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For Lisa. 

I'm sorry we never met in person, but you were an amazing human and we are all luckier for having had you in our lives.
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Pronunciation Guide





Characters:
Elena: eh-LAY-nah
Agon: A-gone
Quinn: qu-IN
Lyra: LIE-rah
Madame LaBelle: ma-DAM la-BELL
Zied: ZED
Roska: ROSS-kah
Demoni: de-MON-ee
Aiden: a-DEN
Aleerah: ah-LEER-ah 

Places:
Andover: ann-DOVER
Nexton: NEX-ton
Cyra: sigh-RAH
Riverayn: river-INE
Rolam: ro-LUM
Slyvestris: sill-VES-tree












  
  

1

Quinn





Quinn woke to the sound of blood-curdling screams and a distant roar of anguish. Their cries exacerbated the pounding in his head.  

Someone was calling out Elena’s name. Their voice echoed around Q, but they sounded far away. 

He tried to sit upright, but the pounding in his head only intensified as he moved. Instead, he remained in an awkward—and rather painful—reclined position and slowly opened his eyes. 

The world around him seemed to be falling to pieces.

He was still in the cavern in the Dragon’s Teeth. Aiden lay unconscious across the chasm with Aleerah. Lyra was slowly rising and shaking her head, struggling to remain steady on her feet. Roska lay beside him, blood pooling under his head. Demoni wasn’t moving, coiled tightly around his neck. 

Where was Elena? She had been with him when he’d been fighting the turmio.

Oh, gods! Where was the turmio?

“Elena!” the voice cried out again. A man’s voice. Filled with panic and heartbreaking sorrow. Quinn’s eyes scanned the room for the source of the voice. A guy, not much older than Q, lay on the ground across the chasm. His head and arms were dangling into the pit, as though he was reaching for something. Someone.

Mother Goddess. No. Please no.

Quinn’s heart shattered as he put the pieces together. He was supposed to be the one who died fighting that damned monster. Not Elena! She was innocent, safe, clean. She was supposed to survive and live a long, full life. She wasn’t supposed to be the one prophesied to fall in this battle.

“No. No. No no no.” Quinn couldn’t catch his breath. The word slipped out over and over as he struggled to make sense of what had happened.

Where had she gone? How had she been the one to fall instead of him or Roska? What the mux happened?








  
  

2

Beatrice





Beatrice collapsed to the floor, gripping her chest, feeling a frantic and unnerving sense of disconnection. She and Belladonna had been walking the newest section of the Wall that now fully protected Harbor Ridge when she’d been overcome. Tears sprang forth from her eyes, unprompted and devastating.   

“Bea!” Belladonna rushed to her side, catching Beatrice just as her knees were about to make brutal contact with the stone walkway atop the Wall. “What happened? Are you hurt?” 

Belladonna’s firm grip was the only thing that kept Beatrice from coming apart entirely. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

“I… I can’t feel her.” Beatrice sputtered. “I can’t feel Elena. Something has happened.” Beatrice didn’t have the mental capacity to explain how she felt. She didn’t have the words to vocalize the sense of loss and brokenness that shattered her heart. 

“What do you mean?” Belladonna looked confused. Her eyes searched Beatrice’s face, trying to understand the nonsense that was spilling from her lips.

“There was a connection. A tether of sorts,” Zied offered. “It was a small, magical bond that kept the children eternally connected to us. Something has severed that connection. Elena’s tie to us is gone.” Zied shook his snowy mane, as though he were trying to break free of the sudden emptiness that threatened to envelop Beatrice entirely.

“She’s gone.” No sooner had the words left her lips, Beatrice gave over to the darkness that beckoned her.


      [image: image-placeholder]When she awoke, Beatrice found herself lying in the middle of her bed, surrounded by healers. Belladonna was pacing between her open bedroom door and the window. Castor sat on the windowsill, flapping his wings anxiously and twitching his head every which way. Zied, who lay stretched out beside her on the bed, turned his head as she tried to remember what had happened.

“Praise the Mother!” one of the healers shouted. The remaining healers began bustling around Beatrice, touching her arms, hands, face, and neck. It was overwhelming and entirely unnecessary. If she was going to die from the loss of her child, there was nothing these healers could do to stop it.

Zied raised his head, slowly baring his teeth in silent warning. The healers quickly got the message and departed from the room without another word. Calmly, he laid his head back down, this time across her lower abdomen. Directly above the spot that had once grown and protected her children. 

Beatrice hadn’t bothered moving. She knew she wouldn’t die this day, at least not from the loss of Elena, but she desperately wished she would. Perhaps then the ache and burning pain that flooded her body would release her. Perhaps she would even be reunited with her daughter in the Fade and be able to tell her all the things she’d never bothered to vocalize before. Beatrice desperately wished to tell her daughter just how amazing she was. That despite her previous actions to the contrary, Beatrice truly loved and was forever in awe of Elena. 

Belladonna gingerly sat down beside Beatrice on the bed, taking hold of the enchantress’s limp hand and gently pressing her lips to Beatrice’s knuckles. “I thought we’d lost you.” Her voice was a harsh, broken whisper.

