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			One

			Serafina

			411 AQ

			I sprinted through the vibrant emerald grass, hand curled tightly around my sword, russet braid swinging across my back. It was only a matter of time before the Fae male chasing me caught up. I was faster than a human, but slower than a trained full-blood Fae warrior. My legs were getting tired, but I pushed forward. I cannot give up. Up ahead, I spied a rock outcropping and chose it as the spot I would make my stand—my best chance at survival. With a slight course alteration, I felt I could make it in time. A few strides from the target, my toe hit a rock hard, and I lurched forward, arms spread to regain my balance, barely avoiding hitting my head on the large boulder. I took a few deep breaths when a sword kissed my neck.

			“I just wanted to talk. Why did you have to run?” asked the cold male voice. “Turn around so we can have a proper conversation.”

			I slowly turned. The sword stayed at my throat, just far enough away to allow me to face the male. He was tall, taller than any I had seen before. He had teal skin and blue-black hair. A large antler crown sat on top of his head.

			“If you wanted to talk, chasing me was not the best way to get my attention,” I said. It was a struggle to keep fear out of my voice. The only Fae who wore crowns were the four rulers of the courts. None of them had any reason to pay attention to a nobody like me, unless it was to take my life, whether for sport or some other ill-intentioned purpose.

			I saw a flash of gray behind the prince’s shoulder. I blinked, assuming I was imagining things. There weren’t any wild animals in these woods that would risk getting this close to us. The prince touched the tip of the sword to my throat, applying just enough pressure to draw blood.

			“Who are you?” the prince demanded.

			I opened my mouth to speak and then realized I didn’t know my name. My throat tightened. Why don’t I know my name?

			“Who are you?” the prince demanded again, pressing the sword sharply against my skin. I sucked in a breath, as it was more than just a prick this time. A loud snarl erupted from behind the prince, interrupting my reply, as a huge cat with light gray fur and black spots lunged at him.
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Gasping, I sat up in bed. My night shirt clung damply to me underneath the entangled sheet. I peered around the room; the dim light of dawn was starting to creep through my tent flap. Freeing myself from the tangled sheet, I rose and walked to the table for some water. Sometimes my dreams featured a snow leopard in the forest, but never a prince or the snow leopard attacking anyone.

			I wasn’t sure what to make of it. My lack of magic meant my dreams were just that, dreams. Rather than trying to go back to sleep for a short amount of time, I chose to run early and enjoy some time alone. I didn’t want to let a bad dream set the tone for the rest of my day.
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The dead leaves crunched under my feet as I ran through the bright green forest, weaving through the familiar path in the trees. Almost every morning since I had arrived at the Fae training camp, Jade Wilds, I went on a run.

			My heartbeat was a steady thump in my chest. As I entered my fourth lap, I heard the snap of twigs, a telltale sign that I was no longer alone.

			“Serafina!” called Fiera. I slowed my speed to allow my close friend, Fiera, to catch up to me.

			“Good morning,” I said as Fiera reached my side. I resumed my previous pace, and she matched me stride for stride.

			We ran in companionable silence for a while. Fiera cocked her head to the side as though listening for something. As a full-blood Fae, Fiera had superior hearing, though my half-Fae hearing was better than a human’s. I took a deep breath and held it, focusing on the sounds of the forest. Except there were no sounds of the forest—the birds and squirrels had gone quiet.

			I flicked my gaze to Fiera, and she shook her head, giving me the hand signal to keep running. The solid weight of my dagger tucked in my belt was reassuring, though my sword, I thought wistfully, was back in my tent. Fiera had a dagger too, and magic. All full-blooded Fae had magic, though their abilities varied. All trainees, except for me, had twice weekly magic training. Instead of magic training, I received lessons in Fae history and law.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a glimmer of movement. I leaned backward, and a cloth-tipped arrow sailed just a hair over my chest and thudded into the tree behind me. I yanked the dagger out of my belt and dashed toward a large fallen tree, hoping it would provide cover while Fiera and I devised a plan. Arrows whizzed through the air. To avoid being hit, I executed a low slide and slammed into the tree with an umph.

			Fiera chuckled from the shadows. “I don’t think you needed to be quite that fast.”

			I rolled my eyes, knowing she was right, but now wasn’t the time to dwell on should-haves. Commander Meriel Leoydark, the Fae warrior in charge of the Jade Wilds training camp, took exercises like this seriously.

			“Do you still have your dagger?” Fiera asked.

			I waved it in the air.

			“Well, I lost mine. We’re down to one dagger and magic,” Fiera said.

			“I’m assuming there’s at least two trainees out there. Too many arrows for it to just be one archer,” I replied.

			“My thoughts exactly. If we can pinpoint them, then I can bind them with my magic,” Fiera explained.

			Binding foes with magic was the strategy we frequently practiced, since it didn’t require a huge well of power to temporarily bind someone. In battle, a few seconds could turn the tide.

			Growing up in the human kingdom of Gaskal, my parents told me tales of Fae magic and winged horses. I believed they were fantastical stories until eleven years ago, when I ended up at Jade Wilds and discovered that magic was real—and winged horses, too. Upon learning of my half-Fae heritage, I had prayed religiously for magic. Unfortunately, my prayers hadn’t been answered.

			Assuming the archer would have a high perch, I scanned the trees around us. “There, to the left, on the second branch of the oak tree,” I said, pointing, but careful to keep my arm low so as not to make it a target.

			Fiera nodded. “On the count of three. One…two…three!”

			Bright red magic with orange threads filled Fiera’s hands, then disappeared. It reappeared as a rope around the archer in the oak tree. The archer gasped, and I heard a hiss of frustration from who I suspected was the other archer behind me. I spun around and stood up, holding my dagger by the blade, ready to throw. Just as I released the dagger at the archer, who was almost invisible against the trunk of a large maple, Fiera’s red-and-orange ropes appeared, forcing the archer to drop his bow and nocked arrow.

			The archer scooted sideways, and my dagger hit the maple and fell to the ground. I ground my teeth together, slightly annoyed that Fiera had done all the work.

			I hopped over our fallen tree hideout and sprinted toward the bound archer. A stride away, Fiera’s ropes disappeared. The archer, a tall, broad-shouldered male Fae with pale blond hair and brown eyes, smirked and threw a punch at my stomach. I ducked and rolled, snagging my dagger out of the leaves before popping up behind him.

			I pressed the dagger into his back. “Got ya,” I said confidently.

			He threw his elbow back, catching me in the stomach. I doubled over and nearly lost my grip on my dagger. Instead of throwing another punch or trying to take my dagger, he merely stood there. “I don’t think we’ve formally met before. I’m Edrym.”

