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            WHATEVER YOU SAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Zayn

      

      “Good morning, Zayn.”

      “General Zayn. You look well.”

      “Zayn! Good morning! Have you eaten yet? There’s still breakfast left in the dining hall.”

      “General. Commander Abel has called a meeting at noon. I’m not sure you knew. Actually, I doubt you’re required to go based on your current post. Disregard–”

      “Zayn, how is your mother? Is she still at the temple?”

      Zayn. Zayn. Zayn.

      Early mornings in lower levels of the palace are always a rush of conversation and activity. It’s such a contrast to the quiet of the city beyond the palace walls, still asleep under a blanket of starlight and a cool, swift breeze drifting off the lake. Steam rises like plumes of mist around my shoulders while I sidestep through the main kitchen, carrying a crate the delivery boy forgot to bring in, dodging hands outstretched in good morning salutations–all the usual greetings.

      The spiderweb of servant hallways is just as crowded. Maids dart back and forth, carrying bundles of laundry while the house managers shout orders and daily itineraries of the royals and their guests who haunt the upper floors.

      But it’s a quiet morning, all things considered. Only two royals are in attendance today–Prince Sterling and his eldest sister...

      Princess Fallon. The thorn in my left ass cheek and the bane of my entire existence.

      Still, the palace functions as a small city despite the absence of several notable members of the royal family. Every single room–all three hundred of them, I believe–must be turned inside out--swept and dusted from top to bottom. The kitchen continues to churn out meals for not only the two royals but the entire staff, which is easily a hundred people or more who work here full time. Then, there are the healers who work in the clinic, the Ghost warriors who visit the castle for training, and so on and so forth.

      The palace of Moonrise is an ever humming machine, and I am at the center of it, for now.

      “Zayn,” Tobias, a fellow knight of the royal guard, says with a smirk in the locker room in the bowels of the castle when I walk through the door and let my duffel bag slump onto a bench. “Long night?”

      “Not long enough.” My voice is barely above a murmur and severely lacking caffeine, but I’m running late. I open my locker and begin the arduous task of shedding my uniform like a snake until I’m down to nothing but my boxers–and I hesitate, drinking in the last of the cool morning air coming from a small open glazed window near the ceiling. Then I step into the armor I’ll wear until the sun sets on Moonrise tonight.

      Tobias is on duty elsewhere in the castle, standing guard against any threats that can, somehow, skirt the queen’s impressive wards. Warriors like us–the knights–are mostly for show, but our weapons are real. Our armor is thick with little give to breathe. Our training is some of the best, even when compared to the infamous Ghost warriors that slink through Eastonia as spies.

      We’re decorative, but also the palace’s final line of defense, and my only job as it stands is to ensure nothing happens to the princess while her parents are away.

      It sounds easy, doesn’t it?

      “Any word from upstairs?” I ask while adjusting my thickly scaled armor over my chest, strapping it in place.

      “Nothing I’ve heard. Princess Fallon didn’t set anything on fire last night, at least.”

      “Shocking,” I reply in a near growl, not meaning to say it out loud. Tobias is too busy struggling with his wrist guards to hear anything, anyway.

      I nearly put on my helmet and face guard before thinking better of it and kicking my duffel bag into its dedicated hovel at the base of my locker. I grab a cup of coffee from the kitchen, in and out before the steam can penetrate my armor and force me to remain damp for the remainder of the day, and drink it swiftly, skipping steps on my way up through the network of servant corridors and winding stairwells until the sixth floor spreads out ahead of me, gilded in gold finishes and red velvet.

      Gregory, the night guard that I share a station with, is leaning against the wall beside an impressive set of ceiling-height double doors. He looks fine from this distance, all things considered, after spending an entire night patrolling the princess’s suite.

      But he’s… asleep. Half asleep, at best, his eyes glassy and open to slits as he lifts his head and squints while I hurry down the hallway. “Zayn?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Rough morning at the temple. I ran late.”

      “Fuck, still?” He takes his helmet off and rests it against his hip, pale blond hair standing at all angles. He’s young, like me, in his late twenties. Also like me, he’s one of Alpha King Soren’s best–hand-picked from the Roguelands. Unlike me, his father is an Alpha, and he’s a direct heir to his pack, which means this placement as a royal knight is temporary, more of a badge of honor than anything substantial. He doesn’t need the money. Not like I do. Weary green eyes scan my face before dropping to his gloved hands.

      “Yeah. Still,” I reply hoarsely and raise my helmet over my head. “Is she still asleep?”

      “The princess? I think so.”

      I lower my helmet back to my side, squinting at the knight. “Why are you in the hallway?”

      “I don’t really remember. I came out to get air, I think.” He scratches the side of his face, gazing off into the distance.

      A prickle of unease skitters over my skin. I lean toward him, peering into his eyes. They’re hazy with a slight golden shimmer.

      He starts to nod off right there, standing upright, supported entirely by his suit of armor.

      “Damnit,” I hiss. I shake him by the shoulders. “Greg?”

      “Hm?”

      “Listen, you need to go to the clinic to sleep this off.”

      “How come?” he slurs, the words blurring together.

      “Because you’ve been drugged by the princess.” I let him go, and he slumps, swaying before righting himself. “Again.”

      “I’ll just–lie down–right–here.” His metal armor squeaks as he falls forward with a rattling thump. I don’t even save him from the fall. I roll my eyes to the ceiling and close them, murmuring a sharp but broken curse, unaware that the doors have opened, their soft whoosh overwhelmed by Greg’s snoring.

      I look down at the flurry of dark golden hair and bright, sea-green eyes assessing the situation, a small framed body cloaked in bright pink silk.

      Princess Fallon sighs heavily, looking more annoyed than concerned about the state of her knight. Her strange, otherworldly eyes meet mine–sharp and… utterly amused.

      “I got the dosing wrong again.”

      My answering grunt is about as much as I ever give her.

      Now, she’s the one rolling her eyes. “Good morning to you as well, General Zayn. Come. I have a busy day, and you’re late.” She points through her open door, commanding me like a pet, and like a loyal dog, I obey, because being her shadow day in and day out for the next ten days is what I’m paid to do.

      With both of her parents on planned trips to the Roguelands and Tarsian, I am the one thing standing in the princess’s way when it comes to the stupidity that put her in this position to begin with. For the past week, I’ve been a glorified babysitter, standing in the corner of whatever room she’s occupying at the time, save for the bathroom, of course, but even then, she’ll call out from the door to tell me she’s in the process of making a rope of sheets to escape through the window.

      She’s only actually done it once. The other two close calls were to test me–to see whether or not I’d barge into her one place of total privacy.

      I have, and will again. In a heartbeat.

      I follow Fallon into her bedroom and take my post in the corner, where I’m just out of the reach of the first rays of sun peeking over the mountains. Strips of golden light illuminate the room, highlighting the gilded furniture and the mess she leaves in her wake.

      To an outsider, Princess Fallon would look like a mess, too. Unorganized, sloppy, and annoying.

      However, she’s really none of those things.

      This entire production is a front.

      She purposefully knocks several jars of what I believe are skincare products off her vanity in search of her hairbrush. They roll across the floorboards and spin to a stop, where she leaves them, adding them to the collection of random items now cluttering her floor. It’s not because she lives like this. She has dozens of maids at her disposal, but she’s dismissed their help. I’ve known of her for the past six years or so but have only been in close proximity for the past three weeks, and I know she’s incredibly intelligent, always a step ahead of everyone around her, including her siblings and her parents.