“I’m sorry, my love. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Beatrice tried to pour love into her words, but she knew they fell flat. She couldn’t suffuse her words with love because her heart had shattered the moment Elena’s soul had left this world. 

Belladonna, clearly not taking Beatrice at her word, lay down beside the enchantress and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Is she really gone?” 

Beatrice couldn’t answer. The words wouldn’t come. Instead, she broke. Tears flooded her eyes, soaking Belladonna’s dress as the witch held her tightly. Beatrice didn’t bother trying to maintain her composure. 

Her child was gone. 

Ripped from the world. 

Beatrice wasn’t sure she would ever feel whole again. 
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Roska





Roska couldn’t believe the sights before him. The sun was shining brightly through the opening in the cavern ceiling. Snow fell peacefully through the gaping hole, covering the cavern floor with a fine layer of white, almost as though it were trying to cover the ugly scene before him. 

He hadn’t moved since he’d regained consciousness several moments before. His mind simply couldn’t comprehend the fact that she was gone. How had this happened? He was the one who was supposed to go down with the beast. He’d accepted his future and his punishment for unleashing the damned thing in the first place. Why did Elena have to pay the price for him? 

Roska watched disconnectedly as Quinn interrogated the dark-haired man whose screaming had first roused Roska from his unconscious state. Q seemed enraged at the guy’s presence, although Roska didn’t understand why.

Truthfully, Roska didn’t understand the “why” of anything anymore. 

“What the hells are you even doing here?” Q’s rage-fueled question drew Roska’s attention back to the interaction before him.

“Who the mux are you to talk to me that way?” the man raged back just as viciously. 

“I’m the guy with the flaming hands asking the muxing questions.” Q’s palm filled with fire as he spoke, shocking the man into silence.

Roska wasn’t sure exactly when Q had crossed the chasm to reach the stranger, but even from his spot, dazed on the floor of the cavern leaning against the cave wall, Roska could see the flames blazing in his brother’s eyes. Roska struggled to stand, relying heavily on the wall to keep him upright as he tried to speak to Quinn. He couldn’t let his brother murder this man without at least knowing who he was and why he’d been crying out for their sister. 

“Quinn,” Roska called out, his voice sounding raw and distant in his own ears. He coughed a few times, trying to clear his throat and reclaim his voice. “Quinn,” he said again, more forcefully. “You can’t kill him.”

Quinn didn’t take his eyes off the man, continuing his slow, predatory steps toward him, flames building in both hands. “Why not, Ros? Why shouldn’t I kill the man that brought our sister to her death? The man that probably had her kidnapped in the first place and did unspeakable things to her until she managed to escape?” 

“Your what?” the man asked, incredulously. To his credit, the stranger didn’t back away as Quinn encroached on his personal space. Roska could see sweat starting to bead on his face, but the stranger didn’t shrink away from Q’s fiery rage.

“Our sister, you mux.” Q spat the words at him, flames shooting higher in his palms. Roska could feel the cavern temperature rising. 

Roska kept his hand on the cavern wall as he walked the edge of the space, making his way across the chasm to reach his brother before Q did something he’d regret.

“She didn’t tell me she had brothers.” The man seemed genuinely confused. Astounded even. 

“Why the mux would she tell you anything?” Quinn snapped.

“I thought… well, clearly I misunderstood.” The man looked from Quinn to Roska, then to Quinn’s flaming hands. He raised his own in surrender and added, “I didn’t know she had brothers. I didn’t kidnap her either. That was my mother’s doing. I’m the one who helped her escape. I’m the reason she made it here in time to save your sorry asses.”

“Say that again, you son of a—” 

“Quinn!” Roska shouted. He closed the distance between himself and Q in a matter of seconds, calling on his frost while positioning himself between the man and his enraged brother. 

They all needed to take a step back, partly because they were far too close to the chasm for comfort, but also because setting a man on fire would only create more problems. 

Quinn tore his eyes from the stranger, directing his fiery gaze at Roska. “Move.” His voice was a harsh growl, carrying the weight of his grief and fury.

“No,” Roska said flatly. “This won’t help anything. We need to check on Aiden and Lyra. We need to get out of here. We need to get back to the school and make sure that magic is healing.”

“Look at me,” Q raged. His eyes flared an almost painfully bright orange. “Magic is muxing working.” 

“Killing him won’t bring her back.” Roska’s voice was a broken whisper. He felt the loss of their sister as deeply as Q, and he knew his brother’s reaction was spurred by the emptiness they both felt.

“He’s right. But there might be something else we can do to bring her home.” Aiden’s voice carried across the tense space of the cavern. Both boys turned to face him in an instant, forgetting entirely about the stranger as their attention honed in on their father. 

“What the hells are you talking about?” Quinn’s fire faded almost immediately. The sudden loss of his heat was jarring but not nearly as unsettling as their father’s words.

“She’s not dead. She fell. Just as the prophecy foretold. She fell with the turmio into The Nothing. But we can pull her back.” Aiden stood slowly; his arm looked as though it wasn’t quite connected properly. Gingerly, Aiden grasped his upper arm, lifted it slightly, and pushed it firmly back, grunting at the effort. The sound of the joint popping back into place was sickening. “Probably,” he added, raising his arm slowly, testing out its range of motion.