			As I straightened, I eyed him warily. “Serafina.”

			Commander Meriel appeared a few strides away. She had long white hair in a ponytail and piercing gray eyes. I preferred to avoid meeting her gaze often because it felt like she could see into my soul, a place I didn’t want anyone but me to see.

			“Fiera and Serafina. Your response this morning was appropriate. However, Serafina, your timing could improve. By not coordinating with Fiera to bind Edrym, you lost your only weapon and gave Edrym an opening. You could have avoided these events if you still had the dagger. You also failed to find your third foe,” Commander Meriel explained.

			My eyes widened; we had tried and apparently failed to identify the third. The leaves behind the commander shifted. I tightened my grip on my dagger, when the figure stood up and shook, revealing Ghilanna, my other close friend. Dried leaves and twigs peppered her dark hair.

			Ghilanna gave Fiera and I appraising looks. “There were a few times I thought you were going to step on me. My assignment was to wait until you both were close to Edrym and then attack if you subdued him.”

			At Ghilanna’s explanation of her task, I immediately understood the mistake Fiera and I had made—assuming that the foes would not be using camouflage other than blending in with the trees.

			Commander Meriel clapped her hands once to get our attention. “Now that you’re all warmed up, we will head back to the training yard and begin the morning drills.”

			I bowed my head in acknowledgement and fell into a single-file line with Edrym in the lead, Ghilanna, then me, and Fiera at the back.
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			Two

			Tristan

			360 AQ

			My fur rippled in the slight breeze as I panted. My back stung where my father, Elre Gilvrye, had struck with a dagger. I hadn’t been quick enough to dodge entirely out of the way, but I knew I should count myself lucky. It was just a scrape. To my right, Gantar, in his bear form, was bleeding from a gash on his stomach. To my left, Drannor’s right front wolf’s paw was dangling uselessly.

			I flexed my light gray paws, revealing my deadly claws. I kept my eyes forward, but I could just barely discern motion behind me. Keeping my movements as subtle as possible, I bunched my muscles and leaped forward, spinning to face Elre. A snarl escaped before I could squash it. Elre’s eyes darkened in anger, and he charged.

			It was against the rules of Glass Oasis to shapeshift into animal form during a Fae-form fight. The same rule applied to shifting to Fae form during an animal-form fight. Once a warrior chose a shape, they had to commit to it. Though annoying, the ancient rule ensured fair fights in Glass Oasis. It also ensured that any of us who were shapeshifters were equally comfortable in combat with either form. Not using one or the other as a crutch.

			At the last moment, Elre pulled up. My father was skilled at training us and was not willing to go easy on me because I was his son. I had never figured out if that was because he hated me, or because he wanted me to be better. What I knew was that in my father’s eyes, nothing I ever did was the right thing. Whether it was in training or household chores, Elre always found a flaw and punished me for it. More time chopping wood or running additional laps around the village were his favorites.

			“Get cleaned up. The lot of you have earned a chance to go to the Glass Fair,” Elre announced.

			I rocked back on my haunches, eyes wide, tip of my tail flicking the dirt. Is this a trick? I glanced over at Gantar and Drannor. They were not hesitating to see if Elre would change his mind. They had already shifted back to Fae form and were sprinting toward their homes.

			“Well, what are you waiting for, Tristan? Go get cleaned up. You know very well you can’t go into the Glass Fair as a snow leopard. You’d terrify the humans,” Elre said.

			I closed my eyes and shifted to my Fae form. The graze on my back was barely noticeable, as it had nearly healed. I bowed to my father and then headed quickly to our cottage before he could give me more orders.

[image: sb2]

			Taking a deep breath, I savored the smells of herbs and cooking meat wafting down the path from the Glass Fair. Once a year, the humans from Gaskal would travel to the Fae village, Glass Oasis, for a weeklong market. Gaskal was home to the human-run gold mines. This was our best opportunity to trade for gold and the humans’ superior silver-iron weapons. Especially if humans also came from Quetzal, the human territory with iron mines.

			Glass Oasis was home to the highest concentration of Fae shapeshifters of any Fae territory. Many of the humans came for the opportunity to see a Fae shapeshift in person. Which meant there usually were at least one or two Fae who had market stalls where the humans could pay to watch a Fae shapeshift. Despite our leaders’ disapproval of shapeshifting for money, they did not prevent it. Likely because it generated the highest profit when compared to all the other commodities being sold at the Glass Fair.

			There was a rumor going around that Prince Rhangil Fenmyar of the Court of the Sun was visiting, but I hadn’t laid eyes on him or any of his entourage, so I assumed it was just a rumor. My father had not indicated the prince was indeed coming. I decided that whether the prince was at Glass Oasis would change nothing for me and I shouldn’t waste time worrying about it.

			The Glass Fair was set up in the park at the center of the village. Row after row of colorful vendor stalls squeezed into every available space. The yellow tents were from Gaskal, dark gray from Quetzal, and the bright blue belonged to the Fae residents of Glass Oasis and the surrounding areas. Though each tent had its primary color, the owners could decorate the fronts however they pleased.

			The wares ranged from prepared food and fresh fruits and vegetables to weapons, clothing, and more. I had a few coins my mother had given me to buy a snack. I sped by the Quetzal weapon tent, not wanting to tempt myself by looking at the silver-iron weapons. My father had one, as did several of our most highly trained warriors, but they were expensive. Until I had completed my warrior training at a training camp, I could not earn money to afford such superior weapons.

			As I paid for a meat pie from a Gaskal tent, out of the corner of my eye I saw Gantar and Drannor at the Quetzal weapon tent. I walked in the other direction, not wanting to be a part of whatever they were doing. Gantar’s shout rang out. I should just ignore whatever they’re doing, I told myself. Unable to ignore my instincts to help, I turned toward the weapon tent. Gantar had a sword in his hand and the human who ran the tent was angrily motioning for Gantar to put down the sword. Drannor was rigid like a statue, his hand on his sword hilt, but he had not drawn it yet.

			I reached for my sword and grimaced when I realized I had left it at the cottage. “Gantar, what’s going on?” I called, trying to keep my voice conversational.

			“None of your business, Tristan,” Gantar said, keeping his eyes on the vendor.

			Edging closer, I grabbed Gantar’s arm. “Did you pay for the sword?”

			The vendor shook his head, confirming what I had thought—that Gantar was trying to bully the vendor into giving him the sword. “It is my right to have this sword,” snarled Gantar.

			“No, it’s not. You know as well as I do that the Glass Fair happens so we can purchase or do an equal trade for any items that we want. You cannot steal,” I chided, keeping my grip on Gantar’s arm.