      This mess… it’s for me. To make me as uncomfortable and claustrophobic as possible. Gregory being asleep in the corridor, face down in his full suit of armor, was also for me. A little taste of what she’s capable of if I slip up and give in to hunger or thirst in her presence. Ever since the day I took off my helmet in front of her and her grandmother, Kenna, she’s targeted me for her own sick mind games–making me the bad guy in her narrative, like what she did and the consequences of her actions are entirely my fault.

      In reality, Princess Fallon is under full house arrest for reaching out to the kingdom of KiloKilo and agreeing to an arranged marriage with the enemy against her parents’ wishes.

      “I’ll stab you in the throat if you put on that stupid helmet. It’s going to be a hundred degrees again today, and I’m sick of watching you on the brink of heat exhaustion,” she says harshly, eyeing me like a cat through our reflection in the mirror. She dabs blush on her cheeks and tosses the brush to the side. It hits the floor with a clunk, and I bite my lip to stop from ripping into her. Royal guards are silent observers. We act when necessary. We do not talk to the royal family. Period.

      Those are the rules laid out by our commanders.

      I will follow them despite her constant pestering. I swear on the Goddess, I will not let her get under my skin.

      “I went out last night,” she says with a coy smile.

      Rage erupts through my body like a sheet of pure fire. My jaw tenses.

      She keeps her eyes glued to mine, that sly, wicked smile of hers widening.

      “Gregory should know better by now than to accept a cup of tea from me. You’d think, after the second time I slipped him a sleeping draft, he would have learned his lesson. But, I’m just kidding about going out. You probably would have sensed it or something, as strict as you are. I’m sure you would have hunted me down and dragged me by my hair back to my room.”

      What a glorious mental image that paints. I shake my head, breaking from her gaze to stare at a random spot on the wall, and resign myself to being tormented by the princess for the rest of the day.

      I move with her from room to room, standing in the same shadows, watching her turn pages of the deeply complicated and overly political volumes about history and policy that she prefers over fiction and folklore. I watch her brush her hair for what feels like hours. I watch her eat lunch and talk to her maids. I listen to her complain. I stand still and allow her to use me as a target for the dozens of paper airplanes she’s been making with what I believe is very important paperwork she pilfered from her mother’s office.

      I allow it all because I have to.

      Because I don’t have any other options as it stands.

      It’s pouring down rain and storming so violently the ground shakes. Thunder booms as I open the doors to the temple of Moonrise later that night. I’m well known here, and no one bats an eyelash when I shrug my duffel bag over my shoulder and turn through an archway leading to the rectory. It’s mostly women here, and I doubt they’ve ever felt threatened in my presence, but in the three years I’ve lived in Moonrise, I’ve never given them a reason to.

      They feel sorry for me, I think. They must.

      “How was her day?” I ask Martha, a woman in her early forties, I believe, with soft, dark skin and even gentler dark eyes that are so full of sympathy I could scream. I save those dramatics for the woods when I get a chance to shift, but that’s rare these days.

      “She’s had a rough day, but I think we all expected that after last night. We’ve given her a few tonics to help calm her throughout the day, but she’s very worked up about something.”

      Thunder booms, rattling the glazed window on the far side of a stuffy, stuccoed room. An older woman with long, braided silver hair stares out the window, perfectly still.

      Martha follows my gaze and sighs, gripping my hand in solidarity. “Don’t worry, General. I’ll be with her all night. She was given a sleeping tonic about ten minutes ago–a strong one, for all our sakes. Tomorrow will be easier, I’m sure.” She squeezes my hand again and leaves, starting the nightly ritual. Martha will close the door. I’ll approach the woman in the chair who feels more like a stranger to me every day.

      She’ll call me a name that’s not mine and get confused when I correct her, so I’ve stopped correcting. She doesn’t remember me anymore, and the man she thinks I am betrayed us both. I haven’t said his name in years.

      I’m grateful she doesn’t remember. That feeling tears me to shreds every single day. I carry it for both of us these days.

      “Magnus?” Mother says, turning ever so slightly but not looking at me. Her eyes are milky, glazed with what the healers say is old age, but I know otherwise.

      I know better because I was there when it happened, when she was robbed of her rational mind.

      “No, Mother,” I say under my breath, setting a bundle of new clothes and socks for her on her cot.

      “Who are you?” she snarls, still looking into the empty corner. “Who are you? Where is my husband? My son? Magnus? Where is he? They were supposed to be here by now. That bastard–he took Zayn to the mines, didn’t he? He promised me–he promised he wouldn’t!” She screams, but it’s stifled by fatigue. The constant stream of tonics keeps her from hurting herself and others, at least, but they don’t fix the damage done to her mind.

      “Goodnight, Mother,” I whisper and turn out of the room before my presence makes it worse–for both of us.

      My apartment isn’t far from the rectory. It’s a single room with a view of the older sections of the city, where flickering light blocks out the starlight reflecting off the lake. It’s after midnight when I shower and ready myself for another three to four hours of sleep. I go to the temple every morning on orders of the priestesses, who think my presence is calming to my mother, but I think otherwise. Still, my life is entirely based on the orders of others. A son. A knight. The man who pays to keep his mother in an infirmary full time for her safety. I haven’t had room to breathe in six years.

      It’s better than the alternative.

      I sit on the side of my bed. The mattress squeaks under my weight. Dust hangs in strips of moonlight drifting through severely moth-eaten curtains as I open a leather-bound journal with thick, hand-pressed pages.

      Every page looks empty, like new. I smooth my fingertips over a page. Text appears under my touch, flooding the page in a torrent of random thoughts–of updates I’ve been meaning to send to the only people I can trust. The words disappear in a glimmer of silver, and when I close my eyes, I imagine a home I no longer have and force myself to remember why I’m better off here, as a knight, as the princess’s babysitter. I still have a head connected to my body.

      That is enough to keep me going.
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            HE KNOWS MORE THAN I DO

          

        

      

    

    
      Fallon

      

      Maebelle Yarrows, the daughter of Alpha Yarrows of Diamond Ridge in Veiled Valley, stirs her bland, unsugared tea until it spills over the rim of the delicate, pale floral pink teacup I find myself slightly territorial over. It’s my favorite set, and her spoon clinking against the fine porcelain has my left eye twitching against my will, but I have a duty, and that duty is playing nice with fellow princesses, even if they’re grossly beneath my station and absolutely ridiculous, like Maebelle.

      She’s beautiful in a Veiled Valley sort of way–ethereally rustic. Her red hair is braided intricately through a tiara of gold and emerald that matches her gown and robe of green silk. She looks like a flower plucked from a mountain ridge.

      Her golden eyes are fixed to a shadow in the corner of the room, oblivious to everything else. A six-foot-six, two-hundred-and-fifty pound shadow that continues to haunt my every move, despite my gallant efforts to lead him astray.

      Maebelle blushes deeply and brings her teacup to her lips, throwing General Zayn a coy, flirtatious smile. He, on the other hand, stares at her aggressively, unblinking, sizing her up like a threat every second that passes simply because she’s sitting within three feet of me.

