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      This is a morally gray but psychologically dark adult epic fantasy romance, and no one in this book is nice—no, not even Terreille. Otieno has secrets too.

      Themes include:

      
        
          	
        mental health
      

      	
        psychological abuse
      

      	
        emotional manipulation
      

      	
        child abuse (not depicted)
      

      	
        alcoholism
      

      	
        death/murder
      

      

      

      The entire effing society has severe issues with consent, so expect shades of:

      
        
          	
        dubcon
      

      	
        noncon
      

      

      

      What I have deliberately excluded from my world because dammit, I don't want to deal with that shit, is sexism, misogyny, sex negativity, homophobia, and racism. The world is already dark enough due to the caste system, we don't need anything else.

      SO.

      If you want an epic fantasy romance about the powerful, wealthy, demigod Dark Prince who is possessive, protective, courteous and lays the world at the heroine’s feet while also offering to destroy it for her. . .this book is for you.

      If you have survived long-term emotional abuse, like I have (which is why I’m really good at writing this shit) you will recognize Prince Renaud’s subtle, brilliantly disguised and crafted manipulation that on the surface makes it appear as if he is at Aerinne’s feet offering to bring her every fantasy to life. And to his credit—he is. He isn’t insincere.

      But.

      That's how they always get us.

      I hope this story is cathartic for you, so you know that someone out there understands that you were never crazy and that you can be strong, independent, educated and all that shit, and still be a victim of abuse—and not in a position to “just leave.”

      WE know it doesn’t always work like that.

      But feel free to abandon all that subtext—I wrote this in a way so you can, if you want to—and just enjoy all that hot touch her and die BAGGABOATTC energy and that IGTEYPUYCOMF deliciousness. (It’s a slow burn, but it will get there with a bang.)

      All that said, this IS a romance with a HEA, if realistic. Scribe and I are doing our best to get this man to redeem himself. There is. . .a glimmer. A small glimmer. We think.

      Footnotes are written by Emma in consultation with Scribe. Some may be unintentionally spoilery cause Emma can’t remember what the Mortal Reader already knows. We avoid any obvious spoils. Mostly, Emma just wants to geek out over languages. Aerinne and the Renauds occasionally offer a critical, and rather unwanted, opinion, and we will leave the Mortal Reader to differentiate who is writing the footnote in those cases.

      Happy Reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            See, What Had Happened

          

        

      

    

    
      9/29/2025 Book 1 in the Fae Prince of Everenne series was originally published as Emma’s first fantasy romance in 2022 as Night in His Eyes, a 54,000 novel. Emma decided to give NIHE a light edit and a fresh cover to prep for the next book and 170,000 new words later we had a problem.

      So. . .Prince of Night and Storm is now Book 1, and Night in His Eyes is Book 2. The storyline has been expanded but not changed.

      Blood on His Lips and Heir to His Court will be combined into a new Book 3 to continue the expanded story lines, which will connect to Everenne’s prequel dark academia series (Otieno, Muriel, Danon, Embriel, Pasha, and the Executioner) set in Eve U approx. thirty years prior to Prince of Night and Storm. Then we hope we’ll wrap the series with Book 4. . .cringe. . .Book 5. . .more about the huge issue with that later. Emma is concurrently writing the series about Assariel and Nayya (Renaud’s parents) which directly ties into Aerinne’s final book and. . .yeah. Tangled webs and all that shit.

      What has changed in Fae Prince of Everenne?

      The Scribe and I always had more in our head about the early stages of Aerinne & Renaud’s courtship, before shit really kicks off in Ninephe. We also wanted to show more of Aerinne’s story, who she is and why.

      And the fucking Prince.

      Look.

      I know ya’ll like this walking red flag and I sympathize—I’ll have more to say about that in Author Talks. I have, grudgingly, come to understand his extremely dubious choices a bit better. He is my most complex character to date and that is saying something considering how fucked up the rest of his family is. I’m not even sure his daddy is gonna take the crown on that one, but we'll see. The start of Assariel and Nayya’s story is already published. *chortles in author secrets and easter eggs*

      Oh. . .so you want to know where that book is now, don’t you? I TOLD you to go read a particular book because it was foundational canon. This quiet little book hiding in the corner only available in a very particular spot. Don’t worry, it’s only 30K right now, and the full novel will be published by the end of 2025. . .lol it’s September 29th as I write this bitch please. 2026. . .which is why I haven’t said much. (I needed to spend time in that era to understand Aerinne and Renaud’s era, and then the first of the Ninephe books is half done, which also grounded me in what the hell is going on across 20,ooo years) So you haven’t missed anything yet.