			“The blade is mine,” Gantar repeated and shook my hand off. He turned to face me, his back now to the weapon vendor. The sword was between us; I glanced at it, then back at Gantar’s eyes.

			“Stealing is forbidden,” I warned, tension spread through me. Diffusing the situation is not working.

			“It was a gift,” Drannor said, finally chiming in.

			“I don’t believe you,” I replied, trying to keep the edge out of my voice.

			Gantar jabbed at me with the tip of the sword, and I jumped back, raising my fists. He jabbed again. I blocked it with my arm and the blade sliced down my forearm, splitting the skin from wrist to elbow. I sucked my lip as pain welled up. Those silver-iron blades sure are sharp.

			Gantar swung again, and I danced out of the way, droplets of blood spraying around me. I snapped my foot out in a kick and Drannor chopped down at my leg. I recoiled my leg to keep from having it cut off. Shooting glances around me, it looked like no one else noticed or cared that the three of us were fighting.

			Gantar and Drannor came at me, much like in our two-on-one training exercises, except I didn’t have a weapon. I can shift, I reminded myself. Yet I hesitated. If I shifted, I would break a major rule—by taking an “unfair advantage.” I snorted. To shift would be to protect myself against Gantar and Drannor taking an unfair advantage over me.

			Drannor’s blade sliced across my bicep. I snarled in pain. Blood dripped down my arm as I backed up a step, but they kept pressing forward. I inhaled, nostrils flaring. The wound on my forearm was already starting to heal, yet if this kept going, it would only be a matter of time before they did severe damage to me. They were giving me no choice. In the blink of an eye, I shifted from Fae to snow leopard, falling forward onto light gray paws. I snarled again, louder, and bounded forward, slashing with my razor-sharp claws, aiming for Drannor’s legs. Ribbons of blood bloomed on his pants in the wake of my claws. I did my best to not go as deep as I could. As much trouble as I would be in for shifting, it would be even greater if I were to kill either of them.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Gantar sweep his sword down toward my head. I sidestepped out of the way, considering my next move, when a big, booming voice rang out over the fair. “What is the meaning of this?”

			Gantar lowered his sword and took a few steps back. I gave him a wary look and shifted, wanting to face whomever it was when I could talk and they could read my expression. My father and Prince Rhangil were walking toward us. My father was furious, but I couldn’t tell what the prince was thinking.

			Magic spilled from the prince’s fingers, yanking the sword from Gantar’s hand and floating it to the prince. The prince confiscated Drannor’s weapon as well.

			Without an explanation, my father stepped over to me and held his sword to my throat. Blood trickled where the sword pierced my skin. I wasn’t worried because I healed quickly, as did all Fae—if he didn’t decide to behead me.

			“You are a disgrace to the Gilvrye name,” my father growled. I kept my eyes focused on the floor. I knew no words that came out of my mouth would do me any good; instead I pressed my lips together and prayed that he wouldn’t kill me.

			Prince Rhangil stepped forward, his eyes going over all three of us in distaste. “The three of you know better than to brawl in the middle of the village, let alone during the Glass Fair.” The prince paused, letting his words settle on us. “However, that is the least of my concerns. You, Tristan Gilvrye, broke one of the most important rules of Glass Oasis. Tell me, which rule did you break?”

			I swallowed hard and my father’s sword nicked my skin again, a warning of what would come if I failed to answer. “I shapeshifted in a fight in Glass Oasis when my opponents were in Fae form.”

			“Good, you are aware of your transgression. I could punish you by death,” Prince Rhangil said.

			I licked my lips; my throat had gone dry. I had not expected the prince to be here, and I did not know whether he would order my execution or offer an alternative punishment.

			“You have two choices. I will be nice and let you decide. Embergate or execution,” Prince Rhangil announced.

			I blanched. Embergate was the Fae training camp ruled by Prince Tanyth Neriwraek, who hated shapeshifters to the point he actively had them hunted and killed. How do they expect me to survive Embergate?

			“Decide now. You will leave within the week,” ordered Prince Rhangil.

			I took a shaky breath. I had only one option, because I did not want to die. “I choose Embergate.”
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			Three

			Serafina

			411 AQ

			Commander Meriel ordered us to gather our gear for drills. I was wearing a tan tunic and a thin pair of pants, but my training armor was missing. With Commander Meriel’s approval, Fiera, whose magic gave her extraordinary skills in weapon and armor crafting, had created heavy leather pants imbued with magic for me. The heavy leather did not have the longevity of plate armor but was an excellent substitute for training.

			I put first one foot, then the other in the legs of the leathers, before tugging on the material to get it to slide all the way up. When they were almost up, I started bouncing and yanking. “There!” I gasped. They were finally up to my waist.

			I sat down and quickly pulled on my boots, then grabbed a weighted leather vest from the rack and my belt, which had a sword scabbard on my left hip and a long knife on my right. After one more check of my gear, satisfied everything seemed in order, I tucked a strand of loose hair behind my ear, then headed out of my tent and toward the training ring.
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	Commander Meriel was waiting for us. Fiera approached from the other side of the village, her pale skin and fiery red hair in two braids down her back, a dark blue tunic peeking out from the gaps in her armor. Ghilanna had just stepped into the training ring, her dark midnight skin and hair a stark contrast to Fiera. Ghilanna had a bright purple tunic under her armor. If she had been wearing that tunic earlier, I would have noticed her under the leaves.

			I wondered if Commander Meriel would comment on it, but instead she said, “Are you ready for our last training session?”

			The words caught me off guard. “How can you be so sure it will be our last?”

			Commander Meriel shrugged. “Because the next time you are in a training session, I will not be the one leading it.”

			I raised my eyebrow, but decided it wasn’t my place to press. The commander had clearly decided she would no longer be training us. I didn’t need to know anything else.

			Ghilanna didn’t have the same reservations as I did. She took a deep breath then spoke. “What did you see, Commander?”

			The commander ran a hand lightly over her face, sweeping stray strands of her white hair away. “What I saw is none of your concern.”

			My mouth twitched in amusement. Ghilanna’s choice to press the matter hadn’t worked. I had learned over the years that the commander only revealed visions she had if they were pertinent to our training. I could count less than a handful of times she had mentioned having a vision. Commander Meriel was the only seer I encountered in the past eleven years. My training included little information about seers, only the basics. A seer could see the future or speak prophecy.

			Commander Meriel raised her hand and beckoned. I took half a step forward, but then I realized that she wasn’t signaling me. Edrym and a handful of other trainees, who had been waiting to be included, were the ones Commander Meriel was beckoning. Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I realized the two closest to Edrym were brothers. They both had pitch-black hair, olive skin, and brown eyes with flecks of green.

			“Now, trainees, if you would begin,” Commander Meriel ordered.