“What the mux is going on here? Who the hells are you?” The stranger spoke up from behind them, startling Roska. He’d completely forgotten the man was there. Hearing that they might be able to rescue Elena, that she wasn’t dead, had captured all of his attention. 

“My apologies, Your Highness,” Aiden offered the stranger a dramatic bow.

Your Highness?

“I am Aiden, Elena’s father and a demi-god. I believe you’ve already met my sons, Roska and Quinn,” Aiden continued. “This majestic creature is Aleerah. Oh, no, don’t worry, Your Highness. She won’t harm you. She’s actually quite friendly once you get to know her. Isn’t she, boys?”

The stranger took several cautious steps backward until his back was pressed against the cave wall. 

“Your highness?” Quinn asked incredulously. He didn’t even try to hide the mocking tone in his voice. 

“Yes,” the stranger answered, although he didn’t take his eyes off Aleerah. “I am Prince Niko.”

“Wait,” Roska spoke up. “You said your mother had Elena kidnapped. Your mother, as in The Queen? The wife of the man our mother has been having an affair with for nearly a decade?”

“Aye. Mum’s a bit sore about that particular topic. That’s why she had the turmio unleashed in the first place. She hoped to weaken your mother enough to send in the army and have her killed. She had Elena kidnapped when she heard you were on your way to stop the turmio.” Niko shrugged, as though all of this was old news. “I imagine she’ll be in quite a mood when she learns that you succeeded. She’ll be none too happy with me for releasing Elena in the first place.”

Roska and Quinn stared at The Prince in stunned silence. This man, the son of their enemy, had released their sister and returned her to them. Granted, she’d promptly been taken away, sucked into The Nothing with the turmio, but Roska knew that wasn’t the Prince’s fault. He also knew it might take a little convincing before Q saw it that way.
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Quinn





This guy?  This guy was the one who rescued Elena? Quinn couldn’t comprehend how such a pompous, arrogant, clearly self-indulgent ass could have gotten dressed without a team of servants to help him, much less freed their sister.

Maybe he’s got some secret powers we don’t know about yet. Lyra offered. She had been knocked out beside Aleerah, but quickly closed the distance between them when the argument had gotten heated. 

“So… you were saying?” Niko prompted Aiden when the awkward silence had become unbearable. “About being able to save Elena?”

“Aye, well it’s a bit complicated, but it is possible. You see, she’s in another dimension. The Nothing isn’t in our world. It’s connected to ours, but only slightly.” Aiden casually dusted off his pants, like he thought this convoluted nonsensical word vomit was actually an answer to the Prince’s question.

“Father,” Roska spoke calmly, almost as if he were addressing a child. “I don’t understand what you’re saying, and I’m pretty confident that I’m not the only one.”

Q knew his face was broadcasting just how confused he was by their father’s words. Another dimension? What the hells did that even mean? 

“Think of it like this: our world is a bubble,” Aiden waved his hand, and a bubble appeared in the air before him. “Our entire planetary system fits comfortably within this bubble, and we’ve never had need or cause to venture out. But ours isn’t the only bubble.” He waved his hand again and another bubble appeared, floating in the air. With a gentle touch, the bubbles kissed but didn’t combine, like the suds in a bathtub. “This is how our dimension connects with others. You see how they touch but don’t merge? That part where they make contact is where the veil between dimensions is thin. This chasm,” he gestured to the gaping hole in the cavern floor, “is one such point of connection.”

Quinn just stared at his father. What the mux is this old fool talking about? He shared an incredulous look with Roska before turning away from his father and trekking back across the chasm to the makeshift altar they’d used to cast the spells and ritual. He knocked over the empty containers of herbs that Roska had painstakingly cleaned and ground into a powder the night before. Q could feel his rage building again, but he didn’t bother trying to contain it this time. He screamed at the top of his lungs, throwing his flaming fists into the sky and unleashing his power.

Elena was gone. Again. He’d seen her, fought with her, and lost her. Again. And all Aiden had to offer was some batshyt crazy nonsense about dimensions and bubbles and gods-only-knew what else. Quinn raged until his throat was too raw to utter another sound and his fire was diminished to nothing but a hint of an ember buried deep in his chest. She was gone. He’d failed to keep her safe. Again. He didn’t deserve to be here. She did. Elena was the best of all of them, and she’d fallen into oblivion to save them. 

He collapsed in a heap of despair on the cavern floor beside the now charred altar. Lyra hopped along the edge of the chasm and came to rest at his side. His hands fell uselessly into his lap as he hung his head in defeat. Tears silently leaked from his eyes, but he no longer cared. He’d failed her. Nothing mattered anymore.