      “He is so handsome,” she whispers into her tea, her cheeks a deep, rosy pink. “You’re so lucky.”

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling. “Oh, please.”

      “How did you find him? Do you get to choose your own guards?”

      “No, he was assigned to me,” I murmur, throwing the general a glare, which he silently returns–the only time he’s taken his shrewd gaze off Maebelle in the last half hour. “He’s my mom’s favorite.”

      “I can see why.” She sighs heavily and sinks into her tea, taking a long, rather loud sip. “When does the queen return? My father is looking for new warriors to join the pack. Perhaps General Zayn would like a change of scenery?” She directs the question at him, but he continues to glare… at me, like I’ll disappear the second he closes his eyes.

      “No, you cannot have him. Unfortunately, I’ve become too fond of his company.” My saccharine smile bleeds sarcasm, but Maebelle is none the wiser and sighs with disappointment.

      Zayn blinks, shoots daggers in my direction, then looks up as the door to my personal sitting room opens on a phantom wind and a trio of maids filter inside carrying a lunch service, one of whom is Daro, the young woman I caught him eyeing with interest in the garden last week. She’s a pretty little thing, I’ll give her that. Mousy and blonde, she nervously flutters into the room, careful not to look in Zayn’s direction. He, on the other hand, narrows his eyes at her like she, at barely five feet tall, is a real threat to my life.

      Goddess, he’s impossible.

      “Daro, darling,” I say, my voice booming through the room. “Will you please escort General Zayn to the servants’ dining hall? He has not eaten lunch.”

      Daro freezes mid-step and looks at me with her strange, darker than natural brown eyes. She looks terrified but nods, and just like I thought, Zayn refuses to leave his shadowed corner.

      I turn to him, fixing my expression into what I hope makes me look like I’m not fucking around, and say, “My Uncle Blake is down the hall in his office. I highly doubt I can get far with him in residence. Go eat something. You’re taking me to the arena this afternoon, and I’d hate for you to pass out and miss my escape attempt.”

      Zayn’s nostrils flare with annoyance, but he relents, like I thought he would at the mention of Blake, and something strange happens to his face. He’s normally cold, and I know the creases around his eyes will likely set within the year from glaring at me so often, but his expression shifts to something so heavily skeptical when he turns his attention to Daro that I feel my spine straightening. If I wasn’t wearing these stupid bracelets to keep my powers under lock and key, I’m sure they’d be going haywire in warning, but he follows a more skittish than usual Daro out of the room with the two other maids in tow, and the door closes, giving me a brief moment of privacy.

      With Maebelle, but I’m without a guard, nonetheless.

      I fiddle with my bracelets with a sigh and settle against the couch, drinking in the feeling of not having ever-watchful eyes following my every move.

      “What’s his deal? His history? Tell me everything!”

      “I’d rather talk about anything else, Maebelle. He’s my keeper as it stands. Having him follow me around from room to room at all hours wasn’t my decision.”

      “Oh, it could be so much worse for you, Fallon! You could have an ugly knight. Is that why he doesn’t wear a helmet? Because he’s so nice to look at?”

      I sip my tea. “It’s because it’s hotter than hell this summer, and while I hate him, I’d rather not deal with him dying in my presence. When do you return to Veiled Valley?”

      A frown paints her face in shadows. “I should be heading to the train soon, actually. It’s rather disappointing. I love Moonrise, but my father is insisting I return to the Ridge for the summer festivals to, you know, find my mate and whatnot.”

      “No success here?” I breathe, bored, but doing my best to carry on a conversation about things I really don’t care about. As a Firestone witch, the likelihood that I’ll ever find my mate is slim. I don’t feel it in the same way shifters do, although based on my parents, having a mate is still a possibility. My dad, Soren, is a full shifter and knew my mom was his mate in his heart shortly after they met—after a bit of trial, error, fights, and the return of his wolf counterpart after being clad in silver manacles for what he described as “eons.” Still, the idea of finding my mate has barely crossed my mind. At twenty-three, most of my friends who favor shifter-like sensibilities have started to find their fated mates and settle down. I went to four weddings this spring, three of which were high profile–Alphas and whatnot.

      I’ve made my required appearances at the various mating festivals that take place in spring and summer like a good little princess should, but alas, no mate, much to my mother’s annoyance, because she’d love nothing more than for me to have a mate in my corner, watching over me and taking care of me like Dad does for her.

      It’s simply not the Firestone way.

      I’ve forgotten all about my conversation with Maebelle when Zayn returns, peeved at being dismissed, and Maebelle is fetched by her personal guards and whisked away. My mind is elsewhere within ten minutes, which are spent walking through the underground tunnels that weave throughout the city with Zayn at my side, casting me in his enormous shadow. His chilly aura is bright now after having lunch forced upon him and feels even warmer when we reach the arena, where I choose a shady spot on the stone steps to perch, overlooking the golden sand and warriors in their human and wolf forms below.

      Zayn sits a step behind me, ever watchful, but far less frowny and cold.

      I yawn and fan myself, squinting down at the spot where my teenage brother, Sterling, is watching a sparring match take place between two wolves.

      “He can’t shift yet,” I tell Zayn, like he cares. “But he’s showing signs. It could be any day now.”

      “That’s quite early for a shifter male. He’s only seventeen.”

      I nearly jump out of my skin at the sound of his voice. I look over my shoulder at him, my hair quivering as it slides over the flouncy pink lace cap-sleeves of my gown. “So, he speaks.”

      He rolls his eyes back to the arena.

      “Seventeen isn’t young for my family. Most of the males I’m related to in some way, shape, or form begin the transition around the age of fifteen or sixteen.” I watch him, taking in the way the relentless sunlight beats down on his eyes, which are a shockingly pretty greenish-blue. Maebelle is, unfortunately, correct in that Zayn is handsome. Very much so. Sharp jaw, regal, straight nose, high cheekbones. His dark brown hair has a slight curl to it that makes him look slightly boyish and unbothered, which is a breath of fresh air after spending years in the company of straight-laced guards and gelled-back hairstyles.

      But he has dark circles beneath his hooded eyes and a slight flush to his tan skin that makes me wonder if he hasn’t slept well in a while… which would undoubtedly explain his piss-poor mood.

      “Can I help you with something, Princess?” he asks in a tone so dry it makes the Tarsian desert sound like a rain forest.

      “Just observing.”

      He arches a brow, his mouth catching the slivers of sunlight dusting over his face when he catches his lower lip between his teeth. “I thought you came here to watch your brother’s sparring match?”

      “And I am, but I’m curious about something.”

      He rolls his shoulders. I can tell he’s overheating in the scaled, shiny metal armor he dons every single day. The heat creeps up his neck, turning his skin ruddy, and a sheen of perspiration glistens on his temples despite our shady seats.

      When he doesn’t take the bait, I ask, “Why would you ever take a placement like this after being the knight chosen to follow Blake and Dr. Scarlett into vampire territory? I’ve never understood that.”

      “It’s not necessarily for you to understand,” he replies dryly, shifting his weight again. A mumbled curse drifts between his lips, and then he’s undoing his arm guards, resting them on his thighs, and begins pulling on the clasps of the armor that covers his chest and back.

      “It is for me to understand, seeing as you’re tasked with watching my every move–”

      “May I speak plainly, Princess?” It’s almost a snarl.