			Fiera, Ghilanna, and I were in front with Edrym and the other trainees in lines behind us. I was itching to ask why Edrym was here. He wasn’t part of Jade Wilds that I was aware of, and I found his inclusion in our training this morning puzzling.

			“One,” Meriel shouted. All of us brought the swords up in a middle block.

			“Two,” Commander Meriel shouted. We thrust to the right. The counting continued, and we worked our way through all ten moves before she began with combinations. I could feel the sweat trickling down my back. The sweat plastered the escaped strands of hair to my face.

			“Nine, ten, one,” shouted Meriel. As I began the prescribed combination, the skies opened and dumped absurd amounts of icy rain on us. We were drenched instantly, and the rain was coming down so hard I could barely see.

			To my surprise, Commander Meriel signaled for us to halt. “We are going to end the training session for now and resume if the rain lets up later. Go seek shelter in your tents.” Without waiting for a response, the commander turned on her heel and disappeared into her tent.

			Mouth gaping, I stared in confusion at Ghilanna. “I’m not complaining,” my friend said, then headed toward the tent she shared with Fiera.

			I dashed for my tent and stopped just inside, not wanting to drench all my belongings in the cascade of water coming off me. The rain was unusually cold, and I was shivering, my teeth clattering together. I wiped off as much of the water as I could, then retrieved a towel from my trunk.

			A bead of water fell from my forehead onto my nose. I lifted my finger and flicked it off. I wondered who Edrym had arrived at Jade Wilds with and if the visitor was why the commander had uncharacteristically ended practice because of the rain. I glanced around my tent, trying to figure out what I should do while we waited for the storm to let up, when my tent flap opened and Fiera entered with Ghilanna hot on her heels.

			They both looked drier than I was, courtesy of their magic, I reasoned. Ghilanna smiled at me. “You still look like a drowned rat. I can dry you off,” she offered, wiggling her fingers, which glowed with soft white magic.

			“I’d appreciate it,” I replied.

			The white magic covered me from head to toe and then disappeared, and I was dry.

			“Much better,” said Ghilanna.

			Fiera said, “Edrym mentioned the upcoming Rose Fair and expressed concerns that it might be canceled.”

			I tapped my fingers on my thigh. I had been really looking forward to this year’s Rose Fair, the annual market on the outskirts of Jade Wilds where human and Fae trade workers would set up temporary shops for a full week. Over the course of the past eleven years, I had only made it to one Rose Fair, and that was when I was twelve. Whether by design or just an unlucky coincidence, the other years I had missed it I was scheduled for an intense two-week training session outside of the training camp or healing from injuries and indisposed.

			“I really hope it’s not canceled. I can go this year,” I replied.

			Ghilanna frowned. “I thought you went last year.”

			I shook my head. “No. I made it back from training for the last day, but that was when the horse stepped on my foot and bruised it. Commander Meriel told me to spend the whole day in bed and forbade me from going to the market.”

			“Last year is when Ghilanna tried kissing the human male,” Fiera said.

			I raised my eyebrows. I hadn’t heard this story before. “Really?”

			Ghilanna groaned and covered her face. Fiera snickered. “Yes! The male, he bargained with her for a kiss. A silver-iron sword for a kiss. You know how hard it is to get a silver-iron sword, right?”

			I nodded in confirmation. The human silver-iron weapons were superior to the Fae-made iron blades, both in weight and ability to hold an edge. It was one of the primary commodities that the Fae traded with humans to acquire, other than the raw metal.

			Fiera continued, “Well. Ghilanna took him up on the offer. Little did she know he intended to kiss her with his tongue, and his teeth were all rotten!”

			I cringed and could almost smell the rotting teeth in the tent. I shuddered, hoping it would go away. I couldn’t imagine kissing a male, let alone one with rotten teeth.

			“It was disgusting,” Ghilanna replied. “But he gave me the silver-iron sword. I guess I met whatever his expectations were. Or maybe it was just the ability to brag that he’d kissed a Fae. The worst part about the whole thing was that Commander Meriel made me turn over the sword. She said she’ll give it back after I graduate.”

			Inhaling deeply, I noticed the heavy thud of rain on the tent had decreased to an occasional patter. “Maybe we should prep to train again?” I suggested.

			Ghilanna nodded, taking the hint that I wanted a bit of time for myself. “See you shortly.”

			Fiera gave me a hug, then they both left. I peered out of the tent and the rain was just the barest drizzle. Though no one was walking around, large puddles riddled the hard-packed dirt, some too big to go around and deep. Maybe we won’t resume training.

			Once I was certain Fiera and Ghilanna had returned to their tent and no one else was around, I stepped out of my tent and, as stealthily as possible, made my way over to Commander Meriel’s. My friends might be content to wait to see who our visitor was. I was not. I found a spot to crouch between stacks of supplies near the back of the commander’s tent.

			I immediately recognized the commander’s voice when she spoke, but it took a while before I could identify her visitor by voice: Prince Almar Vacaryn. Before I could stop it, I felt my lip curling in distaste. Of course, he would have to be the visitor. He had made it abundantly clear the first time we met on my second day at Jade Wilds that he thought I should not exist and had even then tried to pressure Commander Meriel into having me executed, citing my existence as a half-blood was an abomination and that the unspoken agreement among Fae was that any known half-bloods were executed upon identification. This agreement was the primary reason—according to Ghilanna—that there weren’t any half-bloods, other than me.

			As ruler of the Court of the Moon, Prince Almar theoretically had the authority to issue the order. However, he answered to King Pharaan, who not only ruled the Court of Dawn but all Fae, and after eleven years I knew enough of the Fae politics and history to know that such a move on Prince Almar’s part would draw the king’s unwanted attention. I avoided Prince Almar as much as possible, making sure I was busy whenever he visited the encampment.

			“She doesn’t belong on the battlefield. Her human half makes her too weak compared to a full-blooded Fae. The risk is too great. King Pharaan will blame me if she were to die, even if it is not my fault, but hers for being mediocre,” Prince Almar said in a whiney voice.

			His viewpoint was not new to me. Every few days I would hear similar words whispered behind my back: that I am weak, like all humans, incapable of training to the level of “perfection” that the Fae could and therefore unable to hold my own in a sword fight, whether it was one-on-one or in a full-scale battle. Besides the perceived human weaknesses with sword fighting, there was also the factor that, unlike Fae, humans did not possess magic. However, a human could wield a Fae-made magic object and they had silver-iron weapons. It was the silver-iron weapons and sheer quantity of humans above all else that made the Fae wary of them.