      So. It’s not like I haven’t been writing, y’all. I have. It’s just that the pieces are scattered and I have a full time day job which I adore and won’t give up except through death. So production is slower even if my writing pace isn’t. But we’re getting there.

      I wonder who has started to put pieces together. I’ve been liberally sprinkling clues. Tell you what, the first person to tell me the connection between that quiet little canon book and Renaud, I’ll send you every signed paperback in this series (as they are published.) For making my little diabolical author day.

      If you figure out the connection between that little book and AERINNE, before the series is complete, by Allah I will send you the special edition when it is published.

      That connection I’ve buried deep. . .but there are one or two clues. If you’re paying attention. Remember, we don’t waste single word.

      Not. One. Word. Is written without several intentions.

      This is gonna be fun.

      I love this shit.

      And you deserve a fucking good story that lives in your head the way everything Sagara West (the Lord I bend knee to) lives in mine.
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          THE MIDNIGHT BALL
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        “My only love sprung from my only hate!

        Too early seen unknown, and known too late!

        Prodigious birth of love it is to me

        That I must love a loathèd enemy.”

        —Romeo and Juliet, Act I, Scene 5

      

      

      

      Tonight I submit to Prince Renaud, and die.

      I glimpse my enemy the Prince, High Lord of House Montague. My mother's killer, my brother's jailer. The thief of my childhood, and the usurper of my future. He wears stark Court attire; black, white-and-silver, nearly modern. Though there’s nothing modern about the fall of sapphire and onyx hair down his back, pointed ears peeking from underneath.

      My father and I pause outside the arched entrance to the lush forest bower of Everenne City's soaring White Palace. Anchored by his unflappable bearing, I slide my hand into the crook of his elbow, though nothing can subdue my seething fury and beneath it, fear.

      “You woke the fucking Prince, Aerinne!”

      I did. The consequences weigh on my shoulders. It’s not only my shoulders that will feel the weight.

      “Your mother should have warned you what happens when you catch the eye of a High Lord. Of this High Lord.”

      His wintry, malevolent moonstone gaze scythes through the crowd then stops, staring through me. My breath falters as I hold that gaze, then steadies as I force my spiked heart rate to calm.

      Baba glances at me. “Are you ready, Aerinne?”

      He wears cobalt, House Faronne's primary color, enriching the blue undertones of his deep brown skin. I wear a simple sheath of vermillion silk that bares my golden-brown back and shoulders—the secondary color of my House, incidentally a similar shade to fresh blood.

      “The fire of humanity combined with the ethereal grace of the Fae. A hint of Other. We underestimated your allure, Aerinne.”

      “Tonight is going to end in someone bleeding,” I say. Though it’s supposed to herald the start of peace I can’t accept. Not if I want to live, and that is now my choice.

      Live, and sacrifice my people.

      Die, and save them.

      The Prince hasn’t looked away; I curl my upper lip, sharp discomfort in my gums, and fill my eyes with a promise that any attempt to take me will be met with violence.

      “The safest option for you is for our Prince to take you now and sate his desire. It may be harsh, painful even, but quickly over.”

      “I'll tell him no.”

      “You aren't listening. We are not human, Aerinne. We don't subscribe to human sensibilities.”

      “If you have doubts,” my father says, “we can turn back.”

      Baba’s human. He can lie, even to himself. But I appreciate the sentiment.

      I exhale. “My doubts are centered mainly around his sanity. You can't end a five-hundred-year feud—” ostensibly the purpose of this farce “—you mostly slept through, with dancing and wine.”

      “Lots of wine,” Juliette mutters behind me. “If we're lucky.” My cousin guards my back as always, her tension akin to kitten claws clawing up my spine.

      “Your job is to keep Aerinne and Lord Étienne alive,” Numair says, “not drink.”

      Their presence reminds me of what else I stand to lose…

      “If you tell him no after he has descended past mere heat into a rut, he will come for you. Your family loves you, and your House holds you in honor. They'll fight. Their deaths won't be pleasant.”

      …everything.

      Numair shields my father tonight though he’s also my personal guard, hazel gaze picking apart any person who ventures too close, in his eyes an unsheathed threat. They aren't my only guards tonight, but Darkan doesn't count.

      Why not? My Dark angel's voice, cool, amused, a mental presence since childhood rarely absent. I am of far more use than these children you call guards. There was no need to bring them, especially not the boy.

      True. Darkan saved my life only weeks ago. When will you stop calling Numair “the boy?”

      When he is fit to protect you. If he survives until then.

      “We'll argue about that later,” I murmur, then glance at my people. “Let's get this over with.”

