myself, but my mind was flooded with every moment we—I—had spent since the curse split me at seventeen until Reyla came into my life. Such an abundance of beauty and cruelty and dismay. It was a wonder I'd survived long enough to be fused back together. I'd thank this woman I loved for the rest of my still-cursedly short life.

My thirtieth birthday would come in less than four weeks, and all I’d been able to learn was that there was a second part of the curse that must be broken before that day or I'd die. I hadn't been able to discover what it could be. That knowledge had been eating me alive since I started to believe that Reyla, my beloved, willing, high fae wife, might end the first part of the curse that had haunted my family since a short time after Evergorne Court was formed.

I tightened my arms around her as we passed through the gates. My fierce warrior wife. My protector. My everlasting love. I wanted to carry her inside, to my room, and lay her on my bed. Join her while she slept. Hold her.

Love her.

But a king's duties never ended, and there was much to be done before I could take time for myself. For us.

She stirred when the carriage came to a halt. Startling, she glanced up at me, and while her pale face showed how tired she was, her lips quirked up in a sweet smile.

“Lore,” she said simply. Hearing my real name on her lips wrecked me. No one but this woman had called me by that name since the curse settled around my shoulders at age seventeen, like it had done for each king who'd come before me. We'd split then just as they had, and as far as I knew, none of them had ever been fused back together.

“Wife,” I said with pure satisfaction.

Her smile grew, though it faded as memories set in. She glanced around. “The borgon don't appear to have made it this far. No destruction.”

“They focused on the city but might've ventured this way eventually.” I had no idea why they'd left at what seemed like my command. Perhaps me speaking meant nothing. Or everything. More teasing hints to research, more potential clues without answers.

“You're thinking,” she whispered as our guards leaped from the carriage and spread out around us, their weapons drawn and magic licking across their fingers.

“I need to tell you what I can.”

“I’ve learned a few things myself.” Shadows flickered in her eyes. “I'll question you carefully. I assume the same conditions apply?”

I jerked out a nod. If only I was capable of being honest with her without endangering my life. “I'm sorry.”

She stroked my face. “I love you. I understand. We're going to end this.”

That brought a tired smile to my face. “We. I love that.” I kissed her quickly, wanting so much more than I could ever have.

A light flickered in her warm brown eyes before she left my lap and jumped from the carriage, landing squarely on the cobblestones. She held one of the blades I'd given her in her hand already, and her flinty gaze scanned the area. She'd challenge any threat, protect me with her dying breath, and I'd do the same for her.

We started up the steps but hit a barrier. While the others continued toward the front door, Reyla and I looked at each other.

“What’s that?” she asked in a low voice.

“A powerful ward.”

“Like the veil?”

“Stronger.”

“Forged by many, then.” She squinted at the building as if it would shed the answer we both sought. “It’s not letting us pass.”

Fuck my mother. It couldn’t be anyone else. She’d taken advantage of me leaving to try to solidify her own rule.

I squeezed Reyla’s hand. “Can I borrow some power?”

She looked up at me with complete trust. “It’s yours.” Her eyes closed, and I could feel her tugging in strands of it from all around us. Various shades of purple—and something new and silver. Hints of red. The palest lavender.

When she sent them to me, they shoved me backward.

Her eyes snapped open. “Sorry about that. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

My crooked grin rose. “Your power tastes amazing, love.” It churned through me, seeking a way out. “Watch this.”

I faced the castle and drew in the power that fueled elemental magic, mixing it in with the pure strength my love, my wife, my wildfire had given me without hesitation. It snarled around me. Growing. Surging and waning until it towered above me.

With a bellow, I blasted it out, shooting it at the inky ward trying to keep the king and his beloved queen from returning to their court.

The ward fell. It was almost anticlimactic.

I held my hand out to Reyla. “Let’s see what’s going on inside, shall we?”

A feral gleam rose in her eyes. “We shall.”

Inside the foyer, servants scurried around like stirred insects, their movements frantic as they dragged crates of goods or shouted to one another. A woman clutching a child stumbled past, her face contorted with panic. A steward barked orders nearby, his voice hoarse as though he’d been pushed beyond reason.

A guard spotted us, his eyes widening. He rushed forward, his armor clanking. “Your Majesties.” He hesitated, his hand halfway to saluting before he opted to bow. “You’re alive?”

I gestured for him to rise. “Did you believe anything else?”

“Well, the queen…” His gaze shot to my wildfire who was living up to her name already, bristling at him naming my mother the queen. “The queen mother, that is, was certain that⁠—”

“She is wrong,” I growled. Very wrong, as she'd soon find out. “What’s the state of the castle?”

“Still on high alert, my—king. The staff believes the borgons will storm the building at any moment. We’ve been preparing for an attack.”

Reyla lifted her chin, her voice sharp and commanding. “The borgons have retreated. Get someone to spread the word before our people stampede through the city walls.”

The guard nodded and spun to relay her order. The firm note in her voice made the tension in my chest ease. She fit this role more than they deserved, this castle full of people who'd doubted her when they should've believed in her completely from the start.

I’d helped hone this skill, but everything she was today had already been there. She’d been a stone that gleamed brighter than all others, only in need of a final polish.

Before we made it halfway across the foyer, a second messenger darted toward us, her pale-faced and her eyes wide. “You must go to the throne room immediately, King Lorick. Please.”

The panic in her gaze scraped through me before Reyla and I exchanged a look, her lips pressing into a thin line. It appeared the “queen” had been busy while we defended the very people who made this court what it was today.

I took Reyla’s hand, and we strode through the castle, approaching the throne room and not stopping as the flustered guards swept open the doors.

Inside, we paused in the aisle, taking in the clamber jutting around the room like a live whip.

Erisandra sprawled on my throne like a viper encased in gold. Beside her, two high-ranking lords whispered and hissed, nodding as she gestured toward the gathered servants. A crew of them shuffled about, hauling gilded mirrors, jewel-encrusted goblets, oil paintings, and anything else of value to destinations unknown.

“Be cautious with that tapestry,” she snapped, her voice cutting through the hum of furious conversation. “It’s worth more than the annual wages you've received thus far combined.” Wages I suspected she'd end if her rule was secured.

Lord Hadrin bowed her way. “You’re wise to secure the castle’s treasures, Your Grace. With the king deceased, we need leadership in⁠—”

“Deceased?” I drawled, my voice laced with steel as Reyla and I stepped forward. “It appears that someone lied.”

Reyla’s hand remained in mine, her spine rigid as her gaze raked through the room. She noted who was present as eagerly as me and marked them.

My mother’s hand froze mid-gesture, the gilded goblet she held trembling before she quickly set it down on a low table nearby. The lords and servants around her looked everywhere but at us, their guilt as visible as the blood staining our boots. They melted away from her as if that might prove they had nothing to do with what had been occurring during my supposed death.

She pushed herself upright, her elegant composure marred only by the blood draining from her face.

“My son,” she cried, slithering from the throne to stride toward us with her arms outstretched. Her voice came out falsely light, threaded with an edge she wasn't quite able to mask. “You’re alive. I'll behead whoever told me of your death.” Her sharp gaze stabbed one high lord and lady after another.

“You will behead no one. I, however…” I noted the faces and names of those present. Greedy things who'd hoped to benefit from my death. They’d soon discover regret.

“And your lovely queen as well,” my mother said. “Alive and well, praise the fates. We feared the worst.”

My hand slipped from Reyla’s as I moved into Erisandra’s path, forcing her to stop short. She dropped her hands, clasping them in front of her, her expression rearranging itself into something resembling relief.

“Is that so?” My tone sliced like a knife through her supposed joy. I'd loved this woman as a child, but even back then, I could see her cutting edge that would allow no one to stand in her way. “And what, exactly, were you doing while fearing the worst?”

Erisandra’s smile faltered, but her recovery was quick. “Oh, my dearest son. Someone needed to maintain order while you fought those dreadful creatures. I was, of course, keeping Evergorne’s interests in mind. Ensuring its legacy.”

“By looting it blind?” Reyla’s gaze flicked to the pile of treasures stacked like long-lost relics along the far wall, servants working feverishly to wrap and secure them in pouches.

Erisandra sniffed, her hands fluttering as if she could wave away Reyla’s accusation. “It’s standard protocol in times of crisis to safeguard the crown’s property.”

“From whom?” I locked my gaze on hers. “The borgons are gone. That leaves only those within these walls. Do you fear your own people, Mother?”

Color flared across her cheeks, and she pasted on a tight smile. “You’re mistaken, son. I would never⁠—”

“I know exactly what you would never do,” I cut in, my voice pressing into every corner of the throne room. “You would never rally to defend this castle. You would never bleed for this city. You would never lift those jeweled hands of yours to protect anyone but yourself. So tell me, Mother, what exactly were your intentions tonight? Speak plainly or I will ensure you do so.”

A few ladies gasped. Lords shifted uneasily on the dais, some slinking down to take seats along the aisle, others fleeing out through the door I and my beloved queen used to depart the throne room. I noted each one and each jerk of my head directed Talvon's way ensured they'd be taken to a secure location where they'd remain until they could be questioned.

Erisandra’s smile cracked, though she tried to hold it steady. “I merely sought to take precautions. You understand. The court was vulnerable with you absent⁠—”

“You mean with him supposedly dead.” Reyla’s voice gouged through Erisandra’s pretenses like a blade. “We were fighting off the borgons in the city while you…” Her lips twisted. “While you were undermining our rule.”

Erisandra’s lip twitched. “I—I’m insulted that you⁠—”

“No more,” I roared. “We’ve not only been driving the borgons out of the city, but we’ve also been helping the wounded and mourning those killed by the rampage. While you… You!” I lowered my voice, but it still cut through the room. “While you remained here to plot with a few treasonous high lords and ladies.” I lifted my hand. “Take them all and bind them with magic. Throw them into the dungeons.”

Cries rang out as my guards swarmed the room, securing every single person who'd plotted against me and my queen except my mother. They only hesitated when I twitched my head in the negative. I’d handle her myself.

“Lorick,” my mother gasped, her hands fluttering at her throat. “What are you doing?”

“What I should've done when I wrenched my throne from your grip years ago.” I tilted my head her way. “Talvon? Take her to her suite. No ladies. I don’t trust even one of them.”

“You can’t do this,” she cried, her voice sharp with indignation.

“You will never be the queen of this court.”

“As you wish.” Talvon bowed and rushed toward Erisandra, quickly securing her with magic despite her shrill protests.

Her shriek echoed in the room as Talvon started to drag her away.

“Your reign is over,” I snarled. “The true king has arrived.”
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Reyla

The door to the throne room hadn't fully closed behind Lore’s mother before Lord Briscalar burst through another entrance, his tunic half-on, half-off, ruffles torn and dangling, and his gray-touched hair sticking up as though he'd tried to wrestle it into submission and lost. He swung his head wildly until his gaze landed on Lore and me, and then he hurried toward us, trying to straighten his tunic as he walked.

“Your Majesties,” he huffed. “King Lorick. Queen Reyla! Apologies for my appearance. Someone,” his sharp eyes flicked toward the now-empty throne, and his voice rose, “locked me inside my own rooms.” He scowled, his face reddening with indignation. “I convinced the guard posted outside to release me and came here at once.”

Convinced, huh? This man could flatten guards with a glare.

“My mother has been secured, as have those standing with her.” Lore’s tone carried the weight of his new name; not quite Merrick’s warmth or Lorant’s jagged ice, but something in between and wholly appealing.

“Very well.” Briscalar cleared his throat. “From all I heard before I was incarcerated, it's for the best.”

“Her attempted coup is over.” I let the words settle before adding, “Effective immediately.”

Briscalar blinked, his eyes darting to Lore before he exhaled. “Delightful. Long overdue, I might add.” He adjusted the chain around his neck, his frown thoughtful. “And the court?”

“Those on the fence,” I swept my gaze through the room, “will know their place soon.”

I admired how decisively this new version of him had taken the reins, but I also couldn't ignore the exhaustion in his voice.

He’d nearly died. And battling the borgons had been an insurmountable task. Then we'd arrived back here to find a coup in progress. He needed rest.

This wasn't over. Not one bit. Erisandra would not stand for being questioned, let alone locked up in her suite for long.

“If you'll allow me, I'll take over the administrative tasks,” Briscalar said, already bustling back into his usual role. “I’ll send someone to prepare a meal and have it delivered to your individual suites and⁠—”

“Deliver it to my husband’s quarters,” I stated.

Briscalar paused, his brows lifting.

“I belong at my husband’s side,” I said smoothly, catching Lore’s gaze and holding it. “Have my things moved as well.”

Lore’s smile hit low and deep. It wasn’t Merrick’s wry grin or Lorant’s sharp smirk but something even more devastating. His hand caught mine, his calloused thumb skating over my knuckles. He bent, brushing his lips over my hand, proving he didn’t care one bit about courtly protocol. Right from the start, he’d given me everything he had.

“As you command, Your Majesty.” Briscalar’s voice came out dry, but the glint of approval in his eyes as he dipped into a shallow bow warmed me through. He muttered something that sounded suspiciously like “finally.”

“Everyone other than those taken to the dungeons will attend us here,” Lore growled. “Now.”

Lord Briscalar bowed deeply. “I’ll see to it at once.” He scurried from the room, his voice magically booming through the castle.

We weren’t even seated yet, but walking together toward our thrones made all we'd been through feel real. As people poured into the throne room, their whispers rippled through the air. We sat, and Lore’s gaze swept through the enormous crowd both standing and sitting, many on the floor between the pillared aisle and the dais. So many. I sensed Lore was mentally marking each face that may have expressed doubt.

I savored the feel of the cold throne beneath me. It didn’t seem as foreign or distant as before. Beside this man I loved, it felt earned.

Finally, Lord Briscalar returned and gave us a nod, indicating that everyone within the castle was present. I even spied the kitchen staff among them.

My ladies rushed down the aisle and onto the dais, taking their place to my right.

Lore lifted his hand, and his power surged outward.

Silence descended, even the whispers coming to an abrupt halt.

“This court has been shaken today,” he said, his commanding voice carrying through the high-ceilinged hall. “My wife and I, with the help of those many of you would call lesser, have chased the borgons back into the forest.”

A furor erupted in the room before it was cut off again by the flick of his hand. “We return here victorious, only to discover that those we thought we could trust have betrayed us. No court can survive if it's divided by forces from within and out. The borgons have fled, but that betrayal still remains. I will not ask for your empty words of loyalty. I will take it.”

Even those furthest from the dais froze like trapped prey.

“Every lord and lady of this court, every advisor, and every steward within this castle will now swear fealty. To me. To my queen.”

Heads snapped up in shock, and more than one noble exchanged sharp looks with those around them.

“Blood will ensure your promise is kept.”

Hisses rippled through the room.

“Bloodswearing hasn’t been used in generations,” someone said, though I couldn't tell who it was from here.

“It will be used now.” Lore rose from his throne. “Each of you will approach us. You will draw your blood and swear loyalty to me and my queen. If you even think of betraying us, your blood will poison you. Do you understand?”

It wasn’t a true question.

Breaking a bloodsworn oath meant only one thing: a torturous death.

Several nobles sputtered. One lord rose and stomped around those sitting on the floor, aiming for us. He stopped at the bottom of the dais steps. “Your Majesty. This… I can see asking this of lessers, but surely you don't mean us.”

“All will bloodswear,” Lore said. “We are one people. I am your king, and you. Will. Fucking. Obey me.” His slick smile rose. “Or you may try to leave.” A flick of his hand and our guards stepped in front of all exits, lifting their weapons still stained with blood of the borgons they'd killed to defend this lord and the others' right to protest.

“This is preposterous,” the lord fumed. “You can't do this.”

Lore lifted one eyebrow. “Can't I?” His gaze sliced through the room. “Do any of you wish to oppose us?”

The lord slunk back, wilting into his seat while quiet echoed in the room.

Talvon made his way up onto the dais and stopped in front of us, pulling a small blade from the sheath on his right calf. “With my blood, I swear loyalty to King Lorick and Queen Reyla. Long live our majesties. Long live Evergorne Court.” He gouged the blade into his wrist and blood trickled out to drop onto the marble floor where it sizzled.

“I accept your devotion,” Lore said, his gaze meeting mine.

“I also accept your devotion,” I said in a strong voice that carried through the hall.

Talvon left, shooting us a pleased look before the door closed behind him.

One by one, everyone came forward to pledge their loyalty to the crown.

“I swear myself to you, King Lorick, and to Lady Reyla, bound by blood until my last breath.”

“Fealty, King Lorick, Queen Reyla.”

Their blood flowed, dissipating into the air or sinking into the stone the moment they stepped back to allow another to take their place. After pledging, each was allowed to leave, and they hurried from the room, cowed for now.

Finally, we were alone except for our guards.

Lore waved his hand, and even they left, closing the doors behind them. They wouldn’t go far, but it was wonderful to have a moment to breathe air not tainted with fury and dismay.

Lore leaned back in his throne, rubbing his forehead. The faint glow of daylight through the tall windows cast his face into sharp relief, highlighting his lashes too long for someone this capable of ruin. Exhaustion pinched his mouth. There was no more Lorant or Merrick, yet I saw them both in the tilt of this man’s head and the curve of his lips.

Rising from my throne, I stepped in front of him. He didn’t look up, but his hand dropped, and those gorgeous green eyes latched onto me. I climbed into his lap, straddling his thighs with my own, cupping his shoulders with my hands.

His arms looped around my waist as I settled fully against him, his palms spreading across my lower back, his fingers pressing against the leather stretched there. The lazy drag of his knuckles paired with the sharp edge in his gaze.

“You belong here,” he said. “But I wish to point out that your ass is much too distracting.” His lips quirked up, but the rasp of his voice carried more heat than amusement. His hands slid lower to cup me fully, and heat flushed my skin as he tugged me closer until our bodies aligned. “Makes dealing with treason almost bearable.”

“Don’t think that I won’t shift this conversation in a more serious direction,” I said, pressing both hands against his chest. His heart thumped strong and steady beneath my palms, a reassurance I hadn’t realized I needed.

His smirk softened into something devastatingly warm. “Don’t ever stop surprising me, Wildfire.”

I was tethered to this man forever.

“The borgons.” I met his unwavering stare. “Why did they stop? Why didn’t they continue to rip through the city? It's almost as if the largest one followed your command.”

“My command,” he said as if tasting the words. His head tipped back, and his gaze flicked to a place beyond my shoulder. His body tensed beneath mine, every line of him coiling tight. “It unnerved me.” Lifting his hand, he brushed his fingertips along my jaw. “Don’t mistake it for leniency.”

“If they attack again, we’ll be ready.” The ease with which I said it surprised even me, but wasn’t that the truth of it? Even now, worn out and bloodstained, this was the man I would stand beside always, battle after battle.

His gaze searched mine, his smoldering intensity balanced by the unspoken agreement that we would never relent. Not against them. Not against anyone. Only with each other.

“What about those loyal to your mother? Treachery this close to the throne is just as capable of tearing us down.”

His expression darkened, his brows knitting together. “They’ll die as they deserve.”

I didn’t flinch. After what we’d seen, the mercilessness in his tone didn’t bother me. If anything, it was a relief. “Every single one.”

“Yes.” The word scraped up his throat. His fingers dug into my hips, though not harshly.

What needed to be done wouldn’t leave either of us unscathed.

“Loyalty is brittle in Evergorne. We’ll strengthen it. By blood, if necessary.” His grip on me tightened, and his eyes blazed with something harder, darker.

“And your mother?” I almost hated to ask, because I already knew a storm was tangled up in the question.

Lore’s hands stilled before he leaned his head back again, his thick lashes lowering over his predatory gaze. “That… I need to think about.”

To anyone else, his tone might’ve sounded indifferent, but I heard the anger and betrayal beneath it. I braced my palms on his shoulders again and leaned forward until his gaze latched onto mine.

“You don’t have to decide what to do with her now, but if you want to talk⁠—”

“No.” I felt no malice in the word. He cradled my face with one hand. “Not yet.”

This was his mother’s sorrow to bear, though even the strongest betrayal couldn’t sever a bond like theirs without leaving scars.

I stroked his face, coaxing his eyes to find mine again. “I’m sorry.” I let the quiet between us speak louder than words.

“You shouldn’t have to be.” His hand skated up to rest against one side of my neck. His thumb brushed the sensitive skin beneath my jaw, and though his eyes stayed on me, his thoughts were clearly elsewhere. The war raging inside him overrode every other thought.

“She believed she betrayed your father.” The words left me bitter. I had no sweetness left to coat them. “By spreading those rumors and despite the bloodswearing, she’s ensured that insecurity will spread through the court and beyond.”

“I am my father’s son,” Lore said.

“Of course you are. But she believes…” I hesitated, careful with how I shaped this truth so it wouldn’t shatter him any further. “She believes it enough to use it against you.”

“How unfortunate for them all. The court will learn that I will not break beneath her delusions.” If he hadn’t been king in truth before, he was now. Whatever doubts Erisandra had sown, he had no intention of letting them bloom into power for her or any of her co-conspirators.

Still, the damn curse haunted us both.

His brow furrowed. “I don’t care who questions it. I will burn my lineage into their memories if I have to.” His fingers slid around to my nape, and he pulled me forward until his words brushed across my lips. “Let them whisper. It won’t matter when they’re dead.”

I swallowed against the force in his voice, realizing, not for the first time, what I had chosen to love in this man. Merrick’s even-headed care lurked beneath the promise, but Lorant’s edge gleamed sharp across the top. Together, they balanced.

I couldn’t stop myself from falling into him. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I rose to press my forehead against his. His warm breath curled over my cheek, and the protective haze around him wrapped us in something viscerally pure.

“I love you,” I said.

“Wildfire.” The crack in his voice splintered me further. “My wife.”

There was no tension in our kiss, only promises left to fulfill.

Nothing about this would come easily.

But the fate of Evergorne could rip itself apart around me before I let this man, whole and fully mine, slip through my grasp.
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Reyla

Our hands linked, we left the throne room and took the stairs to our floor, stopping at my door.

“I’m with you from now on,” I said firmly.

He traced his fingers down my cheek. “You are. I thought you might like to collect a few things and Farris.”

Inside my rooms, Lore leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed on his chest as if he was completely relaxed, though his gaze betrayed him. He watched me like I might bolt back to my fortress, as though this newfound reality, this union of light and dark, of him and me, was still too fragile to fully trust.

Farris bounded over, springing into my arms before I could say a word. His warm, furry body wriggled with excitement, and I buried my face in his neck. The familiar scent of him, grassy and warm, made me grin. His little yips of happiness and the soft nudge of his nose against my chin made my grin widen.

“Missed me, hmm?” I whispered against his fur. I kissed the top of his head, and his tail thumped wildly against my arm.

I turned to my ladies who stood near the fireplace. Moira looked from Lore to me and winked. Faelith bounced on her toes, her brows raised in delight. Calista…had a stoic look on her face. No other way to describe it.

“As you must know, we’re moving my things to the king’s suite. The royal couple’s suite, that is.” The moment those words hit the air, they settled across my shoulders like the nicest of blankets.

Our suite. Not his. Ours.

Faelith piped up, her emerald eyes sparkling. “Lord Briscalar sent word. Per his command, we took most of your belongings there already. I don’t believe we missed much but it’s right down the hall.”

“Should I unpack everything as though this is permanent?” Calista asked through pinched lips.

“Yes, please,” I said. “You take such impeccable care of my things, Calista, and I appreciate it.” Yeah, I was gushing, but she seemed unsettled. I reminded myself to be patient with her. She was recently hurt, and her emotions were impacting every aspect of her life. “Unpack tomorrow, however. Not tonight.”

Tonight was for me and Lore.

I took one last glance around. The place already felt bare, as though it had never belonged to me. My heart swelled, the sudden realization dawning on me. I didn’t need this suite anymore. We didn’t need to remain apart.

When Farris pawed at my shoulder, I gave him one last scratch behind the ear before setting him down. Faelith approached, carrying his leash and collar. “I'll take him outside for a bit, then bring him to your suite after his bath?”

“Thank you.” I turned to Lore, who hadn’t moved, though his gaze tracked each movement I made. His eyes held an intensity that made me flush.

“What now?” he asked, not impatient but careful.

I stepped over to him and linked my fingers with his. “Let’s go home.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth—a Merrick smile, but tempered, deeper, holding hints of Lorant’s fire. “Very well, wife.”

We left and strolled down the hall, Moira and Calista following. Once we reached the door, two guards bowed deeply and opened it wide, nodding as we passed. The moment we stepped inside, the air felt different. These weren’t his chambers anymore, brimming with cold worry and hidden truths. My belongings would soon be nestled beside his. They’d soften the worry, and as for the hidden truths, I’d expose them all and smash through them.

“Shall we help you undress, my queen?” Calista asked from the open doorway, Moira nodding from behind her.

Lore’s smirk was slow, dangerous, and teasing all at once. “I’d say that particular privilege is mine tonight—and every night hereafter.”

He nudged them back out into the hall and kicked the door closed, sealing the rest of the world outside, leaving only us. His ward descended, though I sensed Faelith would be able to nudge Farris inside.

My laugh bubbled up, a rich, unrestrained sound that filled the room in a way that nothing else could. Embarrassment didn’t heat my cheeks. Instead, a simmering thrill, a rush of electricity, pulsed across my skin in molten embers. I loved this about him, his unapologetic possessiveness, the unmistakable claim in his voice that left no room for argument. Coyness would never be this man’s way. He wanted me, and he’d made it clear for anyone to hear.

“You’re bold, my king.” I stepped forward, not stopping until there was no space between us. “And?” My challenge lingered in the air.

His smirk deepened into something darker, something that promised more than teasing words. His hands moved to my waist, and he pulled me flush against him. “And I’m yours.”

The simplicity of it struck me like the bite of winter air. My chest swelled, the corners of my lips curling into a slow smile. Finally, finally, there was nothing between us, no tangled truths masked by shadows. Just Lore and I, shimmering with that same magnetic pull that had brought us to this place, this moment.

His gaze scanned the expanse of the room before falling back to me with undeniable longing.

Then, he sank to his knees.

My breath caught. The raw devotion in his expression… It was Merrick, the man who'd confessed his love when dusk slaked across the sky, and he thought he'd die. And it was Lorant, the man who'd growled that he'd love me for eternity as night consumed our world. It was both of them, yet more than them at the same time.

“Lorant?” I croaked.

He nodded. “I’m here. I love you, Reyla. I will adore you until my dying day and beyond.”

“Merrick?” I had to know, truly had to know. Were they both with me still, because I couldn’t go on without them.

“I’m here,” he said, his gaze locked on mine. “Evermore, Wildfire. Evermore.”

This was Lore, all the parts of the man I'd married and fallen in love with combined into one.

His palms remained on my hips, and when he lifted his eyes to meet mine, I stared into his unguarded expression, finding no denial there. No secrets. No holding anything back.

“You.” His voice came out low and scraped raw. “Are the reason I’m whole. You saved me. I will never spend a day without loving you as you deserve.”

His words cracked open spaces inside me I'd sealed tightly after my loss. The fates could be cruel, but they also could be kind. They'd given me not only one love but two, and for this, I'd thank them forever.

“Lore,” I whispered. “I love you. Always you.”

He rose gracefully, but the heat in his gaze solidified into something more feral, something darker. Before I could react, I found myself with my back pressed to the wall, my hands over my head, and his big body caging mine. This was the aggressive, demanding, and hungry man I knew well. A predator pinning its equal.

He stroked his knuckles along the column of my neck, his eyes locked on his hand. Bending close, he ran his nose from the shell of my ear to my chest. His breath burned my skin, sending shivers rolling through me.

“You smell amazing,” he rasped, dragging his head back up to press a kiss below my jaw. None of this was tender. It wasn’t meant to be. This was a branding. “Every bit of you is mine to taste.”

The promise in his voice stole more than the air from my lungs; it swept away the ground beneath me and every thought from my head.

“Lore—” His name was all I could manage before his lips brushed my cheek, then my jaw again.

“I’m going to lick,” he growled, “every bit of you. And then I’m going to start at the top and lick you again.”

I laughed, the sound catching as he pressed closer, letting me feel every heated intention humming through his body.

“We’re covered in borgon blood,” I said, though when his free hand slid to rest between my thighs, I doubted even that mattered. “Sweat. And we reek.”

He pulled back enough to look down at me, that impossible grin curling his lips. It was pure Lore. Whole. Impossibly smug. And insufferably endearing. “I have a solution for that.”

Before I could ask what he meant, he flitted us to the bathing chamber. The air was warmer here, scented faintly with soap and herbs. A flick of his fingers, and the enormous tub filled, steam curling in lazy spirals across the surface.

He stepped back and unbuckled his weapon’s belt at his waist. A flick of his hand and it was gone, tossed aside to thud on the floor.

“Well, Wildfire.” His gaze locked on mine, daring me as he ran a thumb down the fastenings of his pants. “What do you say about bathing together?”

“Show me what it means to be yours.”
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Lore

“Iintend to,” I growled. My cock was on fire, thrusting against the front of my pants.

Reyla tilted her head and when she ran the tip of her tongue across her lower lip, I worried I’d explode. “I believe I should get undressed, don’t you?”

Such sweet seduction. I couldn’t wait to be with her—finally.

She watched me with a sultry smirk as she ran her fingertip over the hilt of one of her blades. The action was casual, but it set my heart aflame. She unfastened the sheath at her waist and laid the twin daggers I'd given her on the side table with a soft click.

“Do you realize,” she tugged the strap of a smaller blade's sheath away from her thigh, “how filthy these are now?” A delicate frown filled her face. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the drag of her hands over her weaponry, her touch light, reverent even as she removed one after another. She shrugged out of the straps fastened across her chest, the ones pinning her sword against her back, and raised her gaze to meet mine. “The sheaths too. I’ll need to clean them properly later.”

