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Not What You Expect
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Please understand that this book is not a fluffy, written-for-tropes, quick-and-fun fantasy romance, but a fantasy with a love story threaded throughout, and no one’s survival is guaranteed (except the endgame romance, which you might or might not discover in this book). At the end of this book, one of her potential loves will die, one’s survival is debatable, and one will live to torment her...

I say this because apparently people rate this book low for the misery it causes. I promise things will end up fine at some point, but first she’s going to go through some sh*t, and she’s going to get mad. Go in prepared!

This is also not YA. Despite the heroine being 16 at the beginning, she ages up as the series progresses till she’s in her 30s.
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Strewn with Defiance
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​A magic dagger. A beautiful man. And me.

We were a match made to be destroyed.

*
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THE DAGGER LURED ME in with whispers: I was meant to be an empress, not a farm girl, simple, sequestered and common.

Daring to dream of power and love, I picked the dagger up.

And I reached for him.

Avid and ardent, we were both vicious in strength and feral at heart. But he protected those he loved while I—heedless, rash, slapdash with my emotions—played carelessly with the lives and hearts around me.

But others played better.

My country’s overlord kidnapped my family and forced me into a charade: be a decoy princess to protect his queen.

My weapons trainer hid his true agenda as he taught me to fight with sword and dagger, to identify poisons, to ingest them, and to sever my soul.

Even the spirit of the man I loved suppressed a secret savagery behind his charm.

But his spirit, split from his body, was no equal for his physical form. Captured by the enemy and warped into an atrocity, his true self made our love a battlefield... strewn with a thousand downfalls... one for every time I defied him.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Battlefield
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He lounges in the shadows that embrace him, his long legs clad in leather and stretched out across the rock floor. Crossed at the ankles, his boots flicker faintly from moonlight leaking in and reflecting off the crystals in the cavern walls.

“Are you sure you want to do this, my tormented queen?”

His question vibrates through the air like the lax purr of a predator. It makes the space around me shiver as his timbre slinks near, alongside the scents of leather and damp stone and my own sweat.

I hunker inward, hugging my knees in a moonbeam slanting through a thin rift in the rock ceiling. My breath emerges visibly, like a rising wraith in the glacial darkness. I school my features into nothingness—no reaction to him at all—because self-lies provide the only defense.

He shifts position, the motion indulgently relaxed. “You sure you want to relive when you were young and hopeful?”

“You were young and hopeful, too.”

“At the beginning of a story, everyone is young and hopeful.” A sneer twists his shadowed lips. “Bloated with heroic sentiments.”

I force my fingers to remain slack. “And at the end, there’s only survival.”

His low but edged chuckle rumbles with heat through my flesh. “Is that what you call what you did with me? Surviving?”

“What else?”

His smile spreads palpably in the dark, because I know the answer. He doesn’t even have to speak it.

For shame, Alynah, he mocks directly in my head.

My mind was always his to enter, ever since he stole the part of my soul that gave him the key to get inside me forever.

I lift my chin, defiant, and stab back. Should I be ashamed?

His grin splits his face like malice. My poison queen.

Not yours.

Are you poison for anyone else?

I’m still so heedless, always stumbling in his games. At thirty-three years old, I should be better.

But people flounder at any age, and I am worn thin, worn down, my resistance worn away. I feel as knobbled and ancient as the souls soldered to the rock around us.

Those trapped spirits are listening now. I’ve been silent too long, and the fates of so many aboveground, both living and those about to be born, rely on me to fix this.

I’m already lost in so many ways, but I can save the rest.

Swallowing, I return to the past, when a magic dagger embroiled me in enchantment, and a beautiful boy ensnared me without even giving me his name.

He was my kindred soul.

Avid and ardent, we’d strained against the ribcages of our flesh as we sought to grasp impossible things.

Before our love became a battlefield and my life became a lie.
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Weapon
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There are things that were stolen from me.

From my memory, my essence.

From my very heart.

A day of bliss, a dozen hours, hundreds of nights, and thousands of heartbeats.

All in countless breathless moments.

Beginning with the first, in a sunlit but silent corner of a teeming market, where I picked a weapon...

*
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The vendor eyed me as if he knew a secret.

Silver-haired like all Deminians, he hovered in the shrouded shadows of his stall, flanked left and right by brightly polished blades, feathered helms, and worked gauntlets that glimmered on display. Their metal winked like steel demons hung from the nails impaling the wooden slats around him. Between us, curved daggers lounged on the counter.

I had stopped at this warrior’s paradise in a sunlit corner of the crowded market while Deminians murmured and rustled their way behind me, their perfumes steeping the air. One woman exuded the sweet fragrance of cloves, another the cinnamon-spice of rhubarb pie; a man brought heavenly ginger, and the man beyond him the freshness of thyme.

Those perfumes feasted on sensation, clouding the air and flavoring my every breath, one of the reasons I always loved Papa bringing me on his monthly trip to the Demin markets to sell his yield.

Today, though, on my sixteenth birthday, I’d begged freedom from peddling at our stall—and received my wish.

Papa had delivered his customary stern warning with a more softened smile—You’re a woman now, Alynah, and you know the rule: don’t get involved with them—then he’d loosed me like a bright-plumed bird to rove the market.

And I had roved.

I’d chased the trail of scarlet and gold silks, the shiny slips that beckoned from ribbon sellers’ stands. I’d followed the teasing traces of hot caramel on crisp apples to stalls where those crimson, caramel-doused globes gleamed under domes of glass. Grinning bakers sold glazed honey cakes to silver-haired children while sugar spinners offered up sparkling clouds of pink confections.

Not that I could purchase anything. The aromas, though, transported me to a future where I might stroll here with my husband—whoever he might be—and he would purchase me sweets with an indulgent smile and a sweet kiss. Whatever you’d like, my love.

Perhaps it was a boring dream.

Perhaps the inexplicable enticement of this stand had captured me harder and drawn me here instead.

To the unassuming dagger lying beside an array of ornate swords.

It didn’t belong here, its blade dimmed from disregard, the glimmer of the few sapphires embedded in its faded golden hilt subdued.

But then, I didn’t belong here, either: an Ilinian farm girl in muddied leggings, tunic, boots, and copper hair. I didn’t even belong in this rich crowd of Deminians in quality leather and vibrant surcoats soaked in indigo and lemon dyes. They burst with color like gemstones on a dirty street while I blended with the cobbles, like a dingy cloth beneath their jeweled splendor.

I shouldn’t be at this stand—I couldn’t wield a weapon—but neither could I step away. Something knotted up my frivolous mood and imbued me with a tension I could not explain. It settled in my belly, unwholesome, unwelcome, and the whispers...

A league of otherworldly murmurs gathered on the air, intensifying, blending with...

No. My imagination played tricks.

The vendor surveyed me in silence, likely extrapolating my desires through the purse of my lips and the shift of my eyelids, as all hagglers did. “Our overlord’s wife used that dagger to save her life, you know.”

His words startled me enough that the murmurs in the air fell away. “Your overlord’s wife?” That was a preposterous lie, and it pricked me that he’d think I would believe it. My scoff must have shown in the way I drew myself up. “A dagger wielded by the queen of Demin would hardly end up in a paltry monthly market on the Ilinian border.”

“Wouldn’t it?” The vendor, exuding enigma, stroked his neatly cropped beard.

Unimpressed, I crossed my arms and ensured that skepticism rode every angle of my smirking mouth.

Not that I understood why he was wasting time with me when a Deminian warrior was perusing the swords on the other side of the stand. He surely provided a far greater opportunity for sale than a foreign Ilinian girl whose Papa had given her no money—because Papa probably had no money here.

But the vendor merely cocked his head to the side like a bird, his eyes cagey, his not-quite-smile making him appear shrewd. “Why would our queen keep it? Would you keep a blade that had slain your family? A betrayer of your deepest heart who had forced your hand to save your life? Someone you loved?”

“I’ve never heard of an attack on Demin’s queen.” And I listened to all the tales about the royalty of Demin: their intrigues, the vicious fights. And they did fight, for even the sons and sometimes daughters of noble families were taught swordplay in this brutal nation, because not even birth in a royal palace exempted them from learning a blade.

The vendor’s grin broadened behind his silver beard. “Have you a moment for the tale?”

I touched my fingertip to the frayed lining of his display table, concentrating briefly on the customers streaming behind me, their voices muted through the back of my shoulders. They each brushed a new scent over my senses: mint, sage, lemon. The fertile scent of plants distilled into fragrance.

I pulled my hand away, decided not to waste time. “I’ve no coin to spare if you wish to sell.”

“That dagger is not for sale.”

“Then—”

“It is a gift.” The vendor inclined his head toward it. “Would you like it?”

It unbalanced me. “I couldn’t... couldn’t accept—”

“Perhaps you must.” He straightened into correct posture. “This dagger has been searching for its next mistress for a long time.”

I frowned. He spoke of the dagger as sentient. And his attentiveness began to become unsettling. Unease slid along my spine. “That mistress can’t be me.”

“Can’t it?”

“I’m just a simple girl.”

“Are you?” His eyes flicked to my coppery hair that streamed down my shoulders like molten red gold where sunlight struck.