      The Prince waits at the end of the walkway in a small circular courtyard, forest gardens pressed against its borders, standing on the first step of a sweeping staircase.

      Courtiers drift to either side of the uneven white stone pathway. Their heady fragrance fails to hide the Faes’ toxic psychic scents. Malice, lust, amusement mingled with disdain and curiosity.

      The scent of moral ambiguity combined with barely checked ambition.

      Blood and jasmine.

      The rot of age entwined with semi-eternal youth.

      “Vultures.” The word slips out of my mouth. I don't bother to catch it. Few of them graced the White Square with their blood, or burned under the scorch of wyvern fire.

      “Manners,” Baba says without moving his lips.

      “Tell them to stop fucking staring.”

      “Aerinne.”

      Fine.

      “Lord Étienne, Regent of House Faronne,” an orderly drones once we’re halfway down the path. “Aerinne Kuthliele, Lady of House Faronne.”

      My fingers—they often have a mind of their own—itch to grab the iron dagger strapped to my thigh as we traverse the gauntlet of Fae, my nailbeds aching.

      Prince Renaud descends the step, his attention on my face as we approach to the utter silence of the courtyard. We’re locked in a stare; no one sane would hold his gaze like this. He would not allow it. But sanity is subjective, and Old Ones, fickle.

      The Prince lifts an arm, slowly, long fingers inches from the curve of my cheekbone. Cold emanates from his skin, when he'd been heat in the White Square. Cold, and power. I breathe in both and it fills my throat, choking me, the animal side of my nature rising in response. The side that cares nothing for Court politics, the death of my family, honor.

      It scents male, our male, and wants.

      Almost, I jerk back, but freeze for one breath in terror—of myself.

      I don’t want this.

      “When he approaches you, bow. When he touches you, submit. If he asks, is this against your will, tell him his will is yours. Do as I say, and survive. Then you can plan.”

      No. I refuse to want this.

      His hand moves forward⁠—
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          THE PRAYERS OF DUST
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        And in their triumph die, like fire and powder,

        Which, as they kiss, consume.

        —Romeo and Juliet, Act 2, Scene 6

      

      

      

      
        
        Three Weeks Before the Midnight Ball

      

      

      Ancient, arresting grief snatches my breath as I enter the cemetery. Staggering, I let myself fall to my knees and press my forehead to the damp ground, digging my nails into cool soil.

      I've never felt something like this.

      Not when the sleeping Prince killed my mother in the House war, not when Lord Baroun used me as bait to lure my brother into a trap. Certainly not when High Lord Embriel Gauthier, son of the Prince and my brother's best friend, lay dying in my arms, his blood soaking my lap and turning his pale hair scarlet, vengeance ashes in my mouth.

      Irises of the purest cerulean had stared up at me, old affection in his eyes.

      “Don't blame yourself, Aerinne,” he'd murmured. “But don't hide from the consequences. Power wielded without consequences creates waking nightmares. The Dark Fae never learn.”

      His eyes will haunt me until I take my last breath. I'd targeted him, killed him in revenge for my mother and brother.

      Killing doesn't bother me, but that? That was murder. The weight of the secret drives me mad from waiting. The day the Prince returns to living and discovers what I've done, I expect no mercy.

      All warriors hope for a quick death; I doubt that will be my fate.

      I swipe tears from my cheeks and glance up, frowning, then push to my feet and close the distance to my mother's grave.

      Streetlamps flicker. On, off, as if the hybrid solar, gas, and magical grid helping support Everenne is overloaded. Fear uncoils in my gut. That invasive tidal wave of grief…what Fae could propel a psychic emotion of that strength across an entire city?

      My abdomen clenches, stomach roiling. He’ll know as soon as he wakes his only son is missing and presumed dead.

      Darkan? I need you.

      There’s no response, only silence, the silence he maintained for weeks after Embriel died.

      Letting out a breath as I kneel at my mother's grave, I murmur the prayer, the light of a half-moon shimmering over her headstone in Faronne District's cemetery.

      “If any Ancients still answer the prayers of dust, let the blood and tears I've shed be enough.”

      As it has a hundred times before, my iron blade bites into my skin. There’s a brief line of fire before my partial humanity quells the iron poisoning, then my blood drips down.

      Grant us victory in death’s stead; Faronne will endure.

      Are you there, Dark angel? Please.

      My lips twist. Darkan might be a figment of my imagination, an aspect of my personality split off to help me cope with the trauma of war, but I don't care. When I reach for him, invisible arms circle me. When I call him, he comes. Some days his acerbic tutelage drives me insane, and other days his calm wit keeps me from the brink.

      If loving him means I’m loving myself, I’m good with that. If loving him also means I’m insane…I'll join the billions of other crazy people on this planet.