“Later,” I echoed, my voice rough, nearly feral. My chest twitched as I watched her work, stripping down her arsenal, leaving only this exposed woman I adored behind. She was teasing me, filling the air with tension I could taste.

But then her hands faltered. A slight tremor passed through her as she lifted her fingers to unfasten her leather tunic.

That tremble undid me, and it humbled me in a way nothing ever had. Not borgons. Not the threat of my throat being carved wide open. Not even the curse itself.

She wanted me. I had no doubt about that.

This showed she trusted me enough to let me see her vulnerability mingling with her boldness.

I looped a finger under the collar of my torn tunic, tugging it up to pop open the remaining clasps. The sound drew her attention, and her eyes swept over the line of skin I revealed at my belly, her pupils wild and dark. Heat coiled low in my gut.

“Watch me, Wildfire,” I said, stepping back to let the warmth of the chamber seep into me as I finished pulling what remained of my shirt over my head. I let it drop, no care for it now. It, like me, had seen too much battle.

Her mouth opened, likely prepared with a comeback, but it snapped shut again when I kicked off my boots and popped open the fastening at the top of my pants. The leather parted, and my cock thrust forward, tenting the front of my undergarment.

She gulped, this beautiful, bold, brave wife of mine who’d sucked me off until I bellowed.

“Nothing new here,” I said with a smirk. “You’ve seen—and tasted what I have to offer already.”

“That was…then.”

Pausing, I stroked her face. “You once asked me if I’d still exist when the curse broke, and I told you I didn’t know. As much as I ached to be whole again, I worried I’d lose who I was deep inside.” I stared into her eyes. “I’m here. All of me. Everything we said, everything we did as Lorant and as Merrick was done with me.”

Her throat worked hard with her swallow.

“I’m Lore, the man you saved. The man you fused into one person. The ruthless assassin. The intimidating, overbearing, sardonic viper you loved at dusk has now merged with the noble, kindhearted, full-of-hope man you fell in love with at dawn. I’ve lost nothing. I see myself sitting with you on the tower roof, beside you on the throne. Holding you while you cried and soothing your pain. There’s nothing missing.”

“Lore,” she croaked, her eyes swimming with tears.

“But we can wait if you want. No pressure. I’m here. I’m me. And I’m yours. Evermore, Wildfire.” It would kill me, but I’d never push her for more if she wasn’t ready.

“Fuck, no.” Her smile curled up. “We are not waiting any longer.”

“You’re sure?”

“Completely.”

“Very well, then, wife.”

I slid my trousers across my hips, and her gaze dropped again, skimming over my chest, lingering on the sharp lines of my belly, before dipping farther. By the time I was fully naked, the color in her cheeks burned bright enough to rival the steam curling through the chamber.

“You really are pretty,” she groaned.

I traced a fingertip along the scar bisecting my face. “Pretty? Never that, Reyla. Changed, maybe. Remade by fate. But when I’m with you, I don’t feel ugly or broken. I feel seen.”

“A scar is a surface thing. No, it’s a mark of honor. You survived the cloaked figure in the woods. Wear it proudly. Who you are, your true beauty, is inside. It always has been.”

“When I look at you, it’s like a thousand wars raging inside me go still. And when you look at me like you are now, I realized I was made to believe in beauty. Not mine, but yours reflected in me.”

“There isn’t anything you can do or say that will ever drive me away.”

May the fates never challenge that statement.

“Our bath is getting cold,” she croaked, her eyes shining with tears.

I didn’t want to make her cry. I only wanted to bring her joy. “We’ll soak. Give our bones a rest.” I turned away from her heated gaze, letting her see my back, my shoulders, and yes, my ass too. A knot of need tightened between my ribs, but I kept my movements unhurried.

Her fingertip traced down my spine, ending at one ass cheek.

“See something you like?” I asked over my shoulder as I stepped up and into the tub. Steam coasted across my skin, the heat almost shocking.

Her voice, steadier now, cut through the quiet. “Only because it's right there in my face. Someone’s not very modest.”

“You adore my ass.”

She rolled her eyes and exhaled sharply. “It's not that nice of an ass.”

“No, it’s not nice. It’s perfect.” I settled down in the water, letting my head roll back against the polished edge of the stone tub, my lips quirking up in a lazy way. “You’re the one who’s still wearing too much clothing, Wildfire.”

Amusement softened her features.

Locking her eyes on mine, she tugged her tunic up over her head, revealing pale and creamy skin beneath the streaks of borgon filth. Bruises marred her flesh, already forming from the battle. Nicks and deeper lacerations. I'd kiss them all away with my healing magic. Two thumps of her boots on the floor were followed by the whisper of her pants, leaving her clad in nothing but underwear, socks, and a heady glint of anticipation in her eyes.

Her fingers trailed over her legs as she shucked first one sock, then the other. Each movement aroused me in a way I’d never experienced in my life. I clenched the edges of the tub as she turned, revealing the graceful arch of her back, the curve of her waist as she slid the remaining layers down across her hips. Her hands lingered there, and she glanced over her shoulder, so demure, so coy. And sly. I couldn’t hold back my growl.

This woman. My woman. My queen.

When she turned and stood before me, everything else ceased to exist. Gone was the splendor of the chamber. Our playful teasing.

Even that hint of vulnerability in her eyes.

The steam shrank, blown aside by the warmth radiating between us. Her wild, sunset hair tumbled freely across her shoulders, enveloping her spine and haloing her skin marred with battle-earned wounds. Her eyes, always challenging, always captivating, locked on mine as if she was daring me to do anything but worship her now.

As I had all along.

The rise and fall of her chest was punctuated by the delicate catch of her breath.

I drank her in.

“You are,” I rasped, my words catching in my throat, “devastating.”

Her brows hitched upward. “Devastating?” she echoed, the tease coming through thick in her voice.

I dragged my gaze over her every curve, committing how she looked now to memory.

“Your hair is wildfire spun from the last light of the sun,” I said. “Your body…” I swallowed hard, my voice dipping to match the joy that filled me. “Even the stars must envy you.”

Her breath caught again, and her face cracked, her lips parting. A delicious ache stabbed through my chest because I could tell my words pleased her.

“And your ass,” I added with a smirk. “I've changed my mind about how it looks in leathers.”

“Oh, you have, have you?” The delight in her voice… I was going to come on the spot.

“It's far prettier when it’s uncovered.”

Her laugh burst free, uninhibited and rich. She ducked her head, letting her hair veil her face, but not before her cheeks darkened with a fiery blush. The sound of her happiness filled the chamber, filled me.

Sliding her gaze back to mine, she angled her hips with an exaggerated flair as she moved toward me. “You’d better be worth all this praise you keep tossing my way, Lore,” she quipped, her voice so playful it made my heart ache.

She took the stairs to the top and paused there, an exquisite statue prettier than the moon, the stars, and the turbulent sea. With a smile, she dipped one foot, then the other, into the water. It lapped at her skin as she stepped down, the ripples surging out to stroke my chest. Her beauty, her wit, her fire. Combined, they made her a force no curse, no throne, no other soul could rival.

She settled in the water opposite me. “This feels amazing.” Tipping her head back, she closed her eyes, and her groan ripped out. “Every muscle in my body hurts.”

“Let me soothe your aches.” I made my way across the tub and knelt in front of her.

Water lapped around us, and the heat flushed my skin as much as the sight of her did. Her neck arched, and I caught the flicker of her pulse against the elegant curve of her throat. A thousand battles had sung in those veins, but now, I would only write tenderness in her flesh.

I settled my palms on her shoulders. Power stirred beneath my skin, eager, restless, waiting to be called.

Her breath eased out as I began to knead the taut muscles. The cords of tension there melted as I pressed paths along the slope of her shoulders with my fingertips. She tilted her head forward, resting it on my shoulder.

“This feels wonderful,” she sighed. “Never stop.”

“Never,” I murmured against her temple.

I worked my fingers around to her nape. I tutted when I saw bruises peppering her back.

Inhaling, I tugged magic from the air around us, feeding it like flames into my hands. The bruises began to lighten, but that wasn't enough. After gently turning her to face away from me, and shifting her hair across one shoulder, I kissed each deep purple shadow marring her skin, infusing my touch with healing power.

A hum rumbled in her chest, and her body loosened further.

“Better?” I rasped, my lips grazing her ear as heat surged through me. She nodded, and I pressed another kiss beneath one of her ears, one full of need.

Turning her back around, I trailed kisses along her neck and collarbone, my hands following the journey. Her skin, painted with the marks of battle, responded as I worked, the bruises fading. A swipe of my thumb across an inflamed gash along her arm, and the faint glow of my magic faded the angry red into nothingness. I sealed each wound with a kiss.

When I brushed my thumbs across her arms again, lazily trailing over already-healed skin, she lifted her head to meet my gaze. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, her lips parted, and her cheeks were flushed, and not only from the steam.

“You're thorough.” Her voice came out husky, and there was no mistaking the slight tremor of unspoken need beneath her playful tone.

“Always.” Her warmth, her heartbeat, the feel of her… It was all-consuming. I trailed my fingers up her arms before gliding them down to settle along her ribs. “Where else does it hurt?”

“Here.”

When she pressed her fingertip against her lips, I kissed her, pulling back to give her a crooked smile. “Anywhere else?”

“I think… here.” She slid her fingertips across the tops of her breasts.

I cupped them and ran my thumbs across her nipples.

She tipped her head back and released a soft moan.

I leaned closer, my breath brushing her ear. “Anywhere else?”

“Everywhere, Lore. I ache for you everywhere.”

I settled on the seat beside her and tugged her onto my lap, spreading her legs around my thighs. Holding her ass, I dragged her forward until she was seated flush against my rigid cock.

Her head tipped back, and she clung to my shoulders, grinding her body against mine.

Pride coiled deep in my chest. Not the kind of hollow pride a crown gave a man, but the utter joy of knowing I could bring this woman to the point where she could shed every wall and defense. The thought fanned the fire inside me, spreading heat through my blood.

I slid my hands forward and while rubbing her clit with one hand, I moved the other beneath her and surged my fingers inside.

“Lore,” she gasped, the subtle roll of her hips as she adjusted against me making my cock ache. My body tightened in response, hard and throbbing.

Her breath shuddered, and she clung to me tighter, her nails digging into my shoulders. I welcomed the bite, the proof that she was here, with me, wanting this as much as I did. Her pulse throbbed in her throat, and her gasps echoed around us.

“Lore,” she moaned again, her voice a sweet plea that sent shivers tracking through me. I loved the way she said my name, like it was both a secret and a promise. I wanted to hear it again and again, forever.

I leaned in, capturing her lips with mine. She opened for me, her tongue meeting mine in a fierce dance. I could taste the battle on her, the sweat and blood and fear, but beneath it all, something sweet that was uniquely her. I deepened the kiss, wanting more of this woman. My wife.

Her hips began to move faster, grinding against my hand. Her heat, her desire was intoxicating. I curled my fingers inside her, hitting that spot that made her gasp and her body shudder.

“Right there,” she breathed against my mouth. “Don't stop.”

I had no intention of stopping. I wanted to make her feel good, to make her forget everything but me. I wanted to give her pleasure, to give her love.

I trailed kisses down her neck, her collarbone, her chest. Taking one of her nipples into my mouth, I sucked on it, stroking my tongue across it until she writhed against me. Dragging my mouth to the other, I gave it the same attention. Her cries filled the chamber, echoing off the stone walls.

When her body started to tense, I pulled my fingers out of her hot passage.

Her grip tightened on my shoulders to the point of pinch. “You stopped,” she growled, her eyes wild and feral.

“Take what you need from my body, love. All of me is yours.” I lifted her only far enough to center my cock at her entrance.

Then I let her drop down, seating my body deep inside hers.
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Reyla

He was long and thick and the stretch of him felt amazing.

I looked up at him, finding his intent gaze on my face.

“Are you going to sit there and stare at me?” I asked. “Or do you plan to do more?”

“Oh, Wildfire,” he said, his lips curling upward. “We're going to do so much more.”

I rocked my hips, taking him deeper, and a moan erupted from my throat. His hands found my waist, gripping, guiding me as I began to ride him. The water sloshed around us, echoing the rhythm of our bodies. His eyes, the stunning green I could gaze into forever, watched me, filled with a hunger that matched my own.

“You feel incredible,” he rasped, his voice thick with need. His hands slid up my body, tracing the curves of my breasts, my collarbone, before one hand wrapped gently around my throat. Not to hurt, but to claim. It was a move distinctly Lorant yet tempered with Merrick's tenderness. A thrill shot through me, making every nerve ending inside me flutter. “Eyes on me, Wildfire. Don’t look away.”

Focused solely on his smoldering gaze, I leaned into his touch, my pulse pounding against his palm. His thumb stroked the side of my neck, feeling my pulse race. His other hand grasped my hip tighter, encouraging my movements. I rode him harder, faster as we panted in unison.

“Lore,” I gasped, my eyes locked onto his. The emotions swirling in his gaze were overwhelming—lust, love, protectiveness, all melded into one intense stare. I felt seen, cherished, desired. It was intoxicating.

His grip on my throat tightened, sending a surge of heat through me.

“Mine,” he leaned close to growl, the word vibrating against my skin. “All mine.”

“Yours.” I was his, utterly and completely. Just as he was mine.

He released my throat, only to tangle his fingers in my hair. He leaned down, capturing my lips in a fierce kiss. His tongue delved into my mouth, claiming every corner, every moan. I met his passion with my own, our tongues clashing in a dance that left us both breathless.

I slowed my pace, grinding against him, feeling every bit of him deep inside me. His groan echoed in my mouth, a sound of pure, unadulterated pleasure. I smiled against his lips, loving that I could draw this reaction from him.

Breaking the kiss, he pressed his forehead against mine. “Reyla,” he breathed, his voice hoarse. “You're unraveling everything inside me.”

“Good, because I've already come undone.”

“Ride me, Wildfire. Take all you need from my body.” His eyes flashed, the tiny gold flecks burning brightly.

“I need more,” I cried, pressing my forehead into his chest.

He took control, lifting me, then pulling me back down, impaling me on his length. I panted, my head falling back as waves of pleasure washed over me.

His pace was relentless, driving me higher and higher. The water around us churned, splashing onto the floor, but neither of us cared. We were lost in each other, in the sensation, in the love that bound us together.

My body began to tremble, my muscles clenching around him. He growled, his grip on my hips biting deep. He was close too. I could see it in the taut lines of his face, in the wildness of his eyes.

He stopped.

His breath came in ragged pants, his chest heaving. He looked at me, a wicked smile playing on his lips. “Not yet, Wildfire. I want you from behind.”

He lifted me off him. I whimpered at the loss, but he chuckled, turning me around and bending me over the side of the tub, belly down. His fingers coiled the length of my hair, binding it around his palm. My heart pounded in anticipation, my body aching for his strength, his need.

He ran his other hand over my back, tracing the curve of my spine. His grip tightened on my hair, pulling my head back. I gasped, my spine bowing in response.

“So beautiful,” he hissed, his voice thick with desire. “So perfect.”

His free hand trailed down my back, over my ass, before sliding between my thighs. He parted me, his fingers stroking my clit. I moaned, bucking my hips against his touch. His laugh came out low and dark.

“Eager, are you?” His fingers circled my entrance. “Tell me how much you want me, need me, pretty little bride.”

I could only whimper and spit out something. “Fuck me, and do it now, Lore or I'm going to…”

He growled, a sound of pure male satisfaction. “You want this?” He seated the head of his cock at my entrance, teasing it inward before pulling back out.

“Yes,” I moaned, thrashing my head against his tight grip on my hair.

“I'm yours.” With a piston of his hips, he thrust forward, filling me completely. I cried out, my body convulsing around his length. He held still for a moment, letting me adjust to the sensation before he began to move.

He set a hard, relentless pace. Each pump drove me higher, pushed me closer to the edge. His grip on my hair tightened, holding me in place as he took me, claimed me, owned every bit of me.

“More,” I gasped, my voice hoarse with need. “I need you, Lore.”

He went faster. The sound of our bodies meeting filled the chamber, echoing off the stone walls. It was primal. Raw. Utterly perfect.

His hand slid from my hip, across my stomach, and between my thighs. His fingers found my clit, circling it in time with his thrusts. I huffed out a growl, my body pulled taut, my muscles clenching around him.

“Come for me, Reyla,” he groaned, his voice rough with heat. “Let me feel you come around my cock.”

My body gave way, my orgasm washing over me in waves of utter bliss. I cried out, my voice guttural, nearly feral.

He groaned, his body tensing as he found his own release, spilling himself inside me.

We collapsed back into the water together, our bodies still joined, our breathing coming in ragged pants. His arms wrapped around me, holding me close, his heart pounding against my back.

“I love you,” he whispered, his voice soft in my ear. “More than anything in this world or the next.”

Tears pricked in my eyes, the sheer depth of emotion in his voice overwhelming me.

“I love you too,” I whispered back. “Always you.”
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Reyla

Ibelieve I dozed. Or passed out from the pure bliss of what we’d shared. I woke still in the tub, sitting on his lap with my back to him, him tilting my head back gently while he slowly trickled water across my hair.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

“Washing your hair. I love it. It’s the sweetest sunshine lit with the brightest moonbeams.”

It was hard to miss his stiffening cock.

“Do you always get aroused while washing a woman’s hair?”

“Only yours,” he said with a low laugh. “You’re not complaining, are you? I believe you enjoy my cock as much as you do my ass.”

“I do like your cock.”

“See?”

Oh, how smug he sounded. How conceited. Although, I had to admit that he had good reason to feel that way. “I screamed your name. That’s such a cliché.”

He curled around me to nibble on my earlobe. “I’m going to make sure you do it again.”

“You are, huh? What makes you think you can state that as if it’s a done deal?”

“Because you love me.”

So much. I couldn’t argue with that.

He finished rinsing my hair and ran his fingers through it, easing out the snarls.

Then he lifted me away from his stiff cock and stood us both, tapping my ass. “Out of the tub.”

Grinning, I waved to his cock bobbing against his ripped abs. “I think that needs attention.”

“All in due time.”

“I could practice nullification on it if you’d like. Then you’ll be more comfortable until you find the time to give my body the care it needs to bring out my next scream.”

He growled and reached for me.

Laughing, I slipped away and climbed out of the tub, standing on the rug with water sluicing down my body. “I’m not sure I remember how good it was between us.” Frowning, I tapped my chin. “My memory may need to be refreshed.”

He climbed out of the water, his body more beautiful than one of the high fates themselves, and after wrapping a drying cloth quickly around his waist with his cock poking the front of the folds, he grabbed another cloth and advanced on me.

Squealing, I backed away. “No teasing now. I don’t think my heart can take it.”

“Take it you will.” He latched onto my arm and held me in place while he proceeded to stroke the fabric across my body. He took special care of my breasts, and after my nipples poked forward and my breathing was ragged, he parted my thighs and started rubbing there.

“Fuck,” I moaned, tipping my head back. “You don’t fight fair.”

“Fair is for the throne room, love. Here, it's just you and me, and when it comes to you, I will always play dirty. And you'll love it.”

He had that right.

I slumped against him, cupping his shoulders to hold myself upright.

Straightening, he tossed the cloth aside and swept me up in his arms. He flitted, and we landed in bed, me beneath him with him caging me in place with his palms on either side of my shoulders.

“Now I have you where I want you,” he growled against my throat.

“I thought you already had me where you wanted me. Me riding you and then you riding me from behind. “

“There are more ways I’m going to love you tonight.”

A myriad of emotions swirled inside me as I gazed up at my husband. His gaze held so much intensity, such profound need, that it stole my breath. Here, stripped bare of everything, it was just the two of us, lost in a world that was entirely our own.

“How will you love me next?” I asked, a smile playing on my lips. My heart pounded, each beat showing the depth of my feelings for him.

He traced a finger down my cheek, his touch feather-light yet charged with a current that sent a ripple of anticipation through me. “Everywhere, Wildfire. Every bit of your body.” A promise that held no hesitation, no second thoughts. Only the purest, deepest desire.

“Prove it,” I whispered.

He leaned down, capturing my mouth with a slow, languid kiss that sent jolts of sensation through me. It was tender yet full of a fierce, possessive need that made my heart flutter wildly.

When he pulled back, his eyes held a mix of adoration and raw hunger.

He curled his body around mine and pressed a tender kiss to my temple as our legs entwined. The heat of him pressed me down, into the blankets, and the solid strength of his thighs held me in place. We'd been designed to fit together, pieces of a puzzle finally forming the perfect image.

My heart swelled with a love so vast, so profound, that for a moment, I couldn't breathe. This was what I had been searching for, what I had been missing for much too long. Not a man of light or darkness, but a united whole. A single soul, shattered into two, then miraculously rejoined.

“You,” I said, my voice trembling with emotion, “are every desperate prayer, every fractured piece of my heart.”

He searched my face. “And you, my wildfire queen, are my reason for existing.”

His lips brushed mine in a kiss that was achingly tender and endlessly intimate. I poured every bit of my love into that kiss, every part of me, until I was utterly breathless and trembling.

Pulling back, he rested his brow against mine, and in the near darkness, I could feel his steadying breath, the thrum of his heart.

“What we have is more than passion,” he said in a voice rough with emotion. “More than desire. It's destiny, Reyla. We are worth fighting for.”

“Yes,” I breathed.

He nuzzled my neck, his lips trailing a path of heated promises along the column of my throat. “My love. My heart. Forever yours.”

His warm breath sent ripples of pleasure across my skin. He paused at the hollow of my throat, pressing a sweet kiss there before continuing his descent. My heart pounded, each beat echoing the depth of my feelings for him. His touch was more than physical; it was proof of our connection, a bond that surpassed the boundaries of flesh and bone.

He lingered at the curve of my breasts, his lips brushing against my skin with a reverence that made me shiver with need. His hands cupped them gently, his thumbs tracing circles around the peaks. Each caress was a whisper of his love. I arched into him, my body responding to his every stroke, craving more of his warmth, his passion.

“You're lovely,” he murmured against my skin, his voice a low rumble. “But it's more than just your physical beauty that draws me in. It's who you are inside. That part of you calls to me, and it always will.”

His words ignited a fire within me, a hunger that matched his own. I tangled my fingers in his thick, deep brown hair, pulling him closer. His eyes met mine, the rich color reflecting the love that burned inside him.

He moved lower, his lips trailing a path of fire across my belly. His hands explored my every curve, every dip, as if I was sacred ground. I felt cherished, adored in a way that I’d never experienced before. This was more than desire; it was worship.

When he reached the apex of my thighs, he paused, his breath warm against my most sensitive places. He looked up at me, his gaze intense. My breath hitched, and he smiled, a slow, sensual curve of his lips, before lowering his head.

The first touch of his tongue on my clit sent bliss crashing through me. I gasped, bucking my hips up against his mouth. His hands gripped my thighs, holding me in place as he continued his delicious torment. Each stroke of his tongue was a promise, a vow of his love, his devotion. I moaned, my fingers tightening in his hair, urging him on.

He took his time, exploring every sensitive nerve ending that throbbed for him alone. He knew my body better than I did, knew exactly how to touch me, how to drive me wild. The tension within me built, a coil of pleasure that was going to snap at any moment.

“Lore,” I cried out. “Please…”

He looked up at me, his eyes dark with his heat. “Tell me what you want, Reyla.”

“You,” I breathed. “I want you.”

He smiled, a wicked curve of his lips, before rising to claim my mouth in a searing kiss. I could taste myself, and it sent my senses reeling. He positioned himself between my thighs, his hard length pressing against my entrance. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him down on top of me.

He entered me slowly, bit by bit, giving my body time to adjust to his size. It was more than physical; it was a joining of souls, a merging of two halves in a way that could never be defined. I ran my nails along his back as he buried himself deeper within me.

“Reyla,” he groaned, his forehead resting against mine. “You feel incredible.”

I could only nod, my voice stolen by the intensity of the moment. He began to move, his hips thrusting in a slow, steady rhythm that drove me feral. Each stroke showed his caring, his love.

His hand roamed my body, touching, caressing, exploring. He kissed my lips, my neck, my shoulders, his mouth moving in sync with his body. It was overwhelming, all-consuming, a force that would soon sweep me away in its current.

“I love you,” he said against my skin, his voice tight with emotion.

Tears pricked my eyes, the sheer depth of his feelings consuming me. “I love you too. Evermore.”

His pace quickened, his thrusts becoming more urgent, more demanding. He devoured me with his mouth and his body. I matched his rhythm, my hips rising to meet his, our bodies moving in perfect synchrony. Pleasure built within me, a coil of heat that made me crave him even more. His heart pounded against my chest, and his breath was hot against my skin.

When his hand slid between us and he stroked my clit, I almost came on the spot.

“Come with me, Wildfire,” he groaned, his voice a desperate plea.

His words and his touch were my undoing. The coil snapped, and the blaze roared over me. I cried out, my body giving way, my nails digging into his back. He shouted his pleasure, his body tensing as he found his own release. His cock jerked deep within me.

We collapsed together, our bodies still joined, our breaths coming in furious pants. His arms wrapped around me, and he tumbled to the side, taking me with him.

“That was…”

“Perfect.” His voice was soft in my ear. “Just like you.”

I smiled, my heart swelling with love. “Just like us.”

He pressed a kiss to the top of my head, his arms tightening around me. “I'm never letting you go. You're my fated one. My only one.” He held up his arm, and the symbol of our fated love blazed for the world to see.

“Hold me forever.”

“Forever and a day,” he promised. “Evermore.”

“We’re going to break the rest of the curse,” I croaked, desperate not to lose him. “I’m going to figure this out. I know you can’t tell me how, not even if you know. I’ll ask all the right questions. Dig into any clue. I’m going to end it, because I’m not losing you, Lore.” I rose up on his chest and locked my gaze with his. “Never. I’m fighting for us and there’s no battle I won’t win. Do you understand?”

With a smile, he blinked.
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Lore

We dozed and bathed and returned to bed, only pausing to send for food that we consumed in each other’s arms. It was messy and fun, and it made me feel complete, as much as I could with the curse looming over us.

But I didn’t want to dwell on that; I wanted to focus solely on Reyla.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked, purring in her ear as she lay in my arms beneath the blankets.

She smiled, tracing lazy patterns on my chest with the tip of her finger. “Us. Our future.”

“What do you see?”

She closed her eyes. “I see you and me, together, ruling Evergorne with fairness and love. I see us fighting side by side, defending our kingdom from any who would dare to threaten it. I see us growing old together, our love stronger each day.”

“I want that too. A future filled with love, with hope, with peace. A future where nothing comes between us.”

Was that even possible? Already, I knew we had to leave my suite. We'd had this time together, but the days were rushing by too fast. Soon, I'd turn thirty and… I wasn't going to think about that until I had no choice. From what I'd discovered in my research, no one else had gotten this far. My father and each father before him had died divided, never knowing true love, never feeling whole again.

Surely that meant the fates were on our side?

She looked up at me with so much hope in her eyes. Was it enough to carry us both? Because mine was thinning. It wasn't easy to hold on, to keep pushing. Had others given up? They might've, and I could not blame them. This curse had haunted my family for too long.

The fates pray it would stop here with us.

“We'll make it happen,” she said. “Together, we can overcome anything.”

“Together.”

“Which means we need to do something.”

I tightened my arms around her. “What position do you want to try this time?”

Her laugh snorted out, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I meant we need to do something about the curse.”

“I was afraid you'd say that.”

“I didn't have time to tell you that I was able to nullify a spell.” She slid from the bed, taking her warmth with her.

“What did you nullify? Because I’ll point out that you haven’t made good on your threat.”

She sent a pretend scowl in my direction, the glide of her gaze down my body sparking through me once more. My cock responded immediately. “Again?”

“Tired of my gorgeous cock already, wife?”

“I’m not sure I’ll ever be tired of cock.”

“My cock. There’s a fine distinction, and I believe we should name it.” I smirked. “Thoughts on what we could call it?”

“The royal scepter? It's fitting for a king, don't you think?”

I ached to kiss the sly smile off her face. Instead, I stroked my cock, knowing my lovely mate would soon take note and suggest she stroke it herself.

Instead, she opened the closet door and stepped inside to paw through her bags still packed and lying on the floor where our staff had left them. We’d eventually have to let them inside the suite to take care of her things, but for now, it was wonderful to share this time with my wife. Life and all I needed to deal with would be slamming its fist on the door soon.

She poked her head out of the closet that was equal in size to my bathing chamber. “Royal Scepter has a certain gravitas. Should I start addressing it in this way during every engagement?”

“By the fates, please don't.”

“Borgon slayer?” A quick swipe sent the hair off her face, but it would drift forward again. I’d loved watching her ride me with it streaming around her shoulders, her back, and her face. “Your cockiness is effective at destroying enemies. And me, apparently.”

“While I do enjoy feeling you quiver around me when you come, I'll argue that you have destroyed me, not the other way around.”

“And that’s how it should be,” she said much too smugly.

I had to admit she was right.

“Lustbringer?” she said with a muffled laugh. “That seems accurate given its capabilities.” She drew her head out of a deep bag and peered around. “They may not have packed it.”

“Packed what?”

“I think Fire Starter,” she said with a grin. “After all, it ignites me.”

I stroked my cock harder. “Come show me how ignited you are. If you ask in a dutiful voice, I’ll let you ride me.”

“Dutiful, huh?” Her huff rang out. “You're distracting me.”

That was my intention.

“It’s not here.” She returned to stand beside the bed.

I, of course, admired her naked body and rose onto my elbow to stroke my fingertips across her chest, landing on her right nipple that I rolled between my finger and thumb.