Unexpectedly, he felt the icy touch of something coil into his upturned hands. Q opened his eyes to find Demoni curled into his palms. Her frosty breath soothed his frayed nerves as well as his scorched skin. Roska didn’t say a word as his familiar helped to calm his brother. It was an unspoken rule amongst the magical community—according to Elena—that one didn’t touch someone else’s familiar. Not to mention, in Q’s experience, it left an almost slimy feeling under the skin of everyone involved when such contact was made. Yet here Demoni was, deliberately touching him without any concern about the “ick factor” as Elena had called it. Quinn’s tears fell in renewed fervor at the selfless act of kindness he surely didn’t deserve. 

“It’s no one’s fault that she fell,” Aiden said softly. Q hadn’t noticed his father crossing over to him, but he felt the man’s hand on his shoulder as he wept. “It was predetermined by fate, but we will get her back.”

“It should have been me.” Q’s voice was strained and raw. He wasn’t sure they even heard him until Roska replied.

“Don’t be an idiot. It was supposed to be me.” Ros placed his hand on Q’s other shoulder and shook him slightly. “I was supposed to be the one to pay the price since I was the one to set the damned beast free in the first place.”

“You deserve a second shot at life. I was supposed to be the one to fall so the two of you could have the lives you were meant to have,” Quinn countered.

“Oh mux this. You can all debate who should have fallen after we get her back.” The Prince snapped, drawing Quinn’s tearful eyes from his brother’s face to the arrogant princeling’s across the chasm. “She’d be pissed to know the three of you wasted precious time bickering over this shyt when you could have been bringing her back.”

Quinn hated to agree with the pompous, self-righteous Royal, but he made a good point. They were wasting time. He offered a nod of thanks to Demoni before gently lifting her and placing her on Roska’s shoulder. Q ruffled Lyra’s fur and rose to stand before the Prince. 

“How the hells would you know what she’d think or feel, Your Highness?” Quinn didn’t bother hiding his contempt. If this Prince really thought he had a chance with Elena, he’d have to get through Q first. 

“You get to know someone pretty well when you spend three days alone on a ship with them.” The Prince smirked. 

Before he could even think, Q punched the arrogant jerk in the face. Right in his princely eye. Muxing ass. 

To his credit, the Prince didn’t lash out. Q was expecting—and fully prepared for—an all-out brawl with the Prince. He’d never been in a fistfight with royalty before, but he couldn’t imagine it would be any more challenging than man-handling the drunks out of Amelia’s after the solstice festivals.

Instead of punching back, or reacting in any way really, the Prince just stared at Q. If he didn’t know any better, Quinn might have confused the look on the Prince’s face as awe or admiration. 

I must’ve hit my head harder than I thought, Quinn pondered.

Well, you did fly into a wall, but I think you’re right. He looks impressed. Maybe he’s never been punched before. I can’t imagine there are too many people in the world stupid enough to punch a prince in the face like that. Lyra didn’t look at him as she thought, keeping her gaze locked on the Prince.

“Quinn!” Roska’s voice carried a tone of condemnation, almost concealing the pride in his voice. Q could tell his brother didn’t approve of his actions but was also rather impressed with him. Roska might not condone violence, but Q knew his brother recognized the Prince’s offensive innuendo and quietly approved of how Q addressed the issue. 

“It’s fine,” the Prince said, wiping the blood from the cut where Q had split his eyebrow. “I overstepped. I apologize. I shouldn’t have implied anything improper. I swear to the Mother, nothing untoward occurred between your sister and me.” 

“Oh, we know,” Quinn said simply. “She would have reduced you to a pile of ash if you’d tried anything. She can take care of herself.” 

He said it lightly, but the weight of that memory nearly brought Q to his knees. The first time he’d failed her. She’d nearly been raped by a group of violent bastards. That was the first time she’d ever channeled her lightning, and it had resulted in the quick—and entirely justified—death of those sons of bitches. 

Roska seemed to realize where Q’s mind had gone, grabbed his arm, and drew him back to the present situation. 

The Prince, seemingly unaware, chuckled and nodded his agreement. At least he wasn’t an idiot. Prince or no, he knew not to mux with Elena, and that was comforting. Or it would be, if she were with them now.

Q pushed away all the dark thoughts and memories that threatened to bombard him and turned to face Aiden. “What do we need to do? Can we just do Roska’s ritual again and release her?”

“Not unless you want to unleash the turmio too. No, we’ll need to handle this very carefully. And we’ll need your mother’s help,” Aiden replied.

“Mother? Seriously? What makes you think that bitch will help us do anything? All she seems to want to do is lock us away.” Quinn couldn’t control his temper. Too many things had gone wrong since he’d regained consciousness. He was certain he’d be on fire again if he had any energy left.

“She was trying to protect you. Yes, I agree that she went about it in a very backward way, but in her mind, it was the best thing for you.” Aiden tried to soothe Q’s irritation, but he failed miserably.

“Whatever. Let’s just get the mux out of here and get on with it. The sooner we get Elena back, the better.” Quinn was fuming, but raging in the cavern wasn’t going to get his sister back. Maybe a few fireballs—perfectly aimed to maim but not kill—would motivate their mother to be useful for once in her gods-forsaken life. 