      I stand. I’m a fool to think anyone might hear⁠—

      A noiseless percussion of power picks me up and throws me against a nearby tree, shaking the trunk until leaves fall down around me. At my back, the subtle hum of streetlamps outside the stone walls of the cemetery dies. If we'd allowed cars in Everenne, they would have stopped as well.

      Silence. Awful silence, then the impression of a tearing veil, a wrathful being stepping fully into this Realm. Sharp, focused awareness.

      A gaze turning toward me.

      Seeking.

      My fingers clench. My heart rate trips, then lunges into a gallop as every fear I've nursed for the last several years floods my mind.

      I push to my feet, and run.

      Something is awake.

      I think…it was triggered by my prayer.
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        * * *

      

      Faronne’s cemetery is in the heart of our District, and it's a swift jog through the misty night to the rendezvous point, my feet silent on cobblestone streets. No one's out. Wooden shutters are tightly latched on the stone rowhouses, which tells me I hallucinated nothing.

      “Aerinne!”

      Juliette's hawk-eyed gaze zeros in on me when I arrive at the basement op room of a small safehouse where an eight-person unit gathers for tonight's strike.

      Numair and Juliette, Lela and Mũrũngarũ among them, all Knights of my House. Faronne’s Commander should arrive soon along with his mate.

      Juliette wears black molded leather armor, blade-resistant pants, and a long-sleeved shirt like the rest of us, blades at her back and side, her honey-blonde braid draped over her shoulder.

      She strides forward with her usual edgy energy and grabs my bicep. “Did you feel the power concussion?”

      It’s a rhetorical question. Every Fae with any power will have felt it.

      Numair approaches more slowly. A familiar pang assaults me. There'd been a third once, but she languishes in the palace dungeons.

      “I felt it,” I say.

      “So did I,” Mũrũngarũ says, dark eyes serious as the team gathers around. My father's nephew, despite his witch blood he shouldn't have noticed the magical signature of a psychic Fae attack.

      Now I understand the grim faces. A human felt the silent blast. If I had doubts before, I have none now. “Have any injuries been reported?”

      Juliette shakes her head.

      I turn east in the direction of the palace. “It’s him.”

      Fae don't have true deities. We have our Ancients, so old and powerful that to retain shreds of sanity they mentally retreat from life, maintaining brain activity by drifting on several planes of consciousness.

      We also have the Old Ones.

      Édouard, Commander of House Faronne, enters the room, his mate Tereille at his side. Tereille greets each person, his easy smile and affectionate manner decreasing the tension several notches.

      Ash-blond hair falls loosely over Édouard's shoulders, but the romantic waves do nothing to soften the harsh angles of his face and his perpetual scowl, or the agate hardness of his black eyes.

      Even as an older cousin, he technically doesn't outrank my status as presumptive Heir.

      “Why now?” Lela is asking.

      “Because he's finally aware of what Aerinne did,” Édouard says.

      Several piercing gazes turn on me.

      Juliette explodes first. “What did you say?”

      Annoyance edges Édouard's flinty gaze as he stares at Juliette. “You heard me. But since I doubt your ability to comprehend simple sentence structure, I'm happy to repeat myself if you ask nicely. I’ll wait.”

      I curl my hand into a fist but remain silent. I can't fight with my own Commander and expect cohesion in the ranks.

      Juliette bares her teeth. “Maybe he's waking because you're an ass, and your attitude stinks all the way to the palace right up into his nostrils.”

      “Or I'm right, and her childish temper put our entire House in jeopardy. What was the one rule? Don't wake the fucking Prince. What did she do? The one action, that, above all others, was guaranteed to wake the fucking Prince.”

      “Maybe he should be concerned about waking me.” I keep my voice even. Somehow.

      Tereille slips an arm around Édouard's stiff shoulders, whispering in the Commander's ear. Probably trying to calm him down.

      Piercing gazes sharpen to points. No one here is stupid, unfortunately for me.

      Juliette unsheathes a blade and turns on them. “Any of you speak of this, and I’ll slit your throats and make bloodbroth to serve your children.”

      Lela is the only one in this room with offspring, but point taken.

      Numair touches Juliette’s shoulder, his hazel eyes hard as he adds support to her statement. “We remain loyal. If High Lord Danon finds we ill-treated his sister once he returns, he'll be pissed.”

      “You think he's still alive after years rotting in the palace dungeon?” Édouard sneers, voice flat.

      Juliette lunges for him and Numair grabs her arm. Technically Édouard can reprimand her for this display since she’s a knight under his command…but she'd get him back for it later.