			Meriel clicked her tongue in disproval. I could only imagine the look of annoyance Meriel usually gave when she clicked her tongue like that. I felt a smile creeping up my lips. “If she doesn’t fight, the lost Fae queen prophecy won’t be fulfilled,” she declared. The smile faded when she said “prophecy.” From everything I had gleaned from Fiera and Ghilanna over the years, most of the prophecies were like the human stories of Fae: make-believe to teach the young a valuable lesson. But didn’t I find out when I arrived at Jade Wilds that Fae do have magic and winged horses are real?

			“The lost Fae queen prophecy isn’t even real. It’s just a story for young Fae,” Prince Almar scoffed, confirming my original thought.

			The commander clicked her tongue again. “You’re naïve if you really don’t believe that prophecies are real, especially when you have witnessed firsthand one being fulfilled. Your great-grandmother was a seer herself. The prophecy being real isn’t my point, though. Serafina has proven herself repeatedly in training that she has mastered the Fae sword fighting techniques. Even without possessing magic, she is far more capable than a mere human would be. Why is it so difficult for you and the others to believe that a half-Fae is worthy of our acceptance? Serafina has put in just as much time training all these years as the other full-blood Fae trainees have. Do we not owe her the opportunity to prove herself?”

			A heavy pause. I reminded myself I needed to keep breathing and stay hidden.

			“I suppose if she were to die at Emerald Valley, that would prove that she should have been executed years ago,” said Prince Almar.

			I wished I could see Commander Meriel’s face to know what she was thinking. “Have you ever spent the time to see Serafina? I mean, really see her, and what she is capable of?” A light pause. “‘Look closely or you might be blinded, for when the Fae queen returns, not all will know her. People of all races will follow her.’”

			Prince Almar let out a throaty growl. “I fail to see how, if perchance the prophecy is real, anyone with human blood running through their veins could possibly be qualified for such a role.”

			I sneezed twice and then winced, hoping no one heard me. I knew Prince Almar didn’t like, and possibly hated, me, but I had never thought that should the opportunity to fight as a Fae present itself, I would be barred from doing so. I had put in hard work over the past eleven years and was worthy of their respect in combat, at the very least. Maybe when I had first arrived their comments of a silly, worthless human had been justified, but it had not taken me long to learn how to hold a sword properly.

			Commander Meriel began speaking again. “You need to leave this tent, Prince, before I give in to my urge to challenge you to a duel. Your opinions are noted. Now I would like to resume training since the rain has ceased,” she said tersely.

			I kept still behind the crates; my legs were protesting the position I had chosen. I waited until I heard Prince Almar’s footsteps departing and then cautiously stood up. I jumped when Commander Meriel appeared in front of me. “How much did you hear?”

			I gasped, my lips parting, wondering how she knew I was listening. “All of it,” I said meekly.

			“Good,” Meriel said and gave my arm a squeeze. I gazed at her curiously, surprised that she approved of eavesdropping. “You know I am a seer.” I nodded in confirmation, then she continued. “Because there are so few prophecies that come to fruition, many Fae forget they can be real. I suppose it’s easier to believe that you have control over your own life and that there isn’t a higher power who has the reins.”

			Meriel said softly, “Now, go grab your sword. We’re going to resume practice.”

			I bowed and then went to my tent to retrieve my sword. An old memory bubbled to the surface of my mind. The day I turned sixteen.

			Commander Meriel handed me a small, wrapped package. I opened it eagerly; I rarely got presents. I ripped off the brown wrapping and found in my hands a stack of letters. The writing on them looked familiar. I looked up. “Who are these from?”

			Meriel gave me a sad smile. “Your mother.”

			A sob escaped my lips, and I ran a finger over the words. “She wrote to me?”

			Meriel sighed. “She wrote these a long time ago and said if the time was ever right, I should give them to you.”

			I walked into my tent and went for the top drawer in the desk and retrieved the letters. I opened the letter on top and began reading.

			Dearest Serafina,

			I was grateful when you were born with no obvious Fae characteristics, because I knew how hard it would be for you to fit into the human society of Gaskal with them. Your father and I raised you as a human and out of the palace. It was the best way to give you a normal upbringing. Your grandfather, King Leonard Helias, did not approve of a mixed marriage and made it abundantly clear to your father that if he went through with it, neither Gareth nor any of his children would ever be in line to rule.

			Your father did not care about the consequences. As the third son, he knew the odds of ever being more than a spare were incredibly slim. Especially since his oldest brother already had two children.

			Serafina, we believe you will choose the best path for yourself. No matter where it leads. You are loved, my dearest. Never forget that.

			Yours always & forever,

			Solana

			I wiped away the tear trickling down my cheek, wishing that I could see her one last time. I had so many questions. Since I came to Jade Wilds, I knew that human-Fae relationships were discouraged, though no one had ever explained why. I carefully folded the letter up and returned the stack to my desk drawer.

			I clasped my sword belt around my waist and headed out to the training yard, where I was certain everyone was waiting on me.
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			Four

			Serafina

			411 AQ

			I blinked in the bright sunlight. There was no evidence in the sky of the huge thunderclouds that had been there just a few hours before. However, puddles and mud spotted the ground. Fiera and Ghilanna were waiting for me. I was secretly hoping Edrym would not be at this training.

			As we made our way to the training yard, Fiera asked, “What do you think about us going to battle?”

			“I wish we knew more. Not just ‘You’re going to Emerald Valley to fight humans,’” I replied.

			“We could always ask. They might give us more information,” Fiera pointed out.

			“Or we will be told it’s none of our business,” I muttered.

			Fiera gave me a sad smile. “The Fae have never trusted humans, nor humans Fae. Our history is littered with skirmishes and small-scale battles. Usually the humans back down, but once or twice it has turned into an all-out war. With the Fae magic and the human silver-iron weapons, the outcome of the two wars was much closer than many care to admit. We almost lost.”

			I searched her face. “Do you think that real peace would ever be possible?”

			Ghilanna laughed. I was confused. What I had said wasn’t funny. She caught my expression and stopped laughing. “Sorry. I forgot that although you have history lessons, there is so much more to Fae than what you can find in a few textbooks. There was always tension between humans and Fae. The four human kings—Lord of the North, Lord of the South, Lord of the East, and Lord of the West—each have access to metal mines.”

			I nodded; this was something I had grown up knowing.

			Fiera continued, “Fae do not have metal mines in our territories, but each of the four Fae territories could craft different magical objects. Throughout our history, there have been a variety of trade agreements, including the establishment of annual markets, allowing for the exchange of metal ore for magical objects. But there is little trust between Fae and humans, and often things go awry.”

			“If tension is always high between humans and Fae, why do I exist?” I blurted out.