Her eyelids slid shut before snapping open again. “Stop it.” With a grumble, she backed away from my reach. She snatched up a thin nightgown someone had thoughtfully laid on the chair. It had remained there, unused, because I couldn’t bear to see her wearing even a stitch of clothing. “I won’t be long.”

“Don’t go,” I called out a touch too plaintively as she strode toward the sitting area. “You don’t even have to ask dutifully. Even if you snarl, I’ll let you ride my fire starter.”

She paused in the doorway and glanced back over her shoulder. “You, my adorable husband, need to wait.”

A flit, and she was gone from my view. Farris must’ve heard us, because he bounded into the room, leaping onto the bed. He sniffed at my ass and brought out my groan when he pawed near my fire starter, before snorting and circling around to settle on the blankets.

Reyla popped back into view again, and that was all Farris needed. He jumped into her arms while she juggled a small book and a velvet bag about the length of my palm.

“My sweet little nyxin missed me so much,” she said, snuggling her face in his neck.

“So did I.”

Her attention wandered to my body, and she gave me a conniving look. “We have a problem. You’ve…deflated.” After placing Farris on the floor, she moved closer. When her sparkling gaze swept across my naked frame, and my cock kicked into action again, her smile grew. “I am going to ride, so make sure your dragon is ready. Does it need a bit of assistance?”

I growled and with a flit, pounced on her, sweeping her up and laying her on the bed where I could pin her to the blankets.

“Not right now, Lore.” She banged the book on my shoulder then thrust it between us. “Don’t you want to know what’s inside her diary? I nullified your mother’s spell, and I’ve got the key.” It dangled along with the ring and pendant between her lush breasts. “It might contain clues.”

“I do want to know what it says, but my dragon is hungry.”

“I suspect your dragon is always hungry.”

“Then feed it, love. That’ll subdue it for a while.”

“For all of a few moments, you mean.”

“Would you want anything less?”

She tossed the book onto the bed. When it landed near where Farris had settled again, he huffed, jumped onto the floor, and trotted into the sitting area where he wouldn’t be disturbed.

Reyla wrapped her arms around my shoulders and with a quick buck, she sent me onto my back, though if she asked, I’d admit that I’d allowed it to happen. I knew all her moves. And adored them all with equal fervor.

When she rose over me and placed the head of my cock at her entrance and plunged her body down, I forgot about everything else.
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Reyla

The diary was waiting, and I was determined to read it as soon as I could.

But we’d spent a night together and part of a day.

As much as I wanted to stay in our suite forever, we couldn't do that to our people. We'd taken a few stolen moments for ourselves, but we needed to ensure that those in the city were receiving the help they needed.

We rose from the bed.

After bathing, Lore stood inside the closet, pulling on his leather pants and tunic, the faint creak of the straps breaking the quiet as I finished strapping a blade to my thigh. His eyes trailed over me, a smirk teasing at his lips. “I love how skilled you are with weapons,” he said. “You already know that you’re utterly lethal to my heart.”

I rolled my eyes while a grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. My leather armor clung snugly, the dark hue bringing out flecks of silver in the embroidery along its seams, a royal touch I didn’t ask for but couldn’t exactly turn down. “Lethal?” I arched a brow, slipping a dagger into the top of my boot. “Lethal works both ways, you know. One look at you, and I'm questioning if we’ll make it out of this room today.”

He crossed over to me in a few bold strides, his warm hands settling on my hips, pulling me close enough for the air between us to disappear. His lips brushed my ear, his voice low. “You know what I mean.”

I sighed as bliss sunk through my bones. This husband of mine… He kept undoing me then putting me back together again, and I wouldn't have it any other way. I looked up at him, almost ready to suggest we take a bit more time together before leaving, but guilt stabbed through me. I didn't begrudge this time with him, but I wouldn't love him at the expense of others. We had to make sure things were going well in the city.

I pressed a hand against his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “Soon, love.”

His grip tightened as though he hated the idea of letting me go, before he nodded, his jaw flexing as he stepped back. “You’re right.” The sultry look in his eyes promised things that sent warmth flooding through me despite what waited for us outside our suite.

He cupped my jaw, his fingertips brushing my cheek, and kissed me.

I curled my fingers into his leather tunic and kissed him back. Heat coiled low in my belly, that magnetic pull I found impossible to resist. But reality was insistent, and the city wouldn’t wait for us.

Not long later, we stepped out into the hallway, Lore’s hand brushing mine before linking our fingers together. At our appearance, our guards snapped to attention.

“We’re going into the city,” Lore said.

The guards nodded crisply, falling in step behind us.

As our carriage wound down the hillside, approaching the city, the scent of death hung in the air. On the outskirts, we left the carriage and proceeded on foot. Smoke lingered like a ghost refusing to be banished, curling up from smoldering funeral pyres and buildings alike. People bustled around what remained of the marketplace and the streets surrounding it, their faces streaked with soot, busy hauling timber, sacks of grain, and crates of supplies.

The market was a sea of overturned stalls and splintered wood, the air still sharp with the tang of destruction.

Lord Briscalar hurried over to join us. “Welcome, welcome. Delightful to see you both.” Dressed in a simple tunic and pants, one might think he lived one street over—if they didn’t catch the flint of authority in his eyes. “We’ve made considerable progress,” he told us both. “The bodies of those who perished have been collected. The head of the castle guard has been coordinating food, water, and supplies for construction, and I’ve set up a central area near the market well, where healers are giving aid. Castle staff are handing out bags with provisions, and others are ensuring we fill whatever need our citizens may have.”

“Thank you,” Lore said.

I barreled into Briscalar and hugged him. His breath whoofed out, and he patted my back. Easing away, I braced his arms. “You need a raise. A new manor house, perhaps? Or elevation to the highest position in the court.”

“That would be ours, love,” Lore said with the curl of his lips. “But I see where you’re going with this.” His mouth smoothed, and he met Lord Briscalar’s gaze. “Find me in the throne room soon. I have something in mind.”

“Oh, my king. My queen!” Briscalar bent forward in a deep bow. “I do this with my heart, not with the expectation of any sort of reward, and while I’m delighted that you think of me kindly, please don’t.”

“Throne room, Lord Briscalar,” Lore said, though his eyes gleamed with humor. “You will not dissuade me.”

“I thank you, then.” Briscalar’s gaze scanned the area. “If you’ll excuse me…” He rushed over to help someone heft a bundle of slate tiles onto a roof where they would replace those destroyed by the borgons.

We continued across the marketplace.

Lore stopped to help a woman pushing a cart full of bread, shanks of meat, and rounds of cheese, taking it from her and guiding it to where she'd set up a stall. As she joined him, he tugged a pouch from his pocket and handed her coins, speaking to her in a low voice, probably telling her to give everything away, that he'd more than cover the cost. From our own personal coffers, I’d bet.

I spotted a man wrestling with a sagging beam at the edge of his stall, his brow furrowed as he worked to maneuver the new support post into place with one hand, his shoulders trembling under the weight of the beam overhead.

I rushed his way. “Let me help.” Reaching up, I steadied the beam, lifting it slightly while he rushed to grab the support post and maneuver it into place.

As he secured it, his eyes flicked to me, and I read how tired he was in the creases on his face and around his eyes. He exhaled, dipping his head forward. “Thank you.”

Behind me, footsteps approached. I turned, catching the approval in Lore’s eyes as he paused at my side. He didn’t speak, only placed a hand against my lower back, where he gave me a quick stroke. “You belong here. More than you realize.”

Heat pricked the back of my neck, and I nodded.

He moved off to help others while I rushed to help the man carry another post from his cart and helped him add it to the building.

Surren and the rest of my guard hovered nearby, scanning the area for threats.

I flicked my hand his way. “Don’t stand around me. Go help someone.”

Surren’s brow narrowed before he spoke with the others. They split, rushing to assist where they were needed the most while Surren strode over to work on the stall with me and the man.

“I’ve got it from here,” the man finally said, stepping back to look at the repaired stall with pride. “Go help others and thank you again.” His hand landed solidly on my shoulder. “I’d heard things…” Color suffused his face, and his gaze shot to the cobblestone street. “Nasty rumors that are clearly untrue.” When he looked up, steel filled his eyes. “I won’t allow anyone to speak badly of you in my presence.”

“Thank you.” With a crooked smile, I left him to help someone else.

Pain etched my people’s faces. The city had suffered. Crumbled walls, patched roofs where homes had been scorched, and too many marked by grief. Families hovered near pyres, their shoulders hunched.

They'd dragged the borgon carcasses to one area, and they burned too, a pyre built by angry villagers and rage.

I crouched down where a group of children had gathered near an overturned cart, pulling scorched bricks from the wreckage of what must’ve been someone's home. Sweat clung to their foreheads, streaking paths through the dirt on their cheeks. They worked with surprising determination, but the jagged edges of crumbled masonry made me flinch for their safety.

“Here.” I gently took an enormous, sharp-tipped slab from a boy no older than eight and laid it on the growing, neat pile nearby. “You’ll hurt yourself if you’re not careful.” I pulled a strip of cloth from my pouch, wrapping it around his palm in a makeshift glove. “Protect those hands; we’ll need them.”

The children paused, their wide eyes on me as though seeing me for the first time. I met the gaze of an older girl who seemed to be leading the group. She straightened, crossing her arms on her chest. She was clearly defensive, though curiosity lingered in her eyes.

“You’re organizing this?” I asked her.

She gave me a curt nod. “We want to help too. Don’t tell us we can’t. This is the second crushed building we’re sorting through.” She waved to a large mound of stones nearby. “We’re clearing the rubble so a new one can be built.”

“I wouldn’t think of telling you that you can’t help. We need everyone to set our city right.” Admiration for them tugged at my heart. I motioned to the rubble around us. “It’s a wonderful idea, but first…” I rose and strode over to a villager pushing a cart full of tools and supplies up the street from the waterfront. “Do you have gloves, aprons, or anything I can give the children to wear to protect them?”

“A few pairs of gloves.” His frown shot to the children watching us silently. “Lord Briscalar brought all sorts of things from the castle, and we’re grateful to him for it. You too,” he hurried to say. “It’s not common for a queen to…” He must’ve realized what he was saying could be taken as criticism, because he placed his palm over his mouth before his hand dropped to his side. “Wait here? I'll be back.”

“Of course.”

As he scurried back down the street toward the harbor, the children whispered. Soon, the man returned with gloves and a few leather aprons, handing them to the older girl to divide up among them. He left to take his cart farther into the square while I showed the girl how to keep the younger ones safe while working, teaching them to sort salvageable materials from debris so they could separate what could be reused for repairs from what should be discarded. How to avoid being too close to a wall that might collapse.

“Stack anything worth saving together with the rest. Rubble can go in a cart for the mason to grind or dispose of.” I righted a cart that didn’t appear horribly damaged.

One of the littlest boys looked up at me with his eyes glinting with tears. “Will this bring back our homes?”

“New homes, but yes.” I stroked his light brown hair and wiped the tears from his face. “Every piece you save will help us rebuild faster.” I left them to find Lore. “Many are homeless.” I swiped my hair off my face, probably streaking soot across my cheek, but that was the least of my worries. “They need housing now.”

“I spoke to Briscalar about it already, telling him to send those who don't have shelter to the castle. We’ll make sure we find a secure place for every one of them.” He lifted his leather tunic up over his head and held it out to me.

Taking it, I frowned, unsure why he'd handed it to me. He removed his soft undertunic and started shredding it into strips he added to the pile near the healers, holding only one back to dip in the water at the central well. He returned to delicately hold my face while he gently washed it clean.

After stroking his chest and returning his leather tunic to him to don again, I hurried over to the children with a fresh idea in my mind.

I crouched back down near the older girl, her sharp gaze darting between me and her group of children. She reminded me of a wary nyxin defending its pack. Smart. Careful. Protective. That kind of instinct couldn’t be taught. It had to be earned the hard way. She was so much like me when I was growing up as an orphan at the fortress. Always look out for the younger ones, someone once told me. They’re our future.

“What’s your name?” I asked, keeping my tone even so I didn’t spook her.

“Missy,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

“You’ve done a good job here, Missy. Your friends trust you, and it’s clear you’re keeping them safe.” Her posture softened. “I need a person like you to do something important. Do you feel up for a new task?”

Her brow scrunched. “Like what?”

“There are people here who are scared and don’t have a place to stay tonight. Families with little ones, elders who can’t rebuild on their own. Children who've lost their mothers or fathers or both. They need someone strong, smart, and capable to find them and help them get to the market area so we can make sure they have food, clean clothes, and somewhere safe to sleep tonight.”

Missy’s eyes widened, the weight of what I was asking sinking in. For a moment, I thought she might say no, and I worried it was too much to put on someone this young. But she straightened, and determination hardened her features.

“I can do that,” she said. “I'll find them for you and send them here.”

“I knew I could count on you.”

Glancing over her shoulder at those still working on the rubble, she chewed on her lower lip. “What about them?”

“I’ll keep an eye on them while you’re gone. Take someone with you if you want, an older child who can help spread the word faster.”

Missy nodded, stealing a quick look at the boy I’d taken the slab from earlier. “I’ll talk to Nill,” she said more to herself than me.

“Good choice,” I said. “Now listen. Tell them to come back here or send one person from every group or family to the market square so we can get them organized. Make sure they know they’re welcome, no matter what they’ve lost. We’ll take them to the castle and make sure they have a safe place to stay. Food and water. A warm fire to stand by when it gets cold tonight.”

Her chin lifted, and I could see it already. She'd accepted the responsibility, made it her mission. “I’ll find them.” Her gaze shot back to me. “Will there really be enough food for all of them?”

“I'll make sure of it. I promise.” Worry gnawed its way through my chest. Lore would do his best to feed and shelter everyone, but stretching resources over the weeks to come would take no small amount of magic. Or a touch of ingenuity.

Missy studied me for half a breath before turning on her heel and calling to Nill. They strode off together.

“She’ll vanquish an enemy someday.” Lore’s voice came from close behind me.

“Maybe she already has. She survived this.” Would she make it through what I worried might be coming?

“You see yourself in her, don't you?” he asked, and I nodded. He brushed a stray strand of hair back from my face. His touch lingered, his eyes roaming over me in a way that made me acutely aware of how kind, caring, and amazing this man was.

“You're not wearing your tunic,” I said. “If you're not careful, your pretty skin will take a beating.”

“Had to take it off again. Someone else needed it; they had nothing.” He tilted his head, a teasing smile tugging at his lips. “Still pretty, am I? I thought I was lethal, the kind of man who can ruin anything.”

“Including me.” I pressed a hand to his chest, where warmth simmered under the muscle. “You can be both. It’s unfair, really.”

“How so?” His hand covered mine now resting over his heart.

“You’re too perfect.”

“Never that. Don’t forget that behind my amazing ass, I’m still insufferable, arrogant, and obsessive.”

“How can I?”

“I’d say you’re the one who’s unfair here. You disarm me with a single look. You inspire both devotion and madness within me.”

I shook my head, biting back a grin. “Madness seems about right.”

He leaned closer, his voice dipping to a murmur only I could hear. “I’d tear apart the fates themselves for one kiss, Reyla.” His lips brushed my forehead in a whisper, his breath warming my skin. “But for now, I’ll settle for watching you be a true force that should be reckoned with.”

A flush raced up my neck, but I held his gaze. “Good. Keep watch then. We’ve got mouths to feed and homes to rebuild.” We'd come back tomorrow and the days after that, not stopping until our city had been restored and our people were safe.

His low chuckle rang out as he reached for his tunic. “As you say, my queen.”

The day waned, and we continued working. And as the sun set, we helped pile newly found bodies onto pyres. In my mind, I continued an inventory of repairs yet to be made. Homes without doors or windows. Missing slates on too many rooftops. People wearing worn, scorched clothing, the only items they still possessed. We’d all donate or craft what we could with magic. I'd enlist the lords, ladies, and staff at the castle the moment I arrived back home.

As the sun dipped lower, Lore’s steady gaze often met mine. We tracked each other, tethered by the love burning in our hearts.

When we paused by a well to drink, he brushed the back of his hand against mine. “They see your strength, Wildfire, and so do I.”
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Lore

Night had long since fallen before we returned to the castle with a long trail of adults and carts with sleepy children behind us.

Inside, Lord Briscalar met us once again. Like in the city, he quickly took charge, sending messengers to the manors telling the lords and ladies that guests would soon arrive.

“I have this in hand, Your Majesties.” He dipped forward in a quick bow. “Some volunteered rooms in their homes while others… Let us say that they’ve been persuaded to lend their assistance.” His sharp gaze met mine. “I reminded them of who provided protection, of who they owed allegiance to.”

Bloodsworn.

His worried gaze traveled across us both. We must look as bad as we felt. We were tired. Worn out both physically and emotionally, and there was still too much left that needed to be done.

“Direct me,” I said, and Reyla nodded.

“I’d like you to…” Frowning, the lord tapped his chin. “Go to your suite. Bathe. Eat the meal I’ll send up. Remain there until morning.”

“We need to do more,” Reyla leaned into my side, but it was anyone’s guess who was propping who up.

“Tomorrow is soon enough.” Briscalar reached out and rubbed her shoulder. “You’ll be no help at all if you collapse, my dear.”

“There’s so much to do.” The heart wrenching agony in her voice made me turn and lift her into my arms. The fact that she didn’t protest but snuggled against me told me all I needed to know.

“Perfect.” Lord Briscalar’s eyes lightened with approval. With a sharp nod, he turned and directed attendants and lords and ladies alike in a seamless way. “Lady Yoolar, station your servants at the outer gates. Have them guide guests who have yet to arrive into the main ballroom. Windest? Make sure supplies from the castle’s second storeroom are brought up immediately. Blankets, temporary beds, clothing. You know what I mean. Enlist others to set them up inside the ballroom.”

“The ballroom?” Windest gulped. “You're sure you want⁠—”

“Do you have a better suggestion?” Briscalar asked dryly.

Windest hung his head. “Um, no. I'll do it immediately.”

“Delightful.” Lord Briscalar clapped his hands. “Others. Attend to me this instant. We'll need plenty of fresh water, tubs full of it as well, all brought or magicked to the ballroom. Set up screens for privacy and ensure there are plenty of drying cloths, clean clothing in every size. Whatever anyone might need to ensure their comfort. Magic it if we don’t have it on hand already.” His gaze met mine. “Can you think of anything else we might need?”

“Food. Plenty of food.”

“Excellent,” he breathed, clapping his hands again, startling a few staff lingering nearby. “If you have skills in the kitchen, offer them to the head chef. He'll wisely direct you. We need hearty food. None of that fluffy stuff he adores crafting to please the lords and ladies, though a few treats would not be amiss.” He glared at the staff staring at him with their mouths ajar and flicked his hands their way. “Go! Don't stand there.”

They scooted away.

“Allow me to assist you.” Briscalar hurried over to where an elderly man was guiding an even older woman across the big foyer. He swept his arm around the back of her waist and eased her onto a settee near the right wall. After speaking to the couple, he crossed the room to instruct someone else.

The villagers, who’d looked worn and hollow minutes before, gravitated toward him like flameseekers to moondust. For all their grief and exhaustion, hope flickered in their eyes. The promise that someone had a plan and the realization that their lives weren’t going to unravel overnight made a lot of difference.

The lord returned to stand in front of me. “Why are you still here?” His cough rang out, and his ears pinkened. “My king. My queen, that is.”

“We need to help.” Reyla lifted her head off my shoulder. “Direct us.”

“Your Majesties,” Briscalar said grandly. Concern taking over his usual stern expression. “As you can see, I have things well in hand. Please leave the rest to me.”

I wasn’t someone who yielded easily, but even I could see the truth in his words. He was thriving here, finding comfort and a purpose where others might fall. Briscalar didn’t need either of us overseeing him, and he certainly didn’t need Reyla dropping from exhaustion on the foyer floor.

“Thank you.”

He dipped forward in a bow. “It is my pleasure.”

I flitted us to our bedroom, silencing Reyla with a quick kiss before she could issue a protest.

She tilted her head away from me, narrowing her eyes. “You know, one of these days, you’re going to tell me how you perfected the skill I should've mastered long before you.”

I didn’t bother hiding my grin. “My only goal is to take exquisite care of you.”

“That remains to be seen,” she said with only a hint of her usual pertness.

“Once you’re well-rested…”

“You'll pounce.” She gave me a silly smile. “And I'll pounce on you.” I placed her on her feet, and she slumped against me as I guided her into the bathing chamber. There, she sluggishly undid her weapons' straps, her fingers fumbling over the buckles.

I caught her hands and kissed her knuckles. “Let me.”

“I think you enjoy stripping me,” she said, but the breathlessness in her voice clenched in my chest. Her strength hadn’t failed her, but she’d come far too close for my liking.

“That I do.” I kept my touch gentle as I removed the armor and weapons she wore like an extension of her skin. One blade strapped at her thigh. The ones I'd given to her at her waist. Three bound to her calves. A few in her boots. And one hidden along her back that brought a soft chuckle from my throat. Her long dark lashes dropped as I worked, her shoulders sagging.

“You carry more steel than a smithy on market day, love,” I said.

“I'm prepared to fight at all times, and don't you forget it.” Her voice wavered at the end.

“Never. Though perchance, for tonight, the fight can wait?”

“Yeah, we can battle again tomorrow.”

I peeled the leather from her body, tossing it aside, leaving her standing wearing only her practical linen undergarments.

Her chin lifted, and she met my eyes, turning back into my formidable warrior once more, even after stripped of blades and armor.

Her exhaustion hurt me. It was one thing to wield power, but it was another to see the one you loved fraying under the weight of heart and duty.

I traced the line of her jaw, tilting her face toward mine. “You give so much of yourself, but even the fiercest must rest. I’ll watch over you.”

She smiled and leaned her face into my touch. “I'll try not to collapse before you finish. You’re rather efficient.”

I poured my magic toward the tub. Warm water filled it quickly, and steam curled up from the surface in lazy tendrils.

While she sagged against me, I released the fine straps of her undergarments, freeing her until there was nothing left but all her naked beauty.

Her cheeks pinkened as she motioned toward me. “Aren’t you going to…?”

Before she could finish, a flick of my fingers sent my pants and weapons to an untidy pile on the floor. Her gaze swept over me, and for a moment, it was hard to tell who was holding who hostage with a look.

“Efficient enough for you?” I raised a brow and lifted her into my arms. Her body melted against mine as I climbed into the steaming tub and lowered us both into the water.

She settled on my lap, her sigh brushing my throat as hot water lapped around us. I scooped up some cleanser and gently massaged it into her hair. The rich scent of herbs filled the space, though it was nothing compared to the sweet scent clinging to her skin.

Water sluiced over her in rivulets as I poured magic into the task. My fingers worked through the knots in her hair, then along the planes of her back, her shoulders. She leaned into my touch like I alone could tether her.

“You move through this world like it owes you nothing,” I said as I delicately washed the grime from her face with a soft, wet cloth. “Yet you deserve more than it has ever tossed your way. You give, again and again.” I kissed her forehead, breathing her in. “If you’re this world’s queen, then I am its crown, worn only for you.”

Her laugh came out low, tired, but real. “That was a lot. Even for you.”

I smirked, cupping her face to tilt it toward mine. “Pretty words suit me, don’t they?”

“They do.” Her smile softened as her eyes fluttered shut. “But the bath and your hands? They suit me better.”

“You belong to me,” I whispered against her damp skin. “And I belong to you, always.”

She hummed and snuggled deeper into my arms. “Don’t forget our promise from earlier. I’m not that sleepy.”

Her soft breaths fanned across my chest as she tumbled into sleep.

For now, she would rest.

Everything else could wait.
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Lore

It took days to set things right in the city, and it would’ve taken longer if Lord Briscalar wasn’t leading the charge. My lords and ladies surprised me, stepping forward to offer more than they were asked to deliver. I hoped this would help us come together as one people, though I knew it would take time and guidance to bring about the future I envisioned.

Time I may or may not have.

We’d even been too tired each day to explore Isodine’s diary.

Finally, with only three weeks left before my birthday, things were settled enough that we could take time for ourselves.

We lounged in our room all day and ordered food to be brought to our suite, eating it in the sitting area with the spread before us on the low table. We hadn’t allowed anyone inside the suite other than her ladies to collect our soiled clothing, and Faelith, who came to take the nyxin for regular walks.

Reyla nestled on my lap, feeding me food off the platter.

Once we’d finished, she rose and scooted into the bedroom, returning with the small book and the velvet bag. “See?” She settled on my lap and smoothing her fingertip across the Evergorne crest on the front cover of the small book. “Dragons.”

I frowned at the book. “I see ravens facing each other with their tails and wings flaring out behind them.”

“Dragons.” She nibbled on her fingernail, speaking around it. “Though I believe you see ravens. We need to figure out why we don’t see the same thing.”

Was this also related to the curse or a simple mistake? Although, who’d confuse ravens for dragons?

“What’s this?” I flicked the velvet bag she’d also placed on her lap.

“My gift from the Halendor head librarian.”

I lifted my brows. “When did you see the Halendor head librarian?”

“She visited with Valera and left this for me. I didn’t meet her myself.” Reyla held up the bag. “I put it inside here because it’s invisible. I could feel it, but I couldn’t see it.”

“Intriguing.”

“I tried a nullification spell on it, but it didn’t come into view, so I assume whatever she gave me is spelled in some other way. I believe the spell also disguises what it is because it feels like a long, thin rock.”

“Not the most exciting gift, then.”

With a shrug, she untied the ribbon she’d secured at the top and spread the fabric wide. Her wide-eyed glance shot my way before returning to the bag. “Would you look at that?” Upending the velvet pouch, she slid out the contents—a silver dagger nearly the length of her palm with a small red stone on the handle.

“Even more intriguing.”

Reyla pinched the hilt and lifted the dagger into the light of the fire. The blade seemed to drink in the glow rather than reflect it, the silver pulsing as though alive. Shadows coiled along its sharp blade in ghostly smoke trapped beneath its surface.

The red stone on the hilt throbbed, catching my breath. It wasn’t a steady rhythm but erratic, mimicking a heartbeat. Reyla tilted her head, angling the blade so the light caught strange etchings on its spine—markings too intricate and uneven to be decoration but too deliberate to be scratches.

“Do you feel that?” she whispered.

I nodded, though I couldn’t name what it was. The air had thickened around us, carrying a tension that pressed against my skin. The dagger wasn’t only a weapon; it was something ancient.

And it was waiting.

Such an odd thought. Waiting for what?

“Why make the effort to bring this to me?” she asked. “Do you think it could be related to the curse?”

“Why do you suspect that?”

She shook her head, still staring at the blade. “I’d be foolish to discount it. Everything feels bound to the spell.” With a sigh, she slipped it back into the bag. “Funny how I can see it now, touch it, and identify it.”

Truly spelled, then.

“I’ll keep it close at all times. You never know when we might need it.”

“Clever.”

After setting it back on her lap, she tilted her head, tapping her lips. I dutifully gave her a kiss, though it was more heated than anything delivered by duty. Moaning, she cupped my face.

I was soon lost in her, only coming to the surface when the small book fell off her lap and thudded on the floor.

“You’re much too distracting,” she said, all flustered as she scooped the book up and returned it to her lap. “Keep doing that, though, would you?”

My laugh rang out. “It would be my pleasure, my queen.”

“Ours, Lore. Ours.”

She lifted the book up to the key, and it fit. The lock clicked, but she lowered the book back to her lap, not flipping back the cover.

“Do we truly want to know what’s inside?” she asked, her voice pensive.

“We need to, don’t we?”

“We might find something that could be hurtful.”

“For me, you mean.”

She snuggled back against my chest. “I could look at it when I’m alone and let you know if you need to hear what’s written inside if you want.”

“Read it. I can handle whatever it might deliver.”

“Alright.” She flipped open the cover and feathered the pages.

“Blank,” I said, disappointment tainting my voice. “I thought⁠—”

“Not blank at all.” She frowned up at me. “Don't you see her writing?”

I held Reyla’s gaze steady.

“Oh.” Her mouth formed a circle. “Interesting, isn't it?”

“Why?” I was able to croak out.

“I assume I can see what’s there because what she's written could relate to the curse. I've found the curse doesn't allow anyone at Evergorne to speak more than random hints that must slip through the spell. And it chokes you off whenever you try. Maybe it prevents you from reading much about it.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.” No wonder multiple generations hadn’t been able to discover much about the curse’s origins. That could be why each king had verbally passed information to his heir, rather than writing it down.

A frown knit her face. “Maybe the spell is weakening, either because it's been such a long time or because…” She huffed out a breath. “Or because we're on the cusp of something wonderful.” Her eyes closing, she hugged the book against her chest. “I'm going to believe this is why. Let me read it to you. Blink after the first few lines if you understand what I'm saying.”

I blinked to confirm I understood where she was going with this. Would Reyla’s words make sense, or would only she understand what Valera's mother had written?

“To my beloved Isodine.” Reyla's soft voice broke through my thoughts, swirling through the room. “Valera's mother's name.”

“Yes.”

“Beloved. Valera told me your father gave her this. Did he love her?”

“As far as I knew, my father loved no one but my mother, but I was ten when he died.”

“Did he love Erisandra, or did he only wish he could?”

I shrugged. I couldn't tell her why I'd needed a willing bride, nor why we’d done all we could to ensure Reyla loved both of us. We weren’t allowed to speak of our love and the first part of the curse would only break when a willing high fae bride loved us equally and declared it.

“When my dear husband died, I was bereft,” Reyla read in a lilting voice. “I mourned his loss.” She paused, looking up at me. “Do you understand?”

I blinked.

“I’ll continue then.” Her voice lifted an octave. “We weren’t fated mates, but he'd filled my heart. It broke when he died.” She swallowed and turned around on my lap to face me. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

I knew she was thinking of the man she'd loved and lost. She’d told me they hadn’t been fated mates either.