My one vanity. I was prone to flaunting my hair’s matchless vibrancy, for supposedly only the Ilinian overlord and his daughter possessed similar hair of such blazing coppery hue.

Having met neither overlord nor princess, I could hardly vouch that my coppery red crown matched theirs, although based on the rumors that meandered into my home village far south of the capital, I never wished to meet them, for the reports carried heartless stories. Stories of a cruel princess and her power-hungry lover; of a young queen, the overlord’s new wife, with a tongue that could slash hope; and of the overlord himself, a worthy model for his malicious, grown daughter. His only softness was his obsessive love for his new queen. He strewed at her feet all the indulgences and extravagances the lady desired, and whispered accounts claimed that he wished to oust his spiteful daughter with a new babe planted in his sharp-tongued wife.

Now this vendor eyed my hair as if believing I was an illicit Ilinian princess disguised as an ordinary girl traipsing about this Deminian market.

Let him think it.

The warrior on the other side of the stand lifted a sword. “This one.”

The vendor held out his palm without dragging his gaze from me. “Five golds.”

“Five...?” The warrior muttered but dug his hand into his pouch. Coins clinked into the vendor’s palm.

The warrior swept past—and stopped at my back, his head bent so close to my shoulder that I went as still as a rat before a hawk. “That dagger is meant for a queen, girl. Make sure you don’t end up ruling a shit world.”

I swiveled toward him, but the warrior was already sinking into the mass of Deminians at my back, his cape sweeping around his body and... taking him into thin air.

Into nothing.

No. I shook my head. It was a trick of the daylight, the sun in my eyes.

The vendor’s smile was strained, his hands empty of coin and folded politely over his slight belly, just above the brown belt over his tunic.

Where had he ensconced the five golds so fast? Did Deminians wield ancient magic that hid coins in a fold of air?

Or could they weave an enchantment that allowed a colossal warrior to spiral into nothing in a crowd of passersby?

“There still exist objects of magic in our kingdoms,” the vendor murmured as if he’d read my thoughts. “Though they are few and far between, they are there, if one knows in which shadowed nooks to find them.”

“Like your shadowed nook?” Attempting insolence, I cocked my copper brows at him even though my heart beat in my throat. That warrior couldn’t have simply vanished.

I twisted around again, scanning the crowd from face to face, but no broad shoulders rose above the swarm. I swung back.

“See you any shadows here?” The vendor gestured at his stand.

“Perhaps the shadows of a salesman’s deceit?”

This tart belligerence earned me a twitch of his lips beneath his beard, something almost a smile. He bowed to acknowledge my jibe. “Aside from my wiles, no shadows lurk here. Not even in your eyes.”

Yet.

The word hung so thick on the air, I could swear he’d spoken it although his mouth remained straight.

I’d had enough. I was frittering away a bright day playing word games with an illusionist.

I moved to step away.

But I couldn’t. My boots wouldn’t budge, my feet rooted to the cobbles. Through the thickening air and clouds of dirt, I barely smelled the hot caramel, the iron forge. The vague hammering of the smith barely rang above the garbled words of the throng now streaming past seemingly from a great distance. The thrum of hundreds of voices muted and faded away, passersby no longer knocking into my elbows, not even noticing me locked here in this cut-off pocket of the world.

Panic surged in my breast. “What spell have you cast?”

The vendor’s eyes shone. He gripped the counter displaying his wares and hunkered forward. “No one has noticed that dagger for eight years. I’ve traversed every corner of Demin, and no one has taken a second glance. But you? A girl not even looking its way, and suddenly you veer aside, and here you stop, riveted as though it is already yours.”

“I have no coin.”

“The blade is not paid for in coin.”

“Then—”

“Its cost is a life.”

“I won’t give my life!”

“It’s not your life that will pay.”

“Even worse! I’ll make no one pay!”

“The price comes with betrayal. Our queen plunged it into her own brother’s heart when he tried to slay her. Someone will betray you, and then you will strike.”

I wrenched at my feet. “Let me go now!”

“That’s not me; that’s your fate.” He raised his hands, his palms bearing tattoos of ever-watching eyes that glowed a fiery blue. “Take the dagger.”

The blade slid closer—by arcane power—and the eyes on his palms shone fiercer—magic—and my fingertips tingled like lightning bolts under my skin.

I couldn’t stop my hand from grasping the dagger’s hilt, and a shocking rightness jolted through me; relief sank in my bones; my feet loosened. With my anchor to the cobblestones yanked free, I staggered back.

The vendor slumped and lowered his hands, sounding exhausted. “The blade cannot cut you, ever. Even if someone turns it on you, any slash they make will slice them instead.”

I couldn’t fathom his words. “What do you mean?”

“The dagger cannot be turned against you. Anyone who tries will find it will cut their own flesh when they attempt to mar yours.”

I stared at it resting in my hand, its weight lighter than expected. And there, right before my eyes, its dullness washed clean like water sliding across the blade until it gleamed as silver as Deminian hair, until the sapphires embedded in its hilt invited my attention from beds of brightening gold.

Within seconds, the weapon became something fit for a queen, only it lay in my grubby grip, the dirt under my nails incongruous with this extravagant craftsmanship.

How had I, mere moments before, belonged to the normalcy of the crowded market? It continued to stream so far away and yet so close to this bubble of mystery.

“This is only a dream,” I murmured.

“You can hope.” The vendor rubbed his eyelids. “But that dagger brings fate, not dreams.” His visible loss of aura and conviction unsettled me: the slithery salesman in him almost apologetic, as if he’d stepped into things beyond his comfort and found them not what he had counted on.

“The tattoos.” I gestured shakily. “Where did you get them?”

His eyebrows scrunched together. “Tattoos?”

“On your palms.”

His face went slowly blank, and he tilted up his hands, showing un-inked palms. “What tattoos?”

“They were there.”

“What was?”

“Eyes. You had tattooed eyes watching me take up the dagger.”

Curling his fingertips inward, he drew his hands away, and drew his gaze away, as well. “The spirits are watching you.”

*
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TIME BECAME A SLIPPERY thing.

I was running, fleeing the magic, the spirits, the unknown, my fear.

My lungs heaved, my heart hammered, frantic, in my chest, and the dagger was clutched in my hand.

I ended up at the edge of the market, my boots skidding to a halt on the dusty road, near the forest that loomed beyond the village border. Here, the trees shivered in the sun in vivid shades of green and orange, purple and scarlet.

The vendor’s words had jumbled my mind. The spirits are watching you.

The ever spirits? The everlasting spirits that inhabited the mortal sphere but were intangible, untouchable, unheard, and unseen by human eye?

They didn’t exist.

I bolted again, with no destination but the forest.

Its pure majesty breathed around me, an exhalation over my overheated cheeks, my fleeing figure. Its leaves crunched like bones beneath my feet.

I didn’t understand a dagger that could not be turned on me.

A lie? A trick?

I lurched against a tree, propped my sleeved arm against the bark, and pressed the blade to my skin.

It never touched. Something like an invisible shield kept it from making contact.

Spirits. I sucked in a breath, braced myself for pain, and slashed with force at my forearm.

The blade scraped only the same invisible shield and made no mark on my flesh at all.

It didn’t make sense. Magic objects did not simply fall into worthless young women’s hands.

The vanishing warrior had said this was meant for a queen.

Its cost is a life.

The price comes with betrayal.

The vendor’s tattoos. The ones that vanished.

This couldn’t be real. I would wake any second.

A nearby fox perked up its ears while observing my alarm, its eyes aglow like the vendor’s tattoos. A blackbird’s caw swooped near in flight, and the breeze from its feathers kissed my lips.

The dagger’s gold hilt flashed in the slanting rays of sun through yellow and scarlet leaves.

Mine. Whatever that meant.

I shoved it into my boot and ran again, aware of its weight against my calf shifting with every step, every impact.

I sprinted faster, aimless, while the trees around me stretched out their branches above like arms. They were shedding summer’s mantle, disrobing for autumn in a shower of gold and violet and scarlet. Sweetly blooming woodland mingled with the scent of crushed greenery, and the leaves of sugar-ginger trees fluttered past my cheeks.

Intoxicating, wondrous.

As I dashed past, grazing fawns offered me dewy gazes, bounding rabbits leaped into cubbyholes, and birds took wing on the afternoon light.

I ran until my lungs labored and my temples dotted with perspiration.

I burst from the forest—

And sunshine flung brilliance into my eyes.

I threw up my hands, squinting and halting, clumsy, and inhaled the scents of grass and baking bread.

Inside the colored spots dancing in my sun-flecked vision spread a scene from a fairy tale.

A golden field rippled in undulating waves of wheat around a picturesque white farmhouse. Cerulean floral designs framed the windows in whimsical curlicues and petals that twined under the rim of the roof.

Homey. Sweet. Its normalcy far from any notion of Deminian magic. So lovely my heart strained toward it.

Unbidden, I imagined myself in that cobalt doorway while a silver-haired Deminian strode across the golden field, hand in hand with a child whose hair impossibly blended the silver of his with the coppery red of mine. He would look up at me and—

“What do you find so fascinating?”
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Spirits! I nearly jumped from my skin.