      I feel the corners of my mouth tilt into a smile. I can’t help it. There’s something about him that makes me want to push every single button he has, and that’s, shockingly, out of character for me. That’s more Naomi’s style. I much prefer to observe and act later, in secrecy.

      “Of course.”

      “I am here, tasked with ensuring your safety, because you are what your parents covet the most.”

      “Oh, please.” I begin to turn back to the arena, disappointed by the promise of what I assume will be another lecture.

      “You made a grave error in judgment when you responded to that inquiry from KiloKilo.”

      “Inquiry?” I laugh, twisting to face him fully. “It was not an inquiry gauging my interest in a possible match, I’ll tell you that much. It was a demand with serious repercussions if my family ignored it, which they were keen on doing. I saved them from a war.”

      “The war will still happen because you jumped to conclusions.” He roughly peels his chest armor off and sets it beside him, wearing nothing but a well-fitting white shirt beneath, dappled with perspiration. I let my gaze linger on the taut, well-built muscles of his chest and shoulders, and sigh.

      “I’m not a child. I have nothing to do. Mom has Blake to oversee things when she’s gone on her trips. Dad has the Roguelands to worry about, which Sterling will inherit one day, I’m sure. Naomi can go pull a castle out of the sand or seas off Tarsian and rule, or whatever she wants to do. As for me, I have decades to lie in wait for my life to begin.”

      “KiloKilo,” he says, cutting me off with a bitter edge to his voice, “is the only true enemy of Crescent Falls and Eastonia. You have no idea what you’ve done, Princess Fallon, and the game you’re now playing with your life.”

      “And you do? You’re from the Roguelands. What do you possibly know about KiloKilo?”

      “A whole lot more than you,” he says gravely, turning his gaze down on my face. His stare is so intent, I can feel it in my bones.

      “You think I made the wrong choice in defending my kingdom from a threat?”

      “If the solution is serving yourself on a silver platter to a kingdom known for their ill treatment of women in particular, yes.”

      “See, you do know more about KiloKilo than you’re letting on.”

      A whoop sounds out from below. I glance down, noticing Sterling rising from the sand victorious after winning a hand-to-hand challenge against someone in their wolf form–which isn’t an easy feat. I missed it, too. Damnit.

      I clap for him, but it’s half-hearted. I glance at Zayn, perplexed, more than I should be, by the very man I’ve been burdening with my bad mood for a week or so.

      “We need to go back to the castle now. It’s getting dark, and you were invited to have dinner at your aunt and uncle's house tonight.” He rises and begins donning his armor again. I stop him, snatching his wrist guards before he can take them off the steps.

      “You don’t have to be so formal around me. It’s not like all this metal makes you any sneakier. Your armor squeaks every time you take a breath.” I look up into his eyes and notice a soft glint of what might have been a smile brewing, but his expression turns icy again–skeptical about me and everything around us, like usual.

      “I’m required to wear it during my working hours. It’s not up to you.”

      “Then who? Your commanders? Tell me, are they higher ranking than me?” He doesn’t have an answer, which is answer enough. “From now on, plain clothes are fine. It’s not like you’re leading me through the woods in enemy territory.”

      “Yet,” he murmurs, taking me by the elbow.
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      Zayn

      

      Blake, Queen Maeve’s emissary and King of the Mystics, although he hates that title but hasn’t vocally admitted it yet, at least not to me, motions at me to follow him into a wide, spacious kitchen in his modern home on the outskirts of the city.

      I just arrived with precious cargo who could otherwise spirit from one side of our world to the other by simply snapping her fingers had she not gone against her parents’ commands, but I digress. She was, at least, quiet in the car, enraptured by a podcast about the sordid history of the ancient city of Rifthold, now a barren wasteland near the border of Tarsian and the Roguelands.

      I’ll remember that the next time she grows bored and starts using me as a paper airplane target again, which will likely be sometime tomorrow.

      “General,” Blake says in greeting, reaching into a smooth, pale wooden cabinet above a sink made entirely of copper. I know he designed this house from the bottom up. He talked about it often with Alex, the vampire who’s married to his eldest child–Skye, I believe is her name. My memories of that trip into the unknown with two men I barely knew still ring fresh in my mind, and to be completely honest, I appreciate Blake’s company. He’s a dry, monotone, straightforward man.

      I like that.

      I’m still not sure why I’m standing in his kitchen watching him pour two glasses of bourbon.

      “Thank you, but I can’t accept that. I’m on the job.”

      “You’re her day guard. Your shift ended an hour ago,” he says with a slight smirk–barely a lift of the corner of his mouth, and it’s gone before his words drift into the aether. “This is the best of the best. Alex’s father, Cole, brought a few bottles when Lucan was born to celebrate. You can’t get this anywhere in the Allied Kingdoms.”

      It’s tempting. My fingers tingle when I reach for the glass, then hesitate, then finally accept it, but then Fallon’s voice rings out from the living room in a sharp, echoing laugh, and my body tightens again.

      Blake notices and grits his teeth, nodding to himself. “Just drink it, Zayn. You deserve it after what you’ve been through.”

      “Princess Fallon isn’t that hard to handle.”

      “You are better off in her company than Naomi’s. She is the one to watch out for, which is why Maeve brought her with her to her summit meeting in Tarsian.”

      “I don’t know Naomi at all,” I add, not sure where he’s going with this, but the whiskey blooms across my lower lip, burning deliciously before I’ve even taken a sip.

      “Naomi is made in Maeve’s image. They’re the same person, really. Naomi will be a great queen one day, likely in Tarsian, if my mystics are correct about her future. But–” He takes a sip of his drink, violet eyes scanning the kitchen before catching my gaze. “Fallon will be feared in a way that will benefit the Allied Kingdoms. She is… like her father. Brazen and headstrong.”

      “Willing to throw herself into the fire?” I know better than this. I know to keep my mouth shut tight around the royals, but the whiskey is doing a fine job of loosening my tongue.

      “And she has. I don’t know what will come of the KiloKilo issue, but she might have already dug her grave. It will be up to Maeve in the end, but Fallon will do what she thinks is best until that point. Which is why Maeve has you following her everywhere and why she has those bracelets keeping her powers in check.”

      “I understand my role.” I have a sneaking suspicion there’s something he’s not saying based on the look behind his cool, violet eyes. I understand he can see inward, that he can search a person’s mind so gently they wouldn’t notice, and I assume he’s tried to look inside my head. Why wouldn’t he take the opportunity and do his due diligence in that regard? I followed him to the ends of the world and back, and he never once questioned the mental wards I have in place.

      But I assume he knows I’m not just another run-of-the-mill knight–another worthless kid plucked from the forested depths of the Roguelands.

      “Take off your armor and have some dinner,” Blake says sternly and claps me on the shoulder as he passes me, disappearing into the living room, his steps fading into the lively chatter beyond the kitchen walls.

      I stand there like an idiot, holding a priceless glass of whiskey. I’m used to the dining hall in the palace where workers and warriors filter in and out at all hours. I’m used to the cold, candlelit rooms in the temple where food and conversation are the last things on my mind. My childhood memories are repressed for a damn good reason. I refuse to look back, but I can’t remember the last time a home-cooked meal scented the air, and a table was set warmly, intimately, with a seat for me.