      Tereille shifts in front of his mate, calm and smiling, but his expression a bit harder around the edges.

      “Ard, that's not helpful,” he says, and casts me an apologetic smile. “Dan is still alive. We're sorry, Rinne. Everyone is under stress right now.”

      The words stab into my heart. Danon is the only living relative of my mother's direct bloodline, at least on this side of the Realm gate. I can't lose him.

      …perhaps I should have thought of that before I murdered Embriel.

      The thought almost feels like a whisper of Darkan’s voice. Malicious, tearing away any delusions I allow myself.

      “We have work to do,” Tereille continues. “Can we fight on our down time?” He gives the others his disappointed puppy look. That puppy morphs into a slavering Darkhound when triggered, but okay.

      “What downtime,” someone mutters.

      After a moment, Édouard flicks his gaze around the room and narrows his eyes.

      They nod. My cousins will hold their tongues. For now.

      “Édouard's right,” I say as we begin a final weapons check. “The Prince is waking because of me.”

      Juliette glances at me, her body vibrating with tension. “You don't know that, and speculation is as pointless as your useless guilt.”

      She turns her back on Édouard. Numair angles himself to keep an eye on her and the blade still in her hand.

      “It doesn't matter. We can't abort.” I answer the unspoken question despite gnawing worry.

      Numair glances at me, eyes softening. Pretty even for a Fae male, brown hair brushes below his ears, just touching his broad shoulders. “You should sit this one out, Rinne—no, don't give me that look.”

      Édouard speaks, terse with strangled hostility. “She should be holed up in a safehouse before her presence draws the Prince and gets her and us killed.”

      My shoulder blades ache as my fingers flex. I’ll hole his ass up in an entirely different way. As a child, I'd admired Édouard’s strength and fierceness in battle until I'd overheard him saying someone should have drowned the mongrel at birth. Since then I have maybe gone out of my way to annoy him at every opportunity.

      “Ah, I didn't know you cared,” I drawl.

      “About a reckless brat? What I care about is the well-being of the House.”

      Juliette turns on Édouard. Numair edges closer to her, prepared to leap. She can't take the Commander. She’ll earn herself several broken bones and a week out of commission. Numair handles Édouard by ignoring him, the best tactic for someone like that.

      Feed a troll, it would only get fat. Then sit on you and crush your bones.

      “The point,” Numair says, “is that you're Heir. You shouldn't be in the streets like a common warrior.”

      I finish checking my weapons to avoid strangling either of the males, and once again seriously consider an all-female unit. “My father, not I, is head of the House while Danon is imprisoned. He's safe behind our walls.”

      He opens his traitorous mouth. How can he side with Édouard? I glare at him. “Enough.”

      “Perhaps it's better not to argue before a strike,” Mũrũngarũ murmurs.

      I walk over and stand on my tiptoes to kiss his deep-brown cheek. “I'm glad someone understands.” I aim a dark glare at Numair under my lashes.

      “Aerinne—”

      “Enough, Chevalier.”

      He subsides.

      Juliette gives him a smug smirk before glancing back at me. “This does change things though. There's no shame in aborting until we learn if the Prince might be in play.”

      The Commander is already shaking his head. “This feud hovers on a blade's edge. We won't get another opportunity like this soon. Montague has been rotating their drops on a staggered schedule, and luring us with decoys. This is the first actionable intel in weeks.”

      I set aside my aggravation at having to agree with him. Tata⁠1 Fatma and I handle the bulk of the House financial management.

      “The weapons stash is significant. We literally can't afford to give it up,” I add. Something as simple as the difference between gear can give us an advantage, or at least maintain Montague's lack of one.

      “I wouldn't call better armor, better blades, and more arrows to kill us a lack of advantage,” Juliette mutters. “What we need are a few warriors with offensive Skills. That would even the field.”

      Édouard's scowl matches eyes black with the opposite of hope. “Until the Prince steps on it.”

      “We get it.” I slam my fist into the table. “I fucked up. Move on and deal with the present instead of whining about what we can’t change. In the end, it's my head on the block.”

      “That will never happen,” Numair says, each word distinct. “The Commander knows none of this is your fault.”

      “I'm not angry with you, Aerinne,” Édouard says. “In fact, I should thank you.” His expression darkens. “If there's ever even the slightest chance to meet the Prince on the field, I will take it, abandoning strategy, reason, even the pleas of my mate. I will avenge our Lord.”

      A tense silence in the room, and then Tereille purrs, “The melodrama, my love. Delicious.”

      I smile humorlessly. “If the Prince truly wakes, we'll probably get Édouard's wish. Frankly, I'd rather get it over with sooner than later. It's the waiting that kills me.”