All I could do was stroke her back and curl forward to kiss her cheek. Share the loss with her. I felt no jealousy. How could I when she was mine, and she loved me enough to break the first part of a curse?

“I feel bad for her,” she whispered. But she stiffened her spine and continued, speaking in a hushed tone. “I kept busy with my daughter and my illustrious position at the library. It was a satisfying life even if a sad one. Then Theon came by to express his condolences.” She glanced up at my face. “Note she isn’t calling him King Theon.”

“Perhaps they were good friends. It’s not that uncommon to drop titles in a situation like that.”

“Maybe.” She continued to read. “We talked, and he was sweetly endearing. I couldn't imagine why his queen was unfaithful. How could she betray such a dear man?”

There it was. I'd heard the same rumors, though never spoken to my face. At the time, all I could do was internally grimace. I’d told myself she hadn’t been with the advisor. She was with my father all that time.

“He came by to visit with me again. And again. We would sit in the upper part of the library and talk about our shared love of books. He was well-read, as one would expect in a king, especially one as solemn as Theon.” Reyla looked up at me. “Are you still understanding my words?”

“I don't know if I'm hearing everything you're saying.”

“Good point. The curse could block some of them out. I'm going to trust that you'll hear what you need to. I'll read them all.” She frowned at the book she held between us. “We took long walks together, and despite the difference in our ages and despite him being married to Erisandra, I fell in love with him. I didn't expect to find two men to adore in one lifetime, and I fought it. How could I not when Theon was married? We were together in every way a pair could be, even one sanctioned by the fates.” She sent me a stunned look. “They were fated mates. Fated mates!”

“Why didn’t he put my mother aside to be with Isodine?”

“Do you think he believed only your mother could break the curse? If she loved the advisor, who was actually him, he may have felt he only needed to make her love him as well. Does the couple need to be fated mates to break the curse?”

I shrugged because I didn’t know. “What else did she write?”

“Now that I love him, something has changed,” Reyla read. “Where before I wasn't aware of the curse, now it haunts me. People say such odd things, then don’t appear aware they spoke.” Her breath caught. “That’s like me. Do you think…” Her head tilting, she slowly blinked. “That could mean…” She tapped the open page of the book. “I bet Isodine was the same as me, the only one who could’ve broken the curse for your father.”

“She was not his willing bride,” I croaked out, gasping as my throat closed off, severing my wind.

Reyla stroked my neck, and my wheezing gasp escaped. “Don’t do that. Keep speaking in riddles or blinking. I can’t bear to see you in pain.”

I nodded, then added a blink.

“She wasn’t his willing bride, but she was the one the fates sent to him to end this.” Her sigh rang out. “But it didn’t happen because he was still with Erisandra. And so the curse renewed itself again with you.”

“The fates have fucked up our lives.”

“Hmm. You’re right.” She continued to read. “We were lost from then on. He couldn’t set her aside, not while his other half loved Erisandra, his willing bride. The two argued about it all the time.” She looked up. “She’s referring to your father’s night. How sad. Part of him loved Erisandra while the other loved Isodine.” Lifting the book, she read some more. “She refused the divorce and even if she’d agreed and Theon and I could wed, he refused to make any effort to get to know me. We lost. His birthday came…and there was nothing I could do to save my beloved Theon. But you…Reyla.”

My wildfire's eyes widened as she looked up at me.

“My name is in her diary,” she said. “Valera told me her mother had some gift for foretelling, that she knew I'd come here one day and that…” She pinched her eyes closed and when she opened them, tears trickled down her cheeks. “Maybe she knew I could end this.”

If only I dared dream.

I stroked the tears off her face, hating that she cried for me, while torturously loving that she did.

“I will end it. I promise, Lore. There’s a reason I’m here. The fates wouldn’t bring me to you only to steal you away. I love you. All you were and all you are today. I married you. You. Lorant was right to call me wife, just as Merrick was. I didn’t know it then, but in my heart and on that day on the ship, I was marrying all you are and all you will ever be.”

“You have no idea what it meant to me when you stood on the deck and agreed to be my wife,” I said, my voice low and gutted. “It was so much more than you being a willing bride who could—” I swallowed back the tightening of my throat. “You know.”

“Break the curse.”

I blinked. “All I could see was you. Only you from that moment on. I didn’t care if I was only given six weeks with you. It would be enough.”

“Never enough. We deserve more. We should have a full lifetime.” She tilted her head, a tendril of her moonlit hair spilling over her shoulder. Her lips curved in that knowing smile she reserved for us. “Tell me what you felt then. I know what I felt.”

“Irritation at the part of me who couldn’t help but snarl.”

“Irritation is much too light a word for my feelings back then.”

My laugh snorted out. “I could tell.” I tapped her cute nose. “I knew how much I infuriated you, but I couldn’t stop from pushing you to flame, over and over again.” I held her face, staring into her eyes. “But the wedding. Standing beside you on the ship. Watching you say vows you thought were meant for someone else.”

She blinked, a flicker of confusion mingling with curiosity in her eyes. “I was stunned already, falling for the proxy when I knew I was marrying another man.”

“You were falling already?”

Biting down on her lower lip, she nodded. “I couldn’t help it, though I tried.”

I grinned. “I sensed that as well.”

“You made sure to remind me of that more than once.”

I held her gaze. “I was falling for you already too.”

“Not the snarly part of you,” she said in a mocking tone.

“All of me.” I pressed my fist to my chest. “I could not stay away. Like the tide surging up the shore, my love for you never ends. Our wedding was the most wonderful thing I’ve ever experienced.”

Her brows lifted, her lips parting, and I almost smiled at how easily she could appear disarmed by my words.

I brushed my fingers along the column of her throat. “You thought I crafted that dress and those jewels for no reason at all? It was not done out of duty.”

“Such an embarrassing moment for me. Tempest gave me a nice dress, and I stuffed it into my bag. I tried to spell it smooth, but my magic is more inconsistent than I'd like. I felt wretched, but mostly I was worried about disappointing my husband.”

“Let me tell you what I saw. The Reyla standing in front of me was fierce enough to challenge me and brave enough to defy me. But when I saw you that evening, dressed in a gown too simple and rumpled to match your fire, I knew I—” I paused. “I knew I couldn’t keep myself from giving you something worthy. Something that might only somewhat come close to showing you the way I already saw you.”

Her breathing halted. Her fingers squeezed mine, and tears shimmered in her eyes.

I pushed on, the words spilling out faster. “That moonlight… It was all I could control when standing in front of you. Creating that dress meant giving you a piece of the night itself, the same night I’ve always drawn my strength from.” I grazed her jaw with one fingertip, tilting her head to drink in the love in her gorgeous brown eyes. “Not once did you thank me for how luminous the dress made you look.” I was such a tease.

Her laugh came out soft. “I think I managed to fumble out something to that effect before you barked at me about wasting time.”

A rumble escaped my throat. “I had to say that, had to thrust the wall back up between us. Do you have any idea what it did to me to watch you wearing the dress and jewels I’d crafted only for you while knowing I had no right to touch you the way I longed to? I couldn’t expose that weakness. Not then.”

“You tucked flower petals into my hair.” She grinned now, bright and teasing, and I was so grateful she was no longer crying. “That doesn’t exactly scream untouchable bodyguard to me.”

I exhaled, dropping my forehead to hers before speaking. “That was a selfish thing on my part. Completely, irrevocably selfish. Those petals? They were nothing but excuses. A reason to stand closer to you, to pretend, even for a stolen moment, that I was more than the shadow trailing your light.”

“Lore,” she whispered, her tone full of emotion. “You were falling for me then.”

“I didn’t know what the feeling was.” My voice roughened, my grip tightening enough to betray the feelings that had lashed through me from the moment I met her. “All that part of me knew was that the idea of anyone else standing beside you, speaking vows I would kill to say for myself, was unbearable. When we repeated the words together, everything else—the curse—” I choked off but continued, shoving the words up my throat. “The lies, my divided soul—they all disappeared. For the first time, I felt whole. It wasn’t duty or honor or even fate that kept me beside you on that deck. It was the beginning of love.”

She closed her eyes, letting that sink in. Her hands came up to rest against my chest. “I…” Her eyes opened, and something in her expression softened. “I thought you envied that part of you that was Merrick.”

“Merrick loved you from the moment I met you. But the part of me that was Lorant craved you. Adored you. Would’ve and still would do anything to see the light of love in your eyes. Every bit of me dreamed of you whether the moon or the sun had risen. All of me would’ve fought fang and claw to keep you by my side all the time, Reyla. From that moment on, you became my reason for existing.”

She bit her lip, tears threatening to spill again, though she tried to blink them away. “So that moment, when we stood and spoke those vows⁠—”

“It was everything, Wildfire,” I said, my voice raw. “I accepted that I would love you that day. Part of me fought it⁠—”

“No,” she breathed with a smirk.

“Even as I swore vows I thought would crumble the second the truth unraveled, I knew one thing. That I would love you with every breath, every touch, and every battle we endured. That moment was the start, Reyla. Everything else has been built on that foundation.”

Her tears fell, but she laughed as she wiped them away. “And here I thought that part of you hated me back then.”

“The only thing I hated was being powerless to claim you the way I wanted to. I stood on that deck, pretending I didn't give a damn, while you shone like the moon herself wrapped in the dress I’d put my heart and soul into crafting. Every bone in my body screamed at me to stop the façade and share the truth even if it killed me. I was desperate to keep you with me forever.”

Her smile trembled, and she fell into me, her arms wrapping around my chest in a hug that felt like home. Her voice, thick with emotion, pressed against my soul. “You did claim me. With flowers in my hair and moonlight caressing my skin.”

I nudged her head up. “What I felt then, Reyla, grew into this. Into us. I’m yours, now and always. But that day and on that ship? You were mine long before either of us admitted it. Don’t ever doubt it.”

Her lips curved upward. “At least this explains your horrible temper.”

I barked out a laugh, kissing her forehead, a crush of love jolting through my chest. “You’re never going to forgive me for that, are you?”

“Never.” She grinned, then dropped her voice, resting her head against my chest again because it had always belonged there. “I’ll remind myself it’s because you loved me too much even back then.”

“I—”

“King Lorick,” someone cried out in the hall. “King Lorick!”

“Lord Briscalar.” Reyla slid off my lap and tugged her nightgown down around her thighs. “I should grab my robe.” She scooped up the diary and velvet bag holding the small blade and scooted into the bedroom while I rose and walked to the door, wearing only soft pants hanging low on my hips.

I found a red-faced Lord Briscalar standing in the hall, sputtering. “What is it?”

“I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, my king. My queen!” He peered past me to where I could feel my wildfire coming up behind me. “I knew you’d want to hear this as soon as it was discovered.”

“Tell us.”

“It’s about the queen mother.” The lord’s wild gaze met mine. “She escaped from her rooms.”
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Reyla

“Act as if we don’t care that she escaped,” Lore told Lord Briscalar. “No, pretend we know where she is and that she’ll soon be locked up—this time with double the wards.” His gaze sought mine. “We’ll hold court as usual.”

“Very well.” Briscalar bowed but paused before opening the door to the hall. “News has arrived about High Lord Zeiger.”

Lore lifted his eyebrows.

“Sadly, his body was found outside the wall. It’s believed the borgons killed him during their attack.”

“I see,” Lore said with a frown. “Please announce his passing to the court and see that his estate is managed until his family can be notified.”

“Very well, my king. I also wish to report that I've accommodated everyone's needs.”

“Well done. Tell me more.”

Briscalar’s lips trembled, and his face filled with color at the praise. “All displaced have temporary shelter, and fine goods have smoothed whatever uncertainty that might’ve lingered among those who were…less eager to assist.”

“Fine goods from our coffers, I assume,” Lore said dryly.

“Where else? Tithes will replace them in a short time. The city is rebuilding faster than I’d dared hope. And thankfully, none of our patrols beyond the wall have seen a single borgon.”

Lore nodded. “Good. Stretch the patrols wider. I want double the coverage across the forest side of the city. If anyone sees even a hint of a borgon, I want to hear about it right away.”

“And you shall.”

“Anything else?” Lore asked and the lord shook his head. “Do attend us in the throne room after we arrive.”

“As you wish, my king.” After bowing again, Briscalar left.

We bathed and dressed to impress.

The deep lavender fabric felt cool under my fingers as I adjusted the dress Lore had chosen for me to wear to the throne room. Its simplicity complemented the intricate embroidery along the neckline and made it shimmer like starlight. Every thread seemed alive, humming with magic.

Across the room, Lore stood in front of a gilded mirror, smoothing his formal black tunic. The collar framed his sharp jawline, and the silver detailing on his cuffs caught the early sunlight cutting through the windows. His was a dangerous kind of elegance, and his self-confidence only made me adore him even more.

“How do I look?” I asked, spinning to let the fabric fan out before settling again.

Lore turned, his gaze running over me, and I felt the heat of it more vividly than any compliment. His expression softened, though a spark of mischief flickered in his eyes. “If we're trying to outshine the court today, you’ve thoroughly succeeded.”

I raised a brow. “We do look good. It's not too much?” The last thing I wanted to do was flaunt that we were doing well when so many of our people were not.

“They will take heart in seeing us wearing our finest.” Stepping closer, he entwined our fingers. “It's important to maintain the façade.”

Before I could reply, a loud knock at the outer door snagged our attention. We went to the sitting area and called out for whoever it was to enter.

One of the castle guards stepped in, metal glinting where sunlight caught his armor. He bowed low. “Your Majesties, the court has assembled.”

Lore pressed a kiss to my temple and nodded to the guard. “Lead the way.”

Our guards clustered around us as we took the stairs down to the first level, their magic and weapons ready to deploy. As we approached the throne room, those on either side of the heavy double doors swept them open.

“Rise for their majesties, King Lorick and Queen Reyla,” the herald called out from inside.

Whispers within the chamber came to an abrupt halt, followed by the rustle of clothing. As we strode down the red-carpeted aisle, the high lords and ladies and lessers alike, draped in their best, rose from their seats on either side of us. Their gazes shot between Lore and me, and I suspected they were trying to guess how we were holding up after the recent events. The news must’ve spread quickly.

Lore had been right; it was good to maintain the façade.

We climbed the dais and took our places on our thrones.

“Lord Briscalar,” Lore called out. “Please come forward.”

The lord strode down the red carpet and out into the center of the large open area. He bowed deeply then straightened, his hands linking behind his back.

“I wish to commend you for all you’ve done for this court and our people,” Lore said.

“Hear, hear,” someone called out, followed by cries of approval from many of those watching.

“No one could represent us better,” I said once their voices had died down. Lore and I had talked about this before leaving, trying to decide how best to reward Lord Briscalar for all he’d done.

“Please approach us. We’re bestowing highest lord status on you today.”

Zeiger’s position. No one deserved it more than my friend.

Lore’s gaze swept the room. “Court, please remain standing.”

Lord Briscalar walked up the stairs and stopped in front of us, dropping to one knee. “My queen.” His voice shook. “My king!”

Lore and I linked hands, each of us channeling a bit of our power forward to wrap around Briscalar.

His face darkened. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Nothing is needed, Highest Lord Briscalar,” I said with a smile. “Rise as the herald presents you to our court.

“Hail, Highest Lord Briscalar,” the herald intoned.

Cheers echoed in the room.

“Thank you, my queen. My king.” After bowing again, Briscalar strutted from the dais and back along the aisle, moving to stand beside Talvon again.

We’d strategized as we bathed and dressed, and decided the best way to handle Erisandra’s escape was to act as if we weren’t concerned about it at all.

“This court is now in session.” Lore waved for the first supplicant to be brought forward.

All heads swiveled toward the entrance as a woman entered. Her hair was pulled back in a cascade of intricate braids that framed her regal features, and she held her head high, daring anyone to challenge her. The fabric of her gown shimmered in the low light, rich hues of deep blue and gold highlighting the sharp angles of her face. She strode down the aisle and came to a stop at the end.

Before she could speak, the chamber doors banged open behind her, crashing against the stone walls.

Gasps whipped through the room like flames on dry leaves.

The woman peered back and shrieked, staggering sideways, nearly falling over a man seated nearby.

Erisandra staggered into the throne room, her wild appearance catching the attention of everyone present. Her once-pristine gown hung in tatters, exposing bruised skin smeared with dirt. Her hair draped around her shoulders in thick knots. Gone was the woman who'd glared at me with snide dignity.

When she reached the end of the aisle and the open area before the dais, her head snapped up. The feral gleam in her eyes forced the air from my lungs.

Lore stiffened, his inhalation loud in the looming silence. “What in all the fates…”

With a scream, Erisandra barreled across the open area.

Cries surged among the lords and ladies, some leaning back as if her madness might harm them, others craning their necks to make sure they didn’t miss any of the latest scandal.

She came to a stop several feet from the steps, swaying as she focused on Lore.

“You will not win.” Her voice cracked, but its strange cadence rattled through the room. “There is not enough time, do you hear?” A shrieking laugh tore from her throat, clawing across my goose-pebbled skin.

Lore left his throne and stepped down from the dais. I followed close behind.

“Mother,” he said carefully, stopping a few feet away from her. He stared at her face, maybe searching for the woman he'd adored all his life. “What happened?”

Her head snapped back as though struck, then forward again, and she caught both him and me in her penetrating gaze. “Escaped. Had to, son. I had to tell you—” She screeched, ripping at what remained of her gown, smacking her limbs.

Was this some sort of…warning for us?

The air snapped, and her voice deepened to a guttural snarl. “You cannot hold me. No one can.”

There was something very wrong here, and not only in her appearance and the rabid way she behaved.

I drew both daggers, the scrape of steel against scabbard comforting, and angled my body between her and Lore.

“Guards,” I said, my voice shaking. “Attend us.”

Weapons hissed through the air as the soldiers closed in, their hands pulsing with summoned magic.

Erisandra's scream tore through the room, the sound sharp, jagged, and ending in a bird-like caw. It bored into me like shards of broken glass. Her body pitched forward as magic crackled in wild arcs around her. Everyone in the throne room seemed to hold their breath.

She dropped to the ground and writhed, her skin flashing to black feathers and back again until she morphed into a…crow.

The one who’d tried to keep me from climbing across the castle wall to reach Merrick?

A blink and she was Erisandra—or not Erisandra—again, rising to her feet with a violent surge.

Her hands snapped out, paler than I remembered, and magic blasted toward me with a force that made the room bow outward.

Calling shadows to protect me, I flung my blades at her. But with a lift of her hand, she deflected them, sending them toward the outer walls, where they impaled themselves to the hilt.

The guards couldn’t move fast enough. Lore’s magic couldn’t encase her fast enough.

And my shadows…

They dropped away from me and sidled across the marble tiles toward her.

Her glare pinned me in place, and the dark magic she hurled at me again twisted through the air, seeking me with a hunger that gnawed on my bones.

I called more power and whipped it to shadows that coiled up from the floor in a fluid dance to meet her spell.

Lore’s elemental magic roared. Heat pressed against my side as flames licked up his forearms.

Our power surged out as one. Where my shadows devoured her spell like ink flooding water, his flames burned so white they scorched the air itself. This wasn’t planned. We didn’t need words or even a shared glance to know what we must do. Our magic fused and snapped between us in a wall unlike anything I'd seen or heard of before.

The collision was blinding. Shadows and flame tangled in a brilliant knot, battering back her attack in an unyielding tide. The room darkened and brightened in waves, power surging between us in a vicious current. Magic hummed through my veins as I sent more to join Lore’s.

Together, our power didn’t simply push her magic back. It shredded it, tearing it apart until it hissed and vanished.

Erisandra staggered under the backlash, and her shriek ripped through the room again, piercing my ears. Her face flickered, her features melting before knitting themselves back together again. What replaced them wasn’t a crow or any version of the woman I knew. This face was too flawless, its angles unnatural, its beauty unsettling in its perfection. The air grew thick with the scent of charred wood.

Someone in the audience gasped before her tremulous voice rang out, full of terrified recognition. “It’s the wizard, Prager.”

The name dropped through the room like a boulder hitting a still pond, and the ripple it made froze every person watching. I'd heard the name before. This powerful wizard had attacked Tempest, and my friend barely escaped with her life.

“She’s possessed the queen mother,” someone hissed.

For how long? Perhaps for years.

Erisandra—now Prager—turned with an eerie grace, her teeth exposed in a grin that was much too sharp. Her hand rose, and before anyone could act, magic lashed outward.

The high lady who'd spoken clawed at her throat. Blood gushed through her fingers and when her eyes rolled back and her hands dropped away, her head toppled, falling from her shoulders. Like an abandoned puppet, her body crumpled to the floor near her head.

Screams erupted from the crowd.

The high lady's blood pooled across the floor, the metallic tang of it soaking the air. Lords and ladies stumbled from their seats in a mad scramble to escape the throne room.

Prager’s eerie grin never faltered.

Lore prowled forward, all predator as he closed the distance between them. I rushed along with him, determined to protect him in any way I could.

“Get out of my mother, Wizard,” he snarled. “Or I’ll drag you out myself and leave nothing of you behind.”

Prager undulated Erisandra’s head in the hypnotic dance of a serpent. “Oh, how noble,” she sneered, her borrowed voice dripping with sarcasm. “Fused once more, are you? Such a novelty. You won’t get any farther.”

“Watch and see,” I bellowed, yanking up my skirt and pulling a small blade from the sheath on my thigh. I brandished it in her face. “We’re breaking the curse. Breaking it!”

Prager tipped her head back and cackled.

“Take her. Bind her.” Rage flashed in Lore’s eyes as our guards tightened around the wizard, magic pulsing from their fingertips. I stepped closer to Lore, coiling my shadows around us both.

Lord Briscalar rushed over from the side of the room, stopping behind us, his voice aquiver. “Majesties,” he hissed. “Prager is…” He gagged and cupped his throat, his wild eyes spiraling. “An ancient wizard. She can⁠—”

Prager’s arm jerked toward him. Magic seared the space between them, a spear of light meant to silence him as easily as it had the high lady. I threw my shadows up to protect him while Lore's icy blades crashed against Prager's chest.

Gasping and with his arms flinging outward, Briscalar backed away. “She⁠—”

“Out,” Lore barked, his eyes never leaving the wizard. “Get out now. All of you!”

Briscalar hesitated, but fear made him obey. With one last look at me, he retreated through the door behind the thrones in a panicked rush.

What was left of our court raced through the doors at the other end of the hall, and the panels boomed closed behind them, leaving us alone with a wizard seeking vengeance.

Prager’s face rippled again, the perfect symmetry of her features wobbling as if she was fighting against something internal.

Erisandra's features reemerged slowly, her lips forming strange, soundless words before she started choking. Her hands clawed at her throat as if she was trying to rip the wizard from deep inside her.

When she spoke again, she mangled the words, spitting them out broken and wet. “Find…the three. Split into…three.” Blood spilled thick and dark over her lips, gushing across her chin and the front of her gown as she swayed. “Before… Before it’s too late. Son. Love you…”

She convulsed, her legs buckling as she collapsed in on herself. As she tumbled to the floor, landing hard on her knees, Prager snapped back into place, taking over the queen mother’s body.

She lifted her head, her face radiating hatred. “It will not matter, precious,” she said with a sneer.

Precious…

The old woman at Lydel harbor who’d been desperate to buy Farris.

The drunk at Evergorne pier who’d staggered close to me. He’d broken a bottle and hurt me.

Now she was possessing the queen mother.

“You cannot stop me,” she shouted. “The curse will not waver. It will soon drown you both.”

Erisandra’s fingers spasmed, and her hands jerked up. She clawed at her chest. Her face rippled again, flickering between the two identities. Finally, her features softened, and her wide, tear-filled eyes locked onto Lore with a desperation that made my lungs seize.

“I love you—” she croaked, her voice splintering with pain. “I didn’t—It wasn’t me!” Her words gurgled, choked off. Her body shook violently. Prager’s hold was tightening like wire around her throat.

“Mother. Fight it,” Lore begged. His face filled with steel, but the way his chest jerked in and out told me how much seeing his mother like this gutted him.

Erisandra's hands smacked into her neck, her nails raking grooves in her skin as if she was trying to rip herself free from Prager’s grip.

I stepped closer, unsure whether I should shield her or us, but Lore caught my arm, holding me back.

Her lips bled as she forced them apart, shoving out each word in torturous pain. “Under—throne—find what was…hidden.” The words sputtered, and she gagged, spewing blood onto the floor between us.

“I’ll kill it.” The assassin I remembered was alive and thriving in Lore’s every word. “I’ll tear it out of you, Mother, piece by piece. I promise.”

Prager surged back, her voice cutting through the air in a sly, twisted way. “You think you’re strong enough to face me this time, boy?”

This time?

When he’d run away as a boy and stumbled upon a cottage in the woods…

My memory reminded me of Erisandra slinking into the forest, peering back as if she hoped not to be seen, perhaps knowing I was watching.

Prager all this time.

Precious…

This wizard had been following me, determined to make sure I didn’t break the curse.

Erisandra’s features contorted, her gorgeous face morphing into something monstrous. Her mouth curled while Prager took over her throat and spewed venom. “No savior now.” Peering around, she huffed out a gloated laugh. “I will destroy you like I did every single male of your bloodline.” Her head snapped back, her gaze locking on us. “Even a willing bride cannot stop me.”

“Don’t do this,” Lore cried.

Prager’s swollen, bleeding neck quivered, and she chanted in a singsong voice. “Not together. Not apart. You’re weak. You’ll break just like they all did before you. Poor little King Lorick. I’ll enjoy slicing your world apart.”

Her body convulsed again, her limbs twitching. With a sickening snap of her neck, blue-green light surged from her chest, shooting from her body in bolts of lightning. The magic flipped around and drove back inward.

Erisandra’s face wavered into view, and she gasped, her hands flying to her belly as the light hit inside her and spread like poison.

With another push, Prager consumed her once more.

“Hold strong, Mother. I’ll destroy it.” Lore moved faster than I could process, closing the gap between himself and Prager, the assassin and the noble king perfectly intertwined. His fists curled, and when he raised his hands, the air answered his call. The marble beneath our feet quaked, shards of it splintering up, joining the torrent of energy gathering around him.

“Lore.” I couldn't reach him through the crackling charge of his magic.

“Get out of her,” he snarled, his voice jagged with horror and rage. But layered beneath it, I could hear the anguish threatening to undo him.

This was the mother he’d adored when he was a child. Somewhere, buried beneath the parasitic force, Erisandra had remained. If I knew my Lore, he'd die to save her.

Prager laughed with Erisandra's mouth in a sound terrifying enough to curdle the air. “Tell me, High King of Evergorne, how does it feel to be powerless?”

“Why?” I shrieked. “Tell us why you’re doing this.”

Lore bent low, punching his fist into the shattered floor. Fire erupted from the point of impact, veins of molten flame streaking outward in a searing web. The heat was immense, the flames too bright, but my shadows instinctively coiled around me, dulling the intensity. The fire whipped toward Prager, but it split in two, surging around her without touching.

At his command, vines writhed up from the cracks beneath Prager’s feet. They snapped out, coiling around her wrists, her legs, her waist. She shrieked, the sound less human and more feral as the vines dragged her forward, forcing her to her knees in front of Lore.

His eyes shimmered with agony.

“Mother—” his voice broke, and that single word wrenched through me.

Something flickered in Erisandra's eyes. Her lips trembled, tears spilling over her sunken cheeks.

“Lorick,” she whispered in such a loving way before her face wrenched into the wizard’s again. “Weak little boy, drowning in useless sentimentality. I will feast on it as I did with all the others. Now you know what it feels like to be an object owned. I split you all. Split everything.” Her cackle rang out. “Cursed the same as the rest. Cursed to endure what it feels like to be divided and incomplete and never fully loved for all facets of who you might be. Each of you has been so precious. So tasty.”

Only one person in my past had sneered that I was “tasty,” and my friends and I had killed him. I would destroy this being with my bare hands if I had to.

Lore’s expression fractured, the rage tipping into something darker. His features sharpened, and the assassin surfaced fully.

“No,” he hissed. The fire and vines obeyed his command, bending and twisting, living extensions of this man I would willingly die for. “I am loved for all I was and all I am.”

“You won’t get any farther,” she barked out.

“I will! Weakness isn't sentimental. That would be letting a parasite like you think it still holds a leash on my soul.”

The room exploded with sound and force. Thunderous currents rippled outward as Lore drew not only the fire, the vines, and the air into his command, but the marble floor began to bend itself toward him as well. Even the foundation of the room couldn’t resist. Shards of stone lifted into the air, spiraling around him in a crackling sphere of elemental energy.

Erisandra's body contorted as the vines tightened around her throat.

Lore’s shoulders rolled. Even from where I stood, I could feel his torment. He flung everything at Prager, but like before, it slithered around her, leaving her untouched except by the vines.

Then, even they snapped away.

She straightened, her eyes shining with feverish joy.

“She’s still in there,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “I can't get her out.”

“Oh yes, you can, my precious,” Prager said with a coy whine. “Try a little harder, why don’t you?”

“Three…” Erisandra croaked. “Find the three!”

Prager's voice snapped through, coming out of Erisandra’s mouth. “Enough. I will not allow you to say anything more.”

A crow surged up out of the queen mother’s body and with a pop, it disappeared from the throne room, leaving only the taint of wood smoke behind.

Lore's mother crumpled forward, her body collapsing in a heap on the blood-drenched floor. Her tangled hair splayed across the marble in a ring around her lifeless head.

After one shuddering breath, her chest stopped moving.

Lore rushed over and dropped down beside her, lifting her wrist before gently resting it on the carpet.

“Prager killed her rather than let her speak,” I said, tears burning down my cheeks.