			Fiera gave me a sly smile. “Because your parents had sex, and your mother got pregnant.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I’m aware of how babies are made, thanks. What I was saying is that if nothing ever works out between humans and Fae, why would my mother have wanted to become involved with a human?”

			“Since I never knew your mother and I know nothing about your Fae family, I am definitely not the one you should be directing that question to,” Fiera said. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to arrive at the training yard before Commander Meriel decides we need to clean the latrines because we’re late.”

			I nodded, and we broke into a jog. None of us wanted the dreaded latrine duty.

			Commander Meriel was waiting for us. To my surprise, none of the other trainees were here—not Edrym, nor any of the other residents of Jade Wilds.

			“Where is everyone?” Ghilanna asked.

			Commander Meriel spoke, and I could hear the frustration in her voice. “Prince Almar has requested that everyone except Serafina participate in a drill he is running in the forest.”

			I frowned at being excluded. “Commander, what am I supposed to do?”

			The commander replied, “You can practice in the western training area if you would like. I know it is empty right now.”

			I nodded. When my friends and commander had departed, I headed for the western training area. For reasons unknown to me, it was the one that the younger Fae in training avoided. Whenever I had used it, usually on my own, no one else had been there.

			I slowed my brisk walk as I approached the western training area. As I expected, it was empty. Wood rail ran around the perimeter, preventing any sparring from spilling out and those walking around the camp from being unexpectedly in the middle of a training session. I hopped over the fence and stepped into the center of the space. I worked my way through the warmup stretches and exercises. The first time was slow and the second I increased my speed. By the time I finished the last exercise, I could feel sweat beading on my brow and was regretting my decision to not dress in layers.

			I gave myself a mental shrug. In less than two days, we’d be making our way to Emerald Valley to fight in a battle against a human king. While I knew I could decide when I wanted to practice, I could not dictate when I would fight in a battle. The conditions might be favorable with perfect weather, or we could slog through heavy mud. Which meant the more I trained in suboptimal conditions, the easier it would be for me to handle myself when it mattered on the battlefield.

			Our overarching training aim was to be as prepared as possible and able to get out of any situation that would arise. It was one of the key reasons that the Fae supplemented their sessions in the camp training areas with practice scenarios outside of camp. When I first arrived here eleven years ago, I had resisted when they told us we had to train in the forest when it was pouring rain. Now I understood how much it had helped hone my skills. What options were available if my hand was too slippery to keep a secure grip on my sword and how to take advantage of an opponent who had dropped his sword before he or she could recover it. How to use my surroundings to give myself an advantage over my opponents.

			The western training yard comprised a low fence bordering the space and compacted dirt. There was a white circle painted in the dirt for those who wished to practice with a penalty for going out of bounds. Since I was alone, I stood within the circle, wanting to use it to keep my drills tight.

			Outside of the fence, on the north side, was a small shed with equipment for archery, an assortment of wooden practice weapons, and various targets. The sword I had strapped to my side was iron. It was heavy, but I had gotten used to its weight. None of the trainees had silver-iron weapons, or at least not that I knew of.

			I smiled to myself. Here at Jade Wilds, in the company of Fiera and Ghilanna, who were like an adoptive family, I had carved out a small piece of home. I hoped after the time I spent at Emerald Valley for the battle, I would still be welcome here.

			Finished with my warmup, I began working through each of the ten maneuvers, keeping my motions smooth and precise. Once I completed a set, I increased my speed and repeated the process, increasing speed by about ten percent per set. I did the final round at full speed twice and finished with a spin.

			I saw someone moving out of the corner of my eye and turned, my sword pointed in their direction. It was Edrym. Given Commander Meriel had said everyone except me was training with Prince Almar, I had not expected company. I lowered my sword, realizing to him I must seem ridiculous, expecting a threat from within the safety of camp.

			“You’re pretty good,” he said and stepped over the fence, heading toward me.

			I stared at him, trying to make my mind work. It was rare that outsiders paid me any heed. Hell, it was rare that I got a compliment from anyone at Jade Wilds other than Commander Meriel, Fiera, or Ghilanna. No one else cared how the half-blood did in training. Which suited me just fine. “Uh, thanks,” I said lamely.

			Edrym didn’t seem to notice my reaction to his presence. “Care if I join you?”

			I shrugged. “Sure. I just finished my drills.”

			Edrym smiled. “I know.” His response made me wonder how long he had been standing there watching me. I should have been able to detect him as soon as he got nearby. It was a skill I had spent lots of time learning.

			Since we were standing in the center, I took several steps back to give Edrym space. He was wearing practical training clothing: a blue short-sleeved tunic and light brown pants. He unsheathed his sword, which I noted was plain iron and utilitarian. I watched him swing a few times and then step to the center, feet spread, sword barely touching the ground.

			“I’m ready,” Edrym declared.

			I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. “You don’t want to warm up?” I asked.

			“Thank you for your concern. I appreciate it. I did warm up; I was taking part in Prince Almar’s training when someone mentioned that you were here and might be interested in a partner,” Edrym explained. I waited for him to say who it had been, but he did not divulge any names. It was a little odd, but maybe Fiera or Ghilanna had sent him my way since he had joined us for practice this morning.

			“Okay. Ready, one, two, three.” We crossed swords and on three he swept wide and slow and brought it back in a fast high strike. I blocked it and then parried it with a slow two-three combination as a lead-in to a low six-nine combination. Edrym easily blocked both of my combinations. I was trying to figure out what his tells were; he didn’t appear to shift his weight or do anything obvious to indicate his next move.

			Edrym stepped to the left and did a backhanded swing, then swapped hands and pivoted, entering a six-eight combination with a middle then a high strike. I blocked the backhand, but his move caught me off balance and my sword skidded off his when I blocked the middle. The high strike sliced through my tunic and left a line of blood. I clenched my teeth, trying to hide my wince. It was just a scratch, but it stung.

			He used the momentum he gained and spun, feinting with another backhand swing, then switched his sword back to his right hand and dove for a low three-three. I jumped over the first and skipped out of its way on the second. I had to force myself into a roll to get my balance back. The way Edrym was throwing his strikes was causing me to tip forward instead of staying centered. With the tipped position, I struggled to stay upright when I executed my own strikes.

			I darted away from him, trying to regroup, but he followed as though he enjoyed the chase and was taking pleasure in my frustration. Licking my dry lips, I considered my options to demonstrate I was competent with a sword. Decision made, I leaped to the right and then to the left, and a moment before I reached him, pivoted and swung my sword in an arc. As Edrym raised his sword to block, I chopped upward, hitting his sword hard and forcing him to give up a step. I pursued Edrym with a five-one middle combination and parried his retaliatory strike with a six. To my relief I found I was no longer tipping forward.