  
  

5

Roska





Roska tried not to think about Elena as they hiked back through the tunnels to exit the cave the same way they’d come in the day before. Quinn had expressed concern that they might not be able to leave that way, since the cave had closed up behind them upon entry and they hadn’t tried that exit when they’d left the cave the last time they were there. Aiden promised that if the cave entrance was still sealed shut, he’d blast their way out. Q had seemed bolstered by the potential for violence—even if it was directed at an inanimate object—and had readily agreed to it. Roska agreed because, if the cave was open, it was a much faster route back to the main road and Harbor Ridge. The Prince had even offered them the use of his longship, which would cut down on their travel time immensely.   

The Prince. He was an interesting character. He had the air of someone not used to hearing the word “no.” However, when Quinn punched him, he took it without fighting back or even acting offended. Hells, he seemed impressed. Roska started to wonder if the Prince had been baiting them, seeing how far he could push them about Elena before someone reacted. But that would be foolish. Wouldn’t it?

He strikes me as someone who’s trying to find his place. Maybe he’s hoping to win you three over so that when we get Elena back, he’ll have a better chance with her, Demoni offered.

Maybe, but that’s a pretty idiotic plan. Elena has a mind of her own. She doesn’t need or want our approval. She makes her own choices. Roska knew his sister wouldn’t need their permission to find a mate. She was a strong-willed person. She didn’t need anyone’s permission to do anything in her life.

Yes, Demoni hissed, I know that, and you know that, but he’s a prince. They’re used to having life negotiated for them. Matings are arranged by the fathers of the future bride and groom.

Matings? Who’s talking about matings? Roska stumbled over his own feet in the darkened tunnel. Quinn, who was directly in front of him, turned back to check on him. Roska nodded and waved him off. No need to wrap Q up in this startling conversation. His brother wouldn’t take kindly to the idea of mating Elena off to the Prince.

We aren’t talking about mating her off, you dolt, Demoni chastised him. I’m simply making an observation about the Prince and his archaic ideas about mating and how those things get worked out. I know that Elena wouldn’t go for that anyway. She will make her own choices, regardless of what anyone else has to say. 

Well, I would like to think she wouldn’t bind herself to someone we don’t like, Roska added, suddenly anxious and a little self-conscious. 

Roska studied the back of the Prince’s head. As they trekked out of the cave, Aiden led the way with Aleerah. Prince Niko followed behind him with Lyra quick on his heels. Clearly, she trusted the Prince as much as Quinn, who walked behind the Prince with a small flame resting in his palm. He said it was to light their way, but Roska knew it was more likely there in case the Prince tried something foolish. 

Roska was fairly certain the Prince had pure intentions. He’d heard the anguish in the guy’s voice when Elena had fallen. It carried the same pain that had shattered Roska’s heart. The pain of losing a loved one. Roska wasn’t sure if the Prince truly loved Elena, but he believed that the Prince cared for her and wanted to bring her home safely. They could determine the depth of his feelings for her when she was back in their realm, safe and unharmed. 
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Much to Roska’s surprise, the cave opening sat before them, as though nothing had happened. Agape, with its stalactites and stalagmites creating the imposing image of teeth, their exit lay ahead of them, when just hours before it had vanished without a trace.  

“Muxing magical cave,” Quinn muttered under his breath. Roska shared his brother’s sentiment. The cave, its cavern, and the entire mountain range were filled with mystical energy that had caused them indescribable pain. The Dragon’s Teeth hadn’t seemed fit to rest until it had taken something precious from them. Now that Elena was gone, the mountains had released them from the prison of its caves. 

Aiden and Aleerah led the way down the mountain, making quick work of the rocky slopes. Vultures circled ominously overhead; a foreboding sign of worse things yet to come. 

They reached their stone circle in record time. And it was their stone circle at this point. It had provided them with shelter, witnessed the growing bond between siblings as well as their failure to escape their mother’s investigators. Now the circle would house them once more before they sought out their mother in the hopes of using her power to rescue Elena. 

The sun was setting beyond the trees as Roska lowered his pack and began to dig through it, pulling out a small pot and tossing a hard travel biscuit to Q.

“What are you doing?” the Prince asked—more like demanded. “Why have we stopped?”

“It’s getting dark, Your Highness,” Quinn snipped. It impressed Roska how his brother could make “highness” sound like such an insult.

“Aye, and…?” The Prince was either very slow or very stubborn.

“We can’t very well hike through the snow and ice in the dark, Prince. We’d freeze to death. Or fall into the half-frozen river. Or become someone’s dinner. Or get lost.” Quinn listed off all the ways night travel was a bad idea, checking them off his fingers while glaring at the Prince. “I can go on, but I think you get it.”

The Prince glared right back. “We can’t stop here. We have to keep going and get her back. We can’t just leave her in that hells-scape.” 

Roska jumped in before Q punched the Prince again. “We aren’t going to leave her or abandon her, Your Highness.” Roska kept his tone as even as possible, hoping to calm everyone and avoid another altercation. “But we can’t safely hike in the dark. We will have to rest tonight and begin our journey at dawn.” 

“If we hike a bit farther, my longship is moored just over the rise.” The Prince pointed vaguely to the south, beyond a small, snow-covered hill. “We can rest on my ship while we continue on our quest to seek out your mother’s aid.”