“Coward,” Lore hissed, his head snapping up. His flame-bright eyes pinned me in place before flicking back to the body. Now, he was colder. Methodical. The hunter had taken over. “I vow to destroy her.” He rose to his feet and tugged me into his arms, holding me while he shook. “I will destroy her. This I vow!”

“Love, I’m here, and I’ll help you. Together.”

He stared into my eyes and nodded.

“A funeral pyre,” he said, his body shaking with fury and rage. “We will care for her body and then…” His grim gaze met mine. “We will find the three my mother died to tell us about.”
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His tortured gaze fell on Erisandra. “I want to do one last thing for the woman I loved.”

The silence that followed her collapse was suffocating. The room seemed to hold its breath, waiting for a move, a sound, anything. Dust swirled in the sunlight cutting through the newly shattered windows, the debris settling around Erisandra's fragile body.

Lore’s knees slid on the blood-smeared floor. His face could've been carved from stone. He moved with the kind of grace I’d only ever seen in his most ruthless moments, yet his hand trembled as he stroked her dirt-streaked face, brushing away blood already caking on her cheek.

“You didn’t deserve this.” His voice ghosted over her still form, full of tenderness. “No one does.” His jaw worked as his other hand brushed a snarled lock of hair from her face. So intimate. Gentle. Seeing him this way shredded something inside me.

His breathing rattled his chest, and I suspected his wall of self-control was beginning to crack. He traced her shoulder with his fingertips, the hollow in his throat bobbing as his voice rasped out. “She’s at peace now.”

My hands felt useless at my sides. I stepped forward, placing one on his shoulder, squeezing. “You're not facing this alone.”

He didn’t react at first, but he didn’t pull away from me either, and that was all I needed to move closer, to drop down and curl my body around his.

The doors quivered opened, and courtiers and guards cautiously crept back inside, peering around at the devastation with shocked expressions and wild fear in their eyes. When they saw Erisandra lying on the floor, the few in the lead gasped, the sound echoed by those behind.

We rose to our feet.

Several of Erisandra’s ladies-in-waiting pushed to the front, their cries tearing through the stillness. They collapsed together, sobbing as they clutched each other’s clothing. A few rushed forward, dropping to their knees beside the queen mother and draping themselves over her body.

“Who killed her?” one woman hissed, her pale face full of confusion. “Please tell me. We must go after them at once!”

Had the curse snatched back what they'd seen already?

“A beast got inside the throne room,” I said, my voice growing stronger when Lore looked my way and jerked out a nod. “The queen mother died defending King Lorick and I, and her sacrifice…” I choked off, my eyes stinging with tears. I had not loved the person I’d met when I arrived at Evergorne Court, but if Prager hadn't been inside her, forcing all her actions and snide words, I might've. “We defeated the beast, a magical being whose spirit has fled. They murdered the queen mother and destroyed the throne room in the battle.”

“The fates curse them,” a lord snarled. “How dare they enter the sanctity of this court and do such a horrible thing?”

“Such a brave soul,” someone said. “May the fates preserve the queen mother now.”

“Our poor queen mother,” a man cried out, his body shaking with sobs. Others joined in, wailing along with him.

“So brave.”

“She adored our king and queen. It's not surprising she’d give her own life to protect them.”

Among most, Erisandra had inspired fierce devotion, and her loss would be felt deeply.

Lore reached out, taking my hand. Tension spiked through his body, and his voice cut through the room. “The queen mother is gone.” His tone didn’t waver, though I knew him well enough to hear the strain underneath it. “She’ll be honored according to tradition. High Lord Briscalar, announce her death to the city. Ensure the pyre is built, Talvon. Tonight, my mother’s body will be returned to the loving arms of the fates with a pyre in her favorite royal garden.”

Briscalar bowed and strode from the room, barking orders as he disappeared through the chamber doors. Talvon moved to oversee the staggering nobles, his presence steadying them in a way that cleared space for Lore and me.

Lore scooped up Erisandra in his arms. She hung limply, her bruised arms dangling free, reminding us of the battle that had ended her life. Gasps and cries rippled through the court as he began walking along the red-carpeted aisle toward the exit.

I remained close behind him, near enough he’d know I was there. He angled his head toward me, but he didn’t look down or speak. Words weren’t necessary in moments like this.

He carried his beloved mother through the silent corridors, courtiers parting in a quiet wave to allow us passage. No one spoke, but they all bowed their heads.

Erisandra’s personal suite felt chilly despite the flames crackling in her hearth. I stayed near the entrance to her bedroom, watching as he carried his mother’s limp body across the plush rug and lowered her gently onto her bed. As he arranged her arms on her chest, his knuckles went bone white.

Maintaining his control was slowly slicing him apart.

Her ladies hurried in, their faces blotchy and with sobs wrenching up their throats. They stopped and bowed their heads as Lore turned to them.

“Prepare her for the pyre.” His voice quavered, but I was sure I was the only one who noticed. “Dress her in her finest gown and jewels. She’d want that.” His jaw locked, and his eyes glistened as he strode across the room and stopped in the doorway, taking my fingers, squeezing them before releasing them and motioning for me to follow.

One of the ladies met my eyes. “We’ll take care of her,” she said, her voice a guttural wail. “We swear it.”

“Thank you.”

Lore paused in the hall, his every muscle screaming. Stiffening, he strode forward. I followed, trailing in the shadow of his pain. Neither of us said a word. When he finally stopped in a dim alcove, he braced his arms against the stone wall and lowered his forehead onto his forearms. I wrapped my arms around him from behind, resting my cheek on his back.

“She deserved better than this.” Anguish wrenched through his voice. “Why didn't I see what was happening? I could've done something. Found a way to drive that…thing out of her.” His body shook, and I tugged him away from the wall, turning him to face me.

I held him again while tears slid down his face.
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We bathed, changed into formal clothing, and returned to Erisandra’s suite to find her lying sweetly on the bed, her eyes closed but looking as if she’d open them soon. This time, she’d smile and give us welcome. That’s what I told myself she’d do, what the real Erisandra would do. Not the wizard who’d pushed her to be nasty to me and stage a coup to seize the throne from the son Erisandra had loved.

We helped her ladies wrap her in a shroud, and Lore lifted her and carried her downstairs and all the way to the back entrance. He only relinquished her to her ladies before we stepped outside.

The air buzzed with the sounds of preparation. Workers moved around solemnly, speaking to each other quietly as they got the last things ready. A towering pile of wood had been stacked in his mother’s favorite garden. Flowers wavered in raised beds around us, and the wind skittered through the trees.

Clusters of ribbons tied with lavender, thyme, and sage had been tucked among the kindling, the fragrance mingling with the thick, earthy scent of damp soil and wood. Lords, ladies, and villagers alike scattered petals near the base of the pyre, the vibrant colors dimming now that the sun had started to drop in the sky.

Lord Briscalar and Talvon wove through the workers, their instructions quiet. Briscalar pointed out an uneven beam at the edge of the pyre, and Talvon corrected it with a sharp nod. Around them, whispers floated on the chilly air as people streamed into the garden, dressed in their finest. Some carried lit candles that flickered in the breeze, while others clutched flowers or nothing at all, their grief filling their empty hands.

I remained at Lore’s side. As he watched and waited, his broad shoulders remained straight and his face stoic. Only the twitch of his jaw showed his overwhelming grief.

When we passed through the iron gates and into his mother’s favorite garden, the growing crowd shifted, creating a pathway for us to take toward the pyre. Conversation ended, and heads dipped low, all clasping at least one hand against their chests.

At the heart of the garden, the pyre loomed. Flower petals brushed against the hem of my gown as I stepped closer, and a faint floral scent clung to the cold air. Erisandra’s ladies-in-waiting followed behind us, their faces pale, their hands clutching the shroud that cradled the queen mother’s broken body.

They handed her gently to her guard, who climbed the newly built stairs and arranged her on the top of the pyre before smoothing the fabric of her shroud. A strand of her hair, a lighter brown than Lore’s, had come loose, and one of the guards tucked it back gently.

Lore stood beside me a few feet away, his arms stiff at his sides. Watching him from the corner of my eye, I could see each breath shudder, as if he was pulling the surrounding night into himself. Overhead, the sky bruised deeper into night, stars peering through a pall of thick clouds.

After her guard had returned to the ground and tugged the stairs away, Lore strode over to the base of the pyre like a man walking into battle. The gathering held its breath, the silence making my ears ring.

“You gave me life,” Lore said, his voice low. The rawness in words carved into my chest. “You raised me. You stood by my side after my father died. When I was crowned. You loved me, and for that, I am eternally grateful.” He paused, his fingers curling into fists, before he forced them open again. “No words can undo what you endured, what was taken from you. But tonight, I vow this: you will not be forgotten. Your sacrifice will be remembered. You will find peace, even if I have to burn half the world to make it happen.”

And he would. I could see it in the way his flame-bright eyes gleamed, the steadiness of his voice. Lore would destroy the realms themselves to bring her justice.

Bending down, he reached for the jar of blessed oil sitting in the grass nearby. With a lurch, he lifted it and sprayed the contents across the wood, the petals, the clusters of beribboned herbs. After Talvon took the jar from him and stepped back, Lore stared at his mother for a very long while.

I joined him, sliding my arm around the back of his waist.

He curled toward me and kissed my temple. “Love, I'm so grateful you're here. Help me do this?”

Tears scorched my eyes. The most profound pyre I'd attended was Kinart's. There was nothing worse than lighting the flames that would claim the remains of someone you loved.

“I’m here for you. Always,” I whispered.

With a jerk of a nod, he snapped an arm out, and his magic tightened the air until the first lick of fire sprang to life at the tips of his fingers. He flung his hand toward the pyre, and a blaze surged out. It caught at the base and raced up, greedily consuming the dry, oil-soaked wood. The fire grew fast, the warm hues of orange and gold painting the faces of the sobbing crowd. The sound of crackling wood and smoke scorched through the garden.

Faces glistened with tears. Some people knelt, their heads bowed, while others simply watched, their expressions molded with grief. Every now and then, a choked cry broke through.

I remained with my husband, wondering if anything could patch the jagged tear Prager had made in his heart.

Lore’s eyes reflecting the fire’s hunger. The flames climbed higher, swallowing his mother whole in a heat so intense I tugged him back to avoid being burned.

“My king,” someone whispered in the crowd, but Lore didn’t turn or seem to hear.

Erisandra’s body burned along with the sweet-smelling herbs and dry tinder, the fire roaring for what felt like an eternity. Lore didn’t look away. If this was a reckoning, he was enduring it to the very last ember.

The heat from the pyre waned as the flames died down to an enormous, rippling mound of coals. People began to leave, tears streaking down their faces, until only a handful of lords and ladies remained, their heads tilted toward the ground.

Finally, Lore moved. His hand shifted to take mine, and he wove our fingers together. He looked down at me. Stroked the fingertips of his other hand across my face.

“It’s done,” he said.

I swallowed, nodding, ash and pain coating the back of my throat. His arm slid around me, and he tugged me into his side.

He only turned back once before we stepped inside the castle.

The smoldering embers of the pyre flickered faintly in the center of Erisandra’s favorite garden, a death watch of the night.
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Reyla

“Will you return to your suite, my king?” Talvon asked from behind us as we entered the hall.

“I'll call for a light meal,” Lord Briscalar added.

“No,” Lore barked before lowering his voice. “No. We… My queen and I have something we must do. You're all dismissed.”

Lord Briscalar shuddered. “But⁠—”

“I said you're dismissed.” There was no denying Lore when he spoke in that tone of voice. “Leave us.”

They filed away, only Briscalar and Talvon shooting us concerned looks.

“I don't think they should be with us now,” Lore said in a low voice.

“You want to go back to the throne room,” I said equally softly.

Prager had killed Erisandra to keep her from saying anything more, and I assumed we hadn't seen the last of the wizard yet.

His mother had died for sharing clues.

“I need to discover what Mother meant,” he growled through clenched teeth, taking my hand and urging me down the halls and to our suite, where we quickly changed into leathers and fully armed ourselves. I’d collect my daggers in the throne room. I felt naked without them.

As we dressed, there was no teasing. No touching. Only warm looks that held endless promise.

Farris paced beside us, small growls ripping up his throat.

I stooped down and called him into my arms, wrapping myself around his trembling body. “It’s alright. Everything’s fine.”

Looking up at me, I could swear he glared. He ducked away from me and paced some more, his fur brushing against me with each pass.

“Ready?” Lore asked after he’d secured a final blade to his thigh.

At my nod, he held his hand out to me. Our fingers linked, he tugged me into his arms and flitted us to the empty throne room.

When we landed, Farris glared up at me from where he’d pressed himself into my side.

A sweep of Lore’s hand, and I felt the room ward, its power surging over me, keeping anyone else from entering. As I retrieved my daggers, grateful to secure them in their sheaths, he crouched down beside Farris, stroking the nyxin’s ruff. “I’ll return him to our room. It won’t take me long.”

Farris backed away, his spine bristling and a growl snapping up his throat.

“I think he wants to stay with us,” I said.

My nyxin backed into me and his fur softened.

“I want you safe, little guy,” Lore said.

Farris blinked up at me before trotting over to the rubble left by the explosion of Lore’s earlier magic. He sniffed the area and whined before he started to dig with his front paws.

Lore and I shrugged at each other.

“We’ll keep him safe,” Lore said. “It starts here. Now. I have to do something. I mourn.” His face cracked. “So much. For what I didn't see. For what I've lost. But in here,” his hand smacked against his chest, “I know I have to act.” His icy composure snapped back into place, and the cold fire in his eyes masked something deeper. Fury. Grief. Determination. “We’ll find whatever it is. Her death—” He pinched his eyes shut, his jaw locking tight before he opened his eyes again. “She will not die for nothing.”

I nodded, my heart thumping in an uneven rhythm. As we joined Farris, the acrid tang of Prager's magic still hung in the air, mingling with the tinge of coppery blood and ancient dirt.

He dropped to his knees beside the fractured remains of the throne room floor and nudged Farris gently to the side.

“Should we get tools?” I asked.

“We should, but we won't.” He looked up at me. “I sense where we need to go can't be reached unless we show solid effort. But magic? I have plenty of that roaring around inside me, and I need to blast it somewhere.”

He pressed his palm to the warped marble.

The first tiles ground together with a deafening scrape, shuddering as they rose under the force of his power. Splinters of stone mixed with dirt burst upward as the floor gave way, cracking around him, baring dry earth beneath. Only the section he knelt on remained intact.

Lorick flung the tiles aside, and his focus tunneled deeper. His control over the destruction was terrifying and amazing at the same time.

His knuckles bled as he clawed at the dirt with his bare hands.

“Why not use magic now?” I asked softly.

“Tried.” He didn’t look up, but the desolation in his voice… “It’s not working below the floor.”

“Do you think blades are alright?” I asked. “Or can we magic a shovel?”

He finally glanced up at me, and his hands stilled, coated in dirt and streaks of blood from his gouged knuckles. That look he gave me… By the fates, I could feel the rawness of it hitting my chest. It wasn’t anger, not entirely. I also saw guilt. Utter sadness. Too much pain there, as well. “I don’t know how to magic a shovel.”

“I could find one.”

“I don't sense we can't use blades.”

He took one from me with only a slight upward twinge of his lips that smoothed out too fast. “I knew you'd get use out of these, Wildfire, but I never thought it would be in a situation like this.”

“They’ll need work after.” Some people would be horrified at the thought of using gorgeous weapons like this to dig.

“I’ll repair them or make you new ones.”

Dropping to my knees beside him, I stabbed a dagger into the compacted soil and began to hack at the dirt in quick, determined drives. Each strike with the blade kicked loose small chunks of earth that I flung aside with my free hand. Lore did the same with my other blade, his arms coated with grime as he scraped deeper and deeper.

Farris joined in, his front claws scrambling at the soil, loosening it.

We dug in silence, Lore climbing down into the hole we eventually created, Farris landing beside him with one bound.

Lore dropped my blade to the ground only to hold his hands up for me to slide off the edge and into them. He caught me at the waist and gently lowered me beside him, giving me a quick kiss before retrieving the blade.

“You’re mussing your lovely hair arrangement,” he drawled with a hint of his old spunk. He tugged on a clump of strands that had slipped from the pins.

“And you’ve mussed your lovely leathers,” I pointed out in the same tone.

He only gave me a sad smile.

The sounds of scraping metal and shifting dirt echoed in the throne room above. My hands burned, and my breaths came in short bursts. We flung dirt up onto the marble floor before attacking the base again.

Farris huffed and snarled and put as much energy into this as we did.

“How did Prager get past the Sentinel Veil without us being warned?” I asked. My shoulders ached, but I didn’t care. I poured all I had into tearing apart the ground, as if I could claw my way toward something with meaning, toward purpose, toward whatever might be buried beneath the soil.

He paused, his gaze seeking mine. “I’ve thought about that and…” He raked a dirt-covered hand through his hair, snarling it up and coating it with soil. “Or one of our staff may not have been as willing as we’d assumed.”

“Lord Briscalar. Talvon. Surren. Moira, Faelith, Calista. Which one?”

“I believe we need to find out.”

“Calista’s been a pain in the ass, but she confessed she loved someone, and he scorned her, stating she wasn’t good enough for him even with her new status. That shouldn’t have an impact on her loyalty, though. They’re all bloodsworn too.”

“It’s been bothering me. I want to test them, but this…” He stared at his hands coated in dirt and streaked with blood. “I’ll do it. Soon.”

We continued digging.

Lore kept muttering under his breath, and I only caught fragments. “Hidden… All this time… Evergorne fools.”

Then the tip of my blade hit an object. Not stone or tile, but something different. I poked again, and a hollow thwack reverberated up my arm.

Farris backed away, releasing a yip.

“Here,” I hissed as I laid aside the blade and clawed at the dirt with my bare hands. “Lore, there’s something here.”

He pivoted closer, his body pressing alongside mine as his hands joined in at the spot I’d exposed. Together, we cleared away the dirt in a frenzy until the smooth edges of what I’d found emerged.

It had been crafted of a strange, pale stone, not typical of the throne room and not the marleene used to build the castle itself.

The dagger scraped against the stone again as he shifted the blade, searching for a seam or weak point in the surface. My fingers bled from clawing at the dirt, and a few scrapes along my knuckles stung. A damp, earthy smell filled the air, a reminder of how far below the throne room floor we’d dug, reaching for something we may never find.

“I don’t know what it is.” Lore brushed his hand over the pale surface we’d uncovered. Made up of an almost a perfect circle, the stone was about the length of my full arm. Faint carvings embedded in its surface were so worn from age, I couldn't make them out.

Leaning back on my heels, I slid hair from my face with the back of my arm.

Farris pawed at the side of the stone until Lore gently eased him to the side.

“Look.” With a fingertip, he traced one of the grooves encircling the stone while stroking Farris’s head. “Smart nyxin.”

Farris yipped.

“Do you think this thing was placed here to lock something in or keep everything else out?” Lore asked.

My chest twitched. “Keep what locked inside?”

He shrugged. “We're going to find out.”

“Keep my blade and your magic handy, then.”

“Always.” His focus tunneled in on the stone. I’d gotten used to that intensity, the way the rest of the world fell away when he homed in on something like this, but it never failed to make me pause. He contained endless force and purpose, yet he wielded it with such gentle care. After what he’d been though… He’d had a mixed relationship with his mother, but through it all, it was clear he’d loved her. How much of her recent behavior could be attributed to Prager? She appeared to be a savvy manipulator. She could’ve possessed Erisandra on and off for years, determined to do all she could to keep him from breaking the curse.

He had a right to feel devastated by this. She’d stolen more than his mother’s life; she’d taken possibly years of his mother’s affection.

When he turned the dagger’s tip toward the stone and fit it into one of the faint seams, I leaned closer. His shoulders tensed, his hands steady as he pressed down and wiggled the tip of the blade side to side, the flat stone creaking as it resisted.

“Careful,” I said.

His lips lifted in a bare flicker of dry humor. “That’s what you say right before you do something reckless.” He shoved the blade deeper, and the faint echo of groaning stone reverberated up through my knees. “There’s something beneath it. I can feel it⁠—”

A hiss seeped out from the exposed gap, curling like dragon fire in the cool air. We both froze, and Lore’s gaze shot to mine. The hilt of the dagger remained in his grip, his knuckles starkly pale and still seeping blood as he held the small gap open.

My blood trickled away from a scratch on the back of my hand and plopped through the gap in the seam, a morbid sacrifice I hoped would not draw the attention of whatever might be lurking beyond this stone.

Stillness stretched through the air until I nudged Lore’s arm with my elbow.

“If something horrible leaps out, I'll defend you.” It wasn’t quite humor. The tension in my voice made sure of that. But it was light enough to make his features loosen. “I’m not afraid of whatever might be waiting below. Look at me, a woman who used to tremble before each raid, who put on such a good front that none of her friends saw through it.” My voice broke. “Not even Kinart.”

“I saw. I did all I could to show you that you had nothing to tremble about.”

He hadn't mocked me. In fact, he'd done all he could to help me grow into the woman I was today, one almost worthy of the crown I'd been given.

And the man who knelt by my side.

“That’s the thing about walking beside someone like you, someone who can strike down monsters and darkness alike. I learned to trust the fierceness you dragged out of me.” I’d learned to trust myself.

“You are strength personified.”

“Sometimes.”

“Always. I wish you could believe in yourself the way I believe in you.” He edged the stone up a fraction more, enough that blackness opened up beneath. With a grunted groan, he wrangled the stone to the side, exposing a tunnel. A narrow, smooth, sloping thing that seemed to stretch forever down into the cold, brittle blackness. The air leaking from the gap smelled ancient, as though it had existed untouched for longer than anyone living could remember.

Lore sat back on his heels, bracing his hands against his thighs as he studied the opening. His sharp eyes probably caught every detail, while mine jumped between him and the strange passage we’d uncovered.

“Well,” I said, letting the word hang. “You first, or me?” I held up my finger, making the tip glow bright enough we both shielded our eyes. “I'll bring this along, shall I?”

A smile cracked across his face, the first real one I’d seen since we arrived in the throne room. It transformed his features, melting that edge of grief in a way that made me fall apart.

“In this, I’ll lead,” he said, the warmth in his tone enough to make my chest tighten with something besides dread. “But I’ll grant you the lead later if you’re extra sweet to me in between.”

I snorted, though it did little to wipe the heat from my cheeks. “You’re insufferable.”

“And still your favorite.”

I didn’t argue because we both knew it was true. And anyway, his grin had pulled another pang from deep inside me. Perchance this wasn’t much to give him with all he’d lost, but a touch of brevity was all I had to offer other than myself.

He sat and lowered his legs into the black maw. His movements were careful, and he paused before releasing his grip on the edges to glance up at me. His gaze lingered, studying my face—the lines, the curves, everything he already knew better than I did myself. As though he wanted to commit everything about me to memory.

“Follow me into the darkness, Wildfire,” he said, his voice softer now, threaded with something deeper than the teasing tone I'd come to adore.

After looking up at me one last time, he let go and slid away into the tunnel.

Vanishing.

“Hey!” I called after him, leaning over the edge to scowl into the abyss. “I’m the one with the light, remember? You should wait for meeee!”

His grunt echoed back, followed by an unmistakable smirk in his tone. “Stop dawdling, Reyla. I’ve got something interesting to show you.”

Farris leaped in and was swallowed by the tunnel.

With a huff, I eased myself down onto the edge. The slope swept away, into a swatch of blackness so deep it appeared alive. I sighed and thrust the tip of my finger into the hole, the flame revealing a steep incline below.

Magic swirled faintly in the air like an old hum awakening from slumber. And my body shook, though just a little.

“Coming, Wildfire?” Lore’s voice echoed up at me.

“Yup,” I muttered. Before my nerves could get the better of me, I let go of the edge and my body dropped away. The steep incline made me pick up speed fast, the soil and stone walls rushing around me as gravity pulled me down, down, down. My boots skimmed across the smooth surface underneath me.

The tunnel ejected me, sending me airborne, though only for an instant.

With an ungraceful thud, I landed hard on my ass, dirt and heat flaring through my palms as I brought my body to a halt on a grit-covered stone floor.

Lore’s legs projected upward a breath away from my face. I clambered to my knees and bracing my hands on his thighs, tilting my head back to look up at him. “How come you're standing? Didn’t you fall on your ass too?”

“I landed gracefully on my feet.”

“I don't believe you.”

“You think I'd lie?”

“Tell me a story that holds very little truth? Not you.” I tightened my grip on his thighs. “You’re fae, you can’t lie.”

He snorted.

“You can’t, right?”

His smile quirked on one corner as he peered down at me. “Lovely position you’re in, my pretty little bride,” he drawled, stroking his fingers through my hair. “Perhaps instead of letting you take the lead later, I'll find a good use for that pert mouth instead.”

“I'll find a way to talk around it if you do.”

Farris stood nearby, watching us, his fluffy tail wagging.

Lore’s laugh rang out. “I imagine you're right.” His brow lifted, and he offered me a hand, helping me to stand. He pulled me close enough that his breath brushed against my cheek. “I love that pert mouth of yours; wanted you to know. Almost as much as I love you.”

My face heated, but I stepped back. With my lit finger lifted, I peered around, though I didn't see much other than a stone-walled cave, a dirt-strewn stone floor, and another, larger tunnel stretching to my right, one swallowed by more darkness.

“I think we’re buried beneath something older than Evergorne Castle,” he said, his tone growing serious again as his eyes flicked toward the passageway.

“Or this was placed when the castle was built.” Did this relate to the curse? “The fates do sometimes intervene.”

“You could be right in that as well. Come.” He took my hand, linking our fingers. “I think this tunnel has been waiting long enough.”

“Keep your—my—blade at the ready.”

He chipped out a nod, his gaze already focused on the passage.

When Lore took the first step into the unknown, I walked at his side with Farris trotting just ahead.

The darkness consumed us.
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Lore

Our hands stayed clasped as Reyla and I cautiously entered the tunnel. The walls pressed close, their jagged edges scraping against my left shoulder. She moved easily, but I had to hunch to keep from smacking my head on the low ceiling. The light at her fingertip glimmered, enough to show the damp stone, but not enough to push back the weight of the darkness. It sat heavy on my chest, and each step forward made me feel as if I was sinking into something alive and waiting.

“This is unbelievable,” she said, wonder in her voice. “No one knew this was down here?”

“I’ve read a lot about Evergorne Court, but nothing mentioned this area. I’m not sure how something like this could break—” The curse tightened around my throat, strangling anything more. “If any of my ancestors knew that this had meaning, they didn’t pass that information down.”

“Maybe it’s older than them.” She glanced up at me with that spark of reckless curiosity I admired so much. “Makes sense. They wouldn’t be the first to build over something ancient.”

Had the fates driven the first king of Evergorne, Aricor, to build in this location to ensure someone would find whatever it was we were seeking? I had to trust it was so.

Reyla’s hair stuck to the side of her face, but she didn’t seem to care. I wished I could focus on the way the light caught the sweet line of her cheek. Stop here and show her all over again how much she meant to me. But the air around us shifted, getting colder, tighter, and I couldn’t ignore the pull I felt to continue. I reinforced my magic, keeping it ready to shoot out at any threat, as was the blade in my hand. At least I felt I could use my magic here.

We came to what looked like the tunnel’s end.

“Blank rock,” I hissed, glaring at the wall.

Farris sat on the ground, staring in the same direction. He whined.

Reyla’s light flared brighter, revealing an arched seam. “It’s a stone door.”

My stomach dropped as a glowing symbol etched into the smooth surface crawled into view: the Evergorne Crest.

“Someone knew this was here, then,” she said softly. “Symbols like this don’t appear on a surface on their own.”

“They do if the fates or magic are involved.”

With a nod, she stretched her hand toward the symbol before she snapped it back. “Touch and beware, I assume.”

I grunted. “We go back, or we find a way to go forward.” Stepping closer, I brushed my hand over the worn stone surface. Ice cold and… whispering? Distant yet close, it echoed in my ears and throbbed through my veins.

The carvings lit up, burning too bright, too fast. I jerked in a breath, and my pulse thundered in my ears.

Reyla grabbed my arm, her fingers digging in. “What’s happening?”

I shook my head, easing back to stand with her. My gut twisted. “Maybe we shouldn’t⁠—”

I sensed something on the other side of that door was waiting, and I couldn’t tell if it wanted us to open the panel and expose it or leave it alone.

“Why dragons?” she asked so softly, I barely heard.

“No, ravens.” The size of my torso, they faced each other, their wings outstretched, their faces angling toward each other to form a graceful circle. That’s what the crest had always shown.

Or so I’d thought.

I blinked hard, moving closer. Ice roared through me when the image…shifted. “Not ravens.”

“I've always seen dragons,” she said dryly.

“And you were right.” They’d never been ravens. “Dragons,” I said again, my hoarse voice cutting through the chilly air.

“Finally,” Reyla's grin softened the ache building at the base of my skull. “Took you long enough.”

“To me, they’ve always been ravens.” I shook my head. The curse appeared to have stolen even something as simple as this. “Why?”

“Why does this curse hide anything? I’d bet my crown there’s a good reason, one that you-know-who doesn’t want us to discover.” She ran her fingers over the crest on the door, her light glittering across the carving, outlining the wings that arched above the curling tails. “Beautiful.”

I leaned in to study the lines etched around the crest, discovering faint seams tracing into gaps almost hidden by time. They curled around and coiled into a circle in the center of the dragons. “A lock?” Swallowing back the excitement and dread dueling in my chest, I traced my finger over the faint grooves. A vaguely unpleasant tingle shot up my arm. “There’s incredible power here. Magic's holding the door closed. What's waiting for us beyond?”