      “Take off your armor. You look ridiculous.” Fallon’s voice breaks the spell and ruins the moment. I’m almost grateful for it.

      My lips part to argue, but she holds up a hand as she slinks into view, still dressed in that pink silk gown. Her hair falls loosely over her shoulders, illuminated  a deep, golden bronze in the muted light over the stove range. “You’re not on duty. You’re a guest.”

      “A guest?” I arch a brow, and she grimaces.

      “Not my guest, but Uncle Blake likes you for some reason, so yeah. His guest.”

      “I can’t stay. I’m under the impression he’s taking you back to the palace tonight.”

      “Why can’t you stay?”

      “As you said, I’m off duty. I have things to tend to.”

      “A girlfriend?”

      “No.”

      “You’re mated, then.”

      “I am not.”

      “Interesting.” She slides her finger across the impeccably clean countertop. “Daro, perhaps?”

      “Daro?”

      “You’re not familiar with her? She’s one of my maids. A new arrival. I figured you had history based on the way you watch her every move.”

      “Remind me,” I breathe, my voice clipped, “which of your maids is she? Because you have dozens.”

      “I do not have dozens of maids.” She laughs softly, stepping into my space. I already know it's a manipulation tactic–her warmth and the softness of her tone. Her eyes sparkle more than usual in this dim lighting, and her scent–a crisp, spiced vanilla-caramel–hits me in the chest. I have to remind myself what she is and what she’s done, the reason I’m here in her presence, when she says, “The blonde one, with the dark eyes.”

      “Daro, you said?” I finally have a name to go with the face.

      “Yes. You have a history?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      An elderly woman, Leona, rounds the corner into the kitchen and jolts when she sees us. “Oh, I’m sorry. Fallon, dear, can you help me put dinner on the table?”

      Fallon cuts me a sharply suspicious look before turning on her heel to help, and once again, I’m standing in the center of the room like an idiot, but at least I have the opportunity to watch Fallon struggle with a pair of oven mitts.

      Dinner is uneventful but glorious. Leona worries over my plate like a mother hen, clucking away while she piles seconds, then thirds, of a dish made with potatoes, rice, and beef onto my plate. Her grandsons are away scheming in the Deadlands, according to Blake and Marianna, which makes for a quiet house. Even Fallon seems to settle but barely touches her food, more interested in her conversation with Blake, which is heavily political and eventually gets cut down by Leona and Marianna. I answer questions with a nod of my head or a quick smile, using the food continually piled on my plate as an excuse to keep my head down and my mouth busy. It works, and two hours pass, and then I’m standing in the driveway while Fallon argues with Blake about having her bracelets taken off.

      “I’ll be good,” she huffs, hands planted on her hips.

      I toss my armor into the back of my truck like it’s not incredibly expensive and a pain in the ass to replace.

      “You won’t, and I’m not taking any chances.”

      “What am I going to do? Spirit through the veil around KiloKilo? Be serious!”

      “This is up to your parents. You need to understand the gravity of the situation, Fallon. You accepted–”

      “I know what I did, and I stand by it. Fine. Suit yourself. Hopefully, we don’t get invaded between now and the time my parents return because I’m the only Firestone in residence currently, and if push comes to shove, I will not be helping!”

      There she is.

      “Goodnight, Fallon.”

      Fallon whips around, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d believe she was flipping off her uncle, but she waits beside the passenger side door of the truck for me to open the door for her, and I do, but slam it shut when she opens her mouth to hurl one last remark toward the house and our gracious hosts.

      I’m barely settled in my seat when she leans over and grabs my upper thigh. I grab her wrist, bending her arm back until she huffs in pain. “What are you doing?”

      “Let go of me, you brute!”

      I let her go, and she scowls. I scowl right back. “What was that?”

      “I need your phone.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “What? Of course you have a phone. The podcast–”

      “Seriously? All of that aggression over wanting to listen to the podcast I put on for you earlier?” I press a button on the ancient console, and the radio rumbles back to life. “It’s a CD. Next time, ask before feeling me up.”

      “I was not–I was not feeling you up.” Fallon, the Princess of Eastonia, Divine Heir of the Throne, blushes so deeply she turns the same color as her gown. “I… apologize.”

      “Is that the first time you’ve ever said you’re sorry?”

      “I didn’t say I’m sorry. I said I apologize. That’s two different things.”

      “I would have been executed on the spot had I touched you like that.”

      She wavers, crossing her arms across her chest and turning her face to the window. I watch her for a moment, watch her grainy reflection and the way she chews her lower lip. “You wouldn’t have ever touched me like that, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “I need to get something straight with you, Princess.” I back out of the driveway, letting my words settle for several aching seconds.

      “Go ahead.”

      “I have one job, and that job is making sure you don’t sacrifice yourself for your kingdom. I will play podcasts about the never-ending cycle of violence and war for you. I will let you throw paper airplanes at me. I’ll stand in your filthy room while you trash it just to get under my skin, but if you get in my way when it comes to this job, I will make sure the repercussions of that haunt you for the rest of your life.”

      She goes very, very still. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Yes.”

      She looks at me, those sea-green eyes glistening with a kind of righteous fury I know all too well. “You forget who I am.”

      “I know who you are. I also know that you seek justice in every sense of the word. I know you think what you’re doing is gallant, that it makes you a hero to your people, but you know nothing about the world beyond the Allied Kingdoms.”

      “And you do?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You don’t have to. I’m just a knight who’s been tasked with babysitting you, and I’ll babysit the fuck out of you, Princess, believe that. Do not get in the way of that.” The engine revs as the truck descends into the city. Old Moonrise is a wash of flickering light and apartment buildings against the golden haze of the newer part of the city. The palace rises like a gilded prison above everything, and maybe she’s thinking the same because she refuses to look at the place she’s called home her entire life.

      But it’s late. I’m running late. My routine is all off, and I don’t have a choice when I say over the soul-sucking silence, “I have to make a stop.”

      “You’d better hope no one from KiloKilo jumps out and snatches me out of this rusty old truck.” She bites down on the words when I whip the truck into the back parking lot of the temple. “Oh. You’re… particularly religious, then?”

      “No.” I almost tell her to stay in the car, but I already know she won’t. “Come on. This will be quick.”

      “General Zayn?”

      I open my door but stop, taking a sharp breath before turning to look at her.

      For the first time in the few weeks I’ve been subjected to her presence, she actually looks… sincere.

      “I’m sorry,” she says with a wobbly smile. “I’m…”

      “Not used to not getting your way?”

      “I don’t understand why no one sees this as a solution like I do. I thought I was doing something right. I still think I am.”

      “I know.” I almost smile. I can feel it happening and quickly force it back. “Princess–”

      “General Zayn?”

      A priestess rushes out of a side door, pale in the face.
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      Zayn stills as the young priestess rushes down the steps, her fingers gripping a slightly damp apron that carries the scent of camphor and chamomile–healing herbs I’m familiar with from my education in matters of witchcraft and the like. She looks incredibly frazzled as she reaches his side, out of breath. She tugs his arm in an effort to hurry him back up the steps, leaving me behind.

      I stare after them. Somewhere in the distance, over the mountain peaks, thunder rumbles, promising another epic mid-summer storm. My skin prickles. Electricity spices the air, and I’m not sure if it's the weather driving the currents or something else–something slippery, slimy, and uneasy now curling in the pit of my belly.