A Deminian youth stood beside me, his knee-high boots laced up over dark leather trousers, his lean arms and torso bare under a sleeveless dark jerkin left unlaced at the front. He’d hooked his thumbs under his belt, which held a sheathed dagger on his hip while a strap bisecting his chest secured a sheathed sword on his back, its hilt visible over his shoulder. In the prettily sculptured features of his face, his mouth held in rein some sort of waiting amusement, ready to curve up any instant.

He looked far too similar to the older Deminian in the fading image in my mind for my comfort.

“How did you get there?” I snapped, irritable—irritated with myself for stupid imaginings of Deminian men Papa would rather I knee in the gut.

The Deminian set free his smile and basked in the sunshine that dappled his chiseled cheekbones. “I walked up?”

“You did not! You just appeared!”

“Did I?” He raised his gleaming silver eyebrows, laughing. “Like a drop of spirit-realm ambrosia dolloped on the earth for you?”

I crossed my arms. “Like a stream of urine from the spirits maybe, to spoil my mood?”

He grinned and flicked back the long hair hanging past his shoulders, probably knowing how the sunlight would flash across the strands as if they were spun crystal. “Who’s to say that urine from the spirits wouldn’t be ambrosia to humans? Have you ever tasted the sweetness of rain?”

“I definitely won’t now that you’ve conjured that mortifying correlation.”

What in the spirit world were we doing, trading these verbal absurdities? I shook my head in a vain attempt to dislodge the ludicrous conversation. It didn’t match the intrigue of the dagger... and yet it did somehow.

The dagger was magic, and the sharpness of this youth’s features made him seem almost as otherworldly, a spirit warrior dispatched to the human realm.

“What’s your name?” he asked, his face flushed.

On the cusp of revealing it, I wavered. I wasn’t supposed to get involved with Deminians. “What’s yours?”

“You can call me K.”

“That’s not a name.”

“It’s more of one than you gave me.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

“You want me to escort you back to town?”

I should accept—or dismiss him with a thank-you for his courtesy and forge my own way back, but I didn’t want to. I wasn’t ready. Despite the faerie sunglow bathing my skin, the weight of the dagger resurrected my anxiety.

Forcibly, I shoved it to the back of my mind. Papa wouldn’t expect me until sundown, when he would dismantle the stall and pack up any unsold wares, and—“I don’t want to go back just yet.”

“Fantastic.” Grinning, the Deminian shifted from foot to foot, his boots partly hidden in the high grass. “Want me to show you our orchard then, if you’re so curious? You hungry for some cherries?”

“You live here?”

“Should I not have admitted that? Is it less interesting than being wrought of spirit urine?” He laughed at my look.

Was that the faintest tinge of pink on his cheekbones? A slight tension imprisoning his shoulders as he waited for my response?

Maybe he was as nervous as I was.

Don’t get involved, Papa’s dour reprimand intoned.

But I’d never had a Deminian youth pay attention to me before—not one daring enough to flirt, at least, nor one so stunningly pretty whose lips constantly hovered on the verge of a grin only waiting for my permission to set itself free.

Ilinians like me were generally considered weak fluff unworthy of Deminian time. After all, we didn’t learn swordplay while in swaddling clothes; we didn’t throw axes by the time we reached our fourth summer.

We were soft butter to their dagger’s edge.

I was soft butter to this Deminian’s dagger’s edge, because he must know how to fight. They all did. And yet he was wasting his time with me.

The giddiest sense of excitement slithered through my heart. What if—?

Why not involve myself with a Deminian—just for an afternoon? Papa never need know. This would be our little secret.

Would you truly defy your father for this youth, Alynah Commonborn?

That seductive intrusion of multiple voices in unison gave me pause. Where were they coming from—with that peculiar rasp distant and yet directly inside my mind? I’d heard them first in the market, but then, they’d been incoherent. Now...

Do you truly dare, Alynah Commonborn? Those that step off their safe path proceed into darkness.

The strangeness of the voices unbalanced me, but I dismissed them as whim—a fancy, nothing real, and nothing to listen to.

What mattered was that my life would never be the same. I’d awoken this morning a simple girl with simple dreams, but now I must alter those dreams to match a magic dagger that sought a queen.

I would interact with a Deminian despite Papa warning me about them for years.

What harm could it do? asked the brilliant, fey light of day.

And so I extended my hand like an empress expecting it to be kissed. “Take me to your orchard then, kind sir. Cherries must be the order of the day.”

But the silky intruders whispered in my mind again: You think you can keep him?

*
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K MADE ME WORK FOR them—the cherries—by folding the ladder by the trunk, setting it aside, and teaching me how to climb the tree for them.

After plenty of scraped knees and abraded palms, indignant falls, and him laughingly teaching me a few ‘ladylike’ Deminian curses, I finally took possession of a sturdy branch, whereupon I plucked the fruit off the limbs and tossed the crimson orbs down while he ran back and forth below to catch them in a woven basket.

I threw the cherries off to the side just to make his lean, powerful body lunge for them, his unlaced jerkin revealing swaths of slim golden torso for my secret Ilinian titillation... until he threatened to climb up and spoil my evil scheme.

After he ruined my fun, I stayed on the tree limb with my feet dangling down while he stretched out on his side in the shaded grass below, and we chatted as easily as if we’d grown up together, no topic forbidden, no subject taboo.

I occasionally munched on my plunder, a few of the plumper instances of fruit, their sweet pulp juicy on my tongue, while K stole his own bounty from the basket next to him.

It was beyond anything I’d imagined: a Deminian and I conversing while the sunshine glimmered off his silver hair and his bare chest peeped between his open jerkin.

“What’s it like,” I asked, “knowing how to throw daggers at three years old?”

He choked on a cherry, pounding his chest before spitting out the pit. “At three? You think I was throwing knives at three years old?”

I spat a pit into my palm, the cherry pulp coating my teeth. “Don’t Deminians learn how to kill while still in their baby nappies?”

“Not with daggers.” His eyes gleamed. “I only knew how to throw axes by then.”

“Liar!” I cheerfully pelted him with a cherry.

He ducked too late, the fruit popping off the crown of his head. “Ow, ow!” He straightened up, laughing. “Seems like you’ve been practicing with projectile weapons yourself, mystery girl.”

I reached farther along the branch and plucked another trio of cherries. My wrist burned where I’d scraped it on the bark climbing up earlier, but it was worth it to have gotten up here where the breeze stirred and the leaves rustled, and the view of him—well... unrivaled. “What was your first weapon?”

“Wooden sword. Then daggers.”

“Throwing daggers?”

“I’m noticing a trend.” He popped another dark cherry into his mouth, chewing. “You want me to show you how to throw daggers?”

My eyes must have lit up because his grin widened and he pulled out the pit, then flicked it away with his thumb and forefinger. “I think I might’ve found the only bloodthirsty Ilinian alive.” He hopped to his feet, his hair swishing from the movement. “Alright then. Hop down, mystery.”

I crossed my arms. “You think it’s that easy, Letter K? Ilinians don’t take orders from Deminians who don’t even know their name.”

He smiled up at me from under his lashes, sending my heart thumping at how dangerous he looked. “Know what I think? I think you’re just afraid to jump down. You look like you could use some rescuing.”

“Tss!” I tossed my hair, loving how his eyes followed the coppery strands fanning out under the lattice of leaves. “Look who thinks he knows Ilinian girls so well.”

He sauntered below the tree, parading like a peacock with his hands on his hips. “I rescue so well, though.” He flexed his muscles. “The best of everyone. If the Ilinian mystery dares accept my services.” He hoisted a single silver brow.

“You’re cocky, aren’t you?” But I loved it—his attitude. How he exaggerated his arrogant stance with the perfect amount of spoof, his hand on his hip where the belt and dagger sheath hung, his vest open over dark golden skin. Vaguely I wondered why it had taken me so long to defy Papa for a Deminian—for this Deminian.

He held out his arms, managing to look like he was swaggering even though he wasn’t moving. “My cockiness is all for you, Ilinian mystery. I’m waiting for you to jump into my arms.”

He flung out his hair then so that the strands captured the fire of the sun, literal filaments of spun silver.

That kind of shimmering, bright silver that brought to mind silver cloches over trays of steaming roast chicken in a proper mansion.

Not that I was comparing him to a roast chicken.

A giggle burbled up.

His eyes narrowed. “You dare mock a Deminian?”

I smiled beatifically. “I was thinking of chickens.”

His arms dropped. “That’s it. I’m climbing up. Your disrespect makes you no longer fit for my tree!”

I snickered. “Your tree?”

He strolled for the trunk and I tensed, waiting—Wait, I told myself, tamping down my excitement, wait.

I inched nearer to the edge...

The instant he started shimmying up the trunk, I launched off my branch.

I hit the grassy field with a thump and an ‘oof’, my copper hair in disarray, my knees briefly hitting the grass and jarring my teeth, then I was shoving off yielding soil. He was still clinging to the tree but twisting around, his mouth agape, leaves dappling his cheeks with shadow.

I took off at a sprint with a crazy laugh thrown behind me. “I bet the Deminian can’t catch me!”