“I believe we're supposed to find out.” She swiped her hair over her shoulder and stepped closer, following the markings with her eyes. Leaning in farther, she pressed her palm against the carved area in the middle. Her eyes slid closed, and her light wavered, dimming before brightening again as if it was being sucked into the stone like water into dry earth. With a shake of her head, she stepped back. “You try. My magic’s too inconsistent.” Regret tinged her voice.

“I love you. What you do is more than enough. I'm… me because of you. Never forget that.”

Farris backed up until he reached the wall. Sitting, he looked back and forth between us, his ears perked forward, toward the door.

I pulled in elemental power and cast a spell on the lock, but nothing happened. Remaining patient, I tried a different spell. Again, nothing. I called in water, dust, and every element I could find in the tunnel around us and sent the mass at the door, without result.

“Maybe…” Her hand tightening on my arm, she frowned. “Let me see if I can nullify the lock.” She closed her eyes, and I watched proudly as she called in power unlike any I'd seen before. Not what we’d called the nasty stuff but something more electrifying. More evasive.

Nullification magic? It must be. I could sense more than see her coiling it into a tight ball in the center of her chest, determination etched into her face. This woman… I was honored to stand by her side, to be loved by her.

Exhaling sharply, she thrust the power and a spell at the bundle between the dragons.

The door shuddered and groaned.

Reyla jerked her backward, her eyes widening and her blade lifting.

The fissures in the door expanded, glowing and pulsing. Swirling in tight before flinging themselves outward to beat against the dragons.

The fissures in the door spread, and a glow spilled from them, so bright it washed the tunnel walls in molten gold. Light pressed against my skin, humming with energy. My every instinct screamed to tell Reyla to get back. Her eyes stayed locked on the door, her hand holding the blade trembling enough to catch a glint of that eerie glow.

The swirling lines coiled tighter, spinning faster until I couldn't make out their shape. My pulse jumped. The dragons carved into the stone started to writhe. Or maybe it was a trick of the light, but the way their scaled bodies twisted and jerked made the hairs on my arms lift. A low rumble built beneath our feet, suggesting the hillside itself was waking up.

Farris whined, pressing his body against my leg.

“Reyla…” I grabbed her arm, my mouth flashing dry.

The glow exploded outward, a shockwave of heat and light hitting us with a physical force. We staggered back, and I blinked against the flare. When my vision cleared, the door wasn’t only shuddering—it was alive. It writhed, coiling and snapping like a serpent.

The light extinguished, leaving us in darkness again.

The fur on Farris’s spine stood at attention. He remained standing, staring at the door.

Reyla lit her finger and held it up.

A hiss escaped the edges of the massive slab of stone, and the entire panel cracked open, splitting down the middle seamlessly. Stone ground against stone as each of the two panels were dragged into the walls on either side, leaving an opening behind.

We stood with dust filtering around us and arcing through Reyla’s light, staring into the shadowy room beyond the entry.

“Well,” she said, flexing her fingers before sweeping her arm toward the opening. “After you or do you want me to boldly step inside?”

“Wait here?”

“Not happening.”

Which was why I’d formed it as a question. Still, I stepped inside first, entering a cave made up of pure white stone. Dirt lay scattered on the floor, and it crunched beneath my boots. Reyla followed, her finger light arching off the smooth, sloping surface around us.

Farris came last, peering around with as much curiosity as us.

Completely round, the walls of the cave curved inward toward a domed ceiling, the latter woven with patterns too intricate to have been created by simple magic. Strange figures had been etched into the white stone, though I couldn’t figure out what they were. They nudged against something deep within my core, however. I couldn’t place the origin or purpose of the room, but I knew in my heart it had once meant everything to whoever ruled this area.

How could this be related to the curse?

At the center, an altar rose from the floor as if it had been carved from the earth’s bones. Made of obsidian, its surface gleamed enough I needed to shield my eyes. No dust or flaws broke the smooth stone, and it was detailed with carvings that rippled in Reyla’s light. Each rune, each groove, made me think of puzzle pieces waiting to be aligned.

Reyla prowled around the altar. “This is unbelievable.” She brushed her fingers over the altar’s carvings, her brow pinching and her eyes ablaze with excitement.

Her wonder was contagious.

But it was only when Farris pawed at the floor that I paused and truly peered his way. More runes. Covered with dirt but peeking through where the nyxin had scraped some away.

Despite the scream of caution echoing inside me, I reached down to brush my hand across the floor, then ran my fingers over one of the large patterns etched into the surface. Studying the floor, I found others carved in a circle around the altar. Warm to the touch, the patterns vibrated beneath my fingertips.

“It’s a language of some sort.” I straightened, letting my gaze sweep across the text embedded in the smooth floor. “Ancient.” Then a thought occurred to me, and I strode around the altar, studying each image placed on the floor, suddenly realizing what I was seeing. “Messages from the fates?” It couldn’t be.

The symbols shifted and whispered their meaning the longer I looked.

I eased around the altar again, tracing the ancient runes sliced into the obsidian stone with a delicate touch, stopping each time they burned. Unscrambling all at once, words formed in my mind as though the stone itself whispered their meanings to me.

Reyla’s light flickered, highlighting the carvings. She stood by my side, silent as I studied each image before moving on to the next.

“Each is one piece of a bigger puzzle,” I hissed.

Her breath caught. “Can you understand what they say?”

I jerked out a nod.

As the meaning unraveled, I spoke the riddle aloud, my low voice throbbing through the room.

Through true love, the split becomes whole,

Unbound by curse, unifying the soul.

Then bring forth the jewel of the sky’s tear-bled hue,

Only with your bond will truth shine through.

I straightened, my gaze on the patterns encircling the altar. While the riddle teased at answers, it left enough veiled to keep us guessing.

I turned to Reyla. “Thoughts?”

Her brows furrowed as she let the words settle, her glowing fingertip absently sliding across the altar’s surface. “The jewel of the sky’s tear-bled hue…” She turned bright eyes my way. “A blue stone.”

“The ring Isodine left for you?” I breathed.

A deep, guttural rumble climbed up the walls, vibrating through my bones. Dust trickled from the ceiling, catching in the wavering light of Reyla’s finger. The grinding was slow at first, like ancient stone waking from an eternal slumber, before it deepened, rolling through the floor beneath us. Reyla stiffened, her hand frozen by her face. Shadows rippled through the room, pressing into the walls and stretching outward before snapping back against the smooth slabs.

Reyla's gaze locked on mine. “Are we causing this or…”

The sound was alive now, coiling around us, rippling the air. I felt like I was holding my breath, waiting for a storm to crash through. I wanted to grab her wrist and pull her back. But back to where? Every part of this room appeared to be breathing.

Waiting.

Shadows rolled over us in violent waves.

The runes I’d traced glowed, pulsing in rhythmic bursts that matched the quake around us. My stomach churned; the whole thing felt like a warning we couldn’t outrun.

Farris’s growl rumbled through his chest before even he went silent.

A boom erupted from the altar, the sound as sharp as a scream.

A jagged crack ripped across its surface.
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Reyla

We gaped at the monstrous slab of onyx so dark it seemed to drink in the light hovering at my fingertip.

The room pulsed harder, faster, the throbbing blasts of the walls impacting my ears before everything suddenly stopped. Dust filtered through the air, and my ears rang, but the room had stopped moving.

Farris whined.

Should we run back up the tunnel? Before I could suggest it, the split running the length of the altar began to pull apart, and thin wisps of darkness spilled out, gasps escaping a shroud. Inky blackness churned within the gap. I wasn’t sure if I dared to step closer or back away.

Whatever was inside that gap might not wish to be seen—but it had definitely seen us.

Twin dragons, three dimensional and carved in intricate detail, burst up from the gap, their silver bodies curving outward. The Evergorne Crest. Their teeth and claws snapped toward the other in frozen battle, and every ridge of their wings and every talon of their clawed feet gripping the platform under them felt alive. Their scales shimmered, catching the light, making them look like the surface of a stormy sea.

I stepped closer, my feet scuffing across the stone, studying but not reaching toward one dragon’s curved neck. I was afraid to touch. It felt wrong to claim even that as my own.

Before I tore my gaze away, the dragons' eyes caught mine, as sharp as glass. A shiver raced across my skin. They weren’t real, but something about the air felt heavier here.

“Wildfire…” Lore's voice broke through the silence. “You feel that, right? Like they’re alive?”

I swallowed hard, nodding, my heart thundering in agreement.

With a jarring thud, the platform beneath their clawed feet locked into place, as smooth and perfect as it had been before it split.

Split?

“Through true love, the split becomes whole,” I whispered. “Unbound by curse, unifying the soul.” I looked Lore’s way. “I told both of you that I loved you at nearly the same time. You were mortally wounded, and I thought I would lose you before I could tell you. I couldn’t let you die without knowing that I would give anything to save you.”

His fingertips trailed down my spine, and he curled around me to kiss my temple. “True love can heal the most terrible wounds. You healed mine.”

“Your soul was split by the curse, and with my words, I somehow fused it back together. I think that’s what the first part of the riddle means.”

His arms tightened around me. “I will love you in this world and all the others beyond.”

I wanted to turn in his embrace, kiss him, show him how much his words meant to me, but I worried about placing my back to the altar. The dragons had appeared for a reason, and I suspected we had more to do here before this part of our lives was finished.

Farris whined again and looked from me to the altar. Catching his urgency, I stepped out of Lore’s embrace and approached it again, studying the dragons before focusing on the slightly raised platform beneath them. At its center, I discovered a shallow depression and pointed to it. “What do you think that means? The rest of it is smooth. Is it a flaw or…?”

Lore stepped up beside me and angled his head to take in the depression. “No idea. There are no runes, no puzzle to solve in that area as far as I can tell. Maybe it means nothing.”

“But it’s centered perfectly.” I moved around it, looking at it from every angle. “It appears created and not a simple defect in the stone itself. It’s uniformly cut with eight sides, though two are longer than the others. I see tiny lines skimming across the base of the depression. That shape.” Straightening, I tapped my chin. “It reminds me of a cut stone, which…” Jeez, sometimes, I could be obtuse. I smacked my forehead with my palm and recited the second half of the riddle. “Then bring forth the jewel of the sky’s tear-bled hue. Only with your bond will the truth shine through.”

Isodine’s ring.

Dread and anticipation scrambled through me, and I grabbed onto the chain, dragging it out from beneath my leather tunic to dangle on my chest. Latching onto the ring, I slid it back and forth across the chain like Valera had when we first talked, the whizzing-whirring sound echoing in the now-still chamber.

“Look.” Lore pointed where three etched scenes had appeared in a circle around the depression, each vivid and carefully drawn. I traced them with my light, bringing the lines to life. They rippled and undulated, pulsing together like heartbeats.

He rounded the altar to stand beside me. “The first shows dragons encircling fae, and it appears as if they're warding off monstrous shapes clawing at the edges of the image.”

“You're right.” We stepped over to study the next. “The second shows a fae king. I assume he's the king. He's wearing a crown.”

“You also wear a crown. It could be a queen.” He stroked his fingertip down one of my ears, making me shiver.

I pursed my lips at him and pointed. “That figure has a dick.”

“What dick?” He leaned closer and then twisted his head to peer up at me, a crooked grin on his face. “I see a bulge. A big one, actually. It’s an Evergorne king, then, for sure.”

“You.” I squeezed his arm because I adored this man like no other. “The dragon with this supposed, big-dick Evergorne king is larger than the others around it. It's flaring its wings. Do you think it’s recognizing the fae king’s submission?”

“I do.”

“Any idea what that might mean?”

He shook his head.

We moved around to look at the third etching.

All the air in my lungs whooshed out.

“I think it's your fire starter guy again.” I gestured to what looked like the same crowned figure, now holding a small blade with a red stone against his arm. Blood spilled from the wound as the towering dragon dipped its massive head toward the figure. “It appears the dragon is recognizing the king’s might in this one.”

“That it is.”

“And that small blade. We know where we’ve seen it before.” We’d left it in our suite, not willing to risk losing it.

“I’m not randomly slicing open my arm for whatever dragon comes my way,” Lore said dryly.

“I wouldn’t suggest it.”

He swiped his hand toward the etching. “This does.”

“Maybe you should consider doing it, then.”

“Is this how Tempest bonded with a dragon?”

“She cast a spell. As far as I know, she didn’t gouge a blade into her arm while she did it.”

“I don’t know any spells for something like that,” he said. “And I can’t see how a dragon bond would help me in this situation. Nothing from my past suggests anything with dragons.”

“Except for the fact that everyone believes your crest holds ravens but I, who doesn’t appear to be touched by the curse, sees dragons. We’re missing something here.”

He sighed. “I see what you mean.”

“So, you’ll stab yourself in front of a big dragon with the blade the librarian sent me?”

“If need be,” he grated out through clenched teeth.

“I wonder what will happen then?”

“I’ll bleed.”

“Hmm. If a dragon bows down to you, it might be worth it.”

He lifted his eyebrows.

“What should we do with the ring? I mean, from where I’m standing, it looks like I could stuff it into the depression.”

“Let’s study this some more before you do that.”

We moved around to our original position and stared at the altar again. Lore's fingers hovered over the depression, but I was sure it wasn’t hesitation that kept him from touching. His jaw remained tight as he absorbed every detail.

“This could be related to breaking the rest of the curse,” I said.

He tilted his head my way and blinked.

I released the necklace's clasp and tugged it away from my neck, sliding the ring off before securing the necklace again. The blue stone gleamed in my light as I held it up between us. “I want to try placing it there.”

“Act however you feel guided, Wildfire. I trust you always.”

I held the ring out, the chain swaying gently from my grip.

Straightening, he watched me the way he always did, as if he saw every part of me, with no judgment, only unflinching belief. “We will not falter.”

Sometimes his simple honesty was a greater fluster than any flowery declaration. “Thanks.” My voice came out throaty.

His lips twitched, and he held out a hand, palm up. “I'll do it if you want.”

“No.” I pulled the ring closer to my chest, my grip around it tightening. This wasn’t about bravery. It wasn’t even about pride. The truth rang as clearly in my mind as the echo of those ancient runes: This was mine to do. The ring had been held for me alone. “It’s me. It has to be.”

His hand lowered, though his eyes never left my face. “As you wish, my queen.”

Perhaps, given the situation, it was a ridiculous thing to do, but I smiled.

I turned back to the altar, holding the ring between my thumb and forefinger as I leaned closer. The dragons loomed larger this close, their snarling faces a short distance apart, their bodies forever frozen in combat. The pedestal beneath them felt strangely alive, like the altar was watching every move I made.

Damn fates always messing with our lives. Or maybe in this instance, helping?

I rubbed my thumb over the top of the blue stone, noting the faint etchings that matched those at the base of the depression. Drawing a deep breath, I lifted the ring over the altar, aligning the stone with the hollowed shape. I lowered it until the cool weight of the altar pressed against my fingertips and the stone had been seated perfectly inside the depression.

The room remained silent, unmoving.

I swore the dragons above me were watching, mocking me, even, their eyes gleaming under my finger magic. Exhaling, I pressed the stone harder, as if force might bring about some reaction, but still, nothing.

“Of course.” Tugging the ring away from the depression, I stared at its faceted surface, then at the altar’s carved hollow. “I’m missing something.” I turned to Lore. “Any new riddles from the fates you’d care to share?”

His jaw clenched before his head tilted, a frown appearing on his face. “Let me try something.”

He took the ring from me and holding my wrist with my mating mark, he slid the ring onto my third finger. The blue stone winked as it settled into place, the fit perfect for my hand.

“Try now,” he said.

“What if you're supposed to do it?” I whispered, clutching my bejeweled hand to my chest. “My intuition could be wrong. You’re the cursed king. It could be you who has to⁠—”

“No.” He took my face between his palms, pressing his forehead against mine and locking our gazes together. “I love you,” he rasped. “Do you understand? What you’ve done for me means everything. With each breath, I thank the fates for bringing you into my life. It always has been and always will be you.”

His words settled in my bones, pulling me together even as my heart threatened to crack wide open. Silent, I nodded.

I shifted back to the altar and raised my trembling hand. Without hesitation, I twisted my wrist and pressed the blue stone down into the depression. It settled into place with an unnerving click.

The room rumbled beneath us again, the vibrations racing through the smooth stone walls around us. They throbbed as if the entire chamber had suddenly come to life and started breathing.

The dragons mounted on the top of the altar moved. Not a slow, creaky shift, but a fluid, predatory stretch, their necks arching and their jaws parting. Light glinted off their scales, making them look like molten metal, and I swore their growls vibrated in my chest. My breath choked off. Lore's grip on my arm tightened.

“Are they alive?” I whispered, my voice a thin hiss.

Farris backed up until his furry butt hit the wall. He sat, watching, his gaze never leaving me.

The air grew heavier, and my hair spun away from my head as if caught by static. The lull that descended in a whoosh reminded me of the moment before lightning strikes beside you. My pulse jumped in my throat, and I told myself I should look away, but I could not make myself do it.

The dragon's tails coiled up toward their spines before snapping back down, smacking against the stone like thunder. Their eyes swirled with golden fire. They locked onto me, predators sizing up prey. Someone's teeth chattered. Maybe mine. Lore's. Both.

Their necks stretched upward, and they cast enormous, serpentine shadows that swallowed the room.

The world held its breath along with us as…

…with a soundless roar, they blasted flames toward the ceiling.
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Reyla

Fire coiled down from the ceiling and arched toward the center of the room, seeking me where I remained pinned to the altar.

Farris barked.

With a cry, Lore snapped his arms around me and tried to spin me away from the altar. But the ring remained stuck in the depression, my hand locked to the ring. Trapped in place, I was bound to the middle of the room with my arm stretching out beneath a blaze determined to burn us alive.

Growling, Lore thrust his body between mine and the structure, sheltering me in his arms as well as he could.

But I could still see and…

The twin dragons froze, the scales on their arched bodies gleaming in the light still flickering at my fingertip I’d somehow kept burning. Their flames winked out, leaving a pall of scorched stone choking the air.

I gaped at the ceiling that remained unchanged, as if the dragons had merely flared like silent beacons before retreating into stillness. My pulse hammered in my ears, and I didn’t dare speak. The air crackled. I sensed something had changed.

No, that something lingered in the chamber with us.

Lore took my other hand, linking our fingers, and shifted around to stand by my side.

We watched. Waited. Because something was coming, something that⁠—

The hair on my arms prickled as a misty figure appeared between the dragons’ chests. It unfolded, the smoke of it curling upward, threads of it coalescing into something vaguely female. Her tattered, formless dress moved in an unfelt breeze. Her face remained missing, a featureless blur that unsettled me more than the flaming dragons had.

Her voice sent a chill through my chest and pierced the marrow of my bones.

“Restore what's divided,” she intoned, her arms undulating at her sides. “Essence. Devotion. Dominion. Evergorne. Halendor. Irridain.”

The names echoed in the chamber even after her voice was sucked away by the ether.

I blinked, the words vibrating in my mind, scrambling together before lining themselves up. My lips moved before my mind fully caught up, everything coming out in a rasped whisper. “The three rival courts.”

Lore's entire body coiled like he would lunge at a threat we couldn’t see but both felt. He said nothing.

With a puff, the spectral woman dissolved, her smoke-like form dispersing into threads of silver light that shot out through the room before snapping back to consume her.

For a heartbeat, the space she’d occupied hung empty.

Then three images wavered in the space.

A golden key with a gleaming blue stone.

A round, golden pendant with a glowing blood red stone in the center.

A golden featherdorn bird, its wings lifted in the slightest quiver. Alive yet equally frozen.

Each image pulsed once before blinking out, leaving the room drenched in darkness even my finger light couldn’t penetrate.

The depression released the ring, and I jerked away from the altar.

I held my breath and tightened my grip on Lore’s hand, wishing I could pull him into my arms and protect him. I sucked in power and blasted it to my fingertip until it blazed as bright as the flames the dragons had shot at the ceiling.

This wasn’t much better than the tortured shadows, but at least we could see.

The light bounced off Lore’s face. He looked as shaken as I felt.

“Alright,” I croaked, breaking the silence. My voice quavered, but at least it didn’t crack. A small victory right there.

Lore repeated the specter’s words, like he could tease the meaning from the shape of the sounds. “Restore what’s divided. Essence. Devotion. Dominion.”

“And three courts.” I linked the unspoken thought. “Evergorne. Halendor. Irridain.”

“Three concepts, three courts, three objects.” His focus returned to the altar, his green eyes sharpening as his mind churned. “The key is Evergorne. Essence. That one’s obvious. It ties to you and me.”

“Essence.” I nodded. “A fragmented soul with a cursed bloodline.” I looked down at the ring glinting on my finger, its blue stone catching the glow of my magic. “The wholeness that was split into two lives, two separate, distinct beings. It’s part of what you were, Lore. What Prager divided so cruelly. The key could symbolize identity or the ability to reclaim it.”

He turned toward me, and I wished my light could capture everything. I didn’t want to miss every nuance reflected on his face. “Keep going.”

I scratched my wrist. “Devotion encapsulates…love isn’t the right word, not completely. Maybe the choice to embrace someone entirely. Their flaws, their contradictions. Everything they are.” I dropped my hand back to my side, not missing the way his brow creased. “I suspect that’s a love none of the Evergorne kings found. And the pendant. The blood-red stone represents passion, but a binding one. Devotion. A love that doesn’t falter when it’s asked to make sacrifices. Halendor.”

Lore’s snort broke through my train of thought. “The king of Halendor is brutal. Conniving. I don’t believe he’s capable of any kind of love, let alone selfless devotion.”

“Three objects, three locations,” I pointed out. “He may not be involved.”

“Let’s hope not,” Lore muttered. His voice dipped into a dangerous growl. “Given the chance, I will kill him.”

I tilted my head. “Truly?”

“Without hesitation.”

“And Dominion?” I swallowed as I recalled the golden bird with its half-lifted wings. “It could represent what your ancestors sought but never properly held. Power. Leadership. The ability to unite and protect, the strength that was weakened because they were incomplete.” I ran my tongue over my teeth, hesitating before continuing. “The golden featherdorn… It represents both strength and motion. And there’s beauty in that, yes, but it’s also vulnerable. I think it aligns with Irridain.”

Lore’s lips thinned, his expression darkening further. “Another king I’ll willingly slay.”

“Vicious, aren’t you?”

“No more than them.”

Enemies. Rivals for how many lifetimes? Could the curse tie into their rivalry as well?

“We’ll stay out of that king’s way too.” I focused on the altar, the ring on my finger, and the lingering unease warming my stomach.

“I think we need to go to each court,” Lore said. His voice came out hollow, like he expected we’d encounter more obstacles than the riddle implied.

“The three objects could be talismans. All this suggests we need to find them and use what’s still divided in some way, per the fate-like being who just visited us.” My heart tightened to the point my head spun, but I forced out my frustration with an exhale. “We’ll infiltrate the courts, find these talismans, and hope we can use them to end the curse.”

His solemn gaze met mine. “We don’t have much time.”

Farris’s mournful howl rang out, echoing in the room.

I blinked fast to keep from giving way to tears.

“Two weeks. Six days,” Lore said softly. “I could give you the hours and minutes left if you'd like.”
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Lore

“Two weeks and six days.” She clenched her hands into fists, and I hated that her eyes shimmered with tears. The soft part of me ached to hold her, to tell her everything would be alright even when, deep in my heart, I suspected it wouldn’t. The sharper part of me wanted to lay waste to the world, to storm across the land until I found Prager. I’d wrap my hands around her throat and squeeze until she was nothing but a limp carcass.

But I suspected her curse would live on even if she died.

Reyla lifted and cradled her hand against her chest, and she studied me, her gaze sharp but carrying the frustration and dismay churning through me. “The first talisman is here at Evergorne, but where?”

Farris looked between us, almost as if he was listening to our conversation.

I had no idea where to begin. This castle held too many secrets, and it seemed every one of them was locked behind unknown mechanisms or riddles.

“It can be found. The fates have made sure of that.” She turned back to the altar and stared, almost mesmerized as she spun the ring around and around on her finger.

Her gaze narrowed. Without another word, she removed the ring, holding it between two fingers, scowling down at it as though she was tempted to throw it against a wall. With a growl, she moved closer to the altar.

“What are you doing?” I matched my steps to hers.

Determination flashed across her face. With a quick dart of her arm, she tucked the ring back into the depression at the center of the altar. The moment the stone slid into place, she stepped backward, her hand fleeing to the hilt of her dagger sheathed at her side.

“What did you⁠—”

The room shuddered. A low, thunderous boom rang out, shaking the stone beneath our feet again.

The twin dragons burst into life, writhing on the top of the altar, their spines snapping and coiling, their tails whipping through the air. Their eyes burned gold, as though suns had been trapped within their sockets. One unfurled its massive head, its neck arching with a serpent’s grace, and fire erupted from its jaws to blaze across the altar at its feet. The flames melted the surface, pooling the carvings into a swirling mass of liquid before its blaze cut out.

With a snap, the second dragon’s head twisted. It pinned us with a gaze that was both predatory and calculating.

Its clawed hands extended toward us.

I hauled in power and thrust Reyla behind me.

With a grunt, she flitted to stand at my side.

“Don’t try to hide me,” she said. “I stand with you at all times.” Her hand flicked toward the altar, the surface swirling like oil on water, and her voice lowered to a whisper. “I had to do it. Everything inside me told me the ring belonged there, that it had already satisfied my need. And that power I swallowed? I⁠—”

“What power you…swallowed?”

“It forced itself down my throat. Nullification power. I think.”

Fuck.

“Anyway, I sent some of it out through the ring.”

“And now⁠—”

Two flaming orbs blossomed at the ends of the dragon's outstretched claws, spinning in a mesmerizing pattern above its palms. One burned a brilliant silver, the other the deepest red I’d ever seen. The two flames balanced side-by-side, separated but somehow complementing each other.

The light painted Reyla’s face in silver and red. “Evergorne colors.”

The altar pulsed, sending a tremor through the air that was alive with enough magic to make my hair stand on end. Words began to take shape in the molten surface, glowing as though carved by the stone structure itself. I jerked closer, my jaw tightening as I read the words out loud before the letters vanished back into nothingness. “The fire is one. Answer the challenge and match its essence.”

“Essence,” Reyla hissed. “The first talisman is here.”

The fiery orbs shifted, rising into the space above us. They darted in our direction and began circling us, their pulsing glow filling the chamber with a heat that sank past my skin, seeking my bones. The colors flashed in a hypnotic pattern, dancing across the altar, the floor, us.

They came close, the first orb grazing the air near my shoulder, the searing heat forcing me to step backward. My arm brushed against Reyla's, and the flame's light dimmed instantly, as though repelled by our connection. She looked my way, her eyes wide.

“They respond to us,” she said in a low voice. Frowning, she studied the way the orbs spun faster when I drifted farther from her. “They don’t want us divided.”

A trial, then. Not one of magic or strength but of our bond, the way our love had fused the halves of my being into one whole. I hadn’t spent most of my life trying to figure this out, to build on what little my father could tell me before he died, only to lose everything now.

“No curse, no trial, no ancient magic can undo what we’ve achieved together,” she said, shooting me a radiant smile. She stepped closer to me, her shoulder touching mine. “The challenge isn't about avoiding the flames. It’s about us.”

She found my hand and linked our fingers together. The impact of that simple connection drew both our magic, combining it into one, and a jolt of energy rippled out of us. It blasted through the air like lightning. The orbs stuttered mid-spin, their flames coiling closer as though drawn to the energy we generated.

I raised my free hand toward the silver flame while Reyla mirrored me with the red, her grip on my hand tightening. Both orbs flared once, twice, then leaped toward us.

They hit, but instead of burning, the fires twisted together, melding into a single dance of color, a blur of silver and red. The orbs continued to spin, the screaming whir of their movement nearly deafening. Pivoting, they swirled toward the altar’s center.

Their unified fire turned into a blaze of light, a final burst of heat flaring to blast across us in a heavy wave before the light winked out and silence echoed inside the chamber.

The dragons coiled back to face each other, again taking on the position on the Evergorne Crest, with their wings and tails extended out behind them. They locked into place and turned to smooth stone.

A key hovered between them, its golden sheen reflecting the glow from Reyla's outstretched finger. A blue stone glistened on its shaft, the exact color as the stone in the ring. The key drifted away from the altar in slow, swaying arcs, approaching us before finally coming to rest in Reyla’s outstretched palm. Her light caught the gem’s facets, making it gleam, before it winked out and was absorbed by the key, leaving only swirling gold behind.

“This is nowhere over yet,” she said grimly, not looking away from the key.

“Not even close.” My voice dropped off. I thought of the other objects, of Halendor’s schemes and Irridain’s greed. How much we still had to do with so little time.

But we were ready for this challenge.

A shriek echoed through the chamber, a wrenching lash of anger and dismay. I’d heard it before. Inside the throne room when my mother collapsed and, in the marketplace, when I’d somehow sent the borgons away.

Prager.

Farris’s fur bristled, and he darted over to stand between us and the back wall of the cave, a growl ripping up his throat.

We pulled our blades and put our backs to each other, seeking the threat, but if Prager was here, she wasn't brave enough to show herself.

“We found the first talisman, Prager,” Reyla shouted, holding up the key before securing it in her pocket. “We'll find the others. You hear me? We're going to sever this curse forever!”
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Reyla

“We need to get out of here.” That certainty blazed across my soul.

Prager was…here. And she was furious.

The room shook, and this time, fissures appeared in the walls, gouging down through the stone as if she held the cave in her hand and was slowly crushing it.

Lore tugged me into his arms.

Farris’s snarls grew louder, his head snapping in all directions.

“I can’t flit.” The desperation in Lore’s voice nearly undid me. “I can’t flit!”

I tried, and neither could I. Blocked? There wasn’t time to find out.

The walls rippled, cracked. Dust rained down from the ceiling as fissures appeared overhead as well.