“Quest?” Quinn scoffed. “This isn’t something from a fairytale, you idiot. We aren’t on some gods-given mission to jump through muxing hoops and prove ourselves to get some fancy-ass prize. We are trying to save our sister.”

Roska stared at his brother, gauging his mental state. Quinn didn’t even feign respect for the Prince’s royalty. Roska knew that Q wanted to rescue Elena as quickly as possible, but he was starting to worry that confining them all to a ship while they raced off to a mother who didn’t want them might end very badly. Q seemed to read Roska’s mind because they locked eyes for a moment before offering a subtle nod and hauling his pack back onto his shoulder.

“Lead on, Your Highness,” Quinn said, shifting his gaze from Roska to the Prince. Q’s tone didn’t actually imply the level of respect his words should have elicited, but at least he’d dropped some of his hostility. Lyra leapt through the tall grass, lighting the tip of her tail to provide them with safer passage. 

“Please, call me Niko.” The Prince turned away, heading in the direction of his ship. “All this Your Highness nonsense gets so tiresome.” 

Quinn rolled his eyes so hard that Roska worried he might make himself dizzy. Thankfully, Q said nothing and followed behind the Prince.

Aiden, who had been standing quietly off to the side of their stone circle with Aleerah, struggled to hide the smile that tugged at his lips. Aleerah must have thought something to him because Aiden chuckled and nodded to her. 

“Is there something we should know?” Roska asked, one eyebrow raised as he studied his father and the dire wolf. 

“You’ll find out soon enough, son. I can’t go spoiling the future for you. I am glad to finally have a name to go with the face that’s been popping up in my mind over the cycles.” Aiden pushed off the stone he’d been leaning against, scooped up Roska’s pack, and handed it to him before stalking off after the others.

What the hells does that mean? Demoni asked

I have no idea, Roska replied. He tossed his pack over his shoulder and headed off in the direction of his family, praying to the Mother that their mother would be more helpful this time.
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Belladonna





Seeing Beatrice break down like that had nearly wrecked Belladonna as well. Bea was the strongest woman Belladonna had ever known. To see her shattered into a million pieces, unable or unwilling to eat or even sit up, was terrifying. Belladonna held the enchantress in her arms all night, praying to the Mother that they’d misinterpreted the prophecy. That Elena wasn’t really gone. That she’d simply lost her power but was still alive and well. 

Yes, losing her power would be devastating, but at least she’d still be alive. 

Although, Belladonna couldn’t help but feel like a life without her own magic would be worse than death. Perhaps an enchantress, especially one so young, would be able to acclimate to a magic-free life more smoothly.

Or perhaps she would wish for death.

Belladonna shook her head, trying to erase those thoughts from her mind. Beatrice didn’t need her speculating on Elena’s potential as a magept. Belladonna needed to be a rock for Bea. The support system she’d been lacking all these cycles. Belladonna needed to focus on the problems before them and not speculate on things that she couldn’t change.

The royal soldiers were close now, according to the latest intel they’d received from the guards that morning. They’d reach the Wall by nightfall. Beatrice hadn’t left her bed since she’d felt the loss of her daughter. Belladonna had held her until her tears dried and she finally fell into a restless sleep. She was comforted by Bea’s slow, deep breathing as she sat at the Headmistress’ vanity, internally debating their potential courses of action.

Bea would want to go on the offensive. At least, she would if she were in her right mind. Unfortunately for Belladonna, Beatrice wasn’t in a state to make any major decisions, much less command an army of enchantresses against an invasion. Which meant it all fell to her. The guards hadn’t even stuttered when they turned to Belladonna for commands and guidance. She’d sent Castor out the night before to find the commander’s tent and intercept their plans. Ideally, he’d be able to assassinate the general or whoever was leading this group of warmongering assholes. However, if he wasn’t able to do that, then she knew he would at least come back with more detailed information about their plans than the enchantresses had been able to piece together. Having a shape-shifting familiar was quite handy when one needed stealth and intel on one’s enemy. Once he returned, she’d be able to make a more finite plan of action. 

Bea would attack aggressively, creating devastation among the soldiers but also damaging the forest. Belladonna would take a different approach. Proactive and aggressive, but with more stealth and considerably less damage to the plants and animals inhabiting the Dark Woods.

Belladonna moved from the seat at the vanity to stand before the eastern-facing window. Closing her eyes, she sent her magic out into the woods. She could sense the repugnant presence of the soldiers in their campsite, wreaking havoc and murdering her beloved plants en masse. Belladonna’s rage boiled just below the surface as she made her plans. She communicated with the great fir and birch trees that cried out in agony in her mind. Belladonna could feel their pain, and she channeled that anguish into her magics. She strengthened their roots and offered her most sincere condolences for the losses of their saplings. Belladonna would ease their suffering as best she could and use their anger to fuel her spells. 