I heard him thud back to the dirt and roots—his curse made me smile—and then he gave chase.

My heart raced my legs as I flew into the wind, my hair whipping out behind, the world a flow past my arms, and the veins of the earth a potent pulse beneath my feet. The grass of the field barely constrained the thump of the massive heart of our living land, amazing and inconceivable.

I veered into the woods as the trees flashed past, deer darting alongside beyond the trunks, their delicate hooves a match for my fleet feet.

I sprinted faster as my spirits rose to unthinkable freedom, boundless and buoyant. K’s footfalls barely made a sound behind me, concealed by my breathless laughing.

The gurgle of water over rocks warned me too late. I nearly catapulted off the outcropping, skidding to a halt with a shriek at the edge of a bank that dropped straight to a rushing brook.

Spirits take it!

K swooped in behind and swept me off my feet, knocking me off-kilter and bundling me against his chest. I had a single instant to register his leather jerkin pressed against my cheek before he whooped and leapt off the edge.

“No!” I locked my arms around his neck, his hair smelling of sunshine and fresh air. “I can’t swim!”

We hit the water and K let me go. My body sank, submerged, and the current surged into my silent scream.

How was I supposed to go up? What should I do? Water pressed in all around, and panic was clawing up my throat. My voice was muted, my limbs flailed, and my lungs caved in, wanting air in this terrifying aquamarine world of sunlight dotted with iridescent fish and tickling water currents on my arms.

Then K appeared beside me and slid his arm around my waist. He hauled me up and my head broke the surface, where I sputtered and coughed.

“I got you.” He was grinning, his hair streaming on either side of his chiseled features. “I have you.”

I twisted toward him and wrapped my arms around his shoulders, our legs tangling, his kicking.

“I have you.” His open jerkin floated against my arms, and water flowed past my chin and shoulders as I held on tighter. It brought our bodies close together, our figures flush against the other’s, our midriffs brushing with every breath. His heart was beating beneath my cheek as I pressed a whimper into his chest, his powerful rhythm of life louder than my panting breaths.

In that moment, he became more real than anything else in my life.

He cupped the back of my head, the boy who had unknowingly threatened my life by leaping into the stream with me. “To fates with knife-throwing. I’m going to teach you how to swim.”

*

[image: ]


“YOU’RE JUST FAKING it now, aren’t you.”

I floated stomach-up while he balanced me on his palm, stream water burbling past, and I secretly reveled in him holding me up. I licked water off my lips and spread out my arms, suspended on his hand and smiling while the current sailed past. I’d caught onto the swimming thing a quarter of hour ago and was now shamelessly indulging in his touch. I smiled. “Time for knife-throwing?”

He dumped me in the stream.

*
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“I BET YOU WERE A CIRCUS performer in another life. That’s why you caught onto knife throwing so quick when I showed you.” K was lying beside me on his jerkin on the grass, back in the orchard and still shirtless, his sword by his shoulder.

I curled my toes into the soft, prickly grass and followed the fascinating play of cottony cumulus shredding itself around the sun. My leggings and tunic, no longer unpleasantly chill on my skin, had dried from the bright midafternoon sky, but my boots still aired out near my head.

The throwing dagger had felt right in my grip, but the one in my boot called more.

K was toying with his own dagger, his silver hair agleam in the sunshine, the strands in a shining waterfall over the rock he used as a pillow. “I bet you threw knives at unsuspecting victims.”

“Deminians.”

“Hey.” He nudged me, then settled back. “Seriously, though, if I’d possessed half your instinct, my childhood would have breezed by. My father would’ve labeled me a true son of the spirits.”

Something in his tone almost made me look at him but also stopped me at the last moment. I kept my voice light. “Was he hard on you?”

“Ha! Let’s just say my father has his idea of how things should be, and I...”

“You have yours.”

“In a nutshell. Is your father the same?”

Idly, I snapped the stem of a lemon-yellow wildflower near my head and smoothed my fingertips over its silky petals. “Nothing that bad. He and my ma, though, they’ve always made it clear that everything about me must be simple.” And that I must never get involved with a Deminian. But I kept that to myself. And sometimes, I thought Ma and Papa were actually afraid that I was going to try to be something else, something more than I’d been born. “My dresses, my tunics, my hair, my hopes, my dreams. I must only dream simple dreams because I’m meant for a simple life.”

“What if you aren’t?”

I plucked off the petals and let them drift over my cheeks along with the rays of daylight. “They would never permit me airs. It’s as if they’re afraid just because I’m—” named the same as the princess, I thought, although I couldn’t say that out loud when I hadn’t given K my name “—just because my hair color matches that of the princess and the overlord, they’re afraid I’ll nurture delusions of grandeur.”

“What if they’re not delusions?”

I tossed the stripped flower at him. “Don’t encourage me!”

He waggled his eyebrows and sat up, then raised his hands and bowed in exaggerated obeisance. “O Mighty Queen, I am your most devoted, servile—”

I launched myself at him, swatting his shoulder, and he grappled me close and rolled me beneath him.

As grass rustled over my skin, his fingers pushed my wrists into the soil. The backs of his knuckles brushed flower petals from my hair. “I never want to leave this moment.”

*
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I NEVER WANTED TO LEAVE that moment, either.

But darkling laughter filled my mind, along with the eldritch whisper of the rasping voices: Will a single afternoon with him suffice, Alynah Commonborn?

Doubt tightened within me.

*
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WE EXPLORED THE FOREST, discussing anything, everything, with our only witnesses the wheeling birds and the verdant trees.

“Have you ever killed a man?” I asked.

“Not yet, you bloodthirsty Ilinian. Have you?”

I skipped past a bright orange falambria plant, my toes jovially tapping its suctioning stems. “I don’t betray my farm-girl secrets.”

His sparkling gray eyes reflected the sky above his laughter. “Should I be afraid?”

“Can Deminians be afraid? I might lose all my respect for you if so.”

“I’ll teach you to lose respect!” He caught me and swung me around.

I shrieked as the trees spun and sunshine sparked copper in my hair and periwinkle in his eyes.

He set me on my feet in a patch of weeds, my mind a-whirl as I tugged at a strand of hair caught in my eyes. He pressed me close, his gaze dropping to my lips.

My heart was thundering too fast, my mind not knowing what I was doing so temptingly close—too temptingly close.

I twisted away.

Already he had me tangled in knots, and not even an entire day gone. My exhilaration was too great, his attention too riveted, his grins coming too close—and closer every time he caught me.

Every chase and catch brought our breathless mouths near, our inhalations mingling before I broke away.

It was intense and addictive, the way he looked at me as if I were a spirit dancing just out of his reach.

We romped without a qualm under the canopy of the forest, but—

You are both our toys, the sultry voices purred frequently in my mind, both of you fated for darkness. You think you can keep him?

And all the while, sunlight and shadows drew swirling designs on our warm, flushed skin.

*
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HE STOPPED IN A CLEARING curtained with golden vines, where scarlet birds trilled melodies in bowers of lavender blooms and feathers floated on the sunbeams. Here, the sugared scent of ginger blossoms surrounded my senses along with the lemon-rosemary aroma of fedortha bushes.

K paced to the center of the clearing, the sun adoring his torso and his angular face, this spirit warrior carved into human life. “This is where I learned to fly.”

I rocked back on my heels and crossed my arms. “You fly.”

“If you stick with me—” He stopped and grinned. “Actually, I can show you now how it feels. Here, come stand here.”

“You’re going to have some bird toss its stools onto my head, aren’t you.”

“Stop being so cynical. That’s my role. Come on. Trust me.” His secretive smile warned me to do anything but trust him, but I let him situate me in the center of the clearing, in a slanting patch of sun.

“I want you to feel it.” His voice softened. “True freedom.” His eyes shone again, the sunshine so clear and the two of us so close that I saw the thin shadows that his lashes cast across his silver irises. “Shut your eyes.”

I shut them.

“Tilt your head... yes ... spread your arms...”

His hands rested on my hips, and the grass stirred as he eased close, the cool forest a rustle on the back of my arms and his human heat closing in through my hips.

In the darkness behind my eyelids, something was happening. My head went light, then my arms, too, like a floating cloud. My hips drifted into his and my feet scarcely felt the forest floor.

But I felt everything else as I had never before: the madly vibrant circle of life within the earth, my spirit traveling through the roots of trees until I bourgeoned gloriously with their shoots from crumbling loam into crisp air. Bright and feathery, my being expanded into the chirping birds and their light and hollow bones, the warble beneath their plumage, the vibrations of their songs, every one exquisite and perfect. Every note rang so resonant and pure that it thrummed under my skin and sang in my veins.

I felt the world spin on its axis: the burbling streams on its surface that splashed over rocks in thousands upon thousands of glittering drops. I heard each leaf in the forest separating from its branch and sweeping, swooping; my body rocked alongside them, whirling and weightless.

Flawless.

My being dispersed into buzzing insects and fluttering moths, soaring birds and darting gazelles. My spirit hurled free, inside every single one all at once and inside none at all but myself.

Dizzying. Incredible.

And then:

His lips touched mine.