      I climb out of the truck through his open door. The hem of my gown snags on the clutch and rips, but the sound is swallowed by another burst of thunder, closer than the last. I’m halfway out of the truck and fumbling with my gown when Zayn disappears through a doorway with the priestess, which slams shut behind them, and everything gets very… quiet.

      And… I’m alone.

      For the first time in weeks.

      My lips purse while I ponder the situation at large. I have a few options as it stands, seeing as I suddenly have freedom I haven’t been allowed in so long. My powers are effectively out of my control because of these stupid bracelets… but I don’t need them to walk… to the nearest bar, where I could get rip roaringly drunk off my ass and add another strike against me. Might as well play with fire since I’m already in the thick of it.

      But I have never been drunk, for one. For two, a single glass of wine gives me a fierce headache. And three… I want to know why Zayn, who has been within three feet of me for weeks now, is… fine leaving me outside beside his truck in the middle of the night–with an incoming storm.

      I huff a breath of pure ozone and lightning and scurry up the steps as the first raindrops fall. Then, I have to rush back down and close the truck’s door because I totally forgot to do that, and by the time I’m in the narrow, stuffy hallway in what I believe is the rectory, I’m soaked to the bone, and rain is pouring in earnest, thundering across the roof.

      I wring out my hair and follow the hallway as far as it goes with no notion of direction or where Zayn might have gone, but shrill, furious screams and the sound of porcelain shattering has me whirling to the left on instinct, where another hallway stretches into the stormy shadows, and light pours from beneath the only open door.

      “Get off!” a woman shrieks in fury, followed by several grunts of exertion that have my senses prickling. “Don’t touch me! You monsters! Where is my husband? Where is he! He took our son! I know that boy is dead! He promised me! He promised!”

      My throat convulses as more shrieks fill the hallway–a tangle of terror, grief, and rage. A woman’s rage. The rage of a mother. Something I haven’t yet had to feel, but I’ve seen it in my own mother’s eyes… recently, actually, when I accepted KiloKilo’s terms…

      “Mother, you’re hurting yourself.” Zayn’s voice is soft in comparison to the screeching that is pinging from one end of the hallway to the other. I creep closer to the door, unsure what I’m about to see but… his mom? Why would she be in the rectory of the temple? Unless she’s a priestess, but it’s so rare for anyone to go into service later in life.

      “Get away from me!” The woman snarls, and a bright, angry cracking sound rips through the air right as I reach the door and step into the light.

      A small stone room comes into view, with a single bed and not much else other than broken glass and shattered porcelain, and a small woman with bright silver hair and a bloody face takes up one corner, holding a broken table leg as a weapon.

      A weapon that’s likely responsible for the slash across Zayn’s face, which seeps blood as he holds out his hands in surrender.

      I scan the room. None of the six priestesses and their cohorts–lesser witches, maids, and healers, I believe–have noticed me standing in the doorway yet. The room smells sharply of healing tonics–sleeping drafts, particularly, which makes sense given the oozing liquid creeping across the floor and the spiky shards of shattered glass.

      The woman is barefoot and wearing a thin cotton gown that almost reaches her ankles, but she’s terribly thin. So frail that the gown swallows her, and the bones of her wrists and ankles are on full, startling display.

      But it’s her milky eyes that take my breath away.

      “I will not go to the gallows!” she rages, swinging the table leg. “My husband is the principate!”

      I cock my head, mulling over a word I’ve never heard before. It tangles in my brain like knotted yarn, but Zayn edges closer, tsking at her, cooing like a mother bird.

      “Enough. You’re tired. You need to rest, Mother.”

      “Get away from me! Murderer!” She badgers him with the table leg again, this time hitting him on the ridge of his shoulder, and he grunts in pain. She shouldn’t be this strong based on how minuscule she is.

      I almost lurch for him, but my feet refuse to move, like I’m glued in place, enraptured by a scene I didn't ever expect to witness.

      She swings the table leg again, and he catches it, yanking it out of her hands. She cries out, snarling and slashing at him with nails I believe must be kept trimmed to the quick for this very reason. Her aggression is animalistic, like she’s entirely out of her rational mind in the moment. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never heard of anything like it–except, I have, in the gruesome stories from the Deadlands and the creatures that used to live there–the Rogues and the Hellhounds, among others.

      “They killed my son! He let it happen!” she cries out, but her voice falters when a priestess steps forward, gown swishing, and slams her palm against the woman’s forehead.

      My mouth fills with a bitter, metallic taste reminiscent of blood. It’s magic. The priestess effectively sends the woman into a stupor, and Zayn catches her, lifts her into his arms, and turns.

      Spotting me.

      His expression doesn’t shift from a look of utter defeat–a kind of pain I don’t know how to describe, but I feel awful for witnessing it.

      He holds my gaze for several seconds and then shakes his head like seeing me here is worse than anything that happened in this room. Blood trickles down his cheeks from the cut across his forehead, but he ignores it, and I know it must sting.

      He lays the woman down and covers her with a blanket.

      The room realizes I’m here. The bows and curtseys are silent and stilted, like the past hour or so, however long this woman was terrorizing the general area, exhausted them to the point of absolute fatigue, and I get it.

      I notice the bloody stones on the wall near the window and two bloody handprints where she’d beaten her head against the wall until she broke her skin open in multiple spots.

      I close my eyes and turn to face the hallway.

      “When did it start?” Zayn asks, his voice low and gravelly.

      “Roughly an hour ago, when the thunder started. We could barely hear it yet, but you know how she feels about storms. It must have set her off. It was a quiet day otherwise.”

      “She needs to be fully sedated going forward, General,” another priestess chimes in. “Otherwise, she cannot stay here any longer. She’s a danger to not only herself but to us.”

      I risk looking over my shoulder and find Zayn nodding but hanging his head. “How long do you suppose she has until she… succumbs?”

      “Weeks, maybe less. It’s a terrible way to go, and I’m sorry about that. It’s not fair to either of you. But your mother isn’t there anymore, General. She has no idea where she is or who she is, and the memories she does have only confuse her.”

      “What exactly is wrong with her?” I ask, and the room again is reminded of my presence.

      “Princess Fallon?” The priestess in charge, I believe, based on the way the other women watch her every move, begins to bow again but I wave a hand, cutting her off.

      “Is this a natural decline or something more?” I look at Zayn, whose eyes darken several shades as he watches me back, noticing the shift in my tone. Steady. Unwavering. Commanding. The princess they know, not the princess he gets to see in the comfort of her rooms and palace.

      The priestess eyes Zayn for a moment, as if for permission to speak on the case, but says, “We’re not sure.”

      I step back into the room, careful of the glass beneath my feet. “What do you mean you’re not sure? Has this woman not been through the appropriate healing channels? Has she been seen by the healers at the royal clinic?”

      “Yes, but–”

      “And what was their consensus about her affliction? Her diagnosis? Her recommended care?”

      The priestess glances at Zayn again. “Um… mental decline–”

      “Is that what you truly believe, Priestess? If so, say it with your entire chest, and make me believe it as well.”

      The room goes so quiet, I can hear the blood rushing through my veins. No one speaks. The priestess looks down at her boots, pale in the cheeks.