She reached out farther still, connecting with the creatures of the woods. Rabbits and mice would be her eyes and ears. Foxes and wolves would work as teams to pick off the weak or stupid soldiers who wandered off on their own. The men would creep into the woods to relieve themselves and never return to their troops. A group of hawks volunteered to take out the soldiers’ communications. According to the birds, the commanders were using carrier pigeons to keep in contact with the capital. Belladonna redirected the hawks, thanking them for their offer, but asking them to instead steal the soldiers’ food supplies. 

Belladonna refocused her energies once she’d been certain the hawks weren’t going to attack the innocent pigeons. It wasn’t their fault they’d been enlisted in this mindless war. Instead, Belladonna reached out to the pigeons themselves. They were shocked by her communication at first but were happy to work with her when they realized that she was a friend. The soldiers weren’t kind to their animals. Turning the pigeons against them had been simple. There would be no more reliable communication with the capital. 

Lastly, Belladonna searched for the horses. She knew the soldiers had traveled with a large herd of well-trained battle horses. As confident as she was in her skills as a witch, convincing the horses to go against their training would not be easy. Presumably, the horses would have been well cared for and might choose to fight with their commanders. 

Thankfully, the horses had a leader. Belladonna was intrigued to learn that the herd deferred to an older mare. The horse had been with the army since her birth, having been bred in the royal stables and trained to serve in the army since she was a young filly. 

What should I call you? Belladonna asked the mare.

War horses do not have names, came her gruff reply. 

I can’t accept that. A powerhouse such as yourself must have a name. A title at least. How do the other horses address you? Belladonna’s heart hurt for the mare. No name? It was needlessly harsh. Everyone deserved a name.

They typically refer to me as “Ma’am” or “Mistress”, the horse replied, curtly.

Well, Ma’am, I desperately need your help. Is there anything you can do to slow down or hinder the advancement of your troops? Belladonna intentionally referred to them as her troops. It was meant in deference to the mare’s authority over the other horses, but it also seamlessly implied the mare’s control over the entire army. The soldiers would have a rough go of things if the horses turned against them.

Why would I want to do that? The mare’s resistance to her thoughts was exhausting. After spending hours connecting with all the forest plants and animals, Belladonna was drained. She needed the mare’s assistance, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to accomplish it at this rate. 

Because you are a good soul, and you know we have done nothing to deserve the treatment your soldiers have planned for us. Belladonna tried to impress her fears into her thoughts, ensuring that the mare felt just how worried she was about the impending invasion. We have children here. Innocent children. As a mother, you must feel compelled to protect the young and defenseless. 

It was a low blow and not entirely accurate, as the children were all enchantresses and therefore not completely defenseless. Belladonna was desperate though. She needed to protect the school and keep the children safe. 

There was a long period of silence, in which Belladonna worried that she had either lost her connection with the mare, or the mare had chosen to simply ignore her pleas. 

Finally, the mare responded. I will see what I can do. But I won’t promise anything.

Thank you, Ma’am. I cannot express how deeply I appreciate this act of kindness.

Severing the connection, Belladonna collapsed onto the edge of the bed beside Beatrice. The headmistress was still asleep, thank the Mother. When she awoke, Belladonna would be able to offer her some good news. It wouldn’t make up for the loss of her child—nothing ever would—but perhaps it would lighten the load on Bea’s shoulders a bit. At this point, that was all Belladonna could hope to accomplish. 
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Aiden





The problem with being all-knowing was that people expected him to have all the answers, and that simply wasn’t the case. At least not in Aiden’s experience. He knew that Elena was probably still alive, although he’d felt like his heart had been ripped from his chest when she’d fallen through the chasm. He’d seen her fall in his visions, although he’d intentionally kept that information to himself. Aiden knew his sons would be infuriated that he’d led them into a trap, knowing exactly how it would end up, but in his defense, he didn’t actually  know until moments before she fell. By then it was too late to do anything about it anyway.  

Yes, Aiden had been essentially cursed with the “gift” of foresight by some very bitter fae, but that didn’t mean he could properly interpret the visions. He was a demi-god, but he wasn’t built for the fae’s visions. An unfortunate fact he didn’t learn until it was too late.

Being “too late” was a running theme throughout his life, which was especially noteworthy—in his not-so-humble opinion—since he was nearly a thousand solar cycles into this life with no end in sight. 

You sound pathetic, Aleerah chided. All this self-pity bullshyt won’t help anyone. 

She was right, but Aiden didn’t think he was wallowing in self-pity. He was merely taking stock of his faults, in a very thorough and lengthy list.

Elena doesn’t need your list of faults. She needs your powers and her mother’s to bring her home. Instead of dwelling on all the things you’ve muxed up over the cycles, perhaps you should start strategizing how you’ll address Beatrice when we see her. Again, Aleerah made valid points. Again, Aiden wanted to ignore her. 

Beatrice wouldn’t be happy to see him, but he knew she’d understand and be willing to help. She would have felt the same heart-rending anguish that had ripped through him when Elena had fallen into The Nothing. She would want to bring their daughter home. As distant and closed off as she was, Beatrice wouldn’t leave their daughter to that hells. She couldn’t. Right?