*
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SUCH BRIGHTNESS SHOT through me it was like we’d hit the sun. Heat came meltingly in my every bone, my every muscle, and speared exquisitely outward.

*
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WHEN I CAME TO, WE were lying side by side, him dazzling in sunshine and shadow. He was smiling, reaching out to indolently twine my hair around his finger, his touch as secret as veiled fantasies. “Did you feel it?”

“Feel what?”

“We kissed, then we flew. Together. Didn’t you feel it?”

“What happened?”

“How did it feel?”

Stunning, exquisite. My tone serrated into dreaminess. “Like my spirit was soaring, everywhere, with you.”

He grinned. “Then I guess that’s what happened.”

*
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HE GAVE ME NOTHING more concrete than that, but despite his enigmatic grins and boyish teasing at my girlish scowls, no words could do justice to that afternoon.

Every sensation heightened: the sunlight on our lashes; a butterfly in shades of honey and azure alighting on my fingertips, with delicate veins that traced its wingspan; the feather of a bird adrift past my cheek, snowy white and as velvet-soft as a wisp of dreams.

We sprinted through the woods between the shadows under the boughs. Exuberant and unrestrained.

And yet the voices kept whispering in my mind: You think you can keep him?

But K’s fingers threaded through mine, and all thoughts of my father’s warnings dissipated completely. K’s kisses, his lips soft in the beginning and uncertain, grew surer with each kiss he took.

We smiled more, and the waning afternoon’s heat yet kissed the forest as he kissed my fingertips and my tousled hair, my innocent lips. His silver-blue eyes looked at me through silvery lashes, and his every glance made me feel more radiant, light, floaty, wildly uncontained and on the verge of the irrevocable.

He must have sensed it, for he stopped suddenly, his eyes more intense, his manner unreserved. His hand was hot on my throat, then it was sliding down my bodice.

My head tilted back, and he pressed his mouth to my pulse.

We stretched ourselves on an autumnal bed with the leaves afloat around us. Splashes of gold and violet and ruby carpeted the earth where my copper-red hair and his polished silver strands entangled like lovers.

Then four men stepped onto the forest path, and K’s lips went utterly motionless on my skin, near the very breath I held inside my throat.

You think he is yours? the gloating voices I was coming to hate simpered in my mind. We will make him ours first.
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K scrambled up while I, more curious, still uncertain, merely rose up on my elbows and cocked my head at the men.

Nothing seemed off—at first. I thought them Ilinians. Their features were blunter than I was accustomed to, their clothes rattier, their hair a duller brown, or maybe simply unwashed, their mouths more sneering...

But K had gone rigid, his fingers tightening. His hand went to his back where his swords should have been and he cursed, the weapons left behind at the orchard.

He cast a glance behind us, at the trees around.

The men flexed their fingers and advanced.

The voices laughed in my mind. You’ll understand now.

K spun around and swept down, hauling me up. I tumbled over a rock and my palm slammed against the rough bark of a tree to catch my balance. After a stinging rip of pain through my arm, I was catapulted forward by K’s grip, his crazed command: “Run!”

“Why?” I cried, but my limbs charged into motion beside his, although I didn’t yet understand; hadn’t yet grasped the truth.

We veered between trunks and shambled across fallen trees, the men behind us shouting—in another language.

“What are they speaking?” I gasped out.

“Nurenan.”

“What?” Nuren—the nation to the north whose people thrived on torment, a nation that had become increasingly twisted over the past century in a truth made evident in the Deminians and Ilinians they captured. Any unfortunate who was caught wound up in a Nurenan torture chamber and only left with a mind bereft of sanity and stripped of peace, mere husks of their former selves—with souls made as nefarious and perverse as their captors.

I’d heard tales of those who’d escaped and returned: how they slew and eviscerated and laid waste to all they’d once loved—and not in tidy ends, but in messy carnage rife with bloodshed. They savored slaughter, and their faces hid only abomination.

But Nuren couldn’t—now, here, they couldn’t—

“We’re too far south!” But I was grasping at straws, because they were here.

They crashed behind us, plants cracking under their heavy tread, their pace too swift. I felt their breath on the back of my neck; the pebbles from their pounding pursuit were hitting my feet. My blood thundered in my skull.

“I’m slowing you down!” I cried.

K’s fingers clenched tighter on mine, our knuckles white. Dirt spattered my calves, hurled up by our feet, and sunlight flashed past in turbulent bursts. Leaves spiraled in our wake while hair caught in my eyes, and my lungs ached on sharp-spiked cramps.

The ground plunged ahead of us to a plashing stream, its tranquility a contrast to our fevered panic.

K looped his arm around my waist, then we were sliding down the gully while our legs and hips knocked together, his face pale, weeds tangling our ankles. One of the Nurenans snatched at K’s hair, just missing as we splashed into the stream. Droplets sprayed my legs as the currents dragged at our calves. My boots slipped on the streambed’s stones and K had to capture my waist and we lost precious moments while he hauled me up. We lumbered forward, water dashed over my fingertips, my lips wet and my throat dry.

The Nurenans stampeded right behind, droplets hitting the backs of my arms. My lungs burst with pent-up sobs.

We hit the opposite shore and K let me go so we could climb unburdened. We grabbed the weeds and hauled ourselves up on hands and knees, wild and crawling. My boot soles slipped, feet sloshing in my socks. My knee hit a stone and the sting made me wince—and ominous shadows above made me stop, panting and staring.

On the crest of the bank above us, four more Nurenans blocked our way.

Trapping us.

“Fuck!” K drew his dagger. “Mystery, stay back!”

Stay back where? The Nurenans behind us hemmed us between them and the ones in front.

Eight of them and two of us.

Their two groups exchanged words in their guttural tongue. One above us grabbed at K and got a sliced hand. The fiend only grinned, though, dripping blood and lunging again. K was like lightning, whipping close and retreating, like dancing light behind the foe—his savage gaze captured mine for the briefest moment over the man’s shoulder—then with a slide of his dagger-blade he slit the foe’s throat.

The man fell. But the others clambering up the bank were closing in, and K turned to keep those above at bay. Only I stood between him and those ascending at his back.

Draw us. Draw us!

The voices—

My dagger! I hunkered down and palmed it from my boot. I could throw it—

No! Wield us.

The first Nurenan lunged and I thrust the dagger—too clumsy! He dodged while wresting away my blade, his hand on my wrist yanking me close—a flash of metal edge, the knife slicing through my neck—a shaft of heat and spiky pain—

Which vanished as his eyes shot wide and the bloody gap he’d carved in my throat ruptured instead into a gash in his—in split skin revealing white throat inside, his open mouth spewing blood.

Fates—the dagger! The magic. It worked.

His grip slid from my wrist and the knife toppled from his grasp. He landed on his knees, choking, coughing. Mucus-flecked blood was spraying my fingers.

I ducked for my dagger as another Nuren leapt in, his sword impaling the air above my head—I’d stooped just in time. Spirits!

Move!

I stabbed the blade upward, unthinking, and it sank into the hard abdomen above his groin. The heel of my hand hit the rough-spun material of his jerkin.

Spirits, the feel of steel crunching into flesh!

Hot blood was soaking through the cloth. The glug glug of the dagger drinking the blood—no, that was my imagination!—no, its laughter chimed in my head. Heat raced up my spine. It loved drinking up my enemy’s life.

Duck!

I threw myself to the plants beside the fallen Nurenan and landed on my shoulder, air whooshing out as, again, a sword whistled above the space I’d been a second before.

K leapt over me and seized the Nurenan’s sword as it was completing its arch. He continued that arch with the weapon now in his hold and slashed it across the man’s chest. A red furrow split open in thick muscle and K shoved him down to expire in the grass while he—K—faced the remaining four, a sword now in both hands.

He became a lithe twist of silver hair and agile body, lethal beauty.

Unstoppable. The swords extended his power like an animal’s claws. One man went down.

But three more leaped behind him.

I lurched up and hurled my dagger. It skewered the nearest Nurenan’s throat and his body toppled into the path of the other two swords, knocking them downward and burying their points in the leafy detritus of the forest floor.

K had a clear shot for his final swing: a clean swoop that severed both men’s heads.

Their bodies crumpled while their heads fell, thudding to the weeds and rolling down the embankment—toward me.

Spirits! Belatedly, tales stabbed through my mind of any person whose flesh touched a dead Nurenan’s lips—they absorbed a lethal poison.

With my armpits sweaty and my breath not catching, my drenched leggings suctioning on my legs, I scrambled back too slowly. The teeth of a tumbling head scraped over my wrist with a wet tongue, its blood a streak on my arm.

“Shit! No!” K chucked his swords and lunged for me instead, landing in smashed plants. He hoisted me up, the forest tilting in a whoosh so fierce I shut my eyes. Then our knees were sinking into the muddy embankment, bumping together, the smell of muddy water thick in my lungs, and he plunged the wrist the dead Nurenan mouth had touched into the stream. “Come on, come on.”

Stream water burbled against my skin, K’s hands madly urgent on my wrist. I waited for the poison to sear into my veins, but nothing happened.

I opened my eyes to K’s panicked profile mere inches from mine.