      I take a deep breath. “Our armory is depleted and our funding is running dry this quarter. We can’t hold our District with air and hope. So we move out. Burn the house, incapacitate the guards. No mistakes.”

      Juliette sheathes her final knife. “Fine. We're wasting moonlight.”

      We head out, silent on streets built deliberately narrow to accommodate the width of no more than two carriages. Vine-covered rowhouses of dusky stone, two or three stories high, block much of the moonlight and cast us into shadows despite black lamps and the glowing yellow circles they cast.

      When we enter Labornne, allied with Montague District, the streets are better lit and the white and pastel buildings in fresh repair.

      “Labornne District smells like teen spirit,” Tereille says in a cheerful whisper. “Or is that the stench of shameless sycophants?”

      “It's the scent of Baroun paying Keysia to kiss his unwashed ass,” Juliette snaps.

      A smattering of muted chuckles.

      “Tonight, let them kiss ours,” I say—not exactly poetry to encourage warriors on the eve of battle, but we’re a simple House. Juvenile humor works fine.

      By the end of the night we gain a cache of new weapons, and six fewer enemy warriors.

      But though the strike is textbook, I cast my gaze toward the palace, fearing we’ve entered the eye of the storm.

      Darkan, please.

      I feel his attention on me, but no impression of thought or comfort. Instead, a heaviness to his presence.

      It seems as if he is…gathering.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 ‘Aunt’ in Kikuyu. According to Emma's research, a niece would never address her aunt by her first name. Traditionally, from Emma's understanding, when speaking directly to her aunt, she would name her “mother of (eldest child’s name.)” In the story, Emma tries to follow those conventions where they make sense, keeping in mind that Aerinne is also raised in Everennesse and American cultures, so probably doesn't strictly adhere to customs from Limuru. Also, her aunt and father have probably adopted Everennesse ways as well, so while they've taught their children the basics through casual interaction, they're probably not strictly enforcing it. In other words, any mistakes a reader who is knowledgeable in Kikuyu culture may come across, is purely the fault of the feeble author.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          THE HUNTED FOX
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      Montague retaliates against one of our safe houses a week later. A real one, not a decoy we dangle as bait to ferret out leaks or suss out Baroun’s current strategy, but that isn’t the reason I’m breaking out into a brisk jog on the way home.

      Stubborn as usual, I refused to take the coach to make a point to myself. If I’d taken the coach I would’ve had to bow down to my trepidation, my fear. Cower from the sense of being stalked through the streets of my own District from something no one can see or feel but me.

      This is the most alone I’ve felt since Danon surrendered his freedom to save me. I slap the back of my hand against my prickling eyes.

      The Mad Dog of Faronne is now a hunted Fox, and there’s no one I can tell because I don’t quite believe it myself.

      Because no matter how many times I look over my shoulder, search the shadows or the rooftops, I see nothing.

      No one is following me.

      But today, like every day this week, as soon as I leave my house the phantom threat of sharp nails drags across my throat, followed by the press of invisible fingers.

      I stumble and nearly trip when teeth graze my neck, the bubbling caress of air a chuckle against my skin—not a happy chuckle.

      Numair and Juliette will be angry I slipped away without them again, but watching me run from air would be too much even for them. We don’t have mental institutions in Everenne, but if we ever built one, it would probably be because of me.

      Adrenaline rushes through my blood and I jerk to a halt and whirl around. Well, we always knew I was crazy. I suppose no one can blame me for finally having truly snapped.

      “Come out,” I snarl. “Whoever you are. Whatever you want. Come the fuck out.”

      No part of me wants to believe I’m imagining things. Hallucinating. That my guilt has created a ghost to torment me because waiting on the Prince to come take my head is just that agonizing.

      I’m about to chop said head off myself and deliver it under my arm to the palace just to get all of this horseshit over with.

      But that’s such a defeatist attitude.

      Of course no one responds aside from a few quick glances from those close enough to hear my demand. They give me a wide berth, but they often do if they recognize me.

      Turning, I begin jogging again, still refusing to hail a coach though the streets feel like a maze, a predator’s cave even as I tilt my head back and look up into the stormy sky as reassurance the world has not become a trap.

      I lift my middle finger and wave it over my shoulder.

      Fifteen minutes later when I enter the Commander’s office, the sheaf of documents clutched in my hand, it takes a moment for my heart rate to settle.

      Tereille is sitting on his mate’s desk and Dulenne is present, one of the cousins⁠1 Édouard uses for intel. The Commander worked our operatives until they uncovered a meeting between Montague and potential allies among the neutral Districts, in the forested territory outside Everenne.