“Farris, stay close,” Lore bellowed, urging me toward the tunnel.

We rushed through the doorway and out into the hall and the doors snapped closed with an enormous boom behind us. A wall of rubble and dust burst through the panel, giving chase as if Prager had sent everything she had to kill us.

She’d done all she could to slow this. She’d kept Lore from marrying until he overcame whatever spells she’d cast to hold him at Evergorne. On the ship and within the castle, she tried to kill me to keep me from loving them both. She’d possessed Erisandra and used her as a tool to drive a wedge between us or make me run away.

And when that wasn’t working, when we were proving we could finally break the curse, she decided to outright kill us.

Billows of dirt filled the passageway, clawing at my throat as I forced my legs into a sprint. The tremors from behind vibrated through the stone walls, cracking stones loose. They clattered around me as I rushed beside Lore, his broad frame tense. He kept flickering his magic out, using the dirt and rubble to provide a shield to keep us safe. If I had a second to think about the fact that he was using her weapon to protect us, I'd grin. And mock her some more.

Instead, I kept my finger lit to guide our way, and Farris stayed close on my heels, his growl rumbling like a second heartbeat.

“Faster,” Lore barked, his voice cutting through the furor.

Another boom echoed behind us, louder and closer, followed by a sharp screech that made me grit my teeth. I didn’t have to ask what caused it. Prager’s fury was roaring through the air and scraping across my skin. She was still trying to claw her way through, to rip us apart with her venom and spite.

A glance over my shoulder showed the rubble-filled tunnel writhing like it had a will of its own. Prager’s magic was working to destroy what little remained between us and certain death.

“Keep going,” Lore cried.

The path sloped upward. My thighs burned, screaming in protest with every step as we scrambled across the smooth surface toward the faint light of the throne room far above. I wanted to rage at the world, at the fates, at how each inhalation felt like borrowed time. Instead, I clenched my teeth and pushed forward.

Another shudder rocked the ground beneath us, sending loose clumps of dirt filtering down from above. Lore shot me a grim look. “Climb first. You and Farris. I’ll hold everything off.”

“No.” I planted my feet. I'd take root here if need be. “We’re staying together. We live or we die here and now. I mean it.”

A pulse throbbed in his temple before his breath whooshed out. “Together then. I'm with you. Go.”

With Lore right behind, I scrambled up the slope, using the stones embedded into the walls on either side to brace myself, urging Farris at my front to keep going. My fingers clawed for a hold as Lore’s hands found my legs, boosting me higher.

The room above shimmered with light. It felt too far away, too impossible to reach.

A mirage swirled in front of me, juts of smoke and sinew struggling to form into a beast. Calling power and infusing it into shadows, I sent them at the forming image, and it popped.

My arms trembled as I reached higher, the stones under my palms slick, almost alive, moving as if they were trying to wriggle free from my grip. It didn’t make sense, but nothing about this climb did. The air buzzed with a low hum that rattled my teeth. I couldn’t breathe right. Something heavy sat on my chest.

“Come on, come on,” I hissed through clenched teeth, though I wasn’t sure if I was talking to Farris, Lore, or myself.

The slope felt steeper than it had before. The world kept tilting around me, making my head spin and my vision blur. My fingers slipped, and my stomach pitched as I slid backward. Lore’s hands latched onto me before I tumbled back to the bottom.

My heart jumped into my throat as the mirage solidified again, this time into a crow that dive-bombed me, its talons snagging in my hair.

Damned Prager.

She beat her wings against my skull with a sound like crackling paper, and she dragged her claws across my scalp. I yelped and ducked, slapping at her with one hand while clinging to the stones with the other.

“Get away,” I shouted. She cawed, her cackles slipping through to mock me. Her claws tightened around my hair, pulling like she was going to rip it out by the roots. Or lift me up and carry me into the sky, where she'd drop me.

She'd come to end this.

I yanked my blade from its sheath and swiped out at her, gouging a line across one of her wings. Her crackling caws turned to ear-piercing shrieks as her grip on my hair loosened. She snapped away so fast she impacted with the side of the tunnel.

Then she dove at my face.

Lore tried to thrust himself between me and the threat, but he couldn't find purchase on the slope. Rocks on the walls gave way, tumbling to the smooth tunnel below us, unsettling him.

He slid backward.

His horrified gaze blazed into mine, but I could tell his fear was for me. Never himself. He'd give his life to save me.

Prager smacked her wings in my face, blinding me.

With a growl, Farris spun, a blur of gray and white fur and snapping teeth. He almost toppled down the slope as he launched himself at her. His snarls drowned out her crow cries as his teeth bit down hard. She squawked, and a flurry of feathers spiked out around us, some embedding themselves in the wall. Her high-pitched screech ricocheted through my mind as he latched down on one wing and tore her away from me. She flailed as she tried to wrench herself free from his bite.

He shook his head, smacking her against the tunnel wall, and flung her, sending her spiraling through the air, passing Lore who'd made his way back up to me. Her wings flapped awkwardly, and when she landed hard on the tunnel below, she hissed and scrambled to her clawed feet. Her glare showed she was gathering strength to come at us again.

Farris barked, his lips drawn back to expose sharp teeth and she remained where she was, her furious gaze locked on us.

I pressed a hand to my head, pulling it away to find blood. My scalp burned where her talons had caught me.

I only had time to give Farris’s fuzzy head a quick stroke. “Good boy.”

“She's coming again,” Lore barked, his head turned to watch her. “Go!”

Gouging my blade into the floor of the tunnel, I used it to hold my position, scrambling up the slope with Lore urging me from behind. Farris followed, keeping himself between us and Prager.

When I reached the top, I burst from the tunnel, hauling myself out, grunting when I smacked on my belly on the damp soil.

Farris scrambled up to join me, landing squarely in the depression we’d gouged into the throne room floor. He leaped around, snapping at the dark hole, yapping at Lore as if telling him to hurry.

The ground erupted again, shifting harder this time.

Lore sprang from the tunnel, landing squarely on his feet, and hauled me up to stand with him.

Leaving me, he wrenched his body toward the circular cover while I guarded the opening with Farris snapping at my side, and my blade ready to swipe through Prager if she appeared.

Lore hefted the cover, his arm and shoulder muscles straining, and lobbed it into place over the hole. A grating boom echoed around us.

Claws raked across the other side and her piercing shriek ripped across my skin.

Spinning toward me, Lore quickly secured my blade in its sheath before lifting and tossing me upward. I grabbed onto the edge of the hole and scrambled my boots to find purchase.

Farris soared past me, landing squarely on the throne room floor. He snapped and snarled, latching onto my sleeve and tugging, his claws digging into the soft soil as he leaned backward.

I slammed first the toe of my right boot and then the left into the rocky dirt and climbed, finally smacking onto my abdomen in an ungainly heap on the throne room floor.

Lore quickly joined me, somehow finding his way up from the hole with the grace that always escaped me. Above me, he extended his hand. When I took it, he lifted me to my feet, his arm going around my waist to hold me close until I found my footing.

We backed away, Farris beside us, snapping and growling.

With a thunderous snarl, the hole collapsed inward. A plume of dirt shot up from where the opening had been, and a magic rushed across us in violent waves.

The hole sealed over, and the surface smoothed as if it had never been there. Tiles hissed around us, and we rushed to the dais, climbing the stairs and turning to watch as the marble floor slithered back into place, the floor weaving itself back together.

Prager’s shrieks cut off, and silence descended inside the throne room.

“She’s trapped?” I panted.

Lore grunted. “If so, I doubt it’ll hold her for long.”

“Do you think anyone will remember that Erisandra told us to look below the throne room?” I shook my head. “I bet the curse will wipe that from their minds like everything else.”

“We remember.” His gaze remained on the place where his mother had died, and sorrow cratered his face.

I held him, wishing I could take away some of his pain. But smoothing it out took time and plenty of mourning.

His wards fell as he released them from around the room.
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Reyla

The heavy doors to the throne room burst open. Lord Briscalar rushed inside, the lace on his wrists and collar fluttering and his polished shoes thumping on the carpeted aisle. Guards flanked him, their blades drawn and their faces grim as they scanned the area for threats.

Farris bounded over to the lord and danced around him, his tail spiraling and his happy yips echoing in the high ceiling room.

“Yes, yes, what a nice little nyxin.” The lord paused to gently stroke Farris’s head before continuing toward us with my pet scampering at his side.

“Your Highnesses,” he said, his gaze darting between us. “We heard a tremendous roar and shrieking and feared for your lives. What in the all the fates happened?”

“The castle isn’t without its mysteries,” Lore drawled, exhaustion tightening his voice.

As his gaze took us in, Briscalar’s mouth pursed. “Whatever have you two been doing?” He plucked at a tear in my leather tunic and tutted about the dirt that must cover my hair and face before turning to give Lore the same thorough perusal.

“Oh, we were rolling around in the gardens,” I said.

Lore's lips twitched upward, and his arm tightened around the back of my waist.

“I beg forgiveness for entering the throne room despite your specific instructions, my king. My queen,” Briscalar said, his face darkening. “We thought… Well, it’s been three days, and we feared⁠—”

“Three days?” I barked. How was that possible?

Briscalar’s eyes widened. “Well, yes,” he said, swallowing hard.

Lore and I nearly collapsed against each other. Only two weeks and three days left.

Briscalar gestured toward the doorway. “Shall I escort you to your suite? I believe you two should…” He looked us over again and sighed.

“Yes, let's go to our rooms, love.” Lore kissed my temple. “You really are a dirty one, aren't you?” he whispered for my ears alone. “Perhaps I should clean you up.”

How could he joke at a time like this?

My skin tingled. I tried to tell myself that we should be on high alert, scrambling for ideas for how we’d find the other talismans. Not thinking of climbing between the sheets and all over each other. But we hadn't been together long.

I needed him in every way possible.

“I'll escort you.” Lord Briscalar nodded to the guards to accompany us.

They bustled around us as we made our way back through the winding halls and up the main staircase, Farris racing ahead before coming back to trot at our side.

“How are things going in the city?” Lore asked Briscalar when we reached the first landing.

“Very well, my king.” He paced beside us. “Homes are being constructed quickly, and food is pouring in from the outlying areas. We've already moved some families from nearby manors and into their new homes. As for the borgons, no one has seen them, not even the farmers living beyond the walls. It’s as if they melted back into their caves.”

“Let’s hope so,” Lore said.

Briscalar clasped his hands behind his back as he walked. “I sent riders to the farthermost eastern and western manors. They’ve returned with ample supplies. Wood, nails, blankets, even livestock. And with the bonds forged from your efforts prior to traveling to meet with our queen, the guilds from the city have rallied as well. Stoneworkers and carpenters have reshaped the outer walls where the borgons broke through, and much faster than we thought possible. If I do say so myself, their repairs have improved the structures. The borgons won't find it as easy to slip through our defenses the next time.”

Pray to the fates there wouldn't be a next time.

“Good.” I caught the flicker of approval in Lore’s eyes. “And the food stores?”

We continued down the hall toward our suite.

Briscalar nodded, his lips pursing in satisfaction. “The southern farms have promised monthly deliveries of grain and vegetables in exchange for exemptions in trade levies. I took a gamble involving their lords, and my king, that gamble has paid off.”

Lore's expression sharpened. “Explain the terms of this gamble. I want to understand exactly what we promised. What are we giving in exchange for their help?”

Briscalar’s posture tightened, his lace cuffs fluttering as he smoothed the ruffle at his throat. “The eastern high lords and ladies have long been grumbling about the tariffs placed on their grain. They claim that the levies disproportionately strain their workers and hinder trade with other regions. I assured them that with Evergorne in this state, the crown would reevaluate these taxes for the duration of the recovery efforts.”

Lore’s brow lifted. “Reevaluate doesn’t sound like an exemption.”

Briscalar’s lips pressed into a thin line before he spoke again. “True, Your Majesty. I said we’d reevaluate, but I also implied, without stating outright, that should they continue sending food and supply shipments without complaint, their tariff reductions could remain afterward. A long-term reward for their current generosity.”

“You gambled on their faith in our goodwill.” Lore’s tone didn’t betray much yet, though his eyes narrowed.

“Yes, sire, I did.” Briscalar met Lore’s gaze head-on. “I understand the risk, but these lords are pragmatic. They’ve seen your actions in the capital and heard about the sacrifices made here at Evergorne. They’re testing your resolve, yes, but also your generosity. Showing that this kingdom thrives on cooperation, not exploitation, strengthens your position overall.”

“If their expectations of permanent tariff exemptions grow, we’ll lose a substantial part of the income that sustains this court.” It was clear Lore was calculating every implication. He paused in the hall. “What’s your solution when they demand more than we can give?”

Briscalar’s jaw tightened before he answered. “I’ve proposed a rotating tax system. Lords who meet quotas for aid and supplies will see lower tariffs for a period of three years. This ensures fairness and prevents our court from bleeding resources from any particular estate indefinitely. Those who benefit now must reinvest in the future. By the end of the cycle, we’ll have reserves to stabilize Evergorne’s economy, plus the allegiance of lords who feel they’ve gained more than they’ve lost.”

His gaze darted between Lore and me as if he was trying to gauge our reaction. Lore’s eyes lingered on me. I knew what he was doing—seeking my insight. This wasn't the first time, and I knew it would not be the last.

“What do you think, love?” Lore’s voice slid through the space between us, the faintest hint of a challenge lurking beneath the surface. “Does Briscalar's plan hold weight?”

Briscalar sucked in a breath. I could practically feel his nervous energy flooding the hallway.

Farris bounded ahead, then turned, waiting for us to catch up.

I considered the details, sorting through the implications as I randomly brushed dirt off my tunic. “It’s clever.” I centered my gaze on the lord. “A rotating tax system will keep the crown’s demands from feeling like too much of a burden, but…” I glanced at Lore. “It does have risks.”

Briscalar’s mouth opened, but I held up a hand to stop him before he spoke.

“The problem is long-term loyalty,” I said. “You’re building trust between the crown and the high lords and ladies, but it relies on their belief that future rewards will outweigh the losses they’re taking now. If even one feels cheated, it could unravel what we’re trying to establish.”

Briscalar sent me an approving nod. “You're so right, my queen. That’s why I’ve ensured the terms are as explicit as possible without pinning us in a corner. These agreements⁠—”

“Have no real guarantee,” I said.

We continued walking, catching up to Farris, who licked my hand.

“It’s not your fault,” I added. “Trust in our court is fragile, and with good reason. Fairness isn't something these lords associate with Evergorne, at least not until this generation.” And Lore’s kindness. “I’m sure their grievances stem from generations of unchecked imbalance.” Such as his mother’s way of ruling this court.

Lore tilted his head, the quirk of one eyebrow showing his curiosity. “What’s your solution, Wildfire? How do we prevent their trust from fracturing while keeping Evergorne’s economy afloat?”

We stopped at the door to our suite, and our guards spread out to cover both directions.

“Let’s make the rotating tax system broader,” I said. “Tie it not only to temporary aid during the recovery but to long-term projects. You’ve already started allocating land to lessers, Lore, giving our people what they need to work and thrive without depending as heavily on the court’s generosity. Build on that. Start a framework where the high lords and ladies benefit directly from this success. For example, grant them incentives, like lower tariffs or trade privileges for investing in the lessers’ lands. Encourage them to fund infrastructure, provide better tools, or lend aid to manage harvests. When those lessers succeed, and I bet anything they will, everyone will profit. It turns goodwill into a shared interest.”

Briscalar’s eyes widened, his fingers twitching as though he was already asking his magical pen and paper to write the details down. “Such an intriguing proposition, my queen. Delightful, in fact. I don't know why I didn't think of it myself. It would ensure the lessers feel supported while tying the lords’ and ladies’ gain to the kingdom’s growth. But the question is whether the nobility will view such arrangements as worthy of their effort.”

“They will if they see results,” I said. Lore was grinning, his eyes sharp with pride I wasn't sure I deserved but I basked in anyway. “Their wealth grows alongside the stability of Evergorne itself, and stability is a currency they’ll want. They might not see it that way now, but when they’re faced with losing access to those incentives, they’ll leap over themselves to be a part of our plan.”

Lore crossed his arms, leaning his shoulder against the doorframe outside our suite. “It’s bold, but I can see the value. If they refuse to cooperate, they shut themselves out of future gains. But timing is critical. How do we ensure this plan doesn’t fall apart before it can take root?”

I tapped the toe of my boot on the floor, thinking. “Start small. Choose one or two high lords or ladies you suspect would be more excited about the idea, ones with ties to regions where the lessers’ work has already shown a return. Offer them very limited trial incentives, enough to make them curious but not so much that the others feel slighted. Once they discover the benefits and their peers see the results, the rest will follow. Greed can be as persuasive as loyalty when handled correctly.”

Briscalar nodded, his face glowing with enthusiasm. “A delightful prospect, indeed. My king, my queen, it could reshape the balance of power without creating outright rebellion. If we lead by example, show them it’s prosperity and not control we seek… Yes, I believe this will work quite well.”

We stepped inside the suite, and Faelith came rushing over. Farris hopped around her, his tail a whir. When she was able to latch onto him, she secured his leash to his collar. “I’ll take this fine fellow out for a stroll and then a nice warm bath, shall I?”

“Thank you,” I said.

She bobbed in a curtsy. “I’ll see to that in your old suite when we return.”

Moira and Calista waited nearby, and I’d have direction for them soon as well, once Lord Briscalar had left.

Faelith stepped out into the hall with Farris, and the door shut behind her.

Lore brushed his fingertips down my arm. “You have a knack for spinning sense out of impossible threads, love. Such an amazing idea.” His voice carried a fondness so deep it warmed me all the way to my bones.

“This is what you married me for, isn’t it?” I tilted my head toward him, giving him a smirk.

“Among other things.” His tone dropped, and his eyes lingered on mine.

I flushed under the heat of his smoldering gaze.

“And the people?” I asked Lord Briscalar, wanting to be alone with Lore but needing to make sure everyone else was settled first. “The villagers, those who were displaced, those mourning? How are they handling things?”

“Many remain with host families, Queen Reyla. None lack shelter, not while I have breath to see it done.” His shoulders loosened. “We’ve also expanded the kitchens, setting up cooking stations in some of the lesser-used dining rooms. Between those efforts and smaller houses banding together, no one has gone hungry. The funeral pyres have finished smoldering. We lost less than we thought, thankfully, due to those who drove the borgons past our city walls and the heroic efforts of our healers. Please consider sending them something to thank them.”

“Suggestions?” I asked.

Briscalar’s lips twitched, his gaze shifting upward as he thought. “A royal decree acknowledging their selfless service would be a start. Recognition from the crown carries weight, especially with healers who rarely receive such praise. Beyond that, perhaps additional supplies for their infirmaries. A shipment of rare herbs, fresh linens, or even funds to expand their facilities. It’s practical and honors their work. And for the guards? Perhaps increase their stipend.”

I nodded. “Make it happen. Send word to the guilds overseeing the trade routes. We’ll prioritize the healers’ needs. Our coffers can handle the increase for the guards?”

“Easily.”

“Then let’s do it.”

“I’ll see to it immediately, my queen,” he said.

“And the borgons?” Lore asked. “Have we discovered where they disappeared to?”

Briscalar hesitated, his face tightening. “Not so far. Per your order, patrols have been increased along the outer borders, but the scouts report nothing unusual. It’s as if they were magicked away.”

“I suspect Prager’s influence isn’t limited to Evergorne’s walls,” Lore said with a growl.

“If the borgons are tied to her, they’ll resurface when she does,” I said.

Lore slid his hand across the small of my back, and when he trailed his fingertips up and down my spine, I shivered. It was all I could do to pay attention to the conversation.

“Double the patrols near the forests and passes,” Lore said, clearly not as distracted as me. Such a tease. “Use our trackers sparingly; they can’t risk being lured into something they can’t fight their way back from.”

Briscalar nodded, his expression grim. “Yes, my king. I’ll ensure it's seen to at once.”

Lore’s jaw tightened, his gaze distant for a moment before he focused on me. “We’ll prepare for whatever she may throw our way next.”

There was no need to voice it further. We both knew this reprieve, if it could even be called that, was temporary. Prager shrinking into silence only meant she was taking time to calculate her next move.

“To finish answering your question about our people,” Briscalar said to me, likely blocked from hearing anything related to Prager and the curse. “Vigils have been organized for those still grieving, and healers are making their rounds to tend to those with smaller wounds. It will take time for us to recover, of course, but our people are resilient. They won’t falter under your reign. They believe in you—both of you.”

Lore inclined his head. “Excellent. See that their needs remain a priority. We’ve asked more of our people than they should ever have to endure. If there’s any sign of unease, whether it’s hunger, discomfort, or even discontent, we must act right away.”

Briscalar clasped his hands below his chin. “Of course, Your Majesty. You have my word.”

“Which brings me to what I need from you next,” Lore said.

“I live to serve at your command,” Briscalar said in a humble tone that wasn't even a touch fake. We were fortunate to have him on our staff. Loyalty couldn't be bought, but this man gave it fully without expecting anything in return.

“Take my hand.” Lore stretched his out, and the lord did so without hesitation. Lore closed his eyes, and I felt a pulse of his magic slam into Briscalar, who shuddered but held Lore’s gaze, saying nothing. “Good,” Lore said as he released the lord’s hand. “Not him.”

Then who had tainted the Sentinel Veil?

“My queen and I must be away from the court for some time,” Lore said. “I'm leaving you here as regent.”

“Me?” Lord Briscalar gasped. “But⁠—”

“Talvon will help, as will my advisors. Before you accept, however, you need to know that someone tainted the Sentinel Veil.”

Lord Briscalar’s eyes widened. “I could never⁠—”

“It wasn’t you.”

The lord nodded slowly.

“As regent, you’ll need to discover who did while we’re gone, as well as handle anything that might come up here at the court. Do you feel able to handle this task, High Lord Briscalar? Know that you can refuse. I’d never force something like this on anyone.”

“If…” He shook his head and for the first time since I'd met him, he appeared flustered. The fact that he hesitated spoke well for him. A conniving person would latch onto this opportunity and use it to benefit himself. Not this man. He'd ensure everyone else was comfortable before seeing to his own needs. “I am greatly honored, my king. My queen.” He bowed deeply. “I will happily serve you in any way I can. Are you sure you wish for me to serve as regent?”

Lore grasped his shoulder and tightened his fingers. “There's no one else I trust more. If you agree, I’ll ensure the announcement is made before we leave.”

Lord Briscalar stiffened, only the shimmer of tears in his eyes giving away how stunned he was by the trust Lore was placing in his hands. “I will serve as regent with all my heart and strength.”

Lore braced the other man’s shoulders. “Thank you.”

“When do you plan to depart? I must see to the queen's things. Will you travel long? I have to ensure she has enough clothing and toiletries, plus staff to assist her during her⁠—”

“We're traveling alone.”

Briscalar's jaw dropped, and he said absolutely nothing, a first right there.

“I'm not sure how long we'll be gone,” Lore added. “As for when, we leave first thing in the morning.”

I could tell by the twitch on his hand on my waist that he wanted to flit now. But we were exhausted. Covered in dirt and grime. We could take one night to bathe and rest.

“Very well, sire. My queen.” Briscalar's hands fluttered around his face. “I must make sure everything is ready. Are you sure there isn't anything I can do for you before you depart?”

“Not one thing.” Lore braced both of the lord's shoulders. “Thank you. We wouldn't be able to leave if we didn't trust you'd ensure everything went smoothly while we're gone.”

“You can rely on me, my king. I promise this with all my heart.” With that, the lord left, his footsteps sweeping down the hall in a flurry, his voice calling out orders with authority already.

“Good choice,” I said once the door had been closed behind us. I glanced toward Moira and Calista, who gaped at us, no doubt having listened in on the conversation. “We'd like a meal brought to the room. And Moira? Please draw a bath and lay out clean leathers for us both.” I unstrapped my blades and tossed them onto the sofa. “Please see these are cleaned immediately. Ensure they're returned to me in pristine condition and quickly. Leave them with the guards outside the door.”

“I'll go to the kitchen after starting your bath,” Moira said with a sparkle in her eyes.

Of course she would. She and the head chef were falling in love.

She rushed toward the bathing chamber.

“And I'll take your weapons to the guards with strict instructions,” Calista said. “Surely you'll take a few things with you? I fear you’ll need something, and it will be here, out of your reach.”

I met Lore's eyes. “A pack for each of us. I’ll use the one I brought with me. Only vital things. Any suggestions other than a few changes of clothing and extra throwing knives for me, Lore?”

He barked out a list, and I could see Calista taking notes in her mind. “We're traveling light. Dried provisions. A full flask of water in each pack.”

“I'll see to it immediately.” Calista dipped in a curtsy and hurried to the door.

“Leave them with the guards. The meal as well,” Lore called out to Calista. “My queen and I would like to be alone.”

“Very well,” she said as Moira hurried back into the sitting area. “We'll see you in the morning, then. Shall we bring breakfast?”

“At dawn,” I said. “Leave it with the guards.”

They sped out into the hallway, and Lore called Talvon and Surren inside where he explained that we were leaving, and that Lord Briscalar would be regent while we were away.

“I'll ensure the heralds announce the news.” Surren's gaze met mine. “Are you sure a few guards can't go with you? I worry, of course.”

“We have to travel alone,” Lore said.

This was our quest, and I suspected we’d need to complete it with no help from others.

They left and not long later, Faelith brought Farris back, his fur clean and groomed and his eyes sparkling with joy. He bounced around us, panting as she stepped out into the hallway. As the door closed, he scampered over to hop up onto the sofa, curling on the cushion in front of the fire.

Lore flicked his hand toward the outer door and the lock snicked closed.

Then he advanced on me with a sultry smile. “Alone at last, my pretty little bride.”
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Lore

My blink flitted us to the bathing chamber and a sweep of my hand made Reyla’s clothing disappear, leaving her beautifully naked. She gasped, her eyes widening with excitement. I scooped her up into my arms and spun her around. I’d never get used to the wonderful feeling I got from being with her. Her laughter filled the room, a sound that would ignite me until my dying day.

“What are you doing?” she squealed, though the grin on her face told me she knew exactly what I was doing.

“Sometimes I enjoy peeling off your clothing piece by piece, but other times, I want you like this right away. Time to get clean, love.” I also removed my own clothing with magic and carried her over to the tub. Steam drifted across the water, and I couldn't wait to let the warmth seep into my bones. I was tired. Unbelievably sad. But I wanted—no needed—this time with my wildfire.

I stepped into the tub and lowered us both into the water.

Reyla sighed and nestled into my chest. Grabbing a cloth, I dipped it into the water. I began to wash my love, my queen, my wife, starting with her shoulders and moving down her arms in slow, sensual strokes.

She moaned and tipped her head back, watching my face.

I kept the cloth gliding over her skin, taking my time, trailing it along her sides as I moved lower. Her breath hitched, and I couldn't resist teasing her further. “I do enjoy washing you, Wildfire. Consider me your personal bath attendant.” I kissed her temple, and my voice rasped out of me. “It’s so much fun getting my hands dirty.”

Her laughter danced in the air. “And I love how dirty you can be. But what if I said that you washing me is only half the fun?”

“Is that a challenge?” I dragged the cloth down across her belly and slipped it between her legs. “I'm ready when you are. Rising to the occasion, in fact.”

She wiggled on my lap, and my cock sprang free, thrusting against my abs. “I can tell.”

Taking the cup sitting on the table beside the tub, she filled it and dumped it over my head, laughing when I sputtered and shot her a pretend glare.

“Impertinent, aren't you?” I growled. “I will seek my revenge.”

“I'm only washing your hair.” Pure innocence came through in her voice. I'd believe it if her eyes didn't sparkle with mischief. I adored that look and the way pink filled her cheeks. Which I kissed, one after the other until her lips pursed.

“You've stopped washing,” she pointed out.

“How remiss of me.” I tossed the cloth aside and replaced it with my fingers, drawing out her moan when I circled her clit.

“My hair,” she said, all breathy. “Your hair.”

“Let me love you, and then we'll wash.”

“You're corrupting me.”

“And you adore me for that fact.”

“I do,” she sighed, turning to face me, spreading her legs wide around my waist. “Show me your special skills, bath attendant.”

I swept everything off the table and lifted her, laying her on the surface.

Then I climbed over her, kissing her, staking my claim while she did the same with me.

I was hungry for this woman all the time. Starving. I would be until I drew in my last breath.

I gently traced my fingertips across her throat, then my palm, feeling her swallow hard. Her eyes widened, but she leaned into the touch, trusting me. Something inside me stirred, a feral part of me that craved to be unleashed.

Leaning down, I captured her mouth with mine. It wasn’t a soft kiss but fierce, demanding. My longing for her was a desperate, primal need clawing at my soul. My wildfire answered with the same intensity, her mouth opening, inviting me in. Our tongues clashed, tangled.

I broke the kiss only to trail my lips down her neck, nipping, tasting the sweetness of her skin. Her breath caught, her gasp echoing in the room.

Sliding my hand down her side, I eased it across her belly and between her spread legs. A groan ripped up my throat. So wet. So needy. Desire shocked to my core, making my cock throb.

I trailed my fingers up the sweet, inner part of her thigh, feeling her goosebumps rise under my touch. When I reached her heat, I stroked my thumb through her wetness, groaning at her slick warmth. She was ready, so ready, and it would’ve been easy to drive myself deeply inside her. But I wanted to delay this as long as I could, to bring out the heat of her passion. I would not rush this, not with this woman I'd adore forever.

“Eyes on me,” I whispered, my voice raspy with need. “I want to see you fall apart, hear you scream, Wildfire.”

“I’m too loud.”

I grinned, leaning down to kiss her again. “I’ll capture your screams in my mouth.”