He swung his gaze toward me, our mouths close—so close. “Do you feel any poison?”

I couldn’t answer; I didn’t know.

His voice broke. “Mystery, please.”

I shook my head, and something like a sob escaped him while he hunched his shoulders. “He must’ve still been alive when his head touched you.”

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe because of two thoughts: that the Nurenan had still been alive that instant his tongue had grazed me, and how close I’d come to being poisoned by a dead one, because Nurenan warriors who went into enemy lands ingested a plant that made their saliva poisonous after they died.

It kept anyone from reciting the Prayer of Rest and Awakening over them, because the Prayer involved a kiss to release the soul from its earthly torment. The Nurenans, however, wanted no one to release the sorrows and agonies of their souls. They liked being born each generation with the burdens and anguishes of their previous lives already weighing upon their infants. They believed it made them stronger.

I believed it made them merciless.

“Are you hurt?” K rasped, running his fingers over my rinsed arm. “Did they fucking hurt you?”

“No. You? They were trying to kill you!”

“Not trying to kill me, just capture me.”

“Capture? Why? What do you mean ‘just capture’ you?” My voice was rising an octave. I was struggling to make sense of our survival.

“Mystery.” He brushed his thumb over my temple and leaned in close, inhaling. “You’re alright,” he murmured roughly, his words hot on my hair. His open jerkin revealed a physique primed to fight again, his proximity radiating heat into my chilled flesh. He clutched me to his hips, his clothes molded to his taut figure and mine, and his lips found the pulse on my neck.

The forest air went dazzling around me. Water dripped off my wrist as he pressed kiss after kiss to my throat, my mind grasping at his words—and the disbelief that we were alive. I wanted to forget, but—

“What do you mean they were trying to capture you?” Shivering, I gasped it out, my words winded.

His silver brows lowered, and he wasn’t half steady, either, a tremor cycling from his fingertips into my skin. “Nurenans don’t kill. That’s too much mercy for them.”

“Who are you that Nurenans want to capture you?” My voice went half hysterical. “They wouldn’t come this far south for a nobody!”

“We should get out of here.” He let me go and stood up, scanning the forest around us.

“K...”

“There might be more.”

More?

“Let’s get you out of here.” He urged me up on my wobbly knees, his arm around my waist, and started to half carry me away.

No, take us, take us!

“My dagger!”

K released me and I wobblingly squatted beside the corpses amid a wash of dizziness. With my knees weak, every muscle in my body trembled.

The reality of the fight was spreading throughout me. As I gripped the dagger still embedded in the Nurenan’s throat, the blood and tissue around the buried blade felt like it was in my mouth, iron and steel souring on my tongue.

I gritted my teeth and yanked at the blade. The sucking release of steel from flesh brought fresh blood gurgling from the Nurenan’s neck. I swallowed hard.

K’s expression betrayed nothing when I turned to him, but his gaze had riveted on my dagger. He shook himself and nodded at the stream. “Wash it if you want.”

I navigated the slope on shaky feet. “You think there are more?”

He studied the trees where they thickened into impenetrable shadow deeper in the forest. “Who knows if they came alone or in a larger group? They shouldn’t be this far south at all.”

That, I knew. Papa would never have let me roam free in the marketplace if he’d guessed something like this would happen.

Swallowing rising bile, I dipped the entire dagger into the stream and let the water run over my knuckles and the blade. It was like the weapon and I were one—a breeze rushed over my throat like the water, as if I were submerged in the stream along with the steel.

I couldn’t stop shaking—under my skin, inside my mind. My shoulders hunched inward.

K bent to retrieve the discarded swords, then followed me to the water-lapped bank and dipped the bloodied steel into the swifter-flowing current. “They must’ve come though the Great Forest, kept off the beaten paths...”

“They ventured this far south for you. Who are you?”

He didn’t answer, just hurled the two swords across the stream onto the opposite bank. They landed in a rustle of stirring plants, their points entrenched in scattering dirt.

“K...” I tried to hold it together, to keep my voice under control, but my hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and I couldn’t pull them from the water, too aware of the Nurenans lying dead behind me.

What had happened to my life? The dagger in the perfumed marketplace, the warrior vanishing into the crowd, the tattooed eyes of the vendor. Then the farmhouse, K, the voices, that kiss, us almost—almost making love, and the enemy attack.

The dagger’s whisper across my throat while the real slash was drawn across my foe.

What kind of weapon did I possess?

Magic.

“Mystery.” K curled an arm around my shoulders.

My stomach wanted to heave but wouldn’t. My throat closed off. I stared down at my hands under the current, water rushing and rushing over my knuckles while fish darted underneath. But blood still spattered my arms, and I felt droplets on my face where the Nurenan’s throat had spat heated life on my cheeks, his life taken in lieu of mine.

“Help me,” I rasped.

K did. With his arm wrapped around my waist, he pulled me up as plants caught at my ankles and water dripped from my fingers. He guided me into the current that splashed across my calves while my boots sank between the rocks in the stream.

“We’ll wash off the blood.” With his murmur in my ear, he urged me down and submerged our bodies in the brook until we crouched face to face. The flow rushed in a soft hush-hush past my chest and washed over my heart. Tendrils of hair stroked my throat as they floated over the current. Water misted on my lips.

K smoothed down my hair, his caress unsteady and fretful. “Mystery.” He smoothed his thumbs over my forehead, my cheeks, while water dribbled down my skin in droplets of pink. His mouth trembled. “It was my first kill, too.”

The feel of the dagger spearing the air and sinking into the Nurenan’s throat flashed in sensations in my gut—I’d felt it as though my fingers had physically thrust between his flaps of skin and tissue and dug my fingers into his meat, the blood in runnels down my arms—

“Mystery.” K’s hands slid water over my lips and slipped sweetness in place of iron and steel.

My lips parted, my tongue wanting that sweetness even as the feel of my hand—the impact of my hand against the Nurenan’s abdomen came back. The convulsion of blade sinking into flesh, the shudder of a man struck, the sensation juddering through me—and K facing three men—eight men.

What if they’d overcome us—him?

I don’t think I would’ve cared if the Nurenans had captured me then—although maybe they would’ve made me care. They loved to torment, and the tales that were told of those they captured...

No one emerged as they’d been before, their minds stripped of mercy, their souls stripped of love.

“Mystery.” K’s tone broke and I finally focused on him.

His white lips barely held still, his head bowed, and he shivered so hard air quivered through his chattering teeth.

Will you comfort him, Alynah Commonborn?

I had to.

I rose on my knees, the water parting in glistening swells past my arms, and I wrapped my arms around him.

He slid up against me as though we were the only two souls in the world. Our bodies sought solace in each other’s heat and breath; his hands grasped my back, his face buried in my hair.

The streambed shifted beneath our knees.

“Will more come?” I whispered.

Not today, the voices crooned.

K didn’t answer, but our arms entangled harder, tighter. Fish darted around our thighs, the brook bathing our bloodied skin. K’s scent of sunshine and cherries filled my breath along with cool forest air that poured into my lungs on scents of pine and lemon-fedortha bushes.

My cheek found the pulse in his throat, his heart rate driving against my skin in unison with mine. Tha-thump tha-thump.

Somehow, we held one another tightly enough to keep from coming apart completely.
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BUT THE SUN WAS DIPPING lower, the stream turned chill, and the dagger’s whispers became louder.

Comfort him all you like, Alynah Commonborn, but he is not yours. He is ours.

How I hated these voices, this torment I’d shouldered along with the dagger! They could be nothing else.

He is the one we have been waiting for.

Who are you? I shouted back in my mind. Leave him alone!

Tittering, mocking laughter. You think you can make us?

The brook’s waters became callous, too, a cold splatter slapping my skin as it washed away the sweaty fever of the fight. Apathetic and cruel, it assumed our foes’ lack of sympathy with their blood on its current. My skin prickled and shivered even in K’s embrace.

“K.” My teeth chattered, my voice emerging frozen and unfamiliar. “Tell me why the Nurenans wanted to capture you.”

He touched our foreheads together and dredged up the bare bones of a smile while his cool fingers cupped my face. “Mystery, we need to go.” His muscles whipped into purpose, his movements attaining a goal as he urged me up. Water streamed down his bare chest and his jerkin, his skin now bloodless-white under the sun and algid as ice where my fingers grazed it. I cringed, my own tunic and leggings clinging clammily to my flesh.

K pulled my hand from his cold chest and linked our hands, then tugged me toward the bank opposite the dead Nurenans while stream water splashed over our calves. “You’ll be safer in town, so we’re heading back there now.”

“I’ll be safer?” My muscles shuddered under my skin. “What about you? Are you going to be safe?”

We’ll keep him alive, Alynah Commonborn, although he will curse us for it.

Shut up! You’ll never get him.

Laughter.

K squeezed my hand reassuringly. “I’ll round up some men to accompany me back home if you’re worried. I’ll run a...” He shook his head. “I have ways of checking my surroundings. I was just distracted.”

Distracted because of you, Alynah Commonborn, sweet and lush and ripe and his.

My entire body flushed.

You like him now, but you will not like what he becomes.

K let go of my hand as we splashed from the stream and he stooped for the swords he’d thrown to this side of the bank earlier.