			There was a flash in the corner of my eye, and I turned my head to see what it was. Edrym used my distraction to his advantage, stomping hard on my foot, startling me. He did a middle-low strike combination. My attempts at blocking were weak and unbalanced. I lost my footing and stumbled forward before tripping over his outstretched foot and falling flat on my face. Edrym’s sword tip caressed the back of my neck. “Yield,” he ordered.

			Flat on my stomach, face in the dirt, I only had one option. I sighed and turned my head so he could hear my words. “I yield.”

			Dragging myself off the ground, I kept a firm grip on my sword. Edrym’s eyes bored into me, assessing every move I made. When I peered up at him through my lashes, to my surprise, his face was full of unmasked anger. A harsh contrast to the polite male I had been dealing with until mere minutes ago.

			“You are a fool to think you stand a chance of doing anything but dying when you go to Emerald Valley,” he said coldly.

			My eyes widened before I could school my face into a neutral expression. “My orders are to report at Emerald Valley. I presume you must have orders too. Who am I to question my superiors?”

			“You are an abomination!” he shouted and charged.

			I hesitated, wondering what the hell he was doing, when I realized Edrym was not pretending. He was intending to fight again. I twirled out of the way, and he blew past me. Neither one of us had any sort of armor on, which meant we could do significant harm or even kill one another. Our training taught us to try to de-escalate situations like this when they arose.

			“Let’s talk,” I said, offering Edrym a smile. Ignoring me, he charged again, sweeping his sword from side to side. I stepped out of the way, tapping his sword lightly with mine, hoping to jar him out of whatever mood he was in that was causing this behavior.

			Footsteps crunched on loose gravel, followed by a thump as someone jumped over the rail. Shooting a glance over my shoulder, I recognized the brothers from the training session entering the ring. They spread out behind me on either side, with Edrym in the center.

			In a low voice, Edrym greeted them. “Jassin. Alassin.”

			I rolled my shoulders back, making sure I was loose and ready. The Fae had strict rules for training, which was, if you’re being very loose in the definition, what Edrym and I were doing. If Jassin and Alassin attacked, they’d be breaking the rules, allowing me to use any fighting style I wanted.

			Out of the corner of my eye I saw movement as Jassin came at me. I stepped to the left and turned, parrying his strike and continuing the swing to strike at Edrym on my other side. I was certain Alassin had gone around behind me. I watched Edrym the closest because Jassin kept throwing him looks as though he wasn’t sure what to do and was hoping Edrym would give him orders.

			Keeping my face expressionless, I took a short step forward and then dropped into a roll. As I rolled past Jassin, I snapped my leg out, aiming for his calf. My kick connected, and he staggered sideways. I jumped up and spun, blocking Edrym’s strike and ducking under Alassin’s. I started a one-two combination and at the last moment, instead of striking with my sword, I did a left hook kick, which connected hard with Alassin’s stomach, earning a loud string of curses. Maybe someone will hear us and put an end to this madness. I knew, though, that if I didn’t end it myself, they would just attack me again, whether here or when we were at Emerald Valley.

			Jassin had recovered and was crouched, swinging his sword loosely from left to right. I wasn’t entirely sure what he was intending to do other than look stupid. I focused my attention on Alassin; he was trying to sneak up behind me again. Bouncing on the balls of my feet, I took two steps to the right, then two to the left. Alassin shifted his weight and swung, anticipating that I would follow the pattern I had started and take two more steps to the right. Except I went straight, aiming for his calves with a low strike combination. He blocked the first one, but I pivoted and came up behind him, slashing at his unprotected calf. The sword sliced through flesh and hit bone. I yanked on it, but it stuck. Muttering to myself, I gripped my sword with both hands and pulled. Alassin let out a high-pitched shriek of pain and I stumbled backward from the momentum. Jassin’s sword made a shallow cut across my left arm. Blood trickled down and onto the ground.

			I did my best to ignore the wound. Edrym lunged, and I blocked. Our swords locked. Putting my weight into it wasn’t enough compared to Edrym’s larger stature. I narrowly missed tripping over Alassin’s curled-up form.

			I twisted my wrist and my sword slid free. Shuffling backward, I kept Edrym and Jassin in front of me. Of the three of us, I was the most injured, though I was determined not to give up.

			Edrym and Jassin shared not-so-subtle glances. Both shifted their shoulders and rocked back on their heels before they sprinted forward at the same time. Except they made a mistake, leaving a gap in the middle. At the last moment, I tucked into a roll right through the gap. Their swords whistled over my head and slammed together, while I popped up to my feet behind them and slashed at their unprotected backs. I made many small slices across both before they untangled themselves and Jassin turned around. I easily blocked his wild swing to the left but didn’t see Edrym’s jab from the right. His sword tip stabbed my right thigh. I threw an elbow out, popping Jassin in the ribs when he stepped in close. Edrym yanked his sword out of my thigh, sending a bright red spray over both of us. I wobbled but held my feet firm.

			Edrym smiled viciously at me. “You do not belong here. Your mother was a whore.”

			The jibe at my mother hit a nerve. Anger filled me and I screamed in first rage and pain as the ache in my thigh intensified. I leveled my sword at him and charged forward. My sprint was not nimble; my leg hurt too much, and I wanted to save the last bit of energy for one ultimate move. His eyes got wide, and he brought his sword up to block as I leaped upward. Instead of meeting his sword with mine, I aimed my foot for his face. I heard a crunch as my boot connected with his nose. My momentum propelled me over the top of him, and I tucked into an awkward roll to soften my landing.

			Edrym began screaming as I lay panting on the ground. I knew I had to get up. Jassin was still somewhere. The cold tip of his sword caressed the back of my neck. He pressed down, and I felt the trickle of blood as it pierced my skin.

			I could feel the stomp of booted feet vibrating through the ground before I could hear anything. Someone removed the sword tip from my neck, and I sat up.

			Prince Almar, Commander Meriel, and someone I didn’t recognize were standing at the head of a group of twenty Fae warriors in full armor, weapons drawn. “What is the meaning of this?” demanded Prince Almar. His eyes locked with mine I tried to hold his gaze, but everything was fading around me. I wasn’t sure why.

			I felt cool hands on my face and blinked a few times. Commander Meriel was frowning at me. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.” I stayed silent, not sure what to say when her statement was likely true.

			I heard sobbing somewhere behind me, but the commander’s face was fading again.

			“Serafina,” she said, snapped her fingers in front of my face.

			“What?” I mumbled, not even sure if my words were coherent.

			“Why were you fighting?” Meriel said.

			“I didn’t start it,” I protested weakly. “I was practicing by myself.” Then I could feel it, the wounds knitting themselves back together. I was being healed with Fae magic.