Your confidence is overwhelming. Aleerah’s dry tone chafed in his mind. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The Prince’s longship was much nicer than Aiden had expected. He quickly reminded himself that it had been nearly a century since he’d been around royals. The craftsmanship of their boat makers had drastically improved over the cycles. The benches were considerably sturdier and more comfortable, unlike the hastily crafted longships of wartime during the Age of Fire. This ship was built for luxury, and it was fueled by magic.

Aiden could feel the power radiating off the longship. It was blood magic, unlike anything he’d seen. 

“Who crafted this ship?” He tried to keep his voice casual as he surreptitiously studied the power pulsing throughout the planks of wood that made up the longship.

“We have a team of shipbuilders back in Riverayn. They make all of our ships, along with any repairs.” Niko strode across the deck, heading toward the steering oar. Taking hold of it, he said, “Please take a seat, ladies and gentlemen.” He gestured to the benches. “We will be moving as quickly as possible to reach the main road. We’ll have to go by foot from there.” 

Quinn and Roska sat on either side of the longship, seeming to keep their eyes on the Prince while preparing for a quick escape if needed. Aiden couldn’t help but smile. His boys were so defensive. They had every reason to be, but Aiden knew the Prince’s feelings for Elena were genuine. He could literally see the aura of love and protection surrounding Niko whenever he spoke of Elena. The Prince might not realize it yet, but he was head over heels for her. 

Aiden chuckled. Quinn was going to be livid when he figured it out. He would not be comfortable with Elena and a Royal. Quinn had his own history with the Royal family, although he wouldn’t talk about it. Aiden had witnessed one particularly cruel interaction between his fiery son and the Queen back when she was just the King’s Betrothed. She’d been needlessly callous, intentionally trying to trample him with her horse when he was in the streets of Andover. It was during their betrothal tour, as the King was escorting his intended throughout his kingdom, showing her off while also convincing her that theirs was a worthy match. 

The King had been too busy flirting with the baker’s daughter to notice the malicious actions of his bride-to-be. Not that it would have made a difference. The King would have married her regardless. The Queen’s father had promised half his army in a war that had yet to come to pass. Aiden suspected Beatrice had talked him out of invading Rolam, Waverly’s neighbors to the east and their closest access to open sea trade. Not only would it have been an expensive and bloody endeavor, but it also wouldn’t have ended well for the King. Aiden had foreseen that course of action and knew that Waverly would have paid dearly for the King’s greed. 

Quinn hadn’t been seriously injured, thank the Gods, but he’d been bloodied, and his pride had taken a huge hit. He’d been living on the street at the time, surviving on trash and what little he’d been able to steal. Aiden had seen the resentment build in Q, watched the fire flicker in his eyes. For a few seconds, Aiden had expected that to be the moment that Quinn learned about his fiery talents. Aiden also knew that if Quinn had turned his powers on the Queen-to-be, it would have meant the death of his son. The people of Waverly tolerated the enchantresses because they didn’t have any other options. But a street rat with fire magic? He would have been attacked by a mob of angry and scared townsfolk and met his end in the muddy gutters of the small hamlet. 

Aiden studied Quinn, watching his hands trail across the smooth surface of the longship railing. The heat danced in his fingertips, burning a light path where his skin touched the wood. Aiden imagined it was intentional. Q had made it very clear that he wasn’t happy about accepting the Prince’s help under any circumstances. 

He would have to get over that quickly. Now that the Prince was in their lives, Aiden knew that he wouldn’t be going anywhere until they got Elena back. And even then, the Prince would likely become a permanent fixture in Elena’s life, therefore making him a regular in the lives of her family. 

“How long will it take to get to the main road on this thing?” Quinn’s voice shook Aiden out of his musings. 

“No more than a couple of days, I’d imagine.” The Prince began maneuvering the longship off the riverbank and into the middle of the icy river. “This ice will slow us down, but we should still make good time.”

“If we take the river past Andover, we can try to drive her upstream. One of the tributaries of the river is fed by the mountains behind Harbor Ridge. It’s not a clear path, but the enchantresses have a port to their fancy school. It’s not exactly public knowledge. I assume they didn’t want to make it easier for the magept to access them.” Quinn eyed the Prince, watching the way he drove the longship. Aiden thought Q might have been trying to learn how the ship worked so that he could captain it himself and cut out their need for the Prince. 

“Aye,” Aiden spoke, placing a firm hand on Q’s shoulder, trying to discourage his thief tendencies. “I believe this longship is powered by blood magic, is that right, Your Majesty?” 

The Prince grinned widely. “You are correct, sir!” He practically glowed with pride as he stroked the steering oar. “This is one of my family’s fleet of longships. They are all equipped with enough oars for a small military force, but they can also be powered by the touch of a member of the Royal Family.”

Aiden felt Quinn deflate at the Prince’s words. He wouldn’t be able to captain this ship alone. Aiden knew Q wanted to be free of the Prince, but he also knew his son was no fool. Quinn recognized that he wouldn’t be able to manage the longship without the Prince unless he found a crew of oarsmen. While Aiden acknowledged that Q was a very resourceful young man, he was also a realist. He wouldn’t try to kick the Prince off his own ship without a fool-proof plan to captain the craft. 

The Prince was safe. For now. 
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