“Don’t look away,” I said, locking my gaze on hers again.

I circled her clit, and that beast inside me roared when she shivered beneath me. Her breath came in short gasps, her cheeks flushing a beautiful shade of pink. I increased the pressure, rubbing in tight circles, watching as her eyes widened and her lips parted.

“Lore,” she groaned. I loved hearing my true name on her lips, loved knowing that I was the one dragging it from deep inside her chest.

I slid one finger inside her, and her body tightened around me. She was hot, wet, and pure joy. I groaned, knowing how amazing it would feel to have her respond in the same way to my cock.

“More,” she cried out, bucking her hips up to meet my hand. I added another finger, filling her, stretching her. Her eyes fluttered closed, and I stilled my movements.

“Eyes on me,” I barked, my voice gentle but firm. She opened her eyes, her hazy gaze meeting mine.

I drove my fingers inside her again, pumping them, adding another all while circling her clit with my thumb. Her soft whimpers echoed in the room, and I could tell by how she clenched down on my hand that she was close.

Not close enough.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, my eyes never leaving hers. “So fucking beautiful, wife.”

Her face flushed even darker, her body writhing beneath me. I loved the way she tightened around my fingers, the way her breath came in short, sharp cries.

I moved my hand faster, pumping harder. She lifted her hips, meeting my thrusts, her gaze never leaving mine.

Cupping my other hand around her throat, I leaned close only long enough to whisper before pulling back to meet her eyes. “Come for me, Wildfire. Show me you're mine.”

And she did. Her body spasmed around my fingers, her hips bucking wildly as she found bliss.

My cock exploded as expected. There was no way I wouldn't come along with this woman.

Sinking back into the tub, I pulled Reyla with me, her back resting against my chest. I reached for the soap, lathering it in my hands before massaging it into her hair. Her soft moan as she relaxed into my touch made my cock twitch with renewed interest.

She wiggled and shot me a smile over her shoulder. “Still eager to play, my king?”

I curled forward to kiss her cheek. “Always, Wildfire. Always.” I finished rinsing her hair and urged her forward on my thighs so I could massage her back. She leaned into my touch, her soft groans echoing in the steamy room.

“I want to be with you, but if you keep doing that, you're going to make me fall asleep,” she said in a languid voice.

“Sleep if that’s what you need. I’m here to hold you.”

“Let me help you.” She turned to face me, taking the soap and mimicking my actions, her fingers working magic on my scalp. I closed my eyes, savoring the sensation. When she made me turn and stroked my back, digging her fingertips into my sore muscles, I was the one filling the room with growls and groans.

I shifted around and held her face with my palms, staring into her eyes. “My love for you, Wildfire, isn't bound by flesh or bone. It surpasses all that.”

“Lore,” she croaked, her eyes shimmering with tears. But these were tears of joy. I had and I would still bring tears of sorrow to her eyes, but I took happiness in knowing I could please her now.

“My love runs deeper than the roots grip the soil,” I said. “Farther than stars scatter across the sky. You're every breath I've ever taken, every one I will ever take, and when this world crumbles to dust, I will still love you—even in its ashes. You’re my reason, Reyla. My always.”

Her trembling hand brushed against my cheek, her fingertip gliding over the jagged scar like it was something sacred. Her eyes locked on mine, unflinching, like she saw the broken pieces inside me and didn’t just understand them, she claimed them. “You call me your wildfire, but you’re the one who sparked this flame inside me, Lore. You seared your name into my soul, so deep and so permanent that even if I forget myself, I'd still know you. When shadows fall, I will find you, because you’re my light, my guide, my home. Wherever you are, I will be too.”

I kissed her, slow and deep and full of all the emotions surging through my heart, then pulled away.

With her in my arms, I stepped from the tub, water cascading down our bodies to puddle on the floor. I snagged a cloth and wrapped it around her, patting her dry. She did the same for me, her touch lingering, igniting my skin. My heart. My soul.

Without a word, I scooped her up into my arms and carried her to our bed. I laid her down gently, following her, my body covering hers. Our lips met in a soft, lingering kiss that deepened into something more urgent.

Reyla’s hands tangled in my hair, pulling me closer, her lips parting against mine. Every touch from her made something primal roar within me, a hunger that couldn't be sated with a kiss.

“I want you,” she whispered against my mouth, her voice a mixture of need and desperation that mirrored my own.

I trailed kisses down her neck, feeling her pulse quicken beneath my lips. Her chest heaved, each breath drawing me in deeper. I kissed every bit of her skin, finally moving back to her breasts. I took one hardened peak into my mouth, sucking gently, drawing out a soft moan from deep within her.

“Lore…” My name was a plea, a call that echoed through my bones.

I moved lower, my hands and mouth exploring every curve, every dip of her exquisite body. Her skin was smooth and incredibly soft, and I reveled in the sensation of having her beneath me. When I reached her heat, I nipped at her inner thigh, causing her to jolt and gasp.

Her gaze sought mine, and in that moment, we were connected by a bond deeper than any magic, more powerful than any curse. My mate. My incredible wife.

I lowered my head, pressing a soft kiss on her clit before sliding my tongue through her wetness. Her body arched off the bed, and a cry escaped her lips. I licked and sucked, circling her clit with my tongue, feeling her muscles tense beneath me.

“By the fates…” Her voice trembled, her fingers digging into the blankets.

I slid a finger inside her, feeling her clench around me, her hips moving in rhythm with my strokes. I added another. Her moans grew louder, her body writhing, her lungs raging.

I could tell she was close, but I didn't want her to come yet. I wanted to be inside her when she shattered, to feel her fall apart around me. Pulling back, I rose above her. Reyla’s eyes fluttered open, her gaze meeting mine with a mixture of surprise and desperate need. A soft whimper escaped her lips. “Lore, please.”

Her plea was my undoing. Rising over her, I positioned myself at her entrance, feeling her wet heat against the tip of my cock. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me down, urging me to take everything.

“Mine,” I growled, the word escaping from deep within me. It was a declaration, a claim. She was mine, but I was equally hers, bound together by something far greater than ourselves.

I sank into her slowly, feeling every inch of her as she enveloped me. Her eyes never left mine, and in them, I saw everything I'd ever wanted, everything I'd ever need. Her body arched, meeting my thrusts, her breaths coming in short, sharp gasps.

“You feel incredible,” I rasped, my voice barely recognizable. Every sensation was heightened, every touch electrified.

Her nails dug into my back, urging me to thrust deeper, harder. I leaned down, capturing her mouth with mine, our tongues clashing together. I could taste her need, her desire, and it drove me wild.

“More,” she whispered against my lips, her body trembling beneath me. I increased the pace, driving into her with all the intensity coursing through me. I loved her more than life itself, and I wanted her to feel it, to know it, to be as consumed as me by what we could give each other.

Her eyes glazed over, her body tensing as her climax neared. Her muscles tightened around me, pushing me to the edge. But I held back, waiting, watching.

“Lore,” she cried out, her body convulsing around me.

Her orgasm ripped through her, and I captured her screams with my mouth, swallowing them whole. The sensation of her coming undone around me was enough to send me higher than the constellations I loved.

I came hard, my body shuddering with the force of it. Waves of pleasure coursed through me, and I felt every part of my soul responding.

I collapsed on her, breathing heavy as she stroked my back and murmured words of love in my ear.

Finally, I rolled, taking her with me.

She slept.

I did not.

I held her and watched over her, keeping my precious love, my mate, safe for as long as I could.
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Reyla

Morning light tiptoed into the room, soft and pale, brushing against my cheek. I stirred against a warmth that wasn’t the sun, my hand splaying over a chest I knew as well as my own. Lore’s breathing matched mine, and for a moment, I simply lay there, feeling his heart beating steadily.

I would not lose him. I would fight with everything I had in me to save him.

“Watching me sleep again, Wildfire?” Lore’s voice was like sliding through horig, smooth and sweet, with a touch of spice.

I didn’t answer right away, letting my gaze sweep over his face. His scarred, utterly beautiful face, a gorgeous mix of the two—now one—men I'd fallen irrevocably in love with. The lines of worry that sleepless nights had carved into his features seemed softer in this morning’s light. His eyes, though, carried the weight of the world and, maybe, a little hope. A fragile, flickering thing, born from something we’d both been too afraid to name until recently.

“I’ll watch you as much as I like.” I traced a slow line across his collarbone with my finger, his skin warm beneath my touch.

His hand came up, and he cradled the back of my neck. “You spoil me, Reyla.” There was no teasing in his voice now, just truth. Just him.

“If I could,” I said softly, leaning into his touch, “I’d give you the stars and the sun and the moon above. But for now, you’ll have to settle for me.”

“You’re all I need.” His fingers stroked the curve of my jaw, his eyes searching mine. “Everything, Reyla. You're everything.”

We stayed like that for an eternal heartbeat, the morning stretching thin around us before he broke the silence, his voice pulling me back into what lay ahead. “We need to leave soon.”

The power of his words settled in my chest. My fingers still lingered on his skin, tracing silent reassurances I wasn’t sure he’d believe.

“We’ll break the curse,” I whispered. He needed to hear it, to feel it. “You’ll live, Lore. I swear it. We’ll survive this, and when we do, we’ll grow old together. We’ll have a little girl.” My voice broke, but I forced out the rest. “And she’ll have your gorgeous green eyes.”

His breath caught, and I thought he might break apart. But no, this was Lore, stoic and unyielding, even when the world demanded pieces of his soul. A smile, a rare, true smile, tugged at the corner of his mouth, lightening his entire face in a way that stole the air from my lungs.

“A girl,” he echoed, his voice raw. He was tasting the promise for the first time and daring to believe it. “If that happens…” He paused, his hand slipping around to my back to pull me closer, his forehead brushing mine. “It means…”

Even now, he couldn't say it. But I could. “It means the curse is broken. It’ll happen.” My words carried quiet steel. “I’ll make sure of it. We will, together.”

Rolling me over, he buried his face in my neck, his breathing ragged. He tightened his arms around me like I was a precious thing.

“Together,” he vowed.

The room felt colder the moment he eased back and let go.

Reluctantly, I slid to the edge of the bed, the blankets tangling around my legs as I rose. His hand lingered on my arm, sliding down until his fingertips reached mine. Even that fleeting contact buzzed through me like fire. I turned, catching the way he watched me as if I might disappear if he blinked too long.

“Get up,” I said, aiming for lightness I did not feel. “We’re going to be late to our destiny.”

Lore propped himself up on one elbow, his hair a wild, dark halo around his face. The bruised shadows beneath his eyes hadn’t faded overnight, but his expression held something else now. Determination. And hope, tenuous and breakable, but still there. For the girl we spoke of. For us.

“Bossy this morning, aren't you, wife?” he drawled, but a smile still played across his lips. It softened his sharp edges enough to make something twist and throb in my chest.

“Don’t make me drag you out of bed,” I said, though the words came out soft.

“I wouldn’t try to stop you,” he said.

“You would,” I shot back, smirking as I reached for my clean leathers Moira had draped over the chair beside the bed. “You’d flip me on my back and cage me with your body.”

“That I would.”

As I dressed, the soft scrape of leather broke the fragile quiet between us. “You’re welcome to stay here,” I teased. “And dream about that little girl while I go find what we need to break this curse.”

My back was turned, but I could feel the shift in him, the way his mood dipped and then steadied again. “Reyla.” My name, wrapped in that low, gravelly voice, made me pause. “You really believe we’ll do this?”

I pulled my tunic over my head and as I fed my arms through the sleeves, I glanced over my shoulder. His silhouette in the dim morning light was a reminder of every battle he'd fought and every scar he’d once carried. His strength was undeniable, but his vulnerability, this terrifying crack he revealed only with me, was what made him real. It also made me love him all the more.

“I don’t only believe it, Lore.” I faced him fully now, the hem of my tunic brushing the tops of my thighs. “I know it. There’s no other option. Not for us.”

He nodded, drawing in a slow breath that seemed to still the storm churning behind his eyes.

“We fight,” he said, his voice steady.

“Side by side.”

I wanted to stay here forever, wrapped in the fragile hope that was more precious than any crown. But destiny wasn’t patient, and neither were the dangers waiting for us outside these walls.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and rose in a single, fluid motion. Seeing him pull on his leathers was like watching a blade being sheathed—and equally dangerous. He buckled his belt with practiced ease. Even now, with barely more than a thread of light slipping through the window, Lore was beautiful in the way only something forged in fire could be.

“You’re staring, Wildfire.” His voice was a low rumble, his teasing edge back enough to curve my lips into a smile.

“You’re worth staring at,” I said simply. The honesty of it caught him, and the muscles in his jaw loosened.

“Careful, or I might start believing you mean it,” he said, strapping on his last dagger.

“You should.” I fastened the sheaths for my own throwing knives to my thighs and calves. We grabbed pack from the closet, me taking the one I'd brought with me from the fortress, placing my precious things in a box on a shelf. This pack had served me well for a very long time, and I sensed it could bring me luck.

I even tucked the velvet bag with the tiny blade and the diary in my pack. Rushing to the bed, I lifted the mattress.

No Ember’s Shadow.

I pawed around beneath the mattress, but it wasn’t there. Not on the floor or anywhere around.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

I explained about the book, and he helped me search the entire room, though we didn’t find it. Finally we both sighed.

“You said it only allows you to read it when it has something you need to hear,” he said. “Perchance it doesn’t want you to take it with us?”

I huffed out a growl. “Maybe.” My shoulders fell. We needed all the clues we could get, and I hated leaving anything that might help us behind. But he was probably right.

When we emerged into the sitting area, Farris stood near the door. A flicker in his eyes betrayed his concern.

In the hall, guards handed us the supplies Calista had collected, and they bowed as we took them and carefully tucked them into our packs.

Surren brought our breakfast tray into the room and placed it on the table. Turning, he studied us both. “You're sure we can't go with you?”

“We have to do this alone,” I said, knowing it was true. “Help Lord Briscalar, please.”

Surren pressed his fist against his chest and bowed deeply, leaving the room and shutting the door behind him.

We ate quickly and left the tray on the table, rising, watching each other, saying absolutely nothing. We both worried about what was coming.

“I've been to Halendor Court before, though not inside the castle itself,” Lore said. “I'll flit us to the forest above the building.”

“Alright.” I tapped the hilts of my daggers. I'd leave my sword here, trusting the daggers he'd given me and my throwing blades would be enough. I was decent with a sword, but it was unwieldy in tight places, and I’d always been best with my knives. “What’s the plan?”

“Sneak in. Find the talisman. Flit back here. We’ll be lounging in bed by mid-afternoon.” He sounded like he was teasing, but the seriousness in his eyes told me how frightened he was. Not for himself but for me. I felt the same.

I walked over to stand near the fireplace with the dying coals warming my back, staring at the room that had become a haven, a place where I’d finally been able to piece myself back together. But more than that, it was the place where Lore had given me everything: his love, his trust, his truth. He'd healed me.

Now it was time to heal him.

Farris brushed against my legs. Restless and with his silver tail spiking back and forth, he must know something was about to happen. He refused to leave my side, his keen eyes fixed on every shadow, every flicker of movement I made. His unease mirrored my own. We were flitting into danger headfirst, and the stakes had never been higher.

“You’re quiet.” Lore joined me, his voice wrapping around me like smoke, distracting me from my thoughts.

“Thinking,” I said.

His dark eyes settled on mine, and I caught the faintest flicker of concern there.

“Dangerous pastime,” he murmured. He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his touch lingering on my cheek. “Don’t worry.”

“Would you believe me if I said I’m not?” My attempt at joking fell flat, even to my own ears.

“No.” His voice came out low, with no room for argument. “You’re terrible at lying, Wildfire.”

My lips curved despite myself. “Because the fae can't lie.” Though I had, many times. “And you’re terrible at trying to make me feel better.”

“Am I?” He tilted his head, and his fingers stroked along my collarbone. “Let me try again.”

He cupped my face, his rough palms cradling me. His thumbs smoothed over my cheeks, his gaze boring into mine before he gave me a kiss that felt like a promise. He lifted his head. “I love you. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to keep you safe. Do you feel better now?” His lips curved in a smirk, but his eyes betrayed him. Storm-dark, they burned with a fire I knew was meant for whoever might dare to stand in our way.

I swallowed thickly, my heart stuttering. “A little.”

He pressed a kiss to my forehead, and I melted into his touch. Then his lips found mine again, unhurried yet all-consuming. It wasn’t a frantic kiss, not the desperate kind reserved for farewells or battles. This was Lore’s way of showing me how much he cared.

When he eased back, his breath brushed my skin.

“Time to leave.” He tightened his arms around me.

As Lore flitted us to Halendor Court, Farris howled and leaped toward us.
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Reyla

Lore's arms remained tight around me as he flitted, but Farris’s howl echoed around us. I felt his furry body peel away mid-flit, taking a chunk of my heart along with him.

Cold slammed into me, sharp and cruel on my skin. Magic prickled across my soul, slicing like ragged glass. Were we breaching Halendor’s wards?

I didn’t want to think about what that might mean.

Black stone loomed below as we blinked into existence behind Halendor Castle, on the edge of a thick, gloomy forest. A broad lawn spread out ahead of us. Calling it a lawn might have been a stretch. The grass was too vibrant, as if it battled to bring some color to the dark monstrous structure with turrets stretching toward the sky beyond it. The towering castle swallowed the horizon, the clouds, and even the surrounding countryside.

Ash-black walls stretched upward, their harsh spires broken only by narrow windows that glinted in the blood-red dawn like borgon eyes waiting to devour prey. The deep crimson light of sunrise slithered across the courtyards and surrounding gardens, beds with flowers too bright and bushes twisted into grotesque shapes. They were beautiful and wildly unnatural at the same time.

The stinging, metallic breath I sucked in tasted of warning.

“Farris,” I croaked, looking around for my precious nyxin.

“He leaped on us as I flitted.” Stark desperation filled Lore’s eyes. “I lost him on the way.”

I didn’t know what happened if someone lost touch mid-flit, and the thought of my poor little fluffy friend suffering ripped through me like jagged wire.

“Flit us back,” I barked and with a grim nod, Lore took us to our suite.

Farris was not there.

My heart cratered with pain, and I staggered. Only Lore swiftly pulling me into his side kept me from falling.

“We’ll find him,” he said. “I promise.” When he looked down into my eyes, I found an assurance there I struggled to hold onto.

He stroked my arms. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake.”

“We didn’t try to take him; he insisted.” My poor friend, always determined to stay by my side. If only I could sense whether he was safe somewhere or…

Maybe knowing would only make things worse.

“We need to go.” Two weeks and two days was not enough time. We had two more talismans to find, and we didn’t know where they were other than that we’d find one inside each court.

Lore wrapped his arms around me again, and I clung to him, desperation in his touch. We’d lost Farris, but we would not lose each other.

We landed again in the same spot overlooking Halendor Castle. With daggers in our hands, and my shadows masking us, Lore and I skirted along the edge of the forest, creeping closer to the building. We’d have to run when we could no longer hide among the trees, and the thought of being starkly exposed as we darted across the stretch of clipped grass between the point and the ashen building chilled through me. Pray to the fates my shadows would continue to hide us both.

We stopped in the last copse of trees. He couldn’t flit us inside, because he hadn’t been there.

“We’ll have to move fast. Stay close.” His eyes, darker than the shadows pooling under the black spires, flicked to mine. That usual cut of amusement I adored was gone. This was Lore tipped into his ruthless self. Cold. Calculating. A blade honed to perfection with nothing left but intent.

My chest tightened with the pressure of the wrongness swirling all around us. “This place feels⁠—”

“Too quiet,” he finished, his tone grim.

No leaves rustling in the wind.

No breeze, either.

No buzz of insects or cries of birds echoed behind us in the forest.

Lore’s head tilted, his attention snapping to something behind me. More guards than I could count rushed toward us from among the trees, their black armor glinting in the red-orange light as they burst into full view. Wearing sleek, faceless visors, they appeared as smooth and polished as the ashen castle. Their weapons flashed, curved blades and staffs tipped with glowing stones. They and their weapons glistened with magic.

More guards raced toward us from our other sides.

A low zap radiated from them, and an invisible force tightened around us.

Binding magic. I’d only heard of it once, and I’d hoped to never feel it tightening its grip on my spine.

As my limbs went sluggish, my shadows slipped away, slinking back to where I’d stolen them. The magical binding weighed down my will like soggy fabric draping across my body. I staggered, disoriented, before Lore’s steady hand shot out to hold me upright.

We put our backs to each other and held our daggers tight in our grips.

“If we go down, it’s together,” he growled over his shoulder. “Our magic may be gone, but we have this.”

“Together.” My eyes stung as I was dragged back to that cave, that raid where Kinart died in my arms.

Not again. Not this time. I would not allow it to happen.

The guards moved in fast, surrounding us, their weapons buzzing like whips about to strike.

“Surrender,” one barked.

“Never,” Lore growled.

I tightened my spine, the dagger in my hand humming its own lethal song. Lore’s heat radiated against my back. A flicker of his shadow lunged across the grass, revealing his first move. He struck with such speed and force it split the air, a dark streak cutting through the closest guard.

The faceless visor cracked, magic spilling out as if the armor bled. The guard collapsed, but another took its place before the body could hit the ground.

I spun away, twisting on instinct, and drove my dagger up into the throat of a charging foe. My blade met little resistance, sliding through the armor like hot horig. A faint hiss escaped the guard as they crumpled, their weapon clattering against the ground. For each one who fell, another three took their place.

“Reyla, left.” Lore’s voice barked from behind me.

I ducked, narrowly avoiding a swing that would’ve severed my head from my shoulders. The buzzing, crackling staff missed, and I retaliated with a vicious slash. My blade found favor on the guard’s knee, and they toppled, collapsing in a heap. Without missing a breath, I pivoted, snapping a boot into a chest with a sickening crunch.

It was a relentless press, a tide of faceless bodies forcing us to move faster, strike harder. Each swing of my blade seemed to take more effort, more focus, my movements sluggish under the weight of the binding magic thrumming through the air.

My legs felt like I was wading through sand, my magic swarming uselessly under the surface, bound and gagged and as unobtainable as a cup of water with a sieve in the sea.

Surges of guards crashed into us in black waves, their weapons flaring as they clashed against our blades. For a heartbeat, Lore's face turned toward me, and I caught a glimpse of sorrow in his eyes. We wouldn't give up, but he must fear this was it. He wouldn't even make it to his thirtieth birthday. He wouldn't get to hold me, love me again.

“I love you,” he cried out, slashing with renewed vigor.

We couldn't break through. Soon, we were surrounded with their weapons pointed our way.

“Surrender,” one snarled.

“Let her go,” Lore said. “I'll come with you peacefully.”

“Bring both of them,” someone said in a haughty voice from a short distance away.

Before we could blink, guards bound us with magical ties and turned us to face him.

An older fae man stood in the front of a big open courtyard ahead of us, slowly clapping, the cracks piercing my ears. He stood tall, his frame both powerful and elegant, like a sculpture that had been forged in fire and cruelty. His silver hair, as sleek and gleaming as moonlight, gave way to sharp, lightly lined features that were too exquisite to belong to anything mortal. His unnervingly golden eyes remained locked on us. Unflinching. Penetrating. As though he could peel back our skin and examine our souls in their rawest form.

“King Tallin of Halendor,” Lore hissed. “My father’s rival.”

I was sure he only made the introduction for my benefit.

The king wore a coat of deep red, not the shade of flowers but of fresh-spilled blood, with black threading curling through the fabric in shapes that shifted. Each detail about him screamed dominance, control, and power.

Tallin didn’t just own the space he stood in; he devoured it.

“Welcome to Halendor Court,” he said in a cool, deep voice laced with a venomous charm. “So nice of you to join the party.”

Lore’s growl rumbled in his chest as he strained against the magical bonds.

The king smirked, his lips curling sharper than the blade of a dagger. “Ah, such fire. I do enjoy guests with spirit. Makes my day far less dull.” He flicked his hand up in the air.

The guards forced us toward him, their boots scraping against uneven stone. My pulse thumped furiously in my ears, but I kept my expression defiant. Fear was a predator that fed on the faintest trace of weakness. I wouldn’t give this man the satisfaction.

Lore tilted his head back, his sharp gaze locked on the king as though he could burn a hole straight through his heart.

“Disarm them, if you will,” he said curtly and the guards pawed their hands all over us, including our packs, tearing off what weapons remained and flinging them to the side.

Once the one I took for the head of the guard grunted, the king's smirk broadened. “Now that the formalities are out of the way, we can get started.” He dipped his head forward in a mocking bow. “I’ve been expecting you.” His eyes gleamed as though savoring our confusion. “You see, a lovely woman whispered about your arrival in my ear. When you breached my wards, I told my court to prepare to welcome you.” His cackle rang out, echoed by…

Prager slithered out from the shadows behind him, her gown glimmering like molten sunlight. The fabric clung to her as if it had been poured over her perfect frame and crafted to accentuate her every curve. Her porcelain-smooth face appeared ageless and sickeningly pretty, the kind of beauty that held venom behind its allure. Her golden hair had been coiled artfully on top of her head, a few loose strands draping to frame her calculating features.

Her lips curled into a smile that dripped sweet malice. She slid her arm through King Tallin’s as though she belonged there, as though she shared in his domination of this wretched place. Her red lips parted, and a poisonous laugh spilled out, shrill enough to shatter bone.

“I shared a little secret,” she purred, her fingers brushing lightly over the king’s arm.

Lore bristled and strained at his binds, his rage pulsing across the space between us.

“Prager,” I spat her name.

She cocked her head at me, feigning innocence with wide eyes that gleamed too brightly, like stones polished clean of soul. “Oh, my sweet queen,” she said, her tone dripping with cruelty. “You didn’t think you could sneak into Halendor Court without someone alerting the host, did you?”

King Tallin’s gaze shot between us, a slick smile rising on his face.

“You’re a monster,” I snarled, my teeth bared.

Her laugh rang again, delicate as crystal yet as cutting as broken glass. “Now precious. Is that any way to speak of your gracious hosts? We’ve gone to great lengths to make this…theatrical.”

The Halendor King’s rich, baritone laugh rolled across the courtyard, the sound vibrating in the very air and sinking like a blade into my chest.

Lore strained harder against the magical ties, his entire body taut with fury. His elemental magic rippled through him but didn’t burst out. Just like the shadows I could call but not release, I could feel his power pressing against his skin, writhing, coiling, roaring to break free. The magical binds swallowed it whole.

“You’re boring me,” Lore drawled, his words so cold they froze the air between us.

Prager’s lush smile deepened, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Such bold words from a puny king who, until moments ago, was drowning in guards. But you're right. Let’s get this over with.”

A flick of her finger and the air shifted around us, snapping with cold. We were transported to a broad grassy area with the castle behind us in the distance. Mountains stretched and rolled ahead under a sky void of color other than faint, choking swirls of dusty gray. Nearby, dark hills formed a wicked spine that sloped down to the brittle stretch of lawn ahead. An enormous metal door anchored in stone had been cut into the closest hillside.

The Halendor King strode forward before gesturing grandly to the doorway. The heavy metal creaked, the sound dragging across my nerves like a rusty blade.

“My labyrinth,” he said, his voice thick with glee. “None have made it through, not even my only son.”

Son?

“Perhaps you two might do what no other can.”

Prager’s annoying laugh spilled through the air as she sidled up next to him. Her arm slid casually through his again, her polished nails grazing the sleeve of his coat. “I doubt it,” she cooed. “They’re passionate, yes. But passion can be so blinding.”

Lore’s low voice cut across the space. “You talk too much, Wizard.”

Her smile remained fixed, but the playful glint in her eyes faded, darkening like storm clouds. “How charming. Tell me, Viper, are all your words venom, or do you reserve the sweeter ones for that little queen of yours?”

Lore sighed, and I could tell he was daring her to try to provoke him further. My pulse hammered, the invisible magical restraints digging into my skin like fiery chains. I focused on steadying my breathing, counting each inhale as if it could bank the raw fury roaring through my veins.

King Tallin turned, his boots sweeping through the arid, brittle grass.

“Like everyone who has entered before you, you will do so without magic,” he said in a jovial voice.

“You have only yourselves, your wits, and whatever broken courage you think will help the two of you survive,” Prager said.

I wasn’t sure why they hadn’t taken our packs. Maybe because the small number of provisions inside would make no difference. They’d missed the small dagger hidden along the inside of my left calf. My secret stash too.

Guards shoved us toward the large metal door.

“Please. Enjoy my labyrinth,” the Halendor King said with a conniving smile. “Survive to the end, and you'll receive your reward.”

“We want nothing from you,” Lore snarled.

“Oh, no?” Prager lifted her arm, dangling a golden pendant with a red stone, the one we'd seen beneath the throne room.

The second talisman.

A flick of her hand, and the pendant disappeared.

“Do you swear you’ll allow us to leave with the pendant if we make it through the labyrinth?” Lore barked, his voice as conniving as the king’s.

Prager’s hand tightened on his arm.

Before she could stop him, the king dipped his head forward in a subtle bow. “I solemnly swear.”

Magic rippled through the air, binding his promise. Good.

Lore smirked. “We’ll see you on the other side, then.”

Prager snorted, but her eyes blazed with rage. “You won’t make it,” she growled. “Give up now.”

“Never,” I vowed. “We’re coming for you, Prager, and this time, we’ll kill you.”

The guards shoved us inside the echoing darkness.

As magic snarled across the tips of her fingers, her shriek rang out. “You⁠—”

The door boomed closed behind us.

Ahhh, sorry for that cliffhanger!

No worries, Warrior of Embers is next.

Lost in a maze where tricks and lies twist the mind,

Lore and I must hold onto our love

before we forget it ever existed.

Get Warrior of Embers here.
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