			“Edrym asked to join me. He was polite at training earlier, so I thought it would be fine,” I whispered, my thoughts becoming clearer.

			“Edrym was domineering, but the session could still be considered a training session. When Alassin and Jassin joined in, I knew it was no longer training. I changed tactics,” I said, face flushed, expecting to get reprimanded for my choice.

			Commander Meriel smiled. “You have been training for situations like this and the ability to adapt when circumstances of a fight change. I don’t have any issue with what you did in your own defense.”

			I glanced down at my arm and then leg. Though my wounds had healed, I was covered in blood, but feeling more normal. “Prince Almar will not like it.”

			Meriel shook her head. “If they had acted honorably, and you were the one who turned it from practice into a proper fight, then yes, he would punish you. But these are his warriors who crossed the line. He does not take situations like this lightly.” Meriel waved her hand, motioning for someone.

			Fiera and Ghilanna hopped over the fence and offered me hands to stand up. I smiled gratefully. Meriel looked at us. “They will help you get cleaned up and find new clothes.”

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“You’re welcome, but I did not do anything. Today, this was all you,” Meriel replied.

			Fiera and Ghilanna led me away.
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I lay in bed with my eyes closed, running through the meditation exercise.

			A rock wall pressed against my back. Sharp stones pierced the skin.

			A tall Fae male with teal skin and braided blue-black hair faced me, sword raised, his expression an icy mask. On top of his head was a crown of antlers. He also had a necklace of some sort of animal teeth or claws on a bright gold chain.

			“Little warrior, why did you run?” asked the Fae prince, for I was sure he was a prince and was a ruler of one of the four Fae courts.

			“I rarely stand around and wait for someone to stab me,” I retorted. To my chagrin, my voice wavered.

			I saw a flash of gray and black spots behind the prince’s shoulder. A beast is coming to my aid? I wondered.

			“Little warrior, what is your name?” the prince demanded.

			I opened my mouth to speak and then realized I didn’t know my name. My throat tightened. Why don’t I know my name?

			“Who are you?” the prince demanded again, pressing the sword against my ribs.

			I opened my mouth to reply when the beast, a huge snow cat with light gray fur and black spots, leaped toward the prince.

			I screamed and woke up thrashing, then realized I was in bed and must have fallen asleep. Hand to my chest, I tried to calm myself when I heard a commotion outside. I quickly checked my appearance in the mirror and then stepped out of my tent.

			There was a male Fae wrapped in a gray cloak with the hood pulled up, making it difficult to discern any identifiable features. I could tell he had teal skin and blue-black hair and was wearing some sort of crown that was fashioned in the shape of branches or horns. A chill ran through me, and I rubbed my arms. Teal skin. My chest tightened as my dream of a teal-skinned prince flickered into my thoughts.

			Commander Meriel strode boldly forward, almost as though she were challenging the male. I stayed in front of my tent, apprehension growing as I noticed all eyes were on the guest.

			“Why are you here?” Commander Meriel demanded, marching right up into the male’s personal space.

			They must know each other well for her to do that, I surmised.

			“Hello to you too, Meriel,” replied a smooth male voice. He kissed her. Gasping in surprise, I took a few steps backward and almost fell into my tent as my heel hit the threshold. Lightning-quick, Meriel slapped him. The male recoiled and his hood fell back, though being able to see his face did nothing to help me identify him, aside from confirming he was indeed wearing a crown and must be one of the ruling princes.

			“How dare you come here and then behave as though no time has passed and that our relationship is as it once was,” Meriel said, voice carrying across the camp.

			A vicious grin crossed the male’s face for a moment before his mask dropped back in place along with a relaxed smile. “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

			I could hear footsteps approaching from beyond the training area where we were standing and relief washed through me; we would have backup if whomever this male was attacked. Prince Almar, sword held loosely in his hand, headed for Meriel. Across the way I caught Fiera’s eye. She was making some sort of motion with her hands, but I did not know what she was trying to tell me, though I assumed it had to do with the newcomer’s identity.

			“You are not welcome here, Prince Tanyth,” Prince Almar said loudly. The other Fae who had escorted Prince Tanyth visibly bristled at the words. If I had thought Prince Tanyth was difficult to identify, his escort was impossible, because he was wearing a scarf or mask of some sort to obscure his face.

			“I haven’t done anything wrong or made a move against you, Almar. Why the hostility?” Prince Tanyth asked.

			Meriel and Prince Almar exchanged glances. I wondered what the history was among these three.

			Meriel replied, “You know why.”

			Prince Tanyth did not react. “I will leave, but only if you agree to my request to see the half-blood.”

			“Or what?” demanded Meriel. I thought I saw a brief sparkle of Meriel’s blue magic before it vanished from sight.

			“I will annihilate you and this camp,” Prince Tanyth announced.

			My jaw dropped in surprise. How could one Fae prince possess that much power? Maybe he’s bluffing. I knew Fae had varying levels of magic ability and that princes held their position in part because their magic abilities are significant. But there were many Fae here in the camp, and Prince Tanyth only had himself and his masked attendant. It seemed far-fetched to me he would be capable of following through with his threat.

			I could hear the snarl that came from Prince Almar, but no one contested Prince Tanyth’s request. Meriel stepped to the side and turned slightly, so her back was not to Prince Tanyth, but she could see both of us. “Serafina is there. I will give you two minutes and then you must leave.”

			Prince Tanyth nodded and walked toward me. I stepped away from the tent, wanting room to maneuver if he was stupid enough to try something, even with the witnesses. He halted in front of me and took his time inspecting.

			I shook when I realized he was the teal-skinned and antler-crowned Fae prince I had dreamed about. But I had never met him before, so I couldn’t understand why I was dreaming about him. He was even more terrifying in person than in my dream. The surrounding air hummed with his magic. Deadly predator. I clamped my tongue between my teeth, trying to maintain my composure while he boldly stared.

			I expected him to say something, especially since I was certain he could tell I was afraid of him. Instead, at the end of his two minutes, he turned on his heel and retreated. When they reached the edge of the tents, Prince Tanyth and his escort disappeared.

			I gasped for air, not having realized that I had been holding my breath. Meriel rushed over. “Are you okay?”

			I nodded, trying to take slow breaths. “Yes, he just…well, he just stared at me. I don’t understand what was going on.”

			Commander Meriel frowned. “Of the three Fae princes, Tanyth has the most extreme views on what the human-Fae relationship should be and often reacts without thinking everything through. There is nothing he won’t do to achieve his personal goals, other than perhaps protecting his son.”

			My eyes widened at the commander’s explanation and that my fear was justified. I must pray I never encounter him again.
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