Striving to keep down the panic, I sheathed the dagger in my boot. “You don’t live alone, do you?”

His darkening eyes flashed at the trees as if blaming them for this situation while he swiveled back toward me. “I come here by myself when my father and I argue.” He suddenly dumped the swords again and stepped close, cupping my cheeks with fingertips that barely touched my hair. “Don’t worry.” He grinned, a nineteen-year-old who had everything under control. “I have a secret weapon they don’t know about. They can’t surprise me.”

Arrogance, the dagger’s voices whispered, lodging a chill in my spine. My throat went parched. “They surprised you today.”

Another flicker of annoyance, though more directed inward toward himself. “Because I was a weaponless fool not paying attention.” His hands fell away from my skin and he pivoted, sweeping down for the swords. “It won’t happen again.” 

It will.

The dagger’s laughter felt like cotton in my mind, its foreboding a slither up my neck. “K...”

“Let’s hurry.”

I didn’t argue, and we picked a swift way through the autumn debris, attentive to our surroundings and concentrating on our footing.

The vestiges of this afternoon’s trauma would always be with me now, like spilled dye: a scarlet-red bled into every thread of my life, fading only with distance from the spillage.

And K would be a knot I could never unravel.

When we neared the village, I tried my unanswered question again. “Who are you, K?”

“Someone I don’t want to be.”

I emitted a growl. “Why are you being cryptic?”

He grinned, but I didn’t believe this one. “Because I’m dark and mysterious and you can’t help but be thrillingly attracted?”

“You’re dark and annoying maybe—actually no, I take that back. You’re not dark at all, Sir Silver Tresses.”

He grinned for real, taking it as a jest, and slipped an arm around my waist. “Sir Silver Tresses?” He’d kept the two swords in his other hand, and their soft clank sent the merest vibration from him into me. “Admit it. You like me and my silver tresses.” Smiling, he pressed a kiss to my lips.

“I admit nothing.”

“I bet you’ll admit it later.” A waggle of his eyebrows accompanied a pretend leer.

I didn’t smile. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“And I won’t until I deem the time right.”

A hardness in his eyes told me he’d made up his mind, so I let it go. Eventually I’d have to find out who he was. I just had to be patient.

You think you have enough time for that, Alynah Commonborn?

*
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BACK AT THE MARKET, we worked hard to divest ourselves of the terror—or I did. K appeared to swing back to normalcy fast, his confidence thwupping back into place like a bowstring whose arrow had been loosed.

Or maybe it wasn’t normal, his too-heightened senses, his vibrating with tension even as his grin teased me to return to life with him.

Dwelling on the Nurenans would bring nothing but sorrow—that, I knew—and I should seize the moments K and I had before my return to Ilinia separated us, a separation I prayed would only last a month before I returned to Demin with Papa again.

Knowing our time was limited, and that the day was catapulting inevitably toward its close, helped me reach for the mundane and make the most of our time. And so, in the bustling safety of the marketplace, with K’s fingers threaded through mine, our shoulders companionably near, and the Deminian scents swirling thickly around us in mint and rosemary and thyme, I sought my composure.

I recovered more of my heartbeat, and my lips relaxed into tentative smiles, and the clotted terror around my middle loosened and slowed its neck-breaking pace.

K dispensed coins from his hip pouch exactly like the indulgent husband I’d imagined. He besieged me with a whirlwind of sensation and introduced me to spiced mushroom pies and fried ellenberry cakes and Deminian games. I succumbed to the ploy, my trepidation slackening more when he beat me at crossbow sharpshooting, then even more when I beat him by hitting the bullseye in the dagger throw three times in a row.

Everyone around us joined in, beaming, laughing, sometimes even nudging their companions while winking at one another before K spun me away with his arm around my waist and his grin on my lips as he openly kissed me before them.

But two things kept returning to haunt me: the thought of K heading home through that forest alone—at that, anxiety twined around my stomach like smoke—and the dagger’s mocking voices constantly reminded me that he was theirs.

You’re displaying a singular lack of ingenuity and creativity in harping on that one point, I snapped back once, but they just rasped laughter.

“Mystery, don’t frown so.”

I was biting my lip and made myself stop.

Cockily, K backed me into the shadow of a candle-maker’s sign, where the aromas of cloves and honey and blooming roses filled the space he trapped me in.

I didn’t mind being trapped, with my back to the stone wall, K’s lean body near mine, his fingers brushing down my lips, along my jaw, and caressing my pulse. It drove me breathless, all he did, and the emotions inside me refused to stay contained: the rampant worry and wild craving, contradictory feelings surging through blood that had never experienced this comingled exhilaration and terror before. I felt overfull with him and the dagger, my skin too tight for the expansion of my soul, and when he kissed me then, it proved too much.

I shut my eyes in pleasure and darkness that whirled us away. My knuckles grazed his hair, and his subsequent purr of gratification delved deep inside me, unwilling to let me go.

I didn’t want it to let go.

The sounds of the marketplace muted and faded, and he barely pulled back, his silver lashes golden in the candlelight that poured heat onto the cobblestones from the shop.

His well-kissed lips curled upward, looking delirious in their kissed state. “Tell me who you are.” He caressed me with another kiss. “Who am I kissing when my mouth touches yours?”

“Alynah!” Papa’s sharpness jolted me out of the hazy edge of sensation, his reprimand cutting through the insignificant buzz of passersby. “Alynah!”

I turned my head, my exuberance culled away like a paring knife.

K grinned. “Gotcha, Alynah.”

Spirits. Papa had warned me. Don’t get involved. Avoid Deminian boys. No exceptions. “Papa!” I’d disobeyed the only ordinance he’d ever given me.

Now he stood not a man-length away in the antique light of waning late afternoon, brows drawn forbiddingly low, his hands on his hips while the stream of Deminians pushed along the street behind him.

He must’ve witnessed everything.

I broke away from K, my heart throbbing in my throat. I braced myself for Papa to order me back to our stall, but then K stepped from the glow of the candle-maker’s doorway into the sunlight gilding the street and took my hand, and Papa’s expression altered. As his wide eyes absorbed this glimpse of K, his skin turned white around his lips.

K pasted a friendly smile on an unrepentant mouth that had kissed me already so many times. “Are you Alynah’s father?”

For the first time in my life, my papa stood speechless, undecided, swallowing. He grabbed a handful of his loose beige work trousers.

“Papa?” I ventured. Surely he wouldn’t make me give up K. K who had shown me how to soar. How to swim. How to kiss.

How to kill.

No. The Nurenans had forced me to that, and the dagger.

Spirits. Papa knew nothing of the magic dagger, either.

K’s smile went a little edged at Papa’s silence. “Sir?”

Roused, Papa rested his gaze on the enemy swords K had lashed to his belt, then he pursed his lips, tightened them, and stopped fidgeting. “What are you, of all people, doing with my daughter?”

K’s smile went abruptly as hard as the diamonds in the Demin mines.

I stiffened. “Papa, you know who he is?”
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“He’s—”

“Don’t tell her,” K broke in, jaw clenched. “Please.”

“Why not?” I snapped.

Papa pursed his lips again.

K didn’t shift his gaze from my father. “Maybe you don’t trust my intentions, but your daughter—she’s not just an afternoon’s game for me.”

Yes, fight my papa for me! I wanted to cheer.

But at the same time, my skin crawled. Papa’s look had gone shuttered, K’s belligerent tone bordered on irate, and their interaction had taken a challenging turn.

K’s resolve blazed on the air. “I want to meet her again, and I think—” he glanced at me and moistened his lips “—I think she wants the same.”

“I do.” The idea of having K cut off, all that we’d experienced this afternoon trimmed away—I panicked at the thought.

Papa frowned. “You don’t even know who he is.”

“Then tell me!”

“Don’t.” K’s features mirrored Papa’s somberness in the gold-orange haze of failing light.

Papa had no reason to side with K, but after a moment, he inclined his head. “I’ll expect your help at full sundown, Alynah. You have an hour, but keep in mind you don’t know who he is.”

He pivoted into the crowd, and after it engulfed him, I burst out, “What the spirits was that?”

“That—” K bundled my stiff form to his laughing one and planted a kiss on my mouth “—was a worried father!”

“Who are you? If you don’t tell me, K, I swear I’ll—”

“Come on.” He whisked me through the passersby shouldering past us in clouds of heady perfumes: lilac and sandalwood.

We halted at the mouth of a shady alley, still half in sunlight from the fading sky that gilded K’s silver locks and sharp-angled nose. He framed my face with his hands. “I don’t want to tell you because it might change how you behave.”

“What?”

“Let’s say I’m rich. You might start respecting me.”

“What?”

“That would be a nightmare. You’d be all, ‘Yes, K, whatever you like, K. Come do with me what you wish, K’, although I might like that last if I had you on my bed and—” He ducked my slap, laughing, then cavorted into the crowd. “If you catch me,” he crowed over his shoulder as he gamboled, “I’ll tell you who I am!”

“You scoundrel!” I bolted after his romping figure while he flitted through the throng and I clumsily lunged behind. “You rogue!”