      Dulenne’s average tall, with red-gold hair worn in multiple braids down his back, his nose hawkish and his eyes a light gray-blue like steel. “The location is unusual.” He bows to me but doesn’t interrupt his report. “Three neutral Branches represented, meeting two hours northeast of the city.”

      Édouard’s fingers still on his pen. “Away from our usual surveillance points.”

      “Exactly. They know our methods—the safehouses we monitor, the usual meeting locations. It suggests they’re planning something significant enough to warrant abandoning established protocols.”

      “Numbers?”

      “At least thirty warriors, possibly more. The tree canopy could hide more.”

      Édouard sets down his pen. “And Montague’s purpose?”

      “The positioning suggests this isn’t a political meeting, Commander. It’s an-off-the books war council.”

      My lips twist in a sardonic smile. “Well, now that just makes me feel excluded.”

      Dulenne’s voice carries the flat tone of a soldier delivering unwelcome intelligence. “We’ve wondered why none of their retaliations have been definitive—we’re outmatched if they raise all their forces, plus new allies.”

      “The Prince is awake, though it’s unclear if he’s coherent yet,” I say reluctantly. “If they’re trying to ally with the neutral Branches, this might be an ask-forgiveness situation. They wouldn’t hide if he’d sanctioned it.”

      “He could be planning to end it himself,” Édouard says.

      “He never has before. He and Maman stayed out of it mostly and once he slept again, hostilities resumed. I know that much.”

      There’s a grim silence.

      The Prince is conscious. Why hasn’t he called Court? Why hasn’t he come for my head? The waiting is driving me to drink. More drink, and into the office of my therapist.

      
        
        “I’m pleased to see you today, Aerinne,” Dr. Ward says. “It shows self-awareness that you scheduled this appointment

        when you recognized you needed support. What’s been on your mind that brought you in?”

        Unlike today, I rarely come to her office. We have a standing weekly—sometimes bi-weekly—at-home appointment. She slips

        into a warded space on Faronne House grounds, and I meet her there under the cover of night. I don’t do well talking about my

        feelings in daylight, or on another’s territory.

      

      

      I’m uneasy. “This doesn’t add up.”

      “Timing?” Édouard says.

      Dulenne glances at me. “Tonight. They’re moving fast, likely trying to act before we can counter-mobilize. Orders, Commander?”

      “We move tonight. Three units, as planned, but prepared for resistance.”

      “The forest terrain favors ambush,” I cut him off. “If they’re expecting us, we could be walking onto a killing ground.” I stop. This is an argument I don’t want to have in front of the rank and file. “Dulenne, dismissed.”

      He bows, and leaves the office.

      Tereille slides off Édouard’s desk. He wears his wheat-and-honey streaked hair clipped short on the sides, longer in the front, his antique bottle-green eyes twinkling at me through a lock falling in his face.

      
        
        I glance at my therapist, then shove up off the couch and walk to the window, crossing my arms over my chest as I look out at Everenne

        University’s forest-dotted campus, the black and white academic complex peering between trees.

        “Jules and Numair are worried,” I say. “The disassociation.”

      

      

      I drop the Low Court documents on Édouard’s desk. It hadn’t gone well today. He pretends to ignore me.

      “Lord Étienne successfully negotiated the preliminary reparations agreement,” I say. “Labornne’s official protest over our breach of their District will soon be resolved. Whiners.”

      Tereille picks up the report and skims, whistling low. “Expensive. Maybe we should have let it go to the Prince’s Court. I hear the Executioner is in town, and payment by beheading is cheaper.”

      I pin Édouard with a look. “You’re certain Dulenne’s intel is good? Labornne didn’t leak false intel to set us up in retaliation? Since when does Montague so poorly secure their tête-à-têtes?”

      
        
        “Darkan?” she asks. She waits for me to continue. She always waits.

        “Yes. The problem is that I don’t see it as a problem.”

      

      

      The Commander finally sets down the notebook he’s scribbling nothing sentences in while hoping I’ll go away. “If you don’t think I can do my job, demote me, Lady. I can use a vacation.”

      Such a damn attitude. “If I demote you, I’ll give Tereille your office.”

      Tereille tugs at one of my dark curls. “I think not.” His lips curve. “I’d have no time for my swains.”

      “Realms, that would be such a shame.” I rub a hand over my face. “Fine. At least if we damage a tree or step on grass, we’ll be spared the cries of reparations.”

      “What has the world come to?” Tereille echoes mournfully.

      I consider the Commander, choosing my words with care to better avoid the thorns underneath the attempted silent treatment. “Remind me the purpose of today. If we’re gathering intelligence, fine. But we don’t go in hot without a goal.”