      I shake my head and scan the room, taking in the small details of the carnage that took place here tonight. A broken table takes up a corner of the room. A dinner service lies in pieces on the ground. There’s blood everywhere. It’s a mess. An avoidable mess.

      “All right, then. Since no one can give me an acceptable answer about this woman and her condition, which, I would argue, is not mental decline but something far more sinister, this is what will happen now. She will be–I’m sorry. Zayn, what is her name?”

      The column of his throat bobs. He looks almost in shock but manages to grumble, “Alyssa.”

      “Alyssa,” I bark before he’s even finished, “will be moved to the Royal Clinic at six sharp tomorrow morning. I will have warriors and her new medical team come to fetch her. Have her ready.” I bare my teeth, disgusted, to be perfectly honest, about the state of this woman. “Priestess Adorna, you will be hearing from me about this.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Have her moved to a clean room and deal with this mess. And make sure she can’t get a hold of anything that will hurt her this time or anything that she can use as a weapon.” For fuck’s sake. It seems so simple, so damningly straightforward. I curl my hands into fists when Zayn steps forward and ushers me into the hallway, then out into the downpour, but I dig in my heels on the steps.

      Rain pummels the tops of our heads. He’s several steps below me, squinting up into the only light to be had, which radiates from several exterior sconces weeping amber light.

      “What is wrong with her, Zayn?”

      “Princess, I cannot afford to keep her at the Royal Clinic for an extended period of time. I can barely afford this place.”

      “That’s not what I asked. What is wrong with her? She’s your mother, correct? Do you truly believe this is mental decline because she has unnatural strength in her frail state that makes me believe dark magic is being overlooked?”

      “Fallon,” he says in a whisper, desperate, his eyes shining with emotion in a way I’ve never seen them glow. “Stop.”

      “Is she cursed?”

      “No,” he replies, but he looks away, staring out at the blue-hued strips of lightning splitting the distant lake into pieces.

      “She’s turning into a rogue, isn’t she?”

      He closes his eyes.

      I shake my head, taking his inability to answer as the answer I’m looking for. “Fuck,” I snarl, stomping down the steps, leaving him in my wake, but I whirl to face him again once I reach the truck, ignoring the sheets of rain soaking me to the bone marrow. “Who did this to her?”

      He doesn’t answer. He just stares at the lightning, his hands tucked in his pockets.

      “Fine. Don’t answer. I will figure it out anyway.”

      “It’s better if you don’t know.”

      “She’ll die if she’s not helped–or worse.”

      “Worse?” His voice is choked when he turns to look at me, the soft, defeated emotion in his eyes turning to fury once again. “I won’t let it get worse than it already has. I’ll kill her myself. Stay out of it.” He’s not joking, either.

      “You need to see a healer,” I tell him, scanning the gash on his forehead. “Now. Tonight. Take me back to the palace. I’ll ensure you actually get seen by someone.”

      “I am not your responsibility, and neither is she.”

      “Too fucking bad. Get in the truck, General Zayn.”
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      Grandma Kenna walks around Alyssa’s bed in the clinic at the base of the palace. Beyond a glimmering window on the far side of the room, Moonrise is cast in pearly shades of gold and blue, last night’s storm a distant memory.

      I haven’t slept, to say the least. Peeved and generally overstimulated, I paced my room until I ran tracks in the carpet and then burst into the hallway the second the sun rose to meet the team of warriors and healers I sent to the temple, and I’ve been here, in the clinic, ever since.

      It’s not even 9:00 in the morning yet, but I haven’t seen Zayn since last night, when he walked me briskly to my rooms and ordered the knight tasked with standing guard over me all night to not let me out of my rooms until he returned the next morning, which he… hasn’t done yet.

      Grandma fans her fingers down Alyssa’s chest with a sigh. “I don’t understand what I’m feeling. She’s fine. Perfectly healthy. But something is amiss. I can sense that, I just can’t find it.”

      “She lost her mind last night, and it didn’t seem like the first time, either.”

      Grandma purses her lips and sits on a stool near Alyssa’s bedside and scribbles in the little notebook she keeps in her apron. “I don’t know what to say, Fallon. She’s fine. Or, she should be fine. She’s been given enough sleeping drafts to put down a moose, so her lethargy makes perfect sense, but otherwise….” She balances her pen on her knuckles, twirling it in deep thought.

      I remain by the window, perfectly still, watching my grandma work her magic. This is where she’s always shone like the family’s brightest diamond. Healing. Midwifery. The magical arts. She has both Firestone and Shadowsynger capabilities–a strange hybrid and wholly powerful–but as far as I know, the last time she stretched either one was decades ago.

      She swivels to face the bed with a sigh. Her fingertips rest on Alyssa’s temples for several seconds, her sallow skin glowing from within, and when Grandma’s light fades, Alyssa exhales deeply, settling back into what everyone who’s tended to her this morning hopes is a very deep sleep.

      “She has incredibly intricate mental wards.”

      I lean off the wall. “What do you mean?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like. She is trained, as you were, on how to keep people from being able to look inside of her mind with their magic, whatever that looks like. My healing powers can travel through her entire body without issue until they get here.” She gently presses her fingers against the back of Alyssa’s skull. “She’s totally warded. Her mind is a vault.”

      “So you can’t fix what’s wrong with her head?”

      “I don’t know if anything is actually wrong, Fallon. She’s an old woman–”

      “I doubt it. I don’t think she’s much older than Aunt Misty. Possibly younger.”

      Grandma gives me a skeptical look and motions to Alyssa’s startlingly silver tresses and the faint lines creasing around her eyes and mouth.

      “It doesn’t matter how old she is. She weighs as much as a bag of flour, for Goddess’ sake. Yet, I walked into a room where she was the smallest, sickest person there, and everyone else was cowering in her presence. She is strong. Beastly strong. It was rather impressive.”

      “She’s a shifter. Fully. That’s why.”

      “I think it goes beyond that. I think–” I bite back the words when several healers walk into the room carrying trays of loose herbs and a wide array of tonics. Grandma rises and gives them access to the bed, waiting patiently for several seconds before approaching me and steering me out of the room.

      “I know you’re worried, and you were right to have her brought here. She’s in the best hands, and Zayn is one of our own. She can stay here as long as she needs.”

      “I believe she might be turning into a Rogue.”

      Grandma drops her hands from my shoulders and scans the hallway. “Fallon.”

      “I mean it. She struck Zayn in the face last night so hard it broke the skin. I’m sure when I see him today he’s going to have a broken nose and two black eyes. I told him to come here. Did he? Did anyone heal him, because–”

      “No one turns into Rogues anymore,” Grandma assures me, but I’m beyond assurance. This isn’t sitting right with me, despite the best healer in the Allied Kingdoms telling me, essentially, that I’m insane for even thinking someone in our modern times could be losing their grip on their human side and the Goddess’ favor.

      Rogues are terrible creatures. Soulless, otherworldly monsters cursed to roam the world while rotting to bone and dust.

      Ryan, the Alpha King of the Deadlands, my cousin, and his mate, Aviva, eradicated the Rogues of the Deadlands over two decades ago. Now, they’re creatures of myth, forever cemented into legend–the stuff of nightmares.

      I look into the room, watching as a healer lifts Alyssa’s limp wrist to rub ointment on her frail finger joints. “Keep an eye on her,” I tell Grandma.