Bystanders—Deminians with playful laughs—occasionally blocked my way and shouted for K to run fast, while a few quick Ilinians tried to help me by catching K. One got K’s arm and almost slowed him enough for me to catch up, but K twisted away at the last moment and my swipe grasped empty air.

I threw a hapless thanks at my fellow countryman before darting off after my capering prey.

But I’d lost him in the crowd, only strangers’ faces pouring past—then his hands snagged me round the waist, his familiar arms encircled my hips, and his smile kissed my ear. He whirled me off my feet, snickering. “You lost! I get to stay secret.”

“You cheated. Tell me who you are!”

At my genuine frustration, he sobered and set my nettled figure down and traced his thumb over my frown. “I swear I’ll tell you one day, but not until I know the knowledge won’t change how you treat me.”

“Why would it?” I gusted out an aggravated huff. “And how can I know the real you if you don’t tell me who you really are?”

He laughed softly. “You’re the only one who knows the real me. This,” he brought my fingertips to his chest, a tingle darting from his skin to mine at the contact, “is the truest me, the me who doesn’t posture or impress. Alynah, listen—who I am now, this is someone no one else will ever know. Only you will ever have him. I just—I want you to only know this me until you’ll knock me on my ass if I try to play another role. I’m trained to constantly play a part, but today I wasn’t playing anything at all, and it’s...” His lips touched mine, achingly gentle and bringing the taste of cherries and fried sugar and pleading to my tongue. “This is the most real I’ve ever felt. Let me stay this real with you.”

*
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I DIDN’T MAKE HIM TELL me, and the voices in the hidden corners of my mind laughed and laughed.

Spirits, how I despised their rasping laughter, how it purled away my confidence like a layer of myself, leaving my core exposed and vulnerable.

But K tirelessly exerted himself and ended up countermanding my tension.

With his eyes lit up, he spieled out whatever drivel drifted off the tip of his tongue until I succumbed to giggles. His step went energetic, his kisses melted away my will, and the world opened up enough to swallow us whole. We strolled hand in hand with enchantment as he beset me with sweet pastries and crepes. I stole kisses from him in the crimson blaze of day while sunset rippled over the market and strawberries, and spun sugar sweetened my every draw of breath. We dusted cinnamon from one another’s cheeks and tasted cake off each other’s smiles.

But the sun inexorably lowered in the leaden sky, and the sundry colors of the market were dwindling to tinges of gray. The brightly painted wooden toys and multihued shawls were dimming to a dull pall. Yawning children shuffled past dragging limp streamers and raggedy puppets. Drunk lovers tottered off to private lodgings.

Only vendors remained to box up their wares, their eyelids sagging in demeanors slack with fatigue.

Papa waited by our cart, arms crossed and his visage manifestly disapproving, clearly regretting his earlier indulgence in giving me this hour with K.

Out of his hearing, K rocked me indecently close in the candlelit doorway of a perfumery, amid the floral and herbal scents of rose and cloves and vanilla wafting from warmth within. 

“Come back,” he breathed into my mouth between kisses. “Come back next market day so I can get you again.”

“I will.” I whispered, thawing against his strength. “But next time—” I smirked into his kiss “—I’ll make sure you have to chase me.”

*
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PAPA BROODED FOR THE entire first half of our journey back to Levern.

That didn’t irk me, for I was used to his silences; he was a man of sparse speech.

But I was unaccustomed to his censure, and his rough driving of the cart patently attested to censure. Every rut we trundled into knocked me into the wagon side like a slap on my hip; every brake thrust me crudely forward.

I ground my teeth and let myself be jolted and battered beneath wan moonlight. I stared mutinously out into the dark forest, where lightning bugs flickered among the boughs.

Were more Nurenans lurking there?

They don’t want you, Alynah Commonborn, the dagger’s voices cackled. Not yet.

Stupid voices with their cryptic meanings. But at least their taunting soothed my fear for myself—for now.

But K?

I tilted my head back to the indigo-slate sky, the stars a-twinkle on the blanket of autumnal constellations, and I imagined K lying in the field at the spot where we met, his hands clasped behind his head and his sharp features awash in moonlight as he stared up at our shared heavens. Maybe thinking of me.

Unless more Nurenans awaited him at the empty farmhouse. Did you think of that?

Shut up! Stay out of my mind!

Spirits, this voice—these voices—were driving me mad! Was I going insane? I ignored them, firmly, and their quiet rasps of laughter.

Is this madness, Alynah Commonborn?

My afternoon with K had driven a rift between Papa and me, and it galled me. Papa and I had always been close.

But is he your father, Alynah Commonborn?

Occasionally, Ma and I had chafed on one another, but Papa had always come to my defense.

Only now... another wagon jolt slammed my already bruised hip into the cart’s side.

I clenched my jaw, my anger flaring. What had I expected? I’d defied Papa’s dictates and gotten involved with a Deminian.

But what did it matter that K was Deminian? Weren’t young people supposed to meet and fall in love?

Is this love, Alynah Com—

“Papa, what have I done so terribly wrong?” I blurted out.

His lips tightened in his bearded profile, his gaze fixed on the rutted road. “Has he told you his real name?”

“You tell me if it’s so important!”

Papa, mouth thinned, concentrated on the reins. “He’s not good, Alynah.”

“Why isn’t he good?”

Papa shook his head. “Find another Deminian if you want. Anyone but him.”

“Why?” It almost shouted out of me.

“Because he’s from a family of assassins,” Papa spat. “He’s raised as a paid killer. To slay without a second thought.”

I flinched back, a gut-wrenching no resounding in my middle. K wasn’t an assassin, not after the way he’d reacted to the killing. Those Nurenans had been his first.

But how he’d moved, how good he’d been at killing, inhumanly fast, and that unreadable look he’d given me over the shoulder of the enemy before he’d slit that first throat.

And the Nurenans would definitely come this far south for a boy trained to kill as he was—trained to kill men, women, and children for money. If the enemy wreaked havoc in him and sent him back as an abomination, how many could he kill before anyone could stop him?

I’m trained to play a part, he’d said. I’m someone I don’t want to be...

Today may have been his first kill, but not his last.

No. He would refuse to walk in his family’s footsteps. He’d said his way of doing things didn’t match his father’s.

I trusted him not to kill. Or not to kill me.

But something else struck, with a deeper sense of horror. “Papa, what business would you have with assassins?”

He refused to look at me. “His family could slaughter ours at a whim. The fact that he noticed you at all...” He was breathing hard. He mopped his brow. “I couldn’t forbid it in front of him, but I’m forbidding you. Stay away from him. You hear me?”

“I hear you, Papa.”

I curled my fingers into fists. But I won’t obey you.

*
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WHEN PAPA ROLLED OUR wagon into the farmyard, the fields around us lay soundless under the rattle of wheels. My eyelids drooped from the taxing day.

Ma opened the front door, casting a buttery square of light on the stoop and outlining our sleeping cat.

“Intruders!” Five-year-old Timian ducked under her arm. “Intruders!” He executed an acrobatic leap over the cat, who flicked an annoyed ear, and his wooden sword slashed as he landed on the dirt, billowing it up in a plume. He bounded shrieking down the pebbled lane.

“No, my brother!” Feigning panic, I threw myself off the wagon and posed as a shield before the cart. “’Tis foul magic that deceives you!”

Papa, smiling, hopped off to unhitch the horses.

I clasped my wringing hands before my chest. “It’s just me and Papa!”

“Aargh!” Timian swung away at the last instant, skinny kiddie arms pumping in fury, his raised wooden sword hacking near the rear of the wagon. “Here be the fiends! Shame! Shame! Turning me against my family! Take that!”

I stifled a grin.

Ma approached at her staid pace, dusting flour from her palms and then swiping them across her apron. She greeted Papa with a faint frown. “Was all well in Demin?”

“Well enough.” Papa circled the wagon to unhitch the horses.

Planting her hands on her hips, Mama deepened her frown. “What went amiss?” Her gaze slipped over me and I went rigid—even more so when her gaze returned to Papa and they exchanged a meaningful look.

Papa set to the horses. “We’ll talk later.”

About K and me?

Timian barreled into my thighs, the impact jogging loose the knife in my boot. “I got ’em, ’Lynah, I got ’em!”

“Clever.” I stroked his hair and thought, I should push the dagger back out of sight, but Ma and Papa’s enigmatic exchange arrested my attention.

“Things have changed,” Papa muttered.

Ma lowered her voice. “Did she—”

Timian tugged the dagger from my boot. A flash of blade—

“No!” I yelled.

“Foe!” He slashed my wrist and I yanked my arm back too late.

True to its spell, the blade cut my brother, not me, and blood welled from his wrist.

For a moment, I couldn’t believe—the gash—

Timian reared back and howled. The dagger toppled to the grass.

Papa lunged from the horses. “Alynah, what did you do?”

“Timi!” Ma staggered forward.

Blood was pumping from his slash. Ma crushed him to her chest. “What happened?”

“He had a dagger!” Papa, squatting, groped for the blade. “Where is it?”

“What did you bring back from that place?” Ma snarled.

Papa’s hand froze above the weapon, not touching it, his gaze darting around it. “Where did it go?”
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