      His eyes harden into obsidian chips. “That falls under the category of telling me how to do my job.”

      
        
        “There are worse coping mechanisms. Do you feel like you

        can trust your instincts on this?”

        “I can trust Darkan.”

        Her gaze, muted behind tinted glasses, is keen, but she doesn’t

        challenge my curt defensiveness.

      

      

      “Don’t be an ass, Ard,” Tereille says, perching on the edge of the desk again. He tilts his head and reaches out to tug on Édouard’s pointed ear tip. A sharp tug, followed up with a sensual caress of his fingertips. Darling Ard ignores him. “I’d like to know too. I’m too lovely to die by ambush today.”

      Édouard scowls at his mate. “Nothing is ever certain,” is the growled reply. “It could be an ambush, or it could be luck. Can we afford to ignore it? If they’re building an alliance to strike before the Prince resumes command, we won’t need to worry about our weakened supply chains. Faronne will be rubble.”

      It’s not that I fault his reasoning—but something feels off—more off than the constant tension of fighting off the sense of being watched, hunted.

      Of course I have an active imagination and a well-developed guilt complex, both well deserved. They fill my mind with plenty of scenarios of why the Prince has delayed taking any action.

      I suppress a shiver. I could tell my family it feels like he’s coming for me, but. . .I feel that in a different way than they would interpret it. His silence feels personal. Not “you killed my son” personal.

      More like “you killed my son and now you’ll pay the debt in blood and living flesh beneath my teeth.”

      I need to talk to Ward about my dosages, maybe add something for paranoia and whatever it’s called when you assign personality and motivation to air. What has air ever done to me?

      Seems like it wants to do plenty.

      Is it paranoia, Darkan murmurs in my mind. Or is it prescience, little harpy. What have I told you about your instincts?

      Trust them.

      You do listen to me when it counts.

      His presence fades.

      “And if this is just another offensive,” I continue, “except Baroun is bored so decided to get creative? Or if it’s not about us at all. We’ll have escalated tensions again and what have we gained?”

      “Tensions. Our Lord dead, your brother taken, Embriel missing. We’re well beyond tensions.”

      There’s nothing I can say to refute.

      He stands, broad shoulders stiff. “Have you given up on avenging your mother? Ready to consign Lord Danon to rot in his cell?”

      
        
        “Has Darkan encouraged you to commit harm to self or others?”

        “No. He’s a stick that never met a mud pile he didn’t like.” Momentary

        amusement fades. “I don’t want to feel like this anymore. I’m the train

        with no brakes on a track that’s about to go over a cliff, my family in

        the train car whooping and hollering like crashing to our deaths below

        is going to be a grand time. And the Prince is waiting at the bottom of the pit.”

        “He frightens you.”

        I turn to stare at her. “That’s a given.”

        “What do you fear?”

        “Vengeance.”

        “What do you really fear?”

        I look away. “Justice.”

      

      

      I still, slamming the brakes down on my instinctive reaction to leap across the desk and throttle him. I pick up the report and begin shredding it into pieces. Baba has a copy. “My mother wanted⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me what Maryonne wanted, girl. She was my Lord.” Édouard turns away, striding to the lone window in the office. He looks out, probably struggling to restrain his violent urges the same as I. We are kin.

      Tereille watches him, resignation and patience in his half smile. Then he glances at me and shrugs, leaving the desk to approach Édouard and slide an arm around his shoulders.

      “We don’t stop, we don’t question. Not until her death means something,” the Commander says finally, not relaxing in his mate’s embrace, but not pushing him away either. “Not until they pay.”

      
        
        “You’re feeling out of control of your environment and the situation.”

        “Out of control? I was never in control. It’s always been someone else.

        I can’t think of one time when I was allowed to make a decision about

        my life, independent of outside input, outside of. . .control.”

      

      

      He speaks as if he has a greater claim to vengeance than I, her damn daughter.

      “If the Prince comes, what then?” I stride to the door and jerk it open, pausing to look back. “That’s a rhetorical question, by the way.”

      I slam it closed behind me and march down the hall and up a flight of stairs.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Ninephene, the root of the bastard Everennesse dialect, works on inflections. So you know how in English you can have two words that look alike but mean different things? In Ninephene you can have two words that look alike, but they are inflected differently, and that changes the meaning. They use the word “cousin” a lot in the story but there are two different meanings. One the literal definition which is a blood relation and they'll apply that to anybody who has a proven blood claim traceable within a reasonable number of generations, or they also use it like we do when we say “hey cuz!” to someone you consider family. So, no, not everyone Aerinne calls cousin is a blood relation.
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