      Her smile is soft and matronly, like she’s seeing me as a worried child and not a woman who witnessed a highly specialized knight get his face hacked off by his own, albeit deranged, mother.

      “I will, don’t worry. Now, about Zayn.”

      “What about him?”

      She arches her brow before I can bite back the territorial edge to my tone. It was, in my defense, against my will. Something foreign–a parasite trying to snatch my rational mind. Still, I shift my weight, crossing my arms over my chest, and arch a brow right back.

      “He did not come to the clinic last night. I would have seen notes about your parents’ favorite guard with a head wound and assumed it was you who did it.”

      “I’m offended you think I’m capable of being that violent!”

      “He’s on duty right now, isn’t he? Shouldn’t he be with you?”

      She’s right. I’ve been on edge all morning because of it. “I suppose he’s upstairs waiting for me in my suite. We have a morning ritual.”

      “Ah, I see. Does that include throwing everything you own on the floor so he has to climb out of your room when he follows you to your mom’s office to snoop through her things at around, what, eleven o’clock?”

      I stare at the ceiling for several seconds and then meet her silver gaze once again. “I’m not torturing him. I think he enjoys our banter and daily activities.”

      “Be easier on him.”

      “I’m as easy on him as he is on me.”

      “His mother is mentally unwell and must be kept in a catatonic state, Fallon. This must be so hard for him. I read her file from the rectory. He was gone for five months, and her mental state spiraled during that time. None of us knew he had any family here. He never disclosed that. I know Blake would have made better arrangements for his mother had he known. The temple was not designed to care for someone like her, but the clinic is. I’d like to borrow him for an hour or two this afternoon to explain what I know to be true, which is that she’s severely underweight and malnourished and needs more sunlight and fresh air, and that’s just to start.”

      “You can have him, but I doubt he’ll tell you anything.”

      “And that’s his prerogative. I’ll see you this afternoon, then. Get some sleep, please? You look miserable.”

      “Thank you, Grandma.”

      She presses a kiss to my cheek and flutters back into Alyssa’s room, closing and locking the door behind her.

      I slink upstairs, dressed in a satin pajama set that didn’t get any airtime between my incredibly comfortable sheets last night. My hair slips out of the half-assed braid I sloppily pulled in place this morning. I hike the final staircase, ignoring the maids scurrying out of my way, and stalk toward the door to my suite and the large, lumbering knight in full armor and helmet casting a shadow across a length of royal red carpet.

      Except it’s not my knight.

      “Who are you?” I skid to a stop, hackles raised in a way I hadn’t anticipated.

      The knight bows deeply, which is a serious struggle in his full metal suit. “Tobias, Your Highness.”

      “Well, I want Zayn. Where is he?”

      “He took the day off. Family emergency.”

      “I didn’t realize knights had the ability to simply take a day off. Where is he, exactly?”

      Tobias, whatever he looks like, straightens, but it’s clumsy, like the question threw him for a loop. “Uh, with his family, I assume.”

      “His mother?”

      “Yes, he has a mother. So… her–”

      “His mother is downstairs at the clinic, where he is not, so I will ask again, where the fuck is Zayn?”

      “His apartment, maybe. I honestly don’t know what he does in his free time.”

      I stride past him, throwing open my doors. “We’re leaving in ten minutes. You’re taking me there.”

      “I have no idea where he lives, Princess Fallon.”

      “Well, you have ten minutes to find out.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s breezy in Old Moonrise. My violet gown wraps around my legs, and the pearl clips holding my hair away from my face flap incessantly while I climb an exterior staircase to the top floor of a tidy apartment building overlooking the forested side of the lake. Zayn has a fine view of the caves used for the Sacred Rite, I’ll give him that.

      A flight below me, Tobias struggles to climb in his armor and gives up, huffing and puffing on the landing.

      I look down at the palace employee file gripped in my hands and back at the row of doors, then down at Zayn’s replacement for the day. “Wait there. Or better yet,” I say, pointing to a lakefront bar across the street, “go there and wait for me. I’ll fetch you when I’m done.”

      Tobias just nods, panting, likely burning up in that stupid metal armor, and turns around without a second thought. Zayn would never.

      I hustle down the row of doors, each step sure and determined, and rap my knuckles on door 32–the corner apartment. A quiet, solitary choice.

      Zayn answers the door the sixth time I pound. My fist hits his sternum, my fingers singing in pain. It’s like hitting a brick wall. Like a brick wall, he doesn’t even flinch.

      “Can I help you, Princess?” he asks with a deeply annoyed sigh.

      I duck under his arm, ignoring his mumbled curse. His apartment comes into startling focus. Simple but tidy. The air smells like freshly brewed coffee and… him. Lazy and warm, like he rolled out of bed just minutes before I arrived. When I turn to face him, my theory proves correct.

      He’s wearing… boxers. Boxers and a loose-fitting white T-shirt that still shows off just about everything about his build. His biceps flex when he crosses his arms and leans his weight against the front door to close it, his dark curls mussed from sleep and his jaw a shade darker than usual because he hasn’t even shaved yet.

      “Have you at least brushed your teeth this morning?”

      “What are you doing here, Fallon?”

      “Oh.” I grin and chuckle, gliding through an archway into a small kitchen, where a coffee pot is totally full and a mug rests on the counter, confirming I did interrupt him. Before coffee. This should be fun. I take the mug and pour myself a cup. “I see we’re officially dropping formalities. Do you take cream and sugar?”

      I can sense him now darkening the archway directly behind me.

      “Get out.”

      “Not until you allow me to fix your face, General. You have dried blood smeared all over your cheek and a gaping hole in your forehead.”

      “It will heal.”

      “Terribly, and then you’ll be ugly forever, and I can’t have that on my conscience."

      “Did you come here alone?”

      I spin toward him, his coffee mug pressed to my lower lip. His blue-hazel eyes narrow on my mouth, livid, darkening until the blue is a figment of my imagination. I take a slow, slow sip to taunt him. It works. His glare is borderline epic. “Of course not. Tobias is at the bar across the street. I hope they at least serve breakfast.”

      His jaw works, flexing before going rigid.

      “This is highly inappropriate.”

      “I agree. You’re in your underwear, General Zayn, in the presence of a royal.”

      “You’re in my house.”

      “Only because you failed to take your post this morning, and that is a direct threat to my life.”

      His mouth ticks into a smile so vicious I’m almost positive he’s about to shift and rip my face off, but he cools down, chuckling darkly, and snatches the mug of coffee out of my hand before I have a second to react.

      “Go home.”

      “No.”

      “That’s an order.”

      “You don’t give me orders. I give you orders.”

      “You’re no longer in the palace, Princess.”

      “I’ll leave when you tell me why you didn’t show up today, and don’t try to use your mother as an excuse. You knew she was being moved to the clinic.”

      “I was aware, yes. You made that perfectly clear last night.” A trickle of fresh blood seeps from the wound on his forehead that he didn’t even bother to bandage last night when he got home.

      I take a deep breath. I might not know him well, but I understand him. Zayn is a man built on a foundation of total control. He likes to be in charge, and I can play into that. I can twist myself into submission when totally necessary, I suppose.

      “May I please fix your forehead before it leaves a scar?”

      “No.”

      “Pretty please?”

      “Do not touch me. Ever.”

      “Fine, we’ll do this the hard